
W hen Uluç Özüyener, a 44-year-
old Turkish IT worker and writer 
living in the United States was 

a child, his aunt told him a secret, and 
warned him not to talk about it with anyone, 
even his mother. Though the majority of 
Turks are Muslims, she told Özüyener that 
their family were ‘Yahudi Dönmesi’ – Jewish 
converts. He didn’t understand exactly what 
this meant, except that it somehow made 
him different.

“Shortly after the conversation, this 
secret slipped out when I spoke with my 
mum. She wasn’t happy. I was advised 
not to talk about it, either at home or 
outside. While I didn’t know the meaning of 
‘Dönme’, I tried to make sense of it over the 
years”, he said.

The secret eventually led Özüyener 
to discover that he is the descendant of 
followers of one of the most enigmatic 
messianic movements in history. The 
movement was started by a Sephardi 
kabbalist named Shabatai Tsvi in the 
Ottoman Empire in the mid-17th century. 
The precocious Shabatai, born to Jewish 
parents from Greece in the fledgling port 
city of Smyrna (today’s Izmir, Turkey) in 
1626, was ordained as a rabbi at the age of 18. 

He became transfixed by 
kabbalah and began acting 
erratically (many scholars 
believe he was bipolar) 
and adopting antinomian 
practices, based on the belief 
that the grace of God frees 
one from having to follow religious rules. 
He would sometimes barge into synagogues 
and break sacred rules, such as uttering 
the Tetragrammaton (the Hebrew name 
of God forbidden for Jews to say aloud). 
He reportedly wedded a Torah scroll in a 
symbolic ceremony and allowed women to 
read from the Torah. 

As he travelled from Smyrna to Salonika, 

Jerusalem, Cairo and Constantinople, his 
actions infuriated most rabbis, but he also 
developed a significant following throughout 
the Jewish and Christian world, with some 
Christians regarding him as the anti-Christ 
who would precede the Second Coming.

Shabatai finally proclaimed himself the 
messiah and liberator of Israelites in Gaza in 
May 1665. The news circulated throughout 
the Empire and Europe; tens of thousands 
believed the ‘End of Times’ was at hand and 
abandoned their work and daily routines.

But the Ottoman authorities were 
concerned about what they considered to be 
a rebellious movement. In February 1666, 
Shabatai was escorted to Constantinople in 
chains, where he was promptly beaten by 
police and arrested. As his followers from 
east and west flooded Constantinople, he 
was banished to a castle on the Dardanelles.

On 16 September, he was put on trial in 
Edirne, where he was presented with the 
choice to convert to Islam or face death. To 
the astonishment of his disciples, he chose 
to convert. Conversion was common and 
thought of highly by Ottoman authorities, 
and it came with increased rights for the 
converted. Shabatai was given a generous 
salary, an Islamic education and a position 

of high standing. Most of 
his followers thought this 
a cowardly betrayal, but 
some (scholars estimate 
1,000 – 1,500) saw in it a 
messianic prophesy fulfilled 
and a necessary step towards 

redemption. They eventually converted too, 
living public lives as Muslims but secretly 
practising their messianic beliefs.

Shabatai saw himself as a new Moses, 
believing he was above any single religion 
and with a direct link with God. “Shabatai 
Tsvi reinterpreted his conversion to 
Islam as a divine plan – Islam was going 
to be a penultimate stage before the final 

redemption,” says Cengiz Sisman, a leading 
expert on the Dönme, and history professor 
at the University of Houston. Shabatai 
secretly retained his kabbalist beliefs, which 
were further influenced by Sufism (Islamic 
mysticism), and stayed in touch with his 
followers until his death in Albania in 1676. 

 Within a few decades of his death, 
his acolytes had split into three distinct 
sects, each with their own beliefs and only 
marrying and socialising within their 
own sect. They lived publicly as Muslims, 
observing Ramadan and attending Friday 
prayers, but privately practised their own  
unique religion, a form of Sufi-influenced 
Jewish kabbalah, with their own liturgy, 
religious calendar and antinomian 
practices. They viewed Jews as God’s chosen 

©
N

IC
K

 A
SH

D
O

W
N

; W
IK

I C
O

M
M

O
N

S

The secret world of Turkey’s Dönme
This strange, ancient sect helped lay the foundations for the Turkish republic but today the community 
remains shrouded in secrecy, says Nick Ashdown 

people, but believed themselves to be the 
‘chosen of the chosen’, and awaited the 
second coming of their messiah.

Each sect followed its own version of 
religious rules, the 18 Commandments, 
which included edicts against revealing 
their identity or marrying outsiders. But 
they also followed pronouncements against 
murder, stealing, adultery and lying. Like 
Sufis, they also practised zikr (rhythmic 
religious chanting).

