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Abstract

In interwar Paris, a community of Sephardi immigrants originally from the Ottoman 
Empire raised a monument paying tribute to Ottoman Jews who fought for France 
during World War I. Its construction, which spanned over a decade, underscored the 
evolution of Ottoman Sephardi immigrant collective identity, goals, and anxieties in 
France between the close of World War I and the eve of World War II. When the memo-
rial was first proposed in 1919, it was seen as a means of emphasizing the Ottoman 
Sephardi immigrant sphere as separate from that of French Jewry and other Jewish immi-
grant groups in the country. However, when it was finally erected in June 1935, at a 
time of heightened xenophobia and antisemitism within France’s borders, the monument 
had taken on new significance. No longer a statement of Sephardi difference, it became a 
message of Jewish unity, patriotism, and belonging to the French Third Republic.
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On the morning of June 16, 1935, a crowd gathered in Paris’s 
eleventh arrondissement. Despite the summer heat, men 
sported three-piece suits while women donned formal jackets 
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and hats. Onlookers spilled from the sidewalk onto the street in front 
of 84 rue de la Roquette, a lot in the heart of the working-class 
Ottoman Sephardi immigrant quarter that had, until recently, sat 
empty. That day, visible behind gendarmes and iron fencing was the 
new structure onlookers had come to glimpse: an austere, dark marble 
plaque, standing alone in the middle of the property like an immense 
tombstone (Figures 1 and 2 below). It was a monument for Ottoman 
Sephardi immigrants who died fighting for France in World War I.1 Its 
epitaph, which read “À la mémoire des engagés volontaires israélites morts 
pour la France, 1914–1918” (To the memory of the oriental Jewish vol-
unteer soldiers who died for France, 1914–1918), would remind pass-
ersby that Jewish immigrants from the then-fallen Ottoman Empire 
had sacrificed their lives for the victory of the French Third Republic 
some two decades prior.2 

Through an examination of the monument, in this article I tease 
out several defining threads that characterize the history of Ottoman 
Sephardi Jews in interwar France. In doing so, I reveal how their expe-
riences diverged from and overlapped with those of other Jews and 
immigrants in France during this period.3 I argue that a deep identifi-
cation with France as well as persisting transnational ties came together 
to shape how Ottoman Sephardim defined belonging in their adop-
tive country in ways that distinguished them from eastern European 
Ashkenazi Jewish immigrants.4 The actions that inspired the monu-
ment, the plans and contributions that enabled its creation, and the 
competing cultures of memory that surrounded its construction speak 
to the cultural and legal particularities of Ottoman Sephardim in 
France. Their patriotism, I show in this study, was both a statement of 
national enthusiasm and of national anxiety as they navigated belong-
ing in their adoptive country. What is more, while Ottoman Sephardi 
immigrants emphasized the centrality of “Frenchness” to their collec-
tive identity during and after World War I, the “Frenchness” they artic-
ulated had roots in the Ottoman lands. As a result, this population 
was not exempt from the xenophobia and antisemitism that took hold 
of interwar France. As threats to ethnic minorities and foreigners in 
France rose to new levels in the 1930s, so too did efforts by subaltern 
groups like Ottoman Sephardi immigrants to quell nativist tides by 
loudly defending their patriotism and publicly proving their past ser-
vices to the Third Republic.

Ottoman Sephardi Jews began migrating to France in the late nine-
teenth century, arriving initially in small numbers from Mediterranean 
centers like Salonica and Constantinople, and ultimately forming an 
interwar community of upwards of 35,000 individuals, centered mostly 
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in Paris’s eleventh arrondissement.5 Their out-migration was part of a 
larger Jewish departure from the region in the years leading up to and 
immediately following the empire’s collapse in 1923 that stemmed 
from a confluence of rising nationalist tides, shifting borders, height-
ened antisemitism, and shrinking economic opportunity.6 Recent 
research, to which my article is very much indebted, has explored 
the richness and diversity of the Ottoman and post-Ottoman diaspora 
that emerged during this period.7 However, literature on the tens of 
thousands of Ottoman Sephardim who resettled in France remains 
limited.8 Moreover, the historiography on Jewish immigrants in Third 
Republic France, while emphatic about the plurality and dynamism of 
France’s “Jewries,” focuses predominantly on the comparatively larger 
population of eastern European Ashkenazi Jews who likewise arrived 
during this age of migration.9 In this study, I insert Ottoman Sephardi 
immigrants into the narratives of both the post-Ottoman Sephardi 
diaspora as well as Jewish pluralism in interwar France.10 I highlight 
how traits unique to Jewish life in the Ottoman lands persisted in 
immigrant communities in France in the decades after the empire’s 
demise, and in so doing join conversations about the malleability of 
the boundaries surrounding France’s many Jewish communities.

Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jewish immigrants alike were primarily 
working class, benefited from favorable immigration policies, and idol-
ized France’s history of Jewish legal equality. However, important cul-
tural distinctions separate their experiences.11 In the Ottoman Empire, 
Franco-Jewish educational organizations around the Mediterranean 
basin—most notably the Alliance Israélite Universelle—made French 
a dominant Sephardi language alongside Ladino, or Judeo-Spanish.12 
The Alliance embraced France’s colonial mission civilisatrice (civilizing 
mission) and believed that educating Jews in French would lead to 
their “moral progress” and “regeneration.”13 Thus, unlike Yiddish-
speaking Ashkenazim, most Ottoman Sephardim arrived in Paris flu-
ent in the language and possessing a French identity that was shaped 
outside of French borders by ideologues of Franco-Jewish universal-
ism. Ottoman Sephardim leaned on that history during and after 
World War I, at times suggesting it elevated their claims to belong-
ing above those of other Jewish immigrant groups. But while they 
embraced some elements of universalism, Ottoman Sephardi immi-
grants also maintained transnational ties with individuals and govern-
ments around the Mediterranean and beyond and emphasized their 
ethno-cultural particularity through the creation of representative 
communal associations. Thus, their claims to Frenchness operated in 
tandem with persisting markers of foreignness.
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World War I reshaped the ways Jews around the globe navigated 
national belonging.14 In this article, I engage with literature that shows 
how Jewish groups seized the war as an opportunity to prove their 
patriotism and to remedy any doubts about their collective national 
loyalty.15 I argue that Ottoman Sephardim eagerly participated in the 
French war effort both out of genuine love for the Third Republic 
and to demonstrate their value to their adopted country—especially 
after the Ottoman Empire joined the Triple Alliance against France.16 
In France, the conflict’s devastation raised new debates about prog-
ress, democracy, values, and national identity.17 Scholars have shown 
that following the war’s unprecedented scale of physical destruction, 
survivors struggled to define what it meant to be French and articu-
lated new visions for the future of French national identity. The rich 
historiography on commemoration projects in interwar France has 
shown how monuments were often tools by which subaltern groups, 
such as disparate regional populations and ethnic or religious minori-
ties, grappled with the question of how they would fit within the 
newly defined France.18 As reflected in their monument, Ottoman 
Sephardim, too, carved out an interwar immigrant identity that simul-
taneously emphasized their foreign particularities as well as their com-
mitment to the nation.

