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Associational Strategies
in Ottoman Jewish Society
in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries

by Esther Benbassa
Translated from the French by Eric Fassin and Avigdor Levy

THE RISE OF an associational life within the Jewish communities
of the Ottoman Empire did not begin in the second half of the
nineteenth century with their hesitant entry into modernity, that is,
Westernization and relative secularization. It was, however, at that
time that associations of a new kind came to life. They did not replace
the groupings rooted in traditional Jewish or Ottoman Jewish life,
such as charitable and educational associations, or others, linked to
the local context, such as the professional corporations.' These tradi-
tional associations continued to play their part, even while the new
associations claimed some of their functions, helping thereby to enrich
the different means of socialization and political participation availa-
ble.

The type of political participation studied here will be, first and
foremost, that of Jewish opinion groups, acting through associations,
circles, clubs, committees and even trade guilds. These, in general,
emerged, progressively, under the inspiration of Western counter-
parts such as the Alliance Israélite Universelle (henceforth abbreviated
as Alliance),? the Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden (henceforth Hilfs-
verein),’ the Zionist movement, and the B’nai B’rith* (local pronunci-
ation: Béné Bérit). It is understandable, therefore, that imported
ideologies, even though adapted to local conditions, were essential in
positioning different tendencies within the empire’s Jewish com-
munities.

The establishment, in 1835, of the office of chief rabbi (haham
bagt),’ in principle for the whole of Ottoman Jewry, and, even more,
the promulgation, in 1865, of an organic statute for the Jewish com-
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458 The Jews of the Ottoman Empire

munity (Hahamhane Nizamnamesi or Nizamati),* which officially recog-
nized different authorities within the community—religious, lay, and
mixed—were important milestones in the progressive politicization of
the different tendencies within the community, especially among the
laity who sought power. In addition, the country’s general political
course was about to arouse among some Western Jewish philan-
thropists and opinion groups a new interest in Ottoman Jewry. Frf)m
this perspective, the Tanzimat era and the Young Turk Revolution
represented important stages in the entry, in different ways, of West-
ern Jewish interest groups on the Ottoman scene. Finally, it was near
the authority structures of the community and in relation to them
that the different opinion groups were to be found, even if, locally,
their initial purpose was not always defined in these terms.

Associational life figured quite early in the plans for action of
these opinion groups, whether they were autochthonous or imported.
Sometimes a real gap existed between how the opinion groups used
the associations and how their use was perceived by the public. The
" success encountered by associational activity was also related to this
gap. Itis evident, however, that all the parties involved in associational
structures used them to advance their own interests.

The Association between Tradition and Modernity

The term “traditional society” generally implies a society where the
religious element pervades all societal activities, including those which,
in our modern societies, are considered as having no relevance to it.”
In fact, in such a society all aspects of life are governed by religious
precepts.® In traditional Jewish society, associations could not earn
the right to be established unless they represented the society’s Véfll.lest
study of the Torah, charity, and the pursuit of philanthropic activities.’
These associations also constituted structures of socialization for the
few who took part in them. The idea of an associational life intended
for the masses developed with modernization and the relative seculari-
zation it implied.

The community life of the Jews who had come to the Ottoman
Empire from Spain and Portugal in the fifteenth century and later,
included associational structures that corresponded to the demands
of traditional Jewish life and that continued to develop with time."
During the modernization era, these traditional associations coexisted
with secular associations. They even grew in numbers in response to
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the calamities that struck the Ottoman Jewish communities, particu-
larly their increasing impoverishment.!* With the progress of moder-
nization, however, the traditional associations, in particular those that
were devoted to charitable works, underwent a progressive seculariza-
tion due to the diminution of the religious values prevailing at the
time of their foundation. Moreover, in the nineteenth century they
became more open to the masses. They also took an increasingly more
active role in the politics of the Jewish community. Thus the traditional
associations, from several perspectives, began to resemble the modern
ones.'?

The new associations that appeared in the major Jewish centers
of the empire in the second half of the nineteenth century developed,
to be sure, within the community, but most of them no longer de-
pended directly on its official structures. The principal objectives of
the emerging associations were no longer linked directly to the religi-
ous requirements of traditional Jewish life. This new situation had
the potential of causing conflict; but it could also inspire a new
dynamism in the communities.’ Indeed, many of the new associations
became the principal vectors of Jewish modernity, with various meas-
ures of success.

The modernization of the Ottoman Jews was initiated during the
‘Tanzimat period with the intervention of Western Jews. It gained the
immediate support of local Jewish elites, connected to the merchant
bourgeoisie and to financial circles. These were mostly foreign nation-
als, notably Italian, known locally as Francos.'* This could be described
as modernization from above, largely due to the elites’ voluntarism.
This dynamic, started by a group of notables who were more progres-
sive than the community’s traditional leadership, was supported also
by maskilim, followers of the Haskalah, the Jewish movement of En-
lightenment. The latter were anxious to reform the Jewish communi-
ty, open it to the West, and collaborate with European Jewry. But the
“regeneration” of the local Jews and their modernization required a
new schooling and an education of a Western kind. Thus these two
groups cleared the way for the Alliance and its educational endeavors.
In various Ottoman towns local committees were created to support
the Alliance’s work. In 1863, the Salonica Alliance Committee and
the Regional Committee of the Alliance in Istanbul were founded,
and others followed soon.'* The Alliance committees were the secular,
modern equivalents of traditional societies like those of Talmud Torah,
“institutions of piety, knowledge and close solidarity,”'® which until
then had maintained a monopoly over traditional Jewish teaching and
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education. The Alliance committees were the most important early
associations of the new type. By virtue of their allegiances they formed
a bridge between the Jewish West and the local communities, still
mostly traditional.

