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Abstract
This article examines disputes regarding Ottoman nationality in the years between 
1914 and 1923, a period mostly overlooked in the current literature. Based on research 
carried out in the Ottoman Archives of Istanbul, it surveys the state’s attempts to iden-
tify its nationalities and the conflicts that arose as a result of these efforts, situating 
these events in the context of armed conflict, occupation, the dual government in Is-
tanbul and Ankara, and the passing of two international peace treaties. The national-
ity and enemy alien regimes that were applied by the Young Turk government during 
World War I form the backdrop to this analysis. This study coins a new term, “Ottoman 
paperscapes,” to describe the ambiguous and contested space of Ottoman nationality 
and draws attention to the importance of the war and armistice periods as the final 
moments when these paperscapes reached their most expansive form before their final 
compartmentalization in the post-Ottoman period. 
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Introduction

On November 16, 1918, a letter from the governor’s office of Hüdavendigar (that 
is, the Bursa region) was delivered to the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior (Dâhi- 
liye Nezâreti). It concerned the case of a certain Yusuf oğlu Yunus (Yunus the son 
of Yusuf), a Russian Muslim and a prisoner of war in Bursa, who had requested 
and subsequently been granted Ottoman nationality while in captivity.2 He had 
been given land and “seeds to plant” (tohumluk), as well as permission to marry 
an Ottoman Muslim woman. The governor stated that upon receiving the news 
of the Armistice, Yunus wished to renounce his Ottoman nationality and re-
turn to his country like his fellow prisoners. The Tribes and Refugees Director-
ate (ʿAşâʾir ve Muhâcirîn Müdüriyet-i ʿUmûmiyesi) wrote to the Police Directorate 
about his case, adding that there were others in the same situation and asking 
what to do about them. The problem was that these Muslim prisoners were al-
lowed to marry Ottoman Muslim women as part of the government’s policy of 
increasing the Muslim population.3 The document explicitly states that “While 
the fact that these (prisoners) were summoned and made to settle in Ottoman 
lands and to marry Muslim women and girls was to initially serve the purpose 
of increasing the Muslim population, and their return to their countries is com-
pletely contradictory to this aim, they have the right to abandon their national-
ity.” It went on to say that “however, certain measures could be taken to coun-
ter this situation by not allowing them to leave the country together with their 
Muslim women and girls.” The Police Directorate replied by saying that such a 
measure was not possible, and that these prisoners had to be allowed to leave 
the country and would later be stripped of their Ottoman nationality. 

The case of Yunus is just one example of the nationality disputes that 
emerged in the Ottoman Empire immediately after World War I. Although the 
question of who belonged where had become an increasingly global concern 
during and after the conflict, this paper argues that the Ottoman case is par-
ticularly revealing with regard to the way in which wartime changes in nation-

2	 Documents belonging to his case are available in the BOA (Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi – here-
after BOA, the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives). DH.EUM.ECB. 28/34 1338 Rebî’ül-âhire 06 
(November 29, 1919).

3	 In fact, competition between Russia and the Ottoman Empire for imperial subjects was not 
a novelty, as the Ottoman Empire had been a viable destination for many Russian Muslims 
from the 1860s. As Meyer discusses, one of the Ottoman government’s goals in accepting 
these populations was to increase agricultural production, see James H. Meyer, “Immigration, 
Return, And the Politics Of Citizenship: Russian Muslims In The Ottoman Empire, 1860–1914,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 39, no. 1 (2007): 15–32. However, the case of Yunus 
was related to a wartime dynamic regarding the incorporation of Russian Muslim POWs as 
Ottoman nationals, so it has been included here.
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ality unfolded in the following periods. This is predominantly because of the 
very specific naturalization regime implemented by the Young Turk govern-
ment during the conflict. As a matter of fact, this policy differed entirely from 
those adopted in Europe owing to its “inclusivity.” Whereas elsewhere the Great 
War tended to crystallize an ethnic concept of citizenship based on a person’s 
origins, and wartime security policies led governments to limit naturalization 
or extend citizenship only to select groups, such as men willing to fight, the 
Ottoman government adopted (and even imposed) an open policy allowing en-
emy aliens to naturalize as a means of consolidating its sovereignty over the 
empire’s population.4 This strategy was a legacy of Ottoman concerns about the 
constraints placed on their hegemony by the centuries-old system of Capitula-
tions.5 Indeed, in the Ottoman Empire, nationality and belonging were insepa-
rable from imperial sovereignty from the outset.6 The empire’s first nationality 
law, issued in 1869, was designed specifically to restrict the use of capitulatory 
rights through changes in nationality.

This paper focuses on nationality disputes, zooming in on the backdrop 
to World War I and the period known as mütareke dönemi (armistice period) 
in Turkish, between the Armistice of Mudros in 1918 and the Treaty of Laus-
anne in 1923. This choice facilitates the discussion and definition of changes 
in “Ottoman paperscapes”—a term I use to refer to the contested space of Ot-
toman nationality—as the period 1914–1923 witnessed substantial inflation in 

4	 Daniela L. Caglioti, War and Citizenship: Enemy Aliens and National Belonging from the French Revo-
lution to the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 271. For an over-
view of major changes in naturalization and denaturalization in various countries, see Chap-
ter 9 of the same book.

5	 As discussed by Genell, in addition to the Capitulations, one should also consider the “autono-
mous administrative schemes” imposed on the Ottoman Empire by the European powers, 
which contributed greatly to the decline of Ottoman sovereignty, especially in regions such 
as the Balkans, Egypt, and Mount Lebanon. See Aimee M. Genell, “Autonomous Provinces and 
the Problem of ‘Semi-Sovereignty’ in European International Law,” Journal of Balkan and Near 
Eastern Studies 18, no. 6 (2016): 533–49.

6	 Ariel Salzmann, “Citizens in Search of a State: The Limits of Political Participation in the Late 
Ottoman Empire,” in Extending Citizenship, Reconfiguring States, ed. Charles Tilly and Michael 
Hanagan (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1999), 39. I agree with Hanley that it is 
appropriate to use the definition of “nationality” rather than “citizenship” for the Ottoman 
case, as Ottoman nationality was “formulated for foreign consumption and had no primary 
municipal effects.” See Will Hanley, Identifying with Nationality: Europeans, Ottomans, and Egyp-
tians in Alexandria (Columbia University Press, 2017), 239. Another useful definition is “legal 
belonging,” as described by Marglin in her study of the Shamama case (the legal dispute 
over the estate of a Tunisian Jew who died in Italy). However, I maintain that the concept of 
nationality offers a broader perspective on the self-definition of people and the claims of the 
Ottoman government over its subjects. See Jessica Marglin, The Shamama Case: Contesting Citi-
zenship across the Modern Mediterranean (Princeton & Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2022). 
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the number of Ottoman nationals before the fall of the Empire. In defining the 
term “Ottoman paperscapes,” I am inspired by Hanley’s discussion of Ottoman 
nationality, in which he argues that it “functioned not as a headwater of late im-
perial or national identity, but as a dike or bank shored up by the 1869 law that 
sought to hold a fluid population within the Ottoman watershed.”7 Ottoman 
paperscapes encompass this “fluid population” and even transcend it to include 
those who were attached to the Empire through various levels of “Ottoman-
ness.” Such individuals remained connected to the Ottoman domains through 
papers that did not necessarily certify their inclusion, but also their exclusion.8 
People who belonged to these paperscapes had to struggle with a liminal and 
ambiguous nationality that was contested, redefined, and/or challenged de-
pending on an incredibly rapidly changing political and social context. They 
sometimes benefited from this ambiguity, opting in and out according to their 
own interests. This contested space outlived the Empire itself, lasting until the 
Turkish Citizenship Law of 1964, in which the “last Ottomans” were simply de-
clared “missing.”9

The concept of Ottoman paperscapes will be particularly useful in under-
standing and categorizing the contested nationalities of those people who hap-
pened to be linked to the Ottoman Empire in different ways, not necessarily 
by holding certified nationality papers. Those who belonged to Ottoman pa-
perscapes included protégés; Ottoman-born individuals with different papers 
(resident foreigners); potential Ottomans (Muslim and Jewish immigrants and 
refugees who resided in or migrated to the Ottoman Empire); former Ottoman 
subjects, including populations in ex-Ottoman territories where the occupation 
was “protested” and not recognized by the Ottoman government; and people 
from the newly independent Balkan states who did not or could not declare 
their choice of nationality within the time period stipulated in the relevant 
treaty at the time of independence. Finally, this contested space included wom-
en (and their children) whose nationality remained unclear due to changes in 

7	 Will Hanley, “What Ottoman Nationality Was and Was Not,” in The Subjects of Ottoman Interna-
tional Law, ed. Lâle Can et al. (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2020), 56.

