Conversion and Polemic
in the Late-Fifteenth Century Ottoman Empire:
Two Polemical Treatises Against Judaism

Saban Agalar*

On Besinci Yiizyil Sonu Osmanh Imparatorlugunda Ihtida ve Polemik: Yahudilik Aley-
hinde Iki Reddiye

Oz m I1. Bayezid'in hizmetindeki iki Yahudi miihtedi Osmanli Imparatorlugunda
Yahudi inancini hedef alan bilinen en erken tarihli reddiyeleri yazmiglardir. Bu
makale, s6z konusu iki reddiyenin tarihsel baglamina ve Miisliiman reddiye yazim
gelenegi ile irtibatina 15tk tutmayr amaglamaktadir. Abdiisselam el-Miihtedi ve
Abdilallam isimli yazarlar tarafindan kaleme alinan Risdletiil-hidiye ve Risileriil-
ilzdm’il-Yahiid in eszamanli olarak ortaya ¢ikist bu dénemde baglayan Sefarad gocii
baglaminda tartigilacakur. {lk bakista iki metin de Yahudi bir okuyucu kitlesini hedef
alarak onlara Islamiyet’i kabul ettirmek amaciyla yazildigi izlenimini vermektedir.
Bununla beraber, risalelerin dili olarak Ibranice yerine Arapganin secilmis olmasi ve
metinlerin Miisliiman okuyucular arasinda ilgi gérmesi Yahudileri muhatap almanin
retorik bir yontem oldugunu géstermektedir. Dénemin Osmanlt elit ¢evrelerinde
miihtedilerin zaman zaman maruz kaldig1 olumsuz imalar diistiniildiigiinde iki miih-
tedinin eski dinlerini ¢liriiten reddiyeler yazmalari kendileri ile Yahudi ge¢migleri
arasina mesafe koyma cabasi olarak anlagilabilir.

Anahtar kelimeler: reddiye, dinlerarasi polemik, Osmanli Yahudileri, Miisliiman-
Yahudi liskileri, IT. Bayezid.

Two Jewish converts to Islam who lived in the time of Bayezid II penned the
earliest known polemics written against Judaism in the Ottoman Empire. ‘Abd
al-Salam al-Muhtadi Risdla al-hadiya (A Guiding Epistle)’ and ‘Abd al-‘Allam’s
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treatise titled Risdla al-ilzim al-Yahid (An Epistle Compelling the Jews)? are
exclusively devoted to the refutation of the Jewish faith and greatly informed
subsequent Ottoman writers who compiled anti-Jewish texts. The two polemics
were written at a crucial juncture in the history of Jews in the Ottoman Empire,
for the period in question witnessed the earliest Sephardic influx to the Ottoman
lands.? Both polemicists dedication of their works to the sultan and their close
connections with the Ottoman imperial administration make the simultaneous
appearance of the two anti-Jewish texts even more important.

Recently, the interplay between conversion narratives and polemics was
discussed by several writers within the framework of ‘the Ottoman age of
Confessionalism’.* Tijana Krsti¢’s two studies dealing with the polemical works
of two Christian converts, one compiled in 1556/7 and the other translated
into Ottoman Turkish in 1604, are noteworthy. Krsti¢ points to the elements of
confessional polarization as manifested in the self-narratives integrated into the

1 Abd al-Salam al-Muhtadi al-Muhammadi, Risdla Al-Hadiya, Topkapt Saray1 Miizesi Yazma
Eserler Boliimii, MS TSMK A. 1735; hereafter, Hadliya.

2 Al-Salam Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzim al-Yahid fi ma za'ami fi al-Tawrit min qibal ilm
al-kalam, Siileymaniye Kiitiiphanesi, MS Fatih 2994; hereafter, llzam.

3 See Minna Rozen, A History of the Jewish Community in Istanbul: The Formative Years,
(Leiden: Boston: Brill, 2010), Aryeh Shmuelevitz, The Jews of the Ottoman Empire in the
Late Fifteenth and the Sixteenth Centuries, (Leiden: Brill, 1984), Jonathan S. Ray, After
Expulsion: 1492 and the Making of Sephardic Jewry, (New York: NYU Press, 2013), Halil
Inalcik, “Jews in the Ottoman Economy and Finances, 1450-1500,” The Islamic World:
From Classical to Modern Times, ed. Clifford E. Bosworth et al., (Princeton, N.]J.: Darwin
Press, 1989).

4 Several historians have recently argued for the usefulness of the confessionalization paradigm,
which originated as an approach to probe the early modern social and political implications
of state-church alignment in Christian Europe, to the Ottoman context. See, for example, Ti-
jana Krstic, Contested Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious Change in the Early Modern
Ortoman Empire, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014). Guy Burak, “Faith, Law and
Empire in the Ottoman Age of Confessionalization’: The Case of ‘Renewal of Faith,” Med-
iterranean Historical Review, 28 (2013), pp. 1-23. Derin Terzioglu, “How to Conceptualize
Ottoman Sunnitization: A Historiographical Discussion,” Turcica, 44 (2012), pp. 301-338.
Derin Terzioglu, “Where ‘Ilm-i Hal Meets Catechism: Islamic Manuals of Religious Instruc-
tion in the Ottoman Empire in the Age of Confessionalization,” Past ¢ Present, 220 (2013),
pp. 79-114. For a critique of using this concept for the Ottoman Empire, see Marc D. Baer,
“Contested Conversions to Islam: Narratives of Religious Change in the Early Modern Ottoman
Empire by Tijana Krsti¢,” Journal of Islamic Studies, 23 (2012), pp. 391-394.
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polemical works.” In explaining the underlying dynamics of confessional mental-
ity, she ascribes a particular role to the inter-imperial political context in which
the Ottoman Empire was engaged in military, political and religious rivalry against
the Habsburgs in the west and the Safavids in the east. Judith Pfeiffer’s article on
a seventeenth-century polemical treatise against Judaism penned by a Jewish con-
vert to Islam stands out as the first attempt to understand the Muslim-Jewish rela-
tions in the Ottoman Empire in connection with this paradigm.® While drawing
heavily on the concept of ‘Ottoman confessionalization’ in explaining the Otto-
man politics of religion, Pfeiffer contends that the absence of an imperial backing
for the Jews unlike in the cases of Shiites and Christians makes it problematic to
locate the Jewish conversion narratives in the context of inter-imperial rivalry as
framed by Krsti¢.” Instead, Pfeiffer proposes an examination of the anti-Jewish
polemical text “within the context of Ottoman internal politics” with a particular
focus on the strife between the Kadizadelis and some Sufis.®

Existing scholarly literature on the two epistles is limited to critical editions,
translations, and a single study by Joseph Sadan who discussed linguistic charac-
teristics of Abd al-Allam’s polemical text.” The critical editions and translations of
the two texts have been undertaken exclusively by Sabine Schmidtke and Camilla
Adang. Schmidtke published a critical edition of Abd al-Salam’s anti-Jewish po-
lemics, based on five manuscripts dated 1499/1500, 1568, 1581, 1790, and 1851,
but left out the earliest copy held in the Topkap: Palace library." An English

5 Tijana Krsti¢, “Illuminated by the Light of Islam and the Glory of the Ottoman Sultana-
te: Self-Narratives of Conversion to Islam in the Age of Confessionalization,” Comparative
Studies in Society and History, 51 (2009), pp. 35-63; Tijana Krstic, “Reading Abdallah b. Ab-
dallah al-Tarjuman’s Tulila (1420) in the Ottoman Empire: Muslim-Christian Polemics and
Intertextuality in the Age of “Confessionalization”,” a/-Qantara, 36 (2015), pp. 341-401.

6 Judith Pfeiffer, “Confessional Polarization in the 17th Century Ottoman Empire and Yasuf
Ibn Ebi Abdivd Deyyan’s Kesfirl-Esrar Fi llzami’l-Yehad ve’l-Ahbar,” Camilla Adang and
Sabine Schmidtke (eds.), Contacts and Controversies Between Muslims, Jews and Christians
in the Ottoman Empire and Pre-Modern Iran, (Wiirzburg: Ergon-Verlag, 2010), pp. 15-55.

7 Schmidtke, Contacts and Controversies, p. 18.

8 Schmidtke, Contacts and Controversies, p. 19.

9 Joseph Sadan, “Phonemes and Sounds as Criteria: Biblical Cerses Submitted to Muslim
Scholars by a Converted Jew in the Reign of Sultan Bayazid (Beyazit) II (1481-1512),”
Jan Hogendijk and Arnoud Vrolijk (eds.), O Ye Gentlemen: Arabic Studies on Science and
Literary Culture, (Leiden: Brill, 2007), pp. 495-510.

