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Kemalist single-party regime 1932-1951. 

Asude Ayata 

Abstract 

This study is an exploration of the social engineering of the single-party era through the lenses 

of state officials in their work of propagating the nationalist state ideology. It aims to bring the 

state officials, in their (re)production of the beliefs and values as products and as the 

(re)producers of the state ideology, to the forefront. More specifically, it studies the 

negotiations and the contestations between state officials in regards to three main social 

structures which are (ethno)nationalism, womanhood, and laicism. A fourth social structure is 

the hierarchical relations within the state bureaucracy. A deeper understanding of the social 

engineering through the lenses of state officials is provided through a discursive close reading 

of the archival data regarding the activities of Halkevleri (People’s Houses), which were state 

institutions through which the state ideology was propagated to the people.  
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Introduction 

1 Background 

The single-party era of Turkey which bore the stamp of the formation of Turkish national 

identity entailed numerous radical reforms that aimed at modernizing, westernizing, and 

democratizing the new citizen. Much similar to other European identity politics seeking to 

create new citizens in harmony with their state ideology during early to mid 20th century, the 

Kemalist single-party regime adapted various authoritarian and totalitarian policies. Previous 

researchers on Kemalism and its social engineering have been prone to adapting macro-

perspective on the changes pertinent to the single-party era, bringing the changes to the 

forefront and seeing them as a mere top-down imposition. I argue that an ethnographic 

approach to the study of the single-party era will surpass the shortcomings of previous 

research through its centralization of the subjects of the changes, at the same time as it will 

situate the everyday lives of and the relations between state officials in their wider context. 

The peculiarities of Kemalism and the single-party era1 ought to be properly understood if we 

are to elucidate the heterogeneity of the era but also to help build a contextual background to 

the navigations and negotiations of state officials as individuals.  

Part of its peculiar nature as an authoritarian regime that aims to establish democracy,2 

the Kemalist regime entailed an interesting duality within the state bureaucracy. The time-

honored paternal figure of the Ottoman Empire which had until now been central to the 

leader-centered governorship was not congruous with the democratic and meritocratic nature 

of the new state. Mustafa Kemal, having shown great success in earlier combats and now 

 
1 Kemalism as an ideology was non-stable and had relative tolerance for alternative discourses. Despite 

being defined as the pillars of Kemalism, two of its tenets, democracy and nationalism, were open to 

discussions. As a result, even the dyed-in-the-wool Kemalist nationalists differed in their opinions on the 

constitutions of the new man. Examples include intellectuals such as individualist Ahmet Ağaoğlu, 

cultural nationalist Ziya Gökalp, physical anthropologist Afet İnan, and Pan-Turkist Nihal Atsız. For a 

brief discussion on the differences in opinion among the nation-builders see Erik-Jan Zürcher. Turkey: a 
Modern History, London: Tauris, 1993, pp. 126-132. See also Fatih Yaşlı. Türkçü Faşizmden “Türk-İslam 

Ülküsü”ne, İstanbul: Yordam Kitap, 2016. 

2 Neşe Gürallar Yeşilkaya. Halkevleri: Ideoloji ve Mimarlik, İstanbul: İletişim, 1999, p. 51; Sefa Şimşek. 

““People’s Houses” as a Nationwide Project for Ideological Mobilization in Early Republican Turkey” 

Turkish Studies, vol: 6, 2005, p. 79. 
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showing to be a pragmatist, was perceived as a charismatic leader3 and thus contributing to 

the continuation of the Ottoman parens patriae – this time as a cultural heritage. 

It is against the backdrop of this sociopolitical context of the single-party era, that the 

everyday lives of the state officials – whose bureaucratic statuses ought to be categorized as 

elites, bureaucrats, and civil servants – and the relations between them will here be studied. 

As in every social contract, the state officials of the single-party era, too, were indubitably in 

constant negotiations. I further develop this contention, predicating it on the assumption that 

the most discussed social structures, both during the Kemalist era4 and at the dawn of 

academic discussions on identity politics,5 constitute a basis for the negotiations of state 

officials. As the number of social structures that were discussed are greater than the confines 

of my study, I will rivet my attention to questions about ethnicity, womanhood, and laicism 

(secularism), which I consider to encapsulate the generality of the changes undergone. While 

ethnicity, womanhood, and laicism – as social factors negotiated among state officials and as 

social factors state officials engineered – are among the most prominent social changes 

undergone, they are not sufficient alone to provide a detailed understanding of the relations 

that are not only affected by norms on ethnicity, womanhood and laicism but also affected by 

a less discussed social factor, that is bureaucratic structures.  

The social engineering which was led by the state bureaucracy – itself must be studied both 

as the product and the reproductive apparatus of the national discourse – was heavily 

dependent on the state institutions Halkevleri (People’s Houses), through which the state 

propagated its ideology and aimed at educating the people on various subjects. The 

organization of Halkevleri was thus based on the Kemalist nationalism, along with other 

Kemalist tenets, republicanism, populism, statism, laicism, and revolutionism. The first 

Halkevleri opened in 1932 in fourteen places across Turkey, replacing prior ideological 

organizations, most notoriously ethnonationalist Turkish Hearths. The number of Halkevleri 

were to rise considerably in the following decade. Among them, Halkevleri in five cities will 

be the subject of this study. These are Ağrı, Ankara, Istanbul, London, and Tunceli.  

 
3 The heroic image assigned to Atatürk has earlier been compared to the notions of heroism by Thomas 

Carlyle. It has also been claimed that Atatürk might have read and been inspired by the work of Carlyle. 

Hasan Ünder. “Atatürk imgesinin siyasal yaşamdaki rolü” in Modern Türkiye’de Siyasi Düşünce 2 – 

Kemalizm. Murat Belge and Ahmet İnsel (red.), İstanbul: İletişim, 2002, pp. 144f. 

4 Cennet Ünver. Images and Perceptions of Fascism Among the Kemalist Elite in Turkey, 1931- 1943, 

Master thesis, Boğaziçi University, 2001, pp. 111-116. 

5 Ayşe Güneş-Ayata. ”The emergence of identity politics in Turkey” New Perspectives on Turkey. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol: 17, 1997, pp. 59-73. 
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2 Aim and objectives 

This study puts focus on the beliefs and values of and the relations between the actors 

involved in the process of creation of a national identity during the Kemalist single-party 

regime. It studies Halkevleri through archival documents regarding its organization during the 

single-party regime to provide a dualistic picture of the social engineering that formed the 

new Turkey by dovetailing a macro and a micro perspective. The macro perspective provides 

a backdrop through which the micro perspective will be contextualized. This study describes 

and analyzes the beliefs and values expressed in various contexts; in communiqués and at 

inaugurations of Halkevleri. The state bureaucracy is analyzed as an ethnographical site in 

which power relations and social factors are at play in the relations between state officials. It 

is a critical enquiry about the formation of the new discourse, in contrast to the top-down 

approach adapted in macro perspective studies. The relations between state officials are 

studied through their correspondences. The micro perspective includes the study of 

underlying assumptions, that is beliefs and values that have come to be widely accepted. 

These are visible in most types of archival data, transcripts of speeches held at inaugurations 

of Halkevleri to correspondences between state officials.  

The aim of this master thesis is to analyze archival data on Halkevleri activities and the 

correspondences between state elites, state bureaucrats, and civil servants, to elucidate the 

negotiations of beliefs and values among state officials in their meaning-making of their 

everyday (re)production of the nationalist discourse and in their relations with each other 

during their social engineering through Halkevleri as ideological state apparatuses. 

The state bureaucracy, in which the process of the formation of a new identity took place 

through Halkevleri, is just like any other organization a gathering of individuals. It is 

therefore only natural that the contestations between the involved were not only affected by 

state hierarchy but also by social structures of everyday lives. The study of state and its 

institutional activities in the creation of a new identity could therefore be studied like any 

other ethnographic site. The objective of this master thesis is to present the beliefs and values 

expressed within Halkevleri as ideological state apparatuses by bringing the individual state 

officials to the forefront in order to critically analyze the relations between state officials in 

regards to social and bureaucratic structures and changes pertinent to the formation of the new 

identity discourse. These objectives will be analyzed within a thematic framework consisting 

of ethnicity, womanhood, laicism, and bureaucratic structures. It is expected that the social 
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structures will be at interplay and in constant change of prioritization depending on the 

occasion. 

3 Disposition 

The remainder of this chapter consists of a critical discussion on previous research, 

comprising two conjoined study areas that are criticized for their strict division of “the state” 

as a monolith of individuals and “the people” which disregards the individuality of state 

officials. The chapter is then followed by an elucidation of the methodical approach employed 

in the study of the archives. The methodical approach is critically analyzed in a Marxist 

tradition and in relation to collective identity studies, to then be ended on a note on the 

inevitable subjectivity of the researcher. Before the end section of the first chapter, which 

delineates the limitations set for the study, the theoretical framework is established. Here, the 

scope of Marxist tradition earlier mentioned in the critical approach is extended to the work of 

Marxist ideologues. In an effort to fill the gap left by studying the state only as a place for 

production and reproduction of norms and relations, a bricolage of Foucauldian biopolitics, 

Arendt’s notions on state-society relations, and Weberian concept of patrimonialism is 

created. 

 Chapter two consists of four main sections. Establishing a backdrop for the next section, 

the first section deals with the social and bureaucratic structures of Halkevleri. The second 

section aims to understand the beliefs and values of the state bureaucracy and the state 

officials’ meaning-making of the (re)production of the nationalist discourse to the forefront. 

In the third section, before the London Halkevi is discussed at greater length (as it constituted 

as specific case as the only Halkevi abroad), the question of the Western Gaze is probed as to 

understand its role in the work of and in the relations between state officials. The last section 

turns the gaze back to the mainland to problematize the issues of hierarchical relations and the 

singularity of narration, first in general terms and then in relation to minority politics. 

 In the final chapter, the findings of the study are summarized along with recommendations 

on further research, followed by reflections and a critical commentary on the study area. 
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4 Previous research 

In my extensive research on previous studies on Halkevleri and the Republican era, I have 

noticed a trend that relegates the individuals of the state bureaucracy to a homogenous and 

monolithic state. Neither research on Halkevleri nor studies of civils have studied the 

individuals of state bureaucracy as individuals. The strict division between the state and 

society and the assigned “reformists” and “the people” dichotomies, seen in an absolute 

majority of previous research, leave no place for discussions about hierarchal structures 

among the people of the state. This section explores a twofold aspect of previous research. 

Firstly, previous research on Halkevleri will be delineated and discussed. Here, the significant 

omission of critical approach and micro-level perspective of earlier work on Halkevleri will 

be problematized. The other side of the aspect will provide an academic context for the study 

in which the polyphony of previous research on Kemalism and the Republican era will form 

the basis for the critical approach developed in this study.  

 

4.1 Halkevleri as a modernizing and Turkifying project 

Existing research recognizes the critical role played by state bureaucracy in the formation of 

the Republican Turk.6 Studies on Halkevleri, although conducted in a multitude of disciplines, 

have often neglected an aspect that needs to be addressed for a more profound understanding 

of the social context in which they were active. Previous research on Halkevleri have typically 

only investigated the administrative work of Halkevleri, overlooking relations between the 

people that were involved and the social and bureaucratic structures with which they 

negotiated.7 Instead, macro-perspective has often been favored with little to no critical 

approach to the project of Halkevleri. Most can even be considered hagiographic depictions of 

 
6 Alexandros Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society, PhD dissertation, Leiden University, 

2009; Arzu Öztürkmen. “The Role of People’s Houses in the making of nation culture in Turkey” New 

Perspectives on Turkey, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol: 11, 1994, pp. 159-181; Çağkan 

Sayın. What does the Turkish bureaucracy represent? Manifestation of the state-society relationship in 

the meaning worlds of the bureaucrats, PhD dissertation, Middle East Technical University, 2006; 

Çiğdem Sofuoğlu. Toplumsal Dönüşümlere Biyopolitik Çerçeveden Bakmak: Erken Cumhurı ̇yet Dönemı ̇ 

ve 2000’ler Sonrası Türiye, PhD dissertation, Ankara Üniversitesi, 2019; Şimşek. ““People’s Houses” as a 

Nationwide Project”, pp. 71-91. 

7 Examples include Ahmet Edi. “Ağrı Halkevleri” in Nahçıvan ve Doğu Anadolu Abideleri Uluslararası 

Sempozyomu: Dünü Bugünü ve Yarını, SAGE Yayıncılık San. ve Tic. Ltd. Sti., 2015, pp. 464-474; Rukiye 

Saygılı. “The Intermediary Institution of Political Socialization: People’s Houses” in The 2014 WEI 

International Academic Conference Proceedings, Budapest: The East West Institute, 2014, pp. 181-187; 

Savaş Sertel. Ulus Devlet Modernleşmesinin Taşraya Yansıması: Tunceli’de Kurulan Halkevleri ve 

Halkodaları (1937-1951), Hiperlink, 2019. 



 

 

6 

Halkevleri and the Republican People’s Party (hereinafter the Party).8 Although promising to 

break the rule at first, addressing the elephant in the room, that is Tunceli9 Halkevleri, 

historian Savaş Sertel does not take interest in the everyday lives of state officials and their 

relations to each other during their Turkifying of non-Turks through Halkevleri. Instead, 

Sertel informs the reader about the trivial archival data on the Tunceli Halkevleri, such as the 

names of the Halkevi members and the brands of radios that were sent by the Party.10 

Furthermore, the author’s positive approach to the Halkevleri project seeps through numerous 

sentences.11 Not to mention his last sentences in which he responds to the criticism against 

Halkevleri for its assimilation of “Kurds, Arabs and other ethnic groups” in the eastern and 

southeastern Turkey with a one-sentence argument that does not address the problem the 

criticism raises.12 

These fallacies and limitations of previous research are remarkably widespread and 

constructive alternatives to biased research on Halkevleri have long been difficult to come 

across. The study by historian and ethnologist Alexandros Lamprou, published a decade prior 

to Sertel’s study, addressed the very issue about the lack of critical approach.13 Lamprou 

criticizes the assumption of a statist bureaucracy that has been put forward by political 

scientist Metin Heper for the same reason14 and asserts that a micro level-study that focuses 

on the everyday lives would help to provide a deeper understanding of the symbiotic relation 

between the central state and the local elites (notable villagers), pertinent to the social 

engineering of Halkevleri.15 Aimed at enabling a micro-level study of Halkevleri in which the 

relations between the head of state and the “subjects of change” are tackled, Lamprou 

manages to study the past state bureaucracy as an ethnographic site through his detailed 

 
8 For further reading on the ideologically and nationalistically flavored Turkish academia, see Asker 

Kartarı. “Ideologie in der türkischen Ethnologie und Folkloristik” Ethnologia Balkanica. Münster: 

Waxmann Verlag, vol: 2, 1998, pp. 57-68. See also Şerif Mardin. “Projects as methodology: Some 

Thoughts on Modern Turkish Social Science” in Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in Turkey, 

Sibel Bozdoğan and Reşat Kasaba (red.), Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997, pp. 64-80. 

9 See the Dersim Rebellion 1937-1938. Being a Turkification project, the Halkevleri that were opened in 

Tunceli yields interesting clues to the dynamics of the period. Unfortunately, very little research has 

been conducted on the subject of Tunceli Halkevleri. 

10 Sertel. Ulus Devlet, p. 74. 

11 In his explanation of the state Party (Republican People’s Party, CHP) supervision of its Halkevleri and 

Halkodaları (Halkodaları are essentially the same as Halkevleri, only smaller in size), Sertel overtly 

justifies and glorifies the politics of CHP: “The Halkevleri and Halkodaları which CHP established across 

Turkey with great effort and money were not left unattended” (my translation). Ibid., p. 107. 

12 “In any case, one should not forget that a considerable number of Halkevleri were established in the 

western cities and in coastal regions” (my translation). Ibid., p. 127.  

13 Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society, p. 7. 

14 Further in his study, Lamprou concludes that the simplistic understanding of a monolithic state fails to 

showcase the symbiotic relation between the central state and the local society. Ibid., p. 161. 

15 Ibid., p. 9f. 
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retelling of the lives of the state officials which circumvents the problem of not being there.16  

Although Lamprou maintains the balance between his individual-oriented perspective and the 

generality of Halkevleri, his theoretical approach, based on Michel de Certeau, does not 

suffice in providing a profound understanding of the dialectical power-relations between the 

subjects of his study as it leans more on the understanding of the everyday lives of the 

subjects. 

 

4.2 A contested field: the Republican era 

In contradistinction to the top-down approach in macro perspective that fails in providing a 

full resolution picture of the behind-the-scenes negotiations on social changes, studies that 

have shed light on the responses of the people have provided an alternative and a deeper 

understanding of single-party era and Kemalism. Gaining popularity in the 1980’s, in tandem 

with the rise of neoliberalism and Islamist mobilization, the question of identity politics paved 

the way for alternative understandings of the early Republic and its effects on the people. 

These alternative understandings helped earlier as well as existent issues as remnants of the 

Republican reforms to be put on the table. Among the academics, many of the discussions 

bore the stamp of a group of polarized ideologies, of which both ends of the polarization 

simplified Kemalism.17 The polarized views on the Republican era and its ideology will here 

be delineated in order to provide a general context for this study.  

Among the most notable researchers in the quest of enriching the Turkish academia with 

the “alternative view” is sociologist Reşat Kasaba. In his chapter in the anthology Rethinking 

Modernity and Identity in Turkey18 that provides home for numerous critical reflections on 

Kemalism and the Republican era, Kasaba emphasizes the importance of overcoming the 

limitations of previous macro-perspective research through “[bringing] the society back” and 

giving voice to the people whose “voices were rarely acknowledged during the initial years of 

the republic”.19 Another contribution to the anthology, sociologist Deniz Kandiyoti’s article 

 
16 The problem of “being there” in the study of archives best described by ethnologist Rebecka 

Lennartsson in article “Notes on “not being there”. Ethnographic Excursions in Eighteenth-Century 

Stockholm” Ethnologia Europeae, vol: 41, 2012, pp. 105-116. 

17 A similar remark has previously been made by Kandiyoti, problematizing the polarized view on 

Kemalism that does not allow “the notion of the ‘modern’ itself and charting its local specifities” to be 

studied. Kandiyoti. “Gendering the Modern: On Missing Dimensions in the Study of Turkish Modernity”, 

in Rethinking Modernity, p. 113. 

18 Sibel Bozdoğan & Reşat Kasaba. Rethinking Modernity. 

19 Reşat Kasaba. “Kemalist Certainties and Modern Ambiguities” in Rethinking Modernity, p. 30. 
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about family, womanhood, and Islam during the early Republic, provides a blueprint of the 

social context of the period, intersecting questions about patriarchy, modernity, and rural-

urban division with the Kemalist reforms undertaken.20  

The study by sociologist Nilüfer Göle Modern Mahrem21 that touches upon the changes 

undergone in the modernization during early Republican period has been criticized by another 

sociologist Sencer Ayata for its simplistic view on the Kemalist understanding and 

propagation of womanhood as a monolithic identity. Ayata claims that alternatives to the 

Republican image of womanhood commonly used as propaganda by Kemalist regime were 

existent both in society and in the state bureaucracy.22 While I do not think that Göle would 

assert the contrary, a short-coming in both of their accounts on Kemalism is the very 

complexity of its practice; it is for a fact that the Republican image of womanhood was 

multifaceted23 but Göle’s argument cannot be refuted with such an account as the allowance 

for plurality does not contradict the propagation of an ideal womanhood. 

