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AbMraX 

Nego%a%ng Tradi%on and Change: Sephardi Jewish Life Cycle Prac%ces in  

Istanbul (@ABC-ECEC) 

 

Belin Benezra Yensarfa%, Doctoral Candidate at the Atatürk Ins%tute 

for Modern Turkish History at Boğaziçi University, ECEY 

 

Profs. Asım Karaömerlioğlu and Judith Frishman, Disserta%on Advisors 

 

This disserta%on examines how life cycle rituals—namely Brit Milah, Bar/Bat 

Mitzvah, and Jewish weddings—have transformed in meaning, form, and 

func%on within Istanbul’s Sephardi Jewish community between the @ABCs 

and ECEC. Framing these events as a “field” in the Bourdieusian sense, the 

study inves%gates how ethno-religious cultural and communal iden%ty is co-

produced through the interac%on of three key agents: religious authori%es, 

Jewish-owned event companies, and community members themselves. 

Drawing on over forty interviews, archival research, and par%cipant ob-

serva%on, the study reveals how these rituals are shaped by compe%ng 

forms of capital (economic, cultural, symbolic), and how different actors stra-

tegically deploy these resources to influence the defini%on of “proper” and 

"ideal" Jewishness. While religious authori%es emphasize con%nuity and 

modesty (Kayadez), companies introduce global trends and market sensibil-

i%es, and community members nego%ate visibility, belonging, habitus, and 

status within a shiwing socio-poli%cal landscape. 

Special aken%on is given to how rituals reflect broader dynamics, such 

as an%semi%sm, gendered expecta%ons, and class dynamics, in connec%on 

with the transforma%on of communal infrastructure. Life cycle events 

emerge not merely as religious tradi%ons but as dynamic arenas where 

power, iden%ty, and representa%on are con%nuously nego%ated. 
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Özet 

Gelenek ve Değişimin Müzakeresi: İstanbul’da Sefarad Yahudi Yaşam  

Döngüsü Pra%kleri (@ABC-ECEC) 

 

Belin Benezra Yensarfa%, Doktora Adayı, ECEY 

Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Atatürk İlkeleri ve İnkılap Tarihi Ens%tüsü 

 

Prof. Asım Karaömerlioğlu ve Prof. Judith Frishman, Tez Danışmanları 

 

Bu tez, İstanbul Sefarad Yahudi Cemaa%’nde yaşam döngüsü ritüellerinin—

Brit Milah, Bar/Bat Mitsva ve Yahudi düğünlerinin—@ABC’lardan ECEC’ye ka-

dar geçen süreçte anlam, biçim ve işlev açısından nasıl dönüştüğünü incele-

mektedir. Bu ritüeller, Pierre Bourdieu’nün “alan” (field) kavramı çerçeve-

sinde ele alınmakta ve etno-dinsel kültürel ve topluluk kimliğinin nasıl üç 

temel aktörün etkileşimi yoluyla ortaklaşa üre%ldiği araşjrılmaktadır: dini 

otoriteler, Yahudi ortaklı şirketler ve cemaat üyeleri. 

Kırkın üzerinde görüşme, arşiv araşjrmaları ve kajlımcı gözleme daya-

nan bu çalışma, söz konusu ritüellerin ekonomik, kültürel ve sembolik ser-

maye türlerinin rekabe%yle nasıl şekillendiğini ve farklı aktörlerin bu kaynak-

ları “uygun/doğru” ve “ideal” Yahudiliğin tanımını etkilemek için nasıl 

stratejik biçimde kullandığını ortaya koymaktadır. Dini otoriteler süreklilik ve 

tevazu (Kayadez) vurgusu yaparken, organizasyon şirketleri küresel trendleri 

ve piyasa hassasiyetlerini ritüellere taşımakta; cemaat üyeleri ise görünürlük, 

aidiyet, habitus ve toplumsal statü arayışlarını değişen sosyo-poli%k bağlam 

içinde müzakere etmektedir. 

Ritüellerin, an%semi%zm, toplumsal cinsiyet beklen%leri ve sınıf dinamik-

leri gibi daha geniş yapısal etkenlerle—özellikle topluluk altyapısının dönüşü-

müyle bağlanjlı olarak—nasıl ilişkili olduğu da çalışmada özel bir dikkatle ele 

alınmaktadır. Yaşam döngüsü ritüelleri, yalnızca dini gelenekler değil; aynı za-

manda ik%darın, kimliğin ve temsiliye%n sürekli olarak müzakere edildiği di-

namik alanlar olarak ortaya çıkmaktadır. 
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IntroduXion 

he study aims to shed light on the transforma%ons in the meaning and 

prac%ce of life cycle celebratory events as a field among the Sephardi 

Jewish Community of Istanbul from the @ABCs to ECEC. It will do so by tracing 

the social and religious celebratory events of Brith Milah (circumcision), 

Bar/t Mitzvah ceremony, and Jewish wedding. Brith Milah1 is a religious rite 

of male circumcision performed by a mohel2 on the eighth day of a Jewish 

baby boy’s life. The Bar Mitzvah ceremony marks the transfer of responsibil-

ity for one’s deeds from the father to the male child at the age of thirteen. 

According to Orthodox, Conserva%ve, and (some) Reform Jews, a Jewish girl 

becomes a Bat Mitzvah at the age of twelve.3 The Bar and Bat Mitzvah rituals 

celebrate the reaching of adolescence and maturity. Awer reaching their Bar 

or Bat Mitzvah age, it is accepted that they become responsible for their ac-

%ons. Third, a Jewish wedding4 is a ceremony that allows two people of 

 
 1 See: Goldberg (ECCx: xÄ-Bx). 

 2 A religious official who performs the Jewish rite of circumcision. 

 3 In some Reform congrega%ons, girls celebrate their Bat Mitzvah at the age of thirteen. 

 4 See:hkps://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/marriage-in-judaism?utm_content=cmp-true 

(Accessed, July Y, ECEo). See: Goldberg (ECCx: @oo-@B@).    

 

T 



B E L İ N  B E N E Z R A  Y E N S A R FAT I  

E 

opposite sexes to unite their lives by following Jewish law, tradi%ons, and 

rituals.5 

The main aim is to display the historical changes in the content of the 

Sephardi Jewish ceremonies in Istanbul by invoking the family members/cou-

ples, religious ins%tu%ons, and the event sector/market. The three ac%ve 

agents will be introduced in detail in Chapter x. This disserta%on views the 

life cycle event arena as a nego%a%on arena and a Bourdieusian field among 

these three agents, as well as within the agents themselves. As claimed, they 

nego%ate in the arena of rituals and are thereby involved in the process of 

the cul%va%on and forma%on of ethno-religious cultural community iden%ty. 

The life cycle events have the dynamics of change over %me, and this study 

will provide details on these dynamics and show how actors take their posi-

%ons over the decades in this celebratory event field.  

Weddings, Brith Milah, and Bar/t Mitzvah ceremonies are the sites and 

moments of nego%a%on for various agents. Three agents in par%cular strug-

gle to influence and determine the forma%on of ethno-religious communal 

iden%ty in this field: family members/couples, the market and religious ins%-

tu%ons. Community ins%tu%ons and religious ins%tu%ons (lay leaders) deter-

mine the rules of celebra%on and have the authority to ease the rules from 

%me to %me in the arena of fes%ve events. The second source of influence is 

the private companies, including event and party planners, music and video 

companies, choreographers, photographers, and caterers. Over the last four 

decades, private companies, which are rela%vely new actors in this field, 

have become visible at all levels of the fes%vi%es in the Istanbul Jewish com-

munity. They are perceived as “knowing” the proper way to conduct and cel-

ebrate these ceremonies. The third and last agent, the central part of the 

study, are ordinary community members who prac%ce and celebrate these 

rituals. They will be referred to as community or family members, and some-

%mes as couples, during this disserta%on.  

While doing it, in these rites of passage celebratory events, these agents’ 

posi%onings will be studied within the context of social and economic 

 
 5 In addi%on to these life cycle events, Vijola (religious naming ceremony for girls), Faşadura 

(bez kesme, baby shower), and Pidyon (redemp%on of the firstborn boy) could be counted 

as social and religious ceremonies. 
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changes in society, gender, and economy within the historical context. This 

disserta%on will try to answer four main ques%ons listed below. First, do life 

cycle events change and transform historically, and if so, in what way. While 

this change is taking place, which actors take roles in this arena and ensure 

this change, and how do these roles contribute to the ethno-religious com-

munal iden%ty? In this nego%a%on arena, what steps are taken and what are 

the actors’ primary mo%va%ons for taking these steps? Second, how is the 

economy and social dimension of life cycle events shaped, and what roles do 

community authori%es, the market, and community members play among 

their team and in this field? Third, when viewed from a gender perspec%ve, 

how are the roles of femininity and masculinity distributed in life cycle 

events? Finally, the background ques%on, which can be seen in different 

parts of the disserta%on, is how an%semi%sm, the issue of security, and, in 

addi%on, Turkey’s social and economic transforma%on affect life cycle events 

as a minority group in Turkish society? 

§ Ñ.Ñ Studying Turkish Jewish Community in Istanbul/ Turkey 

While this disserta%on focuses on the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish community, 

first, it is meaningful to look at the Turkish Jewish community in a broader 

sense. The Turkish Jewish community is an extremely small minority group 

whose popula%on includes some @o,CCC-@Y,CCC members6 and ninety-six 

per cent of whom are Sephardi Jews. The dominant culture in daily life and 

at the ins%tu%onal level is also Sephardi. The Jews live in Istanbul, Izmir, An-

takya,7 Ankara, and Bursa. This small size increases internal compe%%on 

within the community in every sense and also makes connec%ons with the 

(Jewish) outside world indispensable. At the same %me, living in the diaspora 

means not losing contact with the Jews around the world and also Israel, 

 
 6  Sept. ECE@ -  hkps://worldpopula%onreview.com/country-rankings/jewish-popula%on-by-

country (Accessed, December x, ECEE). 

 7 Two y.y and y.B magnitude earthquakes centered in Kahramanmaraş occurred on February 

B, ECEx. Surrounding provinces, including Antakya, were affected, and life came to a near 

stands%ll. Awer this earthquake, important names from the Antakya Jewish community also 

lost their lives, and Jewish families living in the city had to relocate. 
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which means following global pakerns and being informed about the new 

developments. Especially since the @AACs, with the help of digitaliza%on, it 

has become easy to follow trends in life cycle events outside of Turkey, 

thanks to connec%ons with the United States, Israel, and Europe in the @AACs 

and ECCCs. 

Beyond all of this, Jewish people in Turkey addi%onally struggle because 

of an%semi%sm8 and the frequent confusion between the concepts of an%-

Zionism and an%semi%sm in Turkey, as in many other countries. The lives of 

Jews in Turkey and the diaspora in other countries are occasionally impacted 

by the conflict between Israel and its neighbors as a result of geography. It is 

nearly impossible to take posi%ve ac%on in response to Turkey’s rising an%-

semi%sm. A cri%cal survey has been conducted repeatedly over the years, 

which amply reveals Turkey’s general percep%on of Jews. In the Kadir Has Uni-

versity’s ECE@ Turkey Trends Survey, xy.@% of the par%cipants indicated that 

they do not want a Jewish neighbor.9  

This disserta%on focuses on the Istanbul Jewish community, which con-

s%tutes almost AY% of the total Jewish community in Turkey, has different 

customs from those elsewhere and has a very close rela%onship with the bu-

reaucracy of the Jewish community. The Jewish community is a minority 

community in a Muslim country, and like all the other minority groups, it has 

a specific and unique rela%onship and history with the Turkish state. The con-

grega%on is numerically %ny and is also shrinking, making it more insular 

than other minority groups, which is one of the challenges for this study. Is-

tanbul is the capital of Turkish Jewish life today, and all official ins%tu%ons 

and rela%ons with the state pass through this city. The state recognizes the 

Chief Rabbinate, and there is also a secular, lay and communal administra-

%on, all of which are located in Istanbul.10 Furthermore, both of these actors 

 
 8 hkps://holocaustremembrance.com/resources/spelling-an%semi%sm (Accessed, February 

EC, ECEo). 

 9 hkps://www.khas.edu.tr/sites/khas.edu.tr/files/inline-files/turkiye-egilimleri-web-ba-

sin.pdf (Accessed, June y, ECEx). 

 10  The lay/communal administra%ons of other ci%es are different from those in Istanbul. How-

ever, all ci%es are under the rule of the Chief Rabbinate in Istanbul.   
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stand rela%vely in the background in the poli%cal arena, and remain as the 

les bon citoyens11 for the Turkish Republic and have very limited poli%cal en-

gagement.12 The cultural arena in the community is, therefore, primarily the 

place where its members represent themselves.  

Weiker (@AAE) stresses in his descrip%ve study of Jews in Turkey, covering 

the period from the Okoman Empire un%l @AAE, that Turkish Jews express 

their religious iden%ty through celebra%ng holidays and rites of passage, 

namely weddings, Brith Milahs, and Bar Mitzvahs. Despite the decrease in 

the number of people in the community, these occasions are s%ll well-at-

tended and s%ll serve as a mee%ng point and a place where iden%ty is ex-

pressed. According to him, in the @AACs, lavish rite of passage ceremonies 

became more popular among the Jews living in Turkey. Predictably, this phe-

nomenon corresponds to the rise of the middle class in Turkish society 

(Ayata, ECCE;  Işık, @AAY; Uner & Gungordu, EC@B). Addi%onally, the increase 

in the number of big hotels and the growth of the party sector facilitated 

these types of fes%ve events in Istanbul in the @AACs. The consump%on pat-

terns of the Jewish minority group in Turkey are not different from those of 

the non-Jewish Turkish community13 and similarly grant insight into the fi-

nancial situa%ons of both groups. Some minority groups have become prom-

inent in specific sectors, par%cularly in the event market. In addi%on, due to 

the expansion of the party and event sector and cultural rituals in Istanbul, 

which differ from those in other ci%es in Turkey, it makes sense to analyze 

this city alone in a more detailed study. 

 
 11  İyi, makbul vatandaş. 

 12  Rıfat Bali. (ECCA) Newspaper Gazetevatan. hkps://www.gazetevatan.com/arsiv/rifat-bali-

vatana-konustu-yEÄy@x (Accessed, May @Ä, ECEE). He emphasized to be a well-behaved 

child. Turkish term is uslu çocuk. 

See, Chapter o. 

 13  The Jewish community refers to the non-Jewish Turkish community in Turkey as Geniş top-

lum. 
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§ Ñ.Ö Life Cycle Events as Windows into the Sephardi Jewish   

Community in Turkey 

Due to the dissolu%on of the old spa%al neighborhood life, which mainly took 

place in Galata-Kuledibi, Balat,14 Hasköy, and Kuzguncuk, one can no longer 

talk about the existence of spa%al unity or neighborhood life. Moreover, the 

demise of Ladino (Judeo-Spanish) as the community’s language,15 the de-

crease in popula%on and the dwindling akendance at the events organized by 

the Jewish cultural associa%ons, have led to the reduc%on in the number of 

occasions where members of the Turkish Sephardi Jewish community come 

together socially and religiously. This field is a place for mee%ngs where many 

people come together just because of their Jewish iden%ty. One of the most 

cri%cal and surviving areas that brings people together is that of rituals, tradi-

%ons, and life cycle events. In her recent study on the historiza%on of iden%ty 

strategies among Turkish Jews from the beginning of the Turkish Republic to 

the present (Yıldız & Yücel, October EC@Y, Yıldız, EC@Y), Yıldız argues that reli-

gion serves more as a cultural iden%ty and that iden%ty becomes more reli-

gion-driven. As Yıldız and Yücel also state: 

Our respondents think that religion has become more important be-

cause Jewish people have experienced a deep assimila%on process; 

they have lost key aspects of their cultural iden%ty, the most signifi-

cantly the Ladino language as the dis%nc%ve characteris%c of Turkish 

Jews. When cultural iden%ty factors are eroding, religion becomes 

more important even if the level of piety stays the same. In other 

words, when you lose your language, you find comfort in your religion 

(Yıldız & Yücel, EC@Y: YÄC).16  

 
 14 See: Şaul (@AAA). 

 15 For a general discussion, see: Hualde and Şaul (EC@@); Şaul (EC@x); Romero (EC@E); Harris 

(@AÄE, y@-Ay); Özkan (EC@B).  

 16 The original text reads: “Görüşmecilerimiz, dolaylı olarak ya da açıkça, din unsurunun öne 

çıkmasını; EC. yüzyıl boyunca Yahudilerin derin bir asimilasyona girmelerine, bu süreçte 

birçok kültürel değeri, mahalle hayajnı ve Türkiye Yahudilerinin en ayırıcı ve kimliklerinin en 
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In their study, Yıldız and Yücel (October, EC@Y: YÄC) stress that for the Jewish 

community in Turkey, religion brings out more as a cultural iden%ty. Iden%ty 

becomes more religion-driven, which does not mean that the prac%%oners are 

necessarily religious. Therefore, these life cycle events are essen%al tools to 

understand and make sense of the role of religion in cultural iden%ty. Further-

more, as Benbassa and Rodrigue (ECCC) discuss in their study of the Jews of 

Turkey and the Balkans, the significance of the concept of tradi%on in Sephardi 

communi%es outweighs the importance granted to religious requirements 

and necessi%es. One of the main arguments is that the cultural transmission 

materializes through these religious occasions. While some members of Jew-

ish society describe their iden%ty through these life cycle events, others join 

and perform them because they feel a religious and social obliga%on to do so. 

Rituals and tradi%ons occur in social and religious ceremonies, most expressly 

in the rites of passage that also serve to form the community’s iden%ty.  

These religious and social fes%vi%es are the places where the small, intro-

verted, and insular Turkish-Jewish community preserves its tradi%ons. In other 

words, these occasions become sites for the ontological (re-)affirma%on of the 

Sephardi Jews in Turkey. They could also be seen as a connec%ng tool or a 

unifying place where social, religious, or cultural life and iden%ty are repro-

duced.  

Moreover, these ceremonies are the only “compulsory” events in which 

Jews must par%cipate if they desire to be recognized as “proper” Jewish indi-

viduals in the community.17 The family members and couples need to take part 

in all the required seminars, obey all the rules laid down by the (religious and 

secular) authority, and execute all the economic obliga%ons demanded by the 

community administra%on. Despite all these obliga%ons, they are en%rely mo-

%vated to perform these ceremonies to remain part of this congrega%on. This 

situa%on provides the religious and lay/communal authori%es with the oppor-

tunity to produce and reproduce the habitus of being a “proper” and “good” 

 
temel unsurlarından olan Ladino dilinin büyük oranda kaybetmiş olmalarına bağlamaktadır-

lar. Din, kimliğin diğer belirleyici unsurları aşınınca, dinsel pra%k ve dindarlaşma artmasa da 

haka bazı görüşmecilere göre azalsa bile, kültürel değer olarak daha fazla önem kazanmaya 

başlıyor. Başka bir deyişle, dil yi%rilince din daha fazla önem kazanıyor.” 

 17 If not being a child of mixed marriage or not being a side of a mixed marriage. 
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Jew as well as gain control of prac%ces and rituals in a cultural, religious, and 

tradi%onal sense. These are, in fact, the sole spaces where the community ad-

ministra%on and authority become agents. In this study, the religious and so-

cial fes%vi%es arena will be taken as a field, referring to Bourdieu and his con-

cepts, such as social, symbolic, cultural, and economic capital, will be 

discussed in the chapters below. 

The centrality of Jewish holidays and rites de passage in the Jewish com-

munity of Turkey is not new. Weiker (@AAE), in his well-known descrip%ve study 

of Jews in Turkey, notes that already in the @AÄCs, religious iden%ty was mainly 

expressed in terms of celebra%ng holidays and rites of passage, i.e. weddings, 

Brith Milahs, and Bar Mitzvahs. These events were well-akended occasions. 

He states that the number of synagogues and the size of the community de-

creased over the years. Moreover, religious educa%on and the akendance at 

cultural associa%ons’ ac%vi%es also declined (Weiker, @AAE: x@C-x@@). However, 

he also states that “rites of passage also con%nued to draw large akendances” 

(Weiker, @AAE: xEo). Weiker (@AAE) adds that 

In recent years it has also become more popular among the Jews to 

hold lavish Bar Mitzvahs, weddings and other celebra%ons in major 

Istanbul hotels, and to have these reported in the social columns of 

the Turkish press, to the point where this conspicuousness was some-

%mes reported to be a topic of general public amusement (Weiker, 

@AAE: xEY). 

In this quota%on, he summarizes the situa%on very well and while the study 

is not up to date, it is equally applicable to the current posi%on of the Jews 

in Istanbul. 

These ceremonies are significant to study because they are not rou%ne 

but rather moments of rupture in daily life. In these cri%cal moments of short 

dura%on, all the cultural, social, and economic capitals are presented (Bour-

dieu, @AÄB) by community members, as well as companies (see Chapters Ä 

and A). These events, whose prepara%on takes months, are, so to speak, a 

carnival—a mood of celebra%on—and also a theatre stage where religious 

rituals and tradi%ons are enacted. At the same %me, these fes%vi%es provide 
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a connec%ng tool and a place that unifies community members. It also serves 

for their social life and its reproduc%on.  

Addi%onally, these fes%ve religious events also func%on as the “collec%ve 

effervescence” as defined by Durkheim (@A@E) in The Elementary Forms of Re-

ligious Life, his last major work. Durkheim claims that religions are never just 

cons%tuents of belief, they always involve ceremonies, rituals which allow the 

group to come together and also increase group solidarity. Rituals allow a 

group of people to come together, to have heightened feeling of energy cre-

ated in group gatherings and events. The founda%on of Durkheim’s theory re-

lies on func%onalism, so that he focuses on how beliefs and prac%ces work in 

a society and contribute to the unifica%on of a single moral community. Durk-

heim calls this phenomenon collec%ve effervescence –a heightened feeling of 

energy created in group gatherings and events. Ceremonies take people away 

from their everyday concerns and transpose them to a different emo%onal 

level where they connect with higher forces. These higher forces, according to 

Durkheim, are, in fact, the society within the individual–the expression of the 

collec%vity’s influence on the individual. In religions, the real object of worship 

is the society itself. Ceremony and ritual are essen%al in binding people to-

gether, and they are found in events such as births, deaths, and marriages. 

They reaffirm solidarity at a %me when people are faced with major changes 

in their lives. From a func%onalist perspec%ve, it highlights the %es between 

community members and serves to social integra%on and coherence. 

From a func%onalist perspec%ve, without denying that these ceremonies 

are an arena that brings society together, strengthens social integra%on, and 

even presents communal iden%ty from %me to %me, it is claimed that this 

arena not only serves integra%on purely but may also contain some nego%a-

%ons and disagreements within itself. The Sephardi Jewish community’s life 

cycle fes%ve events are fields nego%ated by these different agents. Not only 

are cross-genera%onal differences observable in the approaches to these cer-

emonies, but market and religious ins%tu%ons are also ac%vely defining the 

field of life cycle ceremonies. Religious ins%tu%ons are instrumental in defin-

ing the field of ceremonies, but the market also has a great influence on the 

field of ceremonies and changes in genera%ons’ percep%ons of celebra%on. 

In other words, it is argued that ceremonies and rituals are considered an 
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arena where family members/couples, the market, and the religious ins%tu-

%on struggle with each other and influence one another in the forma%on or 

cul%va%on of community iden%ty. That is precisely why the community ad-

ministra%on and religious authority become agents, thanks to their role in 

rule-making in the arena of fes%ve events. Community and religious ins%tu-

%ons are among the agents of this process, with their rule-making posi%on 

and authority to occasionally loosen the rules. Looking at all these actors is 

crucial for gaining a deep understanding of the dynamics of change over %me 

for the events as of the @ABCs. 

All in all, due to the dissolu%on of the spa%al old neighborhood life, the 

demise of Ladino as the community language, the decrease in popula%on, 

and the decline of akendance at the cultural associa%ons’ events, there are 

rela%vely very few occasions lew for members of the Turkish Sephardi Jewish 

community come together socially and religiously. For the Sephardi Jewish 

community, as a community whose bonds are loosening, ceremonies are 

also the most cri%cal places for socializa%on. Thus, it is a good opportunity 

to observe and study one of the most essen%al areas that bring people to-

gether: the rituals and tradi%ons that take place in social and religious life 

cycle ceremonies, which also serve to form the ethno-religious cultural com-

munity’s iden%ty. 

Last but not least, as men%oned above, the focus of this disserta%on will 

be on the life cycle events of the Sephardi Jewish Community of Istanbul, 

including Brith Milah (circumcision), Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremonies, and Jew-

ish weddings, from the @ABCs to ECEC. This study will not just focus on the 

religious ceremony in a synagogue but will examine the events and ceremo-

nies as a package that includes the whole process of prepara%on for and cel-

ebra%on of the rite. For weddings, that package includes a proposal, visi%ng 

the bride’s household to ask for her hand in marriage from her parents, an 

engagement party, a bachelor party, a civil marriage, a compulsory religious 

pre-marriage seminar on married life, a mikveh18 ceremony, a religious 

 
 18 Mikveh is a pool with full of rainwater which is used (by mostly woman in Turkey) before the 

religious wedding ceremony for purifica%on ritual (and also awer their every menstrual cycle 

for the purifica%on ritual). 

 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

@@ 

wedding ceremony, and a wedding recep%on. For a Bar/ Bat Mitzvah cere-

mony,19 it includes, the Bar/Bat Mitsva Club, religious ceremonies, recep-

%ons, or birthday par%es. For a Brith Milah ceremony, it includes prepara%on 

stages, a religious (Jewish) circumcision ceremony, and a recep%on.20 

§ Ñ.Ü Research Aim and Central Ques%ons 

The disserta%on’s main aim is to study the transforma%ons in the meaning 

and prac%ce of the life cycle celebratory events among the Sephardi Jewish 

community of Istanbul from the @ABCs to ECEC. Awer I started studying the 

literature and the field, my research ques%on took shape. My main goal is to 

shed light on the transforma%ons in the meaning and prac%ce of the life cycle 

celebratory events among the Sephardi Jewish Community of Istanbul. In ad-

di%on, referring to Bourdieu’s theore%cal approach, which will be elaborated 

on in Chapter x, I call the arena of the life cycle events as a “field” in Bour-

dieusian terms, which serves to the forma%on of the ethno-religious and 

 
 19 See: Hilton (EC@o). 

 20 For detailed informa%on: Dalven’s book (@AAC) %tled The Jews of Ioannina could be a refer-

ence resource for these events. It is a comparison of the situa%on of Jews in the nineteenth 

century with the %mes of WWII. Dalven concentrates on the historical changes in family life, 

educa%on, bethoral, marriage customs, circumcision, the content of dowries, etc., histori-

cally. She elaborately describes the religious tradi%ons prac%ced in Ioannina in the past, be-

cause, as she states, there are now only sixty-five people in the Jewish community. 

  Juhasz’s descrip%ve study (@AAC) of the material culture of the Sephardi Jews in the Okoman 

Empire contains wriken documents, pictures, dresses, examples of Ketubas (Jewish mar-

riage contract), family albums, bedding for childbirth bed, Elija’s chair, amulets for newborn 

infants, circumcision clamps and knife, circumcision tools. Juhasz also briefly describes the 

contents of marriage, childbirth, henna night, dowry, etc. This study is meaningful to see the 

use of these material cultural aspects and their evolu%on throughout history and to think 

about their transforma%on today. 

  Marcus (ECCo) has a study en%tled The Jewish Life Cycle:  Rites of passage from Biblical to 

Modern Times. The content is cons%tuted by applying Van Gennep’s concept of “rites of 

passage” and its components. It includes four steps: Brith; Bar/Bat Mitzvah and confirma-

%on; engagement, betrothal, and marriage; and lastly, aging, dying, and remembering. Mar-

cus focuses on how Jews celebrate life cycle events throughout history, referencing rabbini-

cal teachings, and demonstrates the transi%ons between periods of life experience. 



B E L İ N  B E N E Z R A  Y E N S A R FAT I  

@E 

cultural communal iden%ty of the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish community. 

Therefore, the main ques%on became this: “What key agents and actors are 

involved in construc%ng the ethno-religious and cultural communal iden%ty 

of the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish community in the period @ABC-ECEC in the 

arena of life cycle events, how has this iden%ty evolved over %me, and how 

can the dynamics of these roles be analyzed using Bourdieu’s framework of 

social fields”? When the theore%cal approach became apparent, it became 

necessary to formulate concrete ques%ons for the disserta%on parts.  

In the first place, in Part E, these ques%ons will be focused on and tried 

to be answered. The first aim is to explain and elaborate on the transfor-

ma%on and its meaning to the community and in the context of Turkish so-

ciety. So, “Do life cycle events change/transform historically, and if so, 

in what way?” The second one is, “While this change is taking place, which 

actors take roles in this arena and ensure this change and how?”. The third 

one is “How do these three actors become agents for years, and what are 

their roles in this field?” Sub-ques%ons will be answered. “In this nego%a%on 

arena (life cycle events), what steps are taken, and what are the actors’ main 

mo%va%ons for taking these steps? Who controls the ideal defini%on of the 

“proper” and “good” Jew iden%ty, and who has control of the prac%ce in the 

field? Who gives power or authority to the Rabbis or the community leaders, 

and why does it happen?  

While focusing on all these ques%ons, these two important ques%ons will 

be in the background: “How do an%semi%sm and the issue of security affect 

life cycle events as a minority group in Turkish society?” and “How does the 

socio-cultural change in Turkish society affect the life cycle arena of Jewish 

society?” 

In Part x, the focus will be on power rela%ons, different types of capital, 

and habitus, referring to Bourdieu, among the Jewish community in the field 

of life cycle events. The ques%ons can be listed as “How is the economy of 

life cycle events shaped, and what roles do companies and community mem-

bers play in this field?” “How can the dynamics of these roles be analyzed 

using Bourdieu’s framework of social fields?” Here, it is not just focusing on 

the Sephardi Jewish community, the aim is to show how they shape their 

ethno-religious communal iden%ty by referring to the non-Jewish Turkish 
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community in Turkey. Focusing on community members and companies aims 

to answer the ques%on of how two different groups posi%on themselves as 

individuals or companies within their group and how they use and improve 

their capital in this field among each other. Then, sub-ques%ons will be an-

swered. “How do the symbolic, social, economic, and cultural capitals take a 

role in celebra%ng a rite of passage in a Jewish community, especially by the 

market and community members?”. Lastly, “Does the field of life cycle event 

have an internal economy, if so, how does it work?”. In addi%on, the other 

main focus is understanding how gender roles are disseminated between dif-

ferent actors and how they learn these roles within and from the community. 

So, the main ques%on is: “When viewed from a gender perspec%ve, how are 

the roles of femininity and masculinity distributed in life cycle events?”. The 

concept of “performa%vity,” which will be elaborated on more in Chapter x, 

referring to Butler, will be used to analyze. All these ques%ons presented 

above will help to answer the main research ques%on, which is “What key 

agents and actors are involved in construc%ng the ethno-religious and cul-

tural communal iden%ty of the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish community from 

@ABC to ECEC in the field of life cycle events, and how has this iden%ty 

evolved over %me?”. 

As will be discussed in Chapter E, my methodology begins with induc%ve 

methods and then turns into the deduc%ve method. The disserta%on also 

serves to explore and examine how the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish community 

whether becomes more insular when they feel themselves under threat (be-

cause of an%semi%c ac%ons) in the Turkish community. However, in the Se-

phardi Istanbul Jewish community, despite the trauma of the terror and an-

%semi%c akack in different periods, a greater openness to the outside world 

is discernible, and this flashiness in ethno-religious communal iden%ty, which 

is shown in the field of life cycle events, did not become plain. What this 

aòtude serves will be underlined by referring to Bourdieu. This hypothesis 

will be discussed in rela%on to the firm and long-known tradi%on of Kayadez, 

which will be examined more in Chapter o. 
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§ Ñ.à Outline of the Disserta%on 

This disserta%on consists of four parts, including the introduc%on and con-

clusion. Parts E and x are organized according to data from the field. Part @ 

starts with the Chapter @, namely “Introduc%on,” which covers the signifi-

cance of the study, research aim and central ques%ons, iden%fica%on of life 

cycle events, outline of the disserta%on, and state of art. It con%nues with 

Chapter E, “Methodology and Sources,” which provides informa%on on the 

scope of the study, interviews, par%cipant observa%on, archival work, sam-

pling, and data analysis. Then, Chapter x discusses the theore%cal frame-

work, which covers Bourdieu’s framework, the concepts of “field,” “capital,” 

“habitus,” and adds the gender perspec%ve referring to Butler’s concept of 

“performa%vity.” In addi%on, this chapter describes the three main agents—

namely family members/couples, the market (companies), and religious au-

thority—on which the disserta%on’s argument is based. Lastly, the concept 

of “rite of passage” is introduced. Chapter o, namely “Historical and Contex-

tual Framework: The Jewish Sephardi Community in (Istanbul) Turkey,” pre-

sents the historical background, current situa%on, the historical communal 

iden%ty of the Sephardi Jewish community in Istanbul, and the concept of 

Kayadez. 
Part E, namely “Historical Context and Current Posi%on of the Turkish Jew-

ish Sephardi Community and Life Cycle Fes%ve Events from @ABC to ECEC,” pre-

sents the three different Turkish Jewish Sephardi Community’s fes%ve events 

historically in three different chapters. The historical change in religious cere-

monies of life cycle events from the @ABCs to ECEC, with the help of field data 

and interviews, is examined by exploring three main religious life cycle events: 

the Brith Milah, Bar/t Mitzvah and Jewish wedding. Besides, these three main 

rites of passage, Chapter Y, “Life Cycle Fes%ve Event: Brith Milah,” also focuses 

on an%semi%sm, which affects the daily life, assets, and some%mes the exist-

ence of Jews in Turkey and the security measures taken in rites of passage 

celebra%ons. It also affects how they perform their celebra%ons, the choice of 

venue, and other factors. Chapter B, “Life Cycle Fes%ve Event: Bar Mitzvah and 

Bat Mitzvah,” also focuses on the issue of Shabbat and kashrut. Chapter y, “Life 

Cycle Fes%ve Event: Jewish Wedding,” only focuses on Jewish weddings as its 
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scope is extensive. In addi%on to this, Part E is focused on how ethno-religious 

communal iden%ty is shaped by the different actors in the life cycle events 

field. Especially, the agent of religious authority will be at the forefront as a 

playmaker by referring to different cases over the decades. These chapters dis-

cuss the Jewish community living as a minority group in a country and elabo-

rate on how this fact historically affects their life cycle events, celebra%ons, 

and the way the architecture of the places as well. Both understanding these 

specific an%semi%c prac%ces and examining/wri%ng them down one more 

%me are essen%al for this disserta%on because an%semi%sm and its prac%ces 

have had heavy results for the Turkish Jewish community throughout history. 

Needless to say, living as a minority community also does not exempt the Jew-

ish community from the consequences of social and economic changes in Tur-

key. It is possible to trace these effects by looking at the life cycle events field 

and how they perform/ play the game during these distressed years.  

En%tled “The Field of Life Cycle Fes%ve Events: The Prac%ces of Jewish Life 

Cycle Events in Istanbul Jewish Community Among Community Members and 

(Jewish) Companies,” Part x addresses the economics and social dimensions 

of these rites of passage, as a field, from @ABC to ECEC. This part is one of the 

central parts of this disserta%on, which covers the interviews and the field 

data and analyzes the rite of passage field by focusing community/family 

members and market/companies. In Chapter Ä, en%tled “The Field of Life Cy-

cle Fes%ve Events: Habitus, Capital and Gendered Prac%ces within Community 

Members,” family/community members will be analyzed and focused on how 

they use and improve their different types of capital in this fes%ve events field 

and among each other. Sec%on Ä.E, en%tled “Looking at the Life Cycle Fes%ve 

Events Field From a Gender Perspec%ve: Gendered Experiences and Social Re-

produc%on,” dives into these life cycle events through the gender perspec%ve 

and addresses changes in the posi%on of women and men during these rite de 

passage events over %me. Butler’s concept of “performa%vity” will be used to 

analyze the data in this chapter. The aim is to examine how women and men 

posi%on themselves in the prepara%on stage and prac%ce this rite of passage 

and how they face degrading labels while having these gendered roles. Chap-

ter A, %tled “Naviga%ng the Marketplace: Companies, Taste, and Genera%onal 

Dynamics in Life Cycle Fes%ve Events Field,” focuses on how the market/sector 
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has posi%oned themselves in this field and in their group (among the other 

companies) since the market is one of the primary informa%on sources and an 

important player in this arena. It examines the players in the market’s story 

about how they entered this event sector. In addi%on, this part raises ques-

%ons such as “Is that an internal economy which means money circulates in 

the community thanks to the Jewish companies in the sector?”. It focuses on 

how they started to learn their skills and business in the Jewish cultural asso-

cia%ons, and it is valuable to trace the transmission dynamics of their skills and 

capitals to the next genera%on. 

Lastly, Part o, en%tled “Conclusion,” is the chapter in which the main argu-

ments of the disserta%on are discussed and the study’s main findings are pre-

sented. The findings will be analyzed by referring to the ques%ons raised and 

bringing together the results discussed during the chapters, by referring to the 

contextual background and theore%cal framework. It also covers sugges%ons 

for further research in the area.  

§ Ñ.â State of the Art 

The literature on Jewish culture and the Jewish community in Turkey is limited 

yet very diverse in the range of disciplines, including history, oral history, lan-

guage, sociology, ethnography, cultural anthropology, and gender studies.21 All 

literature related to this disserta%on goes hand in hand with the histography 

in Turkey and the cri%cal turning point of academia. The literature is also 

aligned with the global trends in social sciences, and not specifically in Jewish 

studies, but also by mul%disciplinary approaches. The poli%cal, economic and 

 
 21 Before beginning this part, the absence of the department of Jewish Studies in Turkey should 

be emphasized because it prevents having more scien%fic and comprehensive research on 

this issue. As of EC@x, a Jewish Communi%es Studies Unit (Yahudi Toplulukları Çalışma Birimi) 

was established under the Center of Cultures of Turkey at Istanbul Bilgi University. This unit, 

of which I am one of the founders and where I have worked for seven years, aims to bring 

all young researchers who work on different cultural groups and conduct more research on 

the topic. In addi%on, religious studies in Turkey are more focused on the Sunni Muslim 

Communi%es and Islam. 
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social context in Turkey and Turkey’s rela%on to interna%onal poli%cs are rele-

vant to this study as well. In a nutshell, the literature and the framework of 

this disserta%on are influenced by local academic shiws, global social science 

trends, and poli%cal dynamics.  

The literature on the Jewish community in Turkey begins around the @AACs, 

mostly in the area of history. While the Turkish academia has started to ad-

dress different social issues22 and started to follow new trends in worldwide 

academia, it took %me to develop the wri%ngs on Jewish history in Turkey. 

Here, the outstanding works will be briefly outlined from this literature. In this 

decade, the focus has been roughly and mostly on the nineteenth and twen-

%eth centuries. In this field and in this decade, Akar (@AAE), Aktar (ECCC), 

Avner (@AAB), Benbassa and Rodrigue (ECCC), Bora (@AAY), Dalven (@AAC), Gal-

an% (@AAY), Gerber (@AAo), Güleryüz (@AAx & EC@E), Juhasz (@AAC),  Karmi 

(@AAB), Levi (@AAB), Lewis (@AÄo), Rodrigue (@AAy), Sevilla-Sharon (@AAE), Shaw 

(@AA@), Weiker’s (@AAE) studies are the best-known researchers and researches 

to describe the history of the Jewish Community in Turkey. Rıfat Bali (@AAA) has 

also conducted several studies in the @AACs, but he would be a more prolific 

researcher in academia during the ECCCs. While, Akar (@AAE), Aktar (ECCC), 

Bali (@AAA), Levi (@AAy) and Rodrigue (@AAy) focus more on poli%cal issues and 

significant events related to the Jewish Community as a minority group, Turki-

fica%on poli%cs, moderniza%on and the rela%ons with the state; Bora (@AAY), 

Dalven (@AAC), Galan% (@AAY), Gerber (@AAo), Güleryüz (@AAx) and Karmi’s 

(@AAB) studies are more descrip%ve, ins%tu%onal, historical and broad in 

scope. While Juhasz’s research (@AAC) focuses on Sephardi Jews based on the 

material culture of Sephardi Jews in the Okoman Empire, Benbassa and Ro-

drigue’s study (ECCC) is the first and the most prominent research on Sephardi 

Jews and offers in-depth informa%on on the Sephardi community. Their study 

of Sephardi Jewry delineates the historical background of Sephardi Jews from 

the fourteenth century to the twen%eth century and covers a wide geograph-

ical area, namely the Iberian Peninsula. Their aim is to write the history of 

these transplanted Judeo-Spanish communi%es and to analyze the 

 
 22 Awer the neoliberal transi%on, the effect of the feminist perspec%ve, the rise of urban stud-

ies, and the focus on culture and discourse. 
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community’s social structures, poli%cal posi%oning, cultures and rela%on with 

religion. This study also touches upon the subject of emancipa%on, assimila-

%on, na%onalism, an%semi%sm, seculariza%on and migra%on. Therefore, Ben-

bassa and Rodrigue’s study (ECCC) could be seen as instruc%ve and enlighten-

ing in the area of Sephardi historiography. In addi%on, Lewis (@AÄo), Shaw 

(@AA@), and Weiker’s studies (@AAE) examine the Jews by referring to the Oko-

man Empire. In this term, the main aim is to iden%fy the group of Jews, to 

examine the issue under the umbrella of the moderniza%on phenomena (i.e., 

Alliance schools), and to cri%cize and reflect on several important events in the 

context of Turkish history. 

With the ECCCs, the popularity of iden%ty poli%cs, minority poli%cs, and 

the concept of ci%zenship has increased in academia. Iden%ty poli%cs has had 

a considerable impact on the literature on minori%es in Turkey as well. The 

“cultural turn”, which has affected Turkey’s academia rela%vely late, is also a 

turning point for this development and the increase of these types of research. 

It also helps to place the “culture” in the center posi%on in their work, and the 

cultural processes and features have become more of a research object in ac-

ademia. As a methodology, (social) anthropological tools and fields have be-

come more popular, and in the Turkish academic context, oral history has 

come onto the scene and has been expanded, unfortunately, slowly. As Neyzi 

(EC@C) stresses that  

To date [wriken in EC@C], oral history and memory studies remains 

weakly ins%tu%onalized in Turkish universi%es. Courses, in so far as 

they are available, are offered by a small number of academics based 

in a variety of disciplines (Neyzi, EC@C: o).  

In addi%on to that,  

…the existence of a new environment in the academia and the civil 

society in Turkey with the start of ques%oning par%cularly the official 

historiography in Turkey with the second millennium, the increase in 

the work for facing the history, and besides the arising interest in sub-

jects such as oral history, memory, and recollec%ons. Accordingly, we 

have seen the ques%oning of former experiences in Turkey, the intro-

duc%on of research on evident or obscure subjects and the reflec%on 
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of these on pages of newspapers, projects of non-governmental or-

ganiza%ons, and theses and papers in the academy. These years, dur-

ing which I think the poli%cal environment was also important, was a 

period of harmoniza%on during which many adapta%ons were made 

specifically in accordance with the opening processes and Turkey’s 

desire to European Union full membership (Benezra Yensarfa%, ECEC: 

B@). 23 

About the oral history, Neyzi (EC@C) adds that “Oral history’s introduc%on to 

Turkey was as late as the @AACs. Is it a coincidence that prac%cally all aca-

demics working in the field of oral history and memory studies in Turkey are 

non-historians and women?”(Neyzi, EC@C: E). In Turkey, while it is possible to 

see the valuable contribu%ons of Ozturkmen (ECCE),24 Neyzi (@AAA) and 

Danacıoglu (ECC@), during that period, Abrams (EC@C), Caunce (ECC@), and 

Thompson’s (@AAA) inspiring works could also be followed in the interna-

%onal arena. This theore%cal debate will be elaborated deeply in the meth-

odology part of this disserta%on (see Chapter E). The interest in oral history 

is also going together with memory studies,  

which moved beyond oral history interviewing to develop its own 

theore%cal tools and was enriched by discussions in history, psychia-

try, literature, anthropology, sociology, and women’s studies (Neyzi, 

EC@C: E).  

The ECCCs was the decade for the rise of facing history and discovering 

the unspoken memories about the past. It creates an alterna%ve to official 

history wri%ng. It gives a voice to ordinary and voiceless people in society 

and challenges the top-down history wri%ng. Examples of studies that use 

the perspec%ves of history from below will be given below. Moreover, Neyzi 

stresses that oral history also helps in facing history. Neyzi underlines that 

 
 23 This book is printed as a part of the Civil and Ecological Rights Associa%on’s (SEHAK) project 

called Basic Rights and Democra+c Values Educa+on through the Life Story of Anne Frank 

financed by the Delega%on of the European Union to Turkey. 

 24 “Arzu Ozturkmen played an important role in making Istanbul the venue for the XIth Inter-

na%onal Conference of the Interna%onal Oral History Associa%on in ECCC” (Neyzi, EC@C: E). 
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Early prac%%oners celebrated oral history as a means of giving voice 

to the silenced or subaltern, and oral history methodology resembled 

anthropological fieldwork in providing a bokom-up view of society 

(Neyzi, EC@C: E).  

Before providing several examples of studies from this decade, it is worth-

while to start with Rıfat Bali, who was men%oned earlier in the @AACs sec%on. 

He has made a significant contribu%on to the literature on Jewish society in 

Turkey. Bali’s works25 are the best-known studies to describe the history of the 

Jewish community in Turkey. In addi%on to Bali, several studies focus on iden-

%ty and minority issues, including those by Bal (ECCB), Okutan (ECCA), Ovadia 

(ECCE), Toktaş (ECCÄ), and Demirel’s (EC@C). Moreover, this development in 

the literature has not just occurred in and about the Jewish community.26 

These studies do not specifically focus on social/religious occasions. Neverthe-

less, they are significant works that provide a wider understanding of Jewish 

community culture and poli%cs in Turkey.  

When the EC@Cs arrived, more comprehensive and mul%disciplinary stud-

ies were seen in academia. Anthropological tools are s%ll being employed, and 

field research is also significant. The facing of history and the trend in history 

from a below perspec%ve could s%ll be traced. In this decade, Abrevaya Stein 

(EC@B), Altaras (ECEC), Atlas (ECEE),  Bali (EC@x & EC@y & ECEE), Brink-Danan 

(EC@E), Bora (EC@y), Canefe (EC@o), Cohen (EC@o), Demirel (ECEC), Derya 

(EC@B),27 Erol (EC@B), Kayır (EC@y), Kaymak (EC@y), Kaymak and Beylunioğlu 

 
 25 See: Bali (ECC@); Bali (ECCoa); Bali (ECCob); Bali (ECCA). 

 26 It has also affected the work on the other minority groups. For instance, Kaya and Tarhanlı 

(ECCY), Kaya (EC@@), and Ozdoğan et al. (ECCA) are outstanding examples of studies from this 

decade. Last, the studies that employed oral history are Demirel (EC@C), Erselcan (ECCA), 

Margulies (ECCB), and Saul’s (@AAA) studies, and the examples could be diversified. These 

studies are comprehensive examples, both in context and methodology, that help us under-

stand how a minority group can be studied then and now. 
 27 This study is an undergraduate thesis wriken by Derya (EC@B). She elaborates on the posi-

%onality of (Turkish) Jewish women in the household by referring to the concepts of mar-

riage, kinship rela%ons, parenthood, girlhood and motherhood, being a minority in society, 

and iden%ty. She applies anthropological research tools to gain a beker understanding of 

the posi%onality of women in everyday life and the changes in posi%onality from one 

 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

E@ 

(ECEC), Meseri and Kuryel (EC@y), Oktem and Yosmaoğlu (ECEE), Ozkan (EC@B), 

Samlıoğlu (EC@x), Yıldız and Hakan (EC@Y), and Yıldız’s (EC@Y) works could be 

given as examples. Brink-Danan’s study was the first English-language ethnog-

raphy about the contemporary Turkish Jewry. While all the studies men%oned 

above will nourish this disserta%on, they also broaden its scope and will be 

referenced throughout the disserta%on as necessary. 

Finally, here are a couple of cri%cal studies that will be men%oned briefly. 

Two comprehensive, prominent, and outstanding studies belong to Cohen 

(EC@o and April EC@o) and Abrevaya Stein (EC@B). While Cohen focuses on (Jew-

ish) imperial ci%zenship in the Okoman Empire in the nineteenth century, 

Abrevaya Stein’s history of Okoman Jews in the twen%eth century discusses 

the concept of ci%zenship. In addi%on to this topic, Kandiyo% and Benmayor 

(ECEx) recently published an edited book that focuses on the concept of ci%-

zenship related to Spain and Portugal. Moreover, Altaras’s study (ECEC) fo-

cuses on Spain and Portugal’s “Law of Return”28 and how community mem-

bers receive EU ci%zenship. In addi%on, three significant studies by Atlas 

(ECEE), Canefe (EC@o), and Oktem and Yosmaoğlu (ECEE) focus on diaspora 

and Israel, referring to different periods. Addi%onally, Demirel (ECEC), Kaymak 

(EC@y), and Kaymak and Beylunioğlu’s (ECEC) studies focus more on the daily 

life of Turkish Jews by using anthropological research tools. While Demirel 

(ECEC) discusses Sephardi cuisine culture through interviews with the Turkish 

Jewish community members, Kaymak and Beylunioğlu’s study aims to com-

pare and find out the effects of mixed marriage on different minority groups 

in Turkey. Lastly, the focus of Ozkan’s (EC@B) and Samlıoğlu’s (EC@x) research is 

language, Ladino (Judea-Espanyol/Spanish), and they u%lized anthropological 

research tools as well. 

In summary, studies on the Jewish Turkish community in the @AACs pre-

sented the Jewish minority community as part of a historical and descrip%ve 

 
genera%on to another. Although this study lacks a theore%cal background and the research 

field needs development, it provides a valuable snapshot of the women’s posi%onality in 

specific life passages, such as birth, marriage, and motherhood, across different genera%ons. 

 28 According to that law, Sephardi Jewish descendants are eligible to obtain Spanish or Portu-

guese ci%zenship if they prove that to the authori%es. This law refers to the years of @oAE 

and @oAB when they were expelled from the territory of the Iberian Peninsula. 
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narra%ve or as part of the state’s aim of Turkifica%on. In addi%on, extensive 

and valuable research conducted abroad has focused on the history of Se-

phardi culture, and these studies have been carried out on a broader geo-

graphical and historical spectrum. There has been a lack of micro and anthro-

pological studies in recent years. Of course, all of these studies were very 

valuable and paved the way for the work of the new scholar’s work. However, 

the shortage remained. Then, in the ECCCs, among the most prominent issues 

were iden%ty poli%cs, minority poli%cs, and the concept of ci%zenship. In ad-

di%on, as the trend of confron%ng history increased, oral history studies began 

to appear. In the case of minori%es or Jews, the unfortunate events that hap-

pened to these communi%es were told from their perspec%ve, accep%ng the 

minori%es as agents. In the EC@Cs, broader geographies began to be examined 

in more detail through the concept of ci%zenship. At the same %me, daily life 

began to take center stage, leading to increased anthropological studies and 

extending the microphone to ordinary people. 

This disserta%on recognizes ordinary people as agents, without overlook-

ing the internal dynamics of the community and the power rela%ons within it. 

While situa%ng these dynamics in Turkey’s broader historical context of eco-

nomic and social change, the study focuses on a specific and owen overlooked 

domain: life cycle events.  

My aim is to contribute to a shiw from ins%tu%onal and state-centered nar-

ra%ves toward everyday lived experiences. During the research process, I also 

observed a transforma%on within the community—from the quiet ethic 

of Kayadez to the more visible and cri%cal voice of Avlaremoz. These shiws be-

came especially visible in fes%ve and ceremonial seòngs, where I encountered 

subtle nego%a%ons, symbolic expressions, and moments of power that are of-

ten overlooked by top-down approaches. Discussions of the Jewish commu-

nity in Turkey have mainly overlooked everyday life, instead focusing on ins%-

tu%ons and poli%cal frameworks. This gap led me to approach life cycle events 

not just as rituals, but as dynamic spaces where iden%ty, belonging, and power 

are ac%vely produced and contested. 

Using a mul%-method qualita%ve approach—centered on ethnography, 

oral history, and Bourdieu’s field theory—I explored how life cycle events func-

%on as a “social field” where various actors interact, compete, and shape 
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communal iden%ty. These events are not merely religious or cultural prac%ces; 

they are also sites of emo%onal labor, symbolic struggle, and adap%ve crea%v-

ity. 

This research contributes to our understanding of minority life as fluid and 

nego%ated, rather than sta%c or passively inherited. It challenges dominant 

narra%ves of Jewish iden%ty in Turkey by revealing how community members, 

religious authori%es, and markets co-construct iden%ty through both harmony 

and tension. Ul%mately, this study invites us to rethink minority agency—not 

just in terms of resistance, but also through improvisa%on, nego%a%on, and 

symbolic work. In the life cycle events of a small, owen insular community, we 

find broader ques%ons of tradi%on, representa%on, and belonging. 

 





EY 
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Methodology and Sources 

n this study, ethnographic research methods, namely in-depth interviews 

and par%cipant observa%on, have been employed as the primary sources of 

informa%on about the cultural, social, and economic aspects of Jewish life cy-

cle events in Istanbul. The main sources of the data are the interviews—with 

family and community members, private companies/market and the religious 

authority—conducted in EC@y-EC@Ä and the par%cipant observa%on made be-

tween EC@x and EC@A. The qualita%ve analysis of these sources has been sup-

plemented by archival work in order to contextualize the changes in these 

events historically. Briefly, my data collec%on through interviews and par%ci-

pa%on observa%on and my data analysis started with induc%ve methods, 

which enabled me to understand the arena of life cycle events and historicize 

the transforma%on. Then, it con%nued with deduc%ve methods, which al-

lowed me to think about the study in a clear theore%cal framework and caused 

me to rewrite my research ques%on. Lastly, the whole data collec%on and data 

analysis process was itera%ve.  

§ Ö.Ñ The Scope of the Study 

The focus of this study is on the Turkish Sephardi Jewish community, espe-

cially that of Istanbul. There are several reasons for focusing on the city of 

Istanbul: First, Istanbul’s Jewish popula%on is the largest in Turkey and as 

I 
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such the Istanbul Jewish community is the most vibrant of the Jewish com-

muni%es in the country. The cultural codes and ritual prac%ces of the Istanbul 

community differ from those of other Jewish communi%es, especially those 

in Izmir1 and Antakya. Second, the central poli%cs and governance of all Turk-

ish Jewish communi%es are determined and run by the offices of the Istanbul 

Jewish community. These include the Chief Rabbinate, all Bet-Din members, 

and lay leaders all of whom are involved in making the most important deci-

sions and represen%ng the Turkish Jewish community. Therefore, Izmir, 

Bursa, Antakya, and Ankara – ci%es where less significant Jewish popula%ons 

are located – have not been included in this study.  

As men%oned in the “Introduc%on,” ninety-six percent of Jews in Turkey 

are Sephardi. In addi%on, the dominant culture in daily life and at the ins%-

tu%onal level is Sephardi. The Ashkenazi Jewish community has its own cul-

tural codes and social/religious ceremonies as far as weddings are con-

cerned. However, because of intermarriage and the decrease in the number 

of Jews living in the country, the cultural differences between the Ashkenazi 

and Sephardi communi%es have become less prominent. Currently there are 

no significant differences between the religious rituals and ceremonies of 

Brith Milah and Bar/t Mitzvahs as celebrated by the two Jewish communi%es 

in Turkey. 

Jewish life cycle events usually2 start with Brith Milah (for boys), followed 

by Bar and Bat Mitzvah at the ages of thirteen and twelve for boys and girls 

respec%vely. The next major event is marriage. This disserta%on focuses on 

the celebra%on of Brith Milah, Bar/t Mitzvah, and marriage by the Istanbul 

Sephardi Jewish community. Death and mourning, the final events of the cy-

cle, have not been included in this disserta%on. Besides focusing solely on 

celebra%ons, there are several reasons not to include death. The first reason 

is that the emo%ons involved in death and mourning are far more compli-

cated than the joy experienced at the other life cycle celebra%ons. Therefore, 

the researcher would require a different set of skills to conduct and analyze 

 
 1  The second-largest Jewish popula%on is located in Izmir. While it is under the governance 

of the Chief Rabbinate, it has its own board and lay leaders.  

 2 Although both are very rare, the Pidyon ceremony marking the birth of the first born male 

child and Vijola, the Jewish naming ceremony for baby girls are held. 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

Ey 

the requisite interviews. Second, this thesis is based on the experiences and 

narra%ves of individuals who lived the events directly. As for the subject of 

death, the related rituals are naturally experienced and given meaning not 

by the person but by their rela%ves. The events discussed within the frame-

work of life cycle events in this disserta%on include transi%ons directly expe-

rienced by the individual and shaped by social and personal transforma%ons. 

The last reason is that the theme of death and mourning requires further 

research in the context of ins%tu%onal services and as well as different liter-

ature and resources in social science. 

The period of the events under discussion is between @ABC and ECEC. 

The most significant reason for choosing the year ECEC as the terminus ad 

quem of this study is the outbreak of the COVID-@A epidemic, which had a 

momentous impact on the life cycle celebra%ons. The biggest factor in se-

lec%ng the year @ABC as the terminus post quem is the fading memory of 

those events held by those interviewed. Collec%ng sufficient and reliable 

data for the pre-@ABC period was not possible. 

This study includes neither mixed marriages3 nor the offsprings of such 

marriages. Mixed marriages are never performed in the synagogue, nor does 

the religious authority recognize them. A boy born in a mixed marriage may 

not undergo the Brith Milah ceremony in the synagogue.4 Over the course of 

years, regula%ons concerning the status of these marriages and their off-

springs have been challenged and undergone change. The issue of mixed 

marriages is a complex and challenging issue not only in the context of Turk-

ish Jews, but also in general and within other Jewish communi%es. However, 

this phenomenon is rela%vely challenging to study, especially in a closed so-

ciety where makers surrounding mixed marriages are handled mainly be-

hind closed doors (Beylunioğlu & Kaymak, ECE@).5 Therefore, issues sur-

rounding mixed marriages and their offsprings are discussed incidentally in 

 
 3 Marriages between Jews and non-Jews. 

 4 Even though the child was born to a Jewish mother, which means he is Jewish according to 

Jewish Law, the venue of the Brith Milah is pointed to by the religious authority as the hos-

pital in prac%ce. 

 5 Beylunioğlu and Kaymak (ECE@) have studied the issue of mixed marriage from the perspec-

%ve of individuals, not from the perspec%ve of the ins%tu%on.  
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this disserta%on and taken as suppor%ve data from the field but are perforce 

never of primary concern in this disserta%on. 

§ Ö.Ö Interviews 

As men%oned above, the historical changes and the nego%a%ons between 

family members/couples, the market and the religious ins%tu%on are studied 

employing ethnographic research methods, the foremost being in-depth and 

semi-structured interviews. A total of forty-four interviews have been con-

ducted which includes twenty-two interviews with family members/couples 

(reached forty people in total), thirteen interviews with private entertain-

ment/ events company owners and nine interviews with religious and secu-

lar authori%es. The ques%onnaires and focus of these three groups of inter-

views are different, and this will be detailed below. With only one excep%on, 

all of the interviews have been conducted by me, face-to-face in Istanbul, 

Turkey, during the years EC@y and EC@Ä.6 Almost all interviews have been au-

dio-recorded and the dura%on of the interviews varies from forty-five 

minutes to two and a half hours. Awer each interview, I spent approximately 

twenty minutes taking notes, in which I wrote down the main topics dis-

cussed, the interviewee’s emo%onal state, and the points that were empha-

sized. These notes proved to be very useful for my data analysis. 

Not all of the thoughts of those interviewed have been explicitly repro-

duced in this disserta%on. In order to protect the confiden%ally of individuals 

involved in this study, pseudonyms have been chosen for all. These pseudo-

nyms have been culled from among Turkey’s most common Jewish names. 

When greater confiden%ality was needed, I made use of the gender-neutral 

plural pronoun “they.” 

Ö.Ö.Ñ Interviews with Family/Community Members and Couples - Life 

(Oral) History 

I interviewed twenty-two family members/couples (forty people in total) be-

longing to the Sephardi Jewish community of Istanbul who had celebrated at 

 
 6 One of the interviews was held online. 
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least one of these life cycle events and had gone through all the necessary 

steps to be taken. In prac%ce, I have interviewed forty people because mem-

bers of some families could not to be interviewed together for various rea-

sons, such as full agendas. Aken%on was paid to elici%ng an equal number 

of interviews per decade with those who had celebrated life cycle events be-

tween the years @ABC-ECEC. Gender, class, cultural, economic and educa-

%onal background were taken into account in the selec%on of the interview-

ees. Oral history was employed by collec%ng interviewee’s life stories, 

focusing mainly on these religious life cycle events and fes%ve occasions. The 

interviews with the family members are semi-structured and include a de-

tailed ques%onnaire. The laker was some%mes an open-topic list, enabling 

those interviewed to ar%culate their stories in detail and in their own way. 

As a member of the same minority social/religious group I could develop a 

“rapport” with those interviewed rela%vely easily and gain access to their 

unique personal histories including the accounts of their religious ceremo-

nies. 

Listening to life histories helps to give voice to ordinary people and re-

spect their pakerns of narra%ves and their wording as Caunce (ECC@: @Y-@B) 

and Thompson (@AAA) stress repeatedly in their studies. According to Neyzi, 

“life history research on youth is a useful means of exploring how the past is 

reconstructed in and for the present” (Neyzi, @AAA: x). Caunce (ECC@: Ä) 

stresses another aspect, sta%ng that oral history uses personal memoirs as a 

source and generally composes a complementary and alterna%ve history to 

tradi%onal history wri%ng. For Thompson (@AAA: yo) oral history is not just an 

alterna%ve historiography but can also be seen as a valuable individual 

source of history. In addi%on to this, Ozturkmen (ECCE: @@Y) supports oral 

history as a data collec%on method and claims that the rise in the usage of 

oral history allows us the possibility to reach knowledge beyond the power 

of authori%es and their narra%ves.7 Since this disserta%on entails an inter-

genera%onal dimension, gathering historical data through life stories by ap-

plying oral history methods is of great value. Semi-structured interviews are 

to capture the expressions, emo%ons, and meaning akribu%ons of life 

 
 7 As an example in a different context; Neyzi (@AAA). 



B E L İ N  B E N E Z R A  Y E N S A R FAT I  

xC 

stories, especially religious events. Danacıoglu (ECC@: Eo), in her book on oral 

history, men%ons suitable themes that could be serve as subjects for oral 

history, poin%ng to fetes, fairs, religious rituals, spring fes%vals, funerals, 

wedding ceremonies and circumcision feasts in the countryside and city. Her 

warning (ECC@: ECC) against geòng carried away by feelings of nostalgia and 

the sense of the past, is especially relevant to this study. I collected a lot of 

anecdotes about the past and comparisons between the past and today, es-

pecially from people and couples I interviewed over the age of fiwy. I tried to 

purify these comparisons from emo%ons and also put aside the expecta%ons 

of the interviewees from the future genera%ons, which was a difficult task to 

dis%nguish, and I reflected this in the disserta%on. 

Ö.Ö.Ö Interviews with Private Companies / The Market 

To have a beker grasp of the broader context, socio-cultural, religious and 

economic factors are also significant for this study. To gain insight into the 

economic aspects of the life cycle events, I interviewed the private compa-

nies—those with Jewish owners or Jewish partners—ac%ve in Sephardi Jew-

ish ceremonies in Istanbul. Thirteen interviews with the actors in the market 

have been conducted. The actors are the ones who work for these private 

companies involved in event planning and party organiza%on, music and 

video, photography, dance, choreography, catering, and venues a.o. big five-

star hotels. The private companies that play ac%ve roles in the configura%ons 

of these ceremonies have been considered agents of the ceremonies. The 

interviews with the private companies are semi-structured. The interviews 

focused on their company’s founding story, the changes in their way of ser-

vice through the decades, and the nego%a%ons between the different agents 

observed during these years. The interviews included a detailed guide and 

some%mes made use of an open-topic list. 

Here, too, the iden%%es of all the interviewees have been kept confiden-

%al, especially since it is a small community and a small sector/market. The 

companies interviewed are referred to as Company A, B, C etc., in every sec-

%on. In some parts, when necessary for the context or when the iden%ty of 

a representa%ve of a company is obvious from the context, real names rather 
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than pseudonyms are used with the permission of the person involved (used 

as RN).  

Ö.Ö.Ü Interviews with Representa+ve of Religious Authority 

In studying the role played by the religious ins%tu%on as an agent in life cycle 

events, I interviewed ten people who represent the religious/secular author-

ity/ins%tu%on. These include two Rabbis who are members of the Beth-Din,8 

three officials at the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey, one official responsible for 

Bar/t Mitzvah and wedding ceremonies, and two employees at the Chief 

Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, Hegkom,9 which provides 

knowledge concerning the fundamental steps and processes involved in life 

cycle events. Addi%onally, I interviewed with Karen Şarhon,10 the coordinator 

of the Sephardi Center of Istanbul, and Aron Sal%el,11 a renowned Sephardi 

musician (both of them have given me explicit permission to use their real). 

I had recourse to the photo collec%on of the Quincentennial Founda%on Mu-

seum of Turkish Jews.12 Lastly, Nisya Isman Allovi,13 the director of the Quin-

centennial Founda%on Museum of Turkish Jews, has been an essen%al re-

source for this disserta%on. The iden%%es of all the interviewees (save for 

 
 8 The Beth-Din is the rabbinical court. 

 9 Founded as part of Turkey’s Chief Rabbinate, Hegkom is the responsible governing body for 

all non-formal educa%onal ac%vi%es (such as training, seminars, planned courses, interac-

%onal and facilitated ac%vi%es, etc.) within the community under the authority of Turkey’s 

Chief Rabbinate. Hegkom is short for Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission. 

 10 Karen Şarhon is also the editor of El Amaneser which is published monthly in Judaeo-Spanish 

as a sec%on of Şalom newspaper. In addi%on, she was the first to establish a Sephardi music 

band (Los Pasharos Seferadis) in Turkey. 

 11 Aron Sal%el is one of the most important persons in the field of Sephardi Jewish music. He 

has produced an album called BODA (EC@@) on which he collected all the tradi%onal Sephardi 

wedding songs and recorded them with their stories. These songs were played at engage-

ment ceremonies, the dowry ceremony, giw ceremony, at the ceremony in synagogue. The 

CD also comes with a booklet of @@C pages that includes explana%ons, transla%ons, and his-

torical photos. 

 12 Old photos of old ceremonies and synagogues from the museum have been studied. 

 13 Nisya Isman Allovi has been the director and curator of the Quincentennial Founda%on Mu-

seum of Turkish Jews since ECC@. 
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those who have given me explicit permission to use their real names as is) 

have been kept confiden%al, the religious and secular authority interviews 

are referred to as Rel. and Sec. Authority A, B, C etc., in every sec%on. In some 

parts, when necessary for the context, real names are used with the permis-

sion of the person involved (used as RN).  

I conducted semi-structured interviews with a focus on the nego%a%on 

arenas, and the moments when decisions to make changes were made. The 

emphasis is on the way how those interviewed represent the religious and 

secular authority and the official discourse of the ins%tu%on. As Marcy Brink-

Danan14 stresses in her study Jewish Life in fgst-Century Turkey (EC@E), it is 

beneficial to look into the “awkward rela%onship between discourse analysis 

and ethnography” (Brink-Danan, EC@E: oA). She concentrates on the dis-

course created by the ins%tu%on and the exis%ng tension between this dis-

course and the Turkish Jews’ lived experience.15 In this disserta%on, similarly, 

it is assumed that there is a tension between the Jewish iden%ty experienced 

by the individual Jews and the Jewish iden%ty that the religious authority 

tries to fill. Religious ins%tu%ons are one of the agents of this field with their 

role in rule-making whose authority could occasionally be challenged by the 

community and the market. The ritual spaces are delineated by the tension, 

differences, and challenges between the various agents in this arena.   

§ Ö.Ü Par%cipant Observa%on – Fieldwork 

Between EC@x and EC@A, I employed par%cipant observa%on methods in the 

three life cycle ceremonies, as well as in the compulsory religious pre-mar-

riage seminar, the Bar/Bat-Mitzvah Club,16 and the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah 

 
 14 Brink-Danan studied the minority Jewish society in Turkey from an anthropological perspec-

%ve, focusing mainly on the current situa%on in the Jewish community in Istanbul. 

 15 In her studies on the Turkish Jewish community, Marcy Brink-Danan underlines that it makes 

sense to look at this discourse and prac%ce tension, the two which in her words have an 

awkward rela%onship (Brink-Danan, EC@E: oA). 

 16 The Clubs educate children aged twelve and thirteen before they have Bar/t Mitzvah. Girls 

are educated for one year, boys for two years. Approximately fiwy girls and ninety boys were 
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Ceremony, which form part of the study. Moreover, my involvement in Jewish 

weddings, Bar/t Mitzvah, and Brith Milah ceremonies in Istanbul as a team 

member of a Turkish-Jewish joint venture wedding management company 

between EC@B-EC@A was fruiöul, as I was able to act as a par%cipant observer 

in more than a hundred events in that three year period. I took various roles 

in the prepara%on stages of numerous life cycle events. I par%cipated in the 

preliminary and coordina%on plans mee%ngs with the event hosts. I set up 

and decorated the halls with the other companies in the hotel’s ballrooms. I 

also worked at the recep%on of the events. From %me to %me, I was at the 

welcoming desks of the events, and I assisted with coordina%ng the night 

recep%on or the show. On several occasions, I also met the immediate needs 

of the event owners. The dura%on of the observa%ons varied according to 

the content of the ceremony and event, las%ng between thirty minutes to 

eight hours. Awer each event, I spared the %me to write short versions of the 

observa%on reports. Awerward, I expanded them and wrote more descrip-

%ve ones. 

§ Ö.à Sampling and Access to the Jewish Community 

The snowball sampling method has been employed to select those inter-

viewed throughout the study. Family members/couples do have common 

features, but they are also diverse and therefore, the dimensions of class, 

gender, socio-cultural and socio-economic differences should be taken into 

account when trying to understand the whole fes%ve event atmosphere. To 

avoid interviewing those belonging to only one socio-economic and cultural 

stratum, the selec%on of interviewees has been made through approxi-

mately five different channels in different veins, especially for family mem-

bers/couples’ interviews. For the market pillar, interviews have been con-

ducted with almost all private companies. To avoid repe%%on, if there were 

many companies specialized in a certain field, a minimum of two companies 

per field were interviewed. However, if the data obtained was not sufficient, 

 
enrolled in EC@B. Lastly, a collec%ve religious Bat Mitzvah ceremony was held on June Y, 

EC@B.  
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interviews were also conducted with other companies, as well. For the pillar 

of religious authority, interviews have been conducted with people who have 

a say and responsibility in life cycle events, who occupy decision-making po-

si%ons, and who accepted the interview requests. 

The Sephardi Jews living in Turkey form a small and closed community, 

which raises several difficul%es in working with them. The first one of them 

is access. It is tough to reach and get answers especially from religious au-

thori%es and hear about the issues which they are responsible. The hardship 

I encountered is recounted well by Brink-Danan who reflects on her experi-

ence when studying this insular Turkish Jewish community:  

Jews in Turkey consider self-censorship a way of protec%ng them-

selves from both social discrimina%on and physical harm. Accord-

ingly, everyone seemed to have an opinion about what I should (and 

should not) publish. Each %me I took out my notebook at a commu-

nity event, a local Rabbi insisted on playing censor, delivering a hu-

morless impera%ve couched in a ques%on: “You’ll make sure to give 

me a copy of your ar%cles before you publish them, right?” (Brink-

Danan, EC@E: @oY).  

Here, my Jewish iden%ty and my trustworthiness as far as posing no threat to 

the Jewish community is concerned, have opened some doors. Growing up 

and working in this community has allowed me to be known by people in cer-

tain posi%ons within the community. As for family members/couples, since 

snowballing was the primary method, the effect and the emo%ons they had 

when I lew the interview granted me entrance to the next home. It is a bit like 

walking on eggshells. Those interviewed were reluctant to be the ones to re-

veal the societal secrets, nor did they want to be responsible for someone else 

doing the same. If one can overcome the first difficulty of gaining access, the 

next one would be wai%ng just around the corner: geòng the informa%on 

from them. Reaching out to a person does not guarantee that they will be sin-

cere and disclose every detail about the subject at hand. As implied by the 
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phrase Kayades,17 (Ovadia, ECCE: @Ao)—roughly translated as “be quiet,”—

this community tends to keep its internal affairs as private as possible. How-

ever, the access enabled by being a member of this group, also entailed diffi-

cul%es as I am neither a complete insider nor an outsider. I am an insider in a 

sense because, first of all, I was born in Izmir to Jewish parents. I grew up and 

socialized in the Izmir Jewish community un%l I was seventeen. I had my Bat 

Mitzvah ceremony when I was twelve. From the age of seventeen to thirty-

one, I lived in Istanbul, close to the Jewish community, and worked voluntarily 

and professionally in several community ins%tu%ons. In EC@Y, I married my 

Jewish husband in the Neve Shalom synagogue. At the same %me, I have been 

a guest at countless life cycle events from childhood to adulthood as a Turkish 

Jewish community member. I returned to Izmir in EC@A and had a Brith Milah 

ceremony for my baby boy in Izmir. Finally, I worked professionally for a couple 

of years in the Izmir Jewish community. All these rites of passage and the hab-

itat where I socialized cons%tute a part of my iden%ty, not all of them; I define 

my iden%ty in a broader way than Judaism. The closeness that came with 

growing up in this community also made me more ques%on and have a cri%cal 

eye on the details of the ins%tu%ons and the rela%ons between members. 

However, by maintaining my cri%cal perspec%ve towards the community and 

its prac%ces, I carry the habitus of the Jewish community, which I tried to em-

phasize in my thesis, and it enables me to examine and understand it beker 

than an outsider. While I have been brought up and lived in this Jewish com-

munity, I have also established a rela%ve distance, par%cularly concerning the 

control mechanisms deployed in the closed community thanks to ‘sociological 

imagina%on’ (Mills, @AYA). According to Mills, “The sociological imagina%on 

enables its possessor to understand the larger historical scene in terms of its 

meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of individuals” 

(Mills, @AYA: Y). The task and its promise of sociological imagina%on is to “en-

able(s) us to grasp history and biography and the rela%ons between the two 

within society” (Mills, @AYA: B). It is essen%al to keep in mind the dis%nc%on 

and the rela%onship between personal experiences and the public issue of 

 
 17 Ovadia writes the last leker of the word Kayadez with an “s,” but I prefer Kayadez, which is 

the more common spelling in literature, throughout the disserta%on. 
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social structure or the history of broader society. This cri%cal thinking, sociol-

ogy educa%on and academic background have allowed me to ques%on the 

structure of the society in which I live and examine it from different perspec-

%ves. Most importantly, during the research stage and wri%ng stage, I was 

aware of my posi%onality and I have tried to reflect this in this disserta%on as 

much as I could. I was aware that it was fieldwork “at home” (Anderson, 

ECE@:@), and I did not go “elsewhere” (Anderson, ECE@:@) to conduct my re-

search. During the interviews and the fieldwork, I was accepted as Jewish, and 

my pre-exis%ng rela%onships in the field have provided me with ease of access 

and acceptance. Yet, some%mes it was assumed that many details were al-

ready known to me. However, my gender and age (accepted as being young 

women) some%mes prevented me from geòng some informa%on, detailed 

conversa%ons, and “to take others’ knowledge” (Anderson, ECE@: E). 