While the idea for the monument was conceived in the immediate 
aftermath of World War I, the monument was ultimately constructed 
in 1935, at which point France had entered a new political age char-
acterized by the rise of far-right movements.19 Its history is thus also 
tied to the history of Jewish efforts to combat the joint threats of 
nationalism and antisemitism in the 1930s.20 Historians have shown 
how previously-at-odds Jewish groups cooperated to combat antisem-
itism before World War II, with unity having been the predominant 
strategy for many Jewish anti-fascist activists.21 Debunking outdated 
assumptions that France’s Jewry failed to form a cohesive front in the 
1930s, scholars now assert that Jewish associations actively mobilized 
to promote solidarity and self-help in the capital and provinces alike.22 
Jews from different backgrounds helped Zionists facilitate emigration 
to Palestine, joined “federations” of Jewish societies, and formed left-
wing alliances.23 Indeed, the union of left-wing Jewish groups played a 
part in the 1936 electoral success of Léon Blum’s Popular Front, a rev-
olutionary leftist political alliance.24 In the 1930s, Ottoman Sephardi 
immigrants likewise participated in broad Jewish demonstrations of 
patriotism, such as veteran parades and memorial events, and pre-
sented their immigrant identity not as a hindrance to but as evidence 
for their belonging to France.
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Figure 1. Image of the monument’s unveiling ceremony, 1935. Source: “Photos,” 
Al Syete: La Maison Judéo-Espagnole à Paris, Centre Culturel Popincourt-Al Syete, 
https://www.alsyete.com/nos-lieux-de-vie-dans-paris/lieux-de-memoire.

https://www.alsyete.com/nos-lieux-de-vie-dans-paris/lieux-de-memoire
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Figure 2. Image of the monument’s unveiling ceremony, 1935. Source: “Photos,” 
Al Syete: La Maison Judéo-Espagnole à Paris, Centre Culturel Popincourt-Al Syete, 
https://www.alsyete.com/nos-lieux-de-vie-dans-paris/lieux-de-memoire.

https://www.alsyete.com/nos-lieux-de-vie-dans-paris/lieux-de-memoire
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In this article, divided into four sections, I first analyze the actions, 
treatment, and identity of Sephardi immigrants in World War I France. 
Next, I examine the emergence of a World War I memory culture 
among Sephardi immigrants in Paris that was spearheaded by local 
Ottoman Jewish leadership but that involved networks around the 
Mediterranean. In the third section, I present readers with examples 
of other Jewish memorial projects that emerged in interwar Paris. In 
the final section, I bring readers into the 1930s, arguing that the mon-
ument had taken on a new significance by the time it was unveiled. 
Indeed, in 1935, it had become as much about defending the rights 
of all Jews to continue to live in France as it was about memorializing 
Ottoman Sephardi participation in World War I.

“Doing Their Duty as Frenchmen”: Ottoman Sephardi Immigrants in 
World War I France

During World War I, approximately 2,000 Ottoman Jewish immigrants 
volunteered to serve under France’s flag.25 Answering their adoptive 
nation’s call to arms, they and other immigrant populations saw the 
war as an opportunity to prove their patriotism and remedy doubts 
about their national loyalty “as citizens as well as Jews.”26 During the 
conflict, Jews and Christians in France experienced a union sacrée 
(sacred union) as the relationship between the two groups, having 
grown strained in the previous decade following the Dreyfus Affair, 
became amicable out of necessity. Tensions temporarily lifted as 
minority and majority populations, as well as native- and foreign-born 
Jews, rallied together against a common enemy.27 Non-naturalized 
young immigrant men who desired to join the army, whether out of 
social pressure, a belief that serving would increase their chances of 
acquiring French citizenship after the war, genuine patriotism, or a 
combination of such factors, thus enlisted in France’s Foreign Legion. 
The several thousand Ottoman Sephardim who fought for France 
joined over 30,000 other immigrants who voluntarily enlisted to fight 
for France, over 6,000 of whom were Jewish.28 

In the early days of World War I, Jewish and non-Jewish foreigners 
alike were eager to enlist as engagés volontaires (volunteer combatants) 
in the French Foreign Legion. Among others, Armenian, Egyptian, 
Polish, and Russian nationals set up stations in immigrant neigh-
borhoods where enthusiastic young men could sign up to fight.29 
In August 1914, a group of young Ashkenazi immigrants marched 
through the streets of Paris, chanting in Yiddish: “Jewish Immigrants! 
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Brothers! . . . Do your duty!” while Russian and Romanian Jews plas-
tered brochures along the streets of the eighteenth arrondissement, 
calling on all their foreign Jewish “comrades” to “pay tribute” to the 
nation that had taken them in.30 Native French Jews were enthusiastic 
about foreign enlistment, too, and the Franco-Jewish press printed 
stories idealizing the image of immigrants joining the cause because 
they saw France as the architect of emancipation. One author wrote 
that foreign Jews had “a debt to pay to France, always at the forefront 
of civilization, who has projected the rays of her native bounty onto 
the world, and has granted humanity to the victims of injustice.”31