Another polarization that haunts the discussions on Kemalism and the Republican era is the 

oversimplification of ethnic and religious identity politics. In her article about identity politics 

in 1980’s, the time during which ethnic and religious issues received academic attention, 

sociologist Ayşe Güneş-Ayata provides a detailed account on the situation of numerous 

minorities prior, during and after the Republican reforms. Claiming that Alevites were “ardent 

supporters of republican revolution due to its laicism”24 Güneş-Ayata showcases that 

Alevites, although a minority, were indeed advocates of the Republican reforms. Heper 

explains that Alevites supported Kemalism “because they had suffered under the Sunni  

hegemony and dominance in the Ottoman Empire”.25 A similar argument is made in relation 

to the problems between the state and the Kurds through which Heper arrives to the 

conclusion that the root cause of the problems was, contrary to popular belief that often 

 
20 Deniz Kandiyoti. “Gendering the Modern”, pp. 113-132.  

21 Nilüfer Göle. Modern Mahrem: Medeniyet ve Örtünme, Metis Yayıncılık, 1991. 

22 Sencer Ayata. ”Continuity and change in Turkish culture: some critical remarks on Modern Mahrem”, 

New Perspectives on Turkey, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol: 9, 1993, pp. 137-148. 

23 See Kandiyoti. “Gendering the Modern”, pp. 117f. 

24 Güneş-Ayata. ”The emergence of identity politics in Turkey” New Perspectives on Turkey, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, vol: 17, 1997, pp. 59-73. 

25 Metin Heper. The State and Kurds in Turkey: the question of assimilation, Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2007, p. 148. 
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simplifies it, a complex web of social structures. That religious, ethnic, and socioeconomic 

structures were interwoven.26  

Adding complexity to the question of the social context of the Republican era is the 

intensely debated question of Kemalist authoritarian and totalitarian tendencies. The question 

of the limits of Kemalist democracy had already been discussed among state officials during 

the era under examination.27 The question needs, however, to be raised again, as political 

scientist Dragoş C. Mateescu also emphasizes on the opening page in his article, 28 if a deeper 

understanding of the sociopolitical context of the state officials’ everyday lives is to be 

provided. Disputing the claim that Kemalism was a totalitarian ideology, Mateescu 

emphasizes the democratic aspects of Kemalism, drawing on its relative tolerance for 

alternative discourses.29 While Kemalism per se did rely on tenets that buttressed the 

democratic modern state, an ideologically unobstructed view on the political realm of the era 

makes its pragmatic, and sometimes Machiavellian, aspects evident. The wary observer will 

notice the Kemalist pragmatism as the common denominator in the denial of the existence of 

Kurds, the careful management of both sides of the second world war by the astute second 

president Ismet Inönü, and many radical reforms that were imposed on the people of Turkey. 

In unison with the criticism of macro-perspective, this overt preoccupation with the definition 

of Kemalism results in the omission of its “experienced” aspects. 

Advancing previous research on the Republican era by studying the Kemalist bureaucracy 

as an ethnographic site, I suggest that the importance of studying Kemalist authoritarian and 

totalitarian tendencies is more profound as it reveals the social and bureaucratic structures 

which can be studied through “bringing society back” to understand how they were negotiated 

among state officials. I should reiterate that it is not the interest of this study to take a side on 

the polarization. This research disregards polarized views on Kemalism and instead focuses 

on its peculiarities that often are neglected, sometimes in an effort to depict Kemalism in line 

with the author’s ideological background. My interest does not lie in the definition of 

Kemalism as authoritarian/totalitarian or democratic, but rather in the hard to define way it 

operated and how it was negotiated among state officials.  

 
26 Ibid., p. 144-155. 

27 The question of the limits of the Kemalist democracy was discussed as early as they first manifested 

themselves. For debates among state officials on Kemalist authoritarianism, see Ünver. Images and 

Perceptions of Fascism, pp. 111-116. 

28 Dragoş C. Mateescu. ”Kemalism in the Era of Totalitarianism: A Conceptual Analysis” Turkish Studies, 

(vol: 7, 2006) pp. 225-241. 

29 Ibid., p. 239. 
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5 Material and method 

The employed method is a two-stage process facilitating a critical analysis of archival data. 

The first stage entails the accumulation of relevant documents regarding the operations of 

Halkevleri – such as correspondences, pamphlets, and communiqués – and the systematic 

analysis of power and resistance through a discursive close reading of the data. Three archives 

have been virtually visited, of which Turkish State Archive the most scrutinized as the other 

archives, privately owned SALT Research Archive and Imperial War Museums Archive, have 

not had extensive data to provide.30  

 The second stage entails the function of critically analyzing the method by adopting the 

critical approach developed within collective identity-studies, closely related to Marxist 

understanding and criticism of nationalism. This section also draws a parallel between the 

issue of archives in general and the specific issues of Turkish archives, and lastly raises the 

issue of scientific objectivity.   

 

5.1 Method 

The initial research process depended heavily on basic keywords. Mainly the names of 

Halkevleri in each city were searched among the collections of Turkish State Archive, SALT 

Research Archive, and Imperial War Museums Archive. The various underlying motives that 

confined the attention of the study to the cities of Ağrı, Ankara, Istanbul, London, and Tunceli 

were 1) the importance of including big cities (Ankara and Istanbul), 2) and respectively the 

importance of including smaller cities (Ağrı and Tunceli) which 3) are interesting in that they 

have been home to uprisings. In addition to these motives in the selection of Ağrı, Ankara, 

Istanbul, and Tunceli, 4) the motive behind studying London Halkevi was to illuminate its 

distinctiveness as the only Halkevi that was abroad and to extend the scope of the discussion 

on the everyday lives of state officials to a wider context.  

Majority of the data on the Halkevleri and the state officials has been derived from Turkish 

State Archive which is constituted by two departments, Ottoman archives (BOA, Başkanlık 

Osmanlı Arşivi) and Republican archives (BCA, Başkanlık Cumhuriyet Arşivi). Material 

contained in Republican archives, which is the department brought to the fore in the following 

 
30 SALT Research Archive has photographs and architectural drawings of various Halkevleri. There is open 

access to majority of its possessions, apart from the Halkevleri magazine Yeni Adam (Turkish for New 

Man). Imperial War Museums Archive has photographs of London Halkevi. 
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study, haven been referred to as “BCA”, followed by their reference number, followed by 

page number.  

 The research and analysis part were conducted simultaneously after the first round of the 

accumulation process. The second part of the accumulation followed the analysis of the 

initially accumulated data in which new keywords, mostly important or reoccurring actors, 

were searched in the second round of retrieving data. This round of the accumulation soon 

manifested itself to be less useful as many of the archival documents were merged as 

collections, making specific actors or specific information difficult to find. Instead, every 

page of each collection, which at times were well over a hundred pages each, was skimmed 

through in order to find the key words. The archives have been revisited at several occasions 

in an effort to not miss out on valuable data. One last visit was made when the first draft was 

finished. This time, collections that were not scrutinized earlier, either because they did not 

have any reference to the specific Halkevleri that I was studying or because the collection did 

not have any relevance,31 were paid a visit to avoid missing out on valuable data that might 

have been archived under a disguised title. 

 The starting point of the analytical process has been discursive close reading of scripted 

data which has relied on the adoption of “critical analysis as an exploration of the dialectics of 

power and resistance”32 on organizational discourse. This has entailed an interactive reading, 

contextualizing the data through relevant background information provided by previous 

research as well as sociocultural-knowledge that I, as a Turk, possess. Reminiscent of the 

reproductive forces of ideology through embodiment of its contents in everyday practices, as 

suggested in critical discourse analysis,33 organizational discourse is at once the medium and 

the product of a reproduction of power relations.34 Against this backdrop, state officials 

should be studied not only as mediators but also as the products of the reproductive force of 

the state ideology. Part of the critical organizational discourse adapted here is the dialectical 

perspective on power which denies an all-encompassing and monolithic power, and instead 

suggests that resistance and domination exist simultaneously. Furthermore, two of the three 

discursive forms in organizational discourse which Dennis Mumby elucidates, organizational 

 
31 As archival data on Tunceli and Ağrı Halkevleri were much fewer in number, I decided to skim through 

the collections that were about financial support and the reports on the state of the buildings in Ağrı and 

Tunceli, issues that did not seem to have relevance to my study. 

32 Dennis K. Mumby. “Discourse, Power and Ideology: Unpacking the Critical Approach” in The SAGE 

Handbook of Organizational Discourse, David Grant (red.) London: SAGE, 2004, p. 238. 

33 Ibid., p. 238. 

34 Ibid., p. 241. 
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storytelling and organizational talk,35 have been employed to 1) analyze the everyday lives of 

state officials through the narrations of the state, and 2) to analyze the relations between the 

state officials through their correspondences. 

Before concluding this chapter with the critical analysis of studying archival data, a remark 

on the importance of translation-process has to be made. Because a substantial majority of the 

documents have been written in Turkish, with a few instances of English, an important 

consideration has been made in translation of the data; because Turkish was at the time in the 

early years of its subjection to revolutionary changes that aimed to modernize it,36 numerous 

sentences found in the archival data are syntactically wrong. Being an insider with the emic 

knowledge, I have preferred semantic translations over literal translations, and have translated 

the data to the best of my ability. This has also provided a clearer reflection of the power-

relations studied with the help of the discursive close reading. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
35 Ibid., pp. 242-246, 248-251. The third, Rites and Rituals, is described as “discursive moments that reify 

the relationship between meaning and social control. Indeed, as an ideological mechanism that is 

explicitly performative, rituals can be seen as an embodiment of Althusser’s claim that ideological 

processes operate in social practice rather than ideationally.” Ibid., p. 247. Due to the nature of the 

archival data that will be analyzed in this study, a study of the social practices of state officials would not 

be fruitful. 

36 Reforms included the abolishment of all Arabic and Farsi words in Ottoman Turkish, the elitist language 

of the Ottoman state that was hardly understood by the people. Kartarı. “Ideologie in der türkischen 

Ethnologie und Folkloristik” p. 58. The process of linguistically purifying Turkish from non-Turkish words 

did however lead to complications. Andrew Mango. From the Sultan to Atatürk, London: Haus Publishing, 

2009, p. 104. One such example is the hard to understand speech that was held by Atatürk at the 

meeting with the Crown Prince Gustaf VI Adolf of Sweden 1934. “İsveç Kralı ve Türkiye-İsveç İlişkileri 

Hakkında Konuşma 3 Ekim 1934” Ayın Tarihi, Vol: 2, 1934, pp. 22-23. 
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5.2 Reflections on the analysis of the archival data 

All national rootedness, for example, is rooted first of all in the memory or the anxiety of a displaced – or 

displaceable – population. It is not only time that is “out of joint”, but space in time, spacing. 37 

 

 

The idea of national identity as a commonly imagined phenomenon is evident in much of 

contemporary research. Among Marxist thinkers – most notably Eric Hobsbawm, Jacques 

Derrida, and Benedict Anderson, whose definition of nationality has influenced the title of 

this study – the understanding of nationalism has been closely associated with its power of 

homogenization often (mis)used by political authorities. The above description of nationalism 

is derived from Derrida’s Specters of Marx, a harbinger of his seminal work in studies about 

the archive the Archive Fever. Derrida refers to a commonly used phrase, “the time is out of 

joint”, one of many phrases coined by Shakespeare, to explain the spectrality of Marxism in 

the post-communist world. This spectrality, the ghosting of the past, hovers again in his later 

work. The archive as a political apparatus is a place of commencement and of commandment 

because it can be kept in place.38 Drawing on Derrida and the displacement of time and “space 

in time”, I employ a critical approach to the study of archives. If national rootedness is rooted 

in memory and time, as mentioned by Derrida, the collective memory of a group must be the 

most prominent feature of a national identity. 

Discussed mainly as a theoretical approach, the practice of the theories by Aleida Assman 

and Astrid Erll can be extended into critical methodology and can yield positive results if 

done appropriately. As an extension of the previously mentioned close reading, collective 

identity studies can contextualize the archival material by providing a critical viewpoint on 

the role of the state in creating cultural identities. And as will be discussed, the administration 

of archives in Turkey have long been neglected, partly in an effort to mold the past to make it 

congruent with the present ideology. Sociologist Meltem Ahıska refers to the consequence of 

the intentional destruction of and general disinterest in archives as “missing archives”.39 The 

register of truth, as she calls it, is singular and hegemonical. It is shaped in relation to the 

Occidentalist fantasy of Turkey being Western and modern in which “an imagined Western 

 
37 Derrida describes “inter-ethnic wars (have there ever been another kind?)” as one of the ten plagues of 

the new world order and defines (ethno)nationalism as a “primitive conceptual phantasm of community”. 
Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: the state of the debt, the work of mourning, and the New 

International, New York: Routledge, 1993, pp. 102f.  

38 Jacques Derrida. Archive fever: a Freudian impression, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995, p. 1. 

39 Meltem Ahıska. “Occidentalism and registers of truth: The politics of archives in Turkey” New 

Perspectives on Turkey, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol: 34, 2006, p. 11. 
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audience is addressed, albeit dialogically against the alleged claims of falsification and 

censorship, as in the case of documents pertaining to the Armenian Genocide.”40 While the 

example of archives regarding the Armenian question is not directly related to the aim of this 

study, it illustrates the political power of archives, which necessitates a critical approach to 

the archival data that is to be studied. 

 The remarks by Ahıska on the reason behind the underdevelopment of archives are in line 

with the claim by Aleida Assman who asserts that disciplining of society through making 

forget and making remember is the political intention behind archives.41 As a method to work 

against this political intention, or to at least acknowledge its presence in order to maintain a 

critical approach, Assman differentiates between intentional archives and archives that are 

without context.42 The latter is characterized as archives that are open to reinterpretations, in 

contrast to intentional archives – in other words political archives – which are firmly attached 

to their underlying political intentions.43 The politicization of Turkish archives, as I would 

like to put it, permeates all archival data as one can never be certain which data to consider 

reliable and because archives that undermine the singularity of the hegemonical discourse 

may have been destroyed. The reliability of all data, then, is a matter for speculation. 

 This kind of differentiation between the politically charged and the non-intentional archival 

remnants will not only aid in maintaining a critical approach to the archival data studied but 

also bring the alternative voices that may have been neglected by the hegemonical discourse 

to the forefront, similar to the function of the so called countermemory described by Astrid 

Erll as discrepancies over which the hegemonical discourse draws a veil.44 These variations of 

narration are to help shine light on the complexity of the past that often goes unnoticed in 

studies that adopt macro perspective, but also by political hegemonies that often like to 

simplify the past in order to make it congruous with their hegemonical discourse. It is 

 
40 Ahıska. “Occidentalism and registers of truth” p. 12. The issue of potential falsification of as well as the 

lack of documents regarding the Armenian question has long been a matter for heated debates. The 

Turkish side has “point[ed] out that the official records of the Ottoman government do not, as far as is 

known, contain any documents that demonstrate government involvement in the killings. The Armenian 

side has tried to demonstrate this involvement, but some of the documents it has produced (like some of 

the so-called Andonian papers) have been shown to be forgeries.” Zürcher. Turkey, p. 114. For a brief 

discussion on the importance of interpretation of documents, besides the issue of potential falsification, 

see Selim Deringil. “The Study of Late Armenian crisis of the late Ottoman Empire, or, ‘seizing the 
document by its throat’” New Perspectives on Turkey, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol. 27, 

2002, pp. 35-59.  

41 Aleida Assman. “Canon and Archive” in Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary 

Handbook, Astrid Erll & Ansgar Nünning (red.), Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008, p. 102. 

42 Ibid., pp. 98f. 

43 Ibid., p. 103. 

44 Erll refers to a Marxist and Gramscian tradition of writing “history from below” as a countermemory to 

the history of official records. Astrid Erll. Memory in Culture, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, pp. 42f. 
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therefore crucial to maintain the critical approach that fuels speculations and analyses. 

Although the extent of which alternative discourses in the archival data that can be deciphered 

is most probably limited – not only due to a lack of wider variation of interpretation of 

Kemalism within state bureaucracy, but also as a potential consequence of the “missing 

archives” that may have had provided alternatives to the Kemalist state ideology – they still 

hold valuable clues as to how state officials navigated through the Kemalist state bureaucracy 

and negotiated with its structures of hierarchy. 

  Discursive close reading of the archival data, combined with the critical approach to the 

administration of archives themselves, requires the researcher to have emic knowledge45 in 

order to allow for a profound understanding of the relations and negotiations within the 

Kemalist state bureaucracy. Although the insider-position of the researcher allows for a 

profound understanding that might not be available for the one who finds themselves outside 

the culture that is being studied, the understanding of the insider is hampered ironically by the 

very same reason as familiarity might cast shadow over key cultural clues taken for granted 

by the insider.  

The problems of the insider-position are further exacerbated in the study of a politically 

charged subject due to potential subjective involvement in the issue. On the other side of the 

dual-position of the insider-researcher – one must not forget that the researcher possesses an 

outsider-role by being the researcher46 – the researcher’s sense of distance to their study 

subject is sharpened. However, as the researcher’s distance to their study subject is sharpened 

in dialogue with their study subject, the ethical responsibility of the researcher to maintain the 

distance in order to maintain their self-critical approach as the producer of knowledge 

becomes even more evident in studies where the researcher’s production of knowledge about 

the study subject cannot be questioned by the study subject. In other words, the researcher 

who interprets archival data of people who no longer are present to go into a dialogue with the 

researcher to negotiate in the researcher’s production of knowledge is left to their own 

devices. It is a heavy responsibility. The researcher must be in a constant dialogue with 

themselves. While the question of the possibility of surmounting these obstacles might not 

have a definite answer, one reliable method to obtain an as close to objective conduct of a 

study as possible is, ironically, the inclusion of the researcher themselves as the subject in the 

 
45 I.e. social and political context of the subject and linguistical aspects of the language. 

46 Fataneh Farahani. “On Being an Insider and/or an Outsider: a Diasporic Researcher’s Catch-22” in 

Education without borders: diversity in a cosmopolitan society, New York: Nova Science Publishers, pp. 

113-130. 
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study of the subject. Employed as a critical approach in the conduct of the study, thus not 

directly visible for the reader, this self-distance has not only allowed for a critical study of the 

material but will hopefully be an instigation for further critical studies of Halkevleri and the 

Kemalist single-party era. 

 

5.3 Limitations 

Although the language reform was officially implemented in 1927, Ottoman Turkish was 

occasionally used during the following years. Unfortunately, having no grasp of the language, 

I have had no other option but to leave out data that have been recorded in Ottoman Turkish.  