§ Ö.â Archival Work 

Besides applying ethnographic tools, I carried out archival work in the Neve 

Shalom (Sephardi) Synagogue registers18 and the Chief Rabbinate in Turkey 

between EC@y and ECEx. This archival work is vital for a historical understand-

ing of social change in the Jewish Community of Istanbul. The Chief Rabbin-

ate Office registers are also beneficial for finding community members rep-

resen%ng different age groups and diverse backgrounds whose posi%ons and 

experiences are relevant to this study. 

Addi%onally, all wriken materials pertaining to the Bar and Bat Mistva 

Club have been collected, including weekly curricula, the program and videos 

for the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony from different years, songs com-

posed, as well as all the distributed booklets and flyers. Moreover, all the 

educa%onal materials of the compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar and 

books given as presents to the groom and bride-to-be were collected and 

studied. When relevant, the texts found on the websites of the ins%tu%ons 

and some relevant newspaper ar%cles have also been included.  

 
 18 Besides documents, the registers include photographs and videos. 
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DATA FOR ALL LIFE CYCLE EVENTS 

I collected the data used in this disserta%on through the Chief Rabbinate Of-

fice between EC@Ä and ECEE. Unfortunately there is a gap in the data for the 

years ECE@-ECEE. At this %me the Chief Rabbinate Office relocated from Ga-

lata to another district, making it hard to procure all handwriken data. More-

over, the lack of digi%za%on of the records made it very hard to collect all the 

informa%on relevant to the %me span of this disserta%on.  

DATA FOR BRITH MILAH  

It was challenging to obtain clear data to establish the number of circumci-

sions carried out between @ABC and ECEC. The Brith Milah numbers between 

@AÄC and @AAC were deduced by coun%ng the number of boys registered in 

the Istanbul Jewish community and es%ma%ng that they had a Brith Milah 

ceremony. For this reason, no addi%onal data, which means the details of the 

venue, etc., can be provided regarding Brith Milah events held in those years. 
The data between @AAC and ECCÄ was taken from the relevant wriken 

records of the Chief Rabbinate. No addi%onal data is available regarding 

where the Brith Milah events were held between @AAC-ECCC. Records from 

the years ECCC-ECCÄ provide venue details of the events. Digi%zed records 

between ECCÄ-ECEC were also obtained from the Chief Rabbinate Office. For 

these events, venue details are available except for the period ECCA-EC@x. 

For the period ECCA-EC@x, only the total number and Neve Shalom events 

can be dis%nguished. 
When the venue details in the records awer ECCC were examined, it ap-

peared  that events  held in Izmir, Ankara and Adana were included. I have 

subtracted these from the total number to arrive at the number of circumci-

sion ceremonies in Istanbul. In addi%on to various synagogues such as Orta-

koy, Kuzguncuk, Caddebostan and Neve Shalom, ins%tu%ons such as Balat 

Hospital, The Barinyurt Nursing Home and Elderly Care Center – Or Yom and 

Göztepe Cultural Associa%on have hosted Brith Milahs. Brith Milahs were 

also held in homes and hotels. 
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DATA FOR WEDDINGS 

More clear data on weddings are available than for other life cycle events. 

These data between @ABC and ECEC were obtained through the Chief Rab-

binate Office and accessed both digitally and from handwriken wedding rec-

ord books. 

DATA FOR BAT MITZVAH 

Records from ECCy were taken from the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on 

Commission, Hegkom and the Chief Rabbinate Office. Although it is known 

that the first Bat Mitzvah was held in @ABy, a precise number has not been 

obtained for the years @ABy-ECCx. Between ECCx and ECCy, the Collec+ve 

Bat Mitzvah Ceremony was held at Ulus Jewish School, but the numbers of 

the b’not mitzvah were not available. Awer ECCy, sta%s%cs were readily avail-

able because the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony was held in Neve Shalom 

Synagogue. 

DATA FOR BAR MITZVAH 

It is difficult to access records prior to ECCY. Each synagogue keeps its own 

records, some of which are s%ll not digi%zed, especially the records of Bar 

Mitzvah events. The fact that no central record has been maintained and the 

sketchy state of the records has made it impossible to access the data. Be-

cause the Bar and Bat Mitzvah ceremony numbers are fragmented and lack 

con%nuity, I inten%onally decided not to use them, as they would not be a 

healthy examina%on. 

§ Ö.å Data Analysis 

As stressed by Marshall and Rossman (@AAY: @@o), the data analysis of the 

qualita%ve research is “the most intellectually challenging phase” of this dis-

serta%on. In this research, I first employed the grounded theory approach to 

analyze my data from the field, which is currently the most common form of 

qualita%ve analysis used by researchers (Bryant & Charmaz, ECCy). It is also 

compa%ble with and supports the oral history and ethnography methods. As 

Charmaz points out, “Grounded theory is an induc%ve, itera%ve, interac%ve, 
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and compara%ve method that provides systema%c guidelines for gathering, 

synthesizing, analyzing, and conceptualizing qualita%ve data for the purpose 

of theory construc%on” (Charmaz, EC@Y: oCE). Grounded theory is first in-

duc%ve because of how the data collec%on is used to develop substan%ve 

theory, followed by an itera%ve process, which refers to going back and forth 

during the data collec%on and analysis periods. This approach led me to look 

repeatedly at my early analysis, thereby providing clues for further data col-

lec%on. During this recursive process I delved into the data, coded the inter-

views, created categories, and then applied theory. Awer working on the data 

from the field and the coding process, the rela%on with the theory became 

clear. It then became necessary to look at the data from the field from a the-

ore%cal perspec%ve that mostly relies on a deduc%ve approach to fill the in-

terview and data gaps for the analysis. My early analy%cal findings led me to 

conduct addi%onal interviews. When I reached the data satura%on point, my 

interviews had become repe%%ve I will explain below how this approach was 

realized in this disserta%on. 

My main goal is to shed light on the transforma%ons in the meaning and 

prac%ce of the life cycle celebratory events among the Sephardi Jewish Com-

munity of Istanbul. Ini%ally, what caught my aken%on most, which was so 

visible, was the economic dimension of the celebra%ons. Later, when I looked 

at this phenomenon more historically, I discovered that present prac%ces 

also existed in the past; however, some undergone transforma%ons of vari-

ous kind or reshaped by the society. For this reason, I commenced by inter-

viewing family members/community members who were the hosts of the 

events by applying the oral history method as men%oned above. This granted 

the interviewee the opportunity to explain his or her own world of meaning 

instead of answering ques%ons inspired by a preconceived theore%cal frame-

work. My purpose in star%ng with the most recent events, which I could par-

%cipate in or have already witnessed, was that it would be easier to under-

stand the dynamics since I could experience the current industry myself. 

Then, I con%nued my interviews with those who had completed life cycle 

events in the recent past followed by and those who had celebrated at least 

one of the life cycle events as far back as could be recalled. My purpose was 

to see how far back I could go historically, especially in the field of oral 
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history. The last period for which details of events or even the events them-

selves could be recalled was the @ABCs. Through an induc%ve approach, the 

main ques%on took on its final form and broadened, not only focusing on the 

economics of the event: the transforma%ons in the meaning and prac%ce of 

the life cycle celebratory events among the Sephardi Jewish Community of 

Istanbul from the @ABCs to ECEC.  

The most cri%cal ques%ons in my mind as I set out were whom would a 

person or a couple consult when desiring to celebrate any of the life events 

and how the flow of informa%on was ensured. For a long %me, I tried to un-

derstand the changes in the shape of community’s celebra%on of the life cy-

cle event over the years with interviewing family/community members, pri-

marily through their life stories. Awer these interviews, I started to arrange 

the data into categories and to search for themes and pakerns within each 

decade. In order to work with the descrip%ve data, I listened several %mes to 

the interviews, then highlighted and added codes, comments, and categories 

arising from the repeated pakerns. Here, it is important to stress that I chose 

manual data analysis instead of using the benefits of a technological ap-

proach. Both approaches have pros and cons (Maòmoe et al., ECE@). How-

ever, although selec%ng manual coding is %me-consuming and requires more 

labor-intensive work, it prevented me from missing nuances in the inter-

views.  

The market’s significant role, which was my ini%al discovery, was surely 

confirmed by the interviews I had conducted, led me to include interviews 

with market par%cipants. Including the market also means that they are very 

significant actors for the transforma%on of the life cycle events. The main 

research ques%on started to be more specific and I began to look for “the key 

agents and actors” in this arena.19 In addi%on to the interviews, par%cipant 

observa%on was another tool to observe how the family members and the 

market acted, especially during the prepara%ons and recep%ons of the 

events, through the market leg. When I started conduc%ng interviews with 

the employees or owners of the companies in the market, giving me a 

 
 19 With the help of  the ques%on of “key player,” religious authority is also added, will be dis-

cussed below. 
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broader perspec%ve in understanding the similari%es, differences and trans-

forma%ons between the celebra%ons during the six decades of life cycle 

events. During interviews, I no%ced common characteris%cs among compa-

nies in the market, which gave me insight into how similar their company 

stories were and how they played this game over the years. I used some 

codes and categoriza%ons here, such as burden, status, skills, strategy, rules, 

etc.. 

However, awer having more interviews with the agents, I found out that, 

the transforma%on of these events also helps the construc%on of the ethno-

religious and cultural communal iden%ty. Then, the main research ques%on 

became more specific: “What key agents and actors are involved in con-

struc%ng the ethno-religious and cultural communal iden%ty of the Istanbul 

Sephardi Jewish community from @ABC to ECEC in the arena of life cycle 

events, and how has this iden%ty evolved over %me?” Awerward, I explored 

some case studies and nego%a%on points between @ABC and ECEC from in-

dividual and company stories. Some pivotal events, such as permission 

granted for holding the first beach wedding and stories behind the establish-

ment of the Bar and Bat Mistva Club, will be presented in this study. A the-

ma%c approach to qualita%ve data has been employed here (Braun & Clarke, 

ECCB), helping to iden%fy, analyze, and code the themes, i.e., “something 

important about the data in rela%on to the research ques%on and represents 

some level of pakerned response or meaning from the data set” (Braun & 

Clarke, ECCB: ÄC).  

While considering all these (transforma%on or altera%on) cases, such as 

the permission of a beach wedding, the establishment of the Bar and Bat 

Mistva Club, the beginning of the compulsory religious pre-marriage semi-

nar, etc., I looked at who had the “leading role” in the decision-making pro-

cess and how the power was distributed among the actors in this arena. 

Then, I realized that the religious authority is a powerful rule maker in this 

arena and, at the same %me, an actor trying to maintain the (main) discourse 

it has already established when opposing the changes brought by %me. Given 

all this informa%on, I called these decision-making moments or changes and 

transforma%ons in life cycle celebra%ons and area of life cycle celebratory 

events as the nego%a%on arena. At this point, I discovered that while the 
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religious authority desires to take the lead in terms of establishing “proper” 

Jewish communal iden%ty, this arena’s dynamics are fed by the ac%ons of not 

one but three agents in the field, i.e. (community/family members, market 

& companies and religious authority & lay leader). I returned to the three 

agents/ key players and con%nued my observa%ons through cases and break-

ing points. 

During this period, thanks to the connec%on I established with the reli-

gious and secular authori%es, I was able to do archival work in the syna-

gogue, thereby enlarging my corpus. The connec%on also granted me the 

opportunity to do par%cipant observa%on in some areas, par%cularly those 

areas u%lized by religious authority to produce the discourse/defini%on of 

Jewish iden%ty in the arena of life cycle events. Here, coding and analysis 

became clear, and an itera%ve process delivered results. At that point, the 

deduc%ve approach was applied. The data driven from the field pointed to 

the concrete theore%cal approach and some hypotheses that could be 

tested. The main ques%on became: “What key agents and actors are involved 

in construc%ng the ethno-religious and cultural communal iden%ty of the Is-

tanbul Sephardi Jewish community in the period @ABC-ECEC in the arena of 

life cycle events, how has this iden%ty evolved over %me, and how can the 

dynamics of these roles be analyzed using Bourdieu’s framework of social 

fields”? Once the theore%cal approach became apparent, it became neces-

sary to go back to the data and establish rela%ons between the data and the 

theore%cal concept. At that moment, the rela%onship between my hypothe-

sis and the topics of the chapters of this disserta%on became clear. My main 

claim is that the defini%on of “ideal” Jewishness / the ethno-religious and 

cultural communal iden%ty is not established top down. Three agents have a 

role in crea%ng the communal iden%ty referring to the Bourdieu’s concept of 

“field.” Three agents in the life cycle events arena ac%vely con%nue to estab-

lish ethno-religious cultural and communal iden%ty, and I discovered that life 

cycle events are one of the most prominent channels for the struggle over 

iden%ty forma%on. I focused more on how these three actors become agents 

over the course of years and what roles they play in this field referring by 

means of Bourdieu’s approach. Akemp%ng to answer the “how” ques%on, 
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led me to understand the economic, social, and cultural dimensions of the 

rite of passage events. 

Another aim was to point out and refer how the Istanbul Jewish commu-

nity constructed its iden%ty within the context of minority iden%ty construc-

%on in Turkey. As opposed to the tradi%on of Kayadez, which will be detailed 

in Chapter o by referring various scholars concerning Turkish Jewish commu-

nity, the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish community has not become more insular 

when they have the life cycle events. They do not hesitate to display their 

cultural iden%ty through life cycle events held in the public sphere. Despite 

the huge trauma caused by the ECCx terrorist akack20 and feeling threatened 

by an%semi%sm, a greater openness to the outside world is discernible.  

As a result of all these ques%ons and hypotheses the whole process of 

applying a deduc%ve approach commenced anew, going back and forth be-

tween data and theory. At this point, some new codes inspired by the theo-

re%cal framework were added to old ones. By combining deduc%ve and in-

duc%ve methods I did not miss the data that did not fit the theore%cal 

framework.  

All these resulted in a three-layer focus: First, I focused on historicizing 

the relevant transforma%ons in the arena of life cycle events over decades. 

Among the things I looked at were rituals, customs, educa%on, dress, 

places/venue, economy, decision-making moments, discourse, prac%ce, and 

aòtude. Second, this “how ques%on” akempt helped me discover three 

agents’ roles and posi%ons in this arena: family members, market, and reli-

gious authority. Then, by applying Bourdieu’s approach and concepts, I came 

to understand how ethno-religious communal iden%ty was and has been 

constructed by different agents in the field of life cycle events with the mu-

tual influence of the rite of passage events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 20 Addi%onally, the @AÄB terror akack will be discussed as well. 
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Theoretical Framework 

§ Ü.Ñ Conceptual Tools: Bourdieu’s Framework 

he structure-agency debate, which has been ongoing in the field of so-

cial science for years, is also relevant to this disserta%on. Par%cularly, 

while construc%ng the theore%cal framework for this disserta%on, I would 

like to draw aken%on to the fact that this en%re process of establishing an 

ethno-religious communal iden%ty is neither a top-down process nor a bot-

tom-up process alone. At the same %me, the rela%onship of Sephardi Jews 

with the non-Jewish Turkish community affects the forma%on of communal 

iden%ty construc%on. This study deals with the life cycle event arena, which 

includes religious and cultural arenas as a field in the process of ethno-reli-

gious communal iden%ty. In this regard, I will elaborate on the theore%cal 

framework and concepts of Bourdieu, who brought another perspec%ve to 

this discussion. Then, these concepts and analy%cal tools will be used to dis-

cuss the data from the field. 

As men%oned in the Chapters @ and E, three ac%ve agents have been 

briefly introduced: religious ins%tu%ons, the market, and family mem-

bers/couples. While each genera%on of community members contributes to 

the habitus of Jewish life cycle events and their taste (and trends), other 

agents, including religious ins%tu%ons and the market, also make their own 

moves in this game. These three agents are not only informa%on sources for 

T 



B E L İ N  B E N E Z R A  Y E N S A R FAT İ  

oB 

the couples geòng ready for these events, but they also nego%ate with each 

other during the fes%ve events, both before and during them. They are con-

sidered the key players in that domain of struggle in this study. These life 

cycle events are considered an arena of nego%a%on between these three 

agents. They contribute to forming, meaning, and shiwing the balance of au-

thority by construc%ng control mechanisms or challenging them. As dis-

cussed above, first, the central part of the study is the community members/ 

ordinary family members who prac%ce and celebrate these rituals. The sec-

ond source of influence and the agent is private companies or the market. 

The third and last agent is the community and religious ins%tu%ons, including 

religious authori%es and lay leaders, who determine the rules and have the 

authority to occasionally relax or %ghten the regula%ons in the arena of fes-

%ve events. These three agents are in this field, which will be elaborated on 

more below. 

Bourdieu’s framework is fruiöul and helpful in understanding the life cy-

cle events arena within the Sephardi Jewish community in Istanbul and the 

power rela%ons within the Istanbul Jewish community. These three actors 

that contribute to the forma%on of an ethno-religious communal iden%ty will 

be discussed in the context of the field, as well as with the help of the well-

known football field analogy. While doing this, not only will Bourdieu’s con-

cept of the field be addressed, but also his other conceptual tools, such as 

habitus, types of capital (economic, cultural, social, and symbolic), dis%nc-

%on, and doxa. Furthermore, to supplement this theore%cal framework, this 

chapter touches upon a gender perspec%ve through Butler’s concept of per-

forma+vity. 

Ü.Ñ.Ñ Beyond Subjec+vity and Objec+vity & Agency and Structure 

Bourdieu (@AxC-ECCE), one of the most influen%al French sociologists of the 

twen%eth century,1 builds his theore%cal framework on the cri%cisms of the 

 
 1 His most famous work, %tled Dis%nc%on: A Social Cri%que of the Judgement of Taste, pub-

lished in @AyA, was selected by the Interna%onal Sociological Associa%on as one of the ten 

most essen%al sociology books of the twen%eth century. hkps://thegreat-

estbooks.org/lists/xAy (Accessed, October @Ä, ECEo). 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

oy 

theories of Karl Marx, Max Weber, Emile Durkheim, and Claude Levi Strauss. 

Bourdieu made a significant step in social science with his epistemological 

approach, combining phenomenology and structuralism. He is interested not 

only in produc%on but also in consump%on, ac%on, and prac%ce; in addi%on, 

as expected, he focuses on the dynamics of power in society. Power is mostly 

associated with a single ins%tu%on or agency and is owen trapped within the 

dichotomy of the powerless and the powerful. However, Bourdieu’s concep-

tual tools which mainly concentrate on the rela%onality of different agents 

and structures, are useful to understand the roles of reproduc%on of the so-

cial order in rela%on to power. As the quote below states, he also adds “social 

space,” which is a key element of his approach.  

According to Bourdieu, an analysis of social space meant not only lo-

ca%ng the object of inves%ga%on in its specific historical and local/na-

%onal/interna%onal and rela%onal context, but also interroga%ng the 

ways in which previous knowledge about the object under inves%ga-

%on had been generated, by whom, and whose interests were served 

by those knowledge genera%on prac%ces (e.g. Bourdieu @AAxa; 

@AAod; ECC@c) (Thompson, ECCÄ: By). 

While Bourdieu focuses on the social space that hosts events and interac-

%ons, he also focuses on the source of the knowledge produced and the re-

turns of this knowledge. According to him,  

There could be no beker %me to recall that the truth of the interac-

%on is not to be found in the interac%on itself (a two-way rela%on 

that is always in fact a three-way rela%on, between the two agents 

and the social space within which they are located) (Bourdieu, ECCY: 

@ox).  

Therefore, in this disserta%on, focusing on the interac%on and power rela-

%ons in these life cycle events as a social space provides a new perspec%ve 

on understanding the Istanbul Jewish community. 

Notably, as men%oned above, the theory of prac%ce and the concept of 

habitus that he brought to the discussion of agency and structure cons%tute 
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an essen%al part of this disserta%on for understanding the arena of life cycle 

fes%ve events. According to Swartz, 

Bourdieu is among the first of the post-World War II genera%on of 

sociologists to make the agency/structure issue central to his sociol-

ogy. He proposes connec%ng agency and structure in a ‘dialec%cal re-

la%onship.’ He argues against conceptualizing human ac%on as a di-

rect, unmediated response to external factors, whether they be 

iden%fied as micro-structures of interac%ons or macro-level cultural, 

social, or economic factors (Swartz, @AAy: Ä).  

It is necessary to clarify where this issue of agency and structure, or, as called 

by other names, subjec%vity and objec%vity, and where theory and prac%ce 

are based. Bourdieu’s approach is called construc%vist structuralism or struc-

turalist construc%vism. Grenfell (ECCÄ: oY) says that Bourdieu’s understand-

ing of culture is based on the objec%ve and subjec%ve aspects of his theory 

of prac%ce. As men%oned above, he cri%cizes two tradi%ons: the structural 

tradi%on and the func%onalist one (Bourdieu, @ABÄ). As Grenfell says, 

The structuralist tradi%on sees culture as an instrument of communi-

ca%on and knowledge, based on a shared consensus of the world (for 

example, the anthropology of Levi-Strauss). The func%onalist tradi-

%on, on the other hand, is formed around human knowledge as the 

product of a social infrastructure. The sociology of both Durkheim 

and Marx would form part of this second tradi%on, as both are con-

cerned with idea%onal forms emergent in the structures of society - 

material, economic, organiza%onal - one being posi%vist and the 

other cri%cal-radical (Grenfell, ECCÄ: oY).  

In this quota%on, Grenfell tells how Bourdieu reconciles these two ap-

proaches.  

The first tradi%on is too sta%c for Bourdieu: structured structures 

taken as synchronic forms, and owen based on primi%ve socie%es. 

While the second tradi%on reifies ideology - as a structuring structure 

– in imposing the ideology of the dominant class in the cri%cal tradi-

%on, or maintaining social control in the posi%vist one. Bourdieu 
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akempts to reconcile these two tradi%ons by taking what has been 

learnt from the analysis of structures as symbolic systems in order to 

uncover the dynamic of principles, or logic of prac%ce, which gives 

them their structuring power (see Bourdieu @Ay@b); in short, a theory 

of structure as both structured (opus operatum, and thus open to ob-

jec%fica%on) and structuring (modus operandi, and thus genera%ve 

of thought and ac%on) (Grenfell, ECCÄ: oY). 

Ü.Ñ.Ö Habitus 

In that sense, Bourdieu concludes this discussion by introducing a new con-

cept to the literature: “habitus,” along with the concept of “field.” Habitus is 

also used as an internalized disposi%on. The main aim is to bring the struc-

ture and the individual together. Maton (ECCÄ: YC) says,  

In other words, Bourdieu asks how social structure and individual 

agency can be reconciled, and (to use Durkheim’s terms) how the 

‘outer’ social, and ‘inner,’ self-help to shape each other (Maton, 

ECCÄ: YC). 

Objec%ve and subjec%ve come together in his theore%cal approach. Maton 

(ECCÄ: Yx) men%ons that  

Habitus is the link between past, present and future, the social and 

the individual, the objec%ve and subjec%ve, and structure and 

agency. As this list suggests, a lot rests on its conceptualiza%on - hab-

itus aims to overcome a series of dichotomies that are worth briefly 

exploring in turn (Maton, ECCÄ: Yx). 

According to Maton (ECCÄ: Yx), habitus is a link between social and individ-

ual, the objec%ve and subjec%ve, or “outer” and “inner.” Here, it is essen%al 

to understand how social facts become internalized. The experiences of an 

individual “are also shared in terms of their structure with others of the same 

social class, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, occupa%on, na%onality, region and 

so forth” (Maton, ECCÄ: Yx). Then he adds,  “Habitus is, Bourdieu states, ‘a 

socialized subjec%vity’ and ‘the social embodied’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant 

@AAEa: @Ey, @EÄ); it is, in other words, internalized structure, the objec%ve 
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made subjec%ve” (Maton, ECCÄ: Yx). Here, it is important to underline the 

combina%on of the objec%ve social structure and subjec%ve personal expe-

rience. Bourdieu summarizes it as “the dialec%c of the internaliza%on of ex-

ternality and the externaliza%on of internality” (@Ayy: yE). So, the concept of 

power is not something that comes from up to down. In this disserta%on, 

religious and secular authority and as well as religion as an ins%tu%on, are 

not only resources for determining the habitus but also for ethno-religious 

communal iden%ty. Community members also have influence and agency in 

this iden%ty forma%on process, but without ignoring the strength of the in-

s%tu%ons and social structures, as will be seen in Part E. Again, according to 

Bourdieu (ECCY: E@@),  

In so far as he or she is endowed with a habitus, the social agent is a 

collec%ve individual or a collec%ve individuated by the fact of embod-

ying objec%ve structures. The individual, the subjec%ve, is social and 

collec%ve. The habitus is socialized subjec%vity, a historic transcen-

dental, whose schemes of percep%on and apprecia%on (system of 

preferences, tastes, etc.) are the product of collec%ve and individual 

history. Reason (or ra%onality) is ‘bounded’ not only, as Herbert Si-

mon believes, because the human mind is generically bounded (there 

is nothing new in that idea), but because it is socially structured and 

determined, and, as a consequence, limited (Bourdieu, ECCY: E@@). 

In addi%on, it is essen%al to note that habitus brings a package of ac%ons in 

the field, which are reac%ons; this means that they need to be understood 

in the context. These ac%ons, in other words, reac%ons, are not just ra%onal 

moves. Bourdieu underlines that   

Habitus is in no sense a mechanical principle of ac%on or, more ex-

actly, of reac%on (it is not a ‘reflex’). It is condi%oned and limited 

spontaneity. … The ac%on is not simply an immediate reac%on to a 

brute reality, but an ‘intelligent’ response to an ac%vely selected as-

pect of the real (Bourdieu, ECCY: E@@). 

Lastly, to understand con%nuity and discon%nuity, as Wacquant says, looking 

into habitus could be a helpful tool.   
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Habitus is also a principle of both social con%nuity and discon%nuity: 

con%nuity because it stores social forces into the individual organism 

and transports them across %me and space; discon%nuity because it 

can be modified through the acquisi%on of new disposi%ons and be-

cause it can trigger innova%on whenever it encounters a social seòng 

discrepant with the seòng from which it issues (Wacquant, ECCÄ: 

EBÄ). 

Ü.Ñ.Ü Field and Doxa 

Based on all of the abovemen%oned, it must be said that habitus cannot exist 

alone and must be discussed together with the concept of field. In other 

words, habitus cannot be set out alone; when it is combined with the field, 

it becomes a prac%ce. Maton (ECCÄ: B@) summarizes it as: “To talk of habitus 

without field and to claim to analyze ‘habitus’ without analyzing ‘field’ is thus 

to fe%shize habitus, abstrac%ng it from the very contexts which give it mean-

ing and in which it works.” Fields are arenas, domains of social interac%ons 

and social life in which habitus becomes prac%cable. According to Maton 

(ECCÄ: Y@-YE),  

Formally, Bourdieu (@AÄBc: @C@) summarizes this rela%on using the fol-

lowing equa%on: [(habitus)(capital)] + field = prac%ce  

This equa%on can be unpacked as sta%ng: prac%ce results from rela-

%ons between one’s disposi%ons (habitus) and one’s posi%on in a 

field (capital), within the current state of play of that social arena 

(field). This concise formula%on highlights something of crucial signif-

icance for understanding Bourdieu's approach: the interlocking na-

ture of his three main “thinking tools” (Bourdieu & Wacquant @AÄAd: 

YC): habitus, field and capital. Prac%ces are thus not simply the result 

of one’s habitus but rather of rela%ons between one’s habitus and 

one’s current circumstances (Maton, ECCÄ: Y@-YE). 

As stated above, habitus cannot exist or act alone, and prac%ces are the re-

sult of “an unconscious rela%onship” (Bourdieu @AAxa: yB) between habitus 

and field (Maton, ECCÄ: Y@-YE). Habitus contains “our ways of ac%ng, feeling, 

thinking, and being.” While it is an ongoing ac%ve process, it has also carried 
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our history and our choices to act and to believe in specific ways (Maton, 

ECCÄ: YE). Maton summarizes it as: 

This range of choices depends on our current context (the posi%on 

we occupy in a par%cular social field), but at the same %me which of 

these choices are visible to us and which we do not see as possible 

are the result of our past journey, for our experiences have helped 

shape our vision (Maton, ECCÄ: YE).  

Bourdieu defines the field concept as “a small and rela%vely autonomous so-

cial world, a micro-cosmos, inside a larger social world” (Bourdieu ECC@: o@). 

Social fields can be exemplified as academia, poli%cs, the economy, and reli-

gious fields. Each social field has its own rules, elements, agents, strategies, 

and forms of capital. As Thomson (ECCÄ: BÄ) says, “.. le champ (field) which 

is used to describe, inter alia, an area of land, a baklefield,  and a field of 

knowledge.” Individuals and others can move and maneuver within these 

social fields to enhance or preserve their posi%ons. The field is taken as a 

spa%al metaphor which helps us understand the rela%onal interac%ons in 

this specific spa%al area. Swartz (EC@o: xAÄ) summarizes what it does as fol-

lows:   

For Bourdieu, field is an abstract concept—a heuris%c tool—that per-

mits one to construct methodologically a space of ac%vity that 

emerged historically and is structured by opposing posi%ons in func-

%on of specific types of capital (power resources) and by a dynamic 

of struggle between the occupants of those posi%ons (Swartz, EC@o: 

xAÄ). 

It is essen%al to note that it is not fixed and immutable; it is dynamic, evolv-

ing, and changeable, so it is possible to see changes over the decades and 

how they take on new posi%ons in this social realm. As Swartz (EC@o: xAy) 

emphasizes in his ar%cle, “FM (Neil Fligstein and Doug McAdam) see fields 

as historical construc%ons.” Mostly,  

Bourdieu owen uses the analogy of a game and the no%on of ‘strat-

egy’ to emphasize the ac%ve, crea%ve nature of prac%ces. Each social 

field of prac%ce (including society as a whole) can be understood as 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

Yx 

a compe%%ve game or ‘field of struggles’ in which social agents stra-

tegically improvise in their quest to maximize their posi%ons (Maton, 

ECCÄ: Yo).   

As Harvey et al. (ECEC: x) state;  

According to Bourdieu (@AAxa, p. @xY), ‘what defines the structure of 

the field ... is also the principle of its dynamics.’ Bourdieu (@AÄo, p. 

Ao) argues that ‘disposi%ons cons%tu%ng the cul%vated habitus are 

only formed, only func%on and are only valid in a field, in the rela-

%onship with a field.’ Posi%ons within individual fields are ‘posi%ons 

of possibility’ (Oakes, Townley, & Cooper, @AAÄ, p. EÄÄ), because they 

are not stable but reflect rela%ons of power (Harvey et al., ECEC: x). 

They learn how to do, behave, and act in this field. “They learn the tempo, 

rhythms and unwriken rules of the game through %me and experience” (Ma-

ton, ECCÄ: Yo). Although Bourdieu has been cri%cized for oversocializa%on in 

his theory (Emirbayer & Mische, @AAÄ; they called it an itera%onal dimen-

sion), it is probable to be socially mobile thanks to the strategies learned by 

being in the field. Moreover, Bourdieu’s agency, which he defines as more 

than an average actor, —that is, a good player— is the person who has been 

able to put this learning and experience into prac%ce. Therefore, in that 

sense, the internaliza%on process and socializa%on process of community 

members and individuals are essen%al keys for this field, and the habitus, 

which will be discussed more in Parts E and x (examples of ‘good player’). 

According to Bourdieu, the field is where the game is played, and it is a 

struggle in which social posi%ons with various types of capital can be demon-

strated. Fields are the domains of social life; habitus becomes prac%cable in 

this arena. All fields have their own rules, regulari%es, and pakerns. In the 

field, people can learn how to play the game according to the rules. In this 

game or social space, the rules of the game are learned over %me and be-

come a habit. The habitus both shapes individuals and is shaped by them. 

Habitus and the field are interrelated. According to Bourdieu and his student 

Wacquant,  
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A field consists of a set of objec%ve, historical rela%ons between po-

si%ons anchored in certain forms of power (or capital), while habitus 

consists of a set of historical rela%ons ‘deposited’ within individual 

bodies in the form of mental and corporeal schemata of percep%on, 

apprecia%on, and ac%on (Bourdieu and Wacquant @AAE: @B).  

The most popular analogy is the football field analogy to understand the con-

cept of field. According to Thomson, 

A football field is a boundaried site where a game is played. In order 

to play the game, players have set posi%ons - when the football field 

is represented in visual form, it is as a square with internal divisions 

and an external boundary, with the set posi%ons marked in predeter-

mined places. The game has specific rules which novice players must 

learn, together with basic skills, as they begin to play. What players 

can do, and where they can go during the game, depends on their 

field posi%on. The actual physical condi%on of the field (whether it is 

wet, dry, well grassed or full of potholes), also has an effect on what 

players can do and thus how the game can be played (Thomson, 

ECCÄ: BÄ).  

If this analogy is applied to social space, which is the arena of life cycle events 

in this disserta%on, the text con%nues as follows:  

The idea of a social field being a football field is not so far-fetched. 

Bourdieu did discuss social life as a game. He frequently referred to it 

as a football game, perhaps because this was the game he knew well 

himself (in fact, as a young man, he was a keen rugby player). He sug-

gested that, just as in football, the social field consisted of posi%ons 

occupied by social agents (people or ins%tu%ons) and what happens 

on/in the field is consequently boundaried. There are thus limits to 

what can be done, and what can be done is also shaped by the con-

di%ons of the field. Just like a football field, the social field does not 

stand alone. Bourdieu developed the no%on of social field as one part 

of a means of inves%ga%ng human ac%vity (Thomson, ECCÄ: BÄ-BA). 
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As Thompson underlines, social fields are compe%%ve. In this study, the 

arena, which contains three agents, is considered as a social field in which 

ethno-religious iden%ty is also constructed. There are intense nego%a%ons 

among these three agents in this field, and occasionally, agreements and rec-

oncilia%ons are possible. This social field also contains space for conflict and 

compe%%on. These three agents will be profoundly defined below, but it 

should be added here that they compete not just among each other but also 

among themselves. In other words, community and family members play the 

game compe%%vely and try to become prominent, while companies com-

pete in the market with different strategies as well. As Thompson underlines, 

According to Bourdieu, the game that occurs in social spaces or fields 

is compe%%ve, with various social agents using differing strategies to 

maintain or improve their posi%on. At stake in the field is the accu-

mula%on of capitals: they are both the process within, and product 

of, a field (Thomson, ECCÄ: BA).  

So, the field is not a structured space, but it is also historically dynamic and 

flexible, and is influenced by the use of capital. Before moving on to the con-

cept of capital, it is crucial to define and men%on the most commonly used 

terms —“feel for the game,” “strategy,” and “doxa”— in Bourdieu’s frame-

work. It is mainly defined as the ability to understand the rules, regulari%es, 

and expecta%ons in the social field. This ability comes from their habitus or 

embodied cultural disposi%ons. As Maton says (ECCÄ: Yo), “their ‘feel for the 

game’ is a feel for these regulari%es. The source of this prac%cal logic is the 

habitus… (@AAod:Bx).” This ability is mainly associated with the intui%ve ac-

%on, a kind of prac%cal sense, or coming from the source of habitus they 

have. As Harvey et al. (ECEC: o) underline that 

Habitus, as a system of las%ng, transposable and socially cons%tuted 

disposi%ons (Bourdieu, @AAC), lends actors ‘a feel for the game’ (Bour-

dieu, @AAÄ, p. EY). Habitus ‘resides in codes of behavior that strate-

gists learn and internalize (encompassing their beliefs and rituals); it 

is something tacit and unspoken but yet well understood and fol-

lowed’ (Rasche & Chia, ECCA, p. y@Ä). 
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So, with the help of “feel for the game,” one can know what is appropriate 

and what is not. Here, the interview is conducted by Lamaison with Bourdieu 

(@AÄB), who says that “feel for the game” should be thought of in conjunc%on 

with the concept of strategy. As Bourdieu says, 

In order to escape this danger, one needs to bring into the theory the 

real principle of strategies, that is, a prac%cal sense of things, or, if 

one prefers, what athletes call a feel for the game (le sens du jeu). I 

refer here to prac%cal mastery of the logic or immanent necessity of 

a game, which is gained through experience of the game, and which 

func%ons this side of consciousness and discourse (like the tech-

niques of the body, for example). No%ons such as habitus (or system 

of disposi%ons), prac%cal sense, and strategy are %ed to the effort to 

get away from objec%vism without falling into subjec%vism (La-

maison and Bourdieu, @AÄB: @@@). 

What Bourdieu says in this quota%on is essen%al to understand that the “feel 

for the game” is gained through experience of the game. So, being in a mi-

nority community and akending or having these life cycle events is a way of 

learning how to have the “feel for the game.” Then, when the ques%on is 

how the concept of strategy is defined and func%ons, Bourdieu answers it in 

the same interview as follows: 

The no%on of strategy makes possible a break with the objec%vist 

point of view and with the agentless ac%on that structuralism as-

sumes (by appealing for example to the no%on of the unconscious). 

But one can refuse to see strategy as the product of an unconscious 

program without making it the product of a conscious and ra%onal 

calcula%on. It is the product of a prac%cal sense, of a par%cular social 

game. This sense is acquired beginning in childhood, through par%ci-

pa%on in social ac%vi%es, and par%cularly—in the case of Kabylia, and 

no doubt elsewhere as well—through par%cipa%on in children’s 

games. The good player, who is as it were the embodiment of the 

game, is con%nually doing what needs to be done, what the game 

demands and requires. This presupposes a constant inven%on, an im-

provisa%on that is absolutely necessary in order for one to adapt to 
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situa%ons that are infinitely varied. This cannot be achieved by me-

chanical obedience to explicit, codified rules (when they exist) (La-

maison and Bourdieu, @AÄB: @@E). 

As Bourdieu underlines here, childhood, family, and par%cipa%on in the 

game are essen%al components for learning, understanding, and embodying 

the game. Here, improvisa%on is a crucial point and not being mechanically 

obedient to the game. The strategies that individuals and ins%tu%ons pro-

duce generally include improvisa%on, but since it is also part of the game, it 

has a certain limit. Bourdieu refers to this as follows:  

But this freedom of inven%on and improvisa%on, which enables one 

to produce the infinity of moves made possible by the game (as in 

chess) has the same limits as the game. Strategies appropriate for 

playing the game of Kabyle marriage… (Lamaison and Bourdieu, @AÄB: 

@@x). 

In the field, as men%oned, there are several rules which are known by every 

player in that field, called “doxa.” The func%on of “doxa” is to determine the 

rules in the field and draw the line for different ac%ons, reac%ons, and prac-

%ces in the field, exemplified by other cases in Part x. All agents in the field 

agree upon these boundaries and rules. According to Deer (ECCÄ: @EE), 

In a field, the doxa takes the form of a misrecognized uncondi%onal 

allegiance to the ‘rules of the game’ on the part of social agents with 

a similar habitus. Doxa creates, in contrast to the no%on of rules ac-

cepted by a majority, which posits the emergence of a field of opinion 

where different legi%mate answers can be given to an explicit ques-

%on about the established order. 

Extended in this way, the concept of doxa can come in many empirical 

guises in modern socie%es, as it relates to the habitus and power 

structure of rela%vely autonomous social fields which have their own 

specific logic and necessity. Doxa is embedded in the field whilst help-

ing to define and characterize that field (the ar%s%c field, the religious 

field, the economic field). 
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As Maton (ECCÄ: YA) adds, “Moreover, by virtue of field-habitus match, so-

cial agents share the ‘doxa’ of the field, the assump%ons that ‘go without 

saying’ and that determine the limits of the doable and the thinkable.” Bour-

dieu treats the concept of doxa as a set of established dominant opinions in 

the field. In any field of society, it is doxa that mo%vates players in the field 

to act by following the rules of the field. Doxa legi%mizes the structure of the 

field by taking it ‘normal,’ for granted and a “natural aòtude of everyday life” 

(Wacquant, ECCÄ: EyC) in the eyes of social agents.  

Ü.Ñ.à Different Forms of Capital 

Different forms of capital are the resources that make it possible to exist and 

prac%ce in the field. These capitals that an agent possesses, in other words, 

the means, determine one’s power and posi%on within a field. Bourdieu, in 

his influen%al ar%cle The Forms of Capital, introduces his framework for un-

derstanding the various forms of capital that individuals and groups possess. 

He presents three different types of capital: economic, cultural, and social. 

Awer that, he introduces the concept of symbolic capital in his book, The 

Logic of Prac+ce. Like Marx, Bourdieu defines capital as “accumulated labor” 

and “takes %me to accumulate” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: Eo@). However, Bourdieu 

dis%nguishes himself from Karl Marx by adding cultural, social, and symbolic 

capital. He does not just focus on economic possession, which differen%ates 

him from the other class analysts (Crossley, ECCÄ: Äy). Because, “Power and 

dominance derive not only from possession of material resources but also 

from possession of cultural and social resources” (Crossley, ECCÄ: ÄÄ). 

According to Bourdieu, “It is what makes the games of society-not least, 

the economic game- something other than simple games of chance offering 

at every moment the possibility of a miracle” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: Eo@). So, 

power and the posi%on of the agent are not determined solely by economic 

capital in a field; with the help of other forms of capital, posi%ons are deter-

mined in the field. Moore puts it that way,  

capital can be understood as the ‘energy’ that drives the develop-

ment of a field through %me. Capital in ac%on is the enactment of the 
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principle of the field. It is the realiza%on in specific forms of power in 

general (Moore, ECCÄ: @CY). 

Bourdieu defines economic capital as “immediately and directly convert-

ible into money and may be ins%tu%onalized in the form of property rights” 

(Bourdieu, @AÄB: Eox). It contains financial assets, wealth, shares, and prop-

erty. Cultural capital can be seen in three forms. The first one is the embod-

ied state, which refers to “the form of long-las%ng disposi%on of the mind 

and body” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: Eox) or in the form of what is called culture. 

Moore (ECCÄ: @CB) explains it as “cul%vated gaze, poise taste, desire for the 

recogni%on of dis%nc%on.” The second one is the objec%fied state, defined 

as “in the form of cultural goods” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: Eox). It can contain books, 

instruments, machines, pictures, a collec%on of pain%ngs, wri%ngs, material 

objects, etc. The last one is the ins%tu%onalized state, which is “a form of 

objec%fica%on” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: Eox). It could be educa%onal qualifica%ons, 

extensive knowledge of classical art, proficiency in other languages, etc. 

Moore (ECCÄ: @CB) adds “formal educa%on” to this category. The most es-

sen%al principle of cultural capital is the possibility of transmission through 

family and socializa%on processes. As Bourdieu stresses, “The ini%al accumu-

la%on of cultural capital, the precondi%on for the fast, easy accumula%on of 

every kind of useful cultural capital, starts at the outset, without delay, with-

out waste of %me, only for offspring of families endowed with strong cultural 

capital” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: EoB). Social capital is “the aggregate of the actual 

or poten%al resources which are linked to possession of a durable network 

of more or less ins%tu%onalized rela%onships of mutual acquaintance and 

recogni%on” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: EoÄ) and “made up of social obliga%ons (con-

nec%ons)” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: Eox). It contains social networks, the size of the 

network of connec%ons or rela%onships, acquaintances, and opportuni%es. 

Bourdieu adds that economic capital is its root, but it cannot be sufficient to 

perform the func%ons that the other capitals can. “The fact that eco-

nomic capital could be seen at their root, in other words but only in the last 

analysis—at the root of their effects” (Bourdieu, @AÄB: EYE). The last one is 

symbolic capital, which mainly focuses on recogni%on. It is related to how to 

be perceived by the members of the society (Bourdieu, @AÄA: EE). Swartz 

(@AAy: ox) underlines that “Symbolic capital is a form of power that is not 
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perceived as power but as legi%mate demands for recogni%on, deference, 

obedience, or the services of others.” According to Wacquant (ECCÄ: EBÄ), 

“… symbolic capital, designates the effects of any form of capital.” Therefore, 

the power of the symbolic capital derives from the other capitals and serves 

to gain recogni%on, pres%ge, and legi%ma%on. As will be seen in Chapters Ä 

and A, these capitals were used by the community members and companies 

in the life cycle events field. 

Bourdieu also highlights the dynamic nature of capital, which means all 

forms of capital can be conver%ble into one another. The transforma%on of 

one capital into another requires %me, effort, and specific labor (Bourdieu, 

@AÄB: EYx). According to Bourdieu,  

The conver%bility of the different types of capital is the basis of the 

strategies aimed at ensuring the reproduc%on of capital (and the po-

si%on occupied in social space) by means of the conversions east 

costly in terms of conversion work and of the losses inherent in the 

conversion itself (in a given state of the social power rela%ons) (Bour-

dieu, @AÄB: EYx).  

In addi%on to its conver%bility, it is also developable, as Harvey et al. (ECEC: 

x) state; “The power stemming from command of such resources is ever var-

ying in quantum, because capital forma%on is an ongoing, dynamic process, 

subject to both accumula%on and akri%on (Bourdieu, @AÄY).” 

Lastly, different forms of capital are exemplified by different cases in Parts 

E and x. Here, I describe Bourdieusian field theory and his concepts in detail 

because they help to interpret the data from the field. In addi%on, these con-

ceptual tools, especially habitus, field, and capital, become meaningful when 

discussed together, and they help to examine the Jewish life cycle of fes%ve 

events (in Istanbul) and their transforma%on over %me. 

Last but not least, it should be noted the main cri%cism of Bourdieu’s 

theory and concept. He made significant contribu%ons to social theory, 

methodology, and empirical analysis, and especially awer he died in ECCE, 

devoted several volumes and special edi%ons to Bourdieu (such as Swartz 

and Zolberg, ECCo; Grenfell, ECCÄ; Silva & Warde, EC@C). As Silva and Warde 

(EC@C) emphasize in their edited volume, there are several different posi%ons 
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against and for Bourdieu and one of the posi%on taken is to expand his the-

ory and to defend his legacy, among which are Grenfell and Swartz, whom I 

refer to frequently in this chapter (Grenfell, ECCÄ; Swartz and Zolberg, 

ECCo). The second posi%on is characterized as par%al appropria%on, which 

is also found in Silva and Warde (EC@C). In another ar%cle, Silva (ECCY) em-

phasizes that habitus is a prac%cal analy%cal tool to explain the reproduc%on 

of class inequali%es and the behaviors that individuals develop in rela%on to 

their class. However, he argues that Bourdieu is weak in explaining individu-

als’ capacity to transform their lives and change (Silva, ECCY; Reay, ECCo). 

At the same %me, Warde (ECCY), in parallel with Silva, emphasizes that 

the concept of habitus is strong in explaining the repe%%ve form of behav-

iors. S%ll, it is weak in explaining how prac%ces transform, mainly when rapid 

changes occur in the field of consump%on. Finally, a frequently encountered 

cri%cism is the centrality of the concept of class. For this reason, in forming 

cultural iden%%es, categories such as race, ethnicity, gender, and cultural 

iden%ty should also be included (Wacquant, EC@x, and see more Hall, @AAC). 

Wacquant (EC@x), who has made significant efforts to extend Bourdieu’s the-

ory, underlines that the analysis cannot be reduced to class rela%ons or cul-

tural capital. For this reason, I carry out the analysis by referring primarily to 

cultural elements, religious iden%ty, ethnic, and historical group characteris-

%cs. Moreover, Skeggs (ECCo) also cri%cizes Bourdieu for lacking a gender 

perspec%ve and worries about how richness could be created through en-

gagement with feminist theory, as seen in the sec%on below. 

§ Ü.Ö Life Cycle Fes%ve Events From the Gender Perspec%ve:  

Bourdieu and Butler’s Concept of ‘Performa%vity’ 

The life cycle events field is discussed in terms of the gender dimension in 

Chapter Ä.E. One of the points that Bourdieu receives cri%cism for is that he 

establishes the gender dimension of his theore%cal framework through bi-

nary opposi%ons. Skeggs (ECCo) summarizes the situa%on as follows: 

For Bourdieu, the embodied gendered dialec%c is strongly structured 

through hierarchical rela%ons of difference, symbolized by binary 
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opposi%ons (high/low culture; strong/weak fields; dominant/domi-

nated classes; masculine/feminine; public/private), by which in a very 

tradi%onal manner, masculinity exists in the public (via the economic) 

and femininity in the private (via forms of cultural reproduc%on; in 

which women’s bodies are ‘sign bearing’ carriers of taste (Skeggs, 

ECCo: EE). 

This cri%cism is one of the most prevalent ones, which is directed at Bourdieu 

in terms of the lack of gender perspec%ve by feminists. In the following sen-

tences, McCall (@AAE) explains that feminists cri%cize Bourdieu for discussing 

from an androcentric perspec%ve. “Inves%ga%ons by feminists into these 

complex manifesta%ons of gendered social life likewise suggest many cri%-

cisms of Bourdieu’s less than rigorous and owen androcentric treatment of 

gender in the forma%on of social structural posi%ons (via forms of capital) 

and disposi%ons (habitus)” (McCall, @AAE: ÄxA). 

At the same %me, McCall cri%cizes Bourdieu’s perspec%ve, which is based 

on a secondary posi%on of gender, accep%ng gender as hidden and gendered 

disposi%ons are misrecognized (Skeggs, ECCo: Ex). As Skeggs (ECCo) summa-

rizes; 

As McCall points out embodied gender capital is symbolic according 

to Bourdieu because it is the most hidden and universal form of cap-

ital: ‘therefore, gender as a principle of division is secondary because 

it is hidden and it is hidden because it appears to be universal and 

natural’ (McCall, @AAE:Äoo). Gender operates as a hidden form of cul-

tural capital, but also as a disposi%on, an asymmetric form of capital 

(Skeggs, ECCo: Ex). 

According to Skeggs, while gender is a hidden form of capital, Bourdieu takes 

women as a maker of taste and is responsible for conver%ng the economic 

capital into a symbolic one for her family with the help of displaying taste 

(Skeggs, ECCo: EÄ). This argument will be broadly discussed by applying dif-

ferent cases in life cycle event arena in Chapter Ä.  

Besides, the focus will be on how and in which shape women and men 

take posi%ons in the field of life cycle events. It will be discussed that these 

all gendered roles, as Butler and Bourdieu agree upon, are learned and 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

Bx 

embedded into the body. Hence, the concept of “gender performa%vity,” 

which is introduced by Butler in her famous work called Gender Trouble will 

be applied as a supplementary analy%cal tool. As Lovell argues (Lovell, ECCC: 

Ey), while Butler and Bourdieu agreed upon the issue of the body, “The 

weight of emphasis of postmodernist feminism falls, rather, upon agency, flu-

idity, the instability of subject posi%onings and iden%%es which contrasts at 

%mes very starkly with the durability of Bourdieu’s disposi%onal subject” 

(Lovell, ECCC: EÄ). Salih (ECCE) in her book called Judith Butler explains that; 

All bodies are gendered from the beginning of their social existence 

(and there is no existence that is not social), which means that there 

is no “natural body” that pre-exists its cultural inscrip%on. This seems 

to point towards the conclusion that gender is not something one is, 

it is something one does, an act, or more precisely, a sequence of 

acts, a verb rather than a noun, a “doing” rather than a “being” (GT: 

EY- Gender Trouble, @AAC) (Salih, ECCE: YY).  

According to Butler, “gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a sub-

ject who might be said to pre-exist the deed” (Butler, @AAC: EY). In other 

words, gender is not stable, but rather, it is performed through repeated acts. 

These repe%%ons can create an illusion of a stable iden%ty. While Bourdieu 

underlines that individuals’ ac%ons are shaped by their habitus in the field, 

Butler also stresses the importance of shaping gender iden%ty through social 

norms and power rela%ons. Butler, unlike Bourdieu, emphasizes the possibil-

ity of subversion more strongly. According to Lovell (ECCC), 

Bourdieu’s conceptual toolkit, like that of Butler, draws on J.L. Aus%n’s 

concept of ‘performa%vity’ (Aus%n, @ABE; Bourdieu, @AA@; Butler, 

@AAC; @AAy). Performa%ves (ukerances which enact or instan%ate or 

bring about social statuses, as in the authorized declara%on of mar-

riage) are also always performances, but they have the force of social 

ins%tu%onaliza%on behind them which mere performances lack. They 

are embedded in the social structures and norms which authorize 

them. For Butler, socially embedded performa%ves may be dislodged, 

their meanings transformed, by inspired performances which trans-

gress with authority… (Lovell, ECCC: EÄ). 
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As a result, in this context, this study also looks at how gender roles are dis-

tributed in the field of Jewish life cycle events.  

§ Ü.Ü The Key Agents in the Life Cycle Celebratory Event Field: 

Family/Community Members, Companies (the Market), 

and Religious Authority 

Referring to Bourdieu’s theore%cal approach, this disserta%on takes the 

arena of life cycle fes%ve events as a field and shows how ethno-religious 

community iden%ty is constructed in this field. Wacquant (ECCÄ: EBÄ) under-

lines that what Bourdieu calls fields as “the various sphere of life, ….., tend 

to form dis%nct microcosmos endowed with their own rules, regulari%es and 

forms of authority.” This life cycle fes%ve arena is vibrant, social, lived-in, and 

dynamic, just like the field. As Wacquant says, “It follows that fields are his-

torical constella%ons that arise, grow, change shape and some%mes wane or 

perish over %me” (Wacquant, ECCÄ: EBA). In this field, all community mem-

bers, religious authority and the market can exist as players and use their 

different types of capital to play this game and contribute to the ethno-reli-

gious communal iden%ty of Istanbul Jews. It is possible to follow power struc-

tures, the reproduc%on of these power structures, and the challenges in this 

field. This life cycle fes%ve event arena, as Wacquant says, is 

a field is an arena of struggle through which agents and ins%tu%ons 

seek to preserve or overturn the exis%ng distribu%on of capital (man-

ifested, in the scien%fic field, by the ranking of ins%tu%ons, disci-

plines, theories, methods, topics, journals, prizes and so on): it is a 

baklefield wherein the bases of iden%ty and hierarchy are endlessly 

disputed (Wacquant, ECCÄ: EBÄ). 

So, the three actors use their different forms of capital and habitus to first 

contribute to the ethno-religious communal iden%ty, second, to gain social 

mobility, and to posi%on themselves within both Jewish society and the 

wider society. Part E addresses how the three agents constructed the ethno-

religious communal iden%ty over the years by focusing on three life cycle 

events. Part x focuses on how par%cularly companies and community/family 
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members get posi%ons for themselves by using different forms of capital 

within society and the market. As a result, examining these two dimensions 

—first, change over the years, and second, focusing on the two agents sepa-

rately— aims to portray the broader context of communal iden%ty construc-

%on. Why the religious authority, as an agent, is kept out of Part x will be 

explained below, by referring to Bourdieu. 

The concept of field helps us understand the economic, cultural, and so-

cial dimensions of life cycle events and the symbolic meaning of these events 

at the same %me. Referring to Bourdieu’s framework, as seen in the following 

chapter, Istanbul’s Jewish life cycle fes%ve events field has its own rules, doxa, 

habitus, and different types of capital used in this arena. This life cycle event 

field also contains compe%%on, nego%a%on, strategies, and some%mes com-

pliance itself. Therefore, not all changes come from the top down, and three 

agents have the strength to affect changes, as well as ethno-religious com-

munity iden%ty forma%on.  

These three agents are the actors of changing or preserving tradi%ons of 

life cycle events, resor%ng to various strategies such as confronta%on, rule-

breaking, rule-making, regula%on, and ins%tu%onaliza%on, as needed. In par-

%cular, the religious authority agent displays ac%ve agency by using all the 

means at its disposal to create discourse and rules on how to celebrate the 

rite of passage within the Jewish community. In addi%on, this life cycle fes%ve 

event field is one of the last remaining areas where religious authority repro-

duces the “Jewish iden%ty.” Wacquant (ECCÄ) puts these ac%ons into words 

while explaining the field, as such: 

Every field is thus the site of an ongoing clash between those who 

defend autonomous principles of judgement proper to that field and 

those who seek to introduce heteronomous standards because they 

need the support of external forces to improve their dominated po-

si%on in it (Wacquant, ECCÄ: EBA).  

While the other agents have power in construc%ng the ethno-religious iden-

%ty, the religious authority embraces the dominant posi%on. The dominant 

posi%on is generally held by the one who sets the norm, while others mostly 

focus on challenging and change it. As Wacquant stresses,  
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Also, posi%on in the field inclines agents towards par%cular pakerns 

of thought and conduct: those who occupy the dominant posi%ons in 

a field tend to pursue strategies of conserva%on (of the exis%ng dis-

tribu%on of capital), while those relegated to subordinate loca%ons 

are more liable to deploy strategies of subversion (Wacquant, ECCÄ: 

EBA). 

The dominant posi%on of the religious authority could not be ignored in this 

field. Its capacity, competency, and skills allow it to maneuver more flexibly 

and play successfully in the field. It is also the one who (possesses and) pro-

duces religious knowledge. Addi%onally, as an agent which has played the 

game for a long %me, it has an advantage over other players. For this reason, 

Part E primarily focuses on the religious authority’s move and its inten%on to 

ins%tu%onalize, as well as their efforts to cons%tute the norm (also habitus) 

while recognizing that the religious authority does not solely possess power. 

Then, Part x mainly focuses on the other agents, namely, family mem-

bers/couples and companies (the market), and their prac%ces within their 

field.  

Based on conducted ethnographic observa%ons and in-depth interviews, 

the agents are divided into three categories. As discussed in the methodo-

logical chapter, awer using the induc%ve method, three agents become 

clearer with the help of the deduc%ve methodology by referring to Bourdieu. 

They serve as players in the field, shaping the Jewish event culture in the 

community.  

Ü.Ü.Ñ Family/Community Members and Couples 

The first agent is “family/community members and couples,” which includes 

ordinary people who prac%ce and celebrate these rituals and ceremonies as 

parts of the Jewish community. The term includes family members and cou-

ples who had these rituals, as well as the older genera%on of these couples. 

Mannheim’s defini%on has been adopted as the defini%on of genera%on in this 

study. According to Mannheim, a genera%on is a group that shares 

a common loca%on in the social and historical process, and thereby 

limit them to a specific range of poten%al experience, predisposing 
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them for a certain characteris%c model of thought and experience, 

and a characteris%c type of historically-relevant ac%on (Mannheim, 

@AEy/@AEÄ: EA@). 

In this context, the older genera%on becomes an agent and a source by orally 

transferring cultural values and rituals to the younger genera%on. Especially 

older genera%ons, including mothers, fathers and grandparents, are seen as 

informa%on resources to help prac%ce these events. In addi%on, it is a type of 

transmission of knowledge and also habitus in this field, par%cularly “tradi-

%on” among genera%ons. The younger genera%on also becomes an agent by 

collabora%ng with the event organizers and challenging or adjus%ng to the au-

thority of religious ins%tu%ons by using their different capitals.  

At this point, it is crucial to stress the significance of the concept of tra-

di%on and cultural Jewish iden%ty in Sephardi communi%es rather than the 

religious aim. While Benbassa and Rodrigue (ECCC) underline the im-

portance of tradi%on in Sephardi society, Yıldız and Yücel (EC@Y: YÄC) stress 

that religion brings out more as a cultural iden%ty, and the iden%ty becomes 

more religion-driven (this does not mean that they are necessarily religious). 

As they con%nue, the atmosphere for prac%cing culture has been trapped 

only in religious seòngs, and religion becomes more of a cultural issue than 

being related to faith (Yıldız & Yücel, EC@Y: YÄC-YÄE). However, it should be 

underlined again that younger genera%ons owen act differently according to 

their genera%on, cultural values, and trends. They have limited power to 

change the seòng/the rules and to challenge their older genera%on, but 

they are one of the agent in this field which they play the game with their 

different forms of capital. Nego%a%on is one of the key elements during this 

prepara%on period of rite of passage events.  

In a similar vein, genera%ons and the field have several transi%ons, 

preserva%ons, changes, and con%nui%es (similari%es) within the Jewish com-

munity and it could clearly be observed by following the rituals and tradi%ons 

decade by decade. As Wacquant (ECCÄ:EyC) says, 

This conceptual triad also allows us to elucidate cases of reproduc%on 

– when social and mental structures are in agreement and reinforce 

each other – as well as transforma%on – when discordances arise 



B E L İ N  B E N E Z R A  Y E N S A R FAT İ  

BÄ 

between habitus and field – leading to innova%on, crisis and struc-

tural change, .... (Wacquant, ECCÄ: EyC). 

Here, this conceptual triad refers to habitus, field, and capital. Thus, looking 

through Bourdieu’s conceptual tools makes it easy to see these con%nui%es, 

reproduc%ons, discordances, and discon%nui%es in this arena. Lastly, it is es-

sen%al to touch on the transmission of knowledge from one genera%on to the 

next. The older genera%on has a powerful impact on these religious occasions 

by passing on knowledge of tradi%on which enables them to transfer Sephardi 

Jewish cultural values and rituals to the younger genera%ons. In addi%on, they 

par%cipate in almost all decision-making processes with the help of their cul-

tural and economic capital. 

The source of informa%on does not just consist of the older genera%on. 

In a sense, it shows that these religious and fes%ve events are not just about 

tradi%on and religion. It is also about compe%ng with the cohort, and at the 

same %me, it is a communion with the fellow. As Stella and Yusuf said, “We 

learned all the details about the event from our friends who recently had 

these events before us” (Stella and Yusuf, May @@, EC@y). As seen, they did not 

ask for advice or consult their parents. As a result, it is emphasized that the 

source of informa%on (here, family members and couples, except for the syn-

agogue and the market) consists not only of the older genera%on but also of 

intragenera%onal fellows and their social capital. Informa%on flows ver%cally 

and horizontally. In other words, the know-how (accumulated cultural 

knowledge) or cultural capital is co-nourished by the elders and the genera-

%on with whom they live now. Therefore, the younger genera%on has the 

power to erode and reshape the seòng and rules, as well as customs, making 

the process more dynamic in this field. 

Ü.Ü.Ö The Market and Companies 

The second agent is the market, which includes private companies such as 

event planning and party organiza%on companies, music and video compa-

nies, photographers, dancers, choreographers, caterers, and big five-star ho-

tels. Over the last four decades, private companies, rela%vely new actors in 

this field, have become visible at all levels of the Istanbul Jewish community’s 
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fes%vi%es. They are owen owned or co-owned by Jews themselves. These com-

panies have the know-how and follow new trends in social/religious life cycle 

events. These companies also have a lot to say in these celebra%ons and al-

ways have new ideas as expected. They are perceived as “knowing” the proper 

way of conduc%ng and celebra%ng these ceremonies, whereas the other (non-

Jewish) companies may not, in the eyes of the community (see Chapter A). In 

addi%on, it is important to examine the market’s growth and how private com-

panies posi%on themselves as a player in this field. Although the life cycle 

events have become more visible and open to the non-Jewish Turkish commu-

nity, this growing economy is s%ll embodied in the Jewish community (see 

Chapter A). 

The pillar of the market is also a vital informa%on source for families and 

an agent in this life cycle event field. They have considerable know-how not 

just related to their sector, but also for the whole detailed steps of the reli-

gious ceremony. They are competent in all rituals and know what needs to 

be done and showcase their skills (and cultural capital) to community mem-

bers. They follow all the upcoming events and agendas of the (religious) in-

s%tu%ons. As a representa%ve from Company D said: 

We do not just do our job, we also play a part to help them plan every 

likle steps and detail and inform them if they do not know some rit-

uals. In addi%on, we guide them to organize every small detail step 

by step according to the appropriate schedule (Interview with Com-

pany D, June, EC@y).   

One interviewee, Roza, also supported that “When the occasion was set and 

the place was confirmed, they just showed up and told us what we needed to 

do” (Roza and Moris, May y, EC@y).  

Examining the historical changes in the market component and differ-

ences between genera%ons of companies is essen%al to understanding how 

this ceremony and event culture is a field within the Jewish community. To 

follow the route of companies in the market, their establishment stories, 

their progression, and their placement in the event sector of the Jewish com-

munity reveal many power rela%onships in the fes%ve event arena. The rela-

%onships and interac%ons established between other agents, as well as non-
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Jewish companies, show how they maintained a presence as players in the 

field. 

Ü.Ü.Ü Religious Authority – Istanbul Jewish Community’s Ins+tu+ons, 

Religious and Lay Leaders 

The third agent and the most powerful/dominant one among the other 

agents is the religious authority, including community ins%tu%ons, religious 

ins%tu%ons, religious leaders and lay leaders. Religious authority sets the 

game, determines the rules of celebra%on, and has the authority to loosen 

or strengthen the regula%ons of the game. It is also a powerful informa%on 

source for the community members because of having religious capital 

which is gained by “religious labour” (Bourdieu, @AA@: Y). During the prepa-

ra%on phase of the events, community members have many ques%ons about 

the tradi%ons and the steps to be taken in the arena of the fes%ve events. 

The religious authority holds an authorita%ve posi%on and has the ability and 

knowledge to answer ques%ons about events, such as “what’s next” and 

“how it should be done.” Moreover, Bourdieu uses the term “administra%on 

of the goods of salva%on” to describe religious capital (Bourdieu, @AA@: A). As 

expected, community members or couples must apply to the religious au-

thority to complete the compulsory bureaucra%c process. In addi%on, Bour-

dieu (@AA@: A) notes that ordinary people are “dispossessed of religious capi-

tal.” However, here, religious capital will be discussed in terms of cultural and 

some%mes symbolic capital because this disserta%on is not just focusing on 

religious prac%ces and ceremonies; it focuses on the social and fes%ve events 

of these rites of passage as well.2 In addi%on, Verter (ECCx: @YA) adds that 

spiritual capital can also exist in three forms, like cultural capital, namely em-

bodied, objec%fied, and ins%tu%onalized state. It contains knowledge, abili-

%es, explicit educa%on, material and symbolic commodi%es, etc. (Verter, 

ECCx: @YA-@BC) which all is possessed by religious authority. Besides all, the 

religious authority is a powerful actor and, needless to say, an ins%tu%on 

 
 2 Verter (ECCx) cri%cizes Bourdieu’s work on religion in his ar%cle, Spiritual Capital: Theorizing 

Religion with Bourdieu against Bourdieu, in terms of focusing too much on the ins%tu%on 

(the Church) but not giving enough agency to the laity.  
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with a mission to preserve and transmit the tradi%ons from genera%on to 

new genera%on, which could not be conserved with the transfer capacity of 

the individuals. Community and religious ins%tu%ons (or lay/communal and 

religious authori%es) determine the rules and have the authority to relax the 

rules from %me to %me in the arena of fes%ve events. In parallel, Swartz 

(@AAy: yA) compares Bourdieu with Foucault and says that Bourdieu focuses 

more on the ins%tu%onal seòng in terms of power.3  

Thus we find not only economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital, 

but also family, religious, poli%cal, moral, and state capital, to men-

%on but a few. However, with the increasingly refined iden%fica%on 

of forms of power as capital, there emerges a tendency to see power 

everywhere and, in a sense therefore, nowhere an extreme diffusion 

of power that Bourdieu himself rejects (Swartz, @AAy: yA).  

In the footnote, he con%nues: “Indeed, he dis%nguishes his work from that 

of Foucault on precisely this point; he sees power more concentrated in par-

%cular ins%tu%onal seòngs than does Foucault (Wacquant @AAxb)” (Swartz, 

@AAy: yA). That’s why I proceed in the theore%cal framework with Bourdieu, 

because it is possible to accept having more power as a religious authority, 

instead of saying “power is everywhere” (Foucault, @AyÄ: Ax).   

In this disserta%on, religious authority is viewed in a broader context, en-

compassing Rabbis, lay leaders, secretaries, officers, mashgichim,4 and edu-

ca%onal staff working for the Bar/Bat Mitsva Club and the other educa%onal 

ac%vi%es.5 In other words, they are in charge of the community and the 

 
 3 Verter (ECCx) also underlines the focus on the ins%tu%on while Bourdieu works on religion. 

 4 A Mashgiach is a person responsible for checking the appropriateness of food/service ac-

cording to kosher rules. Plural – Mashgichim. 

 5 One point I would like to highlight in par%cular is that, throughout the disserta%on, religious 

authority is consistently referred to as a single voice and a homogeneous en%ty. It stems in 

part from the excep%onal efforts these ins%tu%ons make to act together, and their voluntary 

presenta%on to the public as a homogeneous en%ty despite their inherent heterogeneity It 

has become possible to read the issues that have some%mes become so mul%-voiced within 

religious authority, par%cularly between the lines of interviews or in the facial expressions 

of individuals, or, more recently, to hear them through the gossip mechanisms within the 

community, without the approval of the relevant authori%es. 
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decision-makers of the whole process. It does not mean that ins%tu%ons are 

the one and only powerful agents in this field; family members/couples and 

the market also have the power to distort the rules, tradi%ons, and priori%es 

of the religious authority. In addi%on, the Jewish community authority has a 

direct rela%onship with money (economic capital), which is used to organize 

all other ac%vi%es in the community. Religious ceremonies are a field to mo-

bilize resources to defray all other expenses for the community, and it brings 

to authority another dimension/rela%onship with money and how it gov-

erns. 

According to religious authori%es, the main issue is finding a balance be-

tween preserving tradi%ons (and habitus) and adop%ng new trends, as they 

associates the idea of being flexible on (religious) rules with the concept of 

assimila%on. The religious authority/synagogue’s responsibility is to circulate 

the discourse and, most importantly, to pursue the prac%ce. Therefore, the 

pillar of the religious authority, as a rule maker, will also be associated with 

control mechanisms (such as for Shabbat and kosher rules), assimila%on, ad-

apta%on to a new area, standardiza%on, ins%tu%onaliza%on, and profession-

aliza%on. The authority takes lots of steps in these areas. The control mech-

anisms, regula%ons, and rules help the community administra%on and 

religious authority become agents and one of the rule-makers in the field of 

fes%ve events. Besides, the changes and transmission in these events are 

also related to the role of leaders and changes in the community administra-

%on’s leadership (see Chapter o). 

In this theore%cal framework, three ac%ve agents have been introduced 

above, which are not only informa%on sources but also nego%ate with each 

other during fes%ve events, both before and at the moment of life cycle 

events. They are the key players in that domain of struggle. These rites of 

passage events are considered an arena of nego%a%on between these three 

agents. They all contribute, with the help of their disposi%on (habitus) and 

different forms of capital to the forma%on of the ethno-religious communal 

iden%ty.  
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§ Ü.à The Concept of Rite of Passage  

Before discussing main data of the disserta%on, it is crucial to refer to the 

term “rites of passage,” which refers to the life cycle events focused on in 

this disserta%on. Arnold Van Gennep (Van Gennep, @ABC),6 a French scholar 

and the coiner of the word, and Victor Turner’s (Turner, @ABA) works are the 

primary resources for ritual studies. In this context, the word “passage” 

means transi%on. First, Van Gennep stresses the rituals, which are occasions 

of reaching a new stage of life, in cultural rather than biological steps. In 

other words, Van Gennep is considered a func%onalist anthropologist who 

focuses on the change in social posi%on. He divides ceremonies into three 

major phases: separa%on, transi%on (marge), and incorpora%on (aggrega-

%on). He focuses on not just what the stages are but also on how and why 

(Van Gennep, @ABC, Kimball, pg. viii). According to him, the first stage of “sep-

ara%on” refers to the removal of the group or iden%ty in which they were up 

to this point. The second one, the “transi%on” or “liminal” stage, refers to 

the stage in which they do not belong to the first group anymore and are not 

yet a part of the new stage. The third stage, “incorpora%on,” refers that they 

take a step into their new stage of life (Marcus, ECCo: @A). According to Mar-

cus, “his schema explains how at each stage of development a person stops 

being what he or she was, travels along a path of change, and then adjusts 

to living in a new pakern of living” (Marcus, ECCo: @A). Lastly, Turner (@ABA) 

extends Van Gennep’s concept and philosophical debate on “rites of pas-

sage,” and focuses on the concept of liminality and adds that liminality is not 

just to iden%fy the in-between period, it also helps us to understand the hu-

man reac%ons to liminal experiences. Turner stresses the “involving a pas-

sage through a threshold state or limen into a ritual world removed from 

everyday no%ons of %me and space; a mime%c enactment of some dimen-

sion of the crisis that brought about the separa%on” (Turner, @ABA, Roger, pg. 

ix).7  

 
 6 The original book, The Rites of Passage, was published in @ACA. 

 7 Roger, D. Abrahams has a foreword in Victor Turner’s book, The Ritual Process: Structure and 

An+-Structure. 
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So, every rite of passage, which contains birth, circumcision, social pu-

berty, marriage, fatherhood, advancement to a higher class, occupa%onal 

specializa%on, and death, is a symbol of transi%on from one defined social 

posi%on to another social status in society (Van Gennep, @ABC: x). As here, 

rituals, the main studied area of this disserta%on, also appear as an example 

of rites of passage. Brith Milah is seen in many Jewish socie%es as “ini%a%on 

ceremonies,” “the no%on of alliance,” a “sign of the covenant,” or it is de-

scribed as an emblem of Jewish iden%ty. It is a ritual that marks the moment 

when a Jewish man steps into the Jewish community for the first %me and is 

also given his name. At the same %me, the Bar/t Mitzvah ceremony is also 

according to Jewish law; a thirteen-year-old Jewish boy (twelve-year-old girl) 

becomes accountable for his ac%ons. Their responsibility to God transfers 

from their father to themselves. It is the kind of step in adulthood. And fi-

nally, as in many socie%es, marriage is seen as a new chapter of life. It is all 

about the change in social status and the meaning given by the par%cular 

society. 
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HiMorical and Contextual Framework: The Jewish         

Sephardi Community in (IManbul) Turkey 

 

he presence of Sephardi Jews in the Okoman Empire began with their 

expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula, present-day Spain, in @oAE and 

from present-day Portugal in @oAy.1 With an edict published by Ferdinand and 

Isabella in @oAE, Jews were offered two op%ons: conversion or emigra%on. 

Many Jews emigrated to, sekled in Okoman lands, and began living under 

Sultan Bayezid II’s rule. The discourse of being a guest2 and being tolerated,3 

 
 1  Original one: Benbassa and Rodrigue (ECCC); Translated one: Benbassa and Rodrigue 

(EC@C); hkps://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/history/did-you-know (Accessed, 

November Ey, ECEx). 

 2 In his highly acclaimed book published in ECEC, Marc David Baer explains how the myth of 

being a guest and living in tolerance has spread and how it has been historically supported 

and reproduced by specific individuals and ins%tu%ons in par%cular. He offers considerable 

cri%cism, par%cularly addressed to Jewish historians and Jewish lobbyists. Some of the 

points he cri%cized are: Jews existed in these lands before @oAE; Turks had displayed toler-

ance toward Jews for five centuries; togetherness; Turkish-Jews friendship; the myth of 

great Jews and tolerant Turks; and the narra%ve of harmony. As Baer points out that the role 

of the tolerated YCC-year-old guest stands in shrill contrast with a ci%zen with rights in the 

country. 