Most Dönme moved to Salonika 
(present-day Thessalonika), which was 
far from Ottoman authorities and had 
been majority-Jewish since the early 16th 
century. Espousing Enlightenment values 
such as education, they flourished, and 
came to dominate the city. The last five or 
six Ottoman mayors in Salonika were all 
Dönme. Since they were officially Muslims, 
they could hold posts that other religious 
minorities could not, such as general or 
governor. Many in the Ottoman foreign 
ministry were Dönme, as was the Empire’s 

last finance minister, Faik Nüzhet. They 
established their own courts and law 
enforcement, schools, hospitals, houses 
of worship and cemeteries. “There are 
traces of Dönme influence in the education 
system and all types of industries, but more 
importantly, in the foundation of modern 
Turkey”, Özüyener says with pride.

At the turn of the 20th century, many 
Dönme, then numbering perhaps 15,000, 
played a central role in the Committee of 
Union and Progress (CUP). This secularist 
revolutionary group had its headquarters 
in Salonika and helped lay the foundations 
for the Turkish republic that was established 
in 1923. They were not rewarded for their 
support. Most left Salonika when the Greek 
army took the city from the Ottomans in 
1912; the rest were forcibly sent to Turkey in 
a population exchange with Greece in 1923. 

The founding ideology of the new 
republic was based on a racialised 
nationalism hostile to minorities, and 
several prominent figures attacked them 
as untrustworthy foreign Jews. In 1942 they 
were subject to the wealth tax that targeted 

religious minorities. Many married non-
Dönme and lost their unique culture. 

Several bestselling books about the sect 
– full of pseudoscience and antisemitism 
– were published in the early 2000s. “It 
feels as if we are an illegal underground 
organisation,” says Özüyener.

Today scholars say there are perhaps 
as many as 70,000 descendants of Dönme 
in Turkey, as many as 4,000 of whom are 
still practising. Özüyener believes the real 
numbers are considerably smaller. 

Most Dönme are apprehensive about 
revealing themselves. Many are preparing 
to leave Turkey, should the economic or 
political situation worsen, and have applied 
for Spanish or Portuguese citizenship, for 
which they are eligible as descendants of 
Jews who fled the Iberian peninsula during 
the Inquisitions. Özüyener says it is time the 
sect defended itself: “By not speaking about 
our origins, we let the majority determine 
which origins are ‘acceptable’ or not.”  n

Nick Ashdown is a Canadian journalist based in 
Belgrade and Istanbul.

1990s Strong military relations 
develop between Turkey and 
Israel.
2001 Museum of Turkish 
Jews opens in the Zulfaris 
Synagogue.
2003 Neve Shalom and Bet 
Israel synagogues are attacked 
during Shabbat prayers; 23 are 
killed, including six Jews. 

Jews from Salonika, Izmir, 
Istanbul, and Baghdad are 
elected to the Ottoman 
Parliament. Numerous Jewish 
newspapers appear in multiple 
languages: Judaeo-Spanish, 
French, Turkish, and Hebrew.

1955 Istanbul Pogrom targeted 
at the Greek community 
also affects Jews and boosts 
migration to Israel.
1982 Founding of 
Quincentennial Foundation 
by Muslims and Jews to 
commemorate 1492 arrivals 
from Spain.
1986 Neve Shalom is attacked 
by Palestinian terrorists, killing 22.

1949 Turkey recognises the 
State of Israel.
1951 The Neve Shalom 
synagogue opens in Istanbul’s 
Jewish neighbourhood of 
Galata.

1918 The demise of the 
Ottoman Empire.

1940s Turkey stays neutral in 
World War II. Individual Turkish 
diplomats save about 30,000 
Jews in France and Eastern 
Europe.
1942 Wealth tax places a 
discriminatory burden on  
non- Muslim communities.
1948 – 1951 About 30% of Jews 
in Turkey emigrate to the new 
State of Israel.

  1908 The Young Turk 
revolution is backed by Muslims, 
Jews, Armenians, and Greeks, 
who unite under the slogan 
‘liberté, égalité, fraternité’ 
against Sultan Abdulhamid II. 

2010 Jewish emigration 
increases following rise in 
antisemitism after Gaza flotilla 
raid. Economic pressures are 
exacerbated by fall in Israeli 
visitors. 
2019 The Jewish population is 
between 15-17,000. Renovation 
of Izmir’s synagogues 
continues, alongside an annual 
Sephardi festival.  n

1933 Turkey recruits German 
Jewish academics facing Nazi 
discrimination to strengthen 
Istanbul and Ankara universities.
1934 Following pogroms in 
Edirne and Canakkale, 500 of 
the Jews of Thrace migrate to 
Palestine, or move to Istanbul.

1923 The Turkish Republic 
is founded under Mustapha 
Kemal Ataturk. The caliphate is 
abolished. A secular constitution 
is adopted and non-Muslims 
become Turkish citizens.

20TH CENTURY

“Tsvi wedded 
a Torah scroll 
in a symbolic 
ceremony”

Left and above: a Dönme cemetery in Istanbul
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