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An Ottoman Anti-Judaism

HakanT. Karateke

his study is part of a larger research project that explores whether

anti-Judaic sentiments in premodern Ottoman society may have been
more widespread than historians generally presume. I posit that some
Ottoman Muslims nurtured a discernible dislike for Jews that was more
directed and elevated than the run-of-the-mill contempt felt toward other
religious or ethnic groups. Also of interest to me are related questions,
such as how and through which traditions these sentiments were propa-
gated as well as whether they were common among or specific to differ-
ent demographics.

Scholarship generally has assumed that currents from Christian
theology and practice may have influenced the perceptions of Sunni
Muslims. That line of received wisdom is contradicted, however, by evi-
dence which suggests that at least some of the hostility was rooted in
Islamic and Ottoman traditions. Leaving that topic aside for now, this
article approaches the issue from another unexplored angle. It investigates
the hostile ideas held, and actions committed, toward Jews by Christian
converts. I demonstrate below that Ottoman anti-Judaism was a particular
phenomenon insomuch as such sentiments did not spread solely through
secondhand influences that occurred on the basis of cross-cultural inter-
actions between Christians and Muslims in that society. Rather, the
ideas traveled—along with the people who held them—between cultural
spaces; such travel likely was one of the ways in which Christian anti-
Judaism made its way into Muslim spheres. This peculiar fluidity of

*  Given the complexity of the issue, I plan to expand on the theme of anti-Judaic senti-
ments that conceivably originated from Islamic Ottoman traditions in a separate study.



108

Hakan T. Karateke

boundaries is also what qualifies this strain of anti-Judaism as “Ottoman.”
Unlike anti-Semitism, which is generally classified as prejudice and hos-
tility rooted in racial categories, I understand anti-Judaism to respond to
cultural and theological differences.

A good part of the enmity in Ottoman society was held by people
who were recruited as devsirme. These boys were collected pri-
marily as a levy imposed on Ottoman Christian populations in the
Balkans, but some were taken captive in wars and raids or were traf-
ficked by slave traders. Coerced into converting to Islam and trained
to become the kapukulu (or simply kul), or “slaves of the Porte” (that
is, of the sultan), these individuals not only formed the core of the
elite military units—the janissaries and palace cavalry—but also sus-
tained manpower for the expanding Ottoman bureaucracy. Therefore,
I chronicle several physical assaults committed by janissaries and palace
cavalry in large cities and then examine anti-Judaic comments and
schemes attributed to bureaucrats who were converts from Christianity.
What is important for my interpretation is the fact that these boys were
not converted to Islam or indoctrinated at an age at which they would not
have remembered the notions with which they were raised. Considering
that the median age of the boys collected as Christian levy was mid- to
late teens, there can be no doubt that devsirme converts carried some of
the convictions and traditions from their childhood and adolescent years.

While I use mostly narrative sources and travelers’ accounts for the
abovementioned sections, my sources and methodology differ in the latter
part of the article, in which I scrutinize several instances of blood libel.
My presupposition about blood libels is clear-cut: this slander was essen-
tially a Christian phenomenon. In its most widespread version, it accused
Jews of sacrificing Christian children (usually) at Passover, to obtain
blood for unleavened bread. It is well known that this charge was used
frequently by Christians in Europe to incite anger against Jews. In this
article, I speculate as to whether accusations of blood libel in Ottoman
lands could have been advanced by Christian converts. Sources also men-
tion “proper” Christians as accusers, but I am less interested in that phe-
nomenon. I hold that if a Muslim propagated the slander, there are three
options: he had recently converted, he hailed from a converted family in
which the idea of such libel may have been cultivated, or he learned such
slander from and acted alongside Christians. In this section, the sources
also lead me to shift my focus from large cities to the provinces.
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Admittedly, in both sections my findings are based not on sweeping
studies of the sources but on a random collection of incidents, approached
with some degree of speculation. Nevertheless, I wish to submit my views
to the scholarly community in order to spark a conversation on new ways
of evaluating the experiences of Jews in Ottoman lands. My arguments
in the larger research project run to some degree counter to the currently
accepted narrative and grapple with the received wisdom, which claims:

1) that strong anti-Judaic sentiment in the Middle East existed
mostly among Christians before the nineteenth century; before
the spread of intense Judeophobic sensibilities by Christian
nationalist groups during the same period, this sentiment did not
exist among Muslims in the Middle East

2) if Muslims cultivated (to varying degrees) contempt for Jews prior
to the nineteenth century, this aversion must have been due to the
influence of Christian theology and practice, learned from
Christians living in the Middle East

As must be clear by now, I do not reject these points completely but hope
to develop perspectives that identify patterns or currents within anti-Ju-
daic sentiments in Ottoman society.

I was prompted to explore this topic in part by the ways in which the
Jewish experience in Ottoman lands is frequently represented. Depending
on the type of source consulted, the story of Sephardic migration to the
Ottoman Empire is presented as a salvation story of varying degrees of
significance: the Ottoman lands may be depicted as a paradise for per-
secuted Iberian Jews, and the Ottoman government’s decision to accept
Jews as a generous act of epic proportions. In this telling, the Ottoman
lands became a safe haven and a stable home for a sizeable Jewish immi-
grant community in the early modern period. Here, Sephardic Jews led a
peaceful existence and cherished their new home and overlords.