10 Al-Salam ‘Abd al-‘Allam, “Epistle Forcing the Jews [to Admit Their Error] with Regard to
What They Contend about the Torah, by Dialectical Reasoning (Risalat Ilzam al-Yahad
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translation of this edition was published by Adang." In the introduction to her
translation, she briefly introduces the author of the text, Abd al-Salam, and sup-
plies information available on the author in several Ottoman sources, particularly
in the later works of Katip Celebi and Mustafa Ali. She avoids, however, elaborat-
ing on the widely diverging narratives offered by these sources concerning Abd
al-Salam’s place of origin and occupation, and concludes with a call for further
research to shed light on the polemicist.'* As for Abd al-Allam’s work, we have
again Schmidtke’s critical edition, based on the single extant manuscript,’ and
Adang’s translation into English.'*

Jewish Converts Refuting Judaism

What the author of Hidiya provides about himself is limited to his name: Abd
al-Salam al-Muhtadi al-Muhammadi," which explains why we have to construct
his historical biography based largely on indirect evidence scattered across later
sources. The earliest surviving copy of Hidiya bears the date of 1497, at which
time Bayezid II had been on the throne for sixteen years. Additionally, a reference

Fima Za‘ama Fi I-Tawrat Min Qibal ‘ilm al-Kalam) by al-Salam ‘Abd al-‘Allam. A Critical
Edition,” trans. Sabine Schmidtke, Contacts and Controversies Between Muslims, Jews and
Christians in the Ottoman Empire and Pre-Modern Iran, eds. Sabine Schmidtke and Camilla
Adang, (Wiirzburg: Ergon-Verlag, 2010).

11 ‘Abd Al-Salam Al-Muhtadi Al-Muhammadi, “Guided to Islam by the Torah: The Risala Al-
Hadiya by ‘Abd Al-Salam Al-Muhtadi Al-Muhammadj, trans. Camilla Adang, Conzacts and
Controversies Between Muslims, Jews and Christians in the Ottoman Empire and Pre-Modern
Iran, eds. Camilla Adang and Sabine Schmidtke, (Wiirzburg: Ergon-Verlag, 2010).

12 Abd al-Salam, “Guided to Islam by the Torah,” pp. 57-8.

13 Abd al-Allam, “Epistle Forcing the Jews.”

14 Al-Salam Abd al-Allam, “A Polemic against Judaism by a Convert to Islam from the Otto-
man Period: Risalat Ilzam Al-Yahud Fima Zaamu Fi I-Tawrat Min Qibal Ilm Al-Kalam,”
trans. Camilla Adang, Journal Asiatique, 297 (2009), pp. 131-51.

15 The name of the author, Abd al-Salam, is reminiscent of a companion of the Prophet Mu-
hammad, Abd Allah b. Salam, who reportedly converted to Islam when he was a Jewish
scholar and was given his name by the Prophet himself. In medieval Islamic literature, ‘Abd
Allah b. Salam represents the first example of the Rabbinic Jews who embraced Islam by
the guidance of the Torah, which makes the name choice of the Ottoman polemicist even
more intriguing., Josef Horovitz, “‘Abd Allah b. Salam,” eds. . Bearman, Th. Bianquis,
C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W.P. Heinrichs, Encyclopaedia of Islam. Accessed on
July 25, 2019.
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to “Bayezid Khan” as the name of the sultan in rule confirms that Abd al-Salam
lived during the reign of Bayezid II.'® According to an archival document, Abd

al-Salam married the sultan’s granddaughter."”

Sixteenth-century narrative sources also confirm Abd al-Salam’s self-represen-
tation in Hadiya. Asik Celebi (d. 1572), who completed his celebrated biographi-
cal work in 1568, is the earliest Ottoman writer to mention Abd al-Salam. In an
anecdote about the poet Basiri, he tells a joke Basiri made about a kazasker (mili-
tary judge), Sarigorez Nureddin Efendi (d. 1522) whose son married a daughter of

“Defterdar Abd al-Salam who had converted from Judaism to Islam.”"® The story
suggests that some viewed the marriage as strange since Sarigorez’s son comes from
a sipahi family while Abd al-Salam is from among scholars e//-i ilm, which points
to Abd al-Salam’s scholarly credentials independent of his position.'” Mustafa Ali
(d. 1600) identifies Abd al-Salam as a Jewish convert in the position of a defterdar
in the reign of Sultan Selim I who commissioned a soup kitchen and a madrasa
in the Kiigiik Cekmece neighborhood located in the vicinity of Istanbul.?* Katip
Celebi (d. 1657)’s bibliographic encyclopedia is the earliest source to mention
Abd al-Salam’s polemical treatise. Of the two entries relating to Abd al-Salam, the
epistle was described as follows under the title of a/-Haidiya:

A tract that refutes Judaism. Its writer is the defterdar Abd al-Salam, who con-
verted to Islam from Judaism. He had memorized the whole Torah; after that,
he was appointed as defterdar in the period of Sultan Selim. This person has a

mosque and several foundations.”

16 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hadiya, £.7.

17 Ilhan Gék (ed.), “Atatiirk Kitapligi M.C. O.71 Numarali 909-933/1503-1527 Tarihli InAmat
Defteri (Transkripsiyon-Degerlendirme)” (PhD, Marmara University, 2014), p. 1143.

18 “Yahididen Miiselman olmis Defterdar Abdiis-selam’uni fazin alivirmis” Asik Celebi, Mesa’i-
riis-Suara: Inceleme — Metin, ed. Filiz Kilic, vol. 1, (Istanbul: Istanbul Arastirmalari Ensti-
tiisii, 2010), p. 423.

19 Asik Celebi sarcastically attributed the marriage to Abd al-Salam’s Jewish background.
What connected the two families, he maintained, was “the association of his head with the
color of yellow (basdan sart miinasebeti)”, making connection between Sarigdrezs blond-

20 “Hayli mal-dar ve sahibiil'l hayrat namuyla bizzat istihar bulmus adem idi” Mustafa AR, Kitdbii'r
1irib-i Kiinhiil-Ahbar: Kayseri Rasid Efendi Kiitiiphanesi ndeki 901 ve 920 No.'lu Niishalara
Gore, ed. Ahmet Ugur, vol. 2, (Kayseri: Erciyes Universitesi Yayinlari, 1997), p. 1187.

21 Kadp Celebi, Kegfiiz- Ziinun An Esamil-Kitiibi vel-Finun (Kitaplarin ve limlerin
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Both the physical remnants of the buildings attributed to Abd al-Salam and
archival documents confirm the information provided by Mustafa Ali and Katip
Celebi regarding his wealth and philanthropic activities. In a land survey from 1546,
Abd al-Salam’s waqf appears as one of the most affluent ones, after those founded by
the members of the Ottoman dynasty, with a handsome annual revenue of 238.080
akge drawn from various properties located in Istanbul as well as several western
Anatolian towns. ** The foundation document of Abd al-Salam’s waqf dated 931
(1525) records various buildings including a madrasa, a soup kitchen, a tomb, and
a fountain all located in Kii¢iik Cekmece.” The only surviving building of the origi-
nal complex today is the tomb of Abd al-Salam, whose inscription indicates that its
founder died in 933 (1526-7).* The madrasa bearing the name of its patron was
constructed by the chief royal architect Sinan.”> Another building commissioned by
Abd al-Salam but not mentioned in the waqf records is a mosque in Haskdy that
was named after its founder.”® This neighborhood in Istanbul is a remarkable choice
as it was inhabited predominantly by Jews including the newly arrived Sephardim.”
Stéphane Yerasimos™ examination of waqf registers reveals that Abd al-Salam was
among the Muslim ruling elite who showed an increasing interest in buying proper-
ties in Jewish neighborhoods in order to sustain their wagfs.*®

Lsimlerinden Siiphelerin Giderilmesi), trans. Riistiit Balci, 8th ed., vol. 2, (Istanbul: Tarih
Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari, 2011), p. 1626. In the other entry, in which the title of the work is
given as Risdla al-hidiya, Katip Celebi provides additional information about the content
of the polemical work by listing the titles of its three chapters (Katip Celebi, Kegftiz- Ziinun,
vol. 2, p. 731.)

22 O. L. Barkan & E. H. Ayverdi (eds.), Istanbul vakiflars tahrir defieri: 953 (1546) taribli,
(Istanbul: Baha Matbaasi, 1970), pp. 181-82.