While enlistment surely helped France and French allies, immi-
grant volunteers were not acting without their own political motives. 
Other Ottoman or Middle Eastern immigrants saw joining the French 
Foreign Legion as both a condemnation of the Sublime Porte’s harsh 
treatment of Ottoman soldiers as well as “an opportunity to advance a 
variety of simmering plans for the geopolitical future of the Ottoman 
Middle East.”32 Armenians and Syrians around Europe and the 
Americas, for instance, actively recruited young men to enlist to fight 
against the Axis powers, at times even paying for their safe passage 
to France. For Ottoman Sephardi Jews in France, the war dovetailed 
with their own political interests in the metropole. But whereas the 
Armenian and Syrian diasporas “transformed into a space for opposi-
tion against the Ottoman state,” Ottoman Sephardi enlistment was not 
motivated by hopes for national sovereignty in the Levant.33 Instead, 
it functioned as a statement of patriotism for their newly adoptive 
country.

In Paris, Salonican-born Léon Alalouf alone recruited hundreds of 
fellow Ottoman Sephardi Jews to fight for France at a makeshift station 
he set up at 68 rue Sedaine in front of a popular neighborhood café.34 
Efforts like those of Alalouf contributed to an unforeseen rate of for-
eign enlistment in France—an objectively favorable outcome but for 
the fact that the French state had not drafted a plan for whether and 
how to incorporate volunteer soldiers born in countries with which 
they were at war. After the Ottoman Empire entered the war on the 
side of the Central Powers in November of 1914, the approximately 
12,000 Ottoman subjects living and working in France became enemy 
aliens overnight.35 Despite President Raymond Poincaré’s vague decla-
ration on November 7 that “Ottoman subjects whose sympathies were 
for France, [including] Syrians, Lebanese, Armenians, and Turkish 
Israelites” would be treated benevolently, individuals on the ground 
(especially those immigrants who were not Christian) faced growing 
difficulties, having their residency permits revoked and receiving 
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evacuation orders as a result of their precarious status.36 Fairly swiftly, 
Armenian, Greek Orthodox, and other Christian Ottomans were 
granted residency permits upon the presentation of a nationality 
certificate signed by their respective Christian religious authority in 
Paris.37 Ottoman Jews were not afforded the same treatment until 
March of the following year, and even then, only after the interven-
tion of the Alliance.38 Ethnic Turks continued to be considered enemy 
aliens throughout the war, but after the establishment of the Légion 
d’Orient (a so-called “irregular corps”) in 1916, Christian and Muslim 
Ottoman nationals of Armenian and Syrian ethnicity could fight for 
the Entente alongside French infantry.39

The Third Republic scrambled to categorize its large and diverse 
immigrant populations in a way that reflected its wartime alliances, 
anxieties, and xenophobic prejudices. For Ottoman Christian minori-
ties, labels reflected geographic regions of origin such as Armenia, 
Syria, and Lebanon. Categorizing the territorially ambiguous Ottoman 
Jews proved more problematic, however, as terms like “Turkish Jew” or 
“Greek Israelite” neither reflected the population’s national nuances 
nor Ottoman Sephardim’s transregional ethno-cultural connected-
ness. Moreover, an overarching “Israelite” category risked lumping 
Sephardi immigrants together with the sizeable eastern European 
Jewish population in France, thereby obscuring their Levantine ori-
gins. Perhaps most importantly to the Ottoman Jews themselves was 
their legal distinction from ethnic Turks, who as enemy aliens were 
not permitted to fight in the French army.40

Ultimately, the French government created an entirely new legal 
category by which to identify Ottoman Sephardim, labelling the pop-
ulation as israélites du Levant (Israelites of the Levant), a phrase imply-
ing both distance from the enemy Ottoman regime as well as a level of 
homogeneity among all Jews of the southeastern Mediterranean.41 As 
with Ottoman Christians, Ottoman Jews had to provide legal papers 
from a France-based religious authority to acquire certification of 
their newly mandated nationality. Lacking a central Ottoman Jewish 
religious figurehead in Paris, the community instead looked to a sec-
ular entity: the Association cultuelle orientale israélite (ACOI), an 
Ottoman Sephardi communal organization that had its roots in 1909 
in a small Roquette café. Its founder, Nissim Rozanès, was a gem mer-
chant who immigrated to Paris from Constantinople near the turn of 
the twentieth century.42 An alumnus of the Alliance himself, Rozanès 
was well-connected with France’s established Jewish elite, and became 
the community’s de facto leader during World War I.43 He and the 
ACOI took on the role that consulates, grand rabbis, and Orthodox 
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bishops occupied for other minorities, verifying identities and issuing 
nationality certificates for foreign subjects.44 Rozanès also became an 
advocate for the community, protesting the Third Republic’s treat-
ment of Ottoman Jews as enemy aliens, and later representing the 
entire Ottoman Jewish diaspora at the Paris Peace Conference.45 

The French government’s discrimination against Jewish minori-
ties during the early months of World War I inspired new levels of 
solidarity between native and immigrant Jews, including Ottoman 
Sephardim, who united to demand citizenship for foreign Jewish vol-
unteer soldiers.46 In August 1915, the Corps des volontaires israélites, 
a sub-section of the Foreign Legion, published a pledge of solidar-
ity between French Jews and the 6,000 “Russian, Romanian, Dutch, 
and Oriental” Jews in the army.47 The author Matthieu Wolff praised 
foreign Jewish soldiers’ marriage of “Israelite” pride with the French 
flag, and castigated the Third Republic’s unwillingness to immediately 
naturalize them as French citizens. “Having taken up arms because, to 
them, our country is the incarnation of justice, they now suffer terribly 
from what can only seem to them to be a terrible abuse,” explained 
Wolff.48 