8	 From this point of view, although I find Blumi’s concept of the “Ottoman proximate” very 
useful, Ottoman paperscapes refers to a broader space than neighboring countries, and it 
allows us to include a larger category of people within the analysis; see Isa Blumi, Ottoman 
Refugees, 1878–1939: Migration in a Post-Imperial World (London: Bloomsbury, 2013).

9	 Article No. 11 of the Turkish Citizenship Law (1964) determined the conditions regarding the 
last Ottomans who neither became Turks nor declared a different nationality to the Turki-
sh authorities. They were referred as “missing people.” The text is available online at Türk 
Vatandaşlığı Kanunu, Kanun no. 403, https://www.nvi.gov.tr/kurumlar/nvi.gov.tr/mevzuat/
yururluktenkaldirilanlar/kanunlar/403sayiliturkvatandasligikanunu.pdf (accessed March 7, 
2024).
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their marital status. Due to spatial constraints, I limit my analysis to the expan-
sion of Ottoman paperscapes during World War I, with a specific emphasis on 
enemy aliens and the ways in which this space was challenged by the Allies 
during the occupation. I present the re-negotiation of the nationality status of 
people who remained in ex-Ottoman territories during and after World War I. 
Inevitably, I address the developments and changes related to extraterritorial-
ity and present the legal framework and major issues surrounding Ottoman/
Turkish nationality that arose during this period in an attempt to fill the la-
cunae in the literature with respect to Armistice-era nationality disputes. In 
the process, I show that the demographic and legal changes during World War 
I had already left an irrevocable mark on Ottoman nationality even before the 
nation-state project that crystallized during and after the Turkish War of Inde-
pendence.

Major Nationality Problems during the Armistice Period  

The politics of nationality and the enemy alien regime that was applied by the 
CUP during World War I played key roles in restoring Ottoman sovereignty 
over those living in the Empire and reversing all extraterritorial practices that 
had resulted from the longstanding regime of Capitulations. This aim was to 
be achieved by extending Ottoman nationality to enemy aliens and thus sub-
ordinating them to Ottoman jurisdiction. As the case of Yunus shows, Muslim 
prisoners of war (üserâ-yı İslâmiye) received different treatment from others 
and were granted Ottoman nationality. In addition, the infamous “demographic 
engineering” of the Young Turk government had changed the population dy-
namics in Anatolia in favor of the Muslim majority during the war. A policy of 
deportation and resettlement targeted both Muslims and non-Muslims on the 
Ottoman home front.10 This was the background to the Ottoman nationality re-
gime of World War I, which was investigated by the British, French, and Italian 
Allied High Commissioners during the armistice, a period throughout which 
migration to and from the Empire continued.

10	 On the wartime population policies of the CUP, see Nesim Şeker, “Demographic Engineering 
in the Late Ottoman Empire and the Armenians,” Middle Eastern Studies 43, no. 3 (2007): 461–
74; Erol Ülker, “Contextualising ‘Turkification’: Nation-Building in the Late Ottoman Empire, 
1908–18,” Nations and Nationalism 11, no. 4 (2005): 613–36; Fuat Dündar, İttihat ve Terakki’nin 
Müslümanları Iskân Politikası 1913–1918 (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2008); Yiğit Akın, When the 
War Came Home: The Ottomans’ Great War and the Devastation of an Empire (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2018).
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As one of the Central Powers, along with Austria-Hungary, Germany and Bul-
garia, the Ottoman Empire was defeated in World War I and the wartime lead-
ers of the Committee of Union Progress (CUP) and their close associates fled 
the country.11 The Armistice of Mudros of 1918 with the Allies set in motion a 
new wave of armed conflict in Anatolia, as these powers launched campaigns 
of occupation targeting Istanbul and Anatolia based on Article 7 of the Armi-
stice, which permitted them to occupy any part of the country for the sake 
of security. The nationalist movement, under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal 
(Atatürk), organized military and civil resistance upon the Greek occupation of 
Izmir in May 1919. The national assembly in Ankara was inaugurated on April 
23, 1920, after the occupation of the Ottoman capital and the dissolution of the 
last Ottoman parliament by the Allies.12

As a matter of fact, Articles 4 and 19 of the Armistice of Mudros specifically 
addressed the status of citizens of the Allied Powers and other relevant issues 
on nationality. Article 4 stipulated: “All Allied prisoners of war and Armenian 
interned persons and prisoners to be collected in Constantinople and handed 
over unconditionally to the Allies,” while Article 19 put forward: “[a]ll Germans 
and Austrians, naval, military, and civilian, to be evacuated within one month 
from the Turkish dominions: those in remote districts to be evacuated as soon 
after as may be possible.”13 Yet, the situation was not so simple that it could be 
managed by these two clauses alone. Many important matters that required 
urgent attention emerged with the ceasefire. 
11	 On this period, see Alp Yenen, “The Young Turk Aftermath: Making Sense of Transnational 

Contentious Politics at the End of the Ottoman Empire, 1918–1922,” PhD diss. (University of 
Basel, 2016).

12	 For the political context of the occupation, see Bilge Criss, Istanbul under Allied Occupation, 
1918–1923 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 1999); Erik J. Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History, 4th ed. (Lon-
don, New York: I. B. Tauris, 2017), 133–66. On the functioning of dual government during 
the period, see Claire Le Bras, “Entre Constantinople et Ankara: Les Diplomaties Britannique, 
Française et Italienne et Le Défi de La Dualité Gouvernementale En Turquie (1918–1922) : As-
pects Politiques, Juridiques et Pratiques,” PhD diss. (Nantes University, 2021). Bilal Şimşir’s 
volumes on British documents offer an archival-historical panorama of the period; Bilal N. 
Şimşir, ed., İngiliz Belgelerinde Atatürk, 1919–1938 (British documents on Ataturk, 1919–1938), 4 vols. 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1992). MacArthur details the British military expedi-
tion in the Levant from 1918 to 1923, examining military logistics and interactions with the 
local population through the lens of social history; Daniel-Joseph MacArthur-Seal, Britain’s 
Levantine Empire, 1914–1923 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021). Jay Winter employs the 
term “decentralized war” in his recent work on the Treaty of Lausanne, according to which 
the World War broke into many smaller wars after 1918 and caused devastation in Eastern, 
Central, and Southern Europe; Jay Winter, The Day the Great War Ended, 24 July 1923: The Civilia-
nization of War (Oxford University Press, 2022).

