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Abstract

The Contested Making of Modern Turkey in People’s Words (1923-1948)

Isil Karacan, Master’s Candidate at the Atatiirk Institute
for Modern Turkish History at Bogazici University, 2025

Associate Professor Irmak Ertor, Thesis Advisor

This thesis explores the everyday experiences and political sub-
jectivities of ordinary citizens in early Republican Turkey through a close
examination of letters and petitions submitted to state officials and party
headquarters (Republican People's Party, hereafter RPP) between 1932
and 1948. Drawing from archival sources, the study analyzes how individ-
uals articulated grievances related to employment, poverty, injustice, and
local political representation. Rather than treating the state as a mono-
lithic or detached institution, the thesis adopts a relational perspective
that views state-society interactions as mutually constitutive. By fore-
grounding the voices of petitioners, this research challenges elite-cen-
tered narratives and contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the
early Republic’s social fabric. It also critically engages with the historiog-
raphy of modern Turkey by incorporating perspectives from social his-
tory, archival theory, and theories of everyday resistance. Through these
lenses, the thesis demonstrates how ordinary people navigated and ne-

gotiated the rapidly transforming political order of their time.

49,498 words
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Ozet
Halkin Anlatilartyla Modern Tiirkiye’nin Tartismal1 insas1 (1923-1948)

Is1l Karacan, Yiiksek Lisans Adayi, 2025

Bogazici Universitesi Atatiirk ilkeleri ve Inkilap Tarihi Enstitiisii
Docent Doktor Irmak Ertor, Tez Danismani

Bu tez, Erken Cumhuriyet Tiirkiye'sinde siradan vatandaslarin
giindelik deneyimlerini ve politik 6zneliklerini, 1932 ile 1948 yillar
arasinda devlet yetkililerine ve parti merkezine (Cumhuriyet Halk
Firkasi) sunulan mektup ve dilekg¢elerin yakindan incelenmesi yoluyla ele
almaktadir. Arsiv kaynaklarina dayanan bu ¢alisma, bireylerin istihdam,
yoksulluk, adaletsizlik ve yerel siyasi temsil gibi konulardaki sikayetlerini
nasil dile getirdiklerini analiz etmektedir. Devleti tekil ve toplumdan
kopuk bir yap1 olarak ele almak yerine, bu tez, devlet-toplum iliskilerini
karsilikli olarak kurucu bir cergcevede degerlendiren iliskisel bir
perspektifi benimsemektedir. Dilekce sahiplerinin sesini merkeze alarak,
bu arastirma elit merkezli anlatilara meydan okumakta ve erken
cumhuriyetin toplumsal dokusuna dair daha incelikli bir anlayisa katki
sunmaktadir. Ayni zamanda modern Tiirkiye tarih yazimina, sosyal tarih,
arsiv kurami ve gilindelik direnis teorileri gibi yaklasimlar1 dahil ederek
elestirel bir katki saglamaktadir. Bu kuramsal mercekler aracilifiyla tez,
siradan insanlarin hizla doniisen siyasal diizende nasil yol aldiklarini ve

pazarlik yaptiklarini gozler dniine sermektedir.

49,498 kelime
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Introduction

History...is a nightmare from which I am trying to

awake.

- James Joyce, Ulysses!

his thesis examines letters, petitions, and denunciations authored
T by ordinary individuals between 1932 and 1948 to explore how citi-
zens in early Republican Turkey navigated state power, negotiated every-
day grievances, and articulated political subjectivities. Rather than focus-
ing solely on elite actors or institutional transformations, the thesis
focuses on the voices of those who wrote to the state, not as passive sub-
jects, but as individuals who strategically mobilized available discourses
to pursue material and legal claims. These documents offer critical in-
sights into the practices of everyday resistance, negotiation with bureau-
cratic structures, and the complex processes through which individuals
positioned themselves vis-a-vis the new Republican order.
Through conceptualizing subjectivity as a historically contingent for-

mation, shaped through language, discourses, and engagement with

1 James Joyce, Ulysses, (New York: Random House, 1961), 34.
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power, this thesis treats petition writing not solely as a bureaucratic tool,
but as a political act.? In doing so, it attempts to contribute to the social
historiography of early Republican Turkey by centering the micro-poli-
tics of ordinary life and the discursive spaces where state and society
met. The letters examined in this thesis, while often seeking tangible out-
comes such as employment, property restoration, or exemption from
taxes, also reveal how Republican ideals, citizenship, duty, and sacrifice
were appropriated and redeployed by citizens for personal and commu-
nal purposes. Through the performative language of loyalty, victimhood,
or moral uprightness, writers engaged with the meta-narratives of the
nation-state, at times mirroring, subverting, or instrumentalizing them.
Importantly, this thesis aims to rethink the assumption of a homoge-
neous or totalizing subaltern condition. While many of the letter writers
came from similar socio-cultural, impoverished, and politically marginal-
ized backgrounds, they inhabited different positions within the social hi-
erarchy shaped by class, ethnicity, gender, and access to state resources.
Rather than treating the “people” as a unified or romanticized category,
the project seeks to highlight the fragmentation within the subaltern
sphere and the uneven ways in which individuals encountered and con-
tested state authority.? Ultimately, this research argues that early Repub-
lican citizenship was not a static legal status imposed from above, but a
dynamic and contested space negotiated from below as well.* The voices
captured in these letters expose a dialogical relationship between the
state and its citizens, one shaped by compliance, resistance, appropria-
tion, and the strategic use and reproduction of official discourse. By at-

tending to these narratives, the thesis focuses on the everyday politics of

2 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of Human Sciences (Knopf Doubleday
Publishing Group, 1994); Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical Inquiry 8, no. 4
(1982): 777-95.

3Walter Johnson, “On Agency,” Journal of Social History 37, no. 1 (2003): 113-24,
https://doi.org/10.1353/jsh.2003.0143.

4Timothy Mitchell, “2. Society, Economy, and the State Effect,” in 2. Society, Economy, and the
State Effect (Cornell University Press, 2018), https://doi.org/10.7591/9781501717789-005;
Timothy Mitchell, “The Limits of the State: Beyond Statist Approaches and Their Critics,” Amer
ican Political Science Review 85, no. 1 (1991): 77-96, https://doi.org/10.2307/1962879.
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the early Republic and tries to understand the texture of how modern
Turkey was made not only through laws and reforms, but also in the
words and actions of its people.>

The thesis pays special attention to the intersectionality (and diver-
sity?) of subaltern voices. It recognizes that social, economic, and gen-
dered positions significantly shaped how individuals experienced the
state and articulated their claims. A widow petitioning for her pension,
for example, did not write from the same positionality as a male land-
owner contesting a tax. These variations challenge homogenous catego-
rizations of ‘the ordinary people’ and demonstrate the need for a more
nuanced understanding of citizenship as lived experience. Petition writ-
ing in this context functioned as a space of both compliance and critique.
While many letters internalized the moral frameworks of the Republic,
reiterating loyalty to the nation, respect for the founding name, Atatiirk,
and adherence to civic duties, they also illuminated the gaps between of-
ficial ideology and material reality. The dissonance between the promises
of modern citizenship and the actual conditions of poverty, exclusion, and
bureaucratic neglect is a recurring theme across the documents exam-
ined.

By closely analyzing the language, narrative structure, and affective
appeals of these texts, the thesis reveals how petitioners navigated mul-
tiple registers of address. Some employed legalistic discourse, citing laws
and regulations to bolster their claims; others drew on emotional ap-
peals, describing their suffering, hunger, or despair to elicit sympathy.
Oothers invoked their contributions to the War of Independence, aligning
themselves with the heroic national narrative to secure favor or justice.

This multiplicity of rhetorical strategies underscores the agency of the

5Yigit Akin, “Reconsidering State, Party, and Society in Early Republican Turkey: Politics of
Petitioning,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 39, no. 3 (2007): 435-57; Murat
Metinsoy, The Power of the People: Everyday Resistance and Dissent in the Making of Modern
Turkey, 1923-38, 1st ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2021),
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009025775; Hale Yilmaz, Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Re
forms and Cultural Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey 1923-1945 (Syracuse University
Press, 2013).
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writers. Even in conditions of extreme precarity, individuals find ways to
assert presence within the emerging political order. Their writings usu-
ally reveal a sort of tactical engagement with the language of the Repub-
lic, selective, situational, and shaped by living conditions.

The reason this thesis adopts the timeframe of 1923 to 1948 is not to
reaffirm the dominant historiographical narrative of a clean rupture be-
tween empire and republic, but rather to trace how the foundational
rhetoric of the new Turkish state, its political vocabulary, ethical claims,
and citizenship ideals, began to emerge and evolve in the writings of or-
dinary people during this period. Rather than treating 1923 as a sharp
rupture, the thesis approaches it as a moment of rearticulation, in which
the continuities and transformations from the late Ottoman period were
negotiated and reframed through everyday interactions with the early
Republican state. The decision stems from a textual observation: it is in
the correspondence from this period that one begins to detect a rhetori-
cal engagement with the construction of a new political order, a new na-
tion-state, along with a rising political stance. These shifts do not neces-
sarily confirm a total break with the Ottoman past but instead point to an
emerging language of modern governance that begins to appear with in
the writings of ordinary people around this time.

The endpoint of the research, 1948, is equally significant. It marks the
aftermath of the 1938 Dersim Tertele, which also led to the large-scale de-
portation of the Dersimi population. Following the enactment of the 1947,
some members of the displaced community were allowed to return to
their places of origin. Many of these returnees wrote letters that nar-
rated their experiences of exile and loss, while articulating legal and po-
litical claims concerning restitution, property, and reintegration. Includ-
ing these letters allows the thesis to capture the long-term effects of state
violence on certain communities and examine how the language of rights
and citizenship was mobilized by those returning from the margins.

Moreover, the year 1948 also overlaps with the broader transition to

6 Dilek Kurban et al,, Adaletin kiyisinda: “zorunlu” go¢ sonrasinda Devlet ve Kiirtler : 5233 sayili
Tazminat Yasasi’'nin bir degerlendirmesi : Van oérnegi (TESEV, 2012).
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multi-party politics in Turkey. This moment of political pluralization car-
ries implications for how individuals imagined and articulated their
place within the Republic, making it a particularly fertile ground for ana-
lyzing the evolving social and political fabric.”

Importantly, the thesis does not proceed in a strictly chronological
fashion. Instead, it is organized thematically in order to better capture
the distinct socio-political conditions and narrative strategies embedded
in different categories of documents. The thesis begins with letters and
petitions from the early Republican period in Chapter II, but then moves
to analyze denunciation letters collected by the Republican People's
Party (CHP/RPP) around the 1939 local elections in Chapter III. Finally, in
Chapter IV, it concludes by examining letters written by those who were
forcibly displaced from Dersim in 1938 and later attempted to reestablish
their lives following the Ppardon Act. This thematic structure is based on
three central motivations. First, it allows the thesis to highlight how eve-
ryday complaints, demands, and narrative strategies differed signifi-
cantly between citizens who had remained in the center of the Republic’s
civic vision and those who had been exiled or marginalized. In the first
chapter, which deals with early petitions, the grievances often concern
employment, land, bureaucratic injustices, or poverty, but they are ex-
pressed within a framework that presumes a relationship of accountabil-
ity between the citizen and the state. In contrast, the letters written by
the Dersim exiles are marked by themes of loss, displacement, erasure,
and a precarious legal status. These individuals, having experienced de-
portation and exclusion, narrated their stories from the margins of the
citizenship regime. I claim that their appeals reveal a stark inequality in
how the early Republican state treated different populations, rooted in
ethnic, religious, and linguistic distinctions.

The other reason why the thesis does not follow a chronological fash-
ion is to enable the study to track the evolution of political discourse

across two key moments: the early 1920s and the late 1930s. In the first

7 Cemil Kogak, “Parliament Membership during the Single-Party System in Turkey (1925-
1945),” European Journal of Turkish Studies. Social Sciences on Contemporary Turkey, no. 3 (De
cember 2005): 3, https://doi.org/10.4000/ejts.497.
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period, the fluidity of identity categories, Ottoman, Muslim, and Anato-
lian, still echoes through the petitions, reflecting the imperial past's lin-
gering influence.® The rhetorical forms are often shaped by longstanding
bureaucratic traditions of supplication and deference, and by a legal im-
agination that still bears Ottoman traces. However, I argue that in the de-
nunciation letters sent before the 1939 elections, a different tone
emerges. Here, one can observe the consolidation of the nation-state’s

»n o«

discursive architecture to a certain extent: terms such as “loyalty,” “ser-
vice to the state,” “traitors,” “proper citizenship,” and “democracy” circu-
late with increased frequency. The senders of these letters do not merely
address the state as petitioners; they actively participate in defining and
policing the boundaries of citizenship. Denunciation becomes a form of
civic performance through which individuals express political belonging
by accusing others of disloyalty.? These texts thus offer rich material for
understanding how ordinary people internalized, appropriated, and
weaponized Republican norms in their local environments.

In this context, one of the primary analytical goals of thise thesis is to
highlight the dual character of citizenship in the early Republic. That is,
while all individuals were formally designated as citizens of the new na-
tion state, the actual experience of citizenship was fractured along lines
of ethnic identity, religious affiliation, and language. The final chapter ar-
gues and intends to demonstrate that Dersim community, composed pre-
dominantly of Kurdish Alevis, was structurally excluded from the norma-
tive model of “ideal citizenship” promoted by the Republican regime.
Their marginalization is not only observable through physical displace-

ment, but also through their textual representations in their letters,

8 Michael E. Meeker, A Nation of Empire: The Ottoman Legacy of Turkish Modernity (University
of California Press, 2001), https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt1pncp9; Sibel
Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba, Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in Turkey (University
of Washington Press, 1997).

9 Patricia Ewick and Susan S. Silbey, “Subversive Stories and Hegemonic Tales: Toward a Soci
ology of Narrative,” Law & Society Review 29, no. 2 (1995): 197,
https://doi.org/10.2307/3054010; Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Editor’s Introduction: Petitions and
Denunciations in Russian and Soviet History1,” Russian History 24, nos. 1-2 (1997): 1-9,
https://doi.org/10.1163/187633197X00014.
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which testify to the exclusionary practices of the state. Tracing these dif-
ferences across the two bodies of letters allows the thesis to theorize cit-
izenship not as a uniform legal status, but as a field of contestation
shaped by state power and local subjectivities.