This narrative does bear some truth, particularly if one compares
Iberian Jews’ experience in Ottoman lands with the concerted state
persecution they faced in the Spain of the Catholic Monarchs and in
Portugal. The Ottoman state did not systematically persecute Jews—
on the contrary, evidence suggests that it protected them as tax-pay-
ing subjects. Yet when it comes to anti-Judaic sentiments among
different sections of Ottoman society, the realities on the ground may
not have been as rosy as described in this widely accepted narrative.

109
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The general tendency of modern scholarship on the status of Jews in
Ottoman society may rest on a centuries-old positive feeling cultivated
by Ottoman Jews toward the Ottoman government that allowed them to
immigrate. Of course, any mass migration creates complications for the
migrants and for the recipient societies, inevitably heightening sensitiv-
ities between populations. We should leave room for those feelings that
may have erupted due to new proximity, but there also appears to be a
pattern in which historians may delineate certain deep-rooted sentiments.

JANISSARIES AND PALACE CAVALRY

In a joke presumably dating from Ottoman times, a janissary is sitting in
front of his shop when he sees a Jew passing by. Apparently agitated by
a piece of information of which he had recently become aware, the janis-
sary walks up to him and strikes him out of the blue. Shocked, the Jew
asks, “Did I do something wrong, my agha?” “You people killed Jesus,”
the janissary responds. The Jew, still more dumbfounded, replies apolo-
getically: “but that happened 1500 years ago?!,” upon which the janissary
counters, “Doesn’t matter. I just learned about it.”

It is not a coincidence that the accuser in this joke is a janissary.
The accusation of deicide at the hands of the Jewish people was used by
Christians during and after the Middle Ages to incite anger and violence
against Jews. Because the Islamic tradition does not regard the crucifix-
ion of Jesus as true, the matter was a nonissue for Muslims. It might at
first appear illogical that a janissary, who most likely would have been a
Christian convert (assuming that the joke is set in the sixteenth century), did
not know about such a foundational account of Christianity. Obviously, it
would be futile to attempt to put the details of the story to test, but I believe
that the joke imparts an important fact, namely, that janissary milieus would
have been fertile grounds for anti-Judaic sentiment.

Street violence and lynching, particularly during times of wide-
spread unrest, were not rare in Ottoman Istanbul. Ottoman chroni-
cles are replete with narratives of state grandees being executed at
the insistent demand—or the very hands—of unruly military flocks.
Examining patterns in these assaults leads us to surmise that Jews
were particular victims of prejudice. Indeed, Jewish homes often were
among the first targets of the lootings that erupted during periodic
power vacuums in Istanbul, and the Jewish quarter continued to be
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one of the first destinations in almost every kul revolt.! A few striking
examples make the case for a broader pattern.

During a series of incidents that started in the spring of 1589, commonly
known as “the incident of the governor-general,” the cavalry forces (and,
according to some sources, the janissaries) attacked and looted Jewish and
Christian merchants’ shops.2 A newly introduced tax seems to have incited
this first phase of unrest.3 However, the disturbance became a full-fledged
revolt a few days later, when the military units were paid their salaries
in debased silver aspers. When the janissaries learned that a Jewish mon-
ey-changer was reluctant to redeem the coins because they were not pure
silver, they turned to the governor-general, who evidently had made the
decision to debase the coins. The governor-general once again pointed his
finger at the Jewish money-changer, insinuating that he was trying to trick
the soldiers. After some back and forth that agitated the soldiers further, the
janissary mob plundered several houses in the Jewish quarter. According
to Reinhold Lubenau (d. 1631), an eyewitness to the events, the Jews had
already buried their valuables in secret vaults underneath their houses.
Enraged that they could not find anything, the soldiers set Jewish houses
on fire, forcing the occupants to rescue their hidden precious goods—
which, apparently, they did. The rebellion ultimately subsided when gov-
ernor-general Mehmed Pasha and the head treasurer Mahmud Celebi were
executed.*

Despite providing adetailed description of the unrest, Ottoman sources
are oddly silent about what went down in the Jewish quarter. Selaniki
(d. ca. 1600) and Mustafa Ali (d. 1600), the two contemporary histori-
ans, focus on the turmoil in the imperial palace grounds but do not men-
tion the unrest effecting other parts of the city. One wonders whether

1 Kafadar, “When Coins Turned into Drops of Dew and Bankers Became Robbers of
Shadows,” 79.

2 The exact dates of the “beglerbegi incident” are contested. While Reinhold Lubenau,
a pharmacist in the entourage of the Habsburg diplomatic mission and a witness to
the events, dates the beginning of the revolts to June 1588, Ottoman sources provide
varying dates, several differing by almost a year. I. H. Danismend, in his chronology
of Ottoman history based on Ottoman sources, also mentions this discrepancy in the
dating of the revolt; cf. Danismend, Izahli Osmanli Tarihi Kronolojisi, 3:111. Here, 1
cautiously use the dates from Selaniki and Hasan Begzade.

