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ABSTRACT 

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF ISRAEL, RECOGNITION OF A NEW STATE IN THE 

MIDDLE EAST AND ITS REPERCUSSIONS ON THE TURKISH PUBLIC  

(1936–1956) 

Karel Franco Valansi 

Master of Science 

 Philosophy in International Relations 

Advisor: Assoc. Prof. Salih Bıçacı 

May, 2016 

 

The nationalist outlook of the Turkish state since the beginning of the Republican era 

targeted uniform identity formation. While it did not recognize the existence of ethnic 

identities as long as they were Muslim, non-Muslims were challenging this ideal. During 

this social engineering, the religious minorities and the state had very turbulent relations. 

The Jews were presented as model citizens to other religious minorities. However, they 

were not accepted as equal citizens and the mistrust the state had for them resulted in many 

discriminative legislations. Following the Second World War, a new state was established 

in the Middle East. During the Cold War, the Soviet threat led Turkey to recognize the 

State of Israel established as a Jewish state. The main reasoning of Turkey in recognizing 

Israel was to strengthen its position in the Western camp. Following its creation, a 

surprisingly high number of Turkish Jews immigrated to this new country. 

This research is an attempt to investigate the first three decades of the Republic for its 

public including the religious minorities of Turkey with a special focus on the Jewish 

community as it is one of the major links between Turkey and Israel. The research 

analyzes the Turkish public reaction to the establishment and recognition of the State of 

Israel by Turkey and tries the shed light on the reason of this mass immigration which is 

the second biggest immigration out of Turkey after the labor immigration to Europe 

starting from the 1960s. This research used Bakhtin’s Dialogical Narrative Analysis 

(DNA) to illustrate the different perspectives and to analyze the developments in an 

objective and impartial way. It aims to show the reflections of the Turkish public by their 

experience and their narrative. 
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ÖZET 

İSRAİL DEVLETİNİN KURULMASI, ORTA DOĞU’DAKİ YENİ DEVLETİN 

TANINMASI VE TÜRK HALKI ÜZERİNDEKİ YANSIMALARI (1936-1956) 

Karel Franco Valansi 

Uluslararası İlişkiler, Yüksek Lisans 

Danışman: Doçent Dr. Salih Bıçakçı 

Mayıs, 2016 

 

Türkiye’nin içinde barındırdığı tüm farklılıkları birleştirici tek bir kimlikte bir toplum 

inşası sürecinde tüm etnik kimlikler Müslüman olmaları halinde kapsayan bir anlayış 

geliştiren Cumhuriyet, gayrimüslim toplulukları bu ideal içine tam bir yere yerleştiremedi. 

Toplumu yeniden yapılandırma aşamaları sırasında gayrimüslim topluluklar ile devlet 

arasında çelişkili ve sıkıntılı bir ilişki hüküm sürdü. Yahudiler diğer gayrimüslim 

topluluklara örnek vatandaş olarak gösterilmelerine rağmen eşit vatandaş olarak kabul 

edilmediler. Devletin gayrimüslimlere duyduğu güvensizlik birçok ayrımcı kararı da 

beraberinde getirdi. İkinci Dünya Savaşı’nın ertesinde Orta Doğu’da yeni bir ülke 

kuruldu. Soğuk Savaş döneminin Sovyet tehdidi karşısında Türkiye, Yahudi bir devlet 

olarak kurulan İsrail’i tanıdı. Buradaki asıl amaç Batı kampındaki yerini 

sağlamlaştırmaktı. İsrail’in kurulmasının ardından Türk Yahudi cemaatinin önemli bir 

bölümü bu yeni ülkeye göç etti.  

Bu çalışma, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nin ilk 30 yılını gayrimüslim vatandaşları dahil Türk 

halkı açısından inceliyor. İsrail ile Türkiye arasındaki ana bağlardan biri olması sebebiyle 

Yahudi cemaatine ayrı bir önem verildi. Türk halkının İsrail’in kuruluşuna ve Türkiye’nin 

bu yeni ülkeyi tanımasına verdiği tepkiyi inceleyen araştırma, Türk Yahudilerinin önemli 

bir bölümünün neden İsrail’e göç ettiğini cevaplandırmaya çalışıyor. Bu göç, 1960’larda 

başlayan Avrupa’ya işçi göçünün ardından Türkiye’nin tanık olduğu ikinci büyük göç 

dalgası. Bakhtin’in Dialogical Narrative Analysis (DNA)’sını kullanan çalışma, bu sayede 

toplumu oluşturan bireylerin farklı algılarını ve gelişmelere verdikleri tepkileri tarafsız ve 

objektif bir biçimde incelemeyi hedefliyor.  

 

 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Türk Yahudileri, Azınlıklar, Türkiye, İsrail, Göç, Dış Politika, 

Tanıma
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Chapter 1:  

Introduction 

At midnight on May 14th, 1948, the State of Israel officially came into being upon 

the termination of the British mandate in Palestine following various clashes among the 

Arabs, Jews and British forces. The United States de facto recognized the new state within 

minutes,1 but it was Stalin’s Soviet Union that granted the first de jure recognition to 

Israel, two days after the declaration of statehood2. The existence of a Jewish state in an 

Arab Muslim dominated region initiated a series of conflicts between the newborn country 

and its neighbors.  

The Soviet sponsored coup in Czechoslovakia and the elections results of Italy 

showed the increased influence of the Soviet Union. These developments caused security 

concerns among Western European countries. In order to avoid their rapprochement with 

the Soviet Union, the United States became closely involved with European affairs. 

Containment, meaning blocking the expansion of Soviet influence, remained the basic 

strategy of the U.S. throughout the Cold War, until the collapse of communism in 1989. 

Formulated by Foreign Service Officer George F. Kennan in 19473, containment became 

the basis of the Truman Administration’s foreign policy. The Marshall Plan4 in 1948 

                                                           
1 The United States recognized the provisional Jewish government as de facto authority of Israel. De jure 

recognition of the Jewish state was extended on January 31st 1949. The U.S. Recognition of the State of 

Israel https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/us-israel/ and 

http://www.trumanlibrary.org/israel/palestin.htm (Accessed on October 23rd, 2015) 
2 For detailed information on Russian foreign policy please read: Galia Golan, Soviet policies in the 

Middle East from World War Two to Gorbachev (New York: Press Syndicate of the University of 

Cambridge, 1990) 
3 George F. Kennan (X), “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” Foreign Policy July 1947 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/1947-07-01/sources-soviet-conduct (Accessed 

on May 16th, 2016) 
4 For further details see on Marshall Plan: A Marshall Plan for Europe published by DGB Confederation 

of German Trade Unions. http://www.ictu.ie/download/pdf/a_marshall_plan_for_europe_full_version.pdf 

(Accessed on December 8th, 2014) 

https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/us-israel/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/1947-07-01/sources-soviet-conduct
http://www.ictu.ie/download/pdf/a_marshall_plan_for_europe_full_version.pdf
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aimed to rebuild Europe that was in ruins after the Second World War. The U.S.’s core 

objective was to protect its area of influence. Building markets for American goods was 

another reason behind these extensive investments.5 With the Truman doctrine6, the U.S. 

provided economic and military aid to Turkey and Greece, reinforcing their bloc. In order 

to contain the Soviet Union, the idea of collective defense system led to the formation of 

North Atlantic Treaty (NATO) in 1949.  

During this turmoil, Turkey, a Muslim majority country, recognized Israel nine 

months following its declaration, in March 1949. Turkey’s tendency to maintain 

diplomatic relations with Israel in spite of a negative Arab reaction was due primarily to 

Israel’s alignment with the West. During the Cold War, Turkey’s foreign policy was 

shaped by the Soviet threat. Consequently, Communism was perceived by the Turkish 

ruling elites as the main threat of the time. Being part of the Western or the Communist 

camp, led by the world’s superpowers, was an unavoidable choice for countries to make.  

Turkey’s camp was clear since the establishment of the Republic in 1923; it wanted to be 

part of the Western bloc.  

While Turkey was clearly on the West bloc, Israel gained the support of both 

superpowers; the United States and the Soviet Union - an extraordinarily rare agreement 

between them during this period of great enmity.7 In order to maintain bilateral, balanced 

relations with both sides, Israel adopted a policy of i-hizdahut (non-identification) based 

on non-engagement with any bloc. There were numerous reasons behind this decision. 

                                                           
5 Steven W. Hook and John Spanier, American Foreign Policy Since World War II (Los Angeles: Sage 

Publications, 2009), 51-54.  
6 For further details see on Truman Doctrine: David Caute, The Great Fear (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 1978) 
7 Avi Shlaim, “Israel between East and West, 1948-1956” International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 

36:4 (2004): 657-673. 
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Israel wanted to maintain the support of both parties. Economic aid and access to arms 

was crucial. Both blocks contained large numbers of Jews that Israel needed to protect 

and/or wanted them to immigrate to Israel. Most Israeli leaders were from Russia or 

Eastern Europe, and they had sympathy to the Soviet Union. Yet fundamentally, Israel 

was part of the West because of its culture.8 

When the Soviet Union changed its pro-Israeli policy, Israel moved openly toward 

the West camp.9 This move was the main reason for Turkish rapprochement to Israel. The 

relations between Turkey and Israel developed gradually. For Israel, Turkey was the key 

to break the isolation circle around it.10 It was an advantage to have relations with a non-

Arab Muslim country in its vicinity. In addition, Turkey was in a strategic location, secular 

and pro-American.  

It was in 1952 that Turkey and Greece were accepted as members to NATO. The 

decision to accept Turkey and Greece into alliance was a natural consequence of the 

Truman Doctrine of extending military and economic aid to states vulnerable to the Soviet 

threat. Both countries were seen as security barriers against the spread of Communism in 

Europe. Both had anti-Communist governments and their military contribution to the 

approaching Korean War was necessary to stop the expansion of the Soviet Union and 

China. The world was primarily divided between Warsaw Pact and NATO Pact. 

Turkey’s relations with Israel were built on Ankara’s concerns over the reaction of 

the Arab world.11 The country weighted the reaction of the Arab states and did not want 

                                                           
8 Ibid 
9 Jacob Abadi, Israel’s quest for recognition and acceptance in Asia (London: Frank Cass Publishers, 

2005), 4-5. 
10 Ibid 
11 Dan Arbell, “The US-Turkey-Israel Triangle” Center for Middle East Policy at Brookings Analysis No. 

34, (October 2014) 
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to break off from them completely.12 On the other hand, the Soviet threat and the desire 

to be part of the NATO pact shadowed the religious solidarity with the Arab states. There 

was always a caution in developing diplomatic relations with Israel as Turkey hesitated 

from the Arab reaction, but this and the sensitivities of its own population did not prevent 

Turkey from starting diplomatic, economic, and cultural relations with Israel. Flexibility 

and pragmatism marked the Turkish foreign policy of the era. 

Turkey and Israel maintained their relations with ups and downs over the years. 

Turkey downgraded relations with Israel to the level of chargé d'affaires after The Suez 

Canal crisis in 1956. Nevertheless, it was just two years later that Israeli Prime Minister 

David Ben Gurion and Turkish Prime Minister Adnan Menderes met in secrecy, which 

marked an important turning point in bilateral relations known as ‘peripheral alliance’ or 

‘ghost pact’13  

1.1. Turkish Public Reaction 

Within this context, this study tries to illustrate the Turkish public reaction to the 

establishment and recognition of the State of Israel. As mentioned, there was always 

caution in developing diplomatic relations with Israel as Turkey considered the Arab 

reaction. On the other hand, there were also the sensitivities of Turkey’s own population 

that should be taken into account. Religious solidarity with the Arab people and the 

creation of a Jewish state in a former Ottoman land may have resulted in some protests or 

at least some question marks in Turkish society.  

                                                           
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2014/10/09%20Turkey%20us%20israel%20arbel

l/usTurkeyisrael%20trianglefinal.pdf (Accessed on December 6th, 2014) 
12 Ayhan Aktar and Soli Özel, “Turkish Attitudes vis-a-vis The Zionist Project” Cahiers d’etudes sur la 

Mediterranee orientale et le monde Turco-Iranien, no.28, (June-December 1999): 132. 
13 Ofra Bengio, The Turkish-Israeli Relationship; Changing Ties of Middle Eastern Outsiders (London: 

Palgrave, 2010) 

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2014/10/09%20turkey%20us%20israel%20arbell/usturkeyisrael%20trianglefinal.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2014/10/09%20turkey%20us%20israel%20arbell/usturkeyisrael%20trianglefinal.pdf
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The nationalist and assimilationist outlook of the Turkish state since the beginning 

of the Republican era targeted uniform identity formation among its members. While it 

did not recognize the existence of ethnic identities as long as they were Muslim, non-

Muslim communities were challenging this ideal. Turkey had inherited a large number of 

non-Muslim population from the Ottoman Empire with the Jewish community as one of 

them. The state policy against the religious minorities under the protection of the Treaty 

of Lausanne was reflected in the immigration waves out of Turkey which began early, 

starting in the very first years of the Republic.  

The one party regime and a state controlled press were necessary for successful 

reforms for the modernization process in Turkey but also for the social engineering of 

desired characteristics in the population. While the state tried to assimilate all differences, 

renouncing all distinct identities in order to create a unique identity formed under the name 

‘Turk’, non-Muslims could not fit into it. The creation of a Jewish state in 1948 and the 

reaction of Turkey’s Jewish citizens are crucial to understand the Republican story for 

them. While public opinion did not directly affect Turkey’s foreign policy decisions 

especially in the Middle East, its consequences resulted in a radical change in the 

population composition.   

This research intended to understand how the Turkish public reacted to the 

recognition of the State of Israel and to the start of bilateral relations between the two 

countries emphasizing the relation of the Turkish state with its religious minorities and 

especially the Jews. To achieve that, the second chapter will explain the establishment of 

the State of Israel starting from the Russian immigration waves to Palestine14 following 

                                                           
14 Territorial clarification of Palestine will be explained in this chapter, as the naming of the territory is a 

central part of the problem.  
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the assassination of the liberal tsar of Russian Empire in 1881. Every immigration wave 

changed the already established Jewish community in Palestine. This research will try to 

underline the cause and effect relations of the events between Arab and Jewish 

communities of Palestine. “Why did an agricultural community feel the necessity to have 

armed forces?” is the main question regarding the Jews of Palestine. “How did the Arab 

community decided on the major dilemma between recognizing Jewish rights in Palestine 

or starting an all or nothing war against them?” is the major question for the Arab 

population. The history of the mandate of Palestine is important to understand the 

dynamics of the region. To this end, the population, demographic of the people, and the 

way they lived before the creation of the State of Israel will be described. Civil and 

military Jewish organizations established since the immigration waves will also be 

explained as these organizations formed the structure of the future State of Israel.  

The introduction of the Palestinian problem to the international community by 

bringing it to the United Nations (UN) changed the political nature of the issue. The reality 

of HaShoah (Holocaust), the UN partition plan of Palestine and the creation of the State 

of Israel will be explained in addition to its reflections in Turkey.  

Chapter three will shed light on a larger picture of the Turkish society until the 

Second World War, focusing on the non-Muslim minorities. The opinion of the Muslim 

public towards the non-Muslims and vice versa, including the law and decrees affecting 

this relation, will be explained from each side’s perspective. As the major point of 

connection between Turkey and Israel is the Jewish community in Turkey, the life and the 

events that affected them stands as an important part of the research. This chapter will try 

to clarify the expectations of the Turkish public from the Republican era and the end result 

after three decades.   
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Chapter four will discuss the Second World War and its implications for the Turkish 

public. The rise of fascism and the victories of the Nazis affected the Turkish politicians, 

journalists and public as well. From the Turkish press, one can easily differ which groups 

were pro-Nazi and which were not. It was a subject of polarization but there were not 

major public discussions as the press was largely controlled by the state. It is crucial times 

for the Turkish Jews as the fear caused by the news coming from the concentration camps 

throughout Europe was mixed with the war time legislations that discriminated against the 

religious minorities in Turkey. Preoccupation and anxiety marked this era for the Turkish 

Jews who had already formed several secret Zionist groups to protect themselves and/or 

to search for a safe haven.  Numerous mass emigration waves from Turkey to several 

countries started following major developments like the Thrace events and the Capital 

Tax.  ‘Hospitality of the Ottoman Empire to the Jews expulsed from Spain in 1492’ and 

‘the loyalty of this community were major discourses on Turkish Jews, but this ‘positive 

picture’ could not stop the immigration of approximately 34,000 Turkish Jews to newly 

established Israel around 1948. This chapter will try to clarify their reasons of immigration 

throughout the Republican era. An historical background of Turkish Jews will be provided 

to explain the factors that pushed this segment of the Turkish society to make the hard 

decision to leave the country or to stay. In this chapter the main question is; “Why did the 

Jews leave Turkey?” It will try to explain the events from the perspective of the Turkish 

public through memoirs, leaders’ statements, newspaper articles, and interviews.  

Chapter five, will explain the diplomatic, economic, and cultural relations between 

Israel and Turkey. It will try to present the reaction of the Turkish public to the 

establishment of the State of Israel and its recognition, with a focus on the Turkish Jews 

struggling to become equal Turkish citizens in the eyes of the Turkish public while the 
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idea of having its own sovereign state in the historical land of Israel was becoming a 

reality. The understanding of their experience will be enriched by memoirs and articles 

published in the Turkish press. The main question of this chapter is; “What was the 

reaction of the general public and the Turkish Jewish community to the creation of the 

State of Israel and to the immigration of the Turkish Jews to Israel?” 

1.2. Methodology 

The most difficult studies are those based on human communication analysis. It tries 

to examine the interaction of diverse perspectives in a sociological and historical context. 

As different segments of the community have different perspectives, mindsets, and 

collective memories, they may interpret the facts very differently. While the meaning of 

a fact or an occurance can be perceived differently by various participants, each participant 

may orient the perspective of the other participant as well. This research will try to give 

the facts as impartially as possible and to present the perceptions and interpretations of 

these, by different parties. It will analyze spoken and written actions of different parties 

in their own place, time, and significance. To this end, this research will use Russian 

literary critic, theorist, and philosopher of language Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1895-1975) 

Dialogical Narrative Analysis (DNA) to achieve this goal. With the use of DNA, this 

research intends to illustrate the different perspectives and to analyze the developments in 

an objective and impartial way, giving voice to every member of the society affected by 

the occurrence. 

A story always has multiple dimensions hidden in itself. In DNA, Bakhtin 

emphasizes that there are many aspects of the same story. DNA recognizes that there are 

many more perspectives and voices to collect in order to fully understand the story. As 
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political theorist Andrew Robinson explains it; “Each character has their own final word, 

but it relates to and interacts with those of other characters.”15  

DNA differs from contain analysis; a method that counts various aspects of a content 

or occurrence, as it also addsthe impressions of the society. Contain analysis limits itself 

to examine the words and phrases as a qualitative research technique. On the other hand, 

DNA studies the mirroring between what is told and the perception of the story by 

different listeners. 

This study aims to show the reflections of the Turkish public by their experience 

and their narrative. It is an attempt to understand through the press, memoirs, expressions, 

stories, and dialogues the misunderstandings, the mistrust in the Turkish society and the 

relations between different groups. Although earlier studies identified the historical 

perspective of the issue, none in my knowledge combined an oral historical perspective to 

their study with a comparative approach.  

History books are great sources to understand the general story, the governmental 

perspective of the occurences, and the perspective of only the elites in the society. As it is 

allied with the state, history is considered as a well-established hegemonic discipline. 

However, to understand their consequences to the ordinary people, one needs some other 

tools. Oral history is an important tool as it gives agency to the individual. Oral historian 

Leyla Neyzi says that it shows how history affects the ways the individual construct their 

life story narratives and identities.16  Another tool is the press. While history books 

                                                           
15 Andrew Robinson, “In Theory Bakhtin: Dialogism, Polyphony and Heteroglossia” CeaseFire Magazine 

2011. http://ceasefiremagazine.co.uk/in-theory-bakhtin-1/ (Accessed on October 21st, 2014) 
16 Leyla Neyzi, “Oral History and Memory Studies in Turkey.” Turkey’s Engagement with Modernity: 

Conflict and Change in the Twentieth Century. Eds. Celia Kerslake, Kerem Öktem, Philip Robins, 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 443-459. 
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preferred to write about the greatness, the successes of the leaders or ruling elites, 

newspapers had become a major source of information in documenting historical events 

and in following the change and differences with time, to understand the daily life of the 

ordinary man. The ordinary man can also be understood by memoirs, novels, and 

documentaries. This research will conduct interviews with the Turkish Jewish community 

to understand their concerns, their experience in the Republican era, and their reason for 

choosing either to migrate to Israel or other countries, or to stay in Turkey. This research 

tries to add an understanding of their emotions and their experience to the cold façade of 

the history. All of these tools combined, will help construct the story and understand in 

depth the feelings and attitudes of Turkish society. 

The research planned to illuminate the hidden part of the story by giving priority to 

the views, memoirs and anecdotes of the Turkish population of all religious background. 

It will look through the national newspapers and magazines as well as Jewish newspapers 

to comprehend various aspects of the situation.  

In light of this information, this study aims to understand Turkish-Israeli relations 

from the perspective of the Turkish citizens themselves, in giving an account to the 

experience of the Turkish Jews. The Jewish community living in Turkey, and the Turkish 

Jews migrated from Turkey to Israel around the year 1948 and currently living in Israel 

constitutes the empirical case for the comparative study. Since there are limited figures 

who could tell the situation in the frame work of the thesis subject, one utilized snowball 

technique to locate information rich subjects and to conduct interviews. To position these 

interviews into the context of International relations, oral history is the main constituent 

of this research. However, finding information rich subjects was a serious difficulty 

encountered during the research. One limited the empirical case to those who migrated 
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during 1948s by their own will. Just by rough calculation someone who was 15 years old 

in 1948, would be in his/hers 80s. One was not sure if would be able to find many people 

fitting this definition or even if they would be able to remember and describe their life in 

Turkey and the reasoning behind their decision to leave the country. This decreased the 

number of potential interviewees. Language might have been another issue but we were 

able to speak in Turkish and Spanish and one needed the assistance of a Hebrew translator 

with only one of the interviewees, upon his request. The interviewees were found with the 

help of the Jewish community in Turkey and the Union of Jews from Turkey in Israel 

based in Batyam, Israel. Another difficulty encountered was that the majority of the 

potential interviewees refrain from talking. This is a hesitation or fear caused by the 

historical learning that will be explained during the research. 

Kenneth Waltz’s levels of analysis approach will be used to explain the international 

level, the state level and the individual level. These three components will be explained 

as follows: First, the historical facts will be explained to give the necessary background 

to understand the global, national, and social climate of the time. Second, Turkish public 

reaction will be analyzed through newspapers and memoirs. Third, the Turkish Jewish 

community’s feelings will be investigated through direct interviews with community 

members who decided to move to Israel around 1948, and by their written memoirs. All 

of these components will be unified in this research to show a comparative perspective of 

the public reflection on early Turkish-Israeli relations.  

1.3. Literature Review 

This research will use Turkish national press, Turkish Jewish press, and oral history 

consisting of narratives and memoirs as its primary sources. Academic papers and books 
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on Turkish-Israeli relations, Ottoman history, Turkish Jews, and history of Palestine and 

Israel will also be used to enrich the research.  

During the literature review, one realized that the historical level of the events is 

very well explained and presented in detail. The difference of this research is that it 

analyzes the bilateral relations of Turkey and Israel with a special focus on Turkish public 

narrative rather than just the historical chronology of the events that led to establishment 

of the relations. How the Turkish elite reacted to the bilateral relations, how the politics 

affected the perception of the public, and how the developments affected the Turkish 

Jewish community will be presented to clarify the public opinion.  

This research uses major studies to reach its aim. For the history of Palestine and 

the establishment of the state of Israel one have used several books, studies, and 

publications, including Gudrun Kramer’s A History of Palestine (New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 2008), Ilan Pappe’s A History of Modern Palestine: One Land, Two 

People (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), Alan Dowty’s Israel/Palestine 

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), David W. Lesch’s The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), and Mike Berry and Greg Philo’s Israel and 

Palestine: Competing Histories (London: Pluto Press, 2006). The works of Rıfat N. Bali17, 

Avner Levi’s Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim,1996), and Ayhan 

Aktar 18  were essential to explore the untold truth about the negative effects of the 

                                                           
17 Rıfat N. Bali, “Azınlıkları Türkleştirme Meselesi” Ne idi? Ne değildi? (Istanbul: Libra, 2014); 1934 

Trakya Olayları (Istanbul: Libra, 2012); Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri – Bir Türkleștirme 

Serüveni (1923-1945) (Istanbul: İletişim, 2005); Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, Aliya: Bir 

Toplu Göçün Öyküsü (1946-1949), (Istanbul: Iletişim, 2003); Cumhuriyet yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, 

Devlet’in Örnek Yurttaşları (1950-2003), (Istanbul: Kitabevi, 2009); Devletin Yahudileri ve “Öteki” 

Yahudi. (Istanbul: İletişim, 2010); The Silent Minority in Turkey: Turkish Jews (Istanbul: Libra, 2013) 
18 Ayhan Aktar and Soli Özel, “Turkish Attitudes vis-a-vis The Zionist Project” Cahiers d’etudes sur la 

Mediterranee orientale et le monde Turco-Iranien, no.28, (June-December 1999); Ayhan Aktar, 

“Tekinalp” Taraf, February 6th, 2012; “Trakya Yahudi Olaylarını ‘doğru’ yorumlamak” Tarih ve Toplum 
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nationalist wave of the Republican era. Minna Rozen’s The Last Ottoman Century and 

Beyond – The Jews in Turkey and the Balkans, 1808-1945, is another important 

demographic reference. For the Turkish-Israeli relations, the third part of the research, the 

PhD dissertation of George Emanuel Gruen19 and Ofra Bengio’s20 works is one’s main 

guide. In addition to personal interviews with Turkish Jews who had immigrated to Israel 

during 1948, One was lucky to find some unpublished memoirs of Turkish Jews who 

immigrated during the 1930s and 1940s in the library of the Union of Jews from Turkey 

in Israel located in Batyam, Israel.  

The lack of memoirs from Turkish diplomats was an important setback for the study. 

Another setback was the inefficiency of libraries in Turkey. For example, Atatürk Library, 

the major library in Istanbul with newspaper archives, lacked the necessary technological 

developments. The newspapers were not available on computer they were not even 

protected by a plastic cover. They were not in good condition. Some pages were missing 

and some pages were torn apart. The most important difficulty was the lack of some 

newspaper volumes from crucial dates such as 1947, 1948, and 1949. According to the 

library staff, the missing volumes were sent for reparation but one could not reach them 

during the entire period of research. The archive of Şalom, Turkish Jewish community’s 

only surviving newspaper, was relatively better as there was the possibility of demanding 

the pdf version. However, the newspaper archives were in a similar condition and the first 

issue of the newspaper dated October 29th 1947 was missing. Cumhuriyet newspaper was 

                                                           
Dergisi, November 1996 No. 155. 45-56; Varlık Vergisi ve ‘Türkleştirme Politikaları, (Istanbul: Iletişim, 

2000) 
19 George Gruen, “Turkey, Israel & The Palestine Question: A Study in the Diplomacy of Ambivalence” 

Unpublished PhD thesis Columbia University, 1970 
20 Ofra Bengio and Gencer Özcan, “Old Grievances, New Fears: Arab Perceptions of Turkey and Its 

Alignment with Israel” Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 37, No. 2 (Apr., 2001), pp. 50-92; Ofra Bengio, The 

Turkish-Israeli Relationship; Changing Ties of Middle Eastern Outsiders (London: Palgrave, 2010) 
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a relief in this case as one has full access to its archives from its internet site. In the absence 

of newspapers representing the different opinions of the era, one decided to look through 

available newspapers and try to understand the spirit of the era. 

1.4. Turkish Press  

During the 1930s, there was no separate “world news” section in the newspapers. 

Important news was given as headline or in the first page and the rest could be found in 

several different pages. The events in the mandate of Palestine was not a major topic. 

There were some journalists who focused on the subject but in general Palestine was not 

one of the main concerns of the Turkish press during the 1930s. From this, one can 

conclude that the Arab cause in Palestine was not internalized. On the other hand, with 

the knowledge of the state pressure on the press, it may also be said that this was the 

reflection of the Turkish foreign policy of the one party era. The news about Palestine 

were mostly translated from the British press. There were not many original pieces by 

Turkish journalists based in Palestine. The news was given surprisingly impartially. It may 

be concluded that the negative image of the Arabs in the was still vivid in collective 

memory of the Turkish public, due to their uprising against the Ottomans. 

The relationship between the Turkish Jews and the state was complicated and 

shifting policies towards the minorities can be clearly seen through the newspapers. While 

the Jews in Palestine and then of Israel were not criticized and had a relatively more 

positive image, the press was very critical of Turkish Jews. Israel was a Western country 

and ally of the United States, and there was an admiration for their dedication to create 

their own country and to the progress they made in Palestine. Yet the respectable image 

of the Israeli or American Jews was not applied to the Turkish Jews. Turkish Jews were 

criticized for their language, accent, and their loyalty was continuously questioned. Even 
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the German academics in the 1930s and the Jews in the refugee boats escaping the Nazi 

horror via Turkey in 1940s were subject to similar critiques and insults.  

1.5. Two Critical Clarifications 

In order to proceed with the research, one feels the urge to clarify two important 

concepts. In such a complex subject, Palestine and Zionism are most of the time used 

outside of their real meaning and thus create a misunderstanding or prejudice in different 

times and under different circumstances. For this reason, these two concepts are explained 

in this section to provide the reader with a better understanding.  

1.5.1. Territorial Clarification 

Such a polarized topic requires some clarification regarding to the toponymy and 

political geography of the territory called Palestine/Israel, which held different names 

throughout history. Naming the region, where the struggle of Israelis and Palestinians 

continues still today, is one of the major problems encountered in research. The name 

Palestine confuses the minds as it is at the same time the name given to the Arabs of the 

region; Palestinians. To clarify this confusion, this research would like to underline that 

Palestine is the name given to a geographical region and not to a sovereign state. This 

confusion led to perceive Palestine as an Arab state, and the Palestinians as the historical 

inheritor of the land. However, as explained in detail below, the name Palestine was not 

used during the Ottoman era and Palestine was the name preferred by the British during 

their mandate. Accepting Palestine as the land of the Palestinians meaning Arabs, led to 

deny the Jewish bond to the land causing the de-legitimization of the State of Israel. This 

research is not an attempt to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. However, this 

misunderstanding caused by the term Palestine affects the understanding of the history of 

Palestine, thus needed to be clarified. It is also noteworthy that in 1930s and 1940s, during 
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racist protests or in anti-Semitic articles, in Turkey and in Europe, Palestine was the 

address shown to the Jews with the slogan “Go to Palestine!”21 

The word Palestine derives from ‘Philistia’, the name given by Greek writers to the 

land of Philistines, who occupied the southern coast in 12nd century B.C.E. Philistines 

were not Semites as Israelites and Arabs are, but of Greek origin. 22  Bernard Lewis 

explains that the region originally denoted to the coastal region North and South of Gaza 

was occupied and settled by the Philistine invaders from across the sea.23 He adds that the 

coast and its hinterland were known by different names in antiquity; Canaan, Eretz Israel, 

and finally Israel and Judah to designate the two kingdoms.  

While the term Palestine refers to a narrow band of fertile territory between the 

desert and the Mediterranean Sea, inhabited since the earliest times,24 the Arabs describe 

Palestine as the territory between Syria and Egypt and according to the Jews, it is from 

the Nile River (mainly modern Egypt and Sudan) to the Euphrates (modern-day Iraq).25 

In practice, both the geographical area corresponding to this term and the political status 

of it changed over the three millennia.26 The frontiers changed at different times and with 

different rulers. We can border Palestine today, as the area between River Jordan, the 

Mediterranean and east of Jordan. It is a strategic piece of estate as it forms a land bridge 

between Asia and Africa, a connection route where many people have passed through. It 

                                                           
21 Detailed explanation and examples from the Turkish press is presented in chapter 3 and chapter 4. 
22 “Palestine” The New Universal Library Volume 10, (London: International Learning Systems Corp. 

1967,1968,1969) 
23 Bernard Lewis, “On the history and geography of a name” The International History Review Vol.2 No.1 

(January 1980): 1-12. 
24 “Palestine” The New Universal Library Volume 10, (London: International Learning Systems Corp. 

1967,1968,1969) 
25 “Palestine” İslam Ansiklopedisi Volume 4 (Istanbul: Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 1988) 
26 “Palestine” The New Encyclopedia Britannica 15th edition Volume 25 (Chicago: Encyclopedia 

Britannica Inc., 1998) 
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is noteworthy that the first attempts to define the territory are in the Bible, which is 

represented as the Promised Land. 27  The land of Israel is promised by God to the 

descendants of Abraham and it is promised to Moses during the exodus from Egypt; it 

also means the return from the Babylonian exile.28  

The name Philistia for the region was revived by the Romans in the 2nd century C.E. 

to delegitimize the Jewish presence in the land. After the Arab conquest in the 7th century, 

the new rulers continued the administrative subdivision of the Romans. According to 

Lewis, the term Palestine was politically submerged, it disappeared from administrative 

usage, and then reappeared with the Crusades.29 The Ottoman conquest of the land in 

1516-17 divided the territory into six districts.30 The Roman term was widely adopted by 

the Christian world and reappeared in the twentieth century.31 

1.5.2. Zionism 

Zionism 32  is an important concept to understand the Jewish immigration to 

Palestine. Zionism, a concept emerging at the end of the 19th century, can be defined as 

the desire to establish a state for the Jewish people with political and religious freedom in 

the historical land of Israel. The belief that God promised this land to the Jewish people 

                                                           
27 Bernard Lewis, “On the history and geography of a name” The International History Review Vol.2 No.1 

(January 1980): 1-12. 
28 Ibid 
29 Ibid 
30 Ibid 
31 Ibid 
32 ‘Zion’ (Siyon in Hebrew) refers to the citadel in Jerusalem during the biblical period. With the Zionist 

movement the term has been taken to mean the land of Israel, the homeland of the Jewish people; David 

W. Lesch, The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 25-35. 
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is shared by both religious and secular Jews.33 Zionism is a secular political movement to 

achieve this goal. Still, it cannot be separated from Judaism and its religious history.34 

The birth of Zionism can be seen as a reaction to the growing anti-Semitism in 

Europe. Anti-Semitism had roots in Europe for a long time, but the French Revolution 

(1789-1799) is an important turning point for the Western European Jews. “The 

Declaration of the Rights of Man” 35  issued during the French Revolution of 1789 

proclaimed equality to all people by citizenship. This meant that the Jews had the 

opportunity to enter the French society as individuals by assimilation; giving up their 

distinctiveness as a separate community and “the commitment to the idea of a return to 

Eretz Israel, a hope that had bound them together for centuries.”36 In many Western 

European countries such as Germany, Austria, England, and France, assimilation 

progressed to achieve legal and social equality. “In Germany and in France, in Holland 

and in Britain, Jews came to feel that they had at least found a secure haven and were 

accepted.”37 Despite all efforts, however, an open hostility toward the Jews remained. 

During the 1880s, a German author coined the term anti-Semitism to emphasize his 

antipathy.38 The Dreyfus trial in 1894, in which a Jewish officer was falsely charged 

of treason for allegedly selling military secrets to the Germans during the Franco-Prussian 

                                                           
33 The blessing “Next year in Jerusalem” always had a central role in Jewish rituals and prayers. Yearning 

for the return to the Promised Land (Palestine) is an unchanged ideal expressed for more than 2,000 years, 

through generations.  
34 David W. Lesch, The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 26. 
35 “The Declaration of the Rights of Man.” The Avalon Project, Yale Law School. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/18th_century/rightsof.asp (Accessed on April 18, 2015) 
36 Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History with Documents (Boston: 

Bedford/St. Martin’s. 2010), 27. 
37 Walter Laqueur, A History of Zionism, From the French Revolution to the Establishment of the State of 

Israel (New York: Schocken Books, 2003), 27. 
38 Charles D. Smith, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A History with Documents (Boston: 

Bedford/St. Martin’s. 2010), 27. 

http://global.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/603715/treason
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War in 1870, and the mass anti-Semite rallies following the trial disclosed that the roots 

of anti-Semitism were still present and that assimilation was not the solution to it.39  

The belief that the Jews would not be accepted as full citizens with equal rights and 

religious freedom led to find another solution. Russia and even the more liberal France 

were recent examples of the failure of assimilation. The idea of a nation state for the Jews, 

a state of its own in Palestine, started to rise in popularity during the 19th century. The 

Jewish experience of repression and the need to prevent the effects of modernization upon 

Judaism led to the acceptance of Zionism ideals.40  

Theodor Herzl, known as the father of political Zionism, was an assimilated and 

non-religious Jewish Austro-Hungarian journalist deeply affected by the Dreyfus trial. In 

1896, he published ‘The Jews State: An Attempt at a Modern Solution to the Issue of the 

Jews’.41 He argued that anti-Semitism is inevitable, assimilation was a failure, and a 

Jewish state was the solution.  

Jews were facing the negative consequences of growing nationalism in Europe. 

Modern European nationalism supported the idea of national states and the right to self-

determination. Herzl stated that Jews would enjoy equality with other nations not as 

individuals but through possessing their own independent state. 42 European nationalism 

started to emerge at the beginning of the 20th century and in this context Jewish 

nationalism43 prospered.  

                                                           
39 French novelist Emile Zola played an important role in the defense of Dreyfus with his article published 

in the front page of the newspaper in January 1898, condemning the French officials; J’accuse! (I accuse!) 
40 David W. Lesch, The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 25. 
41 Theodor Herzl, The Jewish State (Der Judenstaat, 1946), translated by Sylvie D’Avigdor e-book edition. 

http://www.mercazusa.org/pdf/The-Jewish-State.pdf (Accessed on March 24, 2015) 
42 Ibid 
43 For more information on Jewish nationalism: Mitchell Cohen, “A Preface to the Study of Jewish 

Nationalism,” Jewish Social Studies New Series, Vol. 1, No. 1 (Autumn 1994): 73-93. 
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Chapter 2: 

The Road Towards the Establishment of the State of Israel 

2.1. Pre-First World War Palestine 

Palestine was part of the Ottoman Empire from 1517 until the British Mandate, upon 

the signing of Sykes-Picot Agreement44 just after the First World War. It was divided into 

districts according to the political requirements and administrative culture of the ruler. 

Under the Ottoman rule, Jerusalem (Al-Quds), Nablus, Acre (Acco), Khalil, Gaza, Jaffa, 

and Haifa were the major administrative districts of the territory.45 Under the British 

mandate, the areas of today’s Israel, West Bank, and Gaza became a single administrative 

unit known as Palestine. 

2.1.1.  Demography of Palestine 

Arabs, Jews, Bedouins, Druze, Maronites, Copts, and Baha’is were contrasting 

ethnic groups in Palestine.46 The official Ottoman Census of 1878 gives an insight of the 

population composition of Jerusalem, Nablus, and Acre47; a small population of 15,001 

Jews living among 447,40048 Muslim and Christians49 According to another source, by 

1880, just before the first Aliyah, there were approximately 25,000 Jews out of a total 

                                                           
44 Gregory S. Mahler and Alden R.W. Mahler, The Arab-Israeli Conflict: An Introduction and 

Documentary Reader (Oxon: Routledge, 2010), 49-50. 
45 For further information on the term ‘Palestine’, its origins and its historical borders please see the 

Territorial Clarification in the introduction chapter. 
46 Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman Population 1830-1914: Demographic and Social Characteristics, (Madison, 

Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 237-274. 
47 “Demographics of Historic Palestine prior to 1948,” Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle 

East. Factsheets series no 7. (July 2004), (Accessed on December 30th, 2014) 

http://www.cjpmo.org/DisplayDocument.aspx?DocumentID=18 
48 43,659 Christians and 403,795 Muslims; “Demographics of Historic Palestine prior to 1948,” 

Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle East. Factsheets series no 7. (July 2004), 

http://www.cjpmo.org/DisplayDocument.aspx?DocumentID=18) (Accessed on December 30th, 2014) 
49 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 1. 
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population of 450,000.50  Although small in number, two thirds of the Jews lived in 

Jerusalem where they constituted the majority.51  

The Jewish population increased to 94,752 compared with 640,000 Muslims and 

76,194 Christians, totaling 820,259 in 1922. In 1931, there were 176,648 Jews, 777,403 

Muslims, and 93,029 Christians totaling 1,057,214. The gap continued to diminish 

between the two major ethnic groups just before the creation of the State of Israel: 602,586 

Jews, 1,175,196 Muslims and 164,567 others (including Christians) in 1946.52  

According to the immigration and emigration data of the Jewish population of 

Palestine from 1919 to 1931, 115,689 migrated to Palestine and 85,337, approximately 

75%, remained there. It is assumed that during this time, another few thousand 

unregistered Jewish immigrants entered Palestine as well. When the increase of the 

community by births (some 30,000 between 1919 and January 1, 1932) is taken into 

consideration, it becomes evident that during this period the Jewish population has grown 

by about 120,000. By 1932 the population of the Yishuv53  was 177,000 54 

However, the exact figures are hard to define. One of the obstacles of studying 

Palestinian demographics is the difficulty of comparison during the Ottoman era and the 

British era. The borders of the British Mandate of Palestine were quite different from those 

of the Ottoman rule. The Ottomans divided the territory into several districts.55 Istanbul 

ruled the Sanjak of Jerusalem directly, while the Sanjak(s) of Nablus and Acre were part 

                                                           
50 David W. Lesch, The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 29. 
51 Ibid 
52 Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008), 183. 
53 Name given to Palestine's Jewish community before the creation of the State of Israel. 
54 W. Preuss, “The Economic Effects of Jewish Immigration in Palestine,” Annals of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science Vol. 164, Palestine. A Decade of Development (November 

1932): 108-115. 
55 Bernard Lewis, “On the History and Geography of a Name” The International History Review Vol. 2 

No. 1 (1980): 1-12. 
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of the Vilayet of Beirut and the Jordan River was subject to the authority of the Governor 

of Damascus.56 Palestine became a territorial unit with the British Mandate. Besides this 

administrative differentiation, some of the Ottoman administrative districts included areas 

outside of British Palestine.  

Another challenge is the questionable figures given by travelers. Although Ottoman 

censuses provide the figures concerning the population during the 19th century, the 

Ottoman censuses were based on households (hane) rather than individuals. Only taxable 

males and military age men were included on censuses and non-Muslims were excluded. 

The information on non-Muslim inhabitants was taken from community leaders which 

this could be deceptive for a number of reasons: the leaders might have revealed the 

information based on their security concerns, numbers might be calculated in a different 

or incorrect way, and there was no mechanism or standards of control.  

Even though towards the end of the 19th century priority was given to the 

establishment of a Western-modeled permanent registration system to record births, 

deaths, and marital status of the population, the existing system was inadequate to 

document the high rate of migration into the empire.57  

2.1.2. Historical Homeland vs. Nature of Population: Two People, Two Claims 

Palestine is a territory locked in a conflict between the Jews and the Arabs over 

ownership of the land. Jews claim to the territory is historical. The Jews base their claim 

on a historical Jewish state, their uninterrupted presence in the land, and employ the 

existence of Jewish kingdoms as the proof of Jewish independence in this land. 

                                                           
56 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 60. 
57 Kemal Karpat, “Ottoman Population Records and the Census of 1881/82-1893,” International Journal 

of Middle East Studies Vol. 9, No. 3 (1978): 237-274. 
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Additionally, that there never was an independent Arab State in this territory furthers the 

Jews claim to the territory. The belief that Palestine is the Promised Land to Jewish people 

adds a religious aspect to the issue. The saying “Next Year in Jerusalem,” after every 

prayer is a yearning that passes from generation to generation in Jewish tradition.  

The Arabs claim to the territory is centered on the nature of the demographic 

composition. The Arab argument is based on the nature of the population. The majority 

of the Jews were European immigrants forced to move due to pogroms and widespread 

anti-Semitism. In contrast, the Arab population has deep and continuous presence in 

Palestine. Natural population increase by birth rather than immigration is the key to the 

Arab claim and struggle for nationhood.  

During the Ottoman Empire as well as the British Mandate, the demographic 

composition played a major role in the events and policies regarding this territory.  More 

than just figures or numbers of inhabitants, the demography of Palestine is a weapon that 

is still used in territorial inheritance and nationhood claims of both Jews and Arabs. 

Population composition and its nature is a major battle field in competing claims. The 

Palestinian population during the Ottoman era and the British Mandate was predominantly 

Muslim. However, the demographic composition of the area changed with the migration 

of Jews and Arabs to Palestine. 

