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In Turkey last names were introduced only after 1934 as part of republican 
reforms, designed, among other things, to keep more accurate records on 
the population. Although this book covers events that started prior to the 
adoption of last names, I have chosen to refer to all characters with their 
last names and without the parentheses that are used in Turkish publica-
tions to indicate that the last name was taken after the event described. 
One exception is Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, whom I refer to by both his last 
name and his first and middle names.

The Turkish alphabet has several letters with diacriticals, and some 
other letters differ significantly from their English pronunciation. Below 
is a brief guide:

C, c like j in English
Ç, ç like ch in English
Ğ, ğ is a soft g, that is like the gh in through
I, ı pronounced like the e in summer
İ, i pronounced like the i in it
Ö, ö like ö in German, often transcribed as oe in English
Ş, ş like sh in English
Ü, ü like ü in German, often transcribed as ue in English

The following information is a guide to the archival sources:

Resmi Gazete, Official Bulletin of the State: Laws become effective only 
after they are published in Resmi Gazete. Wherever there is a reference to a 
law enacted, I have used the Turkish notation for the publication: Çiftçiyi 
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Topraklandırma Kanunu [name of law], Resmi Gazete [name of publica-
tion], no. 6032 [issue number], June 15, 1945 [date of publication], article 
no. 4753 [number of the law].

TBMM Zabıt Ceridesi (Minutes of the Grand National Assembly): This 
is a multivolume collection of the minutes of the debates in the Grand 
National Assembly. The key for locating content is: TBMM Zabıt Ceridesi 
[name of publication], Devre VI [number of term], Cilt 17 [volume num-
ber], İçtima 45 [meeting number], p132 [page number] (April 28, 1941) 
[date of meeting].

Başbakanlık Cumhuriyet Arşivi (Archives of the Republic): There does not 
seem to be a standard way of referring to the holdings of the Archives of 
the Republic (Başbakanlık Cumhuriyet Arşivi, BCA in the endnotes). I 
have adopted the notation used in publications of the School of Political 
Science at Ankara University: BCA: [archive name] 30. . 10.0.0 [source of 
holdings (fon, in Turkish)]/ 139.997. .4. [location] / 13341 [file number].
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
AMBIVALENCES 

AND 

ANXIETIES

The Turkish History Exhibition was inaugurated by Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk, the founder and first president of the Republic of Turkey, 
on October 20, 1937, at the Dolmabahçe Palace in Istanbul.1 His 

larger-than-life green marble bust greeted visitors at the entrance, po-
sitioned in an alcove as the centerpiece of the exhibition’s introductory 
tableau. Below him, on the ground, lay a giant map of Eurasia, with a 
series of concentric circles emanating from Central Asia. According to 
the newly minted Turkish History Thesis, this was where the Turkish 
people had originated and spread out in successive waves to the rest of 
the world, bringing civilization to the new lands wherein they eventually 
settled. Atatürk’s words, pronounced when he first embarked on the am-
bitious project of producing a “national history” in 1931, framed this map: 
“writing history is just as important as making history: if the writers are 
not faithful to the makers, then the immutable truth will be altered in 
ways that can confound mankind.”2 Using maps, photographs, drawings, 
and artifacts from archaeological excavations throughout the country, 
the exhibition was intended to serve as a material embodiment of the 
History Thesis, which placed the “Turkish race” at the forefront of world 
historical development through the ages.3 Held in conjunction with the 
much lauded Turkish History Congress, it was ephemeral—lasting only 
a few days—and had relatively few visitors, but the exhibition’s central 
themes directly fed into educational curricula, civic rituals, and public 
policy, which vastly augmented its effect.4 As such, it was part of a much 
larger discursive project to generate and disseminate a foundation myth, 
instilling a proud sense of shared history and common destiny as a uni-
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fied nation in a population that had been so profoundly traumatized and 
displaced by endless years of war.

Indeed, the last few decades of the Ottoman Empire were a period of 
accelerated unraveling under mounting pressures from various internal 
and external factors. Growing integration with the networks of imperial 
capitalism had transformed the empire’s geography and its social and eco-
nomic structures.5 Having expanded by conquest and the accommodative 
incorporation of diverse peoples and their customs and laws, the empire 
historically comprised an inherently pluralistic society, though with in-
built asymmetries in its social structures, that historically had favored its 
Muslim populations.6 Over the course of the nineteenth century, however, 
whereas many entrepreneurial non-Muslims who engaged in commerce 
and new professions saw their financial fortunes rise, Muslims, despite 
their privileged status, saw theirs ebb. Although the actual fluctuations 
in wealth and status were more complicated and varied by region, these 
shifts reinforced mutually held negative stereotypes, contributing to rising 
tensions between the empire’s constituent millets (ethnoreligious com-

FIGURE I .1. THE ENTR ANCE OF THE EXHIBITION, ORGANIZED IN TANDEM WITH THE CONFERENCE, FEA-

TURING AN ATATÜRK BUST ATOP THE MAP OF EUR A SIA WITH THE CONCENTRIC WAVES REPRESENTING THE 

WESTBOUND SPREAD OF TURKIC PEOPLES. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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munities). Increased contact, through conflict or collaboration, with the 
West also facilitated the influx of Enlightenment ideas. Nascent notions 
of individual rights, citizenship, and national identity were taken up by 
the empire’s diverse populations and reinterpreted as needed to legitimize 
new kinds of political activities and demands.7 Such demands—including 
secession—were aided and abetted by nineteenth-century imperial powers 
all of which had designs on Ottoman territories and assets: Great Britain, 
France, and Russia sought to partition and control certain strategic re-
gions through client states, while Germany was after retaining the empire 
largely intact but bringing it under its sphere of influence.8 The confluence 
of these demands and designs made for a very volatile environment, with 
wars on several fronts and insurrections in many regions (especially where 
the central authority’s reach was weak), leading to great loss of life, assets, 
and territory in the waning years of the nineteenth century.

Of all successive wars, defeat in the Balkan War (1912–1913) proved to 
be a watershed moment because it unequivocally spelled the end of Otto-
man presence in Europe, truncating a particular geographic imagination, 
long cultivated in the minds of the empire’s ruling class, of an imperial do-
main straddling across Anatolia and Rumelia with Istanbul ensconced in 
its middle.9 As the first Ottoman foothold in Europe, conquered between 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Balkan Peninsula had been as 
integral to the empire as its Anatolian half, with which it shared identi-
cal governmental, institutional, and social structures. The peninsula was 
home to the empire’s oldest and most prosperous provinces, from which 
a substantial portion of its military and bureaucratic elite was recruited. 
The Ottomans had been losing ground in the region since the early nine-
teenth century, but the Balkans had continued to have a large Muslim 
population that had remained loyal to Istanbul. Following the Balkan de-
feat, the ongoing flow of Muslim (both Turcophone and non-Turcophone) 
refugees escaping ethnoreligious violence mainly from pro-Slavic and 
Christian forces in regions surrounding the Ottoman Empire peaked.10 A 
massive influx of uprooted and dejected people into major Anatolian cities 
stretched to the breaking point the ability of local authorities to cope.11 
Realizing how real and close to home the threat of disintegration was, 
Ottoman politicians and intellectuals began to seek explanations—as well 
as scapegoats—for the empire’s misfortunes. It was at this juncture that a 
particularly zealous faction within the newly formed Congress of Union 
and Progress (CUP) staged a coup to take over the government and effec-
tively established a dictatorship.12 Shocked by the loss of their homelands, 
CUP leaders had become ideologically radicalized. They espoused a highly 
polarized version of nationalism with strong anti-non-Muslim tendencies, 
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which now they fully expected to translate into policy.13 The CUP takeover 
foreclosed all possibilities for Ottomanism, a more liberal ideology calling 
for a reformed and equalized pluralistic society. Since the CUP’s steering 
cadres had, from their earlier education onward, cultivated close ties to 
Germany (both military and educational cooperation schemes), the coup 
also brought the empire into closer alliance with the Axis powers (Germa-
ny and the Austro-Hungarian Empire) that were then just in the making.

The CUP’s decision to enter the First World War on the side of the Axis 
powers—with the not-so-hidden agenda of recovering lost lands—turned 
out to be an unmitigated disaster and precipitated the empire’s collapse. 
Unlike previous conflicts, the Ottomans had to fight this war on several 
distant fronts at once.14 Considerably weakened by defeats in preceding 
wars, the Ottoman army suffered very heavy casualties and experienced 
mass desertions that not only undermined the morale but also wreaked 
havoc in the countryside as runaway soldiers turned into bandits and ter-
rorized local populations. Moreover, because the army recruited mainly 
from the Anatolian peasantry, the absence of this large workforce from the 
fields severely affected food supplies. Moving armies also helped to spread 
epidemics—especially cholera and typhus in the summer—thus further 
contributing to mass civilian deaths. Most important, the First World War 
gave the CUP leaders an opening to implement some of their most radical 
ideas regarding population policy. Already before the war, claiming secu-
rity concerns, they had purged thousands of Orthodox Greeks residing 
in the Aegean region of Greece.15 In 1915, using the war and the activities 
of Armenian nationalists as a pretext, the CUP government ordered the 
mass deportation of Anatolian Armenians.16 With the exception of those 
in Istanbul, all Armenians were exiled to the desert areas of what is mod-
ern-day Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq in a process that decimated at 
least 40 percent of their population who died at the hands of CUP officials 
and marauding bandits as well as from exposure, disease, and starvation.17 
In sum, the Ottoman population endured a 2.5 percent net decrease, some-
thing no other First World War participant experienced.18

Following the 1918 Armistice, the Ottoman Empire came under exten-
sive occupation by the Allies and effectively lost its sovereignty. In this 
state of post-occupation confusion, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the emergent 
leader of the nationalist liberation movement (Kuva-i Milliye) managed to 
pull together a coalition of diverse constituencies, which, despite profound 
differences of opinion and allegiance, were unified in their opposition to 
the foreign takeover of Anatolia. Meanwhile, although its leadership was 
unceremoniously deposed, the CUP’s rank and file had remained in place 
and several of them—including secret operatives from Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa 



5

I N T R O D U C T I O N

who had been instrumental in executing some of the most ruthless policies 
during the First World War—also joined Mustafa Kemal’s forces.19 It was 
this coalition—comprising, in addition to the military-bureaucratic cadre 
close to Mustafa Kemal at the helm, local notables whose organizations 
had a more limited geographic outlook, religious leaders whose primary 
allegiance was to Islam the Sultan-Caliph, and former CUP operatives—
that rallied people to fight one last war against post–First World War occu-
pation. The best-known battles of the Turkish War of Independence were 
fought on the Western front against the Greek army—which, notably, was 
pursuing its own nationalist vision of unifying the Aegean under a Hel-
lenic flag—but there were also violent guerilla-style wars in eastern and 
southeastern Turkey to liberate these regions from French occupation. In 
the end, taking advantage of the vulnerabilities of the Greek army, the war 
weariness of the Allies, and the postrevolutionary about-face in Russia, 
the nationalists prevailed, reclaiming the territory that became modern 
Turkey.

Thereafter, Mustafa Kemal and the military-bureaucratic cadre around 
him decided that in order to thrive in the post–First World War context, 
it was imperative to reinvent Turkey as a modern nation-state, rather than 
returning to Istanbul and restoring the old imperial order. In 1923 they re-
located the capital to Ankara, which had been their wartime base of oper-
ations, and proclaimed a republic. The challenges of such a comprehensive 
reinvention were multifarious. On the home front, this was a profound 
change, which meant not only the wholesale importation of a new form 
of government with its laws and institutions but also the rejection of the 
Ottoman legacy that had shaped this land and its people for more than 
six centuries.20 It entailed categorically repudiating—rather than repair-
ing—the already damaged tapestry of ethnic and religious communitar-
ian structures that had historically constituted the empire’s social fabric. 
A pluralistic society that accommodated differences in linguistic, ethnic, 
and religious affiliation and even a range of legal statuses for residency and 
citizenship was anathema to the nationalist vision of a modern state with 
a homogeneous population, which identified as Turkish to the exclusion of 
all other ethnoreligious identities, and was subject to uniform laws.21 On 
the international front, it required reestablishing the new state as a rec-
ognized peer among other nation-states at a time when such recognition 
was accorded begrudgingly by the Great Powers (especially the winners of 
the First World War) that dominated the diplomatic arena.22 In the eyes of 
modern Turkey’s founding fathers, this also necessitated stitching Turkey 
more firmly to modern Western traditions, albeit at the expense of their 
own. Having internalized Orientalist criticisms of the Ottoman state and 
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culture, they sought to introduce Westernizing reforms that would affect 
the day-to-day lives of the citizenry on an unprecedented scale. Finally, for 
the long term, to ensure the new order’s durability, it called for creating 
and maintaining a standard legal, institutional, and physical infrastruc-
ture regulating relations among citizens and between citizens and the 
state, thereby sustaining the reproduction of society as a nation.23

Inaugurated just a year before the end of Mustafa Kemal’s fifteen-year-
long rule as the founding president of the republic (as if a bookend to an 
intense period of transformations), the History Exhibition summarized 
the official interpretation of these events, the lessons to be drawn from 
them, and repositioned Turkey historically vis-à-vis the larger world 
around it. Exhibitions such as this were a favored medium for Turkey’s 
leaders to communicate how they saw themselves and wanted to be seen by 
others. Borrowing from the well-worn late nineteenth- to early twentieth- 
century repertoire of modernizing states, Early Republican exhibitions 
sought to use the persuasiveness of physical objects and images to educate 
a broader citizenry and entice them to participate willingly in advancing 
that state’s agenda.24 At the same time, however, contextualized and ex-
amined as material artifacts, they also revealed, at their seams, the ten-
sions inherent in formulating and disseminating the official foundation 
narrative and the difficulty of keeping at bay alternative narratives and 
factual challenges that could disrupt it. Seen in that light, the exhibition 
encapsulated Turkey’s leaders’ most consuming anxieties outlined above: 
achieving and preserving national integration, territorial sovereignty, and 
recognition as a peer within the then exclusive international system of 
states.

The exhibition displayed two distinctive yet interrelated strategies to 
frame the modern nation-state building project as inevitable and to pre-
emptively discredit challenges that could undermine this narrative. First, 
the republican section of the exhibition, which, despite spanning barely 
fourteen years, took up the largest amount of space at the center, was pre-
sented as a comparison that sharply contrasted the failures of the Otto-
man Empire with the accomplishments and vision of the Kemalist regime. 
Large posters and glass cases flanking the two sides of the U-shaped alcove 
proudly displayed the various areas of state intervention successfully pur-
sued by the republican government including justice, economy, customs 
and tariffs, agriculture, industry, health, arts, education, architecture, 
and urbanism. Some of these exhibits were designed as two-part displays 
in a manner akin to “before and after” comparisons commonly seen in 
advertising. Others, replete with graphs and pictures, proudly displayed 
the country’s growing industrial production, improved educational fa-
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cilities, expanding rail network, and better health care, all of which were 
the work of the new regime. Ironically this binary framing, which had 
been borrowed from Orientalist discourses and internalized and rein-
strumentalized by the Kemalists, had now become a ubiquitous narrative 
device to validate their visions and policies as unprecedented, yet neces-
sary, measures to move Turkey forward and away from past mistakes that 
had gotten in the way of its progress.25 Moreover, it conveniently glossed 
over more than a century of Ottoman reforms that had effectively laid the 

FIGURE I .2. A COMPAR ATIVE IMAGE OF BEFORE AND AF TER FROM THE REPUBLIC AN SEC TION OF THE EX-

HIBITION FEATURING THE IMPROVEMENTS IN THE JUDICIARY. IN THE EARLY YEARS OF THE REPUBLIC, THIS 

VISUAL TROPE OF PIT TING THE OT TOMAN AGAINST THE REPUBLIC AN TO POSIT THE SUPERIORIT Y OF THE 

L AT TER PROLIFER ATED IN ALL T YPES OF MEDIA CONTROLLED BY THE STATE. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH 

HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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ground work for many of the changes implemented under the republic, 
thus attributing to the republican leadership all the credit for the country’s 
accelerated modernization.

Second, although it appeared to be all-encompassing, the exhibition 
was, in fact, quite selective about the cultures and connections it featured 
and how it ordered them. The displays included several ancient civiliza-
tions of the broader region—such as Sumeria, Egypt, and classical Greece, 
co-opting some cultures with which links were at best dubious, as part 
of modern Turkey’s heritage. But it excluded other local contemporary 
cultures—such as Anatolian Greeks, Armenians, Arabs, and Kurds—who 
made up the empire’s Anatolian population. In order to bolster Turkey’s 
claims to an undeniable place within the genealogy of modern European 
history, the exhibition dated the presence of the “Turkish race” in Anatolia 
to the Neolithic period and portrayed it as being related to the region’s 
ancient civilizations to which European nations also traced their cultural 
ancestry—albeit through similarly fictive processes of cultural appropri-
ation.26 For instance, the use of the newly excavated Hittite Sun statue as 

FIGURE I.3. A SCENE FROM THE CONFERENCE, HASAN CEMIL ÇAMBEL DELIVERS HIS REMARKS. BEHIND HIM IS 

AN EARLY USE OF THE HITITE SUN AS A LOGO, A PR ACTICE THAT CONTINUES TO BE VERY COMMON AMONG 

VARIOUS PUBLIC AND PRIVATE ORGANIZATIONS. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORICAL SOCIETY LIBR ARY.
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the logo for the Second History Congress, which the exhibition accompa-
nied, was especially telling. The logo presented as a foregone conclusion 
the shared and uninterrupted lineage between Hittites, an Anatolian civi-
lization from more than three millennia ago, and contemporary Turks. It 
implied that by virtue of thus antedating other local ethnic groups, whose 
long-standing presence was known to all but was carefully edited out of 
the narrative, the exclusivity of Turkish claims to this indivisible territory 
was justified beyond a doubt. 

Despite its careful scripting, the exhibition also lay bare the ambiv-
alences of the new regime and its leaders and their inability to seal the 
past hermetically. As most ironically epitomized by the venue chosen for 
the exhibition, Dolmabahçe Palace, rather than, say, a modern republi-
can structure in Ankara, the Kemalist narrative was far from consistent 
in its historiographic selectivity and the polarization it promoted. Far 
more dazzling than anything on display, the palace’s profusely decorated 
Ceremonial Hall, with its 36-meter (118-foot)-high domed ceiling and 4.5-
ton crystal chandelier—a gift from Queen Victoria—hovering right at the 
center of the section dedicated to the republic, threatened to undercut any 
assertions about the purported superiority of Kemalist achievements over 
Ottoman failures. Such a choice would not have been so noteworthy had 
the Kemalists not maligned Istanbul and repudiated the legacy of the Ot-
toman Empire so categorically. But as the last seat of the Sultans, designed 
and built in the mid-nineteenth century by Garabet and Nigogos Balyan 
of the long-serving Armenian family of imperial architects, Dolmabahçe 
was a quintessential part of Turkey’s Ottoman past. And it was, by the 
same token, an embodiment of the foreign affectation, pluralistic con-
stitution, and profligacy for which Kemalists condemned their Ottoman 
predecessors.

The anxieties and ambivalences embedded in the materiality of the 
1937 exhibition also lie at the heart of this book. In retrospect, even when 
taken on its own terms, the exhibition may be read as symptomatic of the 
growing cognitive dissonance between the promise of the republic and 
what it delivered. The centerpiece of the republican section, featuring a 
large photograph of the inaugural meeting of the Grand National Assem-
bly in April 1920, expressly celebrated democratic self-governance as the 
culmination, in Atatürk’s words, of the “nation’s centuries-long quest for 
self-governance and a living symbol of it”27 Presented as achieved, this was 
a goal that eluded the Turkish citizenry. The 1920s and 1930s were charac-
terized by a fierce rivalry among members of the leadership cadre jock-
eying for power, occasional outbursts of violence and the dissolution of 
wartime alliances with tribal and religious leaders, who now resented the 
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elimination of their power base by the expanding central authority, and 
growing resentment and alienation among the population at large whose 
voices almost never trickled up. The increasingly authoritarian regime 
that emerged out of this process brooked no dissent, neither in politics nor 
in historiography, and was ruthless in squashing both. In tandem with the 
narrowing political horizon, starting from the late 1920s, when attempts 
to produce a standardized version of Turkish history—especially for use 
in textbooks—gained momentum, scholars who called for a more critical 
evidence-based historiography found themselves increasingly silenced 
by their more ideologically driven counterparts who ultimately put their 
stamp on the Turkish History Thesis.28 By the time of this exhibition, what 

FIGURE I .4. THE T WO-PAGE SPREAD FROM L A TURQUIE K AMALISTE, THE GOVERNMENT’S MULTILINGUAL 

PROPAGANDA PUBLIC ATION, DEPIC TING THE EXHIBITION ‘S CENTR AL SEC TION AT THE CEREMONIAL HALL 

OF DOLMABAHÇE PAL ACE. NOTE THE L ARGE CHANDELIER, A GIF T FROM QUEEN VIC TORIA , AND THE EL AB -

OR ATE DETAILING OF THE MID-NINETEENTH-CENTURY OT TOMAN INTERIOR, A BACKGROUND AGAINST 

WHICH THE EXHIBITION PALES. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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had once been a fluid debate about the shape of the past and the arc of the 
future was fixed, preemptively foreclosing alternate paths and the possi-
bility of discussing them in an open scholarly environment—or, for that 
matter, in a political forum.

Building Modern Turkey portrays Turkey’s transition from a pluralistic 
(multiethnic, multireligious) empire to a modern unitary nation-state as 
a fitful twofold process that simultaneously unleashed creative and de-
structive forces. It juxtaposes the drive to put in place the physical infra-
structure and sociospatial practices of a new cultural and political order 
with the urge to dismantle the vestiges of its predecessor and also reveals 
the inextricable—if hitherto overlooked—interdependence between the 
two. The Turkish experience also provides a good case study for exploring 
the spatiality of nation-state building processes, which unfold at different 
and interdependent scales from that of the individual self to that of larger 
geopolitical configurations. The fine-grained analysis of specific sites and 
spatial practices provided here illuminates the concrete and performative 
dimensions of shoring up a particular political regime, instilling in the 
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population a sense of membership in and allegiance to the nation above all 
competing loyalties, and ensuring the longevity of a particular social and 
political order.

This book consists of three main sections that correspond to the con-
cerns outlined above. The first of these, “Forging a New Identity,” exam-
ines how the formative processes of the new state played out spatially. The 
first chapter, “Political Capital,” focuses on the making of Ankara, which 
was, by the nationalists’ own admission, the crucible in which they sought 
to forge a new political identity and a modern way of life. But by the same 
token, contentions over the form, use, accessibility, and ownership of the 
new capital’s physical spaces became symptomatic of broader frictions re-
sulting in the emergence of an authoritarian politics and the formation of 
an exclusive political and cultural elite that characterized modern Turkey 
for decades to come. “Theaters of Diplomacy,” the second chapter, exam-
ines the challenges Turkey faced in gaining recognition as a peer within 
the international system of states. Moving between scales from Anka-
ra’s embassy row to the broader eastern Mediterranean region, it traces 
hitherto overlooked links between the formation of regional spheres of 
influence in the unstable geopolitical climate of the interwar years and 
Turkey’s preference for German and (to a lesser extent) Russian models of 
modernization.

The second section, “Erasures in the Land,” explores how the republi-
can leadership sought to take apart the physical and figurative scaffolding 
that sustained the Ottoman society’s historically pluralistic constitution 
so as to realign people’s collective allegiances around a unitary Turkish 
nation. Despite their great reliance on Islam’s existing networks to mobi-
lize the population for the War of Independence, Turkey’s leaders regard-
ed religion as a rival to nationalism. Hence “Dismantling the Landscapes 
of Islam,” the book’s third chapter, examines the outlawing of the public 
expression of religious identities, the closure and demolition of various 
religious enclaves, and the appropriation of assets pertaining to religious 
organizations, while funneling their revenues to the preferred projects of 
the cash-strapped republic. The following chapter, “Of Forgotten People 
and Forgotten Places,” investigates how, as if to nationalize Turkey’s his-
tory and geography, the country’s dwindling non-Muslim citizens were 
marginalized in the public sphere, their properties appropriated, and the 
vestiges of their existence deliberately eradicated.

While they jettisoned the constitutive institutions of the Ottoman so-
ciety, Turkey’s leaders also sought to replace them with modern ones to 
ensure the longevity of the state they were building. The third and final 
section, “An Imaginable Community,” discusses how indispensable the 
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creation of a tangible network of sites and services designed to sustain the 
social reproduction of a homogeneous polity was to forging an “imagined” 
national community. The fifth chapter, “Nationalizing Space,” is dedicated 
to the efforts to create a material culture closely identified with the new 
state through the expansion of infrastructural projects designed to shape 
the daily lives of the citizenry. Through a study of some of the most repre-
sentative republican institutions, “Manufacturing Turkish Citizens,” the 
book’s last chapter, examines how Turkey’s leaders deployed a range of 
prescriptive sociospatial practices to inculcate the masses with a sense of 
territorial attachment, a shared notion of spatial order, and the habits of 
body and mind to sustain and transmit these to future generations.
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C H A P T E R 1
POLITICAL 

CAPITAL

In a laudatory article that appeared in the government-issued multilin-
gual propaganda publication La Turquie Kamaliste, an American jour-
nalist who visited Turkey’s new capital in the late 1930s observed:

Ankara is a city built by the people of a living generation—by Atatürk and his 
followers. They wanted and they have a capital, an absolutely new city which 
would symbolize the breakaway from the old and which would demonstrate 
to themselves and to their visitors what can be done in a hitherto backward 
Turkey. . . . It isn’t just this giant city that makes us feel that this is Atatürk’s 
city. Ankara embodies the spirit of the new Turkey about which we have read 
so much but find hard put to find in Istanbul.1

Indeed the founding fathers of the republic considered building a new 
capital in Ankara to be integral to their twin goals of modernizing the 
country and forging a new political order. They fervently believed that 
producing a new built environment that physically and metaphorically 
stood apart from that of its Ottoman predecessor and provided a model 
site for enacting the modern way of life and reaffirming the new cultural 
values would lend their revolution a tangibility that discourse alone could 
not.2 Beyond a mere change of address for the seat of power, building a 
new capital provided an extraordinary opportunity for inscribing the 
structural transformation of the state into the physical landscape. There-
fore, although this gargantuan enterprise threatened to drain Turkey’s 
already scarce human and material resources, the nationalists seized on its 
cathartic quality. If starting from scratch entailed years of severe hardship, 
it also afforded them a unique chance to articulate a new beginning.
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FIGURE 1.1. A PAGE FROM THE ARTICLE “ANK AR A-ISTANBUL” COMPARING THE T WO CITIES. THE ARTICLE 

IS GENEROUSLY ILLUSTR ATED, BUT ONLY THREE OF THE T WENT Y-SIX ILLUSTR ATIONS PERTAIN TO ISTAN-

BUL. THE TOP IMAGE IS FROM ANK AR A AND FEATURES T WO OF THE MINISTRIES IN THE GOVERNMENT 

QUARTER, DESIGNED BY AUSTRIAN ARCHITEC T CLEMENS HOL ZMEISTER. BELOW IS THE RECOGNIZ ABLE SIL- 

HOUET TE OF ISTANBUL‘S HISTORIC PENINSUL A . COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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The making of Ankara was riddled with challenges: Turkey’s new lead-
ers lacked the social or physical planning expertise needed to define or 
implement such a complex and comprehensive undertaking. Their widely 
divergent ideas about a modern capital that could measure up to its West-
ern counterparts were based on fragmented recollections of personal visits 
to European capitals rather than a systematic understanding of the struc-
ture and organization of these cities, their historical development, or their 
problems. They were also under tremendous pressure to build quickly, as 
Ankara had neither sufficient office space to accommodate basic govern-
ment functions nor enough housing for the unprecedented influx of people 
whose arrival pushed the population from 20,000 in 1920 to 74,000 in 1927 
and to 125,000 in 1935.3 Furthermore, the competing needs and interests of 
the local population and the incoming groups pulled the process in differ-
ent and often incompatible directions. Consequently, initial planning and 
construction efforts were largely uncoordinated and consisted of sporadic 
attempts to solve discrete problems. As Geoffrey Knox, the chargé d’affaires 
for the British embassy, put it, urban expansion was rapid and haphazard:

Every effort is being exerted with a fine disregard for expediency—even of 
possibility—to make of Angora the strategic, economic, social as well as the 
political center of the country. . . . Banks spring up like mushrooms on an 
ever larger and imposing scale, but all with an equally imponderable capital.  
Houses, shops and villas are built in every direction with no coherent plan 
in a wave of optimistic speculation. New roads are traced and abandoned af-
ter a spell of feverish and expensive work in order to seek another alignment 
suitable to some man of influence, or, if they reach completion, subside in a 
few days under the stress of modern traffic. The municipality undeterred by 
chronic bankruptcy, goes from one grandiose project to another, each more 
wasteful, incoherent and inept than the last.4

Ankara’s built environment provides a fertile ground for examining the 
untidy process by which republican ideals of a modern urban life and a 
new political culture were translated into action—and not least because 
so much had been invested in it symbolically, materially, and politically. 
Probing the discrepancies between the verbal and visual rhetoric used to 
promote the making of Ankara and actual events on the ground reveals 
how expediently malleable the nature of modernization discourses and 
practices were under the republican regime. Similarly, examining the still 
visible traces of tentative beginnings and altered or abandoned schemes 
in the city’s physical fabric reveals evidence of manifest resistances, rival 
interventions, and conflicting intentions. In short, when Ankara and its 
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representations are seen through this forensic lens, what was discarded be-
comes as informative as what was implemented and what was highlighted 
becomes as telling as what was downplayed.

This chapter focuses on two sites that are especially symptomatic of 
the divergent forces that shaped both the physical form of Turkey’s new 
capital and its form of government. The first of these is the Citadel and 
its immediate vicinity, which constituted the town of Ankara until the 
arrival of the nationalists to set up the wartime headquarters for the post–
First World War struggle for national liberation. Although the nationalist 
leadership invoked the imperative to modernize as the primary driver of 
their decision to relocate and purge all social, institutional, and spatial 
vestiges of the Ottoman Empire, the pliable logic by which they physically 
and rhetorically repositioned the existing town betrayed other more prag-
matic—and often self-serving—calculations. The second site is the North-
South axis, which became Ankara’s main artery, radically transforming 
the town’s morphology. Although the artery was to be punctuated with 
a sequence of memorials replicating the milestones of Turkey’s journey 
from its grassroots independence struggle to democracy, halfway into 
the implementation the Presidential Palace replaced the Grand National 
Assembly as the culmination of that narrative. Far from being acciden-
tal, this shift paralleled changes in the political regime, which was fast 
veering toward authoritarianism. I argue that the intertwined stories of 
these two sites, taken together, hold clues to broader questions about the 
nature of political authority in the modern Turkish state and the fraught 
relationship between the country’s ascendant Westernized elites and its 
population at large.

J U S T I F Y I N G T H E M OV E

In the early years of the republic, the nationalist intelligentsia used two 
complementary tropes to justify the decision to relocate the capital in 
Ankara. The first of these was a logical extension of the ubiquitous and 
overarching binary discourse that pitted the Ottoman against the republi-
can order to posit the virtuous achievements of the latter over the failures 
of the former. Using Ankara and Istanbul—two actual places—to illus-
trate the differences imparted the comparisons a degree of concreteness 
that sheer words could not attain. In this ever-expanding verbal visual 
repertoire of contrasts, Ankara became the embodiment of patriotism 
and progress, whereas Istanbul was assigned the negative mirror image of 
these qualities, perfidy and obscurantism. The second trope was the equal-
ly persistent myth that Ankara had, miraculously, been built from scratch 
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by the idealist founding fathers of the republic. The home base of the na-
tionalist revolution was now an exemplary capital that was transforming 
Anatolia’s barren plains. Both tropes were widely disseminated through 
all the means available to the government, in textbooks, newspapers, trav-
eling movie screenings and exhibitions, songs, posters, and speeches. Both 
masked inconvenient incongruities and pragmatic considerations that 
would otherwise undercut the image of unmitigated idealism carefully 
maintained by the republican elite.

In their efforts to validate their actions, the nationalists indiscrimi-
nately targeted every aspect of Istanbul and, by implication, the Ottoman 
legacy it represented. They were critical of the city’s location, tucked in the 
northwestern corner of the country, too far away to hear people’s concerns 
or attend to them in times of need. Yet another cause for concern was the 
leverage European states had gained in Ottoman politics, mostly through 
liaisons cultivated with powerful palace officials and bureaucrats since the 
eighteenth century. They also had substantial reservations about Istanbul’s 
susceptibility to unchecked foreign influence because it was a major port 
city with a cosmopolitan population. In particular, they regarded the city’s 
predominantly non-Muslim merchants as agents of imperial capitalism 
whose ventures with European merchants and manufacturers had been 
detrimental to the national economy and industry. The nationalists were 
aware that these networks had not necessarily dissolved following the col-
lapse of the Ottoman Empire and remained a serious threat to achieving 
full sovereignty. Summarizing these concerns in debates at the Grand 
National Assembly, which led to the proclamation of Ankara as capital, 
Representative Besim (Atalay) passionately argued that “places like Bas-
ra or Erzurum could not be responsibly governed from such a distance.5 
Istanbul, as he put it, was more like a colonial capital “like Congo, like 
Calcutta, like the colonial capitals of Indochina” rather than a self-select-
ed capital.6 Finally, the nationalists saw the Ottoman administration as a 
tenacious roadblock to Turkey’s embrace of modernity, and Istanbul itself 
as the symbol of that stagnation. Not only had the Istanbul government 
“surrounded itself with a Great Wall of China” cutting itself off from 
the rest of the country, posited the semiofficial daily Hakimiyet-i Milliye, 
but it had also managed to “isolate Anatolia and the people of Anatolia 
from the rest of the planet, from the Enlightenment of the civilized world  
until now.”7

Therefore, the nationalists reasoned, the relocation of the capital and 
returning to the “bosom of the nation” (sine-i millet) was a vital course 
correction to safeguard the country’s future and protect it from infringe-
ments on national sovereignty.8 Their conviction that there was an active 
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and mutually reinforcing relationship between state, space, and the for-
mation of a new and modern national identity crystallized during the 
negotiations for funding Ankara’s construction at the GNA.9 Despite the 
disproportionate investment it would require, they argued that “building 
a government seat worthy of an advanced state, by outfitting it with the 
necessary infrastructure, sanitary and scientific dwellings, and other es-
sentials of civilization is one of the most vital duties of our government 
as authorized and sanctioned by the Grand National Assembly.”10 The 
making of Ankara was frequently equated with Turkey’s efforts to “join 
civilized nations marching forward on the path of progress,”11 which was 
bringing the country in line with Western civilization and, in the repub-
lican imaginary, figuratively moving it closer to Europe. In an article that 
celebrated this very metaphoric proximation, the popular weekly Yedigün 
declared: The construction of Ankara has effectively transformed the map 
of Europe. We can now claim that Europe starts in Ankara. Was this not 
the purpose of our revolution?12

Nevertheless, becoming modern on these terms also implied an in-
herent subjugation to Western hegemony, which Turkish nationalists had 
aimed to break in the first place.13 Constructing an “other” that could be 
pushed back to a permanent state of anteriority was a theme borrowed 
from post-Enlightenment notions of history and progress. It had been very 
effectively deployed by European powers to legitimize capitalist expansion 
and colonialism that had also been so detrimental to Ottoman interests. 
These (now extensively criticized) schemes were predicated on an essen-
tialist divide between the West and the rest, implying that not only past 
societies but also all living ones could be located within a one-way time-
line, the trajectory of which was determined by Western civilization.14 Per-
ceived distinctions between Western and non-Western cultures were thus 
construed as spatial and temporal distances, relegating the latter to the 
periphery and to a perpetual state of arrested development.15 By polarizing 
Ankara and Istanbul, and mapping their differences in terms of an in-
surmountable chasm in time and space, Turkey’s leaders now appeared to 
have appropriated the same rhetoric. This was tantamount to disavowing 
their own social, cultural, and, at times, political loyalties and engaging in 
an oppositional relationship with the very people they sought to liberate. It 
was also uncannily similar to the relationship between the colonizer and 
the colonized they so overtly denounced. In other words, propelled by a 
genuine desire to claim a more favorable place for Turkey in a world that 
was ostensibly ordered and dominated by Western interests, rather than 
challenging the divide between West and the rest the nationalists found 
themselves co-opting it.
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Explicating this apparent paradox, Partha Chatterjee points at the 
parallels between the tenets and workings of imperialism and nationalist 
thought in non-Western societies and suggests that, indeed, nationalism 
perpetuates the legacies of both Orientalism and Eurocentrism.16 Despite 
such fundamental similarities, however, as Chatterjee also recognizes, 
non-Western nationalist discourses are not simple localized replications 
of their more dominant Orientalist counterparts. Non-Western national-
ists are often painfully aware of their tenuous position as “Easterners” in 
the West, and “Westerners” in the East, but never quite at home. This in- 
between place at the interstices of their dual and conflicted identities is 
precisely the platform whence they have to embark on a cautiously calcu-
lated yet volatile discourse, simultaneously reaffirming and refuting the 
epistemic and moral dominance of the West. In the process, they have 
to be and are very selective about what to adopt from the West and their 
choices are inescapably informed by the exigencies of their local political 
contexts. At the same time, from a historian’s perspective, tracing their 
wobbles and swivels can be quite illuminating.

The obvious inconsistencies it engendered notwithstanding, the ratio-
nale for the polarizing rhetoric used to justify the move to Ankara snaps 
into focus when evaluated against the tense background of political and 
practical anxieties the nationalist leadership felt about the form of govern-
ment and the seat of power in Turkey. In the first place, they had signifi-
cant security concerns. Turkey’s ability to monitor and protect the Turkish 
Straits had been curtailed by the Lausanne Treaty, which stipulated this to 
be a demilitarized zone overseen by an international commission. With 
virtually no control over the flow of maritime traffic across this strate-
gic waterway, in the unstable geopolitical climate of the interwar years, 
Turkey’s leaders could not risk keeping the capital in Istanbul. Second, Is-
tanbul was the stronghold of domestic opposition against the nationalists’ 
still tenuous hold on power. Istanbul’s liberal intellectuals were critical of 
the concentration of power in the hands of Atatürk and his supporters and 
their apparent lack of accountability. The city’s conservative intelligentsia 
objected to the radical change in the form of government, categorically 
rejecting the idea of instituting a republic. Most dangerously, parallel dif-
ferences of opinion had also surfaced within the ranks of the nationalists.17 
A potential alliance between them and the regime’s critics in Istanbul 
would further compromise the uncertain hold on power Atatürk and his 
supporters had. By staying in Ankara, they preempted an imminent pow-
er struggle, which likely would erode their authority in the long run even 
if they were to win in the first instance.18 In other words, the nationalists 
needed a place, a platform from which to fend off challenges to the nation’s 
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sovereignty and their legitimacy as the self-appointed agents of modern-
ization in Turkey, and Ankara provided just that in practice and in theory.

A N I N V I S I B L E A N K A R A

The second trope presented Ankara as a contemporary miracle, a mod-
ern capital built from scratch, through republican ingenuity and deter-
mination. Propaganda publications publicized the city’s new public and 
institutional structures, its wide and straight avenues lined with sapplings, 
its proud monuments and verdant parks. Ankara’s happy residents also 
appeared in these places: students in modern schools, riding horses or 
playing tennis, enjoying a leisurely afternoon on Atatürk’s model farm, or 
parading in the stadium in celebration of the nation’s enormous achieve-

FIGURE 1.2. AERIAL VIEW OF ULUS FEATURING THE CIT Y’S GROW TH CIRC A 1930 (1—GR AND NATIONAL 

A SSEMBLY, 2—COURT OF FINANCIAL APPEAL S, 3—MAKESHIF T FIRST BUILDING OF THE GR AND NATIONAL  

A SSEMBLY, ORIGINALLY, UNION AND PROGRESS PART Y CLUB, 4—ULUS ATATÜRK MONUMENT, 5— MINISTRY 

OF FINANCE AND TREA SURY, 6—MINISTRY OF EDUC ATION, 7—PARK (MILLET BAHÇESI), 8—ANK AR A PAL A S 

HOTEL, 9—THREE CIT Y BLOCKS OF HOUSING CONSTRUC TED BY THE PIOUS FOUNDATIONS ADMINISTR A-

TION, INCLUDING A MULTISTORY PERIPHERY BLOCK CONTAINING A THEATER, 10—CENTR AL BANK, 11—BANK 

OF AGRICULTURE). COURTESY OF THE LIBR ARY AT THE MINISTRY OF PUBLIC WORKS.
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ments within such a short time. The notion that Ankara was built mirac-
ulously from scratch was consolidated in textbooks, and schoolchildren 
memorized the verses of the “Ankara March”:

Ankara Ankara, handsome Ankara
Every wretched soul counts on you for support
And you are all they need Ankara
May insurgent heads rising up against you be subdued
May with you Turkish might overcome all odds
The first city forged out of nothing you are
May your stones and your grounds live long Ankara!19

In contrast to these depictions, which featured it devoid of context—
standing alone amid a rugged and barren landscape or juxtaposed with 
Ankara’s memorable landmarks—the Citadel was home to several densely 
packed neighborhoods both inside its walls and on its foothills. The se-

FIGURE 1.3. ULUS NEWSPAPER CLIP-

PING ABOUT EQUESTRIAN R ACES 

HELD IN ANK AR A. EQUESTRIANISM, 

A FAVORITE MIXED-GENDER ACTIV-

ITY OF TURKEY’S NEW MILITARY- 

BUREAUCR ATIC ELITE WAS OFTEN 

FEATURED IN THE PAGES OF CON-

TEMPOR ARY NEWSPAPERS.
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lective omission of the built fabric in and around the Citadel highlighted 
its monumental qualities while downplaying the lives and livelihoods it 
engendered. Although it is common to take some artistic license stream-
lining images, stylizing objects, simplifying or eliminating details, and 
conjecturing impossible views especially in logos and posters, this imag-
ery, which rendered Ankara’s existing urban fabric invisible, was paral-
leled by political maneuvers that also kept its inhabitants out of relevant 
decision-making processes about their town’s prospects. A brief detour in 
time will help to identify the genesis of these profound fractures, which 
eventually informed the way Ankara was conceptualized and experienced 
by different constituencies in the early years of the republic.

By 1919 when the nationalists arrived, Ankara, once a prosperous town 
in central Anatolia, had fallen on hard times. Throughout the 1800s, the 
town’s once world-renowned mohair industry had nearly collapsed as 
mass-produced cheap European fabrics flooded the Ottoman market, and 
British entrepreneurs succeeded in breeding Ankara’s rare and epony-

FIGURE 1.4. THE HISTORIC TOWN OF ANK AR A , C AREFULLY EDITED OUT OF REPUBLIC AN REPRESENTATIONS 

OF THE CIT Y. LEF T: ANK AR A POSTER BY RENOWNED POSTER ARTIST İHAP HULUSI; CENTER: COVER OF A 

CHILDREN’S BOOK (FOR AN ELEMENTR ARY SCHOOL AUDIENCE); RIGHT: ANK AR A PAL A S LOGO FROM LET-

TERHEAD—ANK AR A PAL A S, SITUATED ACROSS FROM THE GR AND NATIONAL A SSEMBLY, SERVED A S A SEMI-

OFFICIAL HOTEL FOR MOSTLY OFFICIAL GUESTS. IT WA S AL SO A POPUL AR VENUE FOR STATE-SPONSORED 

BALL S, RECEPTIONS, AND OTHER SOCIAL EVENTS. THESE THREE IMAGES DEPIC T IMPOSSIBLE VIEWS. THE 

CITADEL COULD NOT HAVE BEEN SEEN A S IT IS REPRESENTED IN JUX TAPOSITION WITH EITHER THE NATION 

(ULUS) MONUMENT OR ANK AR A PAL A S. IMAGES ON THE LEF T AND RIGHT ARE FROM THE COLLEC TION OF 

BURÇ AK EVREN.
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FIGURE 1.5. OT TOMAN ANK AR A WITH ITS TIGHT, NARROW, MEANDERING STREETS AND COMPAC T URBAN 

FABRIC DEPIC TED TO SHOW WHAT REQUIRED MODERNIZ ATION. COURTESY OF VEK AM, VEHB İ KOÇ AND 

ANK AR A RESEARCH CENTER.
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mous goat in South Africa.20 Ankara’s prospects had improved somewhat 
toward the end of the century. As part of Ottoman administrative reforms, 
it had become a provincial capital. The ensuing construction of govern-
ment offices, the opening of some modern institutions, including new 
schools, and the improvement of intercity transportation and commu-
nications gave it a regional advantage. Most important, the inauguration 
of rail service in 1893 converted Ankara into an important break-in-bulk 
point for Central Anatolia. These developments spurred the emergence of 
a new commercial-administrative area to the west of the Citadel, toward 
the station, thus breaking open Ankara’s self-contained and rather insular 
form. While artisanal trades, purveyors of agricultural goods and tradi-
tional consumer items (foodstuffs, fabrics, household items) remained in 
the old commercial center by the southern gate of the Citadel, newer types 
of business engaged in import-export brokerage, warehousing, and sales 
of foreign goods began to define the new center to the west.21 The con-

FIGURE 1.6. MAP OF ANK AR A 1924. COURTESY OF VEK AM, VEHB İ KOÇ AND ANK AR A RESEARCH CENTER.
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struction of the new Ottoman institutions in this area further cemented 
the trend. Nevertheless, successive wars, bad harvests, and fires continued 
to take a toll, and these developments and expansions were not enough to 
counter Ankara’s streak of bad fortune.22

In the post–First World War years, following the arrival of Atatürk 
and his supporters in Ankara to stage the War of Independence, Ankara 
assumed “a magnetic aura,” especially in the eyes of those who stayed in 
Istanbul and longed to join them.23 “Ankara, the ideal” wrote Yakup Kadri 
Karaosmanoğlu, “loomed in their imagination like a promised destination 
as if shrouded in mystery.”24 The striking view of the Citadel perched on a 
promontory hovering over the vast Central Anatolian plains was the most 
indelible image etched in the minds of the nationalists who contemplated 
Ankara for the first time as they made their way to the city from the train 
station. Circulating widely in banknotes, commemorative medals, post-
ers, school textbooks, and the commercial logos of Ankara’s prominent 
new businesses, this memorable image became closely identified with of-
ficial foundation narratives. The solitary depictions of the Citadel became 
as familiar as images of modern Ankara, and together they served as proof 
positive of the magnitude of the transformations under the republic.

However, the romance with the idea of Ankara as a mythical place 
faded quickly once the decision was made to stay there permanently. 
Although they publicly declared that they took pride in renouncing Is-
tanbul’s urban comforts and pledged to “wear Ankara’s dust and dirt on 
their sweaty foreheads as a badge of honor,” in private, many members 
of the military-bureaucratic cadre balked at moving their families to the 
new capital, which lacked adequate roads, infrastructure, and housing.25 
Ankara’s natives, meanwhile, found the sudden influx of strangers rather 
disruptive and referred to the “clean-shaven, shirt-wearing” newcomers as 
“yaban” (stranger), and were reserved, if not apprehensive, in their inter-
actions with them. The nationalists and Ankara’s natives had little, if any, 
cultural affinity with one another. The nationalists sought recognition for 
what they viewed as their superior skills and more refined tastes as well 
as an appreciation of the heroic mission they had embarked upon. But 
such distinctions carried little meaning for their local counterparts. As 
Vala Nureddin wrote of this wary first encounter: “One could distinguish 
the newcomers from the locals anywhere, anytime. The two crowds stood 
apart like oil and vinegar. On the one hand, the newcomers wanted to rise 
to the top like oil. On the other, the natives were as sour as vinegar toward 
them.”26

Both sides held off on acting on their disagreements because they 
considered the arrangement temporary. After the War of Independence, 
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however, tensions that had been festering beneath the surface began to 
crop up. The locals had mixed feelings about the nationalist bid for power 
and the decision to stay in Ankara. As the denizens of a small and im-
poverished town, they were proud of their contribution to winning the 
war and hoped to benefit from the change, but they also knew that, as a 
consequence, their town was no longer theirs alone.

T H E P O L I T I C S O F P L A N N I N G T H E C A P I TA L

Nationalists’ ambitions to build a model city were tempered by manifold 
challenges on the ground. They lacked the necessary planning and ar-
chitectural expertise and were short of funds and workforce—especially 
qualified tradesmen—to complete such an undertaking. Critically, al-
though after large fires in Ottoman cities, partial plans for burned-out 
districts had been carried out before, master-planning a complete city was 
uncharted territory.27 In their search for solutions, the nationalists turned 
to foreign specialists. The first master plan for Ankara was commissioned 
to Carl Lörcher, a German planner who had previously worked for the 
Ottoman government in Istanbul.28 Lörcher’s initial proposal, dated 1925, 
concentrated on the city’s existing core in the North though it also rec-
ognized incipient trends toward a southbound expansion in a two-part 
plan. In the north, around Ulus, he used the Citadel as a reference point 
for organizing the city’s layout. He charted a web of baroque-inspired 
avenues, flanked by perimeter blocks reminiscent of Central European 
cities, stretching like spokes between the Citadel and the train station, 
which he designated as Ankara’s main portal. He proposed a number of 
cultural and recreational amenities for Ulus, in addition to the official 
buildings already in place or in progress in the area—such as the original 
makeshift Grand National Assembly, which had since become the head-
quarters of the ruling Republican People’s Party (RPP), and the nearby 
new Assembly, for which ground had been broken even prior to Lörcher’s 
proposal.

It proved more difficult to integrate the inexorable trend toward 
southbound expansion coherently with Ankara’s existing urban form 
and the radial geometry Lörcher had introduced to position the Citadel 
as a central reference point for the capitals’ future development. The push 
for southbound expansion had predated Lörcher’s proposal by a few 
years, having started in 1921 when Ankara’s notables presented him with 
a vineyard estate on the Çankaya Hills and gained momentum as the re-
publican elite rushed to take residence in similar estates near Atatürk’s. 
During the last year of the War of Independence, heavy machinery, which 
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had been assigned to the construction of the Ankara–Sivas railroad, 
was diverted to stabilize the road connecting the vineyard estate to the 
Assembly Building, four miles to the north.29 The distance between An-
kara’s historic core and the new development centered around Çankaya 
posed a challenge for any planner, considering there was neither the pop-
ulation nor the building density to sustain this peculiar growth pattern 
as a congruent urban whole. To tie the two together, Lörcher tried to 
formalize the path between the two parts of the city as a wide tree-lined 
boulevard. He also proposed a series of activity nodes along the way, the 
most prominent of which was the Government Quarter, a civic and polit-
ical hub located halfway between Ulus and Çankaya. The uneasy shape of 
this conceptual splicing is evident in the way the density of buildings and 
suggested uses drop around halfway between the existing northern hub 

FIGURE 1.7. THE LÖRCHER PL AN FOR ANK AR A . THE MAP REVEAL S THE TENSIONS BET WEEN A PAT TERN 

WITH SPOKES R ADIATING FROM THE TR AIN STATION TO THE WEST, AND THE SOUTHBOUND PRESSURES 

FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENT, WHICH EVENTUALLY PREVAILED. COURTESY PER A MÜZESI VE İSTANBUL  

AR A ŞTIRMAL ARI ENSTITÜSÜ.
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and the new Government Quarter, where the boulevard looks almost like 
an isthmus connecting the two parts of the plan.

Nevertheless, Lörcher’s plan was only partially implemented. Some of 
his proposed radial boulevards were built and some of the new capital’s 
earliest landmarks, including new administrative buildings (the new As-
sembly, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs), banks (Ziraat Bankası, İş Bankası, 
Osmanlı Bankası), residential structures (Evkaf Apartments), cultural 
institutions (Ethnography Museum, Turkish Hearths Association), and 
recreational facilities (Ankara Palas, Millet Bahçesi) were positioned ac-
cording to its precepts. These structures designed in the Ottoman revival-
ist style were the work of architects recruited from the Istanbul Fine Arts 
Academy (Giulio Mongieri) or defunct Ottoman agencies (Kemaleddin 
Bey, Vedat Tek, Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu). Their architecture combined dis-
tinctly modern building programs with a beaux arts–style compositional 

FIGURE 1.8. A LOOK TOWARD THE NORTH AT ANK AR A‘S MAIN NORTH–SOUTH A XIS. THE MAIN ANK AR A 

BR ANCH OFFICE OF THE OT TOMAN BANK OCCUPIES THE TRIANGUL AR LOT. TO ITS RIGHT IS THE MULTIUSE 

APARTMENT BUILDING DESIGNED BY MIMAR KEMALEDDIN. THE BUILDING, WHICH AL SO HOUSES A THE-

ATER, WA S FUNDED BY THE PIOUS FOUNDATIONS ADMINISTR ATION. TO ITS RIGHT IS THE HEADQUARTERS 

OF ZIR A AT (AGRICULTURE) BANK, THE L ARGEST STATE-OWNED BANK. FURTHER UPHILL IN THE DISTANCE, 

THE ORTHAGONAL FORMS OF THE CENTR AL BANK, BY CLEMENS HOL ZMEISTER, C AN BE DISCERNED. IN-

TENDED A S PERIMETER BLOCKS, THESE BUILDINGS WERE REL ATIVELY SMALL IN SIZE, WITH TOO MANY GAPS 

BET WEEN THEM TO DEFINE THE STREET’S EDGE.
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sensibility and Ottoman-inspired decorative features, which conferred 
on them a recognizable character. Although they were fitting choices  
in terms of their massing and the street definition they provided, these 
mostly institutional structures were not enough to fill up the large gaps in 
the landscape; their intricate detailing prolonged their construction and 
increased their costs.

More important, the ruling elite’s priorities had changed, jettisoning 
Lörcher’s vision of a dense streetscape reminiscent of European boule-
vards and a pattern of growth centered around Ankara’s historic core. 
Instead, emphasis was placed on the southern portion of his plan—specif-
ically his proposal for 150 hectares of land that had been appropriated by 
the Assembly without any expert input, which blindsided Lörcher.30 With 
this momentous recalibration of the direction of future growth, urban de-
velopment effectively leapfrogged toward Çankaya, sidelining the historic 
core to the north. The government’s ambivalent embrace of Lörcher’s plan 
added to the chaos created by unchecked speculative construction, main-
ly of rental units, filling the empty lots in Ankara’s older neighborhoods 
and an unbridled competition for acquiring land in the south, driving 
real estate prices beyond the range of all but the wealthiest. Many of these 
interventions were uncoordinated and consisted of sporadic attempts to 
solve discreet problems rather than comprehensive, long-range planning 
efforts. But they had began to concretize Ankara’s incipient growth trends.

To rein in these haphazard developments and respond to increasing 
complaints, in 1928 the government organized a competition and selected 
Herman Jansen, a professor from Berlin Technical University, to draw up 
a new master plan for Ankara.31 Jansen retained many of Lörcher’s ideas—
especially for the newer parts of town and the layout of major streets. 
Lörcher and, later, Jansen introduced a vocabulary of urbanism that dif-
fered significantly from Ankara’s established settlement patterns. Both 
prescribed a change in scale and new paths of movement through the city. 
First, whereas prerepublican Ankara had narrow and irregular streets, the 
newly planned parts of the city had a regular geometry, bigger lots, and 
wider streets. Rather than conforming to the topography, the new layout 
imposed a comprehensive preconceived pattern of paths and nodes that 
highlighted the monuments of the new capital.

Second, Jansen also instituted the concept of zoning: he grouped sim-
ilar land uses together and proposed wide greenbelts as buffers between 
them.32 These ideas were antithetical to the spatial logic of the existing city. 
Jansen sought to override this conspicuous incompatibility by subordinat-
ing the Citadel and its environs to his scheme and assigning them a single 
land use. However, unlike the single-use zones around them, the Citadel 



34

P O L I T I C A L C A P I TA L

FIGURE 1.9. JANSEN ‘S ZONING FOR ANK AR A 1932 (ARBEITER-VIERTERL : WORKERS‘ DISTRIC T; INDUSTRIE : IN-

DUSTRY; HO İCHSCHULİ VIERTEL : UNIVERSIT Y DISTRIC T; REGIERUNGS VIERTEL : GOVERNMENT QUARTER; 

L ANDHAUS VIERTEL : COUNTRY HOUSES; WOHN-RESERVE : FUTURE RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT AREA). 

THE CITADEL APPEARS IN BL ACK, AND ANK AR A‘S EXISTING FABRIC PRIOR TO ITS NEW ROLE A S C APITAL IS 

MARKED “ALTSTADT,” OLD TOWN. ARCHITEK TURMUSEUM TU BERLIN, INV. NR. 22598.
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and its environs comprised a fully functional city, integrating multiple 
uses in a compact area. Religious buildings, commercial structures, small 
workshops, and neighborhood stores intermingled with residential uses 
without clear demarcations. Jansen’s decision to reduce this area to just 
another single-function zone implied that he had assigned the existing 
city as a whole the exclusive function of “being historic.” Indeed, in his 
zoning map, the existing core of the city was labeled Altstadt, Old Town.

Jansen sought to buffer “Old Ankara” away from the “New Ankara” 
with greenbelts because he believed that old quarters, which imparted to 
each city a unique character, had to be protected and wanted to prevent 
speculation, which had torn the historic fabric of European cities in the 
late nineteenth century.33 He also recognized how central the image of the 
“Old Ankara” and, especially, that of the Citadel (albeit in its pared down 
form) was to republican foundation myths and sought to preserve it as a 
vessel for the nation’s collective memory. However, the circulation pattern 
he proposed, rather than protecting the “Old Ankara,” effectively severed 
it from the rest of the growing capital, isolating it as though it were an 
island. Designating “Old Ankara” as a picturesque still-life or a revered—
but hollowed out—monument belied its vitality as an active urban envi-
ronment housing more than half of the city’s population and commercial 
establishments.

Nonetheless, these measures turned the “Old Ankara,” with its unmis-
takably premodern spatial order, into the perfect foil to set off the mo-
dernity of the new. Standing prominently and as a constant backdrop to 
the feverish construction activity, the once inspirational Citadel and its 
environs slipped into the role of republican Ankara’s underdeveloped oth-
er more readily—if not entirely intentionally—than Ottoman Istanbul. In 
other words, despite passionate claims to the contrary, the elites’ practice 
of insulating themselves from the population at large had resurfaced in 
the new capital, keeping the republican leaders just as distant from the 
“bosom of the nation” as the Ottoman administrators they had once so 
severely criticized.

It is noteworthy that the founding fathers’ professed commitment to 
modernization conveniently dovetailed with their less lofty pursuit of 
private interests. They were unwilling to retrofit existing districts, argu-
ing that it would be costly or would not satisfactorily showcase the re-
public’s achievements. Çankaya was sparsely built, located farther away 
and uphill from the densely populated older quarters. Providing it with 
infrastructure would clearly imply higher total and per capita costs. But 
the republican leaders, who stood to benefit from this southbound devel-
opment, raised no objections to the expenses that would be incurred to 
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accomplish such an expansion. Consequently, water, electricity, gas, and 
telephone lines arrived several decades later in the older neighborhoods 
than in their newer counterparts. Furthermore, Ankara’s new elite used 
their political capital to exclude the locals from decision-making processes 
through procedures ostensibly aimed at streamlining the implementation 
of projects to meet the new capital’s pressing needs. Notably, the locals’ 
exclusion from the city’s verbal and visual representations and the intro-
duction of the myth that Ankara was built from scratch by the founders of 
the republic occurred at the same time. Thus, the Citadel, which had once 
been a widely shared symbol of hope and freedom, continued to conjure 
up romanticized memories of the War of Independence for the new elite, 
but for the locals, it increasingly became the zone of their confinement 
and invisibility.

