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Introduction 
 
 By the turn of the twentieth century, the city of Salonica had long had one of the 
most vibrant Jewish communities in the Ottoman world.  Located in present day Greece, 
Salonica was a vital port city and economic hub for the Ottoman Empire that housed a 
diverse population of Sephardic, Spanish-speaking Jews, Turks, Greeks and other Slavic 
peoples.  As was the case in the rest of the Ottoman Empire, the Jewish population had 
undergone tremendous changes in the second half of the nineteenth century.  Ottoman 
reforms and the influence of Western philanthropic organizations, such as the Alliance 
Israélite Universelle (AIU), prompted the emergence of a new secular Jewish elite that was 
largely supportive of Westernization and reformist elements in the Ottoman Empire.  Many 
historians such as Aron Rodrigue, Esther Benbassa, and Sara Stein have examined the birth 
of these burgeoning intellectual communities connected with the AIU which advocated 
liberal reform in the Empire and the betterment of the Jewish minority.  These groups 
developed a thriving Ladino and French language press, and many individuals became 
involved in Ottoman reform movements, such as the Young Turks, both before and after the 
1908 Revolution. 
 
 Of the many cities of the Ottoman Empire that were heavily influenced by the AIU, 
Salonica was unique as one of the first urban centers that saw the emergence of Zionism as a 
significant cultural phenomenon.  Proto-Zionists in Salonica in the late 1890’s founded 
organizations such as Kadima and printed their own newspapers.  The historians Avigdor 
Levy, Esther Benbassa, Aron Rodrigue, and Rena Molho have traced the evolution of 
Zionism within the Ottoman Empire and argued that it did not manifest into a political 
movement until the Young Turk Revolution.  By 1908, Jewish leadership in Salonica was 
divided between those affiliated with the AIU and the newly founded Zionist organizations.  
Very little attention has been given to the political writings of the Zionist community prior to 
this period.  In the hope of adding greater understanding to the process of Jewish political 
fragmentation in Salonica and the Ottoman Empire that emerged by 1908, this essay will 
draw upon memoir and periodical sources from liberal Jews connected with the AIU, early 
Zionists, and non-Jewish observers, and examine their competing understandings of Jewish 
identity.  I contend that in the decade prior to 1908, the AIU and its affiliates, and early 
Zionists had begun formulating fundamentally different conceptions of Jewish identity: one 
stressing the peculiarities of a Sephardic history rooted in an Ottoman context; the other, 
calling for a revival of the Hebrew language, religiosity, and communication with European 
Jewry. 
 
 There is a dominant narrative of Jewish history within the Ottoman Empire 
supported by most historians including Avigdor Levy, Bernard Lewis, Aron Rodrigue, 
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Esther Benbassa, and Sarah Stein.  This narrative is described in Avigdor Levy’s work, The 
Jews of the Ottoman Empire.  He argues the Jewish community transformed drastically over 
the course of the nineteenth century.  During the seventeenth century, the Jews fell behind 
the Christian populations economically and socially.  However, after the Tanzimat reforms 
in the mid-nineteenth century, a Jewish middle class emerged, Jews achieved greater 
representation in Ottoman state institutions, and the secularly educated intellectual elite 
participated actively in the Young Turk Movement.   
 
 Avigdor Levy grants much of the credit to the Ottoman state in achieving these 
successes.  In his work, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire, published in 1994, he writes that 
in the face of Christian separatist movements, and as a result of the political ideology of 
Ottomanism among the Turkish elites, the government quickly realized that its interests 
were linked with the Jewish community.1  The state strengthened the power of the Jewish 
leadership and supported the political liberalization of the millet.2  He writes that the 
Ottomans actively encouraged Jews to attend elite state schools and supported secular 
education.  Levy describes the nineteenth century as a time in which the Jewish community 
experienced a dramatic cultural and economic revival, due to the efforts of reform-minded 
members of their own millet, Ottoman initiatives, and international organizations, but views 
the primary impetus behind these changes to be the state’s attempt to reform its empire on 
the basis of an Ottomanist ideology.  Although European schools, such as the AIU, played a 
great role in the revitalization of Ottoman Jewry, “the supportive attitude of the Ottoman 
authorities insured, in effect, the success of the Alliance’s education work within the Jewish 
community.”3 
 
 The historians Aron Rodrigue and Esther Benbassa examine reforms in the Jewish 
community during the nineteenth and twentieth century in several works, including The 
Jews of the Balkans, Sephardi Jewry and French Jews, Turkish Jews, and argue that the 
primary impetus behind the development of a secular Jewish middle class were Francos, or 
Jews of Italian and French origin, and the AIU.  They provide a tremendous contribution, 
most significantly through their comprehensive analysis of archived sources of the AIU and 
study of the influence of European philanthropic organizations.  Their research centers on 
the key role played by the Francos and the AIU in the Ottoman-Jewish community.  The 
Francos were a demographic of Jews within the Ottoman Empire whose heritage stems 
from the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  Jewish merchants from the city of 
Livorno immigrated to different cities in the Levant and became involved in trade with 
Tunis.  They secured a protected status with the French consulate, which paved the way for 
the continued immigration of French Jews to the Ottoman Empire.  The Francos formed a 
significant presence in the cities of Aleppo, Izmir, and Salonica.4  In the nineteenth century 
many of these Jews were at the forefront of the secular reform movements within the Empire, 
and despite considerable backlash from the clergy, established modern schools in Salonica, 
Istanbul, and other urban centers.5   
 

                                                
1 Avigdor Levy, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire (Princeton:  The Darwin Press, 1991), 105. 
2 Ibid., 105. 
3 Ibid., 114. 
4 Esther Benbassa and Aron Rodrigue, Jews of the Balkans (Cambridge MA:  Basil Blackwell Inc.  
1995), 46. 
5 Esther Benbassa and Aron Rodrigue Sephardi Jewry, A History for the Judeo-Spanish Community, 
14th-20th Centuries (Berkley:  University of California Press, 2000), 76-77. 
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 Benbassa and Rodrigue also stress the pivotal role the AIU played in ultimately 
tipping the balance of power away from the clergy to a new elite of secularly educated Jews 
by the turn of the twentieth century.  The AIU was a philanthropic organization founded in 
Paris in 1860 with the mandate to “work everywhere for the emancipation and moral 
progress of the Jews.”6  They became active in the Ottoman Empire in 1865, opening a school 
in Volos Greece, and by World War I, had spread to every Jewish community of over 1,000 
people.7  Their schools taught secular subjects and emphasized the study of French and 
Turkish in order to grant the Jewish population greater possibilities for participation in 
Ottoman public life. 8   Aron Rodrigue writes that, “the Alliance was genuinely pro-
Turkish…It tried to foster patriotism for Turkey in its schools in the Empire.”9  By World 
War I they had become so successful that on average thirty five percent of the Jewish 
population in each city located in modern Turkey had graduated from an AIU school.10  
Rodrigue and Benbassa’s work concerning the Jewish community in the late Ottoman 
Empire describes the emergence of a new secular elite of Jews that, thanks to the AIU’s 
curriculum, achieved the requisite knowledge to flourish in Ottoman society, and supported 
the progressive ideals of the Young Turks as Ottoman citizens.  By the first decade of the 
twentieth century, it was this new middle class that had come to dominate the community’s 
cultural, political and economic life. 
 