Despite Wolff’s universalist rhetoric, a distinctly Sephardi immigrant 
identity crystallized in wartime France. In March of 1915, during the 
war’s first Passover, the ACOI organized a seder meal specifically for 
Ottoman Jewish volunteer soldiers and invited any “Ottoman Jewish 
volunteers spending the holidays in Paris, whether on leave or in con-
valescence” to join them for a celebratory dinner.49 Underscoring, 
even creating, a sense of solidarity among Ottoman Sephardim fight-
ing for France, the association stated that the meal was open to anyone 
wanting “to spend the two days of Passover with family.”50 Evidently, 
while French republican patriotism was prioritized during the war, 
there was also room for ethnic solidarity. According to one Ottoman 
Jewish immigrant, this duality was particular to the immigrant expe-
rience and caused identity conflicts that could only exist in the dias-
pora. “Having been too European in Smyrna,” he wrote, “we became 
distinctly Oriental in Paris.”51

For the Ottoman Sephardi community, a minority in France and 
a peripheral group within French Jewry, their individual members’ 
service to the nation was evidence for their collective belonging to 
the Third Republic. At times, they articulated it as having been stron-
ger than that of other immigrant groups. During that same Passover, 
Temple Popincourt’s Rabbi Bembachout gave a sermon connect-
ing the High Holiday rituals of sacrifice to those being made at the 
same moment by Sephardi immigrants fighting for France. Citing 
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the unique “love” that Ottoman Jews had for their adopted country, 
Bembachout prayed for the members of the community who had 
fallen in battle over the previous eight months, whose names included 
that of the son of the ACOI’s vice president.52 Another immigrant 
argued that “one could not be more patriotic, pardon, more franco-
philic” than an Ottoman Jew.53

Of course, not all Ottoman Jews fought for France in the same man-
ner or for the same reasons. One immigrant father explained how 
each of his children had decided to serve in the military for differ-
ent ideological purposes but under the same auspices of patriotism. 
His oldest son, having graduated from an Alliance school in Turkey, 
enrolled through the Amitiés françaises;54 his middle child, an anti-im-
perialist who supported the establishment of a Turkish Republic, 
signed up to fight with the French Foreign Legion’s Ottoman cohort; 
conversely, his youngest son, a Jewish nationalist, fought alongside the 
French Jewish troops. All three, in the father’s words, were “doing 
their duty as Frenchmen.”55

National Identity, International Solidarity: Post War Sephardi 
Memory Construction

In France, the war’s devastation raised new debates about progress, 
democracy, and collective values. While the country struggled to 
reconstitute a unified national identity, subaltern groups that had 
lived through the destruction of war grappled with the question of 
how they would fit within new definitions of the nation and national 
belonging. The divergent experiences of local townspeople as well 
as ethnic and religious minorities were often expressed through the 
construction of memory projects. Across the nation, Jewish commu-
nities pushed for memorial projects that represented their particular 
contributions, although they were not always coordinated in doing 
so. The Consistory, France’s chief Jewish governing body, wanted to 
craft a singular narrative of Jewish sacrifice, and so directed efforts to 
memorialize sacrifices that painted Jewish participation (and Jewish 
identity) with a broad brush.56 At the same time, smaller communities 
in provinces like Alsace, as well as the diverse immigrant groups in 
Paris, raised monuments to honor their own Jewish men and to pay 
homage to their communal sacrifice.57

Within months of the conclusion of World War I, Rozanès and 
the ACOI proposed the construction of a monument to Ottoman 
Sephardim who died fighting for France. His goal was to raise 10,000 
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francs. To succeed, he needed support beyond the majority work-
ing-class immigrant community, and so he drew on the long history 
of Sephardi transnational ties by leaning on the community’s inter-
national connections. In October of 1919, he began to solicit dona-
tions for the monument and launched a fundraising campaign that 
drew equally from the community’s ties within and beyond French 
borders.58 This transnational commemorative project, intended for a 
small community in Paris’s eleventh arrondissement, became a dias-
poric symbol that reflected the breadth of domestic and international 
Sephardi networks. Emphasis on the group’s Sephardi, Jewish, and 
French ties, as well as their Ottoman and even Spanish heritage, rein-
forced the layers and tensions that characterized the community’s 
identity.

Within the borders of the Third Republic, Rozanès garnered funds 
from the French Jewish and non-Jewish elite, showing the access that 
the nascent community of Ottoman Sephardi immigrants in interwar 
Paris had to influential figures. Rozanès appealed to financiers and 
politicians, and in April 1920 he worked with the French minister of 
foreign affairs to create a government-sanctioned subcommittee of 
the ACOI that would oversee the monument’s construction.59 In the 
years that followed, Rozanès published lists of donors in established 
French Jewish periodicals. The majority of benefactors were them-
selves Ottoman Sephardi immigrants living in France, but there were 
also contributions from native French Jews, indicating a certain level 
of pan-Jewish solidarity, at least among the upper class. Two particu-
larly large contributions came from members of the wealthy Alsatian 
Jewish Deutsch de la Meurthe family.60

By making it evident that he was backed by both the French bureau-
cracy and influential Jewish donors around the country, Rozanès 
created a sense of legitimacy around himself, the ACOI, and the 
memorialization project. Printing contributors’ names and donation 
amounts cultivated an atmosphere of social pressure that successfully 
encouraged others to join the cause. Within two weeks of printing the 
first list of contributors in June 1922, the number of donors more than 
tripled from 48 to 178 individual patrons.61 As word got out, money 
poured in from outside of Paris, too, with donors in Bordeaux, Dijon, 
Lyon, Rouen, and Marseille supporting the cause.62

Rozanès also published letters of endorsement from prominent 
international figures—including a Spanish politician, a Turkish 
rabbi, and a French diplomat—who advocated the importance of 
the project. The letters expanded the monument’s broader appeal 
by explaining how the structure should be seen as meaningful not 
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only to Ottoman Sephardi immigrants in France but to all Jews world-
wide. Dr. Angel Pulido, then vice president of the Spanish Consulate, 
expressed “it is essential that the monument that will be erected in 
the 11th arrondissement of Paris be the symbol of the virtues and her-
oism of all of the children of David and Salomon,” not only those 
of Ottoman Sephardim.63 Pulido believed the monument was more 
than an act of commemoration, being also a symbol of protest against 
anti-Jewish violence worldwide and a representation of the reciprocal 
love between Jews and the nation of France.64 According to Pulido, it 
could well have been dedicated to “the grand virtues of the chosen 
people” around the globe rather than solely to Ottoman Sephardim 
in France.65