Another limitation has been set by the Turkish traditions of archive administration. The 

archive in Turkey has long been underdeveloped and the interest for archive has not been as 

high as in other nation-states in the creation of national identities. The role of the political has 

also been to periodically destroy archival data and to disguise the damage as technical 

inadequacy.47 Apart from the technical inadequacies, two considerations have determined the 

scope of materials used; 1) initially set to study Halkevleri only, I soon realized that data on 

Halkodaları ( “people’s rooms”, Halkodası in singular. Halkodaları are smaller versions of 

Halkevleri) would be needed in the case of Ağrı and Tunceli as the data on Halkevleri in Ağrı 

and Tunceli is remarkably limited compared to data on Halkevleri in Ankara, Istanbul, and 

London; and 2) although helped in problematizing the singularity of narration, being reliant 

on Turkish state archives (as other archives did unfortunately not provide the study with 

valuable data)48 has been a major limitation. 

 

 

 

 

 
47 Ahıska. ”Occidentalism and Registers of Truth”, p. 17. 

48 As mentioned in section “5.1 Method”, other archives contained photographs and drawings of Halkevleri. 
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6 Theoretical framework 

Drawing on the Marxist understanding of ideology,49 nationalism will be studied as an 

ahistorical product of mankind that alienates mankind and oppresses the individual. It is 

understood as ahistorical because ideology is “an imaginary assemblage (bricolage), a pure 

dream, empty and vain, constituted by the ‘day’s residues’ from the only full and positive 

reality, that of the concrete history of concrete material individuals materially producing their 

existence.”.50 And it alienates mankind because mankind conceives its creation, this 

imagination, as external to itself. 51 Finally, it oppresses the individual because it relegates the 

individual to a cog in a machine which the individual is made to believe to exist independent 

of him. Max Stirner expressed the phenomenon as the production, imagining in his words, of 

a discourse which has become a fixed “idea that has subjected the man to itself”.52 

The manifold activities of and relations within the Kemalist regime made it evident, early 

in the process of analyzing, that to make justice to its complexity it has to be studied within a 

complex theoretical framework. I pursue two distinct approaches in the analysis of the 

Kemalist regime. First approach encourages a deeper reflection on the study of the Kemalist 

state as an authoritarian regime of ideological apparatuses. It problematizes the complex 

mechanisms of Kemalist state which have been widely discussed in Turkish politics as well as 

in Turkish academia. This forms the basis of the second approach by extending the discussion 

to the question of individuality and the state of individuals within state bureaucracy, hence 

instigating a study of the Kemalist state bureaucracy as an ethnographic site. 

 
49 In The German Ideology, Marx and Engels lay the foundation for the materialist conception of history: 

“Morality, religion, metaphysics, and all the rest of ideology as well as the forms of consciousness 

corresponding to these, thus no longer retain the semblance of independence. They have no history, no 

development; but men, developing their material production and their material intercourse, alter, along 

with this their actual world, also their thinking and the products of their thinking. It is not consciousness 

that determines life, but life that determines consciousness.” Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels. The German 

Ideology: Including Theses on Feuerbach and Introduction to the critique of political economy, Amherst, 

N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1998[1976], p. 42. 

50 Louis Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation) in The 

anthropology of the state: a reader, Oxford: Blackwell, 2006 [1970], pp. p. 99. 

51 Marx writes “The foundation of irreligious criticism is this: man makes religion; religion does not make 

man. Religion is, in fact, the self-conciseness and self-esteem of man who has either not yet gained 

himself for has lost himself again. But man is no abstract being squatting outside the world. Man is the 

world of man, the state, society. This state, this society, produce religion, which is an inverted world-

consciousness, because they are an inverted world. /…/ Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, 

the heart of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.” Karl 

Marx. Critique of Hegel's 'Philosophy of right', Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970, p. 131. 

52 Max Stirner. The Ego and Its Own, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995, p. 43. 
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6.1 Peculiarities of the Kemalist state 

In the anthology Anthropology of State numerous contributions in the field of the state as an 

ethnographic site has been collected. Among them articles written by Louis Althusser,53 

Antonio Gramsci,54 and Max Weber.55 The articles by Althusser and Gramsci do not only 

elucidate the role of the state in different aspects but also help to understand its underlying 

mechanics; the state seen as a bureaucracy enables the study of structural organizations within 

state in which actors are positioned accordingly. The article by Weber can here help to further 

analyze this structural organization of the state bureaucracy by the descriptions of different 

types of traditional and modern bureaucratic systems, also helping to contextualize the social 

and historical aspects of the Kemalist regime as the descendent of the Ottoman patrimonial 

regime.  

In accordance with Marxist tradition which views nationalism as an imagined unity56 of a 

community that is created by the nation-state and through which the nation-state gains 

advantages,57 Althusser views the state and its institutions as the producers of reproductive 

forces through which the state ideology is propagated to the people. State institutions, or 

apparatuses, are divided into the repressive state apparatuses and the ideological state 

apparatuses, together contributing to a carrot-and-stick method of disciplining and 

regularizing the infrastructure of the society, that is the people.58 It is important to note that 

the power of the superstructure, that is the state, is not absolute as the superstructure relies on 

the infrastructure.59 Ideological state apparatuses, which entail a wide range of institutions and 

tools varying from schools to radio and other means of communication,60 at once produce and 

reproduce norms and beliefs with the help of its subjects. It is a process of production of 

relations of production as well as production of production of forces of production; meaning 

 
53 Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, pp. 86-111. 

54 Antonio Gramsci. “State and Civil Society” in The Anthropology of the State, [1971], pp. 71-85. 

55 Max Weber. “Bureaucracy” in The Anthropology of the State, [1978], pp. 49-70. 

56 To borrow the words of Benedict Anderson: “It is imagined because the members of even the smallest 

nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds 

of each lives the image of their communion”. Benedict Anderson. Imagined Communities. Reflections on 

the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, London, New York: Verso, 1983, p. 6. 

57 For further reading on the views of Marx and Engels on nationalism and nationality, see Erica L. Benner. 

“Marx and Engels on Nationalism and National Identity: A Reappraisal” Millennium: Journal of 

International Studies, London: SAGE Publications, vol: 17, 1988, pp. 1-23. 

58 Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, pp. 89, 93. 

59 Ibid., p. 89. 

60 Ibid., p. 92. 
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that the structures of the status quo are produced and reproduced through the discipline and 

regularization of people.61  

Another Marxist ideologue, Gramsci suggests that disciplining “mass of the population to a 

particular cultural and moral level, a level (or type) which corresponds to the needs of the 

productive forces for development” is one of the most important functions of the state as it 

will ensure the production of reproduction.62 The process of disciplining and homogenizing is 

described as a twofold process including two phases. The regressive phase includes the 

abolishment or the subsumption of NGO:s to the state organization. This phase is 

characterized by the effort to eliminate alternative discourses. The progressive phase is the 

effort to create a new structure and to change the status quo.63 Reminiscent of totalitarian 

regimes, as described by Gramsci and as will be further analyzed with the help of historian 

Emilio Gentiles’ theory of political religion, the Kemalist state as a single-party regime, or 

even a conglomerate, subsumed all movements into state power.64 The Kemalist ideology also 

defined all identities as sub-identities to Turkish citizenship,65 again, a tactic that accords with 

the totalitarian characteristics described by Gramsci. 

The theories by Althusser and Gramsci on the role of the state in shaping the people can be 

further advanced by Gentile’s concept political religion to allow a frame for understanding 

totalitarianism. Political religion, as Gentile refers to totalitarianism, is a system of a) strong 

hierarchy b) in which the power is centered on the charismatic leader of the party c) who 

organizes the people in order to indoctrinate them with a new discourse d) that serves the 

sacralization of politics.66 Sacralization of politics, which entails the separation of religion 

from politics and the sacralization of secularism, is described as a shared precursor to all 

totalitarian regimes. Sacralization of politics, however, does not necessarily lead to 

totalitarianism. Instead, this phase is characterized by the strengthening of the secular 

collective and its cultural identity through rituals.67 

 
61 Ibid., pp. 87, 97. 

62 Gramsci. “State and Civil Society”, p. 78. 

63 Ibid., p. 81. 

64 Zürcher. Turkey, p. 181. 

65 All citizens of the Turkish Republic were perceived first and foremost as “Turk”, regardless of their 

ethnic-identity. See Heper. The State and Kurds, p. 89. 

66 Emilio Gentile. “The Sacralisation of Politics: Definitions, interpretations and reflections on the question 

of secular religion and totalitarianism” Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, London: Frank 

Cass, Vol: 1, 2000, pp. 18-55. 

67 Ibid., p. 22. 



 

 

20 

Another characterization of the sacralization of politics is made in regards to the type of 

approach the state adopts to religion. Gentile demonstrates two types of state-religion 

relations of which the United State of America and France constitute the epitomes. These two 

types demonstrate the differences in two aspects: while the American state relation to religion 

is described as a symbiotic relation, characterized as civil religion, it also puts more 

importance to individualism and liberalism compared to what is the case in France. The 

French state-religion relation is characterized by laïcité, entailing state control over religion, 

and is less concerned with individualism and liberalism.68 These two hold key importance in 

understanding the Kemalist state bureaucracy as Kemalism advocated for laïcité in a society 

that was still culturally (religiously) patrimonial. 

Advancing the question of Kemalist authoritarianism and its totalitarian tendencies, I 

suggest few key aspects of its sociohistorical context to have left an imprint on this Kemalist 

symbiosis of ancien régime and modern society. These are 1) the centuries long tradition of 

the sultanate being a religious leader, 2) the tough early 20th century in which Mustafa Kemal 

was to become the first president of Turkey showed great success and gained the role of a 

charismatic leader, and 3) the bitter-end to the relations between Turks and the Entente 

powers which resulted in the loss of vast Ottoman territories, which in turn resulted in an 

inferiority complex that nurtured the need to regain national confidence. Against this 

backdrop of Kemalist sociopolitical context, I shall now address the question of studying state 

bureaucracy as an ethnographic site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
68 Ibid., pp. 24f 
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6.2 Biopolitics and cultural patrimonialism 

With the emergence of the modern society, statemen’s authority to kill or to let live had been 

replaced by power over the lives of people as in the regularization of individuals and in the 

discipline of the bodies, or in Michel Foucault’s own words, power over man-as-species.69 

Reminiscent of earlier Marxist thinkers, Foucault’s suggestion was that this biopower entails 

the regularization of bodies70 through various state institutions.71 The aim of biopower is to 

prevent social deviances.72 While the Foucauldian notion of the power of the state over the 

people is to a certain extent a reverberation of the reflections of Marxist thinkers, the later 

studies on biopolitics have shed light on issues of power-relations and top-down regulations in 

our everyday lives that could enrich this study of the everyday lives of state officials and their 

meaning-making of the production and reproduction of the state ideology. Concealed by 

ideological presuppositions, the beliefs and values of the state officials can be elucidated 

through the study of the state officials’ immersion in their everyday work of (re)production of 

the new discourse. Through the study of everyday lives the everydayness, 73 which is the basis 

for the ethnological approach I have employed, state officials as individuals navigating within 

the state bureaucracy and its (re)productive forces will be brought to the forefront.  

Perhaps most important in a biopolitical analysis of an authoritarian state with totalitarian 

tendencies is the notable work Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life in which Giorgio 

Agamben criticizes Foucauldian biopolitics for its lack of account on biopolitics in totalitarian 

regimes, and dovetails biopolitics with Hannah Arendt’s notion of totalitarianism to overcome 

this obstacle.74 Although not totalitarian in the strict sense, the Kemalist single-era showed 

numerous totalitarian tendencies.75 The state and its ideology also bore a close resemblance to 

 
69 Michel Foucault. “Society must be Defended”: lectures at the Collège de France, 1975-76, New York: 

Picador, 2003, p. 242. 

70 Michel Foucault. Sexualitetens historia 1. Viljan att veta, Stockholm: Gidlund, 1980, pp. 140f. 

71 Michel Foucault. The Birth of Biopolitics: lectures at the Collége de France, 1978-1979, Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2008, p. 8. 

72 Foucault. "Society must be Defended”, p. 263.  

73 By his concept of (average) everydayness, Heidegger emphasized the importance of taking the 

mundanity of everyday life into consideration in the understanding of mankind (Being). He considered 

mankind to be closest to itself, that is when it is least affected by its presuppositions of itself, in its 

immersion in its everyday tasks. Martin Heidegger. Being and Time, Oxford: Blackwell, 1967, pp. 36-40. 

74 Giorgio Agamben. Homo Sacer: sovereign power and bare life, Stanford, California: Stanford University 

Press, 1998, p. 10. 

75 As previously mentioned, earlier movements were either closed down or subsumed by the state 

bureaucracy. Zürcher. Turkey, p. 181. See also Erik-Jan Zürcher. ”Institution Building in the Kemalist 

Republic: The Role of the People’s Party” in Men of Order: Authoritarian Modernization under Atatürk and 

Reza Shah, Erik Jan Zürcher & Touraj Atabaki (red.), London: I. B. Tauris & Company, 2004, p. 106. 
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the understanding of human rights and individuality in totalitarian regimes. Not only were 

earlier movements suppressed or subsumed into state bureaucracy, but also power over the 

people had been concentrated in the hands of the state as individuals’ rights were no longer 

granted by the sacred or the social forces in the new secular order.76 Drawing further on 

Arendt, the blurred line between private and public spheres in modern societies77 subjected 

individuals to a greater biopower as the private was now public, that is political. Foucault 

suggested that western societies are ruled by a complex combination of disciplinary power 

and a democratized form of sovereign power in which sovereign rights of the individuals are 

delegated to the state.78 Relating it to the case of the Kemalist state, although rights were now 

given by the state, centuries old parens patriae of sultan as the sacred provider of rights had 

left an imprint on the state-society relations, a sociopolitical specificity of the early Republic 

to which I refer as cultural patrimonialism.79 The provision of rights in patrimonialism, which 

Weber characterizes as a system that is heavily based on personal gains and non-meritocratic 

relations within state bureaucracy,80 does not rely on an “objective” administration that is 

based on “equality before law”. Instead, rights are given by the head of the state.81 What I 

suggest by cultural patrimonialism, then, is the continuation of patrimonialism82 as a cultural 

heritage in a modern state. This cultural patrimonialism is closely related with the paternalist 

ruling of the people which entails the understanding of the state as the benevolent parent.83 It 

 
76 Hannah Arendt. The Origins of Totalitarianism, New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1951, p. 82. 

77 Arendt suggested that the dividing line between the private and public spheres had become blurred with 

the emergence of the social realm, which is neither private nor public, due to the “nation-wide 

administration of housekeeping”; known as national-economy or Volkswirtschaft. Arendt, The Human 

Condition, Chicago , Ill., 1958, p. 116. 

78 Paul Patton. ”Power and Biopower in Foucault” in Biopower: Foucault and Beyond. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2016, p. 106. 

79 Having a crucial role in populism, solidarity entailed a “harmonizing” aspect which was nurtured through 

the “charismatic leader”. M. Asim Karaömerlioglu. “Tek Parti Döneminde Halkçılık” Modern Türkiye’de 

Siyasi Düşünce 2 – Kemalizm. Murat Belge and Ahmet İnsel (red.), İstanbul: İletişim, 2002, pp. 282f.  

80 Weber. “Bureaucracy”, p. 50. 

81 Ibid., p. 59. 

82 Continuation because patrimonialism, imperial-feudalism in other words, was existent in Ottoman 

bureaucracy during the later years of the empire when the religious roles of the sultans had gained more 

prominence. The state bureaucracy was later to be changed back to meritocracy with the Kemalist 

democratic state bureaucracy. Metin Heper. “The State and Bureaucracy: The Turkish Case in Historical 

Perspective” in Handbook of Comparative and Development Administration. Ali Farazmand (red.), New 

York: Marcel Dekker, 2001, pp. 678, 680f. 

83 “Kemalism, which builds a paternalist relation with the people, unifies itself with the state and 

subjectivizes the state. The state is understood as a subject independent of the people, with goals and 

interests of its own. Kemalist thinkers see themselves as the pursuers of the goals and interests of the 

Kemalist state. The political intention behind the Kemalist mission of developing consciousness among 

people is based on a patrimonial understanding of the state and on its affiliated paternalism.” (my 

translation) Murat Belge and Ahmet İnsel. “Giriş”, in Modern Türkiye’de Siyasi Düşünce, p. 22. 
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is important to note that by cultural patrimonialism, I suggest a difference between 

patrimonialism as tradition and as a ruling-system.  

 As the line between private and public spheres were blurred, the state-society relations and 

its characteristics must have been existent within the bureaucracy and among the state 

officials in a similar way to state-society relations outside the state bureaucracy and among 

the laymen. As earlier mentioned, the dichotomic thinking of state and society overlooks the 

specifics of the state bureaucracy. Part of the parens patriae culture of the early Republic can 

be easily found in its populist objective of teaching people democracy and the power to 

dictate themselves.84  

In unison with collectivization of privacy, I employ the idea of the modern sovereign 

power of the state, in which norms have a key role in the regularization of the people,85 to 

explain the glorification of labor,86 among state officials who worked in Halkevleri. The 

keywords hizmet, Turkish for service, and ödev, Turkish for duty, will help to capture 

moments of glorification of working for the state. Another contribution to the study of state 

bureaucracy is the notion that the status convention of the state official is determined by 

whether the state official is elected or appointed. The status convention is further determined 

by factors such as the socioeconomic class of the state official but also by the demand for 

experts in state bureaucracy.87  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
84 This peculiarity of Kemalism has earlier been described as “for the people, despite the people” (Halk 

için, Halka rağmen). Ibid., p. 21. See also Neşe Gürallar Yeşilkaya. Halkevleri: Ideoloji ve Mimarlık, 
İstanbul: İletişim, 1999, p. 51. The concept denotes a duality to the understanding of “the people”, 

similar to the duality to be found in the French état populaire which contrasts the people as the holder of 

sovereignty and the people as the “fragmentary multiplicity of needy and excluded bodies”. Agamben. 

Homo Sacer, p. 100. 

85 Foucault. Sexualitetens historia 1., p. 144. 

86 Hannah Arendt. The Human Condition, pp. 101f, 124. 

87 Weber. “Bureaucracy”, pp. 51f 
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Halkevleri as ideological state apparatuses 

The analysis of this study is divided into four main sections. The first main section is an 

introduction to Halkevleri as an ideological state apparatus. An outline of the bureaucratic and 

social structures is provided in relation to the democratic, patrimonial, and paternal tendencies 

of the single-party era. This main section aims to provide a basis for the remainder of the 

study as it probes the questions of who could become Halkevi personnel, how relations were 

created and recreated, and the state of the state officials as individuals. The second main 

section further examines the social structures pertinent to Kemalism and its nationalist 

zeitgeist with focus on the everydayness of the state officials and their meaning-making of 

propagating the state ideology. The third main section extends the discussion to the 

diplomatic relation to West and analyzes the importance of the relation to the West on the 

bureaucracy of Halkevleri. Lastly, the fourth main section returns to the domestic social 

structures of the single-party era to address the role of hierarchical structures in hegemonial 

contestations and the issue of the singularity of narration. 