The Jewish immigration to Palestine and the capital, knowledge, and technology 

that accompanied it since the end of the 19th century prompted economic growth in the 

region. The creation of the British Mandate had a similar effect. These two events 

generated an economic boom starting from the 1920s in Palestine which attracted many 
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Arabs from neighboring countries that lacked this momentum and opportunity.58 The 

British also preferred to recruit Arabs for low wage  jobs from neighboring countries such 

as Syria and Trans-Jordan.59 Arab immigration to Palestine caused by more favorable 

economic conditions affected the composition of the population. 60  This is important 

because while the Jews do not deny the immigration affect, the Arabs persist on only 

natural growth. It is difficult to estimate the number of Arab immigrants to Palestine 

during the Ottoman reign and the British Mandate as most of them were illegal and 

unrecorded, but it is important to note that both groups grew due to immigration, though 

the Jewish community far more than the Arabs.  

For Israel, immigration has always been an important tool of empowerment. 

Aliyah61, a Hebrew word meaning “ascent” is used in reference to migration of diaspora 

Jews to Palestine or today’s Israel. The Law of Return [to the land of Israel] was one of 

the first regulations of the new country, meaning every Jew has the right to return back to  

                                                           
58 “The Arab Palestinian population within sub-districts that eventually became Israel increased from 

321,866 in 1922 to 463,288 in 1931. Applying the 2.5 per annum natural rate of population growth to the 

1922 Arab Palestinian population generates an expected population size less than the actual population 

recorded in the British census. By imputation, this unaccounted population increase must have been either 

illegal immigration not accounted for in the British census and/or registered Arab Palestinians moving 

from outside the Jewish-identified sub-districts. Over 10% of the 1931 Arab Palestinian population in 

those sub-districts that eventually became Israel had immigrated to those sub-districts within 1922-31, is a 

datum of considerable significance. It is consistent with the fragmentary evidence of illegal migration to 

and within Palestine; it supports the idea of linkage between economic disparities and migratory 

impulses—a linkage universally accepted; it undercuts the thesis of "spatial stickiness" attributed by some 

scholars to the Arab Palestinian population of the late 19th and early 20th centuries;” Fred M. Gottheil, 

“The Smoking Gun: Arab Immigration into Palestine, 1922-1931,” Middle East Quarterly (Winter 2003): 

53-64. 
59 “Demographics of Historic Palestine prior to 1948,” Canadians for Justice and Peace in the Middle 

East. Factsheets series no 7. (July 2004), http://www.cjpmo.org/DisplayDocument.aspx?DocumentID=18 

(Accessed on December 30th, 2014) 
60 Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008), 182. 
61 The term Aliyah referred not just a mere immigration but rather an “ascent” to the Jerusalem Temple. 

While immigration to Palestine was seen as an act that elevated the Jew to a higher form of living and 

existence, emigration from Israel was called yerida (decent); Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008), 104. and Ilan Pappe, A History of Modern Palestine: One Land, 

Two People (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 38. 
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his homeland from which his  ancestors were forcibly removed thousands of years earlier. 

Every Jew has the right to immigrate to the country with full rights of citizenship. Eligible 

individuals are those “who were born from a Jewish mother, or have converted to Judaism 

and who  are not a member of another religion.”62   The Law of Return was clearly 

explained in the Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel on May 14th, 1948; 

“Eretz-Israel (the Land of Israel) was the birthplace of the Jewish people. 

Here their spiritual, religious and political identity was shaped. Here they first 

attained to statehood, created cultural values of national and universal significance 

and gave to the world the eternal Book of Books. After being forcibly exiled from 

their land, the people kept faith with it throughout their Dispersion and never 

ceased to pray and hope for their return to it and for the restoration in it of their 

political freedom. (…)  The State of Israel will be open for Jewish immigration 

and for the Ingathering of the Exiles; it will foster the development of the country 

for the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be based on freedom, justice and peace 

as envisaged by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete equality of social 

and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex; it will 

guarantee freedom of religion, conscience, language, education and culture; it will 

safeguard the Holy Places of all religions; and it will be faithful to the principles 

of the Charter of the United Nations.”63 

 

Allowing the Jews to return to their homeland was one of the fundamental goals of 

the Zionist movement. After the Holocaust, there were many Jews living as displaced 

persons in camps. The Jews living in Arab countries were endangered as anti-Semitic 

movements expanded rapidly in response to the creation of Israel.  Israel became a refuge 

for all Jews escaping anti-Semitism. 

 

 

                                                           
62 “The Law of Return” http://www.usy.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/Law-of-Return-program-5-

combined-files.pdf (Accessed on March 30, 2015) 
63 “The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel” Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

http://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/declaration%20of%20establishment%20of%2
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2.1.3. The Yishuv64 

The assassination of Alexander II of the Russian Empire on March 1st, 1881 was a 

turning point in the Russian-Jewish history. Alexander II was a liberal leader and his reign 

from 1855 to 1881 was a period of many reforms. During this time, the status of the Jews 

in the empire was improved. Residence restrictions were loosened, higher education and 

posts in government were permitted, and Jewish integration to the society was encouraged.  

In contrast, the new Emperor Alexander III was conservative and opposed the liberal 

ideals of his predecessor. Within weeks, violent attacks started towards the Jewish 

community throughout the empire. The new emperor used anti-Semitism to divert popular 

discontent by blaming the Jews for “the anger of the people” and to justify his conduct 

towards them.65 Jews were expelled from hundreds of villages, new laws prevented Jews 

to own or rent land, and restrictions were placed on their trade in cities. They were 

banished from Moscow, St. Petersburg, Kiev, and Kharkov.66 Following the assassination 

of Alexander II, large numbers of Jews were murdered in Russia.67 This led to four million 

Jews fleeing Russia over the four decades, just to survive.68  

Zionism started to emerge in Russia as a result of increased anti-Semitism and 

discriminatory laws. From 1830s onwards, influential  Rabbi Judah Alkalai69 (1798-1878) 

                                                           
64 Jewish community in Palestine before the creation of the State of Israel. The term is derived from the 

Hebrew verb yashav meaning to sit, to settle; Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 2008), 101. 
65 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 32. 
66 Rita J. Simon, In the Golden Land: A Century of Russian and Soviet Jewish Immigration in America 

(Santa Barbara: Praeger, 1997), 3-11.  
67 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 1. 
68 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 32. 
69 He campaigned for political and diplomatic negotiations with the Ottomans and the Europeans; David 

W. Lesch, The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 27. 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Rita+J.+Simon&search-alias=books&text=Rita+J.+Simon&sort=relevancerank
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and Rabbi Zvi Hirsh Kalischer70 (1795-1874) stressed the idea of “return to the Promised 

Land”. By 1870, societies like Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion) which promoted Aliyah 

started to be formed across Russia. 71  Moses Hess (1812-1875), a German socialist 

intellectual influenced by Karl Marx and European nationalism, became one of the most 

influential Zionists in Europe. Opposed to the idea of assimilation, Hess supported the 

idea of a Jewish community in Palestine by diplomatic negotiations and by the assistance 

of wealthy Jewish families. His book ‘Rome and Jerusalem’ (1862) was not well received 

by religious Jews in Germany but became a handbook for Eastern European Zionists.72 

There were five major Aliyah waves before the creation of the State of Israel. 

2.1.4. The First Aliyah and the Jewish Settlements 

The persecutions during the period 1881-1903 were the main motivation behind the 

escape of Russian Jews. According to the Russian census  of 1897, the Jewish population 

was 5,189,400  or 1% of total Russian population.73  By 1904, up to two million Jews had 

fled due to Russian pogroms.74 During 1881-1903, the majority of Russian Jews emigrated 

to the United States 75  while another 25,000 went to Palestine. 76  According to the 

memories of one of the passengers who migrated to the U.S., the religious freedom77 and 

                                                           
70 In his book Derishat Siyon (The Search for Zion) Prussian Rabbi Zvi Kalischer proposed the 

colonization of Palestine by purchasing land for Russian, German and Polish Jews; David W. Lesch, The 

Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 27. 
71 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 1. 
72 David W. Lesch, The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 27. 
73 Rita J. Simon, In the Golden Land: A Century of Russian and Soviet Jewish Immigration in America 

(Santa Barbara: Praeger, 1997), 3-11. 
74 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 1. 
75 Ilan Pappe, A History of Modern Palestine: One Land, Two People (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2006), 38. 
76 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 1. 
77 Russian Jewish immigration to the United States until the First World War: 1820-1870 7,500, 1870-

1880 40,000, 1880-1900 500,000, 1900-1914 1,5 million; Rita J. Simon, In the Golden Land: A Century of 

Russian and Soviet Jewish Immigration in America (Santa Barbara: Praeger, 1997), 3-11. 
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the liberal, secular environment of the country appealed to the Russian Jews.78 This group 

primarily traveled on a route from Dresden to a port in Norway and then to New York. 79 

Another important immigrant group at  the time were the Yemenis80 driven by religious 

and messianic beliefs.81 The Ottoman reconquest of Yemen in 1872 as well as the opening 

of the Suez Canal in 1869 facilitated the travel of the Yemenite Jews to Palestine. They 

passed the Red Sea, sailed through Suez, walked to Alexandria, took a  steamer to Jaffa, 

and arrived to Jerusalem.82  At the end of the 19th century, the large wave of immigrants83 

settled in areas where Jewish communities had lived for millennia and where Sephardic 

Jews had emigrated following the 1492 inquisition.  

2.1.5. The Establishment of Agricultural Settlements 

The main difficulty for these pioneers was the shortage of money. The newcomers 

were supported by international Jewish capital. Though he initially refused to assist 

Theodor Herzl,84 Lord Rothschild, the richest man in Europe, was convinced to help by 

setting up farms and sending agricultural experts to Palestine.85  

                                                           
78 Ibid 
79 Arrivals reported of Ship S/S Darmstadt in Norwegian newspapers June 1892. 

http://www.norwayheritage.com/t_transatlantic.asp?month=06&year=1892 (Accessed on March 3rd, 2015) 
80 For further information on Yemenite Jews’ Aliyah: Aviva Halamish, “A New Look at Immigration of 

Jews from Yemen to Mandatory Palestine.” Israel Studies Vol. 11, No. 1 (Spring 2006): 59-78 and Ari 

Ariel, Jewish-Muslim Relations and Migration from Yemen to Palestine in the Late Nineteenth and 

Twentieth Centuries (London: Brill, 2013)  
81 Ministry of Aliyah and Immigrant Absorption of Israel. 

http://www.moia.gov.il/English/FeelingIsrael/AboutIsrael/Pages/aliya1.aspx (Accessed on May 1st, 2015) 
82 Tutor Parfitt, The Road to Redemption: The Jews of the Yemen 1900-1950 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 51-53. 
83 For further details see on Jewish immigration to Palestine: Margalit Shilo, “The Immigration Policy of 

the Zionist Institutions 1882-1914” Middle Eastern Studies Vol. 30, No. 3 (July, 1994): 597-617. 
84 Theodor Herzl is a Jewish Austro-Hungarian journalist deeply affected by the Dreyfus trial, a Jewish 

officer falsely charged and the rise of anti-Semitism across Europe. His pamphlet The Jewish State (1896) 

proposed that the Jewish question was a political question to be settled by a world council of nations. In 

1897, he established and became the first president of the World Zionist Organization. Although Herzl 

died more than 40 years before the establishment of the State of Israel, he is known as the father of 

political Zionism; “Theodorl Herzl” Encyclopedia Britannica 

http://global.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/264012/Theodor-Herzl (Accessed on March 25th, 2015) 
85 Ilan Pappe, A History of Modern Palestine: One Land, Two People (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2006), 39. 
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The Jewish settlements were built on land purchased from the land owners. This led 

to resentment and violence among the locals who used to take care of the land.  The former 

occupants were evacuated by the new owners, sometimes with the help of the Ottoman 

forces.86  There were many dominant Muslim families in big cities such as Jerusalem, 

Khalil, Gaza, Nablus, Jaffa, Haifa and Acco during the late Ottoman rule. These families 

were influential in the social and economic life of the region. They received an excellent 

education in Istanbul and in European countries. In some cases, their influence was due 

partly to their familial bond to the Prophet Mohammad (ashref). Agriculture and the 

economy created by the pilgrims were their main revenues. These influential families 

controlled the religious institutions and gained large agricultural territories as gift. They 

deceived the peasants who lived upon and cultivated the land, acquiring these agricultural 

plots and in turn selling them to the Jews.  The local peasants’ reaction must be examined 

within this context. Land ownership issues aside, there was some  level of understanding 

between the Jews and the Arabs as “the newcomers provided to the locals employment 

opportunities, medical care, loan of modern equipment and a market to produce.”87  

New Jewish communities were mainly agricultural settlements that emerged from 

private farms and  would come to serve as the foundation of future agricultural settlements 

                                                           
86 Ibid 
87 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 2. 
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known as kibbutz.88 This trend differed strongly from the traditional settlement patterns of 

the older Yishuv, who tended to dwell in cities. 89  

2.1.6. The Ottoman Reaction to the Jewish Immigration to Palestine 

Starting from the end of 19th century, Russian Jews began to migrate to the Sanjak 

of Jerusalem. The Ottoman Empire did not welcome this massive influx of Jewish 

immigrants to its land and in fact the Ottomans banned the entry of these migrants even 

before 1881,  perceiving them as a Russian plot to gain power in Ottoman territories. 90  

The priority of Sultan Abdulhamid91 was to conserve the Arab population’s loyalty. Arabs 

were the second biggest population in the empire after the Turks92 and the increase in 

Jewish population  could have led to religious conflict in the area. On the other hand, the 

Jews were not banned from all the territories of the empire, but only from the Sanjak of 

Jerusalem. Historian Charles D. Smith explains this as follows; “Jewish immigrants will 

be able to settle as scattered groups throughout the Ottoman Empire, excluding Palestine. 

They must submit to the laws of the empire and become Ottoman subjects.”93 The main 

entrance to Jerusalem in Jaffa was secured. The Jews migrating to the empire were asked 

to be Ottoman subjects and give up their original country’s protection. Even with these 

                                                           
88 Kibbutzim (plural for kibbutz) are voluntary communities based on equal sharing regardless of effort and 

ability with the principle of self-labor. These are exemplary socialist organizations originally focused on 

agriculture but more recently have engaged in other types of industry as well. The first kibbutz, Degania 

on the shores of Lake Galilee, was established in 1910. For further details see: Ran Abramitzky, “The 

Limits of Equality: Insights from the Israeli Kibbutz,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics Vol. 123, No. 

3 (August 2008): 1111-1159 and Tal Simons and Paul Ingram, “Organization and Ideology: Kibbutzim 

and Hired Labor, 1951-1965,” Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 42, No. 4 (December 1997): 784-

813. 
89 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 41. 
90 Ibid 
91 Ottoman sultan who ruled the empire between the years 1876-1909. 
92 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 61-63. 
93 Charles D. Smith. Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: A history with documents (Boston: 

Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2010), 36. 
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limitations, many Jews found their way into the Sanjak of Jerusalem by posing as pilgrims, 

by entering through other sanjak(s), and by bribery.94 

2.1.7. Struggle to Survive 

There was already a Jewish community95 living in Palestine which was called the 

old Yishuv. These newcomers differed from the old Yishuv in that while the latter had 

followed religious leaders to Palestine driven by messianic beliefs , the  former stood for 

a cultural and national replenishment of the Jewish people.96 The old Yishuv was familiar 

to the Arab population and lived under the Ottoman Millet System. The Sephardic Jews97 

had their representation in the Ottoman system by a chief Rabbi, while the Ashkenazi 

Jews98 newly migrated with Aliyah waves had no official status in the Ottoman land.99 

Most of them  refused to become Ottoman subjects and pay taxes. They did not want to 

be part of the Millet system as their Sephardic co-religionists.  

The newcomers had to struggle to survive and adapt to their new environment. The 

land was not well maintained or fertile, and the newcomers, mostly from urban 

backgrounds, lacked the necessary agricultural knowledge. Several disputes over water 

rights and border issues arose between neighboring Jewish and Arab settlements. 

Additionally, the need to provide security proportionally increased with the rise of 

                                                           
94 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 45. 
95 In 1881, before the major Jewish immigration waves there were 400,000 Muslims, 42,000 Christians 

and 13,000 to 20,000 Jews in Palestine totaling 457,000. In addition, there were several thousand more 

Jews who were permanent residents in Palestine but were not Ottoman citizens; Benny Morris, Righteous 

Victims: A History of the Zionist-Arab Conflict, 1881-1998 (New York: First Vintage Books, 1999), 4. 
96 Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008), 104. 
97 Jews from Iberian Peninsula. In 1492 Ottoman accepted the Jews expelled from Spain and Portugal 

during the Spanish Inquisition to its territories. 
98 European Jews talking mainly in Yiddish; a Hebrew-German language.  
99 Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008), 105. 
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immigrant numbers. Arabs were the major watchmen (shomrim) and they undertook the 

task of guarding the life and property of the Jewish villages.  

A defining characteristic of this period is the regeneration of the Modern Hebrew 

language by Eliezer Ben-Yehuda. 100  Hebrew-language schools were established and  

language became a uniting factor for the newcomers migrating from different countries 

with different languages and cultures.  

2.1.8. The Arab People of Palestine  

The start of the first Aliyah in 1882 indicates an important turning point in the history 

of Palestine. From this date, the composition of the population changed dramatically and 

it can be viewed as the first step towards the creation of the State of Israel.  

A dislike  of non-Muslim foreigners was present as the memory of the Crusades was 

still vivid in the collective memory of the local Arab population.101 Just before the Aliyah 

waves, a large number of Christian pilgrims and missionaries had led a “Quiet Crusade”  

immigrating to Palestine and forming Christian  colonies similar to Jewish settlements for 

the purpose of “reconnecting the old Eastern Christian Churches to the Western 

church.”102 The capitulations103 was another leverage that the Western countries were 

using to preserve their power in the area.104 The first political opposition to the Jewish 

immigration occurred when 8,000 Jews arrived in 1891 and 500 Arab notables in 

                                                           
100 Eliezer Ben-Yehuda was a prime mover in the transformation of Hebrew from a dormant language of 

culture to a living, spoken language currently used by millions of Israelis and Jews worldwide. He used 

Hebrew in his personal life and he established The Hebrew Language Council (1889); he compiled 

seventeen-volume ‘A Complete Dictionary of Ancient and Modern Hebrew’ and launched several Hebrew 

newspapers; Mordechay Mishor and Dena Ordan, “Eliyezer Ben-Yehuda: Reviver of spoken Hebrew 

(1858-1922),” UNESCO Heritage Project, The Academy of Hebrew Language http://hebrew-

academy.huji.ac.il/hadarbenyehuda/Documents/Ben-Yehuda-2.pdf (Accessed on March 31st, 2015) 
101 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 61-63. 
102 Ilan Pappe, A History of Modern Palestine: One Land, Two People (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2006), 40-42. 
103 Preferential commercial privileges and extraterritorial rights (imtiyaz) 
104 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 61-63. 
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Jerusalem signed a petition to the Ottoman Sultan in order to control the Jewish 

immigration.105 The Sultan responded in favor to the demand but a few years later the 

edict was rescinded with European pressure.106 The large wave of immigrants was noticed 

by both the Ottoman administration in Jerusalem and the capital Constantinople, but the 

Ottoman decision makers in the capital were not always in harmony with the interests of 

the local authorities based in Jerusalem nor the Arab community in Palestine. The main 

concern of the Ottoman decision makers was to stop the European penetration into the 

Mashriq107, as it was already experiencing independence struggles in the Balkans.108  

2.1.9. The Second Aliyah and the First Jewish Defense Organizations 

During 1904-1914, the second Aliyah brought another massive influx of immigrants 

mostly from Russia. In addition, Yemenis continued to migrate to Palestine and  joined 

the separate Yemeni communities already established during the First Aliyah.109 During 

this period,  the first Jewish political parties, Hebrew language newspapers, kibbutzim, 

and the first Jewish defense organizations were all established.  

                                                           
105 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 6. 
106 David W. Lesch, The Arab-Israeli Conflict, A History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 36. 
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http://global.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/367870/Mashriq (Accessed on March 25th, 2015) 
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109 Ministry of Aliyah and Immigrant Absorption of Israel 

http://www.moia.gov.il/English/FeelingIsrael/AboutIsrael/Pages/aliya2.aspx (Accessed on May 5th, 2015) 
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Israel Zangwill’s110 slogan111 “A land without people for a people without land”112  

began at this time to attract attention.113 In reality the land was not empty per se, but the  

presence of the Arab population, both Muslim and Christian, was not perceived as a 

setback to  the newcomers. The idea that the Jews will grow in number and prosper the 

not so ‘land of milk and honey,’114 was their main motive. The international community 

backed the historical and religious ties of the Jewish people to the land. Many Europeans 

believed that the Arab population  would also benefit from the economic development115, 

modernization, and the European liberal values that the Jews brought to the region. 

Importantly, the Jews identified themselves as Europeans  in distinction from the deprived 

position of the Arab population.116   

There was no group identity formation during the first tensions between the Jews 

and Arabs. For the Arabs the newcomers were strangers. The Jews encountered hostility 

mainly locally, from neighboring villages. The first Arab attacks began in Petah Tikvah 

                                                           
110 Israel Zangwill (1864-1926) is a novelist, playwright, and Zionist leader, one of the earliest English 

interpreters of Jewish immigrant life; Israel Zangwill, Global Britannica 

https://global.britannica.com/biography/Israel-Zangwill (Accessed on May 23rd, 2016) 
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Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008), 165. 
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identity, thus had no claim to national self-determination, let alone a state. The argument was politic and it 

could not defeat by demographic data” Gudrun Kramer, A History of Palestine (New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 2008), 166. 
113 Mike Berry and Greg Philo, Israel and Palestine: Competing Histories, (London: Pluto Press, 2006), 5. 
114 “When God spoke to Moses at the burning bush, He informed him that He would redeem 

the Israelites and bring them to a "good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey..." (Exodus 
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superior quality, richness of taste, nourishment, honey represents sweetness 
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115 W. Preuss, “The Economic Effects of Jewish Immigration in Palestine,” Annals of the American 
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116 Alan Dowty, Israel/Palestine (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), 45. 
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as early as 1886.117 The newcomers lived mostly in agricultural settlements and the Arabs 

provided the security of the villages. Failing to trust the Arabs for their security, young 

Jewish settlers formed security groups to protect their own territory. Those groups became 

the first Jewish underground defense organizations in Palestine. Bar Giora 118  and 

HaShomer119 (The Watchmen) were the major secret societies founded by Jews to protect 

the settlements at that time. Bar Giora was a small initiative formed to gain the right to 

guard Jewish settlements from the Arabs. Bar Giora merged in 1909 to the new formed 

defense body with the same purpose: HaShomer. HaShomer started to protect several 

settlements. and played a critical role in developing new settlements.120 Gershon Shafir121 

states that the evolution of Jewish workers from agricultural farmers to militant 

nationalists was spurred by the struggle to create an all Jewish labor force ultimately with 

the mission to establish a homogenous Jewish society.122 According to David Hirst, a 

former Guardian Middle East correspondent, the newcomers of the second wave were 

inspired by the ideas of Theodor Herzl123 and were determined to control the land and 

                                                           
117 Ibid, 65. 
118 Simon Bar Giora was a Jewish warrior leading the war against Rome BCE 66-70. He was viewed as 

king by his followers; Richard A. Horsley, “Menahem in Jerusalem a Brief Messianic Episode among the 
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exclude non-Jews from the labor market. It is thus no coincidence that a decree by the 

Jewish National Fund124 in 1901 prohibited the resale of land to non-Jews.125  

2.1.10. Theodor Herzl and The Zionist Congress 

Theodor Herzl, known as the father of political Zionism, was a Jewish Austro-

Hungarian journalist deeply affected by the Dreyfus126 trial, in which a Jewish officer was 

falsely  convicted and by the rise of anti-Semitism across Europe. Unaware of the first 

Aliyah and pioneer Zionists, he too concluded that assimilation was not a cure for growing 

anti-Semitism in Europe. Not religious himself, Herzl was an assimilated Viennese facing 

the negative consequences of growing nationalism in Europe.  

In 1896,  Herzl published ‘The Jews State: An Attempt at a Modern Solution to the 

Issue of the Jews’127  in which he argued that anti-Semitism is inevitable, assimilation was 

a failure, and a Jewish state was the solution. Herzl stated that Jews would enjoy equality 

with other nations not as individuals but through possessing their own independent state. 

Herzl’s plan was to find a place to escape from the anti-Semitism and he did not have a 

hostile view concerning the native population of Palestine.128 He concluded that to achieve 

this goal, international support was crucial.  Herzl imagined this as a win-win solution for 

Jews, granted a new homeland, and for European countries like Russia who wanted to get 

rid of their Jewish populations. 
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The First Zionist Congress took place on August 30th, 1897 in Basel, Switzerland. 

The congress was attended by 200 people from 20 different countries.129 Herzl acted as 

chairperson and was elected as President of the Zionist Organization. The Basel 

Program130 stated the resolutions of the congress, summarized as; “Zionism seeks for the 

Jewish people a publicly recognized, legally secured homeland in Palestine.”131 

2.1.11. The Rise of Pan-Arabism 

Pan-Arabism (uruba) promoting cultural and political unity among Arab countries 

started to influence the Middle East in the late 19th and early 20th century. This nationalist 

notion, aided by the unifying role of the Arabic language and culture, contributed to the 

political agitation of the Arab people and fired up nationalist agendas, which in turn led 

to the struggle of independence from the Ottoman Empire. The notion that the Arab 

peoples should form a nation state of their own started to flourish.132 Similar to Zionism, 

Arab nationalism derived from European nationalism. Rising Zionism in the Palestinian 

territories was seen as a clear danger. In 1914, Muslim intellectual Rashid Rida133 argued 

that the Palestinians faced a decisive choice, to make a deal with the Jews or start an armed 

opposition;  

“It is incumbent upon the leaders of the Arabs -the local population- to 

do one of two things. Either they must reach an agreement with the leaders of 

the Zionists to settle the differences between the interests of both parties (…) 

or they must gather all their forces to oppose the Zionists in every way, first 

by forming societies and companies, and finally by forming armed gangs 

which oppose them by force.”134 
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Interestingly, in Istanbul in 1913, a conference was scheduled between Arab and 

Jewish delegates to explore the possibilities of reconciliation, but  the First World War 

broke out before the talks  ever started 135 

2.2. The First World War and the Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, two different nationalist movements 

emerged from Palestine: the Jewish immigrants with the idea of creating a nation in their 

historical motherland and the native Arabs  hoping to get rid of the Ottoman rule and gain 

independence to form an Arab unity.136  

Until the outbreak of the First World War, Great Britain was not a major actor in 

Palestine.137 British interests in Palestine during the 19th century were mainly strategic, as 

Syria and Palestine were at the important intersection of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and 

Anatolia.138 The British wanted to continue free trade with the advantage of its industrial 

superiority and naval control of the region was crucial to this aim. There was a competition 

between colonial powers at the time and the British increased their expansion into the 

Arab territories over time with the weakening and then disintegration of the Ottoman 

Empire, thus improving their own strategic position.  

The First World War did not, in fact, ‘end all wars’ as promised. To the contrary, it 

changed the map and the future of the Middle East radically. The Great War ended the 

rule of the Ottoman Empire and new states were established in the Middle East according 

to Western interests. The era of the British rule started in Palestine while the nationalistic 
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dreams of the Jews and Arabs were yet unrealized. It was a time of contradictory promises 

and competing ideologies.  

2.2.1 The Outbreak of the First World War 

With the outbreak of the First World War, Ottoman Sultan Mehmet Reşad 

proclaimed a jihad against the Entente powers and expelled the citizens of the enemy 

states. In response, many Jews finally accepted Ottoman citizenship while Russian and 

American Jews living in Palestine were transferred out of the territory by Ottoman military 

leader Cemal Pasha. In 1916, an Arab revolt was organized by the Sheriff of Mecca 

Hussein.139 However for most of the part, the Jews and Arabs living in Palestine remained 

loyal to the sultan even after having survived the repression of Cemal Pasha.140  

In 1917, the British army under the leadership of General Edmund Allenby141 

conquered Sinai, Negev, southern Palestine, Jaffa, and, on December 11st, Jerusalem. 

British officials held different views on Palestine, a reflection of the ambiguous policies 

and contradictory promises of Britain. Gilbert Clayton, a general serving Allenby, wrote 

a note to Mr. Sykes142 explaining the danger the Arab opposition might  cause to British 

interests, stating: “I am not fully aware of the weight which Zionists carry, especially in 

America and Russia, and of the consequent necessity of giving them everything they may 

ask, but I must point out that, by pushing them as hard as we appear to be doing, we are 

risking the possibility of Arab unity becoming something like an accomplished fact and 

being ranged against us.”143 
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A line of dialogue opened in June 1918 and negotiations began between Arab and 

Zionist leaders Faisal Ibn Hussain144 and Chaim Weizmann145. On January 3rd of 1919 

they agreed to work together to achieve Jewish aspirations in Palestine and to establish an 

independent Arab State. Faisal renounced any claim to Palestine as long as there will be a 

separate Arab State. The Jews would assist  in economic difficulties, while Faisal will use  

his influence  to calm the mounting anti-Zionist campaign in Syria.146  The common 

ancestry, racial kinship and ancient bonds between the Jews and the Arabs were the key 

elements underlined with this agreement.147 However the fate of Palestine was not in their 

hands but in the allies who won the First World War. 

2.2.2. The Role of the Palestinian Jews in the First World War 

The role of the Arabs in the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and their relations 

with the British has  long been discussed.148 Among the Jews there was also a group, small 

in number, with a similar  aim. During the First World War, a military unit within the 

British army was formed by 650 Jewish volunteers, an idea proposed by Vladimir 

Jabotinsky149. The main aim was to liberate Palestine from the Ottoman rule.  
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Army officer Joseph Trumpeldor150 formed the Zion Mule Corps.151 It was formed 

mainly by non-Ottoman Jews living in Palestine, who were expelled152 to Egypt by Cemal 

Pasha.153 The volunteers served  as a detachment for mule transportation. Contrary to their 

intention, they did not serve in Palestine but instead on the Gallipoli front.154 

 Meanwhile, Vladimir Jabotinsky pursued his dream of forming a Jewish military 

unit and in 1917 the Jewish Legion was designated as the 38th Battalion of the Royal 

Fusiliers. It included former Zion Mule Corps members, Russian Jews, and British 

volunteers. A year later, the Jewish Legion joined the 39th battalion formed mostly by 

American volunteers. They fought in the Palestinian front and in the Battle of Megiddo 

and helped to win in Damascus. In late 1919, the Jewish Legion was reduced to one 

battalion only and its name was changed to First Judeans (First Jewish Battalion) as part 

of the British army and later demobilized by the new British administration.155  

2.2.3. The Balfour Declaration vs. Hussein-McMahon Correspondence 

Towards the end of the First World War, the British troops defeated the Turkish 

forces and ended Ottoman rule in Palestine. Under British rule, the territory became a 

political unit and the British made Jerusalem the capital of their new mandate.   With a 
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legal frame based on the League of Nations’ article 22, 156  the British entrusted the 

administration of the territory to a mandatory. The mandatory was responsible to put in 

effect the Balfour Declaration157in 1917 that supports a national home for the Jewish 

people in Palestine, recognizing the historical connection of the Jews to the land and 

facilitating Jewish immigration.158 Britain was responsible for developing self-governing 

institutions and securing the establishment of a Jewish state, safeguarding the rights of all 

the inhabitants of Palestine. The Jewish Agency159 was recognized as a public body to 

cooperate on all subjects that  might affect the Jews. A special commission administered 

all religious rights and claims in connection with the Holy Places.160 

The British defeat of the Ottoman Empire was well received by the Arabs who had 

been promised their homeland in exchange for help in the defeat of the Ottomans, as 

shown in the Hussein-McMahon correspondence161.  The Arabs soon realized, however, 

that the same area was promised to the Jews  in the Balfour Declaration162. The Arabs 
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were disappointed by the end result of the First World War; defeating the Ottoman Empire 

just to become a mandate of the European colonial powers. At the end, both the Jews and 

the Arabs felt betrayed by the British. On the political scene, Arab leaders promoted the 

Hussein-McMahon correspondence in order to render the Balfour Declaration null and 

void,163 but Britain had still more agreements. Britain’s secret arrangement with France in 

1916 known as The Sykes-Picot Agreement164 was the first step to divide the Middle East, 

known  then as the Near East, into regions of influence between the French and the British.  

2.2.4. Conflict Between the Arab and the Jewish Population of Palestine 

The mandate treaty for Palestine gave full legislative and administrative power to 

the British high commissioner. When the British entered Palestine at the end of 1917, 

there was already tension and hostility between the Arab and the Jewish population. 

Besides the territory and labor force disputes, the existence of the Balfour Declaration was 

known to both groups and furthered hostility.  

There was a clear differentiation between the Jews and the Arabs of Palestine in the 

eyes of the British officials. Jews were seen as ‘European’ while Arabs were perceived, 

even if they were educated and knew numerous languages, as ‘Oriental’. In 1918, the 

Zionist Commission became a semi-independent body. Hebrew was chosen as official 

language in addition to Arabic and English. Jews could become government officials and 
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were granted higher salaries than the Arabs. Jews could fly the Zionist flag while Arabs  

were not permitted to fly their own.165  

Muslims lost the privileged status they enjoyed during the Ottoman Empire.  The 

celebrations of Belfour Declaration’s first anniversary in 1918 ended with several clashes 

between the Jews and the Arabs. Muslim and Christian Arabs formed the Muslim-

Christian Association in 1918 in Jaffa and Jerusalem and became the leading Palestinian 

nationalist forum. British authorities encouraged the establishment of such an association 

in order to balance the Zionist activities.166  

 From 1918 until 1920, Palestine was governed under thte allied military 

government until British and French agreed upon the revised form of the wartime Sykes-

Picot agreement. At the San Remo Conference, an understanding over the division of the 

Middle East between British and French mandates was reached in April 1920. In June 

1920, the League of Nations approved the decision and the British mandate in Palestine 

started officially. By the end of the First World War, there were approximately 90,000 

Jews and 800,000 Arabs in Palestine.167  

2.2.5. The Third and Fourth Wave of Aliyah and 1920 Riots 

In 1919, with the end of the First World War, a third wave of Aliyah started. 30,000 

to 35,000 Jews, mainly from Russia and Poland, immigrated to Palestine.168 The main 

causes of the wave of  immigration  from 1919 to 1923  were social and political upheaval 
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in Europe, sufferings in their country of origin, the nationalist sentiment increased by the 

Balfour Declaration, and the establishment of the British mandate in Palestine. The Arabs 

perceived the increasing number of Jewish immigrants to Palestine as a threat, but the 

economic growth and the new job opportunities created by the immigrants helped to quell 

Arab dissatisfaction with the newcomers. However, this precarious balance was broken 

when the newcomers preferred Jewish labor and refused to hire the Arabs. The economy 

created by the Jews continued to expand, which in turn  increased antipathy toward the 

Jews culminating in the 1920-1921 Arab riots.169 The Nabi Musa Festival initiated during 

the Ottoman rule was the largest Islamic festival in the region. It was a one-week 

celebration and pilgrimage to Moses’ tomb near Jericho, just before Orthodox Easter. The 

tradition continued under British rule but in 1920, the festival became politicized when 

Muslim pilgrims rioted. The violence between Muslims and Jews continued for several 

days despite British attempts to stop it. Five Jews and four Muslims were killed and 251 

people were wounded.170 Arab riots continued in April 1920 in Jerusalem and in May 

1921 in Jaffa. The conflicting ambitions of these two groups made a clash seemingly 

inevitable. At this point, the Arab resistance against the British and the Zionists grew 

stronger.  

1924-1929 marked the fourth wave of immigration, mainly from Poland, Russia, 

Romania, Lithuania, Yemen, and Iraq. Polish Jews, prompted by economic crisis and 

extreme taxation, made the largest group of the 67,000 new immigrants.  The United 

States’ restrictive immigration laws of 1924 limited the options of these migrants, with 
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most ultimately choosing to migrate to Palestine.   Unlike previous periods of migration, 

this wave of immigrants largely belonged to the middle class and, contrary to the pioneers, 

preferred to settle in big cities. The cities developed rapidly with the new immigrants who 

established light industry, small businesses, and new infrastructure.171 

2.2.6. The Establishment of Haganah and 1929 Riots 

With the 1920 Arab riots, the Jews decided that it was not possible to depend solely 

upon British authorities or any other foreign authority in the defense of the Yishuv and felt 

the necessity to establish a stronger defense organization.172 A new underground military 

organization Haganah (Defense organization in Palestine) was formed  on June 12th, 

1920.173 Haganah was designed primarily to protect Jewish settlements against Arab 

attacks until the arrival of the British forces. It was formed by the volunteers from Jewish 

units’ members of the mandate army. Haganah increased its manpower by a periodical 

training program for  the young Jewish immigrants making use of British intelligence.174 

Haganah had no political role in 1920s but instead  defended the lives and property of the 

Jews in the insecurity they faced in Palestine. Though the  organization was not officially 

recognized by the British, Haganah wanted to cooperate with the European power.175 

From the extensive and chaotic process of Jewish immigration from Europe to 

Palestine arose the need for better organization.   Born as a youth movement in 1923 in 
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Latvia, Betar worked on Zionist education, teaching the Hebrew language and methods 

of self-defense. In the 1920s and 30s, the organization’s primary mission was the creation 

of a Jewish state and the organizing of legal or illegal Aliyah. Betar’s leader Vladimir 

(Zeev) Jabotinsky  promoted a system of self-administration in Yishuv.176  

While the immigrants flowed into Palestine, a division within Zionism arose 

between the labor and the revisionist movements. Jabotinsky advocated for the revision 

of the borders of the future State of Israel and the integration of Palestine and Trans-

Jordan, claiming the latter was also promised with the Balfour Declaration to the Jews. 

However, most labor Zionists supported the principle of establishing a Jewish state only  

in Palestine.177 Betar was a revisionist movement and it was against an agreement with 

the Arabs which  allowed for the creation of a predominantly Jewish state in Palestine. 

For Jabotinsky, only an ‘iron wall’ of a Jewish armed defense would be able to secure 

Jewish sovereignty over Israel. The authoritarian and militarist tendencies which 

Jabotinsky absorbed from the growth of the far right in Europe during the interwar period 

were transmitted to Betar. Jabotinsky was also a supporter of population transfer. In one 

of his letters in 1939 he wrote: “There is no choice: The Arabs must make room for the 

Jews in Eretz Yisrael (Land of Israel). If it was possible to transfer the Baltic peoples, it 

is also possible to move the Palestinian Arabs. Iraq and Saudi Arabia could absorb them.178 
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2.2.7. The Fifth Wave of Aliyah  

The fifth wave of Aliyah arose in 1929. A major rush of immigrants started to flow 

to Palestine with the beginning of the rise of National Socialism in Germany in 1933. 

Between the years 1933 and 1936 more than 160,000 immigrants arrived legally and 

thousands more illegally due to British immigration restrictions. From 1929 to 1939, with 

the outbreak of the Second World War, more than 250,000 immigrants from all over 

Europe came to Palestine. Among them were many academics, doctors, and musicians, 

most of whom  settled in cities and contributed to urban development.179  

In addition to be spurred by territorial disputes, the Arab-Israeli conflict also had a 

religious element. The city of Jerusalem is important to Muslims, Jews, and Christians 

and many conflicts have arisen for control of this holy place. A dispute over Jewish 

religious rights at the Western Wall led to violence in August 1929, with180 133 Jews and 

116 Arabs dead and many wounded in clashes between the two groups in Jerusalem, 

Hebron and Safed. At this point, the dispute was the bloodiest ever to occur between the 

Jews and the Arabs in Palestine.181  

Inside Haganah some arguments arose about self-sufficiency in defense. Some 

members expressed unease at relying on non-Jews for defense and supported developing 

Haganah into a real military force. In 1931, a group of Haganah commanders who were 

not satisfied with group’s charter formed a new military organization: Irgun Zeva’I Le’umi 
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(National Military Organization, or the Irgun). Irgun 182  was ideologically linked to 

Vladimir Jabotinsky and opposed Haganah’s restraint policy (Havlagah). From 1936 to 

1939 Irgun and its 3000 members led attacks against the Arabs. 183  

2.2.8. The Arab Revolt of 1936, the Introduction of the White Paper in 1939 

The Jewish immigration to Palestine increased intensely with Hitler’s rise to power 

in Germany from 1933 onwards. This led to an immense discontent among the Arab 

population of Palestine towards both the Jews and the British. As a consequence, the Arab 

Revolt of 1936-1939 broke out, in which thousands of Arabs from all classes participated. 

A nationalistic  feeling united them against the enemy, and lead to the first violent uprising 

of Palestinian Arabs in more than a century.184  

The riots began  in May 1936 when the Arab Higher Committee185  declared a 

general strike. The mass demonstrations attracted many people and became violent after 

the British forces opened fire on demonstrators. The British believed that a German-Italian 

sponsored anti-British movement was to blame for the magnitude of the demonstrations. 

For this reason, the British used all their forces in the area to suppress it. The assassination 

of Lewis Andrews in 1937, the most senior British official of Galilee, became an excuse 
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to arrest and exile many Arab leaders while Arabs continued a guerrilla war against British 

targets.186 This uprising changed the rules of the game in Palestine. The British had to ship 

more than 20,000 troops to the territory. It was only able to suppress the riots with the 

help of Jewish defense organizations.187 In April 1937, Haganah was made up of 17,000 

men, 4,000 women, 4,500 rifles, 10,000 small arms, and 230 light machine guns.188 By 

the end of 1936, Haganah had started to change the policy of restraint under the pressure 

of military commanders and political leaders.189 On April 26th, 1937 Jabotinsky agreed to 

rejoin Haganah. Half of the members of Irgun followed him. This merger was an 

important step in the battle against the Arab threat.190  

The cause for cooperation between the British and the Jews was the crucial need of 

manpower by the British and the need for military training by the Jews. The British took 

the risk of training Jewish militia to stop the riots, and consequently created an additional 

military power inside its mandate. This cooperation also helped the Jews stockpile arms 

to further their own nationalistic aspirations. The Jews maintained the hope, in vain, of 

being rewarded for their help with political independence.191  

The Peel Report192 introduced by the Palestine Royal Commission on July 24th, 

1937 proposed a partition plan. The Jews perceived it as a pro-Jewish orientation in British 

administration, but there was a deep suspicion about the British intentions within Jewish 
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circles. Historian Yehuda Bauer states; “As early as December 1936 David Ben Gurion193 

have talked of the possibility of armed defense against the Arab countries and of ‘speaking 

to the English in a different language.”194 The Jews were correct  in their suspicions. When 

the Arab uprising ended in 1939, the British decided to limit the Jewish migration to 

Palestine in order to prevent another Arab revolt. The British were also concerned about 

losing the Arab world support to the Axis powers.195 

On May 17th, 1939, the British issued The White Paper196 limiting  future Jewish 

immigration to Palestine as well as their land purchases in the mandate. For the British, 

the objective was “to maintain the status quo until the situation in Europe was clear.”197 It 

promised the withdrawal from the Balfour Declaration as well, signaling an Arab majority 

state in Palestine. Historian Arieh J. Kochavi explains as follows; “The decision of the 

Conservative Government to retreat from its support for partitioning Palestine into Arab 

and Jewish states and from its support for Zionism was manifested in the White Paper. 

Among other provisions, this document set an immigration quota of 75,000 Jews for five 

years, after which further immigration would be conditional upon Arab consent.”198 
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The introduction of the White Paper on the eve of the Second World War was a 

clear gesture in favor of the Arabs in Palestine who saw the Jewish immigration as a direct 

threat. The British wanted to gain their support and prevent another Arab uprising, but the 

British gesture was not welcomed by the Arabs. In the eyes of the Arabs, the British have 

violated their promises several times and the brutal suppression of the 1936 revolt  added 

to the feeling of betrayal.199 Even after the introduction of The White Paper there was a 

hope among the Jewish leaders that the British would sooner or later annul this policy. 

The Jews wanted to prove to the British that a Jewish riot would be as dangerous as the 

Arab revolt and that the new policy will not bring peace to Palestine.  

2.3. The Mandate of Palestine during the Second World War 

The British had limited the Jewish immigration to Palestine after the deadly Arab 

revolts during 1936-1939 in a time when record number of Jews were escaping Nazi 

Europe. Zionist groups organized illegal immigrations to Palestine. During the first three 

years of Adolf Hitler's reign, Jewish immigration to Palestine increased dramatically. 