13	 The full text of the Armistice of Mudros is available online at: “Mudros Agreement,” German 
History in Documents and Images, https://germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.
cfm?document_id=4012 (accessed September 6, 2022).
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The first concerned enemy aliens, i.e., citizens of the Entente who had been 
in the Ottoman Empire during World War I. An important dispute to be settled 
was the status of those who had been granted Ottoman nationality during the 
conflict. Those who had not changed their nationalities were particularly con-
cerned about the restitution of their property rights. A second pressing matter 
concerned “new citizens” and immigrants of different nationalities living in 
the Empire. The Armistice stipulated that all Austrians were to be deported 
from the Ottoman Empire within 20 days. But what about the Bosnian Muslims? 
What about the states that had declared independence from Austria-Hungary 
and their citizens? A third matter was the status of Ottoman non-Muslims in 
possession of different legal identities (such as the Greeks and Armenians, who 
had acquired other countries’ nationalities). Lastly, a solution had to be found 
to the ongoing nationality disputes regarding populations that remained in for-
mer Ottoman lands, as well as refugees arriving in Anatolia after the war. In 
fact, the main conflicts that arose between the Allies and the Ottoman govern-
ment during the armistice revolved around extraterritoriality and nationality, 
including the question of capitulations and control over finances, education, 
and legal matters, the distribution of zones of influence, and the status of mi-
norities (protection and subjecthood). Most of the disputes were dealt with on 
a case-by-case basis, as the diplomatic categories did not always apply to every-
one. There was even a specific term for the constant struggle of individuals to 
collect documents and produce witnesses to confirm their nationality: isbât-ı 
tâbiʿiyyet (verification of nationality).14 

Enemy Aliens, Foreigners, and the Ottoman Nationality Regime 
During World War I

The Ottoman government was ultimately able to seize upon the opportunity 
presented by the Great War to implement a strict enemy alien regime within 
its borders as a way of reasserting its sovereignty, which had been much eroded 
by the Capitulations. By the first half of the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire 
had signed capitulatory treaties with several European powers (later includ-
ing the United States), which extended extraterritorial rights to the citizens 

14	 During World War I, “liminal residents” who found themselves in a belligerent country resorted 
to petitions to avoid being identified as enemy aliens. For example, Stein describes how Saloni-
can Jews in Great Britain were exempted from internment only if they submitted an individual 
petition; Sarah Abrevaya Stein, Extraterritorial Dreams: European Citizenship, Sephardi Jews, and the 
Ottoman Twentieth Century (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2017), 91.     
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of these states, excluding them from the Ottoman judicial system.15 They were 
also exempt from Ottoman taxes, and their institutions, such as schools and 
hospitals, were not subject to Ottoman law but to the law of the country which 
had the right to the Capitulations. The Capitulations had a profound impact on 
Ottoman nationality for centuries owing mostly to the protégé system, which 
granted the permission to distribute trade licenses (berat), extending the same 
extraterritorial rights to Ottoman nationals. The Ottoman authorities attempt-
ed to revoke the system of berat and to bring a halt to its continuous misuse, but 
this merely prompted states to replace the berat with the direct distribution of 
passports and nationality to Ottoman merchants.  

The Young Turk government’s wartime nationality regime aimed to remove 
all foreign privileges and extraterritorial rights. The Capitulations were abolished 
unilaterally immediately after the declaration of war in September 1914, and for-
eign companies and individuals were subjected to Ottoman laws.16 On November 
15, 1914, the Council of Ministers announced the measures to be taken regard-
ing enemy aliens in the Ottoman Empire with a 25-article decree titled “Mea-
sures Regarding the Personnel and Subjects of Enemy States” (Düvel-i Muhâsâma 
Memurîn ve Tebaʿası Hakkında İttihâz Edilecek Tedâbîr).17 Enemy aliens on the Otto-
man home front (defined in Ottoman Turkish as tebeʿa-yı muhâsâma) included 
British, French, and Russian citizens, along with their protégés; citizens of these 
countries’ colonies; Montenegrins, Serbs, and Belgians; and, as the war spread to 
other countries, Greeks, Americans, and Italians. Neutral states (Italy until 1915, 
the United States until 1917, the Netherlands, and Spain) that had representa-
tives in the Empire were responsible for the affairs of enemy aliens, including the 
provision of a monthly allowance. Among the measures announced in the decree, 

15	 Due to spatial constraints, I do not provide a list of the vast literature on the Ottoman capitu-
lary regime here. Papers successfully presenting the cases and different contexts in which 
extraterritoriality was applied, including the cases of non-Ottoman Muslims who sought to 
benefit from the Capitulations, are provided in Lâle Can et al., eds., The Subjects of Ottoman 
International Law (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2020).

16	 The act was recognized by Germany only in January 1917; Howard, “The Partition of Turkey,” 304. 
17	 The decree can be found in BOA. MV. 194/36 1332 Zi’l-hicce 26 (October 16, 1914), see also 

Çiğdem Oğuz, “Practicing National Hegemony: The Anti-enemy Alien Regime on the Ottoman 
Homefront during the First World War,” in Citizenship Under Pressure, Naturalisation Policies from 
the Late XIX Century until the Aftermath of the World War I, ed. Marcella Aglietti, (Roma: Edizioni 
di Storia e Letteratura, 2021), 158–60. Studies on civilian enemy aliens on the Ottoman home 
front include: Ramazan Sonat, “I. Dünya Savaşı Yıllarında Osmanlı Devletinin Muhasım Devlet 
Tebaası Politikası (1914–1918),” (MA Thesis, Konya, Selçuk Üniversitesi, 2014); Feridun Ata, 
“I. Dünya Savaşı İçinde Bozkır’a Yapılan Sürgünler,” Türk Kültürü İncelemeleri Dergisi 17 (2007): 
51–64; Musa Kılıç, “Birinci Dünya Savaşı Sürecinde İtilaf Devletleri Vatandaşlarının Zorun-
lu İkamet Merkezlerinden Biri Olarak Urfa Mutasarrıflığı,” Asia Minor Studies 7, no. 1 (2019): 
72–80. 
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those most frequently applied were the banishment of Entente citizens to Anato-
lian cities, the liquidation of institutional and personal property, employment re-
strictions, and rules such as curfews and travel bans. As I have argued elsewhere, 
a closer look at the decree provides important insights into the long-awaited fi-
nancial, political, and bureaucratic autonomy of the Ottoman government, which 
was finally able to gain control over all enemy alien institutions, including banks, 
schools, and postal services.18 New regulations were issued regarding other “for-
eigners” (referred as ecnebî in Turkish), affecting their entrance and travel rights 
in the Ottoman Empire. The new passport law, issued on March 15, 1915, brought 
stricter regulations regarding the entry of foreigners into the country. On the 
same day, a new regulation titled the “Provisional Law on Residence and Travel 
of Foreigners in the Ottoman Empire” (Ecnebîlerin Memâlik-i Osmânîyyede Seyahat 
ve İkâmetleri Hakkında Kanûn-u Muvakkat) was introduced. The Passport Law pro-
hibited some people from entering the country, regardless of whether they had 
a passport or not. The individuals affected included those who had lost their Ot-
toman nationality by acquiring another nationality or by being denaturalized.19 
The act on the residence and travel of foreign citizens in the Empire introduced 
certain restrictions on the mobility of foreigners.

All these changes complicated the lives of enemy aliens and foreigners on 
the Ottoman home front.20 In order to avoid the prohibitions, some enemy aliens 
requested citizenship from a neutral state; however, the Ottoman government 

18	 See Oğuz, “Practicing National Hegemony,” 151–72.   
19	 The text of the law is available at Düstur, II/7, Matbaa-yı Amire, Dersaadet 1920, pp. 486–491. 

It was first introduced provisionally and made permanent in 1918. As Taner Akçam and Ümit 
Kurt have noted, it is possible to read some of the articles as if they were crafted in such a 
way as to prevent the return of Armenians (and probably also others who were denaturalized 
during the war); see Taner Akçam and Ümit Kurt, The Spirit of the Laws: The Plunder of Wealth in 
the Armenian Genocide, trans. Aram Arkun (New York: Berghahn Books, 2018). On passport law, 
see also Deniz Dölek Sever, Istanbul’s Great War: Public Order, Crime and Punishment in the Ottoman 
Capital, 1914–1918 (Istanbul: Libra Yayınevi, 2018). Late nineteenth century practices on Otto-
man passports are detailed in, İlkay Yılmaz, Ottoman Passports: Security and Geographic Mobility, 
1876–1908, (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2023).