1 Social and bureaucratic structures 

The first Halkevleri opened in fourteen cities across Turkey 1932 February the 19th, according 

to the communiqué by general secretariat Recep Peker.88 By the end of the single-party era, 

hundreds of Halkevleri had been opened throughout Turkey. Some of the requirements for 

opening Halkevleri were a sufficient number of personnel, and at least two activities, of which 

library and publishing was favored, to be provided.89 Other activities that Halkevleri could 

provide were “1) Language, History, and Literature, 2) Fine Arts, 3) Theater, 4) Sports, 5) 

Social Assistance, 6) Public Classes and Courses” and “8) Village Development, and 9) 

Museums and Exhibitions”.90 The question of who could become personnel and the social and 

bureaucratic structures through which state officials navigated will be examined in the next 

section.

 

 
88 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 03-12-3. p. 1. 

89 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 3-14-6. p. 1. 

90 Öztürkmen. “The Role of People’s Houses in the Making of National Culture in Turkey”, p. 163. 
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1.1 The state officials of Halkevleri 

The organization of each Halkevi relied on elected officials. After the year of 1939 these were 

in official correspondences entitled to be addressed as Halkevi Reisi, Turkish for Chief of 

Halkevi.91 According to the archival data derived from the Republican Party,92 elections were 

held at committees of each Halkevi without any state involvement. Nonetheless, it was 

required that the elected official shared the beliefs and values of Kemalism even though 

membership to the state party was not obligatory. Referring to article 19 in the book of 

Halkevi regulations Cumhuriyet Halk Fırkası Halkevlerin Talimatnamesi, Lamprou explains 

that Halkevi Chiefs were elected not by the committee of each Halkevi but “by the Party’s 

local Administrative Committee among its members”.93 It is certain, then, that Halkevleri and 

its state officials were heavily influenced by the state ideology. 

The requirement for the elected to be in line with state ideology is a possible lead to 

following an analysis of the dynamics in state bureaucracy. However, such a requirement is at 

the same time expected since the aim of the state was to shape the people in accordance with 

state ideology and as this was to be done through middlemen, the state officials. Elections that 

took place at each committee without state interference – if this was the case  – conveys a 

relatively democratic  atmosphere of the single-party era. It is important to bear in mind that 

because the state officials were required to be in line with the state ideology, the system 

cannot be defined as fully democratic. In his comparison to the patrimonial Ottoman 

bureaucracy, however, Heper suggests that the state officials of the Kemalist bureaucracy had 

a greater meritocratically upward mobility.94 It is also important to bear in mind that the 

requirement for state officials to be in line with state ideology is indicative of the totalitarian 

tendencies of the single-party regime. Outlining the totalitarian tendencies, along with the 

authoritarian and democratic tendencies95 in the praxis of Kemalism, provides the contextual 

backdrop against which the state officials negotiated their beliefs and values. The importance 

of the peculiar nature of the Kemalist regime in this study of the everydayness of and the 

 
91 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 4-21-22. p. 1. 

92 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 03-12-3. p. 2. 

93 Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society, p. 49.  

94 Heper. “The State and Bureaucracy, p. 680. 

95 Unlike in a totalitarian regime, alternative discourses were given space within state bureaucracy. Such 

as informative (neutral) speeches about communism. See BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1325-402-1. p. 17. It is 

important to note that the political left remained as a marginal group until the 1960’s and did not 

constitute a serious threat to Atatürk’s leadership. But that the leader of the Communist Party Mustafa 

Suphi and a number of his supporters were assassinated as a consequence of the threat Enver Pasha, 

member of the former triumvirate of the late Ottoman Empire, posed to Atatürk’s leadership. Zürcher. 

Turkey. pp. 158f. 
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relations between state officials is in the duality to which it gave rise and through which it 

operated. This duality, that is the authoritarianism of the regime and its oscillation between 

totalitarian and democratic tendencies, might have allowed for small pockets of resistance 

within the state bureaucracy against the state ideology.96  

The following example is a letter by civil servant and party member Hikmet Türker 

addressed to the state party secretariat concerning a job application at London Halkevi for his 

daughter and the job rejection letter.97 It shows an unsuccessful effort to arrange an 

appointment into Halkevi. Although a conclusion cannot be drawn from a single example, it 

will help us to probe the question of whether education and work experience weigh heavier 

than a strong network. Hikmet Türker commences his letter by presenting himself as a 

member of the party and his previous positions as director of various state organizations. 

After an impressive presentation of the education and work background of his journalist 

daughter Türkan Türker, Hikmet concludes his letter as follows; 

After all, I am a civil servant and have therefore not much to spare. The money earned from journalism is 
not much either. If it is long granted by our party, its guardianship of young talents, I would request with 
my respects that a suitable job at London Halkevi or that financial support is provided for Türkan, a journalist 
who will shine in the future. I kiss your hands. 98 

 

Türkan seems to have the required qualifications; she is literate and has proper grasp of 

English as she has earlier worked as translator. Why, then, would Hikmet remind his 

correspondent of the party’s guardianship of young talents99 in order to state his request? If 

the simplest explanation is always the best, one could believe the reason to be to put Türkan 

forward among other applicants. But the same answer could be provided with added 

complexity: Hikmet must be aware that there may be many other young talents who apply for 

a job at a state institution, and that only a few of those will be employed. His solution is to 

negotiate with his correspondent and to strengthen his position through an argument. His last 

sentence is an argument that arrives at a conclusion, that the talented young woman Türkan 

 
96 Drawing on the Marxist understanding of the head of the state, that is the superstructure, being 

dependent on the people, infrastructure – as in a Hegelian master-slave dialectic – the same can be 

argued for the majority of regimes, regardless of to what extent they are democratic and 

authoritarian/totalitarian. The contention that I have developed is merely to buttress the importance of 

studying the state officials, specifically those of the lower echelons, as individuals who do not always 

accord with the hegemonical discourse. 

97 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1064-1084-4. pp. 6ff. 

98 The idiom “I kiss your hands”, “ellerinizden öperim” in Turkish, is used by younger family members. The 

equivalent used by elderly family members is “I kiss your eyes”, “gözlerinizden öperim” in Turkish. The 

usage of the idiom within state bureaucracy differs from its usage within family relations as it does not 

depend on age and rather on bureaucratic status. A detailed analysis will be given in next chapter. 

99 For further reading on how Halkevleri were a source of educational and economic support, see Lilo 

Linke. Allah Dethroned: a journey through modern Turkey, London: Constable and co., ltd, 1937, pp. 

107f. 
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must be employed or provided financial support, from a premise, that the state will always 

safeguard young talents. If the talented young woman Türkan is not employed or provided 

financial support, then the premise must be false. That is, that the state does not always 

safeguard young talents. This negotiation makes his request an imperative as the state must 

employ or provide financial support in order to maintain the veracity of its premise. Hikmet, a 

state official himself, seems to have deciphered bureaucratic talk. But this is also done by 

other state officials. Türker gets this answer: 

London Halkevi has limited personnel and does not have any vacant position. Due to limited personnel and 
limited budget, we cannot employ your daughter Türkan Türker at London Halkevi.  
Sincerely Yours.100 

 

Whether the rejection was due to reasons that were given in the letter or because appointments 

were not accepted cannot be known. But common sense suggests that appointments were not 

uncommon – although elections were the primary system of employment – specifically 

among applicants that already had one foot in state bureaucracy.101 In addition to the status 

convention based on election versus appointment, the importance of the social and 

bureaucratic status of Halkevleri chiefs can be seen in the fact that some even shared the same 

building with local Party-officials.102 It is certain, then, that the status of state officials were 

not only regulated by their relations to each other, as in their employment-method, but also 

through their status to the society.  

 

1.2 Devlet Baba and the inferiority of the individual 

A concept well-known to researchers within Turkish studies is “Devlet Baba”, Turkish for 

Father State. Although not used by state officials in correspondences, this parens patriae 

concept can still be seen in their relations to each other, as will be analyzed. I contend that the 

pivotal function of this parens patriae subsists in the merging of private and public spheres as 

this merging allows for a cultural patrimonial exercise of biopower. Through the cultural 

patrimonial status quo, the production and reproduction of relations required for the continuity 

 
100 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1064-1084-4. pp. 6ff. 

101 Lamprou suggests that some cases show that the female state officials already had a male family 

member working for Halkevleri. Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society, p. 113. The same 

can be argued for the case of Türkan Türker. Another potential example includes a letter sent to General 
Secretariat, in which a female state official by the name Mübeccel Argun is asked to be appointed to 

London Halkevi. BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1064-1084-3. p. 1. 

102 Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society, p. 178. 
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of the regularization and the collectivization at the expense of the individual is ensured. In 

other words, I suggest that the social and bureaucratic structures of the single-party era are 

best encapsulated and illustrated with the blurred distinction between private and public 

spheres, a tradition that has long been a matter for discussion which, according to Weber, is 

characteristic of patrimonial states.103 I will here try to explain my point in regards to the 

relations between state officials. 

As an insider, I run the risk of not always uncovering clues to which I may have become 

culturally blind. Such an example was the Turkish idioms “I kiss your hands” and “I kiss your 

eyes” used as letter closings. “I kiss your hands” is a way of paying respects to elderly family 

members, respectively “I kiss your eyes” is a way of showing affection to younger family 

members. The latter often being not as important as the first, that is paying respects to elderly 

family members. Prima facie, this seemed to convey the genuine familial relations between 

the state officials. I soon realized that the use of the idioms had more to them than the 

sincerity that I first attributed to them. Other examples of linguistical clues on the merging of 

private and public spheres are the usage of “Büyüklerimiz”, Turkish for Our elders; and 

“kardeşim”, Turkish for my sibling. The probing question of why private and public spheres 

are merged can only be answered through another question. That is, which function these 

intimate idioms carry out in the relations between the state officials. To address this question, 

let us draw on an example from a communiqué by deputy secretary general Nafi Atuf Kansu 

addressed to Halkevleri administrations: 

Some Halkevleri consult with General Secretariat regarding matters that should be tackled between each 
Halkevi administration and their respective Party administration. However, when you need to be enlightened 
about the works of Halkevleri, it is required that you contact General Secretariat. 
I request that you comply with the regulations and I kiss your eyes.104 

 

 

Although there is a faint possibility that then 55-year old Nafi Atuf was older in age than all 

of his addressees, it is highly doubtful that Nafi Atuf chose the elderly family members’ 

version of the idiom due to an age gap as few years of age difference is not eligible for this 

sort of exchange of respect and affection. In cases of insignificant age gaps, “kardeşim” 

would be the suitable option. However, “kardeşim” does not always involve the same master-

slave characteristic which is more often associated with “ellerinizden öperim – gözlerinizden 

öperim” usage. The usage of “ellerinizden öperim – gözlerinizden öperim” has, then, not only 

 
103 Weber. ”Bureaucracy” p. 67. 

104 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 5-27–7. p. 1. 
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the potentiality to merge private and public spheres but has also been adapted to be based on 

the bureaucratic statuses, instead of being based on age as in family environments, of the state 

officials.  

This merging of private and public spheres is then a perfect fit for the rigidly hierarchal 

bureaucracy that is useful in emphasizing the nation and nationalism as the only 

gemeinschaft, not to mention the advantages it provides in shaping and controlling the people 

through state institutions. If the private and public spheres are merged and the nation-state is 

the biggest gemeinschaft, all other identities will be subordinate to Turkishness and controlled 

by the nation-state.105 In other words, individuals will exist for and serve the nation-state, the 

big family; a collectivist society on nation-state level.  

 The bureaucratic adaptation of the idiom which entailed a switch from age to bureaucratic 

status as the decisive factor is a possible lead on the effect the usage of the idiom “ellerinizden 

öperim – gözlerinizden öperim” has; when the aforementioned age-dependent master-slave 

relation that has long been part of the Turkish society was adapted by the bureaucracy, its 

usage was not imposed on the state officials in the lower strata of bureaucracy. On the 

contrary, the respect for the state officials that were higher up in bureaucracy and specifically 

the leader – which I suggest to be a culturally important aspect of patrimonialism – was a 

deep-rooted tradition of which the roots can be traced back to the Islamic societies and 

bureaucracies. In fact, the meaning of “Muslim” which can be translated as “the one who has 

submitted themselves to Allah” buttresses the argument, although it does not necessarily 

require, that Islamic societies, whose leaders are assigned religious/divine roles, are 

patrimonial in a reciprocal manner. In other words, the patrimonial Muslim population 

respects the master-slave relation due to their submission to Allah and hence to the Zıllullah, 

that is the men of Allah; in other words the religious leaders of the state.106 Similar state-

society relations have characterized feudal-imperial Europe in which the Church as the 

superstructure was produced reciprocally.107 This is to say that however patrimonial, that is 

power-laden, the head of the state is reliant on the society, the infrastructure. This could 

potentially explain the intention behind Kemalist state-populism which aimed to teach people 

 
105 The project of establishing a national identity, which had started as early as late Ottoman era, aimed at 

unifying what was left of the empire. See Heper. The State and Kurds, p. 63. 

106 The nation-builder friends of Atatürk who were schooled in the parens patriae culture of the Ottoman 

era during which the belief in the Sultan as the Zıllullah prevailed, are believed to have assigned Atatürk 
the figure of the divine. Ünder. “Atatürk imgesinin siyasal yaşamdaki rolü” in Modern Türkiye’de Siyasi 

Düşünce p. 146. 

107 Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, pp. 89, 95f. 
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to rule themselves.108 In his speech, general secretariat Cevad Dursunoğlu asks the Halkevleri 

personnel to encourage the people to vote in the upcoming election: 

To encourage popular sovereignty is one of the essential qualities of our revolution. Elections are the only 
way for popular sovereignty to be claimed. It is a national duty to partake in elections and to vote under no 
influence of others. I would like you to work towards the realization of this national duty. Enlighten the 
layman.109 

  

The nationalist discourse, seen in his suggestion that the act of voting to be a “national duty” 

is a reoccurring theme of the era. But what catches the interest is the encouragement of 

democracy, which could and did lead to the abdication of the Party. I suggest that this 

encouragement was made in careful calculation with the resistance in mind, which exists even 

in the most authoritarian states with most rigid hierarchal bureaucracies. The problems of 

suppression of other identities, and as will be seen, the suppression of individuality, had early 

on manifested themselves in the reflections of state elites.110 

 If we are to probe the question of womanhood, we will see that the percentage of women in 

Halkevleri were significantly low. In Ağrı Halkevi (no such information was to be found in 

archives about the other Halkevleri), 10 out of 224 Ağrı Halkevi personnel were woman, 

which roughly equates to 5 percent.111 According to political economist Ali Nejat Ölçen’s 

member statistics of all Halkevleri in 1935, 4.712 of total 54.668 members were women,112 

which roughly equates to 8.5 percent. Although there are a few things to consider, such as the 

date of the data and the dependence on rural-urban areas in the differences in percentage of 

female-participation, it does give a slight idea about the lack of female-participation. In his 

letter, Chief of Ağrı Halkevi A. N. Mergen informs General Secretariat of the problem: 

We still do not have any female members in our Halkevi which is why we only stage plays that have no 
female-roles.113  

 

 
108 Şimşek. ““People’s Houses” as a Nationwide Project”, p. 79. 

109 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 9-45-18. p. 2. 

110 Examples include Ziya Gökalp in his advocation for collectivism and Ahmet Ağaoglu on individualism. 

François Georgeon. “Un manifeste de l'occidentalisation dans la Turquie kémaliste : Üç medeniyet (Trois 

civilisations) (1928)” Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée, Aix-en-Provence: Editions 
Edisud, 2002, p. 7. See also Ünver. Images and Perceptions of Fascism, p. 130. Later discussions include 

criticism against the pragmatist view on feminism. See Jenny White. “State Feminism, Modernization, 

and the Turkish Republican Woman” NWSA Journal, The Johns Hopkins University Press, vol: 15, pp. 

145-159. 

111 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 971-753-2. p. 5 

112 Ali Nejat Ölçen. Halkevleri’nin Yokedilişi, Ankara: Halkevleri Genel Merkezi Yayını, 1988, p. 22. 

113 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1215-33-2. p. 28. 
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There are only a few correspondences that have been made by women to be found in the 

archives. These are a letter by Nermin Abadan Unat about the conferences held for American 

women living in Ankara,114 a report by Seniha Kanbay on the celebrations of the anniversary 

of Gallipoli campaign,115 and a report by Meliha Avni on a yearly Halkevi meeting.116 This 

supports the assumption that there was a lack of female-participation. What is more and what 

demonstrates the suppression of individuality is the depiction of women as a group rather than 

individuals117 representing the Republic and its revolution.118 

 

1.3 “These things happen everywhere” 

As the aim of the state ideology was to gather everyone under the single roof of Turkish 

nationalism, minorities faced problematic consequences of the assimilation-politics of the 

state. Intentionally avoided social problems have long been common in Ottoman and Turkish 

history and at times been handled in draconian manners, e.g. the banning of Kurdish language 

in public spaces as part of the denial of Kurdish identity,119 Dersim Rebellion 1937.120 

However, the issue of minorities have not reflected on Halkevleri documentations in the same 

manner as “inner-circle” problems have been. The way “inner-circle” problems have been 

tackled is important not only to understand the relations between state officials but also to 

establish a standard to which in relation the way problems of minorities have been 

tackled/avoided can be understood. I argue that the way which minority-issues were tackled is 

relevant as it provides further information on the everydayness of state officials as well as it 

yields a clue as to how state officials dealt with these issues in majority-minority towns. For 

further discussion on the issue of Halkevleri in majority-minority towns, the reader is directed 

to the last main section. I will now discuss the “inner-circle” problems of state officials in 

relation to three cases that demonstrate a tendency among some state-officials to avoid 

polemics. 

 
114 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1016-918–2. p. 3. 

115 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 980-797-1. p. 1. 

116 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 972-760-3. p. 33. 

117 Kandiyoti. ”Gendering the Modern”, p. 125; see also White. “State Feminism”, pp. 145-159. 

118 The cartoons of early Republic often depicted female figures as the Turkish Republic. See Ebru Boyar 

and Kate Fleet. A Social History of Ottoman Istanbul, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. 

119 Zürcher. Turkey, p. 173. 

120 Heper. The State and Kurds, p. 159. 
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 Let us now draw an example from the heated debate between Eminönü (Istanbul) Halkevi 

Chief Yavuz Abadan and member Yusuf Ziya Ortaç concerning different opinions on an 

article about Turkish literature written for the Eminönü (Istanbul) Halkevi magazine Folklor 

to understand the importance of maintaining homogeneity among state officials. This effort to 

maintain homogeneity will be analyzed as a product of the nationalization politics of the state. 

The debate which came to an end by the command of secretary general Fikri Tüzerin is a 

striking example of the avoidance of inner-circle polemics, as well as the dynamic between 

bureaucratic hierarchy on power-relations. In his letter to Fikri, Yusuf Ziya explains his 

situation in a clever way: 

Your excellency, 
I heard only after I responded to Yavuz Abadan that your excellency did not want me to respond to him. 
Although I am right about what I said, I am very sorry to have not listened to your recommendation. I will 
pledge obedience to your excellency and no longer continue our debate with Eminönü Halkevi Chief Yavuz 
Abadan, who despite your command insists on debating. 
I kiss your hands.121 

 

In comparison to letters mentioned hitherto, the letter above is written more respectfully. 

Perhaps so excessively respectfully written that the writer could be considered sycophantic. 