 3 For detailed informa%on, see Brink-Danan (EC@E). 

 

T 
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which existed especially in the Okoman and later Turkish lands, stems from 

this historical event. This discourse was also reiterated by some poli%cal lead-

ers and the Quincentennial Founda%on, established in @AÄA.4 

The word “Sephardi,” literally meaning Spain or Spanish in Hebrew (Ger-

ber, @AAo), refers in first instance to Jews of the Iberian Peninsula but is some-

%mes also applied to Jews from the Middle East and North Africa (presently 

referred to by the acronym MENA).5 However, before the Sephardi Jews set 

foot in the Okoman Empire, Romaniote and Karaite Jews were living in these 

lands (Bora, EC@y; Benbessa & Rodrigue, EC@C). Although there is no consen-

sus in the academic literature about the date of Jewish presence, it could be 

indeed said that Jewish life in these lands existed for more than five centuries 

(Güleryüz, EC@E; Galan%, @AAY; Bora, EC@y). While Galan% (@AAY), relying upon 

archeological evidence, claims a Jewish presence in Anatolia as early as the 

fourth century BCE, Bora (EC@y) dates their presence as early as the sixth 

century BCE. Those who cons%tute the Iberian congrega%on are Jews in Mac-

edonia, Sarajevo, Serbia, the Balkans, Bulgaria, Italy, Greece, Turkey (Istan-

bul, Edirne, Izmir), and, lately, Israel. It is claimed by consensus in the litera-

ture that over %me, the culture of the large Sephardi popula%on of Anatolian 

Jewry became dominant in these lands (Benbassa & Rodrigue, EC@C; Bora, 

EC@y; Gerber, @AAo; Shaw, @AA@; Lewis, @AÄo).  

Awer the establishment of the Turkish Republic (@AEx), the Jews suffered 

many misfortunes which were also related to the Turkifica%on efforts (Akar, 

@AAE; Akar, ECCA; Aktar, @AAB; Aktar, ECCC; Bali, @AAA). An overview of the 

following may serve as a brief history of an%semi%sm and significant events 

 
 4 The original text reads: “@AAE yılında Türkiye'de, @oAE'de ya dinlerini feda etmek veya ‘bir 

daha ne sebeple olursa olsun geri dönmemek’ üzere ülkeyi terk etmek zorunluğunda 

bırakılan İspanyol Yahudileri Sefaradların Osmanlı İmparatorluğuna buyur edilmelerinin ve 

burada kendilerine yeni bir vatan yaratmalarının YCC. yıldönümü 

kutlandı.”hkps://www.muzeYCC.com/index.php?op%on=com_content&view=ar%cle&id=x

&Itemid=@E@&lang=tr (Accessed, December E@, ECEE). 

 5 The Sephardi usage, which encompasses this vast geography, is also a subject of controversy, 

and not all scholars and communi%es agree on the terminology. Mizrahi, literally meaning 

“eastern,” is used for the Jews of Middle Eastern origin (Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Morocco, etc.). 

Mizrahim have different tradi%ons and customs from Sephardim. 
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in the Turkish Republic Era. The most studied and known ones are the mur-

der of Elza Niyego and Repercussions, @AEy;6 Ci%zen, Speak Turkish!, @AEÄ 

(Bali, @AAA); the Thrace Pogroms, @Axo (Demirel, EC@C); the Twenty Classes, 

@Ao@–@AoE (Bali, @AAA); the Wealth Tax, @AoE (Akar, @AAE & Aktar, ECCC; Bali, 

@AAA); the Sinking of the Struma, @AoE;7 and the September @AYY Pogroms.  

Awer @AYY, several an%semi%c and significant events happened in the 

Turkish Republic Era. Here, more detailed informa%on of the events covering 

this disserta%on’s %me scope will be given below. S%ll, all these tragic events 

and their consequences for the Jewish community will be discussed in the 

related years in Part E. Some of them were repressed or remained unspoken, 

but they greatly affected the Jewish community in Turkey. In addi%on to the 

events examined in academic literature above, several other noteworthy oc-

currences have changed not only Jewish rites of passage events but also daily 

life: First, on September B, @AÄB, interna%onal terrorists akacked and 

bombed the Neve Shalom Synagogue. Twenty-two individuals died during 

the Shabbat prayer as a result. The website of the synagogue notes:  

The synagogue was promptly rebuilt and reopened for worship with 

a large ceremony on Wednesday, May EC, @AÄy, akended by promi-

nent dignitaries. As a memento of that trauma%c day, the bullet and 

bomb holes in the marble piece in the upper lew corner of Ehal8 were 

not repaired. 9 

This par%cular incident led to increased security measures at synagogues in 

the following years, will be discussed more in Part E. Subsequently, on March 

 
 6 hkps://m.bianet.org/bianet/toplumsal-cinsiyet/ExyxEE-elza-niyego-cinaye%-@AEy-den-bir-

erkek-sidde% (Accessed, June @E, ECEx). 

 7 hkps://www.yadvashem.org/exhibi%ons/struma.html?gclid=CjwKCAjwhJukBhBPEi-

wAniIcNU@izXXCDkOTaBalVgCKbECk-YpxtLd_oWawViigvlHkgFIb@ZAfYhoCAEMQAvD_BwE 

(Accessed, June @E, ECEx). 

 8 A cabinet where the Torah scrolls are stored. 

 9 hkps://www.nevesalom.org/teror.html (Accessed, June y, ECEx). “Sinagog kısa sürede 

onarılarak EC Mayıs @AÄy Çarşamba günü devlet büyüklerinin de kajldığı kalabalık bir törenle 

tekrar ibadete açıldı. Ehal‘in sol üst köşesindeki mermerde bulunan kurşun ve bomba izleri 

onarılmayarak o acı günün unutulmaması için aynen bırakıldı.” 
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@, @AAE, a grenade was hurled again into Neve Shalom Synagogue, in yet an-

other terrorist akack. One bystander was hurt, luckily there were no further 

casual%es. The akack happened just three days awer the ceremony at the 

Neve Shalom Synagogue commemora%ng the YCCth anniversary of Sephardi 

Jews’ arrival in Okoman lands.10 

Third, the murder of Yasef Yahya, a thirty-five year old Jewish den%st from 

Istanbul that took place in his prac%ce on August E@, ECCx. The murderer 

admiked to killing Yahya with an%semi%c mo%ves awer being apprehended 

in March ECCo.11 

The synchronized terrorist akacks on two synagogues in ECCx were the 

fourth and, arguably, the most significant incident as it has scarred the Jewish 

community most heavily. During a Bar Mitzvah ceremony on Saturday, No-

vember @Y, ECCx, a bomb-loaded truck exploded at the Neve Shalom Syna-

gogue. Two minutes later, at the dedica%on of a new sec%on of the structure, 

a second bomb-laden truck blew up in front of the Şişli Beth Israel Synagogue 

in Osmanbey. The Neve Shalom incident claimed the lives of eighteen peo-

ple, including congrega%on members and nearby business owners. The Şişli 

Beth Israel akack resulted in a total of five fatali%es.12 Over BCC people were 

hurt in the akacks as a whole. The Jewish Community in Turkey has been 

significantly impacted by all of these incidents.13 

In addi%on to this, the daily lives of Jews in Turkey and the worldwide 

diaspora are impacted by foreign poli%cs, par%cularly the wars in which the 

State of Israel is engaged, associated developments, and the Middle East’s 

poli%cal environment.14 Turkey maintains close %es with many of the Arab 

 
 10 hkps://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/neve-saloma-ilk-saldiri-degil-xÄY@o@Bo (Accessed, 

June y, ECEx). “@AAE’deki tarihten üç gün önce Neve Şalom Sinagogu'nda Sefarad yahudileri 

Osmanlı topraklarına gelişlerinin YCC'üncü yıldönümü dolayısıyla şükran duası töreni 

yapılmışj.” 

 11 hkps://www.gazetevatan.com/gundem/musevi-diye-oldurduk-EooÄx (Accessed, June y, 

ECEx). 

 12 hkps://www.nevesalom.org/teror.html (Accessed, June y, ECEx). 

 13 hkps://www.cnnturk.com/video/turkiye/saldiridan-@Ä-yil-sonra-neve-salom-sinagogunda-

ilk-roportaj-cnn-turkte (Accessed, June @E, ECEx). 

 14 Aliyah (in this case; migra%on from Turkey to Israel) numbers reflect this situa%on. 
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countries. Consequently, conflicts in the Middle East give rise to an%-Zionism 

that in turn takes on forms that are owen indis%nguishable from an%semi-

%sm. Examples of such events since the ECCCs include the Israel-Lebanon 

War in ECCB, the Gaza War in ECCÄ–ECCA,15 and the so-called Davos Crisis 

at the World Economic Forum16 in Davos, Switzerland, in January ECCA. In 

EC@C, the Mavi Marmara17 events and the long-las%ng media repercussions 

that followed are the fiwh and final prominent examples. 

Apart from these global changes, other events in Istanbul have made 

Jews feel uncomfortable and altered their way of life from %me to %me. On 

November y, EC@o, an anonymous person placed a placard sta%ng “Building 

to be Demolished” on the door of the Neve Shalom Synagogue.18 Addi%on-

ally, on March @A, EC@B, a terrorist akack at Taksim (Istanbul) was directed at 

a group of Israeli tourists.19 

Awer all the tragic and unsekling events that happened and with the 

recogni%on of the significant effects on the Jewish community and their so-

cial and cultural life, it is necessary to stress the considerable ques%on from 

Moris Levi, the Deputy Chairman of the Turkish Jewish Community since 

EC@C.  

What happened that the Jewish popula%on, which was around 

ÄC,CCC at the founding of the Republic, is now @Y,CCC, although de-

mographically, it should be around a few hundred thousand? This de-

velopment cannot be explained only by the establishment of the 

 
 15 While the State of Israel labeled it as Opera%on Cast Lead, Muslim World called it the Gazza 

Massacre. 

 16 hkps://www.ntv.com.tr/dunya/davostaki-kavga-dunya-basininda,BG-lXYÄyWEW-

cLbx_rYbQUw (Accessed, June A, ECEx). 

 17 hkps://www.bbc.com/news/@CECxyEB (Accessed, March E@, ECEx). 

 18 hkps://www.salom.com.tr/arsiv/haber/AEAo@/neve-salom-sinagoguna-tehdit    (Accessed, 

June y, ECEx). 

 19 hkps://www.sozcu.com.tr/EC@B/gundem/is%klal-caddesinde-patlama-@@oxyÄy/ (Accessed, 

June A, ECEx). 
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State of Israel. I leave the answer to this meaningful ques%on to his-

torians (Yılmazcan Simoneò, ECEE: Ao).20 

So, the decrease in the Jewish popula%on in Turkey is not just due to the 

natural popula%on decrease or Aliyah21 waves to the State of Israel. It is also 

related to what happened in the Turkish Republic and some%mes with safety 

concerns. Moreover, the direc%on of the migra%on is not just to the State of 

Israel (Bali, ECCx; Bali, EC@Ä; Kurt, ECEE) but also includes Europe, Canada, 

and the United States. 

§ à.Ñ Demographic Informa%on on the Jewish Popula%on of      

Turkey 

To beker understand the Jewish community in Turkey, it is meaningful to 

start with the popula%on and its changes over the years and compare it to 

the total popula%on of Turkey. The first census of the Turkish Republic (@AEy) 

shows that the Jewish popula%on in Turkey was Ä@,ÄyE,22 half of whom lived 

in Istanbul. At that %me, Turkey’s total popula%on was @x,Y million.23 Accord-

ing to the second census (@AxY), the Jewish popula%on was yB,ABY24 out of 

 
20   The original text reads: “Ne oldu da Cumhuriyet’in kuruluşunda ÄC,CCC kadar olan Yahudi 

nüfusu bugün, demografik olarak birkaç yüz bin seviyesinde olmalı iken, @Y,CCC oldu? Bu 

gelişme sadece İsrail’in kuruluşu ile izah edilemez. Bu manidar sorunun cevabını tarihçilere 

bırakıyorum” (Yılmazcan Simoneò, ECEE: Ao). 

 21 The defini%on of the Hebrew word is rise, and it means to emigrate from diaspora to the 

“homeland – Israel.”  
 22 hkp://www.rifatbali.com/images/stories/dokumanlar/nufus_sayimlari-

yla_ilgili_aras%rma.pdf (Accessed, December EÄ, ECEE). 

 23 hkps://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=Popula%on-and-Housing-Census-ECE@-

oYÄBB#:~:text=Cumhuri-

ye%n%ECilk%ECy%Co%B@llar%Co%B@nda%ECyap%Co%B@lan%EC@AEy,BÄC%ECbin%ECEyx%

ECki%CY%AFiye%ECula%CY%AFt%Co%B@ (Accessed, August EE, ECEo). 

 24 hkp://www.rifatbali.com/images/stories/dokumanlar/nufus_sayimlari-

yla_ilgili_aras%rma.pdf (Accessed, December EÄ, ECEE). 
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@B,E million.25 Year by year, the popula%on of Jews in Turkey has decreased  

due to emigra%on, the establishment of the State of Israel, decreasing birth 

rates, and mixed marriages.26 By @AYY, the popula%on of Jews decreased to 

oC,xoY.27 There are no official data awer @ABC.28 Es%mates made by the 

World Jewish Congress and the Jewish Agency indicate some xÄ,CCC for @ABY 

and about EC,CCC in ECCY:  ca. @y,CCC in Istanbul, E,CCC in Izmir, and smaller 

groups in Ankara, Adana, Çanakkale, Bursa and Kirklareli.29 The es%mates of 

Hebrew University demographer Sergio DellaPergola’s ‘World Jewish Popu-

la%on, EC@B,’ which monitors the Jewish popula%on in all countries, shows 

that “Turkey is home to between @Y,YCC and E@,CCC Jews.”30 According to 

the same ins%tu%on and its report called ‘World Jewish Popula%on, EC@A’, 

the numbers show that @o,ÄCC Jews live in Turkey.31 

 
 25 hkps://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=Popula%on-and-Housing-Census-ECE@-

oYÄBB#:~:text=Cumhuri-

ye%n%ECilk%ECy%Co%B@llar%Co%B@nda%ECyap%Co%B@lan%EC@AEy,BÄC%ECbin%ECEyx%

ECki%CY%AFiye%ECula%CY%AFt%Co%B@ (Accessed, August EE, ECEo). 

 26 According to Kaymak (ECEo), the reasons behind the rise of the mixed marriage summarized 

as four factors. Demographic factors, spa%al mobility, social-economic mobility and gender 

equality and seculariza%on and pluralism. 

 27 hkps://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/turkey (Accessed, December x, ECEE). 

 28 Since @ABC, the official Turkish census commission has not complied sta%s%cs by religion. 

 29 hkps://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/turkey (Accessed, December x, ECEE). 

 30 hkps://www.worldjewishcongress.org/en/about/communi%es/TR (Accessed, December x, 

ECEE). 
 31 “The world’s twenty-second largest Jewish community”. hkps://www.jewishdata-

bank.org/content/upload/bjdb/EC@A_World_Jewish_Popula-

%on_(AJYB,_DellaPergola)_DataBank_Final.pdf. (Accessed, December @Ä, ECEo). 

  In EC@Y, total popula%on of Turkey was yÄ,y million. In ECE@, the total popula%on of Turkey 

was Äo,y million. hkps://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=Popula%on-and-Housing-Census-

ECE@-oYÄBB#:~:text=Cumhuri-

ye%n%ECilk%ECy%Co%B@llar%Co%B@nda%ECyap%Co%B@lan%EC@AEy,BÄC%ECbin%ECEyx%

ECki%CY%AFiye%ECula%CY%AFt%Co%B@. (Accessed, August EE, ECEo). 
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 Currently approximately @o,YCC Jews32 are living as an officially recog-

nized minority group in Turkey.33 @E,YCC reside in Istanbul including the ma-

jority of the fiwy-one Karaite Jews (Levi, EC@B: xE). There are smaller Jewish 

communi%es located in several ci%es outside of Istanbul i.e. Izmir, Adana, 

Ankara, Antakya, and Bursa. The Jewish popula%on of Izmir is approximately 

@,ECC people,34 and several families reside in Ankara, Bursa, and Antakya. 

According to the European Jewish Congress, “Sephardim make up AB% of the 

community, with Ashkenazim accoun%ng for the rest.”35 Despite its diminish-

ing numbers, according to ‘World Jewish Popula%on, EC@B’ report, the Turk-

ish Jewish community has the largest remaining Jewish community in the 

Muslim world.36 

 
 32 Sept. ECE@, hkps://worldpopula%onreview.com/country-rankings/jewish-popula%on-by-

country (Accessed, December x, ECEE).  

  In ECE@, the total popula%on of Turkey was Äo,y million. 

  hkps://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=Popula%on-and-Housing-Census-ECE@-

oYÄBB#:~:text=Cumhuri-

ye%n%ECilk%ECy%Co%B@llar%Co%B@nda%ECyap%Co%B@lan%EC@AEy,BÄC%ECbin%ECEyx%

ECki%CY%AFiye%ECula%CY%AFt%Co%B@ (Accessed, August EE, ECEo). 

 33 The Treaty of Lausanne, signed in @AEx, accepted non-Muslim groups as minori%es. Ar%cles 

xy-oY of the Treaty of Lausanne guaranteed the rights of minori%es in Turkey. In Turkey, 

three non-Muslim groups are officially accepted only as minori%es: Jews, Armenians, and 

Rum Orthodox Chris%ans (Greeks).  

  In addi%on, “Although they are a Chris%an minority, they cannot benefit from the rights 

granted by the Treaty of Lausanne, which Turkey has restricted to Armenians, Jews, and 

Greeks. This has denied Assyrians and other non-Muslim minori%es their rights to educa%on 

in their na%ve language. Up un%l the establishment of a single kindergarten in EC@o, Assyri-

ans had no schools… In EC@o, Assyrians in Turkey opened their first kindergarten in nearly 

AC years, following a legal bakle and a June EC@x court ruling gran%ng them the right to 

open schools. Mor Efrem Kindergarten was built in Istanbul without any financial support 

from the government.” 

  hkps://www.assyrianpolicy.org/turkey. (Accessed, December @Ä, ECEo). 

 34 The numbers are taken from the Izmir Jewish Community Founda%on. 
 35 hkps://eurojewcong.org/communi%es/turkey/ (Accessed, December x, ECEE) 

 36 hkps://www.jewishdatabank.org/api/download/?studyId=@@ÄY&me-

diaId=bjdb%YCECE@_World_Jewish_Popula%on_AJYB_(DellaPergola)_DB_Public.pdf (Ac-

cessed, December @Ä, ECEo) Pp.@A. 

 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

Äx 

 The Jews in Istanbul generally live in specific neighborhoods, par%cularly 

Sisli, Taksim, Besiktas, Ortakoy, Ulus, E+ler, Sariyer, Kemerburgaz/Gokturk,37 

Kadikoy, Caddebostan, Suadiye, Bostanci and Princes’ Island as a summer 

place. Although these areas are generally neighborhoods where the middle 

class and upper middle class reside, neighborhoods like Taksim and Sisli are 

among the cosmopolitan seklements where minority groups have lived for 

a long %me. The popula%on also has different class dimensions and different 

social and educa%onal backgrounds. Undoubtedly, there are several Jewish 

ins%tu%ons that help different families with supplies for their daily life needs, 

with packages for Jewish holiday, and some%mes educa%on grants.  

§ à.Ö The Ins%tu%ons of the Jewish Community   

The Chief Rabbinate (Hahambashi) of the Jewish community of Turkey, lo-

cated in Istanbul, is recognized by the state as the religious and official head 

of the community.38 During the course of my research, the posi%on of Chief 

Rabbi was held by Rabbi Isak Haleva.39 The Chief Rabbi officially represents 

the Jewish community before the state.40 The community is also represented 

 
 37 For detailed informa%on see Kolluoğlu and Bartu Candan, ECCÄ. 
 38 Okoman Sultan Mehmet II created the posi%on of the Chief Rabbi to represent the Jewish 

Community in @oYx under the Okoman Empire. This posi%on has remained intact in the Re-

public of Turkey (Karmi @AAB). 

 39 Turkey’s Chief Rabbi Isak Haleva passed away on January @o, ECEY. Rabbi David Sevi is cur-

rently serving as the interim Chief Rabbi un%l the rabbinical elec%ons to be held on Septem-

ber EÄ-EA, ECEY. 

 40 “In @AYx and @ABy, seventy men over the age of twenty-one (over half of whom had a ‘reli-

gious’ appointment in the communal structure) formed a commikee to nominate Rav 

(Rabbi) Rafael Saban and Rav David Asseo, respec%vely, as their leaders” (Kastoryano @AAE; 

Brink-Danan, EC@E: @@C). Rav Asseo served as Chief Rabbi un%l his death in ECCE. On October 

Eoth, ECCE  elec%ons were held and Rabbi Isak Haleva was chosen. The significance of a 

community-wide representa%ve democra%c vote was the subject of Marcy Brink-Danan’s 

ar%cle (ECCA) called I Vote, Therefore I Am: Rituals of Democracy and the Turkish Chief Rabbi. 

She inves%gates the issue of democracy in her ethnographic fieldwork, and concludes that 

“Through descrip%on of the rituals, symbols, and interpreta%ons surrounding the elec%on 

and inves%ture of Turkey’s Chief Rabbi, I have shown that Turkish Jews envision democracy 
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by several lay leaders whom the community members elect. The president 

and vice president of the Turkish Jewish Community are Ishak Ibrahimzadeh 

and Moris Levi respec%vely. The Jewish community in Turkey is officially an 

Orthodox41 community. Members must meet the criteria of the Chief Rab-

binate as far as Jewish status is concerned: “A Jew is any person whose 

mother was a Jew or any person who has gone through the formal process 

of conversion to Judaism.”42 Members of the Jewish community have a right 

to prac%ce their religion and hold life cycle events in the community. 

One of the major sources of income of the Jewish community is the kisba, 

the annual membership fee based on income that each Jewish community 

member is expected to pay. Collec%ng these membership dues is not an easy 

task for the komünite,43 especially because there is no punishment or penalty 

 
as a disappointment but, at the same %me, remain commiked to its poten%al to offer them 

collec%ve representa%on”(Brink-Danan, ECCA: EC). New elec%ons have been held every 

seven years. In ECCA there were two candidates, and Rabbi Isak Haleva was re-elected. The 

last elec%on was held in EC@y; Rabbi Isak Haleva was the sole candidate and was reelected. 

The par%cipa%on rate was low. According to the announcement of the Turkish Chief Rabbin-

ate Founda%on, he received E,yC@ out of the E,yYY votes cast 

(hkps://www.odatv.com/guncel/yahudi-cemaa%nde-secim-sonucu-@@YÄEY) (Accessed, Au-

gust E@, ECEo). 

 41 The term orthodoxy refers to the tradi%onalist branch of Judaism in which the Halachah—

based on both the Wriken and Oral law or Torah—is central. 

 42 “It is important to note that being a Jew has nothing to do with what you believe or what 

you do. A person born to non-Jewish parents who has not undergone the formal process of 

conversion but who believes everything that Orthodox Jews believe and observes every law 

and custom of Judaism is s%ll a non-Jew, even in the eyes of the most liberal movements of 

Judaism, and a person born to a Jewish mother who is an atheist and never prac%ces the 

Jewish religion is s%ll a Jew, even in the eyes of the ultra-Orthodox. In this sense, Judaism is 

more like a na%onality than like other religions, and being Jewish is like a ci%zenship.” 

hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/history/did-you-know (Accessed, December 

E@, ECEE). 

 43 The word “komunite” (community) is an expression used by community members to define 

the administra%on of the Jewish Community. While in some contexts it implies the Neve 

Shalom Sephardi Synagogues Founda%on, in other situa%ons it refers to other ins%tu%ons. 

While it implies a structure with one center, some ins%tu%ons and synagogues have different 

funds and independent funding. 
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if the annual monies are not paid. However, if a religious ceremony has to be 

held or an official document issued cer%fying that a person is a Sephardi Jew, 

the first step taken by the komünite is to check whether there are any arrears 

in membership dues. A community member with community debt does not 

have the right to receive any official document. The laker are currently in 

great demand thanks to Spain and Portugal’s enactment of the Law of Re-

turn44 that grants EU ci%zenship to Jews who can prove their Sephardi de-

scent (Abrevaya, EC@B; Altaras, ECCC; Corte-Real and David, EC@A; McDon-

alds, ECE@). In addi%on to this, the only way to prove that a person is Jewish 

to other Jewish communi%es around the world or some%mes to the univer-

si%es, is a document issued by the Rabbinic authority.  

These three life cycle events—Brith Milah, Bar/Bat Mitzvah, Jewish wed-

ding—which are the main topic of this disserta%on, can only take place if all 

membership debts are paid off. Thus, a person who applies to the religious 

authority to organize any of these events is responsible for fulfilling their du-

%es to community finance as a community member. Un%l this is completed, 

no event takes place. During the interviews, interviewees who were forced 

to pay arrears in dues, complained and were owen annoyed about these con-

di%ons. Especially because celebra%ng a life cycle events is quite an expendi-

ture without these addi%onal fees. While the vast majority of the community 

members lead secular lives, they are anxious to celebrate these three life 

cycle events, meaning that they must maintain good rela%onships with the 

religious authority, follow its rules religious authority and fulfill all obliga-

%ons.45 In other words, it is also the community/family members themselves 

who recognize the religious authority and help to ensure that it remains in 

power. 

While Karaites, Mizrahi, Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews live in Turkey, Se-

phardi culture is dominant in terms of tradi%ons, rituals, and customs. 

 
 44 This law was enacted as compensa%on for the expulsion of the Jews in from the Iberian 

Peninsula in @oAE and @oAB. 

 45 While the formal wedding ceremony performed by the government gives all rights to the 

man and woman related to marriage within the borders of Turkey, Jews s%ll want to have a 

Jewish wedding. Jewish weddings clearly have special meaning beyond the legal formali%es.  
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Although it has lost dominance among the younger genera%on in Turkey, the 

language historically spoken among Sephardi Jews is Ladino, also known as 

Judeo-Espanyol/Judeo-Spanish.46 Demirel (ECEC),47 who has interviewed 

members of the Turkish Jewish society regarding Sephardi cuisine culture, 

says:  

Sephardi cuisine, considered by many sources as a nostalgic element 

and in danger of disappearing, con%nues to exist today in homes and, 

more importantly, wherever the tradi%on is kept alive, as a very im-

portant part of both Sephardi culture and tradi%on. While Sephardi 

cuisine con%nues to be included in the tables set on holidays and 

Shabbat evenings, as well as many milestones such as weddings, 

deaths, births, and transi%on ceremonies, what needs to be noted is 

that the cuisine has not been forgoken but it is not daily life habit 

anymore (Demirel, ECEC: ExA-EoC). 48 

Several ins%tu%ons and associa%ons in Istanbul provide a lively and ac%ve 

Jewish life. There are eighteen ac%ve synagogues49 run by the Chief 

 
 46 In addi%on, French culture has been the cornerstone of the Jewish community of Turkey 

that has been mul%lingual un%l the second half of the twen%eth century (Rodrigue, @AAy: 

@Ä@).  

 47 Demirel’s study (ECEC) focuses on food culture of Sephardi community and Sephardi cuisine 

in Istanbul. She examines the Sephardi cultural iden%ty and more specifically Sephardi cul-

ture through food with the help of anthropological research tools.  

 48 The original text reads: “Pek çok kaynak tara¥ndan arjk nostaljik bir öge olarak ele alınan ve 

kaybolma tehlikesi ile yüzyüze olduğu belir%len Sefarad muöağı, aslında hem Sefarad 

kültürünün hem de geleneğin çok önemli bir parçası olarak bugün hala evlerde ve daha 

önemlisi geleneğin yaşajldığı her yerde varolmaya devam etmektedir. Düğünler, ölümler, 

doğumlar, geçiş törenleri gibi pek çok dönüm noktasının yanı sıra bayramlar ve Şabat akşam-

larında kurulan sofralarda da Sefarad muöağı yer almaya devam ederken belir%lmesi gere-

ken muöağın unutulmaktan öte gündelik bir yemek alışkanlığı olmaktan çıkmış durumda ol-

masıdır.” 

 49 Namely; Neve Shalom Synagogue (Galata), Sisli Bet Israel Synagogue (Şişli), Şaar Asamayim 

Synagogue (Kemerburgaz), Burgazada Ohel Yaakov Temple (Synagogue), Heybeliada Beth 

Yaakov Synagogue, Italian Synagogue – Kal De Los Frankos (Galata), Ortakoy Etz Ahayim Syn-

agogue, Kuzguncuk Bet Nissim Synagogue, Kuzguncuk Bet Yaakov Synagogue, Haydarpasa 
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Rabbinate, nine cemeteries,50 one hospital (Ora-Hayim Hospital), one Jewish 

School (Ulus Jewish School),51 two cultural associa%ons (Alef and Goztepe 

Cultural Associa%on), a Jewish Museum (The Quincentennial Founda%on 

Museum of Turkish Jews - ECC@), a Sephardi Center (of Istanbul - ECCx) and 

a brand new center called Naim Guleryuz Research Library52 (Naim Güleryüz 

Araşsrma Kütüphanesi), a nursing home (The Barinyurt Nursing Home and 

Elderly Care Center / Matan Baseter- Or-Yom- @AEÄ), several kosher butchers, 

an ac%ve newspaper (Şalom - @Aoy) and a Ladino/Judea-Espanyol newspaper 

(El Amaneser - ECCY, the monthly supplement of Şalom).53 Addi%onally, 

there are twelve founda%ons in Istanbul.54 

 
Hemdat Israel Synagogue, Bet El Synagogue (Caddebostan), Buyukada Hesed Le Avraam, 

Yanbol Synagogue (Balat), Ahrida Synagogue (Balat), Maalem Synagogue (Hasköy), Yenikoy 

Synagogue, Kal Kadoş Çorapcı Han Synagogue (Sirkeci). These seventeen synagogues are Se-

phardi. There is one Ashkenazi synagogue, the Bet Ha Kneset H’Aşkenzai (Galata) and one 

independent, Karaite synagogue  in Hasköy. 

 50 Kilyos Cemetery, Haskoy Çıksalın Cemetery, Ulus Ashkenazi Cemetery, Ulus Sephardi Ceme-

tery, Italian Jewish Cemetery, Ortakoy Cemetery, Kuzguncuk Nakkastepe Cemetery, Baglar-

basi Cemetery, Kadikoy Acibadem Cemetery. 

 51 It provides kindergarten, primary, secondary and high school educa%on. 

 52 hkps://www.salom.com.tr/salomTurkey/haber/@ExyÄÄ/meaningful-ceremony-at-the-mu-

seum-of-turkish-jews-naim-a-guleryuz-research-library (Accessed, December E@, ECEE). 

Naim Güleryüz was the founder and vice president of the Quincentennial Founda%on Mu-

seum. He played a  pivotal role at the opening of the Turkish Jewish Museum in ECC@ as well. 

 53 When the monthly newspaper supplement in Judeo-Spanish was first published in March 

ECCY, it contained  eight pages, but now has around thirty two pages. The editor-in-chief is 

Karen Şarhon. 

 54 Namely Neve-Shalom Founda%on (Neve Şalom Seferad Sinagogları Vakt), Hahambasilik 

Founda%on (Türkiye Hahambaşılığı Vakt), The Quincentennial Founda%on – @AAE (vww.Yıl 

Vakt), Haskoy Mealem Jewish Synagogue Founda%on (Hasköy Mealem Musevi Sinagogu 

Vakt), Galata Yuksek Kaldirim Ashkenazic Jewish Synagogue Founda%on (Galata Yüksek 

Kaldırım Eşkenazi Müsevi Sinagogu Vakt), Sirkeci Jewish Synagogue Founda%on (Sirkeci Mu-

sevi Sinagogu Vakt), Balat Or-Ahayim Jewish Hospital Founda%on (Balat Or-Ahayim Musevi 

Hastanesi Vakt), Balat Ahrida Jewish Synagogue Founda%on (Balat Ahrida Musevi Siangogu 

Vakt), Buyukada Hased Leavraam Jewish Synagogue Founda%on (Büyükada Hased Leav-

raam Musevi Sinagogu Vakt), Ortakoy Musevi Etz-Hayim Synagogue Founda%on (Ortaköy 

Musevi Etz-Hayim Sinagogu Vakt), Kuzguncuk Bet-Yaakov Jewish Synagogue Founda%on 

(Kuzguncuk Bet-Yaakov Musevi Sinagogu Vakt), Kadikoy Hemdat Israel Synagogue 
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 Another component in this community is the mikvehs, and there are two 

ac%ve mikvehs in two different synagogues.55 They are in Bet El Synagogue 

(Caddebostan—built in the ECCCs) and Sisli Bet Israel Synagogue (Şişli—built 

in the @AÄCs, renewed awer the ECCx terror akack). ECE@ is the last ac%ve 

year for the Neve Shalom Synagogue’s Mikveh, and now it is inside the Naim 

Güleryüz Research Library and is on display. 

 The two main synagogues hos%ng life cycle events are the Zülfaris Syna-

gogue and the Neve Shalom Synagogue. Zülfaris Synagogue, aka Kal Kadosh 

Galata,56 is named awer the street on which it is located, Zülf-ü Arus. This 

synagogue, opened in @ÄEx, has been home to many meaningful ceremonies. 

Awer being repaired in @ÄAC with the financial support of the Camondo Fam-

ily, the synagogue was completely renovated in @ACo by the Galata Jewish 

Congrega%on, presided over by Jak Bey Deleon. “Awer the last wedding in 

@AÄx, it closed down as the Jewish community of the area had mostly lew. In 

@AAE, the building was appropriated to The Quincentennial Founda%on to be 

used as a Turkish Jews Museum by its owner Neve Shalom Synagogue.”57 

Having served as a museum between ECC@ and EC@Y, the building is now a 

venue for special exhibi%ons and recep%ons for the non-Jewish Turkish com-

munity.  

 The other prominent synagogue is the Neve Shalom Synagogue in Ga-

lata/Taksim. “In the @AxCs, with the increase in Jewish popula%on living in 

 
Founda%on (Kadıköy Hemdat İsrael Sinagogu Vakt) and Haskoy Turk Karaim Jewish Founda-

%on (Hasköy Türk Karaim Musevi Vakt). There are several founda%ons outside of Istanbul, 

namely, Ankara Musevi Sinagogu Vakt, Çanakkale Mekor Hayim Musevi Sinagogu Vakt, 

Bursa Türk Musevi Cemaa+ Vakt, İskenderun Musevi Havrası Vakt, Antakya Musevi Havrası 

Vakt, İzmir Musevi Cemaa+ Vakt, Kırklareli Musa Sinagogu Vakt. 

 55 There is one more mikveh in the Büyükada Hesed Le Avraam Synagogue. The synagogue is 

located in  one of the Istanbul Prince’s Islands. It has been used ac%vely in summer %mes. 

 56 hkps://www.muzeYCC.com/index.php?op%on=com_content&view=ar%-

cle&id=o&Itemid=@Ex&lang=en (Accessed, December @C, ECEE). 

 57 hkps://www.muzeYCC.com/index.php?op%on=com_content&view=ar%-

cle&id=o&Itemid=@Ex&lang=en (Accessed, December @C, ECEE). 
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the Galata and Beyoğlu, the community needed a new place of worship.”58 

According to the Neve Shalom Synagogue’s website,  

In the @Axys, the Knesset (Apollon) and Zülfaris Synagogues were not 

able to meet the needs of the rapidly growing Jewish popula%on of 

Galata and Beyoğlu. Various venues were rented out and, by special 

dispensa%on, used as temporary sanctuaries, especially on high holi-

days such as Pesach, Rosh Hashanah, and Yom Kippur. 59 

Neve Shalom, meaning Oasis of Peace, was built above the building used 

as the first coeduca%onal elementary school in @AxÄ. There was a long period 

between its construc%on and usage as a synagogue. Finally, required permits 

were granted, and problems were solved with the help of community lead-

ers.60 Its architects are Eyon Ventura and Bernar Motol. The largest syna-

gogue in Istanbul, Neve Shalom, was opened with a magnificent ceremony 

on March EY, @AY@. With its majes%c dome and chandelier, it has hosted 

countless happy events and ceremonies. It was the target of terrorist akacks 

in @AÄB and ECCx, which will be discussed in Part E. The Quincentennial 

Founda%on Museum of Turkish Jews, which was originally located in Zülfaris 

Synagogue, was moved to the Neve Shalom Synagogue complex in EC@Y. S%ll 

ac%vely used, Neve Shalom Synagogue has a capacity of BoC seats and can 

host events with up to @,CCC people (Pinhas et al., ECCE: AÄ). Weddings, 

Brith Milah, and Bar/t Mitzvah ceremonies are performed in this synagogue, 

which is s%ll the largest synagogue in Istanbul.  

 
 58 hkps://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/history/synagogues/Yy-neve-shalom-syna-

gogue (Accessed, December @C, ECEE). 

 59 hkps://nevesalom.org/synagogues.html#neve-shalom-synagogue (Accessed, December @C, 

ECEE). 

 60 Pinhas et al. (ECCE), hkps://ha%rlayansehir.hakikatadalethafiza.org/neve-salom-sinagogu/ 

(Accessed, March EC, ECEo). 
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§ à.Ü Shiwing Narra%ves: The Representa%on and Public Presence 

of the Sephardi Jewish Community in Turkey 

The tone and form of the outward representa%on as well as the internal dis-

course of the Turkish Jewish have been changing since the @AACs. A discus-

sion of these changes is directly relevant for this disserta%on as they have 

affected the life cycle events, as will be discussed at length in Part E. One of 

the most crucial changes was the decision to celebrate and commemorate 

the YCCth anniversary of the Jews’ presence in the lands of the Okoman Em-

pire. This celebra%on ini%a%ve also went hand in hand with the establishing 

a new ins%tu%on in mo%on in @AÄA i.e. the Quincentennial Founda%on. The 

Quincentennial Founda%on Museum of Turkish Jews, as the founda%on was 

later called, was established in ECC@. This Founda%on exhibits the life, tradi-

%ons, rituals, and history of Turkish Jews in Turkey. 

The change in discourse and representa%on of the Jewish community is 

related to the change in the lay leadership of the Jewish community as well 

as to the conjuncture changes in Turkey. The democra%za%on of Turkey in 

the ECCCs and the country’s efforts to join the EU elicited Turkey’s embrace 

of its “different colors,” whereby it became easier for the (minority)61 com-

muni%es to become more extroverted. The leaders, ins%tu%ons, and prac-

%ces of the Jewish society kept pace with this change. However, security con-

cerns were ongoing due to the an%semi%c events of past, their memory, and 

upcoming threats, as will be discussed below. 

These changes have been analyzed by Yıldız, Bali and Brink-Danan. While 

Yıldız examines the Jewish community and its iden%ty strategies in three 

phases, star%ng from the establishment of the Turkish Republic, Bali stresses 

the tradi%on of the Kayadez62 and Brink-Danan singles out the concepts of 

 
 61 The term “minority” is used here not referring to the Treaty of Lausanne; it is used more 

broadly and represents all minority groups in Turkey.  

 62 In Balbuena’s book (EC@B: @Äy) called Homeless Tongues: Poetry and Languages of the Se-

phardic Diaspora, he explained the difference of Kayadez and Kayades in his footnote as 

follows: “The indecision is likely due to the absence of a complete standard unifica%on of 

the varied Ladino spellings, which are generally phone%c. The Na%onal Ladino Authority in 
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tolerance and cosmopolitanism. According to Yıldız (EC@Y),63 the period be-

fore the Quincentennial Founda%on (from @AoE to @AÄA) was the introversion 

phase, and the period awer the Quincentennial Founda%on was the extraver-

sion phase. This periodiza%on, specifically the era from @AÄA to the present, 

is a useful tool for thinking about the cultural change/shiw on which this dis-

serta%on concentrates. According to Yıldız, the @AACs included an effort 

made by Jewish society to acquaint the Jewish iden%ty to other groups and 

targeted especially the non-minority groups of Turkish society. The establish-

ment of the Quincentennial Founda%on was one means to this end. An in-

crease in the number of “non-Jewish Turkish community”64 akending life cy-

cle events also akests to a community that was becoming less insular and 

closed to present itself to the outside world in some areas. Yıldız (EC@Y) also 

points to the trauma of the ECCx synagogue terrorist akacks and the percep-

%on of the threat of an%semi%sm as precipitants of a new iden%ty strategy 

and “trauma%zed the Turkish Jewish community and created a breaking 

point” (Yıldız, EC@y) in this period. According to her, the ECCx akacks caused 

the Jewish community to con%nue its process of opening up to the outside 

world with “moderate/mild cri%cism,” especially toward poli%cal issues 

(Yıldız, EC@y). Here, regarding her interviews and their subject of interviews, 

it is essen%al to underline that the role of having “moderate cri%cisms” which 

is shouldered by leaders, administrators, ac%ve members, and opinion 

 
Israel and the journal Akí Yerushalaim have suggested a spelling system that is now used as 

the standard by different Ladino groups, but varia%ons s%ll occur.” I prefer to use Kayadez if 

it is not explicitly wriken with “s” in any quota%on.  

 63 Yıldız (EC@Y) focuses on the changes in iden%ty strategies of Turkish Jews during three peri-

ods: the single-party-period (from the establishment of the Republic to @AoE when the 

Wealth Tax was enacted); the era from @AoE to the establishment of the Quincentennial 

Founda%on in @AÄA; and the era from @AÄA to up un%l the present. Yıldız designates the first 

period as the phase of the Turkifica%on efforts, the second period as a long introversion 

phase, and the third period as one of integra%on phase by iden%ty and extroversion strate-

gies. Her current study focuses on the third period par%cularly by employing in-depth inter-

views with administrators, ac%ve members, and opinion leaders of Jewish organiza%ons. Alt-

hough Yıldız’s comprehensive historical periodiza%on is convincing, she fails to include the 

voices of ordinary people in her study.  

 64 Geniş Toplum. 
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leaders.65 However, the an%semi%c issues limit the possibility of visibility in 

some cases for community members, as will be discussed more below.  

Brink-Danan (EC@E) examines the Quincentennial Founda%on’s public re-

la%ons campaign and concludes that all the efforts to establish the Quincen-

tennial Founda%on and the Museum served the idea of introducing Jewish 

iden%ty to the public by promo%ng the Turkish Republic as a land of “toler-

ance and love” towards minority groups. In an earlier ar%cle (Brink-Danan, 

ECCA: @Ä), she stresses the adop%on of the role of the good minority/ boy/ 

child of Turkey. As she states, “In spite of their historically ‘low-profile’ status 

and their individual gestures of assimila%on, in their role as representa%ves 

of Turkey’s ‘good minority’ Jewish community officials increasingly serve in a 

self-conscious role as public advocates.” This role contributed significantly to 

a cosmopolitan and tolerant image of Turkey, that was key to joining the Eu-

ropean Union. As Turkey’s model minority, Jews became living proof of the 

recogni%on of diversity and cosmopolitanism. This role became prominent 

with the @AAE celebra%on of the fiwh centenary of Jewish life in Turkey.   

This campaign was built around a na%on of Jewish gra%tude for Oko-

man and Turkish hospitality and dovetailed with warming rela%ons 

with both Israel and the United States (and the “West” more gener-

ally). The QF (Quincentennial Founda%on) began its ac%vi%es by hir-

ing a public rela%ons firm, the GCI Group, to help them network with 

interna%onal academic ins%tu%ons, Jewish organiza%onal leaders, 

fundraisers, tourism offices, and museums (Brink-Danan, EC@E: xB). 

Bali’s analysis of the establishment of the Quincentennial Founda%on66 is 

similar to Brink-Danan’s, 

The work of re-conceptualiza%on has been largely entrusted to The 

Quincentennial Founda%on, an organiza%on established by the com-

munity’s leadership in @AÄA for the purpose of commemora%ng and 

celebra%ng the YCC year anniversary (@AAE) of the arrival of Spanish 

 
 65 Bali calls them as Jewish community’s elites (Bali, ECCob).  

 66 hkps://www.rifatbali.com/images/stories/dokumanlar/those_who_try_to_forget.pdf (Ac-

cessed, August Ey, ECEo). 
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Jewry on Okoman shores, as well as to be the vehicle for ‘explaining’ 

to the world the humane treatment meted out to the Jews by the 

Okoman Empire and its successor, the Turkish Republic. 

While examining the @AACs, Bali (EC@E) also adds that  

In effect, Turkey’s Jewish community was being entrusted by the state 

with the role of Turkey’s “model minority,” a task that would both 

dis%nguish and distance it form the other major non-Muslim commu-

ni%es (Greek and Armenians). For the old guard Republican elites, the 

Jewish community represented a shining example of how the state 

could and should establish harmonious rela%ons with the country’s 

minori%es (Bali, EC@E: ooy). 

Bali observes this aòtude as a “survival strategy,”67 and it requires “re-con-

ceptualized historical understanding” and “beau%fied” accounts of the com-

munity’s past. It also needed to “learn(ing) to get along with the State” and 

to “be(ing) of service to the State.”68 So, to be the “most favored community” 

(Bali, EC@E: ooy) brings some results, refrainment and gains like publicly 

denying an%semi%sm and its importance (Bali, EC@E: oY@). 

 When examining the Founda%on’s campaign for public awareness, 

Brink-Danan provides some examples of these voluntary promo%onal ac%vi-

%es, including seminars, establishing ins%tu%onal rela%ons, publishing and 

sponsoring books. Among the laker is Shaw’s book (@AA@) Jews of the ODo-

man Empire and the Turkish Republic. The book was dedicated to the broth-

erhood and friendship between the Muslims and Jewish Turks of the 

 
 67 “The community leaders’ pursuit of a policy of compliance and collabora%on with the state 

appeared to them the best— and perhaps only—way of ensuring the community’s survival” 

(Bali, EC@E: oYo). 

 68 “The scope and meaning of ‘being of service to the State’ has expanded since the @AÄCs, 

when the Jewish community and its members have been ‘recruited’ to perform public rela-

%ons worldwide—and in the United States, in par%cular— work in coordina%on with the 

Foreign Ministry of Turkey, which has faced increasing cri%cism for its human rights viola-

%ons, its oppression of its Kurdish popula%on and for the Armenian genocide” (Bali, ECCY: 

B). 
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Republic of Turkey. Addi%onally, the museum exhibits at this %me focused on 

Turkish tolerance. Baer69 summarizes all these akempts as follows:  

As the Jewish community of Turkey celebrated the anniversary, the 

myth of “five hundred years of friendship” between the two peoples 

was repeated by community leaders and prominent Jewish business-

men in the press and media, including in the Jewish newspaper Şa-

lom, and books were published to disseminate the thesis to the wid-

est possible interna%onal audience (Baer, ECEC: @BE). 

The European Day of Jewish Culture (Yahudi Kültrü Avrupa Günü), introduced 

in ECC@, consists of several ac%vi%es and shows intended to introduce Jewish 

culture to especially the non-Jewish community in the public sphere.70 There 

has also been an increase in the areas where Jews and non-Jews encounter 

each other with the purpose of educa%ng the general public about Jewish 

iden%ty. Brink-Danan, while examining these examples and the changed dis-

course, concludes that “This new poli%cs of friendship between Turkish Jewish 

elites and their government allows Turkish Jews a more public role than they 

have previously enjoyed (or even desired)” (Brink-Danan, EC@E: YA). All in all, 

she adds, “If historically, the modus operandi of Turkish Jews was to keep a 

low profile (Bali, ECCy) now Jews (correctly, their officials and other prominent 

figures) have changed tac%cs” (Brink-Danan, EC@E: BC).  

 Jewish existence, iden%ty, and prac%ces entered the public arena. The 

differences between the Jews and the majority, which were based on tradi-

%ons, language, accents, rituals, beliefs, and music, started to be displayed 

openly. However, this visibility remained in “de-poli%cized venues (such as 

 
 69 Prof. Marc David Baer is a historian and works at the Department of Interna%onal History at 

LSE. He is the author of two significant books in Jewish history: The Dönme: Jewish Converts, 

Muslim Revolu+onaries, and Secular Turks (fwgw) and Sultanic Saviors and Tolerant Turks: 

Wri+ng ODoman Jewish History, Denying Armenian Genocide (ECEo). In the second book, 

he focuses on the Jewish people’s aòtude of gra%tude and its roots during their YCC years 

of living in these lands. 

 70 hkps://www.salom.com.tr/haber/@@AAÄo/yahudi-kulturu-avrupa-gunu-Eo-ekimde-

ka%limcilariyla-bulusacak (Accessed, December @@, ECEE). 
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the museum, public concerts, and visual art exhibi%ons)” (Brink-Danan, EC@E: 

BC). 

 Brink-Danan also discusses the difference between the official discourse 

and the prac%ces of Jewish lay people. She examines what it means for Jews 

to live as a “tolerated minority” in contemporary Istanbul between @AAE and 

ECCA. While the Quincentennial Founda%on celebrated   difference publicly, 

Brink-Danan discerned a tension between the public and private sphere. The 

Jewish community members s%ll kept their Jewishness secret, e.g. lay people 

s%ll had some concerns about affixing a mezuzah on their doorposts. The 

most crucial turning point in the propaga%on of what Brink-Danan calls a 

“tolerance trope” was the terrorist akack in ECCx. She lists the precau%ons 

taken, such as marked buildings, high surrounding walls, metal detectors and 

trained personnel, and asks an essen%al ques%on: “If Jews feel at home in 

Turkey, why do they place so much emphasis on security?” (Brink-Danan, 

EC@E: ÄY). There were concerns about the willingness to tolerate difference 

in the public sphere as well as about security risks, which limited the visibility 

of Jews in the public sphere. 

The state of extroversion has manifested itself not only in religious events 

but also in cultural and religious spaces in varying shapes and forms. The dis-

course of Kayadez (Ovadia, ECCE: @Ao) —being silent and invisible—, was be-

coming less prominent awer years of ascendancy. The word Kayadez in Judeo 

Spanish/Ladino means as Ovadia (ECCE: @Ao) explains: 

Kayadez (silence). It must have been one of the first commands 

learned in a Jewish family. And the index finger touching both lips. 

Hush sign. Do not talk about poli%cs in public. Not only poli%cs, but 

anything that touches water and soap71 is not talked about, com-

plained about, remembered or told. 72 

 
 71 “Not touching water and soap” is a Turkish phrase which could be translated as “without 

stepping on any landmines.”  

 72 The original text reads: “Kayadez (suskunluk). Yahudi bir ailede öğrenilen ilk komutlardan 

biri olsa gerek. Ve iki dudağın üstüne değdirilen işaret parmağı. Sus işare%. Herkesin 

ortasında siyaseken konuşulmaz. Yalnızca siyaseken değil, suya sabuna dokunacak hiçbir 

şeyden konuşulmaz, şikayet edilmez, hajrlanmaz, anlajlmaz.” 
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Yet this tradi%on of Kayadez has reappeared under various circumstances re-

la%ng to the poli%cal conjuncture in Turkey. This adherence to this prac%ce is 

most prevalent especially among the older genera%ons. According to Bali, 

Kayadez has two cri%cal factors: being silent/quiet and low-profile. It mainly 

refers to not standing out, being invisible in the public sphere, not drawing the 

aken%on of the non-Jewish Turkish community, not leading a lifestyle too vis-

ible and remaining quiet (Bali, ECCY). The interviews held for this disserta%on 

show that Kayadez and keeping a low profile (in life cycle events) are prac%ces 

that are s%ll being requested of the Jewish community members by the reli-

gious authority and lay leaders and this type of behavior was mostly under-

lined during the interviews conducted with religious authority.  

 Kayadez also covers “not publicly expressing cri%cal views of either the 

Turkish Republic, Turkish society or the country’s history,” and it is warning 

made “both within the family, passed down from the older genera%on to the 

younger members, and as an exhorta%on from the Chief Rabbi to members 

of the community” (Bali, ECCY: @). According to Bali, the tradi%on of being 

silent commenced during the “Ci%zen, Speak Turkish!” campaign held in 

@AEÄ, and the tradi%on of keeping a low profile was a reac%on to the dispro-

por%onal levying of the Wealth Tax/Capital Tax on non-Muslim minori%es in 

@AoE. Lastly, Bali stresses that “this ‘silent’ approach is not only a method of 

survival; it is simultaneously an expression of a profound distrust of both the 

regime and Turkish society as a whole” (Bali, ECCY: x). This mistrust and in-

security were reinforced by the terrorist akacks and some poli%cal measures 

that took place over the years. 

However, this Kayadez approach reshaped over the years. In her book, 

Yılmazcan Simoneò (Yılmazcan Simoneò, ECEE)73 reproduced an interview 

 
 73 Muteber Yılmazcan Simoneò, who works with Community Founda%ons Representa%ves, in-

terviewed twenty-seven intellectuals and administrators represen%ng the following minor-

ity communi%es with whom she was in contact:: the Greek, Armenian, Jewish, Georgian, 

Catholic, and Syriac Orthodox communi%es. 
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with community leader Moris Levi,74 who offers cri%cal insight about what it 

means to not stand out: 

There is a basic principle among the Jews; It is not important to be 

right, it is important to be smart! Being smart requires not drawing 

aken%on too much, not standing out too much, and adap%ng. So, this 

is an essen%al contradic%on. When I look at the last @CC years, the 

first communists were Jews. They were accused of being terrorists in 

Europe, and the first capitalists were Jews. This %me, they were ac-

cused of being bloodsuckers! There are many contradic%ons like 

these two very extreme contradic%ons, and the Jews realized that 

you can be declared a scapegoat under any circumstances, so be in-

conspicuous do not stand out (Yılmazcan Simoneò, ECEE: yo). 75 

When discussing the campaign of “Ci%zen, Speak Turkish!” and the abandon-

ment of the Ladino language, Levi adds:  

No, it is not fear; if you want to live well and comfortably, you must 

adapt! They accuse Jews of being cowards; It is true. You can call this 

cowardice, or you can call it the ins%nct not to cause trouble/provoke 

a quarrel or waste energy in vain (Yılmazcan Simoneò, ECEE: yo). 76 

 
 74 Moris Levi was the fourth-term Representa%ve of Community Founda%ons between EC@Ä 

and ECE@. He has also been the Deputy Chairman of the Turkish Jewish Community since 

EC@C. 

 75 The original text reads: “Yahudilerde bir temel prensip vardır; haklı olmak önemli değildir, 

akıllı olmak önemlidir! Akıllı olmak fazla göze batmamayı, fazla öne çıkmamayı, uyum sağla-

mayı gerek%riyor.Yani önemli bir çelişkidir. Son @CC yıla bakjğımda ilk komünistler Yahudi’dir; 

Avrupa’da terrorist olmakla suçlanmışlar, ilk kapitalistler de Yahudi’dir; kan emici olmakla 

suçlanmışlardı bu defa! Bu iki çok ekstrem çelişki gibi çok çelişki var ve Yahudiler fark etmişler 

ki her koşulda günah leçisi ilan edilebilirsin, onun için silik ol, göze batma” (Yılmazcan Simo-

neò, ECEE: yo). 

 76 The original text reads: “Yok, korku değil, sen iyi ve rahat yaşamak is%yorsan uyum sağlamak 

zorundasın! Yahudileri kokaklıkla suçlarlar; doğrudur. Buna korkaklık da diyebilirsiniz, maraza 

çıkarmama, boşu boşuna enerjiyi tüketmeme içgüdüsü de diyebilirsiniz” (Yılmazcan Simo-

neò, ECEE: yo). 
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So, the tradi%on of Kayadez is s%ll there, but it has been reshaped in different 

periods and in various contexts. At this %me, it is associated with “being 

smart,” not “cowardice” anymore. The extraversion stage and the tradi%on 

of Kayadez seem contradictory, yet they go hand in hand, taking on new 

forms with the passing of %me. It is a survival strategy and when they are 

accepted to be Turkey’s face of tolerance, it also comes from their aòtude 

of being a “good boy.”  

However, this subservient aòtude started to change at a point due to 

both the lay leaders and ordinary Jewish community members. However, the 

roles played by the two were not same. For the first %me, very few cri%cal 

approaches and more poli%cized comments were discernible in the public 

sphere and they were not represented the religious authority or ac%ve Jew-

ish lay leader. Two significant incidents recalled by Bali in his interview77 with 

the Gazetevatan newspaper may be iden%fied as turning points. The first one 

is noted in, Bensiyon Pinto’s autobiographical book, I Could Not Tell You More 

(Being a Jew in the non-Jewish Society),78 published in ECCÄ. In this book, 

Pinto, long-term president of the Jewish community between @AÄA and ECCx 

and later Honorary President complains publicly: “Why do you not accept 

the Turkish Jews as Turks?”. According to Bali, this was an unprecedented 

ac%on. The second incident is the leker79 sent in ECCA by a Jewish “Turkish 

woman,”80 academic Leyla Navaro, to Radikal, one of the most-read newspa-

pers of the period. In this leker, Navaro asks several ques%ons with refer-

ences to the Gaza War (ECCÄ-ECCA):  

What does it mean when it is said, ‘We are the grandchildren of the 

Okomans who saved you from Spain?’ Is the fact that my ancestors 

 
 77 Rıfat Bali. (ECCA) Newspaper Gazetevatan. hkps://www.gazetevatan.com/arsiv/rifat-bali-

vatana-konustu-yEÄy@x (Accessed, May @Ä, ECEE). 

 78 The original name of the book is Anlatmasam Olmazdı (Geniş Toplumda Yahudi Olmak). 

 79 hkps://tEo.com.tr/haber/turkiyede-yahudi-olmak-YCC-yillik-yalnizlik,EYÄB@#google_vi-

gneke (Accessed, August EA, ECEo). 

 80 In her leker, Navaro states that she was described with these two words in the academy 

abroad. Here, she underlines that she is not defined as a Jewish woman; instead, she is de-

scribed as a Turkish woman, which Navaro wants to be accepted in her country as well.  
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were accepted by the Okoman Sultan YCC years ago s%ll recorded in 

my material and moral debt? Am I s%ll considered a guest in this land 

where I was born and raised, where I fulfilled my du%es as a ci%zen, 

and where I actually contributed to its development? Should I walk 

around with my head bowed? Should I be subjected to threats? And 

should I stomach this situa%on? 81 

She adds, “The ‘cultural mosaic’ that is so talked and bragged about is just a 

touris%c slogan, a misconcep%on, an illusion...”82  

This cri%cal and “poli%cal” movement which started among couple of 

people gained momentum and by EC@Y was embraced by the leadership of 

the Jewish community. The state of showing oneself, which was ini%ally de-

poli%cized, started to become poli%cized. Several examples reflec%ng this 

change are the Hanukkah celebra%on, the website of Avlaremoz, the new 

permanent exhibi%on in the museum, the Struma commemora%on, the Club 

serial, the symposium in the Pera Museum, and the virtual tour in the mu-

seum. The Hanukkah fes%val,83 akended by the community’s poli%cal and 

religious leaders was celebrated in the public sphere for the first %me in EC@Y 

and Hanukkah candles were lit together with the “non-Jewish Turkish 

 
 81 The original text reads: “Sizleri İspanya’dan kurtaran Osmanlı’nın torunlarıyız” dendiğinde 

ne kastediliyor acaba? YCC yıl önce ecdadımın Osmanlı Padişahı tara¥ndan kabul edilmesi 

hâlâ maddi manevi borç haneme mi yazılı? Doğup büyüdüğüm, bir vatandaş olarak 

görevlerimi yerine ge%rdiğim, fiilen gelişmesine katkıda bulunduğum bu topraklarda hâlâ 

misafir mi addediliyorum? Boynu bükük mü dolaşmalıyım? Tehdit aljnda kalmaya namzet 

miyim? Ve bu durumu sindirmeli miyim?”. 

 82 The original text reads: “O kadar sözü edilen, gururla taşınan ‘kültür mozaik’i sadece bir tur-

is%k slogan, bir yanılgı, yanılsamaymış...” hkps://tEo.com.tr/haber/turkiyede-yahudi-olmak-

YCC-yillik-yalnizlik,EYÄB@#google_vigneke (Accessed, August EA, ECEo). 

 83 “In order to fight against prejudice, community leaders have therefore agreed to intervene 

in the public space for a few years without losing a certain reserve. For the first %me, in EC@Y, 

the ligh%ng of Hanukkah candles by the Chief Rabbi took place in a square in Istanbul in the 

presence of Turkish officials.” hkps://k-larevue.com/en/turkey-the-new-visibility-of-the-

jewish-community/ (Accessed, December @@, ECEE). 
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community.”84 This ac%on clearly served the aim of publicly staging the Jew-

ish community and its religious and cultural tradi%ons. 

The second important example of this process is the Avlaremoz 85 plat-

form, which was not produced by the ins%tu%onal management of the com-

munity but was created in EC@B, especially by the younger genera%on of the 

Jewish community. Avlaremoz literally means to speak, the opposite of Kaya-

dez. The members of this alterna%ve plaöorm evaluate all events cri%cally 

and do not hesitate to cri%cize the necessary authori%es—both Jewish and 

non-Jewish—aloud. The cri%cs involved in this bokom up ini%a%ve were at 

%me seen by the lay leaders as naughty children of the community. However, 

it was a very valuable ini%a%ve and for the first %me, a group of youth have 

a voice to cri%cize the events in the Jewish community and out of the Jewish 

community,  past and ongoing an%semi%c incidents in Turkey.86 While the 

Jewish authori%es felt that there should be limits to cri%cism, they never 

voiced these sen%ments aloud; warnings and discontent were always ex-

pressed behind closed doors. 

The third indica%on of change is evidenced in the renewal of the perma-

nent exhibi%on  of the Quincentennial Founda%on Museum of Turkish Jews 

“with updated content and modern exhibi%on technologies”87 in December 

EC@Y its new premises in the Neve Shalom Synagogue. In addi%on to the sym-

bolic meaning of the change of place, the newly designed museum also dis-

played the prayer hall of the synagogue behind security glass of the highest 

standards. The new permanent exhibi%on was bolder than the previous one 

in confron%ng the Turkish historical narra%ve. This aòtude was a new and 

different step for the Turkish Jewish Community. While discussing the mu-

seum, the rise of the heritage project in the Jewish community should be 

 
 84 Non-Jewish Turkish community - Geniş Toplum. 
 85 hkps://www.avlaremoz.com/ (Accessed, June o, ECEx). 

 86 This ini%a%ve’s establishment story also went hand in hand with the Camp Armen Resistance 

(star%ng from May, EC@Y), which was against the decision to demolish the camp in Tuzla, 

Istanbul. Camp Armen is an old Armenian orphanage. The effects of the Gezi movement 

cannot be ignored as well.  

 87 hkps://www.muzeYCC.com/index.php?op%on=com_content&view=ar%-

cle&id=xÄ&Itemid=@EE&lang=en (Accessed, December @@, ECEE). 
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noted. Kaymak (ECEo: y) underlines the efforts made to grow prominence in 

cultural heritage projects in her ar%cle. According to her, “despite the dwin-

dling and aging popula%on,” it is also related to “break the tradi%onal ‘invis-

ibility/low-profile aòtude’ of the Jewish community,” “preserve minority 

cultures,” and “transfer of Turkey’s local Jewish cultural memory of future 

genera%ons” (Kaymak, ECEo: y).88  

A fourth akesta%on of change is the annual na%onal commemora%on of 

the Struma Disaster, ini%ated in EC@Y.89 Fiwh, in the cultural arena is the Net-

flix series %tled Kulüp (The Club, ECE@),90 for which several community lead-

ers served as consultants. Employing more than fiwy Jewish actors and ac-

tresses, the series expressed and promoted the Jewish way of life and, 

through a medium with a vast audience reach, became quite the sensa%on 

in Turkey. Some have described it as “a media revolu%on for the Jewish com-

munity in Turkey.”91 It was the first %me that ordinary Jewish life could be 

seen in mass media, and Ladino heard in that frequency. More importantly, 

the story is based on the trauma%c memory of Wealth Tax and the Septem-

ber @AYY Pogroms. A researcher fellow, Liora Morhayim said, such visibility in 

the media without any nega%ve connota%ons was a novum for the Jewish 

community. 

 
 88 The heritage projects and efforts in this arena could be another disserta%on topic. S%ll, I 

want to stress here that this effort of heri%za%on of Jewish culture is also not special to 

Turkey or the Sephardi Jewish community. It is possible to see it in different parts of Europe. 

According to During, heritage discourse is also a maker of iden%ty construc%on and can be 

instrumentalized and commodified in branding efforts in Europe (During, EC@@: @y-x@). For 

the Jewish community in Turkey, the heritage and cultural arena is partly less risky, more 

open to be controlled by religious authority and lay leaders, and a good, rich resource to be 

in the public sphere. It also helps for the reputa%on of the community in the interna%onal 

arena. 

 89 hkp://www.tarihhaber.net/struma-ilk-kez-devlet-duzeyinde-bir-torenle-anildi/ (Accessed, 

March @o, ECEo). 

 90 It was released on Y November ECE@. 

 91 hkps://k-larevue.com/en/turkey-the-new-visibility-of-the-jewish-community/ (Accessed, 

December @@, ECEE). 
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It is an incredible feeling. This is the first %me I heard Ladino spoken 

on television. For the first %me, the story of a Jew from Turkey is fea-

tured in a mainstream media outlet. We are a very, very small society 

in Turkey. Are we visible anymore? Then, it was a big surprise that 

such a good job was done. Moreover, I was surprised that it was not 

viewed from a cliché point of view but was actually made with every 

detail in mind. Furthermore, the series also has a poli%cal side. It is 

not just a work glossed over with cultural elements such as Ladino. 

The poli%cal aspects of the period, such as the Turkifica%on policies 

and the Wealth Tax, are also combined with other sides of the story. 

Taken together, it was so surprising and so beau%ful. 92 

While this was a bold step taken by community leaders, it was also a move 

that was greeted with both surprise and secret pride by community mem-

bers. 

The sixth example of a changing approach in the cultural arena is the 

symposium held at the Pera Museum. With the help of the Turkish Theatre 

Founda%on, a two-day symposium %tled Jewish Theatre of Turkey was orga-

nized in ECEx.93 The last example is a step taken by the Quincentennial Foun-

da%on Museum of Turkish Jews in April ECEo.94 The ins%tu%on launched a 

virtual museum experience.95 Visitors in Turkey and worldwide can watch 

videos, collec%ons from exhibi%ons, and photographs, and take a tour that 

 
 92 hkps://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-YAEExACA.amp (Accessed, July @y, ECEo). 

The original text reads: “İnanılmaz bir duygu. İlk defa televizyonda Ladino konuşulduğunu 

duyuyorum. İlk kez Türkiyeli bir Yahudi'nin hikayesi ana akımda bir yayın organında merkezde 

bulunuyor. Türkiye'de çok çok küçük bir toplumuz, "Arjk görünüyor muyuz?" derken böyle 

bir işin yapılması büyük sürpriz oldu. "Üstelik klişe bir yerden bakılmaması, gerçekten en ince 

ayrınjsına kadar düşünülerek yapılması beni şaşır∏. Üstelik poli%k bir tara¥ da var dizinin. 

Sadece Ladino gibi kültürel öğelerle geçiş%rilmiş bir iş değil. O dönemdeki Türkleş%rme poli-

%kaları, Varlık Vergisi gibi poli%k tarafların da hikayenin diğer tarafları ile birlikte ele alınması 

çok şaşırjcı ve çok güzeldi.” 

 93 hkps://www.salom.com.tr/haber/@Eyxyy/istanbul-iki-gun-turkiyedeki-yahudi-%yatrosunu-

konustu (Accessed, March @o, ECEo). 

 94 hkps://www.aejm.org/projects/new-virtual-museum-tour-museum-of-turkish-jews/ (Ac-

cessed, July @y, ECEo). 
 95 hkps://xdtour.muzeYCC.com/ (Accessed, July @y, ECEo). 
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includes informa%on on several topics. Accessibility is the main goal of this 

step taken by the Jewish lay leaders and the Quincentennial Founda%on Mu-

seum of Turkish Jews.  

What is important here is to be able to examine who is advancing this 

poli%ciza%on process. In addi%on to the courageous and controlled ac%ons 

of lay leaders, it is more difficult to observe the individual ac%ons of commu-

nity members. In this sense, although the Avlaremoz plaöorm has made a 

big splash, the point it has reached in the last period, the fact that “non-

Jewish” and academic writers are in the majority or con%nue their lives with 

Jewish writers abroad, is an indica%on of how difficult it is to create this crit-

ical voice as a community member in Turkey. 

Before concluding this part, I would like men%on the internal changes of 

the Jewish community during these years. A seminal event for the Turkish 

Jewish community was the arrival of Rabbi Mendy Chitrik in ECCx.96 He is an 

Ashkenazi Jew from the United States and works for the Chabad Organiza-

%on. Interes%ngly, in the notes sec%on of her book Brink-Danan describes 

the conversa%on about Chabad that she had with a Jewish leader whom she 

met during her ethnographic fieldwork between ECC@ and ECCx: 

When I asked a local Turkish Jewish educator if he was worried about 

the power of Chabad to change the community, he replied: ‘If one 

person can change our community, maybe the community needs 

changing.’ I would argue that the Chabad Rabbi in Istanbul, far from 

being “one person,” is an emissary of one of the most powerful Jew-

ish organiza%ons in the world, one that sees as its purpose the 

 
 96 Rabbi Menachem Mendel Chitrik, born in Israel, is the Chabad emissary to Turkey and Rabbi 

of the Istanbul Ashkenazi community. hkps://www.chabad.org/search/key-

word_cdo/kid/Exo@C/jewish/Mendy-Chitrik.htm (Accessed, December @E, ECEE). 

hkps://www.%mesofisrael.com/chabad-rabbi-tweets-unusual-x-week-jewish-heritage-

road-trip-deep-into-turkey/ (Accessed, December @E, ECEE).  He is also “a Rabbi who over-

sees kosher cer%fica%on in dozens of factories across the country”. hkps://www.%mesofis-

rael.com/chabad-rabbi-tweets-unusual-x-week-jewish-heritage-road-trip-deep-into-tur-

key/ (Accessed, December @E, ECEE). He has been the chairman of the Alliance of Rabbis in 

the Islamic States since EC@A.  

hkps://www.rabbisalliance.org/communi%es/turkey/ (Accessed, December @E, ECEE). 
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imposi%on of its par%cular values and interpreta%ons of Jewish law 

on all Jews worldwide. …. As such, the appearance and impact of the 

Chabad movement in Istanbul in the twenty-first century likely de-

serves a book of its own, but is largely beyond the purview of this 

work (Brink-Danan, EC@E: @yy). 

When we look closely at the changes that have been made, especially in re-

ligious areas and some life cycle events, Danan’s claim that this person would 

prove to be a very powerful and potent agent in direc%ng the changes in the 

community from the moment of his arrival has been confirmed. His presence 

has also meant the crea%on of rela%vely new ins%tu%ons, but this was not 

due solely to his powerful influence. At the ins%tu%onal level, the changes 

and transforma%ons in the life cycle events are also related to the role of lay 

leaders in the community. Every leader has a different type of administra%ve 

style, and could poten%ally make a difference in this area. Rela%vely the 

younger genera%on group who has taken an ac%ve role in the community 

since the ECCCs. This new group of people (mostly men), who are educated, 

visionary, ac%vely par%cipate in professional life, has held roles at the Chief 

Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, Hegkom, Bar and Bat Mitsva 

Clubs, the Execu%ve Commikee, different posi%ons in the line management 

of the Turkish Jewish community and also as Vice President and President of 

the Jewish Community. As modern and open-minded individuals, they have 

succeeded in ushering in many changes in terms of standardiza%on and pro-

fessionaliza%on in the community.  

All in all, the Istanbul Jewish Community has gained more public visibility 

recently than in the past, especially since the early @AACs. But just as in other 

countries, there is s%ll a concern about safety in this group. Even if the com-

munity is interwoven with the “non-Jewish Turkish community” in daily life, 

it is nonetheless closed, guarded, and cau%ous in some social and religious 

seòngs. Synagogues are not as inclusive and accessible to everyone, partly 

due to historical occurrences like the trauma of the ECCx terror akacks. 

While this shiw in the cultural field is happening, while the state of opening 

up to the outside world is so intense, even though the Kayadez tradi%on was 

broken in some ways, this act of keeping a low profile, frankly, the state of 

not showing the wealth,  con%nued to be supported ins%tu%onally by the 
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religious authority, as will be exemplified in Part E in the discussion of deci-

sions made regarding life cycle celebra%ons. These changes and how the re-

ligious authori%es, lay leaders, community members, and the market posi-

%oned themselves in the face of the shiwing aòtudes of the community will 

be examined further below. 
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Part E. HiMorical Context and Current Position of the 

Turkish Jewish Sephardi Community and Life Cycle     

FeMive Events From @ABC to ECEC 

his part provides the ethnographic findings of the study and the results of 

field research and in-depth interviews are discussed in the context of his-

torical change in religious life cycle ceremonies from @ABC to ECEC. The histor-

ical changes in three fes%ve religious ceremonies, namely Bar/Bat Mitzvah, 

Brith Milah, and Jewish wedding are given in three headlines. These headlines 

stress different categories: educa%on, place, food, music, rules, rituals, associ-

a%on, and dress/costume. 

The structure of this part is as follows: To be consistent with the chrono-

logical order in one’s life cycle, first Brith Milah, and followed by Bar/t Mitz-

vah, and then the wedding will proceed. The Brith Milah chapter starts with 

brief historical changes of the event and venues. It also touches more upon 

the issues of security and an%semi%sm and their effects on the venues and 

events than the other life cycle events, as it gives the background of the issue 

and because it is the first life cycle event to be discussed. For the Bar/t Mitz-

vah chapter, a brief historical background of the event is presented, and then 

the focus is on religious ceremonies. During this process, relevant educa%on 

modules, training, and venues are emphasized. Awerward, the recep%on of 

these rites of passage is discussed. However, while doing all this, it is also 

discussed what kind of nego%a%on the three agents are in. In addi%on, the 

regula%ons of kashrut and Shabbat are discussed in this chapter. When it 

T 



B E L İ N  B E N E Z R A  Y E N S A R FAT İ  

@CÄ 

comes to the Jewish wedding chapter, it proceeds in a different structure 

than the other two life cycle events. The reason why the wedding chapter is 

different from the others is that the informa%on obtained from the inter-

views allows some generaliza%ons to be made decade by decade unlike other 

rites of passage. The informa%on collected about the past is more accumu-

lated than the other life cycle events. In addi%on, the changes given consent 

by the religious authority and the nego%a%on between three agents are 

more powerful than the other life cycle events. Therefore, the chapter pro-

ceeds as follows: First, the focus is on the recep%on of the wedding and reli-

gious ceremony together because, in some areas, it is impossible to discuss 

it separately. Then, historical changes in the religious and celebratory event 

of the wedding are presented in detail decade by. Then, the official wedding 

recep%on is added to this discussion. During this chapter, the Jewish wedding 

is discussed in terms of educa%on, dress, par%cular rituals, and music. 

Several ques%ons are answered in this Part: Do life cycle events 

change/transform historically, and if so, in what way? While this change is 

taking place, which actors take roles in this arena and ensure this change? 

How do these three actors become agents for years, and what are their roles 

in this field by referring to Bourdieu? In this nego%a%on arena (life cycle 

events), what steps are taken and what are the actors’ primary mo%va%ons 

for taking these steps? Who controls the ideal defini%on of the “proper” and 

“good” Jew and who has control of the prac%ces? While these ques%ons are 

answered, it also touches on ‘how do an%semi%sm and the issue of security 

affect life cycle events as a minority group in Turkish society?’ And ‘How 

does the socio-cultural change in Turkish society affect the life cycle arena of 

Jewish society?’. 