20	 Marie Lyster’s diaries give us details about the hardships of being a female enemy alien in 
Istanbul during World War I; see Ian Lyster, ed., Among the Ottomans: Diaries from Turkey in 
World War I (London: I. B. Tauris, 2011). The American ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, 
Henry Morgenthau, states in his memoirs that most people fled the country before the Ot-
tomans entered the war; Henry Morgenthau, Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story (Garden City, NY: 
Doubleday, Page, 1918). A document signed by Enver Pasha clarified the situation regarding 
children (up to 15 years old) and female enemy aliens, stating that “those deemed suitable” 
could leave the country, but men between the ages of 16 and 50 could not leave the Ottoman 
Empire; BOA. DH. EUM. 5. Şb. 18/34, 1333 Zi’l-hicce 6 (September 15, 1915). Men of that age 
would be considered for civilian exchanges, as detailed in another document signed by Enver 
Pasha, BOA. DH.EUM.5.Şb. 17/2 1333 Zi’l-ka‘de 03 (October 12, 1915).    
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immediately announced that it would not recognize such changes (specifically, 
after October 19, 1914) and declared that everyone would be treated according 
to their previous nationality. The reasons for not recognizing the changes are 
explained in a document prepared by the Sublime Porte Legal Advice Office 
(Bâb-ı Âli Hukuk Müşâvirliği).21 Once those affected had acquired the status of 
enemy aliens, they would be under the control of the government to prevent 
them from spying. Ottoman nationals abroad did not receive equal treatment 
in terms of international law, so the Ottoman government intended to apply 
the principle of reciprocity. It was particularly concerned about its “Muslim 
citizens” in Russia (a Foreign Affairs report estimated their number at 150,000–
200,000), who had been exiled to Kostroma as prisoners of war.22 The numbers 
mattered for reciprocity. In 1917, the Ottoman High Command (Başkumandanlık 
Vekâleti) proposed that all civilian prisoners in the Ottoman Empire should be 
considered “prisoners of war” when it was reported that Ottoman nationals 
were being subjected to forced labor in the countries of the Entente.23

Throughout World War I, the status of “enemy alien” was a useful tool in the 
hands of belligerent countries to naturalize, denaturalize, or finally clarify their 
position on certain ethnic and religious groups.24 Those groups that belonged 
to the Ottoman paperscapes found themselves being re-categorized under new 
definitions. Particularly revealing was the story of “Ottoman-born” Jews and 
Christians who found themselves in an Entente country following the Ottoman 
Empire’s entry into World War I. For instance, Stein details how France decided 
to classify the majority of the 7,000 individuals referred to as “Ottoman sub-
jects” residing in France (predominantly Jews, with a notable minority being 

21	 BOA. BEO. 4332/324828, 1333 Safer 25 (January 12, 1915).
22	 A document was sent from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the Ministry of the Interior urging 

them not to intern the Russians but to apply the measure of banishment; BOA. DH.EUM.5.Şb. 
6/14 1333 Muharrem 26 (December 14, 1914). According to the same document, the Italian 
consulate in Russia was in charge of the affairs of the Ottoman citizens at the beginning, but 
when Italy entered the war, jurisdiction over their affairs was transferred to Spain.

23	 For a discussion on the numbers and statistics of the Ottoman POWs, see Yücel Yanıkdağ, 
Healing the Nation: Prisoners of War, Medicine and Nationalism in Turkey, 1914–1939 (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2014), 16–20. The Ottoman prisoners in Entente countries were 
distributed across different locations; see Yücel Yanıkdağ, “Prisoners of War (Ottoman Em-
pire/Middle East),” International Encyclopedia of the First World War (WW1), https://en-
cyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/prisoners_of_war_ottoman_empiremiddle_east (ac-
cessed June 25, 2024). 

24	 See Caglioti, War and Citizenship; Idem, Stranieri nemici. Nazionalismo e politiche di sicurezza in Ita-
lia (Roma: Viella, 2023); Eric Lohr, Nationalizing the Russian Empire: The Campaign Against Enemy 
Aliens During World War I (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003); Matthew Stibbe, Civilian 
Internment during the First World War: A European and Global History, 1914–1920 (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2019).
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Armenian Christians) as “special protégés,” while in Britain most of them fell 
under the category of “friendly aliens.”25 Fahrentold discusses the classifica-
tion of over 200,000 subjects of the Ottoman Empire living in the United States 
during World War I, especially “Syrians and Mount Lebanonites” by Congress 
to separate them from the Ottoman Kurds and Turks, as the latter were sub-
ject to restrictions as “enemy aliens” while the former were conscripted as a 
step towards naturalization.26 Instead, the Ottoman government offered certain 
enemy aliens the option of naturalization if they met specific conditions after 
a background check.27 This applied especially to Jews who held a nationality 
other than Ottoman.28 The decree of November 15, 1914 had a specific article 
addressing this issue: 

Jews belonging to the subjects of the other powers shall be permitted to remain 
in Palestine if they accept the Ottoman nationality, and shall be expelled if they 
do not accept it; and the requests of Jews outside Palestine and of non-Jewish na-
tionalities who are eligible to accept the Ottoman nationality shall be honoured 
in this way.29 

Stein argues that the pursuit and rejection of Jewish subjects (from Portugal 
to France or Britain, and to the Third Reich) in the late nineteenth century and 

25	 See Stein, Extraterritorial Dreams (especially Chapter 9).
26	 Stacy D. Fahrentold, “‘Claimed by Turkey as Subjects’: Ottoman Migrants, Foreign Passports, 

and Syrian Nationality in the Americas, 1915–1925,” in The Subjects of Ottoman International 
Law, ed. Lâle Can et al. (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2020), 216–18. French 
officials were charged with the task of separating the Syrians from other Ottoman citizens in 
occupied Istanbul and providing them with some kind of protection in order to strengthen 
their claims in Syria; see Orçun Can Okan, “Competing to Protect: Repatriation and Legal 
Protection of Syrians in Istanbul under Allied Occupation (1918–1923),” International Journal of 
Middle East Studies 55, no. 1 (2023): 67–83.

27	 Oğuz, “Practicing National Hegemony,” 168.
28	 The problem only resurfaced during the war years. On debates dealing with the conflict be-

tween “Ottoman universalism and Jewish particularism” in pre-war contexts within the Em-
pire, see Michelle U. Campos, Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth-
Century Palestine (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011). See also Çiçek’s work on citizen-
ship offers to Jews in Palestine during World War I; M. Talha Çiçek, War and State Formation in 
Syria: Cemal Pasha’s Governorate During World War I, 1914–1917 (London, New York: Routledge, 
2014). Some influential Zionists were denied Ottoman citizenship due to their suspicious sta-
tus, thus they were expelled from Palestine. Stein estimates that there were 11,000 holders 
of papers from an allied or neutral country in Palestine and Syria during World War I. She 
adds that the expulsion of enemy aliens took place in sixteen rounds beginning in December 
1914. By May 1915, about 12,000 foreign subjects from Syria and Palestine had found asylum 
in Egypt, and a new category of “protégé refugees” emerged in the Mediterranean, signaling 
a new crisis with far-reaching consequences; Stein, Extraterritorial Dreams, 50–59.  

29	 BOA. MV. 194/36 1332 Zi’l-hicce 26 (October 16, 1914). 
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in the early to mid-twentieth century was related to imperial aspirations.30 The 
same applies in the Ottoman case.

Nationality Disputes during the Armistice: A Reversal 
of the Young Turks’ Ottoman Nationality Policy? 