The foundation of Alliance schools was followed by the
emergence of an entire network of alumni associations whose forma-
tion was intended to supplement the school’s activities. These associ-
ations, which were of a corporatist kind, brought together in the first
place the alumni of the schools, joined by other categories of members
(including community notables) likely to support the Alliance’s under-
taking. The Alliance used them both in order to cultivate future sup-
porters and as instruments in the propagation of its ideology. These
associations first appeared in the last decade of the nineteenth century.
In Izmir, the Association des Anciens Eléves de I’ Alliance was founded
in 1896'"; that of Salonica in 1897'%; and the association of Edirne in
1901 (the last was known under the name Fraternité Scolaire or Cercle
de la Fraternité).” In Istanbul, it was not until 1910 that two rival
associations were formed, the one “Alliancist,” the Amicale, and the
other Zionist, Agudat Crémieux.’ At a somewhat later stage were
formed associations of graduates of the Alliance girls’ schools (Associ-
ations des Anciennes Eléves), such as that of Salonica, in 1909.2!

These associations, compared to the traditional ones, were, to be
sure, open to greater numbers, but they did not yet provide structures
for the masses. They initiated a new form of corporatist associational
life, linked not to a trade guild but to a basically foreign educational
institution. They were to contribute, along with the Alliance’s other
institutions, to transforming the Alliance, at the local level, into opin-
ion groups of considerable influence and to provide it with grass roots
support.

Concerning membership, in 1897, one year after its foundation,
the association of Alliance alumni in Izmir had 183 members®; in
Salonica, between 19101911, the figures were slightly over 350.2 In
fact, however, these associations did not reach a majority of the
graduates of the Alliance’s schools.

In addition, these associations were now required to provide a
suitable replacement for the traditional leisure structures to which
these youths had been accustomed. Consequently, they tried to foster
mutual aid activities among their members. This was a new version
of traditional corporatist charity, with the addition of various cultural
activities. They also offered a sort of continued association to former
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students centered on such values as solidarity and friendship. They
thus assumed some of the functions of professional corporations and
of traditional charitable organizations by helping craftsmen who com-
pleted their training or apprenticeship in Alliance institutions. For
these purposes, some associations created institutions resembling pro-
fessional trade unions and mutual aid funds, which were quite similar
to European mutual funds.* The Izmir association thus created a
Workers’ Society (Société Ouvriére), which was to provide work for
craftsmen trained in the Alliance’s vocational institutions and to con-
tribute to the improvement of their “financial and moral condition”
by means of repayable loans.* The Salonica association took measures
to reorganize the old society of Jewish craftsmen, Ermandad, which
had stopped functioning.*® In 1909, the Ermandad of Edirne was
reorganized as Le Syndicat des Ouvriers.” Both craftsmen and work-
ers were thus covered, a fact which widened the Alliance’s impact as
it could now penetrate groups already organized by trade guilds. Such
undertakings were a consequence of an important principle of the
Alliance’s ideology: turning Jews into “productive” citizens. Through
a variety of programs, which included lectures, evening courses, theat-
rical performances, recreational activities, sports events, and establish-
ing new libraries and orchestras, these associations continued not only
to offer post-school education to their members, but also to acculturate
them in the molds of Western and secular leisure. They also helped
poor students by trying to find them work when they left school; they
also participated in philanthropic activities beyond the strict definition
of the association’s objectives. These associations based their legitimacy
on their relation to the Alliance’s educational activities. The Salonica
association, for example, in its statutes for the years 1905—6, explicitly
stated its mission to propagate in support of the Alliance.?®

During this period there existed associations that did not directly
depend upon the Alliance, but which were, nevertheless, in large part
made up of members who had attended Alliance schools. As an exam-
ple, one can cite, for Edirne, Le Cercle Israélite (founded in 1890),
attended by the well-to-do, and Le Cercle de la Bienfaisance (1903).
Both merged into one in 1914.% Salonica had a westernized and sec-
ular associational life relatively early. Le Cercle des Intimes was
founded in 1873, the same year as the first Alliance school was estab-
lished in that city. The Cercle, restructured in 1907, took on the name
Club des Intimes.* Its activities were both philanthropic and cultural.
In 1890, still in Salonica, Le Grand Cercle was founded. Its purpose
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was to protect the interests of Jewish merchants. In 1909, inco.rp(s)lrat-
ing other associations, it became Le Grand Cercle Commercial.*" In
1907, the Association des Anciens Eléves de I'Ecole fr.anco-allemande
(a private Jewish school), was added to that of the Alliance.*? Istanbul
also had its clubs and literary societies.*

Furthermore, toward the turn of the century there began to ap-
pear in the major Jewish centers societies for the.propagation of the
Turkish language among Jews. Behind this initiative was, apparently,
the Acting Chief Rabbi Mosheh Levi (Halevi) who had the approval
of the Ottoman authorities. The intention, it seems, wa§ to.please the
palace.® It was nevertheless evident that the modernization of. the
Jewish community also required integration into Ottoman.5f)c1ety.
Acquiring the Turkish language could open new opportunities for
the local Jews. . ‘