Endorsements like Pulido’s served a practical purpose, and ACOI 
leaders hoped that his championing of the cause would strengthen 
support for the project. Calls for Jews beyond the Sephardi immigrant 
community in Paris to make financial contributions were unambig-
uous and moralizing. The preamble to Pulido’s letter read: “There 
is no doubt that the vibrant sympathies and encouragement of this 
noble champion of the Sephardi cause would incite any coreligionist 
to . . . add their name to the list of donors.”66 Abraham Danon, an 
Adrianople-born Jewish scholar and educator who founded a rabbinic 
seminary in Constantinople before moving to Paris in 1917, expressed 
that he would not be “content with simply applauding the project,” 
and was “pressed to demonstrate his support for the notion in a more 
tangible way” by sending a monetary contribution of 500 francs.67 The 
consul general of France in Salonica, a member of the historic drago-
man Wiet family, universalized its confessional appeal when he stated 
that the “pious initiative” to memorialize fallen Ottoman Sephardi sol-
diers should not only inspire Rozanès’s “coreligionists” but “all people 
of France.”68

The letters also revealed Rozanès’s anxieties about how native 
French Jews and non-Jews perceived the small Ottoman Sephardi 
immigrant population. They characterized the group as uniquely vir-
tuous, patriotic, and pious. Endorsements served to encourage more 
positive, communal, and reciprocal ties between the Sephardi immi-
grant minority and the majority Jewish population in France, thereby 
helping to ease tensions that the community was starting to have with 
the Consistory and its homogenizing regulations.69 In the ACOI’s eyes, 
publishing endorsements from reputable individuals that emphasized 
the population’s collective character both as Jews and Frenchmen 
might raise the French Jewish elite’s image of the immigrant commu-
nity. Danon, for instance, connected the Ottoman Sephardi ardor for 
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the French war effort to their longstanding connection to French lan-
guage and culture, writing that because of such traditions, Ottoman 
Sephardim were “unable to resist their enthusiasm when they were 
called to safeguard human rights” and so “ran to their deaths to 
defend” the nation.70

At times, compliments to Rozanès and his project bordered on syco-
phancy. Rabbi Danon told Rozanès that he “merit[ed] all of our con-
gratulations for having thought of marking the names of these noble 
champions” in such a durable and meaningful way.71 Pulido praised 
the structure and aesthetic of the project. He “applaud[ed] the fine 
engraving . . . in its grace and elegance, which is so associated with 
the style of the orient,” “admire[ed] the plan of the temple,” and was 
impressed by the “heart behind the project to elevate a monument to 
honor the glory of the Jewish race, and the heroism of its children.”72 
The endorsements even lauded the planned physical structure of the 
synagogue and memorial. A 1922 article described how the “mod-
ern” blueprints for the temple would be “well-received in America.”73 
Surely, such remarks were not published solely to flatter Rozanès but 
also to quell French anxieties about the immigrant memorial proj-
ect. While Rozanès was well-known among the Ottoman Sephardi 
immigrant community and Consistorial leadership, other Jewish pop-
ulations in France were likely not familiar with him. Support from 
higher authorities served to confirm the trustworthiness of Rozanès as 
a leader and community organizer.

The fundraising campaign also underscored the extent to which 
Ottoman Sephardi immigrants kept feet in multiple worlds. After 
having settled in France and displayed their loyalty to the Third 
Republic during World War I, Paris’s Ottoman Sephardi immigrants 
remained connected around the Mediterranean to their Levantine 
and Iberian roots. Endorsements from figures like Wiet and Pulido 
revealed enduring links with officials in the Balkans and Anatolia, as 
well as a continued connection to the ancestral Spanish home. The 
published lists of donors indicate that Ottoman Sephardi immigrants 
in Paris had broader social networks in the Iberian Peninsula and the 
eastern Mediterranean, too. As the campaign progressed, readers 
saw increasing numbers of contributors based in Madrid, Salonica, 
and Constantinople, as well as other former Ottoman cities including 
Beirut, Jaffa, Jerusalem, and Kavalla.74

At the same time, the ACOI’s memorial project as a whole under-
scored Ottoman Sephardi loyalty to and appreciation for the country 
in which they had recently settled. Pulido wrote that the monument 
symbolized not only the bravery the community displayed during the 
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war, but also the “gratitude they hold . . . for the generous people 
of France, who received them . . . and saved them from the outside, 
who gave them protection.”75 His words implied that the commu-
nity had deep obligations to France, a country that he and Ottoman 
Sephardim portrayed as synonymous with emancipation, tolerance, 
and safety. Moreover, Pulido characterized the regions from which 
these Sephardim hailed—that is, the Ottoman Balkans and Anatolia, 
and historically the Iberian Peninsula—as inhospitable to the popula-
tion. Echoing the Franco-Jewish universalizing mantra of the Alliance, 
he typified France as the world’s savior and the “East” as an ostensibly 
barbaric land in need of civilizing. This duality between exception-
alism and universalism—between seeing Ottoman Sephardim as a 
group with a unique relationship to France and situating them within 
a broader French-Jewish narrative—would continue into the 1930s.

Immigrant Particularism, Jewish Universalism: Alternate Jewish 
Memorial Projects in 1920s Paris

By the end of 1922, Rozanès and the ACOI had far surpassed their 
fiscal goal, having acquired over 130,000 francs for the monument to 
Ottoman Sephardi volunteer soldiers. Still, it would be over a decade 
before the monument would be unveiled in June 1935. In the interven-
ing years, a number of other initiatives to commemorate immigrant 
and French Jewish contributions surfaced. Some, like the monument 
to Ottoman Sephardim, underscored Jewish pluralism and paid trib-
ute to particular ethno-cultural subgroups within broader Jewish soci-
ety. Others sought to honor all Jews who fought for France through 
the crafting of a singular, homogenous narrative.