3 Lubenau, Beschreibung der Reisen des Reinhold Lubenau, part 2, 41.

4 Lubenau, Beschreibung der Reisen des Reinhold Lubenau, part 2, 43. Cf. Selaniki
Mustafa, Tarih-i Selanikt, 1:209-12; and Hasan Begzade Ahmed Pagsa, Tarih, 2:346ff.
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the attacks in the Jewish quarter were such an ordinary occurrence that
they were not worth mentioning. Or, were the events transpiring at the
palace so consequential that they usurped all the attention? Granted, this
was a riot of unprecedented circumstances. According to °Ali, it was the
first attack on the imperial council by the ku/ and marked a new low in
imperial decline.’ Furthermore, the head treasurer, Mahmiid Celebi, was
a dear acquaintance of the historian; devastated by his demise, Ali may
have concentrated on the circumstances at the imperial palace.

The beglerbegi incident may have been the first large, organized kul
rebellion—and one that resulted in an attack on the imperial palace—but it
certainly was neither the first nor the last time the janissaries and the cavalry
units would plunder the Jewish neighborhood. For example, a century ear-
lier, during a short period of uncertainty following Mehmed II’s (r. 1444-46
and 1451-81) death and prior to Bayezid II's (r. 1481-1512) arrival from
Manisa in 1481, the janissaries had looted Jewish (and Christian) homes and
shops in Istanbul. Upon receiving news of the sultan’s death in Maltepe, a
township a few hours east of the city, the soldiers in the campaigning army
took the trouble to return to Istanbul to do just that. Interestingly, it was
not only the regular janissaries who did the pillaging. The “irregulars and
brigands” (levend ve eskiya) in the city disguised themselves in janissary
garb and partook in the looting as well.® It appears that the janissary garb
provided the necessary disguise for this criminal activity.

The Jewish historian Elijah Capsali, who lived on Crete, in the 1520s
reported in some detail about the janissaries’ distinct hatred toward Jews
and their recurrent plunders of Jewish shops during periods of unrest in
the city.” Although Capsali may have had increased sensitivity to inci-
dents concerning Jews, his account is corroborated by non-Jewish authors
of the time. In fact, contemporary observers report that whenever a sultan
died, Jews would bury their valuables in the ground to protect them from
the cavalry, janissaries, and members of the novice corps (‘acemi oglan-
lar) in Istanbul, fearing assaults during those uncertain times. Evidently,
Jews in town had to be so vigilant that even rumors of a sultan’s demise
would lead them to take precautionary action.®

5 Fleischer, Bureaucrat and Intellectual in the Ottoman Empire, 133.

6 Mustafa Ali, Kiinhii’l-ahbar, 818. Cf. Anonymous, Tevarih-i Al-i ‘Osman (2013),
116 and Anonymous, Tevarih-i Al-i ‘Osman (2006), 114.

7 Capsali, Seder Eliyahu Zuta, 110-11.

8 Gerlach, Stephan Gerlachs def3 Aeltern Tage-Buch, 391.
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According to an anonymous Jewish chronicler from Istanbul,
the cavalry forces once again targeted Jews during the revolt of 1622,
which also took the life of the sultan. The chronicler does not provide
specifics on the assaults but notes that Jewish subjects of the sultan
were fearful of being massacred at the hands of the cavalry units.”
Examples of Ottoman Jewish subjects who became targets of violence
by convert military troops extend to the mid-seventeenth century—and
apparently beyond Istanbul. For instance, in a highly dramatic incident,
Yasef, the mint director in Cairo, was beaten to death by members of
the six regiments, and his body was later burned in a major town square.
His successor escaped a similar fate only by converting to Islam.!?

And then there is, of course, the extraordinarily gruesome murder
of Kira Esperanza Malchi, the female Jewish intermediary between the
imperial mother Safiyye Sultan (d. 1619) and the outside world. Several
sources comment on Malchi’s corruption: the accusations levied against
her include bribery, control of the customs house, and even meddling
with governmental posts and appointments through her influence at the
palace. Malchi was murdered by the cavalry units of the palace during an
uprising in 1600, a decade after the beglerbegi incident.

Despite resistance from the sultan, the grand mufti, and others who
proposed banning Malchi from Istanbul, the situation became so tense that
several policing forces were ordered to look for the kira, who had gone
into hiding. The commander of gatekeepers (kapicilar kethudast) and the
chief sergeant-at-arms (¢avusbast), “Omer Agha, were dispatched to find
the Jewish woman. A member of the Civalellis, one of the prominent aris-
tocratic families of Zadar (Zara), a town on the coastline of the Adriatic
Sea, ‘Omer must have been captured as a prisoner in the early 1570s,
and, after turning Turk, taken into service in the palace. A protégée of the
powerful Gazanfer Agha (d. 1603), himself a Venetian convert, *Omer
quickly rose in the hierarchy of the imperial palace, assumed the position
of chief sergeant-at-arms, and became a very influential official.!