Finally, one should point out the contribution of c1rc.les of mas-
kilim. In 1879, in Edirne, an association was founded in o‘rder to
spread the Haskalah’s ideas, Hevrat Dorshei .ha-Haskalah (hterall'y:
Society of the Seekers of the Haskalah), or Sosiedad do lo.s Progrems—l
tas.® This association published a bulletin (Boletino de la S os‘zedad Dorshet
ha-Haskalah), subscribed to Hebrew publications, maintained ‘a read-
ing room, and financed a scholarly periodical in jud?o-Spar.nsh and
Hebrew. The last was devoted to Jewish history and in 'parqcular to
that of the Turkish Jews.* Istanbul also had an association linked to
the Haskalah, Dorshei Leshon Tziyon (literally: The Seekers of the
Language of Zion). It was founded in 1§99 by Jews from' Easte'rrf
Europe.* In the same year a similar association was created‘m Izmir;
it also advocated the teaching of Hebrew language apd hterature:
following the principles of the Haskalah. It called itself Doz:hel
Leshon Ever (literally: The Seekers of the Hebrew Language).” At
the current state of our research, it is difficult to assess exgctly the

part played by these associations in modernizing Ottoman ]efmsh com-
munities. At the very least, their existence suggests the impact of
European Jewry’s new intellectual currents. i}

Another association, Kadimah (“Forward” or “Eastward” to Pa‘les-
tine), founded in Salonica toward 1899, did not fit into any previous
category. It was related to the Haskalah movement, but was dlst.;l-.
guished by its nationalist aspirations.” Its _founders‘ were talmi i
hakhamim, traditional scholars, who, after their schoolmg‘m the rel.l-
gious yeshivot, went on to learn French and secular subjects. Their
objectives were to cultivate and propagate the Hebrew language, to
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educate the masses through Hebrew, and to enlighten and strengthen
religious faith by promoting Jewish studies.® The talmidei hakhamim
who comprised the membership of this association included teachers
at traditional Jewish schools, journalists, merchants, and other well-
educated people.* The association offered a range of activities, includ-
ing book lending, lectures, discussions, as well as evening courses in
Hebrew grammar, Jewish history, and general Hebrew studies. The
association established a library containing works in Hebrew and other
languages.* Kadimah was not favorably regarded by the chief rabbi
of Salonica because its members did not seem to conform to religious
traditions more than necessary. However, by virtue of its membership,
as well as by its objectives and activities, it was located half-way between
tradition and modernity. It was, in fact, considered a clandestine
Zionist association.* After the Young Turk Revolution and the begin-
ning of the Zionist renewal in Salonica, Kadimah resumed its activities
under the name Bibliotheque Israélite. It eventually joined the Fédér-
ation Sioniste de Grece following the latter’s foundation in 1918.4

The Young Turk Revolution and the Constitutional Period that
followed the Hamidian absolutism, encouraged intense social change
in the country as a whole and the development of associational life.
The first Ottoman constitution (1876) did not guarantee the freedom
of association.* That of 1908, with the modifications of August 1909,
guaranteed associative rights to Ottoman subjects, despite some re-
strictions. (The latter included a ban on “separatist” associations whose
objectives might jeopardize the territorial integrity of the empire, and
“political associations borrowing their object and title from a race or
a nationality.”*")

The empire’s Jewish communities were no exception and their
awakening was indeed spectacular. Thus, associations which had at-
rophied were now reorganized and new ones created. Conditions in
the country as a whole, combined with the particular circumstances
of the community, were to infuse Jewish associational life with a new
dynamism.

The foundation of Zionist associations dates from this period. It
began with the establishment of a branch of the World Zionist Organi-
zation in Istanbul, in 1908, under the cover of a banking institution,
the Anglo Levantine Banking Company. Indeed, there had been ear-
lier Jewish nationalist associations in the empire before the Young
Turk Revolution, like Kadimah. However, given Abdiilhamid IT’s pol-
icy on Palestine and the climate of suspicion that prevailed during his
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reign, these associations had had to remain mostly clandestine.*® Con-
sequently, it was only after 1908 that Zionist associational life de-
veloped in the empire, in Istanbul in particular. However, due to the
restrictions mentioned above these groups had to adopt different
covers.

The brand of Ottomanism advocated by the Committee of Union
and Progress had found supporters in the Jewish community. During
the first years after the revolution, a number of associations for the
propagation of the Turkish language sprouted in Istanbul as well as
in other major Jewish centers.* The Zionists, following the example
of other opinion groups, which supported Ottomanism for tactical
reasons, also created associations for the teaching of Turkish, but, at
the same time, also undertook to teach Hebrew.”

In fact, until the First World War, Zionist activities focused in
particular on the revival of the Hebrew language and culture, at least
in appearance. The Maccabi athletic clubs also played a major part in
the propagation of Zionism. Until the Balfour Declaration, the Zionist
movement and its associations supported, on the local level, the prin-
ciple of Ottoman territorial integrity. Within the community, the
Zionists' main impact was to mobilize Jewish public opinion against
the chief rabbinate and the Alliance. Because of conditions in the
country and in the community, they moved through several stages,
from covert nationalism to proclaimed Zionism, especially after the
First World War.