Beyond Rozanès and the ACOI, other Ottoman Sephardi immi-
grant enclaves in and around Paris initiated their own memorial proj-
ects. Vidal Modiano, a doctor and communal leader, tried to garner 
support for a commemorative plaque to be constructed for Temple 
Buffault, the religious hub for many of the bourgeois Ottoman 
Sephardi residents living in the ninth arrondissement.76 In late 1924, 
Ottoman Sephardi immigrants living in Paris’s southeastern suburbs 
established their own memorial association. The Société Oël Moché 
was founded by Haïm Behar, a merchant, and Joseph Amar, an ex-sol-
dier who had been awarded the Croix de Guerre and named a knight 
of the Legion of Honor.77 The organization’s primary goal, as laid 
out in their official statutes, was to “elevate a chapel to the memory 
of Ottoman Israelites who fell on the field of honor.”78 Ultimately, 
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Oël Moché placed a plaque on the façade of the stone building at 
68 rue Sedaine, Léon Alalouf’s enlistment site. Still visible today, it 
reads, “Here, on August 24, 1914, the recruitment of volunteer ori-
ental Jewish soldiers, many hundreds of whom died for France, took 
place.”79 Like Rozanès and the ACOI, Oël Moché wanted their memo-
rial project to reflect solidarity within the community as well as loy-
alty to France more broadly. In a letter from Behar and Amar to the 
Consistory’s secretary general, the society’s founders suggested that 
wartime participation was a manifestation of both their French and 
“Oriental” identities, and they wrote that it was an expression of their 
gratitude to their “own people who gave their blood and life to the 
country that they had adopted, and at the same time to the defense of 
the interests of the Oriental Israelite Colony of France.”80

Veterans belonging to other Jewish immigrant populations who 
had fought for France during World War I formed their own com-
memorative associations. However, unlike Ottoman Sephardim in 
Paris, they did not erect monuments overtly dedicated to their partic-
ular ethnic or national subgroups. Rather, their exclusivity was more 

Figure 3. Oël Moché’s plaque at 68 rue Sedaine today. Source: “Photos,” Al Syete: La 
Maison Judéo-Espagnole à Paris, Centre Culturel Popincourt-Al Syete, https://www 
.alsyete.com/nos-lieux-de-vie-dans-paris/lieux-de-memoire.

https://www.alsyete.com/nos-lieux-de-vie-dans-paris/lieux-de-memoire
https://www.alsyete.com/nos-lieux-de-vie-dans-paris/lieux-de-memoire


[69]

“Morts pour 
la France”

•
Robin 
Margaret 
Buller

implicit. The Association des anciens combattants engagés volontaires 
juifs dans l’armée française en 1914–1918, formed in Paris in 1928, 
had both statutes and a title that suggested they would represent all 
foreign Jewish volunteer soldiers, regardless of their place of ori-
gin. However, the association’s documented members were all born 
in Poland, Romania, and Russia.81 Similarly, an organization called 
Les volontaires juifs au service de la France 1914–1918 did not claim 
to represent Ashkenazi immigrants alone. However, its leaders were 
exclusively eastern European Jewish immigrants, and all pamphlets 
and invitations were printed in Yiddish as well as in French.82 Their 
purpose, moreover, was grounded in supplying financial and spiritual 
support to veterans and to the families of fallen soldiers, and not in 
constructing a commemorative monument.

In line with their broader mission to craft a homogenous narrative 
of a universal Franco-Jewish experience, the Consistory orchestrated 
its own commemorative efforts that blurred the divisions between 
French, foreign, Ashkenazi, and Sephardi that played out in individu-
als’ daily lives.83 Largely dominated by native French Jews of Ashkenazi 
origin, Consistorial leaders had long championed efforts to assimi-
late Jewish newcomers. As Jewish immigration to France from eastern 
Europe, the Levant, and North Africa increased beginning in the late 
nineteenth century, so did their efforts to quash more conspicuous 
Jewish traditions out of fears that new forms of Jewish otherness might 
foster antisemitism. They sought, for instance, to standardize kosher 
slaughter practices, seder celebrations, marriage ceremonies, as well 
as Talmud Torah curricula across the nation.84

While Rozanès and the ACOI were in the throes of their cam-
paign to fund a monument for Ottoman Sephardi fallen soldiers, the 
Consistory planned a commemorative project of its own.85 Seeking to 
memorialize a singular Franco-Jewish war effort and wartime experi-
ence, they crafted a gray stone monument featuring a soldier’s garb 
and musket laid beneath an open Torah scroll. The text was unsur-
prisingly inclusive, reading: “To the memory of Israelites who died for 
France, 1914–1918.” However, the monument’s location and unveil-
ing underscored the divisions of class and national origin that defined 
France’s interwar Jewish history. The Consistory’s monument was situ-
ated at the magnificent Grande Synagogue on rue de la Victoire in the 
heart of Paris’s ninth arrondissement, the hub of the affluent Jewish 
bourgeoisie.86 On the fifth anniversary of armistice, at nine o’clock 
in the morning, the doors of the synagogue opened to attendees 
including military generals, political dignitaries, local officials, as well 
as veterans. Representatives of some Jewish immigrant and minority 
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associations partook in the ceremony, such as the secretary general of 
the Federation of Foreign Volunteer Soldiers and the president of the 
Association of Jewish Volunteers.87 The Ottoman Sephardi immigrant 
community, despite its prominent role in Jewish public discourse 
about wartime commemoration at the time, was noticeably absent.

Most likely, this was due to the current hostility that existed between 
the Ottoman Sephardi community of the eleventh arrondissement 
and the Consistory. Central to the disagreement was the Consistory’s 
disapproval of the Sephardi tradition of conducting marriages at 
home, in the presence of a communal rabbi, rather than at an offi-
cial synagogue.88 As a result, the Consistory stopped sending the 
Popincourt synagogue its fiscal allowance, following which prominent 
members of the Ottoman Sephardi community including the board 
of the Association amicale des israelites saloniciens refused to pay 
their dues.89

While the war may have brought France’s Jewish communities 
together, efforts at memorialization conversely had the potential 
to pull them apart. For the Ottoman Jewish immigrant community, 
the Consistory—the association that was supposed to represent the 
interests of all Jews in France—had failed to recognize the signifi-
cance of their Sephardi traditions. Even if the Consistory genuinely 
thought of their World War I monument as universally representative 
of all of France’s Jewish communities, the ceremonies surrounding 
it presented a definition of “French Israelite” that included neither 
Ottoman Sephardim nor working-class immigrant Jews more broadly. 
While Ottoman Sephardim sought inclusion in France’s Jewish estab-
lishment, they also wanted their distinctiveness to be recognized and 
tolerated.