For this Part, looking at the historical framework to understand and dis-

cuss the change’s fluidity, transforma%on, and nego%a%ons is valuable. As 

discussed in Part @, the three main characters of this field, namely the family 

members/couples, the market, and the actors of religious ins%tu%on are 

touched while providing examples and the changes through the years. It is a 

field in which three actors take different posi%ons, applying various strate-

gies and capital, and all of them contribute to the Jewish community’s ethno-

religious communal iden%ty. 
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Life Cycle FeMive Event: Brith Milah 

§ â.Ñ Religious Ceremony and the Meaning of Brith Milah in    

Turkish Jewish Society 

 

rith Milah has been prac%ced and has been central to Jewish tradi%on 

for thousands of years. By defini%on, Brith Milah is a ceremony, in which 

a mohel cuts off the part of a baby’s foreskin, is supposed to hold on the 

eighth day awer birth according to Jewish tradi%on. In fact, the circumcision 

opera%on takes a couple of minutes, and the whole ceremony lasts approxi-

mately thirty minutes, including prayers. If there is a medical reason1 which 

prevents the baby boy from being circumcised, the Brith Milah ceremony 

could be postponed. According to Goldberg (EC@x: ox), “This was not unu-

sual, because under rabbinic law, the principle of preserving life takes prec-

edence over the observance of other commandments.”  

Brith Milah ceremony refers to the convenient between Abraham and 

God as it is wriken in the Bible (Genesis @y: @-@o) and was the first command-

ment given to Abraham and his descendants. In Turkish Jewish tradi%on, like 

other Jewish socie%es, the eight-day-old baby boy is laid on a pillow and 

 
 1 Such as need an intensive care or having hepa%%s, etc. As it seen in Istanbul Jewish society, 

if some%mes medical problems such as the penis hole being in a different loca%on may pre-

vent circumcision from being performed. 

B 
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usually held by the family’s eldest male member or his grandfather siòng on 

the prophet Elijah’s chair as a part of tradi%on. As believed, the prophet Eli-

jah presents at every Brith Milah ceremony. In Turkish tradi%on, the first-

born boy is the male’s family responsibility, and the second-born boy is the 

female’s family responsibility. This responsibility usually includes providing 

the economic burden of the ceremony and being named awer the grandfa-

ther’s name in tradi%onal families. In tradi%onal families, the family mem-

bers typically keep the baby’s name secret, and announced the name for the 

first %me at Brith Milah ceremony. As Goldberg discusses that Brith Milah is 

the special character of Judaism and this ritual symbolizes Jews in Western 

culture (Goldberg, EC@x: EÄ), but in Turkey, it does not create such a big dif-

ference as in Western culture. As known, Turkey is a mostly Muslim-popu-

lated country and almost every boy has been circumcised, but there is no 

need to say that the way Jews have it is different from a Muslim one. In ad-

di%on, Brith Milah or circumcision is not seen as a threat to body integrity 

and has not been discussed as in Western countries. However, it should be 

noted that the meaning and the way of celebra%on differ from the Muslim 

tradi%on.  

When a family has a boy, they need to inform the Chief Rabbinate of Tur-

key and both parents should sign the pe%%on2 to have a Brith Milah cere-

mony for their baby boy. As wriken before, they must complete all kisba pay-

ments to the Chief Rabbinate to have Brith Milah ceremony for their baby 

boy. Awer the Brith Milah ceremony, the document below is given to the 

family by the Chief Rabbinate. 

 
 2 This requirement has been adapted awer having some problem with mixed marriage cou-

ples. 
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Figure Y.@ Reshut Milah document (birth cer%ficate) from ECEE. 

Except for the health issues evaluated and examined by the doctor, at the 

end of the day, religious authority is the agent who decides whether a baby 

boy can have a Brith Milah or not. As Bourdieu (@AA@: A) says, while ordinary 

people are “dispossessed of religious capital,” par%cularly in Turkey, the reli-

gious authority and also religious capital is owned by the Chief Rabbinate. 

While in Europe, Jewish communi%es can be observed clustered around dif-

ferent synagogues from different movements (reformist, liberal, orthodox, 

etc.), in Turkey the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey, which posi%ons itself as Ortho-

dox, is the only trusted, monopolized and powerful informa%on and 

knowledge source for the community and officially leads all forms of religious 

prac%ces and rituals. In addi%on, religious authority also has a bureaucra%c 
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body/apparatus to maintain these regular prac%ces. As Bourdieu underlines, 

this religious capital  

can only be guaranteed by a bureaucra%c apparatus, capable, like the 

church, of enduringly carrying on con%nuous ac%on, that is, the cus-

tom or ordinary rou%ne necessary to guarantee its own reproduc%on 

by reproducing the producers of the goods of salva%on and religious 

services (i.e., the body of priests) and the market offered for these 

goods, that is, the laity (as opposed to the unfaithful and the here%cs) 

as consumers endowed with the minimum religious competence (re-

ligious habitus) necessary to demonstrate the specific need for its 

products (Bourdieu, @AA@: Ex-Eo). 

Religious authority is likewise inherently an agent, who holds religious com-

petency in reserve, has mastery of prac%ce and body of knowledge in this 

field. Yet, when the social and cultural dimension of life cycle events celebra-

%on occurs, different agents such as the market and family members start to 

have a say in this field. As Verter underlines, “In his formula%on (Bourdieu), 

every field may be viewed as an independent game, each with its own spe-

cies of capital” (Verter, ECCx: @YB). All agents use their capital/s as much as 

they can in this field. With respect to all reasons, especially in this life cycle 

event field, religious authority has a more advantaged posi%on and following 

this, religious authority, while making decisions about the rituals and prac-

%ces, by defini%on, has an intense influence on construc%ng the ethno-reli-

gious cultural communal iden%ty. As men%oned, having a dominant deci-

sion-maker posi%on brings the right and monopoly of the decision regarding 

the sons of a mixed marriage given by this ins%tute within the borders of 

Turkey. Bourdieu explains the monopoly as follows: 

Conserva%on of the monopoly over symbolic power, such as religious 

authority, depends on the ability of the ins%tu%on that possesses it 

to make known to those who are excluded from it the legi%macy of 

their exclusion, that is, to make them misrecognize the arbitrariness 

of the monopoliza%on of a power and a competence in principle ac-

cessible to anyone (Bourdieu, @AA@: EY). 
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During the interviews, par%cularly children of mixed marriages3 have come 

across as a subject that is not wanted to be talked about much and avoided 

being brought up. There are several decisions about children of mixed mar-

riage and donor conceived children, which covers who will stay in or out, 

made by religious authority could be given as an example here. One of the 

best examples is that children of mixed marriages and donor conceived chil-

dren4 are not allowed to have a Brith Milah ceremony in Neve Shalom Syna-

gogue and are directed to Balat Hospital, also known as the Jewish hospital 

(Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J, EC@y). At Balat Hospital, again, a 

specific5 mohel, which the Chief Rabbinate assigns, leads the Brith Milah cer-

emony. Although this decision in par%cular, which is not having mixed-mar-

riage children’s Brith Milah ceremony displayed in the synagogue, was 

avoided to put in words and not expressed directly, it is possible to read in 

between the lines that this decision was made because of the inten%on of 

not promo%ng mixed marriages as well.  

THE NUMBER OF BRITH MILAH EVENTS FROM @AÄC TO ECEC 

The distribu%on of the number of Brith Milah by years from @AÄC to ECEC is 

as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 3 Mixed marriages and the children of these marriages are not subject of this disserta%on, but 

this subject examined here to show the role of religious authority in drawing the boundaries 

of this field. This subject is broad enough to be wriken in another disserta%on. 

 4 In the late EC@Y, one example could be shown that Brith Milah ceremony of donor conceived 

baby boy took place in Balat Hospital. Moreover, in some cases of the venue of the mixed 

marriage children’s Brith Milah ceremony can vary according to the background of the fam-

ily, the rela%onship they have with the authority and previous ac%ons taken for their Jewish 

iden%ty in the past. 

 5 In one of the anonym interviews, it is said that the chosen mohel is the one who made the 

“wrong” prac%ces in %me.  
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Table Y.@ The distribu%on of the number of Brith Milah by years from 

@AÄC to ECEC 

Year 
Events in 

Istanbul  
Year 

Events in 

Istanbul 

@AÄC @Yo  ECC@ Y@ 

@AÄ@ @Ey  ECCE YA 

@AÄE @@C  ECCx B@ 

@AÄx @@E  ECCo BY 

@AÄo @Ey  ECCY BA 

@AÄY @@x  ECCB Bx 

@AÄB A@  ECCy ÄÄ 

@AÄy Äo  ECCÄ BE 

@AÄÄ @Cx  ECCA o@ 

@AÄA Äx  EC@C ÄE 

@AAC y@  EC@@ yx 

@AA@ ÄB  EC@E By 

@AAE YB  EC@x YC 

@AAx yC  EC@o oÄ 

@AAo Y@  EC@Y BÄ 

@AAY By  EC@B YB 

@AAB B@  EC@y Yx 

@AAy BB  EC@Ä oE 

@AAÄ BC  EC@A oB 

@AAA xo  ECEC oE 

ECCC oA    

 

When the data is visualized as a line chart, the downward and upward trend 

could be seen in the numbers of Brith Milah between @AÄC-ECEC.6 

 

 
 6 As men%oned in Chapter E, the Brith Milah numbers between @AÄC and @AAC were deduced 

by coun%ng the number of boys registered in the Istanbul Jewish community and es%ma%ng 

that they had a Brith Milah ceremony. 
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Table Y.E The line chart of the Brith Milah numbers between @AÄC and 

ECEC 

 

According to the interviews conducted, the number of newborn boys and 

the number of Brith Milah ceremonies held are almost equal. During the in-

terviews with religious and secular authority, it was stated that the reason 

for this small difference is that some births were given in abroad, such as the 

United States, Canada, etc. Therefore, the Brith Milah ceremony is also per-

formed abroad. Another reason is several medical problems which do not 

allow this ceremony to be performed. The religious authority can trace both 

of these reasons.  

§ â.Ö Historical Change of Brith Milah: Venues, Recep%ons and  

Religious Ceremony  

As men%oned in Chapter @, this sec%on does not just focus on the religious 

Brith Milah ceremony in a synagogue, hospital or home, depending on the 

years, but it also examines the social events and religious ceremony as a 

package. While some components of this package are necessi%es to have a 

Brith Milah, others can be voluntary events. As might be expected, some 

events are expected from the parents socially and culturally. These include 
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the religious ceremony and circumcision, the invita%on for guests to serve 

brunch/feast, or similar kinds of recep%ons. As men%oned above, this chap-

ter also touches more upon the issues of security and an%semi%sm and their 

effects on the venues and events than the other life cycle events. 

There is a historical change in Brith Milah ceremonies and celebra%ons. 

In the @AyCs and early @AÄCs, Brith Milah ceremonies took place in hospitals. 

Awer the Brith Milah ceremony was held in hospitals, the recep%on either 

took place at home or, more commonly, in the hospital, depending on the 

family’s economic situa%on. According to a representa%ve from Company E, 

while talking about the mid-@AyCs, said: 

At that %me, Brith Milah ceremonies were performed at the hospi-

tals. The mother of a baby boy stays in a hospital room, and guests 

come to visit. Visitors were given a bonbonyer7 [candies]. In addi%on 

to that, an open buffet was set up, and lemonade and cake were 

served.  I do not remember exactly; maybe a few sandwiches were 

also served. There was an Ocak Pa+sserie in Şişli, and the family 

bought some food from there, and that was it (Interview with Com-

pany E, November, EC@y). 

Then, the effects of Istanbul’s transforma%on under neoliberal urban policies 

(Keyder, @AAAa) have caused the rise in the number of hotels in Istanbul (see 

Chapter y). Brith Milah recep%ons, including religious ceremonies, started to 

be seen in big hotels. In the second half of the @AÄCs, however, again de-

pending on the economic capital of the family, the Brith Milah ceremony was 

performed in a large hotel, in the hospital or the Barinyurt Nursing Home and 

Elderly Care Center – Or Yom.8 This trend con%nued un%l the end of the 

@AACs. During the @AÄCs, as stated in the interviews, the upper class mostly 

preferred five-star hotels such as Hilton Hotel, or Tarabya Hotel and the styl-

ish Pera Palas Hotel with impressive and elegant recep%ons. The most 

 
 7 The prac%ce of giving candies to guests has become a cultural tradi%on in events in Istanbul. 

These are generally candied almonds in decorated or plain packages. 

 8 The Barinyurt Nursing Home and Elderly Care Center – Or Yom is also called Matan Baseter 

among the Jewish community members and it is under the umbrella of the Neve Shalom 

Synagogue Founda%on. 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

@@y 

commonly chosen hospital was the private American Hospital which primar-

ily addressed rich families. The Şişli Ataman Hospital was also a choice for 

middle-income families.  

In the @AACs, the Divan and Swiss Hotel could be seen as a chosen venue 

for religious ceremonies and recep%ons. In this decade, the guest list became 

more crowded, and the ceremony halls got bigger. A representa%ve from 

Company E says that in the @AACs, it was possible to see xCC invited guests 

for Brith Milah ceremony in a big hotel ballroom with decora%ons and ban-

que%ng (Interview with Company E, November, EC@y). This trend con%nued 

un%l the Neve Shalom Cultural Center which was built to host different cul-

tural events (later host invita%onals) in April @AAÄ. The aim is not just to host 

life cycle events, it is also to bring people together in that venue with cultural 

events (Pinhas et al., ECCE: @ox-@oo). It takes %me to adapt to take all Brith 

Milah ceremonies into the synagogue. According to a representa%ve from 

Company E,  

At first, nobody condescended to host there [Neve Shalom Cultural 

Center]. It was a basement and people thought it was a closed, stuffy 

place. Community members considered that venue as a place where 

people did not have enough money to host their guests in a different 

venue. Volunteer women took care of the cakes and treats services. 

It [Neve Shalom Cultural Center] remained unpopular [compared to 

the other venues] (Interview with Company E, November, EC@y).  

As seen, the Neve Shalom Cultural Center,9 which was built in the basement 

of Synagogue, did not have enough power and charm to akract community 

members to hold their Brith Milah ceremony in this venue in the beginning. 

When the ceremony hall was built within the Neve Shalom, it also included 

open-air space.10 Although the informa%on obtained from interviews was 

quietly vague, it appears that by ECCE, the venue had been renovated to 

 
 9 This place was formerly the first mixed Jewish elementary school. In @AAo, the school was 

moved from here (Sishane) to Ulus where it s%ll func%ons. The second mixed Jewish ele-

mentary school venue turned into a nursing home. The first mixed Jewish elementary school 

venue turned into a Cultural Center (Interview with Company N, June, EC@y).  

 10 Following the ECCx explosions, the structure of the space was changed. 
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make it more akrac%ve for recep%ons with the help of professional Jewish 

catering companies. A lot of money was spent on it (Interview with Rel. and 

Sec. Authority G, EC@y). According to Pinhas et al. (Pinhas et al., ECCE: @EÄ-

@xC), the Neve Shalom Cultural Center consists of the museum unit, the units 

of religious celebra%on events, the cultural ac%vity unit (exhibi%on hall, sem-

inar hall, main hall) in ECCE. Jewish catering companies also played a signifi-

cant role as agent in this field during this construc%on process. Following a 

decision made by Rabbi David Sevi, except for a number of specific Jewish 

companies, no company or person is allowed to work/serve inside the Neve 

Shalom Cultural Center anymore.11 Here, two agents worked together, and 

in fact, religious authority, as a powerful agent in this field, created more 

agents that belonged to the market. 

A second significant decision made by the religious authority was the re-

quirement for the food served to be kosher.12 Especially with regard to serv-

ing kosher food, the community took two significant steps. The first one is 

the establishment of Denet Gıda Company (a kosher food company) in ECCo, 

which will be discussed in Chapter B.x. The second was establishing the La 

Casa de Barinyurt Company13 on December Ä, ECCx, which serves especially 

in life cycle religious events as a catering company.14 Thus, especially in the 

recep%ons that would take place in the Neve Shalom Cultural Center, a com-

pany is ac%vated within the community. At the same %me, the company’s 

market share is enlarged due to restric%ons put in place within the ball-

room/hall of the Neve Shalom.15 As stated in several interviews, not only ca-

tering companies but also some event planning and party organiza%on com-

panies started to recommend this venue to their new customers and told 

 
 11 In interviews, before this decision, a Muslim woman named Suna, who was the one who 

served at this venue, was mostly men%oned person in the interviews. 

 12 Kosher, kashrut in Hebrew, refers to the Jewish dietary laws. It consists of some rules about 

the types of meat and the proper forms of slaughter. According to kashrut rules, it is forbid-

den to eat meat and the dairy products together. 

 13 The financial opera%on of Matan Baseter – Barınyurt. 

 14 This was followed by the establishing of the Do-Go Cateringgw{ Company (The financial op-

era%on of Matan Baseter – Barınyurt) which also took on the service for Turkish Airlines. 

 15 “In Neve Shalom, we work with La Casa, but for Ortakoy Synagogue, other companies can 

work for the invita%onals” (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J, EC@y). 
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them that it was not as old and unakrac%ve as it used to be (Interview with 

Company E, J, M, and, N, June and November, EC@y and interview with Rel. 

and Sec. Authority H, EC@y). The religious authority thereby collaborates with 

the Jewish companies in this event sector to circulate money inside the com-

munity and keep the event kosher. This process and this goal set by the syn-

agogue were reflected in the discourse evinced by some agents of markets 

and members of religious authority during interviews. From %me to %me, 

family members also responded this goal set by the synagogue. They pre-

ferred this venue to host their ceremonies, and the aim of the choice was 

obvious in the interviews. The following sentence presents an example of 

this. “We hosted our occasion that year at the ballroom under the Neve Sha-

lom [Synagogue]. We wanted the money to stay in the community” (Stella 

and Yusuf, June @@, EC@y). So, at the end of the @AACs and the beginning of 

the ECCCs, newly established Jewish catering companies became prominent 

players in Brith Milah recep%ons instead of bakeries, hotel services, etc. Re-

alizing that large amounts of money were being spent on hotels, the 

“komunite” / religious authority intervened in this situa%on in this field and 

as seen, they took several ac%ons for it.  

From the ECCCs onwards, especially awer the ECCx terror akack, major 

changes took place. The Brith Milah numbers taken from the Chief Rabbinate 

Office also show the increase in the number of ceremonies is being held “in-

side/indoor” during this period. When the venue details in the records awer 

ECCC were examined, which will be seen below, it was seen that events were 

held in Izmir, Ankara and Adana and these were subtracted from the total 

number, so these numbers included just the numbers of Istanbul. In addi%on 

to various synagogues such as Ortakoy, Kuzguncuk, Caddebostan, and Neve 

Shalom, as men%oned below, ins%tu%ons such as Balat Hospital, Barunyurt 

Old People’s Home and Goztepe Cultural Associa%on have hosted Brith Mi-

lahs. Apart from this, some Brith Milahs are held in homes and hotels.16 In 

the first analysis, the events were discussed in o categories: Inside events, 

outside, home events and Balat Hospital. Inside events include events held 

 
 16 As stated before, only the total number and Neve Shalom events can be dis%nguished for 

the period ECCA-EC@x. Since the event venue informa%on was not detailed enough in the 

records, so that, this period was not taken into account in the analysis. 
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in synagogues (Kuzguncuk, Ortakoy, Caddebostan, Neve Shalom), The 

Barinyurt Nursing Home and Elderly Care Center – Or Yom and Goztepe Cul-

tural Associa%on. Outside events refer to hotels and the house is self-explan-

atory. Brith Milah of children of mixed marriage is performed at Balat Hospi-

tal. However, not all Brith Milah ceremonies performed at Balat Hospital 

belong to children whose families are mixed marriages. In other words, the 

circumcision of some children whose parents are Jewish can be performed 

in Balat Hospital, depending on the preferences of the families. 

Table Y.x The Brith Milah venues distribu%on between ECCC and ECEC 

Between ECCC-ECCx, in terms of percentage, there was an increase in the 

number of  Brith Milah ceremonies performed “inside.” It could be explained 

by the efforts of religious authority and lay leaders put into it. 
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Table Y.o The Brith Milah percentage distribu%on between ECCC and ECEC 

 

The second analysis shows how high percentages of the ceremonies oc-

curred at Neve Shalom Cultural Center among the “inside” ceremonies be-

tween ECCC-ECCx. As men%oned above, religious authority promotes Neve 

Shalom Cultural Center a lot.  

â.Ö.Ñ The fwwws and fww| Terror ADacks: Transforma+ons and The 

Issue of Security 

As men%oned in Chapter o, on @Y November ECCx, the synchronized terrorist 

akacks happened on two synagogues, namely the Neve Shalom Synagogue 

and the Şişli Beth Israel Synagogue. While a Bar Mitzvah ceremony was held 

on Saturday at the Neve Shalom Synagogue, a bomb-loaded truck exploded 

outside the building. As men%oned before, two minutes later, a second 

bomb-laden truck blew up in front of the Şişli Beth Israel Synagogue in Os-

manbey while the community members were having a Shabbat prayer. This 

was a very significant turning point for the Turkish Jewish community. As a 

result of all these developments, the members of the Istanbul Jewish com-

munity, along with the Jewish communi%es in Turkey in general, have had to 

implement changes in their venues and ways of life while maintaining their 

presence in the country. It was some%mes necessary to relocate or even 
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cancel rites of passage ceremonies. At some synagogues, the feeling of vul-

nerability and the need for security rather than social or religious demands 

have also prompted some architectural altera%ons.17  

Nowadays, a police cabin greets visitors as they enter each synagogue in 

Istanbul, and in other ci%es as well. Awer the akacks, the doors in par%cular 

received significant reinforcement. Two substan%al iron doors that are bul-

letproof and constructed to resist huge explosions must be passed through.18 

Both in front of the synagogues and on the street, surveillance cameras con-

%nuously record everything. Once inside, standard inspec%ons include secu-

rity ques%oning and x-ray screening. This procedure is applicable to every-

one, Jewish or not.19 At this point, it should be men%oned that this issue is 

not exclusive to Turkey. Again, a representa%ve of the religious authority clar-

ifies the predicament, said: 

Who would like to see police cars when going to a synagogue? How-

ever, it is not only an issue in Turkey. Unfortunately, it is a worldwide 

issue. Some synagogues in the United States even have police protec-

%on and security procedures as airports do (Interview with a Rabbi, 

November @, EC@y). 

Security teams know the fastest and safest way to evacuate a building in an 

emergency. They are also aware of and trained on how to respond to terrorist 

 
 17 Awer the @AÄB terror akack on the Neve Shalom Synagogue, various physical safety 

measures were implemented for synagogues. An interviewee from the religious ins%tu%on 

claimed that up un%l the @AÄB akack, Neve Shalom Synagogue’s doors were open to all. He 

con%nued, “It was almost like a mosque or a church” in describing this openness to the 

general public. Following the @AÄB incident, “wider public” or “non-Jewish Turkish commu-

nity access became almost impossible” (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J, EC@y). 

 18 It is also called “Jewish Airlock” in England. 

 19 In Europe, generally speaking, a Jew actually cannot akend services as a non-member of the 

community unless s/he has wriken to the Rabbi or secretary in advance and requested per-

mission to do so. In addi%on s/he needs to send a copy of your passport. When granted 

permission, a person is of course also ques%oned at the door to the synagogue by the secu-

rity team. In Istanbul, a (Turkish) Jewish person can akend the service, because everyone is 

accepted as member of the community. 
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akacks. While all these safety measures protect community members, they 

also serve as a reminder that a new incident could occur at any %me. During 

interviews, this unease was commonly described as a sense of unsafety. A par-

%cipant in an interview who requested anonymity20 discussed this mindset in 

great detail: 

Every %me I enter the building, I get anxious. Going through those 

enormous doors, having the bags searched, going through the detec-

tor... Every %me, even if the security staff is familiar with you, you 

must pass through these. It is impossible to forget the mental toll the 

explosions of ECCx lew on us. The loca%ons of the emergency exits 

are almost universally known. At the end of every service, statements 

follow, such as ‘exit in groups of ten, do not linger outside the syna-

gogue,’ etc. But coming here and praying here [men%ons the Neve 

Shalom Synagogue], is really significant to us (No name interview, 

EC@y). 

The ECCx explosions resulted in compara%vely “less damage”21 in part 

due to the precau%ons taken at synagogue buildings and their exteriors awer 

the akack in @AÄB. Another significant change was the replacement of the 

young members of the community who had been in charge of security un%l 

ECCx by a private security firm awer that year.22 The switch to security pro-

vided by professionals is another cri%cal turning point for the Jewish com-

munity. The selected company is a Jewish partnership firm established in 

 
 20 When the topic comes to especially security issues in interviews, interviewees generally re-

quest anonymity. So that, I inten%onally use the expression “no name interview” to under-

line how they are misdoubt to show themselves, even if they are community members, 

companies or religious authority. 

 21 hkps://www.nevesalom.org/teror.html (Accessed, June y, ECEx). 

 22 The death of Yoel Kohen Ülçer, who was nineteen-year-old Jewish voluntary security per-

sonnel, had a one of the big impact to be taken the decision.   
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@AAY with modest funding23 that went on to become a leader in the field24 in 

the following years. The rise in demand for its services parallels that for firms 

offering services for communal rites of passage events. 

Awer the ECCx terrorist akack, some changes have occurred in the loca-

%on. Un%l ECCx, the ground floor of the Neve Shalom Synagogue building 

(Neve Shalom Cultural Center), serving as an indoor hall and an outdoor gar-

den, was transformed into a covered indoor hall (Interview with Rel. and Sec. 

Authority G, H, EC@y). This was a compulsory step to be taken in order to keep 

the community members safe during their rite of passage ceremonies or re-

ligious/social ac%vi%es. In addi%on, the damage caused by an explosion to a 

por%on of the Şişli Beth Israel Synagogue needed to be restored. On streets 

where synagogues are located, addi%onal security precau%ons are taken dur-

ing special events. On event days, only police-controlled entry is permiked 

on certain streets. The Founda%on and the Chief Rabbinate inform the Gov-

ernor and the armed forces, and they “politely ask that necessary precau-

%ons be taken” (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J, EC@y). Another re-

spondent who requested anonymity stated that since ECCx, “the police 

automa%cally place more personnel in front of synagogues” if something 

nega%ve occurs in Turkey’s poli%cal context (using the Mavi Marmara inci-

dent as an example here) (No name interview, EC@y). Addi%onally, since 

ECCx, event hosts have been required to supply a guest list before events. A 

member of the host family is posi%oned at the door to confirm the iden%fi-

ca%on of the guests if there is a significant number of visitors from the “non-

Jewish Turkish community.” This expedites entry traffic and prevents further 

searches and interroga%ons. Finally, whether they are Jewish or not, all staff 

members working at the event must show proof of iden%ty. 

A more radical change awer November ECCx involved the transfer of rites 

of passage ceremonies, regular prayers, and Jewish holiday celebra%ons, in-

cluding the Chief Rabbinates’ offices, to the Barinyurt Nursing Home and 

 
 23 hkps://www.pronet.com.tr/haber/guvenlikte-uzmanligin-markasi-pronet (Accessed, De-

cember Y, ECEE). 

 24 hkps://www.pronet.com.tr/hakkimizda (Accessed, December Y, ECEE); 

hkps://www.pronet.com.tr/haber/capital-dergisi-insanlar-alp-saul (Accessed, December Y, 

ECEE). 
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Elderly Care Center – Or Yom and to the other synagogues following the tem-

porary closure of the Neve Shalom Synagogue and the Cultural Center. The 

facade of the Şişli Beth Israel Synagogue was restored due to the magnitude 

of the damage at the back, and the majority of weddings in ECCo were held 

there. Prior to such arrangements, a dozen weddings were held at the Ash-

kenazi and the Caddebostan Bet El Synagogues. The first Brith Milah cere-

mony awer the explosions was held at the Barinyurt Nursing Home and El-

derly Care Center – Or Yom in ECCo for the son of two of the interviewees, 

Roza and Moris (Roza and Moris, May y, EC@y). Some of Brith Milah ceremo-

nies were also held in American Hospital during this period. In July ECCo, the 

Neve Shalom Synagogue resumed its regular services awer an eight-month 

pause (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority H, EC@y). 

The terror akacks in ECCx were a turning point for Brith Milah ceremo-

nies as well. With this incident, there were many efforts to take all Brith Mi-

lah ceremonies into the synagogues and “inside.” In the field of life cycle 

events, community members and the market agreed on the decision of reli-

gious authority, and most of the venue choices were made at Neve Shalom 

Cultural Center, except for the year ECCo (See Table Y.x). In ECCo, because 

of the terror akack and the damage in Neve Shalom Synagogue, the majority 

of Brith Milah events went outside the community and houses. It took ap-

proximately eight months and was then strongly promoted as an invita%onal 

venue. The aòtude taken by the religious authority on how and where to 

celebrate life cycle events was so repe%%ve in the interviews. This aòtude 

also had security concerns, not to become too stand-out, but it was also part 

of a discourse carried out silently for years, called Kayadez. Clearly, they do 

not want to support the myth of wealthy Jews, as well.  

When the ECCx bomb akack happened, the Chief Rabbi said that ‘we 

need to be insular and introverted as much as possible. Let’s make it 

low profile.’ Because the community members started to have their 

ceremonies in a flashy way again, like weddings, Bar Mitzvahs… (In-

terview with Company E, November, EC@y). 

In the life cycle event field, it was possible to keep being low profile in Brith 

Milah ceremonies which was a more restrainable arena. The religious 
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authority intervened, and ceremonies were held as much as possible in the 

synagogues. Today, no Brith Milah ceremony is held in hotels. All Brith Milah 

celebra%ons began moving to houses, Balat Hospital, or synagogues.  

Before moving into %meline, I would like to touch upon the unexpired 

fear and anxiety felt by the community members because of the ECCx terror 

akacks. Over the years, it has occasionally been possible to witness the relo-

ca%on or reconfigura%on of events and ceremonies due to various local or 

interna%onal situa%ons. Here, briefly, it will be examined exactly what these 

occasions and frequently entering synagogues mean for people who must do 

so for work purposes and for invited guests who akend ceremonies. Up to 

the present, going inside a synagogue and being there, whether as an em-

ployee or a visitor, makes it evident that memories of ECCx—though not as 

intensely—remain fresh and emo%ons are high. It is essen%al to highlight the 

severity of the fear, trepida%on, and anxiety sen%ments in this seòng using 

a few statements from various interviewees. A few statements from various 

interviewees may illustrate the severity of the trepida%on and anxiety in this 

seòng. The first instance came from an interview with Mois Gabay inside the 

Neve Shalom Synagogue during the eighteenth commemora%on of the ECCx 

assault. Gabay made men%on of a memorial board at one point in the con-

versa%on. This board honors those who died in the ECCx akack and is located 

at the Neve Shalom Synagogue’s entrance. “Every %me I come here, the @Y 

November ECCx is always in my thoughts,” said Gabay, “whether it is the 

memorial board outside, or other things.”25 Özeskinazi and Sarfa%, two pro-

fessionals in the field, expressed overwhelming sen%ments of terror: 

We are freaking out! When the bride is about to come, we go outside 

the door, there is silence on the street, and those announcements are 

made, I s%ll get the shivers because I feel like a bomb is about to go 

off. Something will eventually occur when we are there; we go there 

every weekend, and we know this, and we are terrified. We tell our 

employees, ‘Do not go outside,’ how can we explain this to their fam-

ilies? What should I say? We are aware that something occurs in 

 
 25 hkps://www.cnnturk.com/video/turkiye/saldiridan-@Ä-yil-sonra-neve-salom-sinagogunda-

ilk-roportaj-cnn-turkte (Accessed, June @E, ECEx). 
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Turkey every fiween years (Melih Özeskinazi and Mert Sarfa% – RN, 

June EE, EC@y). 

Rou%ne controls include having your belongings searched awer entry and be-

ing ques%oned. An employee who requested anonymity outlines the experi-

ence of always having to respond to inquiries: “He even directs his gaze at me; 

he does it for my health and safety” (No name interview, EC@y). Those inter-

viewed frequently bring up the subject of being faced with a list of ques%ons 

at the door, whether one is Jewish or not. According to photographer Belin 

Rodikli Seloni, this is 

Ul%mately, because you are running a team, that team could change 

at the last minute even if they [security staff] know you. A camera-

man could get sick, get replaced, it could be someone you know or 

not… In the end, they will go through that door and answer ques%ons. 

As the team leader, you have to mo%vate them from the start. [You 

have to explain that] it is not personal. The ques%ons are not because 

they are not Jewish. I get asked, too. The ques%ons are for your pro-

tec%on because something might happen while you are inside… And 

I try to mo%vate them [about this issue] (Belin Rodikli Seloni – RN, 

June @o, EC@y).  

The last example will focus on having con%nuous anxiety. According to an in-

terviewee who works within the synagogue and requested anonymity, said: 

I have not experienced anything par%cularly trauma%c in terms of se-

curity. I was carefully searched a couple of %mes. Despite the discom-

fort, I refrained from becoming personally angry. I was worried be-

cause I wondered whether there was a threat or if something was 

happening. My anxiety level somewhat rose (No name interview, 

EC@y).  

â.Ö.Ö Modern Circumcision: Doctor Supervision and Hygienic Room  

Awer the effects of the ECCx trauma, religious authority, as men%oned 

above, supports not having a Brith Milah ceremony outside—specifically in 
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a hotel—a lot, and they also seem to think having a Brith Milah in a syna-

gogue is more valuable than having it in a hotel. As a Rabbi said: 

In the old %mes, most of the Brith Milah ceremonies or all of them 

were performed in hotels. Awer that, the beauty of being in a syna-

gogue was experienced and realized. Then, now, almost no Brith Mi-

lah ceremony is performed in hotels (Interview with a Rabbi, Novem-

ber @, EC@y). 

This aòtude is also a part of Kayadez tradi%on, and it includes not being ac-

%vely seen in the public sphere and non-controlled venues. Here, par%cularly 

underlined behaviors are keeping a low profile and insular aòtude. In addi-

%on, they also trust the security precau%ons taken in the synagogues, commu-

nity ins%tu%ons, and buildings when compared to having a Brith Milah “out-

side,” as they experienced in ECCx.26 

Awerward, around EC@x, as the interviewees from companies and reli-

gious authority tells and the numbers show that with the effects of the eco-

nomic challenges in Turkey and the rising prices up, community members 

started to prefer to have their ceremonies in different places, like synagogues 

other than the Neve Shalom Synagogue and Cultural Center, their houses, 

and the other ins%tu%ons such as the Barinyurt Nursing Home and Elderly 

Care Center – Or Yom (See Table Y.x and Table Y.o). 

As representa%ves from Company D, E, and J underlined the economic 

capital spent on these ceremonies was geòng lower and guest lists for the 

Brith Milah ceremonies were geòng smaller. In EC@B, the Neve Shalom Cul-

tural Center was again renovated to be more akrac%ve for the ceremonies. 

They renovated the decora%on, renewed the wallpaper, and modernized the 

ligh%ng system (Interview with Company M, and Rel. and Sec. Authority H, 

November, EC@y).  

In EC@Y and around EC@B, the Jewish community was introduced two new 

innova%ons in Brith Milah ceremonies. One was Brith Milah with doctor su-

pervision (EC@Y) and the other was a hygienic room. These two 

 
 26 During the explosions, no community members were killed or seriously injured inside the 

building. 
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developments are caused by the request from and strong pressure from 

community members as an agent in this field. It should be underlined that 

the year EC@Y was also a year in which the religious authority and lay leaders 

took steps towards becoming a more open and outward-looking society, 

such as Hanukah celebra%on in public place, new exhibi%on in the Quincen-

tennial Founda%on Museum of Turkish Jews, the annual na%onal commem-

ora%on of the Struma Disaster, etc. (see Chapter o.x). However, the most 

important reason for these two changes was that some problems, which are 

undesirable to talk about, occurred during the circumcision. While the fami-

lies who were par%cularly vic%mized by the situa%on preferred not to talk 

about the issue, religious authority expressed the decision to establish a hy-

gienic room and doctor supervision due to these incidents years awer the 

incident as follows: 

In case of a problem, God forbid! This is an opera%on awer all. When 

a problem occurs in that opera%on, everyone stands up. Like, it is not 

hygienic, etc. All over the world, also in Brith Milah performed in Is-

rael today, there are many problema%c cases, but circumcision con-

%nues in the same way… Our community members immediately find 

a solu%on in their way awer every incident/event (Interview with a 

Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

As a result of cri%cism and pressure, religious authority resolved it by building 

hygienic rooms in three synagogues. In fact, the change was due to the new 

genera%on of parents wan%ng a more “modern” touch to a centuries-old tra-

di%on.27 A Rabbi told these ac%ons as follows: 

Now, something called a hygienic room has emerged. Due to some 

families being anxious while the circumcision is taking place and af-

terward, hygienic rooms have been built in three of our synagogues. 

These are Neve Shalom Synagogue, Caddebostan (Bet El Synagogue), 

and Ortakoy (Etz-Hayim Synagogue). Since hygienic rooms are built in 

 
 27 At the same %me, an ambulance keeps wai%ng at the synagogue gate, but this wai%ng am-

bulance is not only specific to Brith Milah ceremonies. It is wai%ng there at every crowded 

events, celebra%ons of Jewish holidays etc. 
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those synagogues, Brith Milah ceremonies are taking place in these 

synagogues (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

However, as Rabbi stated, these two decisions were not made enthusias%cally.  

The new youth are always very different. When we are talking about 

circumcision, we are talking about a xxCC-year-old tradi%on. The 

same tradi%on has been applied for years. Medically, even though 

some medical scholars say that the Brith Milah we apply has medical 

ques%on marks, but we have been con%nuing with the same method 

for x,YCC years. Nobody has any problems either. Some%mes the 

youth think very differently and say, no, it is not hygienic, etc. In my 

opinion, it is okay if there is no hygienic room. There is no such thing 

as a hygienic room in Israel or abroad (Interview with a Rabbi, No-

vember @, EC@y). 

One of the essen%al points here is that family members, as an agent, took a 

dominant role in the field and caused the change. Moreover, while Bourdieu 

(@Ayy) conceptualizes the field, he underlines that the roles and steps taken by 

the actors in the field are also rela%onal and the one can lead to determining 

the other significant players’ next steps. This decision also had the character-

is%cs of a nego%a%on movement, and the pressure, especially from the new 

genera%on of parents, caused the reliance on authority to step back on this 

issue and take the relevant measures. 

Before concluding this chapter, it is notable to men%on the last tempo-

rary change from ECEC. As expected, the COVID-@A pandemic has affected 

many daily life ac%vi%es, including life cycle events. This disserta%on does 

not include the COVID-@A pandemic area, but the numbers show a consider-

able change in those years. Because it is not possible to delay a Brith Milah 

ceremony, the decision has been made by the religious authority to keep do-

ing so and the COVID-@A pandemic caused to transfer of the events into (Ba-

lat) hospital and houses (See Table Y.x). 
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§ â.Ü Concluding Remarks 

During the @AyCs and @AÄCs, Brith Milah took place in hospitals and the re-

cep%on was in houses or hospital halls. Then, in the mid-@AÄCs and the 

@AACs, with the rise in the number of hotels (and the middle class) in Turkey, 

Brith Milah ceremonies moved to big hotels’ halls or ballrooms. At the be-

ginning of the ECCCs, the community leaders intervened and ceremonies 

were taken into the synagogues and the community built special halls or cul-

tural centers in their buildings or renovated them to have a recep%on in 

these places with the help of professional Jewish catering companies. It has 

been going this way for almost a decade, and no Brith Milah ceremonies can 

be observed in hotels anymore. The ECCx terror akacks were the driving 

force for the change process. As seen, in this chapter, the topic of an%semi-

%sm and the issue of security are examined more and dominantly compared 

to the other life cycle events. Although an%semi%sm and minority iden%ty in 

Turkey’s history are not the main topics of this disserta%on, it is necessary to 

acknowledge the impact these ideas have on rites of passage events, every-

day life, and par%cularly security measures at synagogues. While some his-

torical events in Turkey principally targeted the Jewish popula%on, it puts ex-

tra stress on the Jewish community. Over the years, it has occasionally been 

possible to witness the reloca%on or reconfigura%on of events and ceremo-

nies due to various local or interna%onal situa%ons, as seen above. The se-

curity issue indicates the way the event is held and the architecture of the 

places as well. This chapter also examined exactly how high and fresh the 

fear and anxiety of the community members and employees look like while 

having their rite of passage occasions with the memory of the ECCx trauma. 

In addi%on, it is not just about security concerns but also about commu-

nity finance and circula%ng economic capital on the market. One of the main 

arguments in this chapter is that the primary purpose of the religious and lay 

authori%es of the Jewish community is to ensure that the money spent for 

the rite of passage ceremonies remains in the community and to keep the 

fes%ve ac%vi%es in the community. Subsequently, I provided examples of the 

community’s efforts to autonomously decide where to hold their ceremonies 

and the authority’s efforts to build new spaces/places and ins%tu%ons to 
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keep these celebra%ons and the money involved inside the community walls. 

The aòtude of Kayadez, specifically being low profile and not suppor%ng the 

myth of rich Jews, is s%ll very clearly opera%ng in the background while they 

try to keep the ceremonies in the synagogues. This chapter shows how some-

%mes companies/market and family members/couples support the ins%tu-

%on and the religious authority economically and go hand in hand in these 

decisions. So, three agents have a role in crea%ng the communal iden-

%ty. Their ethno-religious cultural, communal iden%ty ac%vely con%nues to 

be established by three agents in their life cycle events arena.  

All in all, Brith Milah, which is one of the three life cycle events studied 

in this disserta%on, compared to the others, is the most controllable life cycle 

event by the religious authority. As emphasized before, religious authority is 

observed more dominant in the decision-making process in the field of fes-

%ve events. The agent of the family members are observed that they could 

ac%vely par%cipate in the decision-making process (in this game) by puòng 

pressure and make the doctor supervision and hygienic room real in recent 

years. These nego%a%on movements in the field also determine how to pre-

sent the ethno-religious communal iden%ty in society. Apart from this, it 

could be observed from the example above how religious authority and the 

market have become a good team to make decisions on architectural and 

venue changes. Moreover, it was an important factor, which religious author-

ity and lay leaders have great influence and efforts on the establishment of 

some companies, they support each other in this subject in the field.   
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Life Cycle FeMive Event: Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah 

§ å.Ñ Religious Ceremony and the Meaning of Bar and Bat Mitzvah 

in Turkish Jewish Society 

he most straighöorward and solid ways to define Bar and Bat Mitzvah 

ceremonies that is the age of halakhic adulthood for boys and girls, a 

coming-of-age ceremony for girls and boys, rites of passage, and rites of ini-

%a%on. In Hebrew, Bat Mitzvah, which means “daughter of commandment,” 

is parallel to the feminine, and Bar Mitzvah, which means “son of command-

ment,” is parallel to the masculine confirma%on ceremony. With these rite of 

passage ceremonies, the boy becomes appropriate to be a minyan,1 and the 

girl and boy become mature enough to be responsible for all their ac%ons 

under the Jewish Law (Torah), such as rules and precepts of the religion. It is 

a milestone ritual in their lives and they become an adult member of the 

community (Shoham, EC@Ä: @CY). As Shoham (EC@Ä: @CB) clearly defines the 

way of prac%cing the Bar Mitzvah ceremony, the main element of the ritual 

is the thirteen-year-old boy leading the synagogue service (and reading from 

Scripture) for the first %me and with this ac%on, the boy would ini%ate to the 

world of Jewish literacy. It should be noted that while Bar Mitzvah is a 

 
 1 The minimum number of people (ten men) needed to perform certain parts of religious ser-

vices. 

T 
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rabbinical term, there are several discussions on the Bat Mitzvah ceremony. 

Shoham (EC@Ä: @CY) summarizes as follows:  

Bat mitzvah appears in the Talmud only once. The locu%on comes in 

a discussion of a general legal principle that men and women have 

equal status in makers of criminal law, even though a man is Bar Mitz-

vah (i.e., obligated by the precepts) and a woman is not Bat Mitzvah 

(again, obligated by the precepts, in the feminine form). Many Tal-

mudic commentators and halakhic authori%es have interpreted this 

statement as posi%ng that although adult women are liable to the 

same criminal sanc%ons that men are, they have a lesser obliga%on 

to perform ritual precepts.2 However, because the term appears only 

in one place, and only in a hypothe%cal Talmudic exchange, it is hard 

to know whether this statement represents a broader posi%on. What 

is clear is that there is no evidence of ceremonies that marked Jewish 

girls’ (or boys’) akainment of adulthood and full obliga%on by the 

precepts. 

As seen below, when the Chief Rabbinate’s website is examined, Turkish reli-

gious authority also chose to put more dominant emphasis on the Bar Mitzvah 

ceremony and its rela%on with obliga%on. 

Bar Mitzvah literally means ‘son of the commandment’ and ‘Bat Mitz-

vah’ means ‘daughter of commandment.’ Technically, the term refers 

to the child who is coming of age, but it is more commonly used to 

refer to the coming-of-age ceremony itself. Under Jewish Law, chil-

dren are not obligated to observe the commandments, although they 

are encouraged to do so as much as possible to learn the obliga%ons 

they will have as adults. At the age of @x for boys and @E for girls, chil-

dren become obligated to observe the commandments. The bar mitz-

vah ceremony formally marks the assump%on of that obliga%on, 

along with the corresponding right to take part in leading religious 

services, to count in a minyan (the minimum number of people 

 
 2 Shoham, Hizky (EC@Ä), reference from, “Babylonian Talmud, Bava Qama @Ya.” 
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needed to perform certain parts of religious services), to form bind-

ing contracts, to tes%fy before religious courts and to marry. 3 

According to Hilton (EC@o), who is a Rabbi4 and works on the history of 

the change of Bar Mitzvah from ancient history to today in different geogra-

phies in his recent detailed study, while the first Bar Mitzvah was recorded in 

the thirteenth century in France, the first known Bat Mitzvah ceremony was 

held in @Ä@y in Berlin (Hilton, EC@o: @CB).5 Then (Hilton, EC@o: @CB), “Since 

@AC@ annual ceremonies for girls were held in Alexandria, Egypt, and con%n-

ued every year un%l the Jewish community lew for Israel in the @AYCs.” As 

seen, it was created in the nineteenth century/ in the late modern era, and 

there were no similar ceremonies or theore%cal discussions for women be-

fore this era (Shoham, EC@Ä: @CB). Shoham (EC@Ä) claims in his anthropolog-

ical studies that Bat Mitzvah emerged in the United States in the @AECs and 

the @AxCs, and it was caused mainly by the synagogues’ and 

 
 3 hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/judaism/@CC-bar-mitzvah-and-bat-mitzvah 

(Accessed, December A, ECEE). 

  It should be noted that “Many people mock the idea that a @E or @x year old child is an adult, 

claiming that it is an outdated no%on based on the needs of an agricultural society. But bar 

mitzvah is not about being a full adult in every sense of the word, ready to marry, go out on 

your own, earn a living and raise children. The Talmud makes this abundantly clear. Bar mitz-

vah is simply the age when a person is held responsible for his ac%ons and minimally quali-

fied to marry.”  

  hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/judaism/@CC-bar-mitzvah-and-bat-mitzvah  

(Accessed, December A, ECEE). 

 4 Dr. Michael Hilton was a Rabbi of Kol Chai Hatch End Reform Jewish Community in London 

between ECC@-EC@y. Since then, he had the honorary %tle of Rabbi Emeritus of the commu-

nity. 

 5 According to Shoham; “In the Jewish world, the first formal prac%ce akached to a girl’s com-

ing of age appeared in Central Europe in the early nineteenth century in the form of group 

confirma%on ceremonies, ins%tuted in Germany under the influence of the parallel 

Protestant observance, which was itself a new development stemming from the growth of 

modern educa%on in Europe”(Shoham, EC@Ä: @Cy).  

  Paraphrase from Mordechai Eliav, Haḥinnukh ha-yehudi be-germaniya bimei ha-haskalah 

vehaemantzipatzia [Jewish educa%on in Germany during the Haskalah and the Emancipa-

%on] (Jerusalem: Leo Baeck Ins%tute, @AB@), EYy–EyC. 
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families’/parents’ demands. However, in Israel/ the Yishuv,6 Bat Mitzvah’s de-

velopment was from the grassroots, which means “at the ini%a%ve of the 

girls themselves, rather than of their parents or teachers, as an extension of 

the bourgeois cult of birthdays” (Shoham, EC@Y: EyY),7 and it first emerged in 

the @AoCs (Shoham, EC@Y: Eyy). He adds, “It traces the event’s grassroots de-

velopment as an expanded birthday party to mark a girl’s @Eth birthday, cop-

ied from the bar mitzvah fes%vi%es for a boy of @x, but without the religious 

ritual” (Shoham, EC@Y: EyY). According to him (EC@Y: EyY), the story of the 

crea%on also reflects the middle-class tendencies in consumer culture and 

“illuminates the influence of modern consumer culture on Jewish culture.”  

As seen above, while Bar Mitzvah has more historical background, Bat 

Mitzvah is likely a product of the modern era and contributes to the Jewish 

iden%ty followed by (Jewish) community iden%ty. In addi%on, the Bat Mitz-

vah could not be followed before the nineteenth century, and it is a modern 

inven%on that is modified for modern tastes day by day.  

In Turkey, as might be expected, Bar and Bat Mitzvah ceremonies are un-

der the rule of the Chief Rabbinate. In Istanbul Jewish society, generally 

speaking, a Bar Mitzvah includes a ceremony of wearing tefillin and tallit on 

Monday or Thursday in a synagogue, a ceremony of reading a sec%on from 

the Torah on Saturday morning in a synagogue and lastly, a recep%on given 

by the boy’s family to their guests in a venue. Generally speaking, a Bat Mitz-

vah includes a Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony and a recep%on given by the 

girl’s family to their guests in a venue. So, the following sec%ons focus on the 

historical change in the Istanbul Jewish community in the case of Bar and Bat 

Mitzvah synagogue ceremonies and their recep%ons. It is discussed more on 

 
 6  Pre-state Jewish community in Pales%ne.  

 7 “Whose ini%a%ve was it? By way of elimina%on, we might hypothesize that it was the girls 

themselves who possibly wanted a party like their brothers had, with presents, but never 

demanded some accompanying rite of passage such as an aliya in the synagogue and puòng 

on phylacteries, which did not interest them due to their diminu%on for the boys, too. It is 

probable that middle-class parents who saw the focus on the child as a sign of ‘civiliza%on’ 

probably consented to their daughters’ wishes. The bat mitzvah gradually underwent the 

same evolu%on as the bar mitzvah party, swelling to enormous propor%ons and moving out 

into the public space, where it became a social obliga%on even for adults who did not belong 

to the celebrant’s close family” (Shoham, EC@Y: EÄy). 
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the religious authority, the ins%tu%ons, the actors, and their missions of this 

arena. 

§ å.Ö Historical Change of Bar and Bat Mitzvah 

å.Ö.Ñ Bat Mitzvah – Synagogue Ceremony 

There are several exis%ng claims regarding the origin date of individual Bat 

Mitzvah synagogue (religious) ceremonies. This lack of defini%ve infor-

ma%on, in fact, indicates how modest the first ceremonies held in syna-

gogues were, owen performed without the knowledge of community mem-

bers. In addi%on, just as similarly explained above, the history of Bat Mitzvah 

in Turkey has not been as old as Bar Mitzvah. According to a Rabbi and B 

(interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority B, January, EC@Ä) from the Chief Rab-

binate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, Hegkom,8 the first Bat Mitzvah was 

performed under the leadership of Rabbi Avram Pal% in @ABy or @ABA, at the 

Burgaz Island Ohel Yaakov Synagogue. It was a ceremony where three or four 

girls came together to sing and climbed onto the Tevah9 with their fathers. 

Karen Şarhon, one of the interviewees, also claims that she had the first Bat 

Mitzvah ceremony in @AyC, performed by Rabbi David Asseo.10 However, this 

ceremony was held at the Italian Synagogue (Kal de Los Frankos) and not the 

Burgazada Ohel Yaakov Synagogue. According to Şarhon, during the educa-

%onal courses of the @ABA and @AyC summer months at the Büyükada Hased 

Le Avraam Synagogue and the winter course at the Mahzike Torah11 sec%on 

of the Sisli Bet-Israel Synagogue, they were informed of a new decision taken 

by the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey (Hahambaşılık) (Karen Şarhon - RN, 

 
 8 Founded as part of Turkey’s Chief Rabbinate, Hegkom is the responsible governing body of 

all (non-formal) educa%onal ac%vi%es within the community under the authority of Turkey’s 

Chief Rabbinate. Hegkom is short for the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission. 

 9 The rela%vely higher plaöorm or stage that sits exactly in front of Aron ha-Kodesh or at the 

center of the synagogue itself. It is also called as Bimah. 

 10 Rabbi David Asseo was the Chief Rabbi of Turkey from @AB@ un%l his death in ECCE. 

 11 A structure, usually inside a synagogue, where children were taught the Torah, reading in 

Hebrew and certain prayers with the help of a Rabbi or someone who is educated on the 

subjects. These days they are called Talmud Torah.  
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November E, EC@y). She further described their surprise and lack of 

knowledge about the maker, “No one in the family had ever heard of such a 

thing, they had no idea whatsoever and therefore they did not invite anyone 

for [the ceremony]” (Karen Şarhon - RN, November E, EC@y). They were told 

it would be held during the Shavuot (religious) holiday in May at the Italian 

Synagogue (Kal de los Frankos). All girls were asked to wear white. In @AyC, 

wearing candle-decorated crowns, eleven girls climbed onto the Tevah for a 

collec%ve ceremony. The Chief Rabbi of the %me, Rabbi David Asseo, led the 

girls in the ceremony. Şarhon talked in length during the interview about the 

disappointment and regret she felt about how her mother did not inform 

anyone outside their immediate family about the ceremony. Here, it should 

be stressed that at that %me, there were no rituals and prac%ces for the ‘re-

ligious’ ceremony beforehand. The absence of prayer or ritual also surfaces 

during the religious authority interviews. When they tell the history of the 

Bat Mitzvah ceremony (and prayers) in Istanbul, which is s%ll held now, they 

point out that former Chief Rabbi David Asseo was the creator of the prayer 

of coming-of-age ceremony for girls. Awerward, as they said, they shortened 

it, and now it is used as the short version of that prayer (Interview with Rel. 

and Sec. Authority G, EC@Ä). 

Vivet also spoke of a collec+ve Bat Mitzvah ceremony that she was a part 

of in @AyE at the Burgazada Ohel Yaakov Synagogue (Vivet, November E, 

EC@y). She remembers how her cohort, even though theirs was the first age 

group to ever organize the event. This development was also parallel to the 

rise of collec%ve ceremonies in different places. While men%oning the twen-

%eth century, Shoham states (EC@Ä: @Cy-@CÄ) that 

As the century proceeded, group ini%a%on ceremonies akained great 

popularity in liberal Jewish circles and spread, under various names, 

to Western and Eastern Europe, the United States, and Italy, and from 

there to North Africa and Egypt. 

Referring Şarhon’s and Vivet’s interview, it is valid for the Istanbul Jewish 

community. Awer the ceremony, a cocktail party for the guests was held at 

the children’s summer camp (Burgazada Ta+l Evi) next to the synagogue. A 

Rabbi had a few points to add:  
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This ceremony should have been akrac%ve to people, but there were 

not many of them. They were organized individually or some%mes 

with two to three girls. Between @AyC and @AÄC, they were performed 

by Rabbi Isak Haleva, the Chief Rabbi of Turkey today (Interview with 

a Rabbi, November @, EC@y).  

All things considered, the Bat Mitzvah seems like a life cycle event ini%ally 

started by the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey ins%tu%onally with the aim of es-

tablishing it as a par%cular and regular ritual. Following the period of uncer-

tainty described above, it is possible to trace back the steps taken by the 

religious authority to increase ins%tu%onaliza%on and regula%on of the 

event. The main actor in this maker is the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa-

%on Commission, Hegkom, the commission responsible for non-formal edu-

ca%onal training opera%ng under the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey. In addi%on, 

as men%oned above (Shoham, EC@Ä), the evolu%on of the Bat Mitzvah cere-

mony was not from grassroots like in the Yishuv/ Israel, but it is more likely 

the emergence in the United States in the @AECs and @AxCs, which led by the 

synagogue. In this context, the mo%va%on in the United States could be seen 

in the Turkish case. While the religious authority plays this game in this life 

cycle events (cf. Bourdieu), they also set the rules and some%mes invent the 

tradi%on as well. This akempt also fosters the way they desire to create the 

ethno-religious and cultural communal iden%ty. Then they, all three players, 

go hand in hand and nurture each other in the process of establishing the 

Bat Mitzvah concept and ceremony in Turkey. 

Before con%nuing to explain more about historical developments in this 

arena, I would like to introduce a concept here. I believe it is instrumental to 

understand and examine the akempts coming from the religious authority. 

As Kaya (EC@@) emphasizes in his study, namely the Circassians in Turkey, eth-

nocultural iden%%es, which occur in the context of diaspora, are created 

globally by the impact of %me, space, socio-economic and poli%cal condi-

%ons (Kaya, EC@@:@yY). In Kaya’s study, culture has no substance and is consid-

ered a dynamic and changeable component. Culture is a design that is de-

fined and redefined by the social processes and transna%onal networks and 

is a con%nually transmutable component in a geographical context (Kaya, 

EC@@: x@). In this context, Kaya (EC@@: @Ä-@CA), while working on Circassians as 
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a minority group in Turkey, he u%lizes the concept of “invisible colleges” by 

referring to Diane Crane’s (@AyE) no%on. This “invisible colleges” concept 

stresses the importance of associa%ons, journals, books, other publica%ons, 

websites, cultural events, conferences, and exhibi%ons. According to him, 

while they func%on like informal educa%onal establishments (also including 

non-formal ones), they also help to raise a community of sen%ments by re-

ferring to Appadurai (@AAy).12 So, examples of the Jewish community’s “invis-

ible colleges,” such as cultural associa%ons, the Bar and Bat Mitsva Club, the 

Cultural Center, a compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar, and educa-

%onal materials will be discussed intensively below and in the following 

chapter (see Chapter y). Bar and Bat Mitsva Club is the main point for this 

sec%on. Undoubtedly, all these elements also have an influen%al role in iden-

%ty forma%on through fes%ve events, which are targeted by religious author-

ity in this life cycle events field.  

Before the establishment of the Bar and Bat Mitsva Club, the first official 

Bar Mitzvah and Bat Mitzvah training courses were organized in ECCC-ECC@ 

and the ins%tu%on called YES, a type of social club for young teenagers. How-

ever, this ini%a%ve failed in its first year, so it is impossible to trace its rela-

%ons to Bar and Bat Mitzvahs, even during specifically focused interviews. 

Awer that trial, the AnneDe Bat Mitsva Club and the Yoel Bar Mitsva Club 

were founded by the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, 

Hegkom in ECCE and ECCx, respec%vely. There was no coincidence that 

these akempts were made in the early ECCCs. Especially, the changing and 

renewed community leadership posi%ons in the ECCCs, the rela%vely 

younger new genera%on, and their visionary views pioneered these changes. 

This period also coincides with the establishment of the Quincentennial 

Founda%on Museum of Turkish Jews  (ECC@) and the beginning of the Euro-

pean Day of Jewish Culture (ECC@) in public place (see Chapter o.x). It was 

also a decade when the ethno-religious iden%ty to be projected to the out-

side world was frequently thought about, and akempts were made to give it 

a form. In addi%on, it should not be forgoken that Turkey’s poli%cal arena 

also allowed this to be done, with the democra%za%on of Turkey in the 

 
 12 Appadurai gives reference to Max Weber for the concept in his study. 
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ECCCs, the country’s efforts to join the EU, and the discourse of embracing 

of the “different colors” of Turkey, which made it easier for the (minority) 

communi%es to have a space to think about how they want to present them-

selves in public.  

For religious ceremonies, the establishment of the Bar and Bat Mitsva 

Club in ECCE and ECCx was a breaking point for the community. This was also 

obviously a nego%a%on movement within the religious authority/ lay lead-

ers. The establishment of the Club was ini%ated with the help of Rabbi 

Mendy Chitrik.13 Thanks to his %es to the organiza%on, Chitrik enjoys a vast 

network of connec%ons and has an ap%tude for securing funding for makers 

related to educa%on, religion and the community. From the very start of es-

tablishing this structure, it was clear that the Turkish Sephardi religious com-

munity/ authority had a different perspec%ve than Rabbi Chitrik, resul%ng in 

a coopera%on that largely challenged inter-community power rela%ons. 

Here, almost for the first %me, two different players with varying points of 

view in the religious authority ‘team’ could be observed. However, the chal-

lenges they face each other or how they find a common way to walk together 

are just rumors going around. In the end, religious leaders found a way to 

work with Rabbi Chitrik and as a result, the Bat Mitsva Club14 of Chabad from 

the United States was imported and implemented in Turkey (and the Bar 

Mitsva Club as well). The Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, 

Hegkom, and Rabbi Chitrik worked together to set up this structure. This is a 

very significant and striking example of ins%tu%onaliza%on and standardiza-

%on by the religious authority in makers of educa%on and as “invisible col-

leges.”  

Following the crea%on of the Club, the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony, 

akin to an end-of-the-year ceremony, started at the Ulus Jewish School in 

ECCx and was organized there un%l ECCy. The loca%on of the ceremony was 

moved to the Neve Shalom Synagogue, the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah ceremo-

nies have taken place in Neve Shalom Synagogue since ECCy. Especially at 

 
 13 See more informa%on in Chapter o.x. 

 14 hkps://www.chabadrc.org/templates/ar%clecco_cdo/aid/oxEA@B/jewish/Bat-Mitzvah-

Club.htm (Accessed, December E@, ECEE). 
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this point, it is seen as a remarkable effort given by the Chief Rabbinate to 

once again move to the ceremony in a synagogue.  

The most important point of emphasis here is the way a life cycle event, 

which takes only a few hours, has been redesigned as a yearly educa%on 

package, a social and intellectual ac%vity for teenagers.15 In a big picture 

where the Chief Rabbinate and the Hegkom are the main actors, people 

within the congrega%on who are willing to go through with the event are not 

only offered the event itself but a whole curriculum with dozens of lesson 

plans, spanning an en%re academic year with its own unique regula%ons and 

rules. This was also done inside a more ins%tu%onal framework in order to 

help new genera%ons acquire ‘beker Jewish consciousness.’ This undeniably 

also means individuals recrea%ng the discourse by integra%ng it into the sys-

tem. It also contributes to the ethno-religious cultural and communal iden-

%ty. The program, the content, and how the Clubs’ system works are dis-

cussed below under the %tle “Yoel Bar Mitsva Club and AnneDe Bat Mitsva 

Club in Istanbul.” 

Finally, this curriculum was originally a func%oning educa%on module im-

ported from the United States. According to interviews conducted with the 

religious authority, a new educa%on program for the Club was created in 

EC@x by Marko Slayhter, who comes from the Bnei Akiva movement and has 

produced the religion lesson content for the Jewish School. Within this whole 

Club crea%on process, what should be underlined is the way that the Bat 

Mitzvah, described as an inven%on of tradi%on, has been ins%tu%onalized.  

å.Ö.Ö Bar Mitzvah – Synagogue Ceremony 

An age-old tradi%on, the Bar Mitzvah ceremonies involved the prepara%on 

of male children for the Bar Mitzvah free of charge by Mahzike Torah, like 

the Bat Mitzvah. According to B from the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa-

%on Commission, Hegkom, “This was done for free at Şişhane by Mahzike 

Torah eighty-five years ago, it was also done for free sixty years ago” 

 
 15 A similar step forward in the shape of a compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar will be 

discussed in Chapter y. 
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(Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority B, January, EC@Ä). By this sentence, 

s/he means the prepara%on process of male children for the Bar Mitzvah 

ceremony that includes learning to read the weekly Parashah16 in the Torah 

that corresponds to his birthday. The reason why B underlined this fact are 

the developments regarding preparing male children awer Mahzike Torah 

years. In the following years, Hazzan/Cantors or Rabbis took over the job of 

preparing male children for ceremony which no one could give informa%on 

about when exactly or in what years this akempt started. One of the reasons 

of the lack of informa%on was that these individual ini%a%ves were not run 

centrally. This was conducted individually, like private tutoring and the price 

depended on each Rabbi. A non-ins%tu%onal educa%on market without any 

means of control over fees and content had taken over. Here, once again, 

akempts like the YES and the Clubs should be seen as the ins%tu%onaliza%on 

and standardiza%on efforts by Turkey’s Chief Rabbinate. 

First, as discussed previously, the YES structure had been tried and failed. 

Following the YES, as told by the religious authority during interviews, in re-

sponse to the increasing Hazzan/Cantor and/or Rabbi fees, the Chief Rabbin-

ate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, Hegkom decided to take ac%on in order 

to regulate the issue (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority B, January, EC@Ä 

and Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). So, the AnneDe Bat Mitsva 

Club was founded in ECCE, and the Yoel Bar Mitsva Club was founded in 

ECCx, as men%oned previously. The inten%on of these centraliza%on and in-

s%tu%onaliza%on efforts aimed to standardize all the prices of the Rabbis 

who work with the teenagers during the prepara%on process for these cere-

monies. So, one of the primary deciding factors in founding the Club was to 

prevent the excessive prices Rabbis were demanding. Here, it is crucial to 

underline that again, for the first %me, the Chief Rabbinate, as a player in the 

field, took ac%on to regulate its own players in the team of religious authority 

to make them more fair and in control.  

Moreover, as Yares states in his reflec%on on Hilton’s book (EC@o), 

Michael Hilton sets out ….. how bar mitzvah became a child-centered 

ceremony: from a blessing recited by a father freeing him from filial 

 
 16 Parashah means weekly Torah por%on and called Peraşa in Turkish.  
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responsibility for the sins of his son, to a ritual in which the son, ra-

ther than the father, reached an educa%onal and coming-of-age mile-

stone…17 

As Hilton (E@Co) emphasizes, the focal point of this life cycle event shiwed 

from a father’s blessing onto the child. Also, in the case of Istanbul, the %me 

leading up to the event as well as the event itself both became educa%onal 

tools and the kid became a central point of the ceremony.  

According to the Chief Rabbinate’s website,18 Bar Mitzvah is defined as 

follows:  

A boy who has reached the age of thirteen demonstrates his maturity 

by puòng on tefillin and tallit for the first %me during a morning 

prayer (except on Saturdays and holidays).The Bar Mitzvah ceremony, 

which is usually held on the Saturday following the first puòng on of 

tefillin, signifies that the child has joined the Jewish community as a 

member who has reached the age of maturity and who has taken re-

sponsibility for his own religious du%es. During this ceremony, the 

boy is called to the Tevah to read a sec%on from the Torah. Now, he 

has grown up, has promised to be a worthwhile adult to his mother, 

father, family, and the environment, and has lew his childhood be-

hind. 

 
 17 Reflec%on on Hilton’s work. Laura Yares, Journal of Jewish Educa%on Published On: EC@Ä-@@-

@o. 

 18 The website underwent some changes in context and design at the end of ECEo and the 

beginning of ECEY. This quota%on is from the new version. hkps://www.turkya-

hudileri.com/content-page.php?lang=tr&page=bar-mitsva&category=  (Accessed, January 

@A, ECEY). 

  The original text reads: “On üç yaşını dolduran erkek çocuk ilk kez bir sabah duasında(Cu-

martesi ve bayramlar hariç) Tefillin ve Tallet takarak erginliğini ispatlar. Genellikle tefillinin ilk 

kez takılmasını takip eden Cumartesi günü yapılan Bar-Mitzva töreni çocuğun, Yahudi toplu-

muna, dini görevlerini yerine ge%rebilecek erginliğe erişmiş, kendi sorumluluğunu üstlenmiş 

bir üye olarak kajldığını anlajr. Bu törende çocuk Tevrat'tan bir bölüm okumak üzere Teva'ya 

çağrılır. Arjk o, büyümüş, annesine babasına, tüm ailesine, çevresine faydalı bir ergin 

olacağına söz vermiş, çocukluğunu geride bırakmış bir ergindir.” 
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First of all, the “true” religious requirement of Bar Mitzvah is fulfilled with 

the religious ceremony held awer the opening of Ehal scrolls on Monday or 

Thursday. In Istanbul Jewish community, the ceremony in the years of @AyY 

was held only on these two days with the boy reading the corresponding 

Parashah from the Torah while wearing tefillin and tallit.19 The religious cer-

emony performed on Saturdays was added later and is not part of Bar Mitz-

vah religious requirements. Having a Bar Mitzvah ceremony on a Shabbat 

Day (Saturday), generally includes reading a sec%on from the Bible (Ha~ara) 

as well. Nowadays, Bar Mitzvah ceremonies are s%ll held in a synagogue on 

Monday or Thursday in Istanbul and some families s%ll prefer to have Satur-

day ceremony as well. On the other hand, according to both the religious 

authority and those from the market, currently the frequency of Saturday 

Bar Mitzvah ceremonies in synagogues is in a state of sharp decline. Increas-

ing prices are the leading cause, but the necessity for separate budgets for 

each event (clothing, synagogues, etc.) is also a difficulty for event hosts. In-

terviews say that almost AC% of Bar Mitzvah events now consist of the man-

datory Monday or Thursday tefillin and tallit ceremony followed by a night 

recep%on (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J and interview with Com-

pany H, June, EC@y). In addi%on to this, what must be underlined in this sec-

%on is that all Jewish community members want to remain a part of society 

and perform these rites of passage, one way or another. A person from the 

religious and secular authority summed up the issue, “We have never seen 

anyone who did not want to have a Bar Mitzvah. It never fails. Even those 

who claim to be atheist, communist, lewist; they all did it in the end” (Inter-

view with Rel. and Sec. Authority A, January, EC@Ä). Currently, Bar Mitzvah 

ceremonies are performed at certain synagogues, namely Ortakoy Etz-Hayim 

Synagogue, Yenikoy Tiferet Israel Synagogue, Caddebostan Bet-El Synagogue, 

and Neve-Shalom Synagogue. This ritual/prac%ce has also preserved itself 

with the help of the religious authority. However, when the order of im-

portance of the efforts and budgets spent for the invita%on is taken into 

 
 19 Tefillin ceremony is performed by the male child, wearing tefillin and tallit on Monday or 

Thursday, when Ehal is opened. The boy is also being called to the Torah. 
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account, the non-religious ceremony/recep%on/party takes precedence over 

the religious ceremony in the synagogue.  

å.Ö.Ü Yoel Bar Mitsva Club and AnneDe Bat Mitsva Club in Istanbul 

The name Anneke for the Bat Mitsva Club is derived from Ä-year-old Jewish 

girl Anneke Rubenstein Talu, who was killed during the ECCx Neve Shalom 

Synagogue terrorist akack.20 Similarly, the name Yoel for the Bar Mitsva Club 

comes from nineteen-year-old Jewish security personnel, young man Yoel 

Kohen Ülçer, who was killed during the same terrorist akack.  

The founding purpose of these currently ac%ve Clubs is guiding twelve 

and thirteen-year-old female and male children, respec%vely, through per-

forming their Bar/Bat Mitzvah ceremonial du%es as well as having them so-

cialize with peers in their age group and learn more about their Jewish iden-

%%es along the way. A Rabbi described the founding purpose of the two Clubs 

as,  

Provides unity and solidarity. Brings together children of the same 

age. They get to know each other and socialize. This is a social con-

grega%on project that unites children at that age. These are all ad-

vantages (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

It is like a school, especially for children who do not akend Ulus Jewish School, 

where only Jewish subjects are studied, and they can get together with their 

other Jewish friends. Also, the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony can be defined 

as a gradua%on ceremony for girls of the same age. These Clubs operate under 

the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, Hegkom, and a Rabbi, a 

member of Bet-Din, is responsible for coordina%on at the Clubs.21 As men-

%oned above, these Clubs also work like “invisible colleges” in the community.  

The Bat Mitsva Club takes one year to complete, and girls akend classes 

in groups, not individually. Almost all lessons are conducted in a non-formal 

 
 20 Awer the terrorist akack on November @Y, ECCx, the names, Yoel and Anneke, are added to 

the official name of the Clubs.  

 21 If a child is born in a mixed marriage and the mother is Jewish, s/he can join the Club. How-

ever, if the father is Jewish, they first give the child a short training and accept him into the 

Club (interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority B, January, EC@Ä). 
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educa%on format. The Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony happens at the end 

of the academic year, and girls’ parents can only invite a limited number of 

friends and rela%ves. As printed on the booklet distributed among parents, 

the goal is “to infuse in them the values a Jewish woman possesses first and 

foremost, then prepare them for Bat Mitzvah, one of the most important 

days of their lives.”22 

The Bar Mitsva Club, on the other hand, takes two years. The first year 

consists of group lessons like the Bat Mitsva Club. As stated in the booklet 

distributed among parents, the first-year objec%ve of the Club is “to infuse in 

them the values a Jewish man possesses.”23 In the second year, awer turning 

thirteen, male children work individually with more experienced teachers, a 

Hazzan/Cantor, or a Rabbi to prepare for the Parashah (passage in Hebrew) 

that they will read on the day of their Bar Mitzvah. As specified in the booklet 

distributed among parents, the second-year goal of the Club is “to prepare 

them for the Bar Mitzvah ceremony, one of the most important days of their 

lives.”24 Children are offered two op%ons at the beginning of the year, either 

maximum, which means reading the whole Parashah, or minimum25 reading. 

If their Parashahs are read in the same week, they will study it in groups.  

Both groups, boys and girls, meet at the Ulus Jewish School every Sunday 

for their lessons. They meet approximately twenty-five %mes over the course 

of a year. The Club is closed on certain religious and public holidays. On Sun-

days, all girls and boys akend their lessons at the same hours in separate 

classrooms. The number of students in a class varies depending on the num-

ber of students in a given year, but usually, there are six or eight students in 

one class. Akendance records are kept, and absences are noted and followed 

up. Male children usually wear a kippah in the classroom. Some%mes, groups 

are combined for lectures on certain topics. For instance, if there is a specific 

topic regarding prayer or religion that week, a Rabbi speaks to all children in 

a big mee%ng room.  Every week, all groups have lunch together. All meals 

and available snacks are kosher. The primary reason for separa%ng girls from 

 
 22 The booklet of the Bat Mitsva Club. 

 23 The booklet of the Bar Mitsva Club. 

 24 The booklet of the Bar Mitsva Club. 

 25 Shema and Beraha. 
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boys in classes is that the content for girls and boys some%mes tends to dif-

fer. 