A T H WA R T E D I D E A L

During his brief posting in Turkey, General Charles H. Sherrill, the Amer-
ican ambassador, enthusiastically recognized the direction of Ankara’s 
future development. “Ankara is remarkably similar to the seat of our own 
government in Washington D.C.,” he wrote. “The large tree-lined avenue 
between the new government quarter and the old town is reminiscent of 

FIGURE 1.10. WATER UTILIT Y PROVISION MAP OF Ç ANK AYA , INDIC ATING WATER PROVISION BY ADDRESS. IN 

ADDITION TO THE PRESIDENTIAL RESIDENCE (DARK CIRLCE, TOP RIGHT ) AND EMBA SSIES, SEVER AL HOMES 

OWNED BY THE REPUBLIC AN ELITE ARE LISTED. WHILE Ç ANK AYA WA S UPHILL AND ABOUT T WO MILES FROM 

ANK AR A’S CENTER, THE PROVISION OF UTILITIES IN THIS AREA WA S GIVEN PRIORIT Y.
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the Mall in Washington with a similarly gentle slope leading up to the Cap-
itol Hill.”34 Albeit far more modest in scale and ambition than its Ameri-
can counterpart, Ankara’s Government Quarter was similarly structured 
around a central axis, a pedestrian promenade that would eventually be 
flanked by the most important institutional buildings of the new state. As 
with the Capitol in Washington, the crowning element of the design was 
the new Grand National Assembly  Complex, which was to be built on 
the highest point of the slope, marking the terminus of the promenade, 
and the pinnacle of the proposed design.35 The layout of the streets fanning 
out symmetrically on either side of the axis, echoing the geometry of the 
Government Quarter, augmented the visibility of this administrative core 
and emphasized its processional character.

Although Sherrill seems not to have noticed, interventions that rapid-
ly and profoundly changed the plan’s spatial hierarchies were already in 
progress during his tenure. By the time his book went to press, the exis-
tence of a major axis culminating at the Assembly was hardly noticeable 
at the pedestrian level. According to the new configuration, the avenue 
bordering the eastern edge of the Government Quarter replaced the 
promenade as the plan’s dominant axis, terminating, instead, some three 
kilometers to the south, at the gates of the Presidential Palace in Çankaya. 
Repositioning the central axis of an otherwise strictly symmetrical design 
had a lasting effect on the entirety of Ankara’s urban form.36 It effectively 
undercut the Assembly’s prominent position within the city’s physical lay-
out and trumped its primacy within the new capital’s political and sym-
bolic landscape.

The space straddling the gap between the new and discarded axes pre-
cisely at the heart of Ankara may best be characterized as an anamorphic 
site: imperceptible at close range, the extent of its effect coming into focus 
only when seen from above and examined within the larger context of 
Ankara’s urban form. In paintings, as a relational phenomenon that is 
inherently destabilizing, anamorphism reveals the coexistence of two 
incommensurate views on the same canvas, putting into question the va-
lidity of both.37 When it occurs in the built environment, as it did in this 
case, anamorphosis opens up the possibility of imagining other ways of 
using space, mediating interactions, or ordering society. Hence beyond 
revealing the shape of abandoned designs, the juxtaposition of “what is” 
and “what might have been” at Ankara’s Government Quarters offers a 
rare glimpse into the existence, in the formative stages of the republic, 
of alternative political visions and foundation myths that were similarly 
cast off.

Ankara’s master plan was intended to fuse—quite literally—symbolic 
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narrative with physical form. The names chosen for the city’s major streets 
and squares were explicitly linked to the milestone events of the recent 
past, thereby stitching national foundation myths to the new capital’s 
built environment. Without a doubt the most prominent of these narra-
tive sequences was the one embodied by the new North-South axis, which 
appears as (Strasse der Nation/Nation Boulevard) in Lörcher’s plans. The 
two-mile stretch from the makeshift first building of the Grand National 
Assembly to its future site on the southern tip of the Government Quarter 

FIGURE 1.11. (LEFT ) AERIAL VIEW OF KIZIL AY, RE-

VEALING THE POINT AT WHICH THE A XIS VEERS 

TOWARD ÇANK AYA, BYPASSING THE GOVERN-

MENT QUARTER. (BELOW ) JANSEN’S REVISED 

DR AWINGS FOR THE PIVOTAL POINT WHERE 

THE BOULEVARD WAS ORIGINALLY MEANT TO 

BIFURCATE SYMMETRICALLY. DR AWN IN OCTO-

BER 1930, THIS MODIFICATION AT THE SQUARE, 

TO THE LEFT OF THE DR AWING, REROUTES 

ONE MAIN BOULEVARD TOWARD ÇANK AYA.  

ARCHITEKTURMUSEUM TU BERLIN, INV. NR. 

22975.
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would be marked at major intersections by a series of monuments, com-
memorating the successive stages of Turkey’s resurgence following the 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the First World War.

Moving from North to South, the first of these monuments was the 
National Sovereignty Memorial, Turkey’s version of the “Monument to the 
Unknown Soldier.” The monument’s location just outside the first Assem-
bly, which in 1920 had brought together diverse representatives with the 
collaboration of myriad local organizations to form a government in exile, 
clearly linked the building with the grassroots mobilization that had been 
necessary to fight the War of Independence. Designed by German sculptor 
Heinrich Krippel and inaugurated in 1926, the tableau commemorated the 
unknown and unsung men, women, and children who contributed to the 
war effort under Atatürk’s leadership. For a town that had sent thousands 
of souls off to the front over the course of the War of Independence, the 
imagery was painfully familiar. Although the art of figurative sculpture 

FIGURE 1.12. A VIEW TOWARD THE STATION FROM ULUS (NATION) SQUARE, ANCHORED BY ATATÜRK’S 

EQUESTRIAN MONUMENT, FEATURING BELOW ARCHET YPIC AL CITIZENS CONTRIBUTING TO THE WAR EF-

FORT. THE STATUE FACES WEST, TOWARD THE TR AIN STATION IN THE DISTANCE. TO THE RIGHT IS THE FIRST 

BUILDING OF THE GR AND NATIONAL A SSEMBLY AND THE COURT OF FINANCIAL APPEAL S. TO THE LEF T THE 

DOMES OF ANK AR A PAL A S HOTEL C AN BE SEEN.
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and the use of public monuments were relatively new in Turkey, everyone 
could identify with the characters of this tableau.

The second monument along the axis was to be a Triumphal Arch, 
celebrating the victory in the final battle of the War of Independence. At 
the convergence of the first set of diagonal streets that embraced the Gov-
ernment Quarter, the arch was to be a gateway between the old and the 
new parts of the city. On either side of Millet Boulevard, at the abutments 
of the arch, Lörcher proposed two symmetrically laid parks, which would 
be further animated by the presence around them of modern cultural and 
recreational facilities such as a theater, a cinema, cafés, and restaurants.38 
This looked to be precisely the kind of model public outdoor space for act-
ing out the type of urban activities so widely publicized in propaganda 
publications.

Further to the south, Millet Boulevard bifurcated at the tip of the 
triangular superblock comprising the Government Quarter, at Republic 
Square. Lörcher proposed an obelisk to anchor this point with a promi-
nent vertical gesture. This marked the transition from vehicular to pedes-
trian traffic, while retaining the focus on the main axis, which continued 
on, flanked “by some of the finest buildings the republic has to offer.”39 
The Prime Ministry, Ministries of Justice, Education, Public Works, and 
the High Court of Appeals would frame this walkway, which gradually 
rose uphill and widened to become the courtyard of the Ministry of In-
terior, terminating at the forecourt of the future Assembly Complex. The 
Assembly’s large ceremonial forecourt would provide a sense of arrival, 
a place from which one could contemplate sweeping views of the capital 
in the making. Within the succession of commemorative landmarks, 
the Assembly would be both the formal culmination of Ankara’s master 
plan and the climax of the symbolic narrative embodied by that plan, 
celebrating Turkey’s long journey to become a modern parliamentary 
democracy.

But then, as construction progressed, two particular modifications 
were made that had profound implications for Ankara’s urban form and 
the symbolic narrative it was meant to embody. The first of these was 
the scrapping of the Triumphal Arch and replacement with the Victory 
Monument, designed by Italian sculptor Pietro Canonica. Inaugurated 
in 1927, the monument featured Atatürk in his field marshal uniform, a 
rank he had acquired for his decisive success as a military commander at 
Dumlupınar. This change had formal and symbolic implications. The arch 
had honored the old and the new parts of the city equally. It traversed the 
boulevard bridging between the twin parks on either side, and by virtue of 
its form, it emphasized the experience of passage for vehicles and pedes-
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trians alike. Canonica’s design did not afford a comparable participatory 
dimension that involved passersby. Rather, it presented Atatürk’s bronze 
likeness as its single focal point, a celebration that downplayed in its ico-
nography the popular sacrifice that had made victory possible. Such a shift 
could be dismissed as a minor adjustment were it not succeeded, in short 
order, by the change of Millet Boulevard’s name into Atatürk Boulevard.40 
Furthermore, the construction of an Officers’ Club on the east side of the 
boulevard, overlooking one of the twin parks, militarized the space, for-
saking Lörcher’s initial vision of creating a cultural hub that would serve 
as an outdoor civic enclave at the center of the city.

The second and even more dramatic change was the rerouting of the 
boulevard’s North-South axis that had originally been designed to cul-
minate at the Assembly. The axis now veered toward the southeast, con-
tinuing up the hill to terminate at the gates of the Presidential Palace in 
Çankaya. This move threw a carefully worked out symmetrical design 
off kilter, eliminating the Republic Square and its obelisk altogether. But 
more important, it undercut the Assembly’s prominence within the city’s 

FIGURE 1.13. VIC TORY SQUARE, WITH C ANONIC A’S ATATÜRK MONUMENT IN THE MIDDLE. THE OFFICERS’ 

CLUB, WHICH IN L ATER YEARS WILL EXPAND TO BOTH SIDES OF THE PARK, OVERLOOKS THE GREEN SPACE. 

COURTESY OF BURÇ AK EVREN.
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physical and symbolic landscape. Thereafter the Presidential Palace be-
came the crowning element in the layout of the capital and the narrative it 
was to engender.41

In this tortured process Jansen also found himself having to compete 
professionally with Clemens Holzmeister, an Austrian architect who, 
thanks to the large number of commissions he received, had almost be-
come a de facto shadow planner for the city. Holzmeister was arguably 
more gifted in expressing his architectural vision, and significantly, his 
political inclinations were closer to those of the increasingly powerful 
authoritarian contingent within the republican administration.42 Holz-
meister had initially been retained to design the new Presidential Palace 
in Çankaya but was subsequently asked to design various buildings for 
the government and the military, including the Officers’ Club by the Vic-
tory Monument, the Headquarters of the Army Joint Chiefs of Staff, and 
the Ministry of Defense, on lots adjacent to the triangular superblock of 
the Government Quarter, which Jansen considered to be violations of his 
master plan.43 Holzmeister prevailed over Jansen’s objections in shaping 
the Government Quarter because he also was appointed to design the 
Ministry of Public Works and the High Court of Appeals.44 Designed 
in a formal stripped-down neoclassical style, Holzmeister’s government 

FIGURE 1.14. ATATÜRK’S RESIDENCE IN Ç ANK AYA , DESIGNED BY CLEMENS HOL ZMEISTER, WA S THE NEW  

TERMINUS OF ANK AR A’S NORTH-SOUTH A XIS. IN THE FOREGROUND, THE VINEYARD HOUSE, THE INITIAL 

PROPERT Y TO WHICH HE MOVED SHORTLY AF TER HIS ARRIVAL IN ANK AR A . COURTESY OF THE TURKISH 

HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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buildings were inward-looking masses that projected a sense of impen-
etrability. Holzmeister’s most incompatible—and subversive—interven-
tion was his design for the Ministry of Interior, which effectively cut the 
pedestrian axis off before it ever reached the site of the new Assembly. 
His spatial coup was completed with the installation of the Security 
Monument, inaugurated on the twelfth anniversary of the Republic of 
Turkey. Replacing the proposed obelisk at the northern end of the Gov-
ernment Quarter, amid what would have been Republic Square, the Se-
curity Monument honored the Police and Gendarme corps, rather than 
celebrating national unity as had initially been proposed. With its wall-
like wide base running above eye level, the monument all but blocked the 

FIGURE 1.15. THE SECURIT Y MONUMENT COMMEMOR ATING THE STATE’S SECURIT Y FORCES (POLICE,  

GENDARME, AND MILITARY ) WITH THE L ARGE MA SS OF CLEMENS HOL ZMEISTER‘S MINISTRY OF THE INTE-

RIOR TAKING SHAPE IN THE BACKGROUND. THE MONUMENT’S PL ATFORM AND THE MINISTRY EFFEC TIVELY 

DESTROYED THE ORIGINAL VISTA PROPOSED BY BOTH LÖRCHER AND JANSEN. AL SO, IN THIS IMAGE, THE 

MINISTRY’S SILHOUET TE BLENDS WITH THE HEADQUARTERS OF THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF, WHICH WERE 

AL SO DESIGNED BY HOL ZMEISTER. THE ATROPHIED BOULEVARD ABUT TING THE WESTERN EDGE OF THE 

GOVERNMENT QUARTER (NOT DEPIC TED) BEC AME AN INCREA SINGLY MILITARIZED ZONE WITH A R ANGE 

OF BUILDINGS THAT BELONGED TO THE MINISTRY OF DEFENSE AND VARIOUS FORCES. COURTESY OF THE 

TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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view toward the Assembly, the construction of which had already been 
postponed.

The disintegration of the plans for the Government Quarters affected 
Ankara’s overall urban form and its long-term patterns of growth. As a 
result of the shift in the axis, Milli Müdafaa (National Defense) Avenue, 
which formed the western edge of the site lost importance and atrophied. 
In contrast, Atatürk Boulevard, which defined the eastern edge, flourished. 
New housing development leaped further south toward the Kavaklıdere- 
Çankaya Hills, and a residential corridor dotted with ostentatious villas 
on the way to the Presidential Palace emerged. Widely criticized as ex-
pressions of the unbridled greed and the unrefined tastes of the republican 
elite, the mishmash of styles displayed along the boulevard—ranging from 
the highly ornate Ottoman revivalist to the abstract geometric compo-
sitions of Central European modern, locally dubbed “kübik stil”—may 
well be interpreted as often conflicted attempts to define the new Turkey’s 
“high culture” within the domain of residential architecture.45 After the 
shift, the urgency to complete the Government Quarter lost steam. Al-
though some ministerial buildings were constructed to meet the pressing 
need for office space, glaring gaps remained on the site for decades and the 
axis turned into a service road between office buildings rather than the 
ceremonial passage it was envisioned to be. In the 1960s a new westbound 
artery was built through the Government Quarter, severing the already 
weakened connection between the Grand National Assembly and the rest 
of the Government Quarter. Today, the Assembly building stands alone 
over a large but insular plot of land, and the pedestrian walkway is all but 
gone.46

S TAG I N G P O W E R

The incompatibilities between Holzmeister’s commissions and the plans of 
Lörcher and later Jansen had remarkable parallels with the larger disputes 
over the country’s political order. These disputes had their own highly 
codified—if jarring—manifestations, which were equally consequential in 
shaping the new capital. Though they were united by their desire to fight 
off post–First World War occupation, the groups comprising the nation-
alist coalition did not necessarily share a common vision of government. 
Their differences even compromised their ability to present a unified front 
at critical times during the War of Independence. To this day, official his-
tories present the proclamation of the republic and Atatürk’s ascendan-
cy as the country’s founding president as a smooth transition from the 
wartime conditions of emergency. Nonetheless, the decade after the war 
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was fraught with infighting among various contending factions. On the 
one hand were those who espoused a liberal definition of the state with a 
parliamentary democracy predicated on popular support. On the other 
hand were the military-bureaucratic cadres who had strong Jacobin ten-
dencies and were anxious to “catch up with Western civilization.”47 They 
envisioned creating a modern unitary nation-state, if necessary through 
authoritarian policies. The leader of this latter faction was Atatürk, who 
proved to be as uncannily gifted a tactician in the political arena as on the 
battleground, neutralizing both the liberals in the first camp and those 
whose own personal ambitions posed a challenge to his leadership.

Wartime alliances were weakening outside Ankara as well, and the 
population at large was growing restless. Especially in eastern and south-
eastern Turkey, the administration’s decision to continue the centraliz-
ing policies initiated by Ottoman administrators with renewed zeal met 
with frequent and often violent resistance in the largely Kurdish eastern 
provinces. The Kurds, who had mostly collaborated with the nationalists 
during the War of Independence, were taken aback by the new assimila-
tionist policies for suppressing their distinct identity and culture. Small 
ongoing skirmishes occasionally flared up, most notably with the 1926 Şeyh 
Said Rebellion, which lasted several months and brought the government 
down, before being suppressed through the use of extraordinary military 
measures.48 Meanwhile, the republican administration’s economic policies 
were cause for discontent especially (but not exclusively) in the historically 
more prosperous coastal regions and western provinces. After the onset 
of the Great Depression, things took a distinct turn for the worse as the 
financial situation deteriorated. The constant instability and violence in 
the east and the growing support for incipient rival political movements 
in the west gave the Ankara government the pretext to clamp down on 
the public sphere, introducing martial law in several eastern provinces 
and, across the country, outlawing all sorts of activities that it perceived 
as a threat to its grip on power. The press was brought under even closer 
scrutiny, and various civic organizations, including those with sympathet-
ic causes, were closed down.49 The circle of power in Ankara narrowed 
concomitantly. Atatürk assumed tighter control while the Assembly was 
further drained of its already reduced importance. As Geoffrey Knox, the 
British chargé d’affaires in Ankara described the situation in a letter to the 
Foreign Office:

In constitutional theory Turkey is a republic, in which the sovereignty of the 
people is expressed in an elected Assembly, which itself nominates for the 
term of its own life a President of the Republic, in whom are vested very lim-
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ited powers. The reality is less simple. The National Assembly is composed 
almost entirely of nominees of the People’s party, major projects of policy 
are dealt with in the first instance by the party committee, the real debating 
body, which proceeds in secret. . . . The initiation of these policies rest with a 
body even more powerful than the party committee—the private Cabinet of 
Chankaya [sic]. This consists of the President of the Republic himself and his 
own immediate circle, and meets . . . at the President’s house. . . . The official 
Cabinet, I am inclined to believe, carries less weight. . . . With reservation 
it is, I think, safe to say, that in all major matters the Government of the 
country lies essentially in the hands of the President and the inner conclave.50  
(emphasis added)

This kind of highly personalized politics predicated on Atatürk’s perso-
na—as opposed to one that fits within a well-defined constitutional frame-
work—had its own spatiality; in fact, it achieved its effect precisely through 
judicious and high-profile spatial practices that were just as influential in 
shaping Turkey’s new capital. Like a theatrical presentation that pans out 
only if the actors and the audience bond, in Ankara the production—and 
maintenance—of charismatic authority was contingent as much on the 
leader’s performance as on the followers’ acknowledgment. It came to life 
through people, in their bodies, words, and actions, and in spaces that 
facilitated such transactions. Atatürk had a solid grasp of the possibilities 
that Ankara’s scant social venues offered and used them to his advantage 
to augment the influence of his presence and the visibility of his actions. 
In turn, a willing audience, whose members surrendered their autonomy 
in exchange for the perks of their positions, helped him further cement his 
authority. In so doing, Atatürk and his entourage creatively expanded the 
repertoire and stages of political action and public personhood in Turkey. 
Through their example, they also set the precedents for the power per-
formances that were thereafter imitated—albeit with mixed success—by 
others who assumed the role of leadership in Turkey.51 No account of An-
kara’s early days as capital would be complete without acknowledging the 
centrality of this theatrical production of power and its legacy on Turkish 
political culture.

By all accounts, Atatürk’s vineyard residence in Çankaya was the 
center of Ankara’s social and political life and the prime stage for per-
formance of his personalized style of politics. In the early 1920s Ankara 
was still a provincial town with little to offer in the way of cultural or 
recreational attractions. For the republican elite, most of whom had been 
transplanted from Istanbul, attending soirées at Çankaya was a bright spot 
in an otherwise dull social calendar. Atatürk had a long history of nightly 
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gatherings with his closest coterie of friends that dated back to military 
school when, like so many military students of his generation, he gathered 
with his cohorts for dinner to eat, drink, and discuss important political 
matters—especially their plans to “save the Empire” from its imminent 
collapse.52 In peacetime the practice continued, became more lavish, and 
expanded to include an ever-changing list of nightly guests. He also ex-
tended invitations to experts or scholars if, in the course of the evening, he 
planned to consult them in their area of specialization, such as language 
and literature, music, culture, history, and economics. At other times, he 
commandeered, on the spur of the moment, musicians, singers, and poets 
“to perform their art” for the evening’s audience.53

The dual character of the Presidential Palace as both a residence and 
office was especially conducive to the kind of personalized politics cen-
tered around a charismatic leader, which, in turn, rendered it a hetero-
topic site within Ankara’s political landscape.54 Unlike the Assembly or a 
government office, entering the residence—or specific rooms within it—
depended on receiving a formal invitation even if that is where the pub-
lic’s business is conducted. The ambiguity enabled Atatürk to modulate 
the thresholds between the private and the public as he saw fit, filtering 
desirable visitors from the rest. Once they passed through the carefully 
guarded gates of the Presidential Residence, the guests had to put their 
faith in established procedures and legal or bureaucratic conventions on 
hold and submit themselves to an alternate set of rules and rituals the 
sole arbiter of which was Atatürk. They were expected to partake in the 
rituals of servility, including the nightly poker and pool games in which 
Atatürk’s preordained wins served as reaffirmations of his absolute power 
over his guests, and his return of the evening’s earnings to the losers as 
signs of his magnanimity.55 He could, on a whim, subject guests to random 
tests in front of others and impose strange and unusual penalties when 
dissatisfied with the answers. He was known to dismiss guests for not 
dressing properly, scoff at his office personnel about their table manners, 
and place impossible demands on his waitstaff.56 Cabinet officials, mem-
bers of parliament, and high-level bureaucrats were routinely summoned 
to Çankaya, sometimes on a whim. The United States ambassador John 
Grew recalled that when the order came, other engagements, no matter 
how important, had to be broken:

Just before dinner, Rouschen Eshref [sic] was called to the telephone and said 
that the Gazi had summoned him immediately. Alice and I both told him just 
what we thought of such arbitrariness, which would not be found in any oth-
er country, and that the diplomats were far from pleased with this practice 
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of deputies upsetting dinner arrangements at the last minute. I said that the 
President of the United States would never expect a guest to break a dinner en-
gagement at such short notice. . . . He took our remarks perfectly well, but said 
that Turkey was run by a small group of about a dozen men of which he was 
one, that the Gazi slept most of the day and that he generally desired to begin 
work in the evening; there was no way of getting out of it when summoned.57

As clear instances of Atatürk’s ability to commandeer people’s personal 
time and attention, such demands were not unusual. They were essential 
to the generation and upkeep of charismatic authority, as was the ability 
to perform and elicit from others actions that directly contradicted com-
monly established rules of politics, diplomacy, or civility. The Presidential 
Palace was the indispensable site where these transactions unfolded and 
where political fortunes were made and unmade. It was the stage on which 
every gesture or statement was larger than life and always subject to end-
less speculation.58

Foreign observers of this multilayered entourage were often critical of 
Atatürk’s “policy to employ only second-class men” because, they noted, it 
undermined the effectiveness of the reforms he wanted to implement, and 
yet mediocrity was precisely the quality he sought in the members of this 
exclusive group.59 It was not that he was unable to recognize the weakness-
es, lack of imagination, or limited skills of his entourage. In fact, on the 
rare candid occasion, he admitted that in having eliminated some of the 
more accomplished members of his circle to undercut possible challenges, 
he had become rather lonely at the top.60 But as an ambitious leader who 
did not like competition, Atatürk had chosen to place powerless men in 
positions of power. Through these men, most of whom had neither the 
competence nor the confidence to hold those appointments on their own, 
and who were, therefore, beholden to him, Atatürk was able to accumu-
late even more power in his hands. What foreign observers overlooked, 
however, was the existence of a uniquely symbiotic relationship between 
Atatürk and his entourage. Whereas the social and political positions of 
the members of this inner conclave were defined by their proximity to the 
leader, it was their faithful and spectacular subservience that reinforced 
the visibility of Atatürk’s charismatic power.

This symbiotic relationship also shaped Ankara’s elite residential land-
scape because everybody who was somebody or aspired to be somebody 
wanted to live close to the Presidential Palace so as to accumulate political 
capital through proximity. The rush to purchase land on the vineyards 
along the boulevard drove up real estate prices at an unprecedented rate.61 
Personal calculations were never too far from the political, and the repub-
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lican elite were able to use their influence to alter the official plan to max-
imize their financial gains through various private construction and real 
estate deals into which both they and their friends and families entered. 
As they spurred speculative land transactions in and around Çankaya, 
they also managed to divert infrastructural investment and other scarce 
resources in that direction, leaving the Citadel and its environs to fate. 
This pattern of development, which also left large gaps in the city’s foot-
print especially in the first few decades, laid bare how the very revolution-
aries who passionately critiqued the Ottoman brass for insulating itself 
from the rest of the population were brazenly building their own enclaves 
to keep their distance from the ordinary folk with no access to political 
power.

As Ankara’s primary site for politics and policy, Atatürk’s residence 
had, therefore, supplanted the Assembly, co-opting its functions and de-

FIGURE 1.16. K AVAKLIDERE–Ç ANK AYA DISTRIC T WA S THE NEW POPUL AR RESIDENTIAL DISTRIC T NEAR THE 

PRESIDENTIAL RESIDENCE. FEATURED HERE IS FUAT BULC A’S MODERN NEW HOME, DESIGNED BY ERNST 

EGLI, OVERLOOKING THE PL AINS BELOW. BULC A , A HIGH-R ANKING ARMY OFFICER, WA S A CL A SSMATE 

OF ATATÜRK IN MILITARY SCHOOL. DURING THE EARLY YEARS OF THE REPUBLIC, HE AL SO SERVED A S THE 

CHAIR OF THE TURKISH AVIATION SOCIET Y, THE HEADQUARTERS OF WHICH WA S AL SO DESIGNED BY EGLI . 

COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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cisively subverting the formal and symbolic idealism of the plan proposed 
by Lörcher, and later by Jansen. Using the Çankaya residence might ini-
tially have been a matter of expediency because of the widespread lack 
of adequate spaces for meeting in the city. There was no specific decision 
to table the construction of a new Assembly, but considering that all im-
portant decisions were made by one person surrounded by a close coterie 
of supporters at an office that doubled as a residence, nobody pushed for 
its completion either. By the same token, it is entirely understandable how 
the design and implementation of the Presidential Palace in Çankaya to 
accommodate its expanded functions could gain priority. Eventually a 
competition was organized for the design of a new Assembly Building 
in 1942, and, ironically, the winner was Clemens Holzmeister. In yet an-
other ironic twist, the new building was inaugurated only after the 1960 
military coup and was used as the seat of a special legislative assembly, 
resuming normal parliamentary functions in 1961. By then whatever was 
left of the pedestrian portion of the North-South axis was already fast  
disintegrating.

Although Çankaya was his primary base, Atatürk frequently ventured 
out to Ankara’s prominent public venues, which brought them into the 
repertoire of political spectacle and further amplified his ability to project 
power by manipulating the gradients between the public and the private, 
just as he was doing at the Presidential Palace. To facilitate his spectacular 
jaunts through town, several public buildings in Ankara—including the 
Turkish Hearths Association (later Ankara People’s House), the Faculty 
of Language, History, and Geography, and the new train station—were 
designed with dedicated rooms, equipped to provide him space to work, 
receive visitors, and rest if necessary.62 These private accommodations, 
located, unusually, in public buildings, worked as if they were extensions 
of the Presidential Palace, with comparable constraints on behavior and 
patterns of exclusion, suggesting, not so subtly, that Ankara as a whole 
was under Atatürk’s gaze. Outdoor spaces most closely associated with the 
modern lifestyle fervently promoted in republican media, such as the city’s 
main arteries, the stadium and parade grounds, Atatürk’s model farm fa-
cilities, were under strict vigilance. Atatürk always traveled with a large 
entourage, and his motorcades going up and down his namesake boule-
vard claimed the entire length of this strip for state protocol. During state 
visits or commemorative celebrations people lined up along the route and 
cheered their leader enthusiastically, waving flags and banners. Ankara’s 
officious and ironfisted mayor-governor Nevzat Tandoğan ensured that 
those who did not conform to the image of a modern citizen—peasants, 
beggars, loiterers—were kept off the main arteries, especially the boule-
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vard.63 Ostensibly implemented as security measures, these tactics under-
cut the possibility of experiencing the boulevard as an authentic public 
space, turning it instead into a simulation thereof.

These urban spectacles are also notable because they reveal how Atatürk 
appropriated Ottoman displays of authority and infused them with new 
meaning. Despite his explicit pronouncements about rejecting all Otto-
man precedents, much of the pomp and circumstance outlined above was 
remarkably similar to the mid-nineteenth-century practice of cheering 
the Sultan on his way to the Friday prayer. This itself was an imported 
tradition that was closely linked to the formation of modern nation-states 
and their emerging ceremonial practices.64 Atatürk took advantage of the 
familiarity of this format, which he retained, but he secularized the prac-
tice by choosing sites of national, rather than religious, communion as the 
destination of these excursions. Moreover, not unlike his Ottoman prede-
cessors—and ironically like the much reviled Abdülhamid II—he retained 
the conviction that this type of direct and seemingly interactive practice, 
which projected a sense of participation without really delivering it, would 
help them continue to avoid “inconvenient intermediaries like political 
parties and the parliament.”65

The story of Ankara’s urban development has long been viewed as a 
failure to implement the plan and to control growth, due to corruption 
and the lack of means and experience. This characterization, although not 
wholly untrue, reduces a complex process to a product, thus flattening a 
multilayered narrative of visions, frictions, and resistances that informed 
the making of Turkey’s capital and its political order. Most important, it 
consistently deflects attention from political will to the petty calculations 
of individuals in undermining the plan—preserving the leader’s immu-
nity. This approach obscures how the city’s spaces served as a stage for 
politics by other means. Individual infractions, mainly in the form of per-
mit violations, land speculation, and shady property deals, chipped away 
at the plan in a piecemeal fashion—although taken together they played a 
substantial part in undermining the integrity of the plan. Political inter-
ventions, in contrast, subverted the overarching organizational principles 
of Ankara’s urban form and, consequently, the carefully scripted symbolic 
meanings attached to it. These rival patterns of development were not pre-
planned or coherent. Rather, they evolved little by little around Atatürk’s 
charismatic presence and were advanced by the personal ambitions of the 
republican oligarchy. They were however, equally representative of the 
character of the new state, as a materialization of its realpolitik. Reincor-
porating the political dimension casts light on the otherwise impercep-
tible links between seemingly discrete interventions at strategic points 
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of the plan and re-creates the context within which particular forms of 
private transgression were possible and meaningful. Rather than mere 
signs of failure or incompetent town planning, Ankara’s distorted spaces, 
misaligned structures, and erased paths can be interpreted as the physical 
clues that illuminate the conflicted process of building a modern state in 
Turkey. Acknowledging this fluid spatiality as historic evidence reveals 
the state to be “an ongoing dynamic, a changing set of aims, as it engages 
other social forces” rather than a fixed ideological entity.66
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C H A P T E R 2
THEATERS OF 

DIPLOMACY

After relocating the capital, the Kemalists hoped that, like the state’s 
own bureaucracy, the corps diplomatique would also follow them 
from Istanbul to Ankara. Much to their disappointment, however, 

this did not turn out to be the case. Foreign missions were unwilling to 
leave Istanbul, a large, diverse, and cosmopolitan city of renowned beau-
ty that offered a wide range of urban amenities. As the British foreign 
secretary Austen Chamberlain put it in a letter to Lord Crewe, Britain’s 
ambassador in Paris: “His Majesty’s Government cannot ask a diplomat of 
ambassadorial rank . . . to submit to the conditions of residence in a dirty 
little mountain village in the center of Anatolia . . . or condemn [him] to a 
painful and inglorious exile in the latter town . . . [such a diplomat] ought 
not be exiled to the squalor and fleas of Angora as his permanent resi-
dence. . . . Since Turkey remains in Europe, let us get what little advantage 
we can out of her presence there.”1 Britain not only refused to move its 
own embassy but also quite successfully lobbied its Allies from the First 
World War to do the same. Foreign governments, which, at least initially, 
perceived Ankara’s long-term prospects as capital to be uncertain, were 
generally disinclined to make the investment necessary to relocate their 
embassies. This state of affairs left Turkey’s leaders in an untenable pre-
dicament. They either had to accept the retention of embassies in Istanbul, 
which implicitly would diminish Ankara’s status as their chosen seat of 
government, or agree to the opening of legations in Ankara, demoting the 
level at which diplomatic transactions would take place. The outcome in 
both cases was tantamount to Turkey’s losing its bid for recognition as a 
peer nation-state by major world powers.

Truth be told, Britain’s overzealous multilateral diplomatic offensive 



54

T H E AT E R S O F D I P LO M AC Y

had more to do with unsettled scores at the end of the Lausanne Treaty 
than with the inconvenience of moving diplomatic missions to Ankara. 
The treaty brought an end to armed conflict and recognized Turkey’s right 
to exist but did not settle its dispute with Britain over the control of the 
oil-rich provinces of Musul and Kirkuk. The issue caused such an impasse 
at the peace conference that at the urging of the other participants, the 
two countries agreed to conduct bilateral talks to determine the shape of 
Turkey’s southeastern border with British-controlled Iraq. This arrange-
ment effectively provided an opening for Britain to use the relocation of its 
embassy and those of its First World War Allies as leverage against Turkey 
in the resolution of the Musul-Kirkuk question.

To counter Britain’s actions, Turkey turned to its former First World 
War partner Germany and forged a new alliance with the Soviet Union. 

FIGURE 2.1. GERMAN EMBA SSY IN ISTANBUL ( TOP), WINTER QUARTERS (MIDDLE) IN PER A OVERLOOKING 

THE GOLDEN HORN AND BOSPHORUS, AND SUMMER QUARTERS (BOT TOM) ON THE BOSPHORUS.
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Both countries, which had similarly been marginalized in the internation-
al arena in the aftermath of the war, opened embassies in Ankara early 
and cultivated close relations with Turkey. Despite past acrimonies, Tur-
key, Germany, and the Soviet Union formed an alternative and mutually 
beneficial political block in Eastern and Central Europe that afforded its 
partners the influence over international affairs they individually lacked. 
Moreover, Germany and the Soviet Union took advantage of the absence 
of competition from Britain and its allies to assume an important role in 
shaping Turkey’s postwar reconstruction and modernization. These con-
tacts enabled the Soviet Union and especially Germany to have a broad 
and lasting influence over the physical forms and practical conventions 
of Turkish modern. In turn, Turkey, in particular Ankara, served as an 
indispensable outlet for showcasing the cultural and industrial achieve-
ments of its allies, mediating their redemption in the international arena.

Turkey’s experience provides a relevant case in point for understand-
ing the hitherto overlooked spatial dimension of international relations. 
Gaining acceptance on a par with other sovereign nation-states on the 
world stage and securing the recognition of its international borders were 
the defining foreign policy concerns for Turkey’s leaders, and remarkably, 
the making of Ankara became instrumental in the negotiation of both. 
Consequently, this chapter examines the interdependence between the 
different spatial scales at which international politics operated. It demon-
strates how, on the one hand, questions of regional geopolitics informed 
diplomatic maneuvers at the urban scale. On the other hand, it shows how 
spatial tactics exercised in small face-to-face encounters with foreign offi-
cials could influence policies implemented at the national scale.

R E L O C AT I O N A N D I T S G E O P O L I T I C A L C O N T E X T

The staunchest resistance to moving embassies to Turkey’s new capital 
came from Britain. British officials were vocal in their protestations of 
Ankara’s harsh climate and rudimentary conditions of life; but what re-
ally triggered such a strong reaction were Britain’s unfulfilled geopolitical 
ambitions by the end of the Lausanne Treaty. Britain had long tried to 
sever Turkey from Europe, confine it exclusively to Asia Minor, and take 
control of the Turkish Straits.2 The First World War came close to deliver-
ing this objective. With the core lands of the empire partitioned between 
the Allies, prominent British politicians, including Lord Curzon, foreign 
secretary and chief negotiator at Lausanne, speculated that the capital of 
the state to eventually emerge in Turkey would be in an Anatolian town, 
such as Bursa, Konya, or even Ankara. Meanwhile, Istanbul, he argued, 
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would ideally be left to British supervision.3 Turkey’s success in the War 
of Independence thwarted this vision, but the Lausanne Treaty brought 
an ambiguous solution that was to the satisfaction of neither Turkey nor 
Britain. Turkey reclaimed Thrace and northwestern Anatolia from Allied 
occupation, but the Straits and the Marmara Sea were declared a demili-
tarized zone open to the unlimited commercial and military navigation 
of nonriparian powers. Because the authority to enforce rules, supervise 
the traffic, and monitor activities in the Straits rested with the Interna-
tional Straits Commission, Turkey’s ability to exercise sovereignty over 
this highly strategic waterway running through its midst was severely cur-
tailed.4 These conditions increased Istanbul’s vulnerability and provided 
further justification for the Kemalists’ decision to relocate the capital to 
a physically impregnable location like Ankara. The British, for their part, 
were quite irritated that the Turks had managed to hold on to the territory 
around the Straits but moved their capital away from Istanbul. Britain had 
long exerted significant influence over the empire’s affairs through care-
fully cultivated connections with Ottoman dignitaries. By relocating the 
capital, the Kemalists had effectively dislodged this elaborate circuitry of 
power, prompting retaliatory action from Britain.

An equally contentious reason at stake was the southeastern border 
at Musul and Kirkuk—two provinces that were included in the original  
Misak-ı Milli, which Turkey claimed had come under British occupation 
illegally at the end of the First World War.5 The oil-rich region’s fate had 
come up at Lausanne and had brought the conference to a deadlock several 
times.6 Finally, at the insistence of other governments at the conference, 
Turkey and Britain had agreed to resolve the issue through bilateral negotia-
tions within five years following the conference. The dispute was eventually 
taken before the League of Nations, where Britain was the dominant power, 
and was resolved in that country’s favor in 1926. For the three intervening 
years between 1923 and 1926, Turco-British relations were characterized  
by hostility as both governments looked for ways to prevail over each other.7

Within this context, British officials deftly used the recognition of An-
kara as the perfect trump card against Turkey.8 They first lobbied Britain’s 
former First World War allies to dissuade Turkish leaders from relocating 
the capital to Ankara—though the Turks pressed on with their decision. 
Next, they began a relentless campaign to stop France, Italy, Japan, and 
the United States from opening embassies in Ankara and, after intense 
pressure, convinced them to retain their ambassadors in Istanbul and 
to appoint minor envoys to Ankara to facilitate their dealings with the 
Turkish government.9 Because doubts about Ankara’s longevity and the 
stability of the Kemalist regime persisted, the former Allies considered it 
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prudent to refrain from rushing into an expensive move. Although they 
were motivated more by pragmatism than by an actual ongoing conflict 
with Turkey, they clearly recognized the advantages of taking such a 
position. Their reticence to relocate gave them leverage over the Turkish 
government and left Britain in their debt because their unified stance aug-
mented the effect of the boycott on Ankara. In sum, while selecting the 
national capital would ordinarily have been a matter of domestic policy, 
the persistence of a dispute with a major world power dragged the issue 
into the international arena, where Britain had the upper hand and Turkey 
was a relatively marginal player.

The refusal of modern Western states to recognize Ankara and their 
decision to diminish their level of diplomatic contacts constituted tre-
mendous setbacks for Turkey’s standing, for this meant, in no uncertain 
terms, that foreign governments did not regard Turkey as their peer. Noth-
ing could be a worse blow for the republican leadership, who considered 
Ankara central to the modern identity they wanted to inaugurate for 
Turkey and their desire to gain international respect and recognition for 
this formidable feat. To counter the dismal consequences of this standoff, 
they resorted to two strategies. In the first place, they gradually restricted 
the channels of regular contact with states that refused to relocate their 
embassies, thereby isolating them from relevant political developments in 
the country. Second, they offered land and tax incentives to foreign gov-
ernments that agreed to relocate their embassies to Ankara.

In the first instance, at the end of the War of Independence, the Turk-
ish government appointed Adnan Adıvar, a highly respected official who 
also had Mustafa Kemal’s ear, to oversee the orderly withdrawal of foreign 
troops from northeastern Turkey and maintain routine communications 
with the diplomatic missions in Istanbul.10 After Ankara became the 
capital, the government retained him as its liaison in Istanbul until the 
corps diplomatique completed its relocation. However, when this goodwill 
gesture intended to ease the migration of diplomatic missions backfired 
by becoming a disincentive for them to move, Adıvar was summarily re-
placed with Nusret Bey, an official of lower rank, limited experience, and 
far less clout within the government circles.11 With Adıvar’s departure, the 
already inadequate communications with Ankara further deteriorated, 
leaving the foreign missions in Istanbul out of touch not only with the 
Turkish government but also with one another as they lacked the logisti-
cal support normally provided by a host state to the corps diplomatique 
stationed in its capital.12 The Turkish government pointedly ignored the 
existence of diplomatic missions in Istanbul and divulged little informa-
tion about developments that could have been of potential interest to their 
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governments. In a most bitter account of the frustration experienced by 
the diplomats who found themselves caught in this standoff, the British 
ambassador Ronald Lindsay wrote:13

We, as a mission, are unfortunately suffering a stagnation. . . . We are like a 
colony of crabs in low tide stuck in the dry and desolate cavities of rocks on 
the shores of a formerly resplendent sea. Sometimes we organize thé dansants 
and dinner parties among us. . . . Those of us who have been here for a long 
time find solace in the memory of the good old days. It has been years since a 
list of the corps diplomatique that includes our names has been printed. We 
do not even know each other. Our titles are variegated. Some of us are am-
bassadors, others ministers, representatives, chargés d’affaires, and some high 
commissioners. Some of us still appear to be at war with Turkey, others seem 
to be almost at peace.14

Further increasing the effectiveness of the isolation strategy was the de-
liberate refusal of high-level Turkish officials—such as the prime minister 
and the president—to meet the ambassadors stationed in Istanbul when 
they did travel to Ankara within the small window of time defined by their 
often short visits.15 Finally, when the Turkish government prepared budget 
appropriations for fiscal year 1926, it made no provisions for the liaison’s 
office in Istanbul, thus compelling foreign governments to reconsider their 
positions—since even a politics of hostility required appropriate channels 
of communication.16

The second and more proactive strategy the Turkish government used 
to allure diplomatic missions to Ankara was to offer land grants and tax 
breaks for the construction of embassies. In February 1925 a law was passed 
granting free land for embassy buildings in Ankara.17 The Ministry of For-
eign Affairs officials who promoted the bill acknowledged that, although it 
would cost the government dearly to provide extensive land grants and tax 
breaks, this was not too heavy a burden to bear, considering what it could 
do in normalizing Turkey’s political and administrative transactions with 
other governments and restoring its status in the world.18 According to the 
new law, the government would provide twelve thousand square meters for 
legations, and twenty thousand square meters for embassies free of charge 
and grant tax exemptions on the importation of necessary construction 
materials.19 Diplomatic missions could choose any site in the city and pe-
tition the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for the transfer of that property.20 In 
Ankara, where rampant land speculation was driving up real estate prices 
at a “rapid and unaccountable” pace, the free land offer was acknowledged 
by several diplomats as a beau geste because it meant a significant reduc-
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tion in moving costs, which had been a major cause for concern.21 As many 
of them saw it, even if the prospect of moving to Ankara was still not all 
that appealing, the offer of free land was.

The gradual migration of diplomatic missions to Ankara started in ear-
nest, once the Istanbul Office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was closed. 
Germany, the Soviet Union, Afghanistan, Albania, Belgium, Czechoslo-
vakia, Egypt, and Poland had already moved their embassies to Ankara 
by 1926. The embassies of Austria, Bulgaria, Denmark, France, Hungary, 
Italy, Japan, Iran, Romania, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United States, 
and Yugoslavia were still in Istanbul. However, after Adıvar’s departure, 
many of them acquired small permanent offices with enough space for 
a chargé d’affaires and a small staff stationed in Ankara. These satellite 
offices often included accommodations for their ambassadors who also 
began to visit Ankara with increasing frequency. Despite their makeshift 
quality, these modest quarters were an improvement over the railroad cars 
parked by the old train station, which visiting dignitaries rented at 5 liras 
a night due to the lack of decent hotels in the city.22 Nevertheless, this ar-
rangement was far from ideal, as Joseph Grew, the American ambassador 
complained. Running a divided embassy, with periodic exchanges of staff 
between Istanbul and Ankara, which required much duplication of effort 
and hindered continuity, was unsustainable in the long run (see fig. 1.2 for 
an aerial view of Ulus).23 Italy, France, and Japan, which, like the United 
States, had initially sided with Britain, were also seriously reviewing their 
options.24 By 1928, the French were breaking rank. As a concerned British 
ambassador reported to the Foreign Office with concern, his French coun-
terpart, Mr. Chambrun, had expressed a desire to “infuse more cœur” in 
his relations with the Turkish government and had declared to the press 
that “Angora was the heart of Turkey, and that the French Embassy must 
forthwith be established there.”25

There were both political and economic reasons behind this change 
of heart among European states. Throughout the 1920s, by following a 
consistently pacifist foreign policy and building multiple political alli-
ances within its region, the Turkish government had come to occupy a 
respectable position in the Middle East and the Balkans. Turkey’s rise as 
an indisputable regional power was a development that neither Britain nor 
its Allies could overlook.26 Moreover, as Turkey showed signs of emerg-
ing from its postwar trauma, its government became more stable and 
rooted in Ankara, and large-scale infrastructural projects got under way, 
European states began to weigh the cost of their solidarity with Britain 
against the possibility of using their embassies to make important busi-
ness deals and taking part in Turkey’s potentially lucrative reconstruction 
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process.27 According to an article published in the British paper, the Times, 
the Turkish government had centralized all of its operations in Ankara, 
effectively leaving Istanbul out of the loop: “Nor is it only the diplomatic 
centre of gravity swinging slowly towards Angora. Businessmen are find-
ing that nothing can be done without reference to Angora. Owing to the 
Government and the Prefect of Constantinople both being nominated by 
the Cabinet, Angora is able to keep a tight hold upon the administration 
of the city, and outside Constantinople there are few centres where any 
big contract could be made without the express or implicit consent of the 
Government.”28

With the Musul question resolved in its favor and the embassies of its 
most influential allies moving to Ankara, Britain’s continued resistance 
not only had lost its strength but also had become counterproductive. 
France was moving to forge closer relations and to gradually enter into 
joint ventures with Turkey. Britain could not simply ignore this insofar as 
the two countries historically had a complex relationship characterized as 
much by competition as by cooperation. Moreover, within the emerging 
context of economic relations and geopolitical configurations in Central 
and Eastern Europe, collaborating with Turkey rather than opposing it 
was becoming a more effective policy for Britain in maintaining its in-
fluence in the Middle East. Hence, a year after France, Britain agreed to 
build a new embassy in Ankara on property granted by the Turkish gov-
ernment. As George Clerk acknowledged in his annual report for 1929, 
“so long as her representatives in the capital were lodged in a small and 
draughty châlet, it is difficult to persuade the Turks that Great Britain took 
the new republic very seriously.”29

In sum, the recognition of Turkey’s new stature in international politics 
was inextricably linked to the recognition of its capital. With the relocation 
of the British embassy, the embassies of all leading world powers had final-
ly moved to Ankara. The process had been slow, strenuous, and costly. De-
spite having the cards stacked against it, however, the Turkish government 
had successfully lured foreign missions to its new capital through care-
ful negotiations and by permanently displacing Istanbul’s long-standing  
circuitry of power to the new capital, in the process making it very clear 
that those who wanted to do business with Turkey could not afford to stay 
in Istanbul.

G E R M A N Y A N D T H E S H A P E O F T U R K I S H M O D E R N I T Y

Spurned by the Allies initially, Turkey turned to the Soviet Union and 
Germany, which had been similarly marginalized in the post–First World 
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War reconfiguration of world powers. The Soviet Union had entered the 
war with the Allies but found itself both out of the war and in sudden iso-
lation as a result of the Russian Revolution. Consequently, the new Soviet 
regime, in its search for new alliances, made an effort to establish good 
relations with Turkey, despite the long history of hostilities between czar-
ist Russia and the Ottoman Empire. Even before the War of Independence 
was finalized, in 1921, the two countries signed a Friendship and Fraternity 
Treaty, and the Soviets appointed an ambassador shortly thereafter.30 The 
Soviet delegation rented a modest house close to Ulus, near the Citadel, 
and maintained very close personal relations with the nationalists. In later 
years, shared security concerns arising from the demilitarization of the 
Straits and the opening of the Black Sea to the unrestricted navigation of 
military and commercial vessels of nonriparian states, as dictated by the 
Lausanne Treaty, would bring the two countries closer.31

Germany, Turkey’s former ally in the First World War, was also in a 
precarious situation. Along with the war, Germany had lost its place on 
the world stage. It was expected to pay war reparations, but its industries 
lay fallow and its economy was stagnant. Intent on recovering some of 
its influence in the Middle East, where in the aftermath of the war Brit-
ain had become the dominant player, the German government eagerly 
moved to rebuild its ties with the neophyte Turkish state. Soon after the 
proclamation of the republic, Rudolf Nadolny, who, as consul general in 
Istanbul, had been waiting in the wings since the summer of 1923, was 
appointed as Germany’s new ambassador. Nadolny was a singularly re-
sourceful diplomat who recognized that he could help forge a mutually 
beneficial relationship between the two countries by channeling German 
assistance to Turkey’s modernization projects, which in turn would gen-
erate business and a new visibility for Germany’s industries and expertise. 
As Nadolny would later acknowledge in his memoirs, his posting came at 
a crucial time for both countries:

I came to Turkey at the right time: Instead of the Ottoman Empire, a new na-
tional Turkey, which had rid itself of the Arab regions, was created and a new 
order was introduced everywhere. The new capital was the symbol of the new 
world. The soul of all the progress was Gazi Mustafa Kemal. He had the ambi-
tion to Europeanize Turkey, and he preached these ideals to his people. Every-
where, people were gripped by the fever of Europeanization. And I resolved to 
help Turkey wherever I could in this pursuit. . . . I did have my own priorities: 
I needed to restore Germany’s respectable image, and regroup the local colony 
of Germans. . . . But I still had time to help the Turks with the establishment of 
their new state, and by doing that, I also furthered our own interests.32
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While German interests in Turkey were mostly economic in nature, 
the Soviets primarily wanted to build a political alliance with Turkey. 
According to Nadolny, their distinct goals also made it possible for the 
two ambassadors to coordinate their efforts in their respective endeavors: 
“My Russian colleague Jacob Suritz was a very nice man. . . . I immedi-
ately became friends with him, and we later made a gentleman’s pact that 
he would only pursue political interests in Turkey, supporting me in my 
economic endeavors, and in turn I would back him in politics. We both 
remained faithful to this agreement, which bore rich fruits.”33 At the time, 
in the absence of other heads of foreign missions, the presence of the Ger-
man and Soviet ambassadors was all the more prominent. Rudolf Nadol-
ny, his Soviet counterpart, Jacob Suritz, and officials from both embassies 
frequently kept company with the republican elite and attended dinners 
and receptions hosted by Turkish dignitaries. It is noteworthy that their 
willingness to stay and build embassies in Ankara even before offers of 

FIGURE 2.2. GERMAN EMBA SSY COMPLEX IN ANK AR A . COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y  

LIBR ARY.
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free land were extended, had a positive effect on their relations with Tur-
key from the outset.34

Rudolf Nadolny hoped to use his embassy as a “vessel to bring the 
German image back to honor.”35 Site selection was, for him, a strategic de-
cision, and he attended to it personally. He needed a large lot in a visible 
location that was also easily accessible to the dozens of German business-
men and professionals he expected to bring to Ankara. He turned down a 
lot chosen earlier by Herr Freitag, the embassy’s chargé d’affaires, because 
at 16,000 square meters (4 acres) it was too small and despite its proximity 
to Mustafa Kemal’s residence in Çankaya, it was hard to reach from the 
train station. Instead, he opted for a 30,000 square meter (7.5 acre) lot, fac-
ing Atatürk Boulevard, which was also quite close to the new Government 
Quarter and received another 21,000 square meters (5.2 acres) from the 
government, once the land grants became available.36 Furthermore, Na-
dolny convinced the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs to increase its 
funding for the embassy from 100,000 to 250,000 deutsche mark—a sum 
the British ambassador criticized for being unduly extravagant.37

Built in the style of East Prussian manor houses, the German embassy  
in Ankara had a distinct resemblance to the family home of then pres-

FIGURE 2.3. PAUL VON HINDENBURG’S FAMILY HOME IN NEUDECK.
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ident of the Weimar Republic, Paul von Hindenburg, in Neudeck.38 The 
fenced compound’s formal entrance was marked by large wrought-iron 
gates. A wide cobblestone path led to the embassy building and the two 
smaller office buildings that flanked it symmetrically. In front of the main 
entrance of the embassy, the path bifurcated and snaked up to the hillside 
garden in the back, which resembled an urban park.39 The main embas-
sy building contained the consular section and sizable reception rooms. 
Until the completion of the ambassadorial residence, the building also 
housed temporary quarters for Nadolny and his immediate subordinate, 
Herr Holstein, on its top floor. The compound included, in addition to the 
structures necessary to perform its primary diplomatic functions, eques-
trian training grounds, a small stable, a fish pool, and a winter garden.

Nadolny cleverly used his embassy compound in two important ways 
to further Turco-German relations. In the first place, the compound in its 
entirety served as an ideal showcase for displaying Germany’s technological 
strength and architectural sophistication. Nadolny turned the construc-
tion process into a veritable spectacle specifically with the interests of the 
republican elite in mind. He cultivated a large, lush garden and when he 
had delicate plants specially brought from his former residence in Istanbul, 
he sent gift specimens to Mustafa Kemal.40 With water in Ankara in short 
supply, his efforts to ensure that the embassy had its own supply for the 

FIGURE 2.4. K AYSERI AIRCR AF T FAC TORY, JUNKERS A SSEMBLY PL ANT. COURTESY OF DAVUT GÜLEÇ.
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upkeep of its ponds and gardens led to a particularly memorable display of 
German ingenuity, as technicians of different stripes searched for under-
ground reserves, digging deep wells and unusually intricate tunnels into the 
bedrock under the embassy.41 As the sprawling compound, which over time 
would expand to fourteen buildings, began to take shape, Turkish officials 
frequently came to Çankaya to check on its progress. Nadolny proudly not-
ed that the German embassy was the premier example of European taste in 
Ankara, and that, as such, it influenced much of what was built by the aspir-
ing elite as well. “It was thrilling,” he observed, “to see how the locals imitat-
ed what we built. Everywhere one saw German-style gates, and cobblestone 
paths to the houses.”42 When the embassy was completed in December 1928, 
it was inaugurated with a reception attended by Mustafa Kemal himself, 
who personally praised the ambassador for building a jewel for Ankara.43

Second, Nadolny used the embassy as an indispensable base for net-
working, by converting it into a hub of social, cultural, and commercial 
exchanges. From very early on, he understood that participating in Anka-
ra’s social scene was key to achieving goals in intergovernmental affairs. 
Consequently, during his nine-year stay, Nadolny always made himself 
visible and available, and to prevent the disruption of his dealings with 
Turkish officials, he kept his embassy running in a wooden prefabricated 
structure erected at the site throughout the construction process.44 Once 
the lavish compound was complete, he arranged for exchanges of schol-
ars, sponsored guest lectures, and graciously hosted several receptions 
and dinner parties.45 These large gatherings brought together not only the 
rather sizable resident German community in Ankara but also the corps 
diplomatique, members of the cabinet and the parliament, and high-level 
state officials. As such, they provided perfect opportunities for German 
entrepreneurs to meet the Turkish brass in a seemingly casual way.

As Nadolny would later acknowledge in his memoirs, he hoped that suc-
cess in a task as challenging as steering the modernization of Turkey would 
bring credit to Germany and help to restore its reputation on the world 
stage as a leading industrialized power.46 Backed by his government, he 
enthusiastically worked to build a cycle in which more experts begot more 
materials, techniques, and standards, which opened the doors for further 
German involvement. Sometimes, he personally introduced Turkish digni-
taries to German businessmen and professionals, who offered their advice 
and services on a wide range of subjects. It was through such introductions 
that the Philip Holzman Construction Company, which built the German 
embassy, obtained the contract to build Mustafa Kemal’s model farm on 
the outskirts of the city.47 Similarly, German engineers, whose work in 
providing water for the embassy had elicited much admiration, were hired 
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to drain the marshes by the train station, which were breeding grounds 
for the malaria that afflicted the entire town.48 When a limited urban de-
sign competition was organized for the plan of Ankara in 1928, two of the 
three invited contestants were German, and the selection of the professor 
Hermann Jansen came as no surprise because he already had a web of con-
tacts in the city.49 To be sure, Germany’s eagerness to do business was a 
boon for the Turkish leaders who were seeking technical, technological, 
and financial support, institutional and administrative models, and expert 
assistance in initiating wholesale reforms to modernize the country. But it 
was Nadolny’s intense lobbying that was instrumental to opening up the 
much needed job opportunities in Turkey for many qualified researchers, 
engineers, administrative specialists, military experts, and various other 
specialists who found themselves unemployed in postwar Germany.