23 14. Harameyn vakfiyesi, 420 as cited in Mehmet Zeki Pakalin, Maliye Teskilat: Tarihi
(1442-1930), vol. 1, (Ankara: Maliye Bakanligi Tetkik Kurulu Yayini, 1977), p. 140; Salih
Sahin, “Kiigiikgekmece Tarihi,” Mehmer Yal¢in (ed.), Diinden Bugiine Kiigiikeekmece, (Is-
tanbul: Kiigiikgekmece Belediyesi Basin Yayin ve Halkla Iliskiler Miidiirligii, 2009), p. 79.

24 Tesbhib edip melekler eder dua ve taribh | Abdiisselamina olsun dariisselam mesken 933

25 Sai Mustafa Celebi, Yapilar kitabr: Tezkiretii'l-biinyan ve Tezkiretiil-ebniyye, Mimar Sinan'in
anilars, eds. Hayati Develi and Samih Rifat, (Istanbul: Kogbank, 2002), p. 182.

26 Hafiz Hiiseyin Ayvansarayi, Ali Sat, and Siileyman Besim, Hadrkatiil-Cevimi’ Istanbul
Cémileri ve Diger Dini-Sivil Miméri Yapilar, Ahmed Nezih Galitekin (ed.), (Istanbul: Isaret,
2001), p. 394.

27 Suleyman Faruk Génciioglu, “Haskdy,” TDV Islam Ansiklopedisi, XV1, pp. 388-9.

28 Stéphane Yerasimos, “La Communauté Juives d’Istanbul & La Fin Du XVle Siécle,” Turcica,

27 (1995), p. 126.
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In contrast to the archival and narrative sources discussed so far, we have
a rather different picture of Abd al-Salam drawn by later writers. The building
inscription of the fountain commissioned by a descendant of Abd al-Salam in
1795/6 in the Kii¢iik Cekmece Complex identifies Abd al-Salam as a seyyid denot-
ing his lineage to the Prophet Muhammad, let alone mentioning the benefactor’s
Jewish origins. # The nineteenth-century bibliographer Mehmed Siireyya’s Sicill-i
Osmini, perhaps relying on the same inscription, elaborates on the person he iden-
tifies as Seyyid Abd al-Salam with no reference to Hidiya.*® In an attempt to rec-
oncile conflicting accounts relating to Abd al-Salam, Ekmeleddin 1hsanoglu has
suggested that there were in fact two individuals both known as Abd al-Salam who
have been mistakenly deemed to be the same person. He argued that having come
from Egypt Defterdar Abd al-Salam was a Muslim by birth who endowed many
properties including the one in Kiigiik Cekmece while the other person, Abd al-
Salam al-Muhtadi was a Sephardic convert to Islam who served both Bayezid 11
and Selim I, and also penned Hadiya. Thsanoglu’s reasoning seems problematic
as he overlooks several sixteenth-century Ottoman sources that describe him as a
defterdar who converted from Judaism.?' A more likely explanation of the conflict-
ing historical narratives about Abd al-Salam is that the later accounts that trace his
lineage to the Prophet Muhammad might have been fabricated by his descendants
who perhaps attempted to conceal the Jewish past of the Abd al-Salam. Indeed,
the earliest source mentioning Abd al-Salam as an Egyptian seyyid is an inscription
commissioned by a descendant of Abd al-Salam. It is also revealing that none of
these later sources reference Abd al-Salam’s Hadiya in which he declares himself

to be a former Jew.

29 Hiisamettin Aksu, “Kiigiikgekmece'de Emint Cesmesi'nin Kitabesi,” Sanat Tarihi Aragtir-
malar: Dergisi, 13 (1996), pp. 61-62.

30 “He is a son of Seyyid Abd al-Allam. Brought to Istanbul after the conquest of Egypt, he was
employed in accounting affairs and ascended to the position of defterdar. In 932 [1526] he
left [his position] and died when residing in Kii¢iik Cekmece. He was buried in his [com-
plex containing] madrasa and imaret that he had constructed. He had a mosque in Haskdy
and a school in Kiiciikpazar. He was a skillful person who changed the rules of siyakat
script.” Mehmet Siireyya, Sicill-i Osmani Zeyli: Son Devir Osmanly Meshurlar: Ansiklopedisi,
ed. Mehmet Zeki Pakalin, vol. 3, (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu Yayinlari, 2008), p. 337.

31 Additionally, without providing any supporting evidence Thsanoglu speculates that Abd

—

al-Salam al-Muhtadi should be the same person as the famous Iberian Jewish scholar of
medicine and astronomy, Ilyas bin Ibrahim (Abram), who converted to Islam and later
became known as Hoca Ilya(s) al-Yahadi following his arrival to Istanbul. Ekmeleddin
Thsanoglu, Biiyiik Cihad'dan Frenk Fodulluguna, (Istanbul: Iletisim Yaynlari, 1996), p. 89.
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Our information concerning the author of the other anti-Jewish polemical
treatise, [/zdm, is extremely limited, making his historical personality rather ob-
scure. Having introduced himself as Abd al-Allam, the author proclaims to be a
Jewish convert to Islam who “had been among the Israelites and the group of their
rabbis (zumra ahbirahum).”>* Indeed, the polemicist’s remarkable command of
Jewish scholarship beyond the scriptures supports his claims. Several references to
Bayezid Il in the text, including the epistle’s dedication, indicate that he was a con-
temporary of the sultan, who ruled from the year 1481 to 1512. However, neither
archival nor narrative sources help us trace Z/zam or his writer. Perhaps “Al-Salam
Abd al-Allam” was a pseudonym that alludes to the writer’s self-identification as
a scholar and a convert at the same time.*

The Revival of Anti-Jewish Polemics in the Ottoman Empire

Muslim scholars have composed treatises devoted to the refutation of Judaism
along with other faiths since the early ninth century.* It was the eleventh and
twelfth centuries, however, when the anti-Jewish literature established itself as a
genre characterized by a certain repertoire of arguments and biblical references.
The works of the Andalusian polymath, Ibn Hazm (d. 1064) have long served
as models for later Muslim polemicists in terms of their biblical criticism and
theoretical discussions, especially on zakhrif (distortion of the scriptures).® A later
Jewish convert from Morocco, Samaw’al al-MaghribT’s (d. 1175) widely circulated
work Ifhim Al-Yahiid has been particularly celebrated for its conversion narrative.*

32 Abd al-Allam, Risdla al-ilzam al-Yahid, f. 2a.

33 The Arabic word al-salim shares the same root with Islam and Abd al-‘allim literally means
the slave of the All-Knower (God).

34 Muhammad ibn Ishaq Ibn al-Nadim, The Fibrist: A 10th Century AD Survey of Islamic
Culture, trans. Bayard Dodge, (Chicago: Great Books of the Islamic World, 1970), vol.
2, p. 42, 357, 406, 415, 419. Also see Camilla Adang and Sabine Schmidtke, “Polemics
(Muslim-Jewish),” Encyclopedia of Jews in the Islamic World, ed. Norman A. Stillman (Brill)
(Accessed on June 25, 2019). http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclope-
dia-of-jews-in-the-islamic-world/polemics-muslim-jewish-COM_0017750.

35 See Ghulam Haider Aasi, “Muslim Understanding of Other Religions: An Analytical Study
of Ibn Hazm’s ‘Kitab Al-Fasl Fi Al-Milal Wa Al-Ahwa’ Wa Al-Nihal”” (PhD, Philadelphia,
PA, Temple University, 1987) and Camilla Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism and the He-
brew Bible: From Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm, (Leiden: Brill, 1996).

36 See Samaual al-Maghribi, Ifham Al-Yahid: Silencing the Jews, trans. Moshe Perlmann, (New
York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1964).
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The personal narrative of a learned Jew’s intellectual path to Islam, frequently sup-
ported by a dream, appeared in the works of many medieval Muslim polemicists,
who integrated autobiographies into the argumentative corpus of their texts fol-

lowing the example of al-Maghribi.?’

From the end of the fourteenth century, interreligious polemical literature
seems to have lost its popularity in the Islamic world. It appears that the Ottoman
Empire was not an exception in this regard. A bibliographical study providing a
comprehensive list of Arabic apologetical tracts demonstrates a steady decrease
in the number of polemics written between the early fifteenth and late sixteenth
centuries.”® The catalog of Bayezid II’s royal library records six anti-Christian po-
lemical works without providing the names of their authors in the section devoted
to the field of kalam.”” Among the six polemics, two identifiable epistles belong
to two medieval scholars: al-Ghazzali (d. 1111), who refutes the Christian doc-
trine of Jesus, and al-Tafi (d. 1316), who responds to a contemporary Christian
polemicist. None of the other four works are available in manuscript libraries and
no bibliographical dictionaries of the period mention these works to the best of
my knowledge.*

37 Mercedes Garcia-Arenal, “Dreams and Reason: Autobiographies of Converts in Religious
Polemics,” Conversions Islamiques: Identités Religieuses En Islam Méditerranéen, ed. Mer-
cedes Garcia-Arenal, (Paris: Maisonneuve & Larose, 2001), pp. 97-99.