Whatever their political aspirations at the time of their founda-
tion, the Zionist associations occupied the middle ground between
tradition and modernity. The favorite setting for Zionist action was
most often the synagogue, the traditional meeting place of the commu-
nity, at least when circumstances permitted. To this, it should be
added that they generally tended to conclude alliances with religious
circles. But their nationalist, Zionist ideology, despite some local adap-
tations, was truly part of the movement of Jewish modernity. The
synagogue, however, was important, for apart from transmitting trad-
itional Jewish religion and culture, it could encourage the emergence
of a community leadership and internal authority.” The Zionists chose
this strategy for all these reasons, as they wanted to adapt their action
to the groups they wanted to reach. The Zionists secularized, as it
were, this major traditional locale as they preached in the synagogue
the love of Zion. Tradition and nationalism (one aspect of Jewish
modernity) converged there. The Alliance’s ideology had proven weak
in the context of Ottoman Jewry, where it could not truly replace
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tradition, especially among some segments of the population. Zionism,
.on the contrary, could bridge that gap.

The establishment of B’nai B'rith lodges in the major Jewish
centers of the empire, in particular the foundation of the lodge of
Istanbul (the 678th), in February 1911, and of The Great Lodge of
District No. XI of the Orient, the mother lodge,” in May 1911, in-
itiated a new form of associational life, unknown until then, involving
significant philanthropic activity. While B’nai B’rith is considered as
the oldest secular Jewish organization in America,” in the Ottoman
Empire, it was about to make its quick entry on the community scene
primarily as an opinion group.*

Thus, in the second half of the nineteenth century and the begin-
ning of the twentieth, Ottoman Jewry displayed a wide range of associ-
ational activities, revealing the diversity of tendencies rooted in the
community. Confrontations and crises within the community, as well
as general circumstances in the country as a whole, eventually
politicized some of the associations. Those who were strongly attached
to traditional values could remain, however, more or less outside of
this politicization.

Political Socialization and Participation

Organizations located on the periphery of community institutions,
and semipolitical groupings, served in a way as a prelude to commu-
nity leadership.** They made possible a political socialization preced-
ing the move to the center. It is from this perspective that one can
examine the role of the Alliance committees and that of its alumni
establishments. The Alliance program for a future Jewish society and
the restructuring it required did not please those in authority, espe-
cially in Istanbul, the seat of the chief rabbinate.

To be sure, the tensions between progressives and conservatives
had been in existence before the intervention of Western Jewry in
the nineteenth century. They came to the surface and became more
accentuated, however, as new elements appeared on the scene. Gen-
erally speaking, in the context of their time and place, those who
opposed the men in authority were called “progressives.” Once in
power, however, the same would soon be labelled “conservatives” by
other groups. This also applied to the “Alliancists.” Formerly “pro-

gressive,” they were called “conservatives” by the Zionists, after their
rise to power in 1908.
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Up until 1908, the organizations affiliated with the Alliance per-
formed the function of political socialization. In contrast with the
paralysis of community institutions, they emerged as a power group
on the periphery.”® But it was only after the Young Turk Revolution
and the coming to power of Haim Nahum (in principle an Alliance
man) as chief rabbi that, with the help of its different local branches
and the press which supported it, the Alliance could move toward the
center.’” The “Alliancist” notables who had received their political
education within peripheral “power” structures, Now reached the cen-
tral authority, namely the secular structures® of the chief rabbinate,
as their candidate won the position of chief rabbi in 1908 and 1909.%
From then on, they played a direct role in community politics, as an
oligarchy. It goes without saying that not all the “Alliancists” came to
power; but their group was represented in great numbers. These,
however, were primarily the notables. The rank and file were left
behind, and these would gradually enroll for the most part in Zionist
ranks.

For the Zionists, the establishment of associations was from the
start an instrument of political action. Their objective was, on the one
hand, to reach the Ottoman authorities in order to make progress on
the question of Palestine, and, on the other hand, to strike roots in
the community. The representative of the World Zionist Organization
in Istanbul, Victor Jacobson, was a supporter of the “practical” current
of Zionism, in contradistinction to the Zionist leadership who favored
at that time “political” Zionism. For practical Zionism, Gegenwartsarbeit
(action in the present) in the diaspora took precedence over exclusively
political maneuvers. Among other things, it advocated gaining control
of community institutions in order to mobilize Jews in different coun-
tries around a national plan and to combat assimilation. Zionist entry
into the power structures of the community would require, in fact, 2
complete revision of the main political principles followed thus far by
these Jewish authorities, both inside the community and outside, vis-a-
vis the government.