Facing Fascism: Jewish Unity in the 1930s

Moving into the 1930s, France saw a surge in right-wing extremism, 
antisemitism, and xenophobia. These intertwined phenomena had 
been steadily growing in the country since the late nineteenth century, 
when heightened immigration and the eruption of the Dreyfus Affair 
provoked new levels of fear and discomfort among both Christians 
and Jews. With the growth of fascism in neighboring Italy and the 
rise of Nazism across the border in Germany, right-wing nationalist 
sympathizers grew increasingly confident in interwar France, as well.90 
As a result, the nation’s Jewish communities found themselves on the 
defensive.
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After the Great Depression, nationalist complaints became particu-
larly grounded in narratives of economic discontent, and as the 1930s 
progressed, France’s right-wing increasingly blamed immigrant and 
Jewish minorities for their diminishing business opportunities, finan-
cial hardship, and unfavorable government social policies. 91 When 
conservatives encouraged citizens to support “French” enterprises 
over “foreign” ones, immigrant business owners responded by muting 
indicators of their ostensible “otherness.”92 In the tense political and 
economic atmosphere, violent conflicts erupted, often provoked by 
the Croix de feu, an indigenous French fascist paramilitary group.93 
During the so-called Veterans’ Riot of February 6, 1934, for instance, 
nationalist, anti-democratic, and fascist militant groups took to the 
streets to violently protest the sitting centrist government.94

Condemnations of this event led to unprecedented unity on the 
French left and contributed to the ultimate formation of the left-wing 
Popular Front government, speaking to the tangible impact that con-
flicting wartime memory and commemorative narratives had on the 
French state and definitions of national belonging. In a similar vein, 
Jewish anti-fascist activists in the 1930s turned to unity across ethnic 
and class lines as a predominant strategy when it came to combat-
ting antisemitism.95 During this period, Jewish associations in France 
actively mobilized to promote unity against antisemitism in the capital 
and provinces alike. Paris’s Yiddish press sought to combat encroach-
ing fascism by bridging the many political divisions splintering east-
ern European Ashkenazi immigrants in the city and by promoting a 
definition of “Frenchness” that was both French and Jewish.96 In the 
provinces, the Jews of Nice and Strasbourg likewise overcame inter- 
and intra-communal divisions to combat the refugee crisis of 1936 by 
creating new communal spaces for Jewish youth and activists.97

Within this context of defensive unity in the face of extreme 
nationalism, Ottoman Sephardi immigrant associations became 
increasingly connected to other Jewish associations, too. Ottoman 
Sephardi veteran organizations, namely the Association amicale des 
anciens combattants israélites orientaux (hereafter the Amicale des 
orientaux), joined Jewish cultural federations.98 Such connections 
enabled them to run within the broad circle of “French Jewry” 
while simultaneously retaining their distinct Ottoman identity. In 
1935, the Amicale des orientaux became a founding member of the 
Comité d’entente d’anciens combattants volontaires juifs (CACJ), 
a collection of various Jewish associations that represented World 
War I volunteer soldiers from immigrant and French colonial 
communities.99
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Their manifesto indicated a desire for increased inter-Jewish 
cooperation on both social and charitable levels, stating that its 
priorities were fostering “cohesion between all of the associations,” 
establishing “frequent contact between their members,” as well as 
defending “the moral and material interests of Judaism.”100 The 
CACJ thus moved beyond solely commemorative purposes, also 
working toward projects to improve the well-being of Jewish com-
munities’ present and future. Like individual immigrant memorial 
associations, the CACJ was also founded on a platform of French 
patriotism and republicanism. Not unlike the Consistory, it prior-
itized national loyalty through a universalist approach to wartime 
commemoration that would preserve “connections with French vet-
erans’ associations, regardless of confessional differences.” Its lead-
ers charged themselves with “[defending] the interests of France in 
all ways possible, notably through propaganda within Jewish circles,” 
explicitly hoping to transcend barriers that existed between French 
Jewish and non-Jewish communities.101

By joining federations that sought increased contact among 
diverse Jewish communities, Ottoman Sephardi veterans’ associa-
tions ran within the broader circles of French Jewry in the 1930s 
while simultaneously retaining their distinct ethnic immigrant iden-
tity. In several instances, veterans and communal leaders overtly 
displayed their new commitment to a pan-Jewish form of French 
patriotism at home and abroad. In June 1936, for instance, the 
vice president of the Amicale des orientaux represented France’s 
Ottoman Sephardi immigrant community at an international con-
ference for World War I Jewish veterans in Vienna.102 One year later, 
a delegation of Ottoman Sephardim who fought with the French 
Foreign Legion, headed by president of the Amicale des orien-
taux and vice president of the CACJ Robert Cohen, accompanied a 
group of foreign-born Jewish veterans on a pilgrimage to battle sites 
in northern France. There, they commemorated early battles near 
the Belgian border, in which many members of the French Foreign 
Legion—including several hundred Jewish engagés volontaires—died 
for France.103 On June 20, 1937, the group left Paris’s Gare du Nord 
for Aisne, the site of a 1914 battle that helped to entrench the war 
of attrition’s front lines. They met with local officials, laid flowers at 
military cemeteries, and said kaddish for fallen coreligionists. One 
year later, in 1938, the Consistory unveiled a monument in Verdun 
to all 6,500 Jews (“French, Allied, and Foreign”) who fought for 
France.104 Evidently, by the late 1930s, Ottoman Sephardi collec-
tive memory of having fought for France during World War I had 
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become increasingly wrapped in a broader narrative of Jewish and 
immigrant patriotism. These collective displays of Jewish participa-
tion in the French war effort did not indicate an abandonment of 
ethnic subcommunities and identities, but were rather displays of 
republican loyalty for the purposes of combatting fascism, antisem-
itism, and xenophobia.