 Several scholars who contributed to Bernard Lewis and Benjamin Braude’s edited 
edition, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire, published in 1982, and Avigdor Levy’s, 
The Jews of the Ottoman Empire, have examined the subject of Jewish attitudes towards 
the Ottoman state and the Young Turks’ treatment of the Jewish community.  The historian 
Feroz Ahmad discusses the Committee of Union and Progress’s relationship with each non-
Muslim group in the article, “Unionist Relations with the Greek, Armenian, and Jewish 
Communities of the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1914.”  He argues that the Jews, more than any 
other Ottoman minority, were involved in the movement.  Ahmad contends that the 
disproportionate representation was due to a confluence of interests between Muslims and 
Jews.  He suggests that particularly in the Balkans, the Jews supported the Young Turks 
because of the uncertainty of their future if they were to become part of Bulgaria or Greece.11  
This view is advocated in a short article written by Şükrü Hanioğlu, entitled “Jews in the 
Young Turk Movement to the 1908 Revolution.”  He provides an overview of notable Jewish 
intellectuals who participated in the movement and demonstrates that in Young Turk 
rhetoric the Jews were frequently not treated as the other religious minorities.  For example, 
he shows that the Young Turk press would often draw comparisons between instances of 
Turkish and Jewish oppression and praise Jews for their loyalty to the state.12  These two 
articles are examples of scholarship, which argue that the Sephardic leadership established 

                                                
6 Levy, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire, 113. 
7 Benbassa, Rodrigue, Jews of the Balkans, 83-84. 
8 Ibid., 83. 
9 Aron Rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews (Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 1990), 140-
141. 
10 Aron Rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews, 92. 
11 Feroz Ahmad, “Unionist Relations with the Greek, Armenian and Jewish Communities of the 
Ottoman Empire, 1908-1914” in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: the Functioning of a 
Plural Society, Vol. 1, ed. Bernard Lewis and Benjamin Braude (New York:  Holmes & Meier 
Publishers, Inc. 1982), 426. 
12 Şükrü Hanioğlu, “Jews in the Young Turk Movement to the 1908 Revolution,” in The Jews of the 
Ottoman Empire, ed. Avigdor Levy (Princeton:  The Darwin Press, 1994), 524. 
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strong relations with the Ottoman state and the Young Turks in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. 
 
 Sarah Abrevaya Stein was among the first scholars to investigate the question of 
Sephardic attitudes towards the Ottoman state through the usage of Ladino sources.  Her 
work, Making Jews Modern, written in 2004, provides a survey of the major themes covered 
in the Ladino press, focusing especially on the newspaper, El Tiempo.  Stein argues that like 
most major newspapers at the turn of the century, El Tiempo was connected with members 
of the AIU and sympathized with the organization’s modernizing efforts.  She writes that 
they were largely supportive of the Ottoman state and did not tolerate discussion of Zionism 
or of separatism.13  She suggests that in Salonica, the fear of annexation to Greece or 
Bulgaria due to Christian anti-Semitism influenced a print culture that advocated Ottoman 
patriotism.14  Therefore, her work agrees that the dominant stance of Sephardic leaders in 
Salonica was to support the Young Turk movement due to the lack of an outside nation with 
which to align and the fear of the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
 Although the works of Levy, Rodrigue, Benbassa, and Stein have argued that, for 
the most part, the Ottoman Jewry supported the state and was dominated by a new class of 
secularly educated Jews affiliated with the AIU, Zionism achieved a significant cultural 
presence in Salonica and other urban centers by the end of the nineteenth century.  Authors 
such as Stanford J. Shaw, Avigdor Levy, Esther Benbassa, and Rena Molho have explored 
the topic of Zionism in the Ottoman Empire.  In The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the 
Turkish Republic, published in 1991, Stanford Shaw argues that from the 1890’s through 
World War I, Zionist organizations gained increased prominence in the Empire, yet were at 
odds with the local Jewish population.15  His work provides a comprehensive history of 
Jewish settlement in Palestine during the late Ottoman period; the Zionist movement, 
however, is treated as a foreign element rather than one developed organically.  He 
maintains that they were not graciously received by the local population or by the religious 
hierarchy in Istanbul.16  As an explanation he writes that with Jewish prosperity under Abdül 
Hamid II,  
 

These Zionist found little local Jewish support except among recent Ashkenazi 
immigrants from central and Eastern Europe, and in Salonica...whose Jewish 
community was far more progressive socially and politically than that of 
Istanbul, with local Jews organizing and leading the Socialist labor 
organizations...”17   
 

Shaw’s work is an example of older scholarship that stresses the narrative of Jewish and 
Ottoman cooperation, and therefore treats Zionism as an alien ideology that could not have 
been embraced by the local population. 
 
 Other scholars such as Avigdor Levy have challenged this point of view arguing that 
Zionism did indeed have a significant presence in the Ottoman Empire even prior to the 

                                                
13 Sara Abrevaya Stein, Making Jews Modern, the Yiddish and Ladino Press in the Russian and 
Ottoman Empires (Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 2004), 80. 
14 Ibid., 80. 
15 Stanford J. Shaw, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic (New York:  New 
York University Press, 1991), 223. 
16 Ibid., 225-226. 
17 Ibid., 223 
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Young Turk Revolution.  He argues that Zionism existed first as a grassroots cultural 
movement, devoid of political agenda, and therefore did not contradict the ideals of 
Ottomanism, or the later Young Turks.  He contends that,  
 

Since there were currents within Zionism that stressed a cultural revival, rather 
than a political one, and since the establishment of a Jewish state was not an 
imminent possibility, to many Ottoman Jews, as well as to some Young Turk 
spokesmen, the contradictions between Zionism and Ottomanism did not 
appear unbridgeable.18   

 
Therefore he draws the conclusion that many Jews, “saw Zionism and Ottomanism as 
complementing each other and…advocated an Ottoman-Zionist alliance.”19  In Levy’s view, 
versions of Zionism were present in the Ottoman Empire as early as the nineteenth century, 
but were not hostile to Ottomanism. 
 
 Works written by Esther Benbassa and Rena Molho have complicated Stanford 
Shaw and Avigdor Levy’s downplaying of Zionism in the Ottoman Empire and provide a 
systematic periodization.  In an article titled, “Zionism and the Politics of Coalitions in the 
Ottoman Jewish Communities in the Early Twentieth Century,” published in 1992, 
Benbassa writes that “official Zionism” did not enter the Ottoman Empire until 1908.  
However, she clarifies this is not to say that there had been no presence of Zionism previous 
to that and, “in the case of the Turkish Jewish community, it would be more accurate to 
speak of Zionisms, in the plural, and to make a particular distinction between currents 
brought in from the outside and local nationalist variants.”20   
 
 In The Jews of the Balkans, published in 1995, Benbassa and Rodrigue trace 
Zionism’s evolution in the Ottoman Empire and schematize the movement’s history.  They 
argue that, until the 1908 Young Turk Revolution, Zionism did not represent a coherent set 
of political aims, but rather promoted pan-Jewish sentiments.21  Beginning in the 1890s, 
social organizations and newspapers that were sympathetic to Zionism were established in 
urban centers such as Salonica, Istanbul, and Izmir and were tolerated due to their lack of a 
political agenda.22  Although not united as a political front, these groups advocated the 
instruction of Hebrew language and Jewish religion.  Despite this, they found resistance 
across the Empire from the Ottoman state and entrenched centers of Jewish power, such as 
the Head Rabbi and the AIU.23   
 
 Benbassa and Rodrigue argue that the early Zionist associations had a greater 
degree of success in Salonica due to their cooperation with other groups.  In 1908, local 
Zionists were aided by the appointment of the city’s head Rabbi Jacob Meir who was 
sympathetic to their cause and by Die Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden.  The Hilfsverein 
was a German Jewish organization that had broken off from the AIU in 1901 and opened 
schools in Eastern Europe and the Middle East that focused their curriculums on the 

                                                
18 Levy, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire, 117. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Esther Benbassa, “Zionism and the Politics of Coalitions in the Ottoman Jewish Communities in 
the Early Twentieth Century,” in Ottoman and Turkish Jewry, Community and Leadership, ed. Aron 
Rodrigue (Bloomington:  Indiana University Turkish Studies, 1992), 225. 
21 Benbassa and Rodrigue, The Jews of the Balkans, 134. 
22 Ibid., 134-135. 
23 Ibid., 123-124. 
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instruction of Hebrew and German. 24   Benbassa writes that by 1908 Salonica was divided 
between the population that favored the AIU and an alliance between Zionists, the Head 
Rabbi, the Hilfsverein, and the city’s Talmud Torah, or religious elementary school.25   
 