Instructors (madrih and madriha) at the Club are from Jewish youth and 

work for the system under mentorship. They teach children by following the 

curriculum and the teaching guides provided. While instructors were ini%ally 

chosen from psychology graduates and those who had Mahzike Torah expe-

rience, the more recent years saw the inclusion of university students with 

volunteering experience in Jewish associa%ons. They some%mes get training 

or seminars during the year. Generally, young people take the instructor job 

both because they are qualified (in talking about Judaism) or/and they need 

pocket money or allowance. An aspect of the Clubs of special importance 

here is that while educa%ng children around the ages of twelve or thirteen, 

these Clubs simultaneously keep young people ages eighteen to twenty in-

side a Jewish-themed educa%on. As a result, the content provided by this 

ins%tu%on reaches a wider audience than originally intended. As wide as the 

age range of the employed is, the older are generally more experienced and 

placed higher on the hierarchy. Coordinators and other people in charge 

have more authority than the instructors and are responsible for how lessons 

and content are conducted. They communicate with the young instructors 

and manage aspects of the Clubs such as giw distribu%on, %ming, emergency 

interven%on, health problems, missing equipment procurement, and com-

munica%on with disrup%ve children.  

Children par%cipa%ng in the Club pay a certain fee in return for the ser-

vice.26 Each year, the price increases by a symbolic amount. At the beginning 

of each year, all children are given backpacks with the club logo on them, 

containing personal notebooks, journals, kippahs, and other educa%onal ma-

terials. An ÄC% akendance rate is expected of the children annually. A point-

reward system was implemented for the first %me in the EC@y-EC@Ä academic 

 
 26 The fee for two-year Bar Mitsva Club was xCCC TL (approximately yYC Euro) in EC@y while 

@,YCC TL (approximately xyY Euro) for the one-year Bat Mitsva Club. In addi%on, a E,YCC TL 

(approximately BEY Euro) payment was required for the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony in 

EC@y. The price included ceremony costs, cocktail recep%on, aòre for the girls and %es for 

the fathers. If someone needs economic support to pay for the fee, the Club subsidized the 

price. 
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year. Children are eligible to earn and lose points according to criteria related 

to classroom and club order. This system was designed to mo%vate children 

to ac%vely par%cipate in the whole process. 

Although there are minor revisions to lesson content every year, the main 

subjects are as follows: Iden%ty, Jewish iden%ty, Jewish Holidays (Rosh 

Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Sukkot, Simchat Torah, Hanukkah, Tu B’Shevat, Pu-

rim, Passover, Shavuot, some commemora%on days, Shabbat), tzedakah, life 

cycle events and rituals, Mitzvah Day,27 Jewish house, symbols, kashrut, Se-

phardi Jews, Jewish women, Jewish values, etc. These subjects are accompa-

nied by visits to places like the Quincentennial Founda%on Museum of Turk-

ish Jews, the Barinyurt Nursing Home and Elderly Care Center and some 

synagogues. Finally, the curriculum includes some social ac%vi%es such as a 

football tournament, contests and compe%%ons, picnics, and watching Jew-

ish-themed movies. In some years, families are offered Shabbat dinners and 

seminars. In addi%on to these, quite many weeks at the AnneDe Bat Mitsva 

Club are used to rehearse the prayers, ceremonial rituals, and songs, as well 

as for the general rehearsals with the fathers, in prepara%on for the Collec-

+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony at the end of the year.28 

The whole arena has its fair share of disputes among agencies as well. 

For example, for one year, a parents’ commission (family members) could 

not agree on what the children should wear during the ceremony, challeng-

ing the religious authority in a way. There were arguments, and the mothers 

did not like the chosen aòre. The ins%tu%on had to make the decision to 

have a fixed ceremonial aòre from that year onwards. Although some%mes 

it is about small details, the nego%a%ons between agents never end in this 

field. While the whole school/Club idea and collec%ve ceremony came from 

 
 27 The concept of the Mitzvah Day is generally observed in the United States or programs taken 

from the American ins%tu%ons and when compared with the other ones, it is a more modern 

one. 

 28 ECEx-ECEo Year-end Ceremonies: hkps://www.salom.com.tr/salomTurkey/ha-

ber/@xxyox/anneke-bat-mitzvah-club-and-yoel-bar-mitzvah-club-year-end-ceremonies 

(Accessed, January @A, ECEY). 
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religious authority, but it s%ll has space for family members to shape the cer-

emony in this field. 

Moreover, the Club song, which is sung at the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Cer-

emony, called On the Road to Torah,29 is full of messages. As a research item, 

it is possible to understand the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commis-

sion, Hegkom’s goals in crea%ng and implemen%ng the Club and the mes-

sages used to ensure its con%nuity. These lines, in par%cular, serve as a ref-

erence and warning for individuals who tend to reform such events in 

consumer cultures, as well as firmly sta%ng the ins%tu%on’s stance in certain 

makers; “It is a difficult journey, now begun, not only a party, being done…”30 

As confirmed by the interviews with the religious authority, what it is 

called Bat Mitzvah is, in fact, a prayer that takes two minutes long. But when 

the day comes, the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony includes a candle cere-

mony and singing along to wise words from the ancestors. The moving at-

mosphere, most importantly, appeals to the families and their emo%ons. As 

 
 29 ON THE ROAD TO TORAH 

  Big day approaches, Approaches fast, My Bat Mitzvah year, Can hardly believe it, I open my 

eyes, see the future, Take on my new role with pride. 

  On the road to Torah, to Torah, I am strong, I know what to do, It all depends on me, With 

the Torah I have learned, With every mitzvah the world will be complete. 

  It is a difficult journey, Now begun, Not only a party, Being done, With all we have learned 

we sow seeds, Together we grow as one heart, My page if full now, I put down my pen, And 

I read my diary from the beginning, All that I have learned, intensifying with the Torah, Is 

what I will apply in life, from now on. 

  Original Turkish version: TORA YOLUNDA 

  Büyük gün yaklaşıyor , Çok yakınlaşıyor, Benim Bat- Mitzva yılım, İnanasım gelmiyor, 

Gözlerimi açıp geleceğe bakıyorum, Ve yeni rolümü gururla üstleniyorum. 

   Tora yolunda, Tora yolunda, Gücüm var, yapacağımı biliyorum ben, Her şey bana bağlı, 

Öğrendiğim Tora, Her bir mitzvamla dünya tamamlanacak. 

  Zor bir yolculuktur bu, Şimdi başlayan, Sadece par% değil hazırlanılan, Öğrendiklerimizle hep 

tohum ekeriz, Birlikte tek yürek olarak büyüyoruz biz, Sayfam dolu arjk, Kalemi bırakıyorum, 

Ve günlüğümü baştan okuyorum, Torayla yoğunlaşan öğrendiğimi, Yaşanjmda arjk hep onu 

uyguluyorum. 

 30 Club Song-On the Road to Torah. 
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seen in the emphasis on the moving atmosphere on the Chief Rabbinate’s 

website,31 Bat Mitzvah is defined as follows:  

Bat Mitzvah ceremonies have been celebrated since the @Ath century. 

In these ceremonies, girls come together as a group and celebrate. In 

the Bat Mitzvah ceremony, girls enter the synagogue in their fathers’ 

arms, dressed in white, and they all recite prayers and songs together. 

As also seen in interviews, the scene mainly remembered from the Collec+ve 

Bat Mitzvah Ceremony is while the girls walk with their dads to the Ehal32 

and sing their songs on the stage. At the beginning of the ceremony, fathers 

wearing suits and white %es walk with their daughters in all-white dresses to 

the Tevah. Just like a wedding day, the girls ascend to the stage. During the 

speech, they talk about their wishes and desires for the day they would be-

come brides. Rabbi Isak Haleva, the Chief Rabbi, repeated his wish every 

year, “god willing, we will see these children under the huppah33 at Neve 

Shalom Synagogue.” In her interview, Ester said about the Collec+ve Bat 

Mitzvah Ceremony, “a great excitement for the father, as if he is presen%ng 

the bride at her wedding” (Ester and David, May @E, EC@y). This ceremony 

also serves as an investment for the future, and it promotes the next Jewish 

life cycle event/ritual. A tradi%on is effec%vely constructed over many years 

during all these ceremonies. A certain pakern is established through rehears-

als. This regulated order flows seamlessly and is repeated every year, the 

same as the year before.  

 
 31 The website underwent some changes in context and design at the end of ECEo and the 

beginning of ECEY. This quota%on is from the new version. hkps://www.turkya-

hudileri.com/content-page.php?lang=tr&page=bat-mitsva&category= (Accessed, January 

@A, ECEY). 

  The original text reads: “Bat-Mitsva törenleri XIX. yüzyıldan i%baren kutlanmaya başlamışjr. 

Bu törenlerde kız çocukları toplu halde bir araya gelirler ve kutlalar yapılır. Bat-Mitsva tören-

inde kızlar beyaz kıyafetler içinde sinagoga babalarının kollarında girerler, hep birlikte dualar 

ve şarkılar okurlar.” 
 32 The cabinet where the Torah rolls are kept. 

 33 A canopy beneath which Jewish marriage ceremonies are performed. 
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å.Ö.à Bar and Bat Mitzvah Recep+ons 

As Hilton (EC@o: @YÄ-@B@) stresses, today, Bar Mitzvah for boys and Bat Mitzvah 

for girls are more popular than at any %me in history and are some%mes ac-

companied by lavish celebra%ons. This claim is also valid for the Turkish (Istan-

bul) Jewish community. Spending significant economic and cultural capital and 

having lavish celebra%ons are also trendy in Istanbul. As a reflec%on of this 

situa%on, the Chief Rabbinate clearly shows the aòtude of being on the op-

posite side of the trendy par%es and recep%ons. The religious ins%tu%on states 

on its website that, 

A Jewish boy automa%cally becomes a bar mitzvah upon reaching the 

age of @x years, and a girl upon reaching the age of @E years. No cere-

mony is needed to confer these rights and obliga%ons. The popular 

bar mitzvah ceremony is not required and does not fulfill any com-

mandment. The ceremonies and recep%ons that are commonplace 

today were unheard of as recently as a century ago.34 

Needless to say, the celebra%ons held awer the religious ceremony of the 

Bat/Bar Mitzvah have nothing to do with religious obliga%ons. However, this 

aòtude and posi%on of the religious authority is also related to the Kayadez 

tradi%on, which is tried to be made s%ll prominent in a way by the religious 

authority and lay leaders of the Jewish community. One of the most notable 

problems for the religious authority is that recep%on becomes more im-

portant and akrac%ve than the religious ceremony. As Shoham (EC@Ä) also 

underlines, 

Bat mitzvah gradually came to denote the event no less than the girl’s 

new status, just as bar mitzvah changed to describe the event no less 

than the status, and the social event began to akract more aken%on 

than the religious ceremony, with regard to the emo%onal and eco-

nomic resources invested in it (Shoham, EC@Ä: @@B). 

 
 34 hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/judaism/@CC-bar-mitzvah-and-bat-mitzvah 

(Accessed, December A, ECEE). 
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These recep%ons become more important than the religious ceremonies in 

the eyes of both the families of teenagers (hosts) and other community 

members (guests). This recep%on/ party became a marker of Jewish iden%ty 

and was strongly influenced by consumer culture. As Joselit says, “underlines 

the associated party and understands the bar/bat mitzvah as an indica%on 

of the Jews’ accultura%on to modern consumerism” (Shoham, EC@Ä: @Cx).35 

On the other hand, the recep%ons and ceremonies provide family and com-

munity members a way to create their iden%%es and posi%ons within the 

community through these consump%on areas and prac%ces, especially in the 

@AACs, ECCCs, and EC@Cs. 

This sec%on discusses historical change and development of Bar Mitzvah 

and Bat Mitzvah recep%ons. Since Bat Mitzvah pakerns, emerging later in 

%me, have largely followed those of Bar Mitzvah, Bar Mitzvah recep%ons are 

the main point of focus. In the @AyCs, food was served at the house of the 

boy for his family and close rela%ves awer the religious ceremony on Thurs-

days or Mondays. This occasion evolved into ren%ng venues and serving food 

and drinks such as cake and lemonade. As the venues progressively became 

larger, the boy started taking the center stage, and the ceremony turned into 

a likle performance with a speech included. As B says, “The Bar Mitzvah re-

cep%on night is a concept about thirty or thirty-five years old” (Interview 

with Rel. and Sec. Authority B, January, EC@Ä). 

When the @AACs arrived, it is worth remembering that this decade wit-

nessed the rise of a new middle class in Turkey (Ayata, ECCE;  Işık, @AAY; Uner 

& Gungordu, EC@B). Thus, it was surely felt within the Jewish community, and 

some changes, like Brith Milah recep%ons and Jewish weddings, paralleled 

this development. This decade was also a period when the community en-

tered the extraversion phase, as Yıldız (EC@Y) also pointed out (see Chapter 

o.x). As explained above, in @AAE, YCC years of hospitality of (the Okoman 

Empire and Turkey) were celebrated, and Jewish ritual and cultural charac-

teris%cs were not hesitated to be displayed. It should not be forgoken that 

this visibility was generally shown in a depoli%cized venue. The life cycle 

event area was also in a situa%on that fits this descrip%on. While Kayadez 

 
 35 He gives reference to Joselit (@AAo: ÄA-@CY) and Reuveni and Roemer (EC@C: @y). 
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was s%ll held by the community leaders in a way, community members did 

not see any harm in expressing themselves through the consumer and global 

trends with the newly rising middle class. In the @AACs, Bar Mitzvah recep-

%ons occurred in five-star hotels. Five-star hotels meant larger crowds, more 

people invited and much bigger budgets. By the mid-ACs, even five-star ho-

tels were no longer enough and varying concepts were created depending 

on the year’s trends. The trend was usually to decide on a popular concept 

(from a cartoon or a movie, etc.) in these ceremonies, such as Space Jam 

film, We are the World song or a Jewish symbol. In addi%on to these con-

cepts, it was also common to hire a famous singer (on stage) to entertain the 

guests during the recep%on in five-star hotels such as Kenan Dogulu,36 etc. 

Providing such facili%es was undoubtedly closely linked to the family’s eco-

nomic capital and social capital. Recep%ons focused on Jewish symbols were 

mostly the handiwork of Izzet Bana. He was among the leading names in the 

industry during the @AACs. There was also a woman who was prevalent dur-

ing the %me, Rina Muraben. She s%ll almost completely dominates the Bar 

(and Bat) Mitzvah scene. In her own words, she described her upbringing as 

“under the wings of such a gem as Izzet Bana” (Rina Maruben – RN, June xC, 

EC@y). She was also a student of theatre actress Rozet Hubes and musician 

Selim Hubes through her work at Jewish associa%ons. Her first job, upon a 

personal favor request, was the adapta%on of Grease Musical for a Bar Mitz-

vah in the mid-@AACs (@AAo-AY-AB). She created unique videos for the show 

where the Bar Mitzvah boy entered the stage ripping through a large sheet 

of paper. She said: “That night made such a splash that I immediately got 

four more offers” (Rina Maruben – RN, June xC, EC@y). Alongside Bana and 

Muraben, Nino Varon37 was another leading name within the industry at the 

%me. He used the song, We Are the World, 38 at a Bar Mitzvah recep%on at 

the beginning of the @AACs, and the whole ceremony was centered on this 

concept. Dressed up as singers and musicians on stage, all children 

 
 36 He is one of the well-known singers in Turkish pop music, and the price should be paid for 

his performance is very high. 

 37 Nino Varon is a composer and a songwriter, and he is not just an important figure in the 

Jewish event sector but also in the Turkish music sector. 

 38 The song for charity, @AÄY. USA for Africa. Compositors, Lionel Richie, Michael Jackson. 
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pretended to perform the song on playback. Considering the trends of the 

%me, this ceremony also had a significant impact within the community. The 

prime mo%va%on in those years and the decades awer, has always been to 

dis%nguish one’s ceremony from previous ceremonies, to create something 

new and use it for the first %me in a Bar Mitzvah. In addi%on to all these 

trends in the @AACs, there is also a remarkable concept of the menorah39 with 

thirteen candles (thirteen-arm menorah) that is without ques%on s%ll used 

at every Bar and Bat Mitzvah recep%on. Although Sevindiren and Maruben 

claimed this to be an inven%on of tradi%on by Nino Varon, Nino Varon main-

tained that it is an old tradi%on that he did not create. Varon stated that he 

observed it abroad and adapted it to Turkish Jewish event culture. Varon be-

lieves it to be a prac%ce that beau%fies the candle-ligh%ng ritual. Although 

similar prac%ces can be observed in other countries, it is s%ll valid to describe 

the ligh%ng of a menorah at these recep%ons as an inven%on of tradi%on be-

cause this tradi%on was reciprocated and embraced by the Istanbul Jewish 

community. It was used one way or another in almost every Bar and Bat Mitz-

vah ceremony. 

Having started in the @AACs, this trend con%nued well into the ECCCs and 

EC@Cs, constantly evolving and becoming fancier. As men%oned above, Bar 

and Bat Mitzvah ceremonies, as well as recep%ons became more and more 

child-centered. Then, in the ECCCs, open-air Bar Mitzvah recep%ons were 

added into the mix and grew popular. Maruben, who has been in the busi-

ness for twenty-seven years, said: “It is my mission to bring to life a child’s 

dream world… That child is the star of the night… It is my duty to make their 

dream come true” (Rina Maruben – RN, June xC, EC@y). Meanwhile, Nino 

Varon described his work as, “I used to assess a child’s talents, speaking abil-

ity and prepare the menorah ceremony accordingly, he should not be em-

barrassed at the menorah, he must shine. That is why I consider their talent” 

(Nino Varon – RN, November E, EC@y). These recep%ons have become such 

acts of show business that a bit of dancing as in a school talent show no 

longer sa%sfies anyone. Technological advancements have allowed children 

 
 39 Menorah has seven-branched candelabrum. It is also used as emblem of Israel. It has a place 

in the Hebrew Bible as well. 
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to be part of PlaySta+on games or become Superman in videos. Professional 

dancers, acrobats, percussionists and such were added. Even clothes have 

become extravagant. These days, even larger stages are used, and giant LED 

screens as big as eighteen meters project xD images. Animated clips with the 

boy as the leading star are made. Shows imita%ng Broadway Musicals are 

performed. Fiddler on the Roof, We Will Rock You, Lala Land, Pirates of the 

Caribbean, and Harry PoDer are among these. In other words, the event’s 

size, shape, and scope have changed dras%cally.  

The thirteen-arm menorah, used in almost every Bar/Bat Mitzvah event, 

has also seen its share of changes. It began to take shape depending on the 

event such as a menorah with Sefer Torah, made of human figures, etc. A 

different person/invitee is called upon to light each of the thirteen candles 

together with dis%nct texts akached to the act. Girls and boys both start re-

hearsals months in advance with their families in order to read the texts flu-

ently. Great effort is made to make sure that children in the same cohort do 

not end up with similar concepts or candle ceremonies. Or, if the child has 

decided to include his friends as part of the show, they spend months to-

gether prac%cing the ten or twenty-minute-long show and/or dance. Also, 

each of the family members, rela%ves, and child’s friends, who get up to light 

a candle, prepare a surprise video or song for the child. As a result, the scope 

of the overall performance becomes wider with each passing year. Similarly, 

the Bat Mitzvah recep%on is a phenomenon that has been relevant since 

ECC@. It has become more of a party than anything for the last twelve-thir-

teen years. All changes and developments in Bar Mitzvah recep%ons are also 

valid for Bat Mitzvah recep%ons. 

Around the mid-EC@Cs, due to the unstable Turkish economy and poli%cal 

landscape, together with decreasing Jewish popula%on numbers, the num-

ber of events and their grandeur is in decline (see Chapter y.E.x). Families 

who prefer to opt out of the night recep%on some%mes end the occasion 

with a candle ceremony or a simple cocktail recep%on right awer the tefillin 

ceremony (Monday or Thursday) and skip the Saturday religious ceremony 

as well. This decline is also valid for all occasions (weddings, Bar and Bat Mitz-

vahs), and it is repeatedly noted during almost every interview. Maruben 

stated in her interview that her figures also approve of this claim.  
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I used to do thirty-forty Bar/Bat Mitzvahs yearly, but I do eighteen-

twenty now. The overall size of the industry has shrunk a lot. The 

number of people invited to these events also decreased from YCC to 

around ECC. They now invite a hundred children with a hundred 

adults and make the night more focused on the celebrant child (Rina 

Maruben – RN, June xC, EC@y). 

§ å.Ü  Regula%ons for Shabbat and Kosher/Kashrut and Its          

Applica%on 

According to religious authority, not just Bar or Bat Mitzvah but all life cycle 

fes%vi%es must keep Shabbat and kosher. All life cycle events are not limited 

to the religious ceremony of rites of passage inside synagogues but also in-

clude awer-par%es, brunches, and recep%ons held in hotels or other venues. 

It must be underlined here that the control mechanisms for Shabbat and ko-

sher were either put in place or akempted to be put in place by the religious 

authority during the rites of passage year by year. The cri%cal point is that 

religious authority has no actual way of enforcing these rules via any kind of 

sanc%ons, but as an ins%tu%on, it succeeds in controlling this arena. These 

two crucial ‘religious rules’ and prac%ces of an Orthodox Jewish community 

are tried to be applied by the religious authority and get lots of cri%cism from 

the community members. In this nego%a%on arena, three main agents, 

namely family members or community members, the market, and religious 

authority, are ac%vely present and par%cipate in with their ac%ons and their 

voices. The control mechanism, which has been tried to be constructed by 

the dominant agent (the religious authority here), has had some counterat-

tacks by other agents over the years. This sec%on discusses these two reli-

gious regulari%es by referring to the Bar and Bat Mitzvah ceremonies and 

recep%ons. 

A repea%ng claim seen in interviews with family members/couples and 

the market is that the rules regarding religious requirements, specifically 

Shabbat and kosher, are constantly becoming stricter. A most common claim 

was “that did not exist back in the day… We could do…”, followed by,  
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Nowadays it is impossible to have a midday party on Saturday be-

cause we cannot light candles, etc. However, for example, back in 

around ECCo-ECCY, we would put people onto a bus to Kemerburgaz 

for fes%vi%es, ligh%ng candles, etc. and no one would meddle (Inter-

view with Company E, November, EC@y). 

Interviews seem to have a pakern of emphasizing how rules have become 

stricter recently and the emphasis is also on complaining about these ‘new 

policies’ and ‘new inven%ons.’ The other issue discussed by the community 

members is the recep%ons, which are unrelated to religion and its prac%ces. 

Even though religious ceremonies and recep%ons are two different things, 

religious authority is also insistent on supervising recep%ons. Family/com-

munity members cri%cize religious authority mainly on this maker, and the 

rules allegedly become rigid over %me. A community member described 

their feelings as follows:  

I feel like these are sanc%ons. Honestly, there is nothing religious 

about the Bar Mitzvah night recep%on… They even say that it is a ko-

sher recep%on if a menorah40 is involved in a Bar Mitzvah. Menorah 

is something we have added [to our recep%ons]. It is not religious 

(Edit and Moris, May @Ä, EC@y). 

Despite the menorah not being a religious requirement at Bar Mitzvah, or 

the recep%on following a Bat Mitzvah ceremony (or a religious wedding cer-

emony) not being religious in any way, the religious authority asserts control 

over these occasions. Religious authority’s view of the issue is apparent. Ac-

cording to a Rabbi, “If it is Bar Mitzvah, if it is a religious ceremony, the fol-

lowing dinner must be kosher because it is a religious event” (Interview with 

a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). While it is easier for the religious authority to 

control events inside synagogues, controlling and regula%ng the occasions 

organized as part of a rite of passage or as a follow-up to a life cycle event is 

much more difficult. Notably, smaller Bat (or Bar) Mitzvah ceremonies or re-

cep%ons not held at five-star hotels are almost impossible to control. Here, 

it is crucial to underline that the religious authority does not have a right to 

 
 40 Here, while poin%ng the menorah, they mean thirteen-branched candelabrum. 
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penalize, fine, or give sanc%ons. S%ll, as a playmaker, the ins%tu%on creates 

its own way and rules to control the life cycle event field in %me. 

Jewish laws dictate that Shabbat41 is a day when work and engaging in 

any ac%vity is forbidden. Therefore, religious authority demands that Shab-

bat must be observed on all occasions falling within Shabbat day limits. For 

example, Shabbat rules apply for Bar Mitzvah ceremonies held in synagogues 

on Saturdays.42 That means no microphones are allowed, and taking photos 

or recording videos is prohibited. Another example is the recep%on, prefera-

bly performed on Saturday evenings, and interviewees reported how it is re-

quired to wait un%l the end of Shabbat on Saturday evenings. They added 

that the rules were not so strict in the old days.  

Here, the example of a thirteenth birthday party, which a family orga-

nized awer the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony in the EC@Cs, will be given 

as a prime example of being able to evade the control of the religious au-

thority (Ester and David, May @E, EC@y). On the day awer the occasion, the 

girl’s family decided to have an individual celebra%on party, announced it as 

a thirteenth birthday party, and picked a venue outside the hotel (In some 

cases, this could be a house party). The party went through on a Saturday 

awernoon – Shabbat day, and many Shabbat and kosher rules were violated. 

At this party, they played music, lit candles, etc., which all violated the Shab-

bat rules, and they also served non-kosher food. This example was a case of 

how the family members/couples (as an agent in this field) challenged the 

religious authority and made a move in the game as an agent. The family 

members/couples here developed a strategy (Bourdieu, @AAx; Maton, ECCÄ) 

by labeling the event a birthday party, exemp%ng it from the tradi%onal 

framework and required rules. It should be noted that they felt embarrassed 

while talking about the event in the interview because some of the family 

 
 41 The religious narra%ve of Shabbat; awer crea%ng the earth in six days, God rested on the 

seventh day. Shabbat begins on Friday evening, but when three stars are visible in the sky, 

and ends the same way on Saturday evening. During this %me work, business, ligh%ng fires, 

touching electricity, playing music and spending money etc. are forbidden.  

 42 Star%ng in ECCE, for nine-ten years, almost every Bar Mitzvah had a synagogue ceremony 

on a Saturday. However, with dwindling budgets, these ceremonies became less frequent 

over the years and almost ex%nct awer EC@o.  
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members had some posi%ons in the community’s administra%on in that pe-

riod. As Bourdieu emphasizes, the concept of strategy is an ac%ve and crea-

%ve prac%ce while using the analogy of a game (Maton, ECCÄ: Yo). As Harvey 

et al. state, before more dominant players (in this case, it is religious author-

ity) nullify their strategic moves, they move quickly and in this case, as si-

lently as well (Harvey et al., ECEC: E; Bourdieu, @AAx). According to Bourdieu, 

strategies are influenced by the atmosphere of the field and the agent’s hab-

itus. Agents maneuver within the field to achieve his/her aim and preserve 

this posi%on in the community/field. The prac%ce can consist of a deliberate 

plan, or it could not be calculated consciously, but in any way, the agent/in-

dividual applies to her/his capital to make moves towards the rules or struc-

ture. So, awer this incident, as interviewees say, religious authority tried to 

be more rigorous in the rules of Shabbat for the recep%ons. Not to forget, 

religious authority has no right to give any penalty for this birthday party. So, 

the agent of religious authority also took a step awer this move in the field 

to control. When explicitly asked about such occasions, religious authority 

representa%ve, Rabbi, acknowledged the unfortunate events, said: 

The doors are being forced here; it is not clear who or what they are 

trying to push, but they are on the wrong side… In other countries, 

the ceremony and dinner take place in the same venue. Hence, when 

a Rabbi performs the ceremony, he insists the food be kosher… If you 

are determined to break the rules, we cannot stop you… This is liter-

ally religious understanding. It is Bar Mitzvah… If you label it a birth-

day party and serve food that is not kosher, this is on your conscience 

between yourself and God, and it is wrong for me to comment any 

further (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

So, while they are talking about the past ‘wrong’ events since they could not 

have any authority to give any sanc%ons, he commented on this issue by re-

ferring to the agreement between God and the individual. However, awer the 

incident, religious authority worked on how to take precau%ons for future 

occasions; in other word, they act reac%vely rather than proac%vely. Alt-

hough religious authority is the dominant one in the field, community mem-

bers (some%mes the market) can have a say or are able to take ac%on (with 
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their different types of capital) to challenge the authority and maneuver in 

this field/game so that the ethno-religious communal iden%ty is constructed 

together with all agents in life cycle events field. On the other hand, it should 

also be noted that such occasions that break religious laws are infrequent.  

According to Jewish dietary laws, kashrut, a meal can be labeled kosher 

if it follows several rules, including the types of meat, proper forms of slaugh-

ter, condi%ons for meal prepara%on, consump%on way of food of animal or-

igins, and dairy products. It goes without saying that just as all life cycle fes-

%vi%es must abide by Shabbat rules, all occasions must also be kosher. 

Compared with the Shabbat rules, more control over the maker of kosher 

can be applied because the religious authority and the market cooperate 

very well. The most potent tool that religious authority has in order to con-

trol whether recep%ons are kosher is a team of mashgichim, which consists 

of approximately six or seven people working for the religious authority. A 

mashgiach43 is a person who individually44 supervises the kitchen prepara-

%on of the food before the recep%on and the serving of the food during the 

recep%on.  

Two factors related to the %ghtening of kashrut rules are men%oned in 

the interviews. One is the arrival of Rabbi Mendy Chitrik in Turkey in ECCx, 

and the other is the establishment of Denet Gıda Company (a kosher food 

company) in ECCo.45 The establishment of the Denet Gıda Company is also 

the story of how the kashrut issue became ins%tu%onalized in the Turkish 

Jewish community. The community leaders assigned a director to this com-

pany, and the company gained a monopoly over the market. In an interview 

in the Şalom Newspaper in ECCÄ, Silvyo Ovadya, the President of the Jewish 

 
 43 (pl. mashgichim) Usually selected among religious young people who keep Shabbat and ko-

sher. They are expected to be observant of all religious requirements, get rained and know 

kosher diet laws inside out. They are overwhelmingly men, although there is no rule about 

it.  

 44 It depends the size of the event but usually mashgiach works individually. 

 45 As men%oned in Ch. Y, the establishment of the catering company, La Casa de Barinyurt, in 

ECCx, which also serves life cycle religious events as being a kosher events. 
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community and execu%ve board member of the Denet Gida Company, clari-

fied the goals in establishing the company:  

Un%l the beginning of ECCo, a ‘kosher cer%ficate’ was given following 

the inspec%on of our clergymen46 within the Turkish Chief Rabbinate 

to assist food factories that were  par%cularly involved in export. It 

did not present a pleasant image for the Chief Rabbinate to give a 

dona%on receipt when issuing the document. Again, the Chief Rab-

binate was providing inspec%on in kosher events held in hotels. Mat-

zah, wine, and cheese produc%on was being done under the respon-

sibility of the Turkish Chief Rabbinate and the Turkish Jewish 

Community. As all of these are trade-related work, we found it appro-

priate to establish a joint-stock company. The goal when this joint-

stock company was founded was not that the partners receive profits, 

but that the specific service offered be done in the most proper way 

possible and for the profits accrued to be invested anew. It is a joint-

stock company, and while some religious officials have assignments 

in community management, they do not benefit financially as man-

agers or as shareholders. As seen for the past three years, the com-

pany has not distributed profits but has made new investments. Since 

the ability of Community Founda%ons to form economic en%%es is a 

maker of legal debate today, the establishment of a company was 

preferred.47   

As clearly stated, the aim of the joint-stock company establishment was to 

separate trade-related work from ‘religious work’ and the legal debate on 

 
 46 Din adamı. Religious authori%es. 

 47 hkps://www.salom.com.tr/arsiv/haber/BYCYo/s-ovadya-denet-gida-as-ve-matsa-ithalat-

ina-iliskin-acik  (Accessed, April Ey, ECEE). 

  This interview was made in response to the ar%cle %tled Imports That Confuse the Jewish 

Community published in Milliyet Newspaper on Tuesday, April x, ECCy. The reason I used 

this interview is that the subject is discussed so openly and publicly on an open access plat-

form/newspaper and this ar%cle contains a clear statement made by a person from religious 

authority about the Denet Gıda Company. 
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forming economic en%%es as a founda%on. Ovadya lists the employees at the 

Denet Gida Company establishment in the following manner: 

In Denet Gida, more than thirty people are paid part-%me or full-%me 

salaries, including Hahams (Rabbis) members of the Bet-Din and 

those who are not, inspectors that they employ, inspectors that go to 

wine and cheese produc%on, those who inspect restaurants and ca-

tering companies’ restaurants that provide kosher food, shohets who 

slaughter chickens, and [people] who work in administra%on, the 

bakery, and the warehouse.48 

So, these newly established organiza%ons (Denet Gida Company, La Casa de 

Barinyurt) are the establishments that con%nue to be managed by some lay 

leaders and have been integrated/channeled to ac%vi%es done by commu-

nity members. 

Previously not adhering to such strict rules and regula%ons, the events 

have progressively had to follow a kosher diet law, including more and more 

food items added each year since ECCx. An interviewee made a rather im-

portant observa%on about the whole process,  

I remember my brother’s Bar Mitzvah, and it was not kosher at all. 

Nowadays, even drinks must be kosher. They inspect the kitchen all 

the way to the cheese you serve. And the congrega%on wants to 

profit from this; it is very natural (Sandra, June o, EC@y). 

This is also about circula%ng the money in the community as much as it is 

about the congrega%on profi%ng. As the number of kosher products sold in-

creases, so does the number of products to be inspected. However, the issue 

is undoubtedly not merely economic. According to another interviewee, 

It was around ECCx-ECCo when these things began. Things changed 

in Turkey awer [Rabbi] Mendy’s arrival. There was no kosher require-

ment when I got married. But then they started doing things like 

 
 48 hkps://www.salom.com.tr/arsiv/haber/BYCYo/s-ovadya-denet-gida-as-ve-matsa-ithalat-

ina-iliskin-acik  (Accessed, April Ey, ECEE). 
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Hagalah49 in hotel kitchens. Then came kosher cheese, and then 

checking if the wine is kosher. It turned out that sour cherry juice is 

not kosher, which we had never known before (Interview with Com-

pany D, June, EC@y). 

As seen in this quote, a considerable amount of interviews conducted by the 

community members claim this uprising religiosity in the regula%ons/rules is 

also related to the arrival of Rabbi Mendy Chitrik in Turkey (ECCx). While this 

claim has been made repeatedly by community members, the religious au-

thority avoided commen%ng on it. Within this context, a Rabbi of the reli-

gious authority described the situa%on and historical change,  

The kashrut issue has been a work in progress for approximately forty 

years. The Chief Rabbinate of the %me was also involved. Things were 

star%ng to become very degenerated. Awer a Brith Milah or a Bar 

Mitzvah, dinner tables were set up, and all kinds of foods, such as 

shrimp,50 were served and so on. I am talking about the @AyY-@AÄCs, 

and it was awful. Rabbi Moşe Aşalom, Moşe Benveniste, and the Bet-

Din of the %me began working to fulfill the needs of the congrega%on. 

It can be done within available means - there were not many kinds of 

cheese or wine at the %me. Back then, the rule was to exclude shrimp 

and so on, meat and dairy products… However as people began to 

understand over %me, as the system took root, the bar of standards 

rose higher. Similarly, with increasing means, more kinds of cheese 

and wine, it got to the point where kashrut had to be the way to do 

things… Surely, there are s%ll things we lack (Interview with a Rabbi, 

November @, EC@y). 

Parallel to this quote, another member of religious authority described and 

legi%mized the development and progress of kashrut rules, 

[Back then], There was no kosher cheese or wine produc%on, accu-

rate, it did not exist in Turkey but was wriken [the rules] in the Torah. 

 
 49 Hagalah is cleaning metals and teflons in hot water. It is not rou%nely done these days unless 

there is a special request regarding kashrut. 

 50 Shrimp is not kosher. 
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We are only now finding out [In Turkey]. It is not an inven%on, it is 

just we who did not know. It is not teaching new tricks to old dogs… 

Think of it like any other educa%on: you learn to read in first grade, 

progress through high school and become advanced at university… 

Kosher @C@-@CE-@Cx, these must be applied. Let’s at least agree on the 

@C@; there is no need to jump to YCY (Interview with Rel. and Sec. 

Authority E, November, EC@y). 

Here, the emphasis was on the fact that kashrut rules are not becoming 

stricter by the day; instead, already exis%ng religious laws are progressively 

made into rules for this society and observed. In other words, as new things 

are learned, as new products arrive and as society is able to purchase more, 

new rules appear as a natural consequence. 

In this process, religious authority’s ac%ng partners for supervision are 

not the family members/couples but rather the hotels and venues that are 

part of the market. That is how the process works. Wedding couples or fam-

ilies hos%ng recep%ons go to hotels to agree on a price and recep%on details. 

Couples and families who are aware of the rules readily express their wish to 

adhere to kosher regula%ons. In other cases (if the couple/family did not 

make a note of it), if the hotel has already hosted a Jewish event in the past, 

they no%fy the religious authority about the agreement. If such is the case, 

the Chief Rabbinate contacts the ceremony holders to inform them of the 

necessi%es. Then, the Chief Rabbinate sends mashgiachs to the hotel/venue. 

The head of the mashgichim is a person with connec%ons at hotels. Today, a 

group of mashgichim arrive early at a recep%on venue’s kitchen to supervise 

the whole prepara%on process. They inspect everything from how greens 

such as spinach are washed to which plates are being used in recep%on. Grills 

are ‘cleaned’ according to kosher rules.51 Kosher status of the cheese selec-

%on, the fish types and the drinks served are all checked.52 They ensure no 

other food service is mixed up with the recep%on food. Mashgichim do this 

professionally and are paid for their services. Thus, the control mechanism is 

 
 51 A grill is considered fit for kosher awer twenty minutes spent on flames, empty.  

 52 Fish is owen preferred at hotel weddings and recep%ons as it is easier to supervise and serve. 

When meat is served, mashgiachs have to inspect it at least four %mes.  
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established by market elements (hotels). A significant curiosity here is why 

hotels go along with it and support the process. Interviews had been held 

with very clear answered to this ques%on,  

Hotels must follow suit because Jewish weddings and ceremonies 

con%nue throughout the year. Also, Sunday is a day when hotels are 

mostly empty, and this is an essen%al revenue item for them. Hotels 

must abide by the rules, or they will not be booked for the next Jew-

ish wedding (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J, January, EC@Ä). 

Therefore, the market bears the responsibility, not the family and community 

members. On the other hand, a Rabbi stated how difficult it is to educate 

hotel crews and create a system based on the kashrut, 

In other countries, you book a hotel, and a catering company [that 

knows kosher business] arrives. For this, there are several companies 

you [the Jewish community] work with. You tell the event owners to 

choose. Here [in Turkey], it is not like that, the hotel itself provides 

the food. As a result, because everyone in our congrega%on righöully 

wants to use a different hotel, it is required to go to every single 

venue and tell them about kashrut. There are many layers of difficulty 

(Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

It is an incredibly long and challenging effort to ensure the hotel understands 

the rules and that the kitchen staff act according to them. On the other hand, 

the market is the actor defined by the religious authority as partners in this 

game, and compared to family members/couples, the said market (hotels) is 

an element with which a more permanent and long-standing rela%onship 

can be built and maintained.  

§ å.à  Concluding Remarks 

Three agents, namely religious authority, the market, and community mem-

bers, ac%vely par%cipate in this life cycle event field, like in other arenas, and 

they all also have a role in crea%ng the ethno-religious cultural and commu-

nal iden%ty. In this specific arena, Bar and Bat Mitzvah ceremonies, the 
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religious authority took lots of steps to make this arena more ins%tu%onal-

ized and standardized. Some%mes, they had to make more ‘modern’ moves 

due to the reac%ons of the community members and the market. As said 

before, establishing the Bar and Bat Mitsva Club, or what can be called a 

‘school,’ was the most significant step and most made efforts for the religious 

authority in this arena. Compared to other arenas, this %me, one of the aims 

of the religious authority was not just to regulate the market and community 

members; it was also about regula%ng and controlling the individuals work-

ing for and to the religious authority. For the first %me, they voiced their aim 

and were open about their team when conduc%ng interviews. In this estab-

lishment, the Yoel Bar Mitsva Club and the AnneDe Bat Mitsva Club, the def-

ini%on of ideal Jewishness and the ethno-religious and cultural communal 

iden%ty were tried to be established by the religious authority and lay lead-

ers. It is also seen as a contribu%on to the Jewish future in Istanbul, Turkey. 

Instead of leaving the Bar or Bat Mitzvah ceremony performed in one day, 

they preferred to extend the learning of the Jewish iden%ty forma%on pro-

cess to a year (Bat Mitzvah) and two years (Bar Mitzvah). In this ini%a%ve, the 

religious authority also draws the picture of how proper Jews could be and, 

most importantly, propagandizes against assimila%on. Therefore, the reli-

gious authority/secular authority wants to have a right to speak about what 

kind of Jewish profile/iden%ty will be drawn (Bar and Bat Mitsva Club, semi-

nars, kashrut, Shabbat, etc.), and they succeed. It should be noted that, as 

men%oned before, par%cularly Bat Mitzvah ceremonies did not come from 

bokom to top, and religious authority insists on it. It comes across as an in-

ven%on of tradi%on to the community members. All improvements related 

to the Club are inspired by the examples of those abroad that could not be 

seen so much in other life cycle fes%ve events. In addi%on, it is evident that 

the effects of the arrival of Rabbi Mendy Chitrik and the impact of American-

iza%on on Jewish iden%ty.  

Year by year, control mechanisms and rules of the religious authority are 

geòng stricter regarding kashrut and Shabbat, especially in recep%ons. As 

given in some examples above, community members also challenge these 

regula%ons and religious authority in some way. However, religious authority 

collaborates more with the agents of the market in terms of religious rules. 
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One of the parts of the control mechanism is established through these 

agents. Both Denet Gıda Company, established with the ini%a%ve of the reli-

gious authority, and five-star hotels collaborate with the religious authority 

to be strict and control these religious rules.  

Lastly, the recep%ons of the Bar and Bat Mitzvah ceremonies are geòng 

bigger and bigger over %me. Especially star%ng from the @AACs and par%cu-

larly awer the ECCCs, these recep%ons can be observed as the size rises, the 

recep%ons get more crowded, and s%ll be one of the most akrac%ve amuse-

ments for the community members. The market, as an agent, plays signifi-

cant role in this way, and they help to put the child at the center and inspire 

community members to aspire to the concepts/ shows for the recep%ons. 

However, the religious authority s%ll tries to protect the aòtude of Kayadez, 

specifically being low profile and not suppor%ng the myth of wealthy Jews. 

Parallel, they see this glossiness too much, as they said in this quote. As one 

of the people from the ins%tu%on side stated: “Bat Mitzvah is not a religious 

requirement, it is just snobbishness/ foppishness, nouveau-riche prac%ces 

and an inven%on” (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority A, January, EC@Ä).  
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Life Cycle FeMive Event: Jewish Wedding 

his chapter not only focuses on the religious ceremony in a synagogue 

but also examines the events and ceremonies as a package. While some 

components of this package are official necessi%es, others are voluntary 

events. On the other hand, some events are expected from the couple so-

cially and culturally. These include the proposal and going to the female 

household to ask for her hand in marriage, the betroth, Drahoma,1 engage-

ment party, religious engagement, the bridal/groom trousseau,2 prepara%on 

of dowry, showing of the dowry/ Aparar Ashuar, bachelor party, state wed-

ding, compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar, bridal bath/ banyo de no-

vya, mikveh ceremony, arranging the bridal bed/ Ordenar Kama de Novya, 

bachelor party, religious wedding ceremony, wedding recep%on, honeymoon 

and the ceremony of Shabbat Hatan.3 Some of these events have been for-

goken or abandoned over the years, while others have been added to the 

 
 1 The money or property that is given to the newly-wed couple by the bride’s parents. 

 2 While the concept of trousseau can be employed to explain the situa%on, it is essen%al to 

how it is prac%ced in Turkey. The trousseau is prepared for both par%es of the couples for 

their partner’s families. The process starts awer the asking for the marriage, and the giw 

bundles are presented during the engagement ceremony. While a typical bridal trousseau 

package consists of slippers, nightgowns, lingerie, perfume, and some cosme%cs, the male 

packs his shirt and trousers, wallet, %e, cufflinks, watch, towel, underwear, and slippers. 

 3 It is a ceremony that is held on the Shabbat before the religious wedding ceremony by the 

groom in the synagogue. In Yiddish, it is called Aufruf.  

T 
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package, such as the compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar. The order 

and content of these events have also evolved over the years, so this chapter 

focuses on the transforma%on of the wedding event package over %me and 

the role of the three key agents in this field. 

Here, it should be noted that some marriages outside the already cultur-

ally accepted marriages or excep%ons take place inside the Chief Rabbinate 

of Turkey building. To name a few, generally, second marriages are carried 

out with a simple ceremony. Economically bankrupt couples and their fami-

lies’ wedding ceremonies also happen here. Couples with low economic cap-

ital also very rarely occur here. Also, couples who have performed the Giur4 

ceremony use the Chief Rabbinate Office. Because it is prac%cally near im-

possible to access the informa%on and stories of these couples, their mar-

riages, more owen than not, stay silent. Addi%onally, the concept of Giur is 

not a promoted idea within the community. When discussing marriages, a 

Rabbi also men%oned weddings at the Chief Rabbinate Office in the past; the 

only examples he could offer are second marriages (Interview with a Rabbi, 

November @, EC@y).  

§ î.Ñ Religious Wedding Ceremony and the Meaning of Jewish 

Wedding in Turkish Jewish Society 

For a Jewish couple to be recognized as married, both the religious ceremony 

within a synagogue and the official marriage in the eyes of the state have to 

be completed. There are two required steps for a religious ceremony to be 

technically complete. Before discussing the two ceremonies named 

Erusin/Kiduşin and Nisuin, a brief look at engagements is necessary. Although 

nowadays the engagement tradi%on has taken a new shape, as will be dis-

cussed below, in the old days, as the Chief Rabbinate website states, it was 

tradi%onally performed as follows: Awer approval from the families, the 

groom-to-be would send the bride-to-be Aniyo de Kiduşin, meaning an 

 
 4 Name changing/Judaiza%on ceremony which is done for non-Jewish women. Usually, the 

name of the non-Jewish women is changed into “Bat Avraham Avinu” in the paper. 
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engagement ring and silk cloth to be used for a dress. In return, the bride-to-

be would send pastries named Koza d’orno, which she has cooked. Some also 

added a silk handkerchief with her ini%al engraved. In cases where the en-

gagement period was prolonged, both sides would correspond by lekers.5 

Awer these steps, the prospec%ve groom and bride have to go to the 

Chief Rabbinate Office to schedule the wedding day. When the couple ap-

plies for a religious ceremony day at the synagogue, the religious authority 

collects %me and loca%on informa%on for the wedding recep%on to ensure 

compliance with kashrut and Shabbat rules during the recep%on. Then, the 

couples should pay the religious wedding fee. According to the Jewish calen-

dar, there are days and months when it is forbidden to marry in terms of 

religion.6 These dates roughly correspond to Rosh Hashana, Passover, Sha-

vuot, and Sukkot, the period from @y Tamuz to A Av (Tisha beAv), the days of 

the Omer count (un%l Lag Baomer—thirty-three days), the days of Avelut, 

Taanit (fas%ng), and Shabbat. The month of Heshvan is also not preferred for 

marriage (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). Then, if the bride-to-

be wants to have a mikveh ceremony, she can perform it before the religious 

wedding day. Lastly, official civil marriage also takes place during this period.7 

In the Jewish religious wedding ceremony,8 awer the bride and groom 

take their place in the synagogue, according to Istanbul tradi%ons, the Si-

vlanot ring, the groom bought for the bride, is presented to the bride. The 

Rabbi, who also vocalizes the prayers for the wedding, is appointed as the 

bearer to give the ring to the bride. The religious authority has provided sup-

port for this tradi%on to be con%nued. Awerward, the marriage contract, 

known as a Ketubah, is signed. As stated in the Chief Rabbinate’s website, 

“The ketubah spells out the husband’s obliga%ons to the wife during mar-

riage, condi%ons of inheritance upon his death, and obliga%ons regarding the 

 
 5 hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/history/did-you-know (Accessed, December 

E@, ECEE). 

 6 In Izmir, cycle of the moon is also taken into considera%on.  

 7 Since EC@Y, the order of ceremonies could be changed. See, Chapter y.E.E. 

 8 hkps://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/judaism/@Co-marriage (Accessed, Decem-

ber E@, ECEE). 
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support of children of the marriage.”9 Some of these commitments are 

clearly visible in the Turkish version.10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure y.@ Ketubah document from ECEE 

The two-part religious wedding ceremony follows this. The first is the en-

gagement ceremony, known as Erusin/Kiduşin. Accompanied by wine, the 

blessing prayer is said, and the ring is presented to the bride. Then, the glass-

breaking ritual is performed. The second part is the marriage ceremony 

called Nisuin. Although there are disputes about when it first began, these 

 
 9 hkps://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/judaism/@Co-marriage (Accessed, Decem-

ber E@, ECEE). 

 10 The transla%on of the text: “Be my wife in accordance with the rules of the Jewish religion 

and I will support you faithfully and respect you like all other Jews who support and clothe 

their wives with the help of God. I will give you ... silver coins, which you deserve according 

to the religion, the price of virginity. I also undertake to provide for you, your clothes, your 

needs and the duty of husband to you.” 

 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

@yx 

two ceremonies were merged centuries ago and are performed this way to-

day. The part of Nisuin is performed with the bride and groom standing un-

der the huppah or tallit. Sheva Berahot, the seven blessings are read, and the 

marriage ceremony is concluded. Awer conclusion, a special prayer is said for 

the prosperity and peace of the Turkish Republic and its President, and it is 

called Anoten.11 

Awer the ceremony, although there is no religious necessity, a celebra%on 

recep%on follows. Awer the religious ceremony on a Sunday at (usually) the 

tradi%onally significant Sephardi Neve Shalom Synagogue of Istanbul, a huge 

wedding party is held in a hotel or another venue. This wedding recep%on is 

the final and seemingly the most prime step of a Jewish wedding today.  

THE NUMBER OF JEWISH WEDDINGS FROM @ABC TO ECEC 

The distribu%on of the number of Jewish weddings by years from @ABC to 

ECEC is as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table y.@ The distribu%on of the number of Jewish weddings by years from 

@ABC to ECEC  

 
 11 Differing tradi%ons, rituals and customs can be observed in Jewish marriage ceremonies in 

Izmir.  
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Year Total in Istanbul  Year Total in Istanbul 

@ABC EEE  @AA@ yy 

@AB@ ECy  @AAE AE 

@ABE @Äo  @AAx yÄ 

@ABx @Äx  @AAo ÄB 
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@ABY EoE  @AAB yE 
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@AyC EBÄ  ECC@ By 
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@AyE EC@  ECCx BA 
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@Ayy @ÄE  ECCÄ By 

@AyÄ @Bx  ECCA yC 
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@AÄC @Yy  EC@@ BC 

@AÄ@ @xA  EC@E yY 
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@AÄo @EÄ  EC@Y Yy 

@AÄY AB  EC@B oA 

@AÄB @Cx  EC@y o@ 

@AÄy @@x  EC@Ä xC 

@AÄÄ @@A  EC@A xx 

@AÄA yo  ECEC Y 

@AAC @CA    
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When the data is visualized as a line chart, a downward trend is evident in 

the number of Jewish weddings between @ABC and ECEC. 

 

Table y.E The line chart of Jewish wedding numbers between @ABC and EC@y 

 

The decline in Jewish wedding numbers has been steady and has persisted 

for decades. Of course, this decline was also influenced by unstable Turkish 

poli%cs (in specific periods), economic crises in Turkey, and other factors. 

However, the obvious reasons, which are directly related to the Turkish Jew-

ish community, are the decreasing Jewish popula%on in Turkey, the increase 

in mixed marriages, and the increase in migra%on of Turkish Jewish people 

to other countries. According to an interview with Silvyo Ovadya, Press 

Spokesperson of the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey, in a na%onal newspaper in 

ECCx, this statement used by the author; 

The number of mixed marriages among Turkish Jews is increasing day 

by day. A significant change is observed in marriages in Jewish society, 

which is closely %ed to its tradi%ons. ‘While in the past the marriage 

between a Jew and a Muslim was considered a taboo, today it is be-

coming difficult not to talk about it’ (Şubatlı, ECCx).  
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Notably, awer the ECCCs, the issue of geòng married to non-Jewish people 

become a hot topic and accurate for the Jewish society in Turkey and, of 

course, the religious (and secular) authority. 

§ î.Ö Historical Change of Jewish Weddings 

î.Ö.Ñ Jewish Synagogue (Religious) Wedding Ceremony 

This sec%on focuses on the transforma%on of religious wedding ceremonies 

over the years and the role of the three agents, followed by an analysis of 

how the three agencies have transformed these areas into nego%a%on arena 

in this field. The changes in the ceremony are analyzed through efforts to 

ins%tu%onalize and regulate prac%ces related to places, music, educa%on, 

dress, and mikveh, with some modifica%ons permiked by the religious au-

thority also being examined.  

Since the @ABCs, most Jewish religious wedding ceremonies have oc-

curred in two synagogues: Zülfaris Synagogue/Kal Kadosh Galata and Neve 

Shalom Synagogue. Although rare, Şişli Bet Israel Synagogue, Caddebostan 

Bet El Synagogue, and Ortaköy Etz Ahayim Synagogue are chosen for wed-

dings. Although it was claimed in the interviews that Ortaköy Etz Ahayim Syn-

agogue was used for second weddings, it is not possible to prove this with 

quan%ta%ve data.   

When it first opened in @AY@, Neve Shalom appealed to Istanbul’s upper-

most economic class, and it con%nued to do so for a long %me, as stated in 

the interviews. The price difference for ceremonies between the two syna-

gogues was one of the frequently emphasized points. Having a wedding in 

Neve Shalom is a preky costly maker. Awer Zülfaris Synagogue closed in 

@AÄx, most Jewish community weddings in Istanbul took place in Neve Sha-

lom Synagogue.12 Therefore, the economic prowess of community members 

ceased to be so blatantly visible. The financial disparity between the upper 

and lower classes became more equal regarding religious ceremonies. There 

 
 12 The Neve Shalom Synagogue, which was closed for nine months awer the @AÄB terror akack, 

hosted a wedding for the first %me on June y, @AÄy (Pinhas et al., ECCE: BÄ). 
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were long stories during the interviews about how glamorous the weddings 

were, the decora%ons, and the flowers at the weddings performed at Neve 

Shalom.13 Neve Shalom was also preferred over others because it has a ca-

pacity of BoC seats and can host events with up to @,CCC people, making it 

the largest synagogue in Istanbul. Here, it is worth no%ng that Neve Shalom 

Synagogue, compared to others, is promoted by the religious authority and 

is more desired by community members. A more pronounced emphasis, par-

%cularly on the Neve Shalom Synagogue and its impact on the community, 

was also evident in the interviews. “If I had been an only child, I would have 

my wedding at Neve Shalom Synagogue for the good of my parents; I would 

not deprive my family of this” (Sindy and Melih, May x, EC@y). In every con-

versa%on with religious authority and secular leaders, the social symbolism 

of having a religious wedding (or another life cycle event) at Neve Shalom 

Synagogue was emphasized, and the beau%fica%on of the experience was 

also highlighted by the religious authority. Rabbi did not neglect to add that 

weddings inside synagogues are more beau%ful and holy, especially the Neve 

Shalom (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y).  

Over the years, demands from family members and couples regarding 

religious ceremonies have paved the way for some changes in this field. As 

expected, this field contains lots of nega%ons between the agents, and every 

agent makes their move in this game. The religious authority approved some 

of the requests submiked by other agents, which pertained to the details of 

the religious ceremony. First, weddings performed under a tallit for many 

years were allowed under a huppah awer requests from community mem-

bers.14 Interviews explain the reasoning as the difficulty and discomfort of 

holding the tallit over the bride and groom’s heads for a long %me. The tallit 

ruined hairs when it touched the head; therefore, photographs did not come 

out as expected. Secondly, as one religious official said during interviews, the 

 
 13 Because of the ECCx November terror akacks, a dozen weddings were held at the Ashkenazi 

and the Caddebostan Bet El Synagogues instead of Neve Shalom Synagogue. In July ECCo, 

the Neve Shalom Synagogue resumed its regular services awer an eight-month pause (Inter-

view with Rel. and Sec. Authority H, EC@y). 

 14 “Düğün,” Neve Şalom, accessed EA March ECEo, hkps://nevesa-

lom.org/dugun.html#dugunn. 
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wine given to the bride was spilled onto her dress at a few weddings. He 

noted that some couples started calling before their weddings awerward, 

saying they did not want to drink the wine anymore (Interview with a Rabbi, 

November @, EC@y). Because of this request, they provided two op%ons for 

the couple to choose from, allowing them to decide whether to drink wine 

or not.  

Besides these two small changes, it highlights a few trends that have 

gained popularity over the years. In the past,15 as the religious authority told 

in interviews, the bride used to be the first to enter the synagogue; now, she 

enters the synagogue last. The bride was placed at the center of the cere-

mony and became the most remarkable element of the ceremony. The other 

example was also highly debatable within the Jewish community, and the 

religious authority decided to loosen the rules. In the old days, two kids were 

dressed up like a bride and groom and called the likle bride and groom. With 

requests coming from community members and couples nowadays, the cou-

ple’s friends, mostly the bride’s friends, are owen seen as bridesmaids. The 

trend of bridesmaids, which is part of global trends, involves them dressing 

in the same dresses and holding flowers, as well as small hats or headbands 

on their heads, as they walk onto the stage before the bride and stand 

throughout the ceremony. It was an arguable topic in the Jewish community 

because some community members compared and likened the bridesmaids’ 

rituals to the Chris%an/church tradi%on. However, this move, ini%ated by 

community members, was ul%mately accepted by the religious authority 

with the support of the companies. 

Alongside these changes, the religious authority received more feedback 

from community members regarding ceremonies. The aòtude of the reli-

gious/secular authority has changed in recent years, and the religious au-

thority has adopted a new prac%ce. Awer the religious ceremony was com-

pleted, they began calling the newlywed couples to ask about the troubles 

they had and what they were happy with (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Au-

thority H, EC@y). It is also a way to gather more feedback about the ceremony 

 
 15 The religious authority could not say the year for this change. 
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and to have more control over the market (photographer, cameraman, and 

so on), which works well for couples’ ceremonies. 

î.Ö.Ñ.Ñ Music and Choir in Synagogue 

The music played during the religious ceremony in synagogues was also a hot 

topic in the last quarter of the @AÄCs.16 Before the songs were recorded with 

the help of technology in @AÄB-@AÄy, live music took place in the ceremonies. 

The Jewish wedding choir consisted of six or eight people who sang songs 

and played musical instruments. They did not earn their living in this posi-

%on; they also worked in different business sectors. During the @AÄCs, this 

choir, consis%ng of Jewish women and men, sang songs alive in religious wed-

ding ceremonies.17 The establishment story of the choir was told by Izzet 

Bana,18 one of the choir members. “We invited our friends who had excellent 

voice. We brought our friends there” (Izzet Bana – RN, November A, EC@y).  

 
 16 According to Aron Sal%el (Aron Sal%el – RN, November @C, EC@y), there were several Ladino 

songs (from Turkish Sephardi culture) related to the wedding. He could follow them un%l the 

@AoCs. Two-third of the sources based on wriken sources and the rest based on oral sources 

(as he said, he refers to Isaac Levi, Sephardi Radio, the Hazzan’s repertoire, a woman from 

Hasköy, a man from Thessaloniki, and Samuel Molho). He collected all the songs he could 

find in an album of consis%ng three CDs, called BODA.  

  hkps://istanbulsephardiccenter.com/urun/boda-by-ensemble-sal%el/?v=@a@x@CYbyeoe 

(Accessed, January xC, ECEY). 

  These songs are about the engagement, puòng out the dowry, ketubah, mikveh, alterca-

%ons between mothers-in-law, and night of henna. When I was conduc%ng interviews par-

%cularly about marriages in the @ABCs, no one men%oned the songs played in Ladino during 

the wedding ceremony or before and awer occasions of the wedding. According to Aron 

Sal%el, in fact, the repertoire of Şapoşnik, from Ashkenazi Synagogue, was used for many 

years, and the Jewish community did not know about these old Sephardi Ladino songs. 

 17 The exact forma%on date of the Jewish wedding choir was not reachable but, according to 

Izzet Bana, as of @AyÄ, the choir ac%vely took part in Neve Shalom Synagogue. According to 

Karen Şarhon, since the @AÄCs, the choir had played in Neve Shalom Synagogue. 

 18 Izzet Bana had different posi%ons in the Istanbul Jewish community. He is the founder of the 

Estreyikas d’Estambol (The stars of Istanbul) which is a children choir. He is also theatre di-

rector, professional actress, and directed several musicals and theatre in Jewish cultural as-

socia%ons. He worked for the survival of the Judeo- Espanyol language and he is a group 

member of the Los Paşaros Sefaradis. 
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According to Bana and Karen Şarhon, the choir played and sang pieces by 

Şapoşnik,19 a composer and the hazzan/cantor of the Ashkenazi Synagogue. 

There were hundreds of synagogue songs (also songbooks) that Şapoşnik 

composed. According to Bana, “No Sephardi composer has ever emerged 

from this community. And then there is Goldenberg, Ashkenazi, who was the 

most recent. These songs are all from the Ashkenazi synagogue” (Izzet Bana 

– RN, November A, EC@y). However, he then added to the choir’s story and 

discussed some things that are also harbingers of change.   

We brought our friends, but this %me, some imper%nent people said, 

‘Are you singing at weddings?’ Some members of the choir who did 

not want to bear these words lew the choir. I loved this job and did 

not care about those who talked like that (Izzet Bana – RN, November 

A, EC@y). 

The obstacle was not only a nega%ve view of the choir but also a challenge 

to keep a lively choir afloat. A Rabbi said: “There used to be a choir in the 

Neve Shalom Synagogue; it was a live choir. It was not easy to have a live 

choir professionally at every wedding” (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, 

EC@y). In addi%on to the challenges (keeping the live choir afloat and the neg-

a%ve view), there was one more factor that caused the change. The price to 

be paid for choristers was not fixed, and the amount was placed in an enve-

lope. Bana said: “In the past, the method was to give an envelope full of 

money to the choir, and whoever paid more, more beau%ful and more songs 

were sung to them” (Izzet Bana – RN, November A, EC@y). This %pping pay-

ment method affected the quality of the music and the number of pieces to 

be sung. “The repertoire was not renewed very owen, but when there was a 

rich wedding, two more pieces were added” (Izzet Bana – RN, November A, 

EC@y). For all these reasons, the religious and secular authori%es decided to 

standardize it. This akempt was the first for the religious authority, as re-

vealed through the conducted interviews, to intervene in the religious cere-

mony and standardize it with the help of several individual ini%a%ves. How-

ever, this was different from the interven%on of the Bat/Bar Mitsva Club, as 

 
 19 Shaposhnik. 
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the Rabbis and Hazzans intervened there, whereas here, it was the choir 

members who were counted as part of the market, as well as community 

members who purchased the service. According to Şarhon’s account,  

Weddings were not equal. If they did not pay enough money, they 

were given a simple and basic program. ....20 They decided to go for 

the record..... I always had it on my mind. It should be equality and 

honesty. You would perform well because he gave you a %p, and what 

would have happened to the other poor man if he were not in a po-

si%on to %p you? This was something that seemed very wrong to me 

(Karen Şarhon - RN, November E, EC@y). 

In @AÄB-@AÄy, the management team and religious (and secular) authority 

decided to take this responsibility away from the live choir and decided to 

play the wedding songs from the recording. Especially during the process of 

making this decision, as explained in the interviews, the unequal situa%on 

that emerged in the synagogue, along with the excessive splendor and show-

offs, led to this decision being taken. In this way, the aim was to provide equal 

service to all community members at a fixed price.  

At that %me, with the help of Karen Şarhon’s network, Melih Kibar was 

reached. He was also one of the famous composers of Turkey. “Wedding 

songs were recorded with three or four people from the choir and profes-

sional vocalists from Kibar’s team. Again, for this repertoire, the repertoire 

of Şapoşnik (the Ashkenazi Synagogue’s Hazzan and composer), which was 

previously used by the wedding choir, was used for the recording” (Karen 

Şarhon - RN, November E, EC@y and Izzet Bana – RN, November A, EC@y). Ac-

cording to Bana, the first %me a tape recording of wedding ceremony music 

was produced was in @AÄB-@AÄy, and it was not Sephardi music either (Izzet 

Bana – RN, November A, EC@y). According to Şarhon’s memory, the first or 

second recorded songs were used in November @AÄÄ. It was also appreciated 

by community members (Karen Şarhon - RN, November E, EC@y). One of the 

reasons for this was that the recordings were of high quality. Awer this 

change, Bana was appointed as the responsible person for the music affairs 

 
 20 He men%ons that he was abroad for a while here and then returned to choir work. 
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at Neve Shalom. According to Bana, over the years, the records have become 

frazzled and have been renewed several %mes. In his words,  

And then there was a wedding at Neve Shalom Synagogue. The wed-

ding host made a sudden change to the en%re facility at Neve Shalom 

Synagogue, and it was a lovely contribu%on to Neve Shalom. It 

sounded much beker, and the acous%cs got beker. The old one was 

also good, but this new one was much beker. It was around @AAY or 

@AAB. Several new devices were purchased. One of these new instru-

ments was a small disc that we call an MD. I could play whatever I 

wanted, and we could listen. They also bought a CD player. With these 

developments, I also tried new songs to play. First, I tried small things; 

they said, oh, how nice it was. Slowly, I moved forward with that cour-

age. But of course, some said that you turned this place into a disco. 

On the other hand, more people said it was good. Open-minded and 

modern people from the management [religious and secular author-

ity] were dominant in the decision-making process, and we have 

come so far (Izzet Bana – RN, November A, EC@y). 

With these developments, the songs played by Bana from the recording con-

%nued for a while at religious wedding ceremonies at Neve Shalom Syna-

gogue. It should be added that wedding songs that are now played at wed-

dings are not the same as the recorded ones at that %me. However, as the 

Rabbi said, “The music that is currently playing in Neve Shalom, ‘Baruchu 

Baruch Shemo,’ is the music from that choir” (Interview with a Rabbi, No-

vember @, EC@y). 

As the ECCCs arrived, addi%onal values began to be recognized, and mu-

sic-related products started to gain prominence in wedding ceremonies. In 

ECCo, the Sephardi Children’s Choir, Estreyikas d’Estambol (The Stars of Is-

tanbul), was founded by Izzet Bana. The Estreyikas d’Estambol consists of 

girls and boys ages between eight and fourteen.21 Bana told the establish-

ment story of the Sephardi Children’s Choir as follows:  

 
 21 hkps://sephardiccenter.wordpress.com/music-E/izzet-bana-estreyikas-destambol/ (Ac-

cessed, January EÄ,  ECEY). As claimed, “It is the only children’s choir in the world that sings 
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I struggled with it on my own, and the idea was mine. I said that this 

is done in other countries, so why do not we have it in our country? I 

invited the administrators [religious and secular authori%es] to my 

house. I showed them, and I said I could do this. [They asked] What 

do you need to do? I need a studio, I need money for the gig, and I 

need this amount of money for the arrangement. They provided me 

with all of that. With today’s figure, I got about Y,CCC Turkish Liras.22 

We did the prepara%on. I prepared them all within one year. I worked 

with the kids for a whole summer, and everything was ready for win-

ter (Izzet Bana – RN, November A, EC@y). 

In the EC@Cs, the Sephardi Children’s Choir, the Estreyikas d’Estambol, began 

performing at weddings upon request and in exchange for payment. This ser-

vice, which was presented as a new ‘product,’ was a reinven%on of tradi%on. 

It also reminded the older community members of the adult wedding choir 

that used to be part of the Neve Shalom. The fee requested for this service 

was also defined as expensive during the interviews. The religious and secu-

lar authority also commented on the expensiveness of this service. “It adds 

a different added value to people’s weddings, and everything which is extra 

beau%ful you do has its price” (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

However, by EC@y-EC@Ä, this children’s choir had begun to lose its appeal and 

akrac%veness.  

In addi%on to the children’s choir, the services offered to couples for their 

religious wedding ceremony within the Neve Shalom Synagogue have also 

expanded. The existence of these services was also due to the requests of 

community members. The most well-known of these services was the wed-

ding songs sung live by Cenk Rofe, whose voice was appreciated and who 

received a conservatory educa%on. Then, Izzet Barokas, a young Hazzan in 

 
in Judeo-Spanish and who are characterized as a ‘Sephardic Children’s Choir’.”  And “The aim 

of the choir’s founda%on is to help the new genera%on of Sephardic children know and love 

the slowly disappearing Judeo-Spanish culture. The choir has performed in many cultural 

ac%vi%es in cultural clubs”.  

 22 Y,CCC Turkish Lira equals to approximately @,EYC Euro in EC@y when the interview was con-

ducted. 
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the community, is added to that list. In addi%on, upon the request of the 

community members, some small shows were held in which three instru-

ments were inserted into the synagogue, and wedding songs were played. 

The first one, produced by Izzet Bana,23 took place in Neve Shalom in the 

EC@Cs and was not the first or only example of this decade. All these addi-

%onal services were included in the wedding fee and are available at higher 

costs (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority H, EC@y). 

One of these addi%onal values involved the groom singing live, which has 

been one of the most controversial topics. Needless to say, thanks to the new 

trends seen in YouTube videos, live music is again popular in the synagogue. 

This service can be selected by prospec%ve couples who are willing to pay a 

premium over the usual amount. According to the conducted interviews, a 

video was shared on social media, and everyone liked it on their social media 

account. In this video, a groom stands on Tevah, singing the Boi Kala song 

alive when the bride walks down the aisle in the synagogue. Then, the cou-

ples want to adapt this gospel to the ceremony. As it is remembered, the two 

grooms, who had beau%ful voices, wanted to sing that song live when the 

bride would walk down the aisle, just like in the video. One of these requests 

was to have it inside the synagogue, and the other was for a beach wedding. 

This request, coming from community members, was accepted by the reli-

gious authority. However, several couples received a “no” to their requests 

to change the entrance music before this permission was granted.  

Another example was being permiked to sing in English at a wedding two 

weeks awer not being granted permission to play an English song in a syna-

gogue (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority K, EC@y). As K said: 

We were asked to provide a live orchestra; we ini%ally said no, and 

that was it. It has become more like a church, and everyone marries 

as they wish. However, it will not be like a church if the Chief Rabbin-

ate Office does not say yes to these requests. The secular authority 

[named here] and the Bet-Din are the decision-makers here. These 

 
 23 When the interview was held in EC@y, Izzet Bana was con%nuing this duty. He is s%ll respon-

sible for all kinds of music products and produc%ons. He is the only one in the Neve Shalom 

and works with two men as assistants who also have different businesses in various sectors.  
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are the authori%es that grant or deny the permit. Permission must be 

obtained for everything you want to add to your wedding. It [a Jewish 

wedding] is ul%mately a religious event (Interview with Rel. and Sec. 

Authority K, EC@y).  

Of course, the most prominent comment in religious authority’s interviews 

was that the wedding in the synagogue should have propriety and bounda-

ries. Despite the religious and secular authori%es being the final decision-

makers, the constant pressure from community members, or repeatedly ex-

pressing the same request, eventually led to some doors being opened. 

There was also the impact of the religious authority’s desire to con%nue to 

keep religious weddings akrac%ve. At the same %me, it some%mes depends 

on the social capital of a person who wants it (and his posi%on in the com-

munity). The religious authority kept pace with the era’s trends from %me to 

%me. 

î.Ö.Ñ.Ö The Compulsory Religious Pre-Marriage Seminar – ECCx 

Since ECCx, under the umbrella of the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on 

Commission, Hegkom, a standard seminar has been designed for the bride 

and groom who are about to get married, which they must take before their 

wedding. Without having akended a religious seminar on married life, a cou-

ple does not receive consent for their (religious) marriage. It was a top-down 

decision, and it went parallel with the decision of establishment Bar and Bat 

Mitsva Club by the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, 

Hegkom. As discussed above (see Chapter B.E.@), this decade was a period 

when the community’s management team most considered what Jewish 

iden%ty meant and how it would be presented to the public, with the contri-

bu%ons of new, visionary, and young leaders. The compulsory religious pre-

marriage seminar was one of the most concrete examples of this work. 

This several-hour-long, compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar co-

vers topics such as Jewish iden%ty, Jewish rituals, Jewish values, and the val-

ues of the Jewish home. This seminar, which is typically held collec%vely by 

bringing together couples who are geòng married during that period, can 

also be given individually, although this is rare. Religious officials, specifically 

Rabbis, within the Bet-Din, play a significant role in shaping this educa%on, 
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and approximately four Rabbis are also involved as trainers for this seminar. 

At the end of the seminar, par%cipants are given a box containing various 

books and Jewish items as a giw, including a Jewish calendar, prayer books, 

Jewish holiday books, and a mezuzah. 

 

 

Figure y.E Compulsory pre-marriage seminar kit from EC@Y. 

 

The compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar is one of the most con-

crete examples of the “invisible colleges” frequently men%oned above (Kaya, 

EC@@: @CÄ-@CA). In par%cular, it defines what the Jewish household and couple 

are trying to create, and the Chief Rabbinate contributes in this way as a 

source of Jewish iden%ty forma%on for the households in which future gen-

era%ons will grow up. This seminar is a cri%cal standardiza%on and ins%tute 

work, especially undertaken by the religious ins%tute. The aim is to remind 

people of their ethno-religious communal iden%ty, as defined by the values 

of the Chief Rabbinate/Orthodox Sephardi Jewish iden%ty. The meaning of 

ketubah, different religious stories and texts from the Bible, the rules of 

Shabbat, the regula%ons and significance of kashrut, the details of the prac-

%ces in a religious wedding ceremony, the fast before the religious marriage, 

the philosophical meaning of being a Jew, the meaning of assimila%on, the 

meaning of the Jewish objects such as mezuzah, tzedakah, tefillin, tallit, etc. 

are told in this seminar. They, all Rabbis, also promote several informa%on 
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channels of the Jewish community, such as the newspaper of Şalom,24 the 

website of Sevivon, and others. They priori%ze specific subjects and topics, 

such as the meaning of a huppah wedding, the responsibili%es of couples 

(male and female, separately) in a Jewish household, the blessedness of mik-

veh, and Shabbat Hatan (the groom’s Shabbat). According to a Rabbi,  

There is a marriage seminar before the religious wedding. We explain 

the holiness of the Jewish wedding in this seminar. The tradi%on of 

fas%ng before the marriage is told. The importance of huppah and 

being together with your future wife and husband under the huppah 

are told. In addi%on, we explain the importance of why a bride should 

perform the mikveh ritual. When you give the seminar, you can feel 

that some of them understand the importance of these rituals (Inter-

view with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

As the Rabbi stated in the interview, they were not police; they could only 

suggest that community members follow these prac%ces in this compulsory 

religious pre-marriage seminar. Therefore, they insistently promote the be-

fore and awer prac%ces of a religious marriage. It was possible to gather var-

ious feedback from the interviews with couples about this seminar, which 

suggests that the seminar employs neutral language and a friendly ap-

proach.25 In addi%on, it proceeds not on obliga%ons but on how a beker life 

is possible. While some couples (Sindy and Melih, May x, EC@y) view this 

seminar as overly religious and strictly %ed to Jewish tradi%ons, others (Lisya 

and Uri, May EY, EC@y) cri%cize it for not being religious enough and not ad-

equately highligh%ng Jewish iden%ty. Some community members could de-

velop strategies to counter this rule set imposed by the religious authority 

within the game. The interviews revealed that crea%ve and strategically im-

provised solu%ons (Bourdieu, @Ayy: @y@) were also proposed to find suitable 

 
 24 The Chief Rabbinate gave free one year subscrip%on of the newspaper Şalom as a giw to 

newlywed couples for several years. 