Between the years 1933-1936, more than 130,000 Jews arrived in Palestine and the Jewish 

community in Palestine grew by 80%.200 In 1939 close to 40% of Jewish immigrants 

arrived in Palestine illegally; 11,156 out of a registered total of 27,561.201 Zionist groups 

increased their efforts when news about the Nazi death camps reached Palestine in 1942. 

Exodus202 became the symbol of the British bitterness toward the humanist situation when 
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the boat carrying 4500 Jewish refugees from Marseilles, France to Palestine was refused 

entry to Palestine and forced to turn back to camps in Germany in 1947.203 The world 

condemned the action. 

The Jews viewed the introduction of the White Paper as a betrayal of the Balfour 

Declaration. The timing of the decree came at a time when life for European Jews was 

unbearable in countries under the Nazi regime. The White Paper also marked the end of 

the alliance between the Zionists and the British. For the first time, Haganah changed its 

restraint policy. In the spring of 1939, it began to take part in immigration, settlement and 

armed action.204 The introduction of the White Paper in 1939 was a turning point for the 

Jewish defense organizations which from that point on started to direct their activities 

against British authorities.205  

The Second World War affected Palestine differently than the First World War in 

that rather than a war zone, Palestine became an army camp.206 The increased number of 

foreign soldiers and military personnel turned the territory into a logistic center. This 

dynamism also helped Palestinian economic development. New asphalt roads were built 

for the increased number of cars and trucks. New job opportunities were provided for both 

men and women. Arab immigration to Palestine increased.207 
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The Jewish youth joined the British army against Germany and pro-Nazi Arab 

regimes.208 They gained military experience but faced a dilemma: should they help the 

British, the only army powerful enough to stop the Nazis, in spite of the fact that it was 

the same British authorities who  introduced the White Paper and limited the Jewish 

immigration to Palestine during a time when the horror of the Nazi regime in Europe was 

more dangerous than ever? David Ben Gurion showed strong leadership when he 

addressed this  dilemma: “We shall fight alongside the British army against the Germans 

as if the anti-Zionist White Paper of 1939 did not exist, and fight against the White Paper 

as if the war with Germany did not exist.”209 According to Times newspaper, ministers of 

foreign affairs of Arab countries met to find a solution to Palestine on March 1945. 

According to their reconciliation plan, the Arabs and the Jews of Palestine will have equal 

legal rights and accepts 200,000 to 300,000 new Jewish immigrants, and the British will 

leave their duty in the mandate to a news committee to be formed in San Francisco.210 

This was one of the unsuccessful plans to end the conflict in Palestine.  

The Palestinian Arabs experienced leadership problems. Two rival leaderships were 

established in Palestine: The Arab Higher Committee dominated by the Husayni family 

and the National Authority supported by the Hashemites. Their political activities were 

ineffective and weak compared to the Zionist determination and organization. High 

ranking Arab Higher Committee members were flirting with the Nazis in Berlin. Their 
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Nazi connection negatively affected the British plans for an independent Arab state in 

Palestine and became a major propaganda tool against the Arabs for the Zionists.211  

As for the Jewish defense organizations, Jabotinsky’s ideological legacy found 

expression in Irgun and also in Lehi (Lohamei Herut Yisrael, Fighters for the Freedom of 

Israel), known as the Stern Gang. Lehi broke away from the Irgun in 1940 and refused to 

cooperate with the British authority.212 The Jewish defense force Palmach213 was founded 

in 1941 during the Second World War by the British as an elite Jewish striking force to 

defend Palestine from the Germans. The British trained its members for guerrilla 

warfare. Palmach was loyal to Great Britain who was the only army at that time fighting 

Nazi Germany. Palmach leaders arrested members of Irgun and Lehi who organized anti-

British attacks and handed these individuals to the British or otherwise banished them to 

Africa. In the fall of 1942, following British decisive victory in Al-Alamein, Egypt, the 

British ordered the dismantling of Palmach but the leaders refused and continued to exist 

underground since then. When the British restricted the Jewish immigration to Palestine, 

Palmach organized 65 ships to Palestine with tens of thousands of Jewish refugees and 

Holocaust survivors.214 

Haganah was the major military defense force of the Yishuv and the Zionist 

movement until the creation of the State of Israel in 1948. It operated covertly during the 
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British rule and its volunteers totaled more than 60,000.215 With the establishment of the 

State of Israel, most of the secret Jewish militia groups joined Israel Defense Force (IDF), 

but there was always some degree of rivalry between defense organizations, as reflected 

in the Altalena Affair on June 22nd, 1948. Altalena, an Irgun ship returning from France 

with full of arms was burned by Haganah and Palmach. 16 people were killed and all the 

arms crucial for the ongoing Independence War were destroyed. It was the most tragic 

event in the historical fight of the Labor Zionism against the Revisionist Movement of 

Betar and Irgun.216 

While the British worked on a solution to the Palestinian issue, the terror attacks 

against the British increased considerably. The 1946 bombing of King David Hotel, the 

British military headquarters in Jerusalem, was a major turning point for the British. 

Haganah, Lehi and Irgun collaborated to orchestrate the attack. After the bombing, the 

British decided to hand over the problem to the United Nations for a number of reasons: 

increased casualties caused by these type of attacks, the enormous burden of the large 

number of soldiers in Palestine and the strict attitude of the United States against the 

British debts.217 In the aftermath of Second World War, Britain was too weak and too poor 

to soldier on.218 A new era has started for the future of post-mandate Palestine.  

Jewish immigration to Palestine has increased during the last years of the war. 

European Jews were escaping from a fate designed for them by the Nazi regime; racial 
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extermination. With the end of the war, the immense outcome of this policy came into 

light.  

2.4. HaShoah (Holocaust) 

The Second World War (1939-1945) differentiates itself from previous wars with 

its human cost and destructive warfare. Between 35 to 50 million people are estimated to 

have lost their lives during the war, over one-half of which were civilians. The main cause 

of this massive loss of life was the use of air power bombing of the enemy’s cities. The 

war ended with the bombing of two Japanese cities with the atomic bomb, a new weapon 

of mass destruction. Most of Europe and Asia were in ruins. The Second World War is 

also called ‘Hitler’s War’. It is partly true as Germany’s ambition started the war but Adolf 

Hitler (1889-1945), the Führer (leader) of Germany, had planned a short, sharp war219 

and not the war that the world experienced which extended from Europe to the Pacific. 

Among the civilians who lost their lives there was a large group who was exterminated 

under Hitler’s policies. 6 million Jews were systematically murdered, driven by racist 

ideology. While Hitler classified the extermination of the Jews as priority, he also targeted 

other groups for persecution and imprisonment including Romani people, the disabled, 

communists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and homosexuals as well as all those who opposed the 

Nazi regime. 

Nazi ideology was based on Social Darwinism (survival of the fittest) which 

classified the races. Accordingly, someone’s abilities, characteristics, and behaviors were 

determined by their race and not by their own abilities or personal development. It was 

impossible for a human being to change the attributes of their race. The Nazis had defined 
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the Jews as a race instead of believers of a religion and affixed stereotypes about their 

personalities and appearance.  

Discrimination against the Jews started in Germany and Nazi controlled areas. Jews 

were forced to wear yellow Stars of David and were denied some of the rights that other 

German citizens enjoyed. Kristallnacht (The night of broken glass) in November 9-10, 

1938 was a pogrom attack against Jews performed in Nazi Germany, Austria, and 

Sudetenland. The store windows of 7500 Jewish shops were broken and their 

merchandises were looted. Jewish houses, schools and cemeteries were vandalized, 267 

synagogues were demolished and set on fire. Many Jews were taken out of their houses 

and were humiliated, beaten, and raped. 91 were killed, 30,000 were arrested and 

transferred to concentration camps. A high number of suicides occurred after the events. 

This was the first instance in which the Nazi regime targeted Jews on a massive scale.220  

Kristallnacht was the most brutal display of anti-Semitism in Germany. Prior to this 

event, Nazi policy were discriminative but nonviolent. After this date, the living 

conditions of German Jews deteriorated and the Nazis started to implement the so-called 

‘Final Solution to the Jewish Problem’, systematic extermination of the Jews. 6 million 

Jews were taken out of their daily life, separated from their families, forced to work and 

live in the utmost inhuman conditions, experimented upon, and killed in concentration and 

death camps in a systematic way, using all of the possible technology of the time. In 

HaShoah, all Europe’s Jews were targeted. The age, religion, profession, social or 

financial position, health, education was not significant. About two third of European Jews 

were killed. When the Second World War ended, six million Jews were dead including 
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1,5 million children. At first, the Nazi solution to ‘the Jewish problem’ was mass 

deportation, but this failed because there was no place for the Jews to go. Chaim 

Weizmann told the Peel Commission in 1936 that for the Jewish refugees the world “is 

divided into places where they cannot live and places they cannot enter,”221 and the Nazis 

moved on to the final solution. 

When the details of HaShoah were known, almost all Jews accepted that for their 

survival, the existence of a state of their own was an urgent necessity. The state of absolute 

helplessness and isolation throughout the Second World War forced the Jews to take the 

matters into their own hands instead of being passive actors as they used to be, under 

another’s governance. The Nazi genocide justified the Zionists’ tenet; Jews needed an 

independent state to prevent such a horror from reoccurring. 

2.5. The UN Partition Plan and the Creation of the State of Israel 

For the Western countries, the extent of the horror and organized brutality of the 

Holocaust was a big shock. The guilt prevailed as they were aware that they did not do 

enough to prevent this massacre.222 Humanitarian sympathy arose for the Jews and the 

international support toward the creation of a Jewish state grew. HaShoah has remained 

as a massive trauma that still has a major role in political and cultural life for countries 

around the world.  

On February 25th, 1947, the British decided to entrust the problem to the United 

Nations. The United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was formed on 

May 15th, 1947 and the members visited Palestine to prepare a recommendation report.223 
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The Jews were helpful and welcomed warmly the committee members while the Arabs 

boycotted it; 

 “The members were warmly welcomed by their Jewish hosts, often 

with flowers and cheering crowds, and the Jewish Agency made sure that they 

met with settlers who spoke their languages (Swedish, Spanish, Persian, and 

so on). The Arabs, in contrast, displayed sourness, suspicion, or 

aggressiveness. Everywhere the Arabs refused to answer the committee’s 

questions: in a school in Beersheba, the teachers continued with their lessons 

when UNSCOP entered the classrooms, and the pupils were instructed not to 

look at the visitors; in the Galilee village of Rama, the inhabitants evacuated 

the village, and UNSCOP was “greeted only by a delegation of children who 

cursed them.”224 

 

After intensive visits and meetings, the majority of the committee members decided 

in favor of partition into two states, one Jewish and one Arab. Jerusalem, where holy sites 

of the three monotheistic religions are located, would become an international zone. The 

two states were to be bound in an economic union. 225  UNSCOP majority 

recommendations were converted into Resolution 181226. The UN General Assembly 

approved the resolution on November 29th, 1947. The partition plan was prepared 

according to the present majority of population.  The Jews accepted the partition plan, 

while the Arab world rejected it and saw it as a betrayal. Immediately after the UN 

decision, fighting broke out between the Arab and Jewish populations of Palestine. 

Compared to the Palestinian Arabs, the Jews were more organized and experienced and 

secured control over their zone. The Arabs were without a plan. They rejected everything 

that was offered. They were against partition and against sharing the territory with the 

Jews. They were unorganized and lacked a military force or a leader. The Economist 
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magazine explains the situation as follows; “They still refuse even to consider making 

plans to take over and administer their part of the country (…) So far as can be seen, there 

will be no authority, no administration, not even leaders, to whom the departing British or 

the United Nations Commission can formally deliver the deeds of Arab Palestine.”227  

The mandate ended on May 15, 1948 and the British evacuated the territory. Jews 

proclaimed the State of Israel when the last British commander embarked the boat. The 

creation of the State of Israel was celebrated on the streets of the Yishuv. An existential 

war was approaching. As Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary, “In the country there is 

celebration and profound joy—and once again I am a mourner among the celebrants.”228 

The new state received almost immediate recognition from the United States and 

the Soviet Union, the world’s two superpowers. The Zionist movement succeeded into 

statehood and it transformed itself from a non-state actor into Israel, a state with 

international recognition, controlling over 50% of the former mandate of Palestine.229 

The Muslims of Palestine labeled that day as Al-Nakba (the day of the catastrophe). 

Neighboring Arab states including Egypt, Syria, Jordan and Iraq declared war and invaded 

Israel the next day. Recommended by the Arab leaders, the Muslims of Palestine 

evacuated most of the cities during the conflict with the promise that they would be 

returned to their homes in few weeks.230 They believed and left everything behind, locked 

the door of their houses and took the keys with them. The promise was not delivered as 
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the war ended with the victory of Israel and the Muslims of Palestine found themselves as 

refugees in neighboring Arab countries.  

Some Arabs had started to flee even before May 1948. When a ‘civil war’ began 

with Jewish military organizations, wealthy and middle class Arabs living in urban areas 

were the first to leave the territory to more secure places like Cairo and Beirut. The second 

wave to flee Palestine consisted of the Arabs living in mixed Jewish-Arab cities and from 

Arab settlements next to Jewish settlements. Finally, with the escalation of fighting, poor 

villagers fled or were driven out by Jewish forces.  

By May 1, 1948, 100,000 Arabs have left. When the armistice agreement was signed 

in 1949 there were 726,000 Arab refugees in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, the West 

Bank, and Gaza.231 In 1949, Israel had taken control of a large percentage of the territory 

while Egypt took over Gaza and Jordan occupied East Jerusalem and the West Bank.  

The creation of the State of Israel in 1948 attracted more Jews to the territory. As 

stated in the declaration of independence, the raison d'être of Israel is that it is “open to 

Jewish immigration and the ingathering of the exiles.”232 A mass immigration started. The 

number of Jewish immigrants was 101,819 in 1948, 239,076 in 1949, 169,405 in 1950 

and 173,901 in 1951. During the first years, half of the immigrants came from British 

detention camps in Cyprus, the displaced people’s camps all over Europe for Jews 

escaping the Nazi horror, and Middle Eastern and North African countries. Major 

countries of migration during 1948-1954 were Iraq, Romania, Poland and Morocco.233  
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The 1948 War ended with the exile of 750,000 Muslim Arabs from Palestine into 

neighboring countries.234 Most of them continue their lives in refugee camps and they are 

not granted citizenship in their host country. The remaining Arabs in Israeli controlled 

territories were accepted as citizens of the State of Israel. While the demographics of 

Palestine changed in favor of the Jews, the demographics of the Arab countries also 

changed dramatically. Centuries-old Jewish communities disappeared because the Jews 

living in Arab countries were expelled or forced to flee as a reaction to the establishment 

of the State of Israel. 900,000 Jews were forced out of Arab countries, 650,000 of whom 

migrated to Israel.235 A discussion over the rights of these people is still going on as they 

did not gain the refugee status as the Arabs, they did not receive aid, and no UN resolution 

has passed for their benefit. The right of return issue in Israel-Palestinian negotiations 

focuses only on the Palestinian refugees and their rights are protected by United Nations 

Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA).  It is essential to note that the 1948 War become a 

corner stone in shaping the geo-political map of the Middle East for decades to come. 

2.6. The Palestine Issue in the Turkish Press During the 1930s and 1940s 

1929 and 1936 were vital years in the history of the British mandate of Palestine. In 

1929, there was a dispute over Jewish religious rights at the Western Wall and it led to the 

worst violence between these two communities up to that point 236  In 1936, Arab 

rebellions against the Jewish immigration increased the tension between the two groups 
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and had definitive results for the future of the British mandate. The British had to take 

security measures to prevent any further escalation.  

Through the analysis of Turkish newspapers of the era, one found out that there was 

not much space attributed to this subject. The press seemingly did not give priority to this 

issue and most importantly, it gave the news neutrally. The events in Palestine were given 

without comments or taking sides between the Jews or the Arabs.237 In the reporting of 

the 1936 riots, the news was delivered objectively by Turkish papers: “It has been four 

months since the start of Arab strike in Palestine,”238 “Mufti of Palestine is challenging 

the British rule.”239 An article in Cumhuriyet newspaper in 1936 is a good example to this 

trend; “10 thousand Jews have immigrated to Tel Aviv. The Jewish Agency has the 

necessary preparation to help the immigrants. On the other hand, the Arabs will start a 

boycott for Jewish goods in all Near East. Arab gangs set fire to many farms around Nasra 

and Deisana.”240 In 1945 Ulus newspaper gave the news about Palestine impartially as 

well; “There will be a big conflict in Palestine,”241 “Abdullah from Jordan: There should 

be two states in Palestine”242 

 “Conflict started in Jerusalem,” “Egyptian Forces started to attack Tel Aviv,”243 “A 

Vatican for the Jews in Palestine,”244 were the titles of other Cumhuriyet article during 

1948.245 These articles show the impartiality of the Turkish press  on this issue, and  the 
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same neutrality can be seen in regard to the news of events affecting the Jews; “Arabs 

from Jerusalem set fire to a Jewish nursing home,”246 “Palestine in dismay! Jewish homes 

are burnt everywhere,”247 “Jews of Palestine are anxious due to ongoing talks between 

Arab leaders, excluding the Jewish nation.”248  

This neutrality may be because most of the articles were not original but taken from 

foreign press and translated into Turkish, or because Palestine was not a priority. In 

response to a British newspaper asking in 1935 for the help of the Turkish army in the 

case of an attack on Palestine, Turkish Cumhuriyet newspaper responded; “Turks will nor 

split their blood for lands other than theirs, this is a lesson learnt during the First World 

War”249. Articles in Cumhuriyet showed the indifference of Turkey to the future of the 

Arabs and Palestine during the 1930s; “We wish for Palestine, as any other state separated 

from the empire, prosperity and welfare,”250  

It can be say that other concerns shadowed Palestine as a foreign policy issue. For 

example, Turkey has turned back the invitation to Islam Conference held in Jerusalem in 

1931. Ankara refused to attend and also criticized the conference as it feared that the Mufti 

of Jerusalem Haj Amin would attempt to revive the caliphate annulled in 1924 by 

Turkey.251 Even in this atmosphere, Turkish Jews were criticized for their sympathy for 

their co-religionists in Palestine. According to an El Tyempo (a Jewish newspaper of 

Turkey) article published on September 4th 1929, there was a tendency among the Turkish 
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Jews to aid the Jews of Palestine financially and an attempt to lobby in their favor.252 

Cumhuriyet newspaper criticized this act and Chief Rabbi Becerano was forced to deny 

the accusations for the well being of the Turkish Jewish community.253 

Though little space was given to the developments of Palestine in the newspapers, 

the press did follow the developments in the region. State owned Ayın Tarihi monthly 

magazine watched Palestine carefully, “at a time when Turkey have turned its back on the 

Middle East.”254 Muharrem Fevzi Togay, Ömer Rıza Doğrul, Ahmet Şükrü Esmer wrote 

on Palestinian events during the 1930s. 255  Beside these columnists, the news about 

Palestine  mainly originated from the British press. Newspapers started to have their own 

reporters in Palestine following the 1936 Arab rebellion.256   

According to Celil Bozkurt, the neutrality of the Turkish press was due to the 

restrictions caused by the Law of Press. As the papers were seen to reflect official Turkish 

foreign policy,257 some sensitive issues were not covered in detail.258 In addition to this, 

the Republican elite had profound resentment against the Arabs who had cooperated with 

the enemy during the First World War in order to establish an independent Arab state, but 
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who ultimately ended up under the European powers with unnatural borders drew over a 

map.  

The press was neutral to the conflicts but when it came to a Jewish state in Palestine, 

the state was not. In 1937, Atatürk, founder of the Republic of Turkey, declared that 

Turkey was against the idea of a Christian or Jewish rule in Palestine. This declaration is 

seen as a precaution for forming an Islamic alliance in case of a need whilst the Second 

World War was approaching.259  

Şalom, a Turkish-Jewish four-page weekly that still exists today, has been published 

since 1947. 260 mostly in Judeo-Spanish while some political articles were in Turkish. 

Printing in both Judeo-Spanish and Turkish, Şalom may have tried to navigate the 

censorship of the press by printing delicate materials in Judeo-Spanish and non-dangerous 

articles in Turkish. Most of Şalom’s Turkish articles were political articles about Turkey’s 

economic situation, elections, British mandate of Palestine, and most importantly 

responses to anti-Semitic articles in the Turkish press. Contrary to the national press, 

Şalom followed the developments in Palestine very closely. It is apparent from the articles 

that the reporters identified themselves as citizens of the Turkish Republic and praised the 

courage and dedication of their co-religionists in Palestine. The idea of having a Jewish 

national state in its historical homeland was a subject of pride and joy. At the same time 

there was a precaution. Izak Yaeş from Şalom wrote an opinion piece on the gratitude and 

loyalty of the Jews to Turkey261and there was no clear sign of a massive immigration. 
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Izidor Levi from Şalom newspaper compared the war of the Jews against the Arabs in 

Palestine to the Independence War of Turkey and to the war against the Nazi Germany 

and added; “the Jews have the most important weapon; God.”262  Izak Yaeş also compared 

it to the Turkish Independence War; “I know you are not a coward cause you fought 

against the English army. Trust your people. We fought as well for the Turkish 

independence, men and women. And we succeeded because we fought for our own 

territory, we don’t want any others’ territory but our own. If someone puts an eye to 

Turkish land it will become blind. Jews from Europe and Palestine, I know we are alike. 

A state is establishing a nation is awakening.263 

From the tone of these articles one can conclude that the Turkish Jews identified 

firstly as Turks, and were as a whole very nationalist. They had sympathy for the Jews of 

Palestine fighting for their own state. Şalom was founded on the anniversary of the 

Republic; October 29th, 1947. This was not a coincidence. Those who knew Avram Leyon, 

the owner of the newspaper and chief editor of Şalom, tells that he was a Turkish 

nationalist. This can also be noticed in the red ink he used only on October 29th in his all 

black and white newspaper. 

The excitement over the UN partition was very clear. Izak Şaul wrote a poem called; 

“A nation is reuniting with its ancient state.”264 Moiz Anav published an open letter to 

Theodor Herzl, the father of political Zionism, in which he wrote; “Open your eyes and 

look, your dream has come true. The Jewish state is born. Look at all the young people, 

men and women from all over the world, from all social classes are present there.”265 Izak 
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Şaul wrote a poem as well to Herzl; “You were the first to scream I am a Jew and I don’t 

want to hide it. Your dream has come true. Your people realized it and will protect it today 

and tomorrow.”266 Daniel Maya saw the courage of the Jews in the conflicts with the 

British army and the Arabs of Palestine and in an article published in Turkish declared 

that it was unjust to say the Jews were coward,267 a common stereotype put upon the Jews 

universally.  

An article by Sami A. Kasuto criticizes the reaction of the Arabs to the partition 

decision of the U.N. “The Jews have worked hard to develop this land and now they have 

to leave the most beautiful part of it to the Arabs. It is very hard to see this territory to be 

divided into pieces. But in contrast to the Arabs, the Jews are celebrating this decision. It 

is surprising to see the Arabs states united to protect the rights of the Arabs of Palestine 

knowing that they did nothing for them till now.”268  

There was disappointment when the British supported the Arabs.  Eli Şaul criticizes 

this choice by the British and concluded that Palestine was a new rivalry of the powerful 

states in the Middle East.269 Though it was too soon to understand the full consequences 

of the UN decision, it was understood to be a momentous event. Şalom published President 

of Jewish Agency and future president of the State of Israel David Ben Gurion’s speech 

in Judeo-Spanish. In it, Ben Gurion assured that the new country will be instrument of 

peace and prosperity,270 this was also the hope of the Turkish Jews for the new state. Şalom 
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was pro-Jewish but at the same time it made some attempts to be objective on this issue 

and questioned the claims that the Jews threated the Arabs ruthlessly.271  

In his articles, Leyon shared his concerns over a possible civil war in Palestine 

following the British withdraw. Praising the development in agriculture, industry, and 

infrastructure, he advises Arabs of Palestine not to fear the Jews. He stressed the new 

situation that would emerge following the UN partition vote will be beneficial to them as 

the closest neighbor of the Jews, adding that the Turkish Jews will be thankful to them 

when they see “these unfortunate people settled and happy.”272 

Given the fact that the Arabs were portrayed as traitors in Modern Turkish history, 

Şalom writers were surprised by the sympathy in the Turkish press towards the Arabs 

during the conflict in Palestine following the partition plan; “Why they are defending the 

Arabs? We cannot understand.”273 While surprised by the Turkish reaction to the ongoing 

war between the Arabs and the Jews, they blamed the British for the result. They were 

explaining the reason of hostility “between two brothers” [Arabs and Jews] as the result 

of the British politics.”274 

Şalom was not indifferent to the situation in Palestine and was not neutral during the 

conflict, which was a reflection of most Turkish Jews position on those issues.  Şalom 

published many pictures praising the Jewish soldiers275 and many news articles about 
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Irgun, Haganah and the ongoing conflict between the Arabs and the Jews, always in 

Judeo-Spanish. The idea of fighting for Israel was given indirectly with these photos and 

articles; a secret propaganda that could influence the youth with Zionist ideals. 

In April 15th 1948, Şalom published that the Jewish state will be reclaimed on May 

15th 1948,276 but this also coincided with the start of the Arab-Jewish war. While Haganah 

declared general mobilization, the hostility between Haganah and Irgun was already 

known.277 On the issue of May 13th the headlines in Judeo-Spanish screamed the coming 

reclamation in two days.278 Eli Şaul declared that the Palestinian problem was soon to be 

finished. 279 A cartoon showed a dejected and tired Arab boxer helped by the British 

referee and the victory of the Jewish boxer. 280 On another cartoon there were two men 

who could not share the map of Palestine; one in modern clothes presenting the Jews and 

the other in traditional Arab clothing. 281  In both cartoons the Arab character was 

characterized as a black person, a common stereotype in Turkey.  

With the creation of the State of Israel, one can feel the joy and excitement of the 

Turkish Jews via Şalom. Many poems and articles on liberty, of a dream coming true, on 

the awakening of a people, and of freedom can be found next to photos of Israel, the 

industry, and agriculture.282 There were many headlines in Hebrew, not before seen, and 

this was especially the case during Jewish holidays. From 1947 till 1950 there was no 
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article that expressed openly and frankly the desire to move to Israel. But some articles 

expressed the joy of making Aliyah to Palestine, secretly encouraging the immigration.283 

The establishment of the State of Israel was announced in the Turkish press without 

any comments. As in the example of Yeni Gazete (former Vakit), it was announced as; “A 

Jewish state is established in Palestine, Arab armies attacked on several ways” 284 

Cumhuriyet announced it as “The declaration of the Jewish state” and “Arab armies 

entered to Palestine last night”285 On May 20th 1948, the creation of the State of Israel was 

announced in Turkish, from the first page of Şalom, yet the main headline, that the fight 

was still going on in Jerusalem was published in Judeo-Spanish.286 Though Şalom writers 

were joyous for the establishment of the Jewish state, the civil war preoccupied them 

severely. The choice between publishing in Turkish or in Judeo-Spanish is telling of which 

issues were considered open to criticism and which were too delicate to be printed for a 

larger audience. In the last case, the creation of the State of Israel was announced in 

Turkish only after it was a reality. Before that day, all news about the possibility of a 

Jewish state and the developments were in Judeo-Spanish. As the issue of Jerusalem was 

still a taboo, it was not printed in Turkish. This was a precaution of the Turkish Jews learnt 

from their experience and history in the Ottoman empire and the Republic of Turkey. 

Palestine became part of the Ottoman Empire in 1517 and it remained under the 

Ottoman rule until the First World War. The history of Palestine is interrelated to the 

Ottoman Empire. As one of the major links between the State of Israel and Turkey is the 
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Turkish Jews, the next chapter will explore the history of the Jews in the land of the 

Ottomans and their Republican history following the establishment of the Republic of 

Turkey. 
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Chapter 3: 

 The Jews of Turkey  

Tolerance and loyalty are the words usually employed to explain the relation 

between the Ottomans and religious minorities. When the Ottomans conquered lands with 

non-Muslim populations, they made a pact in accordance to Islam that recognizes Jews 

and Christians as ‘People of the Book’. Ottomans guaranteed their protection and granted 

religious freedom as long as they did not interfere in governmental affairs and paid their 

taxes. In order to understand the relationship of the Turkish Republic with the Jews of the 

country that became equal citizens by law, one must first understand the Millet287 (nation) 

system of the Ottomans and its impact on the people of Turkey.  

Another important aspect of the minority rights in Turkey was defined by the Treaty 

of Lausanne. Signed in 1923, the Treaty of Lausanne concluded the First World War and 

recognized the boundaries of the modern Republic of Turkey. The minister of Foreign 

Affairs Ismet Inönü was the head of the Turkish delegation and the only non-Muslim 

consultant was the Chief Rabbi of Turkey, Haim Nahum288. The Treaty not only defined 

the boundaries of the new state, but also aimed to protect the rights of non-Muslim citizens 

of Turkey. This caused a big setback for the Republican elite who tried to reconstruct a 

Turkish identity free of any distinctions or foreign involvement.  
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This chapter will attempt to explain the Treaty of Lausanne that guaranteed 

provisions to religious minorities and the Millet system that organized these rights and 

duties. By examining the minority policies of the Turkish Republic, this chapter will try 

to illustrate the factors that motivated the majority of the Turkish Jews to leave Turkey 

following the establishment of the Jewish state in 1948. It is important to note that in 

modern Turkish history the emigration of the Turkish Jews to Israel after the establishment 

of the Jewish state is the second biggest immigration out of Turkey (after the labor 

emigration to Europe).289 It marks a crucial turning point in the history of the Turkish Jews 

and a radical change in the population composition of the Turkish Republic. 

3.1. The Jewish Population of the Ottoman Empire 

Having survived Byzantine persecution, Jewish minorities welcomed and 

contributed to the Ottoman victory expecting the same toleration and religious freedom 

previously received from the Abbasids of Baghdad and the Umayyads in Spain.290 The 

conquerors and the Romaniot Jews291, as they were called, established strong relations.292 

They were free to practice their religion and culture. Even before the fall of Constantinople 

in 1453, Ottomans encouraged Jewish immigration to the empire 293  by practicing 

tolerance to religious diversity. European Jews expelled from Hungary (1376), from 
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France (1394), and from Sicily, Bavaria, Salonika migrated to the Ottoman 294 

territories295.  

With the acceptance of Sephardic Jews to the empire in 1492 296 , the Jewish 

population of the Ottoman Empire expanded. Sultan Beyazıd II tried to organize the Jews 

as a millet and appointed the last Chief Rabbi of Constantinople under the Byzantines 

Moşe Kapsali, as the Chief Rabbi of Constantinople.297 Sephardic Jews contributed to the 

Ottoman society, economy, international trade, and banking system with their knowledge 

and the technology they brought. Jews were prominent merchants and had preexisting 

European contacts. They knew European languages and were preferred in diplomacy as 

translators. Jews were loyal to the Ottoman state and largely lacked political ambition. 

These properties differentiated them from other millets under the Ottoman rule.298   

The tolerance of the Ottomans attracted many Jews fleeing from Christian Europe. 

The Jews settled in different regions of the empire such as today’s Hungary, Egypt, 

Cyprus, Thrace and Anatolia. The majority gathered in Istanbul, Edirne in Turkey, 

Thessaloniki in Greece, and Safed in Palestine. The Ottoman Jewish community became 
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the largest Jewish community in the world in the 16th century.299 Besides offering the 

freedoms of religion and culture, Ottoman cities became centers of Jewish intellectuals 

and mystic scholars. The 16th to mid-17th century is known as the Golden Age of the 

Ottoman Jews.300 The 16th century was also the peak of the Ottoman Empire, which 

became one of the most advanced and best-administered states in the world. 

3.1.1. The Millet System of the Ottomans  

The Ottoman Empire was an Islamic Caliphate within which governors and 

statesmen were judges and supervisors with executive, administrative, and judicial 

powers. The only legislative power was Allah whose norms and rules for governing were 

enumerated in Islamic law; Sharia. As a result, there was a fusion of the religious and civil 

community. The state, and not the individual, is the political subject.301 The term ‘nation’ 

is used to define a religion or sect forming a community. During the last years of the 

empire, “nation” evolved to mean ethnic community under the influence of nationalism.302   

Ottomans achieved harmony between religious and ethnic communities within its 

borders through tolerance, at a time when toleration to other religions was very rare in 

Europe. Within this diverse setting in which, “the dual role of Islam as an institution and 

a system of beliefs” 303  existed, the Millet system promoted religious toleration and 

facilitated the integration of non-Muslim communities. Historian Karen Barkey explains 

as follows; “Ottomans took pride in their cosmopolitan and pluralistic foresight on 

                                                           
299 Stanford J. Shaw, Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nda ve Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler, trans. by Meriç 

Sobutay (Istanbul: Kapı Yayınları, 2008), 57.  
300 Ibid  
301 Ventzislav Karavaltchev and Pavel Pavlov, “How Just was the Ottoman Millet System” Journal of 

European Baptist Studies 11, no. 3 (May 2011): 21-30.  
302 Ali Güler, Osmanlı’dan Cumhuriyete Azınlıklar (Ankara: Tamya Yayıncılık, 2000), 12. 
303 Karen Barkey, “Islam and Toleration: Studying the Ottoman Imperial Model” International Journal of 

Politics, Culture, and Society Vol.19 No.1/2 The New Sociological Imagination II (December 2005): 5-19. 



 

 78 

rule.”304 Islam recognized the rights of believers in the monotheistic religions to remain 

at peace within the Muslim state and observe their faith, as long as they accept Islam’s 

political authority and paid their taxes.305 The Jews and Christians acquired a tolerated 

status of protected people (dhimmis). This ensured state protection for their lives and 

property on the condition that they did not insult Islam or attempt to convert Muslims.306 

As dhimmis, Jews and Christians had to accept restrictions as second-class subjects.307 

They were excluded from military service, were prohibited from carrying arms, riding 

horses, building new houses of worship or repairing old ones, public processions and 

worship, owning Muslim slaves, and building homes higher than Muslim ones, and were 

required to wear distinctive clothing.308 

Ottoman subjects were divided into millets,309  or religious communities, which 

included Greek (Rum), Armenian, and Jewish groups. Under this system, religious identity 

came before the ethnic identity; Turk, Serb, Bulgarian, etc. The imperial order (nizam) 

incorporated a policy of ethno-lingual indifference in its administrative policies in a 

religiously determined context.310 Religion and identity were interrelated, a legacy of the 

Ottomans that  continued to exist in the future Republic of Turkey’s understanding of 

citizenship. 
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All distinct groups had their own neighborhood (mahallah). Most of the time its 

members lived in their own neighborhood of the city up to their own preference. There 

was no strict legislation that forced the minorities to live in pre-determined places similar 

to the European Ghettos.311 “Cities were formed according to the religious and ethnic 

identities of its people. Every community lived in neighborhoods designated for them by 

the state. These neighborhoods were outlined by invisible walls.”312 This system separated 

the millets with different languages and traditions as much as possible, helping to prevent 

religious conflicts.313 Every religious community had internal autonomy and their own 

administration. They had their own language, education system, courts, hospital, 

charitable institutions.314 These communities collected taxes for their own expenses (kizba 

for the Jews) and for the demands of the state (jizyah). The community members did not 

have direct access to the sultan. The leaders were like ministers responsible for their 

community.315 The duties of the millets were to pay their taxes, to keep order, and to 

observe their respective religious and cultural freedoms, under their own religious and lay 

leaders.316  

The rule of different communities within Ottoman borders was mainly based on 

social boundaries between religious communities and regulating their transactions.317 

Though they were separated by their religion, culture, and social life, these millets were 
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decidedly ‘Ottoman’ as they were part of the larger society both economically and 

politically, unlike many other minority communities elsewhere in the world. 318  

Each Jewish neighborhood was formed around a synagogue.319 Each community 

was represented by a local religious leader whose responsibility was to regulate and 

administer his community. 320  There was no central Jewish authority in the Ottoman 

Empire until the chief rabbinate321 was restored in 1835322with the Tanzimat reforms323. 

Until then, Ottoman Jews had many different communities and each had a separate chief 

rabbi. The Sephardic Jews who constituted the majority of the Ottoman Jewish population 

had formed their own neighborhoods and synagogues according to the cities or regions 

from which they had originated. Due to this legacy of multiplicity of leaders and 

communities, “they did not want the administration of uni-chief rabbi, responsible to 

Ottoman, or else their own rabbi to be the chief rabbi.”324 

3.1.2. A Revolutionary Change in Education; The Alliance Israelite Schools 

The reign of Süleyman the Magnificent between 1520-1566 marked the peak of the 

Ottoman power and prosperity. After his death in 1566, the empire failed to produce 

strong leaders. Corruption multiplied, janissary revolts increased, European pressure on 
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the Ottoman Empire was augmented. Ottomans were unsuccessful in competing with the 

industrial and economic advancement of European countries.  

The decrease in economic revenues led to inflation and an increase in taxes. The 

worsened economic situation and the discontentment of the people negatively impacted 

the general attitude toward the rich communities of the empire. Researcher and author 

Lucien Gubbay explains with these lines; “As the Muslims masses suffered, so too did 

their tolerance of dhimmis diminish.”325 The Jews suffered severely from the deterioration 

of the economy as their livelihood was based largely on trade. While the market shrunk, 

the revenue and the wealth of the Jews so too decreased. The deterioration of the economy 

weakened the quality of life of the Jews. Another important problem was that the quality 

of the education was outdated. A revolutionary change occurred with the opening of 

Alliance Israelite Universelle326 (AIU) schools in 1875 throughout the empire. These 

European style schools were firstly founded in France in 1860 by six French Jewish 

intellectuals, inspired by the ideals of the Enlightenment and motivated by a genuine 

sentiment of solidarity. The Damascus blood libel affair in 1840 produced the idea to 

found these schools.327 The main mission of AIU was the emancipation of Middle Eastern 

and North African Jewries through western, modern, and secular education. As ‘Oriental’ 

(Mizrahi) Jews were considered backward compared to French Jewry, AIU established a 

vast network of schools in the lands of Islam in order to “help” their co-religionists “to 
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transform themselves into enlightened, modern citizens, abandoning their particularistic 

habits and attitudes.”328  

French was the primary language of instruction in all AIU schools. The curriculum 

included biblical and post-biblical history, religious instruction, French, Hebrew, Turkish, 

arithmetic, local and world geography, local and world history, physical and natural 

sciences, linear design and, for girls, sewing. Most of the schools were primary.329 AIU 

expected its teachers to come from France but very few wanted to live in the region. This 

problem created an opportunity for the Ottoman Jews. AIU330 invited its brightest students 

to study in Paris and later placed them as Alliance teachers.331 Importantly, AIU was not 

a Zionist organization but rather worked for the assimilation of the Jews to the society in 

which they lived in and encouraged its students to become influential in the Jewish 

community.332 

The German Jews also opened their own schools. One of the leaders of AIU, Simon 

Goldschmidt, opened the Goldschmidt school in 1890 in Galata, Istanbul. Ashkenazi boys 

learnt German there, while girls were taught French at the Galata Alliance school.333 
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Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden (Aid Association of German Jews, HDJ) also opened its 

own schools. Similar to the mission of AIU, HDJ334 established modern schools in the 

Balkans and Ottoman Empire to improve the social and political conditions of the Jews 

through modern and secular education. The instruction language was German, which 

would prove valuable as trade relations between Germany and the Ottoman Empire 

increased during the 19th century. HDJ was not as wide spread as AIU schools and, unlike 

AIU, it had a Zionist agenda in Turkey. There are few sources about HDJ and these do 

not give any direct reference to a Zionist agenda, but HDJ was founded as an aid agency335 

for the persecuted Jews in Europe and it known to have promoted a state for the Jews. 

Alliance schools were revolutionary because they helped create a well-educated 

middle class in the Jewish community which was able to challenge the rule of the religious 

leaders. For those who attended these schools, economic and political opportunities 

followed. Their social class changed as well as their profession. Middle class Jews moved 

from Balat336 to modern and prosperous neighborhoods like Galata337, the most European 

district of Istanbul inhabited by foreigners and westernized elite. These individuals 

improved their living standards while338 a social class division became apparent among 
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the Jews. One’s neighborhood was a clear sign of his education and wealth. People 

preferred to speak French to show their upper status in society while Judeo-Spanish started 

to be perceived as the language of the poor and ignorant. Political Scientist Riva 

Kastoryano explains as follows; “Moving reflected an aspiration for upward social 

mobility and for modernity.”339  

The conservative Jews rejected modern, secular education and any kind of reform. 

They feared modernization and saw it as a threat to their authority. This group opposed 

the education of girls, the western influence, alienation from traditional Jewish roots and 

religious teaching.340 Modern education was also seen as precursors to “mixed marriage, 

conversion, abandonment of the ancient heritage, emigration to foreign countries, and the 

resulting shattering of family ties”341 Due to such complaints, only a small portion of 

Ottoman Jewry attended these modern schools. It was difficult for AIU to penetrate poorer 

neighborhoods of Istanbul which were controlled by conservative rabbis. In early 20th 

century, only 120 Jewish children were enrolled in the modern schools in Balat while 700 

children studied in religious colleges.342  

European travelers described the poverty and obscurity of the Ottoman Jewry in the 

19th century in their diaries: “It was the lowest point of the community.”343 The situation 

of Anatolian Jews was worse. Many families lived together in small inner courtyards 
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called cortijo because they could not afford a house of their own.344 Cortijo(s) were also 

a practical way to continue the authority of religious leaders.  

The international Jewish community also provided assistance through the 

establishment of new agricultural villages. In 1891, Jewish philanthropist Baron Maurice 

de Hirsch established the Jewish Colonization Association (JCA) in London. Its first 

mission was to help oppressed Jews in Europe by aiding their immigration to Argentina. 

Baron Edmond de Rothschild345 was one of the groups supporters. JCA opened many 

agricultural villages in Ottoman territory to help the Ottoman Jews by giving them land to 

cultivate and a place to live: Or Yehuda (Judah’s light) in Akhisar, Mamure in Eskişehir, 

Fethiköy in Silivri, Tekfur in Balıkesir in 1891. The persecution of the Russian Jews forced 

JCA to open an immigration office in Istanbul. In 1910, JCA bought new land to help this 

group; Mesilla Hadasha (new path) in Sultanbeyli, Istanbul was one of these villages.346  

3.1.3. Nationalist Movements in the Ottoman Empire 

The empire’s weakening started in the late 17th century and accelerated in the 

following centuries. First it lost its territories in Central Europe and Caucasus region. 

Every loss was accompanied by the persecution of the Muslims in the area. Those who 

survived migrated to the empire’s remaining territories. Similar to the aftermath of the 

French Revolution, nationalist feelings arose within the communities already confined 
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with the Millet system. The rise of nationalism increased with the lost of territories in the 

Balkans during the 19th century.  

As with most nation states, the Balkan states were founded on the idea of 

homogeneity based on religious affiliation as well as shared language, history, culture and 

experience. Balkan Muslims were no longer welcome. Soner Çağaptay explains this trend 

as a consequence of the administrative system that divided “the population into strict 

religious compartments, called millets. Over centuries, it had merged the ethnic identities 

of the Ottoman peoples into religious ones, making the millet identity dominant among 

many Ottoman subjects.”347 This assessment was true both for the Balkan states and the 

future Republic of Turkey.  

Following the Balkan Wars, the Committee of Union and Progress (İttihat ve 

Terakki Komitesi, CUP) took control of the empire in 1913. It adopted radical steps to 

create a nation for their reformed state348, stressing Ottomanism to stop the threat of ethnic 

nationalism among Ottoman subjects and to promote the idea of living together in this 

multinational empire.349 Turkish became the only language of high school education and 

became a compulsory subject in non-Muslim community schools. Laws favoring Turks 
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and Muslims in commerce and trade were introduced.350 These steps caused frustration 

among the Arab population351 , the largest ethnic population of the empire.  

During the 19th century, the Zionist movement in Europe started to proactively work 

toward a Jewish state in Palestine, still part of the Ottoman territory at the time. At the 

beginning of the century, the Ottoman Empire encouraged persecuted European Jews to 

migrate to its territories while excluding Palestine with the understanding that a high 

concentration of Jewish immigrants to a single region could incite another nationalist 

movement.  