 The foundations of the domestic Zionist movement in Salonica are covered in 
greater detail by the author Rena Molho in her work, Istanbul and Salonica.  Molho agrees 
with Benbassa’s periodization, namely that Zionism was introduced to the Ottoman Empire 
in two stages: first, “the cultural oriented [Zionism] towards restoring national cohesion by 
returning to traditional Jewish values…”; and secondly, “the political, which asserted that 
national identity could not be secured unless a national homeland was established in 
Palestine.”26  The first stage of “Cultural Zionism” began in Salonica in the late 1890s with 
the advent of the Zionist newspaper El Avenir in 1897 and the affiliated organization 
Kadima.  Kadima was formed in 1899 by David Florentin (the chief editor of El Avenir), 
Abraham Gattegno, and Beniko Ben-Yakov, with the goals of developing Hebrew into a 
modern language and promoting Jewish education.27  To this end they founded a library of 
books in Modern Hebrew and religious texts and led classes in Hebrew on the topics of 
Jewish history, culture, and religion.28  She writes that Kadima quickly garnered seventy 
members, as many as the opposing Association d’anciens Éléves de l’Alliance Israélite 
Universelle.29  The organization was at first greeted warmly by the Jewish community, but 
was soon treated with hostility by the AIU, the religious establishment, and the Ottoman 
authorities, which were distrustful of its increased promotion of European Zionism.30   
 
 What emerges from the works of Esther Benbassa and Rena Molho is a picture of 
Salonican society at the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, deeply divided over 
competing visions of modernity.  On one hand, the AIU and those affiliated with it favored 
assimilation into the Ottoman State, while local Zionist organization, allied with elements of 
the clergy and the Hilfsverein, sought to promote a Jewish identity that could transcend 
borders.  This viewpoint implies that in the case of Salonica, by 1908 Zionism did indeed 
have a strong cultural presence and that its impact should not be downplayed. 
 
 Many authors have focused on the different historical actors behind the economic 
and cultural vitalization of Ottoman Jewry in the late nineteenth century and the emergence 
of a new generation of leadership educated by the AIU.  The consensus concerning the topic 
of Zionism is that prior to the Young Turk revolution it was largely absent as a political 
force, existing only in the form of newspapers and organizations that promoted Jewish 
cultural identity.  However, Benbassa and Molho’s descriptions of Salonica’s vibrant 
intellectual life of secular reformers and Zionists alike, as well as the rupture within the 
community by 1908, suggest that in its infant stages Zionism was a significant cultural 
phenomenon in the city. Through the analysis of memoir and press sources, I support 
Benbassa and Mohlo’s contention that by 1908 elites among Salonica’s Jewish community 
had become deeply divided over serious questions within the community concerning their 

                                                
24 Malte Fuhrmann, Der Traum von Deutschen Orient, Zwei Deutsche Kolonien im Osmanischen 
Reich (New York:  Campus Verlag GmBh, 2006), 217. 
25 Benbassa and Rodrigue, The Jews of the Balkans, 135. 
26 Rena Molho, Salonica and Istanbul:  Social, Political and Cultural Aspects of Jewish Life (Istanbul:  
The Isis Press, 2005), 165. 
27 Ibid., 166-7. 
28 Ibid., 167-168 
29 Ibid., 167. 
30 Ibid., 168. 
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place within the Ottoman Empire and competing visions of Jewish identity.  This paper 
hopes to shed light on how prior to the Young Turk Revolution the two factions were 
developing competing ideologies of Jewish identity that would ultimately result in political 
fragmentation.  
 
Leon Sciaky 
 
 This paper will begin with an examination of a memoir left by an upper class Jew 
who was born in Salonica in 1893, named Leon Sciaky.  Sciaky’s father was a successful 
merchant who had attended an AIU school.  Sciaky was educated at a prestigious French 
lycée in the company of students of all different ethnic and religious backgrounds.  His 
account illustrates how a member of the Francophone Salonican elite understood Jewish 
identity.  Sciaky’s work reflects his struggle to reconcile his identity as a religious minority 
with his pro-Ottoman and Young Turk world view and expresses Judaism in a manner 
conducive to Ottoman patriotism in an age of burgeoning nationalism. 
 
 As a refugee who was forced to leave the city of his birth during the Balkan Wars, it 
is certain that Sciaky views his childhood memories through a nostalgic lens.  Mourning 
over what he has lost, he paints an overly positive picture of inter-confessional relations and 
blames the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and the failures of Ottomanism on 
Christian secessionist groups.  It must also be noted that this memoir was written in 1946.  
While there is no mention of World War II, it is likely that its proximity would cause him to 
view his own past in a different light.  The Ottoman Empire is described as a haven for Jews 
in comparison to Europe, and it is on the Balkan Christian movements that he places the 
blame for the outbreaks of violence in the region. These biases indicate his hopes and vision 
for reform of Ottoman society that never came to fruition and display his political convictions 
that a multi-ethnic Ottoman state could have been possible. His careful navigation between 
such ideals and nostalgia for a lost Sephardic culture is an excellent source by which to 
understand how an educated Sephardic Jew attempted to reconcile his Jewish identity and 
Ottoman patriotism. 
 
  Sciaky’s memoir begins with reminiscences of his early childhood that provide short 
glimpses of daily life in Salonica at the turn of the century.  These reflections consistently 
underscore the city’s diversity and the constant mixing of the different populations.  This is 
first evident in the language and dialogue included in the text, which freely exchange 
Spanish and Turkish vocabulary.  Sciaky and his family members mix Turkish and Spanish 
words such as “hayde” and “señora.”31  The narrator and his father spoke fluent Turkish in 
addition to Ladino and French, a characteristic that was not uncommon among the Jewish 
elite.32  The expressions and terms used by the characters paint a picture of diversity that the 
author attempts to convey, suggesting that prior to the Young Turk Revolution the varying 
religious and linguistic groups may have formed separate communities, yet they lived 
together in relative peace and had many cultural similarities.  While these memories may not 
display historical realities, they certainly betray his political convictions that the different 
religious communities in the Ottoman Empire shared a common culture and could have 
found a way to coexist. 
 

                                                
31 Leon Sciaky, Farewell to Ottoman Salonica (Istanbul:  The Isis Press, 2000), 7-9. 
32 Ilber Ortayli, “Ottomanism and Zionism,” in The Jews of the Ottoman Empire, ed. Avigdor Levy 
(Princeton:  The Darwin Press, 1994), 529. 
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 Sciaky bolsters this point through fond reminiscences of both Islamic and Jewish 
religious and musical traditions.  The memoir opens with, “Allahu ekber, Allahu ekber, 
La’illah illa’Allah” emanating from a minaret.33  The narrator is mesmerized by the beauty of 
the call to prayer and returns home, where he is greeted by the sound of a song; “decild’a la 
morena que lla me va ir, la nave ‘sta’n vela y lla va partir.”34  This is an example of Sephardic 
poetry that invokes the image of a ship in reference to the diaspora that was expelled from 
Spain in 1492 and settled largely in the Ottoman Empire.  In the third chapter, Sciaky recalls 
that his grandmother would often sing such romanzas.  Although he was unaware of the 
historic events they referred to, he explains that, “it was as if an unaccountable nostalgia came 
over me, an ancestral nostalgia which made me sad and happy at the same time.”35 These 
accounts of the prominent role that Islamic and Jewish cultural life played in his childhood 
demonstrate the importance that the history of the diaspora had on his identity.  The reader 
is given the impression that he feels intimately connected to his past as a member of the 
Ladino speaking community, yet at the same time considers public expressions of Islam to 
be an integral aspect of his boyhood. 
 
 Sciaky’s description of the city’s physical layout advances the notion of 
interconnectedness between the Sephardic Jews and the Muslim population.  Like most 
Ottoman cities, society was organized according to religious affiliation, and each religious 
and linguistic community lived in its own quarter.  The narrator explains this while 
recounting the earliest Jewish migrations to Salonica in the late fifteenth century.   He writes 
that, “the Moslems had lived on the slopes of Chaoush Monastir…the Greeks remained in 
what had formerly been the center of the city…the Spanish Jews…occupied the quarter 
between the sea wall and the street of the Vardar.” 36   Despite this picture of rigid 
segregation, Sciaky’s account of daily life consistently breaks down this image.  His family 
lived in the house of a former Ottoman paşa in the Turkish neighborhood because of his 
family’s business ties with the Muslim population.37  Furthermore, in his childhood, the 
author frequently describes business dealings with Turks, Kurds, and Christians, which 
creates a sense that the millets frequently mixed and were intertwined in the local economy.  
 