German influence in shaping the physical environment in Turkey was 
manifest at different levels. Beyond providing the prototypes of sophis-
ticated domestic architecture in the new capital, German cities provided 
the tangible imagery of modern urbanism upon which republican leaders 

FIGURE 2.5. THE INFLUENCE OF CENTR AL EUROPEAN VERNACUL AR IN SOME OF ANK AR A’S RESIDENTIAL 

ARCHITEC TURE. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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based their visions for the future of Turkish cities.50 Germany provided 
the technology, materials, credit, and expertise for several large projects, 
including the building of Ankara, and German professionals were at work 
everywhere in Turkey. It is important to note that at a time when Turkey 
needed capital for industrial and infrastructure investments and help in 
paying off its debts, German bankers were more willing to take risks in 
Turkey than were their British or American counterparts.51 A comprehen-
sive clearing agreement between Germany and Turkey that allowed for 
the exchange of industrial products and expertise from the former with 
raw materials and agricultural goods from the latter further cemented this 
relationship.52 In an article published on December 22, 1924, the special 
correspondent of the Times in Ankara wrote at length about this over-
whelmingly prevalent German presence:

It is quite obvious . . . that the new quarter of Angora—the Ausstadt, as the 
Vali himself described it to me—is to have a highly German flavor, and that 
the many Germans who are here now will feel more than ever at home.53 And 
there is no mistaking the seriousness of the endeavour they are making to 
capture the Anatolian market. In this hotel the only foreign language that is 
spoken with accuracy by the guests is German, and one hears more German 
than anything else in restaurants . . . the fact remains that the Germans are 
creeping back in ever-increasing numbers and have laid a firm hold upon the 
contracts or the supply of railway rolling stock, upon the sale of agricultural 
machinery, and so forth.54

The numbers backed such impressions. Trade between Turkey and Germa-
ny, which had come to a halt in the immediate aftermath of the First World 
War, was jumpstarted in 1923. Germany quickly became Turkey’s top sup-
plier of industrial products and German exports to Turkey increased from 
9.1 million Turkish lira to 31.6 million Turkish lira in 1928.55 Meanwhile, 
Britain, which on the eve of the First World War was the largest exporter 
to the Ottoman Empire and controlled 28 percent of the market, lost its 
position as its sales dropped to 16 percent of Turkey’s imports.56

Britain’s losses in a market it once dominated were not lost on the Brit-
ish Parliament, press, and business. Intensifying Turco-German relations 
were also beginning to raise security concerns among British diplomats, 
who observed that despite Germany’s mandatory post–First World War 
demilitarization, former army and navy officials were “acting clandestinely 
as military advisers in such fortified zones as Smyrna.”57As early as 1925, 
members of the opposition began to criticize Britain’s official policy regard-
ing Turkey. In a House of Commons session on December 22, 1925, Sir Fred 
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Wise and Captain W. Benn questioned the undersecretary to the Foreign 
Office, G. Locker-Sampson, stating that the government’s unwillingness to 
move the embassy was putting Britain at a disadvantage.58 Locker-Sampson 
defended the government’s position, stating that in Ankara the general con-
ditions were “not yet adequate as regarded housing or other requirements,” 
and argued that even though the ambassador was stationed in Istanbul, he 
paid frequent visits to Ankara, and that there was “no reason to suppose 
that the present arrangements impaired the usefulness of his Majesty’s 
Ambassador at Constantinople.”59 Nevertheless, businessmen who tried 
to obtain contracts in Turkey opined differently. In a letter written to the 
editor of the Times, Alwyn Parker, a British commercial envoy for British 
railroad interests, denounced the government’s actions as follows: “During 
the past two years, I have spent many months in Angora, and I can testify 
to the irreparable harm done to British commercial interests by the cynical 
neglect of the British Foreign Office in failing to maintain an Ambassador 
at Angora, while many thousands of pounds are wasted annually by diplo-
matic establishments at Pera in winter and Bosporus in summer. We shall 
never recover the ground we lost on this account.”60

Indeed, the initial ground Germany gained from the absence of com-
petition from Britain and its allies, had a remarkably long-lasting influ-
ence. The Germans became involved with Turkey’s modernization project 
at a crucial formative stage and enjoyed the benefits of cooperating with a 
leadership that was intent on an unprecedented degree of centralization 
and homogenization across the land. Since the initial components of that 
infrastructure were laid according to German standards and specifica-
tions, the subsequent parts had to conform to it and Turkish technocrats 
educated by German teachers often saw to it that they did. Hence, long 
after British and Turkish governments established closer relations, the 
United States emerged as a new dominant player in the region, and Ger-
many once again became marginalized in the aftermath of the Second 
World War, the legacy of German experts and technologies persisted in 
the Turkish cultural landscape. The choices for the material culture of 
Turkish modern were made at the interstices of two spatial scales that are 
rarely thought of together—but in the Turkish experience considerations 
about great geopolitical tensions were never too far from the dinner tables 
that Nadolny set for Turkish officials and their German counterparts.

A N K A R A’ S  E M B A S S Y R O W

At the celebrations for the tenth anniversary of the Turkish Republic, the 
Soviet Union staged a spectacular performance.61 A delegation headed 
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by the minister of war, Marshal Klimenty Voroshilov (a close deputy of 
Stalin), and a large entourage including the minister of education, Sergei 
Bubnov, and the cavalry general, Semyon Budenny, sailed into the Istan-
bul harbor escorted by a squadron of the Red Fleet on October 26, 1933. 
The Soviet guests were greeted with thundering salutes by an enthusiastic 
crowd, and their visit generated significant press coverage at home and 
abroad.62 This was a remarkable occasion not only because it marked the 
first time that “members of the Politbureau . . . had ever ventured outside 
the Soviet Union since it was founded” but also, as Time magazine re-
ported, because they were traveling with their wives in “great exception 
to Stalin’s ban against junketing.”63 Upon their arrival in Istanbul, the 
ladies were whisked away by “the svelte Mme. Suritz,” wife of the Soviet  
ambassador, who had “Paris gowns ready for the dowdy wives from 
Moscow and an expert modiste on hand to fit them.” When the party 

FIGURE 2.6. A NEWSPAPER CLIPPING OF RUSSIANS ARRIVING FOR THE TENTH ANNIVERSARY CELEBR ATIONS. 

THE GR APHIC S MAKE THE GEOPOLITIC AL SIGNIFIC ANCE OF THE VISIT CLEAR.
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continued on to Ankara, “Under Dictator Kemal’s critical eye,” the ladies 
“shone at his grand ball like ‘Soviet Cinderellas.’”64 The Soviets also pre-
sented Turkey with a gift of several warplanes, which were unveiled and 
flown as part of the aerial acrobatics displays in Ankara on October 29, 
Republic Day.65 The entire affair was recorded and later included in the 
documentary Ankara: The Heart of Turkey, commissioned by the Turkish 
government and prepared by Sergei Yutkevich and Leo Arnstam, two of 
Russia’s most promising young filmmakers, who had accompanied the 
Soviet delegation.

Carefully orchestrated by the Soviet ambassador Jacob Suritz, the 
dramatic events outlined above illuminate the relatively overlooked inter-
section of the different levels at which international diplomacy operates. 
While the post–First World War rapprochement between Turkey and the 
Soviet Union was driven by each country’s pressing geopolitical concerns, 
it was articulated and conveyed to the world at large through painstak-
ingly planned symbolic performances for which public events, such as the 
anniversary celebrations, provided an ideal stage. Politically and ideolog-
ically marginalized in an unfriendly international environment after the 
revolution, the Soviets were determined to combat what they perceived to 
be a “hostile encirclement” through regional alliances that West European 
states could not afford to ignore.66 To accomplish this, they sent one of 
their most skillful diplomats to Turkey. Ambassador Suritz came to An-

FIGURE 2.7. ATATÜRK AT A DINNER WITH OTHER AMBA SSADORS AT THE SOVIET EMBA SSY. COURTESY OF THE 

TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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kara in 1923, following a four-year posting in Afghanistan, during which 
the ties he was rumored to have established with local tribal leaders had 
undermined Britain’s efforts to bring that country within its sphere of in-
fluence.67 Suritz’s appointment was, therefore, no subtle reminder to Brit-
ain of Soviet designs to counterweigh British dominance in the region by 
maintaining a close relationship with Turkey. Jacob Suritz moved quick-
ly into Ankara’s diplomatic scene and started work on building a mili-
tary-political alliance, which, in addition to Turkey, was to include Iran 
and Afghanistan—strengthening the Soviet Union’s sway in West Asia.68 
In return, the Soviet Union lent its weight as Turkey sorted out its differ-
ences with Britain and confronted Italy about its rumored intention to an-
nex southwestern Anatolia. Russian support included military aid, and in 
the aftermath of the Great Depression, it expanded into the economic field 
with the implementation of a Soviet-style economic development strategy 
that emphasized state ownership of heavy industry and large-scale enter-
prises. In sum, despite a long history of animosity between their imperial 

FIGURE 2.8. THE SOVIET EMBA SSY WA S THE FIRST PURPOSE-BUILT EMBA SSY COMPOUND AND THE FIRST 

MODERNIST BUILDING IN ANK AR A . COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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predecessors, the leaders of the newly formed Soviet and Turkish states 
chose to look past their old resentments and ongoing reservations and fo-
cused on their mutual defense concerns over the security of the Straits and 
a shared desire to resist the expansion of imperial capitalism.

The significance of the spectacle staged by the Turks and Soviets on 
the tenth anniversary of the republic snaps into focus against this highly 
charged geopolitical background. Far from a superficial display of nice-
ties, the Soviet Union’s unusually high-profile presence and military gifts 
were an enactment of its solidarity with Turkey. Similarly, the Soviets’ 
conspicuous use of the Red Fleet to sail down the Black Sea and through 
the Bosphorus and the Turkish hosts’ staging of a dramatic landing in Is-
tanbul were gestures that announced to a broader international audience 
in no uncertain terms the two countries’ will to exercise control over these 
highly contested strategic waterways.

In turn, beyond reaffirming the strength of their bilateral ties, the So-
viets used their presence in Turkey to reach out to a broader international 
audience and redefine their postrevolutionary image as a modern society, 
having broken with the past and its trappings. Unlike other European cap-
itals where they had diplomatic representation, Turkey offered the Soviets 
a friendly platform from which to project a favorable impression. When 
seen within the context of their intense efforts to garner international re-
spect and recognition, even seemingly frivolous acts—such as providing 
the “dowdy wives from Moscow” a Cinderella-style makeover—acquire 
new meaning as calculated moves to present the new face of Russia.

Such preoccupations also appear to have shaped the new Soviet em-
bassy, the first permanent embassy facility to be completed in Ankara. 
Inaugurated in April 1926, the Soviet embassy was also the first building 
to introduce a modernist aesthetic in the Turkish capital. Despite the lim-
itations of available construction technologies and the lack of skilled labor, 
the Soviets had opted for an industrial look. Described as having an “ul-
tramodern appearance” with “soaring porches” resembling the “wings of 
an airplane,” the Soviet embassy was unlike anything else in Ankara.69 By 
forgoing allusions to specific historic and regional architectural traditions, 
the building also intimated a universalism that was in line with the Soviet 
vision of a global proletarian revolution. This was in striking contrast to 
the German embassy, which with a replica of president Paul von Hinden-
burg’s manor house invoked the landscapes of the Prussian heartland 
(see fig. 2.4 earlier in the chapter). Whereas the Germans reminded their 
European neighbors that despite their temporary marginalization they 
shared the same geography and cultural traditions, the Soviets announced 
a break with the bourgeois-aristocratic traditions of the continent. The 
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Soviet embassy, a representative export of a short-lived visionary utopia-
nism, was an unmistakable attempt to assert a new revolutionary identity.

By virtue of building large embassy compounds, the Soviet Union and 
Germany brought Turkey’s new capital into the fold of a new kind of in-
ternational competition for visibility and real estate acquisition, placing 
Ankara at yet another intersection between gestures at the architectural 
level and politics on a regional level. Istanbul’s isolation from the conduct 
of international negotiations and business opportunities made it increas-
ingly inconvenient for embassies to remain in the former Ottoman capital. 
Meanwhile, the Turkish government’s offer of free land made it appealing 
to move. But it was the ability of the German and Soviet governments to 
take advantage of the absence of other diplomatic missions in Ankara and 
to reinvent themselves in the international arena that turned embassy 
construction in Ankara into a bona fide competition. Furthermore, the 
Turkish government’s offer of land brought out the bargain hunter in 

FIGURE 2.9. THE BRITISH EMBA SSY—ALTHOUGH IT WA S ONE OF THE L A ST TO RELOC ATE TO ANK AR A , IT 

ACQUIRED A LOT ADJACENT TO THE PRESIDENTIAL PAL ACE. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SO-

CIET Y LIBR ARY.
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FIGURE 2.10. ANK AR A’S EMBA SSY ROW ALONG THE ATATÜRK BOULEVARD.
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every diplomatic mission, and, in turn, their unbridled competition to 
get the best lots in town for free further reinforced Ankara’s position as 
the permanent seat of government. In early Republican Ankara what de-
termined prestige was one’s location relative to Mustafa Kemal, and the 
sites closest to his Çankaya residence were the most prized ones. Hence, 
whereas in 1923 the vineyard properties on the Kavaklıdere-Çankaya hills 
had little appeal for anyone outside Ankara’s new elite, by the late 1920s 
they had become the address of choice for most embassies. Italy, Greece, 
Yugoslavia, and Poland chose their sites on the sides of Atatürk Boulevard. 
The lots requested by the Iranian, Swedish, and French embassies were in 
the same vicinity, on smaller streets off the main road. 

In the international arena, embargoes, blockades, or sanctions against 
a given state work only if all other states abide by these self-imposed re-
strictions. The sizable—if briefly handicapped—German and Soviet states 
never joined the British-led rejection of Ankara, thus limiting the effec-
tiveness of Britain’s opposition from the outset. What is more, the mo-
mentum generated by their large embassy construction projects—and the 
improved international business opportunities that followed—prompted 
other governments to do an about-face and break ranks with Britain as it 
became increasingly clear that they just could not stay out of the compe-
tition to assert their presence once their peers were in it. These develop-
ments, together with the resolution of the Musul-Kirkuk issue in its favor, 
finally persuaded the British government to enter the competition and, 
despite joining the game quite late, lay claim to a very large lot adjacent to 
the Presidential Palace with a panoramic view of Ankara, befitting its po-
sition as the most powerful player in international politics.70 Despite their 
initial resistance to moving to Ankara, Britain and its First World War 
allies could no longer afford not to be there if they wanted to maintain 
their clout as world powers.

Eventually, the competition for ostentatious structures at the most cov-
eted sites of the new capital took on a life of its own. Ambassadors closely 
followed what their counterparts were spending on their embassies and 
petitioned their own governments for additional funding, further upping 
the ante. As the competition stiffened, the British ambassador Sir George 
Clerk argued for the importance of building an embassy that was propor-
tionate to Britain’s ambitions in the Middle East: “Incidentally I venture 
to observe that with Italy prepared to spend over £200,000 on building an 
Embassy in Angora . . . and the intentions of France as now announced by 
M. de Chambrun, it becomes more than ever politically important for the 
credits of our more modest building estimates to be granted in the next 
budget.”71
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Once embassies took possession of their new sites, the size and char-
acteristics of their respective lots became as important a basis for com-
petition as location. Demand for properties with topographical accidents 
that afforded both views and visibility to the main embassy building was 
particularly high. Many embassies complained that the size of the lots pro-
vided by the government was insufficient for their needs and began to ask 
for more land under various pretexts.72 They often framed their requests 
as readjustments to make up for uneven site conditions. Such claims, if 
conceded, often triggered further claims by other embassies, which re-
garded themselves to be of equal or superior importance. In other words, 
the Turkish government had initially assigned two standard lot sizes based 
on the level of representation, but the foreign missions demanded sites 
that were commensurate with what they perceived to be their status in the 
international matrix of nation-states.

The peculiarities of Ankara’s political culture and logistical conditions 
heightened the rivalry between the represented states. Ankara’s protocol, 
consisting of prominent politicians, high-level bureaucrats, and the corps 
diplomatique, was smaller in size than protocols in more established Eu-
ropean capitals. But there were as many if not more events that brought 
its members together.73 The diplomats lived virtually “in each other’s 
pockets,” and, according to a British observer, no one among them could 
give “a big party without inviting all his colleagues.”74 Furthermore, due to 
the shortage of suitable government buildings, state business often had to 
be discussed in clubs and private residences.”75 Although official dinners, 
balls, thés dansants, and cocktail parties were primarily social events, they 
effectively doubled as occasions for negotiating serious issues.76 For mem-
bers of the republican elite, partaking in these events was crucial for main-
taining their social status and their prospects for advancement. For the 
diplomats, attendance at such events carried political meanings as well. 
Their presence was often interpreted as a sign of positive relations between 
Turkey and the government they represented, and conversely, absences 
were usually cause for concern

Gatherings that brought diplomats and Turkish officials together 
mapped out, in the space of ballrooms and banquet tables, the current state 
of international affairs. Both diplomats and Turkish officials used them to 
assert the position of their respective governments within the internation-
al system of states. Hence, the events Ambassador Nadolny hosted at the 
German embassy, showcasing his country’s accomplishments in the arts 
and sciences, were also intended to proclaim Germany’s bid to reassume 
its position as a player in world politics. Meanwhile, Mustafa Kemal’s dis-
missal of the Egyptian ambassador for wearing a fez at a Republic Day 
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ball, which caused a serious rift between the two countries, signaled not 
merely his distaste for a headgear associated with Arab-Islamic culture 
but, more important, Turkey’s determination to sever ties with the East 
to join the ranks of the West. In the volatile context of the interwar years, 
after the resolution of the Musul crisis, and especially in the lead-up to the 
Second World War, Turkish leaders increasingly focused on a politics of 
balance between key players of the European theater. They rebuilt bridges 
with Britain while maintaining their working relations with Germany and 
the Soviet Union. Especially as the regimes of the latter countries appeared 
to be hardening, Turkey’s leaders were careful to avoid being pulled into 
either orbit. Such repositionings were also conveyed through the highly 
codified language of diplomatic performance—as in the case of Mustafa 
Kemal’s careful placement of himself between the Russian and British am-
bassadors at a banquet, publicly announcing the parity between the two as 
Turkey’s friends.77 In reporting the details of such encounters to the foreign 
office, ambassador George Clerk wrote that such events “would scarcely 
warrant recording in an official dispatch, but Angora is not other places.”78 
In Ankara, the dual-purpose gatherings of diplomats and officials were 
always spatial representations of larger geopolitical constellations.





PART II
ER ASURES IN 

THE LAND





81

C H A P T E R 3
DISMANTLING 

THE 

LANDSCAPES  

OF ISLAM

In late December 1919, after more than seven months of touring Anatolia 
and attending organizational meetings, the nationalists finally arrived 
in Ankara on an icy cold morning, where they were greeted by cheer-

ing crowds who had gathered just outside town at the Dikmen Hills to 
welcome them. Thousands of armed seğmen troops, some on foot and 
others on horseback, and dervishes representing Sufi lodges, all of them 
in full regalia, accompanied the party for the remainder of their journey 
to Ankara, and more people joined them along the way.1 Some were from 
Ankara, others had traveled from nearby towns to show their support. 
People cheered the nationalists and their growing entourage as they made 
their way downhill; town criers walked through major streets announcing 
their arrival, and sonorous chants of Koranic verses echoed in the air.2 The 
nationalists and Ankara’s notables and religious leaders who had invited 
them walked through streets that were decorated with banners featuring 
Koranic verses and local guilds’ standards. They stopped at Ankara’s most 
venerable mosque, the tomb-mosque of Hacı Bayram Veli, and marked the 
occasion by attending a rousing religious ceremony at the courtyard of the 
complex.3

A few months later, when preparations for the first Grand National 
Assembly were complete, its inauguration was marked similarly with a 
quasi-religious ceremony, purposely scheduled to coincide with a Friday 
prayer, on April 23, 1920. The day began with a public prayer at the Hacı 
Bayram Mosque. Afterward, the crowd comprising the nationalists, local 
notables, religious leaders, and newly arrived representatives from around 
the country marched toward the makeshift Assembly building accompa-
nied by a military escort. Inventively fusing the religious with the military, 
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Sinop representative Hoca Abdullah Efendi carried the Sancak-ı Şerif 
(Holy Flag) and a box containing strands from Prophet Muhammed’s 
beard, the most valuable relics of Islam kept at Hacı Bayram, raised 
above his head, guarded by a platoon of soldiers on either side. When the 
cortege passed through the portal, they were greeted by an even larger 
crowd. Müezzins and hafizs welcomed them with Koranic verses, their 
voices blended with the enthusiastic mass as they communed together.4 To 
consecrate the inauguration of the Assembly three sheep were sacrificed 
and their blood was smeared on the foreheads of the nationalist leaders 
in a recognized ritual act of benediction.5 The interior arrangement of the 
building also mixed nationalistic and religious symbolism. The first room 
by the entrance had been arranged as a small prayer room, and inside the 
chamber, in addition to the enduring nationalist motto “sovereignty un-
conditionally belongs to the nation,” framed Koranic verses reminded the 
representatives of their religious duty. Once the representatives arrived in 
the main chamber, the Koran, the flag, and the box that had been brought 
from Hacı Bayram were placed by the lectern and the session began with 
a prayer. The sequence of events left no doubt that, on this auspicious day, 

FIGURE 3.1. LOC AL SEĞMENS CELEBR ATING THE ARRIVAL OF THE NATIONALISTS. COURTESY OF ANK AR A  

MUNICIPAL ARCHIVES.
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joining the Nationalist Movement was akin to attending a mosque for Fri-
day prayers. 

In a move that almost foreshadowed the synchronization of nation-
wide collective ceremonies of later years, the nationalists also arranged 
for celebrations of the Assembly’s inaugural meeting across a broader 
geography. Using supportive religious networks, they reached out to 
more remote congregations and were thus able to assemble a vicarious 
community of believers to join in from their own local Friday prayers—
albeit from a distance. On that auspicious day, in parts of the country 
that were not under occupation, imams at several mosques included, in 
their Friday sermons, pledges of solidarity with the nascent nationalist 
government in Ankara.6 As the war progressed, important events were 
observed with rituals that were laced with religious references, fusing 
faith with nationalistic fervor. 

These calculated and spectacular performances with conspicuous 
religious references were critical for the nationalists’ ability to enlist the 
broader population to join their cause, as were the explicit blessings of 
trusted local religious leaders for establishing their legitimacy as the 
leaders of the liberation movement. As a renegade brigade, their activi-
ties effectively violated the terms of the 1918 ceasefire, putting the Otto-
man government in a difficult position vis-à-vis the Allies. In response, 

FIGURE 3.2. MUSTAFA KEMAL (ATATÜRK ), HIS ENTOUR AGE, AND ANK AR A’S NOTABLES AND RELIGIOUS 

LEADERS PR AYING TOGETHER ON THE OPENING DAY OF THE GR AND NATIONAL A SSEMBLY. COURTESY OF 

ATILIM UNIVERSIT Y, ANK AR A DIGITAL CIT Y ARCHIVE.
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the Ottoman government declared Atatürk and twenty-two of his close 
associates to be traitors and, pointedly, obtained from the şeyhülislam, 
the country’s highest ranking religious official, a fetwa authorizing their 
capture, dead or alive.7 Anatolian religious leaders sought to offset the 
Istanbul fetwa with a counter-fetwa, refuting the suggestion that the na-
tionalists were disputing the sultan-caliph’s authority. They argued, to 
the contrary, that the nationalists’ struggle aimed to restore his power 
and liberate the lands of Islam that were under infidel occupation. More-
over, religious leaders, the Orthodox ulema and the heads of Sufi orders 
alike, had access to expansive social networks that would be indispens-
able for mounting the kind of grassroots resistance the nationalists en-
visioned.

FIGURE 3.3. A TEMPOR ARY ARCHWAY NEAR THE ENCLOSURE OF THE FIRST GR AND NATIONAL ASSEMBLY 

BUILDING. THE STRUCTURE RESEMBLES THE SILHOUETTE OF A MOSQUE QUITE CLOSELY. ARCHWAYS SIMIL AR 

TO THIS WERE WIDELY USED IN THE L AST DECADES OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE, DURING THE WAR OF INDE-

PENDENCE, AND THE FIRST YEARS OF THE TURKISH REPUBLIC FOR CELEBR ATIONS AND COMMEMOR ATIVE 

OCCASIONS. IT APPEARS THAT THEY WERE PHASED OUT BY THE L ATE 1920S, AT ABOUT THE SAME TIME AS 

THE MARGINALIZATION OF RELIGION IN PUBLIC LIFE, TO BE REPL ACED WITH MORE MODERN LOOKING GATE-

WAYS OF MOSTLY ABSTR ACT GEOMETRIC CONFIGUR ATION. COURTESY OF ANK AR A MUNICIPAL ARCHIVES.
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Using Islam to legitimize and buttress political authority was as old as 
Turkish presence in Anatolia. From the eleventh century onward, coloniz-
ing dervishes had been instrumental in consolidating the newly acquired 
territories under Seljuk rule by helping to Islamicize the population.8 In 
return they had received vakıfs (endowments) in the form of tax revenues 
and land grants for the upkeep of their orders.9 In this process, ahi cham-
bers, professional fraternities founded upon and bounded by religious 
principles much like medieval European guilds, had also helped.10 Under 
Seljuk and later Ottoman rule the myriad local Sufi orders and ahi cham-
bers helped to establish and sustain the patterns of social life in times of 
peace, and at times of unrest or war they were called upon to rally po-
litical and even military support.11 Rather than a unified, if alternatively 
canonized, version of Islam, the members of these organizations practiced 
an amalgamation of Islam with local beliefs and Central Asian traditions 
with multiple regional variations. This vernacularized Islam did not always 
conform to the Orthodox Islam espoused by the ruling elites, and at times 
the differences were the cause of violent confrontations. Nonetheless, offi-
cial recognition of their contributions in the conquest and pacification of 
Anatolia had set an early precedent for the imperial patronage of Sufi der-
vishes, ahis, and the orders they represented.12 Through this quasi-official  
arrangement, these diverse enclaves of vernacular Islam continued to 
maintain a powerful presence among lay people and controlled significant 
amounts of land in towns as well as the remote rural countryside. This 
influence over people’s collective allegiances was the crucial asset the na-
tionalist leaders wanted to win over.

Consequently, on their way to Ankara, in addition to high-profile con-
gresses in Amasya, Erzurum, and Sivas, where they worked with delegates 
from around the country to chart a path of action, the nationalists made 
detours to remote locations, privately met with prominent Sufi leaders 
and obtained their support. Thus, for instance, at a farm near Kayseri, 
they spoke with Salih Niyazi Dedebaba, leader of the Bektaşi order, and 
with Şeyh Çelebi Cemalettin Efendi, a well-respected Alevi leader, both 
of whom were influential in securing the participation of the Alevis, who 
composed roughly a quarter of the population at the time.13 Their visit in 
Ankara with Bayramizade Mehmet Tayyib Efendi, the fifteenth-genera-
tion descendant of Hacı Bayram Veli, founder of the Bayrami order and 
patron mystic of farmers and small merchants, was part of the same al-
liance-building effort.14 Unlike in Istanbul, in a provincial town such as 
Ankara, the relationship between Orthodox Islam and Sufism was porous, 
and the leaders of both collaborated to support the nationalists, providing 
much needed assistance. With the help of Ankara’s Sufi leaders and ahis as 
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well as other merchants and tradesmen, Ankara’s müftü Börekçizade Rıfat 
Efendi collected sizable donations to finance the war, especially in its ini-
tial planning stages.15 They even extended their hospitality to nationalist 
leaders by putting up some of them in their own homes. Later, when the 
incomplete club building of the Congress of Union and Progress (CUP) 
was chosen as the site of the first Grand National Assembly, Mehmet 
Tayyib Efendi donated the timber for the roof, which he had originally 
purchased for the repairs of the Bayrami lodge in Ankara.16

The support of local religious leaders was also conspicuous in the Grand 
National Assembly’s composition. Since there was no uniform dress code 
in the first term of this makeshift National Assembly, the representatives’ 
backgrounds were easy to identify.17 Twenty-four out of the 115 wore di-
verse types of turbans and accessories that displayed their affiliations with 
various religious organizations.18 Some had even managed to come from 
regions under occupation. For example, Aydınlı Hoca Esat Efendi wore 
his turban on his head and attended the meetings with a rifle in his hand 
and a double string of bullets around his neck. Their visibility in the As-
sembly inoculated the nationalists against accusations of disloyalty, which 
seriously jeopardized the validity of their cause. At a time when armed 
groups claiming to be the caliph’s guardians and backed by the Istanbul 
government and the Allies organized uprisings against the nationalists 
and threatened to march on Ankara, the presence of prominent religious 
leaders standing as representatives in the Grand National Assembly was 
an indispensable counterweight.19

Once the war was over, however, there was a sudden change in the na-
tionalists’ public approach to religion and religious leaders. On the one 
hand, in private, Atatürk and many of his closest collaborators, largely 
influenced by their post-Enlightenment formation, had long harbored an 
ideological rejection of religion as a source of political authority. This sen-
timent was compounded when the sultan used his authority as caliph to 
undercut their efforts to liberate the country from post–First World War 
occupation. On the other hand, they were aware of the volatility of their 
alliance with the diverse ulema leaders, Sufi sheikhs, and ahi elders. Their 
backing had been useful for countering the sultan-caliph and his sup-
porters, but that very process had also revealed Islam’s capacity to auton-
omously draw and organize people or polarize their allegiances. Despite 
objections from some of his closest supporters, Atatürk was convinced 
that a new state could not maintain a stable relationship with a constitu-
ency that could potentially turn against it in the same explosive manner. 
Thus what had initially been an invaluable asset was now regarded as a 
fundamental threat and therefore had to be reined in or eliminated.
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Although the implementation was piecemeal, eliminating one strategic 
footing after another so as to modulate popular reaction, the direction of 
change toward disestablishing religion was evident. In November 1922, 
on the eve of the Lausanne peace talks, the sultanate was abolished and 
Mehmet VI, the last Ottoman ruler, was sent into exile, largely to preempt 
a ploy of the Allies to include an Ottoman delegation at the negotiations 
that would undercut the nationalists as a parallel delegation representing 
the same constituency. The position of caliph was retained and the role 
was assigned to Abdülmecit Efendi, also from the Ottoman dynasty. But 
just a few months after the proclamation of the republic, the caliphate 
was dissolved.20 The move came in retaliation for the pomp and circum-
stance favored by Abdülmecit Efendi that ostensibly revealed his imperial 
designs, which were inherently incompatible with the premises of the re-
public. But the broader motive was to reduce the institutional scope of re-
ligious authority and, by implication, its sway over social and cultural life. 
Accordingly, the new Office of Religious Affairs (Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı) 
was formed as a centralized agency in charge of overseeing exclusively the 
administration of religious affairs, and the Ankara müftü Rıfat Börekçi 
was named its director. The move fully bureaucratized religious services, 
enabling one central authority to prescribe the content of advice and ser-
mons delivered by imams and to keep tabs on their skills and knowledge 
through regular exams and inspections. Meanwhile, ancillary functions 
that had historically been under the jurisdiction of the caliph’s office ac-
cording to sharia law, including education, law, and social welfare, were 
redistributed to various new government agencies.

Islam was extensively stitched into the physical fabric of the country 
and deeply entangled in the daily rhythms and routines of the people; 
therefore, reducing its presence in national life unfolded as a correspond-
ingly spatial process. These interventions were manifold: they affected life 
at different levels and in myriad ways that cannot be inventoried here. 
Hence, for this chapter, I have selected three types of sites that are most 
representative of the transformations taking place simultaneously and 
on multiple scales. First, I focus on the unmaking of vakıfs, pious foun-
dations that comprised a vast institutional network providing spiritual, 
commercial, and welfare services. Vakıfs were prominent in cities as 
owners and operators of various public facilities and they also controlled 
large stretches of land in the countryside through the farms, forests, and 
waterways that they owned. They were, in short, essential to Ottoman so-
cial and economic life. Second, I examine the crackdown on the enclaves 
of vernacular Islam, which, unlike Orthodox Sunni Islam, would not be 
brought under the state bureaucracy. Third, I turn to the body as a site of 
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self-expression in the public sphere, concentrating on the imposition of 
Western-style attire as a strategy to erase visible distinctions among the 
population heretofore expressed through clothing and accessories.

FA I T H ,  W E L FA R E ,  A N D U R B A N L I F E

What gave Ottoman Istanbul its inimitable silhouette were its imperial 
külliyes, large multifunctional complexes anchored by a sizable mosque, 
with cascading domes, large and small, almost replicating the topography 
underneath, and a rhythm that was occasionally punctuated by slender 
minarets defining the city’s skyline. Built to serve the public and thus le-
gitimize the sultan’s benevolent rule, a typical külliye comprised, depend-
ing on the wishes of its patron, some combination of educational facilities, 
such as libraries, medreses,21 elementary schools, observatories as well 
as a range of charitable functions including soup kitchens, baths, over-
night accommodations for travelers, and hospitals (see fig. 1.1).22 Several  
Ottoman cities, former capitals Bursa and Edirne and provincial seats such 
as Manisa and Amasya, where Ottoman crown princes resided as part of 
their training to become statesmen, boasted of külliye complexes in highly 
visible locations, often structuring the central section of the city, impart-
ing to it a recognizable character as well. The Ottomans had inherited and 
enhanced this city-building strategy from the Seljuks, who used imarets, 
similar—if more modest—multifunctional complexes comprising a mix of 
religious and social services to animate towns that came under their rule. 
To this day, Seljuk imaret complexes remain as memorable presences in 
cities like Konya, Kayseri, Sivas, and Erzurum.

Underpinning the provision of these charitable services was the vakıf 
(pious foundation) system.23 Although the most famous and largest vakıfs 
were established by sultans, one did not have to be a ruler to establish 
a vakıf and endow it with whatever modest worldly wealth one had. In 
Istanbul and other provinces, members of the royal family and ranking 
officers of the imperial bureaucracy were also active in establishing vakıfs. 
The sultan could also set aside land as vakıf to support a certain activity. 
Hence, for instance, some of Anatolia’s earliest vakıfs were granted by Sel-
juk rulers during the initial stages of Turkish settlement to colonizing der-
vishes and the Sufi orders to which they belonged in order to support their 
peaceful conversion of local, mostly Christian, populations into Islam. 
Since such acts of charity were considered to be signs of religious virtue, 
benevolent elders in towns and even remote villages also founded vakıfs, 
albeit smaller in scale but often providing similar services for the welfare 
of the community around them. These were contingent on the will—and 
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the whim—of the benefactor and the resources he or she commanded, so 
there was great variation in both the type of charity and the breadth of 
coverage. Vakıf property, generally known as mevkuf, consisted of hayrat, 
charitable services and the sites where they were administered, and akar-
at, real estate and other assets to fund these functions. Hayrat typically 
included the provision of welfare, such as the construction and upkeep 
of mosques, schools, hospitals, libraries, aqueducts, burial grounds, pub-
lic baths and latrines, and so on. In turn, akarat customarily consisted of 
commercial structures such as hans, bazaars, arastas, and bedestens. On 
the outskirts of towns, in the countryside, and in villages, income gener-
ated by farms, livestock, orchards, and forests could also be earmarked as 
akarat to support vakıfs. Sometimes, the tax revenues of an entire village 
could be deemed as an endowment.24 The vakıf arrangement could also 
connect remote geographies: the hayrat services and the akarat that sup-
ported it could be miles apart from each other or the akarat supporting 
one hayrat could be distributed across a wide terrain.25

In Ottoman towns vakıfs typically provided many basic urban services 
that today have become the duties of a modern municipal administration. 
As multifunctional complexes comprising a range of social and religious 
services, they were also effective in promoting urban development in Ana-
tolia and Rumelia.26 Consequently, they were tightly woven into the rou-
tines of daily life: they offered work and places to work, they gave shelter 
to the poor and food to the needy, they tended to the sick and educated 
the young. Since most local merchants and tradesmen rented their work-
spaces in akarat property, vakıfs were central to the commercial life of a 
given locality. Motivated by faith and brought to life by individuals, each 
vakıf had a very specific set of causes it supported with its own sourc-
es of revenue, it had its own board of trustees and idiosyncratic bylaws.  
Under Ottoman rule the urban landscape as defined by vakıf jurisdic-
tions constituted a piecemeal mosaic of variegated sites and services. They 
were uneven in distribution, sometimes their coverage overlapped, and at 
other times it was discontinuous. By the time the Turkish Republic was 
established, there were about 30,000 vakıfs in Turkey of various sizes, with 
varying degrees of autonomy, and affiliated with diverse networks of faith, 
orthodox and heterodox.27

This complex tapestry of intricately woven social, commercial, and re-
ligious activities was anathema to the republican vision of the new Turkey, 
the modern life, and reforms the nationalists wanted to institute. In the 
first place, perpetually sacrosanct and immune under the protection of Is-
lamic law, vakıfs were, to a large extent, opaque to the surveying and stan-
dardizing eye of the modern state. Their intrinsic autonomy, originally 
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intended to shelter them from changing political winds and allow them to  
continue performing their designated functions unperturbed, also gener-
ally shielded them from scrutiny. Channeling vakıf revenues for private 
use or setting up family vakıfs to bypass strict Ottoman restrictions 
against intergenerational property transfer was not uncommon, and such 
abuses were criticized as early as the seventeenth century.28 Moreover, 
because they were largely tax-exempt, establishing vakıfs as a front had 
become rampant among provincial notables, at great cost to the imperial 
treasury.29 In the early nineteenth century, reformist Ottoman bureaucrats 
had, as part of their modernization efforts, attempted to bring vakıfs un-
der the central authority of a ministry and, among other things, to regu-
late the use of their extensive assets.30 Despite making some inroads, how-
ever, their ability to permeate and centralize such an unwieldy and diverse 
variety of institutions with limited state penetration was, at best, limited.

Second, the nationalists were deeply suspicious of vakıfs’ financial and 
logistical support for a wide range of religious and welfare services, which 
in turn bound together their followers and thus claimed their communal 
allegiances. Theirs was an unwieldy aggregate of civilian networks with 
their own respective internal structures of authority that lay outside the 
state’s purview and, when needed, could be mobilized independently. 
Ironically, these were the same networks the nationalists had tapped into 
when they had tried to rally support across Anatolia for their war effort. 
Nonetheless, they were haunted by the possibility that these organizations 
could turn against them. Afterall, the Orthodox ulema already had a his-
tory of opposing modernizing reforms, which they regarded as a threat to 
their authority, and vernacular Islam’s relations with the central authority 
had almost always been volatile.31 Jealously protective of their own—rath-
er tenuous—hold on power and leery of other loyalties that could rival 
nationalism, which they sought to instill exclusively in the population, 
Turkey’s new leaders were intent on keeping under check what they saw as 
Islam’s constitutive role in society. Hence, to preempt obstruction, repub-
lican leaders tried to curtail the remit of religious leaders, thus starving 
them of their resources and audiences. Interventions were two-pronged—
on the one hand they tried to subordinate the vakıf institution, and on the 
other they tried to close down the enclaves of heterodox communion.

Unlike their Ottoman predecessors, who had merely tried to reform 
the vakıf system, republican leaders’ overriding goal was to dismantle the 
legal framework (sharia) that underpinned it, rendering the vakıf system 
very vulnerable. Their first and strategically most consequential move in 
this direction was to decapitate the Orthodox Islamic hierarchy with the 
abolition of the caliphate in 1924 and to invalidate the sharia’s jurisdic-
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tion. In 1926, the new Turkish Civil Code (Medeni Kanun) redefined the 
concept of vakıf by secularizing it, removed its perpetual immunities, and 
effectively reduced the creation of new vakıfs to almost nil.32 In 1928, the 
new Endowments Law further centralized the administrative and fiscal 
functions of all vakıfs nationwide under the auspices of the newly formed 
General Directorate of Vakıfs. Thereby, the Vakıf administration lost its 
seat in the cabinet, which it had held since the 1839 reforms, and the lever-
age that came with it. It was demoted into an agency directly under the 
prime minister’s office.33 The Endowments Law also dictated the transfer 
of all vakıf property and liquid assets to the Treasury if the original mis-
sion of the vakıf was no longer valid or if there were no further surviving 
regent-heirs. Deciding which vakıfs were expired and what properties and 
assets were ripe for transfer to the Treasury was the prerogative of govern-
ment bureaucrats.

These legal arrangements laid the groundwork for a massive transfer of 
property and revenues from vakıfs for use in the realization of the cash-
strapped republican government’s preferred projects. The magnitude of 
this move snaps into focus when we consider that vakıf hayrat and the 
akarat combined comprised a substantial portion of the religious, charita-
ble, and commercial buildings in towns across the country. For instance, 
in Istanbul, on the eve of the republic, a quarter of all public spaces (build-
ings and other property such as cemeteries) belonged to vakıfs. In addi-
tion, in the late nineteenth century as much as one-third of all arable land 
in the Anatolian and Rumelian core lands of the empire were also vakıf 
property.34

Arguably one of the most prominent uses of vakıf resources was in the 
making of the new capital in Ankara. The special legislation that estab-
lished the Ankara Planning Office as an agency reporting directly to the 
prime minister also gave it powers to expropriate, at no cost, any vakıf 
property (with or without buildings on it) that it deemed necessary for 
its projects.35 The earliest vakıf concessions in Ankara were taken from 
the Kızıl Bey Vakıf, which between 1926 and 1935 was gradually forced to 
give up all of its property for the construction of the capital’s first gov-
ernment buildings and institutional structures. These included the sites 
for the Grand National Assembly Building, subsidized rental apartments 
for members of the Assembly, the headquarters of the semiofficial Ana-
tolian News Agency, the headquarters of the Central Bank and Bank 
of Agriculture, Ankara’s first theater, and Ankara Palas, the city’s first  
European-style hotel and ballroom, among others. The mausoleum of 
Kızıl Bey itself was razed when paving the road in front of the Grand Na-
tional Assembly and Ankara’s first memorial, and the National Sovereign-
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ty monument was erected just a few yards away from the site of Kızıl Bey’s 
mausoleum. Similarly, Numune Hastahanesi (Ankara’s first modern hos-
pital), Doğumevi (Birth Clinic), the city’s first two modern high schools, 
the headquarters of the Turkish Hearths Association, and the Museum 
of Ethnography were erected on one of the most sacred sites in Ankara, 
the Namazgah Hill, which was the site of a former vakıf-administered 
cemetery and an open-air prayer place. Under the provisions of the 1928 
Endowments Law, the General Directorate of the Vakıfs was also required 
to finance the construction costs from the revenues diverted from vakıfs 
around the country.36 Consequently, more than 8.5 million Turkish lira 
were spent funding construction projects in Ankara, and another 1,967,886 
lira were used in sponsoring the activities of the new republic’s cultural 
institutions.37 Although initially much of the financial support obtained 
from the General Directorate of Vakıfs was classified as debts, laws were 
passed with a certain regularity and predictability to “forgive the mutual 
debt that may exist between government agencies and vakıfs.”38 Ironically, 
although the making of Ankara purportedly represented a full departure 
from Istanbul, the new capital’s most distinctive landmarks, like those of 
its Ottoman predecessor, were built on vakıf land and with vakıf money.

In later years, legal arrangements culminating in the passage of the 
Municipalities Law expanded the process of chipping away at the cultural 
landscape formed by and around vakıf properties nationwide at a steady—
albeit slower—rate.39 Although from the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury onward, modern local governments had begun forming under Otto-
man rule and were providing public services alongside various vakıfs and 
private enterprises in various configurations, the new law standardized the 
rights and duties of municipalities and gave them exclusive oversight over 
the provision of services such as city water, burials, and cemeteries.40 It 
also transferred to municipalities control over existing public infrastruc-
ture, such as vakıf-owned public water infrastructure and cemeteries. 
Last but not least, the right to expropriate vakıf property at no cost, which 
had first started in Ankara, was extended to other cities as well. Armed 
with such broad-ranging powers, municipalities played an important role 
in undermining the vakıfs’ institutional structure and integrity as urban 
places. A very common municipal request was for road construction. Al-
though most of these requests were for relatively modest square footage, 
they often broke up vital spatial relationships between closely clustered 
buildings.41 Vakıf cemeteries, many of which were scattered through 
towns, often within the precinct of a complex, were similarly vulnerable 
to takeovers. The law directed municipalities, for public health reasons, 
to relocate cemeteries outside settled areas. Vakıf cemeteries, deemed old 
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and disused—a classification that was itself open to interpretation—could 
thus be decommissioned, parceled, and sold off or slated for other uses by 
the municipality in accordance with its own urban development plans.42 
Similar authority to make real estate transactions also applied to other 
unbuilt vakıf property with even fewer obstacles.43

The state sometimes took part in the redistribution of vakıf holdings 
more directly. At the urban level, it handed out buildings, revenue-gener-
ating assets, or land to government agencies or charities that it approved 
of and could more easily control. For instance, in 1926, in Istanbul, the 
Imperial Bezm-i Alem Vakıf, which operated the Gureba Hospital and the 
large cemetery nearby, was ordered to surrender plots for use by the Turk-
ish Red Crescent and newly formed Turkish Aviation Society—charities 
with strong government ties that were autonomous on paper only.44 The 
same vakıf was also asked in 1934 to finance the construction of educa-
tional facilities for the school of medicine that would be adjacent to the 
hospital, a demand that the General Directorate of Vakıfs had to decline 
for lack of sufficient revenue in the midst of a global financial crisis.45 On 
a larger regional scale, the government also took over vakıf farms, olive 
orchards, forests, and water springs—that is, revenue-generating assets. 
Some of these were sold at reasonable prices to local populations or to 
incoming Muslim immigrants who were settling in various locations in 
Turkey.46 Olive orchards and forests were severed from their vakıf origins, 
under the rubric of scientific management, and gradually subsumed under 
government agencies reporting to the prime minister’s office.47

The inventory of predatory takeovers of vakıf assets was varied and of-
ten multipronged, but what they shared in common was the effect of sever-
ing the critical interdependence that existed between hayrats and akarats, 
which had historically afforded vakıfs their autonomy. Under the new re-
gime, the relegation of certain services that the hayrat had provided made 
the akarat “superfluous,” and the confiscation of akarat, in turn, atrophied 
the hayrat, which depended on the revenue. Both developments could lead 
to the expiration of a vakıf, which rendered even more of its assets open to 
appropriation by various parties, prompting a process by which a cluster of 
formerly related structures disintegrated unevenly, losing their coherence. 
For instance, following the abolition of the caliphate and passage of the 
Unification of Education Law, which wrested control of education from 
the caliph’s office and assigned it instead to the newly formed Ministry of 
Education, schools that pertained to vakıfs were closed down. Although 
the reuse of school buildings was permitted if they were far enough away 
from sites of ritual and communion, because many of them were in inte-
grated cheek-by-jowl facilities, over time many of these structures fell into 
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disuse and deteriorated. Abandoned vakıf buildings were at times turned 
into museums, especially medreses, which—rather than preserving the 
nation’s heritage, as advertised—were used for keeping ritual accessories 
and equipment outside the reach of peoples whose culture was very much 
alive. Other buildings were converted into storehouses by the military 
or into archives by bureaucrats in various cities.48 Sometimes they were 
appropriated as homes by poor squatters or by petty criminals for shady 
transactions. Ostensibly to simplify their administration by consolidating 
smaller properties into larger single akarat that produced more reliable, 
increased revenue, many properties were put on the market. But during 
the austere years of the early republic, the population did not have suf-
ficient accumulated capital, few were interested in properties advertised 
for sale or rent by the General Directorate of Vakıfs, and many of these 
structures were left to deteriorate. Decrying the blighted conditions of 
medreses in Bursa, during the 1941 budget negotiations, Abdülhak Fırat, a 
representative at the Grand National Assembly, noted: 

It looks like we separated out buildings that look the same and are part of the 
same whole and handed them to the demolition crew. I visited Bursa’s medre-
ses several times, the mosques are still standing but the medreses are in a state 
of utter disrepair. They have turned into filthy nuisances, in full contrast to 
their mosques. . . . We need to devise a solution for this disgraceful situation 
and save at least those with architectural landmark qualities. Consider, for 
instance, the medrese of the Yıldırım Mosque, where immigrants have been 
installed. These people have removed the building’s tiles and taken its win-
dows and we cannot ever replace them. The building is filled with dirt and 
debris, it breaks my heart to watch it from afar, let alone go near it.49

Some members of parliament like Abdülhak Fırat and officials at the 
General Directorate of Vakıfs tried to mitigate the rapid disintegration of 
vakıf complexes in what was ultimately an uphill battle. They protested 
that dismantling components of külliyes and granting individual build-
ings to different agencies with different priorities disrupted their integrity 
and made their preservation as landmarks very difficult. Hasty remodeling 
and repurposing, they argued, damaged the fine craftsmanship for which 
many of these buildings were known. Sometimes vakıf officials stalled the 
process, delaying the surrender of assets,50 complained to the cabinet about 
unlawful occupations,51 and refused to hand in their revenues.52 None-
theless, most of their objections fell on deaf ears. In fact, many of these 
takeovers were calculated attacks on the vakıf system, some even carefully 
timed so nobody had the time or the opportunity to stop the confisca-
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tion or demolition.53 Vakıf officials brought lawsuits, but these languished 
in courts awaiting resolution, while other players opportunistically took 
advantage of the ongoing uncertainty. In one notable instance, which jux-
taposed equally unlawful trespasses by those on opposite ends of the social 
pyramid, the Planning Office, the Treasury, and the General Directorate 
of Vakıfs were caught in a protracted dispute over the ownership of a 
vakıf cemetery, but the site itself was simultaneously occupied by Ankara’s 
cheap migrant workers, who built themselves ramshackle huts (gecekon-
du) to live in, and used for equestrian training by the city’s new elite.

The layering of the institutions of the new state on existing sacred or 
vakıf property and the forced financing of these projects by the vakıfs de-
serves our attention on a number of levels. In the first place as a strategy 
that brought about the attrition of a particular system of social support in 
favor of the creation of another under a new state structure, the disman-
tling of vakıfs was tantamount to a full rearrangement of fundamental 
social bonds. Second, it implied the remapping of the urban space in terms 

FIGURE 3.4. BURSA YILDIRIM MEDRESE IN THE 1930S, THE DIL APIDATED STATE OF WHICH WA S BROUGHT UP 

DURING PARLIAMENTARY DISCUSSIONS. COURTESY OF TURKISH MINISTRY OF EDUC ATION, EDUC ATIONAL 

INSTRUMENTS AND PUBLIC ATIONS OFFICE.
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of the configuration of its sites and services. With rather unprecedented 
radical measures that ruled and restricted sociospatial practices, the re-
publican leaders were trying to transform what urban and being urban 
meant for the polity.

B A N I S H I N G T H E P R AC T I C E S O F V E R N AC U L A R I S L A M

In their relentless pursuit to eliminate the influence of rival communal al-
legiances, republican leaders were especially concerned about vernacular 
Islam’s popular sway. More than a quarter of the population subscribed 
to indigenous versions of Islam and a substantial number of them lived 
in regions where state penetration was relatively tenuous. Especially those 
in the east had ethnic (Kurdish) and tribal allegiances that when super-
imposed with religious difference further reified cleavages that seriously 
undermined republican efforts at internal pacification and national inte-
gration. Practitioners of vernacular Islam had long maintained a distance 
from the organized hierarchical structures of Sunni orthodoxy, which 
had historically enjoyed the backing of the Ottoman state. They preferred 
a more autonomous constitution, formed alliances as needed, and some 
even had a history of violent frictions with central authority, which dis-
trusted them and sometimes ruthlessly punished them.

The flare-up that triggered radical government interventions against 
vernacular religion’s strongholds came with the Şeyh Said Uprising in 
southeastern Turkey. The insurrection, led by a coalition of Kurdish tribes 
and local tarikats (Sufi orders), was very violent, spread to several prov-
inces, and lasted many weeks. It brought the cabinet down and was finally 
subdued when very strict civil and military measures were implemented 
by the new prime minister. In August 1925, the Independence Tribunal, 
an extraordinary wartime court known for its opaque proceedings and its 
powers to summarily judge and execute people, was revived to prosecute 
the insurgents. The court also ruled to close down all gathering and medi-
tation places that belonged to Sufi orders in eastern and southeastern Tur-
key. According to the tribunal, these had become “fountains of evil and 
conspiracy” that were taking advantage of their long-standing credibility 
in the public eye to incite people against the authority of the state.54 To 
expedite the process and prevent further outbursts of violence, gendarme 
troops were sent to aid provincial governors and local officials, who were 
repeatedly admonished for the slightest delays or inefficiencies, and were 
themselves threatened with prosecution if they failed to comply imme-
diately. In September 1925, using the Şeyh Said Uprising as a pretext, the 
government expanded the tribunal’s ruling nationally. With immediate 
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effect and without any exceptions, all congregational spaces and sacred 
sites that belonged to tarikats were closed, all of their activities banned, 
and all offices pertaining to these organizations eliminated.55 Thereafter, 
with the exception of homes that tarikat leaders inhabited, in which they 
were permitted to live out the rest of their lives, all vakıf properties of ev-
ery tarikat had to be ceded to the relevant government agencies. The use 
of mosques for other devotional activities of a tarikat was also forbidden.

Sufi practices, which had thus been brought to an abrupt halt, were in-
extricably intertwined with Turkish presence in Anatolia and the Balkans. 
Colonizing dervishes, whose agency was as important as military incur-
sions in securing a foothold in the region for Turkic dynasties, had enticed 
local populations through peaceful conversion, cleverly offering a blend 
of Anatolian, Christian, Islamic, and Central Asian cosmologies around 
which they could come together. Tekkes (dervish lodges) and türbes (mau-
soleums) were especially important enclaves for the amalgamation of these 
diverse strands. For instance, the veneration of saints at their gravesites 
was a tradition that predated Turks, but one that they readily incorporat-
ed into their social and spiritual practices, because they too had brought 
similar ideas from Central Asia and Iran about honoring the burial sites 
of saints and martyrs, even though such rituals were strictly forbidden in 
Islam. Colonizing dervishes who built Anatolia’s earliest türbes to honor 
their leaders cannily situated them in locations that already had sacred 
meanings for the locals. This kind of layering reinforced the continuity of 
local mystical geographies, while providing an expedient opportunity for 
local converts to mitigate the spiritual transition by incorporating aspects 
of their former belief systems with the religion of their conqueror.56

The türbe was typically the anchor of a cluster of religious-social func-
tions and facilities that, like those of Orthodox Islam, were under the pro-
tection of the vakıf system. Tekkes, the sites of devotional practices were 
situated nearby the türbes of the founding dervishes of a given tarikat. The 
followers of Sufi orders considered their leaders to be the spiritual descen-
dants of Muhammed and believed that their affiliation with the leaders 
honored the prophet himself. Their tombs were further integrated into 
the space of worship through highly formalized transcendental rituals in 
which the saints were brought to life symbolically.57 Tekke precincts varied 
in size and contents but, in addition to spaces designated for devotion-
al performances, many contained rooms for the recital of literary texts, 
which were also highly ritualized acts, and workshops for arts and crafts 
such as calligraphy, manuscript illumination and illustration, wood inlay 
and carving, and so on.58 Many tekkes were also affiliated with educational 
institutions (zaviye) and offered religious teachings at different levels.



98

D I S M A N T L I N G T H E L A N D S C A P E S O F I S L A M

Formal membership in a tarikat was a serious commitment; initi-
ation rites were strenuous and relevant duties required almost full-time 
attention and physical strength. The devotees were under the constant 
supervision of their elders and the hierarchical constitution of the order 
was strictly observed at all times. Although such severe conditions made 
tarikats a rather exclusive form of association, less demanding forms of 
affiliation, which rendered the precinct of the tekke more accessible to the 
ordinary people, were also possible. Sufi orders also had close connections 
to ahi chambers.59 In fact, it was through these loosely structured informal 
activities of a more collective nature that tarikats gained a very strong grip 
on the social life of the communities that surrounded them.

Holidays, Ramadan, and other religious festivals were especially im-
portant occasions that brought the dervishes and the members of the 
broader congregation together to take part in commemorative rituals 
performed by the side of these tombs. These rituals were performed with 

FIGURE 3.5. INTERIOR OF MEVL ANA CEL ALEDDIN RUMI ’S TOMB ( TÜRBE) WITH HIS SARCOPHAGUS. THE MAU-

SOLEUM WA S CONVERTED INTO A MUSEUM IN 1927, AND FOR SEVER AL DEC ADES WA S OFF LIMITS TO RITUAL 

USES. COURTESY OF TURKISH MINISTRY OF CULTURE AND TOURISM, KONYA MUSEUM.
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a great deal of pomp and ceremony. The dervishes adhered strictly to the 
codes of hierarchy among themselves, but they mixed and mingled with 
the public, chanting their salavats (ritual prayers and hymns) together 
and sharing the incense that was dispensed customarily.60 These sites were 
etched in people’s collective memories not solely as they came to life in 
communal devotional rites but also at a more personal level. Important 
milestones of one’s life such as circumcisions, births, and marriages also 
constituted reasons for visiting the saintly ancestors and paying homage 
to their legacy. Many tekkes and türbes were also pilgrimage sites at the 
local or more regional level, and people came to visit them from afar to 
contemplate their relics or ask for a saint’s intervention in resolving mate-
rial or spiritual problems. Others were said to have thaumaturgic proper-
ties and became sanctuaries for ailing patients. The sheiks (leaders) of the 
tarikats associated with these tekkes were seen as authorities with the key 
to dispensing sacred wisdom, which in turn vested them with consider-
able local power.

The closure of tekkes and türbes officially marked the end of such 
communal practices and ruptured the fabric of everyday life in many 
localities. It meant that mausoleums people visited to pay homage to an-
cestors, shrines where they made wishes, lodges where they congregated 
and communed, zaviyes where they studied—in short, numerous tangible 
nodes of social life—were sealed away from everyday use.61 Given the rich 
repertoire of interactions with the sacred, ranging from the most pain-
fully private to the most commonly shared, such nodes had, in some way, 
touched almost everyone’s life in a given locality. The existence of such 
deep and variegated communal ties heightened the effect of the closure 
of vernacular Islam’s sites and services and made them conspicuous acts 
of severance that disrupted, radically modified, and, at times, completely 
abolished long-standing social spheres and spatial practices. There were 
thousands of türbes, tekkes, zaviyes, shrines, and other sites of com-
munion scattered throughout the country and these were both visually 
and socially prominent enclaves of collective life.62 In Istanbul alone, in 
the early 1920s, there were approximately 250 tekkes (dervish lodges).63 
During the First World War approximately sixty thousand males, that 
is, one in every four men in the city, were affiliated with a tekke in some 
capacity and typically visited one at least once a week.64 Ankara, with its 
much smaller population of about twenty thousand, had eleven tekkes and 
seventeen türbes listed in the official city almanac of 1325/1907.65 Thirteen 
of these were regional pilgrimage sites at which saints were believed to 
have thaumaturgic or wish-granting powers. In provincial towns, these 
enclaves were likely to enjoy even higher visibility for there were few other 
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alternatives for sociability, and the tight-knit Muslim elites of such towns 
often had very close ties to these organizations.66

The government justified the decision to close tekkes and türbes, 
stating that “unsuspecting innocent citizens” were lured by self-appoint-
ed religious leaders to hotbeds of subversive political activity under the 
guise of religious and cultural functions.67 In his public addresses, Atatürk 
chastised tarikat activities for being divisive and obstructing the nation’s 
manifest path toward modernization. Urging the heads of tarikats to close 
their tekkes immediately, he asserted “May it be understood by all that 
the Turkish Republic is no place for sheiks, their disciples and sympathiz-
ers.”68 If the ultimate purpose of a tarikat was the procurement of worldly 
and spiritual happiness for its followers, from then on the “truest tarikat” 
(path) had to be that of modern civilization, “because in this age of science 
and rational thinking, it is unacceptable to be so naive as to seek these 
elements in the so-called wisdom of a sheik.”69

The closures were conducted under the supervision of local com-
missions consisting of administrative officers and representatives from 
the Pious Foundations (vakıfs) Administration.70 The members of these 
commissions were to visit every single known site, inspect the interiors, 
itemize their contents, and produce several copies of the inventories for 
archival purposes. Moreover, they were to assess the value of every object 
and select those of artistic or historical value. “Valuables” were to be sent 
to storage for exhibition in museums and the rest were to be discarded. 
Upon departure, they were to close up the doors with a bright red seal, 
forbidding trespass—let alone use—under any circumstances.71 Where 
possible, facilities were then to be transferred for use to other government 
agencies or sold as needed. The implementation of the process, however, 
was not smooth: the inventories were far from accurate and some were 
never filed, instructions lacked clarity about who would oversee the sales 
or benefit from their proceeds, sorting and archiving were done haphaz-
ardly, portable valuables (rugs, woodwork, and other crafts) disappeared, 
and although underreported, there were unauthorized takeovers and dem-
olitions by overenthusiastic local officials. Regardless of the irregularities 
behind the scenes, in the end, as far as ordinary people who participated 
in and benefited from the activities of these socioreligious enclaves were 
concerned, tekkes, zaviyes, and türbes were off-limits. 