38 Moritz Steinschneider, Polemische und Apa[ageti:c/ae Literatur in Arabischer Spmc/?e Zwi-
schen Muslimen, Christen und Juden: Nebst Anhingen Verwandten Inbalts, (Leipzig: FA.
Brockhaus, 1877), p. 426.

39 ‘Umar al-’Avafi, Daftar-i Kutub, MTA Konyvtdr és Informéciés Kézpont (Library and In-
formation Centre of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences), MS Torok f. 59, 63. For a recent
study on this catalogue see Cornell Fleischer, Cemal Kafadar and Giilru Necipoglu (eds.),
Treasures of Knowledge: An Inventory of the Ottoman Palace Library, 1502/3-1503/4, 2 vols.,
(Leiden: Brill, 2019).

40 The rarity of interreligious polemical works until the late sixteenth century does not mean
that Ottomans had not engaged in interreligious discussions in any way despite the sur-
rounding religious diversity. It is known that the early Ottoman sultans were interested in
polemical conversations between Muslim and Byzantine religious scholars, some of which
were written down by contemporaries. Also, Many Muslim hagiographies (menakibnimes
and veldyetnimes) depict Christian priests, soldiers or laymen who embraced Islam after
theological debates with Muslims. Elisavet A. Zachariadou, “Religious Dialogue between
Byzantines and Turks during the Ottoman Expansion,” Studies in Pre-Ottoman Turkey and
the Ottomans, (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2007) pp. 289-304, and Krsti¢, Contested Con-
versions to Islam, pp. 67—69.
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Neither the catalogs of manuscript libraries nor pre-modern/modern biblio-
graphical studies include any polemical texts written against Judaism before the
last years of the fifteenth century as far as I can trace. Besides, these sources do
not record any copies or translations of the medieval anti-Jewish polemical works
which had widely circulated across the empire. Hidiya and Ilzim stand out not
only as the earliest extant anti-Jewish polemical texts by Ottoman writers but also
as indicative of the revival of interest in refuting the Jewish faith. A relatively high
number of copies located in the libraries of distant Ottoman cities shows that
Abd al-Salam’s Hidiya circulated significantly from right after its composition to
the nineteenth century. I could identify eight manuscript copies of Hadiya dat-
ing from the years between 1497 and 1851.%" This stands in contrast with Abd
al-Allam’s Jlzim, which is extant as a single manuscript copy.

The earliest copy of Abd al-Salam’s treatise that is held in the collection
of Bayezid II in Topkap: Palace Museum Library is dated 902 (1497). Entitled,
perhaps by a royal librarian, fully as Risila al-hidiya fi ibtil hujaj al-Yahid ‘ali
al-Islam min qibal ‘ilm al-kalam (A Guiding Epistle That Refutes the Proofs of the
Jews about Islam by the Science of Kalam), its multi-colored elegant writing style
supports the idea that this copy was intended to be circulated among members
of the ruling elite. Sixteenth to eighteenth-century miscellaneous volumes which
contain copies of Hidiya give the impression that the text primarily circulated
among learned Turkish speakers. The audience of Hidiya appears to have been
readers of Islamic sciences, learners of Arabic and Persian languages as well as
Turkish literature enthusiasts. Remarkably, no copies of Hadiya were included in a
miscellaneous volume composed of other polemical texts until 1790, which raises
doubts about the polemical purposes and uses of the treatise.*> The circulation
of the two epistles primarily among Muslims makes it unlikely that they were
intended for the Arabic-speaking Jewish literati.

Abd al-Allam’s polemical work survives as a single copy held in the Siiley-
maniye Library (MS Fatih 2994). On the opening page, which was probably
left blank by its scribe and later filled in by a royal librarian, the title of the

41 Topkap1 Saray1 Miizesi Yazma Eserler Boliimii, MS TSMK 1735; Manisa Il Halk Kiitiipha-
nesi, MS 8061/1; Erzurum Il Halk Kiitiiphanesi, MS 24053/1; Leiden University Library,
MS Or. 17.054, ff. 125b-127b Or. 17.054; Princeton Digital Library of Islamic Manusc-
ripts, MS Garrett 974H/3; Silleymaniye Library, MS Laleli 3706/36, MS Resid Efendi
1039/7, MS Esad Efendi 6/5.

42 Siileymaniye Kiitiiphanesi, MS Esad Efendi 6/5, f. 203-210.
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epistle reads as Risdla al-ilzam al-Yahid fi ma za ami fi’ al-Tawrar min qibal ‘ilm
al-kalim (An Epistle Compelling the Jews by the Science of Kalam Concern-
ing What They Alleged about the Torah).” This undated manuscript consists
of twenty-one folios. Stamps bearing the name of Bayezid II on the first and
last pages as in the Topkap: copy of Hidiya indicate that the copy belonged to
the sultan’s collection located in the Topkapi Palace. The epistle also appears in
the library catalog compiled by Bayezid II’s royal librarian in the list of books
written in the sciences of bases of religion (usi/ al-din) and kalam.** Although
the Topkapi copies of Hadiya and llzim were apparently penned by different
scribes, they share formal qualities such as almost identical basmala designs on
the starting pages and the use of red ink in Hebrew quotations. That //zam exists
in a single manuscript copy accords with the absence of an external reference to
the text and its writer in relevant historical sources, suggesting that the treatise
was far from reaching the level of reception that Abd al-Salam’s epistle enjoyed.

The two polemical works were organized in a similar but not identical fash-
ion. In the first two sections, Abd al-Salam and Abd al-Allam attempted to invali-
date Jewish proofs regarding their religion and proposed Biblical evidence for the
announcement of Muhammad’s prophethood, but the order is different. In the
additional third section of Hidiya, Abd al-Salam argues for the Jews’ alteration of
the words in the Torah (Table 1).

43 Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzam al-Yabiad, f. 1a.
44 *Umar al-’Atafi, Daftar-i Kutub, f. 33a.
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Table 1. Formal Structure and Number of Biblical References in Hidiya and Ilzim

Number of Quotations
Topic of Section from the Torah
Hidiya llzam
Invalidation of Jewish proofs 9% 446
Announcement of Muhammad’s prophethood 6% 5%
Alteration of the words of the Torah 3% -
Total 18 9

Narrating Conversion: Learned Jews’ Path to Islam

On the initial pages of Hidiya and Ilzim, both authors report that they have
converted from Judaism to Islam.’® The ways in which the two Ottoman po-
lemicists narrated their conversions remarkably overlap. Right after praising God
and enumerating his noble names, the two polemicists similarly articulate that
God has guided them to embrace the Muslim faith. Abd al-Salam relates that he
became Muslim having reflected on the Torah.”!

His Eternal Happiness (al-sa‘dda al-abadiyya) supported me and cast into my
heart the love of Islam and the Muslims, and hatred of those who are neither
scholars nor students. I perused the books of the Torah, one after the other,
and found therein evidence of how the Jews are thwarting God, exalted is He,
and Moses, peace be upon him, one foul thing after another, when “trading
the grace of God for the unbelief. They established their people in the house

45 Exod. 31:16; Exod. 21:2-6; Exod. 25:8, 10, 40-42, Num. 23:19; Deut. 13:2-6; Deut.
5:22-24; Deut. 18:16-17; Deut. 5:24, 35, 27, 28; Exod. 20:19; Deut. 12:32; Deut. 33:4.
Compiled from Camilla Adang in Abd al-Salam, “Guided to Islam by the Torah.”

46 Deut. 31:19-21; Deut. 30:12-13; Deut. 4:2; Deut. 33:4.

47 Deut. 18:18-19; Deut. 34:10; Deut. 33:2; Gen. 49:10; Lev. 16:3; Gen. 17:15, 20.

48 Extracted from the following verses with small alterations: Deut. 13:1-5; Deut. 18:18;
Deut. 34:10; Deut. 18:18-19; Gen. 49:10. Compiled from Camilla Adang in al-Salam
Abd al-Allam, “A Polemic against Judaism by a Convert to Islam from the Ottoman Period:
Risalat [lzam Al-Yahud Fima Za'amu Fi I-Tawrat Min Qibal Ilm Al-Kalam.”