 In his childhood memories, Sciaky includes descriptions of several non-Jews for 
whom he had great admiration and who treated him with respect.  One example is the imam, 
Sheikh Hamdi.  As a child, Sciaky was intimidated by the imam’s sincere and serious 
posture, yet comforted by his warm greetings and his generosity.  Hamdi was respected by 
holy men throughout the entire city, not merely by the Muslim population.  Sciaky’s 
grandmother spoke of his healing power, implying that he lent his services to the Jewish 
community, but more significantly that the Jews would petition for his help.38  The author 
includes several stories that support his view that religious differences did not typically lead 
to sectarian strife and of instances in which the Jewish population would solicit the help of 
pious individuals outside of their own faith.  Anecdotes such as these show that Sciaky did 
not view the presence of alternative belief systems as a threat to his own community, nor 
does he recall social divisions to be as rigid as expected.  While these memories are certainly 
exaggerated, and inter-confessional relations could not have been as devoid of conflict as he 
recalls, his insistence on the cosmpolitan nature of the city in which he was raised 

                                                
33 Sciaky, Farewell to Ottoman Salonica ,7. 
34 Ibid., 9.  (Tell my dark-haired one that I am going, The ship has set sail and is leaving.) 
35 Ibid., 32. 
36 Ibid., 28. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 19-20. 
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demonstrates that he does not view his Jewish faith to be in opposition to his parallel identity 
as a patriotic Ottoman citizen. 
 
 The languages, musical traditions, and harmonious inter-communal relations that 
play a prominent role in Sciaky’s memoir are significant as they indicate his vision for 
Ottoman society.  It is important to note that in the course of his memoir the subject of 
Hebrew or Jewish religious practice is entirely absent.  In contrast, his earliest childhood 
memories are rife with excerpts of Ladino and Turkish, and discussions of the Sephardic 
diaspora from Spain, and life among the Ottomans.  This is not coincidental as it 
demonstrates that he understood Judaism to be rooted in the Sephardic experience within 
Ottoman lands.  Similarly, relations between Jews and Muslims are overwhelmingly 
positive.  Rather than stressing the distinctiveness of his group, he highlights the elements of 
Judaism that are specific to Ottoman history, such as the diaspora and the culture that 
developed in the Ottoman Empire.  These memories reflect Sciaky’s belief that Jewish 
identity was not at odds with Ottoman patriotism.  His focus on Ladino literary tradition 
rather than Judaism and the positive relations Jews shared with the other inhabitants of the 
city makes it clear that his Jewish identity was tied to the Sephardic experiences in the 
Ottoman Empire. 
 
 Sciaky’s memoir changes as he begins to describe his education.  It becomes more 
grounded in concrete memories and acquires an increasingly political tone.  Sciaky’s first 
school was the Shalom school.  From his memoir it is unclear what the history of this 
institution is, but his descriptions indicate that it had been affected by the educational 
reforms.  In contrast to most contemporary schools, “the Shalom school had more modern 
ideas and had abandoned corporal punishment many years before...”39 The author makes a 
point that his favorite teacher had been the Ottoman language instructor, a Turk named 
Selim Effendi.  Sciaky devotes much attention to Selim’s class for two reasons:  First, its 
inclusion highlights the author’s early exposure to literary Turkish, the knowledge of which 
enables him to connect with the Empire beyond his local community.  Secondly, Selim’s 
pedagogical skills are classified as modern and “full of warmth and understanding,” in 
juxtaposition to the traditional style employed by the other teachers that is based on 
“adherence to rules.”40  This glimpse of his earliest schooling is a turning point in the work, as 
it displays his first connections to the greater community and again underscores his vision of 
an Ottoman citizenship that could be shared by all religious groups.  
 
 When he turned eleven, Sciaky began attending  the French School, Le Petit Lycée 
Français, which had opened in 1904.41 His memories of his time there display the influence 
that French thought and language had on the Sephardic elite, as well as on the Christian 
and Muslim population.  One of the author’s first comments on the school is the diversity of 
the students, a group composed of Jews, Europeans, Turks and Christians.  He writes, “we 
all spoke French fluently…none of us had more than casual contact with any children but 
those of his own nationality [prior to enrolling at this school].”42  He describes the French 
school as a point from which students of different backgrounds worked together and shared 
common aspirations.  The students relished the study of the French language and were 
given time to speak with one another about their customs, a practice that yielded the 

                                                
39 Ibid., 56. 
40 Ibid., 55. 
41 Ibid., 93. 
42 Ibid. 
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discovery that they had many shared traits.43  Moreover, Sciaky recounts that through his 
education, “we came to know France and to love her as our cultural mother...the France of 
the rights of Man, the France of Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité.”44  Sciaky’s memories of his 
time at the Lycée display the influence of French liberal ideas on the urban elite population 
during the final years of Abdul Hamid II’s rule and show his belief that a new manner of 
social organization and political identity could have been established to unite the different 
millets. 
 
 Sciaky’s descriptions of his education highlight his vision for political and social 
reform.  It is clear that his educational background instilled in him a belief in the French 
ideals of nationhood and the rights of man.  As his memoir progresses he laments that such a 
future was not in store for Turkey.  However, his enthusiasm for such liberal ideology makes 
it clear that he supported such changes in his own country.  Sciaky yearned for a liberal 
multi-ethnic society, rather than the ideal of a Jewish nation. 
 
 Sciaky’s ideological underpinnings become clearer as the memoir continues.  In the 
end of his work, he spends a great portion of time recounting the Young Turk Revolution.  
He glowingly praises the revolutionaries in the CUP for their commitment to 
constitutionality and their early efforts to include members of all religious and ethnic 
backgrounds.   He writes, “the very earnestness of the men and their unswerving devotion to 
the cause of freedom could not but convince others of their sincerity.  In 1903 the Armenian 
Committee threw in it its lot with the Young Turks.”45  He places much of the blame for the 
failures of the CUP on the separatist Christian groups within the empire and the outside 
interference of European powers.  He asks regretfully, “how could the union, however 
sincerely sought, be attained between such antithetical aims and aspirations?”46  Sciaky 
consistently praises the CUP’s attempts to undermine conservative elements of society and 
lauds them for their aspirations to work with the non-Muslim millets.  
 
 Sciaky’s treatment of Zionism is also telling of his identity as a Sephardic Jew in the 
Ottoman Empire.  He never addresses the topic explicitly, yet his attitudes concerning many 
European schools in Salonica is highly disparaging.47  He states that in addition to the lycée, 
“there were the German Gymnasium, the schools of the Lazarist Brothers, and a few others.  
But these were clerical in general tone, and too concerned with subtly disseminating 
sectarian religious teachings.”48  Though perhaps hypocritical given his own enthusiasm for 
French culture, Sciaky viewed sectarian institutions to be detrimental to the political future 
of the Ottoman state because of their emphasis of religious topics and the ethnic separatism 
they encouraged. 
 
 The lack of attention given to Zionism and the absence of any mention of the 
Hebrew language suggest that Sciaky’s identity was not tied to the Jewish people at large.  
His childhood memories place his Jewish heritage in a local context that was firmly rooted in 
the Sephardic experience.  His account highlights the romanzas and the Ladino language 
that relate to the shared culture and history of the Ottoman Sephardic population rather 
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47 Fuhrmann, Der Traum von Deutschen Orient, Zwei Deutsche Kolonien im Osmanischen Reich, 
221. 
48 Sciaky, Farewell to Ottoman Salonica, 93. 
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than the religion of Judaism or the recent concept of a Jewish political entity.  He is an 
example of middle class Sephardic Jews from Salonica who had received a secular, 
Francophone education and supported assimilation into the reforming Ottoman Empire.  
Although he never mentions Jewish religious figures or religious practice, he speaks only 
positively concerning his faith and history as a Jew.  His Ottoman patriotism and support for 
liberal elements of the state cause him to formulate his identity as a Jew in a fundamentally 
local manner.  He views the Ladino language and Sephardic culture and history as a 
phenomenon that is essentially Ottoman and in no way contradictory to the Young Turks’ 
nation building project. 
 