 25 In the period of my fieldwork, I came across with a compulsory religious pre-marriage sem-

inar when a derby football game was playing. Almost all groom-to-be got permission to 

watch this match and they lew the seminar before it concluded.  
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ways to avoid akending the seminar, as it did not align with their worldview 

or was deemed unnecessary. 

As men%oned above, Shabbat Hatan and the mikveh have a priority in 

this seminar, and, as the Rabbi stated, the number of mikveh rituals and the 

prac%ce of Shabbat Hatan increased awer they began offering this compul-

sory religious pre-marriage seminar. The most common idea of religious au-

thority is that a lack of informa%on for community members leads to low 

numbers of prac%ces. They believe that the number of mikveh prac%ces will 

increase more if they explain the beauty and meaning of the prac%ces. 

Therefore, the first aim is to introduce community members to these rituals 

and then make them understand the meaning and importance of these ritu-

als. A female interviewee who got married in the @AACs said, “I got married 

in the second half of the @AACs, and nobody told us to perform the mikveh 

ritual. We did not know it at that %me” (Tuna and Hayim, June xC, EC@y). The 

aim is first to provide the required informa%on and then to encourage them 

to prac%ce these rituals.  

According to a Rabbi, the ritual of Shabbat Hatan originates from the Bal-

kan Turkish Sephardi Jews, and they desire to con%nue it. This ceremony is 

held on the Shabbat before the religious wedding ceremony by the groom in 

the synagogue. In reference to tradi%onal Jewish prac%ces, for the first seven 

days awer the wedding, a Jewish newlywed couple would typically be invited 

to various guests, including family members and friends, and the Sheva 

Berachot (seven blessings) would be read (Interview with a Rabbi, November 

@, EC@y). However, in modern %mes, this tradi%on is fading into oblivion, 

largely due to the groom and bride.26 As Rabbi underlined, they no longer 

feel like invi%ng these people to their house because they have already 

hosted them at the wedding recep%on. The prac%ce of Shabbat Hatan is the 

last of these seven days, and it is performed in a synagogue on Saturday. 

Again, according to a Rabbi, the biggest obstacle to not having this ritual is 

that newlywed couples prefer to go on a honeymoon awer the wedding cer-

emony, and they are unable to do so in that manner (Interview with a Rabbi, 

November @, EC@y). 

 
 26 I witnessed a few couples who performed this tradi%on in the period of my fieldwork.  
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The other underlined ritual is mikveh, as men%oned above. The mikveh 

is a pool filled with rainwater or natural water that is used (primarily by 

women in Turkey) before the religious wedding ceremony and awer every 

menstrual cycle for a purifica%on ritual. Men in Turkey very rarely prac%ce it. 

This ritual is not mandatory according to the religious authority, though it is 

recommended. According to a Rabbi,  

To establish a Jewish community, it requires three essen%al elements: 

a mikveh, a school, and a cemetery. There should be a mikveh. If we 

do not have a modern mikveh like today, the Bet-Din needs to make 

an agreement with a hammam/Turkish bath. For example, fiwy years 

ago, an agreement was reached with the Cagaloglu Hamamı, allow-

ing Jewish women to perform their mikveh ritual properly there be-

fore geòng married (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y).  

The informa%on about the date of the establishment of mikvehs in the 

Istanbul Jewish community is blurred. However, the interviews reveal that 

during the @ABCs and @AyCs, Jewish women prac%ced the mikveh ritual be-

fore their wedding at the Cagaloglu Hamamı. According to the Chief Rabbin-

ate’s website,  

Friday of the week before the wedding is “Banyo de Novya/ Bridal 

Bath” day. On that day, close rela%ves, the bride’s best friend, 

mother-in-law, and sisters-in-law, are invited to the bathhouse/ ham-

mam by the bride’s mother. While ea%ng and drinking in the bath-

house, people dance on the central massage plaöorm [like a stage] 

while singing songs; at one point, as if uninten%onally, the bride’s 

loincloth slips off and falls to the ground. This aims to show the 

mother-in-law and sisters-in-law that their daughter-in-law has no 

physical defects.27 

This explana%on provides a detailed account of how to perform the ham-

mam ritual in the past. However, although the bride’s loincloth story is 

 
 27 hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/history/did-you-know (Accessed, December 

E@, ECEE). 
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wriken clearly, no interviewees told any memoir similar to this one. In addi-

%on, in recent mikveh ceremonies, young brides-to-be have insisted that 

their mothers-in-law not be present during the ceremony where they get na-

ked and enter the pool. Because they emphasize that their bodies are not 

property that needs to be checked before “buying.” As a result, in recent 

years, the above quote has no longer been included on the renewed Turkey 

Jews website. 

In the @AÄCs, a mikveh was built within the Sisli Beth Israel Synagogue.28 

In the ECCCs, two more mikvehs were built into the Caddebostan Bet El Syn-

agogue and the Neve Shalom Synagogue.29 Nowadays, there are two ac%ve 

mikvehs in two different synagogues: the Caddebostan Bet El Synagogue and 

the Sisli Bet Israel Synagogue.30 The mikveh prac%ce is free of charge, but 

dona%ons may be made to the ins%tute/synagogue if desired. Under the 

Chief Rabbinate’s umbrella, several women employees31 in the Istanbul Jew-

ish community lead this religious service and help prospec%ve brides. As 

seen above, religious authority does not just produce the discourse around 

the mikveh ritual, but also the Chief Rabbinate Office (religious and secular 

authori%es) works on establishing mikvehs to promote them for Jewish com-

munity members and on making them available to all Jewish women in Is-

tanbul. A religious ritual was thereby brought inside community premises, 

and an insider company provided the food and refreshments served awer-

ward.32 

 
 28 However, on the website of Neve Shalom Founda%on, it is wriken about Sisli Beth Israel 

Synagogue that “A ‘mikveh’, ritual immersion pool was added to the Synagogue in @AB@. A 

‘mikveh’, ritual immersion pool was added to the Synagogue in @AB@. Awer serving the con-

grega%on for a while, the mikveh was closed down. It was reopened in EC@Y with a modern 

new design and s%ll con%nues to serve the community.”  hkps://nevesalom.org/syna-

gogues.html#sisli-synagogue (Accessed, January EÄ, ECEY). 

 29 At the Naim Güleryüz Research Library, the mikveh is on display now and it was covered by 

a glass dome. It has not been in use since ECE@. 

 30 There is one more mikveh in the Büyükada Hesed Le Avraam Synagogue. The synagogue is 

located in  one of the Istanbul Prince’s Islands. It has been used ac%vely in summer %mes. 

 31 These Jewish women need to keep kosher and Shabbat. 

 32 It should be noted that not all ceremonies include large spreads of refreshments and food. 
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î.Ö.Ñ.Ü Let All Companies Get In – During the ECCCs and EC@Cs  

When the prospec%ve bride and groom apply for a religious ceremony day 

at the synagogue, they are also given several company op%ons to work for 

their wedding day, such as videographer, photographer, florist, etc.33 Un%l 

ECCx, Neve Shalom Synagogue employed two people to serve as videogra-

phers and photographers for community members at weddings. The first was 

photographer Berman,34 and the other was Roni Produc+on, which gives 

video services. These Jewish photography and video companies operated as 

monopolies within the Neve Shalom Synagogue, and no one else, aside from 

them, was allowed in. However, in ECCx, according to interviewees, Yigal Se-

vindiren was called by Neve Shalom to do the video work as an alterna%ve 

to Roni Produc+on, whose employees had been complained about at the 

%me. Around the same %me, as Mr. Berman grew older, Albert Modiano was 

invited to serve as a photographer as an alterna%ve. Both of these names are 

Jewish and well-known by the Jewish community. Awer receiving this invita-

%on, the two names began working with community members on weddings 

at Neve Shalom.35 It took nearly two years before Sevindiren could get in for 

the video and do his first job. As he states, the first gig for Neve Shalom was 

in September/October ECCY (Yigal Sevindiren – RN, June EE, EC@y). According 

to Sevindiren, he was chosen because he belonged to the same genera%on 

as married people. Thus, Neve Shalom was able to offer two alterna%ves 

(companies) to community members in the arena of photography and video. 

In interviews with the religious and secular authori%es, it was stated that 

there were no issues with the e%queke and rules of the Neve Shalom Syna-

gogue regarding the two companies selected and added to the roster. In ad-

di%on, in EC@@, Belin Rodikli Seloni was added to the staff of photographers 

at the request of Neve Shalom Synagogue.36 When I asked her why she 

 
 33 The deal is made between the chosen company and the community members. Religious and 

secular authority is just responsible to give that sugges%on/op%on list to the prospec%ve 

groom and bride.  

 34 During some interviews, he is called Mr. Photo Berman - Bay Foto Berman. 

 35 Compe%%on among companies within the fes%ve event market will be discussed in Chapter 

A.E. 

 36 Photographer Berman was not able to work anymore.  
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thought he was chosen for the job, Seloni Rodikli summarized her story. She 

explained that since ECCA, she has been going to the bride’s house to take 

photos of the wedding prepara%on phase. And this is how she has developed 

her poröolio. Awerward, the images taken by Seloni Rodikli were well-re-

ceived in the Jewish community, and her name gradually began to be recog-

nized by everyone. Also, like Sevindiren, Seloni Rodikli men%oned that she is 

closer to the new younger genera%on compared to photographer Modiano. 

She stated, “My genera%on starts to get married in that period. I can handle 

with the brides, and at that %me, almost all brides are my friends” (Belin 

Rodikli Seloni – RN, June @o, EC@y). In line with the story of Modiano and 

Sevindiren, Seloni Rodikli also received a phone call from the Neve Shalom 

Synagogue to work as a photographer at synagogue weddings. Awer the con-

di%ons were discussed and an agreement was reached, in EC@@, she began 

working inside the synagogue as a compe%tor to Modiano. Un%l the EC@Y 

amendment, the religious (and secular) authority worked with these compa-

nies without any problems, following the synagogue’s rules and e%queke. At 

the same %me, since these people were part of the Jewish community, there 

were also no security concerns. During that period, it was possible to speak 

of a strong religious and secular authority that could control the play-

ers/companies in the field. 

However, in EC@o, cri%cism began to rise that this monopoly should be 

broken, both coming from community members and different ‘Jewish’ com-

panies in the market. These cri%cisms are becoming significant problems that 

need to be addressed immediately by both religious and secular authori%es. 

This situa%on was the most concrete nego%a%on movement between three 

agents in the field. This %me, it was not just a maker of leòng a few ‘Jewish’ 

companies in but of opening the doors to all companies. It was stated that 

the companies already working inside could not meet the demands of the 

community members. As reported in interviews, some community members 

claimed that Neve Shalom receives a commission from companies opera%ng 

within the synagogue, which was not true. Community members, as agents 

in the field, leveraged their word-of-mouth power, and this strategy owen 

proved effec%ve. At the same %me, in their phone conversa%ons with the 

companies working inside, prospec%ve grooms and brides began to express 
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their dissa%sfac%on with this collabora%on, saying things like, “Unfortu-

nately, we have to work with you.” As Bourdieu underlines, the posi%on and 

func%on of the actor are also determined by the ac%ons of other significant 

players in the game (see Chapter x). It was one of the most concrete exam-

ples of how the religious authority had to remodel the system due to pres-

sure coming from both the market/companies as well as community mem-

bers. The reason why they (religious authority) keep the borders as of that 

day is also the issue of security and to keep the manners in the synagogue 

(No name interview). The market and the religious authority had agreed on 

the rules of the synagogue and the order of the religious wedding ceremo-

nies before the decision to let all companies in. So, the fear of breaking the 

rules and losing control over the market, especially for non-Jewish compa-

nies, was a fact for the religious and secular authori%es. The religious author-

ity found a solu%on and, as a strategy in the field, created a sugges%on list; 

however, this process was not very smooth, which will be discussed further 

in Chapter A. In EC@Y, some rela%vely younger ‘Jewish’ companies were 

added to the list because, as in previous reasoning, friends of the owners of 

these companies had begun to marry. By the way, this list does not just con-

sist of ‘Jewish’ companies. 

This sugges%on list was presented to the prospec%ve bride and groom to 

choose from. However, none of these measures prevented some problems 

from occurring. According to a commissioner from the religious (and secular) 

authority, there is less control over newly permiked companies and their 

employees. Before allowing the (new) companies to enter the synagogue, a 

list of rules was provided to these companies and was mutually signed. How-

ever, as stated, despite all these precau%ons, problems s%ll arose. For exam-

ple, photos are taken where pictures or videos should not be taken in the 

synagogue. To regain control, they were informed that those who did not 

comply with the synagogue's rules would be removed from the list. Finally, 

an interviewee who requested anonymity described the situa%on as follows: 

External [s/he means ‘non-Jewish’ companies here] companies have 

this thing. They (religious and secular authori%es) could not control 

it. Where the one could not stand or stand. [There are] short filmmak-

ers and photo ar%sts, etc. They need to take photos from different 
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angles. They take the photo un%l they [the authority] say it cannot be 

taken from there. They are not involved in any regula%on. Another 

company was unable to shoot any films and photos from that point 

on. (No name interview, EC@y). 

In summary, due to the tremendous pressure from the market and the sup-

port of community members, religious and secular authori%es allowed all 

companies to enter the synagogue in EC@Y. Addi%onally, the second permis-

sion was granted in another service category. Before the EC@Cs, the wedding 

candy/ bonbonyer distributed awer the ceremony could be made by certain 

companies within the Jewish community (the Barinyurt Nursing Home and 

Elderly Care Center – Or Yom, Ulus Jewish School, etc.); approximately since 

the EC@Cs, they can also be ordered from the ins%tu%on they want which are 

not Jewish, such as the Tema Founda%on, the WWF, etc.37 

î.Ö.Ñ.à The Permission for Beach Wedding – EC@o  

The request to have weddings outside the synagogue first came from the com-

munity members. This permission was one of the most cri%cal and recent ne-

go%a%on moments, and the process of giving this permission was not very 

smooth. Although the discussion among religious authori%es was not shared 

with the society, the gossip mechanisms within the society were already aware 

that the appropriateness of this issue had been extensively discussed among 

religious authori%es themselves. The reasons for the request and the conces-

sion given by the religious authority during the decision-making process re-

flected the authority’s changing aòtude. In his interview, someone represent-

ing the religious authority stated: 

We did not want to disappoint people. The request came. The trend 

started with summer weddings. Congrega%on elders became more 

moderate. We used to be more strict, but now it is viewed as ‘let’s 

 
 37 Sending floral arrangement and wreath (as a giw) are no longer allowed in the synagogue 

because of security reasons. 
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not disappoint the youth (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J, 

EC@y).  

However, it was not such an easy transi%on. The religious authori%es ini%ally 

opposed these innova%ons but later conceded. As Dalven underlines in her 

study,38 the importance of keeping up with the %mes and the threat of being 

old-fashioned by stressing that sentences; “the betrothal and marriage cus-

toms have been modernized to fit the %mes” (Dalven, @AAC: @oY). This permit 

and the doors it has opened were also the religious authority’s adapta%on to 

new trends and global consumer culture. They recognize that adap%ng to new 

trends is a crucial factor in keeping these events alive in the community. They 

also realized the need to adjust to the latest trends to keep these events within 

the community. Although a Rabbi did not neglect to add that weddings inside 

synagogues are more beau%ful and holy (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, 

EC@y), the religious authority decided to accommodate the %mes. By June 

EC@o, religious ceremonies at other loca%ons outside the synagogue were per-

miked by religious authority.  

As claimed in some of the interviews, gossip mechanisms within the com-

munity helped spread the fact that a couple could be religiously wed without 

having the ceremony inside a synagogue. However, a marriage conducted at 

a beach by a random Orthodox Rabbi should be recognized by the Chief Rab-

binate of Turkey. Although there have been several rumors circula%ng within 

the Jewish community that this has been akempted, it was impossible to 

prove during the disserta%on process. A Rabbi described the decision-mak-

ing process and claimed,  

One family wanted it and insisted a lot. There was no pe%%on or an-

ything. Some%mes, these decisions are tough, and at other %mes, we 

 
 38 Dalven’s book (@AAC) %tled The Jews of Ioannina which is a valuable and flourishing analysis 

comparing the situa%on of Jews in the nineteenth century with the %mes of World War II. 

Dalven concentrates on the changes in family life, educa%on, betrothal, marriage customs, 

circumcision, content of dowry (Dalven, @AAC: @xy), etc., historically. She elaborately de-

scribes religious tradi%ons prac%ced in Ioannina in the old days, because, as she states there 

were sixty-five people in the Jewish community back in the day the research was conducted. 

She displays the changes in tradi%ons from genera%on to genera%on very well.  
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struggle to open the door. And when that happens, the public does 

not understand. Because once that door opens, it could go in many 

direc%ons. In that context, many of us wanted to keep the door 

closed. Then they said, ‘If you do not perform this wedding, we will 

bring a Hazzan from abroad.’ When these types of things start, it com-

pletely breaks harmony and unity. If imports begin, then harmony is 

wholly gone. We had to say, ok, do it if you really want to (Interview 

with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

First of all, remembering that this is a nego%a%on arena, the language and 

words the Rabbi chose to use regarding the possibility of a wedding being held 

by bringing in an external Rabbi are a disrup%on of harmony and unity. How-

ever, if a wedding were to be held by bringing in an external Orthodox or re-

formist Rabbi, it would also cause the religious authority to lose the domi-

nance it has established in this game. Moreover, awer assessing the process as 

such, he emphasized that the religious authority’s preference was to have the 

wedding ceremony inside the synagogue. He underlined that the synagogue 

is a holier place, “People who have become one with their spiritual values, 

who know the meaning of holiness, do not choose outside weddings” (Inter-

view with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). Besides, fear and anxiety over the pos-

sibility of more loca%ons outside the synagogue s%ll linger. “We said, if syna-

gogue numbers go down, then we will consider closing doors permanently” 

(Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority H, EC@y). It was also noted that if such 

a decision is taken, it could change over %me. Then, when numbers since the 

decision are considered, as seen in the table below, these beach weddings 

make up for only a small percentage of all.39 Hence, the fear is diminished, and 

the decision stays. 

 

 

 

 
 39 The table above shows fiween weddings outside synagogues in EC@B. The reason of that is 

not the number of beach weddings, but the temporary decision given by religious authority 

having a religious wedding outside the synagogue awer the terror akack in EC@B. Seven out 

of fiween weddings were beach weddings. 
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Table y.x The table of the Jewish wedding venues’ percentage distribu%on 

between EC@o and EC@A  

With the changing aòtude, steps were taken to provide order and control at 

loca%ons outside the synagogue similar to inside, and these events became 

standardized. The religious authority has sat %ght on its principles in several 

areas. Some rules were implemented to ensure outdoor weddings are no dif-

ferent from synagogue weddings. A fee was determined, like the fee at the 

synagogue. A required religious official or a Hazzan was appointed by the reli-

gious authority and sent to the loca%on. An essen%al factor in the control 

mechanism was providing a kosher wedding, and the religious authority pro-

vided the required controls. As a result, the religious authority tried to main-

tain some control over the events. However, some interviews have shown that 

some beach weddings served non-kosher foods awer midnight. Awer each 

challenging move by community members or companies, the religious author-

ity posi%oned its new move in the game accordingly. As Bourdieu underlines, 

the field is based on rela%onal interac%ons within a specific spa%al area 

(Swartz, EC@o: xAÄ), and it is both changeable and evolving. That’s why, due to 

their posi%on, the religious authority took the necessary precau%ons as much 

as possible so that the discourse on how to organize an already established 

Sephardi Jewish wedding was not distorted.  
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Market players have also commented on this change, which has im-

pacted their businesses. A representa%ve from Company A’s comment re-

garding the maker was,  

It is the one place they [religious and secular authori%es] can catch 

you and corner you. And they brought very strict regula%ons. Beach 

weddings opened new doors. They had to modernize and adapt; oth-

erwise, they would lose their compe%%ve edge. People had enough 

inside [the synagogue]. If you do not adapt, you cannot survive. 

That’s why they loosened the rules (Interview with Company A, June, 

EC@y). 

A representa%ve from Company H from the market said:  

The komünite [religious and secular authority] improved themselves 

and changed their mind. They also improved on sanc%ons and con-

trol. They even included assimilated people and bent their rules a lit-

tle because the more people they could get, the happier they [the 

religious authority] would be. It was not always like this before (Inter-

view with Company H, June EC@y).  

Briefly, in EC@o, thanks to the challenges raised by individuals and discussions 

within the community, the religious authority permiked Jewish couples to 

hold a religious ceremony in any loca%on they wished, such as an open-air 

venue, a beach, or a restaurant. The religious authority has not persisted in 

the synagogue as a venue for religious marriages. This change of aòtude by 

the religious authority was significant enough to be no%ced by everyone. It 

also sent a message to the community, making it a more welcoming place. 

Nowadays, beach weddings with huppah are considered “normal.” However, 

as stated above, the religious authority wished that weddings should be held 

in the holy synagogue.  

The first open-air religious wedding ceremony took place at Kilyos Tır-

mata Beach. Sait Halim Paşa and Çubuklu followed this. In EC@Y, there were 

five outdoor weddings (Antalya Kemer, Kalamış, Büyükada, etc.). In EC@B, the 

number rose to seven (Göcek, Four Seasons, Bodrum, Izmir, Anadolu Hisarı, 

etc.). While Istanbul and its surroundings were chosen awer the permit was 
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obtained, popular summer resorts and beaches, such as Çeşme and Bodrum, 

were preferred. Tradi%onally, the groom’s family’s city determines the wed-

ding loca%ons, but with the permit, a groom can get married in Izmir or 

Bodrum. 

î.Ö.Ñ.â Loca%ons Outside the Synagogue and the Issue of Security  – EC@B 

EC@B is another significant turning point in the loca%on changes of religious 

ceremonies. The EC@o (beach wedding) permit primarily affected summer 

weddings, and outdoor weddings were allowed. But in EC@B, awer the terror-

ist akack40 on a group of Israeli tourists in Taksim,41 Istanbul, it also had an 

impact on community events. Some couples had second thoughts about hav-

ing weddings at Neve Shalom Synagogue. Once again, although there are no 

issues regarding security at the synagogue, a permit was granted for approx-

imately two and a half months (from March @Ath, EC@B, to May EAth, EC@B) to 

couples who did not want to get married in the synagogue. The couples could 

have the religious ceremony in indoor ballrooms of specific hotels, so they 

either canceled or moved almost every single ceremony to loca%ons other 

than synagogues. The Neve Shalom Synagogue was opera%onal and open 

during this %me, but no wedding ceremony happened. The huppah was built 

explicitly for weddings held in hotel ballrooms. Religious authori%es empha-

sized that choosing to hold ceremonies outside synagogues is a maker of 

personal preference and depends on the community. Using an anecdote, a 

Rabbi explained this: 

We did not direct them to hotels. Security-related issues were non-

existent. It was a maker of personal preference, and everybody had 

their own anxie%es. We preferred not to put pressure on anyone. The 

synagogues could have been opened. Even though two out of three 

weddings that day were held outside, one of them insisted on coming 

anyhow, so they called me and said, ‘I am in a big dispute with my 

family. I want to get married at the synagogue, but the other two 

 
 40 hkps://embassies.gov.il/UnGeneva/NewsAndEvents/Pages/Israeli-tourists-hurt-in-Istan-

bul-terror-akack-@A-March-EC@B.aspx (Accessed, January xC, ECEY). 

 41 Taksim neighborhood is very near to the Neve Shalom Synagogue. 
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weddings took place somewhere else, so I am not sure what to do.’ 

Those two other marriages set an example for them not to choose 

the synagogue (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

This permit was liwed in May EC@B, and religious ceremonies at Neve Shalom 

Synagogue resumed. Once again, this permit resulted from the requests of 

family members or couples, and rules were stretched to keep the wedding 

schedule intact.  

î.Ö.Ñ.å The Regula%on for Clothing in Synagogue – EC@B 

One of the issues that religious authority has been most challenged is the issue 

of dressing by community members. The religious authority consistently em-

phasizes that the synagogue is a house of God, imbued with a certain degree 

of sanc%ty (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). Although it was not a 

wriken rule, it was expected to behave in a certain manner in the synagogue 

(Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority H, EC@y). In this regard, the religious 

authority has taken the following precau%on: the prospec%ve couple who goes 

to the Chief Rabbinate’s Office to make a marriage appointment must sign a 

booklet produced by the religious authority before marriage. 

With this booklet, the verbal rules of the older genera%on, which outline 

what aòtudes and behaviors are suitable for the synagogue, began to be 

wriken down and established as formal and wriken rules. In this booklet, in 

addi%on to all the informa%on about marriage, there were also pictures and 

drawings of the form of the wedding dress, which is suitable and not suitable 

to wear inside the synagogue. The religious authority desired to control and 

regulate not just ceremonies (and, of course, the field) but also individuals, 

bodies, and behaviors. Describing the posi%ons taken by the actors in this 

nego%a%on arena and what they mean to them is crucial. Based on the state-

ments in the interviews, the community members who challenged the rules, 

in par%cular, argued that this wedding event belonged to them and wanted 

to represent themselves in a way that felt good in this ceremony. At the same 

%me, they emphasized that it was not right to interfere with women’s cloth-

ing in a world where the calendar year was almost ECEC. However, another 

actor, the religious authority, emphasized that the synagogue was sacred and 

that the religious officials should establish the rules under this roof. In 
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addi%on, according to religious authority, another cri%cal point was that the 

tradi%on of women dressing appropriately in a religious seòng, regardless 

of the year, should be preserved. Therefore, religious authority con%nued to 

create new strategies (Maton, ECCÄ: Yo) on this issue without giving up. The 

authority could not give a fine to some extent, but it is also stated that if the 

wriken rules are violated, the wedding dress will be covered with a veil. 

While it was a problem for the religious authority to have the decollated 

wedding dress, another issue was the clothes worn by the female family 

members who would walk down the aisle and stand at the Tevah during the 

ceremony. For this reason, the document signed by the prospec%ve bride is 

not sufficient for the religious authority. In this regard, it was explained at 

length how some female community members pushed the boundaries in the 

interviews. The religious authority was also cri%cized for failing to address 

this issue. Ul%mately, they were unable to cope with it, so the Bet-Din pub-

lished a paper. They decided to post this warning leker on the wall and also 

send it as an email to all community members (Interview with a Rabbi, No-

vember @, EC@y, and Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority H, J, EC@y). 
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Figure y.x Warning leker at Neve Shalom Synagogue from EC@B. 

 

As wriken in the warning leker hung on the wall of Neve Shalom Synagogue 

on November x, EC@B, it urged community members to behave and dress ap-

propriately in the synagogue. Although this leker was wriken in neutral lan-

guage, all community members were aware that it was primarily addressed to 

women. As seen above, the warning against wearing proper clothes was made 

clear. At the same %me, it also announced what remained within the normal 

and abnormal boundaries. The religious authority, which has the power to do 

so in this (life cycle event) field, has been unambiguous about the rules of this 

game and creates limits for both normal and abnormal behavior for all com-

munity members. When I asked the Rabbi about this warning, he explained:  

We have translated the ar%cle wriken in Spanish fiwy or sixty years 

ago into Turkish again. It is not a new decision. Now, it has been 
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translated into Turkish to preserve the sanc%ty of the synagogue and 

modest clothing culture (Interview with a Rabbi, November @, EC@y).   

As he stated and has repeatedly underlined, the cri%cal thing in religious wed-

dings is not clothing and ostenta%on but the spiritual sa%sfac%on that will be 

experienced in the synagogue. 

‘Ikar vetafel’ [Hebrew term]. That is to say, people need to dis%nguish 

between what is truly important and what is not truly necessary. In 

other words, the more spiritual value a person has, the more s/he 

understands the importance of religious weddings. What made the 

wedding a wedding was beyond the dress s/he was wearing. S/he ex-

periences [a wedding] for the first %me in his life, and this is the most 

important turning point in his/her life. Yet, there is one thing s/he 

needs to know: it is more than a dress. However, when people are so 

far away from spiritual values, unfortunately, the new youth is also 

not aware of what is truly important and what is not (Interview with 

a Rabbi, November @, EC@y). 

It has been consistently emphasized that the new genera%on of women are 

rule-breakers, especially in this clothing issue. Finally, as stated by religious 

and secular authori%es, it was emphasized that the wedding (or other life 

cycle ceremony) to be held in the synagogue should adhere to certain rules, 

with limited room for individual expression. In addi%on, it was one of the 

principles that couples should not show off too much at their weddings, and 

their religious ceremony should not differ much from the previous or next 

wedding ceremony. Moreover, as stated, the companies’ employees must 

also comply with the (employee’s) dress code. As men%oned in various com-

pany interviews and religious authority interviews, they were owen warned 

to wear clothes that were appropriate to synagogue e%queke. As a repre-

senta%ve from Company C stated: 

Neve Shalom is a place that has interes%ng regula%ons. Spots to stand 

as an employee are determined, clear, and so on. Male employees 

are required to wear kippahs; they must also refrain from wearing 

earrings. Do not let it pass here and there. They show point by point. 



B E L İ N  B E N E Z R A  Y E N S A R FAT İ  

ECo 

There are a lot of rules that you have to follow. These rules were pri-

marily verbal. We also received verbal warnings. Complain that his 

pants are ripped off or his hair is very blowzy (Interview with Com-

pany C, June, EC@y). 

Many other employees said in interviews that they tried to stay within these 

rules by dressing in black and monotype. Photographer Rodikli Seloni, who 

also worked in the synagogue in the EC@Cs, stated how sensi%ve she tried to 

be to this issue as follows: 

When I was taking some photos, I wondered if my underwear was 

visible behind me, what I was wearing... I wondered if it was too re-

vealing. … I was spending fiween or twenty minutes at home on this 

issue, raising my arm, looking at it in the light, looking at it on the 

balcony, etc., I was always wearing the same clothes... Being a woman 

also limited my choice of clothes (Belin Rodikli Seloni – RN, June @o, 

EC@y). 

The religious authority assumed (and desired) these dress codes to be part 

of synagogue culture. However, over %me, with gained experience, religious 

authority felt the need to intervene in this arena. As Wacquant underlines 

(Wacquant ECCÄ: EyC), these unwriken rules—doxa, a set of shared opinions 

and natural aòtudes of everyday life —are assumed to be part of society by 

religious authority. However, these two different points of view of the com-

munity members and the religious authority were not parallel. That’s why 

religious authority decided to write these rules and ensure that every com-

munity member would act accordingly. In this field, again, religious authority, 

as an agent, sought to establish the rules and wanted all community mem-

bers to play this game in this respect. 

î.Ö.Ö Official (Civil) Marriage 

The official civil ceremony is another step in comple%ng the wedding pro-

ceedings in the eyes of the Turkish Republic. This step involves signing the 

marriage contract, also known as resmi nikah in Turkish, by the couple. Be-

fore EC@Y, this step was, with no excep%ons, required to be done before the 
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religious wedding. However, it is considered more a formality for Jewish wed-

dings. For instance, despite the state recogni%on of the marriage, a Jewish 

couple is not expected to move in together un%l the religious ceremony has 

been completed. This necessity has eased over the years, and couples living 

together prior to civil and religious marriage have become more common, 

par%cularly in the EC@Cs. When Jewish couples are asked about their wed-

ding anniversary, the reference date is typically the date of their religious 

wedding. In other words, only with the religious wedding ceremony and the 

marriage contract (i.e., Ketubah in Hebrew) given by the synagogue can the 

couple be considered “properly” married in the eyes of the community.  

Most couples married in the @AyCs, @AÄCs, and @AACs men%oned the Be-

yoğlu Äth Marriage Office as their loca%on for civil marriage during their in-

terviews. Located very close to the Neve Shalom Synagogue, this building 

remains ac%ve in the historic Jewish neighborhood of Galata/Taksim. The 

second half of the @AACs saw an increase in marriage recep%ons, and the 

loca%ons of these events began to vary. Awer the ECCCs, official civil mar-

riage became another huge event that required more organiza%on. Venues 

were booked, dresses were bought or tailored, and guest lists were prepared 

for the occasion. In EC@Y, a new development sent shockwaves through the 

news. The Supreme Court decided on Ey.CY.EC@Y that the Yth (related to bride 

and groom) and Bth (related to Rabbi in this case) clauses of the Turkish Penal 

Code should be nullified.42 The two clauses are as follows: 

Y. Those [couples] who marry [religious marriage] before the official 

ceremony are to be jailed for E to B months. However, when an offi-

cial civil marriage is complete, any public cases and sentences that 

were distributed are nullified. 

B. Should a person perform a religious ceremony without proof of le-

gal civil marriage, they are to be jailed for E to B months. 

 
 42 Resmi Gazete (Official Newspaper), @C June EC@Y, No. EAxÄE, 

hkps://www.resmigazete.gov.tr/eskiler/EC@Y/CB/EC@YCB@C.pdf (Accessed, March EÄ, 

ECEo) Pp.o-@Ä. 
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This change legalized religious weddings before official weddings. The con-

troversy this development created in Turkey aside,43 it was also a very chal-

lenging decision for the Jewish religious authority. Upon requests from fam-

ily members/couples, the decision to have a religious wedding before the 

religious authority considered the official wedding. The primary mo%va%on 

behind this request was to merge the wedding recep%on with the official 

wedding ceremony for event savings. Awer delibera%on, the religious author-

ity and community leaders, at a wedding in January EC@B, primarily allowed 

this: The couple could have their official wedding at the Tevah with a state 

official awer they complete their religious wedding inside the synagogue. Ac-

cording to this first decision, the religious authority requested that religious 

and official weddings be conducted consecu%vely without interrup%on. Af-

terward, once again responding to requests from couples, it was permiked 

to have the official marriage at the wedding recep%on awer the synagogue, 

on the condi%on that it would be the same day (Interview with a Rabbi, No-

vember @, EC@y). Turkish laws have no restric%ons on official marriage dates, 

but Turkish Jewish society has deemed this limita%on suitable. As pointed 

out in the interview, the authority wants to fill the civil marriage slot wriken 

in the Ketubah on the same day (Interview with Rel. and Sec. Authority J, 

EC@y). It could also be interpreted as meaning that, in cases where there is 

no official civil wedding, the en%re responsibility for marriage and divorce 

will be with the religious authority. Religious authority may not have wanted 

to take responsibility for this. This case was also an obvious moment for ne-

go%a%on, where the religious authority acted wisely and strategically. At this 

moment in the game, the religious authority responded to a demand from 

grassroots/ community members, which the state had already allowed. But 

at the same %me, it did not ignore taking some precau%ons to protect itself 

in the game. 

 
 43 hkps://bianet.org/yazi/resmi-gecerliligi-olan-dini-nikah-kiydirabilmek-bir-hak-mi-@ÄÄAYx 

(Accessed, March EB, ECEx). 

  hkps://istanbulbarosu.org.tr/HaberDetay.aspx?ID=@CoÄY (Accessed, March EB, ECEx). 
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î.Ö.Ü Jewish Wedding Recep+ons – Before and A~er Events 

THE @ABCS AND @AyCS  

The @ABCs and @AyCs, compared to other years within the scope of this dis-

serta%on, were two decades when the Jewish community was more with-

drawn, rituals and tradi%ons were more prevalent, and mixed marriages 

were rela%vely fewer. During these two decades, the word and power of re-

ligious authority ruled events, and the agents we defined as the marke%ng 

sector were nearly non-existent. While the @ABCs were rela%vely calm, the 

@AyCs, especially its second half, are remembered and told when tea par%es 

outside homes were common. Inside the Jewish community, especially in the 

middle and upper classes, homes and home decora%ons are essen%al con-

cepts. A par%cipant in an interview who requested anonymity discussed the 

mindset in great detail and stated as follows:  

During the @AyCs-yY, our Jewish congrega%on was deeply concerned 

with who would make the beker house with a decorator and what 

kind of events they would host. Those with money and those without. 

They would invite everyone to these house events… I would not call 

it an obsession because it is not. It is a way of showing off. A man 

would buy a huge Jeep but does not have the money to use it or cope 

with the gasoline and maintenance expenses. But he has to show off. 

He also does not even have the means to maintain that house. He did 

something not within his means but way out of his means (Violet, 

June E@, EC@y). 

As stated above, these ac%vi%es and situa%ons exhibited inter-communal os-

tenta%on and cultural capital. In addi%on, it was common for the middle and 

upper classes to akend tea par%es at Hilton or Tarabya Hotels, which were 

owen used for socializing. However, these venues were not yet being used 

for wedding recep%ons.  

One of the main points to summarize the recep%on format in these two 

decades was that invitees were usually families and extended families. 

Therefore, there was no need for huge venues. Wedding recep%ons during 

these two decades were mostly at luxurious restaurants, poolside venues, 
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and nightclubs. Booking live music or reserving a few tables at a live music 

venue was a widely used prac%ce. Booking en%re venues for a recep%on was 

rare compared to the years to come. In the @AyCs, venues such as Sarıyer 

Urcan Club, Lido Poolside, the upper and lower sec%ons of Harbiye Kervan-

saray, Taşlık Club, and Bosphorus restaurants were prominent.  

The @ABCs and @AyCs were when the average marriage age was the 

youngest. Arranged marriages, where families selected the bride and groom 

or arranged for them to meet, were standard prac%ces. While the issue of 

virginity was significantly important, the flir%ng %me was much shorter com-

pared to later years. Therefore, hearing about marriage proposals in these 

years was more challenging during the interviews. As it was a community 

much more akached to its strict tradi%ons and rituals, Drahoma44 was es-

sen%al and specific to weddings. In addi%on, although not wriken, the issue 

of which side (groom or bride) would pay for what cost was precise in words. 

Interviewees share stories of families canceling weddings over Drahoma dis-

agreements or families having difficult %mes being able to pay the deter-

mined price. The bridal and groom package prepara%on, Bogo de Novya in 

Ladino, was among the crucial prac%ces. The ritual was considered complete 

awer mutual families offered or sent the packages to each other. Addi%onally, 

the dowry showing ceremony, Aparar Ashuar in Ladino, was a crucial status 

maker for women before the wedding. The bride’s family would prepare this 

dowry over the years, and the dowry was enriched with doilies sewed by 

hand. The dowry would be set aside for the big day to come. On Aparar 

Ahsuar day, women from both sides of the wedding would invite everyone 

and show it with great pride and enthusiasm. The prepara%on of the bed 

where the newlyweds would sleep, Kama de novya45 in Ladino, was a differ-

ent ceremony. During the @ABCs and @AyCs, Jewish women performed the 

 
 44 Money which is given by woman’s family to man’s family.  

 45 “Thursday before the wedding is ‘Ordenar Kama de Novya/Arrangement of the wedding 

bed’ day. A woman who is content in her marriage will prepare the wedding bed from the 

girl’s side, sprinkle almond candies and rose petals on the cover, and good wishes will be 

expressed in the mean%me.” hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/history/did-

you-know (Accessed, December E@, ECEE). 
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mikveh ritual, which they tradi%onally need to fulfill before weddings, by vis-

i%ng the Cagaloglu Hamamı.  

In these decades, there have also been varying engagement recep%ons. 

While primarily performed in homes in the @ABCs, in the @AyCs, it was either 

done in the home or outside, depending on the condi%on of the house and 

the family’s economic status. Food was either prepared in-house or pur-

chased from well-known bakeries and served. Ea%ng white desserts was a 

tradi%on. Henna night, Noçe de Alhenia46 in Ladino was also performed in a 

size that depended on the family’s status. Depending on status, mostly the 

bridal dresses and groom’s suits were rented instead of bought. However, for 

the dresses and hats of the @ABCs, the names of the non-Muslim tailors in 

Taksim, such as Armenians, Greeks, and Jews, were owen men%oned in the 

interviews. Hazzopulo Passage in Taksim was also a famous sta%on for the 

fabrics. Hatmaker Ka%a in Beyoglu, hatmaker Aida in Kurtuluş, bridal dresser 

Markoziye in Beyoglu, tailor Figoro, and tailor Teo47 are some of the most 

common names in the Jewish community at that %me.48 In the @AyCs, they 

added more names to that list of non-Muslim tailors. They are tailor Lüöiş 

and tailor Kalyopi (Greek) in Osmanbey. 

Engagement or wedding recep%ons had rela%vely fewer guests. Home or 

kitchen appliances and other things that the couple needed were more crit-

ical in giw selec%on. The engaged couple would have Shabbat dinner every 

Friday night at the groom’s house from engagement day to wedding day. Do-

mes%c trips were more common for honeymoons, but it also depended on 

the family’s financial status. In some cases, a honeymoon could not planned 

due to lack of economic capital. Lastly, the situa%on where the groom lives 

 
 46 “The night before the wedding is the “Nochada de Alhena/Henna Night.” Although there is 

no evidence that the bride’s hands are hennaed in the Eastern style in this night of singing, 

ea%ng, and drinking, akended by close rela%ves and very close friends from the bride’s side, 

it is undoubtedly that the henna night tradi%on was acquired from the Eastern culture” 

hkp://www.turkyahudileri.com/index.php/en/history/did-you-know (Accessed, December 

E@, ECEE). 

 47 They ordered the fabric abroad.  

 48 In addi%on to these names, they added Tanju as photographer.  
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in the bride’s parental house, Mezafranga49 in Ladino, was quite common. 

Couples could reside in the parental home un%l they achieve economic inde-

pendence and move out when they have akained it. In some tradi%onal fam-

ilies, couples eat at different family members’ homes for a week awer the 

wedding.  

THE @AÄCS AND @AACS  

Especially with the socio-cultural and economic transforma%ons experienced 

in Turkey, Jewish rites of passage events also inevitably began to change (see 

Chapters B.E.o and o.x). During this rela%vely new and slow period of growth 

and change, the religious authority akempted to maintain strict rules and 

retain control. It is possible to state that because the ra%o of mixed marriages 

within the Jewish community was rela%vely low, respect for religious author-

ity was high, and the Jewish community was rela%vely closed to outside s%m-

uli, religious authority s%ll had control. It makes sense to picture the religious 

authority during these years as an agent trying to understand the atmos-

phere and developments behind the event sector. The perspec%ve men-

%oned above, which was reliant on house presenta%on and hos%ng guests 

that occurred during the late @AyCs, lew the household in terms of life cycle 

events. These life cycle events began to move towards commercially valuable 

venues, where predominantly Jewish people were s%ll invited as guests. 

With the help of neoliberal (urban development) poli%cs that began in the 

@AÄCs and accelerated in the @AACs, Istanbul became an akrac%ve invest-

ment area for global capital. Istanbul was redesigned as a “global city” with 

large hotel projects, shopping malls, and luxury housing areas. It also helped 

to upgrade the city's image, and Keyder (@AAAa) emphasizes that Istanbul be-

came a city that showcased global capital during this process. It led to Istan-

bul being restructured as a global financial, tourism, and trade center. Thus, 

the commercializa%on of Istanbul, its growth capacity, the rise of the tourism 

sector, and the increase in the number of hotels accompanied this transi%on. 

These social and economic transi%ons inevitably affected and transformed 

 
 49 Couples could reside in the parental home un%l they gain economic freedom and move out 

when they have it. 
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Jewish life cycle events as well. While wedding recep%ons of the @AÄCs were 

at luxurious restaurants, clubs, and some%mes five-star hotels, weddings in 

the @AACs were almost always organized at five-star hotels.  

This new type of wedding recep%on evokes the concept of the ‘cham-

pagne wedding,’ introduced by Argyrou (@AAB). Analyzing wedding recep-

%ons held in Greek Cyprus, Argyrou notes that the wedding ceremony in the 

present day serves as an element that creates a class dis%nc%on between 

two parts of society. One of the main arguments of this study is that wedding 

celebra%ons have been transformed from rites of passage to rites of class 

dis%nc%on.50 “A champagne wedding” is a celebra%on typically associated 

with the urban working class and middle class. These weddings are held in 

fancy hotels, and every element is well-designed. With likle to no room for 

spontaneity, children are usually not invited. Therefore, urban weddings, 

also known as “champagne weddings,” have become a venue where individ-

uals reinforce their class iden%%es and establish rites of dis%nc%on. These 

weddings are called “champagne” because hors-d’oeuvres and champagne 

are served during the recep%on. Istanbul Jewish wedding recep%ons, which 

had so many similari%es with “champagne weddings” in Greek Cyprus, 

played a much more significant role in clearly seòng the Jewish and non-

Jewish separa%on as well as class dis%nc%on.  

With the transi%on to a free market economy, along with the increasing 

number of big five-star hotels in parallel, the size of life cycle events and their 

venues also grew. Along with the new middle class, which was already grow-

ing, the boundaries of Istanbul Jewish society’s rite of passage recep%ons 

began to expand. In the @AÄCs, couples owen married in wedding halls, clubs, 

luxurious restaurants, and occasionally, five-star hotels, which upper-class 

community members preferred. However, what must be emphasized here is 

that choosing a venue other than a five-star hotel due to financial reasons 

was not yet a cause for embarrassment within the community (Rakel and 

Selim, May x, EC@y). During the @AÄCs, as stated in the interviews, the upper 

class primarily preferred the five-star hotels of Tarabya and Hilton, as well as 

the stylish Pera Palas Hotel. Other economic classes preferred certain 

 
 50 Accordingly, he proposes the concepts of “village wedding” and “champagne wedding.” 
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restaurants, clubs, and wedding halls. The in-house singer for live music and 

the venue’s menu for food for the night accompanied the weddings.  

With the opening of many new five-star hotels in the @AACs, most cele-

bra%ons began to shiw to these venues. Ceylan Intercon%nental Hotel (@AAY), 

Sheraton Hotel (@AyY, renewed), Swiss Hotel (@AA@), Conrad Hotel (@AAE), Four 

Seasons Hotel (@AAB), and HyaD Regency Hotel (@AAo) were among the highly 

preferred venues. As stated in the Bar and Bat Mitzvah sec%on above, more 

guests had to be invited to fill the big ballrooms of these five-star hotels. The 

content and details of recep%ons also began to diversify. Chair decora%ons 

and center-table ornaments were among the most seen examples towards 

the end of the @AACs. Interviewees shared examples of nights when famous 

singers performed at these five-star celebra%ons at the end of the @AACs. As 

a representa%ve from Company E stated: 

Then, Ceylan Intercon%nental opened in the @AACs… Jewish Commu-

nity events suddenly jumped from @CC guests to xCC. This meant in-

vi%ng everyone they knew, including people other than friends and 

family. We would some%mes say [when we found out we were invited 

as a guest to the wedding], ‘I wonder why I am invited’ (Interview 

with Company E, November, EC@y). 

So, non-Jewish guests (such as co-workers, neighbors, etc.) were slowly in-

cluded in the guest list. However, the majority of guests were s%ll from the 

Jewish community.  

Couples who married in the @AÄCs and @AACs were s%ll rela%vely younger 

than they are today but older than those in the @ABCs and @AyCs. Stories of 

arranged marriages s%ll existed but had a lower ra%o compared to the past. 

On the other hand, stories of couples mee%ng each other at (Jewish) cultural 

youth associa%ons are more prevalent during these two decades. While mar-

riage proposals were rela%vely straighöorward during the @AÄCs, the surprise 

aspect of proposals appears to have increased during the @AACs. However, 

compared to the ECCCs and especially the EC@Cs, proposals from the @AÄCs 

and @AACs were rela%vely low-key. The drahoma tradi%on maintained its sig-

nificance, influence, and importance. Interviewees owen men%on the par-

ents from both sides, especially the men/fathers, geòng together to decide 
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on the maker. Having lost much significance, tradi%ons like Noçe de Alhenia, 

Kama de Novya, Aparar Ashuar, and Bogo de Novya were some%mes seen. 

The tradi%on of serving white desserts s%ll existed. In the @AÄCs, Jewish 

women preferred to go to the Sisli Bet Israel Synagogue’s mikveh and (s%ll) 

the Cagaloglu Hamamı. For the dresses and hats of the @AÄCs, the names of 

non-Muslim tailors and hatmakers, such as Armenians, Greeks, and Jews, 

were s%ll frequently heard and popular in interviews, including hatmaker 

Ka%a in Beyoğlu and hatmaker Aida in Kurtuluş. However, Muslim tailors 

were also added to that list, such as tailor Hayri, whose work was costly. It 

became common to bring hats from Paris as well. In the @AACs, popular Turk-

ish tailors like Cengiz Abazoğlu and several interna%onal fashion brands, such 

as Chris+an Dior, were men%oned in the interviews. 

Engagement and marriage recep%ons varied in these two decades. En-

gagements were held in the house or out in a venue, depending on the fam-

ily’s financial status and house size. During the @AÄCs, it was common prac-

%ce to go to a restaurant or the house awer the engagement with a few select 

guests. The @AACs witnessed an increase in engagement ceremonies held at 

various venues. Like previous decades, the engaged couple would have Shab-

bat dinner at the groom’s family house every Friday un%l the wedding. Wed-

ding guests chose between gold, dollars, or home furniture as giws. A fre-

quent interview remark about the @AÄCs and @AACs was, “We would buy at 

least two or three pieces of gold because we expect a similar giw at our wed-

dings or our children’s wedding” (Tuna and Hayim, June xC, EC@y). In the 

@AACs, the concept of bridesmaids gained popularity among brides. For the 

honeymoon, the des%na%on, domes%c or abroad, s%ll depended on families’ 

economic and cultural capital. Although less seen, the mezafranga situa%on 

con%nued. The tradi%on of visi%ng family members for dinner the week awer 

the wedding, as seen in previous decades, also con%nued.  

THE ECCCS 

The ECCCs witnessed the most visible and highest growth in the events or-

ganized before and during wedding recep%ons. The difference between the 

@AACs and ECCCs was that the desire to host big events spread throughout 

the community, regardless of economic status. At the same %me, in addi%on 
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to the expensive and rela%vely hard-to-afford five-star hotels, an increasing 

number of budget-friendly hotels and event venues allowed almost every 

wedding to be held at hotels or unique venues. Wedding recep%ons and pre-

wedding events would differ depending on the hotel's suitability for a par%c-

ular economic class. In other words, everyone would host their recep%ons 

for the whole wedding package at a hotel or venue they could afford. Almost 

all of the social groups held events outside (the home). These wedding re-

cep%ons usually included fancy dishes of world cuisine prepared by chefs and 

an abundance of alcoholic beverages served by representa%ves from private 

companies. Women and men wore tailor-made, fashionable dresses and 

suits to the event, respec%vely. A deejay was hired for music, and the deco-

ra%on was also the responsibility of the organiza%on’s companies. This 

means that the expansion worked in two ways: the economic capital spent 

on events increased, and the number of non-community guests rose. The 

growth in Jewish events also led to changes in the invited guests. Firstly, 

while the number of guests at events varied greatly (compared to the @AACs), 

there were some%mes recep%ons with YYC to BCC people. Secondly and 

more importantly, the number of non-Jewish guests at Jewish ceremonies 

increased rapidly in this decade. Therefore, these events gradually became a 

window for the community, through which it would present itself to the out-

side world.  

The market and companies played a big part in this expansion. These pri-

vate companies included event planning and party organiza%on companies, 

music and video companies, photographers, choreographers, caterers, and 

confec%oners. New companies were founded in the ECCCs, in addi%on to the 

exis%ng few, which needed more compe%%on (see Chapter A).51 Companies 

specializing in specific issues entered the market. This increase in numbers 

and rich content caused the event market and companies to be more influ-

en%al, even decision-makers. Indeed, it was the market and companies that 

pushed the expansion of the event market. They kept the sector alive with 

new concepts and ideas created every day. Not to men%on family mem-

bers/couples who tried to differen%ate themselves within these events (see 

 
 51 The growth of these companies will be discussed in Chapter A. 
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Chapter Ä), which were all the same, and they made decisions together with 

the market.  

As wedding ceremonies became increasingly aesthe%cally stylized and 

opened to the larger society (including non-Jewish friends and associates), a 

tradi%onal/conserva%ve control mechanism was triggered. The religious au-

thority, as an ins%tu%on, started trying to exert control over wedding cere-

monies in Istanbul, not just wedding recep%ons but also all Jewish life cycle 

events, as seen above as well. Individuals within the religious authority and 

the community in higher posi%ons were uncomfortable with the state of out-

ward expansion and the level of ostenta%on. For them, the Kayadez perspec-

%ve remained fundamental, par%cularly for its low profile. Hence, many com-

munity leaders emphasized and repeated that so much splendor and 

showing off was unnecessary.  

Two cri%cal developments occurred for the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish con-

grega%on during the ECCCs. Both developments helped the ins%tu%on 

change and develop a more controlling aòtude, and both events helped pro-

mote the controlling aòtude within the community. First, one of the most 

significant turning points for the Turkish Jewish community was the two sim-

ultaneous explosions in front of two synagogues in ECCx. Awer this grievous 

event, the community turned inward ins%tu%onally for a while. As stated 

above, Brith Milah ceremonies moved to synagogues instead of hotels or 

other loca%ons (see Chapter Y). The second significant change was the arrival 

of Rabbi Mendy Chitrik, a Chabad representa%ve from the United States, in 

Turkey. Awer his arrival, the rules and control mechanisms of the religious 

ins%tu%on gradually became more rigid (see Chapters o.x and B). This devel-

opment led to stricter controls, increased interven%ons, and ins%tu%onaliza-

%on efforts in certain areas. As men%oned above, with Rabbi Chitrik’s lead, 

the Bar/t Mitsvah Club was founded, and educa%on was standardized and 

ins%tu%onalized (see Chapter B). While the two life cycle events, namely 

Brith Milah and Bar/t Mitzvah, underwent major changes, religious authority 

could not exert the same control over marriage package events. In fact, reli-

gious authority loosened the rules even more in the EC@Cs. In the ECCCs, the 

ever-growing and ever-more glamorous events had become an arena where 

new trends were created and tried every day. Family members/couples were 
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ac%ng together with the market. Even though the religious authority at-

tempted to maintain strict rules during the period of rapid growth, it was so 

fast, and there were so many variables, that it was much more challenging 

to control than in previous years.  

Religious authority tried to take some steps regarding the maker. As 

men%oned above, first, kashrut and Shabbat were controlled at wedding re-

cep%ons in hotels. The religious authority exerted control over every event, 

wherever it may be, to ensure it was kosher. Wedding recep%ons organized 

at hotels awer the religious synagogue ceremony were included in the defi-

ni%on of a Jewish event and became subject to inspec%on by religious au-

thority. Founded in ECCo, the Denet Gıda Company was a big step towards 

this.52 Second, the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey Educa%on Commission, 

Hegkom, organized the compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar in ECCx. 

Another example is the warning leker/text regarding the synagogue dress 

code, published in EC@B and repeatedly issued by Bet-Din. The message of 

religious authority is clear and straight – “if you are organizing this event, do 

it in a way in accordance with Jewish values and befiòng our community.” It 

was also a process of familiariza%on for religious authority with the new cul-

tural and social aspects and requests of Jewish society while s%ll exer%ng 

considerable effort to maintain control over the wedding ceremonies of Jew-

ish society.  

The most commonly preferred venues in the ECCCs, according to inter-

views, were Ritz Hotel (ECC@ - claimed to be seven stars), Dedeman Hotel, 

Mövenpick Hotel (ECCx), Radisson Blue Hotel (ECCB), Four Seasons Hotel 

(ECCÄ), Sait Halim Pasha Mansion, Kemer Country (events started ECCo-

ECCY), Conrad Hotel (@AAE), Çubuklu fÇ. Weddings at these venues almost 

always included alcohol and DJ performances, with dinner service; rarely, 

there were also performances by famous singers. According to an inter-

viewee from the event market, “The years between ECCx and EC@@ were 

when the sector grew, and we profited the most” (Interview with Company 

D, June, EC@y). During this period, market companies could make daring 

 
 52 For detailed informa%on, see Chapter B.x. 
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moves and try authen%c new things, and community members would con-

sciously choose to make these spending. An interviewee stated: 

In the @AÄCs, it was a sign of wealth to have a wedding at the Sürmeli 

Hotel, but at the same %me, there was no shame in not being able to 

afford these venues. Condi%ons were not like today. Nowadays, you 

are a loser (ezik) if you cannot do it (Rakel and Selim, May x, EC@y). 

As this quote demonstrates, this spreading trend had become mandatory 

due to social pressure from community members. It was also a period when 

the average age of guests dropped, and young people were increasingly 

more present in guest lists.  

During these years, (Jewish) cultural youth associa%ons were s%ll among 

the places where couples met. Marriage proposals in the ECCCs were much 

more aesthe%cally stylized and glamorous than in the @AACs. Some examples 

were foreign holidays, ren%ng yachts and mountain cabins, and surprise par-

%es with big groups of friends. “Save the date” photoshoots to announce the 

wedding date became more frequent. Drahoma tradi%on was slowly losing 

influence, but although rarely, there were s%ll couples who split because 

their families could not agree on Drahoma. In this decade, the old Noçe de 

Alhenia re-emerged in all its glory in the format of bacheloreke par%es. 

Some%mes, the bride’s or the groom’s core group of friends organized do-

mes%c or foreign trips for the bachelor/bacheloreke party tradi%on. On 

these owen short trips, the bride or the groom’s small and close friend group 

celebrated with everything planned hour by hour. The bride and her close 

friends usually received goody bags prepared in their name. Another old tra-

di%on, Kama de Novya, was transformed into a ceremony where guests vis-

ited the new couple’s home and shared a meal. Aparar Ashuar and Bogo de 

Novya tradi%ons were obsolete at this %me. However, during the bridal bed 

prepara%on, the house where the couple will be living is toured by guests, 

and this was similar to a new genera%on of Aparar Ashuar. 

The mikveh also became a separate event, akin to preparing the bridal 

bed. In the ECCCs, Jewish women in Istanbul preferred the mikvehs of the 

Sisli Bet Israel Synagogue, the Caddebostan Bet El Synagogue, and the Neve 

Shalom Synagogue for prac%cing this voluntary tradi%on. In addi%on, large 
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spreads of refreshments and food were served on that day, and some old 

rituals and tradi%ons were partly kept, such as ea%ng white dessert. For the 

dresses and hats of the ECCCs (and the EC@Cs), community members told 

the tailor names such as Tamer, Filiz, Cengiz Abazoğlu, Begüm Salihlioğlu, etc. 

They also added the hatmaker Merve Bayındır, who brings hats from London, 

and Figen. In addi%on, it was common to purchase fabrics from Bağzıbağlı 

Fabric Store in Osmanbey/Nişantaşı. As told in interviews, some women 

(mothers of bride and groom) went to look at the Neve Shalom Synagogue 

wedding photos archive to get an idea of the bride and groom mothers’ 

dresses and hats. 

Varying recep%ons for engagements and weddings were observed during 

the period. Like in other decades, engagements were either in-house or 

mainly in a venue, depending on the house’s condi%on and the family’s fi-

nancial standards. Similarly, official state marriage ceremonies were a sepa-

rate event. The compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar was mandatory 

for all couples. As the religious ceremony approached, the cars carrying the 

bride and groom became increasingly luxurious. Wedding guests would bring 

gold, dollars, or euros as giws for the couple. A tradi%on of small surprises by 

the couple’s friends during wedding ceremonies emerged during this decade 

and the EC@Cs as well. Almost all weddings had bridesmaids who accompany 

the bride. Brides and grooms usually got lessons from a dancer or choreog-

rapher53 for their first dance at a wedding recep%on in the ECCCs and EC@Cs. 

For the honeymoon, the des%na%ons were usually abroad, including Europe, 

Bali, and Maldives. Lastly, a meaningful quote from an interview that sum-

marized the period as follows: 

[Talking about Jewish people] When he comes into some money, he 

first changes the car and then the house; we like vanity, and the best 

place to show off is here. [Talking about Bar/t Mitzvah]. You have the 

lead on stage, all eyes on you; you are hos%ng all those people. These 

days, it is invaluable to get your children to marry under the huppah. 

We leave the gra%tude part aside. Instead, we think, ‘Where can I do 

it best?’, ‘How can I do it best?’... Typically, people spend their own 

 
 53 Most common names are Rina Amuraben and Hande Yılmaz.  
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money, but these days, the gold pieces you receive cover wedding 

costs (No name interview).  

THE EC@CS  

Wedding recep%ons in the EC@Cs were similar to those of the ECCCs in terms 

of content, but the sector gradually declined as the decade progressed. The 

size of recep%ons and the economic capital spent on events also shrank. Tur-

key’s fluctua%ng economy played a big part in this change. The young Jewish 

popula%on in Turkey was also hopeless about the country’s future. The un-

stable Turkish economy and poli%cal landscape, including changes in minor-

ity discourse, the termina%on of the Peace/Solu%on process in EC@Y, the gen-

eral elec%ons held in EC@Y, the EC@B coup akempt, and the EC@Ä currency 

crisis, also affected this change. In addi%on, the an%semi%c wave that spread 

awer the Gaza War of ECCÄ-ECCA and the Mavi Marmara Event of EC@C af-

fected the ideas and life perspec%ve of the young Jewish popula%on. As with 

every an%semi%c wave, Aliyah’s numbers rose compared to other years. Not 

only to Israel but immigra%on to other countries increased. This immigra%on 

issue wave was not specifically for the young Jewish popula%on (Elveren & 

Toksöz, EC@A). During the decade, Turkey’s white-collar, educated young pop-

ula%on also accelerated their efforts to move their lives elsewhere. Lastly, 

the terrorist akack on a group of Israeli tourists in EC@B at Taksim, Istanbul, 

also affected the state and shape of occasions.  

For the Turkish Jewish popula%on, these events used to be a place where 

they could reaffirm their status in society, which occurred a few %mes in life 

when they could take the stage, showcase themselves, and perform. This 

show space was also an investment in one’s status within society. However, 

for the above reasons, young people/couples and families stopped consider-

ing these events as (social) investments. They began to think that the eco-

nomic capital spent on these event packages would be beker spent else-

where. Young couples who no longer felt mo%vated for their future in the 

country chose to save their economic capital for their new lives and invest in 

experiences such as going on a holiday, having training, obtaining a cer%fi-

cate, learning a language, or more physical items such as a house, car, or 
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using this economic capital for a new business. A newly engaged interviewee 

summarized the situa%on as,  

So I am to have a wedding and spend millions. Why am I doing this? 

To show off to random people? Instead, I am leaning towards spend-

ing this money on travel, buying a house, or using it as capital for a 

new business. We are already considering moving abroad with my 

husband; I would much rather use this money to make a fresh start 

there. Thankfully, my family feels the same; these costs were going to 

put a strain on them anyway (Janet and Selim, May @y, EC@y). 

In addi%on, another point made by interviewees is that the giws received at 

these events were insufficient to cover the enormous costs or that it was not 

worth organizing an event full of conspicuous consump%on.  

As men%oned above, parallel to the decrease in the number of weddings, 

the size of events also shrank in the EC@Cs. Fewer guests were invited, and 

less money was spent. Luxurious hotels such as Çırağan Hotel were no longer 

preferred.54 Budgets were %ghtened, the guest list was narrowed, and guest 

profiles were changed. A representa%ve from Company D remarked,  

I will give an example from my business. In the @AÄCs and @AACs, most 

guests were friends of the parents. Only a %ny por%on were friends 

of the couple. Nowadays that has changed and become @CC-@YC 

young people and a few parents’ friends. Or some%mes it is par%es 

for only young people. They have come to realize that entertainment 

is owen associated with youth. Awer the wedding cake, friends of the 

parents leave, and only young people remain (Interview with Com-

pany D, June, EC@y). 

Lastly, some events in the wedding package started to merge and became 

one occasion with several events. Commonly, the promise, asking for per-

mission from the father, and engagement were done all at once. Since EC@B, 

official (civil) marriages, wedding recep%ons, and religious recep%ons have 

 
 54 However, in this decade, for the upper economic class, two more hotels were added: Raffles 

Hotel (EC@o) and Shangri-La Bosphorus Hotel (EC@x), marketed as seven stars. 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

EE@ 

started to merge (see Chapter y.E.E). Society has come to realize that event 

savings were the wise thing to do. And with Turkey’s economic condi%ons, 

with a venue for each event, dresses, and food servings - the costs had gone 

up too much. During the interviews conducted with companies within the 

market in EC@y and EC@Ä, many sector employees stated that the market had 

shrunk immensely. They said that they foresee the future of non-Jewish or-

ganiza%ons. In the following years, this es%mate has become a reality. Hence, 

companies that started in the EC@Cs gained experience and matured, not 

only doing Jewish events. In a way, they were forced to go outside their zone.  

Despite the rela%vely few weddings compared to other decades, the 

EC@Cs saw the religious authority lose control and loosen its rules. They did 

not resist change requests at certain points and tried to adapt the new con-

di%ons to a religious format. As men%oned above, open-air or beach wed-

dings were allowed in EC@o. Due to the fear felt awer the EC@B terrorist at-

tack, religious wedding ceremonies in hotels or other buildings were allowed 

for a while. Finally, conduc%ng the official wedding at the synagogue awer 

the religious ceremony was allowed in EC@B. All these permissions granted 

and the loosening of rules coincided with periods when the community ad-

ministra%on was par%cularly “courageous” in exhibi%ng itself in public 

spaces. All these steps were “courageous” for the Jewish community, espe-

cially those raised in the Kayadez tradi%on. To give a few examples, the start 

of the Hanukkah celebra%on in EC@Y in the public sphere, the holding of a 

rela%vely more cri%cal exhibi%on in the Quincentennial Founda%on Museum 

of Turkish Jews in EC@Y, and the holding of the annual na%onal commemora-

%on of the Struma Disaster in a public place in EC@Y. At the same %me, Tur-

key’s social context also facilitated this, helping minori%es find the courage 

to be more visible, as seen in the EC@x Gezi protests and the Peace/Solu%on 

process that con%nued between EC@x and EC@Y. 

Stories of how couples met had increasingly diversified in the EC@Cs, but 

(Jewish) cultural youth associa%ons were s%ll a place to meet. Like in the 

ECCCs, the prospec%ve groom performs the marriage proposal, preferably in 

a luxurious seòng such as a chic restaurant or on a yacht, and in a flashy way, 

owen with the close circle of the couple’s friends. “Save the date” pho-

toshoots con%nued to be a popular trend. Drahoma was no longer a 
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common tradi%on, and it was no longer remembered. Economic condi%ons 

led couples to share the costs of their weddings. Bachelor/bacheloreke par-

%es with domes%c or foreign trips remained. The tradi%onal Kama de Novya 

was s%ll essen%al. Mikveh was a ritual frequently performed. Events such as 

engagements, official marriages, and weddings were merged as much as pos-

sible, as discussed above. The compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar, 

which was introduced in ECCx, has remained in effect. The luxurious bridal 

car used to akend the religious wedding ceremony was among the con%nued 

rituals. Like in the ECCCs, gold, dollars, and euros were preferred giws for the 

wedding couple. However, as the number of guests went down and smaller 

giws were given, the total giw amount was reduced. It was the decade when 

the likle surprises close friends prepared during wedding recep%ons were 

most frequent. Des%na%ons abroad were the first choice for honeymoons. 

§ î.Ü Concluding Remarks 

Like in other rites of passage events, the ethno-religious cultural and com-

munal iden%ty is produced together by religious authority, market, and com-

munity members. They all ac%vely par%cipate in this life cycle event field. In 

this specific arena, Jewish weddings, compared to others, have more pre and 

awer-events. Again, compared to other life cycle events in this field, the reli-

gious authority has also akempted to ins%tu%onalize and standardize this 

arena. The first step was taken for the choir and music in the synagogue. The 

target was the standardiza%on of the service that was provided by chariots. 

Un%l the end of the @AACs, religious authority looked more likely to be the 

dominant player in the game. It should be noted that the Chief Rabbinate 

s%ll holds the center posi%on in the Jewish community, and no party has 

challenged it. However, the requests from Jewish community members and 

the effects of the global trend prompt the religious authority to take some 

steps. The new steps, par%cularly in the EC@Cs, also demonstrated the syna-

gogue's adapta%on to the changing cultural and social aspects of Jewish so-

ciety. At the same %me, religious and secular authori%es s%ll made a great 

effort not to lose control of the wedding ceremonies of Jewish society. Par-

%cularly awer the ECCx terror akack, the religious authority wanted to 
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protect the aòtude of Kayadez, specifically being low profile and not sup-

por%ng the myth of wealthy Jews. S%ll, the ceremonies and recep%ons con-

%nued to grow in size over %me. Recep%on sizes rose, and the guest list got 

more crowded each year. Jewish wedding ceremonies were and are one of 

the most akrac%ve amusements for community members.  

One cri%cal step was the introduc%on of the compulsory religious pre-

marriage seminar (as an “invisible college”) by the Chief Rabbinate of Turkey 

Educa%on Commission, Hegkom. The content also demonstrates how 

the ethno-religious cultural and communal iden%ty of the Jewish community 

is produced and shaped by religious authority. Year by year, control mecha-

nisms and rules of the religious authority were geòng stricter regarding 

kashrut and Shabbat, especially in recep%ons. They tried to keep a low pro-

file for clothing as well. Some%mes, they had to make more “modern” moves 

due to the community members’ requests and the market. As seen above, 

the permission for beach weddings in EC@o was a good example of this “mod-

ern” move. 

PART E - Concluding Remarks 

Part E sees specific pakerns, as in all historical processes, as well as con%nu-

ity, divergence, fluidity, and changes. Historical flow and historical changes 

are the main points of these three chapters. The life cycle event field, of 

course, parallels Turkey’s economic and cultural histories, and the effects of 

these events on this community, like others, have been evident between 

@ABC and ECEC. The rise of the new middle class in Turkey, the transi%on to 

a liberal economy in the @AÄCs (and @AACs), and its parallel reflec%on on the 

Jewish community is plain to see. Similarly, economic and poli%cal crises, es-

pecially awer EC@o, have impacted these rites of passage events. In addi%on 

to all these developments, an%semi%sm and its prac%ces had heavy results 

for the Turkish Jewish community during the period this disserta%on focuses 

on. These incidents impact this minority group’s daily life and, at %mes, their 

very existence and assets. As seen above, it is possible to trace these effects 

by examining the life cycle events and how they were performed in these 
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distressed years. Fear and security concerns some%mes indicated how the 

event was held, as well as the architecture of the places. 

So far, three ac%ve agents, namely, religious ins%tu%ons, the market, and 

family/ community members, have ac%vely taken a role in this life cycle event 

field. The ethno-religious communal iden%ty has been constructed in this 

field by the par%cipa%on of the three agents. These three agents are not only 

informa%on sources but also some%mes nego%ate and comply with each 

other during the fes%ve events, before and at that moment. The roles and 

steps taken by the actors in the field are also rela%onal, and one can lead to 

determining the other significant players’ next step (Bourdieu, @Ayy). All 

agents make their own moves in this life cycle events field as the key players. 

The field shows clearly the habitus, which “focuses on our ways of ac%ng, 

feeling, thinking and being” (Maton, ECCÄ: YE). It also captures “how we 

then make choices to act in certain ways and not others” (Maton, ECCÄ: YE). 

As Maton stresses, habitus which is “an ongoing and ac%ve process” (Maton, 

ECCÄ: YE), and “the structures of the habitus are thus not ‘set’ but evolve - 

they are durable and transposable but not immutable” (Maton, ECCÄ: Yx). 

The defini%on of “ideal Jewishness” and the ethno-religious and cultural 

communal iden%ty does not come top to bokom. Their ethno-religious cul-

tural and communal iden%ty ac%vely con%nues to be established by three 

agents in their life cycle events arena. Religious and secular authority, which 

is the dominant player in the field/game, is doing its best to create this ideal 

type55 of Jewishness and puts frankly the demand for uniformity from the 

community members. Here, the maker is how norms are established, and 

the historical flow clearly shows the efforts of demarca%on and maintenance 

of religious (and secular) authority. The religious and secular authority wants 

to create what kind of Jewish profile/iden%ty should be drawn with the ef-

forts of some establishments (par%cularly in the ECCCs) and their content, 

such as the Bar and Bat Mitsvah Club, the compulsory religious pre-marriage 

seminar, the control mechanism of the events regarding kashrut and Shab-

bat, etc. As discussed above, all these efforts and many changes in terms of 

standardiza%on and professionaliza%on in the community were also related 

 
 55 Not referring to Weber’s ideal type concept. 
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to the rela%vely younger genera%on in community management, which con-

sists of modern and open-minded individuals, as well as the arrival of Rabbi 

Mendy Chitrik. While the literature about the Turkish Jewish community 

stresses that the period awer the Quincentennial Founda%on (@AÄA) was the 

extraversion phase, the changed prac%ces and the picture of ideal Jewish-

ness and its representa%on showed itself with ins%tu%onalized and stand-

ardized form in the ECCCs.  

In addi%on to these “invisible colleges,” religious authority wants com-

munity members to be part of that community through their bodies (in this 

case, clothing, etc.) and soul (in this case, believing in spirituality) (Bauman 

and May, ECC@: oy). They draw a picture of Orthodox Jewish community 

members prac%cing all religious requirements, which does not reflect reality 

in the community, except the %mes of their life cycle events. However, some-

%mes, the authority was not able to have the power to say something to the 

players on the field and had to give permission for some subjects, such as 

beach weddings. So, this historical flow shows how authori%es were some-

%mes challenged and loosened the rules and also the strength of Jewish re-

ligious ins%tu%ons in the ins%tu%onaliza%on and standardiza%on efforts in 

this life cycle events field. As both community members/couples and the 

company/market play a role in shaping the ethno-religious communal iden-

%ty (as will be discussed further in Part x), it is not a one-sided process. 

The ECCCs were the period for all these changes for the Turkish Jewish 

community, at the same %me, there was also a huge trauma from the ECCx 

terror akacks. Despite this trauma, a greater openness in recep%ons and a 

more glamorous image for the outside world is discernible. The aòtude of 

Kayadez and maintaining a low profile during life cycle events were prac%ces 

requested of Jewish community members by religious authority and lay lead-

ers. The religious and secular authority spent their efforts taking the life cycle 

events into the community building, such as Brith Milah ceremonies and 

their recep%ons. It also helped them direct money/(economic) capital into 

the community. While the expecta%on from the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish 

community was to become more insular and stay within their community 

when they felt themselves under threat (because of an%semi%c ac%ons) in 

the Turkish community. However, the community members did not doubt 
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showing their lifecycle cultural iden%ty in the recep%ons and hotels, such as 

Bar Mitzvah and wedding recep%ons. It should be noted that community 

members do not feel safe around the synagogues, especially on days of 

crowded events and ceremonies, but not in hotels and other venues. No 

doubt, global trends, and the market also have a significant influence on 

these types of recep%ons.  

Finally, the ongoing ins%tu%onaliza%on and standardiza%on efforts, as 

well as the efforts to keep pace with the %mes, were among the aims of the 

religious authority during the ECCCs and EC@Cs. The nego%a%on arena be-

tween the three agents—religious authority, market, and community mem-

bers—has taken different shapes over the years. While the religious author-

ity was the dominant actor in the field, especially un%l the ECCCs, things 

started to change in terms of control awer ECCC. The standardiza%on and 

ins%tu%onaliza%on steps taken by the religious authority in the arena of Brith 

Milah and Bar/t Mitzvah were more effec%ve in ensuring control. Successful 

steps have been taken, especially in terms of fulfilling religious requirements 

and ensuring that the money spent ul%mately benefits the Jewish ins%tu-

%ons’ coffers. At the same %me, the uniformiza%on and standardiza%on of 

(non-formal) educa%on in the field of Bar/t Mitzvah and the discourse of the 

ethno-religious communal iden%ty spread by the religious authority awer 

ECCC were also essen%al steps. In the arena of Jewish weddings, it is ob-

served that these efforts were not very effec%ve, and the religious authority 

made certain relaxa%ons in the regula%ons and rules in response to the pres-

sure from community members, couples, and the market in certain areas. 