The Republican project did not merely impose categories from above;
it also depended on everyday participation, surveillance, and moral dis-
course from below.1° The denunciation letters reflect this bottom-up dy-
namic, wherein individuals sought not only to appeal to the state but to
demonstrate their own conformity with its ideological demands. The
comparative reading of these letters and those written by the Dersim ex-
iles, who were structurally excluded from such ideological participation,
helps to uncover the multiple, unequal registers of political subjectivity
at play.

The third motivation for structuring the thesis thematically is to ana-
lyze the patterns of language and political self-fashioning used by differ-
ent groups, particularly how the language of civilization, loyalty, democ-
racy, and progress was adopted by those who were not in direct ethnic or
linguistic conflict with the Republican regime. Citizens who were aligned
with the Republic’s foundational identity claims often used state’s own
vocabulary to frame their demands and grievances. These individuals po-
sitioned themselves as rightful beneficiaries of the new order, appealing
to the principles of Kemalist modernization in order to claim justice or
protection. By contrast, the Dersim exiles, whose very identity was
marked as outside the bounds of acceptable citizenhood, often adopted a
more juridical or moral emphasis on rights, suffering, innocence, and res-
toration rather than alignment with state ideology. This contrast in nar-
rative patterns is key to understanding the multilayered nature of early
Republican political life. It suggests that the language of modernity and
democracy was not uniformly distributed or equally accessible. The abil-

ity to speak “as a citizen” depended on one’s proximity to the ethno-

10 Antonio Gramsci and Joseph A. Buttigieg, Prison Notebooks, European Perspectives (Colum
bia University Press, 1992).
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national ideals of the Republic.!! The thesis argues that this asymmetry
can be traced not only in the content of the letters but also in the narrative
forms, rhetorical strategies, and underlying assumptions embedded in
them.

The thesis is structured as follows: The first chapter focuses on letters
sent to the RPP headquarters during the early years of the Republic.
These letters largely reflect the material and emotional aftermath of
World War [, widespread death, hunger, and poverty shaped how people
addressed the new regime. Many petitioners drew on a language that em-
phasized past sacrifices made for the Ottoman Empire, recalling the
honor of serving the state and reminding the new government of their
loyalty and suffering. This language reveals not only their difficult condi-
tions but also how they understood their place in the emerging political
order. Although the Republic was declared as a break from the imperial
past, the people writing these letters did not necessarily experience this
as a clean rupture. Their words often reflect a continuity of memory and
expectation: they had been subjects of an empire, and now they were try-
ing to make sense of what it meant to be citizens of a Republic. There’s a
clear trace of imperial belonging in their tone, deferential, formal, and
filled with references to duty and hierarchy. At the same time, these let-
ters show how people tried to position themselves within the new polit-
ical framework, appealing to Republican values to demand jobs, recogni-
tion, or justice. Rather than heroic or dramatic acts, what we see here are
usuallysmall, everyday negotiations. People wrote in to be seen, to be
helped, and to remind the state that they had a history. In doing so, they

11 E. F. Keyman and Tuba Kanci, “A Tale of Ambiguity: Citizenship, Nationalism and Democracy
in Turkey,” Nations and Nationalism 17, no. 2 (2011): 318-36,
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-8129.2010.00462.x; loannis N. Grigoriadis, “Between Citi
zenship and the Millet: The Greek Minority in Republican Turkey,” Middle Eastern Studies 57,
no. 5 (2021): 741-57, https://doi.org/10.1080/00263206.2021.1894553; Ayse Kadioglu,
“Citizenship and Individuation in Turkey: The Triumph of Will over Reason,” Cahiers d’études
Sur La Méditerranée Orientale et Le Monde Turco-Iranien, no. 26 (June 1998): 26,
https://doi.org/10.4000/cemoti.34; Ayse Kadioglu, “An Oxymoron: The Origins of Civic-Re
publican Liberalism in Turkey,” Critique: Critical Middle Eastern Studies 16, no. 2 (2007): 171-
90, https://doi.org/10.1080/10669920701378887.
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left behind valuable traces of how ordinary individuals experienced the
founding of the Republic, not from above, but from the margins of hard-
ship.

The second chapter shifts both temporally and thematically, focusing
on a different moment in the life of the early Republic: the lead-up to the
1939 local elections. This chapter draws from a specific collection within
the Presidential Republican Archives, which documents the internal
preparations and political atmosphere surrounding the first elections to
take place after Atatiirk’s death. With the absence of Atatiirk, this election
represented a turning point.12 It required both the RPP and the newly ap-
pointed President Ismet inénii to adopt a new approach. Inénii launched
the campaign with a strong emphasis on internal party meritocracy and
democratic renewal, signaling a rhetorical shift in the party’s political
agenda.

However, as a relatively young political organization still consolidat-
ing its authority, the RPP lacked deep knowledge of local political land-
scapes. Its understanding of informal power structures, patronage net-
works, and grassroots dynamics, what might be called infrapolitics, was
limited.13 To address this gap, the party encouraged local actors to send
letters of denunciation and recommendation to the party headquarters.14
These letters served a dual purpose: they provided the party leadership
with intelligence on regional figures and political currents, and they
helped determine which candidates would be suitable to represent the
party in the dual electoral system.

By promoting this practice, the RPP was not only trying to exert more

control over local politics but also attempting to broaden its appeal and

12 Erik-Jan Ziircher, “Three Turning Points in the Political Development of Modern Turkey,”
Turkish Studies 24, nos. 3-4 (2023): 435-50,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2022.2143266.

13 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (Yale University
Press, 2008).

14 Murat Metinsoy, “FRAGILE HEGEMONY, FLEXIBLE AUTHORITARIANISM, AND GOVERNING
FROM BELOW: POLITICIANS’ REPORTS IN EARLY REPUBLICAN TURKEY,” International Jour
nal of Middle East Studies 43, no. 4 (2011): 699-719,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020743811000912.
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legitimacy.1> The act of writing to the center offered a way for individuals
and communities to influence candidate selection, often by framing oth-
ers as unworthy, disloyal, or corrupt. These letters thus became key tools
for navigating power within the party, and for negotiating belonging in a
rapidly centralizing political structure. This chapter explores how these
denunciations reveal the evolving relationship between citizens and the
single-party state, where loyalty to the Republic and alignment with
party ideals became central criteria for political participation. At the
same time, they expose the entanglement of local rivalries, personal
grievances, and moral accusations with the formal mechanisms of party-
building in the early Republic.

The third and final chapter focuses on the return letters written by
citizens from the Dersim region who had been forcibly exiled following
the 1938 Tertele.1® These letters were accessed through a published col-
lection of Necmeddin Sahir Silan’s personal archive, a source that pre-
serves the voices of individuals directly affected by the state's campaigns.
The decision to place this chapter last is intentional. As previously dis-
cussed, one of the aims of the thesis is to highlight the asymmetrical citi-
zenship regimes imposed across Turkey’s geography, especially the stark
contrast between how the state governed the country’s different regions.
The return petitions from Dersim provide perhaps the clearest example
of how these unequal regimes operated. Unlike the letters analyzed in the
earlier chapters, the correspondence from petitioners of Dersim reveals
a distinct narrative structure. These texts are marked by references to
dispossession, forms of violence, and the psychological trauma of dis-
placement. At the same time, they reflect efforts to manage and articulate
that trauma, often through a form of cautious yet deliberate negotiation
with the very state that inflicted the violence. The tone is neither fully

submissive nor openly defiant; it is a layered and coded form of

15 Metinsoy, “FRAGILE HEGEMONY, FLEXIBLE AUTHORITARIANISM, AND GOVERNING FROM
BELOW.”
16 The term Dersim Tertele is used by many members of the Kurdish Alevi community to refer

to the violent military campaign carried in 1937-1938.
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engagement that underscores both the fragility the resilience and strug-
gles of the writers.

One of the most important aspects of these letters is that they were
written by survivors themselves, in their own words. This makes them
not only significant counter-narratives to dominant state discourses but
also intimate reflections of lived experience, documents that offer access
to the emotional, legal, and material struggles of individuals navigating
life after mass displacement. By bringing these letters into conversation
with the rest of the thesis, this chapter highlights how Dersim Tertele, as
a historical event, stands out as a site of intensified repression. It also
demonstrates how individuals, even under extreme conditions, continue
to write, petition, and negotiate, leaving behind traces of dissent, grief,

and demands for justice in the margins of official history-writing.

§ 1.1 Primary Sources and Methodology

The primary corpus of the sources used in this thesis consists of peti-
tions and letters written to the RPP headquarters, as well as to the deputy
Necmeddin Sahir Silan, particularly after the 1938 Dersim Tertele and the
resulting displacement of the Dersimi population.l” These sources are
treated not merely as records of administrative procedure but as subjec-
tive, negotiated texts that offer insights into the modes of political speech
and affective expression available to ordinary citizens. To locate these
materials, archival research was conducted at the Tiirkiye Cumhuriyeti
Cumhurbagkanligi Devlet Arsivleri Baskanligi in Ankara and Istanbulfor
2023 summer. Keyword-based searches were carried out in relevant cat-
alogues using terms such as dilekge (petition) and mektup (letter). For the
post-1938 period concerning Dersim, geographic identifiers and specific
terms like Dersim, Tunceli Kog¢giri, and stirgiin (exile) were employed in
combination with document type identifiers. However, these efforts did

not yield a consistent or cohesive body of documentation related to the

17 Tuba Akekmekci and Muazzez Pervan, eds., Dersimlilerden mektuplar (1941 - 1953), 1.
basim, Tarih Vakfi - Necmeddin Sahir Silan arsivi 6 (Tarih Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari, 2012).
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displaced Dersimi population within state archives. In addition, archival
documents were consulted to trace the state’s systematic preparations
for repression and infrastructural penetration into the Dersim region.

Due to the archival gap about the petitions and letters of the Dersim
community, a significant portion of the Dersim-related material was
drawn from published letters compiled in Dersimlilerden Mektuplar, ed-
ited and released by Tarih Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari. The volume presents let-
ters sent to Necmeddin Sahir Silan by survivors and returnees in the af-
termath of the Tertele. Although this collection is derived from Silan’s
personal archive, thus placing it within the realm of unofficial or para-
archival materials, it remains a vital and rare source of subaltern voice,
legal appeals, and affective registers of dispossession.1® As a parliamen-
tary figure tasked with overseeing the region, Silan occupied a pivotal yet
ambivalent role: both as an intermediary between the state and the pop-
ulation, and as a participant in the bureaucratic machinery of pacifica-
tion. The letters, preserved from Silan’s personal collection, are not part
of any official state archive. This “alternative” archive functions as a coun-
ter-discursive space where legal grievances, affective appeals, and cri-
tiques of administrative cruelty were voiced by those subjected to state
violence and displacement.

This thesis analyzes a total of 150 letters from the book collection, or-
ganizing them thematically around three central axes: demands for the
return of property and land, appeals to reverse or resist forced displace-
ment, and accusations directed at local administrative officials for acts of
cruelty, neglect, and corruption. By clustering the letters according to
these categories, the thesis foregrounds the political rationalities and
emotional vocabularies employed by petitioners, strategically invoking
state rhetoric while simultaneously exposing the contradictions of the
Republic’s promises of citizenship and equality. The use of this source is

also closely linked to the structural decision to position the Dersim

18 Antoinette Burton, “Ann Laura Stoler . Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and
Colonial Common Sense . Princeton : Princeton University Press. 2009 . Pp. Xiii, 314. $22.95.,”
The American Historical Review 115, no. 2 (2010): 501-2,
https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr.115.2.501.
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chapter as the final section of the thesis. The absence of corresponding
material in official state archives also reveals the limits of what the state

was willing to record.

§ 1.2 Literature on Everyday Modes of Negotiation, Re-

sistance and Contestation by Ordinary Citizens

The concept of “everyday resistance” has an extensive literature fed
by diverse fields like history, sociology, anthropology, and critical theory.
Defined by its subtlety, ordinariness, and embeddedness in daily prac-
tices, it contrasts sharply with organized, overt forms of dissent such as
protests, strikes, or revolutions. The term "everyday resistance" was pop-
ularized by James Scott in his seminal work "Weapons of the Weak".1?
Scott sought to expand the definition of political resistance by including
covert, non-confrontational acts performed by subordinate classes.
These included foot-dragging, gossip, feigned ignorance, and small-scale
sabotage. Rather than organized protest, these acts were dispersed,
anonymous, and often carried out in the face of extreme repression. Scott
coined the term "infrapolitics" to describe these hidden transcripts of
dissent. Scott’s work drew attention to the ways ordinary people navigate
and subvert dominant power structures without necessarily mobilizing
visible collective action. His contributions influenced the emergence of
subaltern studies in South Asia.2? Everyday resistance thus became a crit-
ical entry point for studying the political agency of marginalized groups.
However, the approach was not without criticism. Scholars such as Asef
Bayat questioned the over-identification of subaltern groups with pas-
sive or hidden forms of resistance, pointing out that such groups are also

capable of overt and collective mobilization.?! Still, Scott’s legacy remains

19 Scott, Weapons of the Weak.

20 Gyan Prakash, Subaltern Studies as Postcolonial Criticism, 2024; Ranajit Guha, Subaltern
Studies: Writings on South Asian History and Society (Oxford University Press, 1982); Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, Can the Subaltern Speak? (Afterall Books, 2020).

21 Asef Bayat, “From "Dangerous Classes’ to "Quiet Rebels’: Politics of the Urban Subaltern in
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foundational, establishing a new domain for understanding how re-
sistance operates under the radar of dominant institutions. .22 However,
ambiguity surrounds what exactly counts as everyday resistance, how it
operates, and whether it requires conscious intent or explicit outcomes.
Johansson and Vinthagen and Johansson's article provides a much-
needed theoretical refinement.?? They argue that everyday resistance is
not defined by intention or effect alone, but by its embeddedness in
power relations, its performative aspects, and its routine character under
the influence of a Foucauldian approach. This intervention is also well
articulated by Lila Abu-Lughod in her anthropological work in Bedouins
communities, considering resistance as the diagnosis of the power rather
than romanticizing it.24

This thesis builds on three major theoretical strands shaping the dis-
course on everyday resistance: Scott's infrapolitics, Antonio Gramsci’s
counter-hegemony, and Michel de Certeau’s practice theory.2> Gramsci
emphasized the ideological struggle within civil society, where subaltern
groups challenge dominant narratives through counter-hegemonic prac-
tices. Scott, however, focused more narrowly on class relations and eve-
ryday tactics used by peasants and other subordinate groups to resist
material, status-based, and ideological domination. His typology distin-
guished between public and disguised forms of resistance. Meanwhile, de

Certeau offered a cultural perspective, viewing everyday acts like walking

the Global South,” International Sociology 15, no. 3 (2000): 533-57,
https://doi.org/10.1177/026858000015003005.