El Avenir 
 
 This essay will now turn to an examination of the Zionist newspaper, El Avenir.  
The two periodicals I will examine are El Avenir’s second issue, written during Hanukah on 
December 22, 1897, and the thirteenth issue, released during Purim on March 7, 1898, as they 
are found in Beatrice Schmid’s edited collection of Ladino texts, “Sala de Pasatiempo”:  
Textos Judeoespañoles.  As these are early selections published in the nineteenth century 
while the censor was still in place, they do not promote Jewish separatism, nor do they 
discuss settlement in Palestine; however their discussion of Judaism, Ottoman, and world 
politics represents a vision of Ottoman Jewish identity that is fundamentally at odds with 
Sciaky’s.  I argue that although the influence of Zionism in the Ottoman Empire has been 
downplayed prior to the Young Turk Revolution, early Zionist organizations, such as El 
Avenir, could have a profound impact as they offered a new vision of Jewish identity based 
on the notion of a Jewish nation. 
 
 Much concerning the focus of the authors of El Avenir can be found in the physical 
layout of each issue, given what sections are regularly included.  The newspaper begins with 
an editorial that usually addresses a theme connected with recent happenings in the 
community.49  Second is Politica de la Semana, which details the political events of the week, 
focusing particularly on the Ottoman Empire and its European allies, as well as the plight of 
Jews in various European countries.  The following section, entitled, Revista Israelica, 
provides further news limited to the Jewish community in the Ottoman Empire and abroad.  
It follows stories of particular interest to the Jewish community, such as the Dreyfus affair, 
and in addition may include editorials or essays on religious themes.  Finally, the section En 
Salonico confines itself to local news.  The order and the space allotted to each section 
suggest that what topics interested the authors were quite different than those that 
interested Leon Sciaky.  Their publication is more concerned with Jews worldwide and 
Jewish thought than the local community.  This is highlighted by the placement of En 
Salonico at the end of the publication after the discussion of European news. 
 
 In contrast to Leon Sciaky’s account, the two issues of El Avenir spend much time 
discussing Jewish history and religious tradition outside of a purely Sephardic context and 
shed light on the religiosity of the city as well as the intellectual vision of the newspaper’s 
writers.  The opening articles in both issues, entitled “Hanuká” and “Purim Tov Mevoraj” 
respectively, provide some details concerning the holiday’s celebration and history, but 
emphasize the centrality of the two holidays to Jews across the world.  The theme of unity 
between all Jews is stressed throughout the article, “Hanuká”.  It begins with the sentiment, 
“In life there is no difference between big and small,” and it continues to poetically elucidate 
                                                
49 Beatrice Schmid, “Sala de Pasatiempo”:  Textos Judeoespañoles de Salonica, Impresos entre 1896 y 
1916 (Basel:  Romanisches Seminar der Universität Basel, 2003), 88. 
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the idea that in the eyes of God, people of all countries and social statuses are judged 
equally.50  The writer then turns to the history of Judaism, connecting the holiday with the 
shared history of Jews all across the world, and tells how the Jews as a people have suffered 
together.  He writes that the Jewish people have endured much and, “it [the Jewish race] was 
attacked continuously by its jealous neighbors, and always left victoriously, thanks to their 
noble qualities and the protection of the Almighty, without whom they wouldn’t have done 
anything.”51  This opening advances the notion that Jews across the world have a common 
history based on their shared persecution. 
  
Following these opening statements, the author declares that, like any people, the Jews have 
significant anniversaries and holidays that are worthy of celebration.  He then gives a short 
account of the story upon which Hanukah is based, describes the crisis and ultimate 
salvation from God that the Jews received, and argues that ceremonies such as the lighting 
of candles are a noble and respectful way to honor Jewish history and pass the story on to 
younger generations.52   
 
 The article, “Purim Tov Mevoraj” underscores several of the same themes.  The 
author begins with the statement, “the holiday of salvation and joy grants us a beautiful look 
at our ancient history.  Judaism, always strong and youthful, does not forget its great men.  It 
is this that always protects it and protects it from its anguishes.”53  Following this call to 
remember the past, the author recounts the story of Purim.  In conclusion, he states that 
such a tale of oppression of Jews at the hands of the state remains relevant in the modern day.  
He writes, “Envy and enmity always arm enemies against us who are terrible and powerful.”54  
In addition, he declares that Jews, “were always faithful to the state and king,” despite 
constant persecution and it is a testament that, “being so persecuted, having suffered so 
much and continuing to live with such great, natural joy seems strange to those who 
watch.”55 
 
 These articles present the political beliefs of the authors as much as they provide 
general information on the holiday.  They takes great pains to emphasize the unity between 
Jews across the world based on their relationship with God and their common history of 
persecution and perseverance and stress the importance of sharing such events. Such a 
presentation strengthens the notion that in the modern world, there is a meaningful 
connection between Jews of all lands.  In addition, it is significant to note that, in his 
discussion of persecution and salvation, there is no explicit mention of the Sephardic Jews’ 
flight from Spain, a topic that routinely appears in Leon Sciaky’s account and other 
Sephardic literary works of the twentieth century.  This omission may indicate the authors’ 
deliberate attempt to leave out Jewish traditions specific to Sephardic Jews, instead focusing 
on themes readily accessible to Jews of the Ottoman Empire as well as Europe.  

                                                
50 Ibid., 98. (En la vida non hay dinguna diferencia entre chico a grande) 
51 Ibid.,  99. (Ella [la raza judía] fue continualmente atacada de parte sus vecinos celosos, y salió 
siempre victoriosa, gracia a sus hermosas cualidades y a la protección del Todo-Potente, sin la cuala 
non se hacé nada.) 
52 Ibid., 99. 
53 Ibid., 109. (El Purim, la fiesta de la salvación y de la alegría, mos acodra una Hermosa hoja de 
muestra historia Antigua.  El Judaísmo, siempre fuerte y mancebo, non olvida sus grandes hombres.  
Es esto que lo guadró siempre y lo guadra de sus angustias.) 
54 Ibid., 110. (El cello y la enemistad armaron siempre contra mosotros enemigos furiosos y potentes.) 
55 Ibid. (Los jidiós fueron siempre fieles al país y a sus rey…)(Ser tan preseguido, haber tanto sufrido y 
continuar a vivir con una grande alegría natural, parece estraño a los que examinan…) 
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 A second article in the section, Revista Yisraelita, is entitled, “Historica de Hanuká.”  
This article is a fictional story about a Sephardic family rather than a history of the holiday, as 
the title suggests.  A young boy asks his mother what Hanukah is, to which she is unable to 
respond.  The authors write, “according to her, children should ask, ‘when is Hanukah?’  And 
the parents should say ‘this day or that’ and the children nearby having washed their hands 
would say, ‘quick!  Let’s go eat some bimuelicos.’”56  The son continues to ask and the 
mother, exasperated, tells her older son, who is busy studying, to answer his younger 
brother.  The older boy is ashamed and declares,  
 

Mom, with all of my eagerness to volunteer and with all of my education, be 
sure that I myself do not know why it is proper to celebrate this holiday.  Me!  
Who knows about China, Japan, Madagascar and Timbuktu!  Ignoring the 
history of Hanukah! But what do you expect?  We don’t know our language.57 

  
This article illuminates El Avenir’s mission as well as their perception of the religiosity of the 
Sephardic community.  It implies that the newspaper is not publishing articles on Jewish 
events only to celebrate days of religious significance, but also as part of a broader initiative 
to educate the public of their own history.  The ignorance of this fictional mother and the 
response of her oldest son suggest that the writers of El Avenir were concerned that the 
Sephardic community had lost their connection to Judaism and observed the holidays only 
out of habit.  This point is driven home with the son’s comment that the root of the problem 
is that the Hebrew language is not widely known.  It is deemed vital that the first step in 
connecting with one’s Jewish heritage is the study of Hebrew.  This article displays anxiety 
on the part of the writers that the younger, secularly educated generation, signified by the 
eldest son who is studying and professes knowledge of the modern world, have become 
disconnected from Judaism at large. 
 