This would be in line with the change he makes from “recommendation”, referring to Fikri’s 

recommendation/command, when he justifies why he has continued on with the debate to 

“command” when he explains that Yavuz Abadan, “despite [Fikri’s] command insists on 

debating” (emphasis added). A clever twofer; trivializing own disobedience while denouncing 

the other’s disobedience. 

 Although Yusuf Ziya has not let go easily of the debate and has negotiated his stance on 

the issue, as well as his person, under the shadow of his excessive respectful manner towards 

Fikri, Fikri has certainly managed to put an end to a dispute between two state officials. The 

exact words of Fikri on the issue are quoted by a colleague as follows: 

I had previously deemed it right to cease the discussion on the matter and I let (both of) them know my 
views and recommendations through Chief of provincial administrative committee Resat Mimaroglu. In 
respects to Party disciplines, I do not approve of their debate.122 

 

The confusion surrounding the nature of Fikri’s views and recommendations seems, then, to 

be caused by the discrepancy in Fikri’s and Yusuf Ziya’s views on the meaning of “views and 

 
121 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 903-258-1. p. 122. 

122 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 903-528-1. p. 159. 
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recommendations”. Fikri must have expected Yusuf Ziya to have the same underlying 

assumption123 of “views and recommendations”, whose definition depends on the status of the 

person whom they belong. Fikri’s and Yusuf Ziya’s relation to each other, as well as their 

relations to their world, are to a certain extent predetermined by the dispositions of the 

hegemonical discourse that they produce and reproduce. This hegemonical discourse affects 

their relations in ways not always apparent to them because it permeates their everydayness, 

their immersion in the tasks of their everydayness.124  

While it is not difficult to guess that “Party disciplines” refers to written or possibly non-

written rules and regulations concerning state officials’ work and relations, it does not answer 

why the “Party disciplines” disapprove of debates of this nature. To speculate on this 

question, firstly the nature of the debate needs to be clarified. The debate is on Turkish 

literature, as aforementioned. As much as the subject of the debate is part of its nature, the 

manner of which it has been held is as important in clarifying its nature. From Yusuf Ziya’s 

letter to his colleague in which he claims that Yavuz Abadan has made ad hominem 

arguments,125 it can be concluded that the debate was perceived to be acrimonious in nature. 

Whether the discrepancy in the views on Turkish literature – literature here should be 

regarded as a culturally important element of a nationalist discourse – or the acrimonious 

nature of the debate has been the reason for Fikri’s demand to end the debate cannot be 

known. Nevertheless, both discrepancy in opinions and personal polemics share the potential 

to disrupt homogenization. The Party had to maintain its homogeneity and establish an iron-

clad discourse, if the people were to be homogenized accordingly. In Kasaba’s words, the 

environment had to be altered to shape the people in accordance with the new ideology.126 As 

Lamprou has earlier observed, previous research on Halkevleri have overlooked battles 

between the subjects of Halkevleri. My argument is that the monolithic appearance was 

favored by the upper echelons of the state bureaucracy as it allowed for a homogenous 

 
123 I borrow Edgar Schein’s term “basic underlying assumption” which refers to beliefs and values that 

have become deeply established in a society. Edgar Schein. Organizational Culture and Leadership, San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2004, pp. 30f. 

124 “Discourse functions ideologically not by simply fixing or determining people’s relationships to each 

other and to the wider society, but rather by mediating that relationship through social practice. In other 

words, ideology is not merely ideational, but is enacted an embodied in everyday practices”. Mumby. 

“Discourse, Power and Ideology” p. 238. Heidegger suggests that mankind (Being) is a stranger to itself 
because it possesses ontico-ontological priority, that is “it has an understanding of that Being, and 

already maintains itself in each case as if its Being has been interpreted in some manner.” Heidegger. 

Being and Time, p. 36. 

125 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 903-528-1. p. 158. 

126 Kasaba. ”Kemalist Certainties and Modern Ambiguities”, p. 24. 
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understanding of the nation, but also, as Lamprou suggests, in an effort to envisage Halkevleri 

as a place of absolute harmony. The following remark illustrates the dislike of disputes: 

Our Party which has succeeded conducting a revolution, should prevent disputes between the different 
groups of the society, specifically among the elderly. Our party and the state have two duties, to be protective 
and constructive (emphasis added).127  

 

Although the word “protective” has many meanings, it certainly leans more to the 

“conservative” side when used together with constructive. These duties could be understood 

with help of Gramscis analysis of the progressive and the regressive phases. The progressive 

phase being the establishment of a new discourse and the regressive phase being the 

protection of status quo by the elimination of alternative discourses.128  

The work of shaping the people in accordance with the new discourse was particularly 

difficult in the outlying rural areas where most of the population belonged to ethnic and 

religious minorities. In an incident that took place in 1939 at an Ağrı Halkevi, according to 

the report by the State Directorate of Religious Affairs129 addressed to General Secretariat, 

second grader Salahaddin Sarık130 put a religious costume on, and in an effort to imitate 

Imams uttered religious verses incorrectly. According to the State Directorate of Religious 

Affairs, teachers at Halkevleri who are appointed for educating children should be more 

meticulous in their work and remember that freedom does not entail offending other people’s 

feelings.131 The insensitivity towards the religious role of the Imams, as claimed by the State 

Directorate of Religious Affairs, is counterclaimed by the Chief of Halkevi. The Halkevi 

Chief differentiates between the provincial mufti as a religious actor and as a private person in 

his justification of Salahaddin’s imitation. The background story is explained by the Chief of 

Halkevi as follows: 

The child’s words and conduct were just like that of the provincial mufti132. And so, the way he recited the 
Quran Surahs and the words he uttered were not to ridicule but perhaps to imitate the provincial mufti. As a 
matter of fact, everyone appreciated the child’s memory and ability to imitate. The provincial mufti was not 
there when it happened, he must have heard about it afterwards. He came to me to talk about it. I explained 
it to him the way I explained to your excellency. He then contacted the State Directorate of Religious Affairs. 
He must have been dissatisfied with my explanation. The State Directorate of Religious Affairs must have 

 
127 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 902-527-1. p. 76. 

128 Gramsci. “State and Civil Society”, p. 81. 

129 The State Directorate of Religious Affairs was the hallmark of Kemalist laicism, aimed at eliminating 

tariqas and establishing a homogenous understanding and practice of Islam. For further reading on 

secularization and its effects on Kurdish communities, see Heper. The State and Kurds, pp. 166-170. 

130 Described as the most famous Kurd in history, the Sunni-Kurd Sultan of Egypt in the tenth century 

went by the name Salah ad-Din. This is important as it yields a clue about the ethnicity of Salahaddin 

Sarık. 

131 BCA: 30-10-0-0 / 146-44–6. pp. 2f. 

132 An Islamic provincial jurist appointed by the State Directorate of Religious Affairs. 



 

 

35 

then exaggerated what the provincial mufti told them and contacted the General Secretariat. These things 
happen everywhere. Pupils can imitate their elderly as long as they are within the frame of courtesy.133 

 

The detailed description given by the Halkevi Chief and his usage of “your excellency” 

clearly indicates that his stance against the bureaucratic hierarchy is cautious and well-

thought. It could also be understood as a tactical maneuver. Apart from his submission to 

bureaucrats in the General Secretariat, his effort to depict the event as insignificant – most 

noticeable in his assertion that “[t]hese things happen everywhere” – and by doing so 

preventing any further polemic from stifling is a striking example of the avoidance of social 

problems. 

 Although the given example might seem insignificant, which is the effort of the Halkevi 

Chief, it is imperative to keep in mind that numerous minorities lived in Ağrı during the time 

and that many of them did not share the beliefs and values of the state religion. While non-

Muslims certainly belonged to the minorities that did not share the beliefs and values of the 

state religion, the more widespread groups of people were those who belonged to Kurdish 

tribes that formed discrete religious communities, tariqas.134 The long-standing rivalry 

between Kurdish tribes and Ottoman Empire, and later on Turkish state, can be argued to be 

caused by the incompatibility of tribalism and statism, as the acknowledgement of the 

individual and the direct relation a state seeks to have with the individual undermines the 

raison d’etre of tribal hierarchy. In addition to the fundamental incompatibility of tribalism 

and statism, the different Sunni schools of which the Kurdish tribes and the Turks adhered 

to,135 posed a problem in the state’s quest of eliminating tariqas in order to regularize and 

secularize the people.  

The dispute between Kurdish tribalism and Turkish state religion could have been part of 

the reason of Salahaddin’s insensitivity towards the religious work of the provincial mufti 

who, to remind the reader, was appointed by the State Directorate of Religious Affairs. 

However, being only a second grader, Salahaddin might have had the same insensitivity to his 

own religious leaders. It would perhaps be more analytically correct to suggest that the 

Halkevi Chief and perhaps the audience that enjoyed the play were insensitive to Salahaddin’s 

play and thus to the religious work of the provincial mufti. On the other side, the silencing of 

the incident does not have to mean that the Halkevi Chief himself was on the side of the 

 
133 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 733-2–1. p. 34 

134 David McDowall. A Modern History of the Kurds, London: I.B Tauris, 2004, p. 11 

135 Güneş-Ayata. “The Emergence of Identity Politics”, p. 61; Heper. The State and Kurds, p. 148; 

McDowall. A Modern History, pp. 14f. 
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minorities but could instead indicate that his silencing of the incident was as a means to avoid 

problems in his Halkevi or even to avoid being given a bad name.  

 

1.4 Summary of the section 

In sum, the sociopolitical context in which state officials worked can be described in the 

following manner. 1) The social status of the state official was determined by the method 

through they were employed, that is election versus appointment, 2) the voices of women 

were rarely heard as their male relatives often wrote on the behalf of them, 3) the relations 

between state officials were at times reminiscent of family and friend-relations as the state 

officials often made use of idioms that belonged to the private sphere. The tactical use of the 

idioms has also shown that they nurture the bureaucratic hierarchy of the state through 

reproducing the structures and power-relations, and 4) resistance among state officials, either 

against the state or against each other, were allowed to a certain extent but mostly unfavored. 

This was to maintain a monolithic imagery of the state and the nation, or as in the last given 

example, to avoid personal conflicts.   
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2 The (re)production of beliefs and values 

With the Turkish Republic having been established, the time was due to imagine a new 

Turkishness. The famous words of Italian stateman Massimo d’Azeglio conveys the same 

nationalist zeitgeist that had been seen less than a century before the Kemalist 

homogenization project: “We have made Italy. Now we must make Italians”.136 New 

approaches had to be taken if the state ideology was to be mediated to every citizen. 

Halkevleri were the ideal method of mediating the state ideology as they not only had access 

to radios,137 provided publications of new magazines and various books on numerous subjects 

but also because they were in constant supervision. However, towards the end of the single-

party era during which economic crisis had deepened, the production of reproductive forces of 

Halkevleri seemed to weaken. To study the everydayness of the state officials, I will in this 

section try to understand the beliefs and values of their time by looking into their practice of 

hizmet as well as the meaning making of the nationalist discourse through hizmet. 

 

2.1 Hizmet: populism as the guiding principle 

In his seminal work The Passing of Traditional Society, Daniel Lerner describes the 

improvements on communication as a “communicative revolution” and assigns a central role 

to Halkevleri, emphasizing their propagation of state ideology through spoken word.138 While 

Halkevleri certainly were a place where conferences, which at times were based on 

suggestions put forward by Halkevleri members,139 were held and where the radio had a 

crucial task in mediating state ideology,140 it is important to bear in mind that written word 

was as crucial in creating the new Turk. The lack of newspapers in the rural areas where new 

Halkevleri were planned was taken into consideration. Recep Peker ordered in his guideline 

announcements to be made as placards in places where newspapers were not distributed.141 

The Halkevleri project did not only begin and provide numerous news publications 

 
136 Charles L. Killinger. The History of Italy, Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2002, p. 1 

137 An example of the importance of radios in propagating state ideology is the open letter to all Halkevleri 

state officials in which Halkevi members are encouraged to listen to the broadcast about Avicenna that 

would be organized by the Turkish Historical Association. BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 3-15-29. p. 1. 

138 Daniel Lerner. Passing of Traditional Society, New York: The Free Press, 1958, p. 112. 

139 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1015-916–3. p. 23. 

140 In addition to its role as a mediator of the state ideology, radios entertained the people of the outlying 

rural areas and hence attracted the people into Halkevleri. Sertel. Ulus Devlet, p. 73. 

141 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 3-12-3. p. 2. 
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throughout Turkey but also included the people of the Anatolia who had long been treated 

unjustly, by for instance eradicating the widespread illiteracy among the peasants.142 In his 

speech on the 13th anniversary of the inauguration of the first Halkevleri, president İsmet 

İnönü addressed the issue as follows: 

The great Turkish nation has requested the help of the Turkish villages and Turkish peasants, who constitute 
the basis of the nation, for centuries. The Turkish peasants have readily sacrificed their everything and 
sacrifice still. So much so that the villages and the peasants have become miserable.  
Our Republican regime has been bestowed the honor of rectifying the fundamental mistakes that history has 
made on our villages and peasants.143 

 

The ambivalent Republican approach to Ottoman history can be read in İnönü’s inclusion of 

Ottoman history as part of the Turkish nation, as seen in his first sentence, yet the distancing 

in his last sentence in which he addresses to the doer of the mistakes as “history”, avoiding 

the first person plural possessive pronoun. 

Behind the populist politics that transformed Turkey into a modern nation-state was a 

significant number of zealous state officials believing in the state ideology and in serving their 

people and state. A keyword appears in the analysis of this patriotism; hizmet, Turkish for 

“service”. In a guideline sent to the directorate of Halkevleri in 1939 by the secretary vice 

general of the Party, the authors of the Halkevi magazine Ülkü are asked to submit monthly 

reports on how matters that are related to the Halkevleri are currently being worked on and on 

how their work can be improved. Secretary vice general of the Party reassures the state 

officials that their work will be appreciated and reminds them of the importance of their work 

before signing his letter;  

Your precious work will swiftly be known all around the country with the reports you send in, but they will 
also be helpful to you as you will receive our observations and opinions. Consequently, as we have all 
gathered voluntarily as Halkevi staff with the ideal to serve our country the best we can, I hope that we will 
achieve great accomplishments. I wish you all success (emphasis added).144   

 

Apart from the numerous Ottoman words that have today lost their commonality in the 

vernacular, the use of the word “ideal” (same in Turkish) in the middle of what otherwise has 

a stamp of traditional Turkish showcases the modernizing of the language. Ideal, being a 

loanword, became popular like many other French and English words which were adopted 

with the justification that was made in regard to the notorious semi-mythological 

pseudoscientific Sun-Language Thesis that suggests all languages and cultures to be 

 
142 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 11-64-10. p. 4. 

143 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 11-64-10. p. 9. 

144 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 4-21-12. p. 2. 
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descendants of Turkish culture.145 Other suggestions include the Islamic world to be the heirs 

of the European Renaissance. Although the role of Islam was downplayed during the single-

party era, these suggestions lived on and continued to play a prominent role in the hizmet 

discourse, believed to have established the roots of the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis that has 

since the Islamic mobilization characterized the hegemonic ideology of the political sphere of 

today’s Turkey.146 

Hizmet, then, is not only seen as the service Turks have provided Turks, but also 

understood as the service Turks have provided the rest of world cultures by, for instance, their 

(Muslims’)147 contributions in mathematics, physics, poetry, and philosophy. The discourse of 

hizmet bore its proselytizing character well into the single-party era. In his open letter 

concerning the scripts of his lectures held at Ankara University and Istanbul University, 

Recep Peker reminds his colleagues of what he defines to be the duty of Party members as 

follows; 

It is the duty of us Party members to talk about our ideal everywhere and at every opportunity and to spread 
it. I kiss the eyes of my friends (emphasis added).148  

 

In another version of the letter, the postscript annotation “to the pupil who is abroad” catches 

the interest of the reader. The last sentences of the letter are translated as below; 

These scripts will be helpful in spreading our ideal abroad. It is our service to talk about our ideal everywhere 
and at every opportunity (emphasis added).149  

 

From the available information at hand, it seems that the second version was sent to a pupil 

who was studying abroad. One could therefore conclude that the subtle difference between 

service, which was written in the letter addressed to the pupil, and duty, which was written in 

the former letter that most certainly was addressed to Party members, adequately reflects the 

level of submission demanded from citizens depending on their work. While this can be seen 

 
145 Described by Peter Burke as “Whig interpretation of history”, the justification of present acts through 

the use of history was an important part of the Turkifying project. For further reading on the use of 

semi-mythological discourse on the establishment of the Kemalist nationalism, see Can Erimtan. 
“Hittites, Ottomans and Turks: Agaoglu Ahmed Bey and the Kemalist construction of Turkish nationhood 

in Anatolia” Anatolian Studies, London: British Institute of Archaeology at Ankara, vol: 58, 2008, pp. 

142f. 

146 Etienne Copeaux. ”Hizmet: A Keyword in the Turkish Historical Narrative” New Perspectives on Turkey, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol: 14, 1996, p. 101. 

147 For centuries, Turks (Ottomans) and Muslims were regarded to be the same group. For more 

information on the issue, see Paul T. Levin. Turkey and the European Union: Christian and secular 

images of Islam, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, p. 81. 

148 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 3-12-2. p. 1. 

149 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 3-12-2. p. 3. 



 

 

40 

as a rule of thumb, it is noteworthy that the difference between service and duty does not only 

depend on whether the citizen is a state official or not but also on the type of submission, such 

as the sacrifice of one’s life for the nation.150 In the case of the letters, however, the 

importance of spreading “the ideal” is the expected type of submission. 

Additionally, the expectation of spreading state ideology, or any other ideology, worldwide 

appears to tally with earlier beliefs in proselytization. Most prominently, the belief of 

Napoleon in spreading the French specificité, described as the specificity of French 

nationalism as inclusive of human rights151 which can be said to still have had its stamp in the 

preposition of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in which the co-author René Cassin 

believed in spreading the French human rights to the colonial world.152 I suggest that the 

proselytization character of Napoleonesque nationalism wielded a significant influence on 

Kemalism which is known to be heavily inspired by the French Revolution. Combined with 

the belief in the semi-mythological pseudoscientific hizmet, the Kemalist ideology was not 

only nationalism for the Turks but believed to be democracy and revolution, among other 

pillars, for the people of the world. The notorious words of Mustafa Kemal “Yurtta sulh, 

cihanda sulh”, translated as “Peace at home, peace in the world”, demonstrates this 

overarching objective behind his politics. 

 In short, Kemalism was a populist ideology that opposed the prior Ottoman elitism. The 

populist character was also reflected on the conferences that were held in Halkevleri with 

which the aim was to educate the people not only in academic subjects but also in practical 

matters. In an open letter, professors and docents at Ankara University and Istanbul 

University are requested to provide useful information in their speeches: 

We ask the professors and docents who will hold conferences to have educational speeches and to base their 
speeches on the suggestions put forward by Halkevi members who have taken people’s needs into 
consideration. 153 

 

In another open letter, a report recommends the speech-holders to maintain a vernacular 

language: 

 
150 Copeaux. “Hizmet”, p. 107. 

151 Pim den Boer. ”Loci memoriae—Lieux de mémoire” in Cultural Memory Studies, p 22: see also Brian 

Orend. Human Rights: Concept and Context, Toronto: Broadview press, 2002, p. 206.  