22 Scott, Weapons of the Weak.

23 Anna Johansson and Stellan Vinthagen, “Dimensions of Everyday Resistance: An Analytical
Framework,” Critical Sociology 42, no. 3 (2016): 417-35,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920514524604.

24 Lila Abu-Lughod, “The Romance of Resistance: Tracing Transformations of Power through
Bedouin Women,” American Ethnologist 17, no. 1 (1990): 41-55,
https://doi.org/10.1525/2e.1990.17.1.02a00030.

25 Jeremy Ahearne, “Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life,” International Journal of
Cultural Policy 16, no. 1 (2010): 2-3, https://doi.org/10.1080/10286630902971595; Antonio
Gramsci and Lynne Lawner, Letters from Prison, 1st Harper Colophon ed (Harper & Row,
1975).
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in the city or reading as tactical appropriations of dominant systems. His
concept of “tactics” as the art of the weak resonated with Scott’s notion
of hidden resistance but added an emphasis on creativity and spatial
practice.

Defining everyday resistance is inherently difficult. One risk is making
the concept so broad that nearly any non-conformist and bold behavior
qualifies as resistance. Johansson and Vinthagen Johansson seek to avoid
this pitfall by emphasizing four key criteria: (1) resistance as practice, (2)
its entanglement with power, (3) its intersectional nature, and (4) its het-
erogeneity and contingency.?¢ This definition addresses several concep-
tual debates. First, they reject the idea that resistance must be inten-
tional. Actions may resist power without the actor(s) explicitly aiming to
do so. Second, they argue that resistance cannot be fully separated from
power; it is both shaped by and shapes the power relations it contests.
Third, resistance is rarely directed at a single axis of power. Instead, it
engages overlapping structures of domination, including race, gender,
class, and sexuality. Lastly, resistance practices are contingent on context;
they vary by time, space, actor, and observer.

Historians also have played a crucial role in shaping the study of eve-
ryday resistance, particularly through efforts to recover the experiences
and agency of marginalized groups across different periods and geogra-
phies. While the concept gained traction in anthropology and political
science through the works of James Scott, it was historians who grounded
it in archival research, and micro-historical analysis. Their contributions
often emphasize the material conditions, temporal specificity, and docu-
mentary traces of resistance, bringing a critical historical lens to ques-
tions of visibility, voice, and power.2”

Edward P. Thompson, for example, in his landmark book The Making
of the English Working Class, demonstrated how working-class people

were not passive victims of industrial capitalism but active historical

26 Abu-Lughod, “The Romance of Resistance”; Scott, Weapons of the Weak, 1-150.
27 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Beacon
Press, 1995).
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agents.?® Thompson revealed how everyday cultural practices, rituals,
festivals, and local customs were infused with political meaning and
sometimes became vehicles for resistance against enclosure, wage sup-
pression, and state repression. His concept of "moral economy" high-
lighted how traditional notions of fairness shaped protest and everyday
defiance. Thompson also challenged elite-centric historiography by re-
covering the lived experiences and resistant capacities of the poor.

Eric Hobsbawm, another towering historian of resistance, introduced
the concept of "primitive rebels" in his 1959 book of the same name.?°
Hobsbawm focused on social banditry, millenarian movements, and rural
insurgencies in pre-modern societies. He argued that these seemingly
spontaneous, informal acts of rebellion often reflected broader structural
grievances and nascent forms of political consciousness. In Bandits,
Hobsbawm emphasized how everyday resistance emerged in societies
lacking formal political representation, often operating in the grey areas
between crime, custom, and protest.

In African history, historians such as Frederick Cooper and Luise
White explored how everyday resistance manifested under colonial rule,
often through labor slowdowns, manipulation of bureaucratic proce-
dures, and subversive storytelling, rumors.3? These studies emphasized
that resistance was not always revolutionary; it could be strategic, prag-
matic, and partial. By embedding acts of resistance within colonial labor
regimes and domestic life, historians expanded the concept beyond its
initial association with peasant societies by the scholars to include urban
workers, women, and children.

One of the methodological challenges historians face is the scarcity or
distortion of sources. Everyday resistance often leaves faint traces in of-

ficial records, if any. Historians such as Michel-Rolph Trouillot have

28 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Penguin Books, 1968).

29 Eric ]. Hobsbawm, Bandits (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2000).

30Luise White, “Social Construction and Social Consequences: Rumors and Evidence,” in Rumor
Mills (Routledge, 2005); Frederick Cooper, “Conflict and Connection: Rethinking Colonial Afri
can History,” The American Historical Review 99, no. 5 (1994): 1516-45,
https://doi.org/10.2307/2168387.
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pointed out how silences in the archive are not accidental but produced
through power3! As a result, uncovering everyday resistance requires
reading subtext, paying attention to anomalies in records. Importantly,
historical work on everyday resistance has also been attuned to the prob-
lem of interpretation. Historians have warned against projecting contem-
porary political meanings onto past actions. For example, Walter Johnson
cautions that while resistance is important, scholars must also reckon
with the ambiguity and limits of liberal agency. Not every act of non-com-
pliance is a political gesture; some may be motivated by survival, despair,

or ambivalence.32

§ 1.3 Petitioning as a Form of Interactive Political Expression

Petitions, written requests addressed to authorities, have long served
as a vital channel for participation and grievance redress across social
hierarchies. Petitioning has long occupied a paradoxical space in histori-
cal scholarship. Situated between loyalty and protest, obedience and cri-
tique, it has served as a channel for political communication, social nego-
tiation, and the articulation of grievance across imperial, monarchical,
and republican regimes. David Zaret’s “Petition-and-Response and Limi-
nal Petitioning” foregrounds petitioning not as an inherently insurgent
act but as an “instrument of state,” ubiquitous across Eurasian patrimo-
nial regimes. Petitioning served as a form of vertical communication, in-
dividuals and collectives articulated needs, complaints, or appeals to
state power with the expectation of benevolent intervention. This peti-
tion-and-response logic, Zaret argues, relied on deferential rhetoric and
legitimized the role of the state as an arbiter of justice and order. Tarrow
argues that Zaret’s model challenges Charles Tilly’s depiction of petition-
ing as a rustic form of modern protest, part of the modular, national rep-
ertoire of contentious politics. While Tilly sees petition campaigns as the

hallmark of collective action after the late eighteenth century, Zaret

31 Trouillot, Silencing the Past.
32 Johnson, “On Agency.”
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pushes back against this teleologyapproach, showing that petitions func-
tioned as legitimate, routinized mechanisms even in the absence of mod-
ern citizenship and public opinion.

Natalie Zemon Davis’s “Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and
Their Tellers in Sixteenth-Century France” is another foundational text
that explores how ordinary people crafted compelling narratives in peti-
tions for royal pardon.33 Davis argues that these pardon tales were not
straightforward legal testimonies but carefully constructed stories de-
signed to persuade the crown by aligning with prevailing moral, legal,
and political norms. These “fictions” reveal the strategic agency of peti-
tioners often illiterate or marginalized who collaborated with scribes to
frame their actions within acceptable justifications.

Sheila Fitzpatrick’s work on Stalinist Russia reframes petitioning as
part of a broader culture of surveillance and denunciation. In her study
of denunciation letters, especially in “Stalin’s Peasants” and “Everyday
Stalinism”, Fitzpatrick reveals how Soviet citizens wrote to state authori-
ties not just to complain about bureaucratic inefficiency, but to accuse
neighbors, co-workers, or even family members of political deviance.3*
These letters, although not petitions in the classical sense, share struc-
tural and rhetorical kinship with petitioning. They were often framed in
deferential language, employed emotional appeals, and invoked the au-
thority of the state as moral and political arbiter. Fitzpatrick’s analysis
challenges the assumption that petitions are always about justice or
rights; instead, she shows how they could serve instrumental and strate-
gic goals in authoritarian regimes. Fitzpatrick’s findings echo Zaret’s ar-
gument that petitioning cannot be understood solely as democratic ex-
pression, it is deeply shaped by institutional cultures and regimes of

power.

33 Natalie Zemon Davis, Fiction in the Archives: Pardon Tales and Their Tellers in Sixteenth-Cen
tury France (Stanford University Press, 1987).

34 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Signals from Below: Soviet Letters of Denunciation of the 1930s,” The
Journal of Modern History 68, no. 4 (1996): 831-66, https://doi.org/10.1086/245396; Fitzpat
rick, “Editor’s Introduction.”
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§ 1.4 Petitioning in the Ottoman Empire

Petitioning in the Ottoman Empire has garnered increasing scholarly
attention as a lens through which to understand the everyday workings
of imperial governance, subjecthood, and legal pluralism. Recent studies
highlight petitions (arzuhaller) not as static bureaucratic documents but
as dynamic records of negotiation, contestation, and agency. Historically,
the petition (arz) was a primary mode of communication between sub-
jects and rulers in the Ottoman Empire, a practice deeply embedded in
Islamic and Middle Eastern bureaucratic traditions.35 In the Ottoman
context, petitions served to inform sultanic authority about grievances,
legal disputes, administrative corruption, or requests for tax relief. The
work of Ronald Jennings and Suraiya Faroghi opened up early inquiries
into the quotidian experiences of Ottoman subjects through court rec-
ords and petitions. Jennings, using sharia court records from the 16th-
century Kayseri, demonstrated that petitions were integral to the func-
tioning of justice, revealing not only procedural norms but also the social
fabric of Ottoman towns.3°

More recently, Ariel Salzmann and Karen Barkey and George Gavrilis
have reframed petitions within broader frameworks of negotiation and

patrimonial governance.3” Barkey and Gavrilis, for instance, argues that

35 Andreas Wiirgler, “Voices From Among the ‘Silent Masses’: Humble Petitions and Social Con
flicts in Early Modern Central Europe,” International Review of Social History 46, no.S9 (2001):
11-34, https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0020859001000311; Akin, “Reconsidering State, Party, and
Society in Early Republican Turkey”; Alexandros Lamprou, “Political Petitioning, Denuncia
tion, and State-Society Relations during the Single-Party Period in Turkey,” Turkish Studies 18,
no. 3 (2017): 514-41, https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2017.1300535; David Zaret, “Peti
tion-and-Response and Liminal Petitioning in Comparative/Historical Perspective,” Social Sci
ence History 43, no. 3 (2019): 431-51, https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2019.16.

36Suraiya Faroghi, “Political Activity among Ottoman Taxpayers and the Problem of Sultanic
Legitimation (1570-1650),” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 35, no. 1
(1992): 1-39, https://doi.org/10.2307 /3632686; Ronald C. Jennings, “The Office of Vekil
(Wakil) in 17th Century Ottoman Sharia Courts,” Studia Islamica, no. 42 (1975): 147-69,
https://doi.org/10.2307/1595461.

37Ariel Salzmann, Tocqueville in the Ottoman Empire: Rival Paths to the Modern State (Brill, 2
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petitions reflect a flexible, relational imperial order in which power was
negotiated across multiple levels of authority rather than unilaterally im-
posed. Petitions thus appear not as acts of resistance per se, but as em-
bedded forms of mediated loyalty, where subjects sought redress by re-
inforcing imperial legitimacy. Another critical dimension of petitioning
studies is the intersection with Ottoman legal pluralism. Scholars such as
Bogac¢ Ergene have shown that petitions often traveled across multiple
legal regimes, sharia, customary, and imperial, and thus served as sites of
legal forum shopping.38 In Local Court, Provincial Society and Justice in
the Ottoman Empire, Ergene highlights how plaintiffs used petitions stra-
tegically, appealing to different authorities depending on the nature of
the grievance and the desired outcome. This interpretation departs from
a top-down legalist reading and aligns with a more anthropological and
sociological understanding of Ottoman law in practice.

Leslie Peirce’s “Morality Tales” highlights how women, particularly in
the 16th and 17th centuries used petitions to navigate the constraints of
gendered power structures.3? Her analysis of court records and petitions
reveals that women did not hesitate to address sultans, judges, or provin-
cial governors, even in patriarchal legal landscapes. Peirce frames these
acts not only as legal interventions but also as performances of moral vir-
tue and social credibility.

Scholars have also examined the rhetorical and performative dimen-
sions of petitioning. Fariba Zarinebaf has emphasized the careful deploy-
ment of Islamic moral language, Qur’anic references, and loyalty tropes

within petitions.*? The success of a petition often depended on how well

003), https://www.degruyterbrill.com/document/isbn/9789047400141 /html; Karen

Barkey and George Gavrilis, “The Ottoman Millet System: Non-Territorial Autonomy and Its

Contemporary Legacy,” Ethnopolitics 15, no. 1 (2016): 24-42,
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449057.2015.1101845.

38Bogac A. Ergene, Local Court, Provincial Society and Justice in the Ottoman Empire: Legal

Pratice and Dispute Resolution in Cankirt and Kastamonu (1652-1744) (BRILL, 2003).

39 Leslie P. Peirce, Morality Tales: Law and Gender in the Ottoman Court of Aintab (University o

of California Press, 2003).

40 Madeline Zilfi, Women in the Ottoman Empire: Middle Eastern Women in the Early Modern

Era (BRILL, 2023).
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itadhered to expected forms and moral registers. Petitions thus operated
notjust as legal claims but as narrative acts, shaped by genre conventions
and audience expectations. In this context, petitioning overlaps with the
broader turn in historiography toward affective archives and performa-
tive legal cultures. In the late Ottoman and early Republican periods, the
role of petitioning began to shift, increasingly becoming a tool of modern
subjecthood and political participation. This transformation is evident in
the emerging literature on petitioning as a form of early citizenship prac-
tice, where subjects no longer merely asked for justice but claimed rights.
Petitioning in the Ottoman Empire stands at the crossroads of legal, po-
litical, and social history. The scholarship reviewed here demonstrates
how petitions served not only as administrative documents but also as
sites of political participation, legal creativity, and social negotiation.