 The writers of El Avenir bolster this point through the large portion of “Revista 
Yisraelita” and “Política de la Semana” that are designated for foreign news.  These sections 
are in the front pages of the publication with local news not appearing until the end of each 
issue.  Two themes that frequently appear are the cultural and social progress of Jews across 
the world and Jewish persecution, particularly in Eastern Europe.  In the issue from 
December 22, 1897, there are several articles that describe political successes of Jews in 
Europe and the works of influential Western European Jews.  A salient article tells of five 
youths who have recently graduated from the rabbinical school in Paris.  This seems hardly 
newsworthy and is covered in only four sentences, but it is included to make a statement 
about Salonica.  Two of the recent graduates are designated “our compatriots,” referring to 
presumably Sephardic Jews from the Ottoman Empire.  The writer states, “permit us to note 
that Judaism in the Orient demands religion and progress.  Our compatriots are needed as 
guides in the march to advancement.”58  This short inclusion lines up with the previously 

                                                
56 Ibid., 104. (Según ella los hijicos debían demander, “cúando es Hanuká?”  Y los parientes iban 
responder “tal o tal día,” los niños ajuntarían entre una y otra refregada de mano, “haide ya vamos a 
comer bimuelicos.”) 
Bimuelico is a type of pastry. 
57 Ibid. (“Mamá, con toda mi Buena veluntad y con toda mi instrucción, vos aseguro que ni yo conozco 
por qué es esta fiesta, es propio de maravïar.  Yo que sé lo que es la Quina, el Japón, Madagascar y 
Tombuctú!  Iñorar la historia de Hanuká!  Ma qué quieres?  Nuestra lengua lasón no la conocemos.” 
58 Ibid., 99. (Mos permeteremos de acodrarles que el judaísmo en oriente demanda religón y progreso.  
Muestros compatrïotos tienen menestrer ser guïados en el camino del adelantamiento) 
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mentioned Hanukah story, rallying for a new generation of religiously educated Jews to 
bring back knowledge of Judaism to the Sephardim of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
 Many of the other notifications hold no commentary on the state of affairs in the 
Ottoman Empire, but are designed to elicit the sense of shared triumph and appreciation for 
the actions of their co-religionists in Europe.  For example, short columns about charity 
given by the AIU or other philanthropic organizations portray European Jews as 
benevolently concerned for their Ottoman brethren.  In one article, the AIU is reported to 
have spent 45,000 francs constructing a Talmud Torah school in Izmir.  Similarly, they write 
that Madam la Baronesa de Hirsch donated 35,000 francs for the construction of houses for 
poor Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews in Jerusalem.59   
 
 Beyond accounts of European generosity, examples of political success are also 
recorded.  It is stated that the parliament in Austria recently passed several favorable articles 
towards their Jewish population, with one of the articles officially recognizing the Yiddish 
language.  Until 1814, Jewish languages were banned in Austria, and as of 1846, signatures in 
Yiddish were not recognized, meaning that contracts signed by Jews were considered null 
and void.60  In addition, this issue reports on several notable Jewish figures in England, such 
as the retirement of English statesmen, Sir Saul Semuel, described as “one of the most 
important English Jews.”61  These reports of political successes and European Jewish 
notables grants the readers the feel that their Jewish identity was not limited to the confines 
of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
 This goal is also found in the inclusion of several articles on injustices committed 
against Jews in Europe.  One example found in this issue is a lengthy article on Romania, 
describing the unfortunate recent set of discriminatory laws aimed against the Jews.  They 
claim that it had recently been passed that Jews could no longer enter government schools 
nor serve in the military, and instead were required to pay a special tax.62  The authors write 
lamentfully that the Jews partake in “all of the penalties and none of the honors.”63  After these 
laws were passed, they write that there was much unrest between Jewish merchants and 
Christian subjects in Bucharest that resulted in the loss of property of many Jews.64  In 
addition to this piece of news, the Dreyfus Affair is recounted in detail in both issues. These 
are examples in which the writers portray the suffering of Jews in Europe as a shared 
experience. 
 
 An essay included at the end of the Purim issue is entitled, “Historiyica de Purim,” 
and was translated from an English short story.  This narrative is a fictional piece similar in 
style to the aforementioned story of a family celebrating Hanukah.  What is unusual is that it 
is set in England and tells the tale of an upper class British Jew.  It describes the day of 
Miriam Berenski, a duchess who lives in a wealthy neighborhood of London, and travels to a 
poor Jewish neighborhood in East London to attend Purim service.  She is impressed by the 
beauty of the sermon delivered by a young religious student with whom she had previously 
gone to school, and at the end of the story they decide to marry despite their differences in 
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62 Ibid., 96. 
63 Ibid. (En todas las penas y non están en dinguna de las honores.) 
64 Ibid. 
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social class.65  This story’s inclusion highlights several points:  First of all, its Western 
European setting points out the similarities between the European and Sephardic Jews.  
Secondly, several social issues are involved here that are equally relevant in an Ottoman 
setting.  Issues of class differences and faltering religiosity in London’s Jewish community 
play a large role in the story.  Such parallels reflect the newspaper’s intentions to promote the 
idea that Ottoman Jews are not distinct from their co-religionists in Europe and indicate that 
they deal with the same struggles and communal concerns. 
 
 Thus far, it has been argued that the writers of El Avenir are responding to what 
they perceive to be a lack of religiosity and awareness of Jewish culture in Salonica by 
promoting a Jewish identity that unites European and Ottoman Jews based on shared 
history, religion, and persecution.  However, their treatment of the Ottoman Empire is 
interesting as they appear to remain loyal patriots and often laud the Ottomans for their 
favorable treatment of Jews.  These attitudes frequently emerge in the covering of political 
events.  One article entitled “Turquía y Japón” describes a recent commercial agreement 
signed between the two countries.  The author consistently refers to “our country” and lists 
the advantages that this development may have for the empire.  They report that a French 
newspaper declared that this agreement could yield an enormous amount of power to 
Turkey and France that will certainly catch the notice of Europe.66  Ultimately, he concludes 
this is somewhat exaggerated, but Ottoman subjects can be comforted to know that, “if we 
do not have an alliance with Japan, the likes of which they do not have or cannot in fact have 
in Europe, we can be sure that our relations with this old and young empire are, as the whole 
world knows, very friendly.”67  This passage indicates that the writers and the Jewish 
audience are invested in Ottoman world politics, and it shows no hint of dissension or 
separatism. 
 
 The Ottoman Empire is also sometimes treated as a counter example for the 
persecution of Jews in Europe.  The article that describes the recent progress for Jews in 
Austria finishes with a comparison to the Ottoman Empire.  They write, “In Turkey no 
difference was made at all between the different races and religions.  What they are doing 
today in Austria had already been done a long time ago in the Ottoman Empire.”  This 
ending is not particularly pertinent to the story, but comes across as if the writers feel 
legitimate pride for their country.  In this statement, the Ottoman Empire is viewed as a 
model in its tolerance for Jews and other minorities.  However, such flattery can in part be 
explained by the fact that these articles were published during a time of heavy censorship in 
the Empire, and such patriotism may represent an act of appeasement.  This is apparent in a 
preface responding to an objectionable article they had previously published, apologizing 
that, “this error was done on our part unintentionally.  We know what we should give to the 
county and we submit with the greatest care to all points of the regulations.”68  Therefore, 
although the authors appear to retain a degree of Ottoman patriotism, this may in part be 
due to the censor and to the political situation of the time.  In the late 1890s, there was no 
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Jewish state, and the Jews of Salonica would have been quite aware of anti-Semitism in the 
neighboring Balkan countries.69  
 
 I have argued that as early as 1897, the writers of El Avenir proponed a 
fundamentally new and different interpretation of Jewish identity than much of the 
Sephardic elite in Salonica.  Their articles routinely call for a return to the study of Hebrew 
and the holy texts and inform the readers of news of the Jews of Europe.  This focus 
deliberately promotes an interpretation of Judaism alien to the Sephardic and Ottoman 
patriotism found in Sciaky’s memoir.  Their stress of Hebrew and religious traditions 
provides the groundwork for the possibility of a Jewish identity to be shared by Ottoman and 
European Jews alike. 
 