152 Hans Ingvar Roth. P.C. Chang and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Philadelphia: University 

of Pennsylvania Press, 2018, p. 182. Another co-author of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 

Pen Chun Chang, had emphasized the importance of pluralistic tolerance. Ibid., p. 126. 

153 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1015-916-3. p. 23. 
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Apart from having taken the people’s needs into consideration in the preparation of the speeches, we have 
meticulously adapted the level of the conferences to the people’s level and have prepared speeches that will 
be at service in their everyday necessities (emphasis added).154 

 

Needless to say, as this was a collectivist – nationalizing – society, which prioritizes patriotic 

sacrifice over personal matters,155 I would suggest that rejection to be at hizmet must have 

been condemned. In his take on the issue, Sertel observes that reasons such as military duty 

and relocation have often been behind resignations.156 Examples that I have found include the 

Karaköse (Ağrı) Halkevi personnel Halit Efendioğlu’s resignation from the party and the 

Halkevi,157 and the Mazgirt (Tunceli) Halkodası Chief Hasan Erman who, notwithstanding the 

peer pressure, prioritized his own well-being and resigned; 

 

Because I am under considerable pressure of teaching two classes, I do not have the time to continue the 
sacred national duty to which I have been assigned. I kindly request my resignation to be accepted (emphasis 
added).158  

 

 

The adjective Hasan has chosen to describe the duty as sacred is in line with the notion that 

“vatan vazifesi/borcu”, which respectively correspond to “national duty/debt”, entails Islamic 

soldiership that demands the soldier to have the will to make a martyr of himself.159 This 

nationalist and deeply-rooted religious discourse that has permeated the everyday language of 

the state official illustrates the logic of martyrdom, that is the biopower of collectivism which 

suggests that the “group” or the “ideology” weighs heavier than the individual life.160 Claimed 

by Hegel as a sociological or a psychological need, the search “for something outside 

themselves, something they have neither chosen nor created”161 could perhaps explain the fuel 

 
154 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1015-916-3. p. 48. 

155 Many of the nation-builders who assigned themselves “a mission to guide their ignorant compatriots, 

often worked very hard and with great personal sacrifice for their ideals.” Zürcher. Turkey, p. 182.  

156 Sertel. Ulus Devlet, pp. 57, 60 

157 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 449-1849-1. p. 1. 

158 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 962-724–1. p. 31. 

159 Copeaux. “Hizmet”, p. 107. 

160 For further reading on the authority over death in modern biopower, see Achille Mbembe. 

“Necropolitics” Public Culture, vol: 15, 2003, pp. 182ff.  

161 Benner. “Marx and Engels on Nationalism”, p. 14. Hegel believed that mankind was alienated to the 

products of his own production and that reconciliation would set mankind free. In his notable work, 

Hegel writes “Now that self-consciousness is reason, its hitherto negative relationship to otherness turns 

round into a positive relationship. So far it has been concerned only with its independence and freedom, 

with a view to saving and maintaining itself for itself at the expense of the world or of its own actuality, 

both of which appeared to it as the negative of its essence. But as reason, assured of itself, it has made 

its peace with them, and can endure them; for it is certain of itself as actuality, or certain that actuality 

is none other than itself; its thinking is itself immediately actuality”. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. 

Phenomenology of Spirit, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977, p. 95. 
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that ensures this self-effacing labor. The same can be argued through Arendt’s notion of the 

importance of letting go of individuality as part of the glorification of labor.162 This 

multilayered nationalist discourse is a prime example of the “reproduction of submission to 

the rules of the established order”.163 Hasan’s rejection of the demand, then, is a laudable act 

of courage as the response to his rejection would entail an act of ostracization.164  

 

2.2 The meaning-making of the self-effacing labor 

The importance of written work and transcripts of spoken word is a key in the study of state 

officials’ meaning-making of their work. This material provides a background to the norms 

and ideals that were present and that cannot be studied in the traditional participatory 

observatory sense from the vantage point of another century. Studying data that affords the 

people of another century a glimpse to the norms and ideals, then, enriches the analysis of the 

everydayness of state officials. In the following section, I will probe the question of hizmet as 

a meaning-making of the nationalist discourse.  

In his speech at the anniversary of the Second Battle of İnönü,165 president Inönü briefs the 

audience of Halkevleri about the casualties suffered during the war years.166 A typical method 

of homogenization – which is based on the divinization of the nation and its people through 

the creation of an “us” against “others” – is then employed to establish a nationalist 

gemeinschaft: 

My friends, there are two exceptionally valuable strengths that cannot be eradicated by any power: 
One is; the nation of Turkey, which is situated in the economic and political intersections of the nations of 
the world and which has the geopolitical potential to undermine or – as it always has – to strengthen the 
security of the world. 
The other is; the people of Turkey, whom this nation belongs to, and who are the most ancient and most 
honorable people of the world and who have brought civilization to the rest of the world with its 
unnumerable states/dynasties.167 

 

The semi-mythological pseudoscientific claim of Turks being the most ancient civilization has 

its roots in the aforementioned Sun-Language Theory which suggests that the ancient 

 
162 Arendt. The Human Condition, p. 124. 

163 Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, p. 88. 

164 Referring to the cause of the resignation as a “poor excuse” (“bahane” in Turkish), a colleague of Hasan 

found Hasan’s excuse insincere. The letter is unfortunately no longer available. BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 962-

724–1. p. x. 

165 Part of Greco-Turkish War 1919-1922 and Turkish War of Independence 1919-1923. 

166 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1462-66-2. p.  2. 

167 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1462-66-2. p. 1. 
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civilizations of Mesopotamia – Sumerians, and Hittites – were of Turkish ethnicity.168 The 

hizmet aspect of Sun-Language Theory, that is clearly depicted in Inönü’s speech, was the 

narrative that would occupy the foreground of the nationalist discourse. 

As with every grouping, a group of “others” is necessary. Only a decade having passed 

since the Turkish War of Independence, the solidarity against the Entente still had a central 

role in the national discourse. Turkey had won its sovereignty but it also had lost vast 

territories that for centuries had been home to important civilizations. Turkey was now 

stripped out of most of its cultural heritage; the Farsi philosophers of the golden age of Islam, 

the Byzantium architecture of the Roman Empire, and most Greek historical sites had now 

fallen out of their reach. History had to be (re)written if the identity of Turks had to be 

(re)imagined. The new identity was to be tracked back in time, rooted in the deep sediments. 

Archaeological excavations opened the doors to ancient world of Mesopotamia of which the 

Hittite and the Sumerian civilizations took central roles in the history of Turkishness.169 

Halkevleri and its state officials played a crucial role in the project of re-writing history in the 

process of nationalizing the people of Turkey. In his letter to General Secretariat of 

Halkevleri, general secretary Şükrü Kaya demands Halkevleri redactions to request their 

publications to be examined by the Turkish Historical Association170 prior to publication: 

I am happy to see that many of our Halkevleri are conducting research on their local history and that they 
are publishing their results. I appreciate each one of the publications whose values I do not doubt. However, 
I would find it proper if the publications were examined by Turkish Historical Association prior to their 
publication.171 

 

This quote demonstrates the importance that lays in creating and maintaining a singularity of 

history that most probably was the intention behind Kaya’s demand for the results to be 

examined by the state institution Turkish Historical Association. The singularity of history 

provides a foreground for the nationalist discourse which aims to singularize the mass of the 

population. Other examples of cooperation include surveys and questionnaires sent to 

Halkevleri by Turkish Historical Association.172 

 
168 See Heper. The State and Kurds, p. 99.  

169 For further reading on the role of Hittites in the establishment of Turkishness, see Erimtan. “Hittites, 

Ottomans and Turks”, pp. 141-171. Regarding the importance of atemporality in the legitimization of a 

nationality, Anderson writes “If nation-states are widely conceded to be 'new' and 'historical,' the nations 

to which they give political expression always loom out of an immemorial past, and, still more important, 

glide into a limitless future.” Anderson. Imagined Communities, pp. 11f.  

170 A state institution aimed at studies of history and culture of Turkish people founded by Mustafa Kemal. 

171 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 3-14-5. p. 1. 

172 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 4-18-4. p. 1. 
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In another letter to General Secretariat of Halkevleri, Kaya first reassures the recipients of 

the success that has been achieved and then reminds that it is intrinsic to Turkishness to 

suppress the opposition; 

It is all clear to us that the government has shown great success by its compliance with the Party program. 
In regards to the pride of this reality felt by every idealist Turkish citizen, the high character of every Turkish 
patriot is the sanction to suppress the opposition and to always encounter the opposition with vigilance and 
togetherness in faith.173 

 

While the so-called opposition is not cogently expressed, “togetherness in faith” as a unifying 

aspect of Turkishness yields a clue as to who the opposition might be. What might seem to be 

a religious “othering” at first hand manifests itself to be a national “othering” indeed when 

other examples of non-secular expressions about Turkishness and the Turkish state are found. 

In his circular letter, general secretariat Ahmet Fikri Tüzer utters the word “national-faith".174 

A similar observation has earlier been made by Lamprou, specifically referring to Halkevleri: 

“Under this sacred roof, which is the Kaaba of our holy Party”.175 

As Islamic Turkishness is not congruent with the discourse of a secular Turkishness that 

had become the hegemonical gemeinschaft, specifically after the war years that had great use 

of the discourse on Islamic brotherhood,176 the question of why Islamic expressions were used 

should be raised. I argue that Kaya’s “togetherness in faith” emphasizes the replacement of 

the religious togetherness with the nationalist togetherness, rather than symbolizing an 

ethnoreligious expression, e.g. Turkish-Islamic synthesis. By sacralizing nationalist symbols 

through expressions used in Islamic discourse, the state manages effectively to make people 

sacralize a secular nationality.177 The line between the norms and ideals pertinent to status 

quo, and the norms and ideals that are produced in the new discourse is thus an unclear one as 

the shift between discourses, clearly illustrated in the case of use of religious expressions for 

secular-nationalist purposes, are dialectical.178 Although variations did exist among the 

intelligentsia in regards to the role of Islam, it could be claimed that it was the early ideologue 

 
173 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 4-16-16. p. 3 

174 “Milli iman” in Turkish. BCA: 30-10-0-0 / 79-524-9. p. 1. 

175 Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society, p. 246.  

176 Zürcher. Turkey, p. 152. 

177 Although many of the important figures of the time – Fevzi Çakmak, Hasan Ali Yücel, and Hamdullah 

Suphi Tanrıöver to name a few – were pious state elites, they advocated for a secular nation and viewed 

the secular nation as a religion, as “nationalism harbors the tendency to secularize and to divinize and to 

make the nation into a religion” (my translation). Ünder. “Atatürk imgesinin siyasal yaşamdaki rolü”, p. 

147. 

178 Analyzed through the dialectical method of Hegel, the religious discourse (synthesis) was devolved by 

the introduction of the secular nationalist discourse (antithesis) which in turn created a sacralized 

secular nationalist discourse (synthesis). The same can be argued for the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, with 

the difference of the omission of secularism. 
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of the new discourse Ziya Gökalp, who relegated Islam to a cultural gemeinschaft from its 

sacred role,179 that prevailed and dominated the nationalist discourse.  

Against the backdrop of the intention behind the state ideology, state officials of the lower 

echelons were not only the products of the new discourse, that the upper echelons established, 

but also reproducers of the relations of the production. They reproduced the relations of the 

production through the distribution of its products, that is through publishing books on 

subjects, i.e. history, literature, anthropology, that mattered the most in establishing the new 

discourse but also organized conferences that would, to quote Eminönü (Istanbul) Halkevi 

Chief Yavuz Abadan, “indoctrinate the people and the youth that visit Halkevleri for various 

reasons with national faith and national togetherness”.180  

Following the proliferation of Halkevleri, the correspondences between state officials 

regarding the redaction of numerous Halkevleri magazines had risen considerably. With 

almost each of the bigger Halkevi publishing its own magazine, the Party seemed to have less 

supervision over their work, as the Eminönü (Istanbul) Halkevi received the question whether 

the publication of their magazine Halkevi Bilgisi Haberleri (Halkevi News) had been 

ceased.181 While it is known that varying views were allowed to a certain degree, the demand 

of the authors to be in line with Kemalist ideology still caused uncertainties and disputes 

between state officials. The aforementioned debate between the Halkevleri Chief Yavuz 

Abadan and Yusuf Ziya Ortaç being a prime example of such disputes. But there was another 

problem in the reproduction of state ideology which illustrates the complexities of the 

Kemalist state bureaucracy. 

Although some new Halkevi magazines were scheduled for publication, such as the 

Heybeliada (Istanbul) Halkevi magazine Gerçek,182 Turkish for “Real”, and Yeşilköy 

magazine,183 most of the service in Halkevleri and Halkodaları were hampered by the 

economic difficulties towards the end of the single-party era.184 Many of the archival 

documents mention delays in transport of publications to Halkevleri. In the year 1946, a 

Halkodası that was opened in Pülümür (Tunceli) in 1945 was yet to receive the newspaper 

 
179 Ziya Gökalp. Türkçülüğün Esasları, İstanbul: Varlık Yayınevi, 1923. 

180 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 903-258-1. p. 245. 

181 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 835-298-1. p. 5. 

182 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 903-529-1. p. 15. 

183 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 903-529-1. p. 21. 

184 For further reading on the economic difficulties see Şevket Pamuk. ”War, state economic policies and 

resistance by agricultural producers in Turkey 1939-1945” New Perspectives on Turkey, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, Vol: 2, 1988, pp. 19-36. 
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Ulus for the first time.185 The written warning sent to the editorial office of the newspaper 

Ulus by the General Secretariat signifies that the economic difficulties had yet not been 

encountered in the state bureaucracy.186 This was surely to change as the service Halkevi 

personnel had to offer had also started to deteriorate. In his letter to the General Secretariat 

dated 1949, Pertek (Tunceli) Halkodası Chief İsmail Güneş informs the upper echelons of the 

state of his Halkodası and finishes his letter with a negotiation: 

As you are aware, we need to stay informed about everyday news to be able to fulfill the purpose of our 
Halkodası and to succeed in our objective. Our Halkodası does not have any income. We cannot even receive 
any membership fee this year. We are suffering from the hardships that the drought has brought. We have 
trust in our villagers. However, they do not have any possibility to help our Halkodası this year. This is why 
I request your financial support. If not provided, I have to inform you that we will not be able to succeed in 
our objective.187 

 

İsmail’s quid pro quo is a natural response to an issue that deals with finances. Ensured by 

wages, labor power is the force of production and reproduction of forces.188 This is not to say 

that suggesting that Ismail had hitherto worked only for practical reasons (be it wage or 

sociopolitical advantages) would be erroneous insofar as it would miss the point of the 

Marxist argument of wage as the ensuring factor of labor power. In his observation of the 

activities in which Halkevleri personnel partook, Lamprou notices that some sources suggest  

that the personnel were at times partially obliged while other sources “express other, more 

ideological, or even practical reasons for their participation”.189 

 

2.3 Summary of the section 

To summarize the chapter, following conclusions can be made. 1) The beliefs and values of 

the state bureaucracy were heavily based on keywords hizmet and ödev, they also nurtured a 

secular-nationalist discourse while at the same time making use of religious expressions, 2) 

the state officials’ relations to outer world and to each other were at once the product and the 

very reproductions of relations of production, 3) a key productive force in the everydayness of 

the state officials were the discourse of hizmet which had earlier been used but now had 

gotten a new meaning as it was used as a means for reproduction of production of means, and 

4) collectivism was favored due to its obfuscation of social deviances. 

 
185 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1244-148-2. p. 15. 

186 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1244-148-2. p. 19. 

187 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1233-10-2. p. 30. 

188 Althusser. ”Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, p. 87. 

189 Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society, p. 135. 
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3 The Western Gaze 

Aim of this section is to extend the discussion on Halkevleri to a wider context within which 

the basis of the creation of the national identity lies. The title of this chapter has been derived 

from sociologist Meltem Ahıska’s study on the Occidentalist dream, a clever coalescence of 

imperial and white gaze that specifically is directed on Turkey. While the Republic had 

started to become more reminiscent of the European nation-states and modernized in the sense 

that it promoted education and popular sovereignty, its century-long “otherness” of Europe as 

the Muslim/Turk190 still had its political and sociopsychological significance in the attitude of 

Turkey towards the West. The previous examples with connection to early 20th century war 

years have showed the negative attitude of Turkey while the constant admiration of Western 

societies and culture have showed the positive attitude.191 The positive outlook on the West is 

also to be found in the many letters regarding the activities of Halkevleri. This chapter 

discusses the work of Halkevleri and the relations between state officials in relation to the 

West and the complex master-slave relation between Turkey and the West.  

 

3.1 A place for Anglo-Turkish rapprochement  

The issue of top-down cultural revolution that Westernized the people of Turkey has long 

been debated in relation to questions regarding the free-will of the people. While reforms 

were of hard power and therefore left the people with no other choice than to comply with the 

new circumstances, beliefs and values that were adopted and fostered and encouraged were 

mostly the result of the ideological work of the state. And as with every formation of national 

identity,192 the realization of the new Turk was highly dependent on the gaze of the “other”. 

This is why Halkevleri, which at times were a place for rapprochement between Turks and 

Englishmen, must be studied in relation to the relations between the two nations. I should also 

 
190 Levin. Turkey and the European Union, p. 81. 
191 The rise of the positive approach to the West has earlier been discussed through the lens of Cold War-

politics. Towards the end of the single-party era, Turkey received Marshall Plan aid and became a 

member of the International Monetary Fund. The state had also introduced reforms that aimed at 

creating a “state-controlled nationalist-pious” society – in contrast to the secular nationalism that had 

characterized the early Republic – which was believed to be helpful in the battle against communism in 

Turkey. After the end of the single-party era in 1950, Turkey would become a NATO-member. Yaşlı. 

Türkçü Faşizmden “Türk-İslam Ülküsü”ne, pp. 14ff. For a brief discussion on the ambivalent relation to 

West in late Ottoman era and early Republic see Zürcher. Turkey, pp. 126-132. 
192 In her account of Marxist view on nationalism and national identity, Benner explains the twofer of 

nationalism as follows. “[Marx and Engels] add, ‘[civil society] must assert itself in its foreign relations 

as nationality, and inwardly must organise itself as the state’. In this context, nationality is both the 

expression of a state’s sovereignty vis-à-vis other states, and the expression of its population’s 

allegiance to that state rather than any other.” Benner. “Marx and Engels on Nationalism”, p. 5. 
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add, that the need for European affirmation to be obtained in order to socially legitimize the 

new Turk was specifically essential as the new Turk was sought to be European.193  

Various activities in Halkevleri were part of this seek for European affirmation. In her letter 

to General Secretariat, professor Nermin Abadan Unat elucidates her recipient about the 

details of a weekly meeting to be held with 200 American Women who at the time lived in 

Ankara. The opening of the letter yields a useful clue as to the intention behind the meetings: 

The importance of presenting our country to the Anglo-Saxon world and avoiding false impressions about 
our country is obvious. We have considered it a service to our country to organize meetings with the 200 
American Women in Ankara to teach them about our country.194 

 

Although the questions that arise from the citation above – who the 200 American women 

were and how the idea of organizing weekly meetings came to be – cannot be answered, what 

could potentially hold more valuable data are the very expressions by Nermin Abadan Unat. 