However, it should be noted that religious authori%es strive to maintain con-

trol while bending these rules. Compared to other life cycle events, a wed-

ding is an invita%on with the highest propor%on of non-Jewish guests. It is an 

area where the Jewish iden%ty is represented to the outside world. Although 

the impact of these efforts and steps taken is less compared to other life cy-

cle events, this control and “proper” representa%on of Jewish and non-Jew-

ish society have been akempted to be achieved through other decisions 

made, such as the compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar and the kosher 

event obliga%on. At the same %me, it is possible to read this change as a 
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religious authority having to adapt to the changing trends of society, espe-

cially in the decreasing number of Jewish-Jewish marriages. 
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Part x. The Field of Life Cycle FeMive Events: The       

PraXices of Jewish Life Cycle Events in IManbul Jewish 

Community Among Community Members and (Jewish) 

Companies 

his Part con%nues to present the ethnographic findings of the study and 

the results of field research and in-depth interviews are discussed in the 

context of the field of religious life cycle ceremonies. This rite of passage 

event field is considered an “arena of struggle” (Wacquant, ECCÄ: EBÄ) 

among family members/couples, the market, and religious authority. As 

stressed above, the ethno-religious communal cultural iden%ty has been 

built with the help of these three actors. In Part E, the focus was on the his-

torical changes and mostly underlined the ac%ons taken by the religious au-

thority as a dominant player of the game. This Part’s focus is on the two 

agents/teams and their members/players, namely community members and 

companies in this game, by referring to all three life cycle events. The posi-

%on of women and men in the field are also discussed in this Part. The life 

cycle fes%ve events and the event economy, following new global trends, are 

growing bigger day by day. So, this Part shows how these actors (and players 

in the teams) take their posi%ons with the help of their capital in this field. It 

is a field in which all actors take different posi%ons, applying various strate-

gies and capital, and in wider picture, all contribute to the Jewish 

T 
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community’s ethno-religious communal iden%ty. The structure of this Part is 

as follows: First, community/family members and the gender perspec%ve are 

addressed, followed by companies and the market in the field.  
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The Field of Life Cycle FeMive Events: Habitus, Capital 

and Gendered PraXices within Community Members 

§ ñ.Ñ The Prac%ces of Community Members and Families in the 

Life Cycle Events Field 

ne of the essen%al reasons for having a life cycle event is clearly to cel-

ebrate a rite of passage and to fulfill mitzvot within the family, friends, 

and community. The func%onal goals can include doing what is necessary for 

Halachah, religious fulfillment, providing a (religious) educa%on for their chil-

dren, connec%ng to Jewish tradi%ons, blessing couples, entering into mar-

riage, and making a public declara%on for the community. Besides the fulfill-

ment of the func%onal goal of the religious ritual of life cycle events, the 

symbolic benefit of rite of passage ceremonies is also very crucial for the 

community members of the Jewish society. As Bourdieu discusses in his 

study (ECCY: ECA-E@Y), economic agents are not purely ra%onal decision-

makers and economic behaviors are also shaped by historical and social con-

di%ons. The choices are not simply individual decisions, but rather, they are 

influenced by and also products of collec%ve histories and social posi%oning 

(Bourdieu, ECCY: ECA). The interviewees in this study repeatedly emphasized 

the symbolic u%lity and meaning of the celebra%ons within the Jewish com-

munity rather than how the celebra%ons are ra%onally grounded for them. 

As seen, economic behavior is culturally constructed and socially 

O 
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embedded.1 Bourdieu emphasizes that economic models fail to capture the 

full complexity of human decision-making and underlines how habitual ac-

%on is not a reflex and habitus determines economic decisions. These reli-

gious events and their accompanying fes%vi%es play a role in determining 

and establishing the status and their disposi%on in the community. Each 

community member’s set of disposi%ons determines habitus in this field. 

Habitus also consists of different forms of capital, namely economic, cultural, 

social, and symbolic, and they shape members’ preferences and behaviors, 

which are embedded in their social ac%ons culturally and socially. In addi%on, 

it is an ac%ve form and can be affected socially and by changes over %me. As 

Harvey et al. (ECEC: o) state, “A par%cular strength of Bourdieusian theory is 

its focus on forma%ve prac%ces within organiza%ons and the logic underpin-

ning such prac%ces, conceived as customary, habitual or naturalized ways of 

doing things (Bourdieu, @AAC).” As the fieldwork of the present study indi-

cates that, different capital are used in these fes%ve celebra%ons, and habi-

tus also forms the way and prac%ces of these recep%ons. So, more elements 

of the celebra%on become important and serve this aim, which consists of 

strategies for status determina%on by way of the celebra%ons and the eco-

nomic costs involved in gaining or maintaining a certain status. While it 

brings status, these occasions put an increasingly heavy burden on commu-

nity members. As Belk and Nguyen (EC@E)2 men%on in their work, 

Wedding costs owen become a burden for couples. For some families, 

wedding consump%on may worsen their quality of life. If they seek to 

improve perceived social status and spend too lavishly, they have to 

 
 1 Bourdieu gives reference to Veblen’s no%on of “habit” and Duesenberry’s emphasis on so-

cial influence (ECCY: E@@). 

 2 Belk and Nguyen (EC@E) examine the changes in the meaning, func%on and structure of wed-

ding ritual consump%on in Vietnam, during Doi Moi, the country’s radical program of reno-

va%on launched in @AÄB. Doi Moi refers to the change from the socialist-oriented economy 

to the market economy. Belk and Nguyen claim that the “proper” way to get married in a 

socialist or capitalist system is an ideological issue. The changes in wedding consump%on 

reflect broader societal changes in consumer culture, social rela%onships, and the tension 

between modernity and tradi%on, the local and the global.  
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work to pay back the debt they incur on weddings (Belk and Nguyen, 

EC@E: @@x).  

There is a high price to pay, but it is worth it because they want to assert 

their power and maintain their social posi%on in the community. Family 

members have applied different capital to establish their representa%ons 

and status within the community. As expected, the need to “purchase” these 

added values on the recep%ons is an extra burden on community members 

in society. However, within this field, community members can dis%nguish 

themselves not only by their economic capital but also by cultural, social, 

and symbolic capital. The fes%ve events field can be summarized as a “space 

of ac%on” (Rey, ECCy: oo) and prac%ces, in which community members have 

different amounts of capital which can also be produced, consumed and ne-

go%ated. 

ñ.Ñ.Ñ Burden: Economic Capital 

The need to gain or maintain status can be so pressing in the context of the 

Jewish community that families owen make considerable financial sacrifices 

and take on heavy burdens during different rites of passage within the com-

munity. In Istanbul, celebra%ng a rite of passage has become a huge social 

event and, therefore, a vast monetary burden for the family members. Sur-

prisingly, couples/families in different economic strata try to afford these big 

events, even if they have to take a bank loan or a significant financial burden. 

In other words, this burden poten%ally brings stressful mental and economic 

consequences to the families. Yet, everyone tries to take on a burden that 

their power and financial capacity are able to handle, while when they are 

unable to handle the burden, geòng into debt becomes a normal/norm and 

natural circumstance. So much so that they have to use different ways to 

meet the costs related to the event. If families do not have enough economic 

capital to afford these events, the first op%on is taking out a bank loan, and 

the second op%on is receiving help from an older genera%on. Monetary sup-

port is received from grandmothers, grandfathers, or a wealthy sibling (Ester 

and David, May @E, EC@y), or the costs of an item on the budget are being 

borne by them. One of the most frequently encountered examples of such 
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an item is having someone else pay for the sewing of the ballroom gown 

(Rinat, November @x, EC@y). If holding an event is prohibi%ve from an eco-

nomic standpoint, a third op%on is possible: crea%ng an alterna%ve. One of 

the interviewees spoke of the Bar Mitzvah of his son’s peers in the ECCCs: 

Because [their] economic situa%on is bad, they cannot hold a party in 

the evening for the kid [speaking of the recep%on at the hotel], and 

instead, they take people they are close to for a four or five-day va-

ca%on in Israel. There are those who also did this ‘thing’ of taking 

people on vaca%on to countries other than Israel (Ester and David, 

May @E, EC@y).  

As the informant shared, when the “space of ac%on” is not followed as socially 

dictated, this creates certain anxie%es in the family. The interviewee shared 

that the families felt ashamed and embarrassed and regreked not having a 

“proper” recep%on in a hotel. From the interviews of this study, it is possible 

to see examples like this in the @AACs as well.  

In the interviews, a frequent circumstance was the following: “We were 

going to do this only once, and we tried to do the best we could do.” The 

following is a quote from a father whom I interviewed:  

Regarding our family’s economic condi%on, we were okay when we 

had our first child’s Bar Mitzvah ceremony. However, it was tough to 

afford my second child’s Bar Mitzvah celebra%on. Anyway, it was a 

one-%me opportunity to celebrate such a great occasion, so I did not 

regret it and was able to spend that amount of money.  Now, I am 

very worried about my second child’s wedding celebra%on because 

all prices are so high, and there is no way to afford it (Laris and Avi, 

May EY, EC@y). 

While talking about their wedding, another young couple shared how high 

their expenditures were for their wedding and complained for a while about 

the amount of money being spent. They then added: “We somehow did it, 

and when we look at the photographs and videos from that day, we say, ‘We 

are glad we did it’” (Sindy and Melih, May x, EC@y).  



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

ExY 

Another couple, awer explaining that they had a large and luxurious Bar 

Mitzvah ceremony for their firstborn son, shared the following sentence with 

a sarcas%c tone: “If we had organized a Bat Mitzvah ceremony for our girl, 

we would have gone bankrupt” (Stella and Yusuf, May @@, EC@y). Later in the 

interview, despite the saying “they did nothing for the Bat Mitzvah,” it ap-

peared that for their second-born girl, they got the surprise home party, 

huge prepara%ons, and also joined the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremony, 

which they elaborately describe. Here, leaving aside the importance of the 

economic dimension, it is seen how important it is to organize the celebra-

%on in a “proper” and socially expected way. This some%mes becomes a 

thing to be ashamed of and the celebra%on alterna%ve produced is defined 

as “doing nothing.”  

In fes%ve event arena, there is almost no limit to the expenditure that 

can be made. An interviewee relayed how large of an expenditure and limit-

less burden to have a Bar/t Mitzvah recep%on with the following sentence. 

“Awer you are in it, you see how endless this task is; it does not end, it is 

endless, you can do anything, spend money on anything or any item. There 

is always something beker to represent your family” (E% and Isak, May @Y, 

EC@y). An interviewee from the market summarized the situa%on with the 

following words. “No maker how much money they have in their pocket, 

they set off with the mo%va%on of ‘mine should be beker.’ And they keep 

spending money on several items” (Interview with Company D, June, EC@y). 

Therefore, this arena is a space where there are no spending limits. 

Furthermore, in explaining how much of a burden the situa%on is for fam-

ily members/couples, and some%mes it becomes impossible to afford it, a 

company owner from the market said: 

There are stories that we have faced and lived through. For example, 

once the bride and groom come together and say that they want this 

and that, then we agree. Later, the groom comes to the office alone 

to meet us. He requests another mee%ng, saying, ‘Actually, I do not 

have such a budget so we cannot pay these amounts of money’ (In-

terview with Company C, June, EC@y). 
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In situa%ons where two different families come together, in the case of mar-

riage, %ght bargains are also being made between the two families concerning 

the wedding expenditures. Especially in the @AyCs, @AÄCs, and @AACs, in situa-

%ons where the two families could not agree about the expenditures (and 

some%mes on drahoma), and the celebra%on could not even take place in 

some cases. As seen in the interviews, while in these decades, the economic 

division of labor between the bride’s and groom’s sides was resolved in a more 

tradi%onal way, in the following years, the adherence to this tradi%on was 

somewhat broken and less bargaining has been observed between families. 

The sentence from a father trying to get his daughter married in the @AÄCs was 

drama%c. “The counterparty was very rich. This situa%on, in that period, really 

strained me as a father” (Suzet and Alp, May B, EC@y). As expected, issues can 

arise when the two families are not economically equal. It is crucial to under-

line that the problem was not just the imbalance of economic capital between 

these two families; the real issue was that the failure to equalize the real eco-

nomic difference between the two par%es at a symbolic level created a crisis. 

Some%mes, awareness of the economic background of the family status 

was not only for those who held an event but also among those who could 

not have an “appropriate” event. The interviewee summarized the situa%on 

as follows: 

We did it small and were able to handle it, and we wanted it to be 

something simple and ours. It was vital for us to be able to do that 

evening. We were not able to host an appropriate party. I have one 

son, and we wanted to experience it and see our child in this recep-

%on. And we chose the most suitable hotel (Melis and Murat, May B, 

EC@y). 

Despite this family knowing their “limits,” the fes%ve event was s%ll important, 

but they called their party not a real “proper” party. So, this quote indeed 

shows how status was involved in the celebra%ons, the feeling of not being 

able to keep up with other community members, and the feeling of shame 

that one had not really done it quite right.  

 As seen above, they did spend money, then they complained, but in 

the end, when families looked back, they were happy with the results and 
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how they kept up with the other community members and represented 

themselves in the community. 

ñ.Ñ.Ö Representa+on in the Jewish Community: Cultural and Symbolic 

Capital 

Community members consider this sphere of consump%on as a one-%me op-

portunity to represent their family in the best way possible. Their primary 

concern is how the family is perceived and valued within the community ra-

ther than how much money is actually spent. Here, the emphasis is on con-

sump%on because in this fes%ve event field or “space of ac%on,” the ability 

to express themselves and reveal their iden%ty and way of being proceeds 

through their consump%on for the event. As Wacquant (ECCÄ: EyE) discusses 

by referring to the Marxist perspec%ve, 

Against Marxist theory, which defines classes exclusively in the eco-

nomic sphere by their posi%on in the rela%ons of produc%on, Bour-

dieu argues that classes arise in the conjunc%on of shared posi%on in 

social space and shared disposi%ons actualized in the sphere of con-

sump%on: ‘The representa+ons that individuals and groups inevitably 

engage in their prac%ces is part and parcel of their social reality. A 

class is defined as much by its perceived being as by its being’ (Bour-

dieu, Dis%nc%on, YBo).  

So, Bourdieu and Wacquant go beyond classical Marxist theory and its focus 

on produc%on; they build their theore%cal framework on the idea that clas-

ses are defined not only by produc%on rela%ons but also by consump%on 

pakerns. Here, consump%on is emphasized in this “space of ac%on” (Rey 

ECCy: oo) and how others perceive it in this field.  

Based on data from the fieldwork, in this underpopulated/small Jewish 

community, how friends and family see each other is essen%al. Therefore, 

this whole ritual celebra%on and economic process turns into a performance. 

This field is perceived as a one-%me opportunity by community members, 

and this situa%on can be beker understood with the metaphor of a theater 

stage. According to Goffman’s theory, celebratory events func%on as theatre 

stages where individuals have their performances and represent themselves 
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(Goffman, @AYB). As a representa%ve of the social interac%on school, 

Goffman assigns the role of actors to the individuals. When the role and con-

tribu%on of Jewish society in the field of celebratory events is understood as 

an arena for actors, neither the role of families can be overlooked, nor the 

power of human interac%on in this field can be ignored. This dramaturgical 

ac%on in the fes%ve event arena also yields us insight into how community 

members design their public image and how it is perceived by others.  

In the interviews, almost nobody felt regret about the economic capital 

they had spent or the burden they had taken on. On the contrary, they de-

scribed the process as “how good that we did it, glad that we did it.” They 

seemed to be fully aware of the crucial importance of status in the commu-

nity and the methods they employed to akain higher status. According to 

them, status must be held on to exist in this society, and there is no drawback 

in taking on these types of burdens to protect this posi%on in the community. 

Many of the interviews crystallized this awareness. “I have one son/daugh-

ter, and we will only be able to do this occasion once, so we should do our 

best for them and us.” As seen in this quote, “us” here represents the whole 

family, not just the child, and the emphasis on “us” is also related to how the 

family is represented within the community, as can be understood from the 

following parts of the interview.  

The words, first, “chance to present your poröolio,” second, “showing 

your status,” and third, “crea%ng a representa%on” were repeated frequently 

in the interviews. As an example, one of the interviewees likened the occa-

sion to a poröolio showing. When asked about why these events carry such 

weight within the community, the answer was:  

I think because they do not care about it too much in terms of religion 

and there is a huge gap [religious knowledge and wisdom] in that re-

gard, they aim to fill that gap with something and think of it as a 

presenta%on of materiality and vanity [of the family]. A poröolio 

presenta%on. It is because they believe it is an exhibi%on of their fam-

ily, clothes, and lifestyle. And since they have certain years when they 

can do it, [these days are..] when eight days, … [and talks about other 

life cycle days] (Interview with Company L, December, EC@y). 
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Second, this “showing” situa%on takes place as “showing off” in these “the-

atre stages” (Goffman, @AYB). Different types of purchasing prac%ces do not 

exist in their day-to-day lives but are involved in religious events/ day%me 

ceremonies/ par%es and recep%ons. As Bourdieu (@AAC) underlines, “Sym-

bolic capital is valid even in the market. A man may enhance his pres%ge by 

making a purchase at an exorbitant price, for the sake of his point of honour, 

just to ‘show he could do it’” (Bourdieu, @AAC: @@A). It is important to show 

that the family is able to afford these expenses due to maintaining or en-

hancing their status and symbolic capital in the community. Here, the term 

“conspicuous consump%on,” coined by sociologist and economist Thorstein 

Veblen (@ÄAA) in the late nineteenth century, is relevant to understanding the 

circumstances.3 According to him, luxury commodi%es, which include ser-

vices and goods, are a way to display economic power that helps maintain 

social power and pres%ge in a society. The most substan%al reason for pur-

chasing all added “expensive” values that can be included in “conspicuous 

consump%on” is to maintain family pres%ge in society. In one (market) inter-

view, an interviewee summarized the situa%on in the following way: “Our 

community likes showing off, likes paying the check for the table next to 

them, not like being inexperienced, uncouth, unrefined (they have experi-

enced), but it is more like being underbred” (Interview with Company E, No-

vember, EC@y).4 As the quote shows, the showing off and conspicuous con-

sump%on in this field are not done because of a lack of manners or ignorance 

but because families are forced to assert status. So, this show business and 

recep%on are not part of the religious rituals for families and community 

members but rather an opportunity to create the image they wish to present 

themselves and reproduce it repeatedly. 

The third word, “crea%ng a representa%on,” which was repeated fre-

quently in the interviews, has an intense meaning in the field. Since the last 

 
 3 Veblen (@ÄAA) discusses the prac%ce of “conspicuous consump%on” and iden%fies it as a be-

havioral feature of the nouveau riches of the late nineteenth century. According to him, 

consump%on was a purposive ac%vity of social display in order to impress and to exude 

wealth and status. 

 4 The original say: “Bizim toplum gösterişi sever, yan masanın hesabını ödesin sever, bir 

görmemişlik gibi değil de görgüsüzlük gibi.” 
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two decades, for families, the state of representa%on during the three to 

four-hour-long ceremonies and recep%ons has come to differ from limited 

%me, one-off performances. Families are going awer leaving a mark on the 

“future” as much as they care about how they look. This objec%ve is sought 

through companies that are contracted to record ceremonial performances. 

The event or the performance is served to the public countless %mes to be 

watched by themselves and also everybody else by using social media tools 

of our day. When the focus expands and is no longer only how the event itself 

occurred, every move and the appearance of the stage become major issues. 

Going even further to the next level, the whole setup of the occasion be-

comes one of the main problems. During the interviews, it was reported that 

countless objects and situa%ons look “good” in photographs, video cameras, 

or short clips edited awerward. These include wall-to-wall decora%ons, ex-

pensive hotel suites, dozens of %ny accessories bought, over-budget rental 

cars, etc. The main point here is that while there is a memory created during 

the recep%on, there are also quite many items to be purchased and details 

to be considered how to re-narrate it awer the event. All prepara%ons to rep-

resent the family on stage are in the background and then the maximum 

possible performance on stage is delivered. However, all these prepara%ons 

are done with the idea that it is not a one-%me show. Because the perfor-

mance is recorded, how it looks on video becomes just as important as how 

it looks on that day. The backstage prac%ces also become significant in com-

ple%ng this representa%on of the family. Video recordings of bride and 

groom leaving their homes, bridesmaids in bathtubs filled with balloons in 

hotel rooms, and even prepara%on of the family for Bar Mitzvah nights are 

among these backstage prac%ces. While the appearance of more crowded 

guests is some%mes an important value in recep%ons, some%mes it becomes 

crucial to record in videos how much fun people are having on the dance 

floor during the wedding recep%on. Photography and video companies play 

a vital role in mee%ng this “need” and to best make use of this opportunity 

to interfere with how it looks. Moreover, companies that make the night look 

beker than it actually is using added scenes and nicely edited short clips are 

preferred in the community. These words from an interviewee describing the 

wedding revealed a lot:  
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It was a very ordinary night, and none of us had a lot of fun, I could 

even say we were there because we had to be there. A few days later, 

I saw a short clip on either Instagram or Vimeo and I could not believe 

my eyes. Was this that night? Did we have this much fun? It was like 

I was watching another wedding… [here they men%on company 

name] I remember thinking to myself, ‘company’ did a really good job 

(Ma% and Bünyamin, May @Ä, EC@y). 

The representa%on of the family and their recep%on is crucial and as men-

%oned before, these events are “one of the four or five podiums in life where 

you get to show off” (Interview with Company D, June, EC@y). For this reason, 

families do not hesitate or hold back from inves%ng in these events.  

While this economic capital is spent and this financial burden is taken on, 

the following discourse is repeated substan%ally in the interviews: While this 

is an expense you are doing for yourself/your son/your daughter, it is also an 

expense you are making for everybody else. Of course, the money spent on 

everybody else is also a way to display their status to society, as men%oned 

above. However, it is also related to the aim of gaining social mobility 

through the possessed capital (Rey, ECCy: oo). What the families purchase is 

not only the services behind the event’s organiza%on or the resul%ng enjoy-

ment but also the ways in which a given family is going to be talked about, 

evaluated, and posi%oned within the extended community. Here, the fam-

ily’s reputa%on is at stake. In that context, gossip, possessed mainly by 

women, is a potent tool that will be discussed more below (see Chapter Ä.E). 

While talking about someone who did not hold a wedding recep%on, an in-

terviewee who did host a wedding event said: 

[I am] So glad that [s/he] did not do a wedding event. What happened 

now that we did? [S/he] spent [his/her] money on things needed for 

himself/herself and to establish his/her home. This is, in conclusion, 

an expenditure you pay for everybody else for one night; what a 

shame (Ester and David, May @E, EC@y). 

When they need to make financial decisions concerning the family, such as a 

summer holiday or saving money in a bank account, they s%ll priori%ze the 

ritual life cycle events in order to improve or maintain their social 
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representa%on in the congrega%on. Another couple described this situa%on 

surrounding their son’s Bar Mitzvah ceremony event and said the following: 

We had two or three op%ons in that period ahead of us. One was to 

open up an account in the bank, and we were going to save that much 

money for his future. The second op%on was to have a huge vaca%on 

as a family, and the third op%on was to entertain people with a large 

event (Stella and Yusuf, May @@, EC@y).  

The dis%nc%on here is being shaped as inves%ng in the future financially or 

purchasing your place, and status in society and by holding a ceremony. As 

seen in the field research, most community members choose their reputa%on 

and representa%on of themselves in this fes%ve events field. As Harvey et al. 

(ECEC: o) state, 

Habitus is important because it shapes the praxis of strategizing. In 

genera%ng similar disposi%ons within groups, habitus induces com-

mitment to a common praxis based on categories of ‘percep%on and 

apprecia%on’ (Bourdieu, @AÄB, p. @yC). This affords strategists a secure 

feel for the game, an intui%ve understanding of available op%ons and 

how these might play out. Habitus causes strategists to favor op%ons 

their disposi%ons suggest will lead to success (Harvey et al., ECEC: o). 

So, having a flash life cycle event recep%on and display of expenditure is 

mostly seen as a very natural and common and part of their habitus.  

This whole image-making process is accomplished not just through eco-

nomic capital but also through cultural capital and symbolic capital (Bour-

dieu, @AÄB). While the amount of money one has for purchases is important, 

what you have purchased, how you make use of your capital, and what it 

represents also becomes important. It becomes a means whereby family 

members and couples dis%nguish themselves from other families and cou-

ples in society, as well as from non-Jews in Turkish society (see Chapter A.x). 

For instance, during the %me when hotel ballrooms were beginning to be 

rented, the hotel one picked, the displayed largess, and the pride one derived 

from it became significant. Stella and Yusuf (May @@, EC@y) described the Con-

rad Hotel, in which they hosted a recep%on at the end of the @AACs: “For us, 
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that hotel has great meaning to our family history, and it is defined by the 

Jewish community as the ‘good’ one.” So, it was not just about how much 

money or economic capital they spent; it was also about the choices and 

their choices’ representa%ons in the eyes of the community; as Bourdieu 

(@AÄB) stresses,  

The different types of capital can derived from economic capital, but 

only at the cost of a more or less great effort of transforma%on, which 

is needed to produce the type of power effec%ve in the field in ques-

%on (Bourdieu, @AÄB: EYE).  

Of course, again, the main idea is not how much money is spent but how it 

is transformed into a cultural symbolic value within the community. Conrad 

Hotel is precious for this family and the Jewish community because it is well-

established, pres%gious weddings have been held there before, it has a fan-

tas%c sea view, and it is a part of interna%onal hotel chains, etc. All these 

features also serve to show and use their family’s symbolic and cultural cap-

ital, and there is a dis%nc%on between symbolic/cultural capital and crude 

money purchasing power. 

Wacquant stresses that capitals can be exchanged with each other and 

among the different fields. “Individuals and families con%nually strive to 

maintain or improve their posi%on in social space by pursuing strategies of 

reconversion whereby they transmute or exchange one species of capital 

into another” (Wacquant, ECCÄ: Ey@). In addi%on, this exchange can some-

%mes bring advantages to the community members; as Moore (ECCÄ: @Co) 

emphasizes, “First, he seeks to demonstrate the arbitrary and instrumental 

character of symbolic capitals as types of assets that bring social and cultural 

advantage or disadvantage.” And, Moore (ECCÄ:@CA) adds, “In that symbolic 

capital is the transubstan%a%on of economic capital, it mul%plies or dimin-

ishes the social returns to economic capital to varying degrees for different 

social agents and groups.” The size of the abudaraho5—an expensive deli-

cacy—or the choice of caviar served during the recep%on, or having a unique 

orchestra at the beginning of the recep%on are crucial to show one’s cultural 

 
 5 Ladino for waxed fish roe. 
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and symbolic capital, as well as the taste of the family. Verter (ECCx) also 

men%ons how certain “refined” tastes and preferences are played out 

against each other and are characterized by families’ akempts to reach 

higher esteem. 

Aesthe%c percep%ons and preferences, the qualifica%on pain%ng au-

thorita%vely, the linguis%c facility to discuss a string quartet, the yen 

for sushi or caviar: these abstract tastes and competencies are pre-

cious assets in a symbolic economy characterized by the struggle for 

domina%on (Verter, ECCx: @YE). 

Several examples show how important and indispensable people find a “rich, 

well spent, tasteful” wedding. As a family guest at a large and expensive wed-

ding at the beginning of the @ABCs, she remembers that  

There were dresses sewn by Stefan,6 and an evening party was also 

held. It was gorgeous, but I could not go. Is that not odd? I had a two-

three-month-old baby, and my mother-in-law said, ‘look, you will see 

a lot of recep%on in your life, let me go to this wedding instead of 

you; let me see this’... The wedding took place in one of the most 

beau%ful and best hotels of that %me (Raşel, June @o, EC@y). 

Again, in an interview from the event sector, one interviewee shared how 

much this business has turned into a kind of show business where people only 

care about showing off their individual taste. 

This business is squarely a show business; the customer comes in 

with dreams and designs and then puts them on stage. [talking about 

a Bar Mitzvah]… works with the child, creates, prepares dances, and 

melds/works it all into a concept (Interview with Company H, June, 

EC@y).  

Such concepts assist with the room decora%ons, the dance teachers hired by 

the bride and groom for their first dance, and the party favors distributed to 

guests at the end of the event. This business of establishing/crea%ng a concept 

 
 6 Very famous, elegant tailor in that %me. 
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may also be evidenced at Bar Mitzvahs, where thirteen-armed candelabras or 

Menorah are fashioned. Or occasionally at Brith Milahs, where a color or an 

object is used as part of a theme. The main goal here is to ensure the compat-

ibility of everything in the venue and within the recep%on. While the trend in 

one period was imita%ng musicals or famous book stories, in another period, 

concepts with references to Jewish history were the trend. Surprises by friends 

at weddings are also owen consonant with the chosen concept and prepared 

in collabora%on with an organiza%on or music company. At marriage pro-

posals, plans may include ren%ng a mountain home or a yacht and sharing that 

whole day with friends (Ma% and Bünyamin, May @Ä, EC@y, & Karen and Ceki, 

May E, EC@y). 

The excessiveness in the fes%ve events field described here is also not 

related to the level of educa%on of the family members or the hosts of the 

occasions. An interviewee who is a graduate of one of the top-ranking uni-

versi%es in Turkey and has her own business vents for a while7 about how 

much %me and money people spend on this business and how much it is 

about showing off. Yet their language when speaking about their own event 

was not so different (Rinat, November @x, EC@y). They boast about the event 

they put together, comparing it with others and exclaiming that “we were 

the first ones to do this back then; awerward, they imitated us.” The descrip-

%on of a dress ordered from abroad is formulated in terms of dis%nc%on. The 

emphasis is mainly on being a person who has impeccable “taste” (Bourdieu, 

@AÄo). Another emphasis the interviewee par%cularly pointed out here was 

being a pioneer, which is the novelty in the fes%ve event field. The inter-

viewee’s statement, “First we did it, then everyone imitated us,” actually 

means that we raised the bar and set the trend, and then others followed 

suit. This ac%on and form of expression are also a state of presen%ng one’s 

own cultural and symbolic capital. It is also an effort to set a dis%nc%on be-

tween community members who are not able to do it and those who imitate. 

 
 7 During the %me period the interviewee described, it was much rarer to see a woman owning 

or running a business like this one. 
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ñ.Ñ.Ü Different Strategies to Feel for the Game 

As discussed in the theore%cal chapter, in Bourdieu’s framework, “feel for the 

game” is the way that those understand the game and its rules and regula%ons 

and act according to them. A good player of the game does what needs to be 

done and meets the demands of the game (Lamaison and Bourdieu, @AÄB: @@E). 

First, community members try to provide a “minimum standard” that is as-

sumed to be the expecta%on of the community under all circumstances. More-

over, this ability and prac%cal sense come from their habitus, embodied cul-

tural disposi%ons, and experience of the game (Lamaison and Bourdieu, @AÄB: 

@@@). Second, they try hard to dis%nguish themselves from the other families 

and their occasions. Therefore, they use different strategies and methods, re-

ferring to their capital to play the game and maintain the status quo, then gain 

power (Lamaison and Bourdieu, @AÄB: @@@) and become good players to com-

pete with others in this fes%ve event field.  

The ini%al move is generally to ensure a “minimum standard” for the cel-

ebra%on, and the answer to what it is may vary from person to person. More-

over, it is assumed that this “minimum standard,” which is owen unclear and 

varies from decade to decade (see Chapters Y, B, and y), reflects the Jewish 

community’s expecta%ons. When I asked Tuna and Hayim how they made 

decisions about all the items they preferred to spend money on at their wed-

ding, I got the following answer.  

We believed that there was a certain minimum for this job. In other 

words, it seems it does not work if certain things are not done. I can 

give some examples. For instances, the clothes you wear must be of 

a certain quality. The first dance you perform that night awer working 

on it for hours in advance is very cri%cal. Or there must be a treat that 

you buy or add, such as hiring live musicians for a cocktail party (Tuna 

and Hayim, June xC, EC@y). 

So, as also seen in the quote, the first strategy is to be aware of the unwriken 

rules as the recep%on owner or as a guest, which is one of the essen%al things 

that also feeds the “feel for the game.” This state of knowing what to do, how 

to behave, or what to have in celebra%on is a kind of prac%cal sense and comes 

from their habitus. Community members’ experiences akending different 
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rites of passage events help them to “learn the tempo, rhythms and unwriken 

rules of the game” (Maton, ECCÄ: Yo).  

As discussed in the theore%cal chapter (see Chapter x), this situa%on can 

be understood beker with Bourdieu’s concept of “doxa.” While “doxa” is a 

set of established dominant opinions in the field, it also contains the ‘go with-

out saying’ ac%ons and the limits. For instance, wearing a ready-made dress 

to the synagogue as a parent of the groom or bride is taboo (Valeri and Yusuf, 

May @y, EC@y). Women need to have a tailor-made dress for the synagogue 

to avoid having the same dress as the other guests. Another example is the 

contemporary trend of preparing a surprise for the bride and groom at their 

wedding recep%on. If the friend group prepared a surprise show projected 

on a screen or produced a dance show for the bride and groom, one is ex-

pected to reciprocate by organizing a surprise when the friend gets married. 

Sindy and Melih explained this need for reciprocity very well.  

A surprise was prepared for us at our wedding by our circle of friends, 

and we had to do so in return for the [next] couple. If we had not 

prepared something like this, […] we simply could not have (Sindy and 

Melih, May x, EC@y).  

So, this surprise show was based on reciprocity, and couples were very aware 

of this unwriken rule.8 

Moreover, the need for reciprocity is an important issue among the com-

munity members, as expected. Here, the next two examples underline the 

issue of having an equivalent exchange, namely, guest and giw lists. If anyone 

from the family is invited to that par%cular occasion type previously, such as 

Brith Milah, Fashadura, pre-wedding bridal home-leaving ceremony, Bar 

Mitzvah synagogue ceremony, or Mikveh, then an invita%on should be sent 

out for the equal ceremony. Some excep%ons aside, this is almost seen as an 

unwriken rule. The sen%ment from several interviews, “If they invited me, 

 
 8 A few interviewees shared how stressful it was to prepare a surprise for their friend. They 

talked about running out of ideas/concepts for surprises in a large group of friends and 

stressed the necessity of doing that. Some of them also underlined that how %red they get 

from watching these surprises in recep%ons as well. 
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then I have to invite them,” provides a clear proof. This appears as a hidden 

social rule as both a requirement and a way of clearing of social debts in 

rela%onships.9 The main mo%va%on regarding the guest list can be posi-

%oned between social pressure (“it would be rude to the other family”) and 

expecta%on of financial reciprocity of the previously given giws (“we at-

tended, gave our giw, now it is their turn.”). The need for reciprocity is valid 

for the giws as well (Bauman and May, ECC@: yA). The value of the giw can 

vary propor%onally to the event venue and the services offered. In mul%-

phase occasions, such as marriages, smaller giws are given in the beginning 

such as the engagement, and the largest giw is given at the end which is the 

wedding. Although the shape and financial dimensions of giws have evolved 

over %me, the state of reciprocity10 has not changed. Families do these acts 

expec%ng to receive a similar value giw in the future. And lastly, the purpose 

of giwing is not just economic return but rather cul%va%ng social and cultural 

rela%onships. As French sociologist Mauss (EC@Ä) states in his “theory of giw,” 

while giwing seems to be voluntary, this exchange is also mandatory, like a 

contract between families. The giwing tradi%on that started with household 

items nowadays takes place with the use of foreign currencies such as dollars 

and euros or valuables such as gold. 

The second strategy frequently used for the “feel for the game” is observ-

ing the events done that year or their cohorts with aken%ve eyes. One inter-

viewee shared this in the following way: 

In my mind, I  kept a list of all the mistakes made at other events and 

wanted ours to be the best. You need some difference, and you need 

to stand out. For this reason, we placed ....s, hired ….s for people to 

have more fun (Laris and Avi, May EY, EC@y).  

This observa%on strategy could be likened to a student preparing for a final 

exam or a player watching his opponent’s matches. Families spend a lot of 

%me observing others and making great prepara%ons before organizing their 

events. If it cannot be observed, which means not being invited to the event, 

 
 9 For these reasons, many interviewees men%oned lots of unwanted guests invited out of 

necessity. 

 10 See: Malinowski (ECCY). 
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they try to get this knowledge from other informa%on sources, such as the 

market and their cohorts (see Chapter x). Another such situa%on was when 

the event venue was visited during the previous wedding or Bar Mitzvah cer-

emony. It is said that observing a similar occasion at the venue before theirs 

provides valuable informa%on for the family to work on the shortcomings re-

garding the venue, organiza%on, sound, and technical details. In addi%on to 

observa%ons, the strategies are some%mes formed out of %ps from their co-

horts. Great aken%on is paid to the experiences of friends who have already 

celebrated the same event. In this quote, Lisya and Uri explained how they 

learned more about the procedure at a hotel recep%on. 

Friends told us [talking about the hotel ballroom where the evening 

event took place]: provide a great deal of alcohol yourselves in the 

hotel because you should be aware that the hotel staff will say that 

the drinks you provided [served to guests] are run out and oblige you 

to purchase drinks from the hotel (Lisya and Uri, May EY, EC@y). 

When the community members do not have enough capital to follow the 

most recent trends and the minimum standard, the third strategy for the 

“feel for the game,” which is to create an alterna%ve, could be observed. As 

they also want to play this game like other players, they need to find alter-

na%ve solu%ons. Families spend considerable %me looking for ways to organ-

ize an event and provide the best quality at the lowest price rather than see-

ing it as a “waste of money” and a “big burden” to keep up with what others 

are doing. One interviewee gave an observed example that described the 

situa%on concerning her friend in the following way: 

A well-known and famous hairdresser requests money in nine units 

for wedding hair, but their own hairdresser does this work/hair for 

two units of money. S/he can have it done cheaply (Ester and David, 

May @E, EC@y). 

The mo%va%on behind this idea is to keep up with others and imitate valued 

capital in order to fit in the game. This strategy comes close to Bourdieu’s 

strategies of trying to convince others that your capital is valuable like the 

others. The fieldwork data shows that the most frequently visited 
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neighborhood for finding the more affordable op%ons is Eminönü. Interview-

ees extensively discussed an object used for show purposes, how much it 

cost when provided by the company, and how much cheaper they were able 

to complete it themselves from the Eminönü neighborhood. One couple in-

terviewed disclosed how much %me and effort they willingly spent in 

Eminönü. “We found the place for the cheaper [version] of everything; we 

traveled a lot for this, had pa%ence and allocated %me” (Lisya and Uri, May 

EY, EC@y). Moreover, an interviewee from the event sector shared the follow-

ing quote to explain the situa%on in the field.  

This effort involves sor%ng something in the cheapest way, coming to 

an agreement with a florist here or there, showing the picture of the 

décor they want, or trying to sort the chairs from somewhere else… 

(Interview with Company D, June, EC@y).   

Of course, a representa%ve from Company D added that when a family does 

not work with well-known businesses in the market, the outcome does not 

provide the same quality as desired. Most importantly, if it does not look 

similar to the imitated one, it does not also bring the same symbolic capital 

to the family. 

Another point I would like to emphasize from Ester and David’s hair-

dresser example (Ester and David, May @E, EC@y) is how they described at 

length the measures this woman took to keep her secret. In other words, this 

process should be kept secret. According to another interview, if a wedding 

dress is purchased at a price lower than what is considered normal, in a 

neighborhood outside daily life habits, it should also be kept secret. What 

becomes a secret is felt to be shameful or somehow faulty. If they were not 

ashamed and seemed pleased with themselves for handling the issue during 

the interview, they would not have hesitated to make this informa%on public 

at that %me; however, they kept it secret. Since not keeping up with expected 

cultural and symbolic capital is a situa%on to be ashamed of, in other words, 

it is a skeleton in the closet. 

The fourth strategy for playing the game includes the prac%ce of event 

saving, as discussed in Chapters B and y. This strategy includes holding sev-

eral events at the same %me, which has become more common in recent 
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years. The reason behind this decision is to be able to invest all their energy 

and capital into one or two recep%ons instead of having more low-quality 

events. In other words, it is not only because of not being able to afford it. 

However, this event-saving strategy is employed by those who cannot afford 

several separate events as a money-saving method. As men%oned earlier 

(see Chapter B), briefly, the person in charge of the synagogue explained that 

in recent years, families have preferred not to hold Bar Mitzvah ceremonies 

on Saturdays but on Mondays or Thursdays instead. Awer fulfilling the reli-

gious obliga%on of donning tefillin and tallit,11 the photoshoots and the 

Seuda12 take place. They interpreted that people save money on clothes and 

par%es that they would otherwise have to spend if the Bar Mitzvah took 

place on a Saturday. A different example is combining the necessary steps for 

weddings (see Chapter y). Recently, official marriage and religious weddings 

have been held together in the synagogue, or civil marriage and recep%ons 

have been held together. As the interviewee explained, the expenses for the 

venue, the clothing, and many other costs are avoided, making it easy to 

have only one event to spend %me and energy on. 

The fiwh and last strategy is to be able to add some innova%ons with the 

help of cultural capital they have for the celebra%ons. Beyond the growing 

expense, the drive for dis%nc%on also challenges community members. Even 

though the cost increases because of the need to add something new and 

resonant to the celebra%on/recep%on, the fes%ve event field becomes a so-

cial race among the community members. Doing something for the first %me 

also means generally having held the “best” event of the year. One inter-

viewee from the market sector said very clearly and in a depreca%ng tone 

that “this is a contested state between people” (Interview with Company D, 

June, EC@y).13 In other words, organizing the best event that accumulates the 

most amount of cultural/symbolic capital, becomes a contest in %me and 

space where contestants assess each other’s performance and compete to 

gain the upper hand next %me by their very own produc%on (and 

 
 11 On Mondays and Thursdays, the Torah is read during shacharit, the morning weekday pray-

ers, during which adult Jews (above the age of thirteen) wear a tallit and tefillin. 

 12 Breakfast awer morning prayer. 

 13 Original says: Sidik yarışı: Pissing contest. 
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consump%on). The examples of innova%ons vary over decades and according 

to the economic and cultural capital of the family members/couples. How-

ever, hiring circus acts to entertain children for a Bar Mitzvah in the @AACs 

was a new concept to be proud of (Melis and Murat, May B, EC@y), a Bat 

Mitzvah (Vivet, November E, EC@y) where cocktails were served on the dance 

floor for the first %me became a trendseker. A Bar Mitzvah ceremony built 

around a viral song was a source of pride in the @AÄCs, only to be succeeded 

by a Hamsa14 (souvenir) object distributed as a party favor to tables in the 

@AACs and by a video of flying a drone for the first %me in the EC@Cs (Inter-

view with Company A, June, EC@y). The data from the fieldwork also show 

that doing something different from others or being the first one for an in-

nova%on are important parts of the prac%ce. As one market interviewee put 

the desire for differen%a%on in summary by this quote, “The desire and the 

need for one to show off exists in us Jews… They do it to say, ‘I do it too; I did 

the best’.” 

Instead of a plain conclusion, it would be more explanatory to tell a story 

summarizing this sec%on, which I heard from an elder in the community, 

someone whose name I would like to keep anonymous. 

One day, a man went to a company for his son’s Bar Mitzvah. He said: 

“Let’s do something that has never been done before for my son.” 

The company said: “Let’s do Shabbat tefillah on elephants back in Af-

rica,” and the man agreed. The ceremony began, and everything was 

going very well when suddenly the ceremony stopped. The man 

asked what happened. The company employee said: “There are ele-

phants from another Bar Mitzvah passing by, so we stopped and 

waited for them to pass, sir” (No name interview, EC@Ä). 

At the end of the story, the person who recounted it also added, “Do not you 

know that Jews are neck and neck compe%tors? They are compe%tous, com-

pe%%ve, and ostenta%ous.” 

 
 14 Also known as the Hand of Fa+ma. 
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§ ñ.Ö Looking at the Life Cycle Events Field From a Gender Per-

spec%ve: Gendered Experiences and Social Reproduc%on  

ñ.Ö.Ñ The Posi+on of Women (and Men) in the Field 

While rites of passage reflect and maintain a par%cular habitus, some re-

sponsibili%es and gender roles are expected of both men and women. My 

central claim is that most of the weight and responsibility of these life cycle 

events fall on women. In addi%on to being the face and promo%onal figure 

of these events, they are also responsible for represen%ng the family at the 

event. 

Along with the duty of con%nuance of family and lineage clearly belongs 

to Jewish women, the Jewish woman is also assumed to be responsible for 

the con%nua%on of tradi%ons, rituals, and educa%on of new genera%ons. 

Women have a unique place as producers and transferrers of culture from 

one genera%on to another. Turkish Jewish women, as vital agents of the 

events, are the hosts, organizers, and decision-makers for every single detail 

of these events. They hold stronger posi%ons in interac%ons with the other 

agents (companies) in Jewish society. Women are at the front in hos%ng 

events and its prepara%on stages. Some excep%ons aside, men are undertak-

ing more passive roles in the decision-making process and do not make final 

decisions for each step. And this endeavor is taken on as duty once again by 

the Jewish woman, crea%ng another stressful burden on her shoulders. This 

duty includes being a decision-making authority, spending hours of effort for 

an event, and carrying a psychological and emo%onal burden. Par%cularly, 

the Jewish woman plans everything in minute detail and administrates the 

percep%on of the event. Above all, they are expected to represent their fam-

ilies and their reputa%on in the community. Moreover, she not only repre-

sents the family within the community but also contributes a lot to the 

ethno-religious communal cultural iden%ty. Most importantly, women are 

the ones who take on the role of carriers of the ethno-religious communal 

cultural iden%ty. 

Both women and men learn the du%es (and social expecta%ons from so-

ciety) that fall on them in these life cycles since their childhood in the Jewish 
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community. They are raised in this field with its habitus. They some%mes vol-

untarily contribute to that field and are some%mes forced to do it. As Butler 

and Bourdieu agree, all of these gendered roles are learned, repeated, and 

embedded into the body. These gendered stylized acts are repeated by com-

munity members for years and help build and rebuild the field of life cycle 

events and the game. However, according to Butler, “In this sense, gender is 

in no way a stable iden%ty or locus of agency from which various acts pro-

ceede; rather, it is an iden%ty tenuously cons%tuted in %me-an iden%ty ins%-

tuted through a stylized repe%%on of acts” (Butler, @AÄÄ: Y@A). In other words, 

gender (role) is not a fixed or inherent iden%ty and is con%nuously formed 

through repeated social performance and acts. According to her, it is also not 

a source of ac%on, which means repeated acts can be changed by the agent. 

Butler underlines that gender is, a “doing” rather than a “being” (Butler, 

@AAC: EY), and she adds that gender is not a role, it is an act (Butler, @AÄÄ: 

YEÄ). In other words, this state of becoming comes from doing, which means 

gender roles are not fixed or stable. Therefore, she gives a floor for the 

change as well. Butler underlines the possibility and the capability of gender 

and gender roles being cons%tuted differently. According to Butler, all of 

these gender roles and stylized repe%%on acts, are “performa%ve acts,” as 

discussed in the theore%cal chapter (see Chapter x).  

In the Turkish Jewish community, all rituals are repeated again and again 

and the iden%ty is protected and recreated through women. They do not 

only imitate but also, the woman takes the role of establishing the habitus of 

the life cycle events. It is also the woman who creates new performa%ve acts, 

it is the woman who imitates others, and it is also the woman who adds in-

nova%ons. They reproduce this field with their ac%ons, some%mes with their 

bodies, and with their decisions. They also mostly volunteer to take on this 

gendered role. Each one of them tries to create changes with minor addi-

%ons, and they try to compete with other families with these small changes 

they make. It is women who know how to play in this field and have the feel 

for the game. That is to say; they have the sense of what you should or should 

not do, the sense of how to be in that playground, and the knowledge of how 

to “win” at the game. 
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Therefore, at the end of the day, the ethno-religious communal cultural 

iden%ty is not fixed (without forgeòng the contribu%ons of religious author-

i%es and companies), it is a reproduced and unstable iden%ty. And, of course, 

all these stylized repeated acts are also performa%ve. In the last instance, it 

is the community that reproduces itself, it is defined by changing symbolic 

acts.  

One of the most important agents that determine the boundaries in this 

game is Jewish women. It is the woman who has a sense of what society 

expects and also knows how to use the taste and symbolic capital which is 

necessary to represent her family. The ac%ve implementer of repeated act is 

also the woman, and it helps her to draw the boundaries in the community. 

In addi%on, women are not only holders of culture symbolically but also pro-

tectors of group borders. With the help of gossip, which is discussed below, 

the woman always has the final say in these makers: what is considered 

“tasteful,” “high quality,” “elegant,” “unique,” “contribu%on to the family 

pres%ge,” “having a gusto,” or “non-esthe%c,” “poor quality,” and “outdated” 

within the Jewish community.15 What can or cannot be done, which novelty 

can be tried during the event, or how to differen%ate oneself from other 

members but s%ll stay within the acceptable boundaries of the community 

are the woman’s decisions. In this process of the issues of boundaries, the 

woman comes forward as a family member who is the main determinant and 

agent. As underlined in the theore%cal chapter (see Chapter x), Bourdieu 

takes women as a maker of taste and is responsible for conver%ng the eco-

nomic capital into a symbolic one for her family with the help of displaying 

taste (Skeggs, ECCo: EÄ). As seen during the fieldwork and interviews, this 

claim was jus%fied again and again. Turkish Jewish women are agents who 

transform economic capital into symbolic capital. However, some reserve 

cases were seen as well. In the case of excep%onal families, when men are 

the decision-makers, the taste filter or sharing responsibili%es, they (men) 

are labeled as “meddling with everything like a woman,”16 thus underlining 

that this responsibility belongs to women as a part of their expected societal 

 
 15 All these terms were told by interviewees during the interviews. 

 16 This term was also told by several interviewees during the interviews. 
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role. Again, in sporadic cases, when a man intervenes and par%cipates in de-

cision-making process, his stance is appreciated and he is recognized as 

“tasteful, stylish.” A representa%ve from Company D summarized this as fol-

lows:  

[Talking mainly about events] While it is a space where women are 

more present and seem stronger, if a man rarely has gusto and un-

derstands art, then they get involved. He becomes a consultant when 

there is indecision and when he is asked to make the final decision 

(Interview with Company D, June, EC@y). 

As seen in this quote, it is expected that this responsibility can be carried out 

by those with impeccable taste, and this person is rarely male but mostly 

female. Women also hold the posi%on of trendsekers in the field by adding 

novel%es or new innova%ons that suit this “desired” taste or “gusto.” Over 

%me, new performa%ve acts are added to the rituals/events, and other fam-

ilies repeat these new addi%ons. These innova%ons are also passed on to 

new genera%ons and thus, a pakern emerges that shows how the Turkish 

Jewish Sephardi Bar Mitzvah ceremony is performed. As it is reproduced over 

the years, it changes and renews. According to Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

“Each maneuver undertaken by the player modifies the character of the 

field and establishes new lines of force in which the action in turn unfolds 

and is accomplished, again altering the phenomenal field” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, @AAE: E@). In other words, this life cycle fes%ve events field, or the 

ethno-religious communal cultural iden%ty as it is used in this disserta%on, is 

also constantly changing with the help of women’s maneuvers (families), 

companies and religious authority. This field has no essence; the steps taken 

by the agents develop and transform it. As all these acts are performed, 

these life cycles become, in a way, Turkish Jewish life cycle events. 

Within the division of labor between men and women, as repeated dur-

ing many interviews, unsurprisingly, men are more present regarding the fi-

nancial aspect of the events, price nego%a%ons, and payments. So, while 

women hold primarily cultural and symbolic capital in the game, men mostly 

hold the role of economic capital. As a representa%ve from Company J said: 

“[company owner talks about the company’s payment procedure]... then I 
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receive payment from the groom whom I have never seen before” (Interview 

with Company J, November, EC@y). As referring to other interviews, while 

men are mostly invisible in decision-making mee%ngs where details and 

choices are made, men become visible at the point of payment. This aòtude 

and gendered role also put a huge burden on the man - the burden of being 

a man who is financially strong enough to afford the event organized (see 

Chapter Ä.@.@). Another cri%cal point is that if the economic capital is insuffi-

cient or the economic load determined for this event cannot be carried, only 

the man is held responsible, not the family. 

The below quote demonstrates how men and women differ while per-

forming their gendered roles in the field. A representa%ve from Company A 

stated: 

Suppose a man shows discontent with the decora%on and organiza-

%on company. In that case, the complaint is usually centered around 

‘I paid for it but did not get what I paid for,’ or tradi%onally, ‘you were 

supposed to put more flowers, but these are not enough.’ For a 

woman, the complaint is usually, ‘It does not look stylish, not like 

what you showed in the fancy demo.’ So, all in all, a dream world ex-

ists for her (Interview with Company A, June, EC@y). 

While the man focuses on the quan%ty of the flower offered in return for the 

money he gives, the woman evaluates the flower based on how it looks in 

terms of taste. Another example was provided by a representa%ve from 

Company A, which emphasized the woman’s dominance in choosing the de-

tails and added: “Even if there is interference by men, it is because women 

force them to or give a task for him” (Interview with Company A, June, EC@y). 

They are like non-managerial employees, meaning they are only responsible 

for carrying out assigned tasks and repor%ng to “their managers” without 

par%cipa%ng in the decision-making process. A representa%ve from Com-

pany F briefly summarized this gendered division of labor in the interview.  

A woman is the commander. She is ninety-five percent in charge, and 

Ishak has five percent. Esther is ninety-five percent responsible. The 
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guy does not want countless troubles in his head (Interview with 

Company F, November, EC@y).17 

So, while the company labeled the woman as a commander, they underlined 

that the responsibili%es of all these tasks are defined as du%es that do not 

belong to men. The event’s success depends on the women’s ensuring that 

these details are executed at the right place, at the right %me, and in an or-

derly manner, which was discussed before as the feel for the game. The in-

terviewees showed that the woman is not hesitant to take on these respon-

sibili%es. In fact, the woman is ready to take on this responsibility no maker 

what situa%on she is in. A representa%ve from Company A portrayed the 

woman who is taking the responsibility of the Brith Milah event regardless 

of her (health) situa%on: 

I am sure [from the moment the child was born] she [the mother] has 

not sat down idly for ten minutes in the past seven days… but she is 

present that day, standing… it is usually the women who do it, men 

only do it if they are pushed by women to do so (Interview with Com-

pany A, June, EC@y). 

During another interview with one of the couples, the woman was very con-

fident and briefly summed it up with one sentence: “Woman makes the de-

cisions among Jews for sure” (Stella and Yusuf, May @@, EC@y).  

Furthermore, during several interviews, many jokes were made about 

the Sephardi mother’s dominance, and the Sephardic mother's anecdotes 

were shared. Moreover, if neither the bride nor the mother (of the child) 

takes this posi%on, then the posi%on is immediately filled by another woman 

in the family. This posi%on could some%mes be taken by either the grand-

mother or the bride’s or groom’s mother. For example, a representa%ve from 

Company D said: “If the bride is passive, she looks for her mother’s approval 

for any decision by making eye contact with her mother during mee%ngs” 

(Interview with Company D, June, EC@y). They are women who follow the 

process closely and are experts in the details. Two types of outcomes were 

 
 17 The interviewee used commonly used Jewish woman and man names to exemplify the issue. 
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men%oned during the interviews in these mother-bride encounters. Espe-

cially at weddings, the mother of the bride and groom “let their egos take 

over”18 and become compe%tors with the bride. Or, they collaborate with 

the bride as an “experienced” female family member and “help” the bride 

through the process as a “taste” filter. 

Lastly, the absence of men in interviews was also apparent, and this ab-

sence was strong evidence that men did not exist during decision-making 

periods. Some statements men gave during the interviews were clear indica-

%ons of this distance. When I asked about some details of the event, gener-

ally, they turned to their wife and said: “You took care of everything; you can 

speak if you wish,” “You go ahead and speak; what am I going to say anyway.” 

In several cases, man did not know which company they worked with for 

their fes%ve event. Men owen lost interest in the detailed discussions about 

a fes%ve event during the interview. As a result, they either started playing 

with their phones or lew the room to mind their own business. There were 

even some interviews where men chose not to akend. Their excuse was, 

“What am I going to tell you? You know everything beker than me.” So, all in 

all, the organiza%on details and informa%on about the events are always in 

the hands of women. 

ñ.Ö.Ö The Responsibili+es of Women 

Here, I divide the du%es assigned to women to represent the family, which 

women owen accept voluntarily, into two: the prepara%on stage and during 

the event. First, before star%ng to explain the women’s expected du%es in the 

prepara%on stage, at this point, it is beneficial to refer to Boden’s study (ECCx). 

Boden seeks to understand “new” commercial weddings,19 and she uses a 

 
 18 This was the term used by a company during an interview. 

 19 Boden (ECCx) has an alterna%ve approach to examine fes%ve ceremonies  and she discusses 

celebra%ons through the consump%on and consumerism pakerns which specially focuses 

on the wedding consump%on in Britain since the @AAo Marriage Act. Boden seeks to under-

stand ‘new’ commercial wedding as an expanding commercial phenomenon. She also en-

gages the study with the sociological consumer culture literature, the feminist theories of 

consump%on, gender ideology (which is central to the whole wedding experience, 
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concept that is also very useful for this disserta%on, called “superbride.” Su-

perbride refers to the bride/woman who is a ra%onal project manager and an 

emo%onal childish fantasizer simultaneously with the help of wedding con-

sump%on culture. Referring to Boden, the role of an emo%onal childish fanta-

sizer can be seen parallel to the role of Jewish women who seek to add inno-

va%ons to the events and visualize and imagine the whole event. As discussed 

above, women are the ones who carry the burden of represen%ng the family. 

Most importantly, in the Jewish life cycle events, as seen above, it is easy to 

see/locate women in this field as ra%onal project managers, including plan-

ners, organizers, event execu%ves, and communica%on managers.  

 As the event execu%ve, women interact with other par%es such as in-

s%tu%ons, companies, etc. The woman determines her posi%on as a contact 

person for almost all the companies they work with. One of the employees 

from Company H stated:  

Mothers have schedules and plans. It is much more difficult for fa-

thers if they get involved in the decision of details, but it rarely hap-

pens anyway. It is more owen mothers and children [emphasizing 

their leading roles in deciding outlines and small details]. The mother 

always has a plan and schedule [in her head] and comes prepared 

awer much delibera%on (Interview with Company H, June, EC@y). 

As a planner and decision maker, the essen%al duty is to provide a “healthy” 

and “tasteful” filter for the family (family’s reputa%on) during the prepara-

%on period. The posi%on of “organizer”20 requires a very serious state of con-

trol and constantly revisi%ng the details un%l the last day. The woman, as an 

“organizer” word-for-word, becomes the person who deals with every detail 

and every step. 

Whether the bride, a Brith Milah, or Bar/Bat Mitzvah mother, in addi%on 

to all the emo%onal reac%ons these ceremonies create, she also carries the 

 
influencing brides’ and grooms’ aòtudes to the occasion and their behavior as consumers), 

theories of emo%on, and the Veblenesque perspec%ve. 

 20 As Ester stated: “I was like an organizer. I took on the en%re responsibility and details of the 

organiza%on of the event, and my husband took care of the rental of the venue” (Ester and 

David, May @E, EC@y). 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

EB@ 

emo%onal weight of all the tasks. All added together, it becomes a huge bur-

den for one person to bear, as stated in several interviews. For a single rite 

of passage occasion that is expected to take approximately four to five hours, 

the woman has to think and work thoroughly about every detail for weeks 

to months beforehand. As E%, one of the interviewees, stated: 

Because it is a very grueling and exhaus%ng task, every detail takes 

an enormous amount of %me, and you must work your brain. As I 

said, I used to go to bed with a pen and a notebook so that I could 

take a note if something came to my mind while I sleep… that day and 

night [recep%on] takes real effort…What I worked on for months was 

over in only four hours (E% and Isak, May @Y, EC@y). 

Of course, the woman is stressed about a plan she has spent so much %me 

and effort on to make work flawlessly. An anecdote E% shared about her son’s 

Bar Mitzvah prepara%ons is appropriate here to exemplify how much stress 

levels can rise. She explained how she wrote speeches for her son to read at 

the candle ceremony.21 This quote clearly illustrates the emo%onal weight of 

the event on a woman. 

Nearing the last days, almost at the end, I was constantly wri%ng. That 

table was a heap of paper. I told my husband that I could not breathe 

in this house anymore. I felt like the walls were closing in on me… Bar 

Mitzvah was in one month. I s%ll could not sit at the table, and I could 

not breathe. So, I took all the files, pens, and papers. I decided to go 

to the seaside. [I planned that] I would write there. So, I took my 

folder, there is a cafe I always go to, by the seaside. I told the waiter: 

‘Bring me coffee and refill as needed, do not ask me anything, I will 

totally concentrate and write this’…I do not know how concentrated 

I was, how I looked like, what kind of energy I radiated… I was wri%ng, 

wri%ng, coffee awer coffee, wri%ng…[Talking about the customers at 

 
 21 At Bar and Bat Mitzvah recep%ons, thirteen guests or a group of guests are invited to the 

stage to light each candle. When the Bar Mitzvah boy or Bat Mitzvah girl calls them to the 

stage, boy/girl reads a text containing kind words about them or about their rela%onship 

with them. 
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the next table] They were leaving, and the woman handed me a pa-

per and said, ‘Could you please read this please’…The paper said, ‘I 

do not know what you are working on right now, your stress passed 

on to me, you are spreading such nega%ve energy, whatever you are 

doing, I respect it but know that the result will be excellent, and you 

will understand that it was not worth agonizing yourself so much. 

Everything will be wonderful for you, but please take some %me off 

for yourself.’ I read this, turned around, and she was gone. I did not 

know her…It was indeed an excrucia%ng %me; was all that actually 

necessary? But once you are inside, you lose control. You cannot stop 

it. Either you do it, or you do not. I always say to myself, if I am going 

to do it, I will do my best. I have always been like that (E% and Isak, 

May @Y, EC@y). 

As seen above, the stress and emo%onal weight grow even further with 

deadline pressure.  

Moreover, the manager, planner, and organizer role is not limited to the 

prepara%on stage; it also con%nues during the event day. It is also the woman 

who tries to ensure that everything goes as planned and everything is going 

well. An employee from Company A recalled the typical scene they wit-

nessed while the bride’s family was geòng ready to walk down the aisle in 

the synagogue (called ‘cortege’). 

Fathers and other men are usually very excited and wander in the 

cortege. They do not know where to look, which camera, where they 

stand, and where their flower is. They ask, ‘Were we supposed to 

wear flowers? I had no idea.’ Women are the opposite, controlling, 

‘Where is your flower? I set it out for you at home, didn’t you see? 

Yours was white, not purple’ etc. They somehow make sure that the 

father appears on stage appropriately. A fascina%ng hierarchy exists 

(Interview with Company A, June, EC@y).  

As seen in this quote, the woman usually prepares the man for the ceremony 

or recep%on, who knows where to stand and how to behave appropriately 

that day. She does her best to ensure that the whole event goes as planned, 

“perfect,” and without problems. 
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Of course, as expected, no maker how much control she has, some prob-

lems and setbacks occur during the event. In such cases, again, women be-

come the crisis solver. As frequently repeated in interviews, the most crucial 

emphasis here is the female host’s effort to be seen as an error-free occasion 

by other community members. This memory becomes a success story when 

the woman becomes a crisis-solver, especially without guests no%cing. Al-

most all the women interviewed brag while telling these “success” stories. 

Interview instances include how the mother heroically solved a problem with 

the wedding dress or even fixed it by sewing it herself, how a wedding dress 

ruined by spilled wine during the wedding was instantly saved by soaking it 

in water on the spot, or an extensive story about how the “big” problems 

with the sea%ng arrangements, which were decided awer days of thinking, 

were resolved last minute. An interviewee told a similar story (Edit and 

Moris, May @Ä, EC@y); during a Bar Mitzvah recep%on, she realized, during 

the ligh%ng of the second candle, that the kids (friends of Bar Mitzvah boy) 

to light the sixth candle are not in akendance. She glanced around and 

looked for a solu%on to light the candle. She then remembered some school 

friends visi%ng from another city to akend. First, she signaled the DJ to slow 

down the music and transi%ons. Then, she went to the back of the room, 

changed the names, and wrote a new paragraph for the newcomers. She 

quickly handed it to his son who was presen%ng his Bar Mitzvah candle cer-

emony. The boy, who had just turned thirteen, did not know these people, 

but by her mother’s command, he kept going to present the ceremony as if 

nothing had happened. During the interview, the woman spoke of this “huge 

problem” that was solved without anyone knowing, which was accepted as 

an indicator of success.  

The woman not only ensures that everything goes well during the occa-

sion but also ensures guests' happiness, controls (sensa%on of) the atmos-

phere, and maintains emo%onal balance at the venue. During the occasion, 

the woman, as a family representa%ve, is also responsible for both interac-

%ons with guests and ensuring that guests are pleased by the end of the 

event. The key phrase repeated by many female interviewees was: “They 

[guests] must leave with a smile on their face.” Once again, as stated above, 

women take the role of entertaining the guests as well.  
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Along with many other responsibili%es of women in organizing the 

events, preparing the guest list, and making a list of the presents previously 

giwed to the family also fall under the domain of women. Reciprocity is per-

ceived as quite a significant value for these two issues. Primarily, the effort 

spent on the guest list is not limited to preparing the list before the event. 

Because this reciprocity also requires keeping in mind the memories of the 

occasions you were previously invited to. This mental workload is also valid 

for the giw list. Very remarkable scenes about giw lists were men%oned in the 

interviews by the women, awer big night recep%ons, opening giws at home. 

Giw packages were opened one by one, wriken down on a list with the name 

on it, and recorded. This list is then compared to previously given giws or 

forecasts the value of the giws to be given to that family for upcoming occa-

sions.22 

Last but not least, one of the most significant mechanisms that ensure 

this field is kept alive is gossip, which is possessed mainly by women. Gossip 

is a potent tool to contribute to the issue of representa%on. This tool is like 

an evalua%on for understanding what is tasteful for the community and helps 

with decisions for future events. It affects everything from seòng bounda-

ries and knowing what to care about to affec%ng the social status of the 

event host within the community. These conversa%ons, chats, and gossip 

among friends also determine the borders of occasions in the community. At 

the same %me, they play a big part in deciding what the new occasion should 

look like and how it can be beker than the previous one. Gossip func%ons to 

disseminate not only the nega%ve assessments about the events but also 

how a par%cular occasion was “good,” “decent,” “great,” and “elegant.” 

These gossips present notable indicators of the community boundaries and 

cultural codes on religious occasions. During many interviews, the audio re-

cording was some%mes paused to share gossip. This was something I fre-

quently encountered, especially among women; the comparisons, evalua-

%ons of recent occasions, and discussions about it for weeks appear to be 

very normalized topics in the community. As an alterna%ve informa%on-

 
 22 Women interviewees men%oned some emo%ons during the making of these lists. Appreci-

a%on and happiness occurred when it is decided that the giw is fair, whereas disappointment 

and surprise were the main feelings when the giw is not considered as such. 
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sharing tool, gossip can be assumed to be an essen%al informa%on resource 

that determines the shape and form of upcoming occasions. This gossip cir-

cle also opens the door to commentary about the economic status of the 

family who hosted the occasion, such as whether the family had enough fi-

nancial power required for the occasion. It also gives the floor to talk about 

the families’ cultural capital and how it is used. All these create pressure and 

stress on the families who plan to hold events in the future. 

As discussed above, the mental workload and responsibili%es of the 

event are not limited to the prepara%on stage and event day, it is more than 

that. She needs to be aware of the community’s expecta%ons and update 

herself to be in that game/ to have the feel of the game. All rituals are re-

peated and repeated, becoming the role of women again. As Butler puts it, 

“Gender is not just a process, but it is a par%cular type of process, “a set of 

repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame’” (Salih, ECCE: YB). A 

woman who carries the symbolic capital and ensures its visibility within the 

community. The woman carries out and maintains the social iden%ty and, 

again, this iden%ty is protected through women in the community. 

ñ.Ö.Ü S+gma+za+ons and Degrading Labels Women Face 

There are such %mes for a woman when she loses herself in it, always trying 

to catch up with something, full of stress, excitement, fear, and happiness in 

so likle %me. Thus, hiding all these emo%ons during the occasion becomes 

equally tricky. Women who manage events are usually labeled with nega%ve 

adjec%ves such as angry, stressed, and impa%ent because they struggle to 

carry all the responsibility and emo%onal baggage they take on. At the same 

%me, this emo%onal state which is shown and observed, is not well-liked by 

other people, guests, and companies. That is why the person who can regu-

late this emo%onal state is seen as “a more successful bride,” “a more relaxed 

mother,” “a cooler event host,” and “a suave host.”23 These are reinforced by 

praising those who “succeeded” in the job or labeling those who “failed” 

with nega%ve adjec%ves. 

 
 23 All these terms were told by interviewees during the interviews. 
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The last thing first is that the interview results make it clear that women 

are associated with three nega%ve labels on these occasions. First, they are 

labeled as “commander,” and second, par%cularly the bride as “bridezilla.” 

Third, the bride is labeled as full of “bridal hormones.” To analyze these sexist 

and degrading labels in depth, let’s start by examining the meaning of the 

term commander. As seen above, women hold stronger posi%ons in occa-

sion-related interac%ons and that role comes with carrying certain responsi-

bili%es and emo%onal burdens. The term commander refers to the woman 

who takes on the role of a commander who is full of stress and gives orders 

to everyone and for everything to be sure that every step goes through flaw-

lessly. Besides being the commander as the organizer, as men%oned above, 

two more significant nega%ve akributes are used exclusively for the bride: 

bridezilla and bridal hormones. Assuming the fact that these occasions “nat-

urally” belong to the bride, being the “owner” of the event comes with a lot 

of stress and tension. While the term “superbride” has rela%vely neutral 

tones compared to bridezilla or bridal hormones, it shares some characteris-

%c features with bridezilla. Thus, the stress this brings upon the bride, along 

with the will to fulfill “every” wish, causes the bride to have a fluctua%ng 

emo%onal state and, as a result, to be called bridezilla. Bridezilla, as the pho-

ne%cal resemblance to Godzilla suggests, refers not to a bride who desires to 

fulfill every duty expected from her in the situa%on with naivety and sowness 

but rather someone who controls everything, a state of total control. Espe-

cially while society expects the bride to generally feel excitement, sadness, 

happiness, etc., she is also expected to be as elegant as a swan on the stage. 

Therefore, a bride who silently orders people around, checks if flowers are 

placed correctly, “obsesses” on camera angles, and is “troubled” by whether 

food is served hot or cold is not welcomed. When asked what this concept 

means, an employee from Company K explained the meaning of bridezilla 

during the interview as follows: 

It is an English term. Bridezilla means a crazy bride, a control freak… 

For example, the photographer has to take the photo exactly at the 

moment while she is looking at her father with love, one second later 

she turns into a different person and … ‘Who took the bag?’, ‘Where 

is my giw necklace?’ … I mean, the walking to the car scene was good 
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for a minute, but for the other three minutes, she becomes a woman 

ordering people around with her finger (Interview with Company K, 

November, EC@y). 

This controlling state is reflected as a ra%onal desire to control all aspects of 

the day but, at the same %me, labeled as a person who is drowning in feelings, 

an emo%onal woman. One of the female interviewees admiked that she was 

also in that control state at her wedding, that it comes a bit “automa%cally,” 

and that one needs to put in the effort to snap out of it. While par%ally carrying 

derogatory undertones, it is also explained as a factual state of mind that 

women do not actually want but are forced to have. Besides, a bride who, even 

though under stress for several reasons, enjoys the day and does not reflect 

her troubles to the people around her is seen as having a successful job (Valeri 

and Yusuf, May @y, EC@y). Therefore, a bride is expected never to stop smiling, 

but it is acceptable to shed tears of happiness at some moments. 

 As expected, bridezilla also has bridal hormones, which refers to an-

other sexist concept: the hormones during a woman’s period of menstrua-

%on. Every cliché associated with menstrua%on is carried onto the bride 

through this metaphor. As stated in the interviews, it refers to assump%ons 

such as a “woman losing all her percep%on,” “wan%ng everything done im-

mediately,” “wan%ng to be the biggest star of the day,” “experiencing emo-

%ons at the highest level,” and generally “being excessively emo%onal, and 

happy but also angry and stressed.”24 

In summary, women take the roles of family status representa%ves and 

decision-makers. It is a performance that women and men have learned by 

observing and experiencing since childhood in the community and also from 

schools, (social) media, Jewish associa%ons, and synagogues. In addi-

%on, women support this whole story by bearing a significant burden and are 

willing to do it. In terms of family roles, women represent the family during 

the occasion, and these gender roles put heavy burdens on women’s shoul-

ders. 

 

 

 
 24 All these terms were told by interviewees during the interviews. 
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Navigating the Marketplace:  Companies, TaMe, and 

Generational Dynamics in Life Cycle FeMive Events Field 

§ ó.Ñ The Role and Influence of (Jewish) Companies in the Life Cy-

cle Events Field and the Internal Jewish Economy 

his event service market and its agents have been developing quickly 

since the middle of the @AÄCs. These companies include private compa-

nies for event planning and party planning, music and video companies, pho-

tographers, choreographers, dancers, caterers, and confec%oners. These 

mostly Jewish-owned (event) companies have a vital role in this game. These 

companies shape the economy of Jewish life cycle events and provide ser-

vices and products for the community members. They also influence cultural 

prac%ces of Jewish rites of passage within the life cycle events field and con-

tribute to the ethno-religious communal cultural iden%ty. While compe%ng 

in this game, they also reproduce the habitus of the Jewish community with 

their know-how. 

These event companies are, almost all of them, either wholly owned/run 

by Jews, with finance from Jews, or companies established with a Jewish 

partner. These companies, those with Jewish owners or partners, have know-

how and knowledge and can naturally follow new trends in the social and 

religious occasion and event sectors. As a source of informa%on, this agent 

is quite powerful within this game because it mainly tells a new incoming 

T 
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“client” what could and should be done during an event and how they rep-

resent their family in this game. These companies provide lists like a compre-

hensive catalog; in other words, each item or budget line could be imagined 

as a color book offering a wide range of op%ons.  

These companies know the prac%ces of Jewish rituals and tradi%ons well 

and can manage the en%re process and every step of the event in a familiar 

manner. Most importantly, they have significant knowledge of the Jewish 

community and know the religious rules set by the religious ins%tu%on by 

heart. They are acquainted in that they address a community that is perform-

ing rites of passage events and ceremonies in a tradi%onal manner and 

within certain constraints. Moreover, from the data, it is clear that in the eyes 

of the Jewish community, these companies seemingly “know” what these 

ceremonies are supposed to look like, whereas other companies (i.e., those 

without Jewish connec%ons) may not. In other words, they have the feel for 

the game and know how to represent their customers/community members 

as a player in this game. Above all, these companies know how “show busi-

ness” could be done and develop concepts for an event by applying different 

forms of capital, which “is any resource effec%ve in a given social arena that 

enables one to appropriate the specific profits arising out of par%cipa%on 

and contest in it” (Wacquant ECCÄ: EBÄ), as Bourdieu stresses. They are also 

acquainted with how to fulfill the expression “this was an appropriate event 

for us” and how to align this “proper” event with the habitus of the commu-

nity members in the field.  