Conflict in Salonica and the Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden 
 
 I have argued that in the decade prior to 1908, although Zionism may not have 
existed as a political force within the Ottoman Empire, different factions of Salonica’s Jewish 
community had begun formulating differing visions of Jewish identity.  The accounts of 
several non-Jewish observers suggest that by the end of the decade these issues had caused 
substantive division within the city’s Jewish community. An Ottoman army officer, Kazim 
Nami Duru, recounts his time as a student and officer in Salonica between 1890 and 1911.  
He first moved to the city in order to attend the military secondary school, or askeri rüştiye, 
from which he graduated in 1891.  After graduation, he continued his studies at a military 
college in Manastir; he eventually returned to Salonica, however, where he worked as an 
officer and later a teacher until 1911. 70  In his account, he endeavors to provide a social 
background of the city, writing, “now I will attempt to explain to you that beautiful city’s 
geography and social situation from that time.”71 
 
 In regards to the city’s Jewish population, Duru describes a community vibrant in 
cultural life, yet beset with internal divisions.  Duru writes, “The Jews in Salonica had two, 
or three social groups.  From these groups, those on the side of the Alliance-Israélite 
Universelle would gather and did not accept the Zionists.”72  He explains that during his 
time in the city, Zionism had taken a foothold, much to the chagrin of the AIU and its 
affiliates, and liberal newspapers, such as Le Progrés de Salonique, mounted attacks against 
the Zionist movement.73  He states that the clear difference between these two sides was the 
languages in which the two sides chose to conduct their work: the secularists favored the 
French language, while the Zionists issued journals in Hebrew.74  Given his status as an 
outsider, Duru’s account highlights the extent to which the Jewish community was divided 
over rival ideologies. 
 
 Competing visions for Sephardic identity in the final years of the Ottoman Empire 
were played out at the end of the decade in Salonica by the rivalry that emerged between the 
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AIU and the Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden.  The Hilfsverein was a German 
philanthropic organization that was founded in 1901 with the aim of providing relief and 
education to Jews in Eastern Europe and the Middle East.  They arrived in Salonica in 1908, 
establishing a kindergarten and, later, a high school.75  The organization began as an 
offshoot from the AIU.  In her article, “Conflicts in the Alliance Israélite Universelle and the 
Founding of the Anglo-Jewish Association and die Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden,” Zosa 
Szajkowski traces the emergence of the Hilfsverein as an independent organization and 
argues the divergence occurred primarily as a result of the competition between France and 
Germany.  She writes that as early as 1863, the Berlin Alliance committee found issue with 
the central committee in Paris, complaining about its lack of appeal to Jews in Germany and 
its allocation of funds.76  Rivalry between France and Germany further exacerbated these 
tensions, and German Jews began to petition for independent leadership, advocating the 
formation of the Bund für Deutschen Juden.77  Conflicts continued until in 1901, when Die 
Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden was formed as a separate organization under the 
leadership of Professor E. Landau and Dr. Paul Nathan.78   
 
 The Hilfsverein’s stated mission mirrored that of the AIU, but its methods and ends 
ultimately differed greatly.  Like the AIU, the Hilfsverein was committed to philanthropic 
work in Germany, Eastern Europe, and the Middle East.  In a Festschrift issued 25 years 
after the organization’s foundation, Dr. Paul Nathan includes an essay describing the 
Hilfsverein’s history and mission.  He writes that his organization, “promised to direct their 
chief goal, to bring German language and culture to each of our coreligionists, for whose 
economic advancement and intellectual development depend on our intellectual life, in order 
to facilitate their difficult struggle for existence”.79  For the most part, this statement is in 
accordance with the stated goals of the AIU, namely to promote solidarity among the Jewish 
people, the emancipation of Jews across the world, and the cultural and social regeneration 
of the Jews in their respective countries.80 However the Hilfsverein’s decision to conduct 
their mission work in German stands in contrast to the AIU, which emphasized the 
instruction of French and a “useful” or local language.81   
 
 More significantly, the Hilfsverein placed greater emphasis on the Hebrew language 
and Jewish religion than the AIU.  Nathan writes,  
  

Of course intensive care of Hebrew and religious perspectives will be taken into 
account in the most conscientious fashion; especially so that the Jews of all 
lands would have a strong pillar in retaining their religion, which provides a 
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81 Rodrigue, French Jews, Turkish Jews, 71. 
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strengthening in their belief and simultaneously a fortification of their 
customary doings.82   

 
Nathan’s words stress the importance of teaching religious customs and the Hebrew 
language.  In contrast, while Hebrew was often taught at AIU schools, it had a subservient 
role to French and was restricted to reading religious texts.83   In addition, the AIU 
maintained good relations with the Ottoman authorities through their curriculums, which 
stressed Ottoman patriotism and modernity.84 This reflects a fundamental difference in 
mission.  Nathan’s words call for an awakening of Jewish national identity based on a 
common language and religious traditions, rather than for social and economic integration.   
 
 C.Z. Klötzel was a German teacher at the Hilfsverein’s school that was opened in 
Salonica in 1908.  In 1920 he published a memoir describing his experiences.  From his 
account, the reader can glean information on the religiosity and politics of the city’s Jewish 
population.  The school was run by Jonina Cohen-Chanowitsch, a Russian Jew who joined 
the Hilfsverein and studied with the organization in Jerusalem.  After completing her 
training, she was given an assignment to open a kindergarten in Salonica.85  Klötzel is highly 
complimentary of the academic vigor employed by the school and writes that compared to 
the two hours of instruction in the afternoon that German students receive, “In Salonica the 
little tots would come scurrying in the early morning hours...and stayed the whole day until 
sundown.”86  He emphasizes that the education was conducted in Hebrew, and that 
German, while taught, garnered less interest than Hebrew.87 
 
 Klötzel underscores the success and rightousness of the Hilfsverein by contrasting 
his school with those opened by the AIU.  He summarizes the AIU’s history in the Balkans 
and Ottoman Empire, writing that it was founded by two of the premier Jewish intellectuals 
in Europe, Cremieru and Sir Moses Montefiore, in order to unify Jews across the world.  
However, he accuses the organization of having abandoned its initial principles and of 
having morphed into an arm of French imperialism.  He writes that the AIU, “have driven 
the Jewish youth from their Jewish life and brought them to French culture and 
assimilation.” On the other hand, “the Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden carried itself 
differently in Salonica.  It saw that all one should strive to do to the local Jews, is allow them 
to be led by their own interests and desires.”88  His comparison portrays the AIU’s French 
curriculum as a threat to the wellbeing of Ottoman Jewry, while the German school emerges 
as the true defender of Sephardic culture.   
 

                                                
82 Nathan, Festschrift anlässlich der Feier des 25 jahrigen Bestehens des Hilfsverein der Deutschen 
Juden, gegründet am 28ten Mai, 1901, 23.  (Selbstverständlich werde intensiver Pflege des 
Hebräischen und den religiösen Anschaungen auf das allergewissenhafteste Rechnung getragen 
werden, zumal da die Juden jener Länder in ihrer Religion sich eine so feste Stützte bewahrt hätten, 
daß eine Stärkung in ihrem Glauben zugleich eine Festigung ihres sittlichen Handelns bedeute) 
83 Benbassa and Rodrigue, Balkan Jewry, 84. 
84 Levy, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire, 114. 
85 C.Z. Klotzel, In Saloniki (Berlin:  Judischer Verlag, 1920), 71. 
86 Ibid., 73.  (In Salonika aber kamen die kleinen Knirpfe schon zu frühester Morgenstunde…und 
bleiben den ganzen Tag über bis Sonnenuntergang.) 
87 Ibid., 76. 
88 Ibid., 79.  (die jüdische Jugend aus ihrem jüdischen Lebenskreis herauszuführen und sie 
französischer Kultur und damit der Assimilation auszulieferen.)  (Der “Hilfsverein der deutschen 
Juden” aber ging in Salonika anders vor.  Er sah ein, daß was man für die dortigen Juden tun wollte, 
nur von ihren eigenen Interessen und wünschen geleitet sein dürfe.) 
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 Klötzel’s memoir makes it clear that such partisanship concerning the rival schools 
was not limited to European leadership.  The local Jewish community also took great 
interest in the event.  This debate comes to light in his account of local reactions to the 
opening of the German school.  He writes that Jonina Cohen-Chanowitz was met with 
hostility from much of the city’s elite and by the AIU.  The local population did not see the 
point of learning Hebrew and would prefer that, “their children went to the school of the 
Alliance Elite Universelle to learn all types of practical things, and did not want their 
children, as they said, to all become rabbis.”89  Cohen-Chanowitz found a room to teach in 
and began to look for students despite growing opposition.  Klötzel recounts that she was 
unable to find any students until the Head Rabbi, Jacob Meir, intervened.  In a gesture of 
goodwill he sent his own nephew as a student to her and supported her publicly.  Klötzel 
states that other “respectable men of the community followed his example.”90   
 
