
THE SEPHARDIM RESETTLE IN MOSLEM LANDS

The exiles from Spain and Portugal eventually drifted over the entire
globe. But the main thrust of their migration was to the Moslem world. The
capture of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks in 1453 served to signal
the defeat of Christianity in the Mediterranean basin. When the Jews were
expelled by the Christian monarchs of Spain a half century later, they
naturally turned towards a new, non-Christian homeland.

Tens of thousands of Sephardic Jews came to Turkey, the southern
Balkans, Greece and its islands, and the Land of Israel, all of which were
now part of the Ottoman Empire. These new Jewish immigrants now
became the mainstays, the leaders, and in many cases the majority of the
population. These ancient Jewish communities had existed in the
Mediterranean basin for over a millenia. Formerly these communities had
followed Ashkenazic or Romanian (Italian) ritual and custom. The numbers
and scholarship of the new Sephardic immigrants gradually overwhelmed
the previous social and cultural structure and ritual, and eventually the
Sephardim became the dominant strain in that entire part of the Jewish
world. Of course, the original inhabitants of these communities resented
these newcomers who brought in such a transformation to their cultural and
halachic world. These tensions would eventually boil over into major
disputes within the Sephardic world of the 16th century.

Ladino gradually became the dominant language of the Jews of the
Ottoman Empire. They also spoke Hebrew and Arabic as their everyday
languages. In contrast, Ashkenazim only used Hebrew as the sacred
language of prayer and study, and they eventually adopted Yiddish as the
language of their daily lives.

These immigrant Sephardim now created societies and organizations to
help resettle their indigent brothers, to reunite families separated by the
expulsion, and to provide for Torah education and a renewed cultural life.
They became more Arabic and less European in dress, manner, and
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outlook. Their memories of Christian Spain and Portugal were bitter and
personal. They also resented the conversos who attempted to remain in the
Iberian peninsula. In the 16th and 17th centuries as thousands of these
conversos made their way out of Spain, and particularly Portugal, and they
attempted to rejoin the Jewish community, great hostility towards them was
common. The rabbis ruled over and over again that the returning conversos
were to be accepted graciously back into the fold. But the masses of
Sephardic Jewry refused to comply. They allowed them back, but
begrudgingly and critically. Many would not allow  marriages with
descendants of converso families, and many communities would not allow
these stigmatized Jews to occupy public office. Personal hatreds and
unwarranted discrimination led to poisonous bigotry, and this would
contribute to a fragmetized and constantly unstable Jewish society.

The status of the rabbi, or chacham, was quite exalted in the Sephardic
world. Unlike their Ashkenazic colleagues, these rabbis were in the main
financially self-sufficient and were not part of a public payroll.
They were artisans, physicians, merchants, and sometimes even laborers.
Above all, though, they were Torah scholars. They were held in great public
esteem and granted many privileges by their communities. Rabbis were
also exempted from local taxes, were favored in their business dealings,
and were accorded great public honor. Though the level of scholarship in
the Sephardic world in the 16th century and 17th centuries remained high,
Ashkenazic Jewry gradually became ascendant in terms of intensity of
study, production of scholarly works, and establishment of yeshivos. As
Christian Europe became more technologically advanced and economically
advanced, Ashkenazi Jewry also became more numerous and influential in
the Jewish world.

For many centuries these two main groupings of Jews would develop
separately, with little cultural and scholarly interaction with one another.
Great Sephardic communities rose in North Africa, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and
other areas of the Ottoman Empire. Sephardic Jewry also became the
guardian of the Land of Israel until the Ashkenazic return of the 19th
century. They also developed a network of trade and commerce throughout

2



the Levant  which they successfully linked to Western Europe during the
late 16th and 17th centuries.

After the expulsion from Spain, the Sephardim reached almost every
corner of the earth. While most migrated to the lands of the Ottoman
Empire, a sizable number eventually settled in the New World, parts of
Western Europe, and even parts of Eastern Europe. Those who migrated to
Eastern Europe, though, soon melded into the Ashkenazic world. Some
Sephardim also reached as far as India and China (Kaifeng) Those
Sephardim who settled in Western Europe (Italy, France, Holland, and
Germany), plus those who ventured forth to the Americas, today identify
themselves as Western Sephardim. They are commonly referred to as
Spanish-Portuguese Jews. They initially lived as conversos in Portugal until
they eventually made their way to lands that granted them religious
freedom.
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