49 Gen. 12:6, 13:7; Deut. 34:1, 5, 6, 8; Deut. 34:6.

50 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Haidiya, £. 2; Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzim al-Yahid, f. 2a.

51 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Haidiya, . 3-4.
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of perdition: Jahannam, exposed to its flames; a wretched adobe [Quran
14:28].%

A strikingly similar conversion story stands out in the work of Abd al-Allam,
who tells that he had also belonged to the group of Rabbinic scholars:

At the time when God, exalted is He, guided me to the religion of Islam, and my
heart was joined to the believers, turning away from unbelief and sins, I belonged
to the Children of Israel and the body of their religious scholars, perusing the
verses of their book and their traditions. Already the light and the pure guidance
to the truth of the prophethood of Muhammad the Chosen One, God bless him
and grant him peace, had set my eyes aglow and lit up my mind; the light shining
from the niche of the verses of the Torah, even after they had distorted what was
patently clear, evident and obvious, and had studiously extracted, from some of
its verses and words, [passages] which they claim point to the eternal validity of
the religion of Moses, peace be upon him, and which they assume indicate that
revelation had ended with [the Torah] and that the heavenly scripture ceased
[to be sent down] after it; they believed they were right, but [in fact] they were
disputing what they [themselves] were saying, going astray and leading many
astray, but only wrongdoing folk are misguided by it.”?

The conversion of Christian priests, if not Jewish rabbis, to Islam was a
prevalent theme in the widely circulated Ottoman hagiographies in the fifteenth
century.”® The conversion stories in the two polemical texts are reminiscent of
medieval polemics in which the author claims to have been a learned Jew before
his conversion. Abd al-Salam and Abd al-Allam’s depictions of their conversion
to Islam as an intellectual process remind particularly of the conversion story
told by Samaw’al al-Maghribi. In the autobiographical part of his polemical trea-
tise, Ifham al-Yahid (Silencing the Jews) the author, who self-reportedly devoted
many years to Torah study, gives an account of the course that had led him to
embrace the Muslim faith. Likewise, both Ottoman polemicists state that their
close examination of the Hebrew Bible guided them to embrace the Muslim
faith.”® Another parallelism between the two epistles is their portrayal of a radical
and abrupt shift in their socioreligious affinities after they became Muslim. Abd

52 Abd al-Salam, “Guided to Islam by the Torah,” p. 60.

53 Abd al-Allam, “Epistle Forcing the Jews,” p. 135.

54 Kirstic, Contested Conversions to Islam, p. 68.

55 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, f. 3-4; Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzam al-Yahid, f. 2a.
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al-Salam tells that after his conversion “he became friendly to Muslims and hostile
to those who are neither scholars nor students.”® Abd al-Allam similarly narrates
that God reconciled his heart to Muslims (44! al-imdn) while turning him away
from unbelief and sins.”

Despite many similarities, the two polemicists differ remarkably in the role
ascribed to the Torah in their conversions. For Abd al-Allam, the Jewish scripture,
which he describes as a source of light, guides to the truth even in its corrupted
form. He reports that it was the Torah that directed him to Islam following dis-
putations with Israelite scholars (#/ama bani israil) on the true interpretation of
the biblical verses.”® In contrast with Abd al-Allam, the author of Hidiya tells
that he converted to Islam after he realized the corruption of the Torah by the
Jews.” This significant divergence is related to how the two polemicists construe
the authenticity of the Hebrew Bible in its existing form. Abd al-Salam adopts a
literal understanding of textual corruption in the Torah, which had been formu-
lated largely by Ibn Hazm who had argued that not only did the Jews corrupt the
meaning of the Scripture (takhrif al-mani) in the act of interpreting, but they
also altered the text itself (takbrif al-nass). Adopting this literalist approach, Abd
al-Salam, who devotes a section to the alteration of words in the Torah, highlights
the unreliability of the text in the first place. As opposed to Abd al-Allam, he
does not bother himsel with offering an authentic interpretation of the Hebrew
Scripture.

Was the embracement of the Muslim faith by the two Ottoman writers part
of a wave of conversion from Judaism to Islam at the time? And, did they compile
their polemics in the context of an imperial project to convert Jewish subjects? In
fact, the phenomenon of Jewish conversions to Islam in the context of the early
modern Ottoman Empire rarely appears in the historical sources, either archival
or narrative. For this reason, we have to make use of historical sources dealing
indirectly, and only in passing, with some Ottoman Jews who converted to Islam.
Contemporary archival documents record a few examples of Jewish conversion to
Islam. Two imperial orders (@hkam) sent in 1501 to the qadi of a town in Rumel,
for example, document the case of two girls who were entrusted by their Jewish

56 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, £. 3.
57 Abd al-Allam, Risdla al-ilzam al-Yahid, f. 2a.
58 Abd al-Allam, Risdla al-ilzam al-Yahid, f. 3a.
59 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, £. 2.
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father to a Muslim before his travel. The documents note that the Jewish plaintiff
claimed that his Muslim neighbor refuses to give his daughters back claiming that
they had become Muslim. While in the first order it is decided that the girls be
released, another order sent some ten days following the former one orders the
qadi to send the girls to Istanbul for further investigation.*

Jewish sources also provide glimpses of complaints concerning conversions
to Islam. For all his general depictions of Bayezid II as welcoming and favorable
to the Iberian Jews,®' the sixteenth-century Cretan Jewish writer Elijah Capsali’s
chronicle contains remarks on the restrictions that the Ottoman Jewish commu-
nity was increasingly subjected to during the reign of the same sultan. He claims
that Bayezid II ordered the closure of the synagogues which had been built dur-
ing Mehmet IT’s reign.®* Referring to the period when the Sephardim arrived at
the Ottoman lands, he mentions the forced conversion of some Jews to Islam, a
clear divergence from his appreciative remarks concerning the sultan’s welcoming
attitude towards the expelled Jews from Iberia.®®

A closer look at the responsa literature from the sixteenth century reveals a
sense of apprehension on the side of rabbinic authorities about an existing wave
of conversion. The responsa of the Salonican rabbi, Samuel de Medina (c. 1505-
1589), for example, contain many cases of Jewish conversion to Islam.* While
Samuel’s tenure as a rabbi in Salonica did not coincide with the reign of Bayezid
11, his collection is still worth mentioning as it includes firsthand accounts of cases

60 Feridun M. Emecen and Ilhan Sahin, /7. Bayezid Dinemine Ait 906/1501 Tarihli Ahkam
Defieri: Osmanlilarda Divan, Biirokrasi, Abkam, (Istanbul: Tiirk Diinyasi Aragtirmalari
Vakfi, 1994), p. 62, 101.

61 For example, he previously says in the same book “Just as God deliberately brought evil
upon the King of Spain, so He brought good upon Sultan Bayezid —for he received the
Jews cordially, with love and brotherhood and great affection” Joseph Hacker, The Siirgiin
System and Jewish Society in the Ottoman Empire during the Fifteenth to the Seventeenth
Centuries, Aron Rodrigue (ed.), Ottoman and Turkish Jewry: community and leadership,
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Turkish Studies Department, 1992), p. 22.

62 Mark Alan Epstein, The Ottoman Jewish Communities and Their Role in the Fifteenth and
Sixteenth Centuries, (Freiburg: Klaus Schwarz, 1980), p. 29.

63 “He [Sultan Selim] even restored to Judaism many Jews whom the Turks had forced to
convert contrary to their own wishes.” Epstein, The Ottoman Jewish Communities, p. 29.

64 Morris S. Goodblatt, Jewish Life in Turkey in the XVIth Century as Reflected in the Legal
Writings of Samuel de Medina, (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1952),
p. 104.
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of conversion during the same century from a rabbinic perspective. Jews becoming
Muslims are stigmatized as acting out of their immediate personal interests such
as divorcing and marrying another person. In the same vein, a contemporary of
Samuel and the leading rabbinic authority in Cairo before and after the Ottoman
takeover, David ibn Abi Zimra (1480-1573) complains about the members of the
Jewish community who threatened the rabbinic authorities to turn to Islam when
they were faced with communal restrictions.® In a question addressed to Rabbi
David, the situation of Jews who were being forced to convert to Islam is asked:

Suppose a Jew is forced to turn to Mohammedanism. Should he be ready to
sacrifice his life rather than accept Mohammedanism? Or since this religion is

not idolatrous but holds strictly to Monotheism, should a Jew not sacrifice his
> 66

life, but adopt it

The reply given by the rabbi begins with a complaint that many contempo-
rary Jews consider it to be permissible to embrace the Muslim faith in such cases of
compulsion. According to the rabbi, embracing Islam means approval of Muslim
disrespect for the Torah of Moses, and “a Jew should be ready to sacrifice his life

rather than violate one single commandment.”®’

The aforementioned Ottoman and Jewish sources suggest that the Jewish
conversions to Islam were in no sense unusual in the late fifteenth and early
sixteenth centuries. However, except for Capsali who does not always provide ac-
curate information especially when contrasting the central figure of his messianic
narrative Selim I to earlier rulers, contemporary or near-contemporary sources
make no mention of the Ottoman authorities” active involvement in those conver-
sions. Neither do we have enough evidence to discuss whether the two polemicists’
embrace of Islam along with these accounts of individual conversions demon-

strates a wave of conversion among Jews in that period.