On January 21, 1919, the British, French, and Italian High Commissioners sent 
a diplomatic note to the Sublime Porte declaring that their citizens had been 
forced to take Ottoman nationality during the war in order to retain their jobs 
and avoid being stripped of their right to a pension.31 The note announced that 
these people’s new nationalities were to be considered void ab initio (dâhil-i tel-
sîk olanların tâbiʿiyyet-i cedîdelerinin ke-en-lem-yekün addedilmesi lâzım geleceği). 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs communicated this note to the other offices. On 
March 9, 1919, a circular from the Ottoman Ministry of the Interior informed 
all vilayets that the Allies refused to recognize wartime changes in citizenship 
that they considered to have been made under duress (ıztırâren).32 However, 
this circular was meant to inform the vilayets about this diplomatic note; it did 
not mean that the Ottoman government automatically accepted the proposal 
about its new subjects. As discussed in some other documents by the Sublime 
Porte Legal Advice Office (Bâb-ı Âli Hukuk Müşâvirliği) and the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, and as detailed in the final decision of the Council of the Ministers 
(Meclis-i Vükelâ), in order to be stripped of Ottoman nationality one needed per-
mission, i.e., an imperial decree.33 The Ottoman Nationality Law allowed for the 
recovery of one’s original nationality, but after this procedure the individual 
affected needed to leave the Ottoman Empire, never to return again. The law 
did not allow these changes to be implemented through a “circular,” as the High 
Commissioners had requested. In addition, the final decision emphasized that if 
the Ottoman authorities had accepted the High Commissioners’ request, other 
embassies would have followed suit and requested the same for their citizens.34

Despite this joint attempt to re-denaturalize all British, French, and Italian 
citizens, nationality disputes appear to have been handled on a case-by-case 
basis by each Commissioner. This is partly because the issuance of protection 

30	 Stein, Extraterritorial Dreams, 10.
31	 BOA. BEO. 4555/341570 1337 Cemaziyelevvel 09 (December 9, 1921).
32	 BOA. DH. UMVM. 125/27 1337 Cemaziyelevvel 06 (March 9, 1919). 
33	 BOA. HR.SYS.2705/9 (February 1, 1919). The document was prepared by two bureaucrats, 

Mehmed Münir and Hrand. Interestingly, the latter was an Armenian.
34	 For the final decision, see BOA. MV. 221/72 1339 Cumâdel-âhire 23 (March 3, 1921).
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documents and naturalization became a point of conflict among the Com-
missioners as they accused each other of excessive protection and of offering 
citizenship to the locals to increase their influence in Anatolia and establish 
colonies that would make their presence stronger and more legitimate.35 For 
instance, based on her study of 500 cases of citizenship and protection applica-
tions, Bossaert argues that (at least during the initial period) Italy pursued a 
generous nationality policy and accepted most requests in order to extend its 
influence in Anatolia in competition with Britain and France.36Additionally, Es-
pinoza states that in the course of the conflict between Greece and Italy in the 
Aegean region and the Dodecanese Islands, the Italian government pursued a 
protégé policy not only to counter panhellenistic projects but also to ensure the 
continuation of the Capitulations by naturalizing Levantines just as the nation-
alist movement was about to take complete control of Anatolia.37 As can be seen, 
although the principal tasks of the High Commissioners were to reverse the 
Ottoman enemy alien policies and to re-establish the extraterritoriality regime 
in the Ottoman lands, many new dynamics, including their own competing in-
terests, contributed to the emergence of a rather complex situation. Therefore, 
as argued in this study, both tasks met with great difficulty. 

Among the new measures introduced to reverse Ottoman enemy alien policy 
was the preparation of new lists documenting the enemy aliens present in Ana-
tolian cities to which they had been exiled during the war.38 A commission com-
posed of representatives of the Allies went to Anatolia to investigate the where-
abouts and living conditions of these individuals and to eventually restore their 

35	 Le Bras states that during the Armistice, the legal advisor, Alphonse Cillière, was responsible 
for all matters relating to war reparations (compensation, recovery of confiscated property, 
etc.). Cillière handled almost 1,500 cases between 1919 and May 1920, including those dealing 
with nationality. He chaired the Interallied Juridical Commission, Le Bras, “Entre Constanti-
nople et Ankara,” 88.

36	 Marie Bossaert, “La politica Italiana di cittadinanza e di protezione nell’impero Ottomano 
durante l’occupazione di Istanbul (1919–1920),” in Citizenship Under Pressure, Naturalisation Po-
licies from the Late XIX Century until the Aftermath of the World War I, ed. Marcella Aglietti (Roma: 
Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura, 2021), 35–54.

37	 Filippo Espinoza, “An Italian Nationality for the Levant: Citizenship in the Aegean from the 
Ottoman to the Fascist Empire (1912–1936),” in Citizens and Subjects of the Italian Colonies: Legal 
Constructions and Social Practices, 1882–1943, ed. Simona Berhe and Olindo De Napoli (New York: 
Routledge, 2022), 112–18. Espinoza also states that the Turkish delegate allowed only 1,500 
people to receive Italian citizenship during the Lausanne negotiations in 1923, which exclu-
ded Muslims and Orthodox Christians. 

38	 The Ministry of the Interior asked all vilayets for the whereabouts of British subjects. In re-
sponse, some documents were prepared. For instance, there were 186 British in Urfa, as docu-
mented in BOA. DH.EUM.ECB. 23/61 1337 Receb 15 (April 16, 1919); in Kayseri there were 78; 
BOA. DH. EUM. ECB. 23/27 1337 Receb 08 (April 9, 1919). 
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property to them.39 The process of prisoner exchanges had already been codified 
under the Bern Agreements (in Turkish, Bern İʿtilâfnâmeleri) during World War 
I (March–April 1918).40 The Ottoman Foreign Ministry also announced that all 
civilian prisoners were free to travel to Istanbul to be repatriated to their own 
countries.41 Furthermore, protégés were free to travel from their wartime places 
of exile.42 The language used in the documents was changed from the “subjects of 
enemy states” (tebeʿa-yı düvel-i muhâsama) to the “subjects of the Entente states” 
(tebeʿa-yı düvel-i müttelîfiye). In the archives, one also finds petitions written by 
former enemy aliens requesting permission to return to their countries.43 

What about extraterritoriality? As mentioned before, throughout the war, 
the main aim of the Ottoman government’s naturalization policy was to bring 
as many people as possible under Ottoman jurisdiction by removing all privi-
leges rooted in the Capitulations and granting them Ottoman nationality. To re-
establish extraterritoriality, the critical issue was the definition of legal author-
ity over foreign nationals in the country. With the Armistice, the legal authority 
of Ottoman courts over different nationalities that had been established during 
the war came to an end. But it was no longer possible to return to the pre-war 
situation. This was also true of other elements of the Capitulations. First, there 
was the problem of the legitimacy of such a legal imposition. As Criss explains 
in her study, before the de jure occupation of the Ottoman capital, the Allied 
presence in the city posed a problem of “legality (or illegality),” because ac-
cording to international law, “only a legally sanctioned occupying force in an 

39	 The first document in this file, written from the Police Directorate to the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, mentions a certain Inter Allied Commission (Düvel-i İtilâfiye Komisyonu) designed 
for these purposes. Another document in the same folder mentions that on May 3, 1919, a 
French commission left Istanbul to assess the damage to French institutions; BOA. DH.EUM.
ECB. 28/26 1338 Rebî’ül-âhire 01 (December 24, 1919). 

40	 As in the Ottoman case, Jones notes that these agreements, including the 1917 Hague Agree-
ment, had not been fully implemented by the end of the war; Heather Jones, Violence against 
Prisoners of War in the First World War: Britain, France, and Germany, 1914–1920 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2011), 255.

41	 BOA. DH.EUM. 5. Şb. 76/38 1337 Rebî’ül-evvel 19 (December 23, 1918). See also Erdal Yılmaz, 
“Bern İtilâfnâmeleri 1917–1918 (Osmanlı Devleti - İngiltere - Fransa),” Trakya Üniversitesi So-
syal Bilimler Dergisi 15, no. 2 (2013): 291–310. In the course of the war, around 200,000 Ottomans 
were captured as POWs.

42	 The document is a coded telegram sent from the Ministry of Internal Affairs to the vilayets. 
BOA. DH. ŞFR. 93/90 1337 Safer 02 (November 7, 1918).