As already explained, presenting Turkey in a certain way was of high importance for Turkish 

state officials. After all, national identity was thought of as the defining identity of an 

individual, as Turkish citizenship was above all identities.195  

Other interesting findings concerning the making of the European Turk include the 

cooperation with European state officials in organizing of events. Examples include 

presentations of the countries of the European state officials; Finland, Sweden, Denmark, and 

Hungary being among them.196 In addition to cooperation between Turkish and European 

state officials, European professors and scientists were regularly welcomed to Halkevleri. On 

the 6th of March, 1946, a speech about astronomy was held by the Englishman Mr. Boyd who 

was at the time professor at University of Istanbul.197 In the communiqué issued on the 

 
193 It is interesting to note that the wake of Turkish national consciousness was highly dependent on the 

work of Western Turcologists. Heper. The State and Kurds, pp. 63f. 

194 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1016-918–2. p. 3. 

195 The importance of national identity can be read in the speech held at University of Ankara in 1988, in 

which Nermin Abadan Unat stated that “[she] chose [her] country as well as [her] nation with [her] own 
will” and added “If Mustafa Kemal did not exist, perhaps I would not exist. I suspect now you have 

understood why I am a Kemalist, why I am a nationalist”. Yeşim Arat. “The Project of Modernity and 

Women in Turkey” in Rethinking Modernity, p. 95. 

196 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1015-916–3. p. 58. 

197 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 735-8-1. p. 9. 
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weekly newspaper Ulus, whose author is unknown, the duality of Turkishness as a modern 

(Western)198 yet ancient (Near Eastern)199 identity is depicted; 

The modern world, and Turkey among it, is too ready to forget how very important the study of the stars 
was to all mankind, until cooperatively recently. Children, and countrymen, certainly, still study the stars, 
but the modern townsman seldom looks at the sky. Nevertheless, no Turkish man or woman can forget the 
contributions made to astronomy by the peoples of the Near East, and therefore this lecture should prove 
particularly interesting (emphasis added).200 

 

The making of Turkishness as dual-identity is a deliberate act and is in congruence with the 

beliefs pertinent to the hizmet-aspect of Sun-Language Thesis as Turks were the ones who 

spread civilizations to the rest of the world in the first place – to remind the reader, the ancient 

civilizations of Mesopotamia were believed to be of Turkish origin – and could therefore 

adopt anything Western with freedom of conscience.  

The relations with Englishmen were further strengthened with collaboration with the 

British Council in organizing conferences in which English professors and scientists held 

speeches. Examples include a speech about English linguistics held by professor E. V. 

Gatenby; British jurisdiction held by professor C. Parry;201 child psychology held by 

professor H. R. Homley.202 In addition to the speeches, English courses were offered in 

Ankara Halkevi by eight English speaking state officials delegated by the British Council.203 

 

3.2 The Turkish People’s House in London 

Towards the end of the single-party regime, the communicative revolution and Turkish 

international relations were rather improved. Even contributions by Halkevleri in cultural 

activities in Europe had started being made, i.e. the exhibition of Turkish cultural artefacts in 

Amsterdam.204 Perhaps most remarkable among the Halkevleri initiatives in becoming part of 

Europe was the inauguration of a Halkevi in London 1942.205 In addition to the English 

 
198 The Republican view on modernism often affiliated it with Westernization. 

199 The so called Near East, as it is referred to as in the communiqué, most probably refers to the ancient 

civilizations of Mesopotamia of which most notably the Babylonian astronomy has had great impact on 

Western astronomy. 

200 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 735-8-1. p. 11. 

201 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 735-8-1. p. 75. 

202 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 735-8-1. p. 81. 

203 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 735-8-1. p. 75. 

204 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 735-9-2. p. 2. 

205 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1064-1083-3. p. 32. 
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language courses London Halkevi provided for Turks,206 and the usual events that were 

organized in the domestic Halkevleri that were similarly organized here, the London Halkevi 

offered Turkish language courses twice a week which were attended by Britons, mostly for 

business inquiries.207 Apart from the activities provided by London Halkevi, the archival 

documents also provide few interesting insights into the intention behind and the effects of 

this dissemination of Turkishness that is the London Halkevi.  

According to a commission report on London Halkevi, the relations between Turkey and 

Great Britain had been strengthened. In the same report, the objective to “further acquaint 

Britons with Turkey” is declared.208 In fact, many of the correspondences between state 

officials regarding the London Halkevi convey information related to the work of representing 

Turkey to Britons. These include representations of Turkish music,209 and information 

regarding the progress in women’s rights, which was requested by Britons.210 The yearly 

report by London Halkevi Chief Ali Riza Sencan addressed to the General Secretariat holds 

numerous valuable clues about the Turkish approach to Britons. In his report, Ali informs that 

conferences are at all times under the supervision of Turkish Halkevi members.211 Another 

interesting remark is the way in which he addresses the Englishmen, through the word dost212 

that translates to English as “friend” but is used for stronger relationships.213 While these 

examples clearly signify the friendly atmosphere that had prevailed the London Halkevi, they 

do not provide much in terms of the relations between the Turkish and the English state 

officials. Let us now draw an example of a correspondence between a Turkish and an English 

state official. 

One of the few correspondences between the state officials of the two states that is to be 

found is between general secretary Nafi Atuf Kansu and the diplomat Sir Percy Loraine who 

had worked as Turkish Ambassador between the years 1933-1939, during which he had 

become a friend of Mustafa Kemal. According to the correspondence, Percy had made 

 
206 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1064-1083-3. p. 32. 

207 Imperial War Museums. IWM D 13357 

208 BCA: 30-10-0-0 / 117-817-20. p. 3. 

209 BCA: 490-1-0-0  / 1064-1083-3. p. 6. 

210 BCA: 490-1-0-0  / 1064-1083-3. p. 13. 

211 BCA: 490-1-0-0  / 1064-1083-3. p. 11. 

212 BCA: 490-1-0-0  / 1064-1083-3. p. 12. 

213 Arkadaş would be the correct translation of the English “friend”.  
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friendly remarks on Atatürk and the Turks in a speech he had held for the BBC radio. Nafi 

had expressed his warmest thanks in the same correspondence for the nice gesture.214 

Having been established in the midst of one the roughest times in history, the London 

Halkevi was destroyed as the result of a German offensive on the 14th March of 1944.215 After 

restoration, activities were resumed until it was closed at the end of the decade. 

 

3.3 Summary of the section 

To summarize this short analysis of the relations between the Turkish and the English state 

officials in the work of Halkevleri in Turkey and in the London Halkevi, allow me to reiterate 

the findings. 1) The importance of representation, and the acceptance by others in the creation 

of the new identity, 2) Halkevleri as a means for producing friendly relations with the 

Englishmen as an important part of creating the new discourse and its belief and values. As 

most of the conferences that were held by Englishmen were educational and scientific, it 

makes it evident that this was part of the new beliefs and values, and 3) the relations with the 

Englishmen, although there is not much data to rely on, differ from the relations Turkish state 

officials have with each other in the sense that they do not or perhaps cannot make use of the 

friendlier yet informal way of corresponding. 
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4 Contested realities 

Having analyzed social and bureaucratic structures of Halkevleri as state apparatuses of 

production and reproduction of state ideology, I will now focus further on the issue of power-

relations between state officials and explore the repressive nature of hegemonic contestations. 

This chapter attempts to examine the issue of the singularity of narration in its generality to 

then extend the discussion to the specific problems of Halkevleri in majority-minority towns.   

Entailing numerous drastic reforms that were introduced by the head of state, the abundance 

of alternate discourses in dispute with state ideology was undoubtedly sheer.  

Although available archival data on Halkevleri does not contain sufficient information 

regarding criticism against the state ideology, it does yield clues as to how state officials 

negotiated their stance on various subjects, as analyzed in earlier chapters, or their identity, as 

will be discussed in this chapter. The question of negotiations on identity in majority-minority 

towns will have to be tackled differently and less in-depth because of two main reasons. First, 

data on Halkevleri in Ağrı and Tunceli is not as extensive as data on Istanbul and Ankara 

Halkevleri. Second, the data that is available on Ağrı and Tunceli does unfortunately not 

contain disputes on minority-issues. It does, however, contain data that clearly shows the 

assimilative process that took place in Halkevleri. 

 

4.1 A question of bureaucratic status 

Although fewer in number, some of the more defiant letters by state officials addressed to the 

General Secretariat show direct negotiations on the bureaucratic statuses of the state officials. 

When the decision was made to cease the publication of the magazine İstanbul: Kültür due to 

the tight budget of the Party,216 its head redactor Neşet Halil Atay did not refrain from 

speaking his mind: 

The decision to cease the publication being made on 11/10/46, the magazine has been active servicing the 
party for three years without any interruption. Apart from the high honor of being part of a party 
organization, at the end of having served three years – a period of time that is not at all short – one expects 
that no institution would end its officer’s employment, regardless of the status of the official, with such 
recklessness.217 

 

 
216 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 902-527-1. p. 11. 

217 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 902-527–1. p. 9. 
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The above citation appears in one of the last documents on the matter of İstanbul: Kültür. The 

earlier documents that can be traced back to the first year of the magazine do not seethe with 

any kind of discontent. For Neşet Halil, a state official that had served the party for over three 

years, the lack of communication on behalf of the party organization in ending his 

employment had been a serious issue. In his last sentences, his discontent about the lack of 

communication shows clearly; 

Since no explanation on the termination of employment is given on your letter; the legal work and 
payments apart, does the secretariat approve of me and my colleagues being payed after the date of 
decision?218 

 

The lack of communication in an era that is characterized by communicative developments 

does not necessarily mean that the improvements have not been sufficient. In the case of the 

termination of employment of Neşet Halil and his colleagues, the reason behind lack of 

communication might in fact have been affected by a social problem, if you will, rather than 

technical problem. While this argument cannot be supported by any factual data on social 

discrimination against Neşet Halil, it is worth underlining as it was put forward by Neşet Halil 

himself, when he stated that the status of the state official and the amount of time he has 

should not matter,219 which indicates that he might have experienced belittlement due to his 

bureaucratic status. He might have a point; the state bureaucracy would not be any different 

than any other social organization the relations of which are constantly negotiated. 

 Another clear case of negotiation between state officials on the matter of identity is seen in 

the report by Eminönü (Istanbul) Halkevi congress leader Meliha Avni. In her account of the 

dispute between Halkevi member Halit Bayri and Halkevi Chief, Meliha takes a clear stance 

claiming that the comment Halit had made on the yearly report was an ad hominem attack to 

the author of the report Sabri Esad: 

Referring to the report on their two years’ work, which Mister Sabri Esad had published, [Halit] wanted to 
center the discussion on [Sabri] by saying that he found it strange that only two pages of the report had been 
dedicated to their work as their work was greater than what would fit two pages. 220 

 

Meliha’s argument that Halit’s comment was an attack on person can simply not be supported 

by the mere comment Halit made. However, she makes use of (her authoritative) identity, 

which she accuses Halit for making use of in his comment about Sabri’s comment, in a 

 
218 BCA: 490-1-0-0 /  902-527–1. p. 10. 

219 BCA: 490-1-0-0 /  902-527–1. p. 10. 

220 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 972-760-3. p. 33. 
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supposedly objective report by taking a stance. Meliha continues her report on the dispute 

between Halit and Halkevi Chief with citating the respond of the Halkevi Chief; 

Halkevleri are no place for individuals. Although individuals do work here, they are the property of 
Halkevleri. I must thank our friends who have worked with great self-renunciation for their service. I did 
not ask for comments to be made about the individual, but about the report. 221 

 

This can be analyzed along two parallel tracks. While the Halkevi Chief shows an act of 

effacing individuality, a reoccurring characteristic of state bureaucracy to which we have 

dedicated a section, he also undervalues the opinion of the Halkevi member and hence 

undervalues his person. The latter remark is based on the assumption that Halit’s comment 

was not a deliberate attack on a personal level as such conclusion cannot be derived from his 

mere comment. 

 No account of what really happened is to be found by the Halkevi member Halit. Having a 

lower bureaucratic status than the congress leader and the Halkevi Chief, Halit’s voice has 

certainly been silenced. Whether it was silenced in that he did not raised his voice (in order to 

avoid further conflict) or in that the documents that contain his account became just another 

“missing archive” is not to be known. Nonetheless, the two cases illustrated here makes it 

evident that although few to be found, negotiations on identity were part of the lives of the 

state officials. The lack of these negotiations, specifically by state officials of lower strata, 

becomes even more manifest in the topic of next section; the work of Halkevleri in the 

majority-minority towns of Ağrı and Tunceli. 
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4.2 On the issue of Ağrı and Tunceli Halkevleri 

When the first Halkevleri were inaugurated in rural eastern Turkey, the Party had not yet 

opened offices in every village.222 The officials of the Halkevleri in villages that had no office 

yet were directed to General Inspectorates.223 General Inspectorates were established in 1928 

to retain authority over status quo in villages that had earlier been home to ethnic and 

religious uprisings.224 All three of Tunceli Halkevleri, Hozat, Pertek, and Pülümür, were 

opened under the initiative of general inspector Abdullah Alpdoğan.225 

In one of the few correspondences that have managed crossing the sea of “missing 

archives” to this day,226 a response to a complaint letter catches my interest. In the complaint 

letter, an Ağrı Halkevi member accuses the Chief of Halkevi for embezzling the Halkevi 

radio.227 In their response to the denunciation, which is addressed to general inspector Nazif 

Ergin, General Secretariat requests a further inquiry.228 It is added, however, that because the 

Ağrı Halkevi personnel has been working meticulously, the General Secretariat does not want 

to believe such an event had taken place: 

Because they have been working meticulously, I do not want to believe that such a thing has happened. But 
in case such a thing has happened, I would like you to remind that no Halkevi object should be used for 
personal inquiries. 
Sincerely yours.229 

 

Reminiscent of earlier cases, in that disputes and social problems are unfavored or at times 

ignored among upper echelons of the state bureaucracy, the letter by the General Secretariat is 

sincere in its willingness to ignore the problem but at the same time willing to take a state 

official of lower strata at his word and request an inquiry. 

 
222 Only in the city of Pülümür, Tunceli was there a Party office. BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 284-1139-3. p. 4. 

223 In his study of a conflict between two state officials in Diyarbakir, Lamprou notices that the complaint 

letters were addressed to the governor of Diyarbakir who in turn forwarded the letter to General 

Inspectorates and who in turn forwarded it to the General Secretariat. Lamprou. Between Central State 

and Local Society, p. 187. Similarly, Sertel claims that officials who lived in villages with no Party office 

were directed to General Inspectorates. Sertel. Ulus Devlet, p. 40. 

224 Soner Çağaptay. Islam, secularism, and nationalism in modern Turkey: who is a Turk?, London: 

Routledge, 2006, pp. 47f. 

225 Sertel. Ulus Devlet, p. 43. 

226 The unusualness of some archival documents leads me to think that they have managed the systematic 

destruction of archives. It could be, as Ahıska notied in her research about the history of Turkish radio 

broadcasting, that these documents have gone unnoticed. Ahıska. Occidentalism in Turkey: questions of 

modernity and national identity in Turkish radio broadcasting, London: Tauris Academic Studies, 2010, 

p. 33. 

227 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 733-2-1. p. 24. 

228 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 733-2-1. p. 22. 

229 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 733-2-1. p. 23. 
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From the little information at hand, it is clear that Halkevleri in towns of minorities where 

uprisings have previously occurred have worked in similar ways they have worked in urban 

regions but that the correspondences have been fewer. Among the differences between 

Halkevleri of Ağrı and Tunceli and Halkevleri of Istanbul, Ankara, and London, we are also 

to see that the Turkification project of Halkevleri in Ağrı and Tunceli has been more 

ambitious. Among the activities in the language and literature branch of Ağrı Halkevi, the 

majority of the objectives aim at Turkifying the villagers. In one objective particular, the 

Kurdish language has nearly been relegated to an accent:230 

1. To spread and to enroot Turkish among the Ağrı population, who for various geographical and historical 
reasons speak Turkish with the hint of the so called “Kurdish” language which to greater part consists 
out of Turkish words, we have decided to; 

 
a) Arrange conferences about the beauty of the Turkish language 
b) Promote the usage of authentic Turkish among the people of central Ağrı 
c) To reward youngsters who speak Turkish fluently and with proper pronunciation, and to call them to 

Halkevleri to examine. 231 

 

In addition to the Turkifying aspect of the activities, the aim of state officials to attract 

youngsters to Halkevleri “to examine” (seen in 1. c)) catches my interest as it could have 

more than one meaning; it could be simply to see the results of their process, but it could also 

be to ensure no resistance is at rise. This speculative lead cannot be pursued further without 

the help of Althusserian understanding of ideological state apparatuses as occupiers of the 

central role in regularizing the people.232 By carrying out assimilative projects, state officials 

not only regularize the population in accordance with state ideology, but also make use of the 

educational aspect of Halkevleri by aiming to educate “a totality of children” systematically233 

through provision of rewards. The importance of disciplining the youth was undoubtedly 

crucial. This can be seen in the centrality of the Turkish youth in the nationalist discourse.234 

The power of rewards can also be argued to have had the same effect as the radio had in 

making Halkevleri appealing, as mentioned in chapter “2.1 Hizmet: populism as the guiding 

principle”. The argument deployed here is by no means to make light of the many 

 
230 State officials often believed that Kurds were not a separate nation as their language was perceived to 

be similar to various Anatolian dialects of Turkish and hence claimed to be descendants of the Seljuk 

Turks. Çağaptay. Islam, Secularism, and Nationalism”, pp. 107f. 

231 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 733- 2-1. p. 14. 

232 Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”. 

233 Ibid., p. 97. 

234 For a brief comparison between the Turkish nationalization project and the fascist “National After-Work 

Leisure Organization” Dopulavoro in regards to the disciplining of the youth, see Ünver. Images and 

Perceptions of Fascism, pp. 55-76. 
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developments facilitated by Halkevleri,235 but to problematize the Turkifying aspects of 

Halkevleri. 