Russian influence was another preoccupation of the Ottomans as most of the Jews 

coming to Ottoman land were escaping the pogroms in Russia. Theodor Herzl, the father 

of political Zionism and his aide Philipp Newlinski, a journalist from Vienna, proposed to 

Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamit II to pay all of the empire’s foreign debt in return of a safe 

haven in Palestine for the Jews. Following the refusal of the Sultan, Herzl modified the 

wording of their offer from ‘independent Jewish state, Republic’ to ‘autonomous vassal 

state.’352 According to the proposition, the Jews would establish an autonomous state and 

an army but accept Ottoman reign and pay taxes. Sultan Abdulhamit II353 stressed the 

importance of the Jews to the economic progress of the empire and the trust he had in the 

Jews, but he reemphasized that there was no reason to establish a Jewish state.354  
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Zionism was perceived as an imperialist movement similar to the expansionism of 

western powers in the Middle East. 355  Most importantly, non-Jewish subjects of the 

empire opposed strongly to the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine.356 Many Jews from 

Palestine also opposed to this plan as they did not want to lose their position as faithful 

Ottoman subjects and had no political ambition. This was not the case for the European 

Jews who started to migrate to Palestine at the end of the 19th century. This group did not 

want to become Ottoman subjects, forced to pay taxes in return for religious tolerance. 

New immigrants did not want to integrate to the Ottoman society. From their language to 

their way of dressing, they were outsiders; Europeans in the land of the Ottomans. 

Ottoman officials had increased suspicion that the newcomers had a nationalist agenda 

similar to the Greeks and Armenians.357  

The invasion of the Ottoman Empire and the devastating conditions of the Treaty of 

Sèvres on October 30th of 1918 358 , led to the Turkish Independence War. Despite 

nationalist movements among other religious groups, Jews stayed loyal to the Turkish 

cause and shared their faith during and after the War of Independence.359  
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3.1.4. The Treaty of Lausanne 

The Treaty of Lausanne, signed in 1923, concluded World War I and recognized the 

boundaries of the modern state of Turkey. It also aimed to provide legal equality to all 

Turkish citizens, protecting the rights of non-Muslim citizens.360 Only three non-Muslim 

communities were accepted as minorities: the Jews, the Greeks, and the Armenians. 

Articles 37-45 assured these groups provisions to live in a mode similar to the Millet 

system.361 The Treaty granted these people right to use their native language, political and 

legal equality, religious, travel, and migration freedom, and the right to establish 

educational, religious and social welfare institutions.362 According to the Lausanne Treaty 

Article 42, the non-Muslim minorities could resolve their inner-community problems as 

family concerns and personal status such as marriage and divorce. The Turkish 

government need to grant full protection to the churches, synagogues, cemeteries, and 

other religious establishments.363  

Turkey promoted equal citizenship, and wanted to be independent and secular. 

These provisions in the Treaty jeopardized this aim. Turkey could not accept separate and 

non-secular legal systems for a portion of its citizens while it granted all citizens, 

regardless of their religion or race, equal rights and obligations.364 During the Lausanne 

conference, Inönü declared these provisions as foreign involvement. Giving the example 
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of the Jewish community as a model minority, he said that they were untouched as they 

were not part of any foreign plot against the country’s integrity.365 Jews were model 

minorities and worked hard to stay that way during the Republican era. 

The framework of the Treaty was not protected by additional laws. The Treaty  could 

not be enforced or controlled as the responsibility was given 366  to the League of 

Nations 367 , a stillborn, unsuccessful international organization. Therefore, the actual 

practice differed from the legal responsibilities of Turkey.368  

The Jews did not have a state of their own and, unlike the Armenians and Greeks369, 

had no Western guardian state. The Jews were added to the Treaty of Lausanne because 

of the political pressure of the economically powerful American Jews.370 It is difficult to 

assess the opinion Turkish Jews had on this matter. According to the minutes of the 

minority commission of the Lausanne Conference in December 15, 1922, Minister of 

Health Rıza Nur from the Turkish delegation stated that the Jews did not want any 

provisions like the Greeks.371 Though he could have said this, it may not be the real 

sentiments of the majority of Jews.  
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The Jewish community declared that it would renounce from Article 42 on 

September 10th, 1925372  and formally renounced in 1926.373  The Armenians and the 

Greeks followed their lead. This action is generally depicted as Jews renouncing of their 

own volition, but in reality the press had an important role in this decision with the Turkish 

media imposing pressure on the Jews through anti-Semitic articles.  

According to the Turkish newspapers, on February 26th, 1926, three hundred persons 

from the Jewish community sent a telegraph to Spain to show their solidarity and loyalty 

to the country that had expelled them centuries ago. There were severe attacks against the 

Jews in the press. The headline of Milliyet newspaper was “Ungrateful” (Nankörler), 

while Ikdam newspaper proposed the Jews buy three airplanes for the Turkish air force to 

demonstrate their loyalty.374 While the press covered the telegraph issue over and over 

again, there was no evidence that this telegraph even existed.375It would have been 

irrational for the Jews to send a message of loyalty to Spain centuries after their expulsion. 

Rumor about the telegraph to Spain was not the only anti-Semitic event at this time. The 

attack to Kuzguncuk Synagogue in Istanbul that took place in April 1926, in which sacred 

Torah rolls376 were destroyed,377 was the last event that affected their decision. The Jewish 

community feared that the verbal attacks were becoming physical. There is no recorded 

reaction from the government to ongoing racist attacks in the press. 

                                                           
372 Rıfat N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri – Bir Türkleștirme Serüveni (1923-1945) 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2005), 64-65. 
373 Ibid, 90-94. 
374 Neşe Ozan, “Türkiye’de antisemitizm” seen on Eva Groepler, Islam ve Osmanlı Dünyasında Yahudiler 

(Istanbul: Belge, 1999), 95-104. 
375 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim,1996), 70-74. 
376 The ones attacking the synagogue targeted the Ehal, where the Torah scrolls are preserved. The scrolls 

were destroyed. It was not a common crime but a message of threat and fear to the Jewish community.  
377 Rıfat N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri – Bir Türkleștirme Serüveni (1923-1945) 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2005), 81 



 

 92 

The pressure from the press resulted with the renouncement of the Jews from the 

article 42. When the Jewish community officially renounced, Ahmet Cevdet from Ikdam 

newspaper praised this decision as “Finally the Jews are becoming real Turks.”378 It was 

seen as a necessary condition to became a ‘full’ Turkish citizen. When the religious 

minorities gave away the provisions guaranteed by the Treaty, it was seen as a major 

foreign involvement was removed. 379 

 The Treaty of Lausanne guaranteed education for minorities in their own language. 

While globally, Hebrew is the language of the Jews, Turkey was an exception. The 

majority of the Turkish Jews who were from Sephardic origin did not know Hebrew and 

communicated in Judeo-Spanish. After renouncing the privileges granted by the Treaty of 

Lausanne, Turkish Jews lost the right to demand schools teach in Judeo-Spanish, which 

the majority spoke, or French, which was the language of education resulting from the 

influence of AUI.  The Jews could not resist the pressure of Turkish language campaigns 

and this was the first step in the disappearance of the Judeo-Spanish language. Finally, 

Turkish Jews lost the support of the American Jews380, who were unaware of the pressure 

they faced at home.381 This was a serious loss, as the United States was an important 

international power with a great deal of influence.  
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After renouncing the provisions of article 42 in the Treaty of Lausanne, the anti-

Semitic campaign in the press stopped for a while.382 This proved that the pressure of the 

press was an instrument employed to force the minorities to renounce from the Treaty of 

Lausanne. This instrument of pressure would be used several more times during the 

Republic era. The state, in control of the press, believed it could control the reaction of 

the public but, as demonstrated by the Thrace events in 1934, the effects of hate speech 

echoed longer than expected and led to unanticipated outcomes. An important change in 

this era was that the expression of hatred against the minorities became an acceptable 

behavior, seen openly in the press without any negative reaction from the state officers or 

the public. 

3.2. Turkish Republic, a New Beginning Full of Hope  

The Turkish Republic was established on the principle of embracing secularism in 

lieu of Islamism. Reforms were designed to transform the population and to create a new 

country that rejected its Ottoman heritage.383 The ideal of secularism, the firm target to 

reform the Turkish religious life and other social reforms presented by Mustafa Kemal 

Atatürk, the founder of modern Turkey, were to achieve a modern and secular nation in 

the contemporary world, a nation that would be part of the western civilization. To this 

end, the Caliphate, which lately had been diminished to a symbolic institution, was 

abolished and all members of the Ottoman family were sent into exile. Islamic education 

and religious endowments were put under government control. All Sharia courts were 
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 94 

closed. The government translated the Quran and the prayers into Turkish in order to start 

a religious enlightenment.384 The article “The religion of the state is Islam” was taken out 

from the constitution of 1928. 

The Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyetçi Halk Partisi, RPP) dominated Turkey 

as the sole party until 1946 and set the foundation of the Turkish Republic. The nation 

building process initiated a vast social change in a very short period. A new national 

identity was the first step in the construction of the new state with a population largely 

made up of Turks and Muslims but with sizable and diverse ethnic and religious 

minorities.  If successfully implemented, a shared Turkish identity could unify and create 

a shared feeling among all the communities that used to live independent from each other.  

To achieve that, nationalism was the essential tool. Nationalism was a modern concept 

seeking to establish an imagined national community within certain borders, creating the 

idea of unity creating internal and external ‘others’ when it felt necessary. In Turkey, while 

the ongoing social engineering promoted a common identity under ‘Turk’, non-Muslims 

were excluded. The roots of this suspicion and distrust is historical.   

The experience of the Balkan Wars, the First World War and the Independence War 

strengthened the idea of homogenization of the country’s population. The Empire was torn 

apart by the wave of nationalism influenced by the French Revolution. Different ethnic 

and religious groups tried to create their own nation states throughout the 20th century. 

While attempting to reconstruct a common identity, these experiences intensified the idea 

of the ‘enemy within’, pointing directly to religious minorities. All other ethnic minorities 

were accepted under the umbrella of ‘Muslim’. Deportation in the case of the Armenians 
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in 1915, population exchange in the case of the Greeks in 1923 and in 1964 were the 

natural consequences of this ideology already started with CUP.  

As much as the political elite wanted to neglect its Ottoman past, the Turkish 

Republic’s view of citizenship was formed under the shadow of the Millet system. It 

preserved the Ottoman definition of minority: non-Muslim communities. Accordingly, 

there were no ethnic or linguistic minorities recognized in the country, a decision that 

affected the Kurds and the Alevis the most. With the establishment of the Republic in 

1923 and the adoption of the constitution385 a year later, religious and ethnic minorities 

became equal citizens of the state. But the continuity of the socio-political and legal 

stratification of the Ottomans in the Republic era, withheld the equal citizenship desire of 

non-Muslim communities.  

During the Ottoman Empire, assimilation became the primary tool of survival 

presented to ethnic and religious minorities under the ‘Turk’ umbrella. With the rebel 

movements during the War of Independence and their support to foreign armies, the 

Armenians and the Greeks were recognized as distinct from and outside of the “Turk” 

identity.  The situation of the Jews, on the other hand, was different. They have been loyal 

to the Turkish cause, they did not have any separatist ambition, they did not have a state 

of their own, meaning that no major foreign involvement was expected, and most 

importantly the Jews were for the most part obedient to Turkish authority. They were 
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easily enough assimilated into the new Turkish identity, though their religion and the 

shadow of Millet System was a setback to the process.  

The first ten years of the Republic was marked by the rise of Turkish nationalism 

and the search for a Turkish identity. Turkish nationalism gave priority to the Turkish 

language, Turkish culture, reconstructed Turkish history, the national economy, and 

national education.  

3.2.1. The First Decade of the Republic 

The effects of the First World War and the War of Independence were devastating. 

The mortality rate was 20% of the population, meaning that about 2,5 million Anatolian 

Muslims died. The economy was strongly affected as well; foreign trade fell by about two-

thirds between 1911 and 1923. The shortage of labor in agriculture led to famine, cholera, 

and typhoid.386 The acceptance of their defeat to European powers in the First World War 

was not easy. The conditions of the Treaty of Sevres was still vivid in public’s collective 

memory. They once ruled the world. Now they had to accept the fact that they were not 

an undefeatable empire any more, but a regular nation state struggling with economic 

difficulties. Additionally, the Armenian rebellion during the Ottoman era and the support 

offered by the Greeks to the Allied forces during the First World War led to mistrust 

against all religious minorities without any distinction.   

“Throughout the late 19th and 20th centuries, the processes of nationalism 

and the process of reproduction of geography have worked hand in hand to the 

effect of creating a new homeland, on whose soil the Turks were to be the only 

rightful dwellers. The Republican state, established after the war of independence 
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in 1923, was to exclude non-Turks, or at least Non-Muslims from both the material 

reality and the collective memory and imagination.”387 

 

The modernization reforms were quick and absolute. There was a project of major 

society engineering, changing every aspect of the known and familiar.  with a hope in the 

society for a better, brighter future. Everyone wanted to be part of the newly founded state. 

Jews were model minority citizens for the ruling elites and they tried to continue the close 

relations with the state as it had been during the Ottoman era. The official statements were 

very encouraging. During a statement in December 1922 in Geneva, Ismet Inönü, the 

future prime minister and president of Turkey, declared that minorities living in Turkey 

should see the Jews as an example in patriarchy and in the respect of law and order.388 

During a speech in Izmir on February 2nd, 1923, Atatürk said: “Any non-Muslim citizen, 

who decided to live in the newly founded Turkish Republic, would be guaranteed that no 

harm would come to them.”389 Newspapers such as Vakit and Ikdam praised openly the 

loyalty of the Jews during the War of Independence: “There is no difference between 

Ahmet, Mehmet and [Rabbi] Haim Nahum in the eyes of the state.”390  

Turkish Jews391 welcomed the establishment of the Republic enthusiastically392. 

David Fresko from El Tyempo wrote in 1922 “At the beginning of the new era we want to 
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see the progress of our sacred country that we love so much.”393 They were hopeful for 

the future. They stayed loyal to the Turkish cause throughout the war, they resisted the 

pressure of the rebellious Armenians and Greeks, shared the destiny of the Turks during 

the long years of war, and were supporters of the Republican reforms for modernization 

and secularization. Their expectations for the Republican era were positive and the hope 

of becoming equal citizens in the new country was prominent.  

During the Republic era, the Jews were not deported as a state policy, but there were 

regular fluctuations in their relations with the state. The praise for their loyalty 

transformed suddenly to open expression of  anti-Semitic beliefs, beginning with the rise 

of nationalism in the 1920s and continuing in the 1930s as an outcome of fascism in 

Europe. It was no coincidence that there were several waves of Jewish emigration from 

Turkey, with the first immediately following the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 

1923, the second in 1934 following the Thrace events, and a third with the establishment 

of the state of Israel in 1948. 

3.2.2. The Ideal of Turkism 

The ruling elite of the Turkish Republic aimed to unite the popular and submerge 

their differences under the name ‘Turk’. All the reforms were based on the ideal of the 

Turk, the greatness of the Turk, the privilege to be a Turk. Everything, including the 

national history and the school books, were rewritten accordingly. All these contributed 

to the awakening of widespread Turkish nationalist feeling. Equal citizens of the Turkish 

Republic could call themselves Turk as long as they “shared the rich historical legacy, had 

a sincere desire to live together and [who] had a common will to preserve their shared 

                                                           
393 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim,1996), 20. 
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heritage.”394 This definition of a Turk given by Atatürk included the non-Muslims but on 

the condition they adopted the Turkish language, Turkish culture, and the ideal of 

Turkism.395  

The term Turkification was used to determine the process of creating a homogenous 

national state, assimilating the non-Muslims and non-Turks as much as possible. As all 

Muslims were seen as part of the Muslim ümmet (ummah)396 regardless of their ethnic 

origin, this project was targeted mainly at religious minorities. Even though non-Muslims 

were legally equal citizen who paid taxes and were subject to mandatory military service, 

the minority/majority classification continued to exist. “The imagined unity of the 

Muslims remained intact against the ‘other’ position of the non-Muslim”.397 ‘We’ were 

Muslims against ‘the others’ which were the non-Muslims. In the new identity formed by 

the shared Muslim faith, the position and future of the non-Muslims was unclear. 

Turkish nationalism emphasized the Turkish language and the Turkish culture as a 

sign of one’s Turkishness,398 but religion still was the primary characteristic defining the 

identity. During the construction of the Turkish identity, there was a tendency to assimilate 

the minorities into the general public by forcing Turkish language upon them and 

standardizing the education, while at the same time discriminating against them for their 

faith. In this paradox, the Jews were seen as ‘eternal guests’ instead of equal citizens. This 

is why their differences were tolerated, but their lower status was restated when necessary. 
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The minority groups were forced to renounce the provisions they gained with the 

Treaty of Lausanne but the main Turkification step was the introduction of the Code of 

Civil Law in 1926. Having lost the protection of European states and important lobbies, 

the minorities became ‘legally’ Turkified with this legislation. The foreign influence over 

the minorities diminished to zero.399  

Ruling elites used three methods to Turkify the minorities: by putting pressure via 

the press; by trying to dismantle their centrally structural community organization; and by 

introducing laws aiming to weaken their dominance in the economy. The first two 

methods attempted to diminish religious identity and assimilate these groups into general 

society. The third and partially the second one were methods to weaken the non-Muslim 

communities economically and to force them to leave the country by their own will. 

Although some measures, such as the use of Turkish language, were adopted for the 

assimilation of minorities to the general public, ultimately these policies resulted in their 

exclusion.  

Amid the ongoing projects of assimilation on the state level, the general public had 

concerns. There was widespread hope about the brightness of the future of the Republic, 

but the minorities did not match with this picture. They were perceived as foreigners 

regardless of their actions, language, or time invested in the country. The general Muslim, 

Turkish population had concerns about sharing the road with minorities. Public reaction 

to some events illustrates that it was not just the state that excluded the minorities. Many 

Turkification steps were supported eagerly by the public. The press has become an 

instrument of pressure while the public was the voluntary controller of it.  
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3.2.3. From Nationalism to Racism 

During the first decade of the Republic, the relationship between the state and the 

Jews was extremely varied. Sometimes, Jews were praised; sometimes, punished. The 

Jews were unsure how to react. They tried to maintain good relations with the state 

officials and to create an image of themselves as ‘proper citizens’ to the ruling elites. They 

tried to live more modestly and discreetly as to not attract additional attention.  

The Jews were shocked by an editorial published in 1922, a more openly anti-

Semitic article never before being published in the empire. Kanımızı Emenler (Blood-

suckers) was the title of the editorial in İleri newspaper. The text was a threatening 

summary of the attacks the Turkish Jewish community would face during the first decade 

of the Republic. According to the editorial, the Jews were hypocritical and their 

declaration of loyalty was a lie. They were accused of having cooperated with the enemy 

during the independence war. The article state that though Jews were gathering money for 

Kızılay (Turkish Red Cross), their real loyalty was to the Greeks during the war. Finally, 

they were said to have captured the properties of the Greeks and Armenians who left the 

country and of exploiting the peasants and the larger Turkish public.  

Between the lines, this text also shows the pressure the Jews encountered. They had 

to make public loyalty declarations and prove it by large donations even though they have 

suffered as much financially from the war as the rest of the population. They had to donate 

much more than their Muslim counterparts. 400  A community member expressed his 

feelings on the matter: “We prefer to stay silent and unseen. Whenever the Turks need our 
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money for donation or contribution they know where to find us.”401 Even still, they were 

portrayed as the hypocritical exploiters of Turks.  

The article ended with a plea; “Greeks and Armenians have departed, if only the 

Jews departed as well”. This was an open call to expel them. The Jews were treated as 

foreigners and traitors in the collective memory of the public because for them there was 

little difference between being a Jew, an Armenian, or a Greek. This reasoning praised the 

Muslim soldiers who fought in the War of Independence that brought the victory and 

independence; the Muslim Mehmetçik.402 The rest was perceived as selfish, continuing to 

live their comfortable lives, making their fortunes as war profiteers. Minorities were 

potential spies and collaborators with the enemy. The fact that non-Muslims403were 

forbidden to enter the war because of this distrust against them and that, in spite of this, 

there actually were some non-Muslim soldiers,404 are for the most part left untold.405 

Alarmingly, the owner of İleri newspaper was Celal Nuri İleri, a politician and future 

director of the commission of constitution,406 making this editorial not only a mirror of 

Ileri Newspaper’s approach but also one of the ideological frameworks at the core of the 

new constitution. 
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This article accusing the Jews of double-dealing is considered to be the first openly 

anti-Semitic article in the Turkish press.407 It was not a coincidence that this editorial 

appeared in December 1922, following soon after a racist speech given by Mehmet Şükrü 

(Koçoğlu), a member of the parliament. During a parliamentary session concerning the 

situation of the religious minorities on November 3, 1922, just days before departing for 

the Lausanne Conference, Koçoğlu stated:  

“…the religious minorities live comfortably in our country just because our 

religious beliefs order so. No other country in the world can provide this. But these 

malefic persons did every felony, every murder in order to destroy this nation.  I 

think that if one asks them, they will say that we don’t have a place in this country 

anymore. And in reality as well they don’t have. These people, these traitors had 

a prosperous life in here. The art, the trade is in their hand. They are rich, they 

don’t join the military service.  Even though they became rich owing to the blood 

Mehmet had lost in these borders, they rushed to establish another country. 

Following this dream they are perished too and they have no place in this country 

anymore. There is only one thing left to do with them: population exchange.”408  

 

The anti-Semitic propaganda started by İleri newspaper had many followers in the 

press. Ebüzziya Tevfik from Tasvir-Efkar newspaper conducted a humiliating interview 

with the Chief Rabbi of Izmir Moşe Melamed. The satirical magazine Karagöz published 

racist jokes about Jews. Paşaeli newspaper started to regularly publish stories about 

dishonest Jewish merchants who took advantage of peasants and started join the rest of 

Europe in warning against the “Jewish danger”.  Türk Sesi409 (The voice of the Turk) 

newspaper started to publish articles claiming that the Jews hate the Turks and that they 

became rich by stealing  the belongings of the Turks during the Greek invasion. Arkadaş 

                                                           
407 “This is the first open and rude attack to the Jews in the Turkish press” wrote David Fresko from El 

Tyempo newspaper; Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim,1996), 25. 
408 Lerna Ekmekçioğlu, “Yeni Türkiye’nin Üvey Evlatları” Toplum ve Bilim 132 (2015): 50-77. 
409 Türk Sesi newspaper started an antisemitic campaign during the conference of Lausanne. Hostile to 

minorities, the newspaper published many articles on the danger the Jews presented for Turkey; Leon 

Kontente, L’Antisemitisme Grec en Asie Mineure – Smyrne 1774-1924 (Istanbul: Libra, 2015), 175. 



 

 104 

newspaper also stated that the Turks won the war against the enemy but became dependent 

on the Jews economically. Piyasa newspaper mentioned that the Jewish businessmen 

control the economy. Tevhid-i Efkar newspaper published several articles under the title 

“The Jewish Danger” and made a call to save the country from them.410 The satirical 

magazine Akbaba described the Jews as “the most dangerous minority, even though it is 

believed to be the contrary”.411  

3.2.4. Creating a Turkish-Muslim Middle Class 

A Muslim bourgeoisie did not exist in the Ottoman Empire. The lack of a middle 

class and the strong presence of the minorities in the economy become the starting point 

of the Turkification of the economy. It was an idea promoted by the CUP who viewed the 

non-Muslim presence in the economy as alarming and, in response, tried to create a 

Muslim bourgeoisie. 412  At the beginning of the Republic, middle class Armenians, 

Greeks, Jews, and European entrepreneurs dominated the banks, insurance companies, 

ports, and enterprises. The Muslim population started to request posts in trade and industry 

and there was also a need to give jobs to those who returned from the war and those who 

came with the population exchange with Greece. In response, the state began to reverse 

the role of the minorities in the economy, replacing them with Muslim businessmen.413  

In order to create a national economy, the key start was the Izmir Economic 

Congress on February 17, 1923. During the congress, one of the decisions taken was the 

use of Turkish as the language of trade.414 In 1926, the use of Turkish became compulsory 
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for all communication among corporations.415  Non-Muslims from foreign or Turkish 

nationality were fluent in foreign languages and had commercial expertise but knew very 

little Turkish. A quota was imposed to limit the number of employees of foreign 

nationality. It was not a radical step toward the nationalization of foreign companies but 

rather a decision to oust non-Muslims from the economy. Following this change, non-

Muslim Turkish citizens and foreigners lost their jobs with most of the governmental 

officials seeing little distinction between the two groups.416 Additionally, the enterprises 

faced serious difficulties as there were not enough Muslims with expertise in trade.417  

The exclusion of the non-Muslims from public administration reached a new level 

starting in 1923, when it was declared that companies controlled by Muslims were not 

allowed to hire minorities and vice-versa.418 The Ministry of Public Works Commissioner 

(Nafia Vekaleti Komiseri) Fevzi Bey stated in a press conference that not all Turkish 

citizens but Muslims should be employed. Non-Muslim minorities were fired or forced to 

resign from all public enterprises without any compensation.419 In his memoir, Vitali 

Hakko explains that his father was one of the fired non-Muslim employees of Sirkeci train 

station in 1925:  

 “He came home early and said ‘We’ve been fired!’ The Chemins de fer 

(railway) corporation was purchased from the French and according to a law 

non-Muslims were dismissed from the State Railways.420 Israel Cohen, an 

American traveler who published his impressions in the New Judaica 
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Encyclopedia, visited Istanbul and Izmir in 1924-1925. He was disappointed 

by the fact that there were no Jews in Izmir exchange market, municipality or 

in any other political and public institution.421 Turkish Jews, Armenians and 

Greeks identified as ‘a group of employees’ replaced with a decree by Muslim 

staff, sent a letter of complaint to the League of Nations. Helmer Rosting noted 

to the complaint dossier; “How can we tell Turkey breached the Treaty when 

there is no law or legislation?” 422  

 

There were jobs that only the Turks (Muslim) could perform, including the 

professions of barber and building security guard.423 Following the Ottoman tradition, 

minorities preferred to live close to each other in the same neighborhoods. The state who 

wanted to control the communal life, wanted to gather information on these communities. 

This was the main reasoning in the ban of non-Muslim barbers and building security 

personnel as these type of professions was the main source of information. It was a 

precaution of the state to control minority quarters and to gather information.  

Diana (Yıldız) Özonur424 , a Turkish Jew, wanted to become a nurse’s aide at 

Admiral Bristol American Hospital in Istanbul. While she filled the application form with 

her classmates, there was a section asking if she is a Turk. She found out that the applicant 

must be of Turkish race. Since this condition was also stated very clearly in the 

newspapers, she tore the form into little pieces.425  

The article no 88 of the Constitution of 1924 and the discussion over the definition 

of ‘Turk’ is a clear indication of Turkish elite’s perception toward the minorities. During 
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the discussions, “Those who live in Turkey regardless of their religion and ethnicity are 

called Turk,” was the first proposal, but was not accepted. Istanbul Deputy Hamdullah 

Supki Tanrıöver objected; “It is dangerous to erase by law the difference that exists in 

reality between the Turks and those who aren’t.” For him a Turk could not be Jew or 

Christian at the same time. He gave this radical example; “We ordered foreign companies 

the dismissal of non-Muslims. With this law, they can refuse to dismiss minorities saying 

that they are Turkish citizens.” The owner of Ileri newspaper Celal Nuri İleri defined the 

genuine (öz) citizens as Muslim, Hanafi, who speaks Turkish. Following the discussions, 

the word ‘citizenship’ was added to the article underlining the difference. The article was 

decided as follows: “Those who live in Turkey, regardless of their religion and ethnicity 

are called Turk by citizenship.”426  

Law number 788 article 4a of the Law on civil servants on March 18th, 1926 stated 

that to become a civil servant one must be a Turk.427 This law remained in effect until 

1965.428 The distinction between Muslims and non-Muslims in the economy and the 

deliberate ousting of the minorities from prestigious jobs into lower positions increased 

the emigration of Turkish Jews. Minorities were excluded from political parties, public 

services, and military. They could not attend military schools, they were obliged to join 

mandatory military service but they were not allowed to carry weapons.429 Additionally, 

distrust led to discrimination and as a consequence they were used in unpaid labor when 

the need arose. Eli Shaul vividly explains this issue in his memoir: 
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“In 1939, as soon as the war broke out, many non-Muslims were drafted. 

What was strange about that was this: the announcements in the newspapers 

referred only to non-Muslims.” 430 Announcements like “Non-Muslims born 

in ’27, ’28, and ’29, report to the recruitment office” shows clearly that non-

Muslims were treated differently.431  As a matter of fact, these non-Muslims, 

including my older brother, were drafted and they all built roads and worked 

in construction. This was the easiest way to get unpaid manual labor.”  

 

They were sent away from their families and jobs which added an extra burden to 

minority families.  

These discriminatory legislations resulted in solidarity within minority 

communities, including the Jewish community. These practices destroyed the trust 

between state and its minority citizens. Minorities withdrew more and more from the 

public space, which resulted in the necessity for a stronger communal structure for the 

religious minorities. On the other hand, all children had to recite every day at school “How 

happy is the one who says I am Turkish” (Ne Mutlu Türküm diyene) without 

discrimination.  One of members of the Turkish Jewish community, Stella Ovadia, 

interpreted this daily ceremony as follows; “Every child shouted that s/he was a Turk at 

school, but some of these children were treated as non-Turk in many aspects of life. Their 

difference was reminded when they wanted to forget, but their differences were forgotten 

when they needed to be remembered.”432  

The law of citizenship passed in 1927 433  had an article enumerating the legal 

justifications for the revocation of Turkish citizenship (iskat kanunu)434. According to this 
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law, Ottoman subjects who did not participate to the War of Independence, stayed outside 

of Turkey, and did not return from July 24th, 1923 until the date of this law would lose 

their Turkish citizenship. This law targeted the non-Muslim population and many people 

lost their Turkish citizenship.435    

French publisher Sam Levy observed the anti-Semitic atmosphere during his stay in 

1924 in Istanbul and wrote a strong letter to Ismet Inönü. This letter was followed by a 

visit of a delegate from the Izmir Jewish community who voiced his concerns. The 

international image of Turkey was important and İnönü had to publicly praise the Jewish 

contribution to the society.436 This is became a trend that  only magnified the gap between 

the statements and the actions of the state. These fluctuations caused concern amongst the 

Jews. There was pressure on everyone within Turkish society, but especially on minorities 

and on Jews more specifically.  

The anti-Semitic campaigns in the press, the call for boycotts, the riots, and the 

overall discrimination came as a shock for the Turkish Jews who expected to become 

equal citizens under the law in the new secular Republic. Avner Levi explains this 

experience as something new for the community, something that was unthinkable during 

the Ottoman era.437 The pressure on the Jews could be explained by the increased visibility 

of the Jews as a minority. They were more visible because the Greek and Armenian 

population had diminished drastically while the Jews remained. With the expulsion of 

Armenians and Greeks, the total percentage of non-Muslim minorities decreased radically, 

mixed cities diminished, and most of the minorities were settled in Istanbul. Thrace and 
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West Anatolian Jewish population were attracting attention with their language, names, 

and customs. Jews were prominent in trade and the richness of the Jews was attracting 

hostility as well. Jews lived in closed communities that tried to stay away from trouble. 

This traditional survival tactic of maintaining a low profile made it easier to target the 

Jews. The Turkish public blamed the minorities for violating their trust during the 

Independence War. It was thought that while the Greeks and the Armenians were punished 

for their behavior, the Jews were left untouched and were the profiteers of the war.438 On 

the other hand, the Jews were afraid that their turn would come as well.439  

Nationalism had led to dangerous discrimination. Talking about the malice of the 

Jews became ordinary in the daily conversations. Some of the Jewish population preferred 

to migrate440  out of the country, while some moved to Istanbul as the city retained 

elements of cosmopolitanism and promised more security due to the larger Jewish 

community already living there.441 In just a few years following the founding of the 

Republic, “the number of the Jews (in Turkey) diminished by half.”442 For the remaining 

Jews, the anxiety grew but the absence of physical attacks made them stay. David Fresko 

from El Tyempo wrote; “Every citizen respects the laws of the Republic and promoting 
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enmity among the public is against the laws.”443 As the written attacks from the press 

continued, the Jewish community in Turkey preferred to keep a low profile and  to avoid 

attracting attention.  

Turkish Jewish press was preoccupied with publishing articles attempting to prove 

the loyalty of the Jews by giving the number of casualties during the War of Independence. 

Lawyer Kemal Ben Yosef from Bursa wrote a piece for Ikdam newspaper in which he 

explained that before the war, there were 2500 Jews living in Bursa and that 10% of 

Bursa’s Jewish population was lost during the War of Independence. Two Turkish 

students from Bursa published a reply to this article; “We are tired to hear the 2-3 cents 

that you donated, 3-4 volunteer soldiers that you lost [during the War of Independence]. 

You will become our slave or you will get out of here.” (Teberru ettiğiniz 2-3 kuruşu, 

gönüllü verdiğiniz 3-4 askeri dinlemekten bıktık. Ya bize köle olacaksınız, ya da 

defolacaksınız)444  

3.2.5. Turkification of the Economy: Restoring the Effendi445 Class 

The anti-Semitic press served as a major tool of pressure and was employed in the 

Turkification of the economy. It is note-worthy that many of the cities in which these 

newspapers were distributed had large Jewish communities, such as Edirne and Kırklareli 

in Thrace region. The owners of Paşaeli newspaper were at the same time merchants and 

they used the power of their newspaper against their Jewish rivals.446 Expressing racism 

and using discriminatory language was unpunished and it started to become provocative. 
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Tevkid-i Efkâr newspaper claimed that Jews in Salonica tortured the Muslims and asked 

for retaliation. The newspaper also joined the anti-Semitic campaign again Dr. Sami 

Günzberg, an influential Turkish Jew.  

The negative news about the Jews in the press also served to bring out the 

xenophobia or anti-Semitism in the Turkish public. Jews began to be seen as the major 

instigator of all the economic problems and other difficulties encountered. An economic 

boycott against the Jews started in most cities of Thrace and Anatolia. In Bursa, the press 

supported the boycott with headlines such as “We cannot keep these viruses among us.” 

Türk Sesi and many others stated that a Turk should not work under a Jewish boss. There 

were posters in Thracean cities advising not to trade with the Jews.447 Many protests 

started in Thrace after Paşaeli newspaper’s articles.448 “Here is not Palestine” was the title 

of Paşaeli in 1923 criticizing the use of Judeo-Spanish by the Jews in their daily life and 

asked openly “Are we in Palestine?”.449  References to Palestine for the Jews started 

immediately in the first years of the Republic.  

As the majority of the Greeks and Armenians had left the country, the Jews attracted 

the majority of public attention and enmity. “It is your turn, leave the country” and “Jews, 

get out of Turkey” were the slogans bellowed during riots. The police hardly stopped the 

angry crowd from attacking Jewish businesses. Jews from Babaeski left for Istanbul for 

greater security. Jews from Urla and Izmir got threat letters. In December 1923, officers 

from Çorlu illegally tried to expel the Jews but were unsuccessful due to a last minute 

intervention of Ankara. However, Jews from Çatalca near Istanbul were expelled. They 
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had to leave behind all of their belongings as the porters overcharged them with 

transportation prices exceeding the value of the goods. 

In 1926, the mayor of Kırklareli prohibited the shechita (Jewish religious method of 

slaughtering permitted animals for food) in order rid the city of Jews. The boycott calls 

against Jewish businesses were the first steps towards the Turkification of the economy, 

yet the Jews were invited to show their loyalty by giving donations to the Turks coming 

to Turkey after the Greek-Turkish population exchange.450 A Turkish Jew Eli Shaul, 

expressed his feeling on this continuous financial requests from the non-Muslims as 

follows; “Helping the Red Crescent, the Child Protection Agency, the Airmen’s 

Association, the Homeless Shelter, etc. is evidently a responsibility of all non-Muslims. I 

would even say that non-Muslims outdid Muslims in this sort of assistance work. ‘For 

heaven’s sake, let them find nothing to criticize about us non-Muslims,’ they said, we will 

not refrain from doing everything we can to help.”451 

Dr. Sami Günzberg was the first well-known victim of the discrimination against 

the Turkish Jewish community. In 1923, Ebüzziya Tevfik from Tasvir-Efkâr newspaper 

blamed Dr. Günzberg, who was also the dentist of Mustafa Kemal, of treason against the 

country.452 He was accused of being a spy for the Germans. The irony in this matter is that 

Germany was an ally of Turkey during the war.453 Ebüzziya Tevfik used the expression 

“villainous Jew”454 instead of his name constantly during the court  proceedings, which 

indicates the main motive behind his accusations. The lawsuit continued until 1928 when 

                                                           
450 Ibid 
451 Eli Shaul, From Balat to Bat Yam (Istanbul: Libra, 2012), 33. 
452 Rıfat N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri – Bir Türkleștirme Serüveni (1923-1945) 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2005), 40-41. 
453 Yusuf Besalel, Osmanlı ve Türk Yahudileri (Istanbul: Gözlem, 1999), 59. 
454 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim,1996), 32-34. 



 

 114 

Günzberg was proclaimed not guilty.455 Contrary to the accusations, he was presented as 

a patriot and nominated for the War of Independence Medal in 1929.456 

The government was mostly silent on anti-Semitism until the Jewish community 

complained officially. Chief Rabbi Haim Bicerano complained about the provocative 

publications of Ileri newspaper to the Mayor of Istanbul Refet Paşa and then the mayor 

look after the issue.457 In Thrace, the community wrote a telegram to Atatürk and then the 

anti-Semitic publications were temporarily closed.458 While all this happened, there were 

also balanced voices in the press as well. Müstakil was one of the very few newspapers 

that warned about the increasing nationalism and asked for common sense.459  

3.2.6. Turkish Language as a Unifying Element  

Language was the main adhesive of the reconstructed Turkish identity. The Arabic 

alphabet was replaced with Latin script and later Ottoman-Turkish was banned from 

official and public spheres. It was a campaign to unite the nation with a common language. 

For minorities, this linguistic revolution presented a challenge as the state wanted all of 

its citizens to speak Turkish as their mother language. For 2 million of Turkey’s 

population of 13,6 million, this was not the case  and Turkish was not the native language 

of 28% of Istanbul’s population in 1927.460 
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3.2.6.1. The Language of the Minorities  

With the acceptance of the Jews from the Iberian Peninsula into the Ottoman Empire 

in 1492, the majority of the Jewish population461 became Sephardic and the most common 

language became Judeo-Spanish, the old Spanish language of their ancestors462. Living in 

the same quarters, there was no need for Jews to learn Turkish as everyone from the market 

owner to the barber was Jewish and spoke Judeo-Spanish. Even if they wanted to learn, 

there were no institution that taught Turkish  to Jews during the the Ottoman Empire.463 

Moise Franco explains that “there were 80 to 100,000 Jews in the Ottoman Empire who 

knew French due to their education in Alliance schools. But without exaggeration we can 

say that it was impossible to find at least 1,000 who could use the language of the country; 

Turkish as well as the French.”464 In 1880 in Aydın, only two young men knew Turkish 

out of 3000 people. It is said that only 66 Jew children were taught Turkish in Istanbul in 

1866. 465  Turkish was known by businessman and people who had relations with 

government offices and other institutions. People living in Turkish or mixed 

neighborhoods also knew Turkish, but this was very rare. In fact, the Jewish community 
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wanted to speak Turkish and fully integrate to the Turkish public. Knowing the language 

was beneficial for them as fluent Turkish was mandatory for many career opportunities.  

The issue of the national language for the Turkish Jewish community is complicated. 

Universally, the national language of the Jews is Hebrew. When the Treaty of Lausanne 

guaranteed the usage of national languages to minorities, Hebrew was the language 

indicated for the Jews. However, Jews inevitably continued to use the language of their 

ancestors; Judeo-Spanish for Sephardic and Yiddish for Ashkenazi. The language of 

modern education on the other hand was mostly French due to the Alliance schools. The 

Turkish Ministry of Education was aware of the fact that Hebrew, the national language 

of the Jews was not largely used among the Turkish Jews and could impose Turkish 

language as the language of education for the Jews.466  

Other minority languages survived this pressure as their teaching and national 

language was the same. However, the Jews wanted to integrate fully to the society and 

wanted to be part of the definition ‘Turk’ and it was only the Jews that abandoned their 

mother tongue. There are two reasons for this.  First, the social classes among the Turkish 

Jewish community helped to bring about the demise of the language. Judeo-Spanish was 

perceived as the language of the lower classes while French was the language of the noble 

and educated few. Another reason might have be the urgent need to integrate to the society. 

It was seen as a solution to all of the discrimination they had faced. When they migrated 

from the Iberian Peninsula, the Jews continued to speak Judeo-Spanish because the 

Ottomans preferred the difference of language as an invisible fence among their subjects. 

When Turkish Republic asked them to learn Turkish, they accepted, even at the sake of 
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losing their mother tongue. Turkish-Jewish author Mario Levi told me that Jews always 

adopt the language of the land in which they live and gave the example of Spain. “Spanish 

was not the mother tongue of the Jews when they first migrated there. This is a typical 

pattern, now Turkish is the mother tongue of the Jews of Turkey.”467 Today, we can say 

that the mother tongue of the Jews of Turkey is Turkish.   

From my grandmother I learned that there were many multilingual minorities in 

1930’s. She was born in 1922 and she knew Judeo-Spanish, French, German, Italian, and 

Greek. Her Turkish was not perfect but with the birth of my mother in 1944 she placed 

greater importance on it so the child will be at ease in her everyday life. My mother speaks 

perfect Turkish and knows Judeo-Spanish, French, Spanish and enough English and Greek 

to communicate. From my mother’s generation, I know several people who can express 

themselves in Greek, Italian, and Armenian. There was solidarity between the non-Muslim 

population of Turkey due to the discrimination under which they all suffered. We had an 

Armenian-Greek family as our neighbor in Büyükada.468 Turkish supplemented by Judeo-

Spanish, Greek, Armenian words was used in our summer house in the 1980s. When I was 

growing up, my parents used to speak between each other Judeo-Spanish at home only 

when they did not want us, the children, to understand. Otherwise, they always spoke to 

my brothers and me in Turkish. Most of my friends cannot understand even the most basic 

sentences in Judeo-Spanish. What remains of Judeo-Spanish in my generation is some bad 

words and the names of food. 
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3.2.6.2. Unification of the e 

The first step was the standardization of education (Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu) 

decided on 1924. All schools were united under the Ministry of Education with a common 

curriculum. All Jewish schools including the Alliance Universelles Israelites schools, 

became regular schools under the name of “Musevi” (Jewish) and were transferred to the 

authority of the ministry.  

The education ministry appointed all teachers. The Jewish teachers had to pass 

Turkish language level tests to continue but as most lost their job and they did not speak 

Turkish. The Jewish students had to repeat their grade if their Turkish level was not 

advanced enough469. The law limited the number of teachers of foreign nationality. French 

teachers of the AIU schools lost their jobs and the classes were left without teachers. New 

teachers from Turkish (Muslim) origin and with higher salary than the rest were appointed 

by the state and it was mandatory to have a Turkish deputy director at schools.470  

The school books had discriminatory teachings. In 1931, a mandatory book of 

nationalism described the “bad guys” as non-Muslims. They were moneylenders, 

middlemen, and profiteers according to this book.471 This was another way to glorify the 

Turk and to encourage the rise of Turkish nationalism. With these practices the state 

excluded their own minorities who wanted to integrate to the society. A stereotype of the 

enemy as a foreigner was formed and the religious and ethnic minorities were perceived 

as a part of it. In his memoir, Ilya (Eli) Shaul explains that the teacher of the military class 
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in Eyüp Middle School (1931-1934) sent him out of the class; “God forbid, I might learn 

military secrets and sell them to foreign states.”472 

In the first five years of the Republic, all Jewish schools were Turkified with the 

curriculum dictated directly by the ministry. In 1931, the state required all children to have 

primary education in Turkish schools.473 Jewish associations worked hard on this issue as 

Turkish language became the main test of one’s Turkishness. Some associations opened 

night courses on Turkish but it was very difficult to move away from a language used for 

centuries so rapidly. Historian Avram Galante explains with these lines; “With the AIU 

schools French became a mother tongue for Jewish kids. If Turkey have had opened 

schools with Turkish as the education language 50 years ago, today Turkish Jews’ mother 

tongue could have been Turkish. This is the result of the neglect of the Jewish community 

and the Turkish government as well.”474   

3.2.6.3. ‘Citizen, Speak Turkish!’ Campaign 

In January 1928, the Law Faculty Students Association of Istanbul University 

started a campaign to spread the usage of the Turkish language. They declared that 

speaking a language other than Turkish meant not recognizing Turkish law and that those 

who did could not be regarded as good citizens.475  The campaign “Vatandaş Türkçe 

Konuş!” (Citizen, Speak Turkish!) 476  was supported by the mayor of Istanbul. The 

ministry of education offered 1000 Turkish Liras in support of the campaign.477  
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In 1931, Mustafa Kemal gave a speech in Adana in which he stated that it was not 

possible to believe a person’s claims of belonging to the Turkish nation and culture if he 

does not speak Turkish.478 Many Jewish communities throughout the country started their 

own speak Turkish campaigns by general statements, fining those speaking other language 

than Turkish. They rightfully feared that if they did not speak Turkish they would be 

perceived as foreigners479 and would lose their jobs, as there was pressure to fire foreign 

staff from companies. 