Neither religious activities nor allegiances could be obliterated with 
the closure of sacred sites and the confiscation of their assets, though. 
These were pushed toward the margins of visibility and, at times, severe-
ly penalized but continued to exist clandestinely even in Ankara where 
state surveillance was at its most powerful.72 Forbidden sites were open to 
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constant surreptitious forays despite strict restrictions on the public per-
formance of religious rites. In Ankara’s Hacı Bayram Veli Türbe, when 
night fell skittish flocks of believers gathered at the sealed entrance and 
quietly prayed together.73 Ironically, the silent mumbling of prayers often 
included voices of the republican elite too. Lipstick-wearing women, “ele-
gantly dressed in fur coats and high heels,” sometimes even accompanied 
by their suit-wearing spouses, joined the “superstitious” natives in making 
wishes and lighting candles. Policing a pilgrimage site like Hacı Bayram 
did not help: as if to defy the administration, for every crackdown, more 
people found ways of sneaking in and leaving cryptic carvings to evidence 
their visits in the dark. The street signs that changed the name of the dis-

FIGURE 3.6. FORMER VAKIF FACILITIES—SUCH A S MEDRESES, MAUSOLEUMS, EVEN MOSQUES THAT WERE 

DEEMED UNDERUSED—WERE CONVERTED INTO MUSEUMS OR STOR AGE FACILITIES FOR MUSEUMS. THE IM-

AGE, TAKEN FROM REMZI OĞUZ ARIK ’S BOOK ABOUT MUSEUM DEVELOPMENT FEATURES SEVER AL SUCH 

CONVERSIONS ACROSS THE COUNTRY. FEATURED HERE IS THE SITE OF A DISUSED MOSQUE, CONVERTED 

INTO THE DEN İZL İ MUSEUM AND STOR AGE FACILIT Y UNDER THE MANAGEMENT OF THE MINISTRY OF CUL-

TURE. COURTESY OF TURKISH MINISTRY OF EDUC ATION, EDUC ATIONAL INSTRUMENTS AND PUBLIC ATIONS 

OFFICE.
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trict disappeared frequently, the seals were broken, and locks were cut. 
Moreover, prosecution was rendered impossible by the deliberate silence 
of the people who chose to represent these events as the mysterious ven-
geance of Islamic saints.74 The provision allowing the tarikat’s leader to 
remain in the residential section of the tekke was a widely exploited loop-
hole. Üsküdar’s famous Özbekler Tekkesi, for example, continued to be 
the community’s focus even during the strictest years of the prohibition, 
hosting events and dinners that brought together its followers.75 Gather-
ings and the performance of rituals also moved to other spaces as need-
ed. Outside of working hours mundane commercial spaces—local shops, 
reading rooms (kıraathane), or coffeeshops (kahvehane)—doubled as sites 
of communion as did private homes and backyards.76

Tarikats, on the one hand, were vulnerable, because they had been 
weakened by the seizure of their properties and diversion of their reve-
nues—a process that had started under Ottoman reforms but gained new 
momentum under the republic.77 Many of their premises, even before their 
closures, were in a state of disrepair. On the other hand, they were resil-
ient: they could retreat into survival mode and continue to perform their 
communions clandestinely in more modest settings until the opportunity 
to return to the public sphere would arise again.78

E X P R E S S I O N O F T H E S E L F I N P U B L I C

On December 6, 1934, the cover page of the weekly Ankara Haftası fea-
tured a cartoon titled “The Departure of the Stork.”79 The caption reads 
“They flew they flew, Ağa, Hafız, Bey Beyefendi, Paşa, Hanım, Hanıme-
fendi, Molla, Hacı, flew away.” The reference here is to a popular children’s 
game where a designated lead player randomly yells out the name of a 
familiar object, an animal, or a person, trying to fool the others about 
whether it flies or not. In this cartoon, things that normally do not fly are 
carried away by a migrating bird, implying their disappearance from the 
public sphere. But while it is the costumes that are being carried away, 
the caption refers to the people who would be wearing them in public, 
revealing the tacit assumptions in the minds of both the cartoonist and 
his audience about the virtual interchangeability between the costumes 
and the people who wear them. This cartoon appeared three days after the 
passage of a law that proscribed wearing certain kinds of attire in public. 
Clergy, regardless of their religion and sect, were banned from wearing 
their professional garb outside the precincts of their respective temples 
and beyond the designated hours of office. Members of civic organiza-
tions, such as sports clubs and scouts troops, could wear only the uni-
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forms and accessories described and permitted in their legally registered 
charters. Exemptions could be obtained only by special arrangement—
temporarily and for special occasions. These restrictions applied even to 

FIGURE 3.7. A CARTOON ANNOUNCING SARTORIAL REFORMS WITH THE CAPTION: “THEY FLEW THEY FLEW, 

AGA (L ANDLORD), HAFIZ (RECITER OF KOR AN), BEYEFENDI, PASA (PASHA/OTTOMAN GENER AL), HANIM 

(MADAM), HANIMEFENDI (MADAM), MOLL A (ISL AMIC RELIGIOUS OFFICIAL), HACI (PILGRIM), THEY FLEW 

AWAY!” THE STORK IS FLYING AWAY WITH VARIOUS ITEMS OF CLOTHING AND ACCESSORIES ASSOCIATED 

WITH ARCHET YPAL CHAR ACTERS OF OTTOMAN SOCIET Y (FROM LEFT TO RIGHT ): THE AĞA, A RUR AL L AND-

OWNER AND NOTABLE, WITH HIS BROAD ŞALVAR PANTS, VEST, AND TURBAN-LIKE HEADGEAR; THE PAŞA, AN 

OTTOMAN ARMY GENER AL WITH HIS FEZ, HIS UNIFORM WITH EPAULETTES AND DECOR ATIONS, ANKLE-HIGH 

BOOTS, AND A CROP; THE BEY/BEYEFENDI, AN URBANE GENTLEMAN WITH HIS TAILORED SUIT, FINE-FITTING 

SHOES, AND TASSELED FEZ; THE MOLL A, A RELIGIOUS LEADER WITH HIS LONG CLOAK, TURBAN, AND ROSA-

RY; THE HANIM/HANIMEFENDI, AN URBANE L ADY WITH HER VEIL, LONG DRESS, AND HIGH-HEELED SHOES.



104

D I S M A N T L I N G T H E L A N D S C A P E S O F I S L A M

foreign nationals who were not allowed to wear clothing that displayed 
their allegiances to political, religious, or military organizations of their 
home countries. Diplomats or visiting foreign military officials had to 
abide by international conventions.80

This was the last major piece of legislation in a series of laws and or-
dinances regulating individual appearances in public spaces. The process 
started at about the same time as the crackdown and closure of tekkes and 
türbes following the Şeyh Said Uprising. In late August 1925, during a trip 
to Kastamonu and Inebolu, coastal towns by the Black Sea known for their 
religious conservatism, Atatürk intimated the impending changes. Point-
ing at a man in the audience, he expressed his disdain for what people 
commonly wore in public: “Look, for instance, at him seated in the crowd! 
He is wearing a fez on his head, wrapped in a green cloth, and a peasant 
shirt on his back. But then his jacket is like mine. . . . Now what is this out-
fit? Does a civilized person wear such a strange ensemble allowing himself 
to become the laughing stock of the whole world?” (emphasis added).81 One 
could not simultaneously claim to be a part of modern civilization and ex-
hibit an appearance that flew in the face of such claims, Atatürk believed.82 
Thereafter, he declared, starting with state employees, the clothes of the 
entire nation were going to be revised to match internationally recognized 
standard, scientific, sanitary, and practical needs.83 Soon after this Black 
Sea trip, with an order issued on September 2, 1925, all civil servants were 
required to wear Western-style clothes and hats both in the workplace and 
outside.84 On November 25, 1925, the Hat Law, which outlawed wearing any 
headgear other than European-style hats and caps by anyone holding an 
official title (local or national), declared the hat as the national headgear. 
The republican administration was so keen on replacing the fez—ironical-
ly an import from Morocco imposed as part of Mahmud II’s reforms—in 
the workplace in short order that it imported a large shipment of hats from 
Italy and sold them to civil servants at 50 Turkish lira each. At the time, 
this was equal to approximately twice the monthly salary of an average 
civil servant, so special credit and financial aid programs were established 
to ensure that hats could be purchased and worn.85 Government subsidies 
of this kind, to help establish the prototype of the modern ideal republican 
citizen in the public eye, were not uncommon at the time.86

Although couched in a terminology of simulation of and eventual in-
tegration with the West, the Hat Law was part and parcel of an ambitious 
social engineering project of corporatist homogenization. Insofar as they 
affected the individual’s body and how one groomed it, legal restrictions 
on clothing and accessories signaled state permeation into ever-increasing 
and unprecedented aspects of the private lives of its citizens. Moreover, 
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such restrictions were symptomatic of an unprecedented will to dictate 
the norms and forms of self-expression in the public sphere, especially 
as they pertained to religious affiliation and communal allegiances. This 
was a fundamental shift in the interface between the private and public 
spheres, which also revealed the republican leaders’ willingness to de-
ploy the state’s coercive resources to regulate that interface by imposing 
severe punishments on those who flouted it. As some opponents of the 
law pointed out during the debate at the Grand National Assembly, these 
restrictions were incompatible with the basic freedoms of creed, thought, 
and the autonomy of conscience guaranteed by the constitution, but their 
objections were overridden.87 Meanwhile, by arguing that individual free-
doms could not be so unlimited as to cater to the whim of reactionary 
Islam, proponents of the law, such as the minister of justice, Mahmut Esat 
Bozkurt, revealed in no unmistakable terms that these restrictions were 
about driving religion out of the public sphere.88

This last claim gains validity in light of the fact that, in the Ottoman 
public sphere, clothes were not simply a matter of fashion or personal taste. 
Rather, they were bearers of broader messages about one’s communal af-
filiations. This was especially true of the members of the various tarikats. 
For them religious garb was about distinction, it was not simply worn but 
had to be attained. The basic costumes of these orders were similar, but 
they varied in details and accessories. Not surprisingly, headdresses were 
particularly prominent features that helped to distinguish one order from 
another and the ranks within each order.89 The orders had strict regula-
tions about the rites of passage necessary for the achievement of a certain 
rank and the right to bear the corresponding accessories. The devotee was 
invested with these in solemn ceremonies after the completion of a series 
of rites under the supervision of an elder from the same order. Manu-
scripts describing the nuances of the costumes and accessories as well as 
their meanings were available as guides for the presentation of the self. 
Furthermore, treatises were written about the posturing and grooming of 
the body, the mustache and the beard, with specific significances attached 
to each one of them.90 Also, members of ahi chambers, who were typically 
recruited as prepubescent males from merchant and artisan families, wore 
distinctive costumes that displayed their place within the organization’s 
rigid hierarchical structure. As with tarikats, membership required en-
during resolve, commitment to the craft, and approval from the masters, 
and advances to the next level were marked by solemn rites of passage. 
Ahi practices and traditions were profoundly steeped in Sufi mysticism 
but were distinct from tarikats in that ahi members were also practicing 
professionals who played an active role in civic matters that affected their 
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local communities.91 Relatively more subdued in their choice of garb than 
their counterparts in tarikats, ahis avoided flamboyant colors, and instead 
of a dervish cloak (hirka) they wore dark broad-cut and draped black 
şalvar pants and around their waists they wore specially made, distinc-
tive thick sashes, called sed. In earlier times, in towns where ahis under-
took the maintenance of public order, they were known as seyfi and held 
a special license to carry knives and swords in public. In addition, each 
ahi chamber had a distinctive standard called sancak, and a small band 
consisting of drums and horns with which they paraded on holidays—as 
they had done on the day the nationalists arrived in Ankara to set up the 
nationalist government in exile.92 In short, in the Ottoman town, what one 
wore and how one carried themself in public were an expression of the self, 
primarily as part of his devotion to a particular path and the community 
of its followers as distinct from others who shared the same public space, 
and this was the message the state intended to intercept. 

FIGURE 3.8. MEMBERS OF THE BEK TA ŞI ORDER OUTSIDE THEIR LODGE WITH THEIR LEADER, SALIH NIYA ZI 

DEDEBABA , WEARING THEIR DISTINC TIVE GARB AND ACCESSORIES IN THE EARLY 1920S. SALIH NIYA ZI  

DEDEBABA , WHO HAD BEEN A GREAT SUPPORTER OF THE NATIONALISTS DURING THE WAR OF INDEPEN-

DENCE, LEF T TURKEY FOR HIS NATIVE ALBANIA FOLLOWING THE CLOSURE OF HIS LODGE AND THE PRO-

SCRIPTION OF HIS ORDER’S AC TIVITIES.
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FIGURE 3.9. MISCELL ANEOUS RITUAL HEADDRESSES AND ACCESSORIES WORN BY THE MEMBERS OF THE MEV-

LEVI ORDER THAT DISTINGUISHED THEIR R ANK WITHIN THEIR ORDER AND REVEALED THEIR ALLEGIANCES 

AND STATUS WITHIN THE BROADER COMMUNIT Y. FROM TOP ROW TO BOT TOM, LEF T TO RIGHT: (1) DAL SİKKE ; 

(2) SEYFİ KÜL AH , SIDE VIEW; (3) AR AKK İYE, SIDE VIEW (4) SEYFİ KÜL AH , FRONT VIEW (5) CÜNEYD-İ DESTAR ; (6) 

ŞEKER AVİZE DESTAR ( WR APPED DESTAR); (7); ŞEKER AVİZE K AFES-İ DESTAR (DESTAR WR APPED IN A L AT TICE 

PAT TERN); (8) DOL AMA DESTAR (SIMPLE WR APPED DESTAR); (9) HABBE, SEMIPRECIOUS STONE ACCESSORY 

AT TACHED TO A SILVER OR NICKEL CHAIN, WORN USUALLY ON THE SHOULDER OR THE CHEST; (10) H İZMET, 

MEANING SERVICE, ACCESSORY SYMBOLIZING THE DERVISH’S FORMAL TR AINING IN THE T WO KITCHENS 

OF THE MEVLEVI ORDER WHERE THE PRODUC TION AND CONSUMPTION OF FOOD WERE AN IMPORTANT 

PART OF THE RITUAL PR AC TICES; (11) ÖRFİ DESTAR (SIKKER WR APPED IN MELONLIKE SHAPE; (12) SİKKE- 

I DÜVAZDEH-KÜNGÜRE (C AP OF SHAMS, A CLOSE FRIEND OF MEVL ANA CEL ALEDDIN RUM İ , AND A FOUND-

ING FATHER OF THE ORDER; (13) KEMER , BELT WITH ORNAMENTAL BUCKLE AND SEMIPRECIOUS STONES; (14) 

ELİF-İ NEMED, CUMMERBUND. DR AWINGS BY THE AUTHOR BA SED ON SKETCHES IN ABDÜLBAKI GÖLPINARLI ’S 

MEVL ANA’DAN SONR A MEVLEV İL İK ( ISTANBUL: İNKIL ÂP KİTABEV İ , 1953).
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Religious garb and accessories, properly decoded, conferred status on 
their wearers, which republican leaders regarded with suspicion. It under-
mined their efforts to convert religious office into a centrally administered 
professional bureaucracy with the exclusive right to publicly don uniforms 
that identified them as such and sanctioned them to administer religious 
services only. Expressing his consternation at the persistence of the alle-
giances that certain items of clothing could invoke, Atatürk noted: “The 
republic of Turkey already has an Office of Religious Affairs and properly 
trained civil servants charged with administering the necessary services. 
However, it has come to my attention that certain individuals continue to 
wear religious garb and pretend to guide the people as though they were 
their leaders thus posing a serious obstacle against our contact with the 
people. I would like to ask them, who gave them this appointment, where 
did they obtain this position?”93

Subsequent policies further reinforced the restrictions over clothing and 
accessories. In addition to passing the Hat Law, an important amendment 
was made to Articles 130 and 131 of the Turkish Criminal Law. According to 
the Grand National Assembly’s Justice Commission in charge of reviewing 
these amendments, certain individuals “insisted on the bad habit of wear-
ing in public turbans and other items of clothing related to religious office,” 
causing widespread confusion among the public because “it [is] difficult 
to tell them apart” from government-appointed religious officials. The 
report also mentioned that the presence of such impostors “undercut the  
authority of the authorized personnel.”94 With these new arrangements, 
wearers of religious garb were also required to carry government-issued 
permits at all times. Moreover, people wearing unauthorized attire that 
vested them with “an authority they only pretended to have” were appre-
hended and could be sentenced from three months to a year in prison.

The outlawing of religious attire and the enforcement of uniform head-
gear met with popular discontent within the space of a month. Whether 
stirred by religious leaders who had vested interests or by locals who sim-
ply did not want to give up traditional headgear for practical reasons, and 
whether controversial in tone or civil, these moves were seen mainly as 
reactionary feats by the government and were relentlessly prosecuted and, 
at times, violently suppressed.95 Although press censorship prevented 
any publicized coverage of these incidents, memoirs, diplomatic corre-
spondence, and contemporary court documents that were made public in 
later years suggest there was widespread discontent with the government 
crackdown on the expression of religious allegiances. For example in 
Kayseri, Malatya, and Maraş at the urging of their religious leaders pro-
testors marched in the streets denouncing the requirement to wear a hat. 
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Rumors that women would also be made to shed their traditional veils or 
that the possession of a Koran could also be outlawed further exacerbated 
the situation.96 Although these demonstrations were relatively peaceful, 
coming on the heels of the Şeyh Said Uprising, which took months to 
quell, they elicited a very severe response. Many were detained and others 
were referred to the Independence Tribunal, which was equipped with 
extraordinary powers including that to process a death sentence without 
the formal approval of the Grand National Assembly as required by the 
constitution.

There were also some larger and more violent protests, notably those 
that took place in Erzurum and Rize. In Erzurum, after Friday prayers on 
November 24, 1925, under the leadership of their sheikh, the locals peti-
tioned the governor to allow them to continue wearing wool hats that were 
better suited to Erzurum’s cold winters.97 But when the governor refused, 
thousands of men and women came out onto the streets, denouncing the 
governor as an infidel. The gendarmes fired on the crowd, killing about 
two dozen protesters. The local military tried about a hundred of these 
demonstrators and one month of martial law was imposed on the prov-
ince. In the coastal town of Rize, on the Black Sea, as many as a thousand 
protestors, convinced by local notables that the government in Ankara had 
fallen, took to the streets.98 The disturbances escalated quickly, engulfing 
neighboring towns. It took ten days and bombing of the coast by warships 
to reinstate order in the region. Especially in the case of the Şeyh Said 
Uprising and the Rize, a sense of religious transgression was neither the 
only reason nor the main one for people to rebel, but just as the republican 
leaders fretted, it galvanized large numbers to take action. As the number 
of cases grew, the Independence Tribunal, which had been moving from 
town to town between late November and mid-December 1925, relocated 
to Ankara, as did the defendants and their files. With the exception of a 
few who were acquitted, those accused of “leading popular unrest against 
the government and inciting the people against the new headgear” were 
either executed, given long prison sentences, or expatriated.99

As with the processions that jumpstarted the Nationalist Movement, 
these trials and executions were also conducted as public spectacles—the 
irony was unlikely to have been lost on those who witnessed such a rapid 
swiveling away from religion. These men were on trial for precisely the 
same reasons that had made them respectable in their own communities. 
Their detention, indictment, and the public display of their fate was obvi-
ously intended to serve as an object lesson in obedience and conformity to 
the population at large.100 Not only were their identities highly publicized 
through their pictures plastered across the covers of the dailies, but their 
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fall from grace was made into a spectacle at the heart of town in Ankara.101 
Every day, on their way to court, they were paraded through the streets in 
handcuffs and wearing their newly acquired hats. At the end, their execu-
tions too were public affairs: conducted at dawn, just before crowds filled 
the streets to find lifeless bodies dangling off of gallows at major squares in 
Ankara, Erzurum, Rize, and elsewhere.102

The expression of alternative allegiances through items of clothing 
posed a threat to the integrity of the state because it implied the splin-
tering of the polity along sectarian lines and was therefore unacceptable. 
Ironically while they meant to redefine public appearance and personal 
grooming as matters of private taste, the leaders of the republic simulta-
neously converted them into issues of public policy in an unprecedented 
manner. Far beyond a mere matter of appearances, these were symptoms 
of the dismantling of an entire system of meanings, a medium of com-
munication where at least a rudimentary recognition of the coding was 
essential for one’s orientation in the urban landscape. For transient as such 
presences were, they were integral to the perception and understanding 
of one’s self and of others in the urban environment, and the constitu-
tion of mental maps of the sociospatial patterns of the city relied as much 
on them as on fixed features of the built environment. Thus what made 
the identification of the personages in the cartoon “The Departure of the 
Stork,” with which this section started, was none other than this intricate 
but readily recognizable and widely understood coding.

R E C A S T I N G R E L I G I O N I N S O C I A L L I F E

Religion was a constitutive element of Ottoman social life that the repub-
lic sought to overtake and modernize. Its influence interlaced many areas 
of everyday life, social and spiritual. Faith brought people together and 
marked their rites of passage, structured the flow of time, regulated the 
cycles of life, defined a focus for their collective allegiances and provid-
ed places to reaffirm them, making it a tangible, practical, and pervasive 
presence in the collective imagination. It connected them to past tradi-
tions and conferred on them a sense of identity as well as ways to express 
that identity. Turkey’s leaders were concerned that nationalism would not 
take root and that the new state and its institutions would not be able to 
gain legitimacy if religion continued to operate through the same channels 
and engage people’s social allegiances and spatial imagination in so many 
ways. Religion’s intensely powerful social presence, was, in other words, a 
target for the republican leadership to simultaneously achieve and destroy.

Republican leaders’ own conflicted relationship with Islam further 
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complicated the situation. On the one hand, their education in the em-
pire’s newer European-style schools and military academies had exposed 
them to secular thinking and post-Enlightenment ideas about politics and 
society. They did not turn to religion for ontological questions, favoring 
instead reason and science for explanations. On the other hand, though 
they themselves did not embrace Islam, Turkey’s leaders understood that 
they were moving in a world where faith mattered. This was not just be-
cause of values with which they were brought up and which many of their 
contemporaries continued to espouse, but also because religion played an 
important role in the conduct of international politics and the constitution 
of national polities. Having grown up in commercial cities of the empire 
most integrated with the expanding networks of global trade, they enjoyed 
the modern spaces, sociabilities, and patterns of consumption available 
in such locales frequented primarily by local non-Muslim mercantile 
classes and their European counterparts, but they were keenly aware of 
their exclusion from this new world and its prospects. They resented how 
Islam had become the basis of their Orientalization and subsequent mar-
ginalization in global politics. Nonetheless, forgoing Islam and the bonds 
it offered was not a realistic possibility. Emergent nineteenth-century na-
tionalisms, which had profoundly transformed the region’s demographic 
makeup, had drawn together new collectivities on the basis of inconsis-
tent mixes of linguistic ethnicities and religions. As a result of decades of 
migrations, massacres, and population exchanges that culminated in the 
Treaty of Lausanne, the area corresponding to modern-day Turkey com-
prised, for the first time in its history, an overwhelmingly Muslim popu-
lation, a substantial number of whom had no historical or familial ties to 
the land. From them a nation had to be built, and religion, however flawed, 
appeared to be the most promising thread to tie them together.

Turkey’s leaders had to tread strategically. They selectively co-opted 
Orthodox Islam’s social and cultural infrastructure and tried to sub-
ordinate it to the workings of the state, while eliminating the multiple 
local cores of potential resistance posed by vernacular religion. These 
processes took place simultaneously and were inextricably intertwined. 
Orthodox Islam and its leaders, the ulema, had long been associated with 
the bureaucratic structure of the state, the hierarchical makeup of their 
ranks was akin to that of a centralized administration, and unlike the 
leaders of vernacular Islam, they had historically operated under the 
auspices of the state and in conformity with its policies.103 With some 
adjustments, it was conceivable to position and regulate them under 
the Directorate of Religious Affairs. Moreover, in terms of its formula-
tion and practical mechanisms the umma, the Muslim community of 
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believers, was as “imagined” a community as the modern nation itself. 
Turkey’s leaders were quick to seize upon these similarities and deploy 
them for the constitution of a homogeneous national polity. Because it 
promoted the unity of all believers as part of a supranational polity, Or-
thodox Islam conflicted with the premises of the nation-state, but at the 
time Turkey’s leaders did not see this as an actual political danger. In 
contrast, communities that formed around the myriad Sufi orders were 
inherently at odds with the policies of centralization and national inte-
gration imposed by the state. Whether they espoused beliefs and rituals 
closer to Sunni Islam or they were closer to Shia, tarikats were perceived 
as a threat. Hence a closer reading of the laws, with the nature of their 
practices and their ownership patterns in mind, reveals that the lodges 
(tekkes) and mosques that belonged to vernacular Islam were more likely 
to be closed down. Their lands and assets were more prone to appropri-
ation. Their urban real estate and agricultural lands were swiftly handed 
over to new owners for more “acceptable” use or fell into disrepair as if 
to bespeak their extinction. But while followers of Sunni tarikats could 
find a place—however uncomfortable—within the framework of the now 
state-run Orthodox Sunni Islam, Alevis found themselves in a legal gray 
zone, with what was effectively a criminalization of the practice of their 
faith.

The result was a compromised secularism that sought to undercut Is-
lam’s grip on political, social, and cultural affairs and confine its sphere 
of influence to matters of belief and worship, so as to generate a modern 
and nationalized version of religion. Importantly, it was an effort to re-
define religion’s role, which stipulated that faith in a modern state was 
no longer a collective practice one was born into. It was a private choice, 
self-consciously made by individual citizens and not meant to intersect 
with the public sphere. The interventions were two-pronged. In addition 
to legal maneuvers that transformed the distribution of executive powers, 
the republican administration actively appropriated and dismantled the 
material bases for the production and expression of that power and at-
tempted to regularize the most quotidian aspects of religious practices. 
The two strategies combined worked toward the erasure of a cultural land-
scape shaped by and around religion. The former took place on a rather 
abstract plane, but the latter brought it home and made it most painfully 
visible by cutting into the fabric of everyday life, through the elimination 
or the radical modification of some social and spatial practices. Individ-
ually taken, these were small in scale, but they were broad in scope, they 
happened everywhere and affected the cycles of life in the most immediate 
environment, in short, they touched the lives of everyone.
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In this chapter I have focused on the appropriation of vakıfs, closing 
down of tekkes and zaviyes, and prohibition of wearing religious clothing 
and accessories in public as representative sites of a broader process of dis-
establishing Islam and dismantling the sites and services that brought it to 
life. But between 1923 and Turkey’s transition to multiparty rule in 1946, 
which eased the restrictions on religious expression, several other policies 
and laws were designed to loosen religion’s grip on society. These included, 
for example, the requirement that the five daily ezans (calls to prayer) be 
sung in Turkish rather than the original Arabic, which had a profound 
effect on the soundscape of villages and towns, and the change of the al-
phabet from Arabic to Latin, which ostensibly was intended to take advan-
tage of the suitability of the latter to Turkish and to improve literacy rates, 
but it transformed the signscape of cities and severely limited access to 
even the most recent years of Ottoman history. For the population at large, 
official statements and policies were rather unintelligible, if not confusing. 
The nationalist leaders never accounted in explicit terms for the shifts and 
contradictions of their approach to vernacular religion. They were inter-
ested in expediency and avoided opening such explosive subjects to debate 
under any circumstances. As the broader cultural and political agenda of 
the state remained unclear to the polity, so did the relationship between 
the closure of their local shrines and larger national interests, thus plant-
ing the seeds of popular resentment and alienation for decades to come.
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OF FORGOTTEN 

PEOPLE AND 

FORGOTTEN 

PLACES

Between the last Ottoman census and the first republican census, 
the population of the territory that today corresponds to Turkey 
changed dramatically: whereas in 1914 one in every five people 

who lived in Turkey was non-Muslim, in 1927, only one in forty was.1 
This remarkable drop in just over a decade was the culmination of more 
than half a century of population movements in the region surround-
ing the core Ottoman territories. Emerging nationalisms, competing 
political and economic interests of various European powers, Russian 
expansionism, and Ottoman efforts to shore up a disintegrating empire 
frequently triggered armed conflict accompanied by massacres, depor-
tations, and population exchanges. In 1915, using the First World War 
and the activities of Armenian nationalists as a pretext, the Young Turk 
government ordered the mass deportation of all Armenians. With the 
exception of those residing in Istanbul, Armenians were sent on an 
arduous trek to what is modern-day Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. In the 
process, untold thousands died at the hands of Young Turk officials and 
marauding bandits, as well as from exposure, disease, and starvation, 
thus decimating Anatolia’s Armenian population. The violence also 
touched other non-Muslim communities, such as Syriac Christians in 
the southeast, which suffered severe losses. Later, during the brief peri-
od of political disarray following the War of Independence, local Greek 
Orthodox populations, especially in western Anatolia, became the target 
of violent attacks, and the majority of them sought refuge in neighboring 
countries, including Greece, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon.2 Then, under the 
auspices of the Treaty of Lausanne, Turkey’s remaining Orthodox Chris-
tians—except for those residing in Istanbul—were exchanged with the 
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Muslim population of Greece, excluding those living in western Thrace. 
As a means for achieving national homogeneity, population exchange 
had previously been implemented in the aftermath of the Balkan wars 
by Bulgaria, Greece, and the Ottoman Empire.3 But unlike before, this 
was a compulsory exchange. Although the leaders of both states wel-
comed it for the much-needed stability they imagined it would bring, 
the experience was traumatic for the displaced.4 Executed in a rush, with 
little logistical preparation and attention to the uneasy overlaps between 
religion and ethnicity, the process resulted in the departure of almost 
two million Orthodox Christians, many of whom spoke no Greek, and 
the arrival of about half a million Muslims, who were a mix of Turkish, 
Greek, Albanian, and Macedonian speakers. As a result of such large-
scale death and displacement, the demographic makeup and distribution 
of Early Republican Turkey bore little resemblance to what had been 
there before. Not only had the country become more overwhelmingly 
(98 percent) Muslim than ever before, but because non-Muslims had 
tended to concentrate in cities, the percentage of its urban population 
had dropped from 25 percent to 18 percent, a change that would have 
long-term economic consequences.

In addition to setting the terms of the Turco-Greek population ex-
change, the Treaty of Lausanne extended certain protections to ensure the 
civil rights of the now largely reduced non-Muslim communities living in 
Turkey. The treaty recognized their cultural and religious rights, which 
required the Turkish government to grant financial and institutional sup-
port for religious and educational facilities and to make provisions for 
them to continue offering social services through their respective pious 
foundations. It also extended personal protections for non-Muslims as 
they conducted their religious rites and used their mother tongues in pub-
lic. The negotiations also revealed the reservations and calculations of the 
different parties involved. The Turkish representatives at the conference 
grudgingly agreed to abide by these ground rules and not to pass a law 
that would supersede the stipulations of the treaty—a provision that was 
also underwritten by the Council of the League of Nations.5 Their staunch 
refusal to recognize non–Turkish speaking Muslims (such as Kurds, Cir-
cassians, and Bosnians) as minorities revealed the deep pervasiveness of 
Ottoman social categories in their imagination. Ironically, their reluc-
tance to integrate non-Muslims into the polity of the nation-state they 
were building dovetailed rather conveniently with European designs to 
use the separate set of rights and protections for minorities as a point 
of leverage in future negotiations with Turkey. The convergence of these 
vastly divergent agendas produced a settlement that reproduced some of 
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the strict social demarcations of the Ottoman social structure in ways 
that contradicted Turkish leaders’ professed desires to homogenize the 
country’s polity and denied them the ability to implement homogenizing 
measures that had long been used by their powerful European counter-
parts to achieve internal pacification. By facilitating the further homog-
enization of Turkey according to religion and establishing non-Muslims 
as a separate category of citizens with equal civil and political rights but 
special protections, the Treaty of Lausanne both reaffirmed Islam as the 
basis of membership in the Turkish nation and excluded non-Muslims as 
an unassimilable category from the outset. In so doing, the treaty made 
non-Muslims vulnerable to the fluctuations in Turkey’s international re-
lations as well as to the vagaries of national politics, wherein their status 
as “Turks-in-law” would be frequently exploited to mark them as suspect 
citizens.

The rights and protections outlined in the Treaty of Lausanne inter-
fered in significant ways with Turkey’s prospects for exercising sovereign-
ty and attaining national integration. A case in point was the provision 
that guaranteed minorities the use of their mother tongues not only in 
private and public conversations but also in business transactions, po-
tentially rendering their books unintelligible to revenue inspectors. 
Consequently, the Turkish government moved to rescind minority rights 
and protections in violation of the Treaty of Lausanne. Insofar as they 
constrained non-Muslim citizens’ freedom of movement, undercut their 
access to and presence in the public sphere, threatened their rightful 
ownership of businesses and property, and sought to erase the traces of 
their existence—historical and contemporary—from the national geog-
raphy, these breaches were remarkably spatial in nature. In this chapter, 
I examine this process of dismantling Turkey’s non-Muslim landscapes 
on three levels. Concentrating on the scale of the individual self, the first 
section on minoritization, examines the production of a new subjectivity 
through official or semiofficial channels in top-down policies as well as 
opportunistic transgressions by fellow citizens who tactically, within a 
“permissive” legal climate, performed the recalibration of Turkey’s new 
social hierarchy. Turning to the transformation of local geographies, the 
second section traces how local cognitive maps were gradually recon-
figured as a result of the waves of non-Muslim departures by looking at 
changes in urban morphology and the state of local landmarks. The last 
section focuses on the process of “reconquering Turkey” through top-
onymic erasure and repossession of property and wealth that belonged to 
non-Muslim citizens.
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M I N O R I T I Z AT I O N : T H E C H A N G I N G E X P E R I E N C E O F T H E 
S E L F I N T H E P U B L I C S P H E R E

On August 17, 1927, Elsa Niego, a twenty-two-year-old Jewish woman, was 
murdered in the street by Osman Ratip.6 An older married man, Osman 
Ratip, had pursued Elsa for months, despite her repeated rejections, and 
upon learning she was engaged, stabbed her to death. This was a crime of 
passion—there were no religious motives behind it. But Osman came from 
a prominent Istanbul family, and Elsa from a modest Jewish background. 
Concerned that Osman might get away with a light sentence thanks to his 
connections, Istanbul’s usually reserved Jewish community turned out en 
masse at her funeral to express their desire for a fair trial.7 Initially, news-
papers also sympathized with Elsa and her family, but the outpouring of 
support from the Jewish community triggered a sudden negative reaction 
in the press, which summarily proceeded to accusing Jewish mourners of 
disturbing order, disrupting traffic, confronting the police, and most im-
portant, of turning the funeral into an anti-Turkish rally.8 Driven by sim-
ilar suspicions, the police arrested nine prominent members of Istanbul’s 
Jewish community at the funeral on various trumped-up charges. They 
also raided the local branch of B’nai Brith, the Jewish charitable organi-
zation that had helped Niego’s family with the funeral expenses, though 
the search turned up no incriminating evidence.9 The event sparked fur-
ther anti-Semitic protests in Izmir, where demonstrators demanded the 
expulsion from Turkey of Jews who had not done their military service 
and the closure of Jewish schools, newspapers, and religious institutions. 
Angry mobs marched to the Izmir Jewish Hospital and then to the rab-
binate, trashing signs written in Hebrew in both places. Provoked by the 
press, which laced its narratives of the events with slurs and insults against 
Turkey’s Jewry as a whole, they called on Muslim Turks to boycott Jewish 
stores and break off any business relations they had with Jews.10 With the 
eruption of violence in several places, within a few days what had started 
out as a local incident with no political bearing had escalated into a con-
troversy with international repercussions.11

Although the events surrounding Niego’s funeral had disturbingly 
anti-Semitic overtones, the incident was symptomatic of broader deliber-
ations over the profound changes in the status of non-Muslims in Turkey. 
The newly formed nation-state wherein membership was more narrowly 
defined, lacked the elasticity of Ottoman social categories, which, despite 
inherent structural inequalities, had historically accommodated the coex-
istence of diverse ethnic religious and linguistic communities as parallel 
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and equivalent entities. To preserve the cultural and religious freedoms 
of these groups and protect them against discrimination in the newly 
forming nation-state, the Treaty of Lausanne stipulated the recognition of 
Turkey’s non-Muslim populations as minorities. But “minority” was a new 

FIGURE 4.1. EL SA NIEGO’S FUNER AL PROCESSION MOVING ALONG BANK AL AR (BANKS) STREET IN PER A , AU-

GUST 27, 1927. ISTANBUL’S JEWISH COMMUNIT Y POURED INTO THE STREETS WITH THE HOPE THAT THEIR SUP-

PORT WOULD LEAD TO A FAIR TRIAL AND AN APPROPRIATE CONVIC TION FOR HER MURDERER. BUT EVENTS 

TURNED VIOLENT WITH POLICE INTERVENTION. JOURNAL DE L’ORIENT.
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and unfamiliar social and legal category—one that had yet to be fleshed 
out. The reconstitution of Turkey’s non-Muslims as minority citizens 
entailed mutual adjustments both between the state and its citizens and 
among the citizens themselves. Despite signing the Treaty of Lausanne, 
the republican leadership resented the protections as a compromise over 
national sovereignty and engaged in various maneuvers to suspend or un-
dercut them and, at various times, pressured non-Muslim communities to 
renounce them.12 Non-Muslims continued to be broadly regarded as local 
extensions of foreign interests and their loyalty to the nation was widely 
seen to be suspect. That they received protections to guarantee their civ-
il rights further reinforced this perception both among officials and the 
general public. The transition and its fluctuations affected the different 
non-Muslim constituencies in unequal ways, generating realignments 
among them as well.

The conspicuous performance of difference was integral to the process 
of minoritization, which gradually produced a lesser category of citizenship 
with diminished participation in Turkey’s public, economic, and cultural 
life.13 The translation of the Treaty of Lausanne from legal abstraction to 
lived reality was articulated through manifold encounters, confrontations, 
and negotiations that took place in streets, schools, workplaces, places of 
worship, and military camps. As I illustrate below, when imposed from 
the top through official or semiofficial channels, minoritization took the 
form of constraints on non-Muslim citizens’ ability to move around in the 
country—including extralegal detentions and internments, limitations 
on their speech, and restrictions on their presence and activities in public 
places. At other times, perpetrated by fellow citizens, minoritization was 
akin to bullying, where relatively minor individual transgressions cumu-
latively eroded non-Muslims’ sense of belonging.

Minoritization was an inherently untidy, uneven, nonlinear, and con-
tentiously negotiated process of differentiation in which various actors 
vied to extract compromises from one another or to opportunistically 
insinuate themselves into gaps that opened up along the way. Further-
more, as the sudden shift of the press in the Niego case from sympathy 
for the victim to an indiscriminate condemnation of Jews suggests, the 
boundaries between the nation and its others were unstable. On the whole, 
whereas government policies drove this process to a large extent, its man-
ifestations in different localities varied greatly depending on the attitudes 
of individual civil servants and the web of relations between Muslim and 
non-Muslim populations.

Turkish officials used the row at the Niego funeral as an excuse to im-
pose travel restrictions on Jews and to require that they obtain a special 
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permit, as was already required of Christians.14 Such permits, no matter 
how necessary, were hard to obtain. They required copious amounts of pa-
perwork, took a long time to process, and were rarely granted.15 Even short 
trips between neighboring localities had to be completed under the super-
vision of the police or gendarmes.16 Frequent inspections on roads and rail-
roads often thwarted furtive attempts to get around them.17 Experienced 
on a daily basis, obstacles to free circulation alienated non-Muslims, thus 
compelling them to emigrate in droves.18 Ironically, in stark contrast to the 
difficulty of getting permits to travel within Turkey, passports were issued 
promptly on demand. Travel restrictions were very disruptive to the lives 
of those affected. They kept extended families apart for long periods and 
weakened social networks that depended on frequent and regular contact. 
Unable to move without special documentation within their own country, 
non-Muslims were effectively treated as if they were foreigners and their 
emigration was encouraged.19 By confining non-Muslims’ movements to 
very small geographies, the restrictions acted as extralegal instruments of 
detention, curtailing their basic freedoms as citizens.

Considering how substantial a percentage of Turkey’s non-Muslim 
workforce consisted of merchants and middlemen whose livelihood in-
herently depended on travel, beyond being an inconvenience, these re-
strictions served as a tool for limiting their participation in the national 
economy. Initially, this situation had benefited Jewish merchants, who 
quickly rose to fill the gap left by Greeks and Armenians, whose numbers 
had been drastically reduced during the First World War and its aftermath 
and whose movements had been constrained since the early 1920s.20 Better 
disposed than their Muslim Turkish counterparts to facilitate trade due 
to their broader business experience and, in the case of exports, ability 
to speak foreign languages, Jewish businessmen dispersed throughout the 
Turkish countryside and national and international markets. Consequent-
ly, in the early years of the republic their businesses expanded significant-
ly.21 The abrupt restrictions following the Niego incident brought this rise 
to a halt. Those who, like Lia and Ester Adato of Kırklareli, happened to be 
traveling at the time found themselves stranded.22 Unable to go back home 
and out of funds as their own business in Kırklareli languished unattend-
ed, the Adatos were forced to take refuge with relatives in Istanbul. The 
hastily imposed restriction was driven more by ideology than by any real 
concern for preserving order. Soon enough, its unforeseen negative side 
effects on Turkey’s economy also revealed its shortsightedness. As suppli-
ers in the countryside began to complain when their ability to send goods 
to the market was disrupted, the government was compelled to rescind 
travel restrictions on Jews three months later.23
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Although the Niego incident and the subsequent travel ban represent-
ed a well-publicized moment of crisis, constant myriad transgressions 
and injustices that shaped non-Muslim experiences went unreported. 
Official attitudes affected everyday life, forming the broader backdrop 
for new asymmetries in social and economic exchanges between Tur-
key’s Muslim and non-Muslim citizens. Visibly discriminatory policies 
such as the travel restrictions, combined with the unwillingness of local 
authorities to protect non-Muslims when they came under attack, gener-
ated a hostile environment in which bullies found license to act on their 
worst instincts. Religious rites, the performance of which inherently af-
firmed one’s membership in the Jewish or Christian communities, drew 
much unwanted attention. As a young boy growing up in Tokat, a small 
town in North Central Turkey, Agop Arslanyan painfully recalled his 
apprehension of rowdy youths chanting threats as they walked through 
his neighborhood, and his ordeals in being accosted and harassed by 
strangers every time he visited local sites with his mother.24 There were 
similar stories in other parts of the country. The British Consul in Mer-
sin reported that Orthodox Christians in southern and southeastern 
Turkey were hounded from “pillow [sic] to post.”25 Attending church was 
akin to an obstacle course, and priests complained about not being able 
to ring bells to summon believers to service or to mark important occa-
sions. Local authorities took liberties, disrupting their services sporad-
ically and questioning them as to whether there was a justifiable cause 
for concern or not. When they left church grounds, non-Muslim clergy 
came under verbal and physical harassment that sometimes endangered 
their lives.26 The Armenian Catholic priest of Diyarbakır had been mur-
dered and there were rumors that an Orthodox Christian priest in Mar-
din had suffered the same fate.27 In response, many Christians sought to 
reduce their visibility and resorted to holding church services, baptisms, 
and weddings in private homes.28 But funerals were extremely difficult 
because the deceased had to be taken in a procession, through public 
paths, to be buried in a cemetery. If Elsa Niego’s funeral was an example 
of what could happen at the heart of Istanbul in full view of the police 
and foreign observers, in the remote countryside, where the state had 
a relatively patchy presence, it was not uncommon for unruly locals to 
follow the mourners, banging tin pans, spitting, and hurling insults and 
often stones.29

What further silenced non-Muslims was a 1926 law that made “in-
sulting or weakening the Grand National Assembly, the government, the 
army, the navy, or Turkishness” or the “laws of the Turkish Republic” pun-
ishable by imprisonment.30 The wording of the law was vague and open 
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to interpretation and a disproportionate number of the people who were 
tried under it were non-Muslims. The pretext of “insulting Turkishness” 
could be used to break up gatherings, justify arrests, withhold justice, even 
condone violence, and ultimately to intimidate non-Muslims to remain 
outside the public sphere. As the arrests of Istanbul’s prominent Jews at 
the Niego funeral and their subsequent lengthy trials demonstrated, al-
most anything someone said or did could, depending on the discretion of 
the prosecutor, be considered a violation of the law. Moreover, those who 
attacked or harassed non-Muslims also began to use it as a cover, claiming 
that their non-Muslim victims had used anti-Turkish slurs, spoken out 
against Turkey, or engaged in anti-Turkish propaganda, thereby provoking 
the attack. By 1933, frivolous accusations based on this law had proliferated 
to the point where Akşam newspaper columnist Vala Nurettin argued that 
the law had become a catchall for the complaints of “any cruel thug who 
wants his personal enemies, rivals, debtors, creditors, teachers or students, 
in short anybody whom he fears, loathes, or with whom he has unsettled 
scores to languish in jail.”31

Further exacerbating the unease of non-Muslims in public places was 
the “Citizen Speak Turkish” campaign, launched in January 1928 by Is-
tanbul University law students.32 Previously, similar sporadic efforts to 
purge the use of languages other than Turkish in public were often driv-
en by overeager officials, but the “Citizen Speak Turkish” campaign was 
the most high-profile and concerted effort in this direction.33 Although 
it was never officially endorsed, the campaign’s advocates counted on 
implicit support from government agencies and personal commitments 
from prominent members of the republican administration. To pub-
licize their cause, campaigners placed banners and posters calling for 
the use of Turkish in social and economic exchanges as a national duty 
in high-visibility locations such as public transit vehicles, theaters, cine-
mas, streets, and squares.34 The campaign gained traction in Ankara as 
well as commercial cities in the West, such as Istanbul, Izmir, Bursa, and 
Edirne, which still had sizable non-Muslim populations whose primary 
language was not Turkish. In many localities, higher education students, 
backed by the National Turkish Student Union, volunteered their time 
to run the campaign. In Izmir, students at the Teachers’ College took it 
upon themselves to inspect whether signs and advertisements displayed 
in local shops were in languages other than Turkish.35 The campaign also 
enjoyed frequent and favorable press coverage, which, considering the 
strict controls over the media, could not have happened without official 
consent. Editorials stipulated that non-Muslims were “passport Turks” if 
they did not learn Turkish and suggested various tactics to pressure them 
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to do so.36 Non-Muslims who were heard speaking other languages among 
themselves or seen carrying foreign-language publications were harassed 
in public and reminded to revere the language of the country.37 In a fur-
ther encroachment from the public to the private, some campaigners even 
demanded that phone operators cut the line if they heard anyone speak 
Ladino or Greek.38

To defuse the mounting tensions, Jewish community leaders tried to 
adopt a conciliatory tone. They visited with the prime minister in Anka-
ra and gave a press release pledging their loyalty to the Turkish state and 
pleading with the authorities and with the public that Jews be given some 
time to adjust to the changes under the republic. Some tried to persuade 
their coreligionists to learn Turkish and assimilate into the national polity 
as quickly as possible to avoid further trouble. Most notably, Moiz Kohen, 
who changed his own name to Tekin Alp and wholeheartedly subscribed 
to the nationalist cause, published Türkleştirme, in which he issued “Ten 
Commandments” for Turkish Jews, recommending that they Turkicize 
their names, use Turkish to speak among themselves, send their children 
to Turkish schools, and pray in Turkish.39

Despite some misgivings over what some regarded to be the excessive 
complacency of their community leaders, as fear of intimidation and pos-
sible violence flooded the public and private lives of non-Muslims, many 
chose to withdraw and reduce their visibility in order to avoid harass-
ment.40 Parents warned their offspring not to use other languages in the 
street and children stopped their grandparents who inadvertently slipped 
back to speaking their mother tongues in public.41 Many non-Muslims 
changed their names to blend in more easily, as Beki Behar, a Jewish wom-
an who grew up in the 1930s in Ankara, recalled:

My mother had begun to teach my sister who, at the time, was three or four, 
how to speak Turkish, and changed her name from Ester to Emel. And I . . . 
took the name Bedia. We could not not learn the language of the country we 
lived in and called home, though perhaps one ought to cut older people some 
slack, allow them some more time to adapt. . . . But those were the “Citizen 
Speak Turkish” years. The derogatory stereotypes that appeared in cartoons 
and newspaper articles, the growing presence of German fascist influences: 
they went beyond making us nervous, they scared us.42

The outbreak of the Second World War and the ascent of hardliners 
within the republican administration marked a sea change in the admin-
istration’s handling of non-Muslims. Whereas previously non-Muslims 
were compelled through formal and informal means to reduce their visi-
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bility and assimilate, the new policies forced them to put their difference 
on public display as an expression of a presumed essential and unbridge-
able chasm between the nation and its others. Kazım Karabekir, the chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was adamant that minorities—whom he 
considered to be “dangerous elements”—living in strategic locations on 
both sides of the Straits would jeopardize military operations and there-
fore had to be moved inland to Anatolia.43 Shortly thereafter, in April 1941, 
as the scope of the war in Europe broadened, the government conscripted 
all non-Muslim males between ages twenty and forty.44 Widely known 
as the “Twenty Classes conscription” (Yirmi Kur’a Askerlik), the decision 
was presented as a “preemptive measure” to nip in the bud any “fifth col-
umn” activities that non-Muslims were suspected of being prone to get  
involved in.45

The mass conscription of 1941 was an incarceration without trial that 
implicitly criminalized religious difference. The Republican People’s Party 
(RPP) government had been known to impose extended military duty on 
those who opposed its regime, hence there was already an established prec-
edent for the public to interpret it as a conviction. The arrangement quite 
conveniently played into widely circulating stereotypes about non-Mus-
lims as overly privileged, disloyal, and dishonest individuals driven sole-
ly by personal gain rather than the interests or needs of the nation, and 
this was their punishment. Non-Muslims were generally imagined to be 
wealthy, and indeed many of the conscripts—especially those who had 
been brought from larger commercial cities—were skilled professionals 
and businessmen who made a good living. That there were thousands who 
lived hand to mouth and whose modest circumstances were far from this 
overriding categorization did nothing to mitigate the stereotype or alter 
perceptions.

From the outset, the gathering of conscripts was a grim spectacle that 
publicly signaled their membership in a separate and lesser category of 
citizenship. Regardless of whether they had already completed their com-
pulsory service and with no consideration for the hardships that such 
an abrupt demand would place on them and their families, non-Muslim 
men were required to report to their nearest military branch office with-
in forty-eight, hours with strict penalties imposed for evasion.46 In small 
towns, the draft was announced by town criers or a prominently located 
loudspeaker for everyone to hear.47 As Agop Arslanyan, whose father, two 
uncles, and older brother were taken, recalled, two days after the notice, 
on a wintry cold morning, a large and visibly agitated crowd gathered in 
front of the Tokat City Hall to see loved ones off.48 In large cities such as 
Istanbul or Izmir, police or military officials approached men “suspect-
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ed of being non-Muslim” in the street, at home, or at their business, and 
detained them if an identity check revealed them to be so. In Istanbul, 
several men were penned inside a chain-link fence in Sultanahmet, the 
city’s largest square.49 Although this makeshift solution was implemented 
because local authorities were just as unprepared as the conscripts for this 
program, it also had the effect of turning the square into an outdoor jail. 
Ohannes Garavaryan, who was about five years old at the time, remem-
bered the trauma of seeking his father at Sultanahmet Square shortly after 
his father was taken into custody by police officers who had come to the 
family’s home: “On the third day when we went to see my dad, there was 
nobody left inside the pen. Those who had come to look for their fathers, 
husbands and sons were anxiously looking around and asking each other 
‘Where have they taken them? What will they do to them?’ Nobody knew 
what was next. I was left without a father. Those were the darkest days of 
my childhood.”50

The anxiety experienced by the men and their families, coming in the 
wake of the First World War deportations, was understandable. Just over 
two decades earlier, Congress of Union and Progress (CUP) agents had 
branched out into Anatolia, divided families, rounded the men up to ex-
ecute them, and sent the rest—the women, children, and elderly—off on 
what for many became a death march, and thereby decimated Anatolia’s 
Armenian population. Consequently, there was widespread apprehension 
as to what would happen next, whether the men would ever come back, 
and whether the women, children, and elderly who had remained behind 
would be deported.51 Whereas for the Armenians the conscription pro-
gram was eerily reminiscent of the tragic events of 1915, for the Jews, overt 
sympathies toward Nazi Germany and its anti-Semitic policies expressed 
by some powerful members of the RPP government were extremely unset-
tling. Some claimed that the detentions of non-Muslims had been carried 
out at the request of the German government and rumors of impending 
mass extermination spread like wildfire.52

The men were quick to realize that, although it was publicly presented 
as military service, their conscription was internment by another name. 
Their recruitment had no military purpose at all. They received no weap-
ons or training. Unlike the regular armed forces, which were overseen 
by the Ministry of Defense, the non-Muslim regiments were under the 
direction of the Ministry of Public Works. Their assignments consisted 
of various construction projects such as roads, railroads, bridges, ports, 
and urban improvements across the country—tasks for which they had 
little preparation or training.53 As they lived and worked under harsh and 
often unsanitary conditions, they were under the constant surveillance of 
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military guards, who pulled rank by taunting and tormenting them about 
the uncertainties of their predicament.54 Coercing them to perform hard 
labor and menial tasks was seen as a payback for their perceived command 
of resources and access to cultural and economic capital that their incar-
cerators lacked.

The public referred to the conscripts as “infidel soldiers.”55 They were 
easily identifiable because their uniforms were conspicuously different 
from those worn by the regular forces. Sloppily stitched together out of 
blue or brown fabric, not associated with any branch of the military, the 
“beş düğmeli” (five-buttoned) as they became commonly known, also 
lacked the detailing of standard-issue uniforms.56 Similarly, despite their 
engagement in heavy labor under inhospitable conditions, the conscripts 
lacked appropriate footwear. Sarkis Çerkezyan, an Armenian conscript 

FIGURE 4.2. SOLDIERS SERVING A S PART OF THE 20 KUR A A SKERL İK ( T WENT Y CL A SSES CONSCRIPTION). 

COURTESY OF SA İT ÇET İNOĞLU.
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from Kayseri, recalled that when they were finally issued boots, an un-
settling suggestion that they had been taken from the feet of German 
soldiers who had died at the Eastern front had begun to circulate.57 Thus 
their uniforms associated the conscripts with a stereotypically stigma-
tized occupation in Turkey and their boots with loot from the fallen. 
Whether these stories had any truth to them is beside the point, for the 
widespread belief that they were, both among the conscripts and the gen-
eral public, was sufficient to mark the wearers of these items as different 
and inferior.

In contrast to a widely established consensus in nation-building pro-
cesses, which recognizes military service as a vital instrument for consti-
tuting a horizontal comradeship, the mass conscription of non-Muslim 
men was a practice of segregation—and a very public one at that.58 Ordi-
narily, military service is intended to instill a sense of common purpose 
among conscripts, who are drawn from diverse backgrounds and geog-
raphies, through shared, standardized, and repetitive patterns of hard 
work, exercise, and routines of daily personal maintenance including diet, 
lodging, and hygiene.59 For the duration of service, the uniform overrides 
differences among the conscripts—the wealthy and the privileged serve 
with the poor and the deprived. But the mass conscription of 1941 was the 
enactment of the absolute conviction that non-Muslims could never par-
take in the horizontal comradeship comprising the nation. Every aspect of 
the process—the high-profile detentions, the penning of men in Istanbul’s 
largest public square, the group send-offs from small towns, to the easily 
identifiable uniforms—was a public performance of irreconcilable differ-
ences between the Turkish nation and non-Muslim Turkish citizens, who 
shared the same constitutional rights on paper but were denied them in 
practice.

The process of minoritization, as outlined above, irrevocably trans-
formed Turkey’s remaining non-Muslim citizens’ experience of the public 
sphere and of being individuals in the public sphere. Official policies, to-
gether with persistent casual harassment that often went unpunished in 
a lenient legal environment, constrained their ability to freely navigate 
public spaces, and more critically, eroded their trust in their entitlement to 
basic protections from the state as citizens. Incidents (such as compulsory 
conscription) that turned their alleged unassimilability into brazen spec-
tacles, which ironically took place at the same time as demands that they 
suppress their identities (as Jews, Greeks, Armenians, Assyrians, etc.), al-
tered the way that Turkey’s non-Muslims presented themselves in public 
and the way that they conceptualized the local and regional geographies 
they inhabited.
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OV E R L AY S A N D E R A S U R E S :  A P I E C E M E A L P R O C E S S

The departure of Turkey’s non-Muslims and the cautious withdrawal 
from public life of those who stayed behind had lasting consequences for 
the way that everyone understood and experienced their everyday envi-
ronments. Non-Muslim neighborhoods, businesses, civic and religious 
institutions had historically been integral to the variegated mosaic of the 
Ottoman cultural landscape and their dismantling could not be seen in 
isolation from it. Especially in urban areas, which had been home to large 
concentrations of non-Muslims engaged in urban trades as merchants, 
businessmen, and trained professionals, the changes were profound. The 
civilian violence that accompanied the First World War and the War of 
Independence had destroyed large swaths of the fabric of many Anato-
lian towns. Entire neighborhoods had been emptied of their inhabitants 
with the First World War deportation of Armenians and the subsequent 
departure of Orthodox populations. Bereft of their patrons, the social 
and religious landmarks that once had anchored these communities also 
faced attrition. Gradually non-Muslim landscapes were reinscribed with 
new uses and meanings. This was a piecemeal process that unfolded at 
different rates and was, to a large extent, inflected by local conditions. In 
Ankara, which, in its new role, was experiencing unprecedented growth, 
both the form and the fabric of the city were changing beyond recognition. 
Meanwhile, wartime scars in formerly thriving mercantile centers such 
as Izmir lingered on for years as reminders of recent traumas. Depending 
on demand, in several places, abandoned homes, businesses, or sites of 
worship were gradually appropriated and repurposed—they housed new 
families, became warehouses or office buildings, or were converted into 
mosques. In other places, they were quite literally taken apart to provide 
materials for the construction of new buildings, which revealed only to the 
discerning eye the secrets of their provenance. Ultimately, the dismantling 
of non-Muslim landscapes reconfigured people’s mental maps of their 
cities, redefining the relationships between the whole and its constituent 
parts, the paths that connected them, and the state and status of local 
landmarks. Even where individual buildings remained intact, over time, 
the absence of people and the ebb of activities reduced their visibility. As 
the representative sampling examined in this section reveals, this process 
of gradual erasure was central to constructing and maintaining a nation-
alist narrative of demographic homogeneity in Turkey.

Arguably, in its new role as capital, Ankara underwent the fastest and 
most complete erasure and reinscription of all cities in Turkey. While the 
city’s extraordinary building boom and population influx are well doc-
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umented, the massive changes spawned by the loss of almost all of its 
Greek and Armenian population have been entirely overlooked. Already 
by the late 1920s the city’s linear development along a north–south axis 
from Ulus toward Çankaya was well established. The daily commutes of 
the city’s new elite and the more ceremonial movements of Mustafa Ke-
mal and his entourage reinforced this pattern, which acquired its visual 
representation in maps that variously appeared in books, textbooks, city 
guides, and other promotional materials. In contrast to this distinctive 
linear form, however, descriptions and maps of Ankara up to the turn 
of the twentieth century presented it as having a concentric urban form, 
with a dense core anchored by the Citadel surrounded by an agricultural 
green belt of vineyards dotting the outlying hills at a distance of about 
4–6 kilometers from the center. The plains spreading out toward the west, 
whence eventually the railroad arrived, were the only exception to this 
configuration.