Cigdem Oguz’s Mmaster’s thesis, “Negotiating the Terms of Mercy: Pe-
titions and Pardon Cases in the Hamidian Era” also offers an important
contribution to the literature on Ottoman petitioning, especially in rela-
tion to state power and political negotiation during the reign of Abdulha-
mid IL.*! Drawing from a wide array of pardon petitions submitted by
convicts or their relatives, Oguz argues that the act of petitioning for
mercy was not merely a form of obedience but a site of reciprocal nego-
tiation. The petitions, while framed within deferential and loyalist dis-
courses, reveal active strategies of bargaining and selective self-presen-
tation by the petitioners, often emphasizing poverty, illness, loyalty, and
repentance to secure a favorable outcome. Oguz situates these interac-
tions within a broader Hamidian policy of centralization and legitimacy-
building, where pardons served as political instruments to consolidate
sultanic authority, particularly in moments of crisis such as the Armenian
events, tribal unrest, and local dissent. Her work challenges the simplistic
view of petitions as subservient documents, and instead frames them as
dialogic and strategic acts embedded in the socio-political context of late

Ottoman governance.

41 Cigdem Oguz, Negotiating the Terms of Mercy: Petitions and Pardon Cases in the Hamidian
Era (Master’s thesis, Atatiirk Institute for Modern Turkish History, Bogazi¢i University, 2011).
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Self-narratives formulated by ordinary people serve as both sources
and methods of historical inquiry. Building on this literature and theoret-
ical lenses, tThis research has aimed to capture the subjective, situated,
and affective dimensions of early Republican social life by analyzing pe-
titions and letters written by a range of social actors. Against the back-
drop of a foundational narrative shaped by heroic masculinities, linear
temporality, and nationalist teleologies, these documents offer fragments
of a more complex, relational, and contested history. Rather than embrac-
ing a master-narrative structured around coherence and closure, this
thesis focuses on what might be called conceptual narrativity, a lens at-
tuned to the intersections of class, gender, ethnicity, and everyday agency.
As scholars like Booth reminds us, archives are not neutral spaces of
truth but curated sites of power, shaped by selective processes that legit-
imize certain voices while excluding others.#? Prakash’s notion of the
“code of pacification” similarly warns us of the layered filters through
which subaltern voices are disciplined and historicized.#3 Ultimately, the
petitions and letters examined here do not merely reveal what was said,
they show how people sought to speak, negotiate, and intervene. These
are not just documents of grievance, but traces of historical subjectivity,
produced within and against the very structures that sought to contain

them.

§ 1.5 Literature on the Early Republican Turkey

The historiography of the early Turkish Republic has produced a rich
and diverse body of scholarship over the past several decades. Scholars
from a wide array of disciplines including history, sociology, political sci-
ence, anthropology, and legal studies have interrogated the foundations
of the Republican project from multiple angles. Their work has illumi-

nated the ideological underpinnings of state formation, the institutional

42 Douglas Booth, “Sites of Truth or Metaphors of Power? Refiguring the Archive,” Sport in Hi-
story 26, no. 1 (2006): 91-109, https://doi.org/10.1080/17460260600661273.
43 Prakash, Subaltern Studies as Postcolonial Criticism.
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transformations of the post-Ottoman polity, the complex role of reformist
elites, and the varied ways in which citizens engaged with, resisted, or
accommodated these sweeping changes. This study would not be possi-
ble without the foundational contributions of these scholars. Their re-
search has not only shaped our understanding of the early Republic but
has also made space for newer inquiries into the margins, silences, and
ambiguities of that transformative period.

Over time, the field has evolved from celebratory and state-centered
accounts to more critical and multi-vocal interpretations that foreground
issues such as class, gender, ethnicity, and regional difference.** Scholars
have examined not only the discourses of power but also the structural
conditions that shaped public life, the lived experience of reform, and the
diverse forms of agency exercised by ordinary people.#> In this way, fo-
cusing on the Late Ottoman and Early Republican period the historiog-
raphy has moved beyond static binaries, such as state versus society, tra-
dition versus modernity, and has embraced more fluid and contested
understandings of historical change. The literature reviewed in the fol-
lowing sections reflects this broader historiographical trajectory. It in-
cludes foundational texts that framed the Republican project as a civili-

zational rupture such Bernard Lewis and Ezel Kural Shaw, as well as later

44 Murat Ergin, ““Is the Turk a White Man?’ Towards a Theoretical Framework for Race in the
Making of Turkishness,” Middle Eastern Studies 44, no. 6 (2008): 827-50,
https://doi.org/10.1080/00263200802425973; Biisra Ersanly, Iktidar ve Tarih: Tiirkiye'de
“Resmi Tarih” Tezinin Olusumu (1929-1937): Tiirkiye’de “Resmi Tarih” Tezinin Olusumu (1929-
1937) (iletisim Yayinlari, 2018); Christine M. Philliou, Turkey: A Past Against History (Univ of
California Press, 2021).

45 See the related works: Filiz Meseci Giorgetti, “Nation-Building in Turkey through Ritual Ped-
agogy: The Late Ottoman and Early Turkish Republican Era,” History of Education 49,
no. 1 (2020): 77-103, https://doi.org/10.1080/0046760X.2019.1676921; Grigoriadis,
“Between Citizenship and the Millet”; Yunus Emre, The Emergence of Social Democracy
in Turkey: The Left and the Transformation of the Republican People’s Party (Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2014); Deniz Kandiyoti, “End of Empire: Islam, Nationalism and Women in
Turkey,” in Women, Islam and the State, ed. Deniz Kandiyoti (Palgrave Macmillan UK,
1991), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-21178-4_2; Faik Gur, “Sculpting the Nation
in Early Republican Turkey*” Historical Research 86, no. 232 (2013): 342-72,
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2281.12000.
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interventions that have questioned this rupture, as Erik Jan Ziircher high-
lighted continuities, and opened space for bottom-up analyses. This
study aims to build on these insights by contributing to the growing in-
terest in everyday politics, archival silences, and the narrative practices
of non-elite actors, particularly through the lens of petitions and personal
letters. Rather than displacing earlier works. This thesis seeks to work in
productive dialogue with them.

Early scholarship on the Turkish Republic, particularly those influ-
enced by modernization theory, laid important groundwork for under-
standing the transition from empire to nation-state. Seminal works such
as Bernard Lewis’s The Emergence of Modern Turkey offered a compelling
narrative of reform and transformation, positioning the Republic as the
culmination of a civilizational trajectory rooted in earlier Ottoman mod-
ernization. Lewis’s work, despite its now well-recognized limitations,
was pathbreaking in synthesizing vast historical change and in situating
Turkey within broader global currents. His framing of the early Republic
as arational, secular break from tradition would shape scholarly debates
for decades. The contributions of Niyazi Berkes and Stanford and Ezel
Shaw further enriched this foundational layer of Republican historiog-
raphy.6 Berkes’s The Development of Secularism in Turkey is particularly
notable for its deep engagement with Enlightenment ideals and its artic-
ulation of secularism as a defining axis of modern Turkish identity. The
Shaws’ comprehensive two-volume history remains a monumental
achievement in scope, offering readers a coherent and accessible account
of the Ottoman twilight and the birth of the Republic. While these works
have been critiqued for their state-centric lens and time to Orientalist ap-
proach along with the limited attention to contestation or plurality, they
opened the field to sustained inquiry and provided a necessary scaffold-

ing for later critical interventions.

46 Niyazi Berkes, The Development of Secularism in Turkey (McGill University Press, 1964);
Stanford ]. Shaw and Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey. 2:
Reform, Revolution, and Republic: The Rise of Modern Turkey, 1808 - 1975, Transferred to digital
print (Cambridge Univ. Pr, 2005).
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While focused on post-1950 politics, Feroz Ahmad'’s earlier essays and
articles were crucial in contextualizing the Republican period as a prod-
uct of both revolutionary change and historical constraints.#” His critical
take on the single-party period, economic policy, and civil-military rela-
tions helped open the field to more complex political readings. His earlier
collaborative works, such as “Vanguard of a Nascent Bourgeoisie: The So-
cial and Economic Policy of the Young Turks 1908-1918,” also connect late
Ottoman policies with early Republican visions.#® The 1980s marked a
turning point in the historiography of modern Turkey, as scholars began
to complicate linear and top-down narratives. Erik Jan Ziircher’s Turkey:
A Modern History stands out for its balanced approach and its insistence
on tracing the continuities between the late Ottoman Empire and the
early Republic.#? Ziircher’s work has been widely influential in offering a
more layered understanding of political and institutional transformation,
while also maintaining clarity and narrative discipline, a rare combina-
tion in historical writing. Serif Mardin, whose work, though contempora-
neous with modernization theorists, offered a critical rethinking of Turk-
ish political and social structures. His center-periphery model has
become a foundational framework for analyzing the asymmetries of
power in Turkish political culture.>? By shifting focus from reformist
elites to the social dynamics between the centralized state and marginal
communities, Mardin opened up a more sociologically grounded and less
celebratory perspective on the Republic. His careful analyses of ideology,
religion, and bureaucracy remain essential for understanding how au-
thority circulates through negotiated and uneven terrain.
Zafer Toprak’s scholarship has significantly deepened the histori-
ography of the early Turkish Republic by revealing the ideological and

47 Ahmad Feroz, The Making of Modern Turkey (Routledge, 2002).

48 Feroz Ahmad, “Vanguard of a Nascent Bourgeoisie: The Social and Economic Policy of the

Young Turks 1908-1918,” in Social and Economic History of Turkey (1071-1920), ed. O. Okyar and

H. inalcik (Ankara: Hacettepe Universitesi, 1980), 329-30.

49 Erik Jan Ziircher, Turkey: A Modern History, 3rd. ed (L.B. Tauris, 2004).

50 Serif Mardin, The Genesis of Young Ottoman Thought: A Study in the Modernization of Turkish
Political Ideas (Syracuse University Press, 2000).
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scientific foundations of state-led reform. His work, particularly on eu-
genics, public health, and population policy, demonstrates how the Re-
publican elite adopted European-inspired notions of biological moderni-
zation to regulate society. Through institutions like the Turkish Hearths
and People’s Houses, the state pursued a project of shaping citizens not
only politically and culturally, but also physically and morally. Toprak’s
contributions underscore how reform was conceptualized as both a so-
cial and biological imperative, tying national regeneration to bodily dis-
cipline and demographic engineering.Toprak’s emphasis on biopolitics
and disciplinary modernization offers a valuable lens for understanding
the Republic’s ambitions to engineer an ideal citizenry. His research also
illuminates the racialized and exclusionary aspects of early Republican
ideology, particularly in its treatment of non-Turkish and non-Sunni pop-
ulations. While largely focused on the institutional and ideological coher-
ence of the state, his work opens the door for further inquiry into how
these reformist logics were internalized, negotiated, or contested by
those at the margins of the national project.

The pioneering village studies by Miibeccel Kiray, Ibrahim Yasa, and
Behice Boran also contributed significantly to this literature by ground-
ing abstract theories in ethnographic detail.>! These early sociological
engagements provided a textured view of rural life, revealing how com-
munities experienced and interpreted Republican reforms. Asim
Karadémerlioglu’s Orada Bir Koy Var Uzakta represents a valuable exten-
sion of this tradition, skillfully analyzing how rural life was not only
shaped by the state but also became central to the symbolic imagination
of the Republic itself.>2

Michael Meeker represents another pioneering voice who

brought anthropological and ethnographic methods into the study of

51 Miibeccel Belik Kiray, Toplumsal yapi, toplumsal degisme (Baglam, 1999); Ibrahim Yasa,

Tiirkiye’nin toplumsal yapist ve temel sorunlari (Tiirkiye ve Orta Dogu Amme Idaresi En

stitiisti Yayinlari, 1970); Behice Boran, Toplumsal yapi arastirmalari, iki kdy cesidinin muk

ayeseli tetkiki. Yazan: ... Behice Sadik Boran ... (Tirk tarih kurumu basimevi, 1945).

52 Asim Karadmerlioglu, Orada bir kéy var uzakta: erken Cumhuriyet déneminde kéycii soylem

(iletisim, 2006).
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Turkish society. In his landmark work A Nation of Empire: The Ottoman
Legacy of Turkish Modernity, Meeker traces the persistence of local nota-
bles, kinship networks, and regional structures in shaping both Ottoman
and Republican governance.>3 His long-term research in northeastern
Turkey challenged the top-down narratives of transformation by high-
lighting continuities in social formations and informal power. Meeker’s
ethnographic approach complements Mardin’s sociological lens, offering
tools to understand the complex interplay between modern state for-
mation and local social realities.

Biisra Ersanli has examined the role of historiography and educa-
tion in shaping national consciousness during the early Republican pe-
riod. In Iktidar ve Tarih: Tiirkiye'de "Resmi Tarih" Tezinin Olusumu, she
analyzes how official history writing and school curricula were used to
promote a unified, secular, and Turkish nationalist identity.>* Her work
sheds light on the formation of state-sanctioned historical narratives and
the pedagogical tools through which Republican ideology was dissemi-
nated. Ersanli’s contributions are especially relevant for understanding
how memory, knowledge production, and civic education functioned as
instruments of political consolidation. Metin Heper’s formulation of the
“strong state tradition” thesis attempted to explain why the Turkish state
remained dominant in political and societal affairs.>®> Drawing on We-
berian categories, Heper contributed to the idea that the Turkish bureau-
cracy developed a paternalistic, tutelary attitude toward society, inher-
ited from the Ottoman state.

Another important strand in the literature has sought to reframe the
early Republican period by interrogating its legal, ideological, and coer-
cive underpinnings. Mete Tuncay’s research into the single-party era,
particularly his work on the Law on the Maintenance of Order, remains

an essential reading for anyone seeking to understand the mechanisms

53 Meeker, A Nation of Empire.
54 Ersanli, Iktidar ve Tarih.

55 Metin Heper, “The Ottoman Legacy and Turkish Politics,” Journal of International Affairs 54,
no. 1 (2000): 63-82.
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of political consolidation.>® His scholarship opened the field to critical
questions about pluralism, dissent, and the boundaries of legitimate pol-
itics. Similarly, the volume Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in
Turkey, edited by Sibel Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba, brought together a
wide range of scholars who pushed the field toward a more interdiscipli-
nary and comparative lens.>” Their focus on architecture, urban planning,
and intellectual life provided new ways of thinking about nation-building
as both an aesthetic and institutional project. The volume remains a cor-
nerstone in the literature, even as subsequent scholarship has sought to
further foreground the roles of ethnicity, gender, and regional differenti-
ation in shaping the early Republic. Levent Koker’s interventions on con-
stitutionalism and democratic theory offer a valuable normative critique
of the early Republican project.58 His analysis of the positivist roots of
Turkish political thought has illuminated the tensions between revolu-
tionary reform and liberal pluralism. Kéker’s reflections serve as a pow-
erful reminder of the aspirations, as well as the constraints, embedded in
Turkey’s founding moment.