The press issued many articles about “Citizen, Speak Turkish!” The Jews were 

called ungrateful because they preserved the language of the country that expelled them 

four hundred years ago.480 Not using Turkish was a clear sign of disrespect and one could 

be condemned for this ‘insult to Turkishness’.481 Yahya Halit from Vakit criticized the 

accent of the Jews482 and spoke out against not using the language of the state.483  

The “Citizen, Speak Turkish!” campaign spread to major cities where minorities 

lived and gained large support from the public. This is evidence that it was not only the 

state that promoted this type of differentiation campaign. In this case, the state even had 

to take steps to prevent the widespread boycotts and violence that erupted from the public 
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in response to the forced assimilation of the non-Muslims.  On the other hand, there was 

a toleration for the non-Turkish speaking Muslims. Muslim identity was a definite sign 

for one’s loyalty.484 Jews were the main target of the campaign as they were powerful in 

commerce and finance.485 There was serious pressure from the street. Violent events 

erupted among Muslim and other ethnic and religious groups. Tensions led to fights and 

to legal cases claiming ‘assaults on Turkishness.’486  

 “…There were “Citizen, Speak Turkish” signs everywhere. One day my 

father came home, his face full of blood. They have beaten him in the bazaar 

yelling ‘dirty infidel!’ He said ‘I am Turk as much as you are! No one can call me 

infidel.’ But nobody listened to him. He was such a good man… But there was an 

illness in the public about speaking Turkish. He was beaten. Even our close 

neighbors did not help. Nobody said anything to stop it. He was frustrated. It was 

hard to be labeled as infidel…”487 

 

Avram Galante488, Professor of Ancient Near Eastern History in Istanbul University, 

defended the community’s linguistic choice and isolation in its historical context with his 

book “Citizen Speak Turkish!” (1928). He tried to moderate public reaction to Judeo-

Spanish in the public sphere. 489  He explained the initiatives taken by the Jewish 

community starting from the 19th century to show that the Jews really wanted to speak 

Turkish and integrate to the society. He also gave recommendations to encourage the 

learning Turkish. Another Jewish intellectual Moise Cohen, who changed his name to 
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Munis Tekinalp 490 , was a true believer of Turkification. In 1928, he published 

“Turkification”. He believed that all the minorities should speak in Turkish in order to 

deserve their Turkish citizenship. In a chapter dedicated to the Jews, he listed the ten 

commandments of Turkification491;  

1. Turkify your names,  

2. Speak Turkish,  

3. Read your prayers in Turkish at the synagogues,  

4. Turkify your schools,  

5. Prefer state schools,  

6. Interest yourself in Turkey’s affairs,  

7. Socialize with Turks,  

8. Eliminate community spirit,  

9. Contribute to the national economy,  

10. Know your constitutional rights. 

 

A draft proposed in the National Assembly made speaking Turkish compulsory. 

There were similar campaigns and pressure until the 1940’s aiming to turn Turkish into a 

spoken language by every citizen. The proposition was not accepted but the minorities 

started to speak their mother tongues only at home and carefully avoided using it 

outside.492  

In 1927, a year before the campaign ‘Citizen, Speak Turkish!’, 84.5% of the Jews493 

said that their mother tongue was Judeo-Spanish. In 1935, this dropped to 70.3% while 
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23.5% said Turkish was their mother tongue. This trend continued and in 1960, 48% said 

Judeo-Spanish and 44.5% said Turkish.494 This campaign and the accompanying desire of 

the Jews to satisfy the state request resulted in Turkish becoming the mother tongue of the 

Turkish Jews.  

On November 27th 1947, Şalom Newspaper conducted an interview with Tekinalp 

about the Turkish language. He said that the Jews did not need any more language 

campaigns as the new generation of Turkish Jewish children speak, write, and think in 

Turkish. “The progress in democracy that we are witnessing today will accelerate this 

process and I believe the abnormalities will disappear in the near future,” he said. 495 In 

another interview on December 25th 1947, Avram Leyon asked him; “It has been 18 years 

since the publication of your book on Türkleştirme in 1928. Do you still think the same 

way?” Tekinalp was very sure of his decision; “There is no need for extra effort, it is 

following its natural path.” The increased use of the Turkish language was not his only 

source of optimism. He said that “History will give the responsible persons of the Capital 

tax their conviction. But at the same time he added that the consequences in the country 

is always temporary.496 A bizarre statement from someone personally affected by the 

tax.497 The pressure from the state, the press, and the public toward the minorities for the 
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usage of the Turkish language was successful. The results of this research shows a trend 

in Turkish Jews on the choice of language. 

The legal Turkification of the minorities was already achieved with the introduction 

of the civil code, and now the Turkification of the Jews through language was completed. 

In forty years, half of the Turkish Jews had changed from their two thousand year old 

mother tongue Judeo-Spanish to Turkish as the state demanded. If  a study was conducted 

today, undoubtedly near 100% of the youth would say that their mother language is 

Turkish.  

3.2.7. Steps for Dismantling the Community Structure  

A crucial step of Turkification was to create a common culture where no communal 

organization and leadership would be powerful. As Tekinalp mentioned in his ‘Ten 

Commandments for Turkification’, the state expected its non-Muslim population to 

eliminate their community spirit. This is why even when the pressure toward the Jewish 

population diminished, as a community their status did not ameliorate. The state used 

several steps to dismantle the centrally structured community498 organization.499   

With the renunciation of the Treaty of Lausanne Article 42 in 1926, Turkish 

government decided to tax the charitable institutions as commercial institutions. A deep 

financial crisis started as the revenue of the community diminished considerably. A 

distrust toward the charitable institutions grew and the donators had hesitations. They 

preferred to withdraw their contribution with the knowledge that a large sum would be 

deducted as tax and their donation would not reach the poor but the state.  
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The Law of Foundations accepted in 1936 severely limited the activities of the 

rabbinate. The law gave to the state the right to appoint a director to the non-profit 

organizations running schools, synagogues, hospitals. It also froze the acquisition of new 

property, ultimately weakening the cash flow of these institutions.500 All Jewish property 

was in the hands of charitable institutions and the government banned their governance 

by a board of trustees. Many Jewish charities were forced to close its doors and the 

community lost the control of governance as an entity.501 Based on this law, the minorities 

were asked to declare their immovable to the deeds office in six-month period. The legal 

entities which submitted declaration were defined as community foundations by laws. 

With these declarations, minorities were both named as foundations and had the chance 

to register their real estates to land registry.502 Minorities had concerns over the real aim 

of this law and they did not register all their immovable out of fear that it would be 

confiscated.  

An interview with an unidentified former member of the secular council of the 

rabbinate shows the problems encountered by the community. The Law of Foundation did 

have the necessary arrangements for the election of the members of the chamber (Meclis-

i Umumi) who dealt with all of the charities. The secrecy shows the delicacy of the subject. 

The member of the community preferred to stay anonymous while criticizing the 

government on a subject that affects all the Jewish community negatively.503  
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S. Adatto wrote before the introduction of the new Law of Foundation in 1936 that 

the charities could govern themselves but now the government had the right to take control 

and tax 5% of the income. The new resolution presented on March 3rd, 1948 tries to give 

more control back to the minorities over their foundations.504 

Besides financial measures, the leadership of the communities was also challenged. 

The Rabbinate did not have a precise job description. With the death of the Chief Rabbi 

Moşe Becerano in 1931, the community did not have the permission to appoint another 

religious leader until 1953 because of the state’s reluctance to approve a new chief rabbi 

among appropriate candidates. 505  These laws can be understood as steps for the 

secularization of the country; the government wanted to control all types of religious 

communities and communion. The introduction of these laws left the Jewish community 

in chaos. As there was no way to select a leader, the ones already in governance continued 

their job as long as they could.  

3.2.8. Two Positive Steps on Turkification Process; the Law on Headgear and Dress, 

(Hat Revolution) and the Law of Surname 

Among the Republican reforms, there were two that facilitated the integration of the 

minorities to the society: Hat Revolution and the Law of Surname. The clothing and 

headgear in the Ottoman era showed the religious grouping, rank, profession both civil 

and military of the person. With the introduction of the Hat Revolution, traditional 

Ottoman attires, religious symbols, and dresses were banned and the minorities become 

undistinguishable from the rest in public space. This reform helped the minorities to 
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integrate physically to the society without facing prejudice on the street just by the dress 

distinguishing them. 

The Law of Surname adopted in June 21st, 1934 made mandatory for every citizen 

to take a family name. The minorities were already using surnames. This law was 

especially targeting the Muslim majority who used only first name and titles such as hodja, 

bey, effendi, pasha. According to the law, the use of names derived from foreign languages 

or culture as well as tribal names were forbidden and Turkish names were favorable. Many 

ethnic and religious minorities changed their family names. Some preferred the Turkish 

translation of their original name, or changed to similar sounding names.506 Many Jews 

preferred to Turkify their first names as well. Poet Abraham Naon became Ibrahim Nom, 

Journalist Moise Cohen became Munis Tekinalp. 507  Surnames with ‘Türk’ in it was 

preferred to hide one’s religious identity; many Jews choose surnames such as Türkmen, 

Türkkan, Öztürkkan.  

The names and the dresses were the first barrier encountered in public life. Adopting 

western attires and choosing a Turkish name could help to eliminate the discrimination. 

Under pressure, these two laws offered a unique chance to integrate into the society, which 

was especially important in an era when the language you use was the main indicator of 

one’s loyalty to the country. Though Ottoman style titles were prohibited, the minorities 

were named differently than the Muslims; madame and monsieur in French was used for 

the minorities while the Muslims were named hanım and bey in Turkish. Calling a Muslim 

madame or monsieur was perceived as an insult.  
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3.2.9. A milestone in the History of the Jews of Turkey; the Murder of Elza Niyego  

The murder of Elza Niyego is an example of the dangerous outcomes of the press’ 

anti-Semitic campaign. It was also the first and the last mass demonstration of Turkish 

Jews against the many injustices they suffered in silence. 

Osman Ragıp bey, a 42 years old married man fell in love with a Jewish girl, Elza, 

but the 22 years old girl was indifferent to his affections. He killed her in the middle of 

the street on August 27th,1927 when he found out that she was engaged to another. Her 

corpse laid on the street for hours until the forensic specialist came. Her mother was 

forbidden to cover her daughter’s body. The Jewish community was outraged by the 

murder scene and by the fact that her murderer was sent to a mental institution and not to 

prison because of his reputable family background. Elza Niyego’s funeral became an 

emotional demonstration of the discontentment of the Jewish community.508 Many Jews 

attended the funeral and chanted “We want justice!” This was a brief moment of revolt for 

the Jews against the discrimination they faced since the beginning of the Republic.    

In this event, the change of tone in the newspapers is eye catching. The day after the 

murder the newspapers gave the news as it was. The religion of the victim had no 

importance. But the day after her funeral the tone of the newspapers reversed.509 The press 

attacked the community harshly; “You already have justice you don’t need to demonstrate 

and chant.” Son Saat newspaper called the Jews  ‘unlawful citizens’ and told them to leave 

the country; “Go to Palestine!”510 This was also an important as Palestine was the address 

shown to the Jews since the beginning of the Republic. During the protest, the Law for 
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the Maintenance of Public Order (Takrir-i Sükun) which gave the government exceptional 

powers, was in effect. This shows that the protest was not planned but started as a reaction. 

The state had to react strongly to show its power511 which explains the change of tone of 

the newspapers. There were openly anti-Semitic verbal attacks towards the Jewish 

community for over a month in Istanbul.512 The implications of the Elza Niyego affair 

were severe. On August 27, 1927, a free movement ban in Anatolia was imposed on 

Turkish Jews.513  This ban was in effect until November 1927.514 Following this event, the 

Jewish community became less vocal. This demonstration was one of the rare and most 

crowded protests in the history of the Jews of Turkey. There were approximately 200,000 

Jews in 1923 at the establishment of the Republic. This number decreased to 80,000 in 

1927 according to the official census.515 From 1923 till 1929, 70,000 Jews migrated from 

Turkey because of the pressure of Turkification.516  

1920s were marked by increasing nationalism and Pan-Turkism. Still, 1930s would 

be scene to the rise of fascism and the Nazi ideology that affected all Europe. Turkey, a 

new country itself struggling with inner rebellions, modernization reforms and social 

engineering, was highly affected by the political climate in Europe and had to adjust its 

policies in order to be actively neutral during the Second World War. 
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Chapter 4: 

Changing Balance in International System Affects Turkey 

In 1929, the New York Stock Exchange collapsed, resulting in a worldwide 

economic depression and by bankruptcies all over the U.S. The stock market crash 

especially affected Germany, which had to approve the severe terms imposed by allied 

forces after its defeat in the First World War.517 The high unemployment and the call  for 

the payment of all foreign loans by the U.S. was a major step towards the destruction of 

the fragile Weimar Republic.518  

In Germany, the economy was in a dire situation. There were 6 million Germans 

unemployed in 1932. The anger and discontent of the people to the ongoing economic 

crisis was rising. At the same time, the feeling of inferiority caused by the punitive 

measures of the Treaty of Versailles and the fear of communism led to the rise of the Nazi 

Party. Its leader Adolf Hitler was seen as the savior who could overturn the terms of the 

Treaty. Historian Geoffrey Pridham explains the rise of the Nazi Party as follows; “The 

majority of Nazi voters in the elections of 1930-32 were probably little influenced directly 

by the racialist ideology, as they were primarily voting for a change in circumstances.”519  

By 1933, the Nazis had begun to introduce discriminative measures against the 

Jews, including prohibiting them from practicing a large numbers of professions. In 

Nuremberg in 1935, Hitler announced discriminatory racial laws prevalent in Nazi 

ideology excluding German Jews from citizenship, depriving them from their political 
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rights, and prohibiting their intermarriage with individuals from the German (Aryan) race. 

The national socialist measures were based on the superiority of the Aryan race over Jews 

and other ‘inferior’ races. Hitler’s racial ideas and obsessions had already been published 

in his infamous book Mein Kampf520 in 1926. 

4.1. Rise of Fascism, Nazi Ideology 

The rise of Nazism in Germany and its expansionist policies shifted the power 

balance in Europe. Its discriminatory policies and the consequences it had on surrounding 

countries affected marginalized minorities throughout the continent. Many discriminative 

legislations were accepted in Nazi occupied territories. Pogroms against the Jewish 

population in Eastern European countries started even before their occupation by Nazi 

Germany. For Leni Yahil, “The legend of a secret Jewish organization that aspired to 

control the world by means of war, revolution, and economic ruin merged with the 

nationalistic and racist doctrine.”521 Centuries old European anti-Semitism was combined 

with Nazi’s biological and blood related racist discrimination. With the rise of the Nazi 

party as the sole power of Germany, the world headed towards a political crisis and the 

Second World War. These radical developments would ultimately lead to HaShoah 

(Holocaust) which resulted in the death of 6 million Jews all over Europe. 

4.1.1. Turkey during 1930s, under the Shadow of Nazism 

The first decade of the Republic was not calm or silent. In 1925, the Sheikh Said 

Rebellion was led by the religious leader Sheikh Said and the Kurdish nationalist soldiers 
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from the Azadi522 group. There are numerous assumptions about the nature of this major 

Kurdish rebellion; to revive the caliphate or a Kurdish nationalist movement. For the 

perspective of the state, it was seen as counter-revolution and immediate military action 

started. The rebellion was held back, its leaders were hanged, and many Kurds fled to 

Syria. The ‘Law for the Maintenance of Public Order’ (Takrir-i Sükun) which gave the 

government exceptional powers was passed on March 1925 and was in  effect until  March 

1929.523 The opposition was silenced with this new legislation.  

On one hand, the state was fighting against rebellions and on the other it tried to 

continue with the reform agenda necessary to enter the Western political system. When 

the Sheik Said Rebellion was held back, the state gained confidence about the safety of 

the one party regime, the security of the reform agenda and started positive steps toward 

the religious minorities, a step necessary to Westernize the country. For the first time in 

1929, the state budget relocated funds for Jewish schools in Istanbul, Izmir, Edirne, and 

Kırklareli.524 In one of his speeches, Minister of Interior Şükrü Kaya emphasized that the 

Jews were equal citizens of the state.525 The government tried to integrate the Jews into 

society as they were the only religious minority who could fit their citizenship description, 

and also the only  group that was interested in full integration. The relatively positive 

atmosphere continued with the permission given to the construction of a new synagogue 

in 1951; Neve Shalom (oasis of peace), which is still the main synagogue in Istanbul. The 
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government’s permission to build a new synagogue in Galata was also proof of the 

increased Jewish population in the neighborhood. 526  The politicians and the press 

continued to urge Turkish Jews to learn Turkish and integrate to the society but it was not 

brutally pushed as before the renouncement of the article no 42 of the Lausanne Treaty. 

Contrary to the present situation of their co-religionists in Nazi Europe, the full integration 

of Jews into Turkish society was expected. Unlike the situation of the Jews in Europe, the 

full extent of their discrimination from society had not yet started.  

After a few years of tranquility, a new wave of anti-Semitism began in 1930s. Cevat 

Rıfat Atılhan and Nihal Atsız were the two main journalists of this trend. They used the 

‘pure blood’ ideology of the Nazi leaders to define the real Turk, the pure race. They 

condemned the Jews for their betrayal during the War of Independence, for their lack of 

Turkish blood, and for their hegemony in commercial activities.527 The loyalty of the Jews 

who did not speak Turkish in public was questioned. Accumulating wealth through illegal 

means was one of the major accusations against Turkish Jews.528 To counter act these 

claims, Jewish communities in different cities started Turkish learning courses and 

established Turkish Culture Unions. In 1934, Izmir Jewish community even decided to 

recite the prayers in Turkish instead of Hebrew.529 These efforts proved that they still 

wanted and had hope to be integrated to Turkish  society at any cost. However, the Jews 

were distressed as they could not anticipate the state’s ever shifting minority policies 

which directly affected them. 

                                                           
526 Ibid 
527 Rıfat N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri – Bir Türkleștirme Serüveni (1923-1945) 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2005), 243-244. 
528 Rıfat N. Bali, The Silent Minority in Turkey: Turkish Jews, (Istanbul: Libra, 2013), 188. 
529 Rıfat N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri – Bir Türkleștirme Serüveni (1923-1945) 

(Isanbul: İletişim, 2005), 244. 



 

 134 

4.1.2. Press Freedom in Turkey during the First Four decades of the Republic 

There was limited press freedom in Turkey until the one party regime and the reform 

program were secured in the 1930s. Events such as the Sheik Said and Menemen 

rebellions led to extraordinary measures such as Independence Tribunals (İstiklal 

Mahkemeleri) and the ‘Law for the Maintenance of Public Order’ (Takrir-i Sükun). The 

opposition was silenced and the state pressure over the press increased.530 In 1931, with 

the Law of Press (Matbuat Kanunu) the pressure over the press expanded. This law gave 

the cabinet the right to temporarily close the publications seen as counterproductive to the 

state’s policies and agenda. 531  Cumhuriyet and Ulus newspapers were the main 

spokesmen of the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyetçi Halk Partisi, RPP) 

government. Akşam, Tan, Vakit532 newspapers were the main daily newspapers of that 

time.533 The restriction of the press increased with the changes in the Press Law in 1938. 

According to veteran journalist and writer Hıfzı Topuz, there was no apparent reason for 

this decision other than the government growing  too powerful.534 This new legislation 

obliged a guarantee letter from a bank of 1000-5000 Turkish Lira; a big sum for the era, 

to establish a new newspaper. Another restriction was the introduction of a press license 

which gave the control of new publications to the government. The names  on the state’s 

‘black list’ could not publish a newspaper or magazine nor  could they  even work for  a 

newspaper.535  
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Journalist Sami Kohen recalls that his father Albert Kohen, owner of a Jewish 

newspaper, was called to Ankara many times and even the name of his newspaper La Boz 

del Oriente (voice of the orient) was changed to La Boz de Türkiye by press officer 

(Matbuat Umum Müdürü) Selim Sarper with the claim that Turkey was not part of the 

Orient. With this new press legislation, it was now compulsory to have a ‘Turkish’ chief 

clerk (sorumlu yazı işleri müdürü). Kohen explains; “There was a man, friend of my 

father, who came just to receive his monthly salary. It was a clear indication of the mistrust 

of the government against minorities. The press was under the control of the government. 

Every week a subject was sent to all minority newspapers. This could be an article about 

the importance of speaking Turkish or asking for donations from the world Jewry for 

Turkey. My father’s newspaper was in Judeo-Spanish, French and Turkish. We had many 

readers from South America and they did sent money especially during the Erzincan 

Earthquake in 1939.”536 

When the Second World War broke out, the government used the security pretext 

to further control the media. As the government gained unchallenged authority, any excuse 

could be used to close down a publication. The press became an instrument of the 

government. Radio of Ankara became the main news provider in that era.537 Although the 

newspapers were under pressure,  the newspapers’ foreign policy inclinations were easily 

identifiable; Cumhuriyet and Tasvir-i Efkar were pro-Nazi Germany, Akşam, Vatan, Tanin 

were pro-Allied powers, and Tan was pro-Soviet.538  

                                                           
536 Interview with Turkish Journalist Sami Kohen, Istanbul May 20th, 2015 
537 Orhan Koloğlu, Osmanlı’dan Günümüze Türkiye’de Basın (İstanbul: İletişim, 1992), 67. 
538 Hıfzı Topuz, 100 soruda Türk Basın Tarihi (İstanbul: Gerçek, 1973), 163-171. 



 

 136 

The press regained its freedom in 1946 with the multi-party system. The RPP had 

to accept to giving up the government’s right to close  newspapers.539 A radical change 

occurred for a short period of time in the Turkish press. Almost everything could be 

written and criticized. Ulus became the spokesman of RPP, the party in power, while 

Vatan was for the Democrat Party (Demokrat Parti, DP), the opposition.  

As for the Turkish Jews, the 1930s and 1940s was marked with anti-Semitic 

opinions in Pan-Turk periodicals, often influenced by Nazi race theories. Such anti-

Semitic propaganda became more apparent in Turkish publications under Islamist 

influence especially in the 1950s and on.540 Turkish Jews still had to fight to be accepted 

as equal Turkish citizens in the eyes of the public. An article by Izak Yaeş on February 

12th 1948 named ‘Turkish citizen is called Turk in Turkey’ was an open expression to that 

necessity.541  

4.1.3. German Academics, 1933 

In 1933, Nazi Germany was firing its Jewish professors,542 as was consistent with 

its racial policies. At the same time Turkey was working on university reform to 

modernize the educational system based on the Western model. Turkey invited some 

German Jewish professors and their families to take part in the university reform. With 

this attempt, for the first time since its establishment, Turkey became a Jewish immigrant 

receiving country.  
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They were many well-known and even Nobel Prize winners on this list of newly 

emigrated German Jews.543 Most of the German academics were appointed to Istanbul 

University (established as Dar-ül Fünun in 19th Century), where there was a lack of 

qualified professors, and to newly-founded Ankara University. Others were given the 

opportunity to found research institutes.544  

This invitation was not extended to European Jews from other professions. Beside 

academics invited during the university reform, doctors, pharmacists, and Jews from other 

professions were not invited to Turkey545 as the employment legislation limited some 

professions to non-Turks. The rigid requirements for knowing Turkish also prevented a 

major influx from Nazi Europe. 

European Jewish academics who came to Turkey suffered from discrimination as 

did their Turkish co-religionists. Due to anti-Semitism and the enforcement of the usage 

of Turkish language, they did not extend their stay in Turkey for long546. Additionally, 

there was  mistrust  of foreigners and  rumors that the  professors were actually spies.547 
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In one of his letters, Professor Rudolf Nissen wrote that he would  not return to Turkey 

because the injustice and disrespect that he endured there was intolerable.548  

On the other hand, German Jews assumed that the rise of Nazism in Germany would  

soon end and maintained the hope of returning in the near future, which encouraged them 

to keep their German citizenship.549One of the German academics in Turkey named Fritz 

Neumark shared his thoughts as follows: “I thought Hitlerism was a nightmare that will 

would last 2-3 years.”550 

Nazi ideology was spread to Turkey through Germans living or working in the 

country. Nazi ambassadors and German journalists in Istanbul were actively working to 

undermine Turkish faith in the loyalty of the Jews. They were cooperating with Christian 

merchants to eliminate Jewish competition. The group tried to take advantage of the 

wartime tension in Turkey “to drive the Jews out of Turkey once and for all.”551 

German academics did not have close relations with the Jewish community in 

Turkey. In an academic panel552 about the Jewish academics of 1933, researcher Rita 

Ender explained that these academics did not have a relation with the Jewish community 

and  preferred to socialize in Notgemeinschaft Deutscher Wissenschaftler’s (Emergency 

Association of German Scientists) events553. They were bound by the unjust treatment in 

their native country and their common experience in Turkey. Rita also added that, she 

                                                           
548 Eli Shaul, From Balat to Bat Yam (Istanbul: Libra, 2012), 89-90. 
549 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim, 1996), 97-100. 
550 Fritz Neumark, Boğaziçi’ne Sığınanlar (Istanbul: Neden Kitap, 2008), 59. 
551 Standford J. Shaw, Turkey & the Holocaust (New York: New York University, 1993), 14. 
552 The conference was held at Boğaziçi University, Istanbul in November 2013. 
553 Fritz Neumark compared this way of life to a ghetto. From his memoirs, he had only one Turkish 

Jewish friend; Adil Gobay an engineer who had a German born wife; Fritz Neumark, Boğaziçi’ne 

Sığınanlar (Istanbul: Neden Kitap, 2008), 179-183. 



 

 139 

could not find birth, death, marriage, circumcision registration554 of these people in the 

archives of Turkish Jewish Community.555 Their choice of staying away from the local 

Jewish community may be explained by the fact that most of the German Jews were 

assimilated at that time and identified themselves as German rather than Jewish.  

As the number of the European Jews who came to Turkey was very limited in 

number, we cannot call the university reform  an opportunity of salvation for the European 

Jews suffering under the Nazi556 regime. Turkey did not accept German academics for 

humanitarian reasons but as a pragmatic decision aiming to reform its outdated academia. 

Turkologist Corry Guttstadt claims that Turkey invited 130 academicians and their 

families, which totaled 600 German Jews. It is believed that there were also 300-400 

illegal Jewish migrants to Turkey during the same period. Guttstadt adds that until the ban 

of travel for the Jews in October 1941, 400,000 Jews emigrated from Nazi controlled 

countries. Turkey was not one of the Jewish refugee receiving countries. Turkey does not 

even enter to the statistics.557 On the other hand, even though small in number, Turkey 

accepted Jewish immigrants from non Turkish origin when no other country did. The 

ongoing war in Palestine between the Arabs and the Jews seriously challenged the British 
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rule there. Turkey made the decision to accept German Jewish academics when there was 

a growing sympathy towards the Germans in the Arab countries due to the unjust British 

and French policies in the Middle East.  

4.2. The Settlement Law of 2510 and the Exodus of the Jews of Thrace  

European Jews suffered under the discriminative policies of the Nazi regime in 

Europe. Turkish Jews also started to suffer from the fascism from which their European 

co-religionists were trying to escape.  In a climate were an intensive economic and cultural 

Turkification was on going, Nazi propaganda acquired many supporters. Anti-Semitism 

in Turkey was influenced by Nazi ideas such as pure blood, pure race, and pure Turk. 

Anti-Semitic publications intensified in the 1930s. The Jews were portrayed as potential 

traitors, foreigners in the country who did not speak Turkish, and as having monopoly on 

Turkish economy, while their so called betrayal during the Independence War was often 

recounted. 

Articles by  Cevat Rıfat Atilhan558 from Milli İnkılap559, Mustafa Nermi560 from 

Vakit, and Hüseyin Nihal Atsız561 from Orhun newspapers were the main sources of 
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provocation against the Jews.562 Thrace was a favorable place to cultivate negative Nazi 

type anti-Semitic beliefs as people were familiar with  anti-Jewish ideology  expressed  by 

a large population of Greeks for centuries. Rumors that Turkish Jews were seen as 

foreigners by the Thracians and that they were plotting against the Republic spread. Anti-

Semitic ‘Protocols of the Elders of Zion’563 was translated to Turkish in Germany and it 

was widely distributed in Thrace.564  

The state decided to evacuate ‘foreigners’ from strategic border cities. On June 14th 

1934, the Settlement Law no 2510 was approved. Its goal was to change the demographic 

structure of some regions in favor of Muslim Turkish citizens. There were also 

assimilative measures in this law; it promoted the use of Turkish565 language to those who 

remained away from the Turkish culture.566 The law relocated some Kurdish speakers 

from the east of Turkey to the west in order to force them to integrate to the general society 

and to assimilate to the Turkish culture.567 The phrasing of the law; “Turkish race, blood, 
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descent” shows the influence of the nationalistic ideology of the Nazis. With this law those 

who were not perceived as Turk could be resettled for economic, political, or military 

reasons. The Law focused on the Eastern provinces, but Thrace and the relocation of the 

Jews were on the program as well. 

A new and powerful administrative post was created for Thrace. The first general 

inspector of Thrace İbrahim Tali (Öngören) made a four-week inspection tour of the 

region, then prepared a detailed report568 which he published just before the Thrace events. 

His report concluded; “We have a Jewish problem”, a message that echoes Nazi ideology. 

Tali’s report was full of classical Jewish stereotypes and he blamed the Jews; “their 

intentions are to turn Thrace into Palestine.” 569 The reference to Palestine for the Jews 

started immediately in the first years of the Republic and continued to spread. There were 

many posters in Nazi Europe during 1930s and 1940s demanding the Jews to go to 

Palestine, and the same was true for Turkey as well. 

A Turkish Jew Eliezer Kaneti recalls the situation in Thrace: “We lived in 

Uzunköprü. My father was in the leather business. In the 1930’s, anti-Semitism was 

increasing in all Europe. We read newspapers full of anti-Jewish articles. Some 

nationalists started the same propaganda in our city. There were some life threatening 

events and restrictions for the Jews. My father was an associate with a politician this is 

why we were seen as ‘from us.’ Every day the idea of migrating to Palestine was more 

and more appealing. A year before the Thrace events, we moved to Istanbul and then to 
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Palestine.”570 Working for a local politician somehow allowed him to join the “we” rather 

than the “other” but this did not change their urge to immigrate. 

Two weeks following the approval of the Settlement Law no 2510, pogroms started 

in many Thracian cities. “Ismet Pasha and the government want all the Jews out of Thrace, 

to an exile in Istanbul,” was the excuse used during the events.571 Starting from June 21st, 

simultaneously in Edirne, Çanakkale, Kırklareli the threats became evident. Looting and 

violence continued until July 4th. Just a day prior to July 4th, Gad Franko and Mişon 

Ventura, leaders of the Turkish Jewish community, had a meeting with Atatürk on the 

events occurring in Thrace. On July 5th, a day after the end of the events, Inönü said “Anti-

Semitism is not a Turkish ideology” in the National Assembly, but this statement came 

too late. Thousands of Jews left all their possessions and escaped to Istanbul. These events 

did not occur gradually, but rather emerged so suddenly that the Jews from Thrace had no 

time to take any precautions. This is why they called these events Fortuna (fırtına, storm) 

in Judeo-Spanish. Many people never returned to these lands, left their possessions behind 

and preferred not to talk of it as they felt pain, resentment, and also fear.572 The Thrace 

events573 occurred between  June 21st and  July 4th, 1934 and resulted with the migration 

of 10,000 out of 13,000 Jews from Thrace574 to Istanbul575 and to Palestine in order to 

escape violence, rape, and death in their villages and cities.  

                                                           
570 Yaakov Barha, Kfar-Saba’nın onursal ve değerli üyesi Kaneti Eliezer. ND, NP. Found in the library of 

the Union of Jews from Turkey in Israel; Batyam, Israel. 
571 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim, 1996), 115. 
572 Işıl Demirel, “Trakya’da Fortuna” Şalom newspaper April 2nd, 2014. 
573 Rıfat N. Bali, 1934 Trakya Olayları (Istanbul: Libra, 2012); Ayhan Aktar, “Trakya Yahudi Olaylarını 

‘doğru’ yorumlamak” Tarih ve Toplum Dergisi, November 1996 No. 155. 45-56; Naim A. Güleryüz, 

Tarihte Yolculuk, Edirne Yahudileri (İstanbul: Gözlem, 2014), 205-211. 
574 With the Thrace events, Jews kept arriving to Istanbul, having abandoned their property and fled. “The 

Red Crescent didn’t even give them these wretched people the proverbial five liras of assistance to relieve 

their misery.” Eli Shaul, From Balat to Bat Yam (Istanbul: Libra, 2012), 34. 
575 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim, 1996), 125-126. 
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On the international level, the Thrace events were a reflection of the government’s 

foreign policy and security concerns. Turkey continued its political and economic 

relations with Germany576, and closely watched Russia, but it was Italy that was perceived 

as a major threat. In March 1934, Italian leader Benito Mussolini proclaimed his  intention 

to expand in the direction of Asia and Africa.577 These statements appeared as a direct 

threat to  Turkish policymakers  and according to them, Thrace, a region demilitarized in 

1923, was the primary target.  

It is generally agreed that the Turkish government gave impetus to the events but 

could not control the crowds provoked by the intense anti-Semitic propaganda. It is said 

that there were many trains in stations in Thrace, ready for departure to Istanbul. After the 

incidents in Thrace, the Jews of Turkey were concentrated in one place, in Istanbul as with 

any other religious minority in the country. At this time, however, most Turkish Jews 

preferred to migrate to Palestine.578  

During the events there was a total silence in the press. Jewish journalists were not 

courageous enough to criticize and publish what was happening in Thrace. During the 

Thrace events not only Turkish press but,  as historian Avner Levi stated, Jewish press in 

Palestine was also silent.579 In 1935, JTA (Jewish Telegraphic Agency) published a report 

summarizing the alerting situation of the Jews in Turkey;  

                                                           
576 “Although Turkey developed economic, military, diplomatic relationships with Britain and France, she 

acted very carefully to avoid harming its relations with Germany. Leaders such as Chief of the General 

Staff Fevzi Çakmak were in favor of a pro-German attitude. By 1938, 44% of Turkish exports were 

bought by Germany and 11% of Turkish imports came from Germany; Hakan Özden, “The Diplomatic 

Maneuvers of Turkey in World War II”, Karadeniz Araştırmaları Spring 2013 No. 37 Page 94.) 
577 Mustafa Aydın, “1939-1941: Savaşan tarafların Türkiye rekabeti” eds. Baskın Oran, Türk Dış 

politikası: Kurtuluş Savaşı’ndan bugüne belgeler, yorumlar Cilt 1 1919-1980 (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 

2012), 415. 
578 Rıfat N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri – Bir Türkleștirme Serüveni (1923-1945) 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2005), 249. 
579 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim, 1996), 114-115. 
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“Reports from Turkey indicate that the Jewish position there, is 

becoming more and more serious. It seems that the authorities have embarked 

on a definite policy to start trouble for the Jews there. Though no official 

censorship exists in Turkey, the press there, is not in a position to report all 

the discrimination which has been introduced against the Jews during recent 

weeks. Briefly, however, these discriminations can be summed up as follows: 

1. Persecution of the Jews by the local authorities in Turkish 

Thrace. 

The persecution in Thrace consists of continued terror which forces 

the Jewish population to leave this territory. Several months ago the Jews 

of Thrace still had an opportunity to sell their property. Now even this 

privilege is no longer enjoyed by them. Under the pretext of protecting 

Jewish property from being sold for a trifle, the Turkish government has 

issued a law prohibiting the Jews in Thrace to sell their belongings to the 

non-Jewish population. The result is that the Jews, being forced to leave 

the territory because of the continued terror, are not in a position to realize 

any cash at all for their immovable property which they leave behind them. 

Jewish Shechita is officially prohibited in Thrace and the Turkish 

press is not permitted to report the fact. Because of this prohibition the 

entire Jewish population of Thrace, which is extremely religious, has not 

been able for weeks to taste meat. The Jews dare not complain to the 

central authorities because such complaints would only result in greater 

trouble for them. 

2. Persecution of Turkish Jews desiring to emigrate to 

Palestine. 

Zionism being prohibited in Turkey the Turkish authorities have 

begun a campaign in all parts of the country against those Jews who are 

registering themselves for emigration to Palestine. Two hundred Palestine 

emigration certificates were granted by the Zionist Executive to the Jews 

of Turkey to be distributed through the offices of the Jewish Colonization 

Association in Istanbul, but the Turkish government has indicated that no 

Jew who is a Turkish citizen will be permitted to make use of these 

certificates. The 200 Palestine visas will have to be utilized by Jewish 

residents in Turkey who are not citizens of the country, the government 

insists. It is in connection with this policy towards Palestine that the recent 

raid on the Jewish Colonization Offices in Istanbul was made. In the same 

connection Saadia Cherniak, head of the J.C.A. in Turkey, was kept under 

arrest for several days. 

3. Discrimination against German-Jewish professors who 

were invited by the Turkish authorities to settle in Turkey. 

The German-Jewish professors and doctors who had been invited by 

the Turkish government to occupy chairs in the Turkish universities were 

recently given to understand that they had better not indulge in private 

practice. Many of them are now popular with the inhabitants who seek 

their medical advice, considering them superior to the Turkish doctors. 

The Turkish press, however, has started a campaign against the refugees, 
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declaring that they are only “guests” in Turkey, and that it would be 

advisable for them to restrict their work to teaching in the universities only 

and not competing with Turks in medical practice.”580 

 

4.3.  Turkey’s Foreign Policy During the Second World War 

In the 1940s Turkey was still struggling with economic problems and the Second 

World War affected the country even though it attempted to stay neutral. Bread, sugar, 

meat, and many other commodities were distributed by voucher or were extremely 

expensive. Businessman Vitali Hakko explains his childhood; “In Istanbul, people started 

drinking their tea with raisins instead of sugar. Coffee addicts drank roasted chickpeas 

instead.”581 Author Altan Öymen adds that it was forbidden to transfer more than 5 kg of 

rice.582 

Turkey was a neutral state until the end of the Second World War, and it was under 

the direct threat of Nazi invasion. In his memories, Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu explains 

that only Inönü and Prime Minister Refik Saydam believed that the West coalition would 

win the war. 583  Inönü though that the victory would be Britain’s as it had naval 

superiority,584 though this did not stop him from having close contacts with Germany. The 

collective memory of the First World War remained vivid. Turkey chose a proactive 

policy aiming to stay away from the war at any cost.  

During the Second World War, Turkey’s foreign policy was vital for the Jews in 

three ways. First, Turkey could be a possible refuge for European Jews escaping the 

                                                           
580 “Between the lines” JTA July 1st, 1935 http://www.jta.org/1935/07/01/archive/between-the-lines-167 

(Accessed on March 14th, 2016) 
581 Vitali Hakko, My Life: Vakko (Istanbul: Libra, 2011), 57-58. 
582 Altan Öymen, Bir Dönem Bir Çocuk, (Istanbul: Doğan Kitap, 2002), 330. 
583 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim, 1996), 139. 
584 Ilhan Tekeli and Selim Ilkin, Dış Siyaseti ve Askeri Stratejileriyle İkinci Dünya Savaşı Türkiye’si Vol. I 

(Istanbul: Iletişim, 2013), 655. 
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Holocaust and the pogroms in Eastern Europe, but with few exceptions this was not the 

case, even for those of Turkish heritage. On the other hand, for a Turkish Jew585 in Europe 

there were only two choices; concentration camps in Europe or labor camps in Aşkale, 

Turkey.586  

Second, the Jewish Agency 587  was active in Turkey. The former sea route to 

Palestine starting from France or Italy via the Mediterranean Sea was no longer accessible 

due to the war.588 For this reason, Turkey has became an important transit country to 

Palestine via Bulgaria, across Turkey, and then Syria, or by sea from Romania, through 

the Black Sea. As long as the refugees did not stay in Turkey, the government permitted 

them to cross its borders.  

Third, there was the cases of refugee boats that were not permitted to disembark to 

Turkey. The major cases were Parita589 in 1939, Salvador590 in 1940, Struma591 in 1942, 

and the Turkish rescue boat Mefkure592 in 1944. These boats were forced to continue on 

                                                           
585 There were thirty thousand Turkish Jews residing in Europe before the Second World War; Corry 

Guttstadt, Türkiye, Yahudiler ve Holokost (İstanbul: İletişim, 2012), 12. 
586 The minorities who could not pay the Capital Tax were forced to work in labor camps in Aşkale near 

Erzurum at the east of Turkey. 
587 The Jewish Agency for Palestine (Sochnut) represented the Jewish community in Palestine during the 

British mandate; Corry Guttstadt, Türkiye, Yahudiler ve Holokost (İstanbul: İletişim, 2012): 193-196. 
588 Ibid 
589 In August 1939 the refugee boat Parita was denied permission to the port of Izmir. Parita waited for 

one week off the coast of Izmir without coal, water, food with 800 Jewish refugees on board from 

Germany, Poland, and Czechoslovakia. It was forced by Turkish authorities to continue its journey; Rıfat 

N. Bali, Devletin Yahudileri ve “Öteki” Yahudi. (Istanbul: İletişim, 2010): 233-226. 
590 In December 1940, Salvador traveling from Varna, Bulgaria stopped in Istanbul for a short period of 

time and continued its journey. It shipwrecked during a heavy storm off the coast of Silivri near Istanbul. 

204 refugees from Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria drowned, 123 were saved. They stayed in Istanbul until 

they got their entry visas to Palestine. In both cases Jewish relief organizations provided assistance to the 

refugees; Esra Danacıoğlu, “Yahudilere Mezar Olan Gemiler”, Popüler Tarih, June 2000, No:2 
591 In February 1942 Struma reached Istanbul with its 796 passengers and a defective engine. It was 

anchored in quarantine in Istanbul harbor. Turkish authorities denied entry to most of the refugees as they 

lacked visa for Palestine. After more than two months with a banner ‘save us’, Struma was towed to the 

open sea lacking a working engine. The next day it was torpedoed by a Soviet submarine. Only one 

survived; Esra Danacıoğlu, “Struma” Şalom Newspaper February 29th, 2012. 
592 In August 1944, one of the few Turkish vessels in refugee crisis set sail from Constanta, Romania with 

two other boats. They were sailing at night with no navigation lights because it was restricted to travel 

after sunset, Mefkure was hit with gunfire and torpedoes near İğneada, Turkey and went down with its 300 
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their way. It was not just the policy of the state, but the negative feelings the public felt 

towards the refugees that led to this policy of deterrence. Satirical magazines such as 

Akbaba and Karikatür ridiculed the refugees.593 Ulus newspaper announced the departure 

of Parita with the headline “Vagrant Jews have finally left Izmir (Serseri Yahudiler 

nihayet İzmir’den ayrıldılar)”. On the other hand, Son Telegraf and Tan newspapers had 

a more humanist approach and published interviews594 with the refugees, explaining their 

histories with the headline; “Unfortunates who cannot find a country (Vatan bulamayan 

bedbahtlar).”595 

4.4. Jewish Immigration to Palestine 

Since 1933, Jewish immigration to Palestine increased parallel to the persecutions 

of the Nazis and the pogroms in Poland and other Eastern European countries. The Jewish 

immigration prompted mass Arab protests in Palestine. Britain, which administrated the 

mandate of Palestine, tried to curb Jewish immigration in order to gain the support of the 

Arabs and stop them from taking up arms in support of Nazi Germany. Britain set the 

maximum number of certificates to be issued and strictly controlled the process of Jewish 

immigration to the country.596 

While Britain enforced this new restriction, so too did the Turkish government out 

of fear that the transit refugees would choose instead to stay in Turkey. According to the 

restrictions, transit refugees had to leave Turkey in two weeks, and could not stay in 

                                                           
passengers. Only 11 survived; Esra Danacıoğlu, “Unutulmuş Bir Trajedi: Karadeniz’de batırılan Mefkure 

I” Toplumsal Tarih Dergisi No 44, 6-14; Esra Danacıoğlu, “Unutulmuş Bir Trajedi: Karadeniz’de batırılan 

Mefkure II” Toplumsal Tarih Dergisi No 45, 13-19. 
593 Corry Guttstadt, Türkiye, Yahudiler ve Holokost (İstanbul: İletişim, 2012): 199-205. 
594 Rıfat N. Bali, Devletin Yahudileri ve “Öteki” Yahudi. (Istanbul: İletişim, 2010): 226-245. 
595 Son Telegraf newspaper, August 9th, 1939; seen on Celil Bozkurt, Türk Kamuoyunda Filistin Problemi, 

İlk Arap-Yahudi Çatışmaları (1920-1939) (Istanbul: IQ Kültür Sanat, 2008), 180-181. 
596 Corry Guttstadt, Türkiye, Yahudiler ve Holokost (İstanbul: İletişim, 2012): 193-198. 
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Istanbul or some other cities for more than 24 hours, which was almost impossible. The 

export of currency was not permitted and violation of these rules or illegal entry into 

Turkey was punishable with deportation and long prison sentence.597 A decree accepted 

in 1938 restricted the entry of Jewish refugees, transit or not, to Turkey if they came from 

a country with anti-Jew laws.598 For the European Jews it was almost impossible to cross 

Turkey or to escape to Turkey legally.      