To accomplish the turnaround of the Jewish population in favor
of Zionism, a similar change in the attitude of their representative
authorities had to be realized. This would create a balance of power
favorable to the nationalists vis-a-vis the oligarchy, the chief rabbi,
and those elements close to the Alliance. The realization of such a
plan would enable them to reorganize the community in such a way
that it could become an important interlocutor with the authorities.
The Zionists wanted indeed to seize control of the community.*® To
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achieve that they transformed themselves into a party in opposition
to the chief rabbi. In response, those in power also had to organize
themselves as a party in order to combat the opposition and its allies
Many of the associations emerging from the contending groups be:
came political instruments. The Alliance had already used its alumni
ass'oc1ati<‘)ns as a means for propagating its cause. Now, in the confron-
tatlon'wnh the Zionists, the politicization of these associations grew
more intense due to the high stakes both outside and inside the com-
munity.
The Zionists drew a clear distinction between, on the one hand
the notables and the chief rabbi believed to be on the side of th(;
Alliance and advocating assimilation; and on the other, the poor
masses, misled by their leaders, excluded from community manage-
ment and confined to tradition. The solution which they offered ad-
v'ocated nationalism and the democratization of community institu-
tions at the same time. This somewhat simplistic presentation of com-
munity realities was at the heart of the populist campaign mounted
by Fhe Zionists, especially in the period leading to the resignation of
Haim Nahum in 1920 (he had been a preferred target for Zionist
attacks). In one sense, the Zionist associations became instruments of
political action for an “imported” Zionist leadership; but they also
enabled some local Jews who had been left out of community struc-
tures to obtain political experience themselves before they too could
wield power. The function of the Zionist associations should not, how-
ever, be reduced to these two aspects. To most Jews, they provided
a new nationalist framework of leisure and self expression. This en-
couraged the emergence of a national consciousness among part of
the Jewish population, first in Istanbul and later in other major cen-
ters. Those attracted to the Zionist associations were primarily from
economically underprivileged groups, on the fringes of modernity
or yquths without real possibilities of social advancement or integra-’
tion into Ottoman society. Besides raising a “national consciousness”
.whlchz in the Ottoman period, should not be confused with separatist
intentions or with concrete plans of immigration to Palestine, the
ZlOI’I.IS.t associations also helped these groups acquire a conjunctural
“political consciousness.”' Depending on the activities they offered
and their recruitment strategies, these associations were able to appeal
to a variety of other groups.
"ljhe middle class also provided a significant segment of the mem-

bershlp'of these associations. This was the case of Salonica, where the
masses in contradistinction to the middle class were generally drawn
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to the Fédération Socialiste Quvriére.®? This same middle class, which
had no access to the central community authority, had also provided
the founders and active members of the traditional associations.®
Some intellectuals, journalists, and teachers also joined the Zionist
associational structures. Thus the Zionist associations accommodated
those who had been excluded from active participation in the commu-
nity and offered them opportunities for political socialization. Many
among those who had been left out had supported progressive not-
ables on their rise to power, as well as their reform program. Yet
neither the community institutions nor the Alliance, which was related
to them, could train them and give them responsibilities. The middle
class had expected to participate in power, given their increased im-
portance, especially as an economic force likely to be called upon to
support the community’s financial burdens. The Zionist movement,
"as an opposition party, and its different organizations, in particular
its associations, offered these groups new structures, both more supple
and open.

In Istanbul, the absence of a melting pot like the Fédération
Socialiste Ouvriére of Salonica also enabled the Zionist associations to
tap the discontent and social demands of the masses. Zionism was a
political movement and, as such, it sought to regroup the discontented
from all quarters and to fuse them into one supporting force.

In a similar manner, immediately after the Young Turk Revolu-
tion, the progressive notables affiliated with the Alliance had tried to
use popular discontent against the incumbent Acting Chief Rabbi,
Mosheh Levi, and transform it into a force supportive of their own
candidate, Haim Nahum, and to strengthen their position. Thus, be-
side the demonstrations expressing support for the new regime, or-
ganized by the Jewish associations, the meetings devoted to the re-
definition of community’s administration grew more numerous in
Istanbul.** Eventually, even places of worship were used to this end.*

Public opinion was thus taken into consideration, even though it
played no direct role, neither in the choice of the candidates to the
supreme position of Ottoman Jewry, nor in the election of its lay
leadership. In October 1908, the Rodfei Emet (literally: the seekers
of truth) association, founded by the progressives, appears to have
gathered in the populous district of Haskoy some 15,000 supporters
for the new Acting Chief Rabbi, Haim Nahum, who was then cam-
paigning in the different suburbs of the city for his election to the
position of chief rabbi.®® On their part, the conservatives, who had
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already lost some control of community affairs in 1908, when Nahum
became acting chief rabbi, fearing that they might be completely
excluded if he were elected chief rabbi, had sought to manipulate the
Jewish butchers’ guild against the newcomers.’ This guild used to
collect the tax on kosher meat (gabela), which was an important source
of income for the chief rabbinate. It was, therefore, an important
economic factor within the community. Indeed this guild’s strikes
paralyzed community life. Launched during the election period and
periodically later on, the guild managed to undermine the position
of the new spiritual leader and the oligarchy. On their part, the clubs
and associations won over by the progressives and the acting chief
rabbi mobilized to break the power of the guild.

The confrontation between associations representing opinion
groups linked to the Alliance and the Zionists went back to the Amicale
affair in 1910. Isaac Fernandez, the president of the Alliance’s Reg-
ional Committee in Turkey, and Chief Rabbi Nahum (who was also
the Committee’s honorary president) took the initiative to found an
association of Alliance school alumni (Association des Anciens Eléves
de I'Alliance).®® In March 1910, serious controversies rocked the as-
sembly, which discussed the statutes of the proposed association that
had been prepared by an ad hoc committee.® It soon turned out that
the assembly was divided into two factions. The first, superior in
numbers and better organized, used the Zionist newspaper Hame-
vasser's correspondent to express its view. The minority faction was
described by what was to become its official organ (Bulletin de
I'“Amicale”) as comprising individuals acting on an independent
basis.” In fact, it was an “Alliancist” group on which those who had
planned the foundation of the new association were counting.