Taha Parla’s careful studies of Ziya G6kalp and the ideological founda-
tions of Kemalism have likewise been deeply influential.> His ability to
trace intellectual genealogies and to map the internal tensions within Ke-
malist thought has enriched our understanding of how ideas travel, mu-
tate, and become institutionalized. While some later works have ex-
panded the focus to include the racialized and exclusionary aspects of
early nationalism, Parla’s contributions remain foundational for grasping
the ideological architecture of the Republican state. Cemil Kogak has pro-
duced a wide-ranging and meticulously researched body of work on the

political practices of the early Republic, particularly during the single-

56 Mete Tuncay, T.C.’nde tek-parti yénetimi’nin kurulmasi (1923-1931) (Yurt Yayinlari, 1981);
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party period. His studies such as Tek Parti Déneminde Siyasi Muhalefet
and Tiirkiye’de Milli Sef Dénemi draw extensively from Turkish state ar-
chives and focus on issues including censorship, surveillance, political
trials, and the suppression of dissent.®® Kocak avoids sweeping ideologi-
cal arguments and instead reconstructs political life through a close read-
ing of administrative documents and legal procedures. His work is par-
ticularly valuable for understanding the institutional mechanisms
through which political conformity was managed and enforced in the
1930s and 1940s.

One of the most transformative developments in the historiography
of modern Turkey has been the emergence of feminist and gender-fo-
cused scholarship on which this thesis also aims to build. These works
have significantly deepened the understanding of the early Republic by
foregrounding how gender was not merely a secondary social category,
but a constitutive axis of state-building, citizenship, violence, and
memory. Scholars such as Deniz Kandiyoti, Aysegiil Altinay, and Zeynep
Tiirkyilmaz have been central to this intellectual shift, each offering crit-
ical frameworks that have helped deconstruct the patriarchal and milita-
rized foundations of the Republican project.

Deniz Kandiyoti's work is foundational to the feminist analysis of
modern Turkey. In her influential essay End of Empire: Islam, Nationalism
and Women in Turkey, she argued that the early Republican reforms cre-
ated a particular model of womanhood that was simultaneously modern-
ized and domesticated. Through the figure of the “Republican woman,”
the state promoted visibility and limited forms of autonomy, but within a
framework that maintained male authority and upheld nationalist prior-
ities.®1 Kandiyoti’s concept of the “patriarchal bargain” remains a critical
analytical tool, helping to explain how women navigated, negotiated, and
at times reinforced structures that ostensibly empowered them. Her
work highlights the paradox of Republican gender politics: women were

granted civil and educational rights as symbols of modernity, yet their

60 Cemil Kocak, Umumi miifettislikler: (1927-1952) (iletisim, 2003).
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political agency was circumscribed by a larger statist project in which
they were to be disciplined participants, not autonomous actors.

Building on and diversifying this feminist lens, Ayse Giil Altinay’s
scholarship has interrogated the intersections of gender, nationalism,
and militarism. In The Myth of the Military-Nation: Militarism, Gender, and
Education in Turkey, Altinay offers a compelling critique of the pervasive
militarization of Turkish civic life. She demonstrates how military service
and militarist values became central to the formation of gendered na-
tional identities, where the male soldier was cast as the ideal citizen and
the female figure, while symbolically vital, remained largely passive.6?
Through close analysis of school curricula, public discourse, and family
narratives, Altinay shows that the early Republic cultivated a culture in
which national belonging was tightly bound to martial ideals, thus mar-
ginalizing dissenting voices and foreclosing more pluralistic visions of
citizenship. Her work has opened space for considering how emotional
regimes, memory, and everyday practices contribute to the production of
hegemonic masculinities and militarized femininities in the Republic and
its aftermath.

Zeynep Tirkyllmaz, meanwhile, brings a powerful postcolonial and
racialized critique to the study of gender in Turkey, particularly in rela-
tion to Kurdish, Alevi, and other marginalized communities. In her article
Maternal Colonialism and Turkish Women'’s ‘Civilizing Mission’ in the Early
Republican East, she challenges the assumption that Turkish women
were solely the passive subjects of state reform.63 Rather, she argues that
elite Turkish women played an active role in the Republican civilizing
mission, particularly in the eastern provinces, where their educational
and humanitarian work contributed to the racialized and gendered hier-
archies of the new state. In Tiirkyllmaz’s analysis, gender operates not

only as a category of oppression but also as a vector of power, an avenue

62 Ayse Gul Altinay, The Myth of the Military-Nation: Militarism, Gender, and Education in Turkey
(Palgrave Macmillan US, 2006).
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through which national and colonial ideologies were extended. Her work
insists on understanding how Turkish feminism itself, especially in its
early Republican articulations, was deeply embedded in the politics of
ethnic erasure, internal colonialism, and civilizational hierarchies.

By reading state reforms not only through institutional change but
also through affect, embodiment, and intimate governance, these schol-
ars challenge the dominant narratives of linear progress. They focus on
how gender operated as a structuring logic in Republican ideology, visi-
ble in everything from dress codes to educational curricula, from popu-
lation policies to legal reforms. Additionally, feminist and gender histori-
ans have complicated the binary of agency versus victimhood. Instead,
they have mapped out complex terrains of negotiation, silence, complic-
ity, and resistance. The letters of women petitioners, the memaoirs of fe-
male teachers and nurses sent to the East, and oral histories with women
who lived through the transition to Republican rule all reveal layered
forms of political subjectivity.* These are not merely stories of top-down
repression or heroic defiance but narratives of adaptation, moral dilem-
mas, and strategic ambiguity. This thesis seeks to highlight these ambi-
guities in forming new political subjectivities in the transition from em-
pire to nation state in the diverse writings of the citizens. The formation
of the Republic was not achieved through entirely democratic means;
however, this does not imply that the masses involved in the project were
entirely unaware of the political and social developments surrounding it.

Moreover, feminist historiography has helped illuminate the gen-
dered dimensions of violence and trauma that accompanied the founda-
tion of the Republic. From forced Turkification campaigns to the demo-
graphic engineering of eastern Anatolia, gender was integral to the
construction of a homogenized national body. Women were not only tar-
gets of violence but also, at times, instruments of assimilation and con-
trol. The regulation of female sexuality, reproductive labor, and childrear-

ing practices became key to securing the ideological and biological

64 Nazan Maksudyan, “Control over Life, Control over Body: Female Suicide in Early Republican
Turkey,” Women’s History Review 24, no. 6 (2015): 861-80,
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boundaries of the nation.®> These insights, drawn from both textual ar-
chives and oral testimonies, demand a rethinking of the archive itself, not
simply as a repository of state memory, but as a contested terrain shaped
by silence, erasure, and affective traces. As a name from the following
generations, Ugur Umit Ungor, has addressed the violence underlying the
making of the Turkish nation-state. In The Making of Modern Turkey: Na-
tion and State in Eastern Anatolia, 1913-1950, Ungor maps the transfor-
mation of the region through systematic policies of population displace-
ment, confiscation of property, and demographic homogenization.®
Focusing on Eastern Anatolia, particularly Armenian, Kurdish, and Alevi
populations, Ungér demonstrates how the Republican state inherited
and expanded upon late Ottoman strategies of demographic engineering.

His approach combines rigorous archival research with sociologi-
cal analysis, making a powerful case for viewing violence not as excep-
tional, but as constitutive of modern state formation. By revealing how
bureaucratic tools, such as cadastral surveys, property laws, and internal
deportation policies, were mobilized to reconfigure space and identity,
Ungor disrupts the developmentalist and reformist tone of earlier works.
He frames Republican history not as an upward trajectory of progress but
as a complex, often brutal, process of social reordering. Ungér's work has
significantly influenced fields beyond Turkish studies, contributing to
comparative research on state violence, nationalism, and forced migra-
tion.
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Baris Unlii pushes the critique even further by addressing the episte-
mological and affective structures of Turkish nationalism. In his concept
of the “Turkliik S6zlesmesi” (The Turkishness Contract), articulated most
prominently in the book, Unlii draws on critical theory to explain how
Turkish identity has been constructed as a dominant and exclusionary
norm.®’ This “contract” operates as an unspoken agreement across polit-
ical ideologies, binding citizens into a shared imaginary that relies on the
denial or erasure of ethnic, religious, and historical difference, particu-
larly in relation to Armenians, Kurds, and Alevis. Unlii’s analysis impli-
cates not only the state but also everyday practices, education systems,
historiography, and even leftist movements, showing how deeply embed-
ded the logic of Turkishness is in public consciousness. His critique cuts
across political spectrums, exposing how both liberal and conservative
frameworks have upheld the basic premises of state ideology. Rather
than focusing solely on state policies or elite actors, Unlii interrogates the
discursive and symbolic violence that underpins national belonging. His
work challenges scholars to confront the limits of pluralism, the silences
in official history, and the emotional labor of identification within Turk-
ish modernity.

In Bilmez and Kayacan's work as well, the authors explored the mul-
tiple truths of the republic through oral histories and memory work, the
book foregrounds intergenerational transmission of trauma, everyday
strategies of survival, and the social meanings attached to 1937-38.68
Methodologically it introduced the use of oral history and memory stud-
ies in a field long dominated by state archives and modernization narra-
tives, pushing scholars to treat “Dersim” not just as a security problem or
arebellion but as a sustained regime of violence with enduring social ef-
fects. This thesis’s final empirical chapter also benefits greatly from this
work in deconstructing the dominant state narratives. In recent dec-
ades, scholarship on early Republican Turkey has increasingly moved to-

ward exploring the everyday dynamics of governance, resistance, and

67 Baris Unlii, The Turkishness Contract (Temple University Press, 2025).
68 Biilent Bilmez et al., Belleklerdeki Dersim °38 (Tarih Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari, 2015).
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negotiation between the state and its citizens. This strand of historiog-
raphy departs from both modernization theory and top-down institu-
tional analyses by focusing on social history, popular agency, and the
practices through which citizens responded to state reforms. Murat
Metinsoy’s "The Power of the People: Everyday Resistance and Dissent in
the Making of Modern Turkey, 1923-38,” builds on extensive archival re-
search to explore how ordinary citizens engaged with and responded to
the state’s transformative reforms during the single-party period.®® In
this regard Metinsoy’s book was inspiring for thesis as well, considering
his general approach to the establishment of the Republic with a partic-
ular focus on the overall population of the new political formation. Using
petitions, letters, inspection reports, and administrative records,
Metinsoy reconstructs a complex picture of everyday dissent, negotia-
tion, and complaint. Rather than framing the early Republic solely as a
top-down project of authoritarian modernization, he emphasizes the
presence of bottom-up pressures and localized forms of agency that
shaped policy outcomes. His work illustrates that, while the state sought
to discipline and regulate society, it also encountered significant con-
straints and adaptations in the field. This approach situates dissent not
as open rebellion, but as part of the routine dynamics of political partici-
pation and resistance in a non-democratic context.

Hale Yilmaz’'s Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms and Cultural
Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey, investigates how state-led re-
forms in language, clothing, and public behavior were experienced and
negotiated by citizens in various parts of Turkey.”? Drawing on oral his-
tories, archival records, and state publications, Yilmaz explores the cul-
tural and symbolic dimensions of nation-building. She emphasizes that
while the Kemalist state sought to engineer a new national identity, the
success of these reforms depended on local implementation, social con-
text, and individual interpretation. Her findings reveal a more contingent

and negotiated process of cultural transformation, in which citizens

69 Metinsoy, The Power of the People, 1st ed.
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sometimes complied with, resisted, or strategically engaged with official
expectations. Yilmaz'’s focus on embodied practices and lived experience
contributes to a deeper understanding of the everyday dimensions of Re-
publican reform.

These studies collectively mark an important evolution in the his-
toriography of Early Republican Turkey. Moving beyond structural and
ideological accounts, they underscore the importance of regional varia-
tion, social negotiation, and everyday experience in shaping the out-
comes of state reform. Whether focusing on economic policy, cultural
transformation, wartime legacies, or popular dissent, this body of work
enriches our understanding of the early Republic by showing it not as a
monolithic project but as a dynamic and multifaceted process involving
interaction, resistance, and adaptation at multiple levels of society.

In conclusion, the scholarly engagement with the early Republican
period of Turkey has evolved into a rich and multifaceted field that no
longer accepts simplistic binaries or teleological narratives. The founda-
tional decades of the Republic have been re-examined through a variety
of lenses that move beyond formal political histories, incorporating in-
sights from social history, gender studies, memory studies, and critical
legal theory. These interventions have revealed that the process of state
formation was not a unidirectional imposition from above but rather a
dynamic and often fraught negotiation that involved both coercion and
consent, discipline and resistance, visibility and erasure.

Furthermore, the study of archival silences, legal petitions, oral
testimonies, and unofficial records has widened the methodological ho-
rizons of the field. Such sources reveal how individuals and communities
positioned themselves in relation to the new moral, legal, and symbolic
order that the Republic sought to establish. These histories remind us
that power does not merely manifest in monumental policies or ideolog-
ical pronouncements but also in mundane decisions, private appeals, and
local negotiations. They also call attention to the asymmetries of inclu-
sion within the very project of citizenship, pointing to the racialized, gen-
dered, and classed exclusions that were embedded in the Republican vi-

sion of modernity. In this regard, my thesis seeks to contribute to these
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methodological conversations. By bringing together petitions, letters,
and denunciations with para-archival materials such as the correspond-
ence sent to Necmeddin Sahir Silan after the 1938 Dersim Tertele, the the-
sis aims to explore how individuals, particularly from marginalized com-
munities, navigated, responded to, and at times adapted the moral, legal,
and symbolic order promoted by the Republic. These sources offer a win-
dow into the everyday workings of citizenship and highlight the uneven-
ness and exclusions that shaped the Republican vision of modernity.

Ultimately, the historiography of early Republican Turkey has ma-
tured into a field attentive to complexity, contradiction, and contingency.
It invites an understanding of the Republic not just as a state, but as a
lived experience shaped by desire, discipline, fear, and hope. The field
continues to grow by asking more ethically and methodologically nu-
anced questions, about whose voices are preserved, whose experiences
are validated, and how historical memory is constructed. This evolving
body of literature offers not only a more critical view of the past but also
a set of intellectual tools to better grasp the unfinished projects of democ-

racy, identity, and justice in contemporary Turkey.
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Bargaining the Life: Petitions About Living Conditions,
Employment, and Injustices

That is the way of the world," he said. "The waters
fill their ditch. People are born and die; the sun
rises and sets. Trees grow and rot. The waters flow,
and the clouds cry. You kill the Aga, and a new one

takes his place. You kill him again; he comes again.