65 Israel M. Goldman, The Life and Times of Rabbi David Ibn Abi Zimra: A Social, Economic
and Cultural Study of Jewish Life in the Ottoman Empire in the 15th and 16th Centuries as
Reflected in the Responsa of the RDBZ, (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
1970), p. 130.

66 Goldman, The Life and Times, p. 62.

67 Goldman, The Life and Times, p. 62. For a discussion of a parallel Rabbinic concern for
conversion and assimilation in a similar conversion-friendly atmosphere of the medieval
Iberia, see Jonathan Ray, “Beyond Tolerance and Persecution: Reassessing Our Approach
to Medieval ‘Convivencia’,” Jewish Social Studies, 11/2 (2005), pp. 1-18.

46



SABAN AGALAR

Addressing the Jews in the Shadow of the Sultan

The Jewish influx from Iberia to the Ottoman Empire led to increased vis-
ibility of Jews in Bayezid II’s court even though the Jewish presence in the Otto-
man palace has not been exceptional beforehand.®® Among the Iberians moving
to the Ottoman lands were distinguished families whose members had served in
Christian or Muslim kingdoms in Spain and neighboring countries. Their ar-
rival in Istanbul in the early sixteenth century quickly stimulated the interest of
the Ottoman court, as manifested in the case of Joseph Hamon, a member of a
notable Sephardi family from Granada, who entered the service of Bayezid II in
the 1510s.%” His position in the imperial court marked the beginning of succes-
sive family members” employment as physicians of the Ottoman sultans without

necessarily converting to Islam.”

In llzam, Abd al-Allam relates that he became Muslim “in the shadow (zi/)) of
(...) Sultan Bayezid bin Muhammad Han” whom he describes as a mujihid and
protector of Muslims who “suppressed the unbelievers with the sword of God.””!
In a strikingly similar vein to Abd al-Salam, compliments to the sultan are followed
by Abd al-Allam’s lengthy prayer to God for assistance in the sultan’s praiseworthy
struggle against unbelievers.”” He appeals to God to help the sultan consolidate
religion and divine law (shari). Furthermore, right before starting the polemical
discussion, Abd al-Allam states that he “presented these words to the deputies
(nawwab) of his Sublime Porte expecting mercy and favor from the servants of
the high gate.””? Likewise, Abd al-Salam articulates that his refutation of Judaism

served as a means “through which he reached his [the sultan’s] service.””*

68 Ottoman chronicles recorded many Jewish subjects who served the Ottoman sultans in dif-
ferent occupations and ranks during the fifteenth century. An outstanding example was the
glittering career of a Jewish physician Jacopo of Gaeta, later known as Hekim (Physician)
Yakub or Yakub Pasha (c. 1430-1484), at Mehmed II’s service.

69 Cengiz Sisman, “Hamon, Joseph,” Norman A. Stillman (ed.), Encyclopedia of Jews in the
Islamic World, Brill, 2010, accessed on March 1, 2018.

70 Rhoads Murphey, “Jewish Contributions to Ottoman Medicine, 1450-1800,” Avigdor
Levy (ed.), Jews, Turks, Ottomans: A Shared History, Fifteenth through the Twentieth Century,
(NY: Syracuse University Press, 2002), pp. 64-5; Stanford J. Shaw, The Jews of the Ottoman
Empire and the Turkish Republic, (London: Macmillan, 1991), p. 87.

71 Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzim al-Yahid, f. 4a.

72 Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzim al-Yahid, f. 4a-b.

73 Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzim al-Yahid, f. 4b.

74 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, £. 8.
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Whereas Abd al-Allam does not speak to a specified group in his text, Abd
al-Salam unequivocally addresses the Jews whom he invites to Islam. He directs
his remarks toward a supposed Jewish audience throughout the text. Abd al-Salam
warns his Jewish audience, whom he depicts as “stubbornly refusing to [accept]
the obvious truth”, with a disastrous end in the two worlds.”” He maintains that
Jews who decline to embrace Islam despite the proofs proposed in his epistle will
face catastrophic consequences in this world prior to the punishment in the after-
life as they lose the protection of Bayezid II:

If you convert to the truth and return to the belief in the book [of the Qur’an]
you will be protected under the safety of Islam from the severe end of humanity.
And if you do not become Muslim, you are not secure from the strict constraints
of the sultan, son of the sultan, Sultan Bayezid Khan, may God help him back the
religion and may perpetuate his empire for the sake of the fight against infidels
(kafara) and unbelievers (mulbidin).”®

Given the writers’ claim to be Jewish scholars with profound knowledge of
the Hebrew Bible, one would expect these polemics to have been composed in
Hebrew instead of Arabic. The question of language choice pushes us to think
more cautiously about the audience. Even though the texts are framed as if they
are addressing the Jews, the expected audience of the polemicists might actually
have been learned Muslims. I have previously pointed out that the polemics cir-
culated primarily among the Muslim readers who were interested in scholarly and
literary works mostly written in Arabic and Persian. Indeed, Arabic, as the most
common language in Muslim polemics as well as the fifteenth-century Ottoman
theological literature, was the first option for the author in place of any other lan-
guage including Turkish. Addressing the Jews, therefore, seems to be a rhetorical
device rather than reflect the actual intended audience.

Using the Torah Against Jews

The general structures of both Hidiya and Ilzam are based on biblical
verses extracted from the Torah’s five books. The polemicists’ interpretations of
each verse are preceded by the transliteration of the Hebrew passage in Arabic

script with vowel marks and its loose translation into Arabic. Compared to Abd

75 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, £. 5.
76 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Haidiya, £. 6-7.
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al-Allam’s treatise, Hidiya contains a higher number of references to the Torah
as is shown in Table 1. The biblical passages quoted by both polemicists in the
sections on the invalidation of Jewish arguments, whose lengths vary from a few
words to several sentences, are used to refute the eternal validity of Judaism and
to prove the cessation of revelation with the Prophet Moses. In both treatises, the
sections dealing with the announcement of Muhammad’s prophethood basically
argue that the coming of the Islamic prophet was prophesied in the Torah. The
additional third section in Hidiya is devoted to a short argumentation for the
alteration of the words in the Torah based on biblical statements that allegedly
contradict each other.

The selection of biblical quotations in the two polemics shares considerable
similarities. In the sections relating to the Prophet Muhammad, three biblical
verses were quoted in both Hidiya and Ilzam.”” When it comes to the biblical
passages used to prove the abrogation of the Jewish religion, the two authors ref-
erence the same verse.”® However, these similarities in the use of biblical sources
do not necessarily indicate a connection between the two texts, as polemicists in
the Islamicate world have historically selected from a limited repertoire of Bibli-
cal verses. More importantly, substantial variances when quoting from the same
Biblical passages stand out. For example, the two writers in most cases quote dif-
ferent parts of the same verse or alter its words as significantly distinct from each
other. Likewise, the two writers’ translations of the Hebrew passages into Arabic
are never identical even though general meanings frequently overlap.

Frequent references to the Hebrew scriptures and Rabbinic opinions in
Hidiya and I/zam demonstrate that Abd al-Allam and Abd al-Salam were highly
familiar with Jewish religious literature. Both writers provide a synopsis of how
Jewish exegetes interpreted the biblical passages in question before arguing against
them. The Jewish views are mostly mentioned without any reference to specific
scholars or books. The only exception in that sense is Abd al-Salam citing Abra-
ham ibn Ezra (d. 1167) whom he introduces as “the greatest of the exegetes of the
Torah among the Jews.” Abd al-Salam argues that the Andalusian scholar himself
admitted the alteration of the biblical words by referring to the inconsistencies in
the Torah as secrets rather than offering any explanation.”