As obtaining a legal permit to Palestine was very difficult, most of the refugees were 

illegal and their journey ended in death. They traveled in inhuman conditions just to 

escape from their certain fate in Europe. Displaced people’s camps in Cyprus and 

Mauritius were one of the solutions the British found to prevent Jewish immigration to 

Palestine.599 As Chaim Weizmann, President of the Zionist organization and later the first 

president of the State of Israel, said during his testimony before the Peel Commission in 

Jerusalem on November 25th, 1936:  “There are in this part of the world [Eastern and 

Central Europe] 6,000,000 Jews… for whom the world is divided into places where they 

cannot live and places where they cannot enter.”600 It was Jewish organizations such as 

Haganah and Irgun who organized and facilitated the immigration of illegal refugees to 

Palestine. 

The Jews from Turkey suffered from the distinctive nationalist agenda of the era in 

Turkey. Turkish Jews numbered approximately 75,000 at that time feared for their future. 

It was not because of the Nazi pressure, as Turkey rejected any kind of patronizing 

                                                           
597 Ibid 
598 Ibid 
599 Ibid 
600 Chaim Weizmann, The letters and papers of Chaim Weizmann: series B, Vol. II December 1931-April 

1952. Ed. Barnet Litvinoff (Jerusalem: Transaction Books, 1984) 
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treatment from European powers including the Nazis, but because of the anti-Semitic 

sentiments that arose during the 1940s. Greece was invaded by the Nazis and there were 

rumors that death camps and ‘ovens’ were ready for Turkish Jews in Polonezköy, Balat, 

or near the embassy of Germany in Istanbul. A prominent Turkish Jewish community 

member Jak Kamhi spoke of the fear experienced by his father with these lines; “Our 

families were afraid of the anti-Semitic developments in Germany. My father bought a 

farm in Adapazarı. If the Germans entered Istanbul, we would go and hide there. He has 

heard that the Jews who hide in farms had escaped from the Nazis. He was taking 

precaution. We have heard what was going on in Europe from the Germans and French 

both Jew and Christian who had fled to Istanbul.”601  

4.5. Discriminatory Policies Concerning the Minorities during the Second 

World War 

The ideal to create a national state with a homogenous population of a  common 

culture and language forced the ruling elite to Turkify602 the elements in the population 

which were seen as ‘not Turk enough.’ The speech made by General Kazım Karabekir 

(August 21st, 1940) is a good example of the mistrust of the Jews:  

“Friends, wherever there are non-Turks you can be sure that it is a home 

of spies. For example, Anadolu Kulübü603 in Büyükada is full of Jews. (…) 

When two CHP members go there, speak of politics of course. They hear it or 

they have special instruments to record it and they succeed in their job of 

spying.  There is a need to think about necessary civil and military precautions 

for the future.”604 

                                                           
601 Jak Kamhi, Gördüklerim, Yaşadıklarım, (Istanbul: Remzi Kitabevi, 2013), 71-74. 
602 General Kazım Karabekir on March 11st, 1941: “In Edirne and Kırklareli there are many non-Turks. 

Thousands of spies can give information to the other side.” Kazım Karabekir, Ankara’da Savaş Rüzgarları 

II. Dünya Savaşı CHP grup tartışmaları (Istanbul: Cağaloğlu, 1995), 265. 
603 Anadolu Klubü (Anatolian Club) is a private club in Büyükada and Ankara. Many Turkish Jews are 

members to it.  
604 Kazım Karabekir, Ankara’da Savaş Rüzgarları II. Dünya Savaşı CHP grup tartışmaları (Istanbul: 

Cağaloğlu, 1995), 225. 
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The combination of nationalism, fascism, and the Nazi ideologies of pure blood and 

racial superiority resulted in explicitly discriminatory legislations.  Historian Minna 

Rozen explains that during the Second World War the state ceased trying to express and 

believing in the equality of its citizens:  “The heads of state did not repeat their vigorous 

declarations of earlier years that equality of rights also applied to the Jews, that there was 

no Jewish problem in Turkey, and so forth.”605 This shift in attitude can be explained by 

Turkey’s alignment with Axis powers, Turkey’s need to maintain its neutrality, and the 

distrust felt by many against the minorities.606  

4.5.1. The Conscription of the Twenty Classes (Yirmi Kur’a İhritiyat) 1941-1942607 

In 1941, following the expansion of Nazi occupation to the Balkan countries, it was 

at the border of the Turkish territories. The Turkish governing elite was afraid that, as had 

happened previously during First World War and the Independence War, the country’s 

minorities would support the opposition in the case of a war.608 In April 1941, non-Muslim 

men living in Istanbul aged between 27 and 39 were called to do reserve military service 

in the Turkish Army. Then with a new decree in March 1942, all minorities were called 

to do reserve military service.609  

During war times it is customary to call for reserve service, but Muslims were not 

sent to these labor battalions. Labor battalions were exclusively for Armenians, Greeks, 

                                                           
605 Minna Rozen, The Last Ottoman Century and Beyond – The Jews in Turkey and the Balkans, 1808-

1945 (Jerusalem: Graphit Press, 2005), 357-359. 
606 In 1941, the minorities were not accepted to military schools, those serving in the army were not given 

weapon and worked in public service projects as road construction.  
607 Rıfat N. Bali, II. Dünya Savaşı’nda Gayrimüslimlerin askerlik serüveni, Yirmi Kur’a Nafıa Askerleri 

(İstanbul: Kitabevi, 2008) 
608 Starting from 1941, there were many articles underlining the mistrust to the minorities. Especially 

Vatan newspaper and its owner Ahmet Emin Yalman published many articles concerning the ‘fifth 

column’, warning the cosmopolite Istanbulites; Rıfat N. Bali, Devletin Yahudileri ve “Öteki” Yahudi. 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2010), 299-319. 
609 Ibid 
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and Jews of Turkey. In reality, they were not even true soldiers and were not provided 

with a uniform or weapon. No exemptions were made for handicapped people or those 

with mental disorder 610 They were sent to labor battalions for the construction of roads 

and airports. These minority groups were used as a free labor force. Former Turkish 

Jewish Community Leader Bensiyon Pinto explains this legislation as a method to limit 

the economic activities of the non-Muslims; “I saw my father crying for the first time in 

my life when he left my mother alone with me and my baby brother in the army offices in 

Sirkeci, Istanbul. He did not know why he had to do military service a second time, he did 

not know when he will return. My mother cried all the time in secrecy and prayed for his 

safe return. I was left without a father at my young age without knowing the reason. I was 

not sure if I would see him again. One day all of a sudden he returned. He had to walk all 

the way from Ilgın to Şile, then to Kandıra and finally to Istanbul.”611 

With this recruitment, the entire non-Muslim male population in Turkey was 

gathered and place under the army’s firm control. They were separated from their families 

and professions, which further served to weaken the economic status of minorities.  Death 

and diseases were common because of the poor conditions in the camps. After a one-year 

long mandatory service, the minorities started to seriously question the dream of equal 

citizenship.  

Jewish businessman Vitali Hakko was fortunate as he sat next to Stefo effendi, the 

Greek head chef of Tokatlıyan Hotel. Stefo settled for ten liras and Vitali became his 

assistant. He spent his second military service in Hadımköy near Istanbul making all sorts 

                                                           
610 Ruben Melkonyan, “On some problems of the Armenian national minority in Turkey” 21st Century 

No.2 (8) 2010, 64-70. 
611 Bensiyon Pinto, Anlatmazsam Olmazdı, Geniş Toplumda Yahudi Olmak ed. Tülay Güler (Istanbul: 

Doğan Kitap, 2008), 32-36. 



 

 153 

of salads. The third time, he was not so fortunate. One week after his discharge, the police 

came to his store and he was immediately sent to Selimiye Barracks near Üsküdar, 

Istanbul for his third term in the army. He could not even notify his family. It was the 

Twenty Classes. He was surprised to see 60 years old, white haired Greeks, Jews, and 

Armenians among the crowd and not a single Muslim Turk. He writes: “The fact that none 

of our Muslim Turkish fellow citizens was there especially added to our worries.”612 

4.5.2. The Capital Tax 1942-1944 

The Republic failed to deliver the promised transformation of social status of all of 

its population into full citizens. Nationalizing the economy required the replacement of 

foreign and minority in control over the economy with Muslim Turks. The Capital Tax 

was the last and most radical step taken to Turkify the economy. This legislation was a 

clear proof of the inequality and discriminative policies toward minorities in the country.  

In 1942, Şükrü Saraçoğlu become the new prime minister. Saraçoğlu described 

Turkish nationalism as a combination of race and culture. It was the first time that ‘race’ 

was publicly specified as the main ingredient of nationalism by such a high level 

statesman.613 Saraçoğlu summarized his feelings about the minorities using the words 

‘foreigners’ and ‘guests’:  

“We are now before an opportunity by which we can win our economic 

independence. We will in this way eliminate the foreigners who control our 

market and give the Turkish market to the Turks.” “This law will be enforced 

strictly on those, who taking advantage of the hospitality of this country grew 

rich, but despite this they avoid performing their duties in this hard time”614  

 

                                                           
612 Vitali Hakko, My Life: Vakko (Istanbul: Libra, 2011), 61-62. 
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The Capital Tax law was unanimously passed on November 11, 1942615 in the 

General Assembly. Normally, the aim of this type of legislations is to tax the excessive 

profits gained during difficult wartime conditions, through black market dealings and 

price speculations.616 Turkey decided to tax these profits. However, the amounts directed 

at Muslims were much lower than the minorities.  

The law differentiated among Turkish citizens according to their religious 

affiliations which was against the principle of equality protected by law. The Capital Tax 

divided the taxpayers into four groups in accordance with their religious affiliations; 

Muslims, Non-Muslims (Gayri-Müslim), Converted (Dönme617), and Foreign nationals618 

(Ecnebi). Muslim taxpayers were subject to a much lower Capital Tax assessment than 

non-Muslim taxpayers even with similar incomes or wealth. Dönme(s) had to pay twice 

and non-Muslims had to pay ten times as much as Muslims.619 For instance, for the 

farmers who were mostly Muslim, a tax of 5% of their earnings was levied to landowners. 

The exporters, merchants, and suppliers were generally minorities and they had to pay 50-

75% of their earning.620 The Jews were mainly tradesmen and this word became like a 

synonym for Jew, black marketer, or profiteer as this law was presented as aiming to repair 

                                                           
615 “Büyük Millet Meclisinde hararetli müzakereler” Cumhuriyet newspaper November 12nd, 1942. 
616 Rıfat N. Bali, The Silent Minority in Turkey: Turkish Jews (Istanbul: Libra, 2013), 239-252. 
617 The descendants of the Jewish followers of Shabatai Sevi in 17th century, a rabbi who self-proclaimed 

as messiah. He had publicly converted to Islam but it is believed that he continued to practice secretly 

Judaism. The same suspicion was addressed toward his followers who also converted to Islam; Cengiz 

Şişman, Transcending Diaspora: Studies on Sabbateanism and Dönmes (Istanbul: Libra, 2016) and 
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taxes; Rıfat N. Bali, The Silent Minority in Turkey: Turkish Jews (Istanbul: Libra, 2013), 239-252. 
619 Minna Rozen, The Last Ottoman Century and Beyond – The Jews in Turkey and the Balkans, 1808-

1945 (Jerusalem: Graphit Press, 2005), 359-362. 
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an ‘injustice’.621 In his memoirs, businessman Vitali Hakko explains the despair of the 

Jews: “I saw the people around me beating their heads against the wall, banging on the 

cash registers in their stores, wailing. If it hadn’t been for the war, maybe they would have 

left the country. But Hitler’s armies had occupied all of Europe. There was nowhere to 

go.”622 

According to the legislation623, there was no way to object legally to the tax amount. 

The tax amount often exceeded the property value. In his memoir, a Turkish Jew Leon 

Kontente talks about this injustice: “Father of five, a Jewish clerk at the stock market in 

Izmir, had to pay 10,000 liras in 15 days. This was a total of 19 years of salary!”624 

Bensiyon Pinto summarizes this legislation as an event that changed the destiny of the 

religious minorities in Turkey.625 

In the 1940s, the Jews had invested in different sectors such as textile, rubber, 

cotton, silk, yarn, and glass. There were many factories all over Turkey owned by the 

Jews. 626  According to the law, the taxpayer had to liquidate all of its property; 

merchandise, house, and real estate in four weeks.627 It was almost impossible to liquidate 

all of these assets, in such a short  time and during harsh war conditions that affected 

everyone. They had to sell what they could at very low prices. If a taxpayer was not able 

to pay the amount, his property was auctioned off. Even in that case, the sum was generally 

                                                           
621 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim, 1996), 141-142. 
622 Vitali Hakko, My Life: Vakko (Istanbul: Libra, 2011), 66-67. 
623 Capital Tax legislation: 

https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/tutanaklar/KANUNLAR_KARARLAR/kanuntbmmc024/kanuntbmmc024/kanu

ntbmmc02404305.pdf (Accessed on May 3rd, 2016)  
624 Leon Kontente, L’Antisemitisme Grec en Asie Mineure – Smyrne 1774-1924 (Istanbul: Libra, 2015), 

180. 
625 Bensiyon Pinto, Anlatmazsam Olmazdı, Geniş Toplumda Yahudi Olmak ed. Tülay Güler (Istanbul: 

Doğan Kitap, 2008), 34. 
626 Yusuf Besalel, Osmanlı ve Türk Yahudileri (Istanbul: Gözlem, 1999), 191-197. 
627 Rıfat N. Bali, The Silent Minority in Turkey: Turkish Jews (Istanbul: Libra, 2013), 239-252. 

https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/tutanaklar/KANUNLAR_KARARLAR/kanuntbmmc024/kanuntbmmc024/kanuntbmmc02404305.pdf
https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/tutanaklar/KANUNLAR_KARARLAR/kanuntbmmc024/kanuntbmmc024/kanuntbmmc02404305.pdf
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not enough to cover the tax amount. A Turkish Jew David Kohen tells his story: “My 

father was an insurance broker and he had to pay 60,000 liras. He sold everything he 

owned and could paid 35,000. But they sent him to Aşkale anyway. My father returned to 

Istanbul ten months later, broke. I could finish high school with the financial help of the 

Burla family.”628 When a non-Muslim insurance broker had to pay 60,000, the richest man 

of Ankara and one of the leading businessman of Turkey Vehbi Koç had to pay 600 

thousand liras.629  

Bensiyon Pinto remembers the day he was having breakfast with his mother and 

baby brother Daryo at their neighbors, the Mendas. This couple did not have kids and 

liked Bensiyon and Daryo very much. The Pinto family had to send their father to the 

Twenty classes. That day, officers entered the living room and shouted to Mr. Menda, 

“Jew! Why you don’t pay your debt?” It was the first time that Bensiyon heard the use of 

“Jew” as an insult, and he was very afraid. They took the rug in the living room and forced 

Mr. Menda to sign papers for the sale of his houses. Days later, officers visited Pinto’s 

house as well, but his father’s tax debt was pardoned as he was already in the reserve 

army.630 

Businessman Ishak Alaton was 14 years old when the Capital Tax was passed. He 

explained it was “a crushing tax, a turning point in our lives.” The Eminönü tax office had 

imposed a tax of 16,000 TL and the Hocapaşa tax office had imposed a tax of 64,000 TL 

to his father, Hayim Alaton. His father had to pay both. He sold all the goods in the 

                                                           
628 Birant Yıldız, Sigortacılığın Duayeni David Kohen, Sigortacı bir ailenin beş nesillik serüveni, 

(Istanbul: Literatür, 2015), 17. 
629 Altan Öymen, Bir Dönem Bir Çocuk, (Istanbul: Doğan Kitap, 2002), 344. 
630 Bensiyon Pinto, Anlatmazsam Olmazdı, Geniş Toplumda Yahudi Olmak ed. Tülay Güler (Istanbul: 

Doğan Kitap, 2008), 34-35. 
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warehouse and could pay just the first tax. Unable to pay the second tax, he was detained 

in Sirkeci and then sent to Aşkale camp. All of the family’s household goods were 

confiscated. They were left with a violin that a neighbor agreed to hide and a telephone 

that was left behind the door under an old towel that nobody noticed. “These were the 

toughest, the hardest years of my life. I started working before I finished the high school. 

When my father returned from Aşkale in December 1943, he had become an old man. My 

father never embraced life like he did in the past, his hopes had died and he lived as a 

broken man,” Alaton writes. 631 

The taxpayers who could not pay the amount assessed were exiled to labor camps 

to work and pay the owed tax. They were sent to Aşkale, a province in Erzurum in the east 

of Turkey known for its cold weather. The lists of Aşkale consisted only of non-Muslim 

names,632 further evidence of the discrimination  minorities  faced. They were obliged to 

shovel snow, construct roads, and live in poor conditions.633 David Kohen tells the story 

of one of the richest Jewish families of Turkey: “Burla [Biraderler] was a very successful 

corporation. They were representatives of big companies such as German AEG, American 

Frigidaire. Burla and Koç established Arçelik together. When [the] Capital Tax was 

                                                           
631 Mehmet Gündem, An essential man Ishak Alaton, a biography (Istanbul: Alfa, 2013), 49-69. 
632 Eli Shaul, From Balat to Bat Yam (Istanbul: Libra, 2012), 101-134. 
633 Yıldız (Diana) Özonur explains her story; “my father sold shoes at a tiny little store in Arasta, İzmir. 

One day my dad came home weeping. They had assessed us 7,000 liras. We had to pay the money right 

away, or else there’d be arrest, prison, concentration camp, Aşkale. Two days later another tax. This time 

2,000 Liras. My dad was bewildered, practically tongue-tied. I went to the Revenue Office, nothing could 

be done. A few days later the confiscation started. We tried to sell the house, there were no takers. We 

send a telegram to my brother, but he could not help us either. He had to pay 1500 Liras as Capital Tax 

when his pay was fifty liras per month. My father run away to Istanbul but they found him. We could not 

say good bye to him when he was sent to Aşkale. The security chief told us; ‘why are you weeping, your 

father went to Aşkale for a change of air.’ We think of Atatürk every day. If Atatürk had been alive, these 

troubles would not have befallen us.” Eli Shaul, From Balat to Bat Yam (Istanbul: Libra, 2012), 95-100. 



 

 158 

introduced, Osmanlı (Ottoman) Bank634 helped the Burla family, they could pay their tax 

and were not obliged to go to Aşkale.”635  

In general, the press supported the tax. Paying the tax was represented as a duty of 

every citizen, as a necessary precaution of the state to ameliorate the war time weak 

economy. The first week following the announcement of the tax there were many 

informative articles about the Capital Tax, especially in Cumhuriyet newspaper. On 

November 12nd, 1942 the tax was explained with four different articles.636 This trend 

continued until November 18th and all of a sudden all news about the Capital Tax 

disappeared. The first article about the tax reappeared on December 8th and from that point 

continued daily. The articles continued to promote the tax. The state even tried to 

encourage the payment of the tax by announcing a reward to the highest taxpayer.637 There 

are also many articles about cities announcing the taxpayers list, Edirne being the first 

city.638 For those who did not  pay their tax amount, the places they would  have to work 

was also announced.639 December 23rd, 1942 was the deadline to pay the Capital Tax. 

Cumhuriyet newspaper announced that the taxpayers have started to disburse.640 Then 

there was another pause about the news on the Capital Tax. Then seven months later, on 

July 1st, 1943, news about the Capital Tax resurfaced. The format of the news has changed 

                                                           
634 The Ottoman Bank was founded in 1856 with the capital of Queen Victoria of England and managed 

by a British-French consortium. It was the only institution to issue currency until 1935 when to control of 

national currency was transferred to Central Bank of Turkey; Adrian Streather, Monsieur Bernar Nahum, 

A Pioneer of Turkey’s Automotive Industry, Istanbul: Çitlenbik, 2011), 35. 
635 Birant Yıldız, Sigortacılığın Duayeni David Kohen, Sigortacı bir ailenin beş nesillik serüveni, 

(Istanbul: Literatür, 2015), 16. 
636 "Büyük Millet Meclisinde hararetli Müzakereler" "Hükümetin yeni aldığı tedbirler" "Varlık vergisinin 

esasları" "Büyük kazançlı vatandaşlardan vergi alınacak" Cumhuriyet November 12nd, 1942.  
637 “En yüksek Varlık Vergisi ödeyecek olanlara mükafat” Cumhuriyet December 17th 1942. 
638 "Edirnede varlık vergisi mükellefleri ilan edildi" Cumhuriyet December 12nd, 1942 
639 "Vergi borçlarını ödemiyenler için Yol ve köprü inşaatında çalıştırılacakları yerler tesbit edildi" 

Cumhuriyet, December 16th, 1942. 
640 “Mükelleflerin bir çoğu tediyeye başladı”, Cumhuriyet December 23rd, 1942 
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considerably. There were many articles about impoundage and selling list of goods and 

real estates.641 There was also news about those who could not pay the tax amount and 

had to go Aşkale labor camps.642 The long pauses on the news about the Capital Tax 

demonstrates the pressure placed by  the state on the press. On this issue, the newspapers 

did not and probably could not publish any information during the most critical months of 

the law’s implementation. Most of the minorities were not able to pay this extraordinarily 

high tax and the press used this to blame them with infidelity. The articles by Ahmet Emin 

Yalman from Vatan newspaper is a good example of this trend. He was accusing the 

minorities for not paying their debt to the state and trying to be greedy. 643  Some 

newspapers and satirical magazines ridiculed the minorities suffering from the tax.644  

In September 1943, The New York Times published a four-part series about the tax 

and highly criticized its application, thus creating an international negative image of 

Turkey. At this point, the imminent defeat of the Nazis was clear and Turkey agreed to 

enter the war on the sides of the allies; the democratic countries. This tax caused problems 

in the international arena for Turkey. Just before the Cairo Conference in 1943 with the 

U.S. President Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Churchill, all labor camps were 

evacuated and three months later a legislation forgiving the unpaid Capital Tax was passed 

                                                           
641 “Varlık vergisi yüzünden satışa çıkarılan mülkler listesi” Cumhuriyet July 1st, 1943; July 2nd, 1943; 

July 4th, 1943; July 5th, 1943; “Haczedilen Plakalar” Cumhuriyet July 6th, 1943; “İstanbul defterdarlığı 

ilanları, pul meraklılarına” Cumhuriyet July 8th, 1943.  
642 “34 mükellef daha Aşkaleye gönderildi” Cumhuriyet July 3rd, 1943; “Yeniden erzuruma gönderilecek 

varlık vergisi borçluları, 9 mükellef daha” Cumhuriyet July 15th, 1943; “Şehir haberleri: varlık vergisi 

mükellefleri, borçlarını vermiyen 43 kişi daha sevkedildi” Cumhuriyet August 7th, 1943. 
643 Ahmet Emin Yalman, Vatan, May 19th, 1942; May 30rd, 1942; September 2nd, 1942; February 9th, 

1943 seen on Rıdvan Akar, Varlık Vergisi, Tek parti rejiminde azınlık karşıtı politika örneği (Istanbul: 

Belge yayınları, 1992), 44-48. 
644 Rıdvan Akar, Varlık Vergisi, Tek parti rejiminde azınlık karşıtı politika örneği (Istanbul: Belge 

yayınları, 1992), 131-136. 



 

 160 

after remaining in effect for sixteen months.645 The international pressure was effective in 

canceling this unjust legislation.646  

It is not surprising that the Capital Tax could not be criticized in the Turkish press 

even after it ended. Vatan, Tasvir-ı Efkar and Tan newspapers were closed indefinitely in 

September 1944 by the government led by Inönü due to their criticism of the Capital Tax 

law.647 

4.5.3. Republican Party and Minority Report 

The Capital Tax was a formulation based on racism to compensate the budget 

deficit. The trade volume between Germany and Turkey and the closeness of Republican 

People’s Party (RPP) leaders to the Nazi ideology during war times allowed this 

discriminatory legislation to pass and it succeeded in its hidden goal of diminishing or 

eliminating the economic power of the minorities.648 This aim was declared in one of the 

speeches of Prime Minister Saraçoğlu, and was told in the memoirs of Deputy Prime 

Minister Faik Ahmet Barutçu; “This law is a revolution. This is a chance to gain our 

economic independence. We are going to dispose of non-Turks from the market and 

replace them with Turkish merchants and Turks. The real estate in Istanbul will also pass 

to the hands of the Turks.”649  

                                                           
645 Rıfat N. Bali, The Silent Minority in Turkey: Turkish Jews (Istanbul: Libra, 2013), 239-252. 
646 The Capital Tax failed to produce the foreseen revenues. According to Faik Ökte, the government 

collected 289,656,246 liras from minorities, 34,226,764 liras from dönme, and 25,600,409 liras from 

Muslims; Minna Rozen, The Last Ottoman Century and Beyond – The Jews in Turkey and the Balkans, 

1808-1945 (Jerusalem: Graphit Press, 2005), 361. 
647 Hıfzı Topuz, 100 soruda Türk Basın Tarihi (İstanbul: Gerçek, 1973), 165. 
648 Rıdvan Akar, Varlık Vergisi, Tek parti rejiminde azınlık karşıtı politika örneği (Istanbul: Belge 

yayınları, 1992), 128. 
649 Altan Öymen, Bir Dönem Bir Çocuk, (Istanbul: Doğan Kitap, 2002), 336. 
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Minorities were badly affected by the merciless nature of the Capital Tax. Many 

religious minority groups including the Jews has visited state officers to encourage a 

modification of this legislation  

In his memoirs, Şevket Süreyya Aydemir from the industry ministry shared his 

conversation with Jewish leaders Behor Gomel and Avram Galante who visited him to 

intervene to the implementation of the law; “For centuries the Turks fought in wars, 

spilling blood while the Jews increased, made commerce, become wealthy. What happens 

if they gave some money? They replied to me with ‘you are right’650 The Capital Tax was 

presented and even justified as a price the Jews had to pay for being safe during the Second 

World War. “The Jews have lost their fortune during the war, but they did not lose their 

lives.”651 It is said that when Avram Galante visited Prime Minister Şükrü Saraçoğlu to 

complain about the tax, he responded; “Everyone else is killing you, we are only taking 

your money.”652  

The Turkish government never apologized for its actions and no compensation was 

given to the victims of this law. While Saraçoğlu insisted that he would not hesitate to 

pass a similar law if he faced the same situation and  financial conditions, the Director of 

Finance (Istanbul Defterdarı) Faik Ökte was the only statesman who publicly 

acknowledged that it was a mistake.653 He was criticized bitterly by the press.654 

                                                           
650 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim, 1996), 144. 
651 Leon Kontente, L’Antisemitisme Grec en Asie Mineure – Smyrne 1774-1924 (Istanbul: Libra, 2015), 

180. 
652 Minna Rozen, The Last Ottoman Century and Beyond – The Jews in Turkey and the Balkans, 1808-

1945 (Jerusalem: Graphit Press, 2005), 360-361. The author also has some suspicions on the reality of this 

quotation. 
653 Faik Ökte, Varlık Vergisi Faciası (Istanbul: Nebioğlu, 1951) 
654 Rıfat N. Bali, The Silent Minority in Turkey: Turkish Jews (Istanbul: Libra, 2013), 239-252. 
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In 1944655 RPP prepared a minority report. This report repeated the already known 

prejudices about the minorities; “They don’t see themselves as Turks, they did not have 

any contribution to the Ottoman Empire and don’t have any historical brotherhood with 

the Turks. They were never loyal to the country they lived in. The state was very tolerant 

to these groups who mostly betrayed.” The report also suggested a solution to it; “Even 

though the population of the minorities is not so large (250.000), we have to find a solution 

to this problem for the sake of our national politics. For the Jews, we have to stop their 

emigration to Turkey, we have to facilitate their immigration from Turkey, and limit their 

economic power.” The word ‘facilitate their emigration from Turkey’ will be the key to 

understand the policy of Turkey during the huge wave of immigration from Turkey to 

Israel following its establishment. 

There is no information on the public’s reaction to this report, but it can be taken as 

evidence that discriminatory events towards minorities were planned by the state during 

and after the one-party regime in Turkey.656 The Thrace events, Twenty Classes, Capital 

Tax, and the Minority Report provoked disarray among the minorities of the country. 

These were all legislations or decisions aiming to force the minorities to leave the country 

for good. As was intended, minorities lost their faith in the Republic. The brutal effects of 

the Capital Tax marked the beginning of a new wave of immigration for the Jews from 

Turkey, with the establishment of the State of Israel few years later. In the end, the capital 

in Turkey had changed hands and a Muslim bourgeoisie was created. The bankrupt non-

Muslim businessmen were replaced by the nouveau riche Muslims as was intended.  

                                                           
655 There is no date of issue on the report. Researchers have different opinions on the date. Rıdvan Akar 

which had important role in the publication of this data and Rıfat Bali believes that it is published in 1944 

while for historian Ayşe Hür and Dilek Güven the date is 1946. 
656 Rıfat N. Bali, “Azınlıkları Türkleştirme Meselesi” Ne idi? Ne değildi? (Istanbul: Libra, 2014), 65-75. 
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4.6. Survival tactics: Kayadez 

According to philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), language and action, 

meaning what people say and do, cannot be understood in isolation from their cultural 

context. Philosopher Peter Winch (1926-1997) adds that language and the world are 

inextricably intertwined.657 Wittgenstein declaration, “The limit of my language means 

the limit of my world”658 provides insights about the relationship between the Jewish 

community and the society in which they live. What people experiences deeply affect their 

language. Looking at Judeo-Spanish659 expressions, which are still used by the community 

members today, a lot can be said about their fears and survival tactics. 

“At an age when you don’t even understand exactly what this is about, you start 

carrying a heavy burden,”660 says Ishak Alaton about the main teaching in Jewish houses; 

hide that you are Jewish. It is taught at a very young age in order to protect the children 

from the outer world. “Be careful, don’t reveal who you are, speak Turkish and speak it 

perfectly, use a Turkish name if necessary” were some of the main daily suggestions heard 

at home. Of course, the discrimination and alienation they faced in Turkey have taught 

them to be defensive and to not publicly voice their complaints. This resulted with a 

tendency to turn inwards, looking for a solidarity with their co-religionists as an unspoken 

defense mechanism. The fear they felt deep inside revealed a need to transfer this negative 

teaching to the new generation. Every time an unfair legislation or discriminative policy 

                                                           
657 David Stern, “Sociology of science, rule following and forms of life” History of Philosophy of science, 

new trends and perspectives. Ed. Michael Heidelberger, Friedrich Stadler (Dordrech: Kluwer Academic 

Punlishers, 2002) 
658 T. R. Martland, "The Limits of My Language Mean the Limits of My World" The Review of 

Metaphysics, 29(1) (1975): 19–26. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/20126734 (Accessed on 
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659 Sometimes referred as Yahudice in Turkish, it is the ancient Spanish used by Sephardic Jews. 
660 Mehmet Gündem, An essential man Ishak Alaton, a biography (Istanbul: Alfa, 2013), 33-34. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20126734


 

 164 

is faced, the Jews chose to face its consequences in private, not to reveal their feelings of 

revolt. They chose not to speak about their experiences to the end that the new generation 

does not know their own history in Turkey and continue to live in this way even though 

they felt alienated and not equal citizens. This is a continued teaching in order to protect 

the new generation from any harm the knowledge of the history may bring. 

There are many expressions that could be seen to explain this phenomenon. Kayadez 

is a Judeo-Spanish expression that literally means silence. In reality it means don’t be 

vocal, don’t criticize, don’t oppose, stay silent. Why would someone ask from their 

children to stay silent? Because if one stays silent and does not oppose, the problem will 

pass, and most importantly it will not repeat itself. No te karışeyez a los eços del hükümet 

(Do not interfere in governmental affairs) is another expression that suggested staying 

away from trouble and also staying silent as an inferior member of the society. The aim 

of this expression was to prevent the meddling of the youth in governmental issues. The 

community thought that no good would come from angering the state, and the state 

officers. With this expression, the Jewish community wanted their members to be safe 

from the authoritarian pressure of the government as it was already accepted that they 

lacked the power to change the situation. Ni a fuego, ni a pleto (Neither to a fire, nor to a 

quarrel) was another way to express the need to stay silent and almost invisible. 

It was not only the political issues that the Jews had to stay away from. Simple, daily 

incidences could end with severe consequences, as was the case in Elza Niyego’s funeral. 

Si te dan toma, si te ajarvan fue (If they give to you, take; if they hit you, run) is a classical 

Sephardic expression meaning to be aware, that one day you can be expelled from here 

too. It was a reminder that no where is entirely safe and it was important to not be too late 

to make the crucial decision of leaving. Turkish Jews had emigrated from Turkey 
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following major negative events throughout much of the Republican era, but this trend 

increased significantly with the creation of the State of Israel. Here was a state, at last, in 

which no one could discriminate or expel the Jews.    Mass immigration to Israel was a 

clear reaction to all the injustices faced by the Jewish community, especially during the 

Second World War.   

El Turco no aharva al Judio, si lo aharva? (A Turk won’t hit a Jew, but what if he 

did?) was a Judeo-Spanish expression that showed gratitude but also a warning for the 

future which suggests a state of alert. Avram Galante explains this expression as follows; 

“The Jews are grateful that the Turks welcomed them to their land after their expulsion 

from Spain. However we had some dark days as well.”661 ‘Keep a low profile’ is a widely 

used expression in English, especially in the last two decades. It means do not led a way 

of life that can attract attention, provoke envy, or enmity. The expression warns to hide 

your fortune, dress modestly, and celebrate or mourn without exaggeration. This warning 

dates back to the beginning of the Republic. During a sermon at an Istanbul synagogue in 

September 1923, Chief Rabbi Becerano recommended to the Jewish community to not to 

attract attention with their dress and not to create jealousy.662 As the anti-Semitic attacks 

of the press became increasingly common in the 1920s, Kayadez became the main survival 

tool and being low profile was recommended directly by the Chief Rabbinate. These 

experiences led the community to close in on itself and bond even more with solidarity. 

The Jews felt that they could only trust each other and preferred to socialize within 

community. The communal institutions served to integrate and continue their survival. 

These tactics resulted in the Jews being portrayed as a closed community. Their timidness 

                                                           
661 Eli Shaul, From Balat to Bat Yam (Istanbul: Libra, 2012), 68. 
662 Avner Levi, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Yahudiler (Istanbul: İletişim,1996), 35. 
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was the reason they were called cowards, as they did not prefer to interfere to any major 

event and tended to stay silent. 

On the other hand, the long time relationship between the Turks and the Jews reflects 

itself in expressions widely used in Turkey as well. There are some expressions that comes 

directly from Jewish tradition such as “Don’t interfere to meat nor diary” (etliye sütlüye 

karışma) referring to kashrut663 rules. This also shows that through living together for 

centuries, the two groups formed a common culture. Unfortunately, there are more 

negative sayings about Jews than positive in Turkish; “Don’t yell. You are turning this 

place into a synagogue” (Bağırma. Burayı havraya çevirdiniz), “Eat a Jew’s food but don’t 

sleep in his house” (Yahudi’nin yemeğini ye, evinde yatma). In addition to these 

expressions, in Turkish society and the press there is an impression that Yahudi is an insult 

and it is used when a negative thing about the Jews will be said, while Musevi is used 

when one wants to be polite. For Turkish Jews, these two terms are used interchangeably 

while the first expresses ethnicity and the latter the religion. During the rebirth of Şalom 

newspaper following the death of its founder Avram Leyon in 1984, the writers of the 

newspaper decided to challenge this distinction by using all the time Yahudi and not 

Musevi.  

These expressions are a good way to understand the life philosophy of Turkish Jews 

which can be summarized as: stay apolitical, obey, and do not oppose. This was the 

survival tactic learnt from their shared experience and history during the Ottoman era and 

the Republic of Turkey. One may ask why this group remains in Turkey or why they 

identify themselves as Turk even living in Israel or other countries. Another expression in 

                                                           
663 The body of Jewish religious dietary laws concerning the suitability of food. 
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Judeo-Spanish provides a useful clue; La vida en Turkia es komo el sigaro para un tiryaki; 

Aun ke saves ke te puede matar, el plazer es tan grande ke no lo pedes deşar; Life in 

Turkey is like a cigarette for an addicted; even though you know it may kill you, the 

pleasure is so immense that you cannot leave. Turkish Jews live in a constant state of alert. 

They have never felt calm and security in full. A change in the relation of Turkey and 

Israel or the intensification of the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians always 

extend to the Turkish Jewish community. 
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Chapter 5 Turkish – Israeli Relations and Turkish Aliyah of 1948 

The Second World War resulted in two significant developments with regard to 

British policy in Palestine. First, the issue of Palestine was internationalized in 1947, as 

the British decided to hand over it to the United Nations (UN). The second development 

was the increased international pressure on Britain, arising especially from the U.S. with 

the Truman Doctrine, which supported Jewish immigration to Palestine as HaShoah 

(Holocaust) survivors were heading from Europe toward Palestine. Zionism was the main 

catalyst for the immigrations to Palestine. 

5.1. Zionism in Turkey and the Turkish Aliyah to British Palestine 

With the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, Turkish Jews were eager to 

continue their relations with the state, based on loyalty in return for their safety. But with 

the First World War, the world had changed; there were nation states instead of empires 

and they were based on nationalism. This caused a radical shift from being subject to 

become citizen. During the nation state building process in Turkey, the ruling elite aimed 

to unite and merge the differences within the population under the name ‘Turk’. The 

reforms were based on Turkism, Westernization, and strict secularism. The government 

aimed to control all type of religious communities. The centrally structured community of 

the minorities was rejected while citizenship was promoted, a reflection of the goal to 

create one culturally united nation. Zionist organizations were against this goal. There 

were Zionist organizations in the Ottoman Empire 664  but were closed as they were 

prohibited during the Republican era.  

                                                           
664 For further information on Zionism during the Ottoman era; Esther Banbassa and Aron Rodrigue, 

Türkiye ve Balkan Yahudileri trans. Ayşe Atasoy (Istanbul: İletişim, 2014) 267-334. and Siren Bora, İzmir 

Yahudileri Tarihi 1908-1923 (Istanbul: Gözlem, 1995), 206-253. 
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For the European Jewry, Zionism was a final solution to all the repression and 

pogroms they had faced. However, for most Turkish Jews, Zionism and a state of their 

own was nothing more than a utopia. They still wanted to be part of the Turkish society 

according to the rules and limits presented by the Republic. They preferred to continue 

being exemplary Turkish citizens and not risk their future in Turkey. This caution 

postponed the development of Zionist activities in Turkey. Turkish Jews were never 

expelled from the country as a result of a state legislation, which may be the major 

reasoning behind their will and hope to be a part of Turkish society.   

It was in 1929 that limited correspondence started with the few Zionist devotees in 

Istanbul and Zionist leadership in Palestine and Britain.665 In a letter dated from 1929, 

Zionists in Istanbul declared that they could not engage publicly in Zionist activities.666 

The correspondence between the two parties continued until 1933 but no measurable 

progress was recorded. The majority of the Turkish Jews were not eager to embrace the 

Zionist ideal openly, and in response the World Zionist Organization was reluctant to 

invest in Turkey.667 Turks were reluctant to accept Zionism both because of their desire 

to continue to live in Turkey and the pressure they faced with the Turkification process. 

These steps forced religious minorities to repeatedly make declarations of loyalty to the 

Turkish state. In this atmosphere, Zionism would be perceived as dual loyalty in the eyes 

of the state and the public, who already had serious difficulties accepting non-Muslims as 

equal citizens of the country. Even if the Jews had some Zionist sentiments, they may 

have preferred to hide it.  
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During the Republican era, the heavy toll of the Thrace events in 1934 led to the 

establishment of secret Zionist organizations668 for the first time.669 Sabetay Dinar, Moiz 

Nacar, Reuven Armal, and Eli Shaul formed a secret Zionist organization in Balat. 

Ne’emanei Zion’s (Faithful of Zion) mission was to teach Hebrew, the history of Judaism 

and Zionism, and to follow the news of Palestine.670 This is an important turning point as 

it shows the despair they felt in regards to the state. They were not accepted as native 

citizens and that would not be changed easily. They tried to empower the inner community 

bond by creating an imaginative identity structure based on religion. Teaching Judaism 

and Jewish history was part of this target. Hebrew was a uniting language for all of the 

Jews migrating to Palestine from around the world. Turkish Jews tried to be a part of this 

new identity by learning the national language of the Jews and following the developments 

in the Mandate of Palestine.  

During the Second World War, different Zionist organizations were established 

such as HaHalutz (the Pioneer), HaMitnadev (the Volunteer), HaNoar HaTzioni (Zionist 

Youth), Tel Hai (Hill of Life), Ne’emanei Zion (Faithful of Zion), Aliyat HaNoar (Youth 

Aliyah), and Betar.671 These were secret organizations as the formulation of any ethnic 

minority organization was outlawed. These groups organized their meetings at homes in 

secrecy as the propaganda of Zionism and the teaching of Hebrew was prohibited in 

secular Turkey. All these secret meetings awakened Zionist feelings within a portion of 

the youth. This shift contradicted the survival tactics of their parents who had raised them 
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to be financially powerful, well educated, and strictly apolitical. The teenagers 

participating in Zionist meetings began to question this strategy of assimilation promoted 

by their families. Some were afraid that the ongoing Turkification process was changing 

the character of the community and causing them to forget their Jewish identity. 

Additionally, it was clear that the Republic would not accept the Jews as equal citizens. 

To stay silent and to focus only on economic activities were no longer acceptable as they 

had long ago been proven unsuccessful. At the same time, Turkish Jewish youth started 

to compare themselves with the faith of the German Jews who were already assimilated 

to the German society, but were executed in death camps.672  

Their families have faced severe discrimination since the establishment of the 

Republic just to be accepted as equal citizens after suffering from being Ottoman dhimmis. 

All this pressure has created a new generation with Zionist ideals; a country of their own 

in their historical land, a chance to rule themselves without being discriminated or 

persecuted because of their faith. The dream of Republic has faded for them with the 

Capital Tax in 1942. Their parents had envisioned for them a safe future in Turkey with 

economic empowerment but the Capital Tax had shattered this illusion. The tax was a 

major turning point for Turkish Jews as most of them realized with this unjust and legally 

discriminative law that they would not be accepted into the narrowly defined ‘Turk’ 

identity. The Jewish community realized that the commitment of equal citizenship of the 

Republic will not be realized. It was also an important turning point because it occurred 

during the Second World War, a moment when they feared for their security in Turkey 

but had no where else to go. They feared sharing a fate similar to the European Jews under 
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the Nazis as there were many pro-Nazi articles in the press, especially in pro-state 

newspaper Cumhuriyet. All of these developments made the idea of migration more 

appealing to Turkish Jews. 