Especially for wealthier households, the imperatives of economy and 
the cycles of ritual and harvest bound together this belt of vineyard estates 
surrounding the city, integrating them into the geography of Ankara as a 
whole.60 Greeks and Armenians, who prospered as modern professionals 
or from their partnerships with European companies conducting business 
in the empire had a predilection for settling in Hisarönü, a district of styl-
ish townhouses on the western foothills of the Citadel not far from the 
new business district expanding toward the train station. Many of them 
also owned a vineyard estate or enjoyed access to one in the summers to 
escape Ankara’s dry heat and tight quarters in favor of its breezy hills. 
While Armenians, who by all accounts were the wealthier lot, preferred 
Çankaya-Kavaklıdere to the southeast of town and the Keçiören-Etlik dis-
trict in the north; the Greeks concentrated in the south, in vineyards dot-
ting the Dikmen hills. Far from being relaxing vacation homes, though, 
the vineyard estates were places of production. In addition to growing the 
more than twenty grape varietals for which Ankara was known, a typical 
property comprised vegetable gardens and a variety of fruit and nut trees. 
People enjoyed their produce at the height of the season and celebrated 
their harvest in annual festivities shared by Muslims and non-Muslims 
alike, and importantly, they spent the summer months preparing their 
pantry for Ankara’s bitter winters.61 The vineyard season started as soon as 
schools were out in early summer and families moved out to their estates 
accompanied by their relatives and servants. Family patriarchs commuted 
more regularly to the city in pursuit of business, while the rest of the fam-
ily—grandparents, wives, and children—stayed at the estate until the end 
of September, returning after the harvest of the early fall fruits. 
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Ankara’s concentric urban form was rapidly lost once the interdepen-
dencies that had historically linked the center and its agricultural periph-
ery were violently severed with the deportation orders of 1915. The exact 
chronology of events varies, but prior to the departure of the Armenian 
community, the contents of the homes, businesses, and religious buildings 
that belonged to them were moved to the warehouses near the train sta-
tion under the supervision of specially designated officials and gendarmes, 
in a process that lasted months.62 Then, even as these removals were in 
progress, a fire erupted in Hisarönü and environs. All-consuming fires in 
Ottoman cities were not uncommon because most residential buildings 
were made of wood; but the ferocity with which this one spread and de-
voured Ankara’s most elegant neighborhoods was breathtaking—within a 
few hours it had spread in multiple directions.63 A young Ottoman bureau-

FIGURE 4.3. THE TEVONIAN FAMILY AT THEIR VINEYARD HOUSE CIRC A 1910. A T YPIC AL VINEYARD HOUSE 

WA S A T WO-STORY STONE OR BRICK MA SONRY BUILDING, OFFERING REL ATIVELY MODEST COMFORTS. 

MANY HAD THEIR OWN ARTESIAN WELL S, AND BY THE EARLY 1900S, IT HAD BECOME QUITE FA SHIONABLE 

TO BUILD A MARBLE POOL AND A FORMAL GARDEN FOR OUTDOOR LIVING. COURTESY OF PROJEC T SAVE.
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crat (later turned author), Refik Halid Karay, who witnessed the conflagra-
tion noted that words fell short of describing the full scale of this disaster, 
which lasted two nights and two days and finally stopped when there was 
nothing left to burn. Almost a third of downtown Ankara, including its 
“most elegant neighborhood, its largest shopping district, its wealth and 
prosperity had all turned into ashes.”64 The fire and deportations ruptured 
Ankara’s social, economic, and physical fabric and had lasting conse-
quences for Ankara’s physical growth and the discourses that surrounded 
it (see fig. 1.6).

Once Ankara became the capital in 1923, republican leaders’ choices 
regarding institutional and residential development superimposed new 
spatial hierarchies and patterns of movement onto Ankara’s landscape. 
As examined in previous chapters, Mustafa Kemal’s selection of an aban-
doned vineyard estate in Çankaya that was previously owned by an Ar-
menian family signaled a southbound pull. Although initially abandoned 
estates in other vineyard districts had appeared to be just as appealing 
alternatives for housing, as Mustafa Kemal consolidated his grip on power, 
Çankaya eclipsed them and became a powerful magnet for future devel-
opment. Many members of the incoming republican elite chose to settle in 
abandoned properties they acquired from the National Real Estate Office 
on very convenient terms. Similarly, much of the free land that embas-
sies took from the Turkish government in exchange for their relocation 
from Istanbul was allocated to them out of abandoned vineyards, further 
establishing Çankaya-Kavaklıdere as Ankara’s prime neighborhood for 
members of the regime and also the diplomatic corps.65 Finally, the con-
centration of new buildings to house the administrative apparatus of the 
republic along this axis also generated new landmarks that overrode older 
ones. The government quarter, educational institutions, and bank head-
quarters became the new references for physical orientation within this 
rapidly changing cityscape.

These developments reconfigured the formal and functional relation-
ships between what had once been the city center and its agricultural 
periphery, redefined the sociospatial hierarchies they sustained, and the 
patterns of land use and economics associated with each. The new settle-
ments in Çankaya were fundamentally different from the vineyards they 
replaced. In the first place, they were suburban residences, which, despite 
accessibility problems during winter storms, were meant to be inhabit-
ed all year round. Built in the latest fashionable style, these homes also 
had the symbolic function of showcasing the modern way of life that the 
republican leadership sought to instill in Turkish society. Furthermore, 
unlike the departed owners of the former vineyards, none of the new resi-
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FIG U R E 4.4 . (LEF T ) THE TR ANSFOR M ATION OF ANK AR A’ S 
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dents engaged in agricultural production in any way. This made the specu-
lative subdivision of large vineyards for residential development a distinct 
and very lucrative possibility, leading to the gradual transformation of 
the size and pattern of property plots and an incipient suburbanization of  
upper-class residences in the city. Çankaya residents’ ability to expedite 
the provision of utilities—such as water, electricity, and telephone lines—
cemented the district’s ascendancy over once comparable vineyard dis-
tricts around town. Meanwhile, the situation in the burned-out district of 
Hisarönü, which remained in a state of disrepair for several years, was very 
different. Although some new institutional and commercial structures 
were built, partially filling the gaps in this area, attention and investment 
had already shifted away from the Citadel and its immediate vicinity. The 
property left behind by non-Muslims in downtown Ankara remained on 
the auction block for extended periods. Over the next few decades, as with 
most of the city’s older neighborhoods, the townhouses that the fire had 
spared became shoddily subdivided slums that housed Ankara’s newest 
unskilled migrants. 

The many Anatolian towns, which, like Ankara had suffered catastroph-
ic fires during the local ethnic clashes that accompanied the two wars, 
experienced an uneven and unwieldy reconstruction process that trans-
formed the formal, functional, and symbolic significance of the burned 
districts. To expedite redevelopment in these areas, in 1925 the government 
amended the Building Development Code to allow the reclassification of 
urban districts comprising more than 150 burned buildings as fields open 
for reparcellation.66 Considering that the owners of many burned out dis-
tricts had perished or left the country without the possibility of return, 
let alone of reclaiming their property, the amendment provided local and 
central government authorities extraordinary opportunities to open up 
urban land for redevelopment as if they were starting from scratch. Nev-
ertheless, Turkey’s constant political and economic instabilities, the lack 
of expertise and human and material resources combined with corruption 
that facilitated opportunistic land grabs, all affected the pace and scope of 
change in different ways in every locality. The process of rebuilding towns 
and revitalizing their economies was further complicated because the de-
parted populations had also constituted a significant portion of the skilled 
and specialized workforce in most places. Finally, the reconfiguration of 
Turkey’s borders triggered realignments within the internal geography. 
Prosperous and populated towns—such as Antep or Edirne—formerly sit-
uated at the crossroads of busy trade routes in and out of the empire found 
themselves redesignated as border towns, largely militarized sites whose 
diminished economic significance halted their prewar expansion trends.
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A case in point was Izmir, which lost its bustling center, most of the 
people who created and animated it, and, consequently, its key position in 
the geography of the Eastern Mediterranean. Often derisively called Ga-
vur (Infidel) Izmir, the city was unusual among its Anatolian counterparts 
for having a plurality non-Muslim majority population.67 Given its advan-
tageous location, Izmir drew colonies of prospecting Europeans who set-
tled there and, together with entrepreneurial locals drawn primarily from 
non-Muslim Ottoman communities, turned it into a dynamic business 
hub that was well integrated into global commercial networks. The sec-
ond city of the empire had also benefited from Ottoman reforms and local 
initiatives that modernized its institutions and infrastructure, further re-
inforcing its rank as a major port. All of this changed at the end of the War 
of Independence. Shortly after the nationalists retook the city, a devastat-
ing fire (the origin of which has been much disputed) burned down almost 
three-quarters of the living and working quarters of Izmir’s non-Muslim 
population.68 In addition to the thousands of homes, a substantial portion 
of the infrastructure that had made Izmir competitive in its region was 
destroyed, including commercial structures, warehousing facilities, finan-
cial institutions, and social and recreational facilities. Physical destruction 
was paralleled by profound demographic transformation: due to wartime 
deaths, departures, and the 1924 population exchange, Izmir lost half of its 
population and an overwhelming majority of its non-Muslim inhabitants, 
and in the process became 88 percent Muslim.69 Without its non-Muslim 
inhabitants, Izmir was drained not only of its historically diverse charac-
ter but also of a significant portion of the much needed expertise in in-
ternational finance and commerce, entrepreneurialism, and experience in 
urban affairs that they possessed.

The reconstruction process fully transformed the urban form, func-
tion, and symbolic significance of the fire zone, and by implication the 
way that people used and understood it and its relationship to Izmir as a 
whole. Due to fiscal constraints and lack of political will, the gaping hole 
that opened up in the heart of Izmir remained for almost fifteen years.70 
In the interim, this roughly triangular area hemmed in by the quay to 
the west, the tight-knit surviving neighborhoods and Turgutlu/Cassaba 
rail line to the south, and the Aydın line to its east evolved into a discrete 
mappable entity in the popular depictions of the city. Long-term neglect 
gradually turned the fire zone into a health and safety hazard, which made 
it easier for people to conflate the district’s image with negative conno-
tations about its former inhabitants circulating through both official and 
informal channels. Eventually, when Izmir’s new mayor Behçet Uz mus-
tered the momentum to revitalize the area, he used the provisions of the 
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amended Building Development Code to reconfigure the entire district. 
The centerpiece of this massive intervention was Kültür Park, a 435,000 
square meter urban park, comprising outdoor recreational amenities and 
the grounds of the annual Izmir International Exhibition, which consoli-
dated the once dense and fine-grained fabric into a single oversize lot. The 

FIGURE 4.5. IZMIR ’S STREET MAP BEFORE THE FIRE ( TOP) AND PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT (BOT TOM).  

COURTESY OF C ÂNÂ BIL SEL.



136

O F F O R G OT T E N P E O P L E A N D F O R G OT T E N P L AC E S

exhibition was intended to raise Izmir’s sinking commercial profile, which 
had been further diminished by the Great Depression. Notably, as the site 
of an annual government-supported international trade fair, Kültür Park 
embodied Turkey’s adoption of a state-driven model of planned economy, 
physically replacing the local outposts of imperial capitalism, which had 
once been based in the fire zone and were intensely abhorred by the repub-
lican leadership. Finally, the intervention reconfigured Izmir’s symbolic 
geography. Inaugurated in 1936, four years after the western tip of the fire 
zone was turned into the Republic Square with an equestrian statue of 
Mustafa Kemal at its center, and its gateways named after key events lead-
ing to the city’s reconquest, Kültür Park was part of a deliberate attempt to 
reorient the city with new nationalist landmarks. 

Historically, the religious and institutional buildings pertaining to the 
various millets constituted most of the landmarks of the Ottoman city. 
Their relative numbers and prominence varied by region, but churches 
and synagogues were as familiar as mosques as components of the Otto-

FIGURE 4.6A . IZMIR ’S POST-FIRE DEVELOPMENT. KÜLTÜR PARK SITE PL AN. COURTESY OF SALT RESEARCH, 

MISCELL ANEOUS (İZMİR FUARI). 
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man townscapes. As landmarks they were as much sites of convergence 
for their respective congregations as shared local reference points for ev-
eryone regardless of faith. Not only did they punctuate people’s mental 
maps of their hometowns, but mosques, churches, and synagogues also 
structured their understanding of time and space. They mapped the cy-
cles and passage of time onto space with the ebb and flow of footfall they 
generated at prayer times and the commotions around religious holidays. 
Taken together, they were the embodiments of the pluralistic makeup of 
the Ottoman urban society. Churches and synagogues were, in effect, part 
of a much larger web of sociospatial relationships that sustained their re-
spective communities both locally and beyond. In much the same way 
as their Muslim counterparts, non-Muslim communities also ran pious 
foundations that, in addition to catering to religious needs, provided 
myriad community support services in orphanages, schools, and hospi-
tals, maintained shrines and cemeteries, and funded these through rev-
enues generated from rental properties, fields, and farms. Furthermore 
churches formed part of a hierarchical constellation of institutions scat-
tered throughout the empire in which certain cities stood as major sites 

FIGURE 4.6B. KÜLTÜR PARK ENTR ANCE A S SEEN FROM THE REPUBLIC SQUARE AND THE ATATÜRK MONU-

MENT. COURTESY OF APİK AM, AHMET PİRİŞTİNA IZMIR CIT Y MUSEUM AND ARCHIVE.
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of ecclesiastic administration and education. These institutions defined 
and kept alive regional connections beyond the confines of the immediate 
locality.

As non-Muslim landmarks in various towns lost most of their primary 
users, government officials and local residents reincorporated them into 
the routines of everyday life in ways that altered their use and, often, their 
stature and significance. For instance, Ayvalık, a prosperous coastal town 
on the Aegean, specializing in olive oil production and export, saw almost 
its entire population of Orthodox Greek speakers exchanged in 1924 for 
a smaller number of Muslims from the Aegean Islands.71 The incoming 
exchangees supplemented Ayvalık’s only mosque by converting several 
churches into mosques to serve their needs. They used other churches as 
storehouses or workshops, while still others fell into disuse and gradually 
crumbled into ruins.72 The fate of institutional structures such as hospitals, 
monasteries, or schools was similar. In the absence of imminent pressure 
to expand and with the availability of surplus building stock, Ayvalık’s 

FIGURE 4.7. SAINT THEODOROS GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH IN DERİNKUYU NEVŞEHİR IN THE EARLY NINE-

TEENTH CENTURY WITH ITS CONGREGATION (ABOVE) AND TODAY (OPPOSITE), LEF T IN DISUSE. COURTESY 

OF OSMAN AY TEKİN.
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new inhabitants—notwithstanding the hardships due to their disloca-
tion—eased gradually into an existing townscape, incrementally remaking 
it into their own. In other places, such as the Capadocia-Karaman region 
in Central Anatolia, more people were forced to leave than arrived through 
the exchange, leaving once vibrant community enclaves to atrophy. The sit-
uation was more contentious when incoming exchangees were assigned or 
appropriated property over which non-Muslims continued to have claims. 
Such was the case in Tokat, where Muslim immigrants from the Balkans 
converted local Armenian cemeteries into orchards and used gravestones 
and construction materials taken from nearby Armenian churches to 
build homes, thus generating tensions between the two communities.73

Although vastly reduced in numbers, in the first decades of the re-
public, there still were small pockets of Armenians who had survived the 
deportation in central and eastern towns (e.g., in Kayseri, Elazığ, Antep, 
Van, or Sivas) as well as small denominations of Syriacs and Nestorians in 
the Southeast (Diyarbakır, Urfa, Mardin). Theirs was a difficult existence 
with multiple obstacles to reproducing and transmitting their culture and 
sustaining their communities. Constant harassment hindered church at-
tendance, population scarcity made it hard to maintain a parish and offer 
relevant religious and charitable services, and foundation revenues that 
underwrote operational costs kept falling. Many congregations did not 
even have a pastor and relied on itinerant clergy infrequently dispatched 
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from Istanbul to administer basic rites (performing baptisms and offi-
ciating marriages); they also lacked enough students to run schools and 
resources to retain teachers. This was a downward spiral, which compelled 
many non-Muslims in the provinces to emigrate or move to Istanbul, 
which, under nominal international oversight, was turning into the pri-
mary city that continued to offer the necessary services in a comprehensive 
way. Their departure exacerbated the situation for those who remained 
behind, in turn obliging the latter to leave or stay and face further difficul-
ties and to become more vulnerable to outside pressure—most notably to 
surrender their assets. Hence, for instance, the main Armenian churches 
in Diyarbakır (Surp Geragos), Kayseri (Loussavorchakan), and Sivas (Surp 
Asdvadzadzin Cathedral),74 as well as smaller parish churches, were seized 
and converted into government storehouses, military depots, or stables. 
The services for Surp Geragos’s diminished congregation were displaced 
to the church’s nursery school next door.75 In 1952, the local government 
demolished the Surp Asdvadzadzin Cathedral in Sivas, claiming that its 
walls had cracked. The move made room for lucrative new development 
downtown, thus leaving many local Armenians suspicious as to whether 
their church was really structurally unsound.76 In Antep the city’s lavish 
cathedral (also called Surp Asdvadzadzin), completed in 1892, was turned 
into a prison and then a military warehouse before its eventual conversion 
into Kurtulus (Liberation Mosque) in the 1980s. 

FIGURE 4.8. GA ZİANTEP, SURP A SDVADZ ADZIN C ATHEDR AL (ABOVE), CURRENTLY USED A S KURTULUŞ 

MOSQUE (OPPOSITE). PRIOR TO BEING CONVERTED INTO A MOSQUE, THE C ATHEDR AL WA S USED A S A 

MILITARY WAREHOUSE AND L ATER A S A PRISON. COURTESY, RESPEC TIVELY, OF HYETERT AND ŞAHİNBEY 

MÜF TÜLÜĞÜ, GA ZİANTEP.
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Conversions, almost as a matter of course, included the removal of 
building components that identified the significance and origins of these 
landmarks. Hence crosses were removed from doors and domes, walls 
washed of their iconographic imagery, and bells taken out of belfries—and 
the building was often treated as if it were no more than a utilitarian struc-
ture, with four walls and a roof. Given their distinctive forms, churches, 
monasteries, and cathedrals remained just as recognizable but looked out 
of place, disconnected from previous webs of spatial relations that posi-
tioned them at the heart of their communities. Such acts of repurposing 
were not done simply out of necessity—since in towns with large numbers 
of “abandoned properties” less significant structures would have been 
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available. Rather, they were deliberate demotions in status that replaced 
a sacred use with a mundane and, at times, sacrilegious one. In so do-
ing, they were meant to marginalize these landmarks both physically and 
symbolically, as if to purge the non-Muslim communities that had built 
and kept them alive out of local geographies and histories. Meanwhile the 
thousands of abandoned structures that were not put to new uses faded 
into oblivion: exposed to the elements without regular maintenance or 
looted for building parts, they disappeared completely but nobody could 
remember just how or when.77 In the end, the seizure, repurposing, or 
demolition of non-Muslim sacred sites—churches, cemeteries, schools, 
orphanages, and miscellaneous other foundation property—was tanta-
mount to the simultaneous dismantling of multiple ethnoreligious cultur-
al landscapes that coexisted within the same geography.

R E C O N Q U E S T S ,  S Y M B O L I C A N D M AT E R I A L

Toponyms are potent vessels of local history. They encapsulate broader 
narratives, imbued with references to historical events, personages, social 
associations, linguistic clues, and sacred cosmologies. The republic inher-
ited a landscape with a multilingual mix of toponyms that often invoked 
the heterogeneous heritage of the Ottoman Empire. Names like Tekfur-
dağı, a compound word, meaning “governor mountain,” wherein tekfur 
was a Turkicized Armenian term for a Byzantine governor or feudal lord, 
revealed more than a thousand years of intermingled histories over the 
same terrain.78 Such references undermined the republican elite’s desire 
to constitute in Turkey a homogeneous nation with a common history 
and shared future.79 As early as December 1920, even before the outcome 
of the War of Independence was known, deputies gathered in the first 
Grand National Assembly expressed their disapproval of the “unnational” 
character of certain place names despite “our dominance over this land, 
for more than six hundred years.” They argued, notably, that failure to 
nationalize these names was used by “our enemies” to contest “our rights” 
over them.80

Consequently, republican officials set out to change “foreign” toponyms 
just as soon as they assumed power. Their interventions were felt at every 
level—from individual streets to neighborhoods, villages, and provinces. 
Several historically non-Muslim neighborhoods received explicitly na-
tionalistic new names. Thus Ankara’s Jewish Quarter (Yahudi Mahallesi) 
became İstiklal (Liberation). Tatavla, a heavily Greek neighborhood in 
Istanbul, was renamed Kurtulus (also meaning Liberation), as was the 
new avenue that cut across it shortly after a devastating fire that wiped 
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out a large swath of it in 1929. Just north of Tatavla, the Catholic district 
of Pangaltı’s newly laid out orthogonal streets acquired names like Boz-
kurt (Gray Wolf) or Ergenekon, derived from the ascendant pan-Turanic 
mythology that celebrated a broader vision of Turkic unity across the 
wider Central Asian geography and was in vogue among the ultranation-
alist members of the republican elite.81 Implicit in such name choices were 
blanket assumptions about the loyalties of the local residents especially 
during the recent wars, a desire to put them in their place, and a resolve 
to unequivocally inscribe the new dominant narrative on the landscape. 
Other changes vaguely approximated the sound of the previous top-
onym but hollowed out the historical or cultural bearings underlying the 
name. Hence, the Thracian border province of Kırkkilise (based on the 
Greek original Saranta Eklesia, meaning Forty Churches) was renamed  
Kırklareli, Land of the Forty.82 Similarly, when the neighboring town of 
Tekfurdağı was promoted to the status of a province in 1927, it was re-
named Tekirdağ, meaning tabby-striped mountain.83 As the effort inten-
sified, more names, which neither bore resemblance to the sounds of their 
predecessors nor had any grounding in the locality were also introduced. 
There were even grassroots demands for name changes, which—as in the 
decision by the Kirmasti (Kremastre) municipality to rename their town 
Mustafakemalpaşa—were often likely to be initiated by officious bureau-
crats or enterprising notables to score points with the powers that be.84

Toponymical engineering was not a republican pursuit alone. Espe-
cially from the mid-nineteenth century onward, Ottoman bureaucrats 
named the numerous new settlements for nomadic tribes compelled to 
settle by the modernizing state and incoming Muslim refugees fleeing 
conflict in the Balkans and southern Russia after the sultan, members of 
his family, or the leaders of these communities.85 When the CUP came to 
power, its leaders embraced toponymic interventions with a new zeal. In 
1915, they issued a decree to replace existing place names in Armenian, 
Greek, Bulgarian, or other ancient Anatolian languages with new Turkish 
ones. Sometimes, in a self-aggrandizing move, they derived toponyms 
from their own names.86 Republican officials expanded the scope of the 
efforts to Turkicize the geographical nomenclature. Although the major-
ity of the changes they made in the first decades of the republic were to 
Armenian and Greek toponyms, they also targeted Arabic and Kurdish 
names and anything else that did not sound Turkish enough. A settle-
ments directory published by the Ministry of Interior in 1928 revealed 
that, at least at the district center (kaza) level, many of the Greek names 
in the west and northeast and Armenian, Arabic, or Kurdish names 
in the east had already been changed.87 Republican interventions also 
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conveyed the new leaders’ ambivalent relationship to their Young Turk 
predecessors and their Ottoman heritage, and toponyms that invoked 
them too overtly also disappeared.88 Centrally appointed bureaucrats 
and cartographers, who had little knowledge or interest in local histo-
ries or had taken on the task of rendering them illegible, chose rather 
generic toponyms—such as Şirinköy (Pretty Village), Yeşilköy (Green 
Village), Çamlıca (Pine Grove)—that they also repeated in other loca-
tions, denying them specificity, in much the same way a developer names 
streets in a new subdivision. In sum, within less than sixty years, what 
had started as a series of localized and sporadic interventions turned into 
a systematic project in which the names of twelve thousand out of the 
nearly forty thousand village names and almost two thousand landforms 
in Turkey were changed. Republican officials went over the map of Tur-
key with a fine-tooth comb, over time, zooming in to increasing levels 
of detail, to cleanse its nomenclature of non-Turkish sounding words. In 
cities and towns, name changes unequivocally conveyed to the remaining 
non-Muslim residents their diminished place in the new social order. In 
the countryside, where Muslim immigrants from the Balkans replaced 
departed non-Muslims, new toponyms were a means to rhetorically clear 
up space, as if a new beginning uncompromised by past narratives could 
be marked.

The administration’s efforts to wrest national geography from claims 
by those it excluded from the definition of “Turkishness” also had an un-
equivocally material dimension that included their eviction from lands 
they had inhabited for generations as well as opportunistic seizures of 
their assets. While the suppression of non-Muslims’ participation in the 
public sphere, obstacles to their economic activities, and the attrition of 
their religious cultural institutions ensured a steady trickle of outmigra-
tions, draining Anatolia and Thrace of their non-Muslim inhabitants, 
occasional outbursts of violence triggered sudden mass departures. Argu-
ably, the most notorious among these was the 1934 pogrom in Thrace  
(Trakya Olayları), when, in late June, anti-Semitic attacks that started 
with written threats, in Çanakkale, escalated with the physical beatings of 
Jewish citizens and the boycotting of their businesses. Within a few days 
the violence had turned into a pogrom, spreading like wildfire in the Thra-
cian cities of Kırklareli and Edirne, which had large Jewish populations.89 
Previous sporadic attacks had intimidated the region’s Jews, but nothing 
had prepared them for the scale of violence that ensued.90 Emboldened by 
the passivity of local law enforcement, the rioting mobs brutally assaulted 
Jews, vandalizing and looting their homes and their businesses. Although 
many offered shelter to their neighbors under attack, seeing several friends 
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and business partners partaking in the pillage was especially traumatizing 
for the victims.91 As distraught families made their way to the train sta-
tion to flee to Istanbul, townsfolk in Edirne and Kırklareli lined up along 
the main street to watch their departure.92 Despite the rapid deterioration 
of the situation, it took almost a week for the government to intervene 
and send the gendarmes to restore order. By then, almost a quarter of  
Thrace’s thirteen thousand Jews had arrived in Istanbul (landing in Istan-
bul’s heavily Jewish districts of Balat and Hasköy).93 In subsequent weeks 
Sir Percy Lorraine, the British ambassador, estimated that the numbers 
had reached seven thousand to eight thousand.94 Very few, if any, re-
turned. They sold what they could, but most had to abandon their homes, 
businesses, and sites of communal heritage, thus leaving Thrace bereft of 
its Jewish population.

In 1942, with the passage of the Wealth Tax law, the government 
formally embraced what was a pattern of sporadic circumstances com-
pelling non-Muslims to urgently liquidate their assets, sell their busi-
nesses at a significant loss, and leave their hometowns. Introduced at 
the height of the Second World War as a one-time levy on professionals, 
merchants, manufacturers, and owners of large agricultural estates, the 
implementation of the tax turned into an exercise in the public ostracism 
of non-Muslims. Public and private statements by government officials 
as well as editorials and cartoons fomented a discourse that held war 
profiteers and extortionists, whom they almost invariably implied to be 
non-Muslim, responsible for Turkey’s economic dire straits, which de-
flected attention from the string of bad economic decisions and defense 
spending necessitated by the war raging just outside national boundar-
ies.95 The tax was consequently justified to the broader public as payback 
for years of unethical practices and ill-gotten gains. Debtors’ names and 
the amounts they owed were posted publicly at local tax offices for every-
one to see. More important, these lists, cataloged according to whether 
the debtor was Muslim, non-Muslim, convert, or foreign, confirmed be-
yond doubt that while in theory the tax applied to all citizens equally, 
in practice it targeted non-Muslims.96 In a throwback to the Ottoman 
millet system, which the republic putatively rejected, the assessors clearly 
differentiated between Muslims and non-Muslims, charging the latter 
exorbitantly higher amounts. The assessments were incontestable and 
at the end of the fortnight by which payments had to be made in full, 
the commissions in charge of implementing the law seized the assets of 
those who failed to comply. Where the funds recouped from seizure were 
deemed insufficient, police rounded the debtors up to be sent to selected 
labor camps in Aşkale and Sivrihisar to perform hard labor. Like their 
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FIGURE 4.9. FREQUENTLY NON-MUSLIMS AND, IN THE AF TERMATH OF ARMENIAN AND GREEK DEPARTURES, 

JEWS, WERE PORTR AYED A S OPPORTUNISTIC PROFITEERS, WHO ENRICHED THEMSELVES AT THE EXPENSE OF 

THE REST OF THE HARDWORKING TURKISH POPUL ATION. THE WEIGHT, THE SUIT AND BOWLER HAT, AND THE 

BIG NOSE WERE STEREOT YPIC AL DEPIC TIONS THAT IDENTIFIED THE SUBJEC T A S BEING JEWISH. VARIATIONS 

OF THE IMAGE OF NON-MUSLIM PROFITEERS APPEARED FREQUENTLY IN BOTH HUMOR MAGA ZINES AND  

DAILY NEWSPAPERS. COURTESY OF AYHAN AK TAR.
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debts, auctions of the debtors’ seized property and personal belongings 
were highly publicized events, reported in newspapers as object lessons. 
Some auction events took place at repossessed homes and drew massive 
crowds with an appetite for a good bargain and a curiosity about the now 
exposed private lives of others. Also, as with the earlier Twenty Class-
es conscription event, the detention and eventual transfer of wealth of 
tax debtors was performed as a public spectacle with extensive press 
coverage offering the details of their miserable journey. In the winter of 
1943, crowds braving the freezing cold gathered at train stations along 
the way to watch the slow transit of “those who profited at our expense 
but refused to pay their part” in cargo trains to Aşkale.97 Similarly, the 
employment of mostly urban professionals—merchants and businessmen 
as well as doctors, dentists, and lawyers, who ironically were the farthest 
from mercantile occupations—to work in quarries and road construction 
under primitive conditions was not the most effective use of their skills 
(which, as a matter of fact, were much needed in the country). But hard 
labor was humbling, and that was exactly the point. 

The Wealth Tax was a most effective instrument for the transfer of 
nonmovable assets from non-Muslims to budding Muslim capitalists me-
diated by the state, albeit using extralegal means.98 The sums demanded for 
the tax far exceeded the liquid assets of many of the debtors who were thus 
compelled to sell the real estate they owned within a very short period of 
time to come up with the cash. Within the first six months of 1943, in the 
six central administrative districts of Istanbul, close to nine hundred prop-
erties were sold in order to pay for the tax. These property sales constitut-
ed only 16 percent of all transactions that year, but since they involved the 
most expensive real estate in the city, they accounted for almost half of the 
total monetary value.99 It is important to note that the sudden availability 
of a large number of a range of properties including houses, apartments, 
and multiunit residential buildings as well as commercial structures such 
as office buildings, shops, arcades, warehouses, and factories drove prices 
down by up to 40 percent.100 For those who had enough liquidity, despite 
the severe cash shortage, this was a buyers’ market. The major bulk buyers 
for the properties were state-owned enterprises, which acquired 30 percent 
(by value) of the property put on sale, whereas individual Muslim-Turk-
ish buyers bought more than two-thirds. A very modest 2.3 percent of the 
purchases was made by non-Muslims, who downsized with what was left 
to them after selling more valuable properties.101 When all was said and 
done, some of the most desirable residential and commercial real estate 
in Istanbul had changed hands within less than a year, thus providing the 
starter capital and assets for Turkey’s emerging entrepreneurial class.
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Government officials and—with notably few exceptions—journalists 
and other members of the intelligentsia promoted the Wealth Tax as a 
necessary measure to complete the unfinished business of reconquering 
Turkey. Explicitly linking it to earlier reforms under Mustafa Kemal, 

FIGURE 4.10. FRONT-PAGE COVER AGE OF THE WEALTH TA X IN THE ISTANBUL DAILY TAN . AT THE TOP LEF T 

IS AN ARTICLE ANNOUNCING THAT TA X HAD BEEN COLLEC TED FROM THREE HUNDRED TA XPAYERS; THE 

THREE IMAGES BELOW THE HEADLINE SHOW THE VERY PUBLIC COLLEC TION OF PERSONAL ITEMS FROM 

THEIR HOMES TO PAY FOR THEIR TA X DEBTS. JUST BELOW, ANOTHER NEWS ITEM ANNOUNCING THE AUC-

TION OF HOUSEHOLD ITEMS AND COMMERCIAL STOCK BELONGING TO DEBTORS, ACCOMPANIED BELOW 

BY AN IMAGE OF ARRESTED DEBTORS BEING TR ANSFERRED TO A HOLDING STATION PRIOR TO BEING  

SENT OFF TO WORK C AMPS IN A ŞK ALE, ER ZURUM.
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Prime Minister Saraçoğlu, argued that the Wealth Tax legislation was “the 
economic reform” that would finally grant “us the opportunity to earn our 
economic independence . . . and get rid of the foreigners who dominate 
our markets and hand Turkish markets over to Turkish entrepreneurs” 
(emphasis added).102 Similarly, the contemporary press defined the tax as 
a “patriotic duty” (vatan borcu) and compared it to the sacrifices made by 
the soldiers in the battlefield, thereby invoking the nationalistic sensibil-
ities, which were sharpened during the War of Independence and were 
already heightened due to the Second World War. According to Saraçoğlu,  
considering how “many apartment and office buildings, commercial 
structures, and various other means of income” non-Muslims owned, the 
demand was entirely reasonable.103 Newspapers noted that the streets of 
Beyoğlu, which looked like “the streets of a foreign country . . . bedecked 
in foreign flags and frequently observing holidays and religious festivities 
that differed from ours” had once been a place where “the most prestigious 
of Turkish establishments” could not find themselves so much as a store 
front.104 With the onslaught of the auctions, however, the most prominent 
landmarks of Istanbul’s commercial heart acquired new Turkish owners. 
Mere weeks after the tax was imposed, the daily Cumhuriyet announced 
the conversion of His Master’s Voice Building into the Sümerbank Do-
mestic Products Beyoğlu Branch, stating that “another beautiful building 
has been nationalized.” The significance of using the language of “recon-
quest” and “nationalization” to describe this change of ownership (and 
others like it) was hardly lost on anyone.105 Founded in 1935, Sümerbank 
was the quintessential textiles enterprise that embodied the state’s forceful 
involvement in industrial production to put an end to Turkey’s dependen-
cy on imports and stamp out the prevalence of non-Muslim merchants in 
this sector of the economy. But beyond the strictly economic, the name 
Sümerbank (Sumerian Bank) itself was rooted in the Turkish History The-
sis, which situated Turks in Anatolia at the outset of history and fabricated 
ties with ancient tribes of the region, while repudiating the immediate past 
despite the ubiquity of its traces everywhere. Thus Sümerbank’s flagship 
store in Beyoğlu not only displaced an economic model commonly (and 
negatively) associated with non-Muslims but also, as with other toponym-
ic engineering projects, sought to Turkicize the landmarks of Istanbul’s 
diverse makeup.

The Wealth Tax temporarily reined in inflationary tendencies by 
absorbing excess money in circulation, but at the cost of profound long-
term effects on Turkey’s economy and social fabric. Although at the time, 
non-Muslims constituted only 1.5 percent of Turkey’s population, they paid 
53 percent of the Wealth Tax, with Istanbul at the epicenter accounting for 
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70 percent of the total amount collected nationally.106 Non-Muslims’ heavy 
involvement in import-export trade, manufacturing, and well-paid profes-
sions, made them more likely candidates for Wealth Tax. But the discrep-
ancies between the amounts allotted to them and to Muslims of compara-
ble substance engaged in similar occupations revealed the targeted nature 
of the appraisals the tax commissions had made.107 Many non-Muslims 
who were slated to pay the tax worked in blue-collar or service sector jobs, 
and their meager incomes would hardly have qualified them for a Wealth 
Tax had it not been for their religion. The tax spelled the end of many 
successful businesses and sometimes unintentionally produced iron-
ic consequences such as inducing the collapse of the Yarmayan family’s 
production plant, despite the fact that it produced much needed military 
defense equipment and could not be readily replaced.108 The demands for 
large sums bankrupted many families; for example, Margarios Ohanyan, 
a wealthy merchant who owned several office and apartment buildings 
in Istanbul, was reduced to tenancy in the basement apartment of one 
of his former properties as he and his family tried to rebuild their lives 
from what little was left.109 Imposed just two months after their discharge, 
the tax was especially hard on those returning from the Twenty Classes 
conscription and, as a result of not having been able to work for sixteen 
months, were already financially weakened. Long after successive govern-
ments admitted the error and repudiated the policy, for those affected the 
Wealth Tax turned into an experience they did not want to talk about.110 
In the aftermath of the tax, non-Muslims felt skittish about undertaking 
new enterprises—a gap that was eventually filled by Turkish entrepreneurs 
like Vehbi Koç or Hacı Ömer Sabancı, whose corporations grew to become 
Turkey’s largest. When they did engage in commerce or industry, they al-
most always sought a Muslim-Turkish partner, who regardless of skills or 
experience, they hoped, would provide a shield should they become targets 
of policies similar to the Wealth Tax.111 Most noticeably, within two years 
of the foundation of the new state of Israel, thirty-three thousand Turk-
ish Jews emigrated.112 Although the Wealth Tax affected a relatively small 
number of people, it was a profound violation of a fundamental sense of 
fairness, and in the words of Faik Ökte, who oversaw its implementation 
in Istanbul, it forever “poisoned the sense of trust between the state and 
citizens that is indispensable for a thriving . . . economic life.”113

C O N C L U S I O N

The dismantling of non-Muslim landscapes was remarkably similar to 
the dismantling of heterodox Islamic landscapes outlined in the previous 
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chapter. Both were spatial strategies for constituting a homogeneous so-
ciety, wherein collective allegiances coalesced around the idea of nation-
hood, overriding all other competing loyalties. 

But there were also important differences. In the first place, unlike 
the followers of heterodox Islam, whose faith was being co-opted to be 
brought under the auspices of the central state, the pressures on non-Mus-
lims were never imposed with an eye toward their eventual assimilation. 
They were, instead, geared toward compelling them to leave the country or 
forcing them to repress their distinctive identities with the implicit under-
standing that they would never be able to assimilate. Second, while in the 
early years of the republic heterodox Islam came under severe constraints, 
Islam’s place in Turkey’s history was not denied. In contrast, whether 
effected directly or perpetrated by individuals and implicitly sanctioned 
by the government, the transformation or deterioration of non-Muslim 
structures beyond recognition—coupled with their conscious omission 
from most historical accounts, as evidenced by their absence on maps 
and in local histories and textbooks—was part of an effort to edit non- 
Muslims out of Turkey’s heritage as well.

Changes in the physical world had long-lasting consequences insofar 
as they undercut long-standing notions of land tenure and ownership, re-
configured cognitive maps, and disrupted established cycles of life. From 
the catastrophic deportation of Armenians to the petty harassment of 
non-Muslims on the streets of small towns, each incident large or small 
contributed to the remaking of Turkey’s social, economic, and spatial 
structure with the range of openings they created for wealth and asset 
transfer. These events shook the lives of those who, as targets of such dis-
criminatory policies, lost their homes, livelihoods, and their communal 
institutions, while propelling the fortunes of those who, with the implicit 
approval of the powers that be, stood to gain from that loss. Beholden to 
the regime and with vested interests in its preservation, this emergent 
“national bourgeoisie” of local notables and neophyte industrialists was 
in turn an indispensable political asset for a state that continued to face 
substantial challenges to its solvency and sovereignty. But more broadly, 
even for those who had little to lose or gain materially, these changes re-
drew the maps of neighborhoods and towns and generated new economic 
and social hierarchies. It is noteworthy that such changes operated in less 
discernible, more diffuse ways, thus making their impact harder to grasp 
because, for the most part, the physical environment continued to project 
an appearance of permanence that masked the disruptions in practice, 
transfers of ownership, and concomitant shifts in meaning. And, when 
actual physical changes—in the form of demolitions or new construc-



152

O F F O R G OT T E N P E O P L E A N D F O R G OT T E N P L AC E S

tion—were made to built environments once occupied by non-Muslims, 
they were gradual and uncoordinated, making them blend easily into 
other changes in the land.

The exclusionary practices and discriminatory policies outlined in 
this chapter cumulatively defined the boundaries of what constituted 
membership in the modern Turkish nation. But the process—as exempli-
fied by the travel restrictions that almost paralyzed national commerce or 
the chaos during the Twenty Classes conscription with the confinement 
of the conscripts at the Sultanahmet Square prior to their shipment—was 
untidy, often shortsighted, and riddled with logistical problems that 
displayed a pattern of ill-advised clampdowns often followed by hasty 
pullbacks. Furthermore, republican leaders generally shared a desire to 
homogenize the polity, but not all of them approached the issue with the 
same zeal. As in other areas of policy making, the coexistence of both 
moderates and CUP militants among the RPP’s top brass further con-
tributed to this tense and fluctuating state of affairs. Which of the com-
peting factions at different levels of the military and political chains of 
command prevailed affected both the handling of sudden developments 
that spiraled out of control (such as the violence after the Niego funeral 
and the 1934 pogroms in Thrace) and policy reversals (such as the repeal 
of the Twenty Classes conscription and the Wealth Tax programs within 
almost a year of their enforcement). Finally, international political align-
ments also informed domestic policies regarding non-Muslims. Turkish 
Jews were especially alarmed by the cozy relationship between the ultra-
nationalist members of the RPP establishment and the Nazi regime in 
Germany. Turkey’s minorities were not alone in their anxious existence. 
Neighboring young nation-states such as Bulgaria, Greece, and Romania, 
which, like Turkey, were still reeling from the collapse of the Ottoman 
Empire and the reconfiguration of the region’s human and political 
geography, faced similar challenges to national integration and imple-
mented comparable strategies including minoritization, appropriation 
and repurposing of the built environment, and toponymic erasure. It is 
important to note that as kin states to population pockets in each other’s 
territories, they constantly and mutually modulated their policies regard-
ing minorities. Hence, for instance, the fortunes of Istanbul’s Greeks and 
their Turkish-Muslim counterparts in western Thrace were both closely 
linked to the temperature of Turco-Greek relations. For the people on the 
ground, however, the unpredictability of living a life so closely indexed to 
the vagaries of domestic and international politics became an incentive 
to leave lands inhabited by generations of their ancestors, further homog-
enizing the nation-states of the region. The resulting regime was inher-
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ently lacking in plurality and democracy. It offered a centrally defined, 
hegemonic cultural identity as the only legitimate public identity and 
removed all other identity claims, such as language, culture, and belief 
from the public sphere.114 In the final part of this book, “An Imaginable 
Community,” I will turn to the spatial construction of this new top-down 
identity, focusing on the material culture, institutions, and practices of 
the new state that fomented its reproduction.
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C H A P T E R 5
NATIONALIZING  

SPACE

In her renowned memoirs of the Turkish War of Independence (1919–
1922), Halide Edip (Adıvar) wrote extensively about the difficulty of 
mustering support to fight the war even in Ankara, where the national-

ists had based themselves. In a conversation during the buildup to the war, 
local women told her: “Look, of course, we want the good of our country 
too, but why should [Ankara] struggle and sacrifice herself for a hopeless 
cause because Istanbul happens to be in the hands of the British? . . . Is it 
not enough that half of [Ankara] died in [Çanakkale]? And for what? Let 
each town struggle for itself, for heaven’s sake!”1

Halide Edip was not alone in voicing apprehension about the profound 
apathy following the post–First World War occupation of the country, es-
pecially in rural Anatolia.2 The endemic lack of concern among the people 
for what lay beyond their immediate vicinity appalled the nationalists: 
How could people not feel compelled to rush to the aid of their compatri-
ots in neighboring towns that came under occupation?

After decades of military conflict, war fatigue was a significant hurdle 
to mobilization, but people’s reluctance to fight for lands and folks they 
did not necessarily see as their own was an equally important factor. 
This insular frame of reference persisted after the war, jeopardizing the 
viability of the neophyte state. The longevity of the Turkish Republic as 
a political unit depended on national integration. This meant expanding 
the horizons of people’s communal imagination to include a geography 
that was coterminous with the national borders and establishing enduring 
affective ties among its inhabitants. In short, it meant ensuring that Istan-
bul’s fate would matter to the inhabitants of Ankara and beyond during 
emergencies and otherwise.
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Complicating the process of integration were the vast regional differ-
ences in population profile, geographic conditions, and economic pros-
perity across the country. Generally speaking, eastern Turkey had a more 
rugged terrain and a harsher climate than the west; its sparsely populated 
settlements became all the more isolated during the long and cold winter 
months. Tribal affiliations were strong, with much of the land and other 
assets in the possession of a relatively few powerful families. The west, 
especially the northwest, had more favorable geographic conditions and 
better accessibility and also benefited from its proximity to the historic 
seat of power. Its economy was more integrated regionally as well as with 
international trade, it was more densely populated, and its inhabitants 
were relatively more prosperous than their eastern counterparts. During 
the build up to the War of Independence the nationalists had managed to 
broker makeshift alliances between various groups from different regions. 
However, struck under extraordinary duress, these were circumstantial in 
nature and could not hold together constituencies whose living standards, 
self-definition, and interests were so divergent. Moreover, as discussed in 
chapter 4, whereas Turkey had lost the bulk of its non-Muslim inhabitants 
to wartime atrocities and later population exchanges, the remaining pre-
dominantly Muslim majority was far from being homogeneous. Existing 
cleavages between the different religious groups were exacerbated by the 
administration’s policies. Although professing to separate state affairs 
from religion, the process of secularization had, in practice, co-opted the 
institutional infrastructure of Orthodox Sunni Islam, thereby favoring 
its followers over practitioners of indigenous, heterodox forms of Islam, 
who constituted about a quarter of the population. Finally, a larger conflict 
loomed ineastern Turkey: The region’s large Kurdish population had, for 
the most part, sided with the nationalists during the War of Independence. 
They were, however, a distinct ethnic group—even though they were not 
unified among themselves. Insofar as it called for the Kurds to give up 
their cultural and linguistic heritage and subordinate themselves to the 
rule of a central government by relinquishing their tribal social structures, 
national integration was tantamount to assimilation, which inevitably led 
to years of violent confrontations that continue today.

National integration may not immediately come across as a spatial 
problem, but some of the most consequential strategies implemented in 
Turkey were. Republican leaders understood that in the long run they 
could not sustain the legitimacy of the new order by imposing the state’s 
authority solely through violent means. Rather, they had to devise and im-
plement policies to instill in the population a sense of unity and continuity 
as a people with a common history and a united destiny living on a shared 
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piece of land. A central component of this state-driven transformation 
strategy was the creation of a uniform web of infrastructural services, 
which would be centrally administered from Ankara.3 Consequently, de-
spite the severe shortage of resources, Turkey’s leaders decided to embark 
on a large number of public works projects to modernize the country and 
bring it “to the level of contemporary civilization.”4 Their ambitious en-
deavor included opening new schools, community centers, and hospitals; 
remaking the downtown areas of several cities; and building new roads, 
railroads, and bridges to previously inaccessible parts of the country. 
Mostly utilitarian structures, the individual components of this undertak-
ing were modest in scale and appearance. Taken together, however, they 
presented a recognizably uniform physical character as the material cul-
ture of the new Turkish state.

Modern states are indisputably territorial.5 They assert their power not 
only through their monopoly over the means of violence but also through 
their ability to transform the physical landscape.6 The two strategies are 
inextricably linked and mutually reinforcing. Large-scale infrastructural 
projects are concrete expressions of power. They require the mobilization 
of massive human and material resources, which depends on the state’s 
imminent ability to resort to violence if necessary. In turn, as in the Turk-
ish case, the existence of a comprehensive infrastructure is indispensable 
for the state to deploy its military and police forces effectively. The asser-
tion of authority does not always take the form of open aggression. State 
power is at its most efficacious when it operates without any visible con-
frontation, monitoring and channeling people’s activities, mediating the 
transactions between the members of its polity, and controlling the use 
and distribution of collective resources.7 The modern state’s building stock 
provides the physical scaffolding in and around which these transactions 
take place. The barriers, passages, compartments, thresholds, and adjacen-
cies that the built environment engenders shape the rhythms and routines 
of everyday life and, therefore, are instrumental to disseminating officially 
sanctioned notions of identity, order, hierarchy, and authority.

The built and written evidence that Turkey’s leaders left behind reveals 
just how central the control of space through the construction of public 
works was to their national integration strategies. In this chapter, using 
this rich preserve of records, I examine their zealous attempts to define the 
form, function, and meaning of a standard, extensive, and centralized web 
of infrastructural projects, which they envisioned would eventually span 
the entire country and bind the national territory together. These large-
scale projects were not only important for bringing the material comforts 
of modernity to the population at large but also were central to the func-
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tioning of the state and its exertion of power. The roads, railroads, train 
stations, administrative and military structures, and redesigned town 
centers surveyed here formed the indispensable physical components of 
an expanding state apparatus. They facilitated the state’s operations, en-
abling it to enforce laws uniformly, extract taxes in the form of cash or 
labor, demand compulsory military service, and tighten its control over 
the newly forged and fragile geopolitical unit. In addition to performing 
utilitarian functions, this broad infrastructural network carried symbol-
ic meanings to be inscribed in the popular imagination. As the sites of 
intensified state-citizen transactions, they reminded people of their par-
ticipation in a national community that stretched beyond the immediately 
visible. The materialization of these projects was meant to appeal to peo-
ple’s sense of ownership and pride as the fruits of their collective labor 
as a nation. Most dramatically, Turkey’s leaders deliberately deployed the 
components of this infrastructure for promoting national unity by in-
corporating them into heavily orchestrated commemorative pageants, in 
which the traumatic events of the recent past were symbolically reenacted 
and the shared goals of the nation were collectively reenacted. In short, 
this chapter foregrounds the material culture of the neophyte Turkish Re-
public by examining the utilitarian and symbolic functions of state-run 
sites and services.

W E AV I N G A N I R O N W E B AC R O S S T H E L A N D

A cartoon published shortly after the inauguration of service to Amasya 
in November 1927 proudly celebrated the Republican People’s Party (RPP) 
government’s rail transit policy—albeit with a certain degree of wishful 
hyperbole.8 It featured an aged Prime Minister İsmet (İnönü) seated at his 
official chair, studying a railroad map of Turkey, with a caption that read, 
“‘Fifty Years Later’ İsmet Pasha: There is no more room to build new rail 
lines, we will have to open new lines underground.” İnönü was arguably 
the keenest advocate of “weaving an iron web” across the country and 
during his long tenure he provided unstinting support for expanding the 
web’s coverage.9 By the late 1930s, Turkish State Railways (TCDD) officials 
boasted that in contrast to the 4,100 kilometers of lines built under the Ot-
toman Empire between 1856 and 1912, 3,100 kilometers of lines were built 
in the first fifteen years of the republic, tripling the pace of expansion.10 
Remarkably, Ankara, which at the beginning of the War of Independence 
was the terminus of a secondary service route on the Baghdad–Basra 
line, emerged as the national hub at the intersection of multiple lines in 
all directions that reached or were expected to reach Turkey’s borders on 
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land and sea. All trains traversing the country had to go through Ankara, 
reifying the new capital’s central position within the country. This new 
configuration presented a striking contrast to the layout of railroads built 
during the Ottoman years, signaling a profound shift in Turkey’s trans-
portation policy. 

The Ottoman government did not make comprehensive long-term rail 
transit plans nor did it decide the itinerary of routes. Instead, various for-
eign consortia, often backed by their respective governments, approached 
Ottoman officials to propose new lines on routes they expected to be lu-
crative.11 In exchange for building the lines, they were granted operation 
rights over a fixed period of time. These concessions also included per-

FIGURE 5.1. A C ARTOON DE-

PIC TING THE EXPANSION OF 

TURKISH R AILROADS “ ‘FIF T Y 

YEARS L ATER’ İSMET PA ŞA: 

THERE IS NO MORE ROOM 

TO BUILD NEW R AIL LINES, 

WE WILL HAVE TO OPEN NEW 

LINES UNDERGROUND.”
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quisites such as commercial privileges over agricultural products within 
the service area and exclusive rights to operate mines found in the close 
vicinity of the tracks.12 The Ottoman state, for its part, benefited from 
the accessibility—albeit piecemeal—provided by the railroads as they fa-
cilitated more effective policing and tax collection.13 Since the Ottoman 
government agreed at the outset to provide the collateral, cover potential 
losses, and receive a share of the profits only if these rose above a certain 
margin, railroad business in the empire was considered to be lucrative 
and relatively risk-free for foreign investors.14 Setting up even the most 
bare-bones line entitled the railroad entrepreneurs to tap into the natural 
and agricultural resources over a broader region. Given such advantages, 
obtaining concessions to build new lines was competitive. Although the 
capitulations gave them little room to maneuver, Ottoman officials were 
savvy enough to maximize their leverage by pitting the various investors 
(and the governments behind them) against one another, never allowing 
one company to completely dominate the sector.

Shaped by the divergent political and economic calculations of the 
parties involved, Ottoman railroads served narrow and specialized geo-
graphic areas.15 The lines were concentrated mainly in Rumelia and west-
ern Anatolia, where the soil was fertile, the climate and topography were 

FIGURE 5.2. THE EXPANSION OF THE R AILROAD NET WORK IN TURKEY. AL SO SHOWN ARE THE AREA S UNDER 

THE CONTROL OF THE GENER AL INSPEC TOR ATES. MAP DR AWN BY JENNIE WEBB.
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agreeable, and the prospects for promoting commercial agriculture were 
relatively better than the rest of the empire.16 Their short and segmented 
itineraries functioned as discrete legal entities controlling fragments of a 
discontinuous maze.17 Moreover, routes were selected mainly to capital-
ize on existing local resources, but once in place, they further widened 
disparities between regions. As a result, unlike in other countries where 
railroads opened up previously closed local markets to national and in-
ternational trade, consolidated labor, and merchandise markets, thereby 
reinforcing social cohesion, in Ottoman Turkey, railroads did not have a 
unifying effect.18

Republican leaders wanted to reverse all that. They set out to consol-
idate all lines under the exclusive authority of a single state-owned com-
pany because they considered establishing an effective rail transit system 
indispensable to progress and national integration. To accomplish this, in 
addition to building new lines to remote and impoverished destinations, 
which would have been of little interest to private investors, they had to 
buy out the contracts inherited from the Ottoman Empire or wait until 
they ran out.19 Republican leaders resented the continued foreign opera-
tion of some lines, which they regarded as the bitter legacy of the empire’s 
subservience to European interests. Taking possession of the country by 
rail was essentially an act of reclaiming sovereignty and it was as much 
about conquering uncharted territories with new lines as reconquering 
those under foreign ownership. During this period of intense reorganiza-
tion, Turkey’s leaders framed their railroad policy in terms of three recur-
ring themes: economy, national integration, and security.

Highlighting the economic dimensions of the task at hand, Hiday-
et Sertel, director general of TCDD, asserted that “the gains generat-
ed by the railroads during the pre-Republican period were unilateral,  
profiting exclusively foreign investors whose main goal was effortless 
exploitation.” While the lines concentrated in certain profitable regions, 
other regions, which were often impoverished and had little commer-
cial interest to the investors, were neglected, becoming even less appeal-
ing to entrepreneurial appetites.20 The economic goals of TCDD were  
different. The company was not an independent moneymaking enter-
prise but an investment toward spurring economic growth across the 
country. TCDD charged below cost for shipping agricultural products, 
metals, industrial goods, and other strategic goods because the long-
term benefits of integrating the national market and supporting local 
industries outweighed short-term profits.21 Sertel repeated that, unlike 
commercial carriers, TCDD’s mission was not to recoup the initial in-
vestment and that its operating expenses should instead be understood 
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as an integral part of the overhead costs of operating a nation-state as a 
whole.22 Linking the centers of production and consumption was fun-
damental to Turkey’s economic self-sufficiency. He added that railroads 
were necessary as much for “carrying the coal of Zonguldak to the steel 
mills of Karabük” as for “bringing bread to our people on the [Black 
Sea] coast, who not so long ago, were compelled to consume imported 
wheat.”23 

Railroads were equally vital for their role in facilitating national inte-
gration. As they fanned out into the country, they transformed the face 
of Turkey. Although they were not completely independent of geographic 
and climatic obstacles, trains broke into the terrain in an unprecedented 
way. They shortened traveling times considerably and opened new cor-
ridors of transit, which in turn reworked established spatial relations of 

FIGURE 5.3. THE INAUGUR ATION OF TR AIN LINES WA S A MUCH CELEBR ATED EVENT IN THE LOC ALITIES ON 

THE ITINER ARY. INAUGUR AL TR AINS, ADORNED WITH FLOWERS AND LEAVES, TR AVELED THROUGH OR-

NATE MILESTONES A S CHEERING CROWDS LINED UP BESIDE  THE TR ACKS. THIS IS A PHOTO OF THE FIRST 

TR AIN SERVICE FROM MERSIN ON THE MEDITERR ANEAN COA ST TO SAMSUN ON THE BL ACK SEA COA ST OF  

TURKEY. THE BANNER IN FRONT OF THE LOCOMOTIVE, DECOR ATED WITH FLOWERS AND FL AGS, READS 

“GREETINGS FROM THE MEDITERR ANEAN TO THE BL ACK SEA .”
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proximity and accessibility between Turkish towns. In eastern Anatolia, 
where the winters are harsh and the mountains are rugged, remote towns 
that were part of the itinerary became accessible almost year-round for 
the first time.24 Between 1933 and 1938 the total number of passengers 
quadrupled and the total mileage traveled almost tripled.25 The increased 
number of passengers and mileage indicated that railroads were gradually 
becoming a common means of transportation, enabling more people to 
reach farther corners of the country. As small enclaves, which in the past 
had been relatively isolated, gradually became ports of call on a long route, 
republican leaders hoped their integration to the national unit would be 
improved as well.

In addition to people and goods, railroads also moved ideas. Turkey’s 
leaders regarded them as crucial agents of social and cultural change. 
“Without railroads,” claimed President Kemal Atatürk, “it would be very 
difficult even to disseminate ideas about civilization let alone to propagate 
civilization itself. Railroads chart the path to progress and prosperity.”26 
Similarly, in an article titled “Railroads and Turkish Unity,” İsmail Hakkı 
Baltacıoğlu, a professor of education and prolific author, argued:

Railroads are much more than [an economic investment]. . . . To become a 
family, a nation, people need to have ties that pull them together. These in-
clude a common language, collective duties, spiritual bonds, and last but not 
least, shared goals and convictions. Such sharing can only happen if certain 
collective sensibilities are sharpened. What makes a nation is not propinquity 
but the liveliness of these ties and sensibilities. Yet mountains, seas, deserts, 
in short, distances, material obstacles stand in the way of establishing and 
maintaining such ties. What should we do? We should eliminate those natural 
obstacles, right? How? By getting rid of the mountains, seas, deserts! . . . The 
only way to do this is to improve railroad and maritime transportation. If this 
is realized, the constituents of a nation who are of the same ancestry will be 
drawn closer together and bound together more easily. This will impact col-
lective projects positively, accelerate industrial growth, promote agricultural 
production, and increase commercial transactions. Out of this revitalization a 
new generation, which we call the new man, will be born. Nothing can bring 
the kind of mental transformation that the railroads can.27

Finally, and most important, republican leaders stressed the role of rail-
roads in bolstering national security. Republican leaders argued that a 
decision as important as deciding the routes could not be left to foreign 
companies and the political powers behind them, as had previously been 
the case. Owning and operating its own comprehensive network of lines 
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was integral to preserving Turkey’s political integrity. The prime minis-
ter, İsmet İnönü, firmly believed that to protect and exert its authority in 
all corners of the country, the central government had to be able to reach 
those corners in the first place. As he put it, “The safety and prosperity 
of Izmir can only be assured if we can transport people from Erzurum 
and Sivas to run to the rescue of Izmir within forty-eight hours.”28 At the 
time, however, it was just as important—if not more so—to quickly deploy 
soldiers from Izmir to Elazığ and Tunceli (Dersim), where Kurdish insur-
rections threatened the authority of the government in Ankara. In Turkey 
the process of national consolidation had not yet been completed, and the 
threats were both external and internal. Although the heavily censored 
press refrained from reporting the details, between 1924 and 1938, various 
Kurdish tribes, which refused to recognize the authority of the central 
government, staged seventeen major uprisings in eastern and southeastern 
Turkey.29 Almost every spring, after the snow melted, the army made in-
cursions into the rugged territories in an effort to suppress rebellious tribes 
in guerrilla-style battles. Internal correspondences between civilian and 
military officials reveal how crucial they regarded making the previously 
impregnable geography of eastern Turkey accessible to military troops by 
building roads and bridges to facilitate the passage of vehicles and other 
heavy equipment, placing military outposts to guard them against attacks, 
and setting up relay stations to expedite communications.30 Coupled with 
regular troop movements, intensified surveillance, new technologies of 
communication, and reconnaissance flights, railroads produced an un-
precedented militarized geography in eastern and southeastern Turkey. 
Seen through the lens of this chronic conflict, especially in the conflict 
zones, far beyond a mere metaphorical gesture, taking possession of the 
land was a very material assertion of state power.