77 Deut. 34:10, Deut. 18:18-9, Gen. 49:10. Compiled from Camilla Adang, Abd al-Salam,
“Guided to Islam by the Torah.”

78 Deut. 33:4. Compiled from Camilla Adang, Abd al-Salam, “Guided to Islam by the Torah.”
79 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, f. 64-5.
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In Hidiya, Abd al-Salam displays his competence in the Hebrew language
and the Torah by making nuanced distinctions between the meanings of the He-
brew words that can be used interchangeably. In several instances, he explains the
meaning of a word by comparing it with the use of the same word in a different
context in the Torah. For example, in the invalidation of Jewish arguments regard-
ing the eternal validity of the religion of Moses, he demonstrates that the Hebrew
word for eternal is also used in other verses to mean a long duration instead of
infinity.®* It is evident that the author of Hidiya was informed about the history
of the prophets as narrated in Jewish tradition as well. In an attempt to prove that
abrogation has already been accepted in Judaism, Abd al-Salam quotes Rabbinic
scholarship, including the Talmud, to prove that Jews themselves admitted that
the later prophets revised the religion of Moses.®!

As opposed to Abd al-Salam, Abd al-Allam’s use of Hebrew sources raises
doubts about his knowledge of Hebrew. In a study on the language of Zlzam,
Joseph Sadan comes to the conclusion that the writer is in fact not an educated
Jewish convert contrary to his self-proclamation. His transliteration of the verses
in Hebrew to Arabic, he argues, suggests that the writer was actually a Muslim
who faultily quoted the biblical passages from a Jewish convert.®” Sadan inter-
prets the self-representation of the writer as “a tactical step, useful for polemical
purposes.” Indeed, discrepancies between sounds in Hebrew and their repre-
sentation in Arabic letters when transliterating the biblical passages are evident.
However, we have no evidence to suggest that the single extant copy of llzim
Instead, it is more likely that the text was copied a scribe who was not familiar
with Hebrew. written in the author’s hand. Instead, it is more likely that the
text was copied by a scribe who was not familiar with Hebrew. It is therefore
misleading to rely on transliteration to test the competency of the polemicists
in the Hebrew language.

An interesting theme situated at the intersection of Jewish and Muslim reli-
gious scholarships is the use of numerology in Hidiya. In an attempt to substan-
tiate the announcement of the Prophet Muhammad in the Torah, Abd al-Salam
utilizes gematria which he identifies hurif al-abjad or huriaf al-jumal al-kabir, a
reference to an analogous system used in the Islamic world to assign numerical

80 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, £. 9-10.
81 Abd al-Salam, Risala Al-Hadliya, f. 32-33, 64, 69.

82 Sadan, “Phonemes and Sounds as Criteria.”
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values to the Arabic letters.® Abd al-Salam views purif al-abjad as convincing
proof that has been employed by most Jewish scholars. In a biblical passage
which translates as “God said to Abraham that I accepted your prayer for Ishmael,
then, I blessed and increased their number very much (bi-meod me'od),”® he
calculates the numerical value of the expression bi-meod me'od, which announces
the enlargement of Abraham’s lineage through Ishmael. According to his calcula-
tion, the numerical value of the word is equal to none other than that of the word
Muhammad, who was also a descendant of Ishmael. Besides taking advantage of
basing his argument on a scholarly field familiar to both Muslims and Jews, Abd
al-Salam perhaps aimed to appeal to Bayezid II’s interest in number mysticism.*

Both polemicists highlight conflicting interpretations of the Biblical verses in
the Jewish tradition in an attempt to rebut the Jewish faith. Besides, Abd al-Salam
pays particular attention to inconsistencies in the Torah itself. Different from Abd
al-Allam, he regards the verses that he claims to be contradictory as irreconcilable.
Rather than offer explanations that would favor the Muslim arguments as Abd
al-Allam does, Abd al-Salam takes examples of contradictions as signs demon-
strating the distortion of the Hebrew Bible by the Jewish scholars. Relying on
the perceived inconsistencies in the historical account provided in the Bible, for
instance, Abd al-Allam makes the case that the words of God were altered by the
Jewish authorities.®

Neither the short autobiographical introductions nor historical sources that
I have discussed tell anything about the training of the two polemicists after their
conversion to Islam, a reason why we have to scrutinize the lines of the texts to
have an idea about their scholarly backgrounds. The content and language of
the two polemical tracts under discussion give the impression that the authors
were well acquainted with Islamic religious scholarship. Like earlier examples of
Muslim polemics, the two texts do not adhere to the structure of works adopted
in any Islamic discipline including kalam. Nevertheless, when arguing against
the Jewish interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, Abd al-Salam and Abd al-Allam
frequently benefit from concepts borrowed from different branches of religious
sciences. For instance, according to Abd al-Allam, the historical account which

83 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hadiya, £. 56.

84 Quoted from Gen. 17:15, 20 with slight changes, Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, £. 58.

85 See Ahmet Tung Sen, “Reading the Stars at the Ottoman Court: Bayezid II (r. 886/1481-
918/1512) and His Celestial Interests,” Arabica, 64/3—4 (2017), pp. 557-608.

86 Abd al-Salam, Risila Al-Hidiya, £. 62-9.
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confirms that Muhammad was qualified with the characteristics announced in the
Torah about the prophet-to-come was transmitted by mwdirur (common report),
a term used primarily in the science of hadith to indicate the broadest authen-
tication of a given report. Among other recurrent references to the concepts
of Islamic disciplines in two treatises are such technical terms as giyds (analogy),
tandqud (contradiction), burhin (decisive proof), and dalil (sing). All these exam-
ples demonstrating the familiarity of the two converts with the Muslim religious
disciplines suggest that they were trained in Islamic disciplines following their

conversions, perhaps in the Ottoman court.

Given that both texts are constructed around select verses from the Torah, a
sensible way of examining their interconnectedness is to look at the biblical pas-
sages quoted in the two treatises. Comparing the two Ottoman polemicists’ use of
the Hebrew scriptures to that by the earlier Muslim writers, one can also observe
the influence of the medieval Muslim polemical literature on the two Ottoman
polemicists. Hadiya and Ilzdm contain several biblical passages that had appeared
in the Muslim polemics before. While the two tracts contain verses quoted by
many medieval polemicists, the influences of two medieval influential polemicists
Ibn Hazm and al-Maghribi are particularly evident. Of the five verses that Abd
al-Salam discusses in confirmation of Muhammad’s prophethood, two verses exist
in Ibn Hazm’s Kitib al-fasl.*® Moreover, the numerological calculation of the bibli-
cal words that Abd al-Salam proposes to provide evidence for the announcement
of Muhammad in the Torah is a repetition of al-Maghribf’s calculation in Ifham
al-Yahud.® Likewise, two of the five quoted verses in Ilzdm concerning the an-
nouncement of the Prophet Muhammad in the Torah are used by Ibn Hazm in his
apologetical works, and another biblical passage in the same section is included in
Ifham al-Yahid.” The use of the Jewish scriptures in the parts concerning the abro-
gation of the Jewish religion in both polemical texts appears to be more innovative
compared to sections on Muhammad’s prophethood. A verse from the Torah that

87 Abd al-Allam, Risdla al-ilzam al-Yahid, f. Ga;

88 Abd al-Salam, Risdla Al-Haidiya, f. 65, 67; Ghulam Haider Aasi, “Muslim Understanding
of Other Religions,” p. 134.

89 Samaual al-Maghribi, Ifpam Al-Yahid: Silencing the Jews, trans. Moshe Perlmann, (New
York: American Academy for Jewish Research, 1964), p. 46.

90 Abd al-Allam, Risila al-ilzam al-Yabid, f. 5a; al-Maghribi, Ifham Al-Yahid, p. 23; Aasi,
“Muslim Understanding of Other Religions,” p. 118; Camilla Adang, Muslim Writers on
Judaism and the Hebrew Bible: From Ibn Rabban to Ibn Hazm, (Leiden: Brill, 1996), p. 196.
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is cited by Abd al-Salam in an effort to refute the Jewish biblical interpretation
was partly used by the theologian al-Baqillani (d. 1013) in his polemical work.”"

This examination of the Biblical references has revealed that the two Otto-
man polemicists produced a fair amount of original content within the structural
framework adopted by the medieval Muslim polemic writers. The two Ottoman
polemics do not look like copies of any medieval polemics as both writers include
new biblical quotations never used before in the major examples of the genre as
far as I can trace. Furthermore, the frequent use of biblical quotations in these
polemics supports the authors” claim to be Jewish converts.