 Despite the fact that the local leaders objected to the German school, Klötzel’s 
memoir indicates that after the initial reaction, many families eagerly enrolled their children.  
He claims that the institution became wildly popular with the locals as they came to realize 
that it offered the best education and allowed them to celebrate their Jewish faith.  He 
praises the enthusiasm with which the students learned Hebrew, relating that when he 
arrived, the students already spoke fluently and were reluctant to learn German.  He goes so 
far as to say, “the students learned very little German from me, but it was necessary for me to 
learn Hebrew commands...as fast as possible.”91 In addition, he argues that although the 
AIU already had a firm place in the city when the Hilfsverein opened their school, “the 
population caught on quite quickly, that here a school was built, that matched their own 
interests and fulfilled their own wishes that they harbored...the boys and girls were proud to 
be a young ‘Hebrew’...and the elders learned Hebrew from the youths.”92  He estimates that 
there were 100 kindergarteners, and shortly after the kindergarten was opened, a high school 
followed suit.93  Although this account is doubtlessly exaggerated, the school’s relative 
success shortly after its opening indicates that for many Jews in the city, the prospect of 
studying Hebrew and German was attractive. 
 
 This conflict underscores the polarized nature of Salonican society.  On the one 
hand, much of the city’s elite seemed to have viewed the Hilfsverein and its Zionist mission a 
threat to their community.  However, the head rabbi and other notables’ public defense for 
the institute indicates that by 1908 certain social circles within Salonica had become well 
integrated with Zionist discourse and had taken an interest in learning Hebrew and 
German, two languages that could better allow them to forge contact with European Jewry. 
 
 Klötzel’s work highlights the fact that by 1908 much of the city’s population, 
including some of the elites had become interested in Hebrew and religious education.  The 
conflict between the German school and head rabbi against the AIU and much of the local 

                                                
89 Ibid., 72.  (Sie sahen es viel lieber, wenn ihre Kinder in die Schule der “Alliance Israélite Universelle” 
gingen, wo sie viel Französisch und allerlei praktische Dinge lernten, und wollten nicht, daß ihre 
Jungen, wie Sie sagten, alle “Rabbonim” werden sollten.) 
90 Ibid., 73.  (Andere angesehene Männer folgten seinem Beispiel…) 
91 Ibid., 76.  (Die Kinder lernten daher bei mir sehr wenig Deutsch aber ich war gezwungen, mir 
möglichst schnell einen genügenden Schatz an hebräischen Befehlen und Scheltworten zuzulegen…) 
92 Ibid., 80.  (Die jüdische Bevölkerung begriff recht schnell, daß hier ein Schulwerk errichtet würde, 
das ihren eigenen Bedürfnissen entsprach und Wünsche erfüllte…Die Jungen und Mädel waren sehr 
stolz darauf, junge Hebräer zu sein…Die Alten lernten von den Jungen Hebräisch.) 
93 Ibid., 70, 75. 
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sephardic population is a signficant anecdote that points to deeper conflicts within the 
community.  French educated Jewish elites who held high social statuses in the city were 
threatened by a new locus of competing intellectual thought.  In addition, the fact that the 
head rabbi chose to intervene in such a public manner and the subsequent enrollment of 
students is a bold statement.  The religious hierarchy and a number of observant Jews chose 
to support an organization that granted their youths an option of learning Hebrew.  Klötzel’s 
account indicates that a significant portion of Salonica’s Jews supported education that 
fostered religiosity and enabled them to connect to their co-religionists across the world. 
 
 Conclusion 
 
 This essay has attempted to add to the ongoing discussion of Jewish identity in the 
Ottoman Empire in the final decades prior to the First World War.  There is a breadth of 
scholarship that focuses on the liberal transformations that occured in the Jewish community 
from the hands of the Ottoman state, local reformers, and European Jewish organizations 
such as the Alliance Israélite Universelle.  These changes collectively saw the emergance of a 
Jewish middle class that was educated in Francophone schools and a new elite of secularly 
educated Jewish intellectuals and reformers who took active rolls in their own community 
and in the Ottoman state apparatus. 
 
 Scholarship has debated the influence and nature of Zionism within the Empire.  
Earlier works have downplayed its significance, however scholars such as Esther Benbassa 
and Rena Molho have traced the development of Zionist political organizations and 
examined the role of Zionism in the development of Sephardic print culture, particularly in 
the urban centers of Salonica and Istanbul.  Salonica emerged in the 1890s as one of the 
largest centers of Zionist intellectual thought in the Turkish speaking Ottoman world, with 
the emergence of social organizations and the opening of newspapers such as El Avenir.  In 
1908, the German Zionist organization, Die Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden, opened an 
elementry and secondary school in the city and served as an additional source of Zionist 
ideology and education.  Ultimately what had emerged in Salonica in the decade preceding 
the outbreak of the Balkan Wars was a Jewish society heavily divided between Zionists and 
the traditional clergy on one side and secularly educated Jews on the other.   
 
 This essay has argued in favor of Molho and Benbassa’s contention that even prior 
to the Young Turk Revolution, Zionism had a significant cultural presence in Salonica and 
offered an alternative understanding of Jewish identity to that which was understood by the 
majority of the city’s Sephardic elite.  Through the examination of memoir and press sources, 
I have sought to understand how Jews of different social groups conceptualized and 
expressed Judaism while living as religious minorities in a rapidly developing multi-ethnic 
and multi-religious Empire.  Leon Sciaky was born into a middle class family, and having 
received a secular French education with classmates of Jewish, Turkish, and Christian 
origin, his political beliefs aligned with the early reformers in the Young Turk movement, 
and he believed strongly in the possibility of a liberal, multi-ethnic Ottoman nation.  Despite 
this, through the course of his memoir, it is clear that he was proud of his Jewish heritage.  In 
an attempt to reconcile this with his Ottoman patriotism, he emphasizes his identity as a Jew 
firmly within a local Ottoman context.  He recounts to the reader the history of the 
Sephardic Jews and speaks favorably of his people’s experiences under Ottoman rule.  In 
addition, he is nostalgic for the Ladino language and provides several examples of verse and 
idioms.  Leon Sciaky provides an example of how Judaism could be understood and 
reconciled by secular Jews who supported reform within the Ottoman Empire and hoped to 
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participate equally as Ottoman subjects. 
 
 On the other hand, the authors of El Avenir newspaper were early proponents of the 
Zionist movement within the Ottoman Empire.  The selections I have included were written 
in 1897 and 1898, years in which Zionist groups were not yet politically active and in which 
the press was controlled rigidly through the censor.  Due to this, their newspaper does not 
promote Zionism in terms of Jewish settlement to Palestine, nor is it explicitly seperatist, and 
perhaps due to the censor, appears favorable to the Ottoman state.  However, they display a 
markedly different understanding of Judaism than that espoused by Sciaky.  Rather than 
celebrating Sephardic culture as practiced in Anatolia and the Balkans, they consistently 
emphasize the necessity of studying Hebrew and religious texts and spend a greater portion 
of each issue reporting on events concerning European Jews.  As a fledgling newspaper, El 
Avenir situated their identity as Jews within a larger context.  They stressed Jewish history as 
portrayed in the holy texts,  informed the reader of Jewish persecution in Eastern Europe, 
and lauded the accomplishments made by French, German, and British Jews in an attempt 
to foster a pan-Jewish concept of identity that could extend beyond the borders of the 
Ottoman Empire. 
 
 Given the hostile reception to the Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden in 1908, it is 
clear that Zionism carried a significant cultural presence in Salonica by this time.  I have 
attempted to demonstrate that although political mobilization had not yet occurred, there 
was a fundamental divergence in the Salonican community based on competing visions of 
Jewish identity.  Early Zionist organizations such as El Avenir challenged the conception of 
Jewish identity as something specifically Sephardic.  By examing the writings of several 
Salonican Jews of different political and social backgrounds in the context of an Empire 
increasingly beset with nationalist movements and liberal, secular reforms, I have found that 
Judaism remained a central part of Sephardic identity within Salonica but was understood 
remarkably differently by different social factions within the Jewish community. 
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