T H E R E P U B L I C A N TO W N

In November 1937, as part of a larger tour of eastern Anatolia, Mustafa 
Kemal paid a two-day visit to the southeastern city of Diyarbakır, during 
which he also attended the groundbreaking ceremony for the new rail 
lines that would connect Turkey to neighboring Iran and Iraq. When his 
famous white train finally rolled into the train station in the early evening, 
the crowd of locals who had already been waiting for hours in anxious 
anticipation cheered with excitement. In preparation for Mustafa Kemal’s 
visit, the entire city of Diyarbakır had been decked out in flags and ban-
ners, and temporary archways with welcoming slogans had been erected 
at prominent locations on the city’s main routes along which he was ex-
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pected to travel. Important buildings such as the Government House and 
the Governor’s Mansion were illuminated with festively strung lightbulbs 
running off generators because Diyarbakır did not yet have functioning  
electricity.

The train station served as the staging point for Mustafa Kemal’s visit. 
Between outings, he retreated to his personal car parked at the station, 
where he met local officials. He used the second-floor terrace of the station 
to address the crowds—a move that for a brief period turned the building 
into an outsized podium. The terrace offered an unobstructed view of the 
new Diyarbakır in the making. Completed in 1935, the building stood at 
about a kilometer (0.6 meters) to the west of the city wall. Station Boule-
vard, a newly opened wide road between the train station and Urfa Gate, 
was conceived as the spine for Diyarbakır’s future growth. Most new con-
struction, funded mainly by the government, was located to the north of 
the avenue, outside the city wall, in the sector between Dağ Kapısı (Moun-
tain Gate) to the north and Urfa Gate to the west. Immediately outside 
the train station, to the north of Station Boulevard, a large field had been 
allocated for sporting and ceremonial events. The institutional core of the 

FIGURE 5.4. (LEF T ) D İYARBAKIR MA STER PL AN FOR THE WESTERN EXPANSION OF THE CIT Y OUTSIDE ITS 

CITADEL, AND (RIGHT ) HISTORIC DIYARBAKIR INSIDE ITS WALL S. THE SMALL IMAGE ON THE RIGHT- HAND 

SIDE INDIC ATES THE REL ATIVE SC ALE OF THE EXPANSION TO THE EXISTING CIT Y. (1) THE SQUARE IN FRONT 

OF THE TR AIN STATION; (2) URFA GATE, AT THE OTHER END OF STATION BOULEVARD; (3) HARPUT GATE; 

AND (4) MONUMENT SQUARE, WITH PARK AND NEW INSTITUTIONAL BUILDINGS ON SURROUNDING BLOCKS.
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city, including the Government House, the Courthouse, the Army and 
Gendarme headquarters, the Offices of the First Regional Inspectorate 
General were sited around a large park, just three blocks to the north of 
Station Boulevard. Kapısı Avenue, which eventually turned into the Elazığ 
Road, demarcated the northern edge of new development, beyond which 
lay extensive military installations.

During his short but high-profile visit to Diyarbakır, Mustafa Kemal 
attended a classical music concert at Halkevi (the RPP-run community 
center), visited the Officers’ Club and the Government House (see fig.  6.11).
He met with local and regional officials, inquired about the progress of 
various projects, and examined the long-term plans for the development 
of old Diyarbakır, inside the city walls, and new Diyarbakır, immediately 
outside them. He complimented local officials for the latter and ordered 
some changes in the former, including the widening of Diyarbakır’s still 
discernible cardo-decomanus  and the opening of two parallel ring roads 
on both sides of the city walls.31 He insisted that historical structures with 
cultural or artistic significance be preserved during this process so as to 
retain old Diyarbakır’s original character. Yet with the exception of two 
mansions on the outskirts of the old town, which he had used as residenc-
es during his brief deployments to the city as a young Ottoman general, 
Mustafa Kemal’s tour of Diyarbakır was limited exclusively to its newer 
developments.32 Much to the disappointment of the local business owners, 
members of the city’s stock and grain exchange and the chamber of com-
merce, who had contributed to the decoration of the streets of the inner 
market district, Mustafa Kemal only stopped outside the Urfa Gate to 
examine the details of its stone carvings and carpentry. Mustafa Kemal’s 
quick and scripted movements about town suggest that he probably had 
a preconceived notion about the layout of republican Diyarbakır and its 
landmarks independent of actual conditions on the ground.

Indeed, during the second decade of the republic, the patterns of de-
velopment outlined above for Diyarbakır were consistent with an urban 
design template that was becoming increasingly common throughout 
Turkey. The use of a recurring repertoire of urban design components 
to endow Turkish cities with a uniform character was as central to the 
RPP’s spatial strategy for national integration as its policy of “weaving 
an iron web.” By providing travelers with similar views to behold at their 
points of arrival in each city and a townscape that was familiar enough 
to navigate fluently, republican planners sought to convey a pervasive 
sense of unity concretized in the physical arrangement of buildings and 
urban spaces. In this process, Ankara was, par excellence, the model 
to emulate. As Falih Rıfkı Atay enthusiastically asserted in an editori-
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al he penned for the tenth anniversary of the republic, after succeeding 
in Ankara, “we could remake the rest of Anatolia . . . which would be 
like shaping dough using the same mold.”33 In other words, beyond an 
administrative center, the republican leadership regarded Ankara as 
the test site for developing the prototypical elements of a modern urban 
environment and performing the sociospatial practices of a new way of 
life, which would then be implemented elsewhere. The clustering of insti-
tutional buildings, their interior layouts, and their prescribed utilitarian 
and ceremonial functions in cities across the country would be modeled 
after those of Turkey’s new capital. As the flagship of all republican en-
deavors, Ankara absorbed a disproportionate amount of Turkey’s meager 
resources and its population grew at a rate incomparable with the rest of 
Turkish cities.34 These unique characteristics notwithstanding, practices 
and ideas first introduced in the new capital were gradually adopted in 
other Turkish towns. The shortage of funds and labor—especially skilled 
labor—was even more acute in the provinces, thus projects had to be 
selected carefully to achieve maximum impact. Consequently, the most 
prominently representative/ceremonial (and often photographed) urban 
spaces, such as city entrances, downtowns, and the major thoroughfares 
between them were given priority, and, in many cases, the projects had to 
be scaled down or their implementation stretched out over a long period 
of time. Nevertheless, by the late 1940s, Turkish towns—especially in the 
arrangement of their main arteries and their institutional cores—began 
to exhibit remarkably similar characteristics, which are still somewhat 
recognizable today.

One common gesture, implemented in Diyarbakır and elsewhere, was 
to use the train station as a generator of urban form. To this end, existing 
train stations were upgraded and enlarged, and new ones were built as 
railroad service expanded to new destinations. The new stations along 
TCDD routes shared common features insofar as they were built accord-
ing to similar specifications featuring uniform plans, color schemes, and 
furnishings. There were two standard prototypes. The larger ones built 
at major provincial destinations such as Diyarbakır, Sivas, Manisa, or 
Malatya bore the distinctive traits of the style known as “Ankara cubic,” 
characterized by their pronounced horizontal masses accentuated by 
thick flat bands punctuated by deep windows on the second floor, their 
apparently flat roofs, and overstretched eaves.35 Their massing and plan 
had a distinctly tripartite symmetrical arrangement with a lobby at the 
center flanked by service spaces and offices on the sides. This simple and 
pragmatic layout was used across the board, even if the scale or the archi-
tectural expression of the building changed. Thus, the small train stations 
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at minor towns along the route were far less elaborate than their counter-
parts at the large provincial centers but still had a similar tripartite layout. 

In addition, because practical considerations almost always kept the 
actual railroad at a tangent to existing settlements, the stretch between the 
settlement and the train station presented itself as a useful development 
opportunity, and republican planners capitalized on it. In order to frame 
the approach to town and leave a positive impression on travelers, they 
designed new squares in front of the train stations and built paved and 
tree-lined avenues leading into town. They also upgraded existing roads 
and, where possible, had unsightly objects and buildings around them re-
moved. In localities that remained outside the reach of the iron web, sim-
ilar improvements were made along the main thoroughfares leading into 
town. Depending on the availability of land and other local conditions, 
one of the intersections of these refurbished arteries was enlarged and 
converted into a square. These new squares were almost invariably named 
after the republic (Cumhuriyet Meydanı) and were anchored by a mon-

FIGURE 5.5. IDENTIC AL TR AIN STATIONS IN THREE DIFFERENT CITIES, MAN İSA (ABOVE), S İVA S ( TOP,  

OPPOSITE), AND MAL AT YA (BOT TOM, OPPOSITE), ON THE DAY OF ITS INAUGUR ATION. ALTHOUGH NOT  

FEAURED HERE, THE DIYARBAKIR TR AIN STATION WA S AL SO BUILT TO THE SAME SPECIFIC ATIONS.  

COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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FIGURE 5.6. PROT YPIC AL TR AIN STATION PL AN, MAL AT YA VERSION. COURTESY OF JEAN-PATRICK CHARREY.

F I G U R E 5 . 7.  B U R S A R E P U B L I C S Q UA R E , PA R K , A N D ATAT Ü R K M O N U M E N T. T H E S M A L L M O D E R N B U I L D -

I N G AC R O S S F R O M T H E M O N U M E N T I S T H E B U R S A Z I R A AT (AG R I C U LT U R E ) B A N K M A I N B R A N C H O F-

F I C E . Z I R A AT B A N K WA S A N D I S T H E L A R G E S T S TAT E B A N K I N T U R K E Y, A N D I T A L S O S E R V E S A S A 

L I A I S O N F O R T H E C E N T R A L B A N K I N T H E P R OV I N C E S . L I B R A RY O F T H E C H A M B E R O F A R C H I T EC T S O F 

T U R K E Y.
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ument honoring Atatürk and the memory of the War of Independence. 
Often, a patch of green framed the Atatürk monument, and where land 
was available, the monument was placed in a park. Although they varied 
in size and degree of elaboration, these areas were landscaped in a very 
similar fashion, with geometric parterres bordered by shrubs. Over time, 
the recurring use of certain plants throughout Turkey—such as salvias, 
pansies, gladioli, and rosebushes—further reinforced the overall effect of 
uniformity, as if to complement the standard building stock of republican 
urbanism with an official flora. The Republic Square, with its monument 
and landscaping constituted a focal point for new urban development. 
Buildings that housed the state’s administrative apparatus, such as pro-
vincial government houses, courts, military command centers, and police 
departments, were built around it and along the new avenues leading to it. 
Institutions that served the public directly, including new schools, health-
care centers, and playgrounds, were also located in the same general area. 
In later years, the local facilities of the ruling Republican People’s Party 
and eventually Halkevleri, the party-run community centers, would fol-
low suit, bringing home the presence of the state and serving as a concrete 
reminder of the close relationship between the state and the single ruling 
party.

In the southeastern province of Muğla, for instance, the monument, 
the square, and the park were not only the conceptual nucleus of the new 
plan but also its first components to materialize.36 The new Government 
House, the Halkevi, and the City Club, also operated by the Halkevi, were 
completed within the next decade.37 The new civic core displaced Muğ-
la’s city center from the foothills to the plains and brought it closer to the 
Aydın-Marmaris road, which was also paved, widened, and landscaped. 
To realize the new town center project, Muğla’s old vakıf-owned cemetery 
had to be relocated outside the new development area.38 The move shifted 
Muğla’s focus away from the city’s established core anchored by a handful 
of mosques, tekkes, and commercial buildings owned by miscellaneous 
vakıfs. It also introduced new venues of casual sociability to replace the 
old ones. As with so many western Anatolian towns, Muğla had lost its 
Greek population during the 1923 Turkish–Greek Population Exchange. 
The local Greeks had owned and operated Muğla’s taverns, which despite 
nominal Islamic proscriptions against alcohol consumption, were well-
loved establishments patronized by the town’s Muslims and Christians 
alike.39 Moreover, the closure of tekkes and zaviyes in 1924 brought an 
abrupt end to the social life that flourished around them, leaving early re-
publican Muğla with few venues of socialization outside private homes.40 
By operating the City Club and promoting other social outreach activities 
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FI G U R E 5 . 8 .  ( TO P ) DOW NTOW N M U Ğ L A O RG A N IZED A RO U N D A CI RC U L A R R EP U B LI C SQ UA R E  

A N CH O R ED BY A N ATAT Ü R K MO N U M ENT. N OTE TH E CO NTR A S T B E T W EEN TH E TIG HT FA B R I C O F 

O L D ER PA RTS O F TOW N N E S TL ED I N TH E FOOTH I L L S V ER SUS TH E N E W DOW NTOW N LOC ATED I N 

TH E P L A I N S W ITH ITS R EG U L A R G EOM E TR I C A L L AYO U T. ( B OT TOM) A COM M EMO R ATI V E CER EMO -

N Y W ITH TH E P U B LI C G ATH ER ED A RO U N D M U Ğ L A’ S R EP U B LI C SQ UA R E. PA R A D E RO U TE S CO N CEN -

TR ATED O N N E W R EP U B LI C A N AV EN U E S A N D OM IT TED O L D ER MO R E E S TA B LI S H ED L A N DM A R K S .  

M A P R ED R AW N BY J EN N I E W EB B .
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through Halkevleri, RPP was responding to a need that its policies had 
created in the first place. Not least of RPP operatives’ concerns was the 
political climate in western and southern Turkey. In its short-lived exis-
tence, the RPP’s rival the Free Republican Party (FRP) had its strongest 
showing in towns like Antalya, Izmir, Manisa, and Muğla. After Atatürk 
cornered the FRP leadership to close the party down in 1930 and clamped 
down on opposition, monitoring civic life in this region continued to be 
an important preoccupation for the RPP regime. In light of such devel-
opments, beyond the generous social services of a welfare state, RPP-run 
parks, playgrounds, teahouses, and movie theaters, opened mostly in the 
1930s, may be seen as attempts by the single-party regime to control and 
reshape the citizenry’s leisure activities in model urban public settings. 

As the examples of Muğla, Diyarbakır, and Ankara imply, the devel-
opment of republican downtowns took place outside established historic 
town centers. Moving away from historic centers gave republican planners 

FIGURE 5.9. A TEAGARDEN PARK IN ISPARTA , CENTR AL-WESTERN TURKEY, FL ANKED BY THE MUNICIPAL 

BUILDING AND THE OFFICERS’ CLUB. OUTDOOR RECREATIONAL SPACES PROVIDED BY CENTR AL STATE 

AGENCIES AND SITUATED AMID GOVERNMENT INSTITUTIONS HAD A FORMAL AMBIENCE. THE CONFIGUR A-

TION PROLIFER ATED IN MANY TOWNS. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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the possibility of avoiding the constraints of working with the tight fabric 
of historic downtowns and the complex property relations that governed 
them. By erecting the new buildings as a cluster, within a relatively short 
period of time, they also hoped to make a more effective statement about 
the projected image of modern Turkish towns. Most remarkably, the re-
publican downtowns, which comprised strictly secular functions, stood in 
sharp contrast to their historical counterparts anchored by the social and 
religious institutions of the Ottoman Empire. The continued centrality of 
the Ottoman building stock as a physical reminder of a way of life and 
variegated mosaic of social relations was unacceptable to Turkey’s lead-
ers who were committed to instilling secular, modernist, and nationalist 
values in the polity. Their efforts to shift the focus and traffic away from 
historic city centers must be seen as part of their strategies to deliberately 
reconfigure the polity’s collective allegiances. In that respect, Istanbul, as 
the former Ottoman capital, presented the most serious challenge. As Alev 
Çınar notes, republican planners sought hard to find a site from which the 
overwhelming presence of Istanbul’s myriad Ottoman landmarks could 
not be felt (or at least could be played down) and that could serve as a new 
secular urban core. They finally chose Taksim, in the mostly non-Muslim 
Beyoğlu district, where the only token of official Ottoman presence was 
the city’s water distribution plant, a utilitarian structure that did not have 
any religious or communitarian associations.41

The principles of republican urbanism summarized above constituted 
a reproducible template, which, despite the odds, gradually cast a recog-
nizable appearance of uniformity over Turkish towns across the board. In 
that respect, as much as they sought to differentiate themselves from their 
predecessors, republican efforts were reminiscent of nineteenth-century 
Ottoman municipal reforms and infrastructural improvement projects, 
which introduced new public spaces, amenities, and official and institu-
tional buildings in many cities.42 But whereas Ottoman urban transforma-
tions were complemented by a range of civil and private initiatives for the 
provision of infrastructures (gas, water, lighting, dock and pier construc-
tion, etc.), republican projects—even when subcontracted—were under 
exclusive state supervision.

Although the recurrence of certain formal components made the mate-
rial culture of republican urbanism recognizable across the country, there 
were also very substantial differences in the ways that these new urban 
spaces, the institutions they housed, and the practices they engendered 
served the process of national integration. Whether rooted in long-stand-
ing social and cultural differences, informed by differences in the terrain, 
variations in accessibility, or the uneven effects of the recent wars on each 
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locality, the national geography exhibited significant regional differences. 
The government’s response, in return, was similarly varied.

Western Anatolian towns, which had been leveled during the War of 
Independence, were among the first to start construction and adopt re-
publican town planning principles. Manisa, located roughly in the middle 
of the Izmir–Aydın route, for instance, had suffered severe damage during 
the war, and most of its buildings were leveled or burned down. The Gov-
ernment House was the first building to be completed. It stood at the inter-
section of the east–west avenue, connecting the Manisa to Izmir and the 
north–south avenue stretching toward the new train station, which was 
built to replace its burned predecessor.43 The building, which was identical 
to the Diyarbakır train station, was completed in 1933. In 1935, Manisa city 
government acquired the property in front of the Government House, con-
verted it into a park, and named it after the prime minister, İsmet İnönü. 
The İnönü Park contained a paved court facing the balcony of the Govern-
ment House that was large enough to accommodate crowds during com-
memorative ceremonies or public speeches.44 On the southern edge of the 
park was the City Hall. In 1938, the Halkevi, the RPP Manisa Office, and 
the library would complete the city’s official core. That same year, Manisa 

FIGURE 5.10. TAKS İM SQUARE, ISTANBUL. THE CIRCUL AR TR AFFIC ISL AND AROUND THE ATATÜRK MONU-

MENT. COURTESY OF SALT RESEARCH, PHOTOGR APH ARCHIVE İSTANBUL FOTOĞR AFL ARI.
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on the Fifteenth Anniversary of the Republic, an official commemorative al-
manac, enthusiastically noted that the “Republican Government . . . which 
brought light and life to everything in Turkey” had turned its attention to 
the “wounded, impoverished, humble, and ailing town of Manisa to heal 
it.”45 According to the almanac, in the aftermath of the trauma, Manisans 
had looked to Ankara for more than support and funds—they had also 
looked for ideas to shape their city:46 “Under the protective and creative 
tutelage of the republican administration [Manisa] has attained a degree 
of perfection unprecedented in its history. . . . Yesterday’s charred remains 
have been replaced with today’s stadium, City Club, playgrounds, Halkevi, 
schools, institutes, RPP offices, movie theaters, libraries, apartment build-
ings, factories, and hospitals . . . lavish buildings that can be compared to 
the old palaces of Istanbul. . . . This dedicated passionate work in Manisa 
has converted a town, once desolate and barren, into the most important 
and beautiful [train] stop between Izmir and Ankara.”47

In eastern Anatolia, the expansion of state infrastructure had differ-

FIGURE 5.11. A GOVERNMENT OFFICIAL AND MILITARY OFFICERS INSPEC TING BRIDGE CONSTRUC TION IN 

1938 IN PERTEK (NEAR DERS İM ON THE MUR AT RIVER, A TRIBUTARY OF THE EUPHR ATES). COURTESY OF THE 

TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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ent meanings and functions. Whereas the challenge in the west was to 
rebuild, in eastern Anatolia it was to build, often for the first time. His-
torically, given its distance from the seat of power in Istanbul and the 
severity of its geographic conditions, state presence had been relatively 
light in this region, which was also the country’s most impoverished. The 
nineteenth-century bureaucratic reforms, designed to shore up the central 
authority of the Ottoman state, only had a limited effect in changing re-
gional conditions. The RPP government had a far more ambitious agenda. 
Unlike their Ottoman predecessors, who tolerated a certain degree of local 
autonomy, RPP leaders sought complete state penetration in all aspects of 
social life and cultural practices. RPP policies aimed at infiltrating and 
dissolving long-standing tribal structures, imposing secularism, and Tur-
kicizing the local Kurdish population met with fierce resistance in eastern 
and southeastern Anatolia.

Tensions turned into full-blown violent confrontation with the Şeyh 
Sait Uprising, which threw several provinces in eastern and southeastern 
provinces into weeks of turmoil. As discussed in earlier chapters, in the af-
termath of the uprising, the central government became far more authori-
tarian, by restricting the public sphere, silencing opposition, and clamping 
down on heterodox Islam. It also introduced a new military-bureaucratic 
regime of Inspectorates General in the region, the first of which would be 
headquartered in Diyarbakır. As inspector general, İbrahim Tali Öngören 
believed that establishing the state’s authority in the region depended first 
and foremost on expanding its physical infrastructure. In a letter to Prime 
Minister Inönü, on April 24 1930, he wrote:

In light of Diyarbekir’s [sic] strategic location and its current social and po-
litical conditions, erecting a hotel with modern amenities will mean far more 
than an ordinary construction project. The hotel will play a prominent part in 
conveying to the people the aims of the infrastructural and social moderniza-
tion we are in the process of implementing. . . . We understand that difficulties 
in finding local suppliers for the necessary construction materials and fur-
nishing the building might present challenges and that trying to resolve those 
might cause delays. However, given the population, the location, and their 
current importance, the lack of purveyors cannot be an excuse and we cannot 
afford to even consider getting by with mediocre furnishings.48

The hotel as well as the other governmental and institutional buildings 
were intended to respond to symbolic and utilitarian needs. They were both 
unmistakable expressions of state power and the sites that facilitated the 
exercise of that power. The ability to assess and extract taxes, impose the 
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law, arbitrate over conflicts among citizens and between the citizens and 
the state was contingent on bringing the relevant bureaucrats and tech-
nocrats to these locations. While government workers needed buildings 
in which to perform their various official tasks, they also needed places 
to live. Hotels served as temporary homes for traveling bureaucrats, tax 
auditors, and inspectors of various government agencies. In many cases 
they were permanent homes to officials who, for lack of adequate housing, 
were unable to bring their families to towns in the more remote parts of 
the country. Öngören and his successors argued that the shortage of qual-
ified personnel in the region seriously undermined the state’s ability to 
function, noting difficulties in a range of areas including education, tax 
collection, and construction projects. Building hotels and family housing 
to attract personnel figured prominently among their proposed solutions 
to improve the situation.49 Moreover, they argued that modern housing for 
government workers would also serve a didactic function, thus providing 
examples of modern living for local populations to emulate.50 It is against 
this background of relentless efforts to impose hegemony and homoge-
neity that Diyarbakır’s simultaneous similarity to and profound differ-
ence from Turkish towns in other regions comes into focus. Within this 
context, it is hardly surprising that during his 1937 visit Mustafa Kemal 
focused almost exclusively on the new developments, which brought the 
state to Diyarbakır in a tangible manner.

As the unrest continued unabated in later years, and the scale of Tur-
key’s Eastern Problem (Şark Meselesi) became evident, the First Regional 
Inspectorate General would be subdivided into three smaller jurisdictions 
to make the task more manageable. As holders of extraordinary powers, 
regional inspectors general were capable of mobilizing both military and 
bureaucratic resources. That a significant bulk of their correspondence 
with the central government was about providing physical infrastructure 
and that it took place directly between regional inspectors general and the 
Prime Minister’s Office, bypassing the officials at the Ministry of Settle-
ments and Public Works, reveal that these projects were integral to inter-
nal pacification and that they were deliberately designed to secure state 
penetration through the manipulation of the physical environment. Writ-
ing in 1939 as a semiofficial chronicler of the state’s expansion in the east 
in the aftermath of the Dersim rebellion, Naşit Hakkı Uluğ declared that 
“to bring Dersim in line, it was necessary to build the [rail]line.”51 Uluğ 
asserted that the Ottoman Empire’s failure to pacify Eastern Turkey had 
been due, in large part, to its inability to establish a permanent network of 
transport and communications in the region.52 This time, however, unlike 
in previous pacification efforts, which “washed away like tides,” the state 
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was determined to settle in the region.53 In Turkey’s turbulent East, which, 
even as of this writing continues to be in a constant state of emergency, 
the development of city centers, the construction of roads, railroads, and 
bridges that spanned the distances between them, and the building of mil-
itary outposts that would monitor and protect them were mutually inter-
dependent parts of a larger strategy to bring the entire region under state 
authority once and for all. 

A L E G A L A N D I N S T I T U T I O N A L B A S I S  F O R U N I F O R M I T Y

In a report he sent directly to İsmet İnönü on May 18, 1931, İbrahim Tali 
Özgören stated, “I have . . . for the past three years been trying to make 
plans for the towns in my jurisdiction, but I have succeeded in not even 
one of the nine provinces.”54 Özgören noted that the scarcity of trained 
professionals who could prepare urban designs was a nationwide problem 
and he suggested the creation of a central government agency to provide 
this service. Should setting up such an agency prove too challenging in 
the short term, he insisted that some office had to be created to prepare 
physical plans for the towns lying within the nine provinces of the First 
Region.55

We do not know how influential Özgören’s repeated requests were in 
expediting the process of centralized planning. However, we do know that 
his reports were forwarded by the Office of the Prime Minister to the Min-
istry of Public Works, which was already experimenting with the idea be-
cause it would streamline the design process, reduce costs, and make the 
most of the limited number of trained professionals at its disposal.56 The 
ministry had begun assigning its in-house architects the development of 
prototypical projects to be implemented throughout the country—albeit 
on a modest scale. As illustrated in the Provinces Album, published by the 
Ministry of Interior in 1929, the construction of standard school build-
ings, which eventually came to be known as the Gazi Schools in popular 
parlance, was well under way in several towns.57

Given the urgent need to start building, between 1930 and 1939, Tur-
key’s leaders enacted a series of laws and created a number of new govern-
ment agencies, which effectively centralized the production of urban space 
and the provisions that governed its use and maintenance. The Municipal-
ities Law (1930), the General Public Health Act (1930), and the Roads and 
Buildings Code were comprehensive pieces of legislation, which together 
served as a universal set of city ordinances for all Turkish cities.58 Their 
provisions outlined a common organizational structure for municipali-
ties, defined the terms of their relationship with the national government, 



182

N AT I O N A L I Z I N G S PAC E

FIGURE 5.12. A COLL AGE FROM THE FIRST REGIONAL INSPEC TOR ATE’S PROMOTIONAL VOLUME, SHOWC A S-

ING SOME OF THE MODERN INSTITUTIONAL BUILDINGS AND INFR A STRUC TUR AL PROJEC TS COMPLETED IN 

THE REGION.
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and prescribed their responsibilities and jurisdictions. As a result, a range 
of public concerns, including the construction and maintenance of urban 
infrastructure, provision of public utilities and various social services, 
inspection of urban trades, the preparation of maps, and decisions about 
land use and zoning were brought under a common legal framework. Mu-
nicipalities were also charged with overseeing a range of services related to 
public health, including the prevention and treatment of epidemic diseas-
es, control of pests and stray animals, the sale and preparation of food, the 
checking, prevention, and cleanup of contamination, and the provision of 
healthy and sanitized funerals and burial sites.59 At the same time, new 
government agencies including the Municipalities Bank, the Municipal-
ities Master Plan Commission (1935), and City Engineering Commission 
were created to oversee the proper design and operation of Turkish cities.60 
These central planning agencies in Ankara served as technical expertise 
banks, loaning out their teams of planning professionals nationwide, thus 
making the most of a limited and valuable resource. At the same time, the 
assignment of several projects to a relatively small number of people, the 
enforcement of a uniform national building code, and the use of Ankara 
as the basic reference gradually imparted a certain recognizably uniform 
physical character to Turkish towns during the early years of the republic. 
These new laws and state agencies profoundly transformed the production 
of urban environments in Turkey.61 Only 14 urban master plans were pre-
pared between 1923 and 1934, but between 1934 and 1945, 238 urban plans 
were produced by the central planning agencies.62

The modernization of Turkish cities was amply advertised in govern-
ment publications. Perhaps the most striking of these was a series of al-
bums produced by the provinces on the occasion of the republic’s fifteenth 
anniversary. Although their appearances varied somewhat, the books 
were produced according to a template, which dictated their title “[Name 
of the Province] on the Fifteenth Anniversary of the Republic” and con-
tents. The heavily illustrated (if poorly produced) volumes documented 
the “improvements” made under the RPP administration in a range of ar-
eas, including construction and urban planning, education, public health, 
agriculture, industry, community activism, and so on. Rather than the lay 
public, the audience for this production seems to have been the republican 
bureaucracy, insofar as, in what appears to have been a mandatory gesture, 
the books were exchanged between the high-level government officials of 
the provinces.63 For officials in the provinces, the books were a venue for 
proudly displaying the fruits of their labor. The government, in turn, used 
the series to remind its personnel of their participation in a larger project, 
the uniformity of which was evident in the illustrations. The possibility of 
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F I G U R E 5 .1 3 .  R E P U B L I C A N E L E M E N TA RY 
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getting swift promotions was an incentive for enterprising and ambitious 
officials who were eager to contribute to this state building project. Hence, 
for instance, provincial administrators who negotiated for larger govern-
ment funding, managed their resources judiciously, rallied their subordi-
nates, and squeezed more work out of them, thereby accomplishing more 
on the ground, quickly rose through the ranks, eventually serving in larg-
er cities, offices of higher responsibility, and sometimes even as members 
of parliament.64

Nevertheless, reality tempered ambitions. Whereas on paper the num-
bers were encouraging, irate exchanges between government officials 
in Ankara and the provinces and articles in trade publications, such as 
Arkitekt and Belediyeler Mecmuası, reveal the modernization of Turkish 
cities as a piecemeal process that was riddled with difficulties and blun-
ders. In the first place, building new infrastructural projects and mod-
ernizing towns nationwide was very expensive and the government was 
chronically cash-strapped. Second, the physical challenge of setting up 

FIGURE 5.14. COVERS OF THE MUĞL A AND BOLU ON THE FIF TEENTH ANNIVERSARY BOOKS. COURTESY OF 

THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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efficient communications between the center and the periphery, the lack of 
established procedures for relegating duties, the difficulty of coordinating 
the implementation of so many projects with so few people frequently led 
to costly mistakes and delays.65 In one such instance, exasperated by the 
problems that plagued several municipalities, Halid Ziya, the chief engi-
neering inspector at the State Office of Deeds and Cadastre, chiding the 
work of overeager government officials, warned:

Mayors should refrain from getting involved in bigger projects than they can 
deal with.66 That is, they should not jump into projects for which they lack 
funds or trained personnel. . . . We have seen some municipalities that have 
started to produce detailed building-by-building maps of their city without 
thinking about the length or the cost of such an enterprise and when what 
they really need is an accurate topographic survey that shows the roads and 
city blocks. . . . Maps [on different scales] should be produced gradually and 
prioritized according to need. How can you make a master plan for a city with-
out producing its map first? This is why the Ministry of Interior mandated that 
general survey maps be completed as soon as possible. No municipality should 
engage in any projects before making detailed surveys of existing conditions.67

All these obstacles constantly delayed planning and implementation, 
much to the frustration of those involved. For instance, Tahsin Uzer, in-
spector general for the Third Region, reporting on the status of the eight 
provinces under his jurisdiction, ranted in a letter he wrote directly to 
Prime Minister Inönü:

The question of government buildings is of utmost importance. [Yet, today, 
our offices] in many provinces are in [structures] that are even more dilapidat-
ed than the homes of the locals. In most county seats there are no government 
buildings to speak of and where there are, the buildings are in a terrible state 
of disrepair. Peasants and all other classes of people first look to government 
buildings to gauge the authority of our government. Yet their homes look 
much better than government buildings. It is imperative that we solve this 
problem methodically and soon.68

Written in July 1937, Uzer’s letter stands in sharp contrast to the cele-
bratory tone of Falih Rıfkı Atay’s 1933 claims that the republican admin-
istration had radically transformed both the image of Turkish cities and 
how people lived in them.69 The tone and contents of numerous letters and 
reports similar to the one penned by Uzer also reveal that the accomplish-
ments advertised in the provinces on the fifteenth anniversary series were 
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only skin-deep. The uniform applicability of ideas conceived in Ankara 
to the rest of the country as if “shaping dough using the same mold” was 
highly questionable.70 As Turkey’s leaders well understood but rarely ad-
mitted, both the physical and social landscapes of the country were far too 
variegated to standardize in a quick and painless manner.

P E R F O R M I N G T H E N AT I O N ’ S  S PAC E

The quest for national integration included strategies that went beyond 
modifying the physical environment. Taking possession of the national 
territory also meant controlling the symbolic meanings of that landscape. 
Turkey’s leaders were as adamant about building a standard scaffolding 
as they were about prescribing how it would be used and understood by 
the polity. The material culture of the republic obviously had to facilitate 
routine utilitarian transactions. But it was also meant to serve as tangible 
proof of Turkey’s inexorable journey toward becoming a modern unified 
nation-state. The individual components of this emerging symbolic land-
scape were reminders of that larger official narrative of unity and progress. 
Together they conjured up an imagined web that resided in people’s minds 
and came to life through their bodies as they moved through the structure 
provided by the roads, railroads, and urban spaces.

To disseminate these notions, Turkey’s leaders deployed a variety of 
means, including print and broadcast media, formal education, and myr-
iad events that called for public participation. Among these, ceremonies 
that commemorated the anniversaries of the significant events of the na-
tionalist movement constituted prime opportunities to reach out to a broad 
spectrum of the public and remind them of their achievements and goals 
as a nation. On these occasions roads, railroads, streets, and ultimately, 
bodies became the sites of nationwide pageantry in which the repeating 
patterns of movement, synchronized rhythms, and shared silences were 
intended to confer a sense of unity on the landscape and its inhabitants. 
In contrast to the tangibility of the infrastructural webs, these events pro-
duced ephemeral webs in space by interweaving the concrete and the ab-
stract, the experiential and the imagined through shared activities. They 
also complemented the material strategies of nation building, by filling the 
gaps where the physical structures fell short and presenting those as yet 
out-of-reach goals of unity, prosperity, and modernity as already having 
been accomplished. Hence, despite their short life span, these participa-
tory performances were indispensable to the RPP’s integration strategies 
because they generated shared experiences and invested the built environ-
ment with lasting meanings that transcended its everyday uses.
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Among commemorative celebrations, those performed on the tenth 
anniversary of the foundation of the republic were, by all accounts, the 
most ambitious. After a turbulent decade, during which the legitimacy of 
their rule and the validity of the reforms they introduced were continu-
ally challenged, Turkey’s leaders were determined to make full use of this 
meaningful occasion to proclaim their success and publicly reaffirm their 
resolve to continue pursuing their agenda against all odds. Accordingly, 
they set up an official preparation committee to ensure that “the celebra-
tions in the largest cities as well as the smallest hamlets would be equally 
lively, exuberant, bright, meaningful, and thought-provoking.”71 The com-
mittee strove to create a recognizably uniform experience of festivities 
across the country. Their approach closely resembled the standardization 
that informed the state-provided sites and services. The committee issued 
detailed guidelines about the schedule, format, and content of the events; 
specified how to decorate the streets and buildings; designed the flags and 
banners to be carried by the scout troops, military units, and schools; and 
went so far as to standardize the clothing and the accessories to be worn 
in the pageant.72 In mid-July 1933, more than three months before the fes-
tivities, the committee announced that they expected to involve one and a 
half million people in the ceremonies. This was no small feat, for it meant 
that one in every ten citizens would partake in the events. To achieve this 
goal, the committee enlisted the support of high-ranking officials such as 
provincial governors and regional military commanders and the services 
of rank-and-file government personnel (teachers, nurses and midwives, 
military personnel, postal workers, technicians, and civil servants), many 
of whom were idealistic in their commitment to the goals outlined by the 
RPP leadership and thus volunteered their time.

For its part, the RPP deployed its national network to help with the 
preparations and dissemination of information. The party also provided 
free flags and banners for poor and remote parts of the country.73 In ad-
dition to their festive quality, these posters and banners had an obvious 
didactic purpose. They were designed to convey to a largely illiterate audi-
ence, in visually accessible ways, their achievements as a nation under the 
republican regime. Most of these posters and banners were crude by any 
graphic design standards. However, their message of progress—concret-
ized in side-by-side comparisons between the republic and the empire, or 
charts that graphically depicted constant growth—was hard to miss. Also, 
the party’s undercover public speakers (Halk Hatipleri) were handed their 
talking points and instructions about how to seize the opportunity to give 
“spontaneous” speeches extolling the virtues of the republican adminis-
tration.74
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As a general rule, the tenth anniversary processions were to start from 
entrances to towns, and, if possible, at train stations. They were to contin-
ue down the newly opened avenues, incorporating the new institutional 
and administrative buildings into their itinerary, culminating in the Re-
public Square. In places that did not yet have a Republic Square, the tenth 
anniversary would be the occasion to make one—even if makeshift. In 
small villages as well, peasants were ordered to clear up the largest square, 
place a block of stone as a focal point in its middle, and if possible, crown it 
with a bust of Atatürk. The date of the tenth anniversary was to be etched 
on this stone and the square was to be named after the republic. Thus at 
8:30 p.m. on October 29, at exactly the time when the republic was pro-
claimed in Ankara a decade earlier, peasants and urbanites, young and 
old—in short, the entire nation—could gather around a Republic Square 
to commemorate the dawn of a new era. If the climactic moment of all 
commemorative ceremonies in Ankara was paying homage to Atatürk in 
person, in the provinces, small towns, and villages the Atatürk monument 
played substitute. Students, scouts, and soldiers laid wreaths at the pedes-
tal in the presence of the highest civil and military officials who brought 
the ceremony to a meaningful closure with their speeches about the his-
torical significance of the day.

Not only was the entire program for the three-day festivity completely 
scripted months ahead of time but also the government made sure that 
everybody knew about it. Newspapers and radio broadcast information 
about the schedule of the processions so that everyone knew that every-
where in Turkey their compatriots were also engaged in the same activity. 
Since there were so few radios, loudspeakers were placed in the newly 
minted Republic Squares so that whoever was downtown within earshot 
could hear the broadcast and take part in the event. Moreover, people 
were encouraged to travel and visit other cities and commune with their 
compatriots to experience this grand festivity. The state railroad company 
lowered its fares to facilitate transportation, inviting people to explore the 
“iron web.” One such poster urged:

Compatriots!
Take advantage of the low fares in effect for the tenth anniversary of our  

republic
Visit the four corners of our country.
Visit friends and family living in other cities,
Come to see the seat of your government, Ankara.
Because loving our Republic means loving our country.75
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In the Turkey of the 1930s few would have had the means to travel long 
distances just to observe the festivities, although memoirs and contempo-
rary newspapers provide some anecdotal evidence that, taking advantage 
of the discounts and the extended holiday, some indeed scheduled their 
visits with family and friends in large towns to coincide with the tenth 
anniversary celebrations.76 The most prominent journey was the one scout 
troops from around the country took yearly to Ankara to perform at the 
anniversary of the republic, which Cüneyt Arcayürek—though a frequent 
critic of the regime—wistfully recalls as having enlivened the city:

Scout troops came to Ankara from every province. Instruction was interrupt-
ed for this occasion each year, and every high school building in town was 
vacated, the desks were moved out of the classrooms. Outdoor kitchens were 
set up in schoolyards and food was prepared in large pots. And thousands of 
scouts coming from all parts of the country camped out at the schools, eat-
ing, drinking, and sleeping together for an entire week. . . . Cheering crowds 
watched the daily rehearsals of the troops marching through the streets of 
the capital toward the Hippodrome, with their bands, horns, and trumpets. 
Also . . . the schoolyards were used for practice at all hours . . . because [the 
representatives of] every province wanted to impress Inönü and Atatürk with 
their discipline during the actual performance.77

Clearly, the tenth anniversary celebrations required more effort and 
funds than had festivities of previous years in order to produce such a 
comprehensive program supported by ancillary activities such as publica-
tions, film screenings, and exhibitions. Such fanfare could only be repeat-
ed on important anniversaries like the fifteenth or the twenty-fifth, but 
the program itself forged a template that could be replicated, albeit more 
modestly, in all commemorative ceremonies. Over the years, the provi-
sional sites along the parade routes—such as monuments, buildings, and 
bridges—were replaced with permanent ones. Their inaugurations were 
often scheduled to coincide with a commemorative event, reinforcing the 
notion that such ceremonies were part of the narrative of progress, and 
artifacts were both actual and symbolic milestones.78

By synchronizing the course of events and standardizing the material 
culture of the pageantry, the RPP administration tried to instill a sense of 
unity in the people. The isomorphic layouts for the new parts of towns, de-
vised by the planners, were to bolster this perception through experience. 
When woven into the paths of commemorative processions and integrated 
into the scenario of reenactments, streets, monuments, and other sites that 
were visited during these events took on new meanings. The sequence of 
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FIGURE 5.15. CELEBR ATIONS OF THE FIF TEENTH ANNIVERSARY OF THE TURKISH REPUBLIC IN SEVER AL CIT-

IES ACROSS THE COUNTRY ( WITH IMAGES FROM S İVA S, BALIKESIR, ZONGULDAK, ESK İŞEHİR, MAR A Ş, ORDU), 

A S REPORTED IN THE DAILY SEMIOFFICIAL NEWSPAPER ULUS , 1938.
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rituals created new adjacencies and spatial relations among the different 
elements of the urban landscape based on movement and perception in 
time rather than evident physical locations. In other words, as part of a 
fixed series of destinations to be visited, landmarks could be imagined as 
being arranged linearly over time even though they were not situated as 
such on the map. This peculiar ability to imagine a web of spatial relation-
ships between physically remote places that were not immediately visible 
or accessible was an important sensibility that the republican administra-
tion intended to cultivate in the citizenry.

The Early Republican townscape had a didactic purpose: it was a reser-
voir of historical narratives that unfolded as one moved through the city. 
Lest one missed the point during the processions, the streets and struc-
tures that composed this new landscape were named after nationalist he-
roes, key events from the War of Independence, or the foundational ideas 
of Turkey’s new order, such as nation, liberation, independence, and free-
dom.79 The choice of names for specific sites was important, but so were 
the meanings and associations invoked by their physical juxtaposition. As 
with interior minister Şükrü Kaya at the inauguration of İnönü Avenue in 
Izmir, they also took every opportunity to explicate these meanings:

To honor the name of İsmet Paşa, one of the greatest sons of the Turkish Rev-
olution and foremost heroes of Gazi’s reforms, is a privilege for the city that 
witnessed his birth. To name the road leading to the Gazi Monument after 
İsmet Paşa is meaningful and ingenious. I sincerely congratulate those who 
thought of it. The beginning of the road that leads us to the goals defined by 
Gazi is behind us now. Our journey on this path has been difficult and full of 
sacrifices. I would like to pay tribute today to those who shed their blood and 
gave their lives fighting to open our path.80

The narrative emanating from these acts of naming and highly stylized 
reenactments reframed history to lend exclusive legitimacy to the current 
regime. Republican officials carefully edited the Ottoman heritage out of 
the official history they disseminated, or they portrayed it in a manner 
that favored the accomplishments of the republic. Similarly, the landmarks 
that made the Ottoman city, the spaces, and artifacts associated with the 
Ottoman past were excluded from the paths of commemorative pageants, 
even though they were better known and likely to be more meaningful 
to the people. Official history was selective about its heroes and villains, 
its miracles and catastrophes. Although internal uprisings during and 
after the War of Independence were just as threatening as the advances 
of the Allies-backed Greek armies, they were never acknowledged and 
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their suppression was not venerated in quite the same way. Official history 
rendered those voices of internal dissent silent, both in ceremonies and in 
textbooks.81 Political authority generated the historiographic license nec-
essary to produce narratives that were socially and politically expedient 
if not true to the facts.82 The nationalist movement, the War of Indepen-
dence, and finally the republic were portrayed as Turkey’s manifest desti-
ny, which took the collaborative efforts of the entire nation, united under 
one flag against a common enemy. References to the composite makeup 
of the citizenry, its divergent experiences and loyalties, were deliberately 
excluded from this account, as were the effects of these over the course  
of events.

Whereas official history depicted the rise of a unified nation as a seam-
less narrative, internal cohesion continued to be a contentious issue for 
many years after the War of Independence.83 Forbidden narratives coex-
isted and often crossed paths with the official one, and when their unfold-
ing threatened the performance of the latter, officials did not hesitate to 
unleash the state’s superior means of coercion at their disposal to preempt 
their inscription in the same spaces. In the fall of 1937, for instance, having 
heard that Mustafa Kemal would visit Elazığ as part of his Eastern Turkey 
tour, the one that had also included Diyarbakır, “six thousand tribesmen 
from the mountains in their [traditional] white pants” descended on the 
city in hopes of meeting with him and petitioning him to spare Seyit Rı-
za’s life.84 Rıza had been caught and placed on trial just weeks before as the 
lead conspirator in the 1937 Dersim rebellion. Such an unscripted encoun-
ter would, at best, be embarrassing for the officials in charge of maintain-
ing order in the region—and at worst, it was dangerous. To prevent it from 
ever taking place, with the implicit permission of the regional inspector 
general (Abdullah Doğan) and under the supervision of the National Po-
lice Chief (Şükrü Sökmensüer), government officials expedited the process 
and executed Seyit Rıza and his front men at dawn on November 17, 1937, 
hours before Mustafa Kemal’s arrival. This was in violation even of the 
laws that already gave them extraordinary powers, but, as Sökmensüer 
argued, by the time Mustafa Kemal came, “it would have been too late.”

In retrospect, this defused confrontation casts Mustafa Kemal’s 1937 
tour of Eastern Turkey in a different light. It not only exposes the visit 
for the staged production it was by undermining the laudatory tone of its 
coverage at the time but also reveals how deep the fractures in the consti-
tution of the new state were, and how close to the surface. When recontex-
tualized in relation to the explosive circumstances within which it actually 
took place, Mustafa Kemal’s visit may be interpreted as a necessary per-
formance to reaffirm state authority against a population that continued 
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to fight it. A visit from Ankara was also important for local officials, who 
had to deal with the everyday challenges on the ground, since it was public 
confirmation that they had the central government’s support. Similarly, 
the selection of Mustafa Kemal’s itinerary and the largely military com-
position of his entourage were rhetorical tools to remind the audience of 
the state’s military might. Particularly remarkable within this ensemble 
was the visibility of Sabiha Gökçen, Mustafa Kemal’s adopted daughter, 
who was also Turkey’s first female fighter pilot. Gökçen had just returned 
from a widely publicized tour of duty having served in the Elazığ-Dersim 
area, where airpower had given a distinct advantage to the government 
forces. In this punitive performance, Gökçen stood for the state’s superior 
firepower. Moreover, the fact that her status as a young female warrior im-
pugned the masculinity of the state’s opponents could not have been lost 
on anyone.

An equally important consideration for those who decided to prevent 
the encounter between Mustafa Kemal and the petitioners was a concern 
for preserving and disseminating the official narrative. Mustafa Kemal 
traveled with several journalists and a film crew who would chronicle his 
tour of the East for the rest of Turkey. In the early years of the republic, 
the press was strictly censored—those proposing alternative narratives 
or critiquing the current order paid a heavy price for their actions. As 
a result, few outside eastern and southeastern Turkey were aware of the 
scale of the military engagement. It was largely unknown to the rest of the 
population that fifty thousand troops had been deployed to Dersim, that 
this was the state’s costliest operation, and that thousands of civilians had 
been killed and additional thousands displaced. The ability to frame the 
events, editing out inconvenient truths past and present, were integral to 
the state’s self-preservation. Without acknowledging that context, howev-
er, our understanding of the meaning and functions of state-sponsored 
performances—celebratory or punitive—would remain incomplete.

C O N C L U S I O N

In the summer of 1921, in the thick of the Sakarya Battle, during which 
Greek troops advanced so dangerously close to Central Anatolia that the 
thunder of gunfire could be heard from the outskirts of Ankara, Mustafa 
Kemal declared, “There is no line of defense; there is a surface of defense. 
And that surface is the entire country.”85 The meaning of this assertion 
gets lost on us these days, not because so many of Mustafa Kemal’s state-
ments are indiscriminately excerpted and circulated for such a variety of 
ideological purposes that they effectively blend into the background as 
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gray noise but because we are no longer able to imagine why the differ-
ence between a “line of defense” and “a surface of defense” mattered. In 
the early 1920s when Mustafa Kemal issued his call to arms, battleground 
was a localized concept in the popular imagination: it was confined to the 
immediate vicinity of the conflagration and dissipated as one moved away. 
As illustrated in the anecdote from Halide Edip’s memoir at the begin-
ning of this chapter, what tied individual communities to the battleground 
were the men they sent to the front and not the terrain that lay between 
them and the line of fire. By calling for a “surface of defense“ comprising 
“the entire country,” Mustafa Kemal was proposing to bring every inch of 
that land into the social imagination as part of a collective responsibility. 
Hence, beyond a statement designed to boost morale at a time when the 
war looked all but lost, Mustafa Kemal’s words must be interpreted as a 
call for a fundamentally different way of thinking about what constituted 
community and the object of its allegiances. The idea of nationhood, as 
Mustafa Kemal pictured it, invoked both a people and the well-bounded 
territory they inhabited.

In this chapter, by exploring the intimate links between state, space, 
and ideology, I have sought to demonstrate that Turkey’s leaders under-
stood nation building as a spatial challenge and implemented strategies 
intended to transform the physical shape and prescribe the symbolic 
meanings of the landscape. National integration called for the maximum 
mobilization of the human and material resources of the fledgling Turk-
ish state. As amply evidenced in the correspondence of high-ranking of-
ficials, asserting the state’s presence and prowess by creating new paths 
of accessibility—thereby breaking open previously isolated communities 
and linking them to the national unit—and reconfiguring the layout of 
cities with new buildings, avenues, and monuments were of paramount 
importance. Republican leaders expected spatial integration to effectively 
allow the state to permeate the furthest reaches of the national geography 
to extract resources, provide services, and, importantly, keep the activi-
ties and allegiances of the citizenry in check. The performative strategies 
they devised—ranging from commemorative ceremonies to state visits, 
designed to convey both the founding myths and the operational tenets of 
the new state to the public at large—were similarly spatial in nature.

As continued attempts to suppress internal dissent—ranging from 
censorship to military intervention—indicate, the question of national 
integration remained a raw nerve for long years after the war. Resistance 
was rife given Turkey’s heterogeneous demography, vast geographic dif-
ferences, and disparate economic opportunities. Not everybody willingly 
yielded their critical judgments to the RPP’s transparently ideological—
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and often self-serving—actions. Yet, over time, the efforts of RPP leaders 
to carve and sustain a broader jurisdiction for the state and their relentless 
emphasis on producing the infrastructural scaffolding this required gen-
erated a recognizable material culture of the modern state in Turkey. Cru-
cially, the RPP administration instituted the defaults for the procedures of 
governance and cultivated a growing body of civil servants who had both 
personal and ideological stakes in the state’s functionality. Eventually, the 
maintenance and expansion of the state’s material apparatus became the 
responsibility of anyone who assumed power regardless of their political 
persuasions. Though, in later years, local governments gained some degree 
of autonomy, central government agencies have continued to commission 
wholesale prototypical schools, offices, and housing for civil servants, 
and especially the military. Consequently, a certain sense of uniformity 
remains pervasive in the Turkish landscape.
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C H A P T E R 6
MANUFACTURING 

TURKISH 

CITIZENS

Modern nationality is a spatial concept, much in the way that 
the nation-state is territorial. The spatiality of national affili-
ation goes beyond the “willingness to die for a specific piece 

of land” or claim to self-rule over that land—although it includes those 
sentiments. In fact, developing such profound affective ties depends on 
possessing a comparably deep knowledge of a people and their cultural 
landscape. The concept of modern nationality comprises an amalgam of 
spatial imagination and spatial practices that are internalized through 
explicit and implicit lifelong experiences acquired both by immersion 
and in formal settings—such as schools. Learning to construct a quick 
map of France, shaped like a hexagon, or grasping the logic by which 
the Jeffersonian grid confers order on the entirety of the vast American 
landscape are examples of the skills one acquires as a result of this kind 
of socialization. More generally, the ideas and practices that constitute 
the spatial dimension of nationality include familiarity with a particular 
geography and its organizational logic and internal hierarchies. They 
comprise the skills to navigate that geography, to recognize the shared 
and mutually accepted ways of using and organizing space at different 
scales ranging from that of the near environment to that of the country 
as a whole, and to orient oneself within them. These ideas and practices 
operate as interdependent and cumulative webs of skills and information. 
Their ubiquity and simplicity of use mask the complex developments 
that brought them into being and the cognitive processes that need to be 
mobilized by individuals to effectively make use of them. Unspoken and 
often taken for granted, they become recognizable as cultural constructs 
only when one is exposed to an unfamiliar context and compelled to 
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cope with equally complex patterns for using and organizing the physi-
cal world.

This chapter examines Kemalist leaders’ attempts to “produce” a Turk-
ish nation that was unified in its social and territorial allegiances and mod-
ern in its outlook. Central to their efforts was the use of spatial strategies 
designed to inculcate the masses with a sense of territorial attachment, a 
shared notion of spatial order, and the habits of body and mind to sus-
tain these ideas and transmit them to future generations. Also, the model 
citizen outlined in the republican rhetoric was urban—yet the majority 
of Turkey’s population was rural, the state had a limited reach into the 
countryside, and its implicit alliances with rural elites, whose support was 
vital for internal stability, precluded introducing social reforms that could 
challenge their long-established authority.1 The republican drive to incor-
porate a uniform notion of spatiality into the definition of community was 
a radical departure from the Ottoman system of millets, which coexist-
ed within overlapping localities and did not necessarily regard exclusive 
custody of a territory as one of their defining characteristics. To realign 
the polity’s collective allegiances around the idea of a space-bound and 
homogeneous national community, Turkey’s leaders sought to bring all 
channels of cultural dissemination under strict state control. This strategy 
was inextricably linked to the decommissioning of the institutions and 
undermining of the practices through which each millet had historically 
preserved and transmitted its cultural heritage, covered in part II, “Era-
sures in the Land.”

Republican ambitions for change were all encompassing, consequently 
they tried to permeate the reaches of social life that had never been part of 
the state’s jurisdiction—or, for that matter, its interests. An exhaustive ac-
count of all the sites and services they attempted to take over is beyond the 
scope of this chapter. Instead, I focus on three of the most representative 
republican institutions, namely, elementary schools, Girls’ Institutes, and 
Halkevleri, the RPP-controlled community centers, all of which provided 
formal instructional settings designed to transform individuals into cit-
izens. Specifically, I examine how the spatial practices they engendered 
contributed to republican efforts to forge a unified, patriotic, and pro-
gressive national culture. Despite variations in their respective audiences 
and the techniques they employed, these institutions displayed striking 
similarities in their messages and activities. Some of their offerings were 
practical, such as providing the visual and spatial literacy necessary to ori-
ent oneself within Turkey and a working knowledge of republican infra-
structure. Others were designed to condition people’s ideas about spatial 
and temporal organization—teaching students by example and through 
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numerous drills to gain an appreciation for the Western-inspired ratio-
nalization of tasks, schedules, and spatial layouts. In many places, these 
institutions also served as the settings for the introduction of European 
tastes and patterns of socialization into the Turkish repertoire. Finally, 
ideological concerns were never too far below the surface as participants 
were expected to internalize values and meanings associated with space, 
its uses, and its abstractions. In other words, these institutions mediated 
the propagation of officially sanctioned ideas about selfhood, community, 
civilization, history, and authority to the public through choreographed 
collective performances.

This chapter focuses on the role of educational institutions in produc-
ing a shared sense of national space and facilitating the social and cultural 
reproduction of the nation to ensure the longevity of the neophyte state. 
Modern institutions, especially those facilitating cultural transmission, 
have long been of interest to scholars for their role in eradicating his-
torical cleavages between regions and communities and expediting the 
creation of incorporated and rationalized societies.2 Nevertheless, even in 
the most insightful analyses, spaces and spatial practices appear at best as 
backdrops to legal, political, or economic actions. How institutions sort, 
link, or confine actors and activities through their physical configuration, 
thereby stitching people to place and nation to land, often eludes scrutiny. 
A spatial analysis of institutions is necessary not only because they are 
prominent presences in the landscape and require a substantial investment 
of resources to build and maintain but also because they are instrumental 
in reconditioning people’s understanding of and relationship to the social 
and physical world around them.

I M AG I N I N G T U R K E Y

Republican leaders made nationalizing education a centerpiece of their 
pursuit of unity and homogeneity even before the end of the War of Inde-
pendence. Education in the Ottoman Empire had historically been under 
the jurisdiction of the millets.3 Although secular institutions of higher 
learning were introduced with the nineteenth-century reforms, millets 
retained control over the education of younger pupils. Secular primary 
and secondary schools were not established until the reign of Abdülhamid 
II in the late nineteenth century. As with other Ottoman reforms, these 
new schools did not eliminate existing ones but were added on to an ex-
isting and complex panoply of choices. Consequently, multiple types of 
schools and educational systems that were redundant or even mutually 
incompatible coexisted in the empire. The Unification of Education Act 
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(Tevhid-i Tedrisat Kanunu), signed into law with the first wave of republi-
can reforms in 1924, marked a radical departure from this state of affairs 
by bringing the contents and the delivery of all formal education in Turkey 
under the exclusive control of the Ministry of Education. The law closed 
down all schools affiliated with Islamic religious institutions and imposed 
strict controls over schools operated by minorities, foreign missionary 
organizations, and other private entities—even at the expense of flouting 
the provisions of the Treaty of Lausanne.4 In 1926, a constitutional amend-
ment made elementary education compulsory for all children in Turkey.

In short order, Turkey’s leaders established the agencies in charge of 
articulating comprehensive pedagogical goals and ensuring the uniform 
implementation of a standard system of education.5 Among them, the 
Instruction and Pedagogy Committee (IPC) had—and still has—a strong 
influence on shaping pedagogical choices and educational policies as the 
sole authority formulating the curricula, overseeing the content, design, 
and production of textbooks, suggesting teaching methods, and providing 
continuing education courses for teachers. In this section, I examine the 
spatial and material dimension of the pedagogical techniques endorsed 
by the IPC for elementary and middle school students—a critical period 
during which children develop lasting ideas about selfhood in relation to 
a community of peers, individual and cooperative work habits, and the 
fundamental skills that are valued in their society.6 The sampling of ex-
ercises below illustrates just how central the students’ closely monitored 
participation in the material culture of the republic was to their passage 
from childhood to citizenship.