The Turkifying aspect of Halkevleri in Ağrı and Tunceli does not seem to be more 

emphasized when the movies that were sent to Ağrı and Tunceli are compared to those that 

were sent to Istanbul Halkevleri. Although only an extract of the extensive data on the names 

of the movies that were sent to Halkevleri in each city have been compared, one can conclude 

that those that were sent to Karaköse (Ağrı) were as nationalistically themed as the movies 

sent to Hadımköy (Istanbul) Let me provide with examples: 

 

Karaköse (Ağrı) 

Halkevi: 

19 May, The Speech of İsmet at the Parliament, 1940 Republic 

Day, Aid for our Heroic Soldiers, Independence Day of Hatay, 

Izmir Exposition, 1940 general secretariat of CHP İsmet’s Trip 

to East,236 1939 Republic Day, Atatürk Revolution, Ankara Coal 

Exhibition, Trip to Malta, Our Maritime Power, Aerobatic 

Maneuvers of Turkish Youth.237 

 

Hadımköy (Istanbul) 

Halkevi: 

Heroic Love, Sceneries of Yalova and Bursa, Aerobatic 

Maneuvers of Turkish Youth, 1939 Thracian Maneuvers, 

Atatürk’s Trip to East, Kermis at Pergamon.238 

 

 

Needless to say, such a comparison is crude as it ignores the fundamental difference between 

regularizing Turks and assimilating non-Turks, and therefore has the same logical lapse, when 

employed as an argument, as seen in earlier justifications for the Turkifying aspects of 

 
235 For further reading on developments in healthcare in Ağrı, see BCA: 490-1-0-0 /  981-802-2. p. 2. 

236 Original names in order: 19 Mayıs, İsmet’in Meclisteki Nutku, 1940 Cumhuriyet Bayramı, Kahraman 

Askerlerimize Yardım. Hatay’ın Kurtuluş Bayramı, İzmir Fuarı, 1940 CHP Genel Başkan İsmet’in Doğu 

Seyahati. BCA: 490-1-0-0 /1035-979-1. p. 2. 

237 Original names in order: 1939 Cumhuriyet Bayramı, Atatürk İhtilali, Ankara Kömür Sergisi, Malta 

Seyahati, Donanmamız, Türk Gençliğin Havacılık Hamleleri. BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 1207-1–2. 4, 5. 

238 Original names in order: Kahraman Aşk, Yalova ve Bursa’dan Manzaralar, Türk Gençliğin Havacılık 

Hamleleri, 1939 Trakya Manevralari, Atatürk’ün Doğu Seyahati, Bergama Kermes: 490-1-0-0 / 1035-

981-1. pp. 3, 5. 
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Halkevleri.239 The comparison can, however, buttress the remark earlier made in regards to 

the effort to envisage Halkevleri as a homogenous and harmonic place.  

Another example that raises the question whether Halkevleri in majority-minority towns 

were administrated in the same manner Halkevleri in Turks-dominated towns were 

administrated is the question of local culture at the inaugurations of Halkevleri in majority-

minority towns. In most of the reports of inaugurations of Halkevleri in which the outline of 

the day is explained in great detail, we see that folk music has been played and that dance 

styles that are local to the culture of the town or city where the Halkevi has been inaugurated 

have been performed. In the case of the Tunceli Halkevi, nothing seems to be out of the 

ordinary: 

Folk dances and halaylar240 have been danced, folk songs have been sang along with saz.241 Speeches have 

been held by personnel.242 

 

Would this have meant that folk songs were sang in Kurdish? It is a burning question, 

unfortunately unanswerable one as well as the available data does not contain information 

regarding issues of minorities. In fact, most data regarding Ağrı and Tunceli Halkevleri either 

contain reports on the state of the buildings or, ironically, complaints about the lack and the 

delay of responses to letters.243 The lack of data on issues regarding minorities and the lack of 

voices of minorities are two sides of the same coin; both are the result of the state power that 

aims to regularize (through assimilation) and thus prevent social deviance. During her trip to 

Eastern Anatolia, German-Ecuadorian writer and reporter Lilo Linke noticed that Armenians 

 
239 Sertel. Ulus Devlet. Earlier criticized in chapter “4.1 Halkevleri as a modernizing and Turkifying project”. 

A similar argument is made by Heper: “Did that mean that a corollary of the ultimate aim in question 

was that of assimilating the Muslim elements other than ethnic Turks, such as the Kurds, as well as non-

Muslims into the mores of the ethnic Turk? That was not the case, for at least two reasons. First, the 

efforts to disseminate the mores of the ethnic Turks to the other elements of the nation had a defensive 

purpose, i.e., that of rendering all the elements of the nation integrated with each other, not that of 

trying to assimilate the non-ethnic Turks and non-Muslims into ethnic Turks. Secondly, becoming 
integrated with the ethnic Turk was left to the discretion of the non-ethnic Turks; those who were not 

ethnic Turks could adopt the mores of the ethnic Turks by learning Turkish and internalizing the mores in 

question or they could choose not to do so. There was, of course, a pressure on the non-ethnic Turks to 

go through such a transformation, because if they did not they would have deprived themselves of such 

benefits as holding some public offices.” Heper. The State and The Kurds, p. 86. 

240 An Anatolian folk dance. 

241 An umbrella term for plucked string instruments. 

242 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 962-724–1. p. 8. 

243 BCA: 490-1-0-0 / 981- 802–2. p. 3. 
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were reluctant to give away their ethnicity when asked whether they were Armenian.244 This 

would most probably be the case for all ethnic and religious minorities.  

 

4.3 Summary of the section 

In sum, this section has demonstrated that 1) the inferiority of the individual, as discussed in 

an earlier chapter, is closely linked with hierarchical thinking that relegates the individual to a 

property of the state, 2) this hierarchical thinking is often in relation to the bureaucratic status 

of the state official although 3) it also affects other social groups, such as ethnic and religious 

minorities, through denial and/or suppression of their existence in the process of national 

homogenization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
244 In her ethnographic account on Republican Turkey, Linke describes her experience with asking around 

the population of Erzincan and Erzurum whether there were any Armenians among them in the following 

manner: “Repeatedly I asked people if they were Armenians. There was every reason for that 

assumption—they had been educated at missionary schools, and the men's names ended in an which 

generally denotes an Armenian name. Yet most of them rejected the suggestion so vigorously that I was 

led to believe I had offended them. Why did they try to pass themselves off as Turks ? One reason was, 

of course, that they were anxious not in any way to stand out from those around them, thereby arousing 

a new hatred. But they were certainly also influenced by the attitude of the Government which wanted 

every single citizen to be first and foremost a Turk.” Linke. Allah Dethroned, p. 74. 
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Mensch, es spukt in deinem Kopfe! 

Nationalism, an imagination that has conjured up black-and-white images of mankind. An 

ideology that has subjected its producers and reproducers to itself. “Mensch, es spukt in 

deinem Kopfe!” writes Stirner, “Man, your head is haunted!”245 And it is by this imagination 

of its own that it haunts itself. A fixed idea that permeates the totality of its production and 

reproduction, in its meaning-making and its relations to others. 

I will now take this opportunity to recapitulate the findings of this study and to contemplate 

on a few remarks that have been made in previous research and that have led my train of 

thought during the conduct of the study to conclude with a reappraisal of the mankind’s 

relation to itself and to its (re)productions. 

Summary 

In this study of Halkevleri and the state officials who partook in its activities, the aim was to 

provide a deeper understanding of the Halkevleri as ideological state apparatuses where 

beliefs, values, and (power) relations were produced and reproduced by state officials during 

the social engineering of the Republican Turk. A corollary aim was to study state officials as 

individuals, emphasizing the blurred distinction between “the state” and “the people”, a 

dichotomy which has hitherto been favored in research about the Republican social 

engineering.  

 The findings have suggested that merging of private and public spheres, through idioms 

that belong in the private spheres, in the everydayness of state officials were often indicative 

of a hierarchical thinking. This hierarchical thinking was not based on age as the 

determinator, as it often is in the private sphere, but on bureaucratic status. Hence constituting 

a social and a bureaucratic structure at once pertinent to the state bureaucracy. Similarly, the 

status of state officials was probably determined by the method of their employment, election 

or appointment. Female state officials were faced with additional social structures which 

resulted in their lack of correspondences with other state officials; instead their male family 

 
245 “Man, your head is haunted; you have wheels in your head! You imagine great things, and depict to 

yourself a whole world of gods that has an existence for you, a spirit-realm to which you suppose 

yourself to be called, an ideal that beckons to you. You have a fixed idea!” Stirner. The Ego and Its Own, 

p. 43. 
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members are often seen to have spoken on their behalf. Female state officials were 

significantly low in number, and although the state encouraged the emancipation of women, 

women as individuals were no exception to the inferiority of the individual. This inferiority of 

the individual was in part a result of the collectivist culture and in part used as a means to 

prevent social deviances. State officials were hence seen not as individuals but as the property 

of the state in the production and reproduction of the values, beliefs, and (power) relations of 

the new order.  

The inferiority of the individual and the avoidance of social deviances can also be argued to 

have been important as a means to collectivize the whole of society as to prevent any more 

fragmentation than the ones to which the society had been subjected by wars and the 

annexation of territories. As the effort was to make the individual inferior and invisible, the 

question of identity and individuality had not been raised. I have therefore discussed issues 

regarding womanhood, bureaucratic status, and ethnic and religious minorities only within the 

scope the data has allowed me.  

I have also argued that state officials were products as much as they were the producers and 

reproducers of the new order, and that narratives that made use of heroic discourses of hizmet 

and ödev were fundamental in ensuring the labor of state officials. The understanding of the 

everydayness of the state officials would not have been complete if their relation to the West 

had not been analyzed as the ideals of the West had a key role in the (re)imagining of Turkey. 

The chapter about the Western Gaze enriched the study about Halkevleri and the state 

officials by making the importance of representation and the acceptance of others of the 

representation evident. The chapter also showed another side to Halkevleri; they were 

ideological apparatuses not only in that they regularized the state officials and the people in 

accordance with the state ideology but also a place for Anglo-Turkish rapprochement. The 

friendly relations between the Turkish and English state officials showed their eagerness in 

reconciliation.  

The final chapter extended the scope of the discussion on the inferiority of the individual 

and ended on the issue of assimilation as an inevitable part of the Turkifying aspect of 

Halkevleri. The problem of the homogeneity of Halkevleri, and the mistake of construing 

Halkevleri in majority-minority towns as the same as Halkevleri in Turkish-dominated towns 

were discussed. Lastly, the suppression of identities that were seen as subordinate to 

Turkishness and the lack of data on minorities, both as the lack of alternative voices and the 

lack of data on minority-issues, were interlaced. 
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Concluding remarks 

The gaps to be filled in the historiography of Halkevleri are many. Confining the study to the 

archival remnants owned by the Turkish state archives has undoubtedly limited the scope of 

voices. However, it would certainly have been difficult to find and to reach out to the relatives 

of the participants as the names of those state officials who were in the lower strata of the 

state bureaucracy yielded no clue as to who they were when searched in the archive and 

through search engines. Somewhat similar to this study in its aim to study Halkevleri as an 

ethnographic site, the study conducted by Lamprou246 brought other sources than those to be 

found in the Turkish archives to the forefront. This, however, was possible because the study 

dealt with the local elites of Halkevleri, meaning that the likelihood of the survival and the 

accessibility of their personal writings were greater than those writings of the state officials 

who were not local elites.  

The problems of the singularity of narration have not only been posed by lack of data but 

also by the lack of inter-personal dialectics in my interpretation of the study subject. The 

power of interpreting and generating knowledge as the researcher of the study subject can 

unfortunately not be challenged by the state officials themselves as they no longer are present. 

I was presented with a sense of excitement when I learned that a state official, Nermin 

Abadan Unat, is still alive today. The opportunity to go into dialogue with a state official of 

the early Republic and to ask about issues not mentioned in the archival data would have been 

greatly appreciated. Much to my regret, I have not been able to come into contact with 

Nermin Abadan Unat. Among the issues I would have liked to receive her memories on is the 

question of ethnicity and womanhood. Both of which are issues about which Kemalism has 

long received criticism.  

The question about womanhood in state bureaucracy, as earlier problematized by Nilüfer 

Göle,247 needs a few remarks that I have earlier not had the opportunity to make. As seen, 

significantly low in numbers, female state officials had more often than not a male family 

member as state official prior to their employment. Those women who could become state 

officials, then, should be considered to have a higher advantage than the women who did not 

have male family member work for the state. This leads me to think that the women of state 

bureaucracy were not representative of the female population and hence the state bureaucracy 

 
246 Lamprou. Between Central State and Local Society. 

247 Göle. Modern Mahrem. 
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might indeed, as Nilüfer Göle had earlier claimed,248 have been singular in its representation 

of womanhood. Another burning question of womanhood in the Kemalist state bureaucracy is 

to which extent the emancipation of women was encouraged. As mentioned earlier, women’s 

rights organizations had been closed down in an effort to maintain the authoritarian policies of 

the era. We have also seen that the private and public spheres were merged. Yet, previous 

research suggests that the state of women behind closed doors, that is in their private lives, 

were not cared for.249 The paternal state seems to have prioritized its own goals and 

interests.250 If the data had been more extensive, a different conclusion might have been made. 

The only data that is to be found about the state officials of the lower strata is in the 

Turkish state archives. Ironically, the Turkish state archives is at once limiting and the only 

owners of the state officials of the lower strata. We can therefore not know the thoughts of 

Hikmet Türker and his daughter Türkan Türker when their job application was rejected; of the 

Chief of Ağrı Halkevi A. N. Mergen about the lack of women in his Halkevleri; of the Chief 

of Ağrı Halkevi in his effort to clear the atmosphere when a child in his Halkevi imitated a 

religious figure; or what Halit Efendioğlu experienced when he resigned from the Party and 

his Halkevi, and the details of the difficulties of having too much work to do that led the Chief 

of Mazgirt (Tunceli) Halkodası Hasan Erman to resign from his Halkevi; the difficulties the 

Chief of Pertek (Tunceli) Halkodası İsmail Güneş encountered in his work during the drought; 

and the account of Eminönü (Istanbul) Halkevi member Halit Bayri on what really happened 

when he commented on the report of his colleague, and many more details of the experiences 

of people who partook in Halkevleri organizations. I am therefore of the opinion that further 

research should make extensive use of private archives and narrations of relatives of those 

who partook in Halkevleri organization as these will help to bring the manifold experiences of 

Halkevleri to the forefront. The role of organizations and institutions would be key in 

surmounting the problem of reaching out to the relatives. Nevertheless, the limits of the 

Turkish state archives have made one thing evident. The problem of the singularity in the 

narration of the Republican era and its social engineering. A singularity that is not arbitrary, 

nor independent of its producers and reproducers. 

 
248 Ibid., pp. 46-64. 

249 White. “State Feminism”, p. 146. 

250 To remind the reader, “The state is understood as a subject independent of the people, with goals and 

interests of its own.” (my translation) Belge and İnsel. “Giriş”, p. 22. 
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Through the regularization of individuals, the status quo can automatically recreate itself: 

individuals are regularized in accordance with state ideology and deviances (threats to state 

ideology) are prevented through a number of tactics. These can be the abolishment or the 

subsumption of NGO:s to the state organization. But also through tactics that are created 

reciprocally in state-society relations. The Turkish sociohistorical context has shown that the 

belief in a patrimonial and paternal state is crucial in the reciprocity of creating and 

maintaining a centralized government. This belief can be nurtured with wages, and as has 

been shown in this study, with imaginations of great things to which the individuals see 

themselves as inferior and to which they subject themselves. These imaginations, the beliefs 

and values, and the ideological presuppositions – understood in this study as part of the 

ontico-ontological priority Heidegger emphasizes in his analysis of the mankind (Being)251 – 

are perhaps best described as “pure dream, empty and vain, constituted by the ‘day’s residues’ 

from the only full and positive reality, that of the concrete history of concrete material 

individuals materially producing their existence.”.252  

Ideological presuppositions cannot be eradicated. But they can certainly be acknowledged 

and, if critical approach is employed, even be challenged. This study of state officials in their 

production and reproduction of the state ideology during the single-party regime, itself a 

(re)production of a certain knowledge, is the result of innumerable intersections of the 

ideological presuppositions of not only the archivists, the subjects of my study, and mine as a 

researcher, but also of the researchers that have previously contributed to the study field. 

Although aimed at enriching the study field by overcoming previous deficiencies through a 

critical approach to Halkevleri, leaving the understanding of the state as a monolith behind 

and brining the state officials to the forefront as individuals, the knowledge generated through 

this study would not have been possible had my path not crossed with those of the archivists, 

the subjects of my study, and previous researchers. As a synthesis of previous knowledge and 

new knowledge in this dialectical generation of knowledge, I hope this master thesis will 

contribute to new antitheses. 

In this study of state officials in their production and reproduction of the state ideology, the 

importance of meaning-making for mankind and the search for a meaning external to itself in 

 
251 To remind the reader, by ontico-ontological priority Heidegger referred to the self-understanding 

specific to Being. This self-understanding precedes the essence of Being. Heidegger. Being and Time, p. 

36. 

252 Althusser. “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, p. 99. 
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the imaginations of ideas and ideologies, has once again manifested itself. This study has 

shown that state officials were the not only producers but also the products of their very own 

production and reproduction. And the conclusion that the knowledge generated in this study 

and previous studies are possible because of the (re)productions of certain knowledge has 

been made. Hegel suggested that mankind would liberate itself once it reconciled with its 

productions and reproductions.253 And Marx certainly believed that the imaginations of 

mankind withheld mankind from pursuing its liberation.254 Had the state officials realized that 

they were the producers and reproducers of the (ir)rational peculiarities to which they were 

subjected, would they no longer be alienated, and thus liberated?  

 

My God died young. Theolatry I found 
Degrading, and its premises, unsound. 
No free man needs a God; but was I free?255 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
253 “Now that self-consciousness is reason, its hitherto negative relationship to otherness turns round into 

a positive relationship. So far it has been concerned only with its independence and freedom, with a view 

to saving and maintaining itself for itself at the expense of the world or of its own actuality, both of 

which appeared to it as the negative of its essence. But as reason, assured of itself, it has made its 

peace with them, and can endure them; for it is certain of itself as actuality, or certain that actuality is 

none other than itself; its thinking is itself immediately actuality”. Hegel. Phenomenology of Spirit, p. 95. 

254 “Hitherto men have always formed wrong ideas about themselves, about what they are and what they 

ought to be. They have arranged their relations according to their ideas of God, of normal man, etc. The 

products of their brains have got out of their hands. They, the creators, have bowed down before their 

creations. Let us liberate them from the chimeras, the ideas, dogmas, imaginary beings under the yoke 

of which they are pining away. Let us revolt against this rule of concepts. Let us teach men, says one, 

how to exchange these imaginations for thoughts which correspond to the essence of man; says 

another, how to take up a critical attitude to them; says the third, how to get them out of their heads; 

and existing reality will collapse.” Marx & Engels. The German Ideology, p. 29. 

255 Vladimir Nabokov. Pale Fire. A poem in four cantos, London: Penguin Classics, 2016[1962], lines 99-

101. 
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Öztürkmen, Arzu. “The role of the People’s Houses in the making of national culture in 

Turkey”, New perspectives on Turkey, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, vol: 

11, 1994. pp. 159-181. 

Yaşlı, Fatih. Türkçü Faşizmden “Türk-İslam Ülküsü”ne. Istanbul: Yordam Kitap, 2016. 

Yeşilkaya, Neşe Gürallar. Halkevleri: Ideoloji ve Mimarlik. İstanbul: İletişim, 1999. 

Zürcher, Erik Jan. Turkey: A Modern History. London: Tauris, 1993. 

Zürcher, Erik Jan. ”Institution Building in the Kemalist Republic: The Role of the People’s 

Party” in Men of Order: Authoritarian Modernization under Atatürk and Reza Shah, 

Erik Jan Zürcher & Touraj Atabaki (red.), London: I. B. Tauris & Company, 2004. pp. 

98-112. 
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