43	 For instance, a certain Malcolm (Nadis [sic]) was in exile in Sivas, and due to a spelling error, 
his request for repatriation was not taken into account, BOA. DH.EUM.5.Şb. 71/16 04 Muhar-
rem 1337 (October 10, 1918). A review of such petitions of these “former” enemy aliens shows 
that they were required to register their names with the consulates for repatriation. This 
folder contains many similar civilian requests; see BOA. DH. EUM. 5. Şb. 74/18 1337 Muharrem 
26 (November 1, 1918).
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enemy territory may establish a judicial system.”44 Second, as Kayaoğlu notes, 
war (first World War I and later the Greco-Turkish War) greatly diminished the 
number and influence of businesses and missionary groups in Turkey, which 
were essential to the process of re-establishing extraterritoriality.45 Başaran 
Lotz adds that although the Ottoman government continued to make new con-
cessions to Allied companies after the Armistice and during the occupation of 
Istanbul, such attempts were blocked by Ankara, which declared on June 7, 1920 
that it would not recognize any Capitulation agreements between the Istanbul 
government and foreigners signed after the occupation of Istanbul on March 
16, 1920.46 

Yet, the extraterritorial regime that the Allies tried to put into practice—
at least in occupied Istanbul—included some novelties. In order to deal with 
cases involving Ottoman and Entente citizens, a mixed court (adlî-yi muhtelît) 
was established operating in Turkish and French.47 The court would have six 
members, half of whom would be Ottoman and half of whom would be from the 
Allies.48 On September 24, 1919, the Allied high commissioners issued a joint 
memorandum announcing that the Capitulations were to be restored, but only 
for the “British, French, Italian, Greek, and the original Romanians from the 
territories of these nations, as well as the former Russian subjects who are of 
Polish origin.” In addition, immediately upon their nations signing the peace 
treaty with Austria, “Czechoslovaks, Yugoslavs, Romanians, and Poles (former 
Austrian subjects)” would be included in the Capitulations list. Former German 
subjects of Polish origin were also included.49

While these actions were being taken to reverse the old enemy alien regime, 
a new one was introduced. Austrians and Germans were the new enemy aliens 
of the Armistice. They were required to leave Ottoman territory as soon as pos-
sible or apply for Ottoman nationality if they wished to stay in the Empire. How-

44	 Criss, Istanbul under Allied Occupation, 1918–1923, 67–68. 
45	 Turan Kayaoğlu, Legal Imperialism: Sovereignty and Extraterritoriality in Japan, the Ottoman Empire, 

and China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 133–34.
46	 Neslişah Leman Başaran Lotz, “Between National Sovereignty and Foreign Capital: The Fate 

of the French Companies’ Concessions in Turkey after the War of Liberation,” Middle Eastern 
Studies 55, no. 6 (2019): 882–83.

47	 While its practical implementation was a recent development, the idea of a mixed court origi-
nated at the time of the Islahat Fermanı (Reform Edict) of 1856; see Kayaoğlu, Legal Imperiali-
sm, 123. See also the debates among European powers on mixed courts in occupied Egypt and 
Tunisia, Mary Dewhurst Lewis, Divided Rule: Sovereignty and Empire in French Tunisia, 1881–1938 
(Berkeley: University of California Press., 2014), 35–53.

48	 The protocol regarding the establishment of a temporary mixed judicial committee for the 
Armistice Period is available in this file: BOA. A.DVN.MKL 69/52 (the title of the folder does 
not contain the information on the date).

49	 BOA. DH.EUM.AYŞ. 24/12 1338 Muharrem 17 (October 12, 1919).
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ever, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated in its correspondence with other of-
fices that the naturalization applications could not be considered for approval, 
because this was against the conditions of the Armistice, which stipulated that 
the Ottoman government had to cease all relations with the other Central Pow-
ers.50 Instead, the High Commissioners began distributing a document (mah-
mîyet varakası in Turkish, “document of exemption” in English; patente di pro-
tezione in Italian) to Austrian and German citizens who wanted to remain in 
Ottoman lands.51 The British commissar specifically requested that Anatolian 
Greeks (yerli Rumlar) and Armenians who had German or Austrian citizenship 
be exempt from deportation. Bosnian Muslims with Austrian citizenship were 
another group who had to request exemption from deportation. Although most 
refugees had obtained Ottoman nationality upon their arrival, and although 
the Bosnians had arrived in the Ottoman Empire after the occupation of Bosnia 
Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary in 1878, it is likely that some had arrived in a 
more clandestine fashion and thus may not have had the necessary documents 
to prove this.52

The Nationality Status of Persons in Detached Territories

The nationality disputes (in Ottoman terminology, tefrîk-i tebe’a—the classifica-
tion of subjects) with the Balkan states that had gained their independence dur-
ing the late nineteenth century, as well as the status of those living in the Em-
pire’s North African possessions under French, British, and Italian occupation, 
were still unresolved at the outbreak of World War I. The nationality status of 
people in Tunisia, Egypt, Algeria, or Tripolitania (Libya)—lands defined in late 
Ottoman documents as “regions subject to protest” (protesto altında bulunan ma-
haller)—had been a complicated issue for decades. This was due to the practice 
of “forum shopping” common in the Mediterranean, as individuals switched 
between the different legal systems available to them, sometimes in pursuit 

50	 This point was explained carefully by the Ottoman Ministry of Foreign Affairs; see BOA. BEO. 
4544/340732 1337 Safer 24 (November 29, 1918).

51	 Some examples can be found in BOA. DH. EUM. ECB. 23/13 1337 Receb 04 (April 5, 1919). In 
the same folder, the governor of Aydın reported that by March 1919, among the German and 
Austrian subjects who were living in his district, some 103 people had accepted Yugoslav 
nationality, while 133 people had received Italian protection. A mahmîyet varakası example in 
English includes the note: “With reference to your application for exemption from Clause 19 
of the Armistice between Turkey and the Allies you are informed that you are granted total 
exemption until such time as you receive a further communication confirming this exemp-
tion or otherwise.”

52	 BOA. DH.EUM.ECB. 22/6 1337 Rebî’ül-âhire 23 (December 27, 1918). 
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of material, legal, and social gains.53 As Deringil shows, “forum shopping” also 
applied to conversion to Islam, which provided automatic access to Ottoman 
nationality (at least until 1912) for those seeking asylum in Ottoman lands.54

During the Armistice period, problems regarding the nationality status of these 
people resurfaced. An overview of archival cases shows that the policy of the Ot-
toman government, although shaped by various factors related to the popula-
tions of its former territories, could be considered rather flexible, and made use of 
various forms of leverage to “convince” (or force) people to retain their Ottoman 
nationality.55 Iordachi suggests that this aspect of Ottoman nationality was also 
a reaction to the nationality laws passed by neighboring states that had gained 
independence from the Empire, such as Greece.56 In the case of ex-Ottoman non-
Muslims, this leverage consisted of withholding access to property and inheri-
tance rights, as well as the threat of deportation. For ex-Ottoman Muslims, such 
as the populations of Tunisia or Algeria, these risks were accompanied by bans on 
marriage with Ottoman women to hinder nationality changes.57 While the nation-
ality status of Ottoman North African populations merits case studies that zoom 
in on the different practices of the British, French, and Italian colonial administra-
tions in the region (and indeed such studies already exist in the literature),58 two  
specific documents will illustrate the differing approaches of the wartime and 

53	 Lewis, Divided Rule, 3. 
54	 Selim Deringil, Conversion and Apostasy in the Late Ottoman Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 2012), 187.
55	 The confiscation of property was not an Armistice novelty. It was discussed in 1881 for people 

who had renounced Ottoman nationality without permission, including those who had Otto-
man heirs; see Deringil, Conversion and Apostasy in the Late Ottoman Empire, 188.

56	 Constantin Iordachi, “Syncretic Nationalism and Citizenship in the Balkans,” in What Is a Na-
tion?: Europe 1789–1914, ed. Timothy Baycroft and Mark Hewitson (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 120–51.

57	 İbrahim Serbestoğlu, Osmanlı Kimdir? Osmanlı Devletiʹnde Tabiiyet Sorunu (İstanbul: Yeditepe 
Yayınevi, 2014), 300–303. In 1874, the Ottoman government introduced a ban on marriages 
between Ottoman women and Iranian men in an attempt to preserve its demographic struc-
ture along the frontiers; see Karen M. Kern, Imperial Citizen: Marriage and Citizenship in the Otto-
man Frontier Provinces of Iraq (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2011).