- Yasar Kemal, They Burn the Thistles’

rdinary people-penned documents reflect their concerns about
O family life, fiscal hardships, and land reclamation and offer an in-
depth vision of historic solicitudes. In this chapter, petitions about every-
day life concerns and social structure will be analyzed. I approach these
petitions as social and political actions rather than as sources to be mined
for truth. These documents will allow an analysis of language, Republican
metanarrative, political discourses, and sites in which state ideology is

reproduced to achieve the objective of the petitioners. In some petitions,

1 Yashar Kemal, They Burn the Thistles (New York Review Books, 2006).
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a recognizable pattern emerges in which writers “require” or “demand”
something through a formulaic or clichéd structure that speaks on behalf
of the self. These standardized forms often convey intense emotions or
dire conditions, suggesting that such expressions may represent more
complex and layered constructions of meaning. In the first section, the
material environment of the time these petitions were written is ana-
lyzed to provide the context. Following this, petitions and letters formu-
lated by the citizens about job-searching, corruption, social justice, and
individual opportunities are analyzed. In doing so, they not only disrupt
established hierarchies and challenge the authority of literal interpreta-
tion, but also strategically appropriate the language of the state, adopting
its discourse as a means of subversion. This act of mimicry and perfor-
mance—what might be understood as a form of masquerade—serves as
an analytical category in itself, revealing the ways in which marginalized
actors engage with dominant structures not merely as passive recipients
but as active participants. By inhabiting the state's vocabulary and moral
grammar, they expose its contradictions, manipulate its symbolic order,
and negotiate power from within the very frameworks designed to ex-
clude them.?

§ 2.1 Material Environment of the Republic: Post-War

Trauma and the 1929 Great Depression

The Republic was founded on the wounds and ruins of subsequent
wars the First World War and the War of Independence. As Akin explores
the multi-dimensional devastations of the First World War in his book, he
addresses the already initiated process of military mobilization with the
Balkan War, which involved thousands of Ottoman soldiers.3 After the

Balkan Wars, the empire started its second wave of mobilization for the

2 Patricia Ewick and Susan Silbey, “Narrating Social Structure: Stories of Resistance to Legal

Authority,” American Journal of Sociology 108, no. 6 (May 2003): 1328-72,
https://doi.org/10.1086/378035.
3 Yigit Akin, When the War Came Home: The Ottomans’ Great War and the Devastation of an

Empire (Stanford University Press, 2018), 53-55.
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First World War. About 200,000 Ottoman soldiers were already on duty
by the time the mobilization was ordered. “By late October 1914, [...], the
Ottoman state had managed to put a total of more than 800,000 men un-
der arms [...].”# With the War of Liberation against the Greek Forces, a set
of extensive taxation regulations was passed to increase the army's re-
sources - Orders of National Task and Their Practice (Tekalif-i Milliye) -
along with the Independence Tribunals punishing deserters. In the First
World War and the War of Liberation, 1,048,000 people lost their lives.>

After a decade of near-constant warfare, another hardship was
awaiting on the horizon: the 1929 Great Depression. The main effect of
the crisis on the Turkish economy was a sharp decline in the prices of
agricultural commodities. Between 1928/29 and 1932/33, the prices of sta-
ple crops such as wheat and other cereals dropped by over 60%, while
the prices of key export crops like tobacco, raisins, hazelnuts, and cotton
decreased by 50%. Following that, Turkey's foreign trade deficit surged
to 21%.°

The start of the twentieth century was a traumatic one for the peo-
ple of the Republic. Each generation faced new and different threats to
life and livelihood. The Balkan Wars, the War of Liberation, and the Great
Depression brought devastation, starvation, and death in the first quarter
of the twentieth century. In his memoirs of Anatolia, author Resat Nuri
Giintekin vividly captures an observation of rural life in 1938, offering a

window into the Anatolian peasantry as follows:

At one point, [ heard a voice calling, "Uncle, uncle! When I looked
down through the bars beside me, among the musical instruments
and dried mud, I saw a half-naked girl. Her hair and face gleamed
white under the harsh light. Her eyes dazzled as she reached out

to me: "Uncle, give me some bread..." Upon closer look, I noticed

4 Akin, When the War Came Home, 56.
5 Kate Fleet, Suraiya N. Faroqhi, and Resat Kasaba, The Cambridge History of Turkey

(Cambridge University Press, 2006), 113.

6 Sevket Pamuk, Tiirkiye’nin 200 yillik iktisadi tarihi: biiyiime, kurumlar ve béliisiim (Tiirkiye Is

Bankasi Kiiltiir Yayinlari, 2014), 186.
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more children, even adults, dressed similarly ahead. Begging for

the leftover bread from the owner of the restaurant.””

Despite the vast majority of Anatolia living in considerable poverty with
limited resources, certain individuals in society were enriched by the af-
termath of the wars that devastated the region. The burden of financing
the Republican state and its modernization was put on the shoulders of
the peasants, who shared the costs in various ways. In particular, fertile
land was controlled by local factions and distributed unequally.® The ma-
jority of Anatolian peasants did not own land, and those who did lacked
the equipment necessary to cultivate it. In a petition sent to the RPP cen-
ter in 1934, farmer Nurullah’s son from a village in Konya describes the

agricultural obstacles they face:

The sorrow and anguish that our Konya has been experiencing for
years are profound. The people are suffering from drought. Our
dear president, Ismet Pasha, who honored our province and made
us happy, addressed these troubles and initiated the opening of a
factory in Eregli. He also promised to solve the longstanding issue

of water in our town. However, there is still no end in sight to our

joy."

In this document, the petitioner is referring to a longstanding natural
problem that has been ongoing. He does not describe the pain and suffer-
ing as a new phenomenon. While acknowledging the significance of being
visited by the prime minister and mentioning the attempt to open a fac-
tory, the primary request is to alleviate the drought. The petitioner's nar-
ration entails a consciousness of being less powerful in an asymmetrical
relationship. There is a specific understanding of the self as dependent
on the “other” powerful, yet not in full agreement with the actions. There-

fore, the citizen, the son of Nurullah, presents a consciousness of

7 Resat Nuri Glntekin, Anadolu notlari (Inkilap Kitabevi, 1958), 221-22.
8 Murat Metinsoy, The Power of the People (Cambridge University Press, 2021), 21.
9 BCA 490.01/532.2134.1, November 21, 1934.
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opportunity, an attempt at the situation through which one might inter-
vene and turn the case to one’s advantage. In the storytelling of the song,
a factory that can be opened is not the end of the issues. His story under-
lines that the sorrow and suffering of the peasants are not over in the
town. Unemployment is not the case in the region. Rather, the drought
that has been present for years is the obstacle to sustaining lives. In the
farmer’s framework, channeling and distractions of the government with
the promise of a factory are not the solution desired.

The water scarcity issues in Konya have been highlighted in the
national press several times over the years as well.1° In 1935, during
budget discussions in the parliament, the problems faced by the people
were discussed under a separate heading, focusing on the region's de-
mands. Based on the drought agenda, a decision was made to increase
the budget.!! In Yakup Kadri’s novel Stepmother Earth (Yaban), being a
peasant from Anatolia is a low thing:

To be like them, to dress like them, to eat and drink like them, to
sitand get up like them, to speak their language... I can do all these

things. But how can I think like them? How can I feel like them?"12

Being a peasant was sometimes equal to being the “enemy,” as Ismet
Inénii mentioned.!3 The people of Anatolia—peasants and ordinary citi-
zens—were not passive subjects but real, everyday actors who resisted,
negotiated, and sought to improve their lives amid the poverty, hardship,
and deep inequalities that followed the war. In this context, historical
sources such as petitions offer a window into the aspirations and hopes

they held for more just and dignified living conditions.

10 See “Konya’da Susuzluk,” Zaman, 25 November 1935; “Konya’da Bugday Mubayaat1,” Vakit, 14
September 1932

11 T.B.M.M Zabit Ceridesi [Turkish Grand National Assembly Minutes], Vol. 3, Meeting 24 (6 May
1935), 89.

12 Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoglu, Yaban (iletisim Yayinlari, 2019), 14.

13 “Ismet Inénii Hatirat,” Ulus, 17 May 1968.
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§ 2.2 Bread & Roses: Petitions About Unemployment and
Poverty

In petitioning, ordinary people conveyed their grievances about
economic conditions that included basic equality of opportunity and that
carried the expectation of effective government response. This chapter
will examine petitions and letters concerning the livelihood struggles of
citizens due to the effects of war and economic crises. Instead of making
a regional distinction in categorizing these petitions, a classification
based on the content of the requests was employed. Certain thematic pat-
terns stand out in all these petitions. The most common theme in this
category is the call of former soldiers who have served multiple times for
the nation without “running away from sacrifices” to be compensated by
the state with employment or financial support. The petitioners also em-
phasize the responsibility of caring for their families and providing an
education for their children.

These documents, individualizing the source of hardship to the
state officials, ask the government to appease the conditions caused by
its former actions. The demands of the people in the petitions record and
reframe the anxieties, concerns, and methods of people trying to address
them, worthy of attention. People transform their economic hardship and
poverty into text that is both powerful and provides a dictionary of how

certain pains are articulated to achieve opportunities.

Dear Sir, you know me very well. | was a sergeant major in the 37th
Caucasian Division during the First World War. I served in the
army until the end of the War of Independence. [..] | am unem-
ployed for two to six months in a year. Unfortunately, | have a son
who is ready for education, and I will not be able to afford his ed-
ucation. [...] I must care for a family of six, so please lend me a hand
or appoint me as a regional manager in one of the construction
companies. I guarantee that [ will be a good manager for the Re-
public. [...] By appointing a dedicated manager to the Republic,
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you would make the Republic win and help a soldier who has

served in the army for eleven years.14

This petition was written by Hiiseyin in 1931 from Izmir. The name ad-
dressed at the beginning of the document is not direct; however, in the
same section of the archive, the documents with a direct official name
refer to Recep Peker, who was the General Secretary of the RPP between
1924 and 1946. Petitioner Hiiseyin implements a tactical strategy as some-
one who has limited access to resources and underlines a shared and per-
sonal past between the power holder and himself. As a citizen, he knows
that openly challenging or contesting the newly established Republic
cannot bring any good, and he portrays himself as a potential “servant”
of the Republic once again.

On the other hand, there is a specific highlight on military service
in the petition, but it remains clandestine about its devastation to follow
the national narrative of “heroism.” In this vein, this specific narration of
Hiiseyin should be examined in the light of the formulation of the Turkish
History Thesis, which represents a significant phase in establishing the
dominant Turkish triumphalist and military-nation myth.

1931 was also the year that the fourth volume of the Turkish His-
tory Thesis was published, which was mainly formulated according to
Mustafa Kemal Atattirk's historical vision and was the national curricu-
lum's textbook until 1941.15 In the book, the section titled “Turkish Mili-
tary and National Defense” argues that Turks are the best soldiers be-
cause they carry all the cultural elements.1¢ Also, it was added that Turks
“love military service” and never back up, even in the threat of powerful
enemies. As a simple reflection of this metanarrative in the petition, de-
spite all of the difficulties of the war, the petitioner prefers a hidden, in-

tentionally designed approach to the past as part of the contract between

14 BCA 490.01/527.2112.1, March 30, 1931.
15 Tarih: Kemalist Egitimin Tarih Dersleri (1931-1941) : Yeni Ve Yakin Zamanlar. Tarih III (Kaynak

Yayinlari, 1932), 331-335.
16 [bid, p. 331
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the state. He only mentions his service and reminds the Republic’s debt
to him.

Lastly, the specific emphasis on the education of Hiiseyin’s son is
another important point. The war on the fronts of new Turkey was artic-
ulated through military and education fields; for this reason, the “father
of the Turks,” Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, had two grand titles -Commander
in Chief and Teacher in Chief - the latter received after education reforms.
Mustafa Kemal’s speeches reflect the significance he attributed to both
notions and the institutions they represent, a sentiment frequently cited
in textbooks, public records, and intellectual literature.l” There is coher-
ent and tactical logic in the semantics, discourse, and framing of
Hiiseyin's narrative; the story is aware of the pillars and cores that the
Republic aims to settle, so it prefers to plot in line with them by instru-
mentalizing the Republic’s own tools and objectives.