It was within this context of Jewish unity against fascism that 
Ottoman Sephardim ultimately revisited their memorial project and 
erected a monument to their soldiers who fell for France during World 
War I, which had been tabled in the mid-1920s in favor of other com-
munal priorities like youth groups, synagogue renovations, and self-
help initiatives. By the mid-1930s, the need for Ottoman Sephardim 
and other minorities to prove their loyalty to France was invigorated 
with new urgency. In the wake of explosive events like the Veterans’ 
Riot as well as day-to-day exposure to xenophobia and anti-Jewish dis-
crimination, the ACOI returned to its decade-old aim of constructing 
a monument to Ottoman Sephardi veterans. On June 16, 1935, the 
monument was finally unveiled at 84 rue de la Roquette, not as a quiet 
homage to the community’s dead but as a public exclamation of their 
national loyalty.

The ceremonies that accompanied the unveiling likewise empha-
sized themes of unity within French Jewry and solidarity between 
France’s Jewish minority and the greater nation. To the sounds of 
victorious military tunes, a parade passed Paris’s most significant mil-
itary sites, signifying a collective commitment to defend the Third 
Republic. By stopping at the Hôpital des invalides, the city’s vast his-
toric military hospital, as well as at the Arc de Triomphe’s Tomb of 
the Unknown Soldier, participants reminded onlookers that Ottoman 
Sephardim had sacrificed their lives for France. Dignitaries from the 
municipal and national levels of government, including the president 
of the Paris Municipal Council, the prefect of the Seine, and, notably, 
then-president of the French Republic, Albert Lebrun, attended the 
occasion. Their presence symbolized the Third Republic’s acceptance 
of Ottoman Sephardi immigrants as true members of the nation, but 
also implied persisting anxieties about belonging and acceptance and 
a continued urge on the part of communal leaders to legitimize the 
population’s place in France.

In a speech, Georges Contenot, president of Paris’s Municipal 
Council, acknowledged the structure’s political significance as well 
as the relationship between the monument and contemporaneous 
threats to Jewish liberty and equality in France and beyond.
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This pious ceremony of remembrance will have a worldwide impact. 
Public opinion will not be able to help but draw a connection between 
my remarks of French gratitude and the policies of a group of people 
who seek, in the name of some mythical race, to erase the deaths of 
12,000 Jews in the service of France from the annals of history.105

With these words, Contenot made it clear that the monument was no 
longer just an expression of patriotism, but it had become a protest 
against the notion that Jews and immigrants did not belong in the 
French nation.

Conclusion

During World War I, the small but significant Ottoman Sephardi pop-
ulation living in France took up arms as foreign volunteer combat-
ants for the French Army. Despite—or perhaps because of—the Third 
Republic’s initial mistrust of Ottoman Jews at the outbreak of war, 
thousands of young men from Ottoman Sephardi immigrant families 
voluntarily enlisted to fight with the French Foreign Legion and the 
Jewish Volunteer Corps. They, along with community members who 
were drafted as naturalized citizens, were celebrated by the commu-
nity as model representatives of the bravery and honor of Ottoman 
Jews and held up as indicators of the special relationship between 
Ottoman Sephardim, France, and republican values.

World War I helped to crystallize Ottoman Sephardi immigrant 
identity in France. Ottoman Sephardim in Paris celebrated and 
mourned their soldiers, organized community events for those fight-
ing, and forged a new balance between their Ottoman, French, and 
Jewish spheres of belonging. During the years immediately following 
the war, they continued to balance those identities. Memorialization 
efforts called for an evaluation of the ways in which Ottoman Sephardi 
immigrants fit into France’s broader Jewish community, as well as the 
extent to which they were a community apart. While overarching 
Jewish organizations like the Central Consistory attempted to forge 
a homogenized narrative of Jewish participation in World War I, 
immigrant Jews including Ottoman Sephardim resisted such efforts 
by publicly commemorating their own particular wartime sacrifices. 
Eagerness to celebrate their particular part in France’s victory united 
them as Ottomans in a post-Ottoman world. What is more, their patri-
otism was both exuberant and defensive, and it illustrates how the 
Ottoman Sephardi community saw itself as both intimately connected 
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to the broader French and French Jewish worlds yet also distinct 
from both. The identity that Sephardi immigrants underscored both 
their Ottoman and Iberian heritage as well as their continued con-
nections to influential figures—Jewish and non-Jewish—around the 
Mediterranean. Further, memorialization efforts emphasized the 
group’s longstanding relationship to France, which began well before 
they settled within its borders, and which was grounded in the ideal-
ization of France’s treatment of Jews.

Over the course of the following decade, the nationalism and xeno-
phobia taking hold of much of Europe also threatened Jews within 
France’s borders. As fascism and Nazism gathered steam, immigrant 
and native Jews in France—who in the 1920s had seen themselves 
as disparate and at times incompatible entities—banded together. 
When it came to the memorialization of World War I, veteran asso-
ciations that represented previously separate Jewish minority fac-
tions attended events and commemorated the Jewish war effort as 
a whole. This cooperation fit within the broader trend in the 1930s 
of Jewish solidarity as a form of anti-fascism. It was against this back-
drop that the ACOI’s monument to Ottoman Sephardi veterans was 
ultimately erected on June 16, 1935. The circumstances behind and 
celebrations surrounding its unveiling underscored the themes of 
pan-Jewish sacrifice, solidarity between Jews and Christians, as well as 
collective resistance to antisemitism. Yet, such characterizations were 
not without contradictions—after all, the edifice remained dedicated 
specifically to “oriental Jews,” or Ottoman Sephardim who fought for 
France. Moreover, Contenot’s remarks at the monument’s unveiling 
projected an optimistic vision for the future, suggesting a new era of 
understanding between the French state and France’s Jews. However, 
as would be made clear by the events of the subsequent decade and 
the participation of French citizens and the French government in 
the deportation and murder of over 75,000 français-israélites (most 
of whom were foreign born), France’s “gratitude” toward immigrant 
Jews would soon be forgotten.
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