58	 For instance, Lewis, Divided Rule; Hanley, Identifying with Nationality; Alessandro Breccia, “Po-
litiche e visioni della cittadinanza. Il personale consolare italiano al tramonto dell’impero 
Ottomano (1863–1923),” in Citizenship Under Pressure, Naturalisation Policies from the Late XIX 
Century until the Aftermath of the World War I, ed. Marcella Aglietti (Roma: Edizioni di Storia e 
Letteratura, 2021), 21–34; Hülya Toker, “Cezayirli Muhacirlerin Osmanlı Tabiiyetine Geçmes-
inin Türk-Fransız İlişkilerine Yansıması (1848–1914),” Cumhuriyet Tarihi Araştırmaları Dergisi 
17, no. 34 (2021): 471–500; Julia Phillips Cohen, Becoming Ottomans: Sephardi Jews and Imperial 
Citizenship in the Modern Era (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Stein, Extra-
territorial Dreams; Simona Berhe and Olindo de Napoli, eds., Citizens and Subjects of the Italian 
Colonies: Legal Constructions and Social Practices, 1882–1943 (New York: Routledge, 2022).
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armistice Ottoman governments. On February 8, 1914, a circular was sent to the 
vilayets from the Ministry of the Interior titled, “The Procedure Regarding the 
Algerians, Tunisians, and Moroccans” (Cezayir ve Tunus ve Faslılar Hakkında Oluna-
cak Muʿameleye Dair)59 declaring all previous accords with France null and void due 
to the war. These accords included the one that had been signed with France in 
1913 regarding the nationality status of the Algerians, in which the Ottoman gov-
ernment agreed to recognize the Algerians as a separate nationality category of 
“Algerian” instead of “Ottoman.” This accord also applied to Tunisians. The cir-
cular, instead, clarified that all Algerians and Tunisians living within the Ottoman 
Empire were considered Ottomans. For the Moroccans, however, the situation was 
different “since the Moroccan government was an independent Islamic country” 
(Fas hükûmeti bir devlet-i müstakîle-yi İslâmiyye olduğundan). “Just like the Afghans” 
(Afganîler hakkında cârî olduğu gibi), they were to be considered foreigners, but un-
der the protection of the Caliph—a status that precluded all forms of protection 
from another foreign power.60 During the Armistice period, a circular on the same 
subject sent to the vilayets in March 1919 announced that if it was necessary for 
Tunisians and Algerians to indicate their nationality in official documents and re-
cords, they were to be categorized as “Tunisians and Algerians” (Tunuslu ve Cezay-
irli). This represented a step back from the wartime decisions, but just as before, 
these populations were still part of the Ottoman paperscapes.61 

The nationality disputes of Ottoman North African populations were differ-
ent from those of Balkan populations. If a nation declared independence from 
the Empire, the nationality status of its residents was more complicated. The 
Ottoman Empire signed several agreements with the Balkan states as they be-
came independent, but the practices of the post-war period continued to be 

59	 DH.İ.UM.EK., 6/57 1333 Rebî’ül-âhire 06 (February 21, 1915). 
60	 Non-Ottoman Muslims’ appeals to Christian governments for protection were seen as damag-

ing to the image of the Ottomans as the protectors of pilgrims and stirred up fears about the 
accumulation of property by foreign Muslims; see Selim Deringil, The Well-Protected Domains: 
Ideology and the Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman Empire, 1876–1909 (London, New York: I. B. 
Tauris, 2009); Selim Deringil, “Some Aspects of Muslim Immigration into the Ottoman Em-
pire in the Late 19th Century,” Al-Abhath 38, no. 1 (1990): 37–41; Michael Christopher Low, 
“Unfurling the Flag of Extraterritoriality: Autonomy, Foreign Muslims, and the Capitulations 
in the Ottoman Hijaz,” in The Subjects of Ottoman International Law, ed. Lâle Can et al. (Bloo-
mington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2020), 76–96; Lâle Can, Spiritual Subjects: Central 
Asian Pilgrims and the Ottoman Hajj at the End of Empire (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 2020). Specifically, on the contest between the British and Ottoman Empires over the 
Afghans’ nationality, see Faiz Ahmed, “The British-Ottoman Cold War, c.1880–1914: Imperial 
Struggles over Muslim Mobility and Citizenship from the Suez Canal to the Durand Line,” in 
The Subjects of Ottoman International Law, ed. Lâle Can et al. (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana 
University Press, 2020), 146–70. 

61	 DH. UMVM 125/33 1337 Cemaziyel-evvel 20 (March 23, 1919). 
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ambiguous—not because the legal framework was poorly defined, but because 
the Ottoman government was hesitant to make bold decisions that could en-
danger its relations with the Entente. As a result, although those coming from 
the territories lost to Serbia and Greece during the Balkan Wars were to be de-
ported according to the measures taken by the Ottoman government, during 
the Armistice period it was agreed that the situation was rather delicate and 
that authorities ought to wait for the right time (zaman-ı münâsibin hulûlü) be-
fore implementing strict measures such as deportation.62

Nationality Disputes in the Treaties of Sèvres and Lausanne 
and the Ottoman non-Muslims

The Treaty of Sèvres (August 10, 1920) was not ratified and was superseded by 
the Treaty of Lausanne (July 24, 1923) following the military success of Turk-
ish nationalist forces against the occupations in Anatolia. Section Twelve of 
Sèvres addressed the issue of “Nationality” in eight articles, while Section Two 
of Lausanne addressed the same issue in seven articles.63 The Treaty of Sèvres 
allowed people in detached territories to choose certain nationalities if they 
were of the “same race” as the preferred nationality, conflicting with Ottoman 
law. Turkey had to recognize all changes in nationality, including those from 
before the treaty, and facilitate emigration. Property confiscation and penal-
ties for unapproved nationality changes were forbidden. This was one of the 
articles (namely, Article 128) that, as Mustafa Kemal would proudly announce 
in his notorious Nutuk (The Speech) in 1927, did not appear in the Treaty of 
Lausanne.64 In the later treaty, nationality changes required the consent of the 
relevant state detached from the Ottoman Empire, but Turkey could also exer-
cise authority over citizenship changes. That the country regained sovereignty 
over citizenship changes was a political victory that nationalists seized upon. It 
meant establishing complete sovereignty over the areas declared in the Nation-
al Pact (Mîsâk-ı Millî) by the last Ottoman parliament as “predominantly Turkish 

62	 BOA. DH.EUM.ECB 21/35 1337 Rebî’ül-evvel 29 (February 1, 1919).
63	 For the full text of the Treaty of Sèvres in English, see “The Treaty of Sèvres 1920,” dipublico.

org, October 22, 2010, https://www.dipublico.org/100760/the-treaty-of-sevres-1920-the-
treaty-of-peace-between-the-allied-and-associated-powers-and-turkey-signed-at-sevres-
august-10-1920/ (accessed September 7, 2022). For the Treaty of Lausanne, see “Treaty of 
Lausanne - World War I Document Archive,” https://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Treaty_of_
Lausanne. (accessed September 7, 2022).

64	 See Mustafa Kemal’s comparison of the peace treaties; Nejat Bayramoğlu and Kurtuluş Güran, 
eds., Gazi Mustafa Kemal, Nutuk, (Ankara: Kaynak Yayınları, 2015), 571–82. 
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in character.”65 The Capitulations and all extraterritorial rights of foreigners 
or minorities were rejected in the same pact. During the Armistice period, the 
nationalist faction in the Grand National Assembly developed its position re-
garding the question of Ottoman nationality—or, to be precise, the question of 
who was part of the nation—based on the same premises, opting for a rather ex-
clusive understanding of nationality that diverged from the Ottoman imperial 
vision. Particularly important in this framework was the nationality problem of 
Ottoman non-Muslims.

Although most nationality disputes concerned non-Ottomans—albeit those 
who were part of the Ottoman paperscapes—the Armistice period also consti-
tuted a decisive moment in determining the future nationality of Ottoman non-
Muslims. During the Armistice, the Ankara government’s ideas regarding the 
concept of nationality crystallized against the backdrop of the Turkish War of 
Independence. The parliamentary debates of the Ankara government reflected 
these newly formed ideas about Ottoman Armenians and Greeks, as many depu-
ties explicitly argued that they should have their property confiscated by the 
state and be stripped of their rights for treason.66 

A concrete example of this line of thinking is the case of Ottoman Arme-
nians who were deported during the war but not denaturalized.67 They were 
granted permission to return by the Istanbul government at the same time 
that the Ankara government was issuing domestic travel bans for Armenians 
inside Anatolia in the hope of retaining a homogeneous Muslim population 
and declaring that all laws issued by Istanbul were void.68 One of the great-
est concerns at the early parliamentary meetings in Ankara related to the 
“abandoned property” of Armenians and Greeks who had been deported, 
massacred, or had fled abroad. During debates regarding the rights of these 
individuals, including their property rights, the discourse of the deputies on 
the nationalities of Ottoman non-Muslims became radicalized, as discussed 

65	 Roderic H. Davison, “Turkish Diplomacy from Mudros to Lausanne,” in The Diplomats, 1919–1939, 
ed. Gordon A. Craig and Felix Gilbert (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 173–74.