In “The Use of Pictures in Geography Education” that he wrote for 
İlköğretim Haftası (Elementary Education Week), Hakkı İzet, a professor 
at the Gazi Teachers’ College, underlined the importance of images in 
conveying ideas and information. Izet recommended the use of pictures, 
graphics, and photographs in textbooks and also called for further “ex-
ploitation of the magical powers of this means of expression.”7 He argued 
that students’ appreciation of images should be cultivated in order to sup-
plement applied or text-based learning. İzet placed particular emphasis 
on improving students’ cartographic skills. His essay contained several 
illustrated examples and tips for teaching elementary school students how 
to construct a quick freehand map of Turkey, how to situate Turkey within 
its region, and how to estimate the relative proportions of the country’s 
dimensions and those of its neighbors. He outlined various geometric 
techniques to render the task simple and addressed the potential problems 
that might be encountered in the classroom. İzet’s instructions also in-
cluded pointers for drawing the map on the blackboard, which, he warned 
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teachers, presented its own challenges due to the larger scale of the board 
and the peculiarities of drawing with a light-colored chalk on a dark 
background. His main concern was not so much to draw perfectly precise 
maps, such as one would find in an atlas, as it was to acquire a clear mental 
image of the country through repeated practice. Thus he recommended 
drawing quick sketches of Turkey, which were identifiable “through the 
articulation of its most recognizable features.”8

The progeny of this exercise can be traced to the mutually interde-
pendent development of modern map production technologies and the 
expansion of the modern state apparatus. Maps presented a particularly 
useful medium for modern (and mostly western European) states, which 
were interested in anchoring the loyalty of their polity in a common ter-
ritory they inhabited, by providing identifiable visual representations of 

FIGURE 6.1. İZET’S EXERCISES 
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that territory. Hence as several historians of cartography have pointed out, 
especially during the second half of the nineteenth century, states took a 
particular interest in the design and dissemination of maps to bolster their 
territorial claims.9 Notably, during the same period, exercises designed to 
teach children how to read and navigate a map or locate themselves on it 
became increasingly more common in mass public education curricula—
in Europe and later the Ottoman Empire—as basic cartographic literacy 
was among the key sets of skills with which modern states sought to equip 
their citizens.10 In addition, improved printing technology—thus the 
availability of cheaper prints—gradually brought maps out of the exclusive 
preserve of the privileged elite and increasingly into ordinary/common 
people’s sphere of awareness.

Nineteenth-century Ottoman reformers were similarly interested in 
forging and disseminating an easily identifiable cartographic image of the 
empire. This concern was particularly evident in their decision to intro-
duce a new type of map for classroom use. Until the last decade of the 
century, Ottoman classroom maps were organized by continent, following 
European practices.11 These maps, by definition, could not coherently show 
the empire’s landholdings straddling three continents in their entirety, 
hindering, thereby, the possibility of visualizing it as a single entity. To 
remedy this problem, Ottoman officials introduced a map that centered 
on the empire and displayed for the first time the imperial landholdings 
in Europe, Asia, and Africa on one single sheet.12 This new map resembled 
what later scholars have termed a “logo map,” which may be described 
as a readily recognizable, two-dimensional abstraction of the state as a 
discrete and internally coherent geopolitical unit. This important shift in 
Ottoman cartography, which took place during the reign of Sultan Ab-
dülhamit II, coincided with increased state investment in expanding basic 
Western-style public education. Given the number of schools at the time, 
the new map had limited reach, but its influence as a concept was endur-
ing because the majority of the republic’s founding cadre consisted of men 
who had first acquired their sense of the state and its territoriality from 
these maps in Hamidian schools.

The republican geography curriculum inherited this incipient concep-
tualization of the logo map and expanded on it. İzet’s proposed pedagogy 
elicited a more intense cognitive engagement with the shape of the map as 
it required the ability to reproduce it from memory. His technique had a 
wide circulation, appearing both in İlköğretim Haftası, an influential trade 
publication for elementary school teachers and administrators, and in 
textbooks for teachers’ colleges, securing its place within the desirable skill 
set for an elementary school teacher. A ceramicist by training, Hakkı İzet 
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taught mold construction at Gazi Teachers’ College—a specialization that 
had certain parallels to the map exercise in that both required translation 
between abstract visions and tangible forms.13 İzet’s technique consisted of 
using simple geometric forms, such as rectangles and triangles, as building 
blocks to compose more complex geographic forms. Constructing a map 
of Turkey was not any different from constructing other objects or draw-
ing formal sketches in preparation for building a ceramics mold. Unlike 
those objects, however, the map of Turkey as a discrete entity—with clearly 
demarcated boundaries separating it from everything around it—did not 
exist outside the imagination. İzet’s technique associated drawing a map 
with life drawing but, while the latter was an abstraction of actual objects 
that were within everyone’s reach, the former was the representation of 
an abstraction that nobody ever actually saw or held. İzet’s recruitment to 
develop this exercise reveals much about the way republican educational 
policy makers wanted students to imagine Turkey. The common tech-
nique used to draw maps and objects tacitly implied the interchangeability 
between physical reality and its representation, and most important, that 
Turkey should be thought of as a freestanding object.

The significance of establishing this shape as the default and unalter-
able image of Turkey through repeated exercises becomes evident espe-
cially when viewed in relation to the political climate at the time and the 
ideological disposition of Turkey’s leadership. One of the foundational 
premises of the new Turkish state was “the country, within its national 
boundaries, is an indivisible whole.” Originally introduced in the word-
ing of the National Oath in 1919 the statement has, over the years, been 
included in letter or spirit in various subsequent incarnations of the Turk-
ish Constitution. İzet’s maps were a visual expression of precisely this 
premise. However, although the logo map projected a reassuring image of 
immutable spatial specificity, things were far from stable on the ground. 
In the first place, Turkey’s boundaries remained in flux for years after the 
Treaty of Lausanne. The disputes between Turkey and Great Britain over 
the exact location of the southeastern border with modern-day Iraq were 
not resolved until 1926. Also, until the 1936 signing of the Montreux Con-
vention, Turkey’s sovereignty over the Straits was compromised by their 
demilitarization and oversight by an international Straits Commission. 
Lastly, after contentious negotiations involving Turkey, France, Syria, and 
the League of Nations, the southern province of Hatay was annexed in 
1939—incidentally, İzet’s exercise first appeared in pedagogical publica-
tions that same year.14 Second, internal cohesion remained an elusive goal 
even after the recognition of Turkey’s international borders. As discussed 
earlier, the country was reeling from the devastation of wars and forced 
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migrations and population exchanges, which had substantially trans-
formed its demographic makeup. Sharp geographical differences and the 
uneven history of economic development and state penetration further 
impeded achieving stability. The refusal of the predominantly Kurdish 
population in eastern and southeastern Turkey to submit to the republic’s 
centralizing policies kept the army in a constant state of mobilization in 
this region. Against this background of external and internal contentions, 
the logo map of Turkey was a discursive tool that downplayed the discrep-
ancies between ideological desires and reality, depicting the country not 
as it was but as its leaders would like it to be.15 Notably, monopoly over 
education, among other things, gave the state the upper hand in visual-
ly framing Turkey’s indivisible integrity. Having internalized this image 
of Turkey as the default once and at a very early stage in their lives, re-
publican generations would find it more difficult to accept alternatives or 

FIGURE 6.2. A GEOGR APHY TEX TBOOK FROM 1926. NOTE THE UNRESOLVED SOUTHEA STERN BORDER WITH 

IR AQ. AT THE TIME THE PROVINCE OF HATAY WA S NOT YET PART OF TURKEY AND WA S STILL A FRENCH 

PROTEC TOR ATE. HATAY BEC AME PART OF TURKEY IN 1939. COURTESY OF VEK AM, VEHB İ KOÇ , AND ANK AR A 

RESEARCH CENTER.
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amendments to the land that they would have grown to know as theirs in 
its entirety.

In addition to burning the shape of the country into children’s minds, 
map exercises familiarized them with the contents of that form. Students 
were expected to become knowledgeable enough to draw the course of 
rivers, locate mountain ranges, pinpoint mining fields and industrial cen-
ters, and identify crops grown in different regions on the map. They were 
frequently prompted to put this image to use in other classes as well. The 
IPC required that all subjects be infused with patriotic themes and urged 
teachers to “take every opportunity to foster and reinforce children’s 
national consciousness.” Reading assignments thus included a wealth of 
essays and poems about Turkey’s geography, its natural resources, history, 
and traditions. Mathematics assignments featured road problems about 
traveling times and distances between different provinces, which were de-
signed to invoke the national map, albeit indirectly.16 The objective, quite 
clearly, was not merely to sharpen children’s reading or computational 
skills but, more important, to reinforce by reiteration their awareness of a 
larger shared national geography.17

The IPC recommended complementing the cartography exercises, 
which were usually completed indoors, with practical projects and field 
trips. These were to help students acquire the mental agility to move nim-
bly between physical reality and its representations and understand the re-
lationship between their everyday settings and their cartographic abstrac-
tion. The committee noted that what was learned experientially had “more 
staying power in children’s minds” and added, “it is essential that children 
learn through observation and praxis and that they witness phenomena 
in situ: this will refine their perspicacity. . . . Providing concrete examples 
makes the contents of the curriculum—especially elusive concepts—easier 
to grasp.”18 Accordingly, the IPC oversaw the development of exercises that 
weaved together the textual and the experiential. These included short ex-
cursions, which made use of the immediate vicinity of schools as teaching 
tools. Kemal Kaya, who authored İlkokulda Coğrafya Öğretimi (Teaching 
Geography in Elementary Schools), the standard manual for elementary 
education teachers, argued that the vicinity of the school building was an 
indispensable component of the new learning process and that all sub-
jects—from mathematics to science, history, art, and even Turkish lan-
guage—in the elementary school curriculum stood to benefit from field 
trips.19

Contemporary trade publications suggested using the republican 
public works projects as teaching tools and provided sample exercises for 
teachers across the country to emulate. A rather striking example of good 
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practice, which appeared on the back cover of the November 16, 1939, issue 
of İlköğretim Haftası, featured third-grade students at the Izmir Bayraklı 
Elementary School, being supervised by their teacher during a mathemat-
ics class field trip. In the photograph a group of children appears kneel-
ing on the ground with measuring sticks in their hands, determining the 
width and length of railroad tracks. According to the caption, the field trip 
constituted an excellent example of how units of length could be taught 
through practical exercises. This image is remarkable because, if the goal 
were merely to teach the units of length by actually measuring the sizes of 
everyday objects, that certainly could have been accomplished in places 
less dangerous than railroad tracks. However, given the IPC’s emphasis 
on instilling a sense of belonging to a larger geographic unit extending 
beyond what was readily visible or accessible, it is possible to think of oth-
er motives. Railroad construction was, by all accounts, one of the largest 
and most important infrastructural undertakings of the republic and was 
considered vital to national integration. Bringing schoolchildren to see the 
railroad and watch its tracks disappear into the horizon allowed them to 
see for themselves that this iron thread did indeed stretch out and connect 
them to their compatriots in distant parts of the country, constituting, in 
effect, a vast iron web. By physically touching the rails, the students were 
also touching a part of the abstract railroad maps that appeared in their 
textbooks and, by implication, connecting the real with the representa-
tional.

Still other exercises turned to the republican landscape directly as 
the primary object of study. This was where town planning and educa-
tion crossed paths. İlkokulda Coğrafya Öğretimi reminded teachers that 
only by example and observation could children begin to understand 
the interdependencies between people and things around them and gain 
an appreciation for their order.20 Equipping children with the practical 
skills to recognize and navigate the deliberate and repetitive spatial con-
figurations of the new republican townscapes, explaining the processes 
that generated these spaces and the institutions they engendered, and 
inculcating the official symbolic narratives embedded in that landscape 
were the province of republican schooling. In addition to these skills, 
which children growing up in a modernizing world needed to become 
functional adults, the republican curriculum introduced value judg-
ments, deliberately prompting children to think of their environment 
in polarized terms. In Kaya’s book, a sample exercise for third-grade 
students addressed both concerns. Developed by a school teacher in 
Balıkesir, the exercise started with a walk children took around town 
with their teacher, making notes and sketching diagrams of their itiner-
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ary.21 At the end of their walk, they reached a hilltop with a commanding 
view of Balıkesir and compared what they saw with their maps and di-
agrams, verifying the locations of important sites. The lesson concluded 
with sample discussion topics and short essay questions that could be 
assigned to get students to reflect on their experience. Remarkably, with 
the exception of two mosques and three government offices inherited 
from the empire, the only structures deemed worthy of mention in this 
exercise were the new main street, the new park and public squares, and 
government buildings, all of which were built under the auspices of the 
republic. Meanwhile, the public spaces that made up the Ottoman city—
the hans, bazaars, mosques, churches, synagogues, dervish lodges, and 
other sites where the civic, the religious, and the commercial mingled 
seamlessly—were conspicuously absent.22 Aspects of the old city that 
exposed the multiethnic, multireligious makeup of the Ottoman society 
were similarly omitted from this survey. Furthermore, the list of ques-

FIGURE 6.3. ELEMENTARY SCHOOL STUDENTS IN IZMIR LEARNING LONGITUDINAL MEA SUREMENTS ON THE 

TR AIN TR ACKS. THIS EXERCISE WA S USED A S A SAMPLE BEST PR AC TICE IN THE WEEKLY TR ADE MAGA ZINE 

FOR ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHERS PUBLISHED BY THE MINISTRY OF EDUC ATION. COURTESY OF VEK AM, 

VEHB İ KOÇ , AND ANK AR A RESEARCH CENTER.
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tions suggested for the written portion of the assignment left little doubt 
about its ideological agenda:

–Observe the settlement patterns from the hill. Which neighborhoods are 
more orderly? Which ones are more cramped?
–Can you tell which streets are more important?
–Where are our town’s new and most impressive buildings? Why are they 
clustered together? When were they built?23

These questions were designed to elicit a very specific type of response: one 
that pitted the regular low-density layout of republican downtowns, with 
their wide and straight streets, their large—if somewhat empty—squares 
and parks, against the densely packed fabric of the Ottoman town, with 
its irregular streets that conformed to the local topography; a response 
that, based on this formal observation, associated the former with reason, 
order, and progress, while framing the latter as irrational, disorganized, 
and backward. This was yet another reiteration of the official discourse 
that cast the “successes” of the Turkish Republic against the “failures” of 
the Ottoman Empire to reaffirm the superiority of the former. What gave 
this incarnation staying power was that it was taught by praxis. It infused 
children’s process of urban cognitive mapping with ideological meaning, 
further reinforcing the physical separation between the republican down-
town and its Ottoman counterpart introduced by republican planners.

Cartographic exercises and explorations of republican environments 
advanced the RPP government’s agenda by setting the morphological de-
faults about what constituted Turkey’s inviolable territorial integrity and 
by undercutting the younger generation’s ability to detect the ethnic and 
religious diversity of the Ottoman urban landscape. As exercises that in-
corporated the experience and abstractions of space into the curriculum, 
they were unprecedented in the cognitive faculties they targeted. Spaces 
and artifacts oscillated between serving as mnemonic devices and actual 
subjects of study in the myriad exercises that called for exploring the built 
environment, but they always helped anchor the imagined in the real, pro-
vided tangible examples of abstract ideological polarities, and made the 
remote relevant as though it were local.

M O T H E R S O F T H E N AT I O N

Turkey’s founding fathers linked Turkey’s progress unequivocally to 
women’s emancipation.24 Expanding women’s participation in public life 
by conferring on them new rights and responsibilities was key to realiz-
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ing Turkey’s modernization. Consequently, republican leaders supported 
broader educational opportunities for women to ensure that they could 
meet the demands of their new social roles. Mustafa Kemal argued pas-
sionately that, in order to catch up with contemporary civilization, it was 
as necessary to educate women as to educate men because society could 
not progress as a whole if half of its constituents were left behind. As 
Nilüfer Göle notes, unlike other contemporary nationalist movements 
that outlined an “ideal male” as the role model, the Kemalists celebrated 
the “ideal woman” as the archetypical citizen who embodied the country’s 
transformation. To underline the importance he placed on this matter—in 
what has since become one of the most memorable images of the peri-
od—Mustafa Kemal chose to be depicted on the cover of the new alphabet 
textbooks as he personally tutors his adopted daughter Ülkü. Similarly, 

FIGURE 6.4. COVER OF THE AL- 

PHABET READING BOOK FEATUR- 

ING ATATÜRK TEACHING HIS AD-

OPTED DAUGHTER ÜLKÜ HOW TO 

READ.
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his older adopted daughters, who were both educated professionals, fre-
quently accompanied him in public in their capacity as role models for 
Turkish women. Afet İnan, who completed her doctorate in Geneva, co-
authored several history and homeland studies textbooks with Mustafa 
Kemal, taking on the role of the republic’s official historian in the process. 
More strikingly, Sabiha Gökçen was trained as a female fighter pilot and 
served a much publicized tour of duty in Eastern Turkey. In addition, early 

FIGURE 6.5. AN ARTICLE FROM YENI MECMUA , FEATURING A STORY ABOUT FEMALE PILOTS WORKING 

AND FLYING SIDE BY SIDE WITH THEIR MALE COUNTERPARTS AT THE CIVILIAN AVIATION ORGANIZ ATION,  

TÜRKKUŞU ( TURKISH BIRD). COURTESY OF VEK AM, VEHB İ KOÇ , AND ANK AR A RESEARCH CENTER.
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republican publications were replete with images of successful well-edu-
cated women who worked as pilots, judges, doctors, academics, mayors, 
and members of parliament. These publications made a point of depicting 
women at their respective places of employment and as equals in the com-
pany of their male colleagues. 

Yet even as he encouraged girls to attend school, assume professional 
responsibilities, and contribute to the nation’s material prosperity, Musta-
fa Kemal retained the deep conviction that the overriding duty, aspiration, 
and virtue for all women was motherhood. Although Turkish leaders were 
not outright opposed to women working outside the home, they regard-
ed child rearing and homemaking as a woman’s primary contribution to 
society.25 Hence, the ideal Kemalist woman was in a double bind: she was 
encouraged to obtain an education and pursue a career, but she was also 
expected to be a perfect homemaker and an enlightened parent. In fact, so 
important was the latter, that, according to the new Civil Code, a wom-
an’s inadequacy in parenting or housekeeping constituted grounds for 
divorce.26 Mustafa Kemal maintained that women in their role as mothers 
were, par excellence, children’s first teachers and, consequently, wielded 
indisputable influence on the formation of future generations. Therefore, 
he stipulated, if women wanted to become the “mothers of the nation” and 
support Turkey’s bid to modernize, they had to obtain a solid education, 
which, in turn, would improve their ability to raise their children as pro-
ductive members of society.27 In other words, as Zehra Arat notes in her 
blistering critique, women’s education was not an end in itself or a means 
for their self-realization as individuals but, rather, a selfless investment 
they were expected to make so as to be better parents to the next genera-
tion of men.28

The Girls’ Institutes were among the most revealing institutional sites 
that brought into focus the profound ambivalence of Kemalist rhetoric 
and policy regarding women and their roles in the social life of the nation. 
Spurred by a desire to educate the enlightened “mothers of the nation,” the 
institutes were vocational schools that admitted female students between 
the ages of thirteen and seventeen and provided them with a modern ed-
ucation in a formal setting, under the supervision of an overwhelmingly 
female faculty, only to return them home as “the hundred percent house-
wife.”29 Originally created in the 1860s to train orphan girls to manufac-
ture military uniforms, over the last decades of the empire the institutes 
had expanded their offerings to include a wider range of crafts—such as 
rug and fabric weaving, clothing design, and embroidery—as well as some 
basic instruction in reading, religion, history, mathematics, and health 
care. The republic had inherited three Girls’ Institutes, all of which were in 
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Istanbul. Between 1923 and 1938, seven new institutes were opened in Ad-
ana, Ankara, Bursa, Elazığ, Izmir, Manisa, and Trabzon, bringing the total 
to ten.30 In addition, sixteen two-year evening institutes were established 
in order to serve a broader range of women between the ages of eighteen 
and forty-five, who could not attend regular classes but wanted to earn a 
living through seamstressing or child care.31 Ten of the evening institutes 
were operated on the premises of existing daytime programs, another six 
were opened in Afyon, Diyarbakır, Edirne, Elazığ, Erzurum, and Konya.

İsmet Pasa Girls’ Institute in Ankara was the flagship of this educa-
tional enterprise. Established in 1928 in a makeshift space borrowed 
from the Children’s Protection Society, the school moved to its very 
modern-looking, purpose-built facility designed by the Austrian-Swiss 
architect Ernst Egli on Atatürk Boulevard in 1930. The four-story struc-
ture, still considered to be one of the most distinctive buildings from this 
period, comprised several classrooms, thirty-five ateliers for uses ranging 
from cooking to handcrafts, and a three-hundred-seat auditorium for 
performances and movies. In addition, a fifteen-bed infirmary, a sizable 
dining hall, and bathing and laundry facilities had been made available to 
accommodate the institute’s boarding students.32 As the standard bearer 
of Kemalist education in “domestic science,” the institute was frequent-
ly featured in official and lay publications and received much publicized 
visits from leading government officials, including Mustafa Kemal and 
Prime Minister İnönü. In sum, its architectural pedigree, its prominent 
location along Ankara’s prestige corridor, and the high profile guests it 
hosted reinforced the impression that the mission of Girls’ Institutes was 
comparable in importance to those of its neighbors, which included the 
most representative financial, educational, and cultural institutions of the 
Kemalist modernization project. 

The republican administration also overhauled the institutes’ offerings. 
According to the Ministry of Education, unlike before, the institutes ap-
proached homemaking as an integrated course of study.33 They provided 
a composite curriculum, which blended the academic with the vocation-
al, and their graduates were considered to have the equivalent of a high 
school education. With the reorganization, religious studies were elimi-
nated from the institutes’ curriculum, while offerings in Turkish language, 
history, and homeland studies were expanded. Foundational instruction 
in subjects such as nutrition science, public health, budgeting, and child 
development complemented practical courses in cooking, child rearing, 
and housekeeping. As students acquired advanced standing, they could 
specialize in a number of fields such as dairy science, domestic agricul-
ture, couture, millinery, home economics, fashion design, and decorative 
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painting—most of which clearly were intended to teach girls how to be-
come both producers and consumers of European-style goods and tastes. 
In promoting this new comprehensive curriculum, the ministry noted 
that the institutes provided “the necessary specialized and methodical ed-
ucation” for girls to grow into “knowledgeable and skillful women,” who, 
in addition to having full control over domestic matters, could think for 
themselves on matters of national concern, earn a living if necessary, and 
feel as strong, confident, and comfortable working inside their home as 
they would outside.34

In practice, however, the institutes were the only type of vocational 
school that did not lead to professional employment outside the home.35 
Rather, they offered specializations that reinforced traditional feminine 
roles; they did not encourage students’ intellectual or creative develop-
ment and did not provide the kind of skills needed to join the workforce.36 
As the principal of the Istanbul Çapa Selçuk Girls’ Institute admitted in 
a magazine interview, an overwhelming majority of its students married 
soon after graduation. Lack of capital and experience inhibited graduates 
from opening a business of their own, and the few who did often failed. 
Consequently, many took the first offer that came their way, which was 

FIGURE 6.6. ANK AR A İNÖNÜ GIRL S’ INSTITUTE BUILDING BY SWISS ARCHITEC T ERNST EGLI . COURTESY OF 

THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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often marriage. A small number sought employment, but these were often 
labor-intensive, low-paying jobs such as seamstressing.37

The Girls’ Institutes were prone to criticism for other reasons as well, 
including their relatively poor economic returns for the investment and 
their unrealistic approach to the task at hand. In the first place, women did 
not really need institute credentials to become homemakers or mothers. 
Moreover, once folded into family finances, despite being a sizable contri-
bution, their work at home could not be factored into the formal economy 
of the nation as quantifiable produced value. Such considerations made 
the original investment hard to justify in fiscal terms.38 Second, especially 
in the early years of the republic, few Turkish homes had the amenities 
or equipment that the students used in their training, and they therefore 
could not put to use the skills they had mastered at school. In Europe and 
the United States, whence most of the domestic science techniques were 
imported, homes already had reliable running water, electricity, and even 
rudimentary appliances that freed up women’s time, thus allowing them to 
join the workforce. In contrast, at the institutes, as Sibel Bozdoğan notes, 
rationalizing housework was promoted for its own sake and also because it 
embodied the idea of modernity and progress.39 In other words, the insti-
tutes took students through the motions of rational and scientific practices 
without much of the substance, giving them the mental predisposition to 
accept the superiority of these practices but not the agency to take such an 
approach to its logical conclusion. These factors, combined with Turkey’s 
meager means, suggest that there were more complex reasons for expan-
sion of the institutes and the government support they received.40

From the republican perspective, what must have made Girls’ Insti-
tutes attractive as instruments of cultural transformation, then, was not 
that they promised economic productivity or were able to yield quick 
results, but that they provided a middle ground in which resistance to re-
form could be mitigated with relatively less friction. The existence of this 
negotiating terrain suited the founding fathers, who rhetorically framed 
their reforms as being radical but, in practice, treaded carefully to ensure 
that they did not upset the fine balance of powers that lent them support. 
Hence, in potentially controversial matters, they chose to make change at-
tractive rather than compulsory and gradual rather than abrupt. Such, for 
instance, was the case of veiling: whereas the republican law banned the 
use of distinctive clothes and accessories that invoked religious allegiances 
in men, contrary to popular belief it did not require women to take off 
their veils. Instead republican policies tried to appeal to women’s sense of 
fashion and played up the (upwardly mobile) class associations that came 
with a Westernized appearance.
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Similarly, the institutes did not threaten existing gender divisions or 
the traditional makeup of the family but introduced rational and sci-
entific work habits into the household, promising to improve women’s 
performance of their customary duties at home. The type of vocational 
education that the institutes offered put severe limitations on many young 
women’s prospects for self-realization, but, considering that in Turkey girls 
have historically had low school attendance rates, for many this was the 
only available schooling beyond elementary education. Notably, an over-
whelming three-quarters of the families that did send their daughters to 
school opted for vocational schools with Girls’ Institutes taking the lion’s 
share.41 That such a sizable percentage of families enrolled their daughters 
in the institutes suggests that parents who might otherwise have had an 
objection to sending their daughters to academic schools were less likely to 
oppose sending them to a single-sex school at which girls would be honing 
their homemaking skills.

What is noteworthy here is that girls’ continued enrollment in the in-
stitutes prolonged the duration of their formal education by six years at 
a crucial period in their lives during which, as adolescents, they would 
be picking up habits that would last a lifetime. This created an invaluable 
opportunity for the state to intercept the transmission of domestic culture, 
determining what, how, and where the students learned and who they 
learned from. As a result, rather than an individual experience that hap-
pened informally in the company of mothers or other older relatives and 
at home, the acquisition of homemaking and child-rearing skills now took 
place in a group, under the supervision of an instructor and in the formal 
setting of a classroom. This reconceptualization of the learning experience 
was very much in line with the typical pedagogical objectives of a modern 
state and the mechanisms it uses to implement them.

Institute training was markedly different from the established con-
ventions of housekeeping and child rearing in Turkey. The curriculum 
emphasized this by choosing to use the Turkicized version of the English 
word home instead of the Turkish word ev, asserting that the students 
would be learning “hom teknigi” (home technique), thus implying that 
this was a kind of knowledge for which no words existed in Turkish yet.42 
An examination of their settings and the contents of their instructional 
program reveals that much of the training at the institutes involved coax-
ing the students to reimagine the relationships between space, time, and 
their own bodies through their labor in a manner that was remarkably 
different from what they would have observed in their parents’ home. In 
turn, the expectation was for them to re-create this new order in their 
own homes. The institutes, in the rational spirit of modern domestic sci-
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ence, brought a certain reflectiveness to housekeeping practices. Students 
learned to work from written lists of instructions, use recipes, and make 
precise measurements. New tools and techniques, which would previously 
have been considered extraneous to household tasks, were introduced to 
the process of training. Notably, these included the use of visual aids (such 
as posters, charts, and diagrams) for communicating ideas, measurement 
tables and various scales for calculations, and, especially in the couture 
and millinery classes, sketches and mock-ups prior to the final version of a 
given project. Students were taught that abiding by these principles would 
yield successful results as in a science experiment and eliminate waste—
which during the postwar years of frugality was itself a desirable virtue. 
In a particularly favorable page-long article, the semiofficial daily Ulus 
provided a detailed description of the revolutionary scientific approach in-
stitutes brought to homemaking, emphasizing the laboratory-like quality 
of the teaching environment: 

FIGURE 6.7. STUDENTS AT A COOKERY CL A SS. DISTINC T FROM LEARNING HOUSEHOLD TA SKS AT HOME, THE 

INSTITUTE OFFERED A R ATIONALIZED SPATIAL L AYOUT WHEREIN THE TA SKS WERE DIVIDED INTO SMALLER 

SUBROUTINES. EXPL ANATIONS OF THE SUBROUTINES C AN BE SEEN ON THE WALL S OF THE INSTRUC TIONAL 

KITCHEN. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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Inside a glass cabinet, there are Robenal [sic] system scales, funnels, various 
scales and measuring cups, zinc containers. . . . But this is a chemistry lab, did 
we come to the wrong place? No, this is not a mistake. This really is where they 
prepare the food. You measure the gravel and the sand you mix when you are 
building a house, why not measure the ingredients that we expect to supply us 
with energy and that we put into our far more delicate stomachs? Can’t you 
accept that these raw ingredients also have to be measured? . . . Why would 
you put more or fewer ingredients than you need and spoil the taste?43

Students also learned to manage their time efficiently. They were prompt-
ed to chart timetables to organize housework and to use new industry- 
inspired techniques for carrying out common chores more efficiently.44 
Everyday tasks such as dishwashing, laundry, or dressmaking were broken 
down into discrete subroutines. Most remarkably, the sequential nature of 
these subroutines were then mapped out onto space during class: students 
were assigned to rotating groups working on a specific part of a given proj-
ect, as though they were factory workers along a conveyor belt.

It is important to note that the institutes also served ideological func-
tions. First, conditioned through their own experiences to believe in the 
superiority of methods they learned at school, the students were quick to 
criticize the shortcomings of the households whence they came. Thus, for 
instance, a student essay titled “Taylorism in Our Homes,” cited by Yael 
Navaro, drew sharp contrasts between the neat and rational kitchens she 
was taught to organize and the old Ottoman kitchens, which were “disor-
ganized and dirty.”45 This comparison’s terms are reminiscent of the ubiq-
uitous binary comparisons used in official rhetoric of the republic. Written 
by a student at the Izmir Girls’ Institute, however, it is a powerful remind-
er of how this binary logic permeated the minds of the new generation, 
and a testament to the effectiveness of corporal and spatial techniques in 
teaching. Trained as modern homemakers, the girls were (and came to see 
themselves as) agents in charge of creating and maintaining that neat and 
rational order in the modern Turkish household, and they were therefore 
hardly disinterested judges of the differences in question.

Second, the institutes introduced a whole new notion of frugality as a 
virtue by linking it directly to protectionism, Turkey’s national economic 
policy after the Great Depression. In Turkey, where traditionally watchful 
in-laws were known to keep an eye on how thinly a bride-to-be could peel 
potato skins, people already had an appreciation for thrift. But the insti-
tutes pushed students to move beyond family finances to consider their 
contribution to supporting the national economy, teaching them not only 
to cut costs but also to pay attention to using domestically produced ingre-
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dients. As the Ulus article noted, “What is most impressive about a typical 
institute girl is that should she find herself having to use an ingredient that 
is not grown or produced in our own country, she is pained as if her hands 
were burning even from just touching it.”46

As patriotic homemakers of the future, the students were taught to 
think of themselves as “defenders of the Revolution” and to “express their 
love of country even in their choice of ingredients.”47 By encouraging the 
consumption of domestic agricultural products, home economics courses 
at the institutes brought national economic concerns to the family din-
ner table. Also, as suggested by the praise received by students for a cake 
recipe featuring “Izmir raisins and Central Anatolian rye,” the institutes 
ushered an awareness of national geography based on a knowledge of Tur-
key’s regions through their respective crops that was akin to the applied 
geography exercises suggested for elementary schools.

Finally, the institutes served as a middle ground for negotiating the 
characteristics of the material culture of modern Turkey. By virtue of their 
offerings, which included food preparation and a range of handcrafts such 
as needle- and lacework, couture, and millinery, the institutes brought the 
state into terrains of cultural production (and tastemaking) over which 
it previously had little or no influence. Students were trained in both  
alaturka (Turkish) and alafranga (Western) skills and were encouraged 
to experiment with “updating” the former using techniques derived from 
the latter.48 They were taught how to make soufflés, cakes, sauces, and pas-
tries, all of which were new and unusual to the Turkish palate, but they 
also learned how to cook traditional Turkish dishes “using modern prepa-
ration techniques” to make them “lighter and more practical.”49 The Ulus 
reporter praised the students at İsmet Paşa Girls’ Institute for reforming 
alaturka cuisine, while assuring his more skeptical readers that they “need 
not worry, this does not mean that familiar foods we like are replaced 
with concoctions made of strange ingredients that we do not even have a 
name for. No, what has happened at the institute is that oriental foods have 
been Westernized” (emphases added).50 Similarly, the students learned to 
design and sew anything from lingerie to coats, and the school took com-
mercial orders for bed and table linen, bridal gowns, and evening dress-
es. Many of these items were entirely new additions to Turkish women’s 
wardrobes or wedding chests. Here, “Westernization of the oriental” often 
implied the application of formal elements drawn from the vocabulary of 
traditional crafts onto modern objects of new kinds of domestic products/
artifacts or clothing. Such, for instance, was an evening gown prepared at 
the institute for Mevhibe Inönü, Prime Minister İnönü’s wife.51 The shape 
of the ensemble reflected contemporary European fashions, but the em-



219

M A N U FAC T U R I N G T U R K I S H C I T I Z E N S

broidered patterns on the velvet jacket made recognizable references to 
Bindallı, the traditional bridal dress from Erzurum in Eastern Anatolia. 
The schools’ dual offerings in alaturka and alafranga techniques could be 
read as signs of a long-running conflict between a feverish determination 
to adopt modern but (disturbingly) foreign cultural practices and a deep 
reluctance to forgo the familiar. But their simultaneous inclusion in the 
institutes’ curriculum undeniably broadened students’ repertoire and 
opened to them the decision of just “how modern to be,” giving young 
women a new—if unsung—agency for reconciling established local pat-
terns of everyday life and imported ones in their own homes. Relegated 
to the domestic sphere, their work has received significantly less credit 
and academic attention even from feminist historians, although wom-
en’s deliberations over reconciling the inherited and the imported were 
quite comparable to those in other areas of cultural production, such as 

FIGURE 6.8. MEVHIBE INÖNÜ ’S DRESS DESIGNED 

AND MADE BY STUDENTS AT THE INSTITUTE. 

COURTESY OF VEK AM, VEHB İ KOÇ , AND ANK AR A 

RESEARCH CENTER.
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music and architecture, and as everyday productions they were far more  
ubiquitous.

Women’s informal and private networks are only beginning to receive 
attention within the context of nation-building processes, although they 
were indispensable for the transmission and diffusion of the republican 
culture. Girls’ Institutes drew a mixture of students from families of civil 
servants and local elites in the towns in which they were located. An insti-
tute degree diversified young women’s prospects for marriage, as matches 
between graduates and locally stationed government workers, military 
officials, or engineers were common. For the men in question, marrying 
an institute graduate (enstitü mezunu) was a savvy move that publicly bol-
stered his credentials as a progressive in his social circle, and especially 
in the eyes of his superiors. Such couplings were desirable because they 
helped the diffusion of the new cultural practices through informal means. 
The stay-at-home wives of these republican middle-class professional men 
created their own circles of socialization, which had hierarchies parallel 
to those of their husbands but had more fluid boundaries and expanded 
to include neighborhood ties.52 Women came together on reception days 
(kabul günleri), semiformal gatherings that happened regularly and on a 
rotating basis, during which they exchanged news and views about man-
ners, fashion, child-rearing practices, family relations, and, depending on 
the context, even politics.53 Such informal channels were indispensable for 
amplifying the reach of officially endorsed cultural tastes, practices, and 
ideologies.

The institutes’ role in recruiting and training young women to gen-
erate reform-friendly households is easy to miss—especially in places 
like Ankara, the republican stronghold, or Istanbul, the households of 
which already displayed many modern traits. Their centrality to the na-
tion-building project, however, snaps into focus in a place like Elazığ, 
where the initiative to establish an institute came not from the Ministry 
of Education but from the regional inspector general, Abdullah Alpdoğan, 
who took office shortly after the violent suppression of Kurdish tribes in 
Dersim in 1937. Unlike its counterparts elsewhere, the first priority of the 
Elazığ Institute, exceeding modern homemaking skills in importance, was 
to train “mothers who spoke Turkish with their children.” In addition to 
the typical cohort recruited from families of civil servants and local elites, 
the institute’s enrollment included a sizable number of boarding students 
all of whom were Kurdish. The latter was a mixed crowd, ranging from 
the daughters of government-friendly tribal chiefs, who cemented their 
association with the RPP administration by sending their offspring to the 
institute, to orphans whose parents had died in clashes with government 
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forces.54 The Inspectorate General closely monitored the institute’s activi-
ties and the students’ progress, leaving no doubt as to what the institute’s 
real function was. As one member of parliament, grabbing the hand of a 
student who had just been examined by visiting officials, put it, “This hand 
will not hold a gun, this hand will not hold a sword, this hand is now the 
hand of a friend . . . now it holds a pen, now it holds a needle.”55

Schooling Kurdish girls was a strategy for achieving internal paci-
fication by cultural assimilation. The Elazığ Girls’ Institute was, in the 
words of one government official, similar to the ultramodern American 
factory in the proverbial Turkish joke, which took cows from one end and 
churned out sausages from the other.56 The institute in Elazığ was a fac-
tory that “churned out civilized human beings.” It took “pigheaded and 
disobedient” girls with no language skills from “the poorest and the most 
primitive backgrounds imaginable” and turned them into well-mannered 
young women who “make conversation in Turkish” and “graciously serve 
you coffee.” The disturbingly graphic factory analogy was not far from the 
destruction and reconstruction of identity that the Kurdish girls experi-
enced, a process that school officials meticulously documented in albums 
filled with before and after photographs. Especially in the early years of 
the institute, girls were brought to school with the “assistance” of the gen-
darmes. Forcefully severed from their families and the only homes they 

FIGURE 6.9. EL A ZIĞ GIRL S’ INSTITUTE BUILDING.
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knew, the girls were further traumatized upon arrival as their clothes were 
taken and burned, their hair was shaved to get rid of head lice, and they 
were quarantined in separate quarters for days before they could join oth-
er students. Even when implemented in the name of health and hygiene, 
these measures scarred them for life. Decades later they still recalled how 
they felt branded as otherness was inscribed on them with their govern-
ment-issued uniforms and their bald heads.57 Almost none of them spoke 
Turkish when they arrived, and hence their coursework, which consisted 
of several hours of language drills a week, differed from that of their Turk-
ish schoolmates.58 They were not allowed to speak Kurdish among them-
selves and were afraid to do so even when they were alone.59 Language and 
ethnicity coupled with the visible signs of the abject poverty whence they 
came became painful markers of a disparity felt by those on either side of 
the divide at the institute.60

Unlike their Turkish counterparts, whose education was designed and 
presented as a carefully considered updating of Turkish traditions with 
Western scientific techniques, Kurdish girls were forced to shed their cul-
tural identity altogether to become modern and civilized, revealing, not 

FIGURE 6.10. NEWSPAPER CLIPPING BA SED ON THE COLLEC TIONS OF BEFORE AND AF TER PHOTOGR APHS 

BY ONE OF THE TEACHERS AT THE EL A ZIĞ INSTITUTE. THE PR AC TICE OF COLLEC TING BEFORE AND AF TER 

PHOTOS A S PROOF OF THE GIRL S’ TR ANSFORMATION WA S ROUTINE AT THE INSTITUTE. THE NEWSPAPER 

STORY IS TITLED, “THE STORY OF PRODUCING A PERSON.” THE STUDENT IS BROUGHT IN BAREFOOT AND 

LONGHAIRED WITH R ATHER WORN-OUT CLOTHES. THE MIDDLE PIC TURE SHOWS THE SAME STUDENT, ELIF 

BELGE, NOW BEARING A TURKISH NAME, WITH A UNIFORM AND HER HAIR TIED AT THE BACK. THE PHOTO TO 

THE RIGHT SHOWS HER TR AINED A S A NURSE, SPEAKING “THE PUREST TURKISH.”
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so subtly, the official prejudices about the inferiority of Kurdish heritage. 
When top-level officials pronounced Kurdish students to be untrust-
worthy, their derision gave everybody down the command chain, who 
identified themselves as ethnically Turkish, the license to treat Kurdish 
girls with contempt. The positional superiority projected by government 
workers also informed the relations between students, who self-segregated 
by ethnicity in the common areas of the school, reifying perceived hier-
archies in space. In places such as the dining hall, it was understood that 
the daughters of civil servants would serve as role models, demonstrating 
civilized manners, by example, and that Kurdish girls would emulate—
without the slightest consideration that the latter could have anything to 
bring to this exchange. As an unintentional consequence of forced recruit-
ment, many Kurdish families, suspicious of the government’s intentions, 
refrained from sending their daughters to school; instead they hid them, 
and, in some cases married them off en masse at an even earlier age than 
was already traditional in this region, just to disqualify them from enroll-
ment.61

Education at the institute entailed complete immersion in the official 
culture. The journey from the remote mountain villages whence Kurdish 
girls came was often long and sometimes dangerous. The students traveled 
to school only once at the beginning of the academic year and returned 
home at the end, in early summer. As boarding students, consequently, 
their entire stay, not just their hours of formal instruction, was structured 
with activities that were integral to their formation as modern, urban, 
loyal Turkish citizens. Despite the hardships and humiliation they had to 
face, life at the institute expanded the boarders’ outlook. In their voca-
tional courses, much like those of their counterparts in other parts of the 
country, they began to acquire an understanding of Turkey’s geography as 
they learned about regional culinary ingredients and craft traditions. The 
difference in this isolated corner of Eastern Anatolia in the years before 
the integration of the national market, however, was that many had nev-
er seen lemons or olive oil before, let alone knowing their provenance or 
how to cook with them. The students’ sense of what lay yonder expanded 
further as some of them found the opportunity to travel to other cities, in-
cluding Ankara, and saw for themselves the expanse of national territory 
that stretched beyond the narrow confines of their self-contained world.

Schooling introduced new daily, weekly, and annual cycles defined not 
by the familiar rhythms of local seasons and rites of religion but by the 
requisites of the official calendar. Located in the new expansion to the west 
of town, the Elazığ Girls’ Institute was part of a model urban landscape, 
comprising the most prominent cultural-didactic institutions of the re-
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public, including the Halkevi and the stadium. This rather compact—and 
rudimentary—urban stage facilitated the expansion of the girls’ educa-
tion outside the institute’s own premises into the city and its institutions. 
Through their regular and compulsory participation in functions held 
at these quintessential enclaves of official culture, the daughters of tribal 
Kurdish families, along with their Turkish cohorts, became fluent in the 
kind of modern citizenship roles they would assume as mothers of the 
next generation.

The institute mediated some of the most complex interactions between 
the state and its Kurdish citizens. Despite the schisms and the asymmetry 
of means and power, the Elazığ Institute, like its counterparts in different 
parts of the country, was a site of negotiation, which refracted the state’s 
single-minded mandate into a spectrum of diverse experiences. For the 
Kurdish students, initially, the experience was one of forcible cultural as-
similation, one that mixed profound trauma with the uncertain promise 
of material rewards and social mobility in exchange for conforming to 
the exigencies of the dominant culture. As they took to their education, 
however, the girls gained new agency as emissaries who inhabited both 
cultures. They shared their newly acquired skills with their fellow villag-
ers when they went back for the summer or after completing their studies 
and, as living models of conversion, participated in the recruitment of 
new students.62 A few even made their stay at Elazığ a stepping-stone to-
ward further education and became village teachers or nurses. As with all 
cultural go-betweens, the girls found themselves in the difficult position 
of adjusting the terms of their existence within the expectations of their 
original communities.63 If they married within their village, when they 
tried to put their training to use they found themselves alone against es-
tablished ideas about child rearing, hygiene, and nutrition that were held 
by other more powerful women in their immediate spheres of existence.64 
But many of them married outside, spoke Turkish at home, and acquired 
roles that were quite similar to those of the modern middle-class women 
they were taught to emulate. Ironically, many parents who initially had to 
be convinced to permit their daughters’ education did not want them to 
marry below their newly acquired station in life.65

The Elazığ Girls’ Institute deserves attention not because it became an 
influential prototype that was widely replicated, but because it reveals the 
extent to which women’s education was linked to some of the core tensions 
within the official ideology. The republic’s leaders were torn between in-
vesting in cultural and economic institutions to modernize the region, on 
the one hand, and fears that such efforts would increase Kurdish ethnic 
consciousness and fuel separatist movements, on the other. If the building 
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of new schools, community centers, and urban amenities was representa-
tive of the first approach, the militarization of the landscape and imple-
mentation of new techniques for surveillance and communication were 
representative of the latter. Ultimately, as with all other cases of cultural 
divergence or political opposition in Turkey, those who saw the “Eastern 
Problem” (Şark Meselesi) primarily through a security lens prevailed. 
More broadly speaking, the tensions between the civic and the military 
embodied by Turkey’s twin landscapes are among the most enduring leg-
acies of early republican corporatism. The profound ambivalence between 
integrating dissent into the political process and suppressing it by force 
continues to be a defining characteristic of statecraft in Turkey today.

P E R M E AT I N G T H E P U B L I C S P H E R E

Academic and vocational schools targeted the next generation in its for-
mative years, but the RPP administration was equally concerned about 
winning over the current generation of adults—or at least forming al-
liances with a critical mass. In a revealing front-page editorial he wrote 
for Hakimiyet-i Milliye on October 8, 1929, Zeki Mesut Alsan argued that 
building a society that shared the same principles and goals as a nation 
was an even more pressing need than achieving literacy. “To frame peo-
ple’s outlook, shape their morality and ethics, and prescribe their national 
and military duties,” he suggested, “it [is] necessary to regulate not just 
school activities, but also to exercise control over [people’s] leisure time,” 
like Italy’s Fascist government was doing “so creatively.”66 Zeki Mesut’s 
wistful portrayal of the Fascists’ success at consolidating the Italian nation 
came at a time when the RPP’s own repeated efforts to compel the Turk-
ish Hearths Association (THA) to serve in a similar capacity were failing. 
Not only was the THA unwilling to relinquish its autonomy or perform 
functions outside its charter, but it had gone so far as to provide a forum 
for dissent.67 In early 1931, as part of his larger efforts to reinforce the RPP’s 
hold on power, Mustafa Kemal forced the THA to disband and replaced it 
with Halkevleri, which were inaugurated in January 1932.

A nominally autonomous network of multipurpose community cen-
ters modeled after contemporary state-supported communitarian organi-
zations in Italy, Germany, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, Halkevleri effec-
tively functioned as the RPP’s public outreach division. Unburdened by 
the fiscal and political problems that the THA faced, Halkevleri expanded 
its national network rather quickly, from 14 provincial branches to 55 
within a year and to 478 by 1945.68 The RPP tried to prioritize the launch-
ing of Halkevleri in areas that presented particular challenges to national 



226

M A N U FAC T U R I N G T U R K I S H C I T I Z E N S

integration. These included Thrace and parts of Northern Turkey, which 
served as intake regions for the diverse Balkan immigrants, and east of the 
Euphrates, a region frequently rocked by violent uprisings.69 Furthermore, 
in 1940, the RPP created an affiliated network of Halkodaları (singular, 
Halkodası), which allowed party expansion into smaller more remote 
settlements, albeit with more limited functions—by 1945, 4,322 of them 
existed across the country.70

The creation of Halkevleri was an attempt by the state to permeate 
areas of social life that had previously remained outside its purview for 
the ultimate goal of achieving national integration. While the specifics 
varied depending on the availability of local personnel and resources, 
Halkevleri provided a broad range of educational and charitable activities. 
They offered instruction in arts and crafts and in practical areas such as 
literacy, numeracy, typewriting, and bookkeeping, so as to increase em-
ployability in mostly urban office jobs. Halkevleri also organized lectures, 
performances, and commemorative events. In addition, they tried to pro-
vide assistance in cash and kind to the needy and scholarships to poor 
students, and they offered free medical consultations and advice on issues 
from agriculture to bureaucratic procedures. The RPP regarded these as 
long-term investments in stabilizing a society hard hit by long years of 
war and large-scale population movements. No less important was the 
legitimacy party leaders expected this kind of benevolent paternalism to 
lend to their rule—not unlike their Ottoman and Seljuk predecessors who 
founded vakıfs and used them to foment urban development.71

The RPP intended for Halkevleri to anchor city life, serving as both  
physical landmarks and nodes of activity in their respective towns. Be-
cause it was a pressing concern to get as many branches as possible up and 
running in many places, Halkevleri started out in makeshift facilities of-
ten inherited from the defunct THA, moving gradually into custom-built 
premises as these became available. However, when building a new facil-
ity, RPP officials emphasized site selection, stipulating that the location 
be prominent and close to the new downtown, with other governmental 
and institutional buildings nearby. According to the organization’s man-
ual, Halkevi buildings had to “go beyond the simply utilitarian” and “lead 
the advancement of modern architectural culture in Turkey by example,” 
gaining recognition as symbols of “the state’s civilizing mission.”72 In this 
respect, the Diyarbakır Halkevi is a good example. With its compact cubic 
mass and protruding glass corners that gave it a lighter appearance and 
revealed what to the locals was its unusual structural system, the building 
stood in sharp contrast to the massive stone architecture for which this 
region was renowned. As Mustafa Kemal himself articulated in his 1937 



227

M A N U FAC T U R I N G T U R K I S H C I T I Z E N S

FIGURE 6.11. DIYARBAKIR HALKEVI UNDER CONSTRUC TION ( TOP) AND FINISHED (BOT TOM) WITH OTHER IN-

STITUTIONAL STRUC TURES OF THE NEW STATE—INCLUDING THE TEACHERS’ AND OFFICERS’ CLUBS, GOV-

ERNOR’S MANSION, AND A GIRL S’ INSTITUTE—THAT WERE BEING SITED IN THE SAME AREA . SOME OF THESE 

APPEAR IN THE BACKGROUND. COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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trip to Diyarbakır, during which he attended a classical music recital at 
the Halkevi shortly after the building’s completion, modernity of form 
and modernity of function went hand in hand as indicators of progress: 
“I am visiting Diyarbakir for the first time in twenty years. [I am] in one 
of the world’s most beautiful and modern buildings, listening to exquisite 
modern music . . . with one of the world’s most civilized peoples. You can 
surely appreciate how pleased and proud I am to visit this Halkevi, and I 
am happy to publicly make a note of this.”73

Official events, such as commemorative ceremonies or Mustafa Ke-
mal’s visit, were the only type of activity that animated republican down-
towns insofar as the buildings around them generally provided bureau-
cratic services that had little interaction with the street. The commercial 
and religious institutions that generated constant foot traffic continued to 
operate in the historic cores of towns. Republican urbanism was a work in 
progress; construction projects—dogged by chronic shortages of money, 
materials, and labor—took years to complete, and as a result, outside of 
special events, the new urban spaces looked rather desolate. To animate 
these spaces, the RPP encouraged Halkevleri and municipal authorities to 
hold functions in the newly minted public outdoor spaces to draw a range 
of audiences throughout the day.

One such occasion was the RPP’s call for public gatherings at local 
squares throughout the country on the occasion of the July 20, 1936, 
signing of the Montreux Convention, which restored Turkey’s sovereign-
ty over the Straits. The signing ceremony, expected to take place around 
midnight local time, would be broadcast by the Ankara radio for all to 
hear. To amass the necessary crowds and keep them in the square that 
late, local Halkevi branches were urged to put on a show to entertain 
the public. In Merzifon, a small town in central northern Turkey, local 
officials dispatched the gendarmes to small hamlets and nearby towns to 
bring people out from their homes. That night, the Merzifon Halkevi or-
ganized an impromptu program to teach people the geographic location 
and importance of the Straits and the significance of the treaty, followed 
by the recitation of patriotic poetry, and performances by the Halkevi 
band and local singers. With the “help” of the gendarme forces, people 
were “entertained” at the Republic Square until 3:00 a.m.74 The event not 
only turned public space into a didactic place but also put a twist on the 
act of listening to the radio, typically a private indoor activity, and made 
it a collective ritual.

Attempts to permeate or tweak collective events and bring them under 
surveillance were telltale signs of a single-party regime that was seeking 
to consolidate its control over the public sphere. Having clamped down 
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on long-standing sociospatial practices that characterized Ottoman cities, 
the RPP and its local operatives also tried to monopolize collective activ-
ities such as team sports, leisure, and recreation. For instance, in Western 
Anatolian towns, the forced exchange of local Orthodox Greek popula-
tions had also led to the closure of the taverns they ran, well-loved estab-
lishments that provided occasions for leisurely sociability for Muslims as 
well.75 Moreover, the closure of tekkes and zaviyes in 1924 had brought an 
abrupt end to the social life that flourished around them, leaving these 
towns with few venues for sociability outside private homes.76 By operating 
establishments such as the city clubs, municipal tea gardens, and movie 
theaters and by promoting other outreach activities, the RPP was respond-
ing to a need that its policies had created in the first place. Anxieties about 
popular movements that could threaten the party’s grip on power drove 
the RPP’s desire to intercept social exchange.77 The party discouraged the 
formation even of organizations that had no political agenda—such as 
sports clubs—outside the purview of the local Halkevi, and encouraged 
existing organizations to come under its patronage.78 In light of such de-
velopments, rather than the generous social services of a welfare state, 
the RPP-run parks, playgrounds, teahouses, movie theaters, and sports 
grounds that opened mostly in the 1930s may be seen as attempts by the 
single-party regime to control and reshape the citizenry’s leisure activities 
in model public settings.

These new venues of casual sociability also had the not-so-subtle pur-
pose of teaching provincial populations, by example, how to be “modern 
urban citizens.” Frequented mainly by civil servants and their families, 
they were mixed-gender establishments where men and women, dressed 
in European style (alafranga) clothes engaged in Western patterns of rec-
reation and consumption. As such, depending on the region and its previ-
ous exposure to European cultural forms, they were likely to be perceived 
as extraneous by the locals. As noted by Muhlis Koner, an official of the 
Konya chapter, Halkevleri were in danger of becoming a gathering place 
almost exclusively for the republican middle classes, especially civil ser-
vants.79

The RPP’s heavy-handed and crudely ideological attempts to monitor 
urban social interaction met with the resistance of their intended audience 
and also came under scholarly criticism in later years.80 Provincial popu-
lations were generally reticent to embrace cultural forms and spatial prac-
tices they considered to be alien. Rather than overt protestations though, 
bearing in mind the state’s coercive power, people opted for passive forms 
of resistance by refusing to participate in organized events when given 
the choice.81 As Sefa Şimşek documents, in the Black Sea town of Giresun, 
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parents who refused to enroll their children in free music classes at the 
Halkevi were publicly chastised by the local Halkevi journal, Aksu, for 
hiring the same teacher to privately tutor their children. Because both the 
subject and the instructor were the same, concludes Şimsek, parents were 
not necessarily opposed to their children studying music, but they were 
wary of the extra dose of propaganda that was infused into every Halkevi 
activity.82

Didactic objectives also seeped into ostensibly recreational events, 
which had strong moral messages or were intended to introduce im-
ported cultural forms. Although the official RPP literature claimed that 
Halkevleri were sites for the exchange of expertise and ideas in both di-
rections, the centerpiece of the standard architectural brief for a Halkevi 
building was a two-hundred-person auditorium for lectures and ideolog-
ical plays, which suggested otherwise, and the public took notice of their 
assigned role as passive recipients in this spatially implied hierarchy.83 
Halkevleri’s failure to resonate with the public’s sensibilities was already 
evident to party officials, as exemplified in a bleak report filed from Mar-
din Halkevi:

FIGURE 6.12. SMALL-T YPE HALKEVI 
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Before our committee started work . . . recreation in Mardin amounted to 
no more than going to coffeehouses, listening to inferior and vulgar mu-
sicians, and watching absurd plays. . . . Our drama committee has gone to 
great lengths to change this. The city did not have a place for people to gather 
or a stage for plays. Halkevi hall and auditorium are gifts to the people of 
Mardin. . . . However, after providing them with an experience they had 
been awaiting for many years, we expected people would rush to see our play 
willingly. . . . This expectation did not materialize, and despite all our ef-
forts, we did not see even one local person come to our play. The attendance 
did not number more than sixty, and consisted totally of out-of-town civil 
servants.84

The inability of Halkevleri to fulfill their stated mission should not, 
however, detract from attending to the organization’s indispensable ser-
vice as an instrument of state building. Halkevleri provided venues for rei-
fying the state as a concrete entity, offered much-needed logistical support 
for the expansion of its operations, and helped generate the human capital 
needed to secure its longevity. Excavating the workings of Halkevleri lays 
bare the negotiated process by which a new culture of state was constitut-
ed in Turkey.

The urban location and interior configuration of Halkevleri set the 
stage for the performance of state authority in a tangible way for all to 
both take part and witness. The buildings overlooking Republic Squares, 
including the Halkevi, were often designed with a second-floor balcony 
or a roof terrace that could be used as a podium from which to address 
crowds at public gatherings. During these ceremonies, the abstract hi-
erarchy of government offices, ordinarily known to few outside the bu-
reaucracy, came to life in the calculated acts of deference and projections 
of authority performed by the actual officials in attendance.85 Even as 
both the RPP and Halkevleri publicly claimed that nobody had special 
privileges in a “classless and horizontally integrated society,” the organi-
zation’s manual distributed nationwide already established seating pro-
tocols that closely replicated the local line of succession. Official gather-
ings rendered publicly visible not only the distance between the guests of 
honor at the top and the ordinary folks at the bottom but also the entire 
circuitry of power between them, which was essential to the continued 
maintenance of local order. The repeated and public acknowledgment of 
power in both official and extracurricular capacities by the entire body of 
civil servants in these events contributed to shaping a performance-based 
institutional culture of deference that continues to characterize the Turk-
ish state today. 
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Halkevleri were the primary conduit through which the RPP leader-
ship tried to secure the cooperation of rank-and-file government workers 
and provincial notables in propping up a new order. As a cursory look at 
the organizational charts of local chapters reveals, teachers constituted 
an overwhelming majority of the officers, whereas the presence or con-
tribution of blue-collar workers, farmers, or local business owners was 
virtually undetectable.86 Civil servants were particularly vulnerable to 
this kind of pressure to commit their “free time” because they were at 
the mercy of their superiors for promotions and geographic rotations. 
The pressure to contribute and produce was applied all the way down the  
chain of command, each level keeping tabs on the contribution of the 
next. Meticulous reporting and the scrutiny of peers and superiors were 
the major operational instruments for extracting the necessary involve-
ment. Each chapter was compelled to produce participation logs for 
inspection by Halkevi and party brass in Ankara, who in turn issued 
reviews that commended the productivity of a given chapter or publicly 
shamed its officers into action through party publications.87 False reports 
and fudged numbers were not uncommon insofar as greater numbers of 
events and participants got the praise.88 The demand to increase partici-
pation blurred the distinction between the private and official identities 

FIGURE 6.13. REPUBLIC DAY CELEBR ATIONS IN FRONT OF BANDIRMA HALKEVI, FACING MÜTAREKE SQUARE. 

THE ORDERLY ARR ANGEMENT MAKES VISIBLE THE LOC AL HIER ARCHY OF GOVERNMENT OFFICIAL S AND 

MILITARY OFFICERS. THE SQUARE’S NAME COMMEMOR ATES THE END OF THE WAR OF INDEPENDENCE: 

MÜTAREKE MEANS “ARMISTICE.” COURTESY OF THE TURKISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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of civil servants, who, even as they engaged in purportedly voluntary ac-
tivities, were expected to abide by existing workplace hierarchies because 
the organizational chart of a Halkevi closely resembled the hierarchy of 
government offices.

Although the relationship between the state and its workforce present-
ed an asymmetric balance of powers, it was also undeniably symbiotic. 
Halkevi branches were safe harbors for civil servants traveling into re-
mote corners of the country. In her trips to recruit students for the Elazığ 
Girls’ Institute, for instance, Sıdıka Avar reported spending several nights 
with her students at the Bingöl Halkevi.89 Also, especially in isolated and 
conservative localities, Halkevleri provided an invaluable social outlet for 
civil servants who felt lonely.90 Whereas it would have been impossible for 
a man and a woman to be seen together even in a public place such as a 
teahouse, it was acceptable for them to work in groups under the chaper-
onage of the state on Halkevi projects such as staging a play, organizing a 
concert, or even going on extended field trips to nearby villages. As a con-
sequence, marriages between civil servants who met during their postings 
at provincial towns were not uncommon.