9 Anonymous, Anonim Bir Ibranice Kronige Gore 1622—1624 Yillarinda Osmanli
Devleti ve Istanbul, 41.
10 The events leading up to this incident are described in Hathaway, “The Grand Vizier
and the False Messiah,” 670. See also Defterdar Sar1t Mehmed, Ziibde-i Vekayi‘at, 611.
11 Dursteler, Renegade Women, 43—44; and Pedani, “Safiye’s Household and Venetian
Diplomacy,” 20.
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For my purposes, it is tempting to follow Eric Dursteler and think
that the historian Selaniki Mustafa would assign *Omer Agha a prominent
role in the murder of Esperanza Malchi—but he does not.!? Selaniki does
mention that it was ‘Omer who “suddenly” located the Jewish woman,!3
but he does not cite him as an agitator or incendiary in the incidents lead-
ing up to her murder. He was simply one of the commanding officers of
the policing forces who were charged with investigating the issue. In fact,
Gazanfer and “Omer were close to Safiyye Sultan. Conceivably, ‘Omer
was taking Malchi to grand vizier’s palace, where a solution to the conun-
drum might have been worked out.

Esperanza Malchi was put on horseback by the palace officers,
to be taken to the grand vizier. As the Jewish woman was about to
ascend the stairs to the grandee’s house, however, the cavalry soldiers
charged and captured her. She was stabbed, and her body was cut into
pieces and left in the hippodrome for dogs to devour. A later historian,
Mustafa Na“ima (d. 1716), claimed shocking details: the cavalry sol-
diers severed Malchi’s hand, “by which she took bribes,” and cut out
her genitals, then nailed them to the doors of officials known to have
worked for her.!* We can identify at least one commanding officer of
the cavalry units that took part in the violent episodes: Frenkbeg-ogli
Mehmed Agha, né Marcantonio Querini. Son of a Venetian nun and
possibly of noble descent, Mehmed Agha apparently became a passion-
ate Muslim after turning Turk; he also rose in the palace cavalry ranks,
holding the position of commander of one of the regular cavalry corps
during riots.!> This piece of information is valuable, as it allows us to
put a name to one of the rioters. Otherwise, almost all members of the
cavalry forces were, of course, converts from Christianity.

Safiyye Sultan, who was herself Albanian, is quoted as having asked
why the Jewish woman’s death was carried out in such an obscene fash-
ion, and whether she could not have been killed with a more common
punishment for females, such as being thrown into the sea. The impe-
rial mother’s astonishment seems to highlight the unusual brutality of
Malchi’s murder. Based on such evidence, Isabel Lachenauer sought

12 Dursteler, Renegade Women, 43.

13 Selaniki Mustafa, Tarih-i Selaniki, 2:855.

14 Mustafa Na“ima, Tarih-i Na‘ima, 162; see further details in Lachenauer, “‘One Slice
of Hir I Did So See Passe by Our House in Galata.””

15 Pedani, “Safiye’s Household and Venetian Diplomacy,” 22.
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explanations for this brutality—which shocked not only contemporary
observers but also later Ottoman historians—in her gender and/or her
Jewishness.!0 In light of the cavalry soldiers’ mind-set as described in
this article, I believe that Malchi’s Jewishness must have been at least
an aggravating factor in her particularly cruel murder.

DEVSIRME BUREAUCRATS

While there seems to have been a pattern of anti-Judaic physical con-
duct within the ku/ in the military regiments, it would be interesting to
explore whether such sentiments were also held by the devsirme who
rose to higher ranks in the bureaucracy. In other words, did such adverse
sentiments only surface within the context of mob riots, or can we find
other examples of Christian converts lashing out in one way or another?
Although the topic requires more systematic research, a few examples
may give us an idea.

A curious coincidence relating to the abovementioned head trea-
surer Mahmud Celebi, who in all likelihood was also of devsirme origin,
reminds us of the complexity of historical circumstances and the difficulty
of reconstructing personal sentiments. We saw above that Mahmiid was
murdered by angry mobs during the infamous beglerbegi incident of 1589.
Writing some three decades later, Hasan Begzade Ahmed Pasha (d. 1636
or 1637) shared in his chronicle a detail about the aforementioned bureau-
crat’s character traits. Praising Mahmiuid Celebi after describing the circum-
stances of his unfortunate demise, the historian recounts that the treasurer’s
piety (takva) was so strong that when he received Jewish revenue contrac-
tors at his home not only did he take great care not to come physically close
to them, he also did not accept the additional gifts and payments conven-
tionally associated with such positions. Apparently, Mahmud Celeb1’s dis-
gust for Jews was such that he also had the floors in his residence on which
the Jewish contractors stepped thoroughly sponge-cleaned after they left.!”

Then, there are rumors and written evidence about the anti-Judaic
sentiments of three powerful grand viziers of the sixteenth century, all

16 Lachenauer, “‘One Slice of Hir I Did So See Passe by Our House in Galata.”” Two
decades later, Bula Rika, yet another Jewish kira of the mother of Mustafa I, was
severely beaten and later strangled by the devsirme troops, on allegations of sorcery
and meddling with politics. See Anonymous, Anonim Bir Ibranice Kronige Gore
1622-1624 Yillarinda Osmanl Devleti ve Istanbul, 64.