One article in the proposed statutes caused a serious conflict lead-
ing to a split. The pro-Zionist faction wanted the association “to in-
itiate, whenever warranted by circumstances, a movement of solidarity
among the Jewish population in support of those fellow Jews, from
whatever country, who might suffer because they are Jews.””" In fact,
such a principle had been incorporated in paragraph 2 of article 1 of
the Alliance’s own statutes,” as well as in those of the Association des
Anciens Eleves de I’Alliance of Salonica (article 5).” The Zionists had
planned to beat the “Alliancists” with their own arms and on their
own turf. In reality, however, although the Zionists used the Alliance
phraseology they did not share its objectives. They hoped that the
confusion that might ensue would win over the uncommitted to the
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Zionist cause. In fact, by insisting that this article be included in the
statutes, the Zionist faction proclaimed the political import it wanted
the proposed association to assume. The “Alliancist” minority, how-
ever, maintained that the goals the Zionists wished to assign the associ-
ation were incompatible with those of an alumni organization.™

The chief rabbi and the “Alliancists” had originally planned to
form an organization that would curb the expanding Zionist associa-
tions and clubs in the city. But they had not correctly assessed the
impact of Zionism on students graduating from the Alliance schools.
In fact, some of their own members were in the process of moving
over to the opposition. The battle over this issue was meant to prevent
an Alliance association from becoming a Zionist political organ. At
the end, the “Alliancist” minority left the assembly. The Zionists re-
named the association Agudat Crémieux (Crémieux Association),
after the illustrious former president of the Alliance, Adolphe Cré-
mieux. They thus appropriated for themselves the prestige of the
Alliance while maintaining the ambiguity regarding the organization’s
character.

The “Alliancist” faction was supported by only nineteen of the
sixty members of the assembly.” They too, with the approval of the
Central Committee of the Alliance in Paris, founded an association
named the Amicale organized on the model of the alumni associations
already existing in Ottoman provincial towns.” Amicale reformulated
the contentious article, in a restrictive sense, so as to underline its
philanthropic character.” In addition, Article 4 of its statutes specified
that the association had no political objectives.”

At about the same time, a similar incident had taken place in
Salonica. The Nouveau Club was born as a result of a split in the Club
des Intimes (known until 1907 as Cercle des Intimes).” The Club des
Intimes had been specifically devoted to philanthropic and cultural
activities. After the Young Turk Revolution, it had briefly flirted with
Zionism, welcoming Zionist spokesmen, such as Vladimir Jabotinsky
(in 1908) and Victor Jacobson (in 1909). Later, however, it moved
toward a “proclaimed and outspoken” Ottomanism, with a clear “Al-
liancist” tendency. This change led to the creation of the Nouveau
Club by members of the Club des Intimes who disagreed with the
new line. The Nouveau Club became distinguished by its nationalist
and pro-Hebrew positions. Each of the two clubs had its own news-
paper. Each took an active part in the community politics of Salonica
as they unfolded.®
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The political activities of these two clubs extended even beyond
the limits of Salonica. In 1910, as tension was mounting in Istanbul
between Chief Rabbi Nahum and the Alliance on the one hand, and
the Zionists on the other, the Club des Intimes circulated a petition,*
which expressed fervent patriotism for the empire and called upon
Ottoman Jewry to support its chief rabbi. Signed by the club’s commit-
tee and its four hundred members, this document warned of the
danger to the empire’s Jewish population if they were to elect a Zionist
chief rabbi. This was a major attempt to mobilize the “Alliancist”
forces. Jacobson therefore described the members of this club as
“enemies” of the Zionists. Alliance sympathizers participated in
numerous associations not directly linked to that society. The Zionists,
however, following the Young Turk Revolution, made a conscious
attempt to infiltrate organizations close to the community authorities
in preparation for taking them over. Thus, the opinion groups used
the associations either to retain power, or to conquer it.

Another case illustrating the degree of politicization of associa-
tional life was that of the Maccabi athletic and sports clubs in the years
before the First World War. The impact of these clubs on the youth
of the populous suburbs of Istanbul was considerable. Following the
example of most of the Zionist associations, the Maccabi clubs articu-
lated a constant anti-Alliancist line. The chief rabbi, in order to de-
monstrate his discontent with this situation, refused the invitation of
the Balat Maccabi club to attend its celebration in October 1910.%
This incident, however insignificant in appearance, sparked an explo-
sion. In a speech delivered during the celebration, the club’s vice-pres-
ident attacked the Alliance in vehement terms.* In retaliation, the
chief rabbi gave up his title as honorary member of the club.*® The
Zionists considered this act a declaration of war on the “national move-
ment.”*

The Zionist clubs and associations described the work of the Al-
liance as assimilationist and antinationalist. On the other hand, the
Alliance pretended to be above all this and to ignore the Zionists. Few
“Alliancists” were unaware, however, of the conflicts between the Al-
liance and the Zionists in Bulgaria in the early years of the twentieth
century. These conflicts resulted in the closure of most of the Alliance
schools in Bulgaria, except two, by 1913.”” But the Alliance strategy
had some impact. The presence of “Alliancists” in community au-
thorities was a guarantee, although a temporary one, for the continued
survival of its schools, in spite of the increasing erosion of their repu-
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tation. The Alliance associations and related institutions infiltrated by
its followers, enabled the Alliance to maintain this presence. Concern-
ing the part played by the Association des Anciens Eleves de I'Alliance
of Salonica, Joseph Nehama, a school director, explained as follows:
“We have collaborated with other groups in community elections, and
our collaboration resulted in a community council widely open to
modern ideas and tendencies.”®

On a smaller scale, Istanbul’s Amicale tried to act in the same
way, without however being able to hold its own against the Zionist
associations. Amicale’s capabilities to mobilize support proved quite
weak.® In general, the political impact of the Alliance associations
varied from one Jewish center to another, depending on local cir-
cumstances and the degree of Zionist activity.