The simultaneous appearance of the two anti-Jewish polemics and common
structural elements in the two texts suggest that the two epistles and their writers
were closely connected. The resemblance in the names of the two authors and the
lack of reference to the author of //zdm in contemporary sources might give the
impression that there was actually a person who penned two similar texts, or even
two subsequent editions. Indeed, it is difficult to eliminate this possibility given
the limits of historical sources at our disposal. However, the textual examination
offered in this section demonstrates that the texts significantly diverge in their
ways of argumentation and uses of biblical sources, which supports that they were
compiled by two different writers. Out of twenty-seven references to the Hebrew
Bible in two polemics in total, there are only four identical Biblical passages re-

ferred to by both Abd al-Salam and Abd al-Allam.*?

Conclusion

In her study on the autobiographical narratives of conversion to Islam in the
period between the second half of the sixteenth century and the early eighteenth

century Krsti¢ argues:

A close reading of these narratives further substantiates the argument that some
Ottoman converts readily entered the debate about the correct rituals and the
most authentic, scripture-based path toward salvation, which modern scholarship

91 Adang, Muslim Writers on Judaism and the Hebrew Bible, p. 211.

92 In the sections about the confirmation of the Prophet Muhammad, three biblical verses
(Deut. 34:10, Deut. 18:18-9, Gen. 49:10) were quoted in both Hadiya and llzim. As to
the biblical passages used in refutation of the Jewish arguments in order to prove the abro-
gation of Jewish religion, only a single verse (Deut. 33:4) was quoted by both polemicists.
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often considers germane only to post-Reformation Christendom. In their conver-
sion narratives they promoted Islam as the religion that promises salvation and
the Qur’an as the true word of God by bringing together the tradition of medie-
val Islamic anti-Christian polemics (the so-called reddiye) with Christian huma-
nist sensibilities for textual criticism, the study of scriptural languages, and the
call for return to the original sources to bear on questions of the authenticity of
religious scriptures. This development was not a result of the simple transference
of a post-Tridentine Christian genre to an Ottoman setting but a manifestation of
Ottoman participation in the age of confessionalization-the era of simultaneous
state and confession building that transpired in both Christendom.”

Many textual elements that Krsti¢ identifies as the characteristics of anti-Chris-
tian polemics in the “age of Ottoman confessionalization” such as the use of textual
criticism combined with an emphasis on the authenticity of sacred scriptures are
actually among the defining features of the two anti-Jewish polemics that I have
discussed in this study. Abd al-Salam and Abd al-Allam’s treatises, which were writ-
ten more than half a century before the earliest polemical work discussed by Krsti¢,
invite us to reconsider the underlying dynamics and the time frame of the “Otto-
man confessionalism” if we would still regard this periodization as a useful concept

for the study of interreligious tension in the early modern Ottoman Empire.

The two polemics appeared precisely in a period when Iberian Jews started
to arrive at the Ottoman lands while it did not transform into a massive one at
that point.” The visibility of the Jews in the empire had already increased with
the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople, which resulted in the transfer of the
Jewish population to the new capital of the empire. Albeit limited in number for
the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the Jewish influx might have fed a
consciousness to defend the Muslim faith on the part of both Ottoman statesmen
and scholars. Nonetheless, Ottoman archival documents do not record traces of
an imperial project to convert the Jews, and we know that the Ottoman court
ordered local governors to maintain the well-being of the Jews heading to the Ot-
toman lands. This gives the impression that the growing population of the Jewish
community was not a significant source of worry for the Ottoman administration
at the turn of the fifteenth century. Relying on these considerations, it would be
misleading to attribute the appearance of these polemics directly to a perceived

93 Kirsti¢, Contested Conversions to Islam, p.100.

94 Jonathan S. Ray, After Expulsion: 1492 and the Making of Sephardic Jewry, (New York: NYU
Press, 2013), p. 42.
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threat against the Jews on the side of the Ottoman state. In other words, the two
anti-Jewish texts cannot be considered as a part of, or accompanied by, broader

measures taken against the growing Jewish community in the Ottoman cities.”

The two treatises are apparently structured so as to persuade the Jewish au-
dience to embrace the Muslim faith. However, the sixteenth and seventeenth-
century collective volumes in which Hidiya or Ilzam appear are mostly composed
of Islamic texts dealing with nuanced issues that would interest Muslims. One can
infer that these treatises targeted the Muslim literati and did not serve the conver-
sion of Jews to Islam. Nevertheless, the popularity of the texts among Muslim
readers rather than Jews might have been an unintended consequence, therefore,
may not reveal the initial motives of their authors. The choice of Arabic, instead of
Hebrew, as the language of the epistles supports the idea that they were produced
primarily for a Muslim audience. Given that the Arabic-speaking Jewish popula-
tion in the Ottoman Empire was negligible until the conquest of the Arab lands
in the 1510s, it is unlikely that these epistles addressed the Jews.

The personal motivations of the authors should be emphasized especially
when contextual explanations fall short. Krsti¢ points out that an underlying
reason for the compilation of conversion narratives by Christian converts to Islam
between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries was to “resolve the contradictions
and prove the loyalty” on the part of new participants of the Muslim society.” The
two polemicists perhaps made a comparable effort to consolidate their court posi-
tions by refuting their former religions. Considering the negative connotations
attached to converts by the Ottoman elite, perhaps the authors composed these

anti-Jewish treatises to demonstrate that their conversion was sincere.

Subsequent polemical works composed by Ottoman scholars against Juda-
ism suggest that the two polemics marked the beginning of Ottoman scholarly
interest in the Jewish faith. For example, a well-circulated anti-Jewish polemi-
cal text attributed to Taskdprizdde Ahmed (d. 1531) and an Ottoman Turkish

95 As examples of the welcoming attitude of the Ottoman administration towards the inco-
ming Sephardim, in two imperial orders sent to Rumeli qadis in the summer of 1501 re-
garding the cases of two Jews from the Italian cities of Korfoz and Apulia (Pulya) requesting
to settle in the Ottoman lands with their families it is stipulated that the two Jews and their
families should be allowed to reach whatever Ottoman port they would prefer, and that
their safe and easy arrival should be sustained by the local governors. Emecen and Sahin, 7/
Bayezid Dionemine Ait, p.15, 58.

96 Kirsti¢, Contested Conversions to Islam, p. 57.
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epistle written by a Jewish convert in the following century were largely in-
formed by Hadiya.”” The late fifteenth-century revival of anti-Jewish scholar-
ship, therefore, needs to be understood as a critical point in the transformation

of Muslim perception of Judaism in the Ottoman Empire.

The Ottoman-Jewish literature directed against the Muslim faith is beyond
the scope of this study. The polemical dialogue between Muslim and Jewish writ-
ers in the early modern Ottoman Empire can only be partially comprehended if
the Jewish side is neglected. Studies on Jewish literature must involve sources and
methods that are substantially different from the examination of Muslim litera-
ture. Looking for scholarly works composed by Ottoman Jews for the refutation
of Islam would be futile given the obvious difficulties in writing directly against
the dominant and imperially backed religious doctrine. Instead, other genres, es-
pecially exegeses and responsa, would be useful in tracing the Jewish scholarly
perception of Islam in the context of growing concerns on the part of the Rabbinic

authorities over Jewish conversions to Islam.

Conversion and Polemic in the Late-Fifteenth Century Ottoman Empire: Two Polemical
Treatises Against Judaism

Abstract m Two Jewish converts to Islam in the service of Bayezid II penned the earliest
known anti-Jewish polemicals in the Ottoman Empire. This article aims at exploring
the historical context of the two epistles and their connection with Islamic polemical
literature. The simultaneous appearances of Abd al-Salam’s Risila al-hidiya and Abd
al-Allam’s Risala al-ilzam al-Yahid will be discussed in the context of the Sephardic
influx to the Ottoman lands, an encounter that stimulated scholarly interest in the
Jewish faith among Ottoman intellectuals. At first glance, the two treatises seem to
be structured so as to persuade a Jewish audience to embrace the Muslim faith by
abandoning their former religion. However, the choice of Arabic instead of Hebrew,
and the circulation of the texts primarily among Muslim readers suggest that ad-
dressing the Jews appears to have been a rhetorical tactic. Considering the negative
connotations attached to converts by the Ottoman elite, the authors might also have
viewed the composition of anti-Jewish treatises as an effort to distance themselves
from their Jewish past.

Keywords: Muslim Polemics, interreligious polemics, Ottoman Jews, Muslim-Jewish
Relations, Bayezid II.

97 See Sabine Schmidtke and Camilla Adang, “Ahmad b. Mustafa Tashkubrizade’s (d.
968/1561) Polemical Tract against Judaism,” A/-Qantara 29 (January 2008), pp. 79-113;
Krsti¢, “Illuminated by the Light of Islam and the Glory of the Ottoman Sultanate,”;
Pfeiffer, “Confessional Polarization.”
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