In another petition penned by Karabet from Istanbul to the RPP

provincial presidency in 1936, he tells this story:

First ofall, I request your forgiveness for my audacity in approach-
ing your esteemed office, but I write this because of my humble
status as a well-served citizen. [...] [ have been residing in Biiytik-
dere since my childhood, and all the people in this district know
me well. [ have experienced both the vast and free days of my
homeland and the painful days when it groaned and suffered un-
der occupation forces, with a heart full of sorrow. In those bitter
days, while serving as the port constable of Anadolu Kavagy, I, who
now lives in a very miserable state, was one of the most vibrant
and self-sacrificing members of the Istanbul branch of the Na-
tional Forces. From the very beginning of our great leader's strug-
gle for the independence of our homeland in Anatolia, almost all
the ammunition, provisions, and supplies sent from Istanbul to

join this noble force passed through my hands. I am proud to

17 Parla, Tiirkiye’de siyasal kiiltiirtin resmf kaynaklari, 171,172; Mustafa Kemal ATATURK, Nutuk
(iz Birakan Kalemler Yayinevi, n.d.), 438.
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mention this fact in your presence as a citizen who is strong and
brave enough to remember it. [...] I, your fellow citizen, who has
fulfilled his duty in this free and independent homeland like every
other citizen, now find myself in a state where I can barely sell
three to five cups of coffee a day in a narrow and gloomy coffee
shop, hungry but with a proud soul|...] I have the obligation of tak-
ing care of an elderly mother with an orphaned nephew with no
income from anywhere. I humbly request assistance from your of-
fice.18
This document contains multiple themes, such as “right,” “servicing the
state,” and “testimony.” Karabet's narration has an empirical description
beyond the normative justification for the events that occurred. To be
clearer, he is aware that almost half of society somehow participated in
and was impacted by the wars in multiple ways. However, there is a par-
ticular spot on the War of Independence and his contribution to it in the
petition. In his perspective, a bipartite and a causal relationship are hid-
den but directed to the state. He currently finds himself in a miserable
position because of his contributions, which are indeed portrayed as
bravery and time’s necessity. Just like the previous petitioner, Karabet
also assigned a considerable space for his services during the war in de-
tail.
Although a narrative can share characteristics with other stories
-plot structure or framing, for example- each stands as a distinctive and
unique story. Approaching the narrative, the petitions of both Karabet
and Hiiseyin, as a dialogic production, will allow us to understand how
individual acts of resistance and opposing can be consequential when
converted and told as stories of resistance. The narration of the event is
not the same as the act demonstrated, and telling the story is more than
just reminding the events. During the events, these feelings and frame-
works are not in action or attributed as they are constructed in the sto-

ries. Therefore, our understanding of narrative must encompass a

18 BCA 490.01/539.2158.2, December 10, 1936.
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perspective that narratives are not sets of events but processes. Ali, from

a village in Nigde, narrates his demand in 1934 as follows:

[ was wounded in Kuvay-i Milliye in Adana, sacrificing both my
legs for the sake of my homeland. After losing my most important
limb, which would enable me to work and earn a living, I fell into
destitution. I have no means or hope of sustenance from any-
where. With just a wife and six children, [ find ourselves destitute
in the streets. Relying on your high conscience and considering
patriotic service, I request at least a pair of oxen to be provided

for the welfare of my family, to protect them from misery."1°

When Ali's narrative is analyzed from a relational perspective, it can be
claimed that narratives exist and have meanings only within networks of
storytellers and audiences. 20 According to this view, the practices of tell-
ing and writing are not solely incidental features of a preexisting narra-
tive. Evaluating narratives as dynamic processes rather than entities
challenges the static concept of a “story.” In this contextual and dynamic
perspective, no specific narrative is isolated from narratives told previ-
ously or from the ones yet to be told. They are produced retrospectively
and prospectively at the same time. Therefore, Ali’s story offers a con-
structed moral evaluation and definition of the past. Previous soldiers
and contributors to the war produced an approach, style, and tale within
a shared vocabulary. In this way, these petitions change during interac-
tion and practice in order to reflect the experiences and interpretations
of others. In the case of veterans or former-served soldiers, it is a collec-
tive experience, the trauma of the nation, and the metanarrative that
shapes the standpoints. Stories thus change during interaction to reflect

the experiences and interpretations of others.?1

19 BCA 490.01/529.2122.1, June 3, 1934.

20 Mustafa Emirbayer, “Manifesto for a Relational Sociology,” American Journal of Sociology 103,
no. 2 (1997): 281-317, https://doi.org/10.1086 /231209.

21 Ewick and Silbey, “Narrating Social Structure.”
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Narrating personal yet structural events transcends the subjective
and particular. Even the most unique and personal draw from and hold
public schemes -linguistic symbols, words of motivations- in which the
narrations are entangled. The petitions from ex-soldiers present a picture
that subjective experiences must be translated into a shared collective
and culturally reasonable interpretation. In doing so, these petitioners
also externalize the consciousness and issues of the time, addressing rea-
soning, knowledge, and memory as the sites of social organizing and
power relations.

Despite the intense press censorship of the period, it is possible to
find different forms of narration in the newspapers that published public
reflections on different aspects of the hardships of daily life under the ti-
tles "Halkin Sesi" (The Voice of the People), "Karilerimizden Mektuplar”
(Letters from our readers). In 1935, a street interview with Ali, who lived
in Fatih, Istanbul, was conducted, and he articulated his opinion on coal

and wood prices as follows:

Before the prices of wood and coal, the degree of cold weather
dropped. Now your question is like announcing to people who are
full that food prices have fallen. I read in the newspapers the other
day that there is no trace of the wood and coal crisis that was felt
in Istanbul a few months ago. Now, Istanbulites have cheap and
abundant firewood. However, the wretched woodcutters and
charcoal sellers are hunting flies. [...] What it means is that it is up
to God to fix some things. Some people will not be able to laugh
without some people crying, so some of us will have happy hours

at the expense of others.22

Reporting daily life problems and broader problems tells something
about social reactions to politics. Their vision of politics, understanding,
and positioning is more than anti-some reforms or projects; on the con-

trary, they show a relational perspective on daily life and structure-

22 “Halkin Sesi: Odunun Ve Kémiiriin Ucuzlamasina Ne Dersiniz?,” Son Posta, 7 February 1936.
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related politics. In this asymmetrical authority, a citizen invites a higher
political position to improvement rather than to offer deference. In an-
other public interview, a pharmacy worker is asked how he makes a liv-

ing, and the answer is as follows:

[s this a question for civil servants in our standards? Of course, we
live on whatever we can get our hands on. Ask this question to the
big merchants and contractors who earn hundreds of thousands
in a snap. Then you will hear that they spend in a day what we

earn in a year, and your mind will be blown.23

The resistance acts impose costs by requiring those who would likely ex-
ercise greater power to use additional resources to reform living condi-
tions and the gap among social groups. Like other forms of politics, these
newspaper interviews with ordinary people permitted claims of equality
to reach those in the ruling. In both discourses made by citizens, it is ob-
servable that the “classless society” claim of the state is not quite inter-
nalized.?4 On the other hand, there is a direct dissident tone against the
living expenses and unequal stratification of society, which is revealed on
the surface due to coal prices and other daily issues. These different in-
terviews suggest that mundane narratives and demands of life hold re-
sistance and opposition, which describe the distinctive historical trajec-
tories of the Republic rather than its elite-constructed essence. The
notion of a “classless society” is actually one of the principles of Kemal-
ism, categorized under “populism.” Rejection of the class conflict was ar-

ticulated during RPP’s Ordinary Convention in 1934 by Recep Peker:

Our populism is not just a cliché. [...] Turkey has no classes, gen-
ders, or privileges. A mindset that eradicates class struggle, dom-

ination, and privilege will complete this country.2>

23 “Halkin Sesi: Nasil Geg¢iniyorsunuza Ne Dersiniz?,” Son Posta, July 3 1934.
24 Parla, Ttiirkiye'de siyasal kiiltiirtin resmf kaynaklari, 107.
25 CHP 1V. Buylik Kurultay1 Gorlismeler Tutulgasi, Ulus Basimevi, Ankara, 1935. P. 44-45.
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The narrative of nation-building in Turkey portrayed the country as a
unified nation with no class distinctions, all sharing common roots, which
was one of the most reproduced narratives of the Republic. However, it
would be mistaken to evaluate that populism understood by the Republic
carries a class that is antagonistic, socialist, or Narodnik in theory and
practice. Since the Young Turks, populism has not been apart from the
policies to create a national bourgeoisie and a repetition of the moral sol-
idarity perspective and moral norm of rejection of class.2¢ Although the
definition and members of the class became quite vague in the 1935 RPP
party program with the 1929 Economic Crisis, this distinction still ex-
isted.?” The notion of populism did not emerge with the establishment of
the Republic. In many of Ziya Gokalp's articles, where he analyzes the
principles of “Turkishness” and its social structure, he introduces the def-
inition of populism. In his essay "Government and Domination,” written

in 1922, Ziya Gokalp defines populism as follows:

In Turkey, one cannot confine the title of the people to only one
class. Whether rich or poor, everyone is part of the nation. Even
former sultans are now counted among the citizens. There are no
class privileges among the people. Although they may have ex-
isted as remnants of the past, they will not remain. There are no

privileged classes within the people.28

Even one of the main principles of the Republic and the RPP is directly
related to the CUP ideology and political vision can be observed through
Ziya Gokalp’s writings. Therefore, the continuity thesis, in fact, is more
than an abstract phenomenon; it can be found in my aspects and found-
ing pillars of the Republic. Since the concept of society is not a fixed entity
that has a defined input and output mechanism, it does not easily adopt

the myth-establishing efforts of political elites.

26 Parla, Ttirkiye'de siyasal kiiltiirtin resmf kaynaklari, 107.
27 Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi 1935 Programi, Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi Yayinlari,1935, P. 8.
28 Ziya Gokalp, “Hiikiimet Ve Tahakkiim,” Kiictik Mecmua 25 ( December 4, 1922), P. 9-12.
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Scholars have generally overestimated the scope of secularizing
reforms and interventions in daily life; therefore, a great gap between
state and society is produced in multiple layers. However, when it comes
to ordinary life, it is traceable that state-initiated reforms were not wel-
comed as it was constructed and represented by the superstructure, not
because of the intellectual capacity of the citizens but because of the
asymmetry between the state discourse and material realities. Even
though state leaders and single-party governance often used populist
discourse, such as "the peasant is the master of the nation," ordinary cit-
izens started to doubt this rhetoric when they struggled to afford basic
needs like coal while seeing wealthy merchants live lavishly.

Penning a petition, letter, or complaint to a political authority is
an engendered practice. During the 1920s, literacy rates were quite low,
falling below 10 percent. By 1950, adult literacy (among those aged 15 and
above) had increased to 28 percent, with 47 percent for men and 13 per-
cent for women.?? The fact that women lacked educational opportunities
because of their gender, class, and race has prevented them from bringing
their structural problems to the attention of political authorities. During
the archival research, it was observed that almost all petitions were writ-
ten by men; the problems of women that were documented in the ar-
chives were again by men’s agency. This phenomenon reflects deep-
rooted gender inequalities and power dynamics within the society. Fac-
ing multiple layers of discrimination, women were marginalized not only
in terms of access to education but also in their access to advocate for
their own rights and needs. The dominance of male voices in shaping nar-
ratives on women's issues perpetuates a cycle of silencing and invisibility
of subjectivities. The portrayal of female subjectivity through the voice of
a man once again highlights the fallacy of the claimed “emancipation” in
the context of women's rights of that early Republic era.

Examined petitions and newspaper interviews provide insight

into understanding the evolving and dynamic ecosystem of individual

29 Tamer Cetin, Understanding the Process of Economic Change in Turkey: An Institutional Ap
proach (Nova Science Publisher’s, 2010), chap. Economic Growth and Institutional Change in
Turkey before 1980.
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participation and economic concerns across the early Republic era be-
yond the state and society dichotomy. Shifting away from triumphalist,
emancipatory, and revolutionary narratives of Turkey’s evolution to de-
mocracy, personal stories describe different circumstances. In defining
the “appropriate political subject/citizen,” the Republic was trying to
draw the boundaries of citizenship; on the other hand, citizens selectively
adopted certain discourses of the state to negotiate their fiscal hardship.
Petitions written by ex-soldiers and contributors to the war are inherent
in a duality; they are at once a formal format and regulated by the natural
process of bureaucratic dialogue. They are also informal and unfixed and
deeply related to practices that can alter into more subversive forms of
activity. This dual character of petitions shows that they were inherently
ambiguous, dynamic, and unstable ways of interacting with ordinary peo-
ple and authority. Petitions, public opinion columns in newspapers, and
citizen letters complicate and qualify current collective action and re-
sistant theories. Popular claim-making and showing opposition had an-
other channel through petitions. On the other hand, citizen-penned doc-
uments are not solely weapons of the weak; they are also instruments of
popular politics and political agency from ordinary people with the
power of individual narrating that offers a subversing challenge to the
constructed discourses. Of course, not all petitioners were equal or had
the resources and advantages to appeal to the authority, the point evident
in the low numbers of women who were able to address their own con-

cerns with their subjectivities.

§ 2.3 Individual Opportunities and Othering Practices in the Pe-

titions

Personal stories are narrative transactions. They are interactive
rather than particular fictions or productions; personal stories are social
norms addressing rules of participation and inclusion. The structure, the
performance, and the language of the petitions and letters are defined

and regulated within certain socio-political settings and often reproduce
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existing ideologies and hegemonic power asymmetries and inequali-
ties.30 Narratives are not only the carriers or reflections of the hegemonic
power and existing ideologies; through their expression, the stories con-
stitute the hegemony, shape, and conduct it. In other words, the dominant
norms and social hierarchies get produced and unfold within particular
instances, seemingly unique. Indeed, the manifestations of official ideo-
logies, discourses, and hegemony derive from the formulation of individ-
ual narrations. This section of the thesis will focus on individual griev-
ances and efforts to increase personal advantages. In doing so, a specific
emphasis will be placed on the petitioners' hegemonic, counter-hege-
monic, and “othering” discourses. By locating these semantic preferences
in the context of the early Republic, forming the Turkish identity will be

revisited through self-written historical documents.

Dear gentleman, I have been striving to learn the art of enameling
for the past year by working at a jeweler's shop. Currently, in our
country, this craft can only be found in its pure form in the hands
of an Armenian master, who is nearing the end of his life and is
reluctant to pass on his knowledge to only a few young Armenian
people. I am reaching out to your esteemed office to ensure that,
like myself, you also desire for this art to be learned by Turkish
youth to produce society badges, rings, and earrings within our
borders without having to send our money abroad. The birthplace
of this art is Vienna. My aspiration is to work there for a year, fully
mastering this craft, and return to my homeland to teach it to fel-
low young citizens. [...] I believe that you will not hesitate to ex-
tend your assistance in supporting a motivated young Turkish
man like myself in learning and passing on art that is not present

in our country. With infinite respect and kindest regards.31

30 Ewick And Silbey, “Narrating Social Structure.”
31 BCA 490.01/532.2134.1, November 24, 1934.
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This petition was written in 1934 by Tacettin Mecdi from Ankara. At the
very first glance, this document seems like a request from a keen young
person to learn a craft for his personal career. However, the text has cer-
tain and very careful framings about the sacred-citizen codes and identi-
ties, along with a particular emphasis on Turkishness. Tacettin mentions
the Armenian jewelry master on purpose. He then expands the story to
the climax by saying that the master only teaches this craft to young Ar-
menian people. So, let us refresh our memories of the start of this pejo-
rative usage invoked by an Armenian identity and its continuity in the
early Republic era. This historicization will help us better identify Mr.
Mecdi's context and selective discourse.

The rise of Turkish supremacist ideology, with the terrible refugee
crisis resulting from the Balkan wars, deepened a profound distrust to-
ward Greek and Armenian Christian minorities within this faction by the
CUP elites.3? This “distrust” and “anxiety” reached its most horrific levels
during the chaos of the Great War.33 With the establishment of the Re-
public, the concept of a unified and homogenous Turkish nation that mar-
ginalized ethnic and religious identities, the principle of secularism,
which has an enlightenment-centered criticism of Islam, and a transfor-
mation in the portrayal of the Turks to erase the failures of the Ottoman
past started to be formulated within diverse fields.34 In the very heydays
of the construction of the Kemalist ideology under the single-party re-
gime, Mustafa Kemal signifies his position about the past events and

claims of the Armenians:

In these fruitful lands, Armenians have no rights. Your homeland
is yours; it belongs to the Turks. This land was Turkish in history,

so it is Turkish and will live forever as Turkish. Indeed, this

32 Ziircher, Turkey, 196-197.

33 James Ryan, “Politics And Ideology,” In The Routledge Handbook On Contemporary Turkey,
Edt. Joos Jongerden (Taylor & Francis Group, 2023),14.