The Zionists also used associational life to make alliances with
other opinion groups. The Zionists seem to have benefitted from the
mistrust, and even opposition, which religious people harbored to-
ward Westernized groups and notables, Western-style education, and
ultimately the Alliance and its educational network.* Although the
Orthodox had lost their dominant position in the community to the
“Alliancists,” they still continued to play a role in the religious and
religious-lay structures of the chief rabbinate. The Zionists hoped that
by cementing an alliance with the Orthodox, they would be able to
attract their votes and those of their conservative supporters within
these structures, strengthening thereby the attachment of the masses,
who were close to the Orthodox.

The main force in mobilizing the rabbis was David Marcus, the
rabbi of the Ashkenazi community, who was associated with the Zion-
ists and also represented the Hilfsverein. This development was de-
scribed by the Zionist press as an awakening of the Orthodox religious
movement.” With Zionist support, the Histadrut ha-Rabbanim (Rab-
bis’ Union), was founded in April 1911.” Thus taking advantage of
the dispute between conservatives and progressives, the Zionists,
through Rabbi Marcus, were able to win over the Hilfsverein and the
Ashkenazi community which was under-represented in the general
community leadership and among whom the Zionists were able to
recruit a substantial number of followers. The foundation of the rab-
bis’ union was part of the power struggle conducted by the Zionists
in order to take over the community’s institutions. The importance
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of the rabbis’ union was not particularly decisive in itself, but it aided
the Zionists in their work.

Associations and clubs founded by the Zionists as of 1910, such
as Ha-Ivriyah (The Hebrew), whose center was in Berlin, and Benei
Yisrael (local pronunciation Béné Yisrael; “Sons of Israel”), or others
infiltrated by them, like the Societé Juive de Chant Renanah, became
by the First World War not only centers for disseminating Zionist
ideology, but also important political training grounds. It is difficult,
however, to assess the rates of participation in these Zionist associa-
tions.

In 1914, with the foundation of the Histadrut Tziyonit Otomanit
(The Ottoman Zionist Organization), the Zionists came out in the
open.” But this move was short-lived. The minister of the interior,
after becoming acquainted with their statutes, decided to dissolve the
organization.”* Open Zionist associational life appeared in fact only
after the First World War. Consequently, Istanbul’s B'nai B’rith lodge
was progressively transformed into a Zionist center, especially after
the war. Since its foundation, Victor Jacobson, as well as other Zionist
activists, professionals and nonprofessionals, had been among its
members. But notables affiliated with the Alliance were also part of
it. In fact, the B’nai B’rith in Istanbul was said to have brought together
“the intellectual elite and financial aristocracy,”® that is, groups that
usually were inclined to join associations related to the Alliance. But
there is no doubt that the Zionists, especially in the period leading to
Chief Rabbi Nahum’s resignation, exercised the greater influence on
the lodge’s political line. It was no accident, therefore, that in 1911
the Alliance Secretary, Jacques Bigart, approached the chief rabbi in
order to convince him to oppose the development of this organization
in Turkey.®

Zionist associations seem to have been used as models even by
their opponents who, like the Zionists, used them as political instru-
ments. In 1919, Chief Rabbi Nahum and his supporters founded an
association called Béné Israel (Benei Yisrael), adopting the very name
of the Zionist association mentioned above, which had become defunct
in the meanwhile. The purpose of the new association was to “coun-
teract all the organizations recently founded and which, as part of
their program, called for Mr. Nahoum’s departure and his replace-
ment by another religious leader.””” The awakening of Jewish national
sentiment was part of this new association’s objectives. Postwar condi-
tions allowed the ruling group to demonstrate such daring and gave
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it the opportunity to recoup the Zionist experience for its own benefit.
The new association, which consisted of “Alliancist” notables and
members of Amicale, was in Rabbi Nahum’s own terms a “defense
party.”® Its program, apparently similar to that of any other
nationalist association, could attract the Zionist following and, in time,
reverse the balance of power in favor of the ruling oligarchy and its
leader.* It could also, for the same reason, win the favor of the British
who had occupied Istanbul along with the other Allied Powers. The
British had denigrated the chief rabbi and his friends and, since the
announcement of the Balfour Declaration, were flirting with the
Zionists.

In fact, the ruling group adopted the same tactics used by the
Zionists who themselves had no qualms borrowing the Alliance’s dis-
course when it suited their interests. Now the ruling oligarchy did the
same with the principles advocated by the Zionists before the war.
Patronage was still a way of life and associations were used for that
purpose. In the end, however, the new association and its suburban
branches did not seem to have been very effective: they were unable
either to strengthen the ruling group or to weaken the Zionist associ-
ations, which continued to multiply. In fact, in 1920, there was some
talk of absorbing this association and its branches into the Zionist
associations.'® With the resignation of Chief Rabbi Nahum, the cause
for the defense of which they had been founded had vanished and
they no longer had any justification to exist.

Indeed, in the years following the Mudros Armistice (October
1918) and the occupation of Istanbul by the Allied Powers (March
1920-August 1923), the Zionists reaped the fruits of their intense
activities in the pre-war era. In 1919, the Zionist associations, which
had then multiplied, were brought together in the Fédération Sioniste
d’Orient (abbreviated FSO). Zionist associational life thus transformed
Zionism into a real second community power, but still oppositional.
It had helped to win over the otherwise silent masses and to make of
them a lever that the Zionists could use on several occasions. It created
an electorate (short-lived, to be sure), which supported the Zionists
in the 1920 community elections in the populous suburbs of Istanbul
and elsewhere.'"

The association as a means for shaping public opinion can be
considered as a new element of associational life in the major Jewish
centers. The Alliance opened the way; the progressives followed, and
the Zionists took their turn as they transformed the associations into
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true political instruments. From the time they first emerged as an
alternative to the community’s traditional structures and to the groups
which controlled them, associations functioned as arenas for socializa-
tion and political participation. These two major functions of modern
associational life could be jointly carried out by the same set of associ-
ations, as was the case with the Zionist ones.

During the years 1908—-20, when most of the institutional power
was in the hands of the “Alliancist” group, associational dynamics
focused either on the struggle against the oligarchy in power, or on
counterattacks organized by those in control against those who
threatened the status quo. This was an open confrontation between
opinion groups conducted through the associations. Even though they
infiltrated the institutions of the chief rabbinate and intermittently
controlled executive power, the Zionists nevertheless were primarily
on the side of those excluded from power and therefore could more
easily unite.

With the FSO’s foundation (4,000 members in 1920, according
to official Zionist figures'®®), Zionist associational life began to become
institutionalized. Zionism lost some of its political impact as it stopped
being primarily an opposition party and became one actor, among
others, in community life. The new Acting Chief Rabbi, Haim Be-
jarano, responding to the new circumstances, was more conciliatory
toward Zionism than his predecessor. In addition, the quasihegemony
of the Zionists in the community authorities, at least until 1922,
made political action less urgent than before 1920. Neutrality was also
in season for Amicale and B’nai B'rith.

Furthermore, the new international context—the changing posi-
tion of the World Zionist Organization (now based in London) on the
subject of Zionism in Turkey, now that Palestine was no longer a part
of the empire—and the development of a more independent local
Zionism caused a relative depoliticization of Zionist associational life.
It now became an opinion-shaping vehicle no longer for political par-
ticipation in the community, but for Zionism as such.

The FSO tried to take hold of the different associations in Istanbul
and created others in the provinces, controlling them closely,'™ in
order not to lose ground to nationalist and Zionist tendencies, which
did not recognize its authority and had their own associational net-
works (such as Maccabi and Hit’ahdut, short for: Hit’'ahdut ha-Po’el
ha-Tza'ir u-Tze'irei Tziyon).'® Associations multiplied, merged, and
disappeared.’® At least half a dozen associations were active in each
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suburban district of the capital with large Jewish populations. There
were branches of organizations such as Shivat Tziyon (Return to Zion),
Benei Tziyon (Sons of Zion), Benot Tziyon (Daughters of Zion), Mac-
cabi, and others.'”” Ashkenazi immigrants, fleeing pogroms in their
countries of origin and becoming more numerous in Istanbul, created
their own associations. These activities lasted until the birth of the
Turkish Republic.

By this time, the Zionist associations had lost some of their previ-
ous importance, and their general meetings were not well attended.'®
They offered, however, an impressive range of cultural activities, such
as concerts and lectures on national themes, films with biblical motifs,
etc. They erected true structures for the expression of a Jewish na-
tional culture and recreational activities. In addition, they organized
various collections of funds for the World Zionist Organization and
its branches for the purpose of building a Jewish national home in
Palestine. When observing all this bevy of activities one wonders how
the local people could sort their way through these different functions.
The festivities, the balls and garden parties organized to collect funds
did not differ much from the more traditional activities of charitable
associations, such as B’nai B’rith or Amicale.'®® As the associations
needed the well-to-do, they also offered activities that were familiar
to them.'"® The masses were not neglected either; their participation
was always considered important. Through the renovated synagogues
and popular recreational activities, the Zionist associations maintained
their contacts with the masses.

Zionist associations now played the part of a philanthropic inter-
mediary between the Zionist Organization and the local Jewish popu-
lation. This was a modern form of philanthropy as well as an expres-
sion of Jewish solidarity in the service of Zionism, and not for the
community poor. In fact, from this perspective, it might be argued
that the Zionist associations were still somewhere between tradition
and modernity. Were all these associations’ activities well attended?
If one may judge from the rapid mergings and disappearance of some
of them, it is likely that they did not draw large crowds except,
perhaps, for the recreational activities they offered. Moreover, a sur-
vey of the ads printed in the local Zionist paper, La Nation, leads one
to believe that some of the associations did not have well-defined
programs to distinguish them from each other. Nevertheless, if one
considers the large number of organizations, even if their activities
were only moderately attended they still must have reached a rather
large public.
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Nevertheless, in becoming transformed from organizations offer-
ing an alternative to “establishment” institutions, the Zionist associa-
tions lost one of their primary raisons d’étre. The era of ruptures, from
the Young Turk Revolution to the Allied Occupation, had created
favorable conditions for the rise of associational life and especially
Zionist activity. (This was also the case of Salonica following its occu-
pation by the Greeks in 1912.) But it was the intracommunity conflicts,
born of the confrontations between different opinion groups, and in
a more general way the politicization of community life that had given
its thrust and vigor to nearly all forms of associational life.
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