5.2. The Idealist Pioneers 

There were immigration waves from Turkey to Palestine throughout the Republican 

era, the first of which was due to developments in Palestine such as the 1929 and 1936 

Arab revolts. Some Turkish Jews migrated to Palestine to support the Jewish community 

there. Secondly, a wave of immigrants fled to Palestine from Turkey as a result of the 

strict Turkification steps in Turkey that had resulted in pogroms, looting, discrimination, 

and forced expulsion from their homes.673  

Consequently, we can identify two major immigration waves from Turkey to 

Palestine throughout the British rule; first group as a result of the Thrace events in 1934-

1935, and second group as a result of the Capital Tax in 1942-1943, totaling 9.000 Turkish 

Jews.674 A Turkish Jew Shlomo Yahini explains in his memoir the fear he felt; “Germans 

were in the border of Thrace. We had to go to Palestine to survive.” He was born in 1919 

and decided to move to Palestine in 1934, joining Betar to get help for his journey. At the 

age of 15, he traveled from Istanbul to Haifa via Piraeus and Lebanon, without his 

family.”675  

The immigration wave of 1942 is distinct as it was made up largely of the youth 

educated with Zionist ideals, who would later become the foundation of the future State 
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of Israel. These young men and women were strongly encouraged to emigrate as young, 

strong people were needed for the creation of the new state. There were also some elderly 

and sick people who migrated, but they would become an extra burden for the Jewish 

Agency in Palestine.676 The Zionist organization had its stronghold in Izmir in 1940s, 

resulting in a large immigration wave from Izmir to Palestine. The Nazi threat in Greece 

frightened the Jews of the region. Benjamin (Abouaf) Ben-Shlomo born to a Jewish family 

of Izmir in 1923 explains his feelings; “During the early years of the Second World War, 

the Nazis have reached the doorsteps of Turkey when they occupied the Greek islands. 

There was uneasiness amongst the Jewish community of Turkey. What if Turkey joined 

the German camp as it did in the First World War?” These thoughts led Ben-Sholmo and 

his friends to form a secret organization, Ne’emanei Zion, in order “to try to escape to 

Palestine before it was too late.” It was almost impossible to leave Turkey, let alone enter 

the British mandate of Palestine afterwards. The first group was arrested in Aleppo, Syria 

and was sent to jail after being beaten. Ben-Shlomo, in the second group, was nineteen 

years old in 1942 when he began his dangerous journey to Palestine: “I volunteered with 

a friend, kissed my mother goodbye and left for Mardin.” He was jailed many times before 

he reached Palestine, where he volunteered for the Jewish battalion of the British army 

and then joined Haganah and fought in the War of Independence of Israel in 1948.677    

Aliyat HaNoar (Youth Aliyah) was one of the secret organizations that prepared the 

Turkish Jewish youth for their final destination in Palestine. The main aim of this 

organization, besides alleviating some of the cost of travel, was to teach Hebrew and 
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Judaism. Akiva Levinsky, the leader of this organization in Turkey, which coordinated 

the transit of European Jews through Turkey to Palestine, taught a group of young men 

and women Hebrew. They became Hebrew teachers and in turn taught others the 

language. Through this method, the number of young Jews that knew Hebrew increased 

in Turkey. According to Levinsky, in 1944 there were 1,700 young Jews who wanted to 

immigrate to Palestine. Aliyat HaNoar, Levinsky helped approximately 2,500 people 

immigrate during the period 1942-1945.678 Yitshak Levi was one of them. Levi was born 

in Izmir in 1928. He immigrated to Palestine in 1943 with Aliyat HaNoar at the age of 

fifteen, alone. In Palestine, Levi expressed his feeling with these lines: “I was very sad 

because I missed my family and because I had to quit school. I was sent to a kibbutz as I 

did not know Hebrew.” He joined Palmach and formed a new unit with the Turkish Jews. 

With the creation of Israel, he joined the army and worked as professional soldier.679 

These Zionist organizations most probably had a connection with the Jewish Agency 

in Palestine. They taught what was necessary for survival in Palestine; basic Hebrew and 

the history of Judaism and Palestine, but most importantly they emphasized their shared 

Jewish identity and their disappointment in Turkey to promote the creation of Aliyah. The 

second duty of these organizations was to coordinate, organize, and facilitate the voyage 

of the youth, mostly teenagers migrating without their families. When compared to other 

migrations, it was easier to immigrate from Turkey to Palestine as there was an overland 

route.680 
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Those who immigrated to Palestine in 1942-1943 became known as the pioneers 

and were called ‘the idealists.’ Once in Palestine, some of the idealists got rid of their 

Turkish passport and never came back.681 Both the youth and the adults were affected by 

the Zionist groups, but their reactions differed. The older generation did not prefer to make 

Aliyah but gave financial support to these organizations or helped them  to find the 

necessary equipment, people, or boats for their illegal journey.682  

While visiting Israel, one had the chance to meet one of the Turkish Idealists. 

Mordehay Behar was born in 1925 and lived in Tepebaşı, Istanbul. His father supported 

his family with his furniture store and they had a high quality of life. When the Capital 

Tax was passed in 1942, four people from the same sector came and offered to pay his 

father’s tax in return of his store and on the condition that he continued working in the 

store, as he knew the job very well. His father accepted. Over time, only one of the 

associates kept the job. His father rebought the shares of the other three and became the 

owner of half of his own store. The injustice of the Capital Tax deeply affected Mordehay 

Behar. He joined Betar and immigrated to Palestine alone in 1944, at the age of nineteen. 

In 1944, the Jews had to cross Syria illegally to go to Palestine, but Behar was lucky. He 

had worked as an aide to a journalist from Palestine whose job was to coordinate the flow 

of the Jewish refugees from Bulgaria to Palestine and this journalist helped him to secure 

a Palestine visa. His parents objected to his decision but in the end they bought him a ferry 

ticket to Palestine. When he came to Haifa in 1944, Palestine was still a British mandate. 
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Behar’s first days were easier than many immigrants because he had an uncle already 

living in Haifa. He stayed with his relatives and went to an agricultural school, which was 

his dream. Agriculture was also one of the tenets of the Zionist ideal. The central aims of 

Zionism were the create a state and increase the Jewish population by promoting 

immigration, pro-natal policies, and by laying claim in land by Kibbutzim. These territorial 

settlements of the land by agriculture was a national goal for the continuation of the Jewish 

presence in the land.683 Behar has understood the essence of Zionism. Then, he joined 

Irgun. At that time, there was a fight between rival organizations Irgun and Haganah. 

Haganah wanted to work in coordination with the British while Irgun was against the 

British rule. Haganah members betrayed Irgun members to British authorities. Leadership 

in Irgun hoped that because Behar was new, he could be used in a plot and Haganah 

would not recognize him. He was accepted into the Jewish settlement police under the 

patronage of the British police and sent to Tiberias. When all the underground groups 

joined the IDF in 1948, he became a soldier and retired as a sergeant major. He 

participated in most of the Arab-Israeli wars. Now, he has a son from his first wife, who 

he met in Israel, and a grandson, both in the army. He lives with his second wife. He was 

not a part of the Turkish society in Israel and was therefore quite willing to share his story. 

He became an Israeli the day he put his foot on Israeli land. He contributed to the creation 

of the state of Israel and became a part of it.684  
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5.3. The UN Partition Plan, 1947 

The UN partition plan increased the number of immigrants to Palestine from all over 

the world. In Turkey, there was speculative news about Turkish Jews’ immigration to 

Palestine. Starting from that date, news sources, and especially Hergün newspaper, 

published repetitive articles about the immigration of Turkish Jews to Palestine. Without 

any reliable information, these articles began with the phrase “We heard that” 200 Turkish 

Jews are moving to Palestine. Şalom newspaper felt obliged to reply to this news which 

could affect the opinion of the state and potentially jeopardize the status of Turkish Jews. 

It was also troubling as may reveal the ongoing illegal immigration.685 It is unknown if 

the state demanded that Hergün reports such news or if the Jewish community 

administration asked Şalom to answer. Izak Yaeş from Şalom began a war of words trying 

to end the publication of these factually baseless stories, to no avail. Yaeş asked for 

clarification to the report that a mass immigration to Palestine would start soon. He 

accused the newspaper of trying to deteriorate the Turkish-Jewish brotherhood.686 In his 

article named ‘Enough!’ Yaeş criticized Hergün for its anti-Jewish standing and accused 

the newspaper of distressing the Turkish Jews and trying to damage the harmony of the 

Turkish population: “There is democracy and press freedom and we are proud of it but 

this newspaper accuses 80 thousand people.687 Why is this newspaper not closed?” he 

asked.688 Another Şalom columnist Izidor Levi criticized on several occasions the articles 

of Hergün newspaper as well as the anti-Semitic articles of Ömer Rıza Doğrul from 
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Cumhuriyet newspaper. As an answer to Doğrul’s accusations, Levi responded; “I know 

that you are against the partition plan, but criticizing the Turkish Jews for not supporting 

Turkish foreign policy decisions and condemning them as potential traitors, is duplicity 

and at the same time hilarious.”689 To end this discourse, Şalom conducted an interview 

with Hanri Soriano, the secular president of the Jewish community about the question of 

Jewish immigration to Palestine in December 1947. Soriano rejected the claim that the 

Jews of Istanbul were moving to Palestine. Soriano also added that “There are very few 

who went to Palestine for business purposes or to see their families. These trips are similar 

to those to New York, Paris, or London. There is no immigration commission in Turkey. 

There is no reason to move to Palestine.”690 He was trying to hide the immigration to 

Palestine as it would be perceived as the betrayal of the Jews. These measures proved 

unsuccessful as even in October 1948, months following the creation of the State of Israel, 

there were newspapers publishing news about Jews immigrating and Şalom was again 

fighting back to deny it. Avram Leyon, owner of Şalom newspaper accused Son Dakika 

newspaper of sending spies to Jewish neighborhoods in order to get information about 

immigration and publishing false reports such as “The Rabbi Rafael from Kuledibi has 

visited Italian communist party leader Togliati to ask for help.”691 
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5.4. Urfa Massacre 1947  

A turning point in the history of the Turkish Jews was the massacre of the seven 

members of the Sorkaya family in their house in Urfa in 1947. Ultimately, it led to the 

emigration of the whole Jewish community in Urfa, mostly to Israel, in 1948. 

Until the 1920s, Urfa, a city in the southeast Turkey, was a polyglot town with 

Muslim, Armenian, Syriac, and Jewish communities. There were 191 Jewish families 

(approximately 1000 Jews) in 1906 in Urfa.692 In history, the Urfa Armenian rebellion693 

and the Deportation Law of the CUP are important milestones. Following these events, 

the city’s ethnic and religious composition dramatically changed in favor of the Muslim 

and Kurdish population. Most of the properties such as the houses, fields, and gardens of 

Urfa’s Christian population had been transferred to Muslims.694  

The Urfa events occurred in December 1947 when the indecisive manner of Hayim 

Haymun Sorkaya (Ahmet Kemal),695 who first converted to Islam and then changed his 

mind, attracted the anger of the Muslims of the city. One night, seven members of his 

family were murdered in their own house. The murderers shouted “Jews killed the Jews” 

on the streets of Urfa and disappeared. The police took all the Jewish men for questioning 

and interrogated them under torture for 45 days. The interrogation of five of them 

continued and the rest were freed. Rabbi Azzur Aka confessed under duress that the Jews 

committed the murders. It is believed that this confession was made in order to protect the 
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Jewish community from any more harm. At the same time, a boycott against all Jews 

started in the city; they could not even go out of their houses because of fear. The entire 

Jewish community migrated from Urfa mostly to the newly established State of Israel in 

1948.696  The murder attracted the attention of the international media.697 The president of 

the World Jewish Congress met the ambassador of Turkey to Washington on this subject. 

This put pressure on the governor of Urfa. All of the Jews were freed on April 1950.698 

The leader of the boycott against the Jews, Cemil Hacıkamiloğlu, explained this event as 

follows: “This is the result of our unity. The Jews left the city. There is no single Jew in 

Urfa. The Turks dominate Jewish trade now.”699  

The Urfa massacre is another important milestone in Turkish Jewish history.  This 

event occurred following the Thrace events. Intriguingly, there was no foreign threat, as 

was the case in Thrace. An old Jewish community disappeared without leaving a trace in 

the collective memory of the Turkish Jews or the general population.  
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5.5. The Creation of the State of Israel and Turkey’s Position 

On February 25th, 1947, the British decided to entrust the problem of Palestine to 

the United Nations. Following the internationalization of the issue, The United Nations 

Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was formed on May 15th, 1947. The members 

visited Palestine to investigate the situation and to prepare a recommendation report on 

September 3rd, 1947.700 The UNSCOP report was in favor of the partition.  

Turkey tried to pursue its neutrality in the Palestinian issue. Initially, the idea of a 

Jewish state in the middle of an Arab region was not supported by Turkey. The 

continuation of the British Mandate was preferable to a new state who showed traces of 

communist life in its Kibbutzim.701 Turkey evaluated all its foreign policy decisions in 

terms of the Soviet threat and communism was perceived as the main enemy. Turkey 

preferred the side of the Western countries during the Cold War years. Turkey feared that 

the Soviet Union would use this new state, established in a strategic location, to spread its 

ideology and operations in the region. Turkey also feared that the ongoing war between 

the Arabs and the Jews in Palestine would transform into a regional conflict and even 

possibly to a broader war in response to the partition plan, which would result in greater 

Soviet influence in the Middle East.702 Turkey also weighted the reaction of the Arab 

world and did not want to break off from them completely.  

Overall, Turkey saw the issue as a “struggle between two communities, as the 

contest of two nationalisms.”703 This idea was reflected in the press as well. On May 1939, 
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Ömer Rıza Doğrul from Cumhuriyet newspaper, the most persistent observer of Palestine 

remarked: “The reason why this issue appears so intractable and why it constantly 

generates confrontation is the attempt to squeeze into a tiny land two peoples who detest 

one another, whose interests are incompatible.”704 

At the UN General Assembly in November 1947, Turkey voted against the 

Resolution 181; Future Government of Palestine”705 like the Arab countries. The partition 

resolution achieved the necessary two-thirds majority on November 29, 1947, introducing  

Resolution 181.706 On December 4th, the British cabinet approved the withdrawal plan 

unilaterally; British forces and administration would only stay in Palestine long enough to 

help coordinate Jews and Arabs through a limited transition period, until May 15, 1948.707 

When the last British commander left Palestine, Jews proclaimed the State of Israel. The 

new state received almost immediate recognition from the United States and the Soviet 

Union, the world’s two superpowers. The next day, neighboring Arab states including 

Egypt, Syria, Jordan and Iraq declared war and invaded Israel. 

Turkey has rejected the ‘two state solution’ but remained mostly neutral during the 

war between Israel and the Arab states. It restricted the travel of Turkish citizens to the 
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region708 to fight in either side.709 Its contribution to the Arab cause was limited to some 

supplies and a small training team in Syria.710 Turkey was determined not to become 

involved in this conflict and gave no assistance to the Arabs.711 Turkey became a part of 

the Palestine Conciliation Commission created by the UN in order to mediate the Arab-

Israeli war on December 11, 1948 together with France and the U.S. The commission 

established its office in the demilitarized area in Jerusalem and organized the Lausanne 

Conference in 1949. The commission did not achieve much, but being a member of this 

commission was crucial as it marked Turkey’s first participation on an international 

platform following the Second World War. It also marked the first difference in opinion 

in the UN between Turkey and the Arab states.712 

On March 19, 1949, Turkish and Israeli ministers got together in Ankara for the first 

time. Minister of Foreign Affairs of Israel Moshe Sharett713 and Minister of Trade of 

Turkey Cemil Sait Barlas discussed the potential economic and cultural cooperation 

between the two countries.714 To ward off Arab criticism, Turkey did not grant official 
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recognition to the newly established Jewish state until Israel applied for the United 

Nations membership. Turkey abstained during the voting.  

When Turkey trusted that Israel was part of the West camp, she recognized the 

Jewish state. The fact that it was permanent and the benefits that could produce to Turkey 

were important factors in this decision.715  Turkey tried to gain Israeli confidence as 

Deputy Prime Minister Nihat Erim have pointed out; “Israel can be our most appropriate 

ally.” 716  There were two processes at work in Turkish-Israeli relations: the formal 

recognition of Israel by Turkey and the economic relations between the two that started 

even before the creation of the State of Israel.  

5.6. Aliyah Boosted with the Establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 

Jews started to migrate to the State of Israel from all over the world. Their main 

impetus was the need for a Jewish state for their security, but they were also motivated by 

the dream to return to the Holy Land from which, according to Judaic tradition, they were 

exiled two thousand years ago. Turkish Jews were not an exception in this immigration 

trend.  

By September 1948, the war between the Arab states and Israel has lost its intensity 

and Turkey lifted the restriction to the area. 717  The national radio channel (Ankara 

Radyosu) announced that Turkish citizens could migrate to whichever country they 

wanted. Before, the state had strictly controlled the immigration. These unconventional 

announcements were perceived as a green light for Turkish Jews to move to Israel.718 This 
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liberal move was like a prerequisite of the U.S. led western bloc. It can also be considered 

one of the steps taken to achieve homogeneity in the Republic itself. With the 

collaboration of the Turkish Republic, the Jewish Agency assisted the immigration of 

Turkish Jews to Israel. No one anticipated that such a large exodus would occur. In 1948 

alone, 4,000 Turkish Jews immigrated to Israel.719  

Turkish Jews had an extraordinary demand for passports but the state did not accept 

all of these demands. While they applied for passports they tried to hide their intention of 

migration to Israel. This secrecy was a precaution in case the state shifted its policy to 

issue passports to Jews. For this reason, when asked their reason of travel, the Jewish girls 

said that they were going to get married while boys said they wanted to go to visit Israel, 

as a tourist. According to Şalom, in November 1948, only 400 out of 6,000 Jews could get 

a passport. 720  The number of passports issued was very low and there were extra 

restrictions for those who could get their passports. In their passports a stamp indicating 

“not valid for travel to Israel” was added. Besides is shifting policies against the 

minorities, the state also continued its hostile approach by an additional decision. The state 

wanted to get rid of the Jews but at the same time it did not want them to take all their 

valuables with them. To this end, the government issued only tourist visas to the Jews.721 

It was a precaution for not having economic loss. One could also add that these restrictions 

were a precaution not to offend the Arabs states at war with Israel. This decision was a 

largely an economic one, because as tourists, there was a restriction to the amount that 
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they could carry with them. Turkish officers allowed some clothes, food produced in 

Turkey not exceeding the value of 100 TL (approximately 35 USD), 100 TL in cash, a 

gold watch, and a wedding ring.722 There were lines in bakeries as immigrants prepared 

some sort of cheap, long lasting sweet bread.723 All of these restrictions did not stop the 

flow to Israel and the immigration continued legally and illegally. In 1949, some of the 

restrictions were eased and the passport officers worked eagerly to issue new passports, 

something peculiar for the Republican mentality.724 In 1949, there was a pressure on 

Turkey for its recognition of the state of Israel. The open American support to Israel forced 

Turkey to ease its migration policies. 

There was not much information about Jewish immigration to Israel in the Turkish 

press. Limited information can be obtained as a trace of the on going process. Changes in 

Şalom newspaper offer some clues. Firstly, the publications of shipping advertisements to 

Palestine increased. There were advertisements of direct ferry lines from Istanbul to Haifa 

in Şalom newspaper725 and in Cumhuriyet.726 Following the formal recognition of Israel 

in 1949 and until 1953, the national Turkish shipping company (Denizyolları Idaresi) also 

inaugurated direct lines from Izmir and Istanbul to Haifa. 727  Secondly, there were 

announcements from the rabbinate in Judeo-Spanish asking for the donation of furniture 

in the case “it will be abandoned due to major reasons.”728 Thirdly, some of the prominent 

writers of Şalom moved to Israel, such as Izak Şaul, and continued to contribute from 
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there, writing about life in Israel. Fourthly, there were discussions in the paper over the 

need to learn Hebrew, how to learn Hebrew, and why Jewish school graduates did not 

know enough Hebrew. Once seen as a language of only religious practice, it had become 

a necessity with the reality of Aliyah.729 

There was still negative opinion towards Jewish refugees. Following the end of the 

Second World War, Jewish immigration from Europe to Palestine increased. Şalom 

newspaper reported this period as the one with the largest immigration to Palestine, with 

two refugee boats Pancresent and Panyork carrying approximately 6000 people each 

passing through the Bosporus in January 1948. 730  Hergün newspaper expressed its 

discomfort caused by the two refugee boats with the words: “We had to shout to hear our 

voices because of this “loud of Synagogue caused by these,” (Sesimizi bu havra 

gürültüsüne işittirmek için gırtlaklarımızı patlatırcasına bağırarak konuşuyoruz.) Izak 

Yaeş from Şalom criticized this negative expression: “We did not expect the use of this 

discriminatory expression by educated people. Synagogue is a house of God and there, 

the Jews pray for God.”731  

While Şalom headlined the immigration to Israel from different countries, it did not 

indicate the Turkish Aliyah. The general information about the life and developments in 

Israel as well as the massive international immigration may have encouraged the Turkish 

Jews as well. Turkish Jews that had settled in Israel sent their families in Turkey letters 

praising the new country as Israel has given them housing, free education, and found them 
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a suitable job. All of this caused admiration for Israel and encouraged those who had 

second thoughts.  

Journalist Sami Kohen explains that time as follows: “The integration project of 

Israel was very successful. It attracted the Turkish Jews from lower-middle class to Israel. 

Most of them were not educated and had no future in Turkey. It was an economic 

migration, but one should not forget that almost 34 thousand moved to Israel because it 

was Israel. There was a religious/traditional attraction as well. And it was only Israel who 

had this open door policy towards the Jews.”732  Professor of International Relations 

George E. Gruen also supported this claim: “In mid-September 1948 there began a wave 

of Jewish emigration from Turkey to Israel, consisting mainly of the poorer and more 

religious elements.733  

Israeli Minister of Labor Golda Meir announced in June 1949 that no Jew 

immigrating to Israel would be refused entry.734 This announcement encouraged Turkish 

Jews, as did the economic boom in Israel. With news that Israel had the biggest economy 

in the Middle East735 and that the living conditions in Israel were very high, Turkish Jews 

were further interested in the possibility of immigration.736  

There were two types of immigration from Turkey to Israel. The immigration with 

Zionist ideals started long before the creation of the State of Israel. That group supported 

Jewish rights in the Mandate of Palestine against the Arabs and the British, helped build 

the new country, and later participated in the Independence War of Israel against the Arab 
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states. The immigration with economic character started later, following the UN partition 

plan. The group was made up mostly of the economically disadvantageous members of 

the community, as Israel gave them the opportunity to start a new life. Israel opened its 

doors to all Jews promising a new beginning with the financial support of the new state. 

Turkish Aliyah can be summarized as economic rather than Zionist in character as most 

of them immigrated to Israel after the creation of the state. The data given by Esther 

Benbassa justifies Sami Kohen’s opinion. According to Benbassa, only 1% of the Turkish 

Jewish community was part of the Zionist activities in Turkey. Walter F. Weiker 

concluded that the first immigrants from Turkey were Zionist youth with good education, 

and mostly people from low economic social class. American consul to Israel also 

described the first Turkish immigrants as persons from the lowest social and economic 

classes.737  

While researchers stress that economic situation of the migrants as the major 

reasoning behind their Aliyah decision, those interviewed in Israel said that they 

immigrated because it was Israel, homeland of the Jewish people. The common Jewish 

identity should be considered as well as an important reason affecting their decision to 

leave Turkey. A Turkish Jew Yehuda Adiri summarized his reasons of immigration as: 

“To have a nation of our own, live in dignity, have a national language, and have a 

land.”738 It is also important to note that events like the Thrace pogroms in 1934 and 

Capital Tax in 1942 changed the economic situation of all of the minorities. It is very 

difficult to generalize the victims of these events simply as rich and poor.   

                                                           
737 Ayhan Aktar and Soli Özel, “Turkish Attitudes vis-a-vis The Zionist Project” Cahiers d’etudes sur la 

Mediterranee orientale et le monde Turco-Iranien, no.28, (June-December, 1999): 144. 
738 Rıfat N. Bali, Cumhuriyet Yıllarında Türkiye Yahudileri, Aliya: Bir Toplu Göçün Öyküsü (1946-1949), 

(Istanbul: Iletişim, 2003), 267-270. 



 

 190 

One had the opportunity to interview several Turkish Jews who migrated following 

the establishment of the State of Israel. Yosef Altaras is from Tekirdağ, a city in the Thrace 

region. Born in 1931, he finished primary school there, then immigrated to Israel alone at 

the age of 17, in October 1948. His family joined him in 1949. In Tekirdağ, his father had 

a store of grains. Altaras does not know much about the Thrace events as nobody in his 

family ever spoke of it, but he remembers the Capital Tax vividly as his father was sent to 

labor camps in Erzincan (instead of Aşkale) because he could not pay the tax amount. 

When he moved to Israel by boat from Istanbul, he did not want to join the army so he 

went to a kibbutz instead. He explained his decision to come to Israel as idealism, as a 

longing to have a state. He said that he was persuaded to come to Israel by bulletins 

promoting Aliyah. “We were young, we were unexperienced. We did what they told us to 

do. We did not have time to follow what was going on in Turkey, or even what was going 

on outside the kibbutz.” He got married to a Turkish Jew from Istanbul and got remarried 

to a Jew from Çanakkale after the death of his first wife. He explains his reluctance to talk 

about his life in Turkey with this line; “I always look ahead. Nothing good comes from 

the past.”  

Another Turkish Jew interviewed was Rina T., born in Istanbul. She was a child 

when her family moved to Israel. In 1948, her brother immigrated to Israel at the age of 

sixteen and all the family followed him because her mother did not want to stay away 

from her son. In Israel her father could not find a proper job as the priority was given to 

Holocaust survivors, Rina explained. In Istanbul, he worked in a factory as a clerk. In 

Israel, he worked as laborer in construction sites but was unhappy and he returned alone 

to Turkey after six months. Rina stayed with her mother for another two years to be close 

to her brother and then she and her mother returned to Turkey as well. Years later her 
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brother also returned to Turkey. She also explained the difficulties her family had faced 

during the Capital Tax. Her father could not pay the tax amount. He was supposed to go 

to labor camp in Aşkale but he was rescued with the help of his employer who was a 

minister. She did not remember his name. Today, her brother still lives in Istanbul but did 

not want to meet. Rina lives in Batyam with her husband, and together they made Aliyah 

following his retirement.  

5.7. Reactions to the Immigration 

The young men and women who immigrated to Israel with Zionist ideals were 

mostly discreet about their voyage. They were trying to protect those who stayed in 

Turkey. Few of them stated openly that they were migrating to Israel in order to help their 

co-religionists who were fighting against Arab countries. Some immigrants stated openly 

that the social guarantee of the Israeli state was the main attraction; “I have two sons one 

is 16 the other is 14 years old. Israel will give me a job with 90 Dollars (approximately 

257TL) salary per month and free education for my sons until age of military service. This 

is why I am going.”739 The leaders of the Turkish community were not happy about any 

of these statements. Jews remaining in Turkey created a new survival tactic with the 

Aliyah wave. They denied the immigration, tried to minimize the number of the 

immigrants, and tried to use the Aliyah to their advantage, as a way to secure their place 

in Turkey. With the pressure, especially from the press, that they had to overcome, the 

Jews who stayed in Turkey tried to stay indifferent to or even against the Aliyah wave. 

The Democratic Party (DP) Istanbul Deputy Salamon Adato, 740  tried to show this 
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movement as the immigration of few poor Jews who were persuaded by bad propaganda. 

Businessmen Eli Burla also minimized the immigration and said that he had no idea about 

a mass movement, that Turkish Jews had no reason to migrate as their living standards 

were good. Some other businessmen who talked to the press repeated similar statements 

concluding that the Jews who decided to move to Palestine were poor, adventurous people 

with no job, while those who stayed were patriotic Turks.741  

The majority of the Jews in contact with the state and the ones in the administration 

of the Jewish Community had to openly oppose Zionism. Of course the community leaders 

and businessmen also suffered from discrimination and knew that the living standards of 

the Jews were not good as was proclaimed. With no modern education and no permanent 

jobs, the future of the Jews from the lower-middle economic class was unhopeful. Their 

burden on the community was also high as most of them received financial assistance. 

The community members that stayed in Turkey were pleased that the immigrants may 

have a brighter future in Israel which welcomed the world Jewry and gave them some 

economic advantages. They were also relieved as a significant economic burden would be 

lifted from the community. As discussed earlier in chapter two, spoken language was a 

major indicator of one’s wealth, education, and social status among the Turkish Jews. For 

Turkish Jews, Judeo-Spanish was the language of the ‘ignorant,’ while French was the 

language of educated and westernized. As the low-middle class who preferred to speak 

Judeo-Spanish immigrated, those that remained were hopeful that the image of the Jews 

would improve with French speakers. 
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Apart from their approach to Zionism, Turkish Jews were not indifferent to the war 

between Israel and the Arab states. It was found out that Jews from Adana and Antalya 

were collecting money for Israel in June 1948 and that they were happy about the success 

of the Israeli army.742 Şalom newspaper was extensively populated with articles about the 

ongoing war, more than any other Turkish national newspaper. There was news about the 

victories of the Jews, pictures of the soldiers, and poems about Zionism. The democratic 

atmosphere and the short lived freedom of the press encouraged Şalom columnists to 

openly respond to anti-Semitic articles published in the press. In 1947 and 1948, 

Columnist Ömer Rıza Doğrul and the articles in Hergün newspaper were the most 

criticized. 

The articles in the Turkish press openly express the surprise over the large wave of 

immigration of the Turkish Jews. The newspapers condemned the decision of the Turkish 

Jews to leave for Israel. They were angry against those who decided to leave the country. 

It was perceived as an insult against the Turkish people who gave the Jews the permission 

to continue to live in the new Turkish Republic as well as an insult to the Turkish people 

who gave the Jews citizenship and all the necessary support required for them to become 

economically successful. The Democratic Party government and the press did not attempt 

to understand the discriminative policies that the Jews had encountered since the 

establishment of the Republic. They did not objectively question the reasons of their mass 

departure; they blamed them. They called the Jewish immigrants ‘ungrateful’ to the 

‘tolerance’ they had received during the Republican era. This would be further 
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justification for the argument that the Jews were not equal citizens of the country but rather 

a heritage of the Ottoman Empire, once protected as dhimmis.  

In October 1948, Sadun S. Savcı from Vatan newspaper stated: “We waited sincere 

fidelity, Turkishness from our minorities.”743 Nurettin Artam from Ulus newspaper wrote; 

“They had fortune, they had prosperity, they had everything but they are leaving anyway. 

Good bye.”744 Nusret Safa Coşkun from Son Posta newspaper said; “The reality is that 

the Jews living in Turkey, our citizens, just think of here as a place to gain money, to live 

comfortably, and leave it in the first opportunity.”745 At the same time, Hanri Soriano, the 

secular president of the Jewish community still rejected the news about the immigration 

in May 1949: “The community has nothing to do with this illegal and wrong 

immigration.”746 

5.8. Turkish Jews in Israel 

In the first years after its establishment, Israel absorbed 684,201 Jews from all over 

the world between 1948-1951.747 Israel was dealing with the rescue of the Holocaust 

survivors in Europe, the Jewish refugees detained in British camps in Cyprus and 

elsewhere, and the Jews from the Arab countries at war with Israel who were expelled or 

had to escape as they were facing existential danger. The mass immigration from Turkey 

following the establishment of Israel in May 1948 came as a surprise to Israeli authorities 
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as well. Such a large number of immigrants was not expected from a country where the 

Jews were considered citizens and were not expelled or faced an existential threat. By the 

end of April 1949, the total number of Turkish Jews who reached Israel was from 10 to 

12 thousand.748 By the end of 1951, a total of 34,547 Jews – making up nearly 40 per cent 

of the Jewish community in Turkey at the time – emigrated from Turkey to Israel.749 Not 

ready and organized for the Turkish Aliyah, Israel tried to control the flow. Since 

September 1948, Israeli authorities demanded to have an official in Turkey to control the 

large Turkish immigration. The Aliyah of the Turkish Jews were mainly organized by 

Zionist organizations before that. Turkey accepted this demand almost a year later, in July 

1949. Victor Eliachar became the representative in Istanbul of the Israeli Ministry of 

Immigration.750 This was even before the opening of the Israeli consulate in Istanbul on 

October 16th, 1949 and before Turkey’s diplomatic representation realized in January 

1950.  

For new immigrants, life in Israel was not easy. Leaving behind their houses with 

electricity and running water in Turkey, they had to live in tents on bare land. There was 

critical food and water shortages. Most of the Turkish Jews settled in urban areas or moved 

to urban areas from transit camps that they were settled in upon their arrival. A small 

minority preferred the agricultural settlements which were the essence of the Zionist ideal. 
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Some moved to or built settlements called Moshav751 or Kibbutz and constructed their own 

houses.752   

The poverty and misery experienced by the first wave of Turkish immigrants 

continued with the difficulties encountered finding jobs. It was believed that the Holocaust 

survivors had priority. The transition was smoother for those who had qualified 

educational backgrounds and some economic capacity. For the majority, lack of education 

and being unqualified was a major handicap. They worked in any job they could find, in 

construction or low end jobs. For the Zionists, the kibbutz or the army were their first 

choice. 

The poverty and lack of basic needs led the Turkish Jews to question their decision. 

Some of them were indecisive about their future. Unlike other immigrants trying to adopt 

to the realities of Israel, Turkish Jews had chosen this path by their own will and they had 

the rare luxury to decide where to head from there. Some moved back to Turkey due to 

unbearable living conditions including poverty, lack of hygiene, diseases, lack of food, 

and basic necessities. Most of them stayed and shared the destiny of the newborn state 

which was trying to deal with a massive flow of immigrants from all over the world and 

already engaged in war with Arab armies.  
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For the Turkish Jews in Israel another mission was given. They were seen as 

ambassadors of peace between the two countries. Eli Shaul, a Turkish Jew and writer for 

Şalom newspaper, stated that friendship between Turkey and Israel was essential for peace 

and progress in the Middle East and that Turkish Jews had some duties. Reminding this 

group that they were Turkish citizens and therefore Turks even in Israel he said that, 

“Turkish Jews have to encourage the friendship and cooperation between these two 

countries. The duty of every Turkish Jew who goes to Israel is to make good publicity for 

Turkey and endear it to outsiders, fomenting economic, cultural, and political 

cooperation.”753 From Şaul’s advice, the most important point is the fact that the Turkish 

Jews saw themselves as Turks, even after their migration to Israel, and that they had a 

duty to their native country, Turkey. Turkish Jews encountered many discriminatory 

measures and economic pressures but far from harboring hostility towards Turkey, they 

still like the country and Atatürk, the founder of modern Turkey. As mentioned in many 

interviews conducted with the Turkish Jews who moved to Israel in 1948, their Turkish 

identity persevered decades following their Aliyah. Batyam became a little Turkey in 

Israel. 

5.9. The Recognition of Israel – 28 March 1949 

Israel received almost immediate recognition within minutes in its declaration day 

on May 15th, 1948 from the United States and two days later from the Soviet Union. Israel 

needed balanced relations with both sides and adopted a policy of i-hizdahut (non-

identification) based on non-engagement with any bloc during the Cold War. Both sides 
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thought that they could persuade this new country with its very strategic location to join 

their bloc and continued their support in the diplomatic arena. 

Turkey was following the developments in the world very closely but according to 

Şalom newspaper it was caught by surprise with Israel’s immediate recognition. In an 

article published in Şalom newspaper on May 20th, 1948 this was clearly stated: “Turkey 

believed that only Soviet Union will recognize Israel and will send soldiers and arms. The 

immediate recognition of the United States surprised Ankara.”754  

During the Cold War, Turkey evaluated all its foreign policy decisions in terms of 

the Soviet threat. On February 26th of 1948 Eli Şaul from Şalom newspaper felt the 

necessity to write an article about the differences between Zionism and Communism, 

which was the main enemy according to the Turkish public. The majority of the news in 

the Turkish press related both: “There are American and British originated news about 

how Palestine is the volcano of the Soviet Union, how they send real communists with 

Russian immigrants to Palestine. It is like Zionism equals communism.”755  

For Turkey, establishing good relations with the powerful United States was the 

main reason to recognize Israel because “the policy of active neutrality that served Ankara 

well during the course of the war, appeared insufficient in the post-war era to resist Soviet 

expansionist demands.” 756  However, there was caution employed in establishing 

diplomatic relations with Israel as Turkey feared the Arab reaction. Turkey’s tendency to 

maintain diplomatic relations with Israel despite accusations of betraying the Arab cause 

was due primarily to Israel’s alignment with the West.  
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Turkish-Israeli relations were formalized on March 28th, 1949. Turkey was the first 

Muslim majority state to recognize the newly established Jewish state after the country’s 

independence on May 14th, 1948. Turkey was a unique example of a Muslim majority 

country recognizing Israel until 1979 when Egypt, the first Arab country, signed a peace 

treaty with Israel.757 Importantly, during the Shah regime, Iran, another Muslim majority 

country, de facto recognized Israel and started economic and technical cooperation.758 The 

official recognition of Israel by Turkey was announced as follows, “The immediate 

recognition of the state of Israel is decided in a Foreign Ministry meeting held on March 

24th, 1949 with the minutes numbered 35870/115”759 which was read on the council of 

ministers decree signed by the President of the Republic Ismet Inönü.760 The decision of 

the council was published in the Official Gazette of the Republic of Turkey on April 1, 

1949.761 

Turkey was the first country in the Middle East and Asia to recognize Israel, but at 

the same time it was one of the last European countries to do so.762 Eli Shaul from Şabat 

newspaper wrote a column titled “What are we waiting for to recognize the state of 
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Israel?” He stated that 35 nations including the entire western block have already 

recognized Israel; “Israel is becoming a member of the United Nations. Even the Arab 

states may recognize once the Rhodes discussions results in an affirmative decision.” He 

warned about the economic opportunities for Turkey, as Israel was an exporter country: 

“According to the Prime Ministry’s statistics, in 1947, Turkey sold all the Arab countries 

a total of 40 million liras worth of merchandise, while sales to Palestine alone totaled 

about 46 million liras.”763 

Cumhuriyet newspaper announced the news as: “We decided to recognize the State 

of Israel. We hope this country will not be an element of expansion and violate the rights 

in the Middle East, but an element of peace and tranquility.” Cumhuriyet explained the 

delay in the decision to recognize Israel as the importance it gave to the reaction of the 

Arab world.764 Hürriyet newspaper announced the news on its front page as well. The 

headline was about the future of Turkish-American relations and a potential arms aid bill 

in the U.S. Congress.765 This choice showed clearly what Israel signified for Turkey. Yeni 

Gazete newspaper announced the news with the headline; “We recognized the State of 

Israel” and the flag of Israel766 This newspaper and its columnist Asım Us767 have severely 

criticized the creation of a Jewish state in Palestine. Then the newspaper changed its tone 

and talked about possible economic relations between the two countries.768 Even Asım 
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Us769 wrote that the recognition of Israel by Turkey was delayed.770 One can conclude that 

even though a Jewish state in Palestine was not preferred, Israel was accepted when it 

became an internationally recognized reality and Turkey changed its policy in a pragmatic 

way. This could be clearly seen in the Asım Us’ articles. 

On the other hand, for the Arabs, Turkey was the first ‘Muslim’ country to recognize 

Israel and betrayed the Arab cause and their religious solidarity. Turkey had to address 

this issue on several occasions. At the opening ceremony of the Grand National Assembly 

of Turkey (Türkiye Büyük Millet Meclisi, TBMM) on November 1st, 1949, Ismet Inönü 

explained the decision to recognize Israel as follows:771  “Political relations with the 

newborn state of Israel are established. We hope that this state will be an element of peace 

and stability in the Near East. Peace and trust in the Near East is an important desire for 

all of us.” Şükrü Esmer’s article “Recognition of Israel” in Ulus newspaper restated that 

Israel was an established fact and that this was the first condition to solve the problem in 

Palestine. He also added that the Arab states de facto recognized Israel with the truce 

agreement.772 Similar to Esmer, Turkey’s Foreign Minister Necmettin Sadak defended 

Turkey’s decision to recognize Israel against Arab criticism by saying that Israel was a 

reality which more than 30 countries had already recognized. In response to critics who 

accused his government of betraying the Arab cause, he argued that the Arabs themselves 

had already recognized the new state, as they negotiated with Israel in Rhodes.773 Foreign 
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Minister Necmeddin Sadak explained the decision to recognize Israel as a necessity in 

order to be impartial in their work in the Palestine Conciliation Commission.774 He also 

supported Turkish foreign policy on Palestinian issue: “Turkey as a faithful and honorable 

member of the UN, cannot dissociate itself from the decisions adopted.”775 ‘Betrayal of 

Islam’ became the major Arab accusation of Turkey. 776  Ömer Rıza Doğrul from 

Cumhuriyet newspaper emphasized that the recognition of Israel had nothing to do with 

Islam since Turkey was a secular state.777 In the state archives778 of the prime ministry of 

Israel, the beginning of Turkish-Israeli relations is explained as a pragmatic foreign policy 

decision of Inonü: 

 “On 29 November 1947 the UN General Assembly voted to partition 

Mandatory Palestine and to establish a Jewish state alongside an Arab state 

there. The Arab states opposed the resolution and Turkey was among the 13 

countries that voted against the proposal out of Muslim solidarity. However, 

after the state of Israel became a fact, and after democratic elections were held 

for a constituent assembly, which became the first Knesset, the then Turkish 

president, Ismet Inönü, who conducted a pragmatic foreign policy, decided to 
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recognize the new state and established diplomatic relations with it on the 

level of ministers.”779 

 

5.10. An Historical Date: The Opening of the Israeli Consulate in Istanbul 

Following the official recognition of the State of Israel, the Israeli Consulate in 

Turkey was opened on October 16th, 1949 at Sıraselviler Avenue, Taksim, Istanbul.780 A 

big crowd including some 27,000 members of the Turkish Jewish community were present 

at the inauguration of the Israeli Consulate.781 According to Rıfat Bali, the numbers varied 

from 15 to 20 thousand. Out of fear of public reaction to a Jewish crowd in Taksim, the 

community leaders warned the Turkish Jews not to go to the inauguration ceremony; this 

warning was ignored and a crowd of historical proportions was present for the event. There 

was not any negative reaction or incident that day.782 

The Deputy Mayor of Jerusalem Abraham Elmaleh was present at the ceremony. 

The Israeli flag was hoisted by the daughter of the chief Rabbi of the Ashkenazi 

community of Turkey; “The street was very crowded. I was there very early. There were 

many Jews in one place as never seen before. There were also many Muslims forming the 

crowd who waited the opening ceremony of the Israeli consulate. There was a little 

balcony in the flat and the flagpole was there. There was not any speech, I think because 

there was no place to do so, the balcony was very small. Bella Şapoşnik hoisted the flag 
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toward the sky slowly and the national theme of Israel, Hatikva783 (Hope) played at the 

same time. Everybody was very emotional; it was like a dream coming true.”784 Israeli 

Consul Victor Eliachar held a press conference after the flag hoisting ceremony and 

visited the Atatürk monument in Taksim to lay a wreath, later the same day. The Atatürk 

monument, with the blue and white wreath symbolizing the flag of Israel, and the 

consulate building became a place of pilgrimage for Jews. The wreath was taken the same 

night to stop the crowds from coming there. This decision upset the Jews.785  

The press attacked the Jews who attended the inauguration ceremony. Hakkı Süha 

Gezgin from Vakit newspaper questioned the meaning of the crowd. “It is normal to have 

a foreign ambassador when the state recognizes another state. What is with the crowd? It 

is like all the Jewish community was present in the ceremony. It is said that 30-40 thousand 

Jews from Balat, Ada, Moda… all the Jews of Istanbul were there. What represents this 

consulate other than a country established in Palestine? We gave them Turkish citizenship, 

they have all the rights in this country like we do, they control all the economy, get the 

crème of the gain, they live happily here. But we have never seen from them any 

generosity for Turkey and in spite that, we never changed our policy towards them. So 

what is the meaning of this crowd? Are they taking this consulate as the consulate of the 

Jews of Istanbul? This is how we found out the truth under their masks.”786   

As a result of consultations between the two countries, Turkey’s first diplomatic 

mission to Israel was officially opened in Tel Aviv with the presentation of the Letter of 
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Credence of Seyfullah Esin, the first chargé d’affaires , to the President of Israel Chaim 

Weizmann on January 7th, 1950.”787 Four days later, on January 11, 1950, it was Israel’s 

first chargé d’affaires  to Turkey Eliyahu Sasson who submitted his credentials to the 

President of the Republic of Turkey Ismet Inönü. On June 14th, 1950, days after the 

Democrats came to power, Turkey raised the level of Ankara’s representation in Israel 

from chargé d’affaires  to envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary.788 This was 

part of a pro-Western policy aimed at enabling Turkey to join NATO. During the Cold 

War, Israel served as a Western ally to counter Soviet alliances in the Arab countries. 

Relations between the countries were low profile while in reality a ghost pact was 

decided.789 

5.11. Turkish Foreign Policy During the Cold War 

In the context of the Cold War, Israel was a U.S. ally, while Arab states tended to 

be closer to the Soviet Union. At the same time, the U.S. was the new leader of the Middle 

East after Britain left its position following the end of the Second World War. This 

facilitated Turkey’s stance toward the new country. American financial support was 

crucial for Turkey’s struggle with economic problems after the Second World War. The 

Truman doctrine had placed Turkey as an important country and included it in the 

Marshall Plan that would come to help Turkey overcome some of its economic woes. 