FIGURE 6.14. HALKEVLERI PROVIDED A SOCIALLY ACCEPTABLE INSTITUTIONAL SET TING SANC TIONED BY 

THE STATE FOR MIXED-GENDER AC TIVITIES. BUT TO FUNC TION, THEY AL SO DEMANDED THAT CIVIL SER-

VANTS CONTRIBUTE THEIR FREE TIME. THE PHOTO FEATURES CIVIL SERVANTS FROM TOK AT WHO PARTIC-

IPATED IN THE PERFORMANCE (GÖSTERIT ) COMMIT TEE OF THE LOC AL HALKEVI. COURTESY OF THE TURK-

ISH HISTORIC AL SOCIET Y LIBR ARY.
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While civil servants were, par excellence, Halkevleri’s natural base, 
the organization sought to recruit and retain new members by rewarding 
their participation. For those with a genuine interest in literature or the 
arts, Halkevleri provided the initial, and sometimes only, opportunities 
to cultivate their talent. As an aspiring author in Diyarbakir, İhsan Bey-
sanoğlu was grateful for the opportunity to publish at the local Halkevi’s 
monthly for what was a generous remuneration at the time.91 Similarly, 
Halkevleri served as the launching pads for the careers of some of Tur-
key’s nationally renowned authors, poets, and musicians.92 Similarly, for 
those with political ambitions, Halkevleri offered opportunities for mo-
bility up the party ranks—even if this came at the expense of their peers. 
Hardworking staffers who were successful in recruiting more members 
and organizing events received promotions, were summoned to higher 
positions in the bureaucracy, and were even invited to serve as members 
of parliament.

The need to pull people in eventually compelled party leaders to be-
come more flexible about their mission and rethink the location, contents, 
and format of Halkevi activities.93 In fact, using loudspeakers to broad-
cast Halkevi lectures, thereby turning urban public spaces into didactic 
environments, was part of such an attempt to broaden the party’s reach. 
So was scheduling major events to coincide with local market days when 
peasants came to town to trade goods. Officials also began to move away 
from strictly Western types of activities, for, as one dissatisfied audience 
member noted after a piano and violin recital at the Merzifon Halkevi, 
people “do not want to listen to this strange alafranga music, which is so 
foreign to [their] ears.”94 Following the dismal performance of its classical 
music division, however, Merzifon Halkevi went on to establish a Turkish 
music division, which did attain popularity.95 Although Halkevleri failed 
to popularize the imported contents of their cultural offerings, the format 
they introduced for the government-funded scientific study and perfor-
mance of music, dance, and dramatic arts, which was equally foreign, 
proved acceptable.

The give-and-take between the party and the polity transformed ex-
isting spaces and spatial practices, thus generating new crossovers that 
neither conformed to RPP’s initial vision nor were strictly conventional. 
Acknowledging the contingent nature of this process reveals that the 
cadre that ran Halkevleri was not a monolithic body, and that the re-
jection of their efforts by the public at large was far from categorical. 
It opens up the possibility of imagining Halkevleri not as exclusive 
playgrounds for the republican elite but as sites of encounter, at which 
party officials, rank-and-file civil servants, and locals met and adjust-
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ed their expectations of themselves and each other, despite the inher-
ent asymmetry of their relative positions and access to resources and  
power.

C O N C L U S I O N

Official historiography and development theories have variously repre-
sented the early republican ideology prescribed by Mustafa Kemal and 
implemented by the single-party regime as a secular, enlightened, ratio-
nal, and pragmatist ideology. It condoned the use of militant measures 
only temporarily to expedite Turkey’s progression into a modern society. 
However, as recent scholarship has made amply clear, authoritarianism 
was integral to the Kemalist ideological framework from its inception. 
Kemalists regarded the public sphere and its institutions not as platforms 
for true political negotiation and exchange of ideas but as sites that had to 
be dominated.96 They tried relentlessly to monopolize the public sphere 
and eliminate alternative ideologies, potential political opposition, and 
competing sources of loyalty.97 This resulted in the suppression of religious 
activities, purges of political rivals, and the demise of ethnic and religious 
minorities.

A new order cannot be forged by proscriptive actions alone, however. 
Rather it is contingent on seizing control over the popular imagination 
and making the artificial appear natural, almost inevitable. Access to 
the state’s resources gave Kemalists the upper hand in this process, 
but the dearth of a serviceable infrastructure, a consolidated mar-
ket, and a sizable competent workforce in a war-torn country severely  
limited their actual transformative prowess. Nevertheless, even as they  
continually rescaled their ambitions to fit the constraints imposed by 
Turkey’s realities, RPP leaders sought to put in place strategic mecha-
nisms that would facilitate the continued reproduction and expansion of a  
core constituency comprising the state’s military-judiciary-bureaucratic  
establishment and private entrepreneurs who depended on the state for 
their success. This constituency would be loyal to the state and take on 
itself the responsibility to uphold the foundational tenets of the Kemalist 
republic. As institutions of cultural production and transmission with 
the potential to shape collective and individual actions and outlook 
for generations to come, the schools, Girls’ Institutes, and Halkevleri 
examined in this chapter were indispensable tools for this process of 
establishing ideological hegemony. They mediated some of the most in-
tense encounters between the citizenry and the Kemalist state and they 
familiarized a broad spectrum of the population with the constitutive 
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practices of that state. Most important, they translated Kemalism from  
rhetoric into action, by engaging both minds and bodies in carefully  
structured and closely monitored activities that played out in real time 
and space. 
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There is a certain poignancy about finalizing a book on the mak-
ing of the modern Turkish nation-state just as the very premises 
of that state, its fundamental symbols, and the ties that bind its 

polity together have become subjects of intense contention. What trig-
gered this latest wave of unrest was the violent police intervention, in 
late May 2013, against a handful of environmentalists who had camped 
out at Gezi Park, near Istanbul’s Taksim Square, to stop the construction 
of yet another shopping mall in the city—this one supposedly a replica 
of an Ottoman army barracks that had once been in the same location. 
Overnight, Gezi became an unexpected catalyst for previously uncon-
nected constituencies to publicly express their long-brewing resentments 
about the country’s direction and to find—albeit temporary and unstruc-
tured—solidarity in each other’s company as they took to the streets 
across Turkey.1 Many shared a generalized unease about then prime min-
ister (now president) Erdoğan’s increasingly authoritarian policies and 
were disappointed that what had started out as a promise to democratize 
Turkey, wresting it from decades-long military tutelage, had turned into 
a brutal witch hunt, similar to what was previously seen after coups.2  
Others were troubled by the government’s intensifying intrusions into 
private life, with tactics ranging from nudging to legal restrictions, in ar-
eas such as family planning, alcohol consumption, Internet use, and even 
personal attire.3 People were also concerned about hawkish and deeply 
flawed attempts to reposition Turkey as a regional leader, with thinly 
veiled neo-Ottomanist ambitions, most visibly in Egypt and Syria.4  In 
short, what started out as a debate over rights to the city spiraled into an 
unprecedented and spectacular collective interrogation of the relation-
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ship between the state and its citizens, the modes, channels, and sites of 
their encounters.

Erdoğan, who, for more than a decade, has ruled with minimum fric-
tion thanks to his party’s comfortable majority in the parliament and 
the opposition’s considerable incompetence, was unwilling to negotiate 
or hear grievances and was harsh in his response to these developments. 
As protests spread to almost all the provinces, he endorsed the continued 
use of excessive police force even as the demonstrators deliberately chose 
to avoid confrontation. By the time violence subsided, 8 people had died 
and more than 7,500 people had been wounded.5 Erdoğan also silenced the 
already largely subservient media and, in subsequent months, constrained 
the activities of various professional bodies and civic organizations that 
could serve as platforms for the dissemination of critical opinions.6 To 
galvanize broader public support, especially among his base, he argued 
that these events had been incited by malicious foreign governments and 
organizations that could not stand Turkey’s booming economy and rising 
international stature. He also cannily tapped into his electorate’s religious 
(read Sunni) sensitivities by personally circulating what were eventually 
proved to be false stories of sacrilegious acts perpetrated by the protesters, 
further deepening extant religious cleavages.7

Erdoğan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) drew its strength 
from a population that had long been marginalized in Turkish politics 
and elite cultural life. From the outset, members of a powerful military- 
judiciary-bureaucratic triad (i.e., primary wielders of power, as shown in 
in this book) had run the country according to what they considered to 
be strict Kemalist principles, prioritizing the state’s interests in matters 
political, economic, and cultural.8 Together with a distinctive class of en-
trepreneurs and industrialists, who were beholden to them for imposing 
discriminatory policies that reduced non-Muslims’ dominance in the 
private sector and for implementing protectionist measures that shielded 
them from foreign competition, they had acted as gatekeepers. Upward 
mobility had been available to those who espoused the same principles—
if extremely unevenly. But those who embraced more conservative ways 
of life, who resented republican restrictions on religious expression, who 
were alienated by the growing influence of imported cultural forms and 
values or the disruptions in social order brought on by modernization 
were, for the most part, shut out of decision-making processes. Moreover, 
even if they found financial success, they lacked the cultural capital to join 
the ranks of the country’s elite. The AKP only came to power after several 
of its previous incarnations were outlawed for threatening to undermine 
the secular principles of the state.9 To accomplish this, the party adopted 
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a carefully calibrated strategy, brought into the fold a coalition of liberal 
intellectuals and business elite, who also felt stifled by the unending tute-
lage and ideological rigidity, and obtained the financial backing of a rising 
conservative entrepreneurial class (Anatolian tigers) that had successfully 
taken advantage of expanding global economic opportunities. The AKP 
also benefited from a changed international climate that no longer over-
looked military or judicial interventions against popularly elected govern-
ments. Despite some setbacks and disagreements, the experiment seemed 
successful and the party expanded its lead in the 2007 and 2011 elections.10 
But thereafter an air of invincibility set in as a confident Erdoğan set out 
to establish one-man rule. In response, popular discontent surged and the 
coalition of intellectuals, business people, and religious leaders dissolved, 
culminating in the extraordinary flare-up at Gezi, which has since become 
the reference point for a new grassroots more inclusive and liberal move-
ment in Turkish politics.11

The actions and rhetoric of the government and the protesters not 
only resonated with the now familiar formative themes of the Turkish 
nation-state, but, notably from this book’s perspective, they revolved 
around the meanings and use of public space, eliciting direct comparisons 
between the Early Republican and AKP governments. In the first place, 
Gezi Park and Taksim Square have long been considered Istanbul’s most 
quintessentially modern sites. Selected as Istanbul’s Republic Square be-
cause it had almost no physical trace of official Ottoman building stock, 
with the erection of one of the earliest Atatürk monuments in the country, 
Taksim became the focal point for commemorative ceremonies, public ex-
hibitions, and collective reenactments of Turkey’s foundation narratives. 
Just nearby, the courtyard of the abandoned nineteenth-century Ottoman 
Army barracks was used for sports, variously as a makeshift football stadi-
um—including Turkey’s inaugural national game against Romania—and 
a wrestling arena. In 1942, the barracks were demolished to make room 
for Istanbul’s first modern park, which became a popular destination for 
urban outings.12 Redesigning the square and reconstructing the barracks 
would be tantamount to erasing Taksim’s republican heritage, and as such, 
it was a move that resonated with the AKP’s sustained efforts across the 
country to raze modernist landmarks closely identified with the Early 
Republic and downgrade—if not altogether eliminate—the commemora-
tions and celebrations that have become Republican traditions in the past 
eight decades.13

As the most Europeanized part of Istanbul, Taksim had been select-
ed as the ideal location for showcasing the modern sociospatial practices 
promoted by the republican leadership, corroborating its aspirations for 
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accession to the ranks of modern civilized nations. It was not just the of-
ficial or recreational uses of the square or the park itself, but the myriad 
venues of urban sociability around it that made Taksim worthy of such 
an assertion. Istanbul’s theaters, best restaurants, hotels, stores, and social 
clubs had long been located in this district, and for the first few decades 
of the Turkish Republic, Taksim continued to be the city’s prime busi-
ness district, as the head offices of national and branches of internation-
al companies concentrated around it. Despite the ups and downs in its 
fortunes and its changing place within Istanbul’s macroform, as the city 
firmly establishes itself within the geography of twenty-first-century glo-
balization and other larger purpose-built business districts rise, Taksim 
has remained a lively urban hub, a cultural center, and a window to the  
world.

Nonetheless, in the run-up to the Gezi events, activities once proudly 
touted as evidence of modern lifestyles were caught in the crosshairs of 
the AKP’s social discourse for being alien, decadent, and immoral. Re-
strictions on sidewalk cafés, bans on the public consumption of alcohol, 
which was also heavily taxed, increasingly loud criticism of mixed gender 
socialization, disparaging remarks on the appropriate attire for women—
all in all seemingly minor interferences in public life—were instrumental 
in driving a large number of youths to the protests at Gezi. The protesters 
saw these as visible manifestations of more sinister and invasive policies 
that stunted the public sphere and imposed a certain kind of orthodox 
religiosity on social and personal life choices. These interventions consti-
tuted a deliberate reversal of the norms that governed public life under the 
republic. Whereas Early Republican leaders had promoted a Western-style 
sociability and relegated religious expression to the private sphere, the 
AKP rewarded the public display of piety and faith, while marginalizing 
sociospatial practices that unmistakably invoked Early Republican as-
pirations to modern urbanity. Such interventions also revealed that the 
AKP leaders, much like their predecessors, whom they ruthlessly ma-
ligned, did not envision a truly public sphere in which individuals make  
choices, express themselves, or assemble to demand their rights. Despite 
their profound ideological differences, ultimately they both preferred a 
heavily monitored public sphere with little room for dissent or deviation 
from prescribed modes of association. 

Taksim also encapsulated the republic’s complicated relationship with 
religion and its incoherent history with secularism. Together with the 
Galata district, of which it formed part, Taksim was a ready-made site 
of Westernized urban imagery because for centuries it had been the his-
toric business and residential enclave for European merchants and their 
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Ottoman counterparts, who were reviled by the republican leadership as 
a comprador bourgeoisie compromising the empire’s economy. Stamping 
the district with the republic’s distinctive cache was, therefore, the realiza-
tion of a thinly veiled desire to symbolically reconquer this last bastion of 
foreign interests in the bosom of Istanbul.14 Despite exclusionary practices 
against non-Muslims, however, the republican takeover of the square was 
deliberately secular in terms of the symbols and activities chosen. Later 
governments continued with this mission, framing the eastern end of 
the square with the Atatürk Cultural Center (1946–1969), a state-of-the 
art venue for the performing arts and arguably one of the most elegant 
interpretations of international modernism in Turkey.15 Used as a way of 
purging the district’s non-Muslim history, while selectively co-opting its 
cultural legacy, this heightened sense of secularism became firmly embed-
ded in republican Taksim’s image and remained in effect for decades. In 
the late 1980s, however, rumors of a proposed grand mosque in Taksim 
began to circulate as the first signs of a sea change indicating the rise of 
Islamist politics, which over the next couple of decades would pave the 
way to the AKP’s election victories.16

Coming out of decades of not just political but also cultural margin-
alization, the AKP’s leaders also sought to rebuild Taksim in their own 
image, showcasing a peculiar reinterpretation of Ottoman heritage as if it 
were purely a Turco-Islamic invention, writing out the plurality that had 
been germane to the empire’s power and longevity, and presenting their 
projects as if almost nine decades of Western-oriented republican rule had 
had no influence on cultural production in the country. The reconstruc-
tion of a faux Ottoman barracks, supposedly restoring the district to its 
former glory, was in line with AKP’s other attempts to build truer than 
original Ottoman landmarks throughout Istanbul—and the rest of the 
country.17 Building an ultramodern mosque with vaguely Ottomanesque 
references on the opposite end of the square, meanwhile, was meant as a 
direct counterstatement against the modernism of the Atatürk Cultural 
Center and the uses it engendered. Remarkably, there were two inher-
ent ironies in this posturing, both expressed through architecture: first, 
by embracing and building on this imagined Ottoman legacy, Erdoğan 
defined himself in full opposition to the republican leadership who had 
so categorically sought to repudiate it. But the spectacular performance 
of religiosity notwithstanding, his rewriting of history replicated the re-
publican desire to edit the empire’s non-Muslim subjects out of its histo-
ry. That the barracks and, later, Gezi Park stood on a former Armenian 
cemetery and that the park’s marble stairs were made of gravestones from 
surrounding Armenian cemeteries displaced by republican urban renew-
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al were not lost on the protestors, who had allied themselves with some 
of the city’s key non-Muslim communities.18 Second, by 2013, the AKP’s 
urban moves, largely portrayed as heritage preservation, were failing to 
mask the neoliberal crony capitalism underlying various transactions that 
transferred public land to political supporters in direct contravention of 
Ottoman state tradition, which the party claimed to faithfully uphold and 
emulate. Indeed, the increasing rejection of these narratives by a growing 
critical mass was what ultimately sparked the protests of 2013. 

Contentions over modernization and how to regulate its scope, the 
place of civil society vis-à-vis the state, the boundaries of the public and 
the private, and the recognition of ethnoreligious diversity that violently 
surfaced in Taksim, have been the pervasive themes of republican histo-
ry, the formative years of which I have examined in this book. Although 
power has changed hands and the military-judiciary-bureaucratic triad 
that long underpinned it has been all but dismantled, the strategies for 
silencing critical dissent have not. Neither has the discourse that equates 
modernization exclusively with material improvements, presented often 
in the form of celebrated infrastructural projects—roads, railroads, urban 
improvement projects—without attending to the myriad concomitant 
transformations that individuals and society experience and demand. 
Meanwhile, over the past decades, deliberations about what belongs in 
the public sphere and what should be relegated to the private sphere have 
continued unabated. Although it is not the only issue of this kind, the ex-
pression of faith has been the most polarizing of these issues, discussed 
primarily, though not exclusively, in term’s of women’s bodies—specifical-
ly regarding the use of the headscarf in public institutions.19 Similarly, tap-
ping into the nation’s latent anxieties about malicious foreign interference 
in domestic affairs and about marginalization for being Muslim—by the 
West or by its local agents—remains a well-worn recourse for shoring up 
public support whenever questions about the country’s direction emerge 
and a difficult public debate looms. Last, but not least, historiography con-
tinues to be a strategic arena of intervention for whoever takes the reins, 
and this project always involves reshaping the built environment to fit the 
desired narrative, demolishing buildings, rewiring functional and sym-
bolic relationships between spaces and their uses, and thus erasing certain 
unwanted meanings from the landscape and reinscribing new ones onto 
it. The Gezi events represent yet another layer woven out of these very 
themes, but one that cannot be fully deciphered without examining the 
underlying layers. 

Methodologically speaking, establishing a relational framework with-
in which actors positioned themselves and sites and practices acquired 
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meaning is just as important as identifying the enduring themes per-
taining to the making of modern Turkey and the latest milestone of this 
story at Gezi. Building a nation-state is an inherently spatial process that 
unfolds simultaneously and on different yet interdependent scales. In that 
regard, a principal goal of this book, from the outset, has been to demon-
strate the concurrence between the creative and destructive processes that 
have transformed Turkey’s landscape. Hence, the deliberate dismantling 
of ethnoreligious enclaves—Muslim and non-Muslim alike—and the use 
of their land and assets to realize ambitious modernization projects have 
played crucial roles in structuring my narrative. But the anxieties that 
shaped the official culture and decision making would be hard to recog-
nize without attending to the intersections of the intentionally calculated 
and the relatively unpredictable parallel processes evolving independently 
of state control. Suffice it to say that the self-confident pronouncements 
of unmitigated sovereignty over Anatolia—at the expense of other cul-
tures that had long coinhabited it—at the 1937 History Exhibition were 
made against the background of one of the most violent Kurdish upris-
ings in republican history, which were brutally suppressed just in time for 
Atatürk’s visit to the region mere weeks after the exhibition’s conclusion.20 
An equally important aim of this book has been to recognize the multiple 
spatial scales at which an event might register and to locate the threads 
running across those different scales. As I have illustrated, within the id-
iosyncratic context of diplomacy in Turkey, a seeming formality like the 
spectacular arrival of Russian dignitaries with a flotilla down the Bospho-
rus to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Turkish Republic (1933) was 
also the enactment of much larger cartographic calculations about the bal-
ance of geopolitical powers in the eastern Mediterranean, at once sending 
signals to Italy and Great Britain, both of which had designs on the region. 
Making the nation imaginable through tangible means and imaginational 
practices was a similarly multipronged process that operated on several 
scales. Hence, for instance, elementary school drills that trained students 
to visualize Turkey through maps and site visits in which they could actu-
ally see segments of the large infrastructure projects that crisscrossed the 
country, consolidating it operationally, were just as important for develop-
ing the mental dexterity to move nimbly between the national space and 
its abstractions. 

All told, expanding on the widely accepted notion that building the na-
tion-state is a spatial enterprise, this book has zoomed into the texture of 
the nation’s demarcated territory to explore how the state and its citizens 
activate it and bestow it with meaning. It has posited that neither the paths 
and nodes of activity that structure the national space nor the practices 
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that animate it can be viewed in isolation, but much like texts or images, 
they are contingent on and derive meaning from one another. Beyond the 
specifics of this monograph, I would argue, using a relational framework 
that foregrounds interspatiality provides an indispensable tool for study-
ing nation-state building processes in general. This approach reveals the 
resonances between spaces and practices at different scales, uncovers the 
interdependences between concurrent events, and exposes the lineages of 
meaning between cumulative chronological layers. It is, after all, at the 
confluence of these multifarious and, at times, seemingly disparate spaces 
that the nation-state finds its full expression.



245

N O T E S

Introduction: Ambivalences and Anxieties
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2. In Turkish: “Tarih yazmak, tarih yapmak kadar mühimdir. Yazan yapana sadık 
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metalworking, carpentry, electrical systems, and so on. 
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and physical education. Arat, “Turkish Women and the Reconstruction of Tra-
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child care), which also recruited exclusively female students, constituted 4.22 percent 
of female high school enrollment. (Arat, “Turkish Women and the Reconstruction of 
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68. What follows is a table showing Halkevleri expansion:

Year Number of Halkevi chapters Number of Halkodası chapters
1932 14 —
1933 55 —
1934 80 —
1935 103 —
1936 136 —
1937 167 —
1938 209 —
1939 376 —
1941 379 141
1945 478 4,322

See Kadri Kaplan, “Halkevleri,” in Atatürk ve Halkevleri: Atatürkçü Düsünce Üzerine 
Denemeler, ed. Kaplan (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1974), 135–37.
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ları, 7). Similar proscriptions appeared in various local Halkevi publications in the 
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85. CHP Halkevi Öğreneği (Ankara: Recep Ulusluoğlu Matbaası, 1938). 
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(Gaziantep), Anafarta (Çanakkale), Çukurova (Adana), Uludağ (Bursa) and some ran-
domly available issues reveals a large degree of overlap between local bureaucrats and 
teachers and the organizers of activities and authors of the Halkevi publications. 

87. Simsek, Bir İdeolojik Seferberlik Deneyimi, 102–3. A survey of Ülkü editorials—
the publication of the Ankara branch of Halkevleri—reveals the urge felt by the orga-
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of the published reports about various branches suggests that there was pressure from 
above as evidenced in the former by attempts to hold local administrative officials 
(governors, prefects, etc.) personally responsible for the local lack of participation 
and attempts to discipline civil servants whose attendance was seen to be lackluster. 
Similarly, there is evidence of resistance from below, in the form of stalling tactics that 
can be gleaned from repeated, frustrated reports of requests for the same pieces of 
information about local activities and developments by administrators at the center. 

88. Ilhan Başgöz, “The Meaning and Dimension of Change of Personal Names in 
Turkey,” Turcica 15 (1983), 201–18; Şimşek, Bir İdeolojik Seferberlik Deneyimi; Ari, “The 
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Houses and the Theatre,” 41–43.
93. Neşe Gürallar Yeşilkaya, Halkevleri: İdeoloji ve Mimarlık (Istanbul: İletişim, 

1999), 94–98; Ari, “The People’s Houses and the Theatre,” 48.
94. Gürallar Yeşilkaya, Halkevleri: İdeoloji ve Mimarlık, 172–73.
95. Gürallar Yeşilkaya, Halkevleri: İdeoloji ve Mimarlık, 173. According to Beysa-

noğlu, the same pattern was repeated in Diyarbakır, which opened musical branches 
for both alafranga and alaturka music. The former atrophied, but the latter flour-
ished, launching the careers of several performers who went on to national success 
(Beysanoğlu, “Anılarımda Diyarbakır Halkevi,” 164). Beysanoğlu makes a reference 
particularly to the work of Celal Güzelses. Once a week, on Sunday afternoons, he 
notes, Güzelses who headed the traditional music section of the Diyarbakır Halkevi 
offered open public concerts in the Halkevi garden. These concerts, which lasted until 
sundown, were very popular and the garden would always be filled with enthusiastic 
listeners. He went on to a recording career in Istanbul and at the time of his death in 
1959, he had recorded sixty-six albums, which sold well both in Turkey and in neigh-
boring countries. 

96. Taha Parla and Andrew Davison, Corporatarist Ideology in Kemalist Turkey: 
Progress or Order (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2004), 51.

97. Parla and Davison, Corporatarist Ideology in Kemalist Turkey, 36.

Epilogue

1. An ample web archive of the developments in Gezi is kept by several news orga-
nizations as well as nongovernmental organizations, comprising a timeline of events, 
news items, audiovisual materials, and the like. See, for example, Radikal newspaper’s 
archive (http://www.radikal.com.tr/taksim_gezi_parki_olaylari), CNN Turk’s ded-
icated pages (http://www.cnnturk.com/guncel.konular/gezi.parki/1090/). Compre-
hensive and bilingual archives assembled by independent researchers and activists 
are also available at http://everywheretaksim.net/tr and http://www.geziparkikitabi.
com/. An English-language summary can also be found at http://www.bbc.com/news/
world-europe-22780773.

2. Turkey experienced military coups in 1960, 1971, and 1980. A memorandum 
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issued by the Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1998 forced the coalition government, led by the 
Islamist Party (Refah Partisi), to resign and the incident has since been dubbed “the 
postmodern coup.”

3. As early as 2009, Prime Minister Erdoğan urged families to have at least 
three children (“Erdoğan: İş Işten Geçmeden En Az 3 Çocuk,” October 10, 2009,  
http://www.ntvmsnbc.com/id/25008774/). The government has since put in place 
an incentive package “‘En Az 3 Çocuk’ a Teşvik Yolda,” TRT Haber, May 9, 2013, 
http://www.trthaber.com/haber/ekonomi/en-az-3-cocuk-a-tesvik-yolda-85415.html; 
“Üç Çocuk Formülü Hazır: Nakit+Prim Teşviki,” September 10, 2014, http://siyaset 
.milliyet.com.tr/uc-cocuk-formulu-hazir-nakit-prim/siyaset/detay/1761411/default 
.htm. Another bone of contention has been restrictions on the sale and consumption 
of alcohol in public spaces, which started with local ordinances that made obtaining 
liquor licenses more difficult as early as the mid-1990s when mayors of the Islamist 
Party first gained dominance. A rather strict legislation with a range of constraints 
was enacted in May 2013, at about the same time as the Gezi protests erupted. (Neşe 
Karanfil, “Yeni Alkol Düzenlemesi Neler Getiriyor? Türkiye Haberleri-Radikal,” 
Radikal, June 10, 2013, http://www.radikal.com.tr/turkiye/yeni_alkol_duzenlemesi_ 
neler_getiriyor-1137075; “Alkol Yasağı Sorularına Yanıt! Ekonomi Haberleri-Radikal,” 
accessed May 12, 2014, http://www.radikal.com.tr/ekonomi/alkol_yasagi_sorularina_ 
yanit-1143955; “İçki Satış Yasağı Uygulamaya Başlandı,” September 10, 2013, http://
www.radikal.com.tr/turkiye/icki_satis_yasagi_uygulamaya_baslandi-1150085.) On a 
seemingly lighter note, the new uniforms and makeup instructions for female flight 
attendants of the flagship airline, THY (which, despite being a commercial company, 
as a legacy of Turkey’s statist past, is not entirely independent of the government’s 
authority) introduced weeks before Gezi were widely parodied. These also attracted 
criticism for harking back to an Ottomanesque appearance and for excessive intru-
siveness in the personal choices of female staff, and the move taken to imply a partic-
ularly restrictive view of women’s self-presentation in the public sphere in the context 
of broader conversations at the time. (“THY’de Yeni Kıyafet Polemiği,” Ntvmsnbc, 
February9, 2013, http://www.ntvmsnbc.com/id/25420810/; “Kabin Ekibi mi Fasıl Ek-
ibi mi?” Hürriyet, February 10, 2013, http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/22559401 
.asp.) 

4. Nerves were especially raw after more than fifty people died just a fortnight 
before in the southern province of Hatay in a powerful explosion largely seen to be 
the consequence of meddling in neighboring Syria’s intensifying civil war. (Mahmut 
Hamsici, “Deadly Blasts Hit Turkey Border Town of Reyhanlı,” BBC News, accessed 
May 13, 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-22494128; Tülin Daloğ-
lu, “Reyhanli Worst Terror Attack Turkey Has Witnessed, Al-Monitor: The Pulse of 
the Middle East,” Al-Monitor, accessed May 13, 2014, http://www.al-monitor.com/
pulseen/originals/2013/05/reyhanli-bombing-turkey-syria-policy.html.)

5. Between May 28 and June 16, as the protests spread to the country, there were 
incidents in 79 out of the 81 provinces. About 7,300 civilians and 800 police officers 
were wounded, and there were 8 deaths. For reports on the events and casualties, see 
Tolga Şardan, “2.5 Milyon Insan 79 Ilde Sokağa İndi,” Milliyet, June 23, 2013, http://
www.milliyet.com.tr/2-5-milyon-insan-79-ilde-sokaga/gundem/detay/1726600/ 
default.htm; “Berkin Elvan: Gezi’de Yitirilen Sekizinci Can,” Radikal, March 11, 2014, 
http://www.radikal.com.tr/turkiye/berkin_elvan_gezide_yitirilen_sekizinci_can 
-1180607; Amnesty International, Gezi Park Protests: Brutal Denial of the Right to 
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Peaceful Assembly in Turkey (London, 2013), http://www.amnesty.org.tr/ai/system/
files/GeziParkiEN.pdf.

6. In what became a widely criticized decision, Turkey’s mainstream media, al-
ready restrained by the government, initially chose not to report on the developments 
in Gezi. In later weeks the government, and especially Erdoğan personally leaned 
on the media bosses to limit critical reporting. For an overview of pressures on the 
media, see Amnesty International, Gezi Park Protests, 49–50. In the aftermath, fifty- 
nine journalists were forced out of their jobs, and ntv-Tarih, a monthly popular 
history journal that was to publish a special issue about the events was closed down 
by its parent company. Elif Akgül, “Gezi Direnişinde 59 Gazeteci İşten Çıkarıldı, 
İstifaya Zorlandı,” Bianet, Bağımsız İletişim Ağı, accessed May 13, 2014, http://
www.bianet.org/bianet/medya/148636-gezi-direnisinde-59-gazeteci-isten-cikaril-
di-istifaya-zorlandi. In subsequent months, the president of the Turkish Business 
Association, which had originally lent its support to the AKP, criticized the prime 
minister for heavily damaging brand Turkey and triggered a very public spar-
ring between the two. (“TÜSİAD’ta Ağır Sözler: Türkiye Markası 4 Noktada Ağır 
Hasarlı!,” t24.com.tr, accessed May 13, 2014, http://t24.com.tr/haber/tusiadta-agir- 
sozler-turkiye-markasi-4-noktada-agir-hasarli/249127.)

7. In a claim that was later proved false, Erdoğan disseminated in his public 
speeches the story that a young veiled mother had been attacked by about eighty 
topless hooligans who also urinated on her, supposedly as retribution for her re-
ligious and political views overtly expressed through her choice of clothes. “‘Hâlâ 
‘Kabataş’ta Başörtülü Bacımı Sürüklediler’ Diyorsun, Boyundan Utan,” t24.com.tr, 
accessed May 13, 2014, http://t24.com.tr/haber/hala-basortulu-bacimi-suruklediler- 
diyorsun-boyundan-utan/251366; “Turkish PM Erdoğan Defiant over Attack Claims 
on Veiled Women during Gezi Protests,” accessed May 13, 2014, http://www.hurriyet 
dailynews.com/turkish-pm-erdogan-defiant-over-attack-claims-on-veiled-women-
during-gezi-protests.aspx?PageID=238&NID=62554&NewsCatID=338/. 

8. For a thorough overview see Kerem Öktem, Angry Nation: Turkey since 1989 
(London: Zed Books, 2011).

9. Islamist parties in Turkey have repeatedly faced closure by judicial fiat, and as 
with the pro-Kurdish parties, they have always regrouped and reentered politics. The 
AKP’s predecessors Virtue (Fazilet) Party and Welfare (Refah) Party have been dis-
solved for contravening the constitution in 1998 and 2001, respectively. The National 
Salvation Party was ended with the 1980 military coup, which shut down all political 
parties. The AKP has been the most successful and long-lived of them so far, but it too 
faced a serious closure threat in 2008. 

10. Under the AKP’s rule, in the initial years, negotiations for accession to the Eu-
ropean Union were started, and Turkey became one of the twenty largest economies 
in the world. On the diplomatic front, the party made a promise of zero tensions with 
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ized, 218

foundation myth, 1–7, 37, 38, 195
Free Republican Party (FRP), 175
Friendship and Fraternity Treaty (1921), 

61, 256n30

Gazi, 47, 48
Gazi Monument, 192
Gazi Schools, 181
Gazi Teachers College, 200, 203
gendarmes, 43, 120, 168
General Directorate of Vakifs, 91–95
General Public Health Act (1930), 181
geography, 158, 177, 179, 281n18; curricu-

lum, 200–203, 205, 218, 223
German embassy, 54, 62, 63–64; parties/

functions at, 76
Gezi, 237, 243, 286n1, 289n11, 289n15; pro-

tests at, 239, 240, 242, 287n3, 288n6
Gezi Park, 237, 239, 241
Giddens, Anthony: analysis by, 274n5
Girls’ Institutes, 220, 235, 282n35; criti-

cism of, 214; gender divisions and, 215; 
geography and, 218; ideological func-
tion of, 217; Kemalist rhetoric and, 211; 
opening of, 211–12; support for, 212

GNA. See Grand National Assembly
Gökçen, Sabiha: military service by, 194, 

210–11
Göle, Nilüfer, 209, 29n19
Government House, 168, 177
Government Quarter, 18, 32, 37, 39, 40, 

43, 63; drawing for, 38; GNA and, 44; 
planning, 31; urban form and, 44

Governor’s Mansion, 167
Grand National Assembly (GNA), 20, 21, 

22, 24, 26, 30, 38–39, 39, 45–46, 50, 81, 
86, 91, 94, 105; approval from, 109; 
Government Quarter and, 44; inau-
gural meeting of, 9, 39, 83, 142; Jus-
tice Commission of, 108; Kurds and, 
289n11; law protecting, 121; opening 
day of, 83

Grand National Assembly (GNA) Build-
ing, 31, 32, 40, 50, 91

Grand National Assembly (GNA) Com-
plex, 37, 252n46; archway at, 84

Great Depression, 71, 136, 217
Greek Orthodox, 114, 270n72, 273n107
Greeks, 8, 120, 127, 152, 194; businesses of, 

272n99; departure of, 129, 173; pros-
perity for, 129

Hacı Bayram Veli Mosque, 81, 82, 85
Hacı Bayram Veli Türbe, 101
Hakimiyet-i Milliye, 21, 225, 267n37
Halkevi, 173, 178, 224, 229, 230, 232, 233, 

234; music concert at, 168; publica-
tions by, 285n78, 285n86

Halkevi buildings, 226, 284n69; small-
type, 230

Halkevleri, 198, 229, 230, 233, 233, 235, 
284n69, 285n86; creation of, 226; edu-
cational/charitable activities and, 226;  
growth of, 225, 284n68; rejection of, 
234; RPP and, 226, 228, 231, 232; so-
cial outreach through, 173, 175; sports 
competitions and, 285n78; urban loca-
tion of, 231

Halkodalari, 226, 284n68
Hat Law (1925), 104–5, 108
Hatay, 203, 287n4; annexation of, 280n14; 

map of, 204
Hatipleri, Halk, 188, 279n74
hats, 76; laws on, 104–5, 108
hayrats, welfare and, 89, 93
headdresses, 105; ritual, 107
hegemony, 22, 180, 235
heritage, 94, 239, 249n26; cultural, 198; 

Kurdish, 223; non-Muslims and, 151; 
Ottoman, 142, 144, 241; preservation 
of, 242

heterodox Islam, 151, 158, 179
High Court of Appeals, 40, 42
Hindenburg, Paul von, 64, 72; home of, 63
Hisarönü, 129, 133; fire in, 130
historiography, 9, 10–11, 235, 242, 249n26
history, 281n18; making/writing, 1
Hittite Sun, 8–9, 8
Hobsbawm, Eric, 249n26
Holzmeister, Clemens, 18, 32, 50; Aus-

trofascist movement and, 252n42; 
Jansen and, 42; Kemal residence by, 
42; Lörcher and, 44; Ministry of the 
Interior by, 43; work of, 42–43
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homemaking, 215, 217, 218, 220
homogenization, 69, 104, 115, 116, 128, 

180, 199, 248n21
housekeeping, learning, 212, 216, 216
housework, 214, 215, 217
housing, 180; civil servant, 196

identity, 159; cultural, 153, 222; ethnic, 
248n21; modern, 57; national, 3, 22; 
political, 12; public, 153; religious, 
248n21

ideology, 4, 120, 195, 224, 248n24; repub-
lican, 235

İlköğretim Haftası, 200, 202, 206, 279n82
İlkokulda Coğrafya Öğretimi (Kaya), 205
immigrants, 94; Balkan, 226; Muslim, 

93, 139, 144; rural, 278n61; as security 
threat, 284n69

imperialism, 23, 250n16
Independence Tribunal, 96, 109
infrastructure, 185, 198; comprehensive, 

159; physical, 180; social/cultural, 111; 
state, 177, 178–79; water, 192

İnönü, İsmet, 177, 179, 181, 186, 190, 218, 
253n56, 283n51; cartoon of, 161; Girls’ 
Institutes and, 212; honoring, 279n79; 
railroads and, 160, 166

İnönü, Mevhibe, 218, 283n51
İnönü Girls’ Institute, 213
İnönü Park, 177
Inspectorate General, 168, 179, 180, 221
institutional structures, 3, 133, 136, 276n35
Instruction and Pedagogy Committee 

(IPC), 200, 205, 206
integration, 246n5; market, 275n22; na-

tional, 6, 112, 158–59, 163, 187, 195, 226; 
spatial, 195

International Straits Commission, 56, 
203

IPC. See Instruction and Pedagogy Com-
mittee

İş Bankası, 32, 272n105
Islam: establishing, 113; heterodox, 151, 158, 

179; local beliefs/Central Asian tradi-
tions and, 85; Orthodox, 97, 111; reac-
tionary, 105; Shia, 112; Sunni, 87, 96, 
112, 158, 238; Turkish culture and, 87; 
vernacular, 85, 87, 90, 96–102, 259n8

Islamic law, 89, 260n23
Islamist Party, 287nn2–3
İsmet Paşa, honoring, 192
İsmet Paşa Girls’ Institute, 212, 218
Istanbul, 3, 5, 18, 54, 93, 114, 122, 124, 

125, 140, 145, 150, 176, 177, 178, 179; 
Ankara and, 22, 23, 30; British and, 
55–56; embassies in, 53, 56, 57, 59, 60; 
isolation of, 56, 73; Ottoman, 35, 88; 
political power in, 60; Red Fleet at, 72

İzet, Hakkı, 202–3; instructions from, 200–
201, 202, 203; map drawing and, 201

Izmir, 122, 124, 175, 178, 257n53, 277n46, 
284n69; commercial profile of, 136; 
construction projects in, 268n52; de-
velopment of, 135, 136; fire in, 134, 135, 
136; girls’ institute in, 212; non-Mus-
lim population of, 134; railroads and, 
166; street map for, 135; symbolic ge-
ography of, 136

Izmir Bayrakli Elementary School, 206
Izmir Girls’ Institute, 217
Izmir International Exhibition, 135

Jansen, Herman, 35, 43, 50, 66, 257n49; 
Ankara and, 33, 34, 252n43; city plan 
and, 250n9; Holzmeister and, 42; 
zoning and, 33, 34

Jewish community, 120, 267n39, 273n110; 
protest by, 117, 118; tensions in, 123

Jews, 127, 273n107, 273n112; adjustment 
by, 123; attacks on, 119, 144, 145, 
146; businesses of, 272n99; cartoon 
portrayal of, 146; emigration of, 150; 
travel restrictions on, 119–20; ultra-
nationalists and, 152

Joint Chiefs of Staff, 42, 124, 287n2
Justice and Development Party (AKP), 

238, 239, 288n9, 289n17; heritage 
preservation and, 242; international 
climate and, 239; non-Muslims and, 
290n18; rule of, 288nn10–11; social 
discourse of, 240; victories for, 241

Justice Commission (GNA), 108

Karabekir, Kazım, 124, 272n102
Karaosmanoğlu, Yakup Kadri, 29, 252n46,  

273n2
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Kavaklıdere-Çankaya hills, 44, 75
Kaya, Kemal, 205, 206
Kayseri, 88, 108, 127, 139, 140
Kemal, Mustafa (Atatürk), 44, 47, 70, 70, 

83, 272; accomplishments of, 6; Anka-
ra and, 17, 29, 50, 251n18; book cover 
of, 209; clothing and, 76, 104; coali-
tion by, 4; constituency and, 86; crit-
icism of, 23, 48, 100; Diyarbakır visit 
by, 166–67, 180, 193–94, 226, 228; fetwa 
against, 84; foreign relations and, 77; 
Girls’ Institutes and, 212; GNA and, 
45–46; leadership of, 39, 48, 250n17; 
model farm of, 24; modernization 
and, 61; monument for, 40, 41, 136, 
137, 171, 172, 173, 177, 239, 277n44; name 
changes and, 285n73; nation-state 
and, 5; on Office of Religious Affairs, 
108; personalized politics of, 46–47, 
48, 51; power of, 48, 131; on railroads, 
165; reforms of, 148–49; republican 
ideology and, 235; residence of, 30, 42, 
49–50, 63, 64, 65, 75, 131; surface of de-
fense and, 194–95; tenth anniversary 
celebration and, 189, 190; THA and, 
225; Turkish History Exhibition and, 
1, 6; women and, 209, 210, 211

Kemalists, 7, 53, 56, 235, 236, 238; educa-
tion and, 212; ideal woman and, 209; 
ideological framework of, 235; suc-
cesses of, 9; Turkish nation and, 198

Kırklareli, 120, 143, 271n89; Jews in, 144, 
145

Kirkuk, 54, 56, 75, 254nn5–6
Kızıl Bey, mausoleum of, 91, 92
Knox, Geoffrey, 45–46; on Ankara, 19
Konya, 55, 88, 229, 281n31; Girls’ Institute 

in, 212
külliyes, 88, 94
Kültür Park, 135, 136, 137; site plan for, 136
Kurdish language, 222
Kurdish names, changing, 143
Kurdish separatist movement, 224
Kurdish uprisings, 166, 243, 271n87
Kurds, 8, 96, 115, 158, 179, 204, 220, 255n8, 

290n20; Armenians and, 268n54; con-
tempt for, 223; cultural assimilation 
and, 224; ethnic consciousness of, 224; 

GNA and, 289n11; schooling, 221–22, 
223, 224; as security threat, 284n69

Kurtuluş (Liberation Mosque), 141

La Turquie Kamaliste, 17; spread from, 
10–11

landmarks, 25, 32, 40, 92, 94, 116, 131, 141, 
149, 168, 174, 192, 226; marginalizing, 
142; modernist, 239; nationalist, 136–
137; non-Muslim, 138, 142; Ottoman, 
176, 241; religious, 128

landscapes, 47, 48–49, 131; cultural, 69, 
92, 112, 128, 197; ethnoreligious, 142; 
Islamic, 150–51; militarization of, 225; 
non-Muslim, 128, 150–51; physical,  
187; social, 187; urban, 110, 192, 208, 223

League of Nations, 56, 203
Lindsay, Sir Ronald, 58, 257n54; on Ad-

nan Bey, 255n11
literacy, 113, 225; spatial, 198
Lörcher, Carl, 43, 50; Ankara plan by, 30, 

31, 31, 32, 38; Holzmeister and, 44; 
parks and, 40; vision of, 33, 41

Malatya, 108, 169
Malatya train station, 170; plan for, 172
Manisa, 88, 169, 175, 177, 278n64; Girls’ 

Institute in, 212; perfection of, 178; 
train station, 171, 277n43, 277n46

maps, 205; drawing, 201–2, 201, 203; logo, 
202, 203, 204; railroad, 206; urban 
cognitive, 208

Maraş, 108, 191
Mardin, 139, 277n50, 284n69
Mardin Halkevi, report from, 230–31
material culture, 13, 69, 153, 159, 160, 187, 

190, 200
medreses, 94, 95, 101, 260n21
Mehmet Tayyib Efendi, Bayramizade, 85, 

86, 260n18
Mersin, 121, 164, 266n19, 266n27
Merzifon Halkevi, 228, 234
military, 194, 271n87; civic and, 225; 

structures, 160, 181
military service, 160; nation-building 

and, 127; non-Muslims and, 124, 125, 
127; uniforms for, 126; women and, 
194, 210–11, 210
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millets, 2–3, 198, 246n6
Ministry of Defense, 42, 125
Ministry of Education, 24, 40, 93, 207, 212; 

booklet by, 282n42; control of, 200
Ministry of Finance and Treasury, 24, 

278n60
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 32, 58, 59, 63, 

259n75
Ministry of Interior, 40, 43, 43, 143, 181, 186, 

278n60; local government and, 278n66
Ministry of Public Works, 40, 42, 180, 

181, 274n10, 278n60; Charter Law of, 
278n60; non-Muslims and, 125

minoritization, 117–27
modernization, 5, 8, 17, 19, 27, 55, 90, 159, 

176, 183, 185, 187, 206, 224, 238, 241, 242, 
243; agenda for, 249n25; education 
and, 211; German influence on, 12, 60–
69; Kemalist, 212; Russian influence 
on, 12; social, 179; women and, 209

Montreux Convention, 203, 228
mosques, 81, 82, 85, 94, 101, 140, 141, 207, 

241
müezzins, 82, 259n4
Muğla, 173, 174, 175
Muğla (fifteenth anniversary book), 185
Muhammed, Prophet, 82, 97
Municipalities Law (1930), 92, 181
Municipalities Master Plan Commission, 

183, 278n60
museums, 32, 92, 94, 101, 248n24
Muslims, 2, 3, 111–12, 115; assets for, 147; 

Christians and, 173; Indian, 272n105; 
marginalization of, 242; non-Mus-
lims and, 119, 121, 129, 145, 243

Musul, 54, 56, 60, 254nn5–6

Nadolny, Rudolf, 62, 64, 65, 69; on embas-
sy, 63; lobbying by, 66; on moderniza-
tion, 61; parties/ functions and, 76

nation-building process, 245n3; material 
strategies of, 187; military service 
and, 127; as spatial challenge, 195; 
women and, 220

nation-state, 55, 112, 117, 239; building, 6, 
11, 45, 51, 53, 164, 237, 243, 244, 248n21, 
280n2; homogenization of, 152; mod-
ern/unified, 187

national community, 13, 160, 197, 198
National Sovereignty Memorial, 39, 92
National Struggle, 255n10, 256nn30–31
nationalism, 3, 21, 23, 90, 110, 111, 267n39; 

emergence of, 114; religion and, 12; 
Turkish, 22

Nationalist Movement, 83, 109, 193
nationalists, 5, 20, 21, 26, 81, 83, 85, 86, 89, 

90, 113, 149, 157, 176; Ankara and, 30; 
Armenian, 114; arrival of, 82; British 
occupation and, 254n5; challenges 
for, 23–24, 87; Dedebaba and, 106; 
grassroots resistance and, 84; Kurd-
ish, 252n48; recognition for, 29; War 
of Independence and, 158, 192, 193; 
Western interests and, 22

nationhood, idea of, 151, 195
nation’s space, performing, 187–90, 192–94
Niego, Elsa, 120; funeral of, 117–18, 118, 

119, 121, 122, 152
non-Muslim communities, 137, 242, 

268n44; landmarks in, 142; transition 
and, 265n2

non-Muslims, 114, 134, 241; AKP and, 
290n18; cartoon portrayal of, 146; 
civil/political rights and, 116; crit-
icism of, 122–24; departure of, 128, 
133, 144, 147; detention of, 124, 125; 
imperial capitalism and, 21; mil-
itary service for, 124, 125, 127; as 
minorities, 118, 119; Muslims and, 
119, 123, 129, 145, 243; name changes 
and, 123, 144; pressures on, 122, 151, 
152, 267n30; private sector and, 238; 
public life and, 128, 144; RPP and, 
290n18; sense of belonging for, 119; 
silencing, 121–23; taxation of, 145, 149, 
150; travel restrictions on, 119–20, 121

North-South axis, 32, 50, 129, 132
Nureddin, Vala, 29, 122

Office of Religious Affairs, 87, 108
Office of the Prime Minister, 40, 180, 181
Officers’ Club, 41, 42, 168, 175, 227
Ökte, Faik, 150, 271n96
Öngören, İbrahim Tali, 179, 180
Orientalism, 17, 23, 111, 250n16
Orthodox Christians, 15, 114–15, 121
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Orthodox Greeks, 4, 138, 229
Orthodox Islam, 97; nation-state and, 

112; social/cultural infrastructure of, 
111; vernacular Islam and, 85

Ottoman Empire, 2, 226, 289n17; collapse 
of, 3, 21, 39, 152; education in, 199, 202; 
failures of, 9, 208; heritage of, 142, 
144; hostilities with, 61; institutions 
of, 176; occupation of, 4; Orientalist 
criticisms of, 5–6; pluralistic constitu-
tion of, 246n6; purging vestiges of, 20

Ottoman society, 12–13, 207

Pera, 54, 69
pilots, female, 194, 210–11, 210
Pious Foundations Administration, 32, 

100, 262n48, 272n105; housing by, 24
planning: education and, 206; incompe-

tent, 52; problems with, 181; urban, 
183, 206, 278n61

police, 43, 120, 162, 237
political order, 11, 12
politics, 112, 225, 255n8, 269n70; interna-

tional, 55; Islamist, 241; national, 116; 
non-Muslims and, 116; Ottoman, 21; 
personalized, 46–47, 48, 51; religion 
and, 111

population exchanges, Turco-Greek, 114, 
115, 226

power, 60; expressions of, 160, 166, 179
Presidential Palace, 20, 36, 37, 41, 42, 42, 44, 

49, 50, 73, 75; dual character of, 47, 48
private sphere, 105, 237, 238
propaganda, 10, 17, 24, 40, 122, 230
protests, 117, 118, 239, 240, 242, 264n95, 

287n3, 288n6; spread of, 287n5
public sphere, 46, 51, 187, 242, 246n7; 

non-Muslims and, 128, 144; perme-
ating, 225–26, 228–35; religion and, 
84; self-expression in, 102–10, 117–27; 
women and, 208, 287n3

public works projects, 159, 205

railroads, 7, 31, 120, 159, 160–61, 171, 187, 
206, 242, 274n11; agriculture and, 
162–63; building, 161, 163, 165, 181, 
205; civilization and, 165; cultural 
change and, 165; economic life and, 

163; expansion of, 161, 161, 162, 162; 
impact of, 162–66; inauguration of, 
164; national consolidation and, 166; 
political integrity and, 166; social 
change and, 165; structure and, 87; 
trade and, 163. See also train stations

real estate, 58, 73, 147, 272n100
reconquests, symbolic/material, 142–45, 

147–50
religion, 23, 88, 89–90, 98, 115, 116, 121, 

214; criminalization of, 112; differ-
ence in, 124, 208; disestablishing, 
86–87; nationalism and, 12; politics 
and, 111; public life and, 84; social life 
and, 110–13; vernacular, 111, 113

religious expression, 118, 238; restrictions 
on, 108, 113

relocation, 20–24; geopolitical context 
of, 55–60

Republic Day, 70, 76–77, 279n78; celebra-
tions on, 232

Republic Square, 40, 41, 43, 136, 137, 172, 
173, 174, 228, 239; tenth anniversary 
processions on, 189

Republican People’s Party (RPP), 30, 125, 
173, 175, 178, 183, 187, 190, 195, 196, 220, 
229, 230, 235; Architecture Office, 
230; cartography and, 208; control 
by, 278n61; education and, 225; goals 
of, 188; Halkevleri and, 226, 228, 231, 
232, 234; military duty and, 124; Nazi 
regime and, 152; non-Muslims and, 
290n18; outreach by, 225; public gath-
erings and, 228; rail transit policy 
and, 160; social exchange and, 229; 
social life/cultural practices and, 179; 
spatial strategy of, 168

Rıfat Efendi, Börekçizade, 86, 87
rituals, 98–99, 102
roads, 160, 187, 242; building, 166, 181; 

structure and, 187
Rumelia, 3, 263n64; railroads in, 162; ur-

ban development in, 89

sacred sites, closure of, 99, 100–101
Sakarya Battle, 194–95
Saraçoğlu, Prime Minister, 149, 272n102, 

272n103
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schools, 206, 225, 235; elementary, 184; sec-
ular, 199; vocational, 213, 225, 282n36, 
282nn40–41. See also education

Second World War, 69, 77, 123, 145, 149
secularism, 112, 176, 179, 240, 241, 284n71, 

290n18; education and, 199; exposure 
to, 111

self-expression, public, 102–10, 117–27
Seljuk, 85, 88, 226, 289n17
Şeyh Said Uprising, 96, 104, 109, 179
sharia law, 87, 90–91, 260n23
Sherrill, Charles H., 36, 37
Şimşek, Sefa, 229, 230
Sivas, 85, 88, 139, 140, 169, 191, 268n53; 

railroads and, 166; train station, 170
social associations, 110, 142, 176, 240
social exchanges, 112, 121, 122, 176, 229
social forces, 52, 116, 163, 176
socialization, 173, 197, 199, 220
social life, 85, 87, 198, 229; religion and, 

110–13; RPP and, 179
social order, 12, 144, 238
social reproduction, 13, 199
social structures, 2, 3, 116, 151, 246n5
sociospatial practices, 13, 96, 137, 229, 239
sovereignty, 6, 39, 92; national, 21–22, 119
Soviet embassy, 71, 72, 73; dinner at, 70
Soviet Union: alliance with, 54–55, 67; 

tenth anniversary celebrations and, 
67

spatial imagination, 110, 195
spatial relations, 13, 112, 141, 151, 192, 198, 

199, 217; railroads and, 164–65
Station Boulevard, 167, 168
stereotypes, 123, 127; Jewish, 146; nega-

tive, 2; non-Muslim, 124
strategies, 195; material, 187; performa-

tive, 195; spatial, 168, 198; transforma-
tion, 159

Sufis, 81, 85, 86, 97, 98, 112, 260n8
Sultanahmet Square, confinement at, 125, 

152
Suritz, Jacob, 62, 69, 70–71

Taksim, 176, 240, 242, 276n41, 289n16; 
business district of, 239; republican 
heritage of, 239; sociospatial practices 
and, 239

Taksim Square, 177, 237, 239
tarikats, 96, 97, 98, 99, 102, 105, 106, 112, 

263n66, 263n68; criticism of, 100
Tatavla, 142, 143
taxation, 148, 149–50, 160, 162, 179, 271n95
TCDD. See Turkish State Railways
teachers, 205, 207
tekfur, 142, 270n78, 270n83
Tekfurdaği, 142, 143
tekkes, 97, 98, 99, 104, 112, 113, 173, 229; 

closing, 100
tenth anniversary celebrations, 67, 

188–90
Tokat, 121, 139, 233, 268n48; City Hall, 124
toponyms, 270n79, 270n84; changing, 

142, 143, 144, 149, 271n88, 285n73
trade: international, 158; railroads and, 

163
train stations, 160, 170, 171, 277n43, 

277n46; building, 169; plan for, 172; 
as urban form, 169, 171. See also rail-
roads

travel restrictions, 119–21, 152, 266n23
Treaty of Lausanne, 54, 55, 56, 61, 86, 111, 

115, 118, 203, 250n17, 254n2, 254n4, 
255n11; education and, 200; Islam 
and, 116; national sovereignty and, 
119; rights/protections of, 116; Turk-
ish borders and, 254n3; Turkish 
Straits and, 23; Turkish War of Inde-
pendence and, 56

türbes, 97, 98, 99, 100, 104
Turco-British relations, 56, 68–69, 255n7
Turco-German relations, 64, 67–68, 76, 

77
Turco-Soviet relations, 67, 70–72, 77
Turkey: drawing map of, 201–2, 201, 203; 

imagining, 199–208; map of, 201, 204, 
204, 205

Turkish Hearth Association (THA), 32, 
50, 92, 225, 226, 253n62

Turkish History Exhibition, 10–11, 243, 
245n4; described, 6; inauguration of, 
1; materiality of, 9; photo of, 2; repub-
lican section of, 7

Turkish History Thesis, 1, 10–11, 149
Turkish language, 205, 212, 222
Turkish Republic: collective allegiance 
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to, 12; establishment of, 89; longev-
ity of, 157; material culture of, 160; 
non-Muslim citizens and, 127; suc-
cesses of, 208

Turkish State Railways (TCDD), 163, 169; 
economic goals of, 136; lines by, 160

Turkish War of Independence, 5, 12, 30, 
36, 39–40, 44, 61, 114, 134, 142, 160, 
177; Ankara and, 29; Armenians and, 
128; education and, 199; memoirs 
of, 157; memorializing, 173, 279n79; 
nationalistic sensibilities and, 149; 
nationalists and, 158, 192, 193; official 
history and, 193; Republic Day and, 
232; Treaty of Lausanne and, 56

Turkishness, 121–22, 144, 267n30
“Twenty Classes conscription,” 124, 147, 

150, 152, 272n102; soldiers of, 126

ulema, 84, 86, 90, 111
Ulus, 30, 31, 61, 129, 132; aerial view of, 24
Ulus (newspaper), 216, 218; clippings 

from, 25, 191
Ulus Atatürk Monument, 24, 26
Ulus (Nation) Square, 39
Unification of Education Act, 93, 199–

200
uniformity, legal/institutional basis for, 

181, 183, 185–87
urban development, 51, 168, 169, 173, 242
urban form, 40, 44, 51, 129, 130; train sta-

tions as, 169, 171
urban life, 88–96
urban space, 169, 181, 228; remapping of, 

95–96; structure and, 187
urbanism, 33, 67, 176, 228
Urfa, 139, 277n50, 284n69
Urfa Gate, 167, 168

vakıf, 85, 87, 92, 100, 226, 260n23, 262n48, 
263n64; appropriation of, 113; de-
scribed, 88–89

vakıf property, 89, 91, 94, 95, 97, 101; take-
over of, 93

vakıf system, 88; attacks on, 94; reform 
of, 90–91

vernacular Islam, 87; banishing practices 
of, 96–102; central authority and, 90; 
orthodox Islam and, 85

Victoria, Queen: chandelier from, 9, 10–11
Victory Monument, 40, 42
Victory Square, 41

Wealth Tax (1942), 148, 152; front-page 
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