66	 Ellinor Morack, The Dowry of the State?: The Politics of Abandoned Property and the Population Ex-
change in Turkey, 1921–1945 (Bamberg: University of Bamberg Press, 2017), 158.

67	 Some Ottoman Armenians were able to preserve their citizenship until as late as 1964; Akçam 
and Kurt, The Spirit of the Laws, 7. Note that those who could obtain other citizenships (such 
as U.S. citizenship) were not permitted to reenter Ottoman territory, as the government was 
concerned that they might participate in political activities and demand extraterritorial legal 
privileges; see Gürsel, who narrates Ottoman Armenian nationality in the U.S. through the 
Cartozian family Zeynep Devrim Gürsel​, “Classifying the Cartozians: Rethinking the Politics 
of Visibility alongside Ottoman Subjecthood and American Citizenship,” Photographies 15, no. 
3 (2022): 349–80.

68	 On this period, see Akçam and Kurt, The Spirit of the Laws, 58–77. 
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by Ekmekçioğlu, Morack, and Bayar.69

The Ottoman Nationality Law constituted the earliest instance of the con-
fiscation of property, as well as several other measures aimed at banning dual 
nationality in an attempt to maintain sovereignty over the population. The law 
was crafted to create more Ottomans.70 For the same reason, Ottoman national-
ity was offered to certain ethnic groups during World War I in order to bring 
as many people as possible under Ottoman jurisdiction. Interestingly, while the 
Turkish Citizenship Law of 1928 was almost an exact copy of the original Otto-
man Nationality Law, the same articles previously used to increase the number 
of subjects were later used to exclude Ottoman non-Muslims from the Turkish 
nation-state. As argued by Ekmekçioğlu, in the 1924 constitution, the defini-
tions of Turkishness and Turkish citizenship were deliberately left vague as a 
consequence of the development of two separate ideas of Turkishness: “real” or 
authentic Turks and citizen-Turks (such as the non-Muslims living in Turkey).71 
Although they are beyond the scope of this article, debates concerning the con-
tinuities and ruptures between the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic 
must also take into account this significant departure from Ottoman imperial 
nationality policy.

CONCLUSION

In the Early Republican years, mass citizenship deprivations took place not 
via the Turkish Citizenship Law of 1928 but via another law passed on May 23, 
1927: the notorious Law No. 1041, “Denaturalization of Ottoman Subjects Who 
Do Not Meet Specific Conditions” (Şerâʿit-i Muʿayyeneyi Haʿîz Olmayan Osmanlı 
Tebeʿasının Türk Vatandaşlığından İskatı).72 This three-article law stipulated that 
Ottoman subjects who had not participated in the National Movement and had 
remained abroad during that period (İstiklâl muharebeleri esnasında millî mücade- 
leye iştirak etmeyerek), as well as those who had not returned before July 24, 1923 

69	 See Morack, The Dowry of the State? Yeşim Bayar, “Turkish Nation-Building Process: An Analy-
sis of Language, Education, and Citizenship Policies during the Early Republic (1920–1938)” 
(PhD Thesis, Montreal, McGill University, 2008); Lerna Ekmekçioğlu, “Republic Of Paradox: 
The League Of Nations Minority Protection Regime And The New Turkey’s Step-Citizens,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies 46, no. 4 (2014): 657–79.

70	 See A. Ebru Akcasu, “Nation and Migration in Late-Ottoman Spheres of (Legal) Belonging: A 
Comparative Look at Laws on Nationality,” Nationalities Papers 49, no. 6 (2021): 1113–31.

71	 Ekmekçioğlu, “Republic of Paradox,” 670.
72	 Resmi Gazete, “Şerâʿit-i Muʿayyeneyi Haʿîz Olmayan Osmanlı Tebeʿasının Türk Vatan-

daşlığından İskatı,” No. 598, 31/05/1927. 
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(the date of the Lausanne Treaty), could be denaturalized upon the decision of 
the Council of Ministers. It was also declared that those who opted for Turkish 
citizenship within the framework of the treaties were, in effect, exempt from 
this clause. Indeed, Law No. 1041 constituted the basis for the denaturalization 
of many non-Muslims as well as Muslims who had been abroad or had been un-
able to participate in the war during that period.73

The Ottoman Empire was not alone among the multi-ethnic empires when 
it came to ethnic tensions and anti-enemy alien regimes determining the po-
litical agenda both during and after the war.74 “The great unweaving” of these 
multi-ethnic empires (the relocation of ethnic groups), as discussed by Blox-
ham, was not a purely Ottoman phenomenon, and these population movements 
were central to the quest for stability in the interwar era.75 However, certain 
dynamics—resulting from the extraterritorial rights of foreigners and the role 
that non-Muslims played in the Ottoman government’s economic and political 
life—further exacerbated tensions with non-citizens and minorities both dur-
ing and after the war. These dynamics also shaped the Ottoman government’s 
naturalization policy and contributed to the emergence of what I call “Ottoman 
paperscapes”—the extended domain of Ottoman nationality—in which the idea 
of belonging transcended conventional principles such as jus sanguinis (right of 
blood) or jus soli (right of soil). The chronology of these paperscapes extended 
beyond the official dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, and access to this space 
was renegotiated and restricted through the passage and enforcement of sev-
eral laws in the late 1920s and 1930s,76 as subjecthood remained an interactive 
and contested process in the post-Ottoman world.

“Ottoman paperscapes” played a central role in navigating the Wilsonian 
Principles of 1918 in relation to territorial claims, the postwar peace conferences 
(notably the Treaty of Sèvres in the Ottoman case), and debates regarding redress 
for the crimes committed by the CUP against its own citizens (most notably the 

73	 See Corinna Görgü Guttstadt, “Depriving Non-Muslims of Citizenship as Part of the Turkifica-
tion Policy in the Early Years of the Turkish Republic: The Case of Turkish Jews and Its Conse-
quences during the Holocaust,” in Turkey Beyond Nationalism: Towords Postnationalist Identities, 
ed. Hans-Lukas Kieser (London: I. B. Tauris, 2006), 50–56.

74	 As Lohr states, the situation was comparable in the Ottoman and Russian Empires, “where the 
core nationality resented its lack of control over the imperial state and where foreigners and 
minorities played prominent roles in the economy,” Lohr, Nationalizing the Russian Empire, 6–7.

75	 Donald Bloxham, “The Great Unweaving: The Removal of Peoples in Europe, 1875–1949,” in 
Removing Peoples: Forced Removal in the Modern World, ed. Richard Bessel and Claudia B. Haake 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 199.

76	 On these laws, see also Ayse Elif Becan, “Une familière Étrangeté : L’accueil des immigrants 
Musulmans des Balkans en Turquie (1923–1964),” (PhD Thesis, Paris, EHESS, 2021). 
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Armenian genocide, but also other war crimes targeting the Anatolian Greeks 
and Eastern Christians). As argued by Okan, for years after 1924, the year of the 
Treaty of Lausanne’s entry into force, its nationality clauses continued to shape 
the formation of state–subject relationships in former Ottoman territories.77 
Mass expulsions, denaturalization, and confiscations of property affected the 
lives of former Ottoman subjects in every detached territory, without exception. 
Many protocols following the Lausanne Treaty attempted to create homogeneous 
populations and eliminate ethnic conflict in formerly Ottoman countries, includ-
ing the well-known population exchange between Greece and Turkey in 1923. 
The problem of identifying “who was who” continued for decades, reverberating 
in almost all the conflicts in the Balkans, the Middle East, and the Caucasus up to 
the present day.
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