Two reasons for this state of knowing stand out here. First, these compa-

nies know the “Jewish” event hosts and their characteris%cs very well; their 

target groups are %ny and in an accessible, recognizable state for them. This 

target group is, in a way, rela%vely homogeneous, which means that a par-

%cular group born in the same land, socialized in the same society, grew up 

within the same rituals, and likely was invited to an event in the same ball-

room on two or three occasions. In addi%on, they know what is compa%ble 

with this %me/era in these sorts of events and what would address this 

group. The second reason is that, as emphasized above, they are mostly com-

panies that Jews par%ally or wholly own. These Jewish event professionals 

are also Jewish community members who grew up, socialized and lived 



S E P H A R D I  J E W I S H  L I F E  C Y C L E  P R A C T I C E S  I N  I S TA N B U L  

Ey@ 

within this congrega%on. They have similar habitus with the group they 

serve, and this group (and their habitus) shares a common historical path 

and shared material condi%ons. The shared habitus also gives them an un-

derstanding of the “taste” and “gusto” of the community. In addi%on to 

knowing it professionally and working on it, they also know this “taste” as 

insiders. 

Their acquaintance with the fes%ve events field also enables them to 

know the rules of the game and the unwriken rules beker than other (non-

Jewish) companies. It also provides a “feel for the game” gained through 

game experience (see Chapter x). This feel for the game allows them to dis-

%nguish between appropriate and inappropriate behavior (Lamaison and 

Bourdieu, @AÄB: @@@). Most importantly, I want to emphasize here that they 

also share the “doxa” of the field and its boundaries and limits. It includes 

the assump%ons “go without saying” and the limits of the doable and the 

thinkable (Maton, ECCÄ: YA) (see Chapter x). In other words, they have sig-

nificant knowledge of where to stop, where their boundaries end, and where 

they can exaggerate. Here, I would like to provide an opposite/nega%ve ex-

ample to prove this claim and explain the situa%on that happened in the Jew-

ish community in the EC@Cs. As men%oned, there are unwriken, hidden rules 

and clear boundaries in the fields of fes%ve events, and if these boundaries 

are crossed, they alert different mechanisms or warning systems in the con-

grega%on. It means they could receive a reac%on from community members 

and some%mes from community leaders and religious authority. An inter-

viewee related their reac%on to a wedding event in the EC@Cs:  

From the ...[gave the company’s name here]company, a par%cular 

person turned it into a show and something that it should not be. 

S/he did things that should not have been done, such as stripteasers, 

etc., as if you came to see a show at an X [random] place. S/he tried 

to introduce himself/herself to the community and tried to say I am 
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familiar with this type of work. However, as we saw later, it did not 

s%ck (No name interview, November, EC@y).1 

In the con%nua%on of the interview, the interviewee explained in detail how 

this company was not accepted within the community and how the commu-

nity did not embrace the choice of the stripteaser show. This example 

demonstrates that the economic or cultural capital used in celebra%ons 

needs more knowledge to be compa%ble with the fes%ve event field, a skill 

mostly Jewish-based companies have. 

The reader will have no%ced that only Jewish-based companies create an 

“internal economy,” meaning that money circulates in the community thanks 

to the Jewish companies in the fes%ve events sector. As men%oned above, 

they are owen owned or shared by Jews themselves. In other words, the Is-

tanbul Jewish community’s current events sector helps create a self-con-

tained and growing economy within the community. Although the occasions 

have become more visible and open to society at large, this growing econ-

omy is s%ll embodied in the Jewish community. Here, the concept of internal 

economy does not address the efforts of community leaders to take as many 

opportuni%es as possible to the “inside” (buildings belonging to the congre-

ga%on) to contribute to the community’s finances, as men%oned above (see 

Chapters Y and y), such as promo%on of the Neve Shalom Cultural Center for 

Brith Milah recep%ons. On the contrary, the term of internal economy em-

phasizes that it is independent of what the authority tries to do. By compar-

ison, it is a situa%on where community members specifically choose these 

companies, which are more organically formed. Therefore, community mem-

bers also contribute to keeping this event sector Jewish, and addi%onally, 

 
 1 During this part of interview, the recorder was turned off at the request of the interviewee. 

I took very detailed notes while s/he was talking, and awer the interview I made a clear copy 

of my notes without was%ng %me. This quota%on is a summary from my notes in that inter-

view. The reason for this desire for secrecy is that they do not want to voice this “irregular” 

situa%on within the Jewish community and at the same %me, they do not want to be rec-

orded while saying this. Even though I put this anonymously, I included this quote because 

this request for confiden%ality was also about feeling ashamed of the incident. In some 

cases, some community members are reluctant to publicly report these incidents when it is 

already difficult to take responsibility for the hidden rules that are being broken. 
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they can increase their chances of becoming “good players” in this game 

through these companies that have a grasp of the Jewish community and 

know the habitus of the Jewish community very well.  

This rela%vely small fes%ve event sector brings some advantages and dis-

advantages for the companies in the event market by being an internal econ-

omy and serving a small community. The whole system does not depend on 

adver%sements but mostly on advice, recommenda%ons, and sugges%ons 

within the community, which is typical of how small communi%es func%on. 

To be recommended, comple%ng work by pleasing both the client (host) and 

the guests (community members) and the work being seen on Facebook, In-

stagram, Vimeo, YouTube, and other social media tools means free adver-

%sement or PR within the community. In fact, among the stories told in the 

interviews, newcomers to the market work for small amounts of money  and 

thus conduct their adver%sing and launch (Interview with Company B, C, D, 

E, and L, June, November, and December, EC@y). Through the power of rec-

ommenda%on and sugges%on, it becomes possible to “stay in” or “be dis-

missed from” the event sector in the congrega%on. So, they put lots of effort 

into not to make any mistakes. When any “error” is made, it is considered a 

mistake made by that company, and this mistake spreads through word of 

mouth within the community.  

At the same %me, as companies stated in their interviews, working with 

a small community some%mes brings challenges for them. People within the 

event sector told at length the nego%a%ons and bargaining that take place in 

preliminary mee%ngs before agreements are finally reached and contracts 

are signed. As everyone knows almost everyone in the community, the re-

quest for an “acquaintance discount” has become standard (Interview with 

Company B, C, D, E, F, G, H, J, and L, June, November, and December, EC@y). 

Moreover, company owners and employees complained about some strate-

gies people employ to get the work done cheaper. As stated:  

They approach you like, ‘I am smart; you are dumb.’ For example, we 

agreed on five Turkish Liras [numbers were symbolically used]. How-

ever, s/he pretends as if we agreed to four Liras. S/he tries to find out 

where to beat you (Interview with Company M, November, EC@y).  
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A representa%ve from Company M explained when and how they lew this 

event sector: A client who thinks he fooled them acts rudely (s%cking his mid-

dle finger). They stated: “I lew the….industry because of the guy who made 

a hand gesture from the boat while sailing in the sea with the gesture of how 

did I rip you off” (Interview with Company M, November, EC@y). Almost all 

company owners added that knowing the audience gives them an ad-

vantage, but some%mes, this familiarity puts them in a difficult situa%on. 

Lastly, since the Jewish community is small and families generally know 

each other well, community members are more or less aware of their fellow 

members’ economic situa%ons. The companies explained in interviews that 

it is necessary to act fairly and ethically, but as they stated, they some%mes 

do favors for some community members. Some company owners explained 

that they offer more affordable prices to event hosts they know are in diffi-

cult situa%ons. As their wording, they want to “support” and “protect” them 

in this community. 

§ ó.Ö Same Habitus and Different Paths: Genera%onal Shiws in  

Professional Forma%on 

This Jewish fes%ve event sector first developed in the middle of the @AÄCs. In 

the @AACs, the prominent sector leaders had already sekled down and found 

their place in the party and event market. Later, in the ECCCs and the EC@Cs, 

many small and large businesses emerged in the life cycle event sector. I em-

ploy the terminology of the first, second, and third genera%ons to facilitate 

easy reading and categoriza%on of companies. First-genera%on companies 

roughly describe Jewish-owned companies established before the ECCCs. 

The second genera%on points to those established between ECCC and EC@C. 

Lastly, third-genera%on companies are those that joined the market awer the 

EC@Cs. Each genera%on has its own characteris%cs, which are presented by 

applying several examples from each sector. Of course, these genera%ons of 

companies have rela%onships with each other. Some%mes, this rela%onship 

is based more on collabora%on, like between the first and second genera-

%ons, while it is based on challenge and contest, like between the second 

and third genera%ons. Lastly, almost all established companies’ stories start 
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with a small company or small produc%on at home and then become profes-

sionalized, as seen below. 

ó.Ö.Ñ First-Genera+on Companies 

As men%oned above, first-genera%on companies are the ones established 

before ECCC. The first genera%on’s founding stories, as told by many com-

pany owners (or employees), are very similar. Most of them stated that they 

started learning their skills and business in Jewish cultural associa%ons. As 

emphasized above, the common aspect in these stories is con%nuing the 

path with another Jew or a non-Jew as a partner. As expected, this first gen-

era%on2 determined the rules of the game, and at the same %me, they raised 

the new genera%on that I categorize as second-genera%on companies. If the 

younger genera%on grew up with this first genera%on and was raised by 

them, the new genera%on remembers this older genera%on with respect and 

gra%tude. These first-genera%on companies are in more support posi%ons 

for the second genera%on through appren%ceship, passing the skills down, 

teaching the job, lending a hand, and passing the job on.  

The music (and video) sector started geòng involved in this event field 

around the end of the @AÄCs and the beginning of the @AACs. However, start-

ing with Nino Varon, who began his music career in the @AyCs, is essen%al. 

Nino Varon did not completely fit in this pakern because this Jewish event 

(music) sector was not where he really posi%oned himself (Nino Varon – RN, 

November E, EC@y). Composer and songwriter Nino Varon has been a prom-

inent figure in the Jewish event sector but, more importantly, has played a 

prominent role in the Turkish music sector since the @AyCs. Varon had such a 

significant role in the Turkish music sector that the past of this Jewish event 

sector was somewhat blurred. As he told in the interview, he first trained 

himself in social events where Jews par%cipated heavily rather than in the 

Jewish cultural associa%on (Nino Varon – RN, November E, EC@y). As 

 
 2 First-genera%on companies include the Izzet Yakar Company, Mix Music Company, DJ Murat 

Mazliah, La Bonbonniere, Happy Leyla, Davet, Izzet Bana, Mr. Berman Photography, and Roni 

Produc+on. I also added Nino Varon, who has Mr. Music Company. 
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men%oned above (see Sec%on B.E.o), Varon organized the Bar Mitzvah cere-

mony in @AÄÄ, which fascinated the Jewish community and at the heart of its 

concept was the song “We Are the World.”3 Varon has trained many young 

men and contributed to the music (and video) sector, ini%ally through Mr. 

Music, a company he founded.  

The Izzet Yakar Company, which made its mark on the first-genera%on 

companies, evolved from Mr. Music. This company’s two Jewish partners, Iz-

zet I. Biton (nicknamed TOTO) and Yakar Allevci, are among Varon’s disciples.4 

The Izzet Yakar company was established in @AAE.5 While Biton took an ac%ve 

role as DJ within the Jewish cultural associa%on, Dostluk (DYD), Allevici took 

charge of the younger team and learned the technical side of the work. Izzet 

Yakar Music and Video Company has published a thank you note in the Şalom 

newspaper for their mentor, Varon. Varon is the one who is remembered by 

their younger ones with respect, as claimed above, as the characteris%c of 

first-genera%on companies. Another characteris%c of the first genera%on is 

that they set up their businesses in small steps and awerward became pro-

fessionals. A blurb from the website of the Izzet Yakar Company claims that 

the company does work that “combines the amateur work spirit and profes-

sionalism.”6 Aside from being a marke%ng phrase, these words also reflect 

the truth. These people grew up in non-professional spaces/places, namely 

Jewish cultural associa%ons. They are either discovered by other profession-

als in the sector or taken to the sector or companies because they are already 

familiar with the Jewish community members and their taste. 

Other essen%al and older people from the music and video sectors are 

Gaydar Mircik7 and Avi Ovadya. In @AAE, they jointly established the Mix Mu-

sic Company. Ovadya is Jewish, and similarly to the abovemen%oned 

 
 3 The song for charity, @AÄY. USA for Africa. Compositors, Lionel Richie, Michael Jackson. 

 4 In addi%on, DJ Murat Mazliah was also coached by Nino Varon. 

 5 hkp://www.izzetyakar.com/ (Accessed, January x, ECEE). 

 6 Original text: “amatör çalışma ruhu ve profesyonelliği birleş%ren” hkp://www.izzet-

yakar.com/ (Accessed, January x, ECEE). 

 7 Gaydar Mircik is Armenian, and before the Mix Music Company was established, he entered 

the field through DJing at the Playback. 
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examples, he is a disc jockey raised in the Yildirim Spor Kulubu (YSK), a Jewish 

cultural associa%on. Later, within the Mix Music Company, many other young 

men were formed under the guidance of Gaydar Mircik, one of the sector 

leaders. Various companies have been established in Istanbul as alterna%ves 

to the Mix Music Company.8 An interviewee who is a veteran of the music 

(and video) sector summarized the market in the @AACs as follows: “In those 

periods, there were five known, and perhaps ten unknown companies” (In-

terview with Company L, December, EC@y). 

Event management organiza%on9 is another sector that includes tangible 

examples of first-genera%on companies, par%cularly having a route, star%ng 

with a small produc%on in a small atelier and then professionalizing. These 

companies, in general, were established by a woman or women. They first 

began to provide services for Jewish events, including Jewish cultural associ-

a%ons’ events and Jewish life cycle events. La Bonbonniere and Happy Leyla 

are leaders of the sector, but Happy Leyla—considered a doyen—is not con-

%nuing this work and currently lives abroad. The owner of the La Bonbonni-

ere, Mirey Karaso,  

started designing wedding candies awer the candies she prepared 

with her mother at her own wedding were appreciated. Awer a short 

 
 8 In the same period, the @AACs, other companies were established, such as the Remix and 

the Staras Company, which have par%cular wedding departments in their en%%es. As alter-

na%ves to the Mix Music Company, various companies have been established within the 

Armenian community, like those founded by Sarven and Envan Cicek. Besides, Salih Saka 

and Suat Ates, who have backgrounds as DJs in the Cubuklu and the Samdan, have played 

ac%ve roles in events for Istanbul’s highest economic layer, including par%es held in private 

homes. According to an interviewee, one never came across these two people at Jewish 

community events in the beginning of the @AACs un%l they established the S&S Company in 

@AAB. See, hkps://www.salihsaka.com/bio (Accessed, January x, ECEY). 

 9 There are also several examples that include catering companies, which I did not men%on 

here. 
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while, she expanded her work area and started to prepare invita%ons 

and decorate the en%re hall, taking on the en%re organiza%on.10 

Karaso started this business as a small family company;  awerward, she pro-

fessionalized and became one of the leaders in the event organiza%on sector. 

In @AÄy, the company, Davet, also considered one of the sector leaders, was 

founded by two women partners. A business journey started by the ini%a%ve 

of two Jewish women, Dalya Akkohen and Ivet Adut, later became a huge 

event organiza%on company. The Jewishly run company has recently con%n-

ued its partnership with Dalya Akkohen and Tuna Rozant. Akkohen described 

the begining of their journey in the following way:  

I was in my thir%es. I have been in the sector for thirty years. We min-

imally started this work by making bonbonyer11 [candies]. The La Bon-

bonniere [company] existed before us. We [talking about herself and 

Adut] became compe%tors of Happy Leyla during that period. She 

was doyen and had done this work abroad before. We started this 

business in @AÄy. We did not even know where to buy almond sugar 

[laughs]... Awer preparing bonbonyer, we started saying that we 

should put some flowers in the middle of a dinner table. For thirteen 

years [talking generally about the decora%on and organiza%on], eve-

rything went [in] slow mo%on. (Interview with Davet Company – RN, 

November E, EC@y).  

In addi%on to all these companies, one must not forget from the first 

genera%on. While Izzet Bana described himself as someone who did not get 

educated in this work, he has par%cipated in these types of ac%vi%es in the 

Jewish cultural associa%ons for many years, including leadership (Izzet Bana 

– RN, November A, EC@y). He combined his background in theater with his 

experience in the Jewish cultural associa%ons and became a professional. 

Par%cularly in some ins%tu%ons within the community, he s%ll works and 

 
 10 hkps://www.hurriyet.com.tr/kelebek/dugun-yapmak-ar%k-cok-kolay-xACÄBxy@ (Accessed, 

January x, ECEY). 

 11 The prac%ce of giving candies to guests has become a cultural tradi%on in events in Istanbul. 

These are generally candied almonds in decorated or plain packages. 
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organizes the Collec+ve Bat Mitzvah Ceremonies and manages a large chil-

dren’s choir (see Chapter y.E.@.@). 

All in all, considering all the companies and their establishment stories in 

the Jewish fes%ve event field, the Jewish individuals in the companies that 

were able to posi%on themselves in the event sector un%l ECCC acquired 

knowledge about their profession in the social events held in the Jewish cul-

tural associa%ons they were raised in or in the Jewish events they akended. 

The market/ companies have become strong players in the life cycle event 

field by being raised in the social events of the Jewish community and having 

the feel for the game. What I especially wanted to emphasize is that, as it has 

frequently been repeated above, being an insider and having insider 

knowledge causes them to know how to use different types of capital in an 

event to be held within the community and to know the field very well due 

to their previous experiences. They have all contributed to developing sec-

ond-genera%on companies with this experience. 

ó.Ö.Ö Second-Genera+on Companies 

The second-genera%on companies12 are mostly raised under their mentors 

from the first genera%on, as claimed above. These companies were founded 

and joined the fes%ve event field between ECCC and EC@C. Most of the sto-

ries about geòng into the businesses are organic. As their peers started to 

get married, they were asked by their peers to work for them at their events, 

par%cularly wedding events. In other words, as the old genera%ons became 

“old enough” in the fes%ve events field, new genera%on companies naturally 

joined the field. During the ECCCs, the appren%ce rela%onship was %ghter 

and the first genera%on trained the young/second genera%on. These second-

genera%on companies moved forward by appren%cing themselves to some-

one more experienced in the sector. They were a more compa%ble genera-

%on with the Jewish ins%tu%ons compared to the third-genera%on compa-

nies established in the EC@Cs. In addi%on, they have more respect for the 

community management and religious authority. They know the rules and 

 
 12 Second-genera%on companies include the Pixus Company, Royalty Organiza+on Company, 

Choreographer Rina Muraben, Photographer Albert Modiano, and Alcoholoco Company. 
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regula%ons beker since they grew up within the community and Jewish cul-

tural associa%ons. If assigned by religious authority to an event for the Jewish 

community, they define it as a responsibility, not a job, and never refuse the 

gig. At the same %me, they created compe%%on in the field, as this is also an 

arena of struggle. 

The first example of second-genera%on companies is the founda%on nar-

ra%ve of the Pixus Company, which was established by Yigal Sevindiren and 

Vedat Şoef in ECCo. Yigal Sevindiren, like many of his colleagues, grew up in 

the OraHayim Jewish cultural associa%on and learned this work within the 

Jewish community’s social events. Between @AAB and ECC@, he worked at the 

Izzet Yakar Company, which is described as first-genera%on companies 

above. Sevindiren recounted his professional entry into the sector as follows:  

In @AAB, while in high school, I talked to Vedat [Soef]. He said, ‘We 

need a DJ. Are you s%ll DJing?’ Back then, Vedat was working at the 

Izzet Yakar Company. One day, I met up with Vedat [had a mee%ng]; 

we were working for the Ulus Jewish High School gradua%on in May 

@AAB. @AAB was the first year I entered the [music and video] sector. 

Before that, I was in the OraHayim Jewish cultural associa%on. From 

@AAB to ECC@, I worked at the Izzet Yakar Company (Yigal Sevindiren – 

RN, June EE, EC@y). 

Vedat Soef grew up in the Amikal Jewish cultural associa%on in his youth. 

Subsequently, he went on to work in the Izzet Yakar Company for many years 

and learned the trade of this business. Sevindiren lew the Izzet Yakar Com-

pany in ECC@, and he con%nued in the sector, entering into a new partnership 

with Mircik and Ovadya’s (the Mix Music Company) former partner Ersavas 

(owner of the Mix Video Company) and later Muammer.13 Between ECCE and 

ECCo, this company14 was run by Sevindiren, Muammer, and Ersavas under 

the name DV Produc+on. This %me, the partnership was with a non-Jew. Se-

vindiren brought his Jewish network, technical and “Jewish” know-how 

(knowing the community very well), while Muammer and Ersavas provided 

 
 13 Muammer later established the video department of the S&S Company. 

 14 They bought the produc%on department from the E+ Star Company and con%nued working 

in this sector under the new name DV Produc%on. 
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the technical equipment and devices. At the same %me, the industry was 

interlocked, and the rela%onships and connec%ons were complex. Sevindiren 

was at the S&S in this period as a DJ, that is, in the company in which Muam-

mer was a partner. This partnership and collabora%on con%nued un%l ECCo. 

All these companies provided services for the Jewish fes%ve event field. In 

ECCo, Sevindiren established the Pixus Company in collabora%on with Şoef 

(who lew the Izzet Yakar Company where he was trained), which is one of the 

most significant players in the field/game today. 

Among those invited to Neve Shalom Synagogue to serve at the religious 

ceremonies was the Pixus Company, especially Yigal Sevindiren (see Chapter 

y.E.@.x). In ECCx, Sevindiren was invited by the Neve Shalom Founda%on 

management as an alterna%ve to the Roni Produc+on Company, which was 

working at that %me in the Neve Shalom Synagogue. As claimed above, the 

marriages of his peers started, and Sevindiren became an ac%ve person/com-

pany in the market. It took approximately two years for Sevindiren, now 

known as the Pixus Company, to get into the Neve Shalom Synagogue. As 

expected, companies or people who were in the field before have ad-

vantages in certain aspects. Roni Produc+on Company, the only player in the 

game in the synagogue, tended to know the rules of its game beker. Roni 

Produc+on Company also had an effect on slowing down this entry, and this 

process was not smooth and easy. In other words, the old ones in the field 

have an advantage over the newcomers at the ins%tu%onal level in this re-

spect. In the last quarter of ECCY, the Pixus Company was able to do its first 

job at the Neve Shalom Synagogue. As seen in this example, second-genera-

%on companies also contributed to the compe%%on in the field, and some-

%mes, it was not a smooth one, just like in an arena of struggle. 

The Royalty Organiza+on Company, which has found quite a space for 

itself in the event organiza%on sector currently, should be counted as part of 

the second genera%on. The company’s history of establishment developed 

as the “Jewish and non-Jewish partner company.” In ECCo-ECCY, the story 

started with Lina Sadik, a Jewish woman, working with A%lla Oguz at a com-

pany named Salute. The Salute Company evolved into the wedding and or-

ganiza%on business awer casinos were closed in @AAÄ in Turkey. They both 

learned how to do the work of event organiza%on in this company. Following 
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the Salute Company’s winding up in ECCA, Sadik and Oguz established their 

own company, the Royalty Organiza+on, as partners. Within the Jewish com-

munity, while the Davet Company spoke to the upper economic class, the 

Royalty Organiza+on Company was able to speak to a larger audience during 

that period. Therefore, they became an important player in the game. During 

the EC@Cs, while there were few players in the sector, it is now possible to 

speak of many companies on a large and small scale, and this increase in the 

number of companies is hard to track, as in the music and video sector. 

Another example of the second genera%on from the fes%ve event field is 

Rina Muraben, a dance teacher and choreographer. She also grew up in a 

Jewish cultural associa%on (Ora-Hayim and Dostluk) like others. As men-

%oned before (see Chapter B.E.o), she was a student of Rozet Hubes, a pro-

fessional theatre actress, and Selim Hubes, a musician in Ladino, through her 

work at Jewish associa%ons. Addi%onally, Izzet Bana, who is considered in 

the first-genera%on category, is a name that played a major role in Rina’s ca-

reer development. In line with the second genera%on’s characteris%cs, Mu-

raben speaks of the first genera%on with respect as a member of second-

genera%on companies. She has been ac%ve in Jewish cultural associa%ons for 

many years, performing in theatres and dance shows. She became a profes-

sional and has con%nued this journey as the number one in this event sector 

throughout the years. She is most definitely the name behind almost all Bar 

and Bat Mitzvah recep%ons held recently. Muraben opened up an en%rely 

new world in Jewish event culture, not only introducing dance and theatre 

but also expanding to decor, show business, and en%re concepts in recep-

%ons. She also contributed somewhat to raising the third genera%on; she 

employed young Jewish women as her assistants on recep%on nights.15 She 

also provides “first wedding dance” classes for couples to dance at their wed-

ding recep%ons. 

The last company from the second genera%on is Alcoholoco, which was 

established by two Jewish partners, Reyzi and Nafi Pinhas, in ECCx. This com-

pany is a leader and pioneer in the industry and provides services in the 

 
 15 Awer her, many individual young Jewish women who could be categorized as third-genera-

%on entered the sector, but none were as successful or sought awer as she was. 
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beverage catering sector. The Alcoholoco Company significantly influenced 

the Jewish fes%ve events field with their “must-have services.”16 Especially 

during the company’s first years, they were hired for almost every Jewish 

wedding and Bar/t Mitzvah recep%on. In ECCB, they expanded the business, 

involving Ugur Karagoz, a non-Jewish partner.17 They currently do business 

with the “non-Jewish Turkish community,”18 their growing company also pro-

vides services in different categories in the fes%ve event industry. Around the 

EC@Cs, many similar companies with similar concepts emerged in the bever-

age catering sector. 

While the event sector is geòng bigger and bigger year by year, the first 

and second-genera%on companies all have almost the same story about how 

they entered this event sector. They were trained at and grew up in Jewish 

cultural associa%ons. They were DJs and dancers and had a chance to bring 

big produc%ons to the stage at many different social and religious events. 

They were in commikees or small working groups in Jewish clubs similar to 

organiza%ons, videos, edi%ng, wri%ng, plays, and theatres; then, they be-

came professionalized. Or, within the Jewish religious event, a new business 

arm is being established (such as bonbonnieres, the candies being distrib-

uted, etc.). Businesses start unprofessionally, and then later, it is profession-

alized with a Jewish or a non-Jewish partner, and there is always at least one 

Jewish person within the company.  

ó.Ö.Ü Third-Genera+on Companies 

Third-genera%on companies19 are the ones established, especially awer 

EC@C. When considering the founding story of all these companies and the 

biographies of the company owners, they did not grow up within Jewish cul-

tural associa%ons like the first and second genera%ons. This compara%vely 

younger genera%on, on the contrary, either finds their way by trial-and-error 

 
 16 This term was told by several community members during the interviews. 

 17 hkp://evenkurkiye.com/alcooloconun-sihirli-elleri/ (Accessed, January x, ECEE). 

 18 Geniş Toplum. 

 19 Here, the Bymed Company, Photographer Belin Rodikli Seloni, Cenk Rofe, and Good Drink 

Company were selected as examples of third-genera%on companies. These companies re-

flect the characteris%c of the EC@Cs very well. 
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or learns the work through other channels, such as school and university. 

People who establish third-genera%on companies transfer the capital they 

have earned in different fields to the Jewish fes%ve event field. Compared to 

first and second-genera%on companies, third-genera%on companies, with 

their young owners and younger employees, as expected, are more open to 

innova%on and are quicker to follow new trends and technological develop-

ment in the fes%ve event industry. In addi%on, unsurprisingly, this group, 

which I call the third genera%on, emerged awer EC@C. This group is more crit-

ical of community management and does not define itself only by its Jewish 

iden%ty. As explained in detail above, it coincided with the period when 

Avlaremoz was founded (not just a website, as an aòtude) (see Chapter o.x). 

It is also possible to observe this difference in aòtude towards community 

management and rules with the examples given below. Moreover, like sec-

ond-genera%on companies, the most common story behind how companies 

were founded is that the founders generally join the sector at the age when 

their peers or their genera%on are geòng married.  

Reflec%ng on this decade, one music (and video) veteran said of the mar-

ket in the EC@Cs. He20 described the current situa%on (the EC@Cs) with exag-

gerated numbers and with a somewhat disapproving tone,  

Nowadays, within the sector, there are almost YYC or so companies. 

No one knows anyone. Today, someone who purchases four speakers 

does this work (Interview with Company L, December, EC@y).  

As this quote underlines the compe%%on in this event sector, in the EC@Cs, 

the new genera%on owen had to challenge the previous genera%on as the 

total number of companies in the market increased and, therefore, the com-

pe%%on increased. Third-genera%on companies compete with their Jewish 

genera%on and the previous one, as well as many other alterna%ves, as the 

sector is no longer just Jewish-owned companies. 

The first example is the Bymed Company, founded by two young Jewish 

partners, Melih Ozeskinazi and Mert Sarfa%. Ozeskinazi graduated from the 

 
 20 According to my experience and research, there were no Jewish women working in this mu-

sic and video sector, so I did not hesitate to use the pronoun “he” here. 
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media department, and Sarfa% studied Physics. ECCA-EC@C, before they en-

tered the fes%ve event field, they established a blog/website called Köşe Kap-

maca. On this website, they published the interviews they conducted and 

some ar%cles with semi-poli%cal content. In this way, they became familiar 

with audio-visual work and trained themselves to use video cameras and 

other technical parts of the business. This en%re founda%onal knowledge 

was learned from Garo Babayan,21 who is Armenian. Awer this period, they 

were discovered by someone very popular in the media sector, and their 

work improved as a result. Later, they included a few more partners, grew 

the business, and learned more about its technical aspects, such as camera 

work and filming. They explained that they had no technical knowledge be-

fore star%ng this work. When this mul%-partnered (four or five) business dis-

solved in November EC@E, one of their Jewish friends requested them to 

work for his Jewish wedding. This Jewish wedding became their first event in 

the Jewish community. Two partners were able to handle this work success-

fully. Awer that, they also con%nued to work outside the Jewish community 

and gain more experience. Subsequently, with referrals, start receiving re-

quests to work for other Jewish weddings (Melih Özeskinazi and Mert Sarfa% 

– RN, June EE, EC@y).22 As briefly men%oned above (see Chapter y.E.@.x), at 

the insistent request of members of the Jewish community, Neve Shalom 

Synagogue expanded the sugges%on list given to prospec%ve grooms, brides, 

or host families in EC@Y. Some rela%vely young ‘Jewish’ companies were 

added to the list, as well as non-Jewish companies. Bymed Company was one 

of the newcomers that was added to the sugges%on list, and it was not a 

smooth change for the synagogue (see Chapter y.E.@.x).  

In EC@E, Bymed Company just started to work for the Jewish community, 

but they were s%ll unable to get work inside the Neve Shalom Synagogue. 

For this reason, the Bymed Company tried another way in EC@E. In fact, this 

well-tried new method could be described as “improvisa%on,” which Bour-

dieu repeatedly speaks of prac%ce (Bourdieu, @Ayy: @y@), as discussed in the 

theory chapter (see Chapter x). Around this %me, Pixus Company became 

 
 21 Garo Vram Babayan is famous and successful director in Turkey. 

 22 The Puci Company, originally from Izmir, is also included in this group, and this non-Jewish 

company has recently made a name for itself by taking part in many Jewish events. 
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the most preferred company, and Roni Produc+on Company also lost its pop-

ularity. In EC@E, during a religious wedding ceremony, Bymed Company’s em-

ployees, in collabora%on with Roni Produc+on Company, which was already 

inside, entered the venue as if they were Roni Produc+on Company employ-

ees and shot the whole wedding ceremony as a video company, even though 

they were not allowed to enter the venue. In other words, Roni Produc+on 

Company and Bymed Company collaborated to get Bymed Company’s em-

ployees inside. In describing an agent’s posi%on in the field, Wacquant 

(ECCÄ) says that established members in the field are more interested in pre-

serving the exis%ng order, and new entrants are more interested in challeng-

ing it (Wacquant ECCÄ: EBA). It seems natural for the latest genera%on to 

challenge the exis%ng pakern and to make an improvisa%on while doing so. 

However, Roni Produc+on Company, the firstcomer in the field, helped and 

collaborated with them (Bymed Company) because the company had already 

lost its popularity in the community. Of course, this ac%on had conse-

quences, and Neve Shalom Synagogue expressed anger to both companies 

about this issue. However, as men%oned above, the third genera%on has a 

different aòtude than the older genera%ons regarding challenging the rules 

created within community ins%tu%ons. In parallel, they have more maneu-

verability and are not compliant like their older genera%ons. Moreover, they 

do not hesitate to tell this story as a success story. Emirbayer and Mische 

discuss in their ar%cle that “human actors do not merely repeat past rou-

%nes: they are also the inventors of new possibili%es for thought and ac%on” 

(Emirbayer & Mische, @AAÄ: AÄx-AÄo). They also take Bourdieu’s improvisa-

%on and crea%vity one step further and add Mead’s “distance experience.”  

As they respond to the challenges and uncertain%es of social life, ac-

tors are capable of distancing themselves (at least in par%al explora-

tory ways) from the schemas, habits, and tradi%ons that constrain so-

cial iden%%es and ins%tu%ons. This capacity for what Mead calls 

“distance experience” enables them to reconstruct and innovate 

upon those tradi%ons in accordance with evolving desires and pur-

poses (Emirbayer & Mische, @AAÄ: AÄo). 
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They term it the projec+ve dimension of human agency, a tool that helps us 

make sense of the ac%ons taken by the third genera%on, par%cularly Bymed 

Company’s move. The third genera%on is slightly more advantageous in es-

tablishing this distance experience because, as discussed above, they were 

not raised within the Jewish cultural associa%on and can distance themselves 

from the community. According to Emirbayer and Mische,  

projec+on is neither radically voluntary nor narrowly instrumental; 

the forma%on of projects is always an interac%ve, culturally situated 

process in which social actors nego%ate their paths into the future 

and derive their impetus from the conflicts and challenges of social 

life (Emirbayer & Mische, @AAÄ: AÄo). 

In other words, human agency creates its projects not only according to its 

own ideas or interests but also by shaping them through interac%ons within 

society and the problems it faces, as Bourdieu underlines the interac%on in 

the field.  

The second example of third-genera%on companies is photographer 

Belin Rodikli Seloni, who entered the industry in the EC@Cs. She is a female 

entrepreneur and a communica%ons graduate who took photography clas-

ses. Later, she decided to advance her career and develop her skills. The 

years she entered the doors of the Neve-Shalom Synagogue coincide with 

the EC@Cs, the period in which her peers were geòng married. Like 

Ozeskinazi and Sarfa%, she is a representa%ve of the new genera%on, having 

entered the sector without having grown up in Jewish cultural associa%ons 

but instead learning this work at school. In ECCA, she started this business 

by visi%ng her peers’ homes where they were geòng prepared before the 

synagogue ceremony or recep%on and taking photos of them before their 

wedding ceremonies, thus expanding her poröolio (see Chapter y.E.@.x). 

Rodikli Seloni was very inexperienced in her first jobs and, like her contem-

poraries, naturally learned this work as she went along (Belin Rodikli Seloni 

– RN, June @o, EC@y).  

In addi%on, she is one of the best examples of someone who can chal-

lenge the older and previous genera%ons. The Neve Shalom Synagogue in-

vited Rodikli Seloni to work as a photographer for the religious ceremonies 
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in EC@@. At that %me, Alberto Modiano, part of the second genera%on, played 

an ac%ve role as a fairly tradi%onal photographer in the synagogue. Photo 

Berman, a part of the first genera%on, was already re%red as a photographer 

from the Neve Shalom Synagogue. Rodikli Seloni posi%oned herself as a sto-

ryteller photographer in this field and brought a considerable challenge to 

the photography that was being done by the older genera%on, which was 

called “tradi%onal” photography.23 This new genera%on of photography dealt 

a significant blow to the older genera%ons. As a result, Rodikli Seloni took on 

almost all the religious ceremony work done in the synagogue at the %me. 

The third example of the third genera%on is Cenk Rofe, a singer, actress, 

and drama and music teacher.24 In the Jewish life cycle event field, he be-

comes known by the community members as the cantor voice singer who 

welcomes the bride while she is walking down the aisle in the synagogue.25 

He was very ac%ve in the Jewish cultural associa%ons but did not receive his 

training in singing within these associa%ons; instead, he graduated from the 

Conservatory with a degree in Voice. He does a lot of professional work 

within and outside the Jewish community. Therefore, he has been able to 

place himself in the game differently, and he has created his own path for 

the Jewish life cycle event field.26 

The Gooddrink Bar and Catering Company is the final example of a third-

genera%on companies. It is a Jewish-partnered company that entered the 

event sector in ECCA. The owners of this company are Alper Yeruşalmi and 

Mayda Yeruşalmi. This company has posi%oned itself as more affordable and 

appealing to a broader audience than Alcoholoco Company, the leader in the 

sector. 

 
 23 Later, several other young Jewish female entrepreneurs were seen in the sector as photog-

raphers with this perspec%ve. 

 24 hkps://dergi.salom.com.tr/haber-xYA-cenk_rofe_muzik_dunyasinin_notala-

rinda_adim_adim_yukseliyor.html (Accessed, September @E, ECEo). 

 25 During the cortege, awer the groom’s side takes their place on the Tevah, first, the bride and 

father enter together and walk the aisle, followed by the family of the bride. 

 26 Awer Cenk Rofe, another male name from the younger genera%on was seen in this category 

(see Chapter y.E.@.@). 
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As shown above, this field is an arena of struggle with numerous compa-

nies vying for dominance. It should be noted that the members of the audi-

ence they speak to have access to the internet and social media (e.g., Pinter-

est and Instagram) and are aware of all the latest trends in the sector. Thus, 

companies are required to renew themselves quickly and con%nuously. 

Moreover, as the number of Jewish recep%ons decreased, technological de-

velopments in the industry, and new trend transi%ons accelerated, some 

companies had difficulty keeping up with them. One interviewee said, “Mo-

%vated by the urge for dis%nc%on, new trends are being created, and the 

sector eats itself up to a point” (Interview with Company B, June, EC@y). In 

parallel, new trends created in response to community members’ mo%va-

%on/moko that “we want our event to be different” are causing company 

owners to push themselves too hard and shoot themselves in the foot (In-

terview with Company A and B, June, EC@y). Another person from the sector 

described the situa%on similarly, complaining about “the necessity for re-

newing yourself,” “keeping up with the %mes,” and “the need for teams that 

will be able to accommodate each new thing that comes out” (Interview with 

Company A, June, EC@y). Rodikli Seloni, the photography ar%st, men%oned 

this in the most precise fashion when discussing new trends.  

For example, a new trend is having events with large produc%ons and, 

at the same %me, flying drones. And this business…[here recounts a 

few company names] does well. It is a different world for me. When 

they took me into this sector, I knew that this community would drain 

me, and when a new trend would come up, I would be torn down. In 

those %mes, I would either develop myself and put together a team 

accordingly or take a break and have a child, and I chose the second 

(Belin Rodikli Seloni – RN, June @o, EC@y).  

Several interviewees also agreed on the importance of being proac%ve in this 

sector and confirmed Rodikli Seloni’s observa%ons. 

Third-genera%on companies especially need to differen%ate themselves 

in this compe%%ve field. For those joining these sectors as the new (third) 

genera%on, being chosen/preferred is established by being friendly and 
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cheerful and forming an in%macy: “Being madcap kids,”27 “doing business 

sincerely,” “always providing service with a smile,” “having a warmer rela-

%onship and conversa%on” (Belin Rodikli Seloni – RN, June @o, EC@y) is what 

dis%nguishes you from others, and the new (third) genera%on knows how to 

do this much beker than the older genera%on. Aside from work, being sup-

por%ve of the event hosts and doing work that is not being paid for/is not 

included in the job descrip%on could make the company a preferred com-

pany within the sector. They also have significant experience pleasing the 

Jewish community members who par%cipate as guests in these events. They 

can meet the demand of showing themselves privileged, to be treated like 

an elite, feeling exclusive. Customers or community members not only want 

to receive service; they also want to be treated with respect and privilege, as 

well as receive quality and innova%ve service. As demands such as showing 

oneself as privileged, feeling exclusive, and behaving as more elite are met 

by the market and companies, these types of characteris%cs are becoming a 

part of the ethno-religious communal iden%ty. New-genera%on companies 

know how to do this very well. Moreover, being chosen/preferred also de-

pends on “holding the customer in high esteem/ cherishing the customer,” 

which was a shared discourse among almost all interviewees (Interview with 

Company A, B, C, D, E, F, H, J, K, and L, June, November and December, EC@y). 

Especially “being able to handle customer sass” 28 (Interview with Company 

L, December, EC@y) and “paying aken%on to everything of the client” (Inter-

view with Company A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, K, and L, June, November and De-

cember, EC@y) appeared in the interviews as dis%nguishing features.  

Finally, new (third) genera%on companies do not avoid compe%%on and 

struggle and do not hesitate to break the rules when necessary. They are also 

good at applying the capital they have accumulated in different fields in this 

field. They also do different “reproduc%on through crea%vity” (Emirbayer & 

Mische, @AAÄ: AÄE) within their habitus. When necessary, they use crea%vity 

(Emirbayer & Mische, @AAÄ: AÄx) as well. This crea%vity also allows them to 

step towards and stay in the field. They put forward an ac%on different from 

 
 27 Zıpır çocuk olmak 

 28 Kapris. 
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the aòtude of the older genera%on, which accepts everything with compli-

ance. Instead of this more submissive, rule-abiding behavioral pakern, they 

try something else; Emirbayer and Mische called it a “crea%ve reconstruc%ve 

dimension of agency” (Emirbayer & Mische, @AAÄ: AÄo). 

Lastly, almost all company owners and employees who were interviewed 

shared that, as of the years EC@Y-EC@B, due to the economically and poli%-

cally unstable situa%on and the latest economic crises in Turkey, Jews no 

longer spent as much money, %me, and effort on these events, nor did they 

akribute them with as much importance (Interview with Company B, C, D, E, 

H, J, K, and L, June, November and December, EC@y). As shared in interviews, 

unstable economic (and social) condi%ons have led many to want to avoid 

“paying lots of money.” While it becomes more difficult for the middle class 

to keep up with the money spent, it is no longer wise and preferable for the 

upper class to invest so much in this area. These celebratory events no longer 

have had priority as tools for showing off or establishing one’s posi%on within 

the Jewish community. In recent years, considering Turkey’s changing social, 

cultural, and economic condi%ons, along with the changing minority inclu-

sive language, the EC@B coup akempt, the EC@Ä currency crises, and the pol-

icies produced by polariza%on, the Kayadez reac%on has begun to be felt 

more strongly within society. The spaces where community members exist 

with their Jewish iden%ty have also been differen%ated, which could be an 

important area for future research. That does not mean the end of this sector 

or event culture, but it does mean that these expenditures are decreasing, 

and the size of the events is becoming smaller. These improvements in the 

field made the companies look for other “customers” to be afloat.  

Another reason why companies were shiwing to other occasion sectors 

was that the Jewish popula%on was shrinking daily because of migra%on, the 

rise of Aliyah,29 the increase of mixed marriages number, etc. (see chapter 

o), and therefore, this life cycle celebratory event field’s “customer” was also 

decreasing. As a result, the piece of the pie per company is geòng smaller, 

and the compe%%on among companies is also increasing. The compe%%on 

was openly expressed during the interviews with these Jewish companies, as 

 
 29 Migra%on form “diaspora” to the “homeland – Israel.”  
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they all men%oned that events are geòng smaller. Addi%onally, as explained 

above as well, the decrease in market volume is also due to events being 

combined and celebrated jointly (see Chapters B and y). According to the 

companies, this “issue/problem” has caused them to turn towards the non-

Jewish communi%es and/or non-Jewish corporate work. Therefore, the “Jew-

ish occasion sector” is geòng into the (non-Jewish) market more and more 

day by day. All these companies men%oned above and others not explicitly 

men%oned have tried to transmit their skills and, most importantly, their 

capital and taste into other fields in the market. They underlined that they 

have to reposi%on themselves because of the changes taking place in the 

Jewish events sector (Interview with Company B, C, D, E, K, and L, June, No-

vember, and December, EC@y). In the companies’ words, the sum of these 

experiences and capital becomes a skill and a tool to be sold to the “general 

public/ the non-Jewish Turkish community.”30 What is learned within the 

community and the wealth of experience are being used as PR material 

geared towards non-Jewish communi%es and become a means of entering 

new business areas. The quality of work done in the past (company’s poröo-

lio) serves well as marke%ng material. 

§ Ü.á Transmiòng Skills, Marking Boundaries, and Maintaining 

Dis%nc%on in the Field: The Term of “Vedre” 

During this en%re process, it is clearly observed that these accumulated skills 

are being passed down to others. Regarding the Jewish community, a two-

fold transmission process should be discussed, i.c. to the inside and outside 

world. No outsider—i.e., someone without sufficient cultural or social capital 

to be able to do this work or perceived as such—can join the sector easily. 

By now, the inside world has been discussed under the umbrella of genera-

%on, but awer ECCC, the Jewish companies started to transmit their skills to 

suppliers who were not Jewish. Awer all, these non-Jewish small companies 

were not insiders, but they were the companies that provided the labor and 

materials needed for the grand and fanciful concepts in life-cycle event 

 
 30 Geniş toplum. 
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recep%ons that have become big shows. This category includes small com-

panies that prepare podiums/stages, provide carpet covering services, and 

supply flowers, chairs, decora%on details, etc.31 These small companies in the 

event industry were less experienced than the Jewish or Jewish-partnered 

companies in this field and were considered “inferior” by the Jewish compa-

nies. Moreover, they were described as people/employees without gusto 

(“taste” could be used to refer to Bourdieu). As discussed above, being an 

insider meant possessing a sense/insight into the Jewish community and, 

most importantly, having a feel for the game. The outlook on these owners, 

employees, and companies is expressed with not-so-nice and unpleasant 

words. These discourses and adjec%ves include “yahoo” (coarse, uncouth), 

“lowbrow,” “ignorant,” “we made them rich,” and “they learned the work 

from us.” Therefore, while the outsider companies were able to get involved 

in these events, the rela%onship between these outsider companies and the 

insider companies was not smooth or easy. 

Some of the phrases men%oned above, e.g., “having gusto,” “having an 

understanding of taste,” and “having an eye,” coincide with Bourdieu’s (@AAÄ) 

concept of “taste.” In par%cular, it is being emphasized that small companies, 

as suppliers, do not have “enough” cultural and symbolic capital (and also 

taste) and need to be guided and %ghtly controlled by the (Jewish) players in 

the sector. The Jewish companies also consolidate their dominance within 

the market by differen%a%ng themselves from the outside. In the interviews, 

it was emphasized by the companies that some%mes suppliers do not know 

how to behave in the hotels where the event takes place, and they are then 

in a situa%on in which they must take responsibility for them. The observa-

%ons from the fieldwork showed that the prepara%on stage of these events 

 
 31 These small companies are not responsible for the main work; they are subcontractors and 

suppliers. In addi%on, there are some services sourced from the “outside,” some skills and 

work, that are not transmiked to other groups. For example, the same Armenian has been 

making and ren%ng the candelabras placed on tables for years. Despite his advanced age at 

the end of the EC@Cs, while I was conduc%ng my interviews, he was s%ll working in this field. 

Another example is the supplier who has been providing fish/salmon for the fes%vi%es for 

many years is Jewish, Soli Duşi. Specific categories including handicraws s%ll remain in the 

hands of some minority groups. 
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displays class dis%nc%on openly, with examples of clothing, hygiene, ea%ng 

habits, aòtude, and behavior. Wacquant summarizes very well the concept 

of dis%nc%on referring to Bourdieu as follows: 

A second major argument of Dis+nc+on is that the aesthe%c sense 

exhibited by different groups, and the lifestyles associated with them, 

define themselves in opposi%on to one another: taste is first and fore-

most the distaste of the tastes of others. This is because any cultural 

prac%ce – wearing tweed or jeans, playing golf or soccer, going to mu-

seums or to auto shows, listening to jazz or watching sitcoms and so 

on – takes its social meaning, and its ability to signify social difference 

and distance, not from some intrinsic property it has but from its lo-

ca%on in a system of like objects and ac%vi%es (Wacquant ECCÄ: Ey@). 

The term vedre is also owen employed by Jews regarding the non-Jewish 

companies and their work. Vedre means the color green in Ladino, but Jewish 

Turks use this term for the Muslim Turkish people. However, it has a broader 

meaning in Jewish society; it is not just a religious dis%nc%on. Vedre is not 

only used to describe people, but also work that has been done, services, or 

products; as a result, it also has the meaning of cultural dis%nc%on. The term 

can be used for people, a cloth, or a decora%on in a recep%on. The concept 

of vedre comes largely into play during the prepara%on phases of the recep-

%on and, as well, the evalua%on of the recep%on by the community mem-

bers. What is considered vedre is “varoş,”32 “poor quality,” “outdated,” or the 

opposite way, what is considered not vedre is “tasteful,” “high quality,” and 

“elegant” within the Jewish community. It has a nega%ve connota%on that 

those who call it vedre mean the lack of cultural and symbolic capital in 

 
 32 According to urban sociologist Tahire Erman (ECC@), the term varoş emerged in the @AACs, 

first in the media, then in society, and has greatly influenced academia. The term, “It was 

later employed to refer to any outer neighborhood in a city or town. In its Turkish use, the 

term carries in itself strong nega%ve connota%ons. The varoşlu are the economically de-

prived (the depriva%on may be rela%ve or absolute) an impoverished lower classes…., in a 

nutshell underclass” (Erman, ECC@: AAB). 
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society. One of the interviewees told their (Jewish) friends’ wedding recep-

%on as follows: 

They held their wedding recep%on in [giving a place name], it was a 

cheaper place than a five-star hotel. There was live music at their re-

cep%on, but the singer was too vedrik, with her ouöit and musical 

repertoire. On top of that, a belly dancer appeared; everything 

looked too vedrik. The table decora%ons were also too exaggerated 

(Laris and Avi, June EY, EC@y).33  

Here, the emphasis was on the aesthe%cs in the recep%on and underlined 

the (cultural) dis%nc%on. The no%on of boundaries is beneficial in under-

standing the frequently used term vedre. The use of the binary of us and 

them forms the group and their boundaries as well (Barth @ABA). This differ-

en%a%on also helps to form iden%ty and the process of being self and other. 

The dis%nc%on made by Jewish society between “the non-Jewish Turkish 

community and us”34 is a ques%on of boundary maintenance about which 

Barth (@ABA:@o) states the following:  

The nature of con%nuity of ethnic units is clear: it depends on the 

maintenance of a boundary. The cultural features that signal the 

boundary may change and the cultural characteris%c of the members 

may likewise be transformed, indeed, even the organiza%onal form 

of the group may change - yet the fact of con%nuing dichotomiza%on 

between members and outsiders allow us to specify the nature of 

con%nuity and inves%gate the changing cultural form and content. 

Barth explains that maintaining group iden%ty “when members interact with 

others, (this) entails criteria for determining membership and ways of signal-

ing membership and exclusion” (Barth, @ABA: @C) but also “a structuring of 

interac%on which allows the persistence of cultural differences (Barth, @ABA: 

@B). Examples of boundary protec%on were apparent in the repeated use of 

specific terms and discourse by interviewees including “having gusto,” 

 
 33 Here, the word vedrik is used like an adjec%ve form of vedre. 

 34 In Turkish, used as geniş toplum. 
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“knowing our taste,” “we know this work,” “we used to this from before,” 

“they are ignorant, we have taste,” “we like brands and branding,” “we like 

to behave like bourgeoise,” “we have an eye,” and “we know how this is not 

done and how it is done” (Interview with Company A, B, C, D, E, F, H, J, K, and 

N, June, November and December, EC@y). As obviously seen, it is not only 

ethnic or religious dis%nc%on, but also class and cultural dis%nc%on. In the 

final analysis, it actually nourishes and shapes/forms the ethno-religious 

communal cultural iden%ty of the Jewish community. 

PART x - Concluding Remarks 

In this Part, two other cri%cal agents in the life cycle event field, namely com-

munity members and the market, are examined in depth. The ethno-reli-

gious and cultural communal iden%ty has been built with the help of these 

two actors in this field. As emphasized above, agents con%nue to play this 

game not only among themselves but also within themselves. The life cycle 

fes%ve events and the event economy, following new global trends and those 

shaped by economic, social, and cultural transforma%ons in Turkey, are grow-

ing bigger day by day. So, Part x shows how these actors (and players in the 

teams) take their posi%ons with the help of their capital in this field/game.  

Chapter Ä demonstrates that the symbolic benefits of rite of passage cer-

emonies are more important than the fulfillment of the func%onal goals of 

religious rituals associated with life cycle events. Although financial sacrifices 

and the heavy burden on families are primarily made to gain or maintain sta-

tus in the community, it is highly valued among community members. In this 

“space of ac%on,” they are trying to have a “proper” event and representa-

%on of their families. This field, which presents a one-%me opportunity to 

represent their family, is an area where community members reveal their 

cultural, symbolic, and as well as economic capital. This en%re image-making 

process and the crea%on of a representa%on also align with global consumer 

trends. Primarily, the market supports the integra%on of global consumer 

trends into the life cycle event field. With the ease of accessing informa%on 

individually and the facilita%ng effect of social media, community members 

support this change with their wishes and demands. Addi%onally, Jews make 
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a great effort to present themselves as prominent, privileged, and in a more 

elite posi%on, which is a departure from the prevailing posi%on that has pre-

vailed for years. 

Community members and families who already have a “feel for the 

game” use different strategies in this game when necessary. They strive to 

meet the minimum standard, regardless of the community members’ limited 

financial resources, even when it comes to following the latest trends. Then, 

the posi%on of women and men in the field was discussed, and it was con-

cluded that the responsibility for these life cycle events falls on women who 

hold stronger posi%ons in this game. The celebra%on of the life cycle is a per-

formance that women and men have learned through observing, experienc-

ing, and performing since childhood. These performa%ve acts are developed 

by doing and reproduced by repe%%on. Par%cularly, women carry the re-

sponsibility of the family and play a crucial role in this life cycle event arena 

as nurturers of genera%ons, as well as bearers of ethno-religious cultural 

communal iden%ty. Addi%onally, women are the ones who protect the 

boundaries of the community in the field, especially with the help of gossip 

circles, as discussed above. Finally, as they play in such an essen%al posi%on 

in the game, they owen encounter/ face s%gma%za%on and degrading labels. 

As claimed in Chapter A, most of these companies are Jewish-owned. At 

the same %me, it was men%oned that when looking at the Jewish individuals 

in the company, they grew up in the same habitus, and therefore, their un-

derstanding of the game (feel for the game) was sufficiently developed, al-

lowing them to be good players in the game. Chapter A explains how Jewish 

companies undergo almost a similar socializa%on process and grow while 

contribu%ng to the development of this field. Since they come from within 

the community, they share a typical habitus, which also gives them an un-

derstanding of the community’s “taste” and “gusto.” They know how to align 

this “proper” event and understand the “doxa” of the field and its bounda-

ries and limits. It is also emphasized that this is an internal economy, which 

means that money circulates within the community through Jewish compa-

nies in the sector. 

Moreover, this chapter focuses on how the sector developed historically, 

the compliance and compe%%on within the genera%ons in the event sector, 
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parallel to the economic and cultural histories of Turkey and their effects on 

this community. The rise of the new middle class in Turkey, the transi%on to 

a liberal economy in the @AÄCs and @AACs, the emphasis on the global city 

concept, and its parallel reflec%on on the Jewish community are plain to see, 

and in fact, companies in the event market came up as an ac%ve agent in the 

mid-@AÄCs. This sector is summarized as having developed in the following 

periods. In the EC@Cs, economic and poli%cal crises, par%cularly awer EC@Y, 

have had a profoundly nega%ve impact on the Jewish event industry. The 

Jewish event sector is shrinking day by day, also due to popula%on decline. 

As a result, the compe%%on among companies is intensifying. While most 

owners of first and second-genera%on companies learned their skills and 

business in Jewish cultural associa%ons, the third-genera%on companies 

themselves operate under even more different condi%ons. 

Addi%onally, it is emphasized that there are changes in the way third-

genera%on companies interact with other stakeholders, namely, community 

members and religious authori%es. Although their founding stories are simi-

lar, when the first and second-genera%on companies entered the event sec-

tor, they established a more respecöul and obedient rela%onship with the 

religious authority. With the social transforma%on that the community un-

derwent, along with the social and economic transforma%on in Turkey, a de-

crease in the number of events, a decline in the value placed on events, and 

an increase in compe%%on have led to a different company aòtude com-

pared to the early decades. 

Last but not least, while the first type of skill transmission was internal, 

the second type targeted non-Jewish companies. The Jewish companies 

started to transmit their skills to the suppliers who were not Jewish, and they 

were considered as inferiors by the Jewish companies. In addi%on, while sig-

nificant efforts are being made to differen%ate themselves in this area, de-

scrip%ons are also being made with nega%ve connota%ons for the non-Jew-

ish market players. 
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Conclusion 

his study seeks to answer the ques%on of what key agents and actors are 

involved in construc%ng the ethno-religious and cultural communal iden-

%ty of the Istanbul Sephardi Jewish community in the period @ABC-ECEC in the 

arena of life cycle events, how has this iden%ty evolved over %me, and how 

can the dynamics of these roles be analyzed using Bourdieu’s framework of 

social fields. In this framework, this disserta%on analyzed three rites of pas-

sage ceremonies in the Sephardi Jewish community in Istanbul, namely Brith 

Milah, Bar and Bat Mitzvah, and Jewish weddings. I considered the life cycle 

event arena as a domain of nego%a%on and a Bourdieusian field among three 

agents, as well as within the agents themselves. Three agents, in par%cular, 

community members/ families, the market, and religious authority in this life 

cycle event field, contribute to the ethno-religious communal iden%ty of the 

Turkish Jewish community. These life cycle events evolve over %me, and this 

study provides a detailed account of these dynamics of change, showing how 

these actors assume their posi%ons over the years. 

The discourse of “ideal Jewishness” or the ethno-religious and cultural 

communal iden%ty does not come from top to bokom. The study reveals that 

the religious authority is not the sole actor holding power in this arena, but 

three actors play roles in the forma%on of communal iden%ty. However, as it 

is especially emphasized in the Introduc%on chapter, this is the only area 

where the religious authority can reproduce the Jewish iden%ty. Of course, 

T 
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religious authority, as an agent in the field, is the one who holds religious cap-

ital, which is gained by “religious labour” (Bourdieu, @AA@: Y). Therefore, it 

makes religious authority and lay leaders in more powerful to set the rules, 

applying to the invisible colleges, especially religious principles or educa%onal 

ac%vi%es related to life cycle events, such as Shabbat and kosher rules, the Bar 

and Bat Mistva Club.  

Moreover, due to the decrease in popula%on and dwindling akendance 

at social and cultural events at Jewish cultural associa%ons, the field of rites 

of passage almost became the only area where the religious authority could 

capture members and establish economic and social contact. One of the 

main aims of the Jewish community authority is to combat assimila%on and 

set “ideal” Jewish iden%ty, and another aim is to direct money (economic 

capital) into the community by hos%ng increasingly lavish events within the 

Jewish community through various strategies. Therefore, examples of the 

community’s efforts were provided to create new venues, places, and ins%-

tu%ons that would keep these celebra%ons and the associated funds within 

the community’s boundaries. However, in some cases, religious and lay au-

thori%es in the community have loosened control over these events, leading 

to compromises and the relaxa%on of rules.  

Concordantly, all changes are also part of a story of how the religious 

authority keeps pace with the %mes and accommodates new trends. The 

President of the Turkish Jewish Community, Ishak Ibrahimzadeh, gave an ex-

cellent summary of this issue in his speech at the funeral of Turkey’s Chief 

Rabbi Isak Haleva, which was held open to the public at the Neve Shalom 

Synagogue on January @B, ECEY. 

It is difficult in our community to be a Rabbi; to be a Chief Rabbi is to 

achieve the impossible. Because we, as a society, know the best of 

everything. When one of us becomes the president, we teach that 

president how to be the president. When he becomes the Chief 

Rabbi, [this situa%on] is even more difficult because we try to teach 

him religious rules as well…Some of us say, ‘Chief Rabbi, you have be-

come too conserva%ve; this society cannot handle that.’ We look at 

the other side, and the other says, ‘Chief Rabbi, the world is changing, 

where is the liberalism? If you con%nue like this, none of us will exist.’ 
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Some of us are in front, ‘Chief Rabbi, you are behind us; we must put 

you ahead of us.’ Some of us are behind, ‘Chief Rabbi, you have for-

goken our past.’ Our Chief Rabbi was in the middle. Of course, it is 

difficult to stand in the middle and maintain balance (Ishak Ibrahim-

zadeh, President of the Turkish Jewish Community, January @B, ECEY, 

Neve Shalom Synagogue).1 

Given my knowledge of religion and posi%on, it is not my place to conclude 

that religious authority or lay leaders are at the forefront or behind the com-

munity. S%ll, this speech emphasized that this field is also a balancing act of 

keeping up with the %mes, alongside ongoing ins%tu%onaliza%on and stand-

ardiza%on efforts by the religious authority, which were also discussed in 

Chapters Y, B, and y. 

In this life cycle events field, the ethno-religious and cultural communal 

iden%ty ac%vely con%nues to be established by three agents, and I consider 

it a baklefield (Wacquant, ECCÄ: EBÄ) where iden%ty, hierarchy, and prac%ce 

are endlessly nego%ated among the players. In the life cycle events arena, as 

underlined several %mes, nego%a%ons are taking place among three agents, 

as well as within the agents themselves. Chapters Y, B, and y not only depict 

the nego%a%on and challenge between the three agents but also illustrate 

the religious authority’s efforts to ins%tu%onalize, standardize, and control 

these rites of passage ceremonies. Field analysis also helps me understand 

and discuss the interac%ons and rela%onal features of nego%a%ons, as well 

as how they affect changes in tradi%ons (Bourdieu, @Ayy). All steps and chal-

lenges taken by the agents shape the behaviors of other agents. Thus, the 

ethno-religious and cultural communal iden%ty, as well as habitus, is a 

 
 1  The original text reads: “Haham olmak bizde zordur, Hahambaşı olmak imkansıza soyun-

makjr. Çünkü bizler, toplum olarak her şeyin en doğrusunu biliriz. Birimiz başkan olduğumuz 

zaman biz o başkana nasıl başkan olacağını öğre%riz. Hahambaşı olduğu zaman (bu durum) 

daha da zordur, çünkü ona dini kuralları da öğretmeye çalışırız. … Bazılarımız diyor ki, ‘Ha-

hambaşımız sen arjk çok muhafazakar oldun bu toplum bunu kaldırmaz.’ Bakıyoruz, diğer 

tarafa, öteki diyor ki, ‘Hahambaşımız dünya değişiyor, nerede liberallik, sen böyle gidersen, 

hiç birimiz olmayacak.’ Kimimiz önde gidiyor, ‘Hahambaşımız arkamızda kaldınız, seni çeke-

memiz lazım’ (diyor). Kimimiz arkada gidiyor, ‘Hahambaşımız geçmişimizi unukunuz’ (diyor). 

Hahambaşımız ortamızdaydı. Tabii ortada durmak ve dengeyi sağlamak zordur.” 
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process of social interac%ons that changes over %me, an ac%ve and ongoing 

process, not fixed (Maton, ECCÄ: YE).  

In this field, the other two agents —community members and the market 

—are also part of the nego%a%on on life cycle event prac%ces. A person or 

ins%tu%on does not possess power, and there are power rela%ons and inter-

ac%ons in this field. As underlined, the decisions are not coming from top to 

bokom; ac%ons of one agent also modify other ac%ons, as well as they can 

also walk together in some issues. At the end of all these nego%a%ons, the 

answer to the ques%on of who is a Turkish Jew comes out, and in this field, 

the ethno-religious cultural and communal iden%ty is reproduced and rein-

vented again and again by all of them. 

Moreover, as shown especially in Chapters Ä and A, the agents were com-

pe%ng among themselves. In Chapter Ä, I discussed how community mem-

bers become agents in this field and how they compete within themselves. 

This Jewish life cycle event arena is a place of a mee%ng where many people 

come together just because of their Jewish iden%ty; most importantly, this is 

not just an event to fulfill their religious requirements but also define their 

status and representa%on in society, as well as a space where one can estab-

lish their dis%nc%on from the other members in the community, by referring 

Bourdieu’s concepts. Chapter Ä reveals that this space is not just one where 

members of the community can exhibit their economic capital but also for 

displaying their cultural and symbolic capital. I provided several examples 

and cases to illustrate how they akempt to u%lize their capitals to compete 

with one another effec%vely. In par%cular, I emphasized the importance of 

puòng these efforts into prac%ce, at least to a “minimum level,” as commu-

nity members who want to represent their families in this one-%me oppor-

tunity. I discussed how people u%lize the capital they have for their own 

events, the means they use, and the strategies they develop, referring to 

Bourdieu.  

The taste of ceremonies and recep%ons changes from decade to decade, 

and as discussed, it is not a fixed standard. New genera%ons challenge the 

old ones over the years, and this con%nues by producing new ideas and fol-

lowing new trends. However, the state of representa%on and the effort spent 

on it has not changed during these years. Despite the tradi%on of years, 
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Kayadez, the communal iden%ty experienced in the realm of life cycle events, 

establishes itself as privileged over habitus and capital. As seen above, the 

religious authority and lay leaders are trying to maintain a low profile – to be 

modest, as part of Kayadez. S%ll, community members also insist on being 

privileged and support the myth of wealthy Jews. This aòtude remains es-

sen%ally unchanged, regardless of the condi%ons. Chapter Ä, last but not 

least, reveals how gender roles differ in this arena; I also tried to draw aken-

%on to the large share that falls on women and the nega%ve labels that come 

with it. Women become carriers and managers of life cycle events. It is a per-

formance that women and men have learned by observing, experiencing, 

and performing since childhood. Women, in par%cular, play a crucial role in 

this life cycle event arena as nurturers of future genera%ons and guardians 

of lineage, and it is women who are responsible for making it beker than the 

previous one. 

This state of gossip and constant compe%%on is a process that causes the 

individuals of this community to struggle. At the same %me, it brings certain 

burdens and consequences for family members and couples. This illusion im-

prisons people, and choosing to stay outside or deciding to leave that box 

causes families to face unpleasant social consequences. The quote that best 

summarizes the pressure on community members to live according to a cer-

tain standard of living, especially to meet a minimum, is this, in my opinion. 

This expression is as follows: 

[From the interview of a par%cipant who has moved abroad] As a 

maker of fact, the reason why I have lew is very much connected to 

all this. Let me summarize. We were trapped in a box in Turkey’s 

evolving social structure. But I am not happy in that box. And I do not 

want to destroy my own life to afford that box. That thought is that 

we have to work hard; our income cannot be lower than a certain 

number. We can never live in except these such neighborhoods...We 

are not happy in that box. It is always a compe%%on. Whose wedding 

was beker than whom, whose wedding dress was fluffier than that 

of whom, who had a more expensive venue…Just have a wedding 

with thirty-five people in your garden, make it something special for 

you…They buy service; there is no end to it…Generally, everything we 
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pay for, especially things that push our budget [services], make us 

prisoners in our community…That imprisons us (No name interview, 

EC@y). 

At the end of the day, they generally find themselves in this box, which is also 

their habitus, they have locked themselves into. 

My findings indicate that, following new global trends in the @AÄCs and 

@AACs, the Turkish Jewish fes%ve events and event economy expanded sig-

nificantly. In Chapter A, I focused specifically on the stories of how the market 

was formed and how it became an actor in this field during the mid-@AÄCs 

and @AACs. During the disserta%on, I have also made connec%ons between 

the transforma%ons in the celebra%on of life cycle events and social and eco-

nomic developments in Turkey over %me. The rise of the new middle class in 

Turkey and the transi%on to a liberal economy in the @AÄCs and @AACs also 

affected the Jewish community’s life cycle events. While during the @ABCs 

and @AyCs, life cycle event recep%ons, especially weddings, took place in lux-

urious restaurants with extended family, in the @AÄCs and @AACs, the venues 

started to transi%on into five-star hotels, thanks to the development related 

to the global city concept of Istanbul. Chapter A reveals how Jewish compa-

nies enter this game as powerful agents, suppor%ng this with examples from 

the companies’ founding stories. This chapter also illustrates the transi%on 

of Jewish companies over decades and the differen%a%on in their approach 

to playing this game, as well as the applica%on of different strategies (La-

maison and Bourdieu, @AÄB: @@@-@@E). Moreover, Chapter A, underlining Bour-

dieu’s field analysis, highlights how these Jewish companies were new to the 

field and sought to exert influence by applying the capital they possessed. 

The cases presented in this chapter also demonstrate how Jewish companies 

reproduce this habitus and the manner in which the Turkish Jewish commu-

nity celebrates life cycle events by engaging in this power struggle on this 

baklefield. In addi%on, it is emphasized that these companies have a “feel 

for the game” and seem to “know” what these ceremonies are supposed to 

look like, whereas the other companies may not, in the eyes of the commu-

nity. The study reveals that in this field, the habitus also defines and signifi-

cantly filters and dis%nguishes between in-group and out-group community 

members (and companies).  
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Along with all this, I have tried to show that the aòtude changes within 

the Jewish community, which Yıldız (EC@Y) defines as the extraversion phase 

with the beginning of the establishment of the Quincentennial Founda%on 

(@AÄA), also led to this path. The changes within the Jewish community also 

impact the perspec%ve on this life cycle event. However, these aòtude 

changes turned into ac%on in the ECCCs in the field of life cycle events. As I 

emphasized in Chapter o, especially with the filling of the Jewish community 

administra%on with younger and visionary cadres, this change was facili-

tated. The religious authority (and lay leaders) took several steps for ins%tu-

%onaliza%on and educa%onal ac%vi%es in the ECCCs, such as the Bar and Bat 

Mitsva Club. The arrival of Rabbi Mendy Chitrik also accelerated these ins%-

tu%onaliza%on efforts in this field. The Jewish community’s role as Turkey’s 

good minority child (Brink-Danan, ECCA; Bali, EC@E) is reflected in the efforts 

made by Jewish leaders to acquaint other groups with Jewish iden%ty. These 

efforts also helped these structured rules in the life cycle events arena. As 

discussed in Chapter o, during this period, they came to the forefront, show-

casing themselves, their rituals, and their cultural aspects. Because cultural 

and religious elements do not seem poli%cal. Even though the two aòtudes 

seem opposite to each other, this glossiness aòtude goes hand in hand with 

the concept of Kayadez, and this Kayadez tradi%on is s%ll very clearly oper-

a%ng in the background. However, this visibility remained in “de-poli%cized 

venues” (Brink-Danan, EC@E: BC). As discussed in Chapter o, the Istanbul Jew-

ish Community has gained more public visibility recently than in the past, 

especially since the early ECCCs. The crea%on of the Quincentennial Foun-

da%on Museum of Turkish Jews and its reloca%on to the Neve Shalom Build-

ing, as well as the public celebra%ons of Hanukkah and the European Day of 

Jewish Culture, are demonstrated as examples. However, the religious au-

thority and lay leaders did not want to show the image of a wealthy Jew, but 

they could not prevent it, as seen in par%cular recep%ons. These efforts also 

contain security concerns, not to draw too much aken%on, as they were part 

of a discourse carried out silently for years. 

While the exis%ng domina%on of Kayadez tradi%on is s%ll in the air, ac-

companied by the rise of an%semi%sm following the ECCx terror akacks, un-

expectedly, the Jewish community did not choose to be more insular in this 
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field. For just a couple of months, it was possible to observe the Jewish com-

munity as more introverted, closed, guarded, and cau%ous in some social 

and religious seòngs. Awerwards, although religious authority insisted on 

being humble in demonstra%ng ethno-religious communal iden%ty, it had 

less control, especially in the areas of Jewish weddings and Bar Mitzvah re-

cep%ons, compared to other life cycle events. At every opportunity, religious 

authori%es strive to maintain control over the finances and occasions in the 

community, such as in Brith Milah ceremonies. Despite the religious author-

ity’s efforts, the myth of wealthy Jews is struck up by community members 

and the market.  

As discussed, the Istanbul Jewish Community has gained more public vis-

ibility recently than in the past, especially since the early ECCCs. It also 

should be noted that the change in discourse and representa%on of the Jew-

ish community is related to the change in the lay leadership of the Jewish 

community as well as to the conjunctural changes in Turkey. The democra%-

za%on of Turkey in the ECCCs and the country’s efforts to join the EU elicited 

Turkey’s embrace of its “different colors,” whereby it became easier for the 

(minority) communi%es to become more extroverted. The establishment of 

the Quincentennial Founda%on and the celebra%on of the YCCth anniversary 

of the Jews’ presence in Okoman and Turkey is another factor that assisted 

the community to become more extroverted. Therefore, the ECCCs were the 

years when the representa%on of this cultural iden%ty was most debated, 

especially within the realm of religious authority. For this reason, the years 

when the compulsory religious pre-marriage seminar was created and the 

Bar and Bat Mistva Club was founded also coincide with this period.  

The EC@Cs is also news of another change. While religious authority has 

been the dominant player in the game thus far, this decade marks an area 

where the market and the young genera%on of community members are tak-

ing more ac%ve steps in the game. This new genera%on of companies and 

community members have embraced the Avlaremoz tradi%on, and they have 

pushed to relax the rules a bit more. The latest genera%on is now more edu-

cated, more cri%cal not only of the community leaders but also of the world, 

and more aware of global trends. At the same %me, the group I call third-

genera%on companies emerged during this period and played the game 
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more aggressively and powerfully compared to other genera%ons, especially 

when posi%oning themselves against religious authority. Par%cularly, permit-

ted beach weddings are a part of the efforts of younger genera%on commu-

nity members’ insistent requests as well as the market’ support. All of these 

reasons have led religious authority to bend the rules on many issues, allow-

ing things that align with new trends. In addi%on to that, religious authority 

(and lay leaders) has tended to become more open and outspoken, as seen 

in some examples from EC@Y, such as the public celebra%on of Hanukkah, the 

commemora%on of the Struma, and the first Holocaust remembrance cere-

mony2 held in Ankara (see Chapter o). In the context of life cycle events, this 

shiw is further reflected in the establishment of the hygienic room, the per-

mission granted for beach weddings, and the allowance for all companies to 

work in the synagogue in EC@Y. 

Finally, economic and poli%cal crises, especially in the mid-EC@Cs, have 

had a profoundly nega%ve impact on this life cycle event field. Par%cularly in 

the last five years (the period covered by the thesis), it is possible to see how 

the sector has shrunk and how the field has narrowed, resul%ng in fewer 

shows and ac%vi%es. At the same %me, it has begun to lose its appeal as a 

place for families to invest in and represent themselves within the Jewish 

community. In parallel, it is observed that Jewish companies are also turning 

to non-Jewish target groups instead of the Jewish event field. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 2 hkps://www.salom.com.tr/arsiv/haber/AxyÄY/ankarada-ilk-Ey-ocak-anmasi- (Accessed, 

May E@, ECEY). 
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