Ankara also wanted to be part of the international security organization NATO in order to 
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guarantee its membership in the bloc against the Soviet threat. This desire was the natural 

and predictable result of the western policies Turkey had chosen.  

During the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, Turkey did not give the Arabs much of a chance 

of victory.790 Israel’s military victories strengthened its position as “vital to any effective 

Middle East defense system” among the Turkish military and it supported Israeli control 

of the strategic Haifa port; “Israel was the only power able to assure its security in case of 

war.”791 According to Turkish ruling elites, the presence of strong and stable Israel in 

south of Syria deterred Syria from attacking Turkey.792  

Turkey tried to find a balance in its foreign policy toward Israel with whom it shared 

common strategic interests and toward Arab countries with whom it shared mutual 

cultural, historical bonds. Turkey and the Arab world could be seen as having a love-hate 

relationship. A cultural rift started between Turkey and the Arabs with the establishment 

of the Turkish Republic. The change in the Turkish written language from Arabic script 

to Latin and purification of Turkish language from Arabic (and Persian) words was 

interpreted as an anti-Arab move raising a psychological barrier between the two nations. 

Territorial disputes with Syria and Iraq for Mosul, Kirkuk, and Alexandretta raised a threat 

to Arab solidarity and were perceived as a Turkish imperial move similar to the Ottomans. 

Turkey’s recognition of the State of Israel, undermined the economic embargo imposed 

by the Arab states. Its passive stance on the Palestinian issue was perceived by all Arabs 

as a betrayal. In a war that was ongoing between the Arabs and Israel, Turkey was seen as 
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siding with Israel.793 The Arab uprising during the Ottoman era was still very fresh in the 

minds of Turkey’s elites. Arab oriented policies received criticism as Arabs were viewed 

as those who “stabbed us in the back”794 during the First World War.795 The recognition 

of Israel was explained by some as a reprisal against the Arabs, and by some as anti-

Arabism.796 “The enemy of my enemy is my friend” can be another explanation of the 

decision to recognize Israel.797  

Besides having the support of the United States, some hoped that direct diplomatic 

relations between Israel and Turkey would facilitate a relationship between Turkey and 

the U.S. with the help of powerful American-Jewish communities. This hope was fulfilled. 

Israel supported Turkey’s candidacy for the UN Security Council Middle East seat in 

1950. Israel played an active role sending emissaries to Latin America and Western 

Europe to support Ankara and Turkey won the seat against Lebanon, which was supported 

by the Soviet bloc.798 

For Turkey, Turkish-Israeli relations were a projection of Turkish-American 

relations.799 Turkey tried to foster its image as a democratic, tolerant, and western state.800 

This required Turkish support to Jewish migration to Palestine despite its Republican ideal 
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and the opposition of the Arab states. As such, it is not surprising that Turkey facilitated 

the immigration to Turkish Jews during the Aliyah wave starting in 1948. However, the 

American Jewry did not forget the discriminative policies such as the Capital Tax and at 

first resisted cooperation with Turkey.801 In 1950, Turkey sent a Turkish brigade to aid 

UN forces and to strengthen its ties with the U.S. The importance Israel gave to the 

development of bilateral relations with Turkey and the military support it provided during 

the Korean War increased the trust Turkey had for the new country.802 

Turkish-Israeli relations depended on many external factors. The history of Turkish-

Israeli relations is marked by numerous high and low points. Pragmatism and flexibility 

marked Turkish foreign policy in that era.803 As a protégé of the U.S., Israel gained a 

positive position in the Turkish press. Consequently, an admiration for Israel and its 

achievements in the desert started. There were still some anti-Semitic articles in the press 

but they were mostly marginalized. There was positive news about the U.S. and Israel in 

the press. There was curiosity toward this new state which was victorious in a fight against 

several Arab countries. Journalist Sami Kohen explains; “Israel was a brand new country; 

it did not have any negative reputation. There was not anti-Israel movement in Turkey. 

On the contrary there was an admiration to this tiny country who created a heaven from 

desert.”804 

Until 1950, the press was still under the rigid control of the state as there was no 

opposition.805 In the multi-party era, RPP was “not as insulated from popular sentiments 
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as it had been before,”806 and in the mid-1950s a clear distinction among political parties’ 

Middle Eastern policy was seen and open criticism began.807  

5.12. Turkish Aliyah expanded 

Turkish Jewish immigration to Israel continued legally and illegally following the 

recognition of the state of Israel in 1949. Though legal, it was still a difficult process. The 

ships were not permitted to dock in Istanbul. They waited far from the pier, in the Marmara 

Sea. A Turkish Jew I.S. who agreed to be interviewed but did not want to reveal his name 

explains his story: “In 1935, following the Thrace events, my parents were afraid and tried 

to move to Palestine with me as a baby. But even after we got a family visa for Palestine, 

our entry was rejected by the British and we had to come back to Istanbul. In my youth I 

joined Betar. My plan was not to migrate to Israel but to help the ones who wanted to go. 

There was a big white boat in the Bosphorus. Everything was legal but the Turkish 

government did not give permission to debark. The passengers had to be transferred with 

small boats. We were there as guards, controlling, trying to protect the passengers. I have 

never tried to make Aliyah again but my father did. He moved to Israel in 1978, almost 

forty years following his first attempt, and a few years later he died there.”808  

One tried to collect the memories of the ones who moved to Israel with the Turkish 

Aliyah of 1948. The following memoirs and interviews are the results of this aim: 

Tulumbacılar (former name given to fire brigade): A group of young Turkish Jews 

tried to escape to Palestine illegally. Their leader rented a boat and they began their 
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dangerous journey. Six of them had shared their story to my colleague in 1997: “We were 

part of the secret group HaHalutz. From 1943 this organization tried to facilitate Turkish 

immigration to Palestine. We met at homes and learn Hebrew, Jewish history and follow 

the news about Palestine. Some of us were part of Tel Hai. It was impossible to get a 

passport for Palestine. Some got their passport for Italy and then went to Palestine. We 

wanted to go to Palestine. We heard of many young people trying to go through Syria or 

by boat through Iskenderun. Yaakov Krudo, our leader organized a boat in Haliç, Istanbul. 

On February 29th, 1949, 69 young men from age 18 to 20, including myself, sailed for 

Palestine in secrecy with only the clothes we had on us. It was a very dangerous journey. 

We had to stop in Greece because our engine was broken. After 10 days, we were 

expecting an orchestra to welcome us to Haifa because we made it, but instead the officers 

ran to help the Bulgarian refugee boat with 3500 people. Some of us went to kibbutz, some 

of us joined the army.”809  

Turkish Jews were different from the others Jews coming from the death camps and 

detention camps in Europe of the Nazi era or the ones escaping from the Arab countries. 

Turkish Jews has made Aliyah without any existential danger. This is why even though 

theirs was a dangerous journey and they had encountered many discriminations 

throughout the Republican era, priority was given to the Jews escaping death. In March 

10th, 1949 Şalom conducted an interview with the captain Nazım Aynacıoğlu of the boat 

Demirhisar, one of the first boats carrying Turkish Jews to Israel. The interview was very 

short and published in Judeo-Spanish. The captain told of his twelve trips to Israel. He 

                                                           
809 Suzanne Tarablus, conference notes on ‘Tulumbacılar’ based on her interviews with six of them. May 

1997. NP (Courtesy of Tarablus) 
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was astonished by the developments in Haifa and  stated that it was pity this new state was 

at war.810  

In Israel, one had the chance to listen the stories of Turkish Jews who made Aliyah 

following the recognition of Israel by Turkey. S.G. was one of them. He did not want to 

talk about his past in Turkey, he began our conversation by explaining, “I don’t talk 

politics and don’t ask me how I came to Israel.” These were the preconditions given by 

S.G., who did not want to reveal his name. S.G. was born in 1930, to a family living in 

Balat. He had a twin and 6 brothers and sisters. His father was a cook and had his own 

restaurant, which he had to sell to pay the Capital Tax. The tax severely affected the living 

standards of the family. His father became a cook in a hospital and all the family had to 

work because his salary was very low. S.G had to drop out of secondary school in order 

to work as well. His sister got married and moved to Tel Aviv in 1948 to start a new life. 

He immigrated to Israel in April 1949 during a ceasefire with his twin brother. They left 

Istanbul on boat; “There was a war and Israel was alone against all the Arab countries 

attacking her. I had to go there. I wanted to go in 1948 but my mother convinced me not 

to.” “There was nothing in Israel and life was very hard,” he recalled, “everything was 

given with vouchers.” On their third day in Israel he and his twin entered the army. He 

participated in four wars including Yom Kippur in 1973. “I could have died,” he 

explained. Once discharged from the army in 1951, he worked in all kinds of jobs, 

including as laborer in construction projects: “It was a job unimaginable for me in 

Turkey.” He closely followed news about Turkey; “I recall the recognition of Israel by 

Turkey. I felt pride when I heard it.” He did not return to Turkey until 1956, when his 

                                                           
810 “Un entrevista kon el kapitan del vapor Demirhisar” Şalom Newspaper March 10th 1949  
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father was in his death bed and returned again in 1966 to see his family. His mother and 

two brothers immigrated to Israel as well in 1969. He got married to a Turkish Jew he met 

in the army and had two children. The children identify themselves as Israelis. They do 

not speak Turkish, nor are they interested in learning it, and they visited Turkey only once 

or twice as tourists. He explained that loneliness was the main feeling he recalls from that 

era. Everybody was fighting for their own survival. “If I had my present experience, 

maybe I would not have come to Israel,” he said adding that he does not regret his decision.  

Yusuf C. immigrated to Israel in December 1949 with his family when he was 11 

years old.  He went to primary school in Turkey and his Turkish is still fluent. They spoke 

in Judeo-Spanish at home because his mother did not know Turkish. They immigrated to 

Israel because his 17-year-old brother had joined Betar and wanted to go to Israel. His 

mother did not want to leave her son alone and persuaded her husband to sell their house 

in Kadıköy and their store in Eminönü. They moved to Israel on a boat called Etrusk. 

When they first came to Israel they had to live in a tent over bare land. It was 

snowing for the first time in years. It was very cold. Then they moved to a village. Yusuf 

joined a kibbutz for two years while his brother joined the army. He recalls the sadness of 

his father, who had not wanted to come in the first place. It was hard to find a job. His 

father had to work in 40oC degree heat on road construction and whatever job he could 

find. He was unhappy and wanted to return to Istanbul, but could not. He was a heavy 

smoker and died of its consequences. “We were not rich but we were okay in Istanbul. We 

lived in Kadıköy in a nice apartment with four bedrooms, running water and electricity. 

My father was a tradesman; he was the employer of 5-6 people. Moving was very hard, 

especially for him. He was not happy here. He regretted his decision. I miss Turkey. I used 

to play with Muslim kids. We were a group against the Greeks in the neighborhood. My 
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wife is a Turkish Jew from Balat. She cooks Turkish-Sefarad cuisine at home. My children 

define themselves as Israelis and they don’t know Turkish.” 

Yitshak Nae born in Istanbul, immigrated to Israel alone in 1949 at the age of 13, a 

week after the celebration of his Bar-Mitzva.811 He was a member of Betar. “From the age 

of nine I had a group of friends with whom I discussed the developments in Israel. Some 

teenagers took us to the forests or empty land to practice shooting and basic exercises.812 

It is hard to believe that a child of 9 years old would be part of such an organization. It 

seems likely that the group started as a play or basic religious teaching group and later 

evolved into its Zionist program. Nae continues; “In 1949, they said to us ‘If you love 

Israel, if you are a Zionist, you should go there. So we went. 100-150 teenagers; boys and 

girls aged from 13 to 17. We were part of Aliyat HaNoar.” 13 was a very early age, when 

asked about his parents, he told that they did not know anything until the last minute. He 

had signed on their behalf the documents to get a passport. “It was prohibited to talk about 

our journey. They helped me get my passport. They told me to go to Bankalar Avenue 

with a photo. That was all I did.” He remembers the storm during their trip. What should 

have been a three day journey lasted two weeks. “We, 25-30 Turcanos (Turks), went to a 

kibbutz where we spent a half day in school and a half day working in the field. We did 

not know Hebrew. We stayed first in tents. It was snowing for the first time.” “From the 

Turcanos there were only eight of us left in the kibbutz two years following our arrival. 

They others returned back to Turkey. I stayed. I never regret my decision to migrate to 

                                                           
811 Religious celebration of maturity of a Jewish boy at the age of 13. For the girls it is called Bat-Mitzva 

and it is held at the age of 12. 
812 It is possible that they used the agricultural villages of JCA in Sultanbeyli, Istanbul to practice (The 

village where Erol Güney stayed according to Haluk Oral and M. Şeref Özsoy, Erol Güney’in Ke(n)disi, 

(Istanbul Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2005), 59-64. 
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Israel. I had to resist many difficulties; I was all alone, I had to go fishing at night to gain 

some pocket money, during holidays I had no where to go, I was the youngest of our 

group.” He got married to a local Jewish lady whose family lived in Safed for at least 

seven generations. He learned Arabic to communicate with her family. After the kibbutz, 

he joined the army as a marine. “I had to leave my wife on the night of our wedding to go 

for a secret mission, we had to live in a room of an apartment with four other families as 

a married man with two children.  There was nothing in Israel, we had to buy food and 

other basic necessities with voucher.” He still have the vouchers and shows them to his 

grand children to explain the progress of Israel. Following the army, he worked as laborer 

in constructions and in any job he could find. He entered Bank Leumi as a courier, finished 

high school and got the necessary degrees to became a bank clerk and left the bank as 

deputy branch officer. He has four children. He understands Turkish but prefers to speak 

in Judeo-Spanish. He went to Istanbul for the first time in 1973 to visit his mother. He 

became an Israeli citizen and left his Turkish identity behind. He does not have much 

contact with the Turkish community in Israel.  

Sara was born in Balat, Istanbul and moved to Israel in 1949 with her family. They 

could not make it and returned back. She does not remember the reasons of their 

immigration as she was very little. Then she moved to Israel again in the 1960s. When she 

wanted to visit Istanbul she learnt that her passport was not valid as her citizenship was 

revoked. She did not want to talk about this subject, nor the reasons of her decisions to 

leave Turkey. She was still very upset and offended. She was happy to hear Turkish in the 

cosmetics store that she was working. She was the one who approached and started to talk, 

but later she was unreachable with the phone number she gave, and I could not learn more 

of her story. 
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Another witness was T. who did not want to reveal her name. T. was part of a 

Muslim family living in Hasköy, a predominantly Jewish quarter. She was a child when 

the immigration of the Turkish Jews to Israel changed the demography of Istanbul and the 

neighborhood she lived in with her family. Born in 1941, She recalls the Jews as a 

hardworking community. She remembers vividly the fathers and brothers of her friends 

going to work early in the morning, dressed very chic with a portable food container at 

hand prepared by their mother or wife.  She recalls them as very clean and polite. She and 

her other Muslim friends switched their light buttons on once a week during Shabbats, as 

it was prohibited to religious Jews. She remembers the sorrow during the good byes in the 

neighborhood and how sad it was to see them leaving their homes for Israel. Following 

their departures, Muslim families replaced the Jews in Hasköy but the harmony and 

friendship disappeared. T. and her family felt alienated in their neighborhood and moved 

to Maçka, a cosmopolitan quarter of Istanbul.      

There are many stories that remain untold from the Turkish Aliyah of 1948. The 

most fascinating common property of all the interviewees was their love and nostalgia for 

Istanbul, for Turkey, and pride for being part of Israel. Walter F. Weiker conducted a 

research on various Jewish communities from different origins in Israel. He tried to 

analyze how these communities perceive each other. The Israeli population had 

difficulties in expressing their feelings about the Turkish Jews in Israel. They answered 

as “nothing” most of the time when asked to describe Turkish Jews in Israel. They did not 

know them. On the other hand, they could express easily their feelings about Jews coming 

from other countries, even if it was pure stereotype. Weiker called the Turkish Jews as 

‘the un-seen.’ He says that their lack of presence in politics, lack of involvement in cultural 

activities, and lack of interaction with the general public were the main reasons for this. 
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Some of the Turkish Jews explained this result with their history and their collective 

memory of survival in Turkey.813  This result was not surprising as the negative teaching 

continued to be in effect even in the Jewish state. Turkish Jews living in Israel searched 

solidarity with other Turks, become a closed community and Turkish language became 

the main determinant of a common identity. 

5.13. Cultural and Economic Relations 

Israel was eager to have close relations with Turkey, a non-Arab country in its 

vicinity. A member of the Liberal Party Baruch Uziel delivered a series of lectures before 

the establishment of the State of Israel. In these lectures, he stressed the danger for the 

Jewish state as “the imperialistic idea behind the Arab League, aimed at forming a large 

Arab Confederation, or empire.” He suggested seeking strong allies among ethnic groups 

living under the same political conditions and facing the same dangers; Jews in the land 

of Israel, the Maronites in Lebanon, the Alawites in Syria, Turks, Greeks, Armenians, 

Kurds, Assyrians, and Persians. This minority alliance could equal the Arabs in number 

and exceed them in cultural and military power. Uziel was seeking a balance in the region 

against the Arabs while aware of the difficulties such a minority alliance would face, such 

as political conflicts between Turks and Kurds or Persians and Kurds, and Islamic bonds 

that tied these peoples to the Arabs.814 Turkey’s importance to Israel was not only its 

geographical location and the strategic value of Turkey in the emerging East/West rivalry, 

but also its proximity to the Arab world, which made it easier to develop undercover 

                                                           
813 Walter F. Weiker, “The Un-Seen Israelis: The Jews from Turkey”, The Jerusalem Center for Public 

Affairs, 1988. Trans. Netsi Kasuto for Tel Aviv Türkiyeliler Derneği Kültür Komisyonu Yayın dizisi, 2. 
814 Ofra Bengio, Türkiye İsrail, Hayalet İttifaktan Stratejik İşbirliğine (Istanbul: Erguvan, 2009), 59-65. 
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contacts at all levels.815  As historian Ofra Bengio explained; “Israel did not consider 

Turkey to be within its scope of threat, which was initially limited to the Arab World.”816 

Israel developed foreign policy principles and expanding economic relations was one of 

them.817  

Turkey had economic relations while Palestine was still under the British Mandate 

and these have continued ever since. The exports from Turkey to Palestine were valued at 

18 million dollars during the years 1946-1949 and Palestine was the third largest foreign 

market for Turkey. 818  Most of the economic activities were performed by the Jews 

represented by the Jewish Agency. 

The first economic relations between Turkey and Israel started much earlier than the 

formal recognition in 1949, even before Israel’s establishment. Turkey in practice had 

already recognized the Jewish Agency in Palestine when it participated in a fair in Tel 

Aviv in 1936819 with a Turkish pavilion.820 The Jewish Agency participated in the Izmir 

International Fair in 1938. The same year, the Foreign Trade Institute founded by the 

Agency established a branch in Turkey.821 The Zionist flag was flown in Izmir during the 

“Fair of Jewish Industry in Palestine” in 1945.822  

                                                           
815 Amikam Nachmani, Israel, Turkey and Greece, Uneasy relations in the East Mediterranean (New 

Jersey: Frank Cass & Co, 1987), 4. 
816 Dan Arbell, “The U.S. – Turkey – Israel Triangle” Center for Middle East Policy at Brookings 

Analysis Paper No 34, October 2014. 
817 Ofra Bengio, Türkiye İsrail, Hayalet İttifaktan Stratejik İşbirliğine (Istanbul: Erguvan, 2009), 59-65. 
818 Atay Akdevelioğlu, Ömer Kürkçüoğlu, “İsrail’le ilişkiler” Türk Dış Politikası Volume I 1919-1980. 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2001), 643. 
819 “Tel Aviv (Filistin) Şark Panayırı” advertisement in Cumhuriyet April 4th, 1936. 
820 George Gruen, “Turkey, Israel & The Palestine Question: A Study in the Diplomacy of Ambivalence” 

Unpublished PhD thesis Columbia University, 1970, 10.  
821 George Gruen, “Turkey, Israel & The Palestine Question: A Study in the Diplomacy of Ambivalence” 

Unpublished PhD thesis Columbia University, 1970, 22-23. 
822 İbid. 
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Just a month after the creation of the State of Israel, on June 30, 1948, Turkey and 

Israel signed a postal agreement. There was a need for this service as stated in an article 

published in Şalom on April 29th 1948.823 The agreement was severely protested by Arab 

countries. Turkey defended its decision by the fact that there were more than 100,000 

Turkish citizens living in Israel and the decision was made out of humanitarian 

concerns.824  

Turkey’s Prime Minister Celal Bayar met with Israeli President Chaim Weizman 

and the head of the Jewish Agency political department Moshe Shertok in 1948 to discuss 

export opportunities for Turkey to the U.S. with the help of American Jews. They reached 

an agreement on a direct on Turkish Maritime Line to Haifa and Tel Aviv. Turkey also 

authorized representatives of the Jewish Agency to facilitate the migration of the European 

Jews to Palestine via Turkey.825  

The Turkish intention to cultivate economic relations had already begun with the 

Jewish community in Palestine.826 Another commercial transaction that angered the Arabs 

was the Turkish agricultural exports to Israel. Turkey became an important resource for 

Israel, a state that could not produce enough for its population which increased rapidly 

due to an influx of Holocaust survivors from Europe and immigrants from the Middle 

East.827 To secure the imports from Turkey, Israel sent for the first time a plane with the 

                                                           
823 “Posta anlaşması” Şalom newspaper, April 29th, 1948 
824 Atay Akdevelioğlu, Ömer Kürkçüoğlu, “İsrail’le ilişkiler” Türk Dış Politikası Volume I 1919-1980. 

(Istanbul: İletişim, 2001), 640.  
825 George Gruen, “Turkey, Israel & The Palestine Question: A Study in the Diplomacy of Ambivalence” 

Unpublished PhD thesis Columbia University, 1970, 23-24. 
826 In 1946 Palestine raned third largest importer of Turkish goods. In 1947 Palestine bought five times as 

much as it sold to Turkey. Israel had become a major market for surplus Turkish commodities; George 

Gruen, “Turkey, Israel & The Palestine Question: A Study in the Diplomacy of Ambivalence” 

Unpublished PhD thesis Columbia University, 1970,  61-62. 
827 Ibid, 66. 
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Israeli flag to Istanbul in August 1948. Turkey permitted the plane to land without 

diplomatic recognition saying that the crew had valid British Palestinian passports.828 

After the recognition of Israel on March 28th, 1949, official agreements increased 

gradually.829 According to Şalom newspaper dated August 1948, Son Saat newspaper 

declared that Israel had  demanded to export melon, watermelon, and eggs from Turkey. 

Eggs were already exported to Israel but the fruits were added as their prices were 

decreased.830 

In November 1950, El-Al started regular weekly flights to Istanbul. 831  An air 

transport agreement was signed in Ankara on February 5, 1951 with Israel, but Turkey did 

not invite any journalists not wanting the agreement to be publicized.832 This was a typical 

example of the future relations between Turkey and Israel; cooperation in secrecy. 

Relations between the countries maintained a low profile publicly, while inside closed 

doors a secret cooperation, especially in intelligence, was going on since 1958. That year, 

a secret meeting was held between Prime Minister of Turkey Adnan Menderes, Minister 

of Foreign Affairs of Turkey Fatin Rüştü Zorlu, Prime Minister of Israel David Ben 

Gurion and Minister of Foreign Affairs of Israel Golda Meir in Ankara.833  

Following the recognition of Israel by Turkey, many friendship encounters were 

organized. In March 1950 Fenerbahçe soccer team visited Israel834 and in June 1950, the 

Israeli soccer team Hapoel visited Istanbul for friendly soccer matches. On October 28, 

                                                           
828 Ibid, 67. 
829 Avram Leyon, “Türkiye-İsrail Ticaret anlaşması” Şalom June 9th, 1949 
830 “Relasyones komersiyales entre la Turkiya i Yisrael” Şalom newspaper August 19th, 1948. 
831 George Gruen, “Turkey, Israel & The Palestine Question: A Study in the Diplomacy of Ambivalence” 

Unpublished PhD thesis Columbia University, 1970, 148. 
832 Ibid, 149. 
833 Ofra Bengio, Türkiye İsrail, Hayalet İttifaktan Stratejik İşbirliğine (Istanbul: Erguvan, 2009) 
834 Fenerbahçe Preparatory matches 1950 http://www.fenerbahcem.gen.tr/Hazirlik-maclari-1950-

1959.html (Accessed on October 30th, 2014) 
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1950, the two countries for the first time had an international soccer match in Tel Aviv 

and then in Istanbul. After the match in Istanbul, technical director of Israeli national team 

Laszlo Szekelly became Fenerbahçe’s technical director for the years 1951 to 1953.835 

In 1952, Israel erected a monument in honor of the Ottoman pilots whose plane 

crashed in 1914 in Kibbutz Haon. On January 5, 1953, a new forest named after the 

founder of the Turkish Republic Mustafa Kemal Atatürk was planted in Mount Carmel, 

Israel. The president of Israel Yitzhak Ben-Zvi was present in the inauguration ceremony 

together with Turkey’s chargé d’affaires  to Israel Şefket Istinyeli.  

Israel participated in the Izmir International Fair in the summer of 1952. Turkish 

President Celal Bayar, Prime Minister Adnan Menderes, Turkish Ministry of Economy 

and Commerce Fethi Çelikbaş, and Israel’s commercial attaché Moshe Gali were present 

at the inauguration ceremony of the Israeli stand at the exhibition.836 A day after a 7.4 

magnitude earthquake hit Kütahya, Israel sent relief aid in an Israeli force cargo plane on 

March 18, 1953.  

Three vessels of the Israeli navy visited Istanbul on July 7, 1954. Şalom Newspaper 

announced the arrival of the Israeli navy with the headline: “Friendly Israeli navy came to 

Istanbul and saluted the city with 21 artillery fire.837 The cooperation between naval forces 

started with the meeting of Israeli Colonel Shlomo Erell and Turkish Admiral Rıdvan 

Korol. Navy officers visited Ataturk Monument in Taksim, Istanbul and marched down 

Taksim Square saluting the public.838  

                                                           
835 Technical directors of Fenerbahçe. http://www.turkfutbolu.net/tarih/teknik.html (Accessed on October 

30, 2014) 
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Until the Suez crisis in 1956, the bilateral relations between the two countries 

developed rapidly. Turkey opened a valuable alternative to Israel facing economic boycott 

from the Arab states. On April 29, 1955, President Ismet Inönü attended Israel’s 

Independence Day reception in Ankara. At the same time, the relations with World Jewry 

developed in a way that World Jewish Congress (WJC) deputies visited Turkey in 

September 1952. Turkish Foreign Minister Fuat Köprülü said to the representatives of 

WJC that there was no discrimination among Turkish citizens on the basis of their 

religious belief or racial origin.839  

5.14. The Life in Turkey for the Ones who Stayed 

During the large scale immigration of Turkish Jews to Israel, the members of the 

high and middle classes preferred to stay in Turkey. The faith in the Republican dream of 

becoming equal citizens was already destroyed with the Capital Tax but they tried to do 

the best in the present conditions. There was a liberal trend in the country as members of 

minority groups were already elected to the parliament; a democratic atmosphere had 

started in the country. The election of the Democratic Party in 1950 created an atmosphere 

of hope as freedom of expression and democracy prevailed. The DP supported a liberal 

economy. There was an expectation that the government would support the private sector. 

Equality of all the citizens was one of the major points in the DP’s election commitments. 

The DP was supported by minorities and dönme(s) which balanced the Islamic movement 

inside the party and gave hope to Turkish Jews about the future of Turkish-Israeli relations 

as well. There was also discussions about returning the losses suffered under Capital Tax 
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but this expectation did not realize.840 This sentiment can be seen in the bold articles of 

Şalom.  

The establishment of the State of Israel gave confidence and security to Turkish 

Jews as they were feeling that they were no longer alone in the world. Now they had a 

place that welcomed them no matter who they were, as the right of return was one of the 

first legislations of the newborn state. Turkish Jews were also feeling secure as Israel was 

an advocate and guarantor of Jewish rights in the world. Fighting for the rights of the 

Holocaust survivors and Nazi hunting were indicative of this. On the other hand, Turkish 

Jews still suffered from the accusation of dual loyalty. Their positive sentiments toward 

Israel was perceived as a betrayal to Turkish Republic. 

Democratic Party victory was also one of the reasons that encouraged the Turkish 

Jews to come back from Israel.841 Geographical proximity and the fact that they had go 

by their own will made the decision to return easier. It was like a trial period for those 

who could not make it in Israel. There were 34,647 Turkish immigrants to Israel from 

1948 to 1952. 8.6% of them later returned to Turkey, meaning 2980 people.842 Those 

returned were happy to do so, saying that they could not bear the hard living conditions 

of Israel.  

The press condemned those who migrated and those who returned back as well. 

Nationalist newspaper Hür Adam (Free Man) criticized them as ungrateful and disloyal to 

Turkey. They asked the government not to give them permission to enter. Sedat Simavi 
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from Hürriyet newspaper said “Jews expelled from Europe found a state of their own in 

Palestine and did all they could to go to Tel Aviv. Turkish Jews forgot that their real 

country is where they have lived for centuries and there is nothing to compare with 

European vagabonds.” 843 Another critique came from Izak Yaeş, a Turkish journalist who 

started to publish La Verdad (the truth) newspaper in Israel; “Those who prepare to return 

to Turkey, don’t forget the families who came before you and lost their children in the 

Independence War. You may have food, job, apartments there but you will not find 

freedom.”844 Journalist Sabetay Leon from El Tiempo newspaper wrote, “Those who 

returned to Istanbul are the reasons for the articles degrading the Israeli people and the 

great project of Zionism.”845 For the Foreign Ministry of Israel, those who returned were 

people with weak characters.846  

After the Aliyah wave, the demographic composition of the Jewish community in 

Turkey changed. There were 76,965 Jews in Turkey according to 1945 census. This 

number was reduced to 45,995 in 1955.847 The overall income average has increased and 

the financial burden of the community declined with 1948 Aliyah wave, but the 

community lost its energy as the idealist youth as well as the intellectuals had moved to 

Israel; the Jewish press lost important pens. With their diminished population, Turkish 

Jews worked harder to Turkify themselves, affecting their Jewish identity. It was easier 

for the Jews to assimilate now because in general the bourgeoisie in the community that 
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was in favor of it stayed in Turkey, while the religious and conservative left for Israel.848 

While many Jewish communities in Anatolia disappeared and the Jewish population 

concentrated in Istanbul, the Turkish Jewish community became more homogenous; 

secular, middle class, speaking Turkish as its mother tongue. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

The Second World War was a ruthless war that lasted from 1939 to 1945 and 

extended across Europe, Eastern Asia, and the South Pacific. The causes of the war were 

rooted in the aftermath of the First World War and the effects of the Treaty of Versailles, 

which ended the war. In Italy, Benito Mussolini emerged as a powerful leader who 

promised the people that he would make Italy a well-respected state again. He promised 

to create a well-organized, efficient, and militaristic state that promoted nationalist pride. 

Adolf Hitler watched Mussolini’s rise to power and employed similar strategies himself 

as Germany was one of the big losers of the First World War as well. He built up a strong 

police force and the largest army in Europe. Hitler’s rise was assisted by the chaos created 

from the global economic depression. Hitler’s National Socialist (Nazi) Party and 

Mussolini’s Nationalist Fascist Party gained support for their opposition to Communism 

and their militaristic nationalism. Hitler claimed that the German people were stronger 

and more intelligent than any other race and that Germany could survive only if it got rid 

of the weak people. Jews and many other minority groups were considered to be inferior. 

In the course of the war, the Nazis killed over 6 million Jews and invaded most countries 

in Europe.  

Fascism, a political system in which the state has all the power, there is no freedom 

of speech, and a powerful person is the head of the state with strong army and police force 

to keep order, also appeared in Japan, Spain and Argentina. The rise of a Communist state 

in Russia, on the other hand, paralleled the rise of fascist regimes. Joseph Stalin created a 

totalitarian regime that collectivized agriculture, focused on industrial growth, and 

emphasized the central control of the government. The regime’s control over its citizens 

was total; 8 to 12 million citizens died under Stalin for treason or other reasons before the 
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Second World War.   

The political atmosphere in Europe deeply affected Turkey. In 1923, when the 

Republic was established, European countries have stepped back from democracy under 

the influence of fascist and socialist ideology.  The new country took the statist and 

centralized economic management and its understanding of politics became more 

authoritarian. Following the Second World War, the multi-party system was introduced 

in Turkey, but this was not enough for true democratization as during the Cold War 

expressions of dissent were regarded as separatism.849 

Since the establishment of the Republic, Turkey was fighting against rebellions, 

continued with the reform agenda necessary to enter the Western political system, and 

persisted with assimilative measures to create a unique national identity. When the Second 

World War broke out, the government used the security pretext to further increase its 

control and gain unchallenged authority. The securitization of daily life and the economic 

measures taken by the state was felt strongly by the Turkish public. The fascist wind over 

Europe and the Soviet threat created fear and extreme pressure in Turkey, a neutral state 

during almost all war.  

For Turkey, the ongoing fight in Palestine between the Arabs and the Jews was a 

struggle between two communities. Following the establishment of the State of Israel in 

1948, Turkey tried to be neutral during the war between Israel and Arab states. The State 

of Israel received almost immediate recognition from the United States and the Soviet 

Union. Due to Arab criticism, Turkey did not grant official recognition to the Jewish state 
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until Israel applied for the United Nations membership. Turkey also feared that the Soviet 

Union would use this new state to spread its ideology in the region. When Turkey 

recognized the new state in 1949, it defended its decision to recognize the Jewish state by 

saying that Israel is a reality which more than 30 countries had already recognized.  

Israel was eager to have close relations with Turkey, a non-Arab country with 

strategic value in its vicinity. For Turkey, Israel was a gate to the Western world. 

Establishing good relations with the powerful United States, to join NATO and gain 

American financial support was the main reason to recognize Israel.  

Turkey had economic relations with the Jewish Agency while Palestine was still 

under the British Mandate and these relations continued ever since. Turkey and Israel have 

signed a postal agreement and Turkey has permitted an Israeli commercial plane to land 

even before the formal recognition. Following Turkish recognition, cultural and economic 

relations expanded rapidly. The visit to Istanbul of the Israeli navy in 1954 is a significant 

event. Israeli marines marched down Taksim Square saluting the curious crowd. Even 

though the Turkish public had a history with its Jewish minority, they did not react to this 

incident. Israel was a new country with a clean record, Turkish public did not have any 

prejudice against it.  

Until the Suez Crisis in 1956, the bilateral relations between the two countries 

developed rapidly. Turkey offered a valuable alternative to Israel facing economic boycott 

from the Arab states. However, relations between the countries maintained a low profile 

publicly due to Arab critisim, while behind closed doors a secret cooperation in 

intelligence, was established on the secret meeting between the prime ministers of both 

countries in 1958.  
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As for the Turkish Jews, the anti-Semitic articles influenced by rising nationalist 

feelings during the 1920s led, in the 1930s and 1940s, to anti-Semitic opinions in Pan-

Turk newspapers, often influenced by discriminative Nazi race theories. While 

assimilative measures of economic and cultural Turkification were in full effect, Turkish 

Jews were struggling between trying to be accepted as equal citizens and questioning their 

future in Turkey. They were repeatedly forced to express their gratitude and loyalty to the 

state. The Jews tried to stay apolitical and maintain good relations with the state. However, 

with the rise of fascism and the Nazi influence, Thrace became a scene of pogrom for the 

Jews in 1934. While some emigrated from Turkey, the rest did not lose hope and tried to 

become financially secure and strictly apolitical. However Turkish Jews suffered from 

discriminative legislations; the conscription of the twenty classes and the Capital Tax. 

Another survival tactic of the Turkish Jews disappeared with this crashing tax. It was a 

definitive moment for the Turkish Jews when they realized that a safe future in Turkey 

with economic empowerment was impossible to achieve. With this unjust and legally 

discriminative law, Turkish Jews realized they would not be accepted as equal members 

of the Republic. This occurred during the Second World War, at a time when they had no 

where to go and they feared for their security in the case that Germany entered Turkey. 

All of these developments motivated Turkish Jews to migrate. 

With the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, Turkish Jews were eager to 

continue their relations with the state, based on loyalty in return for their safety and be 

part of the new Republican ideal. The discrimination and alienation the faced in Turkey 

taught them to be defensive and to not publicly voice their complaints. This resulted with 

a tendency to turn inwards, looking for a solidarity with their co-religionists as an 

unspoken defense mechanism. The fear they revealed a need to transfer this negative 
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teaching to the new generation. However, the heavy toll of the Thrace events led to the 

funding of secret societies. Their despair against the Republic led to a Zionist movement 

in Turkey. These organizations tried to form a new identity based on religion and 

promoted the immigration to Palestine. The teaching Hebrew, the history of Judaism and 

the following of news from Palestine intensified.850 The main duty of these organizations 

was to prepare them to their life in Palestine, to organize and help them immigrate and to 

protect each other. Jewish identity become more important.  

During interviews with Turkish Aliyah of 1948 and while reading memoirs, one 

found out that the Betar (Revisionist) Movement was very powerful in Turkey. No one in 

the Turkish Jewish Community talks about these secret groups openly and there is no 

archive for their program. One could conclude if Betar members were more numerous 

which one doubts, or the influence of education the youth received was more powerful. 

Unfortunately, one could not deliberate an answer to why Betar, the Revisionist Zionist 

Movement was powerful in Turkey.   

Jews from all over the world were pulled to Israel, a new actor established with its 

own difficulties in a predominantly Arab region. Israel, established as a state based on 

ethnicity, was isolated in its region even though it had international support. Strength, 

power, and courage was needed to create this new country and sacrifice was required to 

maintain it. Zionists promoted the word sabra (the fruit of a Mediterranean cactus) to 

reflect this. Sabra, a nick name for Israeli born generation, was first used to distinguish 

the native Jews of Palestine from the newcomers. Then it transformed into the image of 

an Israeli Jew who fights for his or her rights and is willing to die if necessary, who is 
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ready for the hard work necessary to build the country. A sabra is at the same time friendly 

and loyal to his/her community. Being a sabra was a privilege and an open call of 

migration for the youth. Sacrifice itself for the state was an important attribute for a society 

building process based on security and self defense.851  

There was a wave of nationalism and of patriotism that the youth of the Turkish 

Jewish Community was influenced. Youth from every social class left Turkey. The idea 

of a state of their own was alluring. They were strongly persuaded to the cause and 

generally disregarded their parents who would ask them to stay, separating many families 

with this decision. Some of these parents moved with their children or moved to reunite 

with their families. 

Besides the Zionist youth, the ones who migrated to Israel were trying to start a new 

life there. The lower middle class decided to move, as there was little security in Turkey. 

It is said that when they heard that the State of Israel was established, there were people 

who ran home, gathered their things, and immigrated immediately as they did not have 

many possessions to liquidate. The Jewish state declared that it welcomed all the world 

Jewry. For the most part, they had little reason to stay in Turkey, sold their properties at a 

cheap price and left.852 Turkish Jews went mostly to Batyam and created a little Turkey 

there, where they continued to live as they used to in Turkey. The majority of the first 

generation did not become ‘Israeli’ but stayed as ‘Turkish Jews living in Israel.’ A similar 

trend can be seen in the Turkish Jews recently moved to Israel. They prefer to be together 

in the same neighborhood. Ra’anana became the new Batyam for them. 
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During the interviews, one realized that those who left the Turkish Jewish 

Community in Israel defined themselves as Israeli, and were more willing to speak about 

their life in Turkey and the reasons that made them leave. On the other hand, those who 

stayed inside the Turkish Jewish Community in Israel and married another Turk, which 

make up the majority, tended to hide their names and were reluctant to discuss their 

experience in Turkey and instead preferred to talk about their success in Israel. They were 

proud of Israel and their achievements there, but at the same time they had nostalgia for 

Turkey. They continue to get together in Turkish locals, eat Turkish food, or host Turkish 

music nights. Turkish language became more and more important for them in Israel as it 

was a bond to their familiar life back in Turkey. A Turkish Jew from Heybeliada in 

Istanbul expressed his feelings as; “We could not speak, write, or read in Hebrew. We felt 

nostalgia for our life, our friends in Turkey.”853  

Those who stayed as part of the Turkish Jewish Community in Israel were eager to 

talk about their success in Israel; how they overcame all the difficulties and how they 

started a new life in Israel. One had to ask in many different ways about their life in 

Turkey, if their families were affected by the Thrace events in 1934 or Capital Tax in 1942 

and their reasons to move to Israel. They did not answer directly. They had a simple 

answer to all these questions; the State of Israel was born and they wanted to be part of 

this new Jewish country who welcomed them. Another similarity was that they were all 

affected deeply from the Capital Tax. They have suffered from all the Turkification steps 

of the Republic and wanted to start a new life in Israel which gave them many advantages 

including free education and job opportunities.  
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Their desire to discuss their success in Israel was reminiscent of an ongoing 

discussion between the Turkish Jews living in Turkey and the Turkish Jews who 

immigrated to Israel. Those who live in Israel criticize those who stayed in Turkey in 

almost every major negative event; this can be anti-Semitic statements or issues such as 

freedom of expression, democracy. Turkish Jews in Israel respond by stating that those 

that remain in Turkey should either immigrate or face the consequences of their decision 

to remain, suffering as unequal citizens. This is a deep rift between the two communities.  

The common, insensitive explanation is that the Jews from lower economic classes 

and those who were jobless moved to Israel. The Turkish Jews living in Israel find this 

generalization offensive. However, this conclusion is widespread, as almost every Turkish 

Jew I interviewed in Turkey spoke about the porters and prostitutes that moved to Israel. 

They were portrayed as ignorant and as a financial burden to the community. However, it 

is very difficult to label a minority who suffered from discriminative measures of the 

Republic as poor or ignorant because the Thrace Events, Twenty Classes, and most 

importantly the Capital Tax affected that them deeply and undermined their economic 

security. From these interviews, it is apparent that those who chose to emigrate to Israel 

continued to feel the need to justify their decision and do not fit entirely within Israeli 

society.  

The kayadez that dominated as a survival strategy of the Turkish Jews is still vivid, 

even today, more than 60 years following their immigration. The idea that ‘something 

may happen to my beloved still living in Turkey could be the main reasoning as most of 

them defined Israel as a democracy, underlining the freedom of expression that exists 

there. In both cases, the third generation define themselves as Israeli. They did not know 

Turkish but were very familiar with the Turkish-Sephardic cuisine.  
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It was not easy to convince those who stayed in the Turkish Jewish Community in 

Israel to speak about their life back in Turkey, the difficulties they encountered and their 

reasons for migration. Even though they remembered vividly, they were unwilling to 

express them openly. It seems that their protection shield developed in Turkey of ‘staying 

low profile and not criticize the state’ migrated with them to Israel.  They may have 

concerns for their family members still living in Turkey. As one will find out in this 

research, the first generation that immigrated to Israel was unknown to the general Israeli 

public. They formed a close community of Turkish Jews in their new country. The Turkish 

Jews preferred to stay mainly in Turkish Jewish Community, trying to retain their Turkish 

culture and identity. They continued to follow Turkish news and drama series. Judeo-

Spanish and Turkish are still living in this community. They formed various immigrant 

associations to help the new immigrants coming from Turkey. There are 100,000 Turkish 

Jews in Israel today, including the first generation born there. The Aliyah number differs 

each year, but in average it is 100 individuals per year, a relatively low number.854 There 

is no official census on the Jewish population in Turkey but it is usually said to be around 

18,000. 

Following the Second World War, a new state was established in the Middle East. 

During the Cold War, the Soviet threat led Turkey to recognize the State of Israel. 

Following its creation, a surprisingly high number of Turkish Jews immigrated to this new 

country. The aim of this study is to investigate the first three decades of the Republic for 

its public including the religious minorities of Turkey, Turkish public reaction to the 

establishment and recognition of the State of Israel by Turkey and the reasons of the mass 
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Jewish immigration out of Turkey. To reach this aim one had investigated memoirs of 

governmental officials and Turkish Jews both in Turkey and Israel, checked the Turkish 

press between 1936 and 1956, and conducted interviews with Turkish Jews who migrated 

to Israel during 1940s. This research to this historical period shows that the formation of 

the Turkish Republic and the establishment of the State of Israel had big impacts on 

Turkish and Israeli public opinion.  
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