17 Hasan Begzade Ahmed Paga, Tarih, 2:351.
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of whom were of devsirme origin. Possibly of Slavic or Greek origin
and born to Orthodox Christian parents in Parga, today in northwestern
Greece, Ibrahim Pasha (d. 1536) became a favorite of Sultan Siileyman
(r. 1520-66), serving as grand vizier for thirteen years. He apparently fell
out of grace for several reasons, one of which was his alleged support for
Prince Mustafa’s cause to the throne. Mustafa would later be executed on
his father’s orders (1553). Quite curiously, rumors had circulated before
Mustafa’s demise that, if he had become sultan, he would have killed all
of the Jews in Ottoman lands.'® Ibrahim Pasha would also be remembered
by a Jewish historian—Yosef Sambari (d. ca. 1700s), in his Sefer Divrei
Yosef—as being anti-Jewish.!? While Sambari’s history, of course, is far
from being even near-contemporary to the pasha’s lifetime, the historian
clearly was quoting from earlier sources.?? Incidentally, the fact that one
of Ibrahim’s nicknames was Frenk—due to rumors that he was a crypto-
Christian—is not without relevance to our topic.?!

Atleast one contemporary source reported a similar rumor concerning
Riistem Pasha (d. 1561), another grand vizier of Sultan Siileyman. Stephan
Gerlach (d. 1612), a priest who was a member of the Habsburg diplomatic
mission, related an anecdote about the pasha advising the sultan to drive
all Jews from Ottoman lands.2? While the traveler ties this incident into a
lecture given by the sultan about the advantages of a multireligious soci-
ety, it is important to keep in mind that Riistem was also a Croatian-born
devsirme.

These rumors may have been born out of exaggerated anxieties, or
based on hearsay and on likely (at least partial) fabrications. Yet the espe-
cially insightful reports (felhis) drafted and submitted to the sultan by the
five-time grand vizier Koca Sinan Pasha (d. 1596) have reached us in writ-
ten form. Koca Sinan was a devsirme boy taken from a village in Albania.
Admittedly, it may be a reach to cherry-pick phrases with which to make
pointed suggestions about the convictions and worldview of a man who had
converted to Islam some seventy or more years prior. Curiously, though,

18 See, for instance, Hans Dernschwam’s Tagebuch, 117: “Wan der Mustaffa, des
khaisers son, het sollen kaiser werdn, soll er willens gewesen, alle juden in gancz
Turkei vimbzuprengen, das man zw Constantinapol vnd auch Amasia gesagt hot.”

19 Sambari, Sefer Divrei Yosef, 118, 259-61.

20 For Sambari’s sources, see Jacobs, Islamische Geschichte in jiidischen Chroniken,
122-27.

21 Hans Dernschwam’s Tagebuch, 100.

22 Gerlach, Stephan Gerlachs def3 Aeltern Tage-Buch, 61.
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in the midst of his insistent requests for a harsh punishment for a Jewish
businessman (see below), and his suspicions about the sincerity of two
Ottoman pashas in dealings with the Poles, Sinan Pasha felt it necessary
to emphasize that it had been seventy years since he converted to Islam.?3
Though he may have uttered the sentence to make a case about his seniority
in the religion and to highlight the youth of other convert pashas, his words
remind us that his Christian past was not part of a forgotten life or erased
from active memory—but instead may have loomed large in his acquired
identity. The striking language he uses about Jews in the reports, along with
other evidence quoted in this article, designates the topic as a possible area
of inquiry for further research and prompts us to ponder the milieu in which
such feelings could be nurtured and could live on.

The reports under investigation here—concerning a certain
Portuguese Jewish businessman by the name of David Passi (fl. after
1593)—were composed by Sinan Pasha and submitted to Sultan Murad I11
(r. 1574-95) in 1591. While Sinan Pasha was clearly a passionate adver-
sary of Passi, and his recommendations to the sultan demonstrate a great
desire to have himexecuted, the sultan repeatedly denied Sinan Pasha’s
counsel and spared Passi’s life, only to imprison him eventually. Sinan
Pasha’s tone becomes harsher and his accusations more elaborate over
the course of a few letters, as the sultan persistently ignores his wish to
see Passi executed.

The reports reveal that Sinan Pasha suspected Passi of spying for
the Venetians and Spaniards. Indeed, it is widely accepted in modern
scholarship that Passi functioned as an agent with shifting loyalties
from 1560 to the 1590s.>* Of course, Sinan Pasha did not have con-
crete evidence with which to convince the sultan. We may hail him
as a sharp-eyed statesman with good instincts; however, his reason-
ing as to why the sultan should execute Passi was only partially based
on cogent facts. Sinan Pasha did not speak only of this particular
individual but built his argument by deducing character traits from

23 “Yet, I do not have a way out: Whenever I raised certain topics [in the past], I have
been accused of being prejudiced. Therefore, in order not to appear as holding
a grudge, I do not dare submitting many issues [to you]. Thanks be to God, it has
been seventy years that I have been Muslim” (Amma neyleyeliim, ba‘z-1 umiir ‘arz
eylediigimizde garazina haml olundugin goriip mazanne-i garaz olmayalum déyii nigce
umiir bildiirmege ciir’et édemeziiz. El-hamdu 1i’l-lahi te‘ala Islam icinde sinnimiz
yetmigi agdr). See Koca Sinan Pasa, [Telhisat], 91.

24 Faroghi, “Ein Giinstling des osmanischen Sultans Murad I1I”’; Arbel, Trading Nations,
164-68; Arbel, “Passi, David”; and Ozgen, “The Connected World of Intrigues.”
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generalizations about Jews, some based on fundamental Islamic texts.
He includes several references to “Jews” in the collective.?

“Could a Jew ever be a friend to a Muslim? Aren’t Koranic verses and
prophetic sayings evident proof against it?,” reads a section of the reports.
The grand vizier not only cited verses from the Koran stating that Jews
were not to be trusted but also gave the Turkish translation of certain
passages and interpreted them so as to drive home his point. “To take
them as allies is to become one of them,” reads the truncated translation
of another verse. He continues, using adjectives like “cursed,” “menda-
cious,” “deceitful,” and “untrustworthy” to describe Passi. Sinan Pasha’s
main point is built upon a religious foundation.20

One could say that these are almost extreme examples of expressions
of distrust, born out of ad hominem animosity that may not constitute a
pattern. To complicate matters, it is worth noting that Sinan Pasha himself
employed a Jewish physician.?’ But dislike nurtured toward a people can
take on subtle and complicated forms. The Catholic monarchs, Ferdinand
of Aragon (d. 1516) and Isabella of Castile (d. 1504), who in 1492 issued
the Alhambra decree to expel practicing Jews from Spain, are also cited
as “having Jews as friends, colleagues and councellors.” The above con-
demnations were not uttered with any sort of equivocation or hesitation,
which might suggest the sense that they would strike a discordant note.
They seem to be delivered as well-known and widely accepted facts. But
this is also the type of account that complicates an analysis of the anti-Ju-
daism cultivated by the Ottoman elite. How are we to understand Sinan
Pasha’s framing his dislike with overtly Koranic references? Should we
view such references as evidence of a pragmatic politician who knew
how to strike the right chord? Or were some of his sentiments in fact the
residue of Christian traditions in the Balkans?

BLOOD LIBELS ADVANCED BY MUSLIMS?

Studies thus far have suggested that prior to the nineteenth century,
blood libels in Ottoman lands were exclusively invented by Christians.
Yet several Ottoman documents also mention “Muslims” making the

25 Fodor, “An Anti-Semite Grand Vizier?,” 191-206.

26 Inreferring to David Passi, the pasha uses such adjectives and nouns as mel “iin, send‘at,
fesad, fasid and habis; cf. Koca Sinan Paga, [Telhisat], 12-16, 90-91, 181-84.

27 Baron, A Social and Religious History of the Jews, 18:145.
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accusation of blood libel. Could such slanders have been appropriated
by Ottoman Muslims? Were the Muslims mentioned in the documents
perhaps converts from Christianity to Islam?

A handful of imperial orders related to this issue are recorded in reg-
isters of important affairs (miihimme)—chronologically arranged copies
of edicts issued by the sultan after deliberations at the imperial coun-
cil—that are kept in the Ottoman archives. Admittedly, the following few
paragraphs do not constitute a sweeping survey of all cases recorded in
the registers but represent only samples. Furthermore, miihimme entries
in general provide limited information and only a superficial context for
the causes and the course of events, thus leaving us with many unan-
swered questions. Nonetheless, a close look at their wording will reveal
some patterns.

An illuminating case about an incident in Foga, a fortress town on
the Aegean coast, is recorded in one of the earliest miihimme registers,
dated 1560. Apparently, whenever there was an unsolved homicide in
Foca, the town’s Jews were accused of the murder and forced to exoner-
ate themselves. The present case was brought, through an intermediary,
as a complaint to the imperial council by a Jewish woman who had
recently emigrated from “German lands.” “It is your skewed custom
to mix Muslim or Christian blood to your bread. Therefore you killed
these people,” was the accusation that the woman reported to the coun-
cil. It appears to have been an elaborate setup: some people acted as lit-
igants and others as witnesses to substantiate the cases. Curiously, this
edict was issued to request that the local judge repeal the order given
to the intermediary, who had come to Istanbul to pursue the case. We
do not know the verdict of the original edict given to the Jews or why
it was retracted.”®

The text of an imperial firman with similar content and dated some
sixteen years prior was published by Amnon Cohen from the Jerusalem
court register. The 1544 firman apparently was dispatched to the gover-
nors and judges of the Arab territories (vilayet-i ‘Arabistan), but where
exactly the incident took place is not indicated in the document. The
accusations against the Jews include not only killing people and mixing
their blood into bread but also slandering the accusers’ religion and curs-
ing at them. The accusers are referred to as “wicked people” (esirra),

28 3 Numarali Miihimme Defteri (996—968/1558—1560), 514, case no. 1169.
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but no information on their religious background is provided. The lit-
igants and false witnesses apparently acted in tandem to advance their
incrimination, which is clearly defined as extracting cash and profits from
Jews. The firman strictly orders the local judges not to listen to such cases
advanced against Jews.2? Almost an identical accusation was recorded in
Aydin in 1595. The accusers are similarly referred to as “wicked people,”
without any information on their religious background. Referring to an
earlier edict, the local judge is instructed to forgo pursuing such cases.3?

The most detailed record on the issue, one that gives us insight into
and perspective on blood libels and how they were addressed, was pub-
lished by Uriel Heyd and is dated 1602.3! This order was recorded in a
manuscript, but the original entry in a miihimme register has not yet been
discovered. The edict, sent to the judge of Istanbul, lists some of the ear-
lier sultans who had been petitioned about similar slander. The document
suggests that Mehmed II (r. 1444-1446, 1451-1481) issued an edict to
the effect that blood libels could not be seen by local judges but were
handled exclusively at the imperial council—and only with plaintiffs,
defendants, and witnesses present. Siileyman is invoked in the document
as having issued an edict in 1553 that essentially dismissed all such accu-
sations (hilaf-1 vaki©) and strongly enforced that blood libel cases be seen
only at the imperial council, by the highest officials of the empire. The
document states that every sultan since Mehmed II had ratified earlier
decrees, but that the original documents, kept by the petitioners, were
destroyed in a fire—and therefore the edict was intended to replace them.
For the same reason, historical information on earlier, similar cases is
provided in this document.

29 Cohen, “Ritual Murder Accusations against the Jews during the Days of Suleiman the
Magnificent,” 75. I have used the text of the firman as transcribed in Cohen’s article.
However, I do not share the author’s view that the plaintiff and the false witnesses
were clearly Muslim. The argument that he advances—that the word for the alleged
victim (@dam, “man”) is not specifically Christian, so he must be Muslim—is not
convincing. The term is an idiomatic expression for murder (adam katl eylediniiz,
adam oldiirdiiniiz) and does not refer to a particular person. Therefore, the religious
denomination of the accusers is not identifiable in this incident.

30 Bagbakanlik Osmanl Arsivi, Mithimme Defteri 73, 280, case no. 641; cf. Fodor, “An
Anti-Semite Grand Vizier?,” 192n3.

31 Heyd, “Ritual Murder Accusations in 15th and 16th Century Turkey,” 140ff. I was
not able to see the original document and thus have used the complete transcription
in Heyd’s article. Also see Barnai, “‘Blood Libels’ in the Ottoman Empire of the
Fifteenth to Nineteenth Centuries.”
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Quoting extensively from Jewish sources and Western travelers’
accounts, Heyd provoked a discussion about the 1553 edict, claiming
that it must have ratified an earlier firman, which probably was issued
after the famous Amasya blood libel incident, commonly dated to the
mid- or late 1540s. Supporting Ottoman documents for this particular
incident have yet to be unearthed.?? Based on the information in con-
temporary sources, Heyd advances the assumption that Siileyman’s
chief physician, Moses Hamon (d. 1567), was instrumental in con-
vincing him to obtain the firman that blood libel cases could only be
seen at the imperial council. Heyd also conjectures that there may
have been a connection between Siilleyman’s edict and his willing-
ness to refute his son Prince Mustafa’s supposed anti-Jewish senti-
ments. As mentioned above, rumors were in circulation that if he had
become sultan, he would have killed all of the Jews in Ottoman lands.
Mustafa’s execution took place only a few months before the 1553
edict. These points are important to understanding the background
to Siileyman’s firman. According to the 1602 document, however,
Mehmed II had already issued an edict stating that blood libels were
only to be seen at the imperial council. If that information is accurate,
Siileyman’s firman may not have introduced new judicial directives.

Although these decrees allow us to reason that the imperial center
viewed blood libels as nothing but ploys that some racketeers used to
extort Jews, and acted to dismiss such cases via the highest legal author-
ity, the insistent recurrence of the issue suggests that public opinion in
smaller localities allowed such accusations to be advanced comfortably.
We can presume that Jews in these towns were in an underprivileged
position and thus could not defend themselves, and that the imperial
center felt the highest legal authority was the most effective way to deal
with such libels justly.

Still, at least one example complicates the matter further: evidently,
in 1592 a certain Mirza bin Hiiseyin (an Iranian?) from Bursa accused
eight Jews of abducting him, tying him to a pillar in their house, and
drawing two containers of blood from his calf. The imperial council ruled
to exile the eight men on the Island of Rhodes. The particulars of this

32 The Portuguese Marrano poet Samuel Usque provides some details on the incident
in his history from the early 1550s: Usque, Consolacam as tribulagones de Israel,
210-11.
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peculiar case are difficult to determine, but the verdict seems counter
to that of the edicts mentioned above. The difference between this case
and the ones mentioned above is that the witnesses of the act, as dis-
tinctly specified in the document, were also Jews (birkag nefer Yahudi
dahi da‘valarin tasdik eylediiklerin), which might explain the decision
to exile Jews.33