34 Edhem Eldem, “The Ottoman Empire And Orientalism: An Awkward Relationship,” In After
Orientalism (Brill, 2015), 89-102, Https://D0i.0rg/10.1163/9789004282537_008.
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beautiful land has suffered many foreign invasions since ancient

times.35

Mustafa Kemal's call out to Armenian citizens in 1923, specifically aimed
at dispelling any claims of rights they may have had in the lands they had
inhabited for decades, is significant. This concern is also evident in a con-
siderable portion of Republican-era historiography. As Ungor points out,
this interest and efforts in historiography were archeology of “proving”
not the contemporary but the historical existence of “Turks” in Anatolia
to bring political legitimacy to the region.3¢ Mustafa Kemal established a
line for constructing the narrative of the Turkish nation, tracing its ori-
gins from Genghis Khan through the Seljuks and culminating with the fi-
nal Ottoman Sultan in his speech in 1923. In this speech, Mustafa Kemal
symbolized the triumph of national sovereignty over monarchical sover-
eignty, emphasizing the nation as the sole legitimate entity for ensuring
state identity and political authority. This laid the groundwork for the en-
during myths and memories of the Turkish nation for years to come.3”
Returning to Tacettin’s petition about Turkification and saving a
craft from the hands of an Armenian master, it can be seen that the con-
tent fits the historical phenomenon that the Armenians were the first
“other” during the formulation of the Turkish nation. He fundamentally
reproduces one of the deepest “anxieties” and “nationalist concerns” of
the newly established state by re-addressing the “actual” danger in order
to gain a personal advantage out of it. His relationality and narration val-
idate and bear the marks of ideological effects on the role of Armenians
during the construction of citizenship codes of the Turkish nation. By
drawing attention to the “non-national” character of the craft along with
its future, which is in danger due to belonging to “threatening powers,”
his story contributes to hegemony by channeling consciousness with

well-chosen but implicit accounts of socio-political constructions. On the

35 Hakimiyeti Milliye, 21 March 1923.

36 Ungor, The Making of Modern Turkey, 228.

37 Nimet Arsan (Ed.), Atatiirk’iin Séylev Ve Demecleri I-11l (Ankara: Tiirk Tarih Kurumu, 1989), P.
158.
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other hand, the petitioner refers to Mustafa Kemal’s speech that was

made in Adana with shopowners of the district in 1923:

The Armenians have occupied our craft centers and taken on a
stance as if they are the owners of this country. Surely, there can

be no greater injustice and audacity than this.38

The petition shows a correlation regarding the portrayal of the “problem”
of Armenian crafters’ dominance over the sector. This selective adapta-
tion of a certain discourse by the petitioner, either consciously or uncon-
sciously - once again - demonstrates that stories are always told within
specific historical, political, institutional, and interactional settings that
form their meanings and tellings.

The making of Turkish identity was so fragile and delicate that a
particular criminal act was passed to protect its “honor.” Article 159 of the
Turkish Penal Code passed on 1 March 1926 stipulated that “insulting and
denigrating” the Grand National Assembly of Turkey, the government of-
ficials, the army, the navy, or Turkishness was punishable by imprison-
ment for not less than three years, while “blaspheming the laws of the
Republic of Turkey” was punishable by imprisonment for not more than
six months and a fine from thirty to one hundred liras.3? In Cemil Kogak’s
article, he provides extensive archival research on the forceful Turkifica-
tion policies implemented on the non-Muslim and non-Turk communities
in order to accelerate the homogenization process via law. The 159th Ar-
ticle was one of the coercive methods used to expedite Turkification. The
accusation of insulting Turkishness was particularly applied on the mi-
norities. In 1936, an Armenian citizen in Tokat, Koper, went to the police
station to start legal action against his tenant in order to have his unpaid
payments. The police officer told Koper and his wife, Vartanos, that this
unit was not the responsible agent for the executive transactions and led

them to court. Koper responded to this guidance as follows: "Armenians

38 Parla, Ttiirkiye'de siyasal kiiltiirtin resmf kaynaklari, 200.
39 Cemil Kogak, "Ayin Karanlik Yiizii," Tarih Ve Toplum: Yeni Yaklasimlar (letisim Yayinlari,
2005), P. 147-208.
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would not starve wherever they go; however, dishonest Turks would.”
Followingly, Koper and his wife Vartanos got arrested under Article 159
of the Penal Code, namely “insulting Turkishness.”40

Armenian and Greek Christians were not the only targets of the
Turkification policies. The Jewish population of the Republic also wanted
to be blended in terms of the Turkification codes. In 1924, a letter directly
engaging in a dialogue with Mustafa Kemal was sent by Karakaszade
Mehmet Riistli - a converted Jewish “donme” - complaining about the
“traitors” within the Jewish communities.#! In this letter addressed to
Mustafa Kemal, a secret society pretending to be "Muslims on the outside
and Jews on the inside" was mentioned. The letter called on them to aban-
don their old superstitious beliefs and customs as soon as possible and
to act in accordance with the definition of citizenship stipulated in the
constitution of the new Turkey.

Mehmet Karakaszade Riistii emphasized a nationalist and racist
perspective, contending that the “Donme,” whom he perceived as racially
and religiously Jewish and foreign, rather than Muslim and Turkish, were
pivotal in the public discourse regarding the community’s history, reli-
gion, identity, and their potential “integration” into the nation.#? In the
following years, with the climax of the “History Thesis” and language “pu-
rifying” efforts, the “Citizen Speak Turkish” campaign gained momentum
again after its start in 1928.43 In 1931-32, the campaign began with a push
from the Jews of [zmir. Following the departure of the Greeks and Arme-
nians, the Jews had become Izmir's largest non-Muslim community. They
made up more than ten percent of the city's population. In this vein, the
RPP assigned a committee to [zmir to monitor Jewish people and their
daily usage of Turkish in 1933, the report describes the situation as fol-

lows:

40 BCA 490.01/607.103.1, March 13, 1936.

41 “Ankara’da Karakaszade Mehmet Riistii Bey’den Bilimum Selanik Dénmelerine A¢ik Mek
tup,” Vakit, January 7 1924.

42 Marc Baer, The Dénme: Jewish Converts, Muslim Revolutionaries, And Secular Turks (Stanford
University Press, 2010), Preface, Xvii.

43 “Tlrkiyede Tiirkce,”Vakit, February 15 1930.
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It is understood that the committee formed in Izmir for the pur-
pose of ensuring that Turkish is spoken among the Jewish citizens
has been working hard for a year. Every week, Turkish lectures are
given in synagogues, schools, and synagogue schools by lawyers,
doctors, and the Chief Rabbi, and they inform the Jewish citizens

in order to achieve the goal as soon as possible.**

In this highly surveillance-focused Turkification efforts of the state, Jew-
ish communities across the country were feeling diverse pressures. Al-
most every move that was demonstrated by the people who were ex-
cluded from the “persona grata” citizenship codes was gaining attention
from the state officials. The portrayal of the Jewish people in the national
press was quite anti-semitic and was mostly associated with “money
lending,” along with other “conspiracy” theories.*> In a magazine of the
time, “Akbaba,” the cartoon representing a taverna chooses a quite anti-
semitic illustration of the Jewish people referring to their “wealthy” and
“money-obsessed” nature.#¢

In the political and social atmosphere of Turkish-supremacist
propaganda created by such campaigns and policies of the Republic and
its media propaganda, a Jew who converted to Islam expresses the injus-
tice that befell him in 1938 as follows:

Three days ago, payrolls were distributed. The names of the trans-
lators were removed from the list because their salaries were be-
ing deducted. My name was also removed from the payroll. How-
ever, | am a chief editor. [ thought that I had been recruited to the
Ministry as the chief of publications [..] Which language am I
translating? In fact, [ was shown as a French translator in their
registry book, but this is not true. During the four years of my ac-
tivity, [ translated from five languages when necessary, but French

was not among them. This last measure is the latest in a series of

44 BCA 490.01/540.40.1, June 14, 1933.
45 Baer, The D6nme, 164-67.
46 “Mesirelerin Hali,” Akbaba, July 6, 1935
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actions taken against me by the General Clerk and the undersec-
retary of the Ministry for the last four years. They hope it is the
last fatal blow. [...] It was never in my mind to enter the Foreign
Office. However, the deputy foreign minister thought that since I
knew several foreign languages and had been the editor-in-chief
of alocal French-language newspaper for two years, I would be of
use to the Foreign Office, which gave me a position in seventh
rank. The directors of the Ministry objected to this appointment;
the opposition lasted 4 months. The reason was not a secret: racial
issues. Finally, Ismet Inénii, the former chief deputy, approved the
appointment, saying that racial conflicts could not be found in
state principles.][...] Afterwards, they did not give me my salary be-
cause my appointment was “illegal”, they objected. [..] Why am I
not allowed to work? [...] | have taken multiple responsibilities in
diverse positions within the Ottoman bureaucracy. Now, there is
only one person in the deputy who passed the vocational exam
successfully but was not transferred to the vocational section: L.
All the reasons they give are invalid; the only real explanation is
race. The leaders of the race issue are Numan Menencioglu and his
son Agah Aksel. These people consider contact with Jews to be un-
pleasant or harmful. I have no objection to them. Of course, it is
confined to the sphere of personal relations. [...] My ancestors
have been Turks for 400 years. My education was in Turkish
schools. When I studied at Selanik High School, in a city where half
of the population was Jewish, there was only one Jew in the school,
and that was me. I graduated from the Istanbul University Law
School [...]  became a Muslim in 1914. [...] At various stages of my
life, have [ ever been seen in any way that might cast doubt on my
loyalty to my homeland? [...] I do not ask for forgiveness for my sin

of being a Jew. I feel no guilt for being born a Jew. It is not a stain.



THE CONTESTED MAKING OF MODERN TURKEY IN PEOPLE’S
WORDS
[ do not feel any honor for being a Muslim. This is the courage of

civilization. [...] I want to be given my duty now.%”

In the context of the described discriminative, oppressive, and ethnoreli-
gious policies, a converted Jew exposes discrimination, a form of “other-
ing” coming from the state bureaucracy. We witness a logic and method
of resisting injustice by intervening in the metadiscourse of the state and
history. Are personal narratives, then, always hegemonic? To argue such
a point would be to reject the socially and politically organized variability
this thesis aims to set. In this petition, the petitioner reminds the past in
ways that are subversive of authority and validate his position. His mate-
rial presence serves as a tangible reminder; narrating the continuum be-
tween the Republic and the empire. He exposes the treatment meted out
to him in contemporary actions, deftly intertwining his own narrative
with the broader societal axes of discrimination. Confronted with the en-
during specter of anti-Semitism, tracing its lineage back to the late years
of the Ottoman era, the petitioner finds himself compelled to assert the
exigency and import of his conversion to Islam. Yet, an awareness that his
identity remains unaccepted by the margins of citizenship is still valid for
him. He questions the intentions of high-ranking state officials. Why, he
asks, would they punish a loyal servant who's given his all to the state in
various roles and responsibilities? In this narrative, he paints a picture of
struggle, identity, and belonging within the complex landscape of the
state, inviting readers to ponder the deeper questions of justice and ac-
ceptance.

In the petition, he breaks the silence that had been imposed on the
community and claims/reminds his identity as a citizen who holds rights:
arespectable state official, a 400-year-old Turk-ancestor-related, and not
giving up on his Jewishness as well. What distinguishes this petition as
subversive? This petition, a subversive story, recounts the particular ex-

periences as rooted in and historical, reminding us that there are

47 BCA 490.01/539.2159.12, February 23, 1938.
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multiple realities and histories of the Republic, including cultural, mate-
rial, and political realms that extend beyond the local. If stories hold
power to the degree that they dictate silence and manage consciousness,
subversive personal narratives are the ones that break the silence and
claim over realities. In this regard, this petition suggests the dynamics
that can generate the counterhegemonic, inclusive, and non-discrimina-
tory narrative.

Knowing the “othering” practices and myths and having a covered
agenda enable the possibilities of intervention and resistance. In the pe-
tition, there is a well-aware citizen who enters a negotiation and criti-
cism, acting tactically to promote his own agenda and goals by reminding
that he had followed all of the necessary steps to be considered as “per-
sona grata” and further questions the exclusion of his presence that ex-
poses the racialized power hierarchies and citizenry codes. Then, how
did ordinary people who did not fit the codes of acceptable citizenship
articulate their problems? In 1929, an Armenian family was deported
from Balikesir to Konya in 1929, and Cumhuriyet newspaper had the

widow’s demand on the column:

My husband Samoel and [ were deported to Konya during the First
World War. Samoel died there, and I converted to Islam. I married
a man named Kasim Cavus. One year later, he passed away. [ went
to Balikesir. They did not give me my house in the Karaoglan
neighborhood. Muhajirs were settled there under the name of
property. My applications are not taken care of. I am languishing
in the corners of mosques and madrasahs. I call the attention of
the state.*8

This petition is another example of the voice of the “othered” and dis-
criminated self-demanding justice by providing a particular but general
account of the events. Petitioner Hediye, as a woman who lost her spouse

and found herself in a miserable state - resettled and dispossessed -

48 “Hakka Riayet Edilmeli,” Cumhuriyet, June 6, 1929.
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questions the states on why her natural rights are not implemented and
disregarded. Hediye exemplifies the marginalized, “other” woman's
voice, advocating for justice within the socio-political framework by elu-
cidating a particular yet paradigmatic narrative -justice and equal treat-
ment. Situating her experience within the broader state-sponsored and
constructed discourse of “justice” and “populism,” the petition furnishes
anuanced exposition, combining the personal with the general. Yet again,
there is a similar effort to include herself within the general citizenship
framework by highlighting that she converted. Through Hediye's lived ex-
perience, the petition unveils the dialectic of inclusion and exclusion, in-
terrogating the hegemonic structures that perpetuate marginalization
and attempts to bargain the spheres of justice by referring to the core
values as [slam.

In essence, Hediye’s demand offers a prism through which to ana-
lyze the interstices of “othering, power, identity, and resistance. It is, in-
deