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1. Introduction: Theory

This paper is about a religious and social minority group — the Jewish
community — in the Ottoman Empire. A more accurate term might be the
Judeo-Spanish community; however, since the local autochtonic element
was eventually assimilated into the Iberian majority in most of the places
mentioned, the general term “Jewish community” is appropriate. This
society was created during some two hundred years by immigrants from
the Lands of Christendom. The main flow began with the expulsion from
Spain, and was accelerated by the activities of the Inquisition in Spain and
Portugal. Although the Inquisition had been created to ensure the
adherence of the New Christians to their new religion, it was eventually
used to exclude them from the Old Christian society and thus became a
catalyst for their emigration.

The first immigrants were born as Jews, whereas later generations of
immigrants were born in Christianity and learned about their Jewishness
as adults, either from their parents or through the attitude of the Christian
society around them. The following discussion shows how the passage of
time affected the transmission of tradition among these immigrants, each
layer in its turn, and how the ensuing changes redefined the boundaries of
the group during the three centuries between the expulsion and the eve of
modern times. The French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars were the
major events marking the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning
of the nineteenth century in western civilization. They were followed bya
major change in the status of the Jews in the Lands of Christendom and
the abolition of the Inquisition.
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52 Minna Rozen

it was no longer relevant, since migration from the “world of idolatry” to
the Empire had ceased. Those who chose to leave Iberia preferred to settle
in western Europe and they came with all the baggage of two centuries of
life in disguise and a new kind of Judaism that was alien to their brothers
in the Empire. Still, the distant memories of their common past were
enough to maintain loose boundaries for the diverse communities in the
Judeo-Spanish diaspora.

Thus, a combination of two factors created the identity and sense of
belonging for the members of this diaspora: the attitude of others and the
process of change. The changes involved not only those whose identity
was being molded, but also those who influenced this identity from
outside the group. While the historical memories of the Jews of Istanbul,
Salonika and Jerusalem were being transformed and the New Christians
in the Iberian Peninsula were undergoing constant changes in their
recollections of their past and their traditions, Christian society itself had
been changing its attitudes toward the Jews. Where these ever-changing
perceptions meet on the axis of time, they reflect different images of group
identity, group boundaries, and the view from outside the group.