As might be expected, it is very difficult to ascertain how these
libels disseminated. What we do know is that Mehmed II’ s edict, quoted
in the 1602 document, explicitly refers to Muslims as the victims
(ta’ife-i Yahiida vech-i mesriih iizre miisliman katl ediip) of the alle-
gations. Although the wording of that firman, from the mid-fifteenth
century, cannot be confirmed from the original edict definitively, the
first document treated above, about the specific case in Foca, explicitly
presents “some people from among the Muslims” (miislimanlardan
ba‘zi kimesneler) as the accusing party. There is no way to determine
who these Muslims were. However, it would not be overreaching to
suppose that they were recent converts from Christianity to Islam who
might have known that Jews were vulnerable to such allegations. Foga
(Phokaia), after all, had been a primordial Greek town. If they were
freeborn Muslims, did they learn of such libels from their Christian
neighbors? Even if they were second-generation converts, it would
not be unreasonable to assume that certain strong sentiments might
have lived on within their families. While the document is not par-
ticularly revealing about the identity of the accusers, other than their
being Muslim, blood libel should be considered essentially a Christian
phenomenon, and to have spread from there.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

There seems to have been a pattern of outbursts of physical violence against
Ottoman Jews, mostly by converts from Christianity. Devgsirme converts,
who probably acquired such hostile ideas as part of their culture growing
up in the Balkans, may have naturally continued to nurture them in their
new acculturated lives. After all, the soldiers socialized with a group of
young men with similar pedigrees, which must have made it easier to

33 Bagbakanlik Osmanli Argivi, Mithimme Defteri 69, 297, case no. 584—85; also quoted
in Heyd, “Ritual Murder Accusations in 15th and 16th Century Turkey,” 138-39.
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cultivate their views on Jews in general. Furthermore, the devsirme sol-
diers stationed in cities with mixed populations—such as Istanbul—must
have come into contact and conversed in their mother tongues with local
Christians. While it is very difficult to ascertain whether there was further
circulation of ideas between these groups, anti-Judaism appears to have
been an ordinary theme at least within some of these Christian commu-
nities.>* Although I have concentrated on cases from the latter half of the
sixteenth century, it remains to be seen whether there was a rise in the
number of incidents during this time due to particular societal or eco-
nomic strains.?

I admit that this article contains a good deal of speculation. I would
like to reiterate that most of these boys were converted to Islam as teen-
agers and would have remembered the notions with which they grew
up. Of course, an inquiry into the psychological implications of being
converted to a new cultural milieu, societal dynamic, and, most impor-
tantly, a new confessional mobilization—as well as a hypothesis about
the perceptions of these teenagers—is bound to be barren, in the absence
of any written personal accounts. As historians, however, I think we are
well positioned and authorized to speculate about their mind-set.

I am not suggesting that there was a concerted effort or a conspiracy
on the part of Christian converts against Jews, or that all devsirme converts
categorically hated Jews. However, I believe that regarding these attacks
merely as the result of ordinary mobsters looting targets for maximum
monetary profit would be an oversimplification. Obviously, there is a
great deal of danger in essentializing all converts, assigning to them simi-
lar feelings of aversion toward Jews. A janissary mobster may well have
assaulted Jews while another convert was defending them and yet another
was looting Christian shops alongside Jewish ones. A devsirme pasha may
have despised Jews generally but also employed skilled Jewish physicians
in his service. These are expected complexities of human interactions.

34 For example, in 1627 Kara lovdaiwv (Against the Jews)—written by Kiyrillos
Loukaris, the Patriarch of Constantinople (in office intermittently between 1620 and
1638)—was the first book published at the Greek Orthodox press in Istanbul. The
tract was a theological refutation of Judaism, composed in a genre with a long tradi-
tion (Adversus Judaeos); cf. Pektas, “The First Greek Printing Press in Constantinople
(1625-1628),” 110.

35 Fodor sees rising anti-Jewish sentiment as connected to an economic crisis in the
latter part of the sixteenth century. Fodor, “An Anti-Semite Grand Vizier?,” 191-206.
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Dislike of others is also a complex emotion that is difficult to gauge and
substantiate. Depending on several factors, including societal incentives
and pressures, the individual’s changing approach to life, his or her inter-
ests and calculation of benefits, it may take on different forms of expres-
sion or may be suppressed altogether. Feelings of aversion may come to be
expressed overtly at times of distress and when the opportunity presents
itself. I thus am interested in retrieving such instances of personal or group
outbursts which may in the end suggest a pattern of motivations.

A related topic that deserves separate study is the obvious aversion
and detestation displayed by some of the devsirme converts toward all
things Christian. The trope that the converts occasionally turned fer-
vent enemies of Christians has been the subject of some studies.’® I
believe that modern theories and findings of psychotherapy can guide
historians in our efforts to interpret the motivations and ambivalent
worlds of devsirme converts. Although the field of psychohistory—
the study of psychological motivations for historical events, estab-
lished by Lloyd deMause (b. 1931) in the 1970s—has been treated
cautiously by historians, who prefer to work with incontrovertible evi-
dence, the methods of the field would certainly bring new perspectives to
our understanding of the possible motivations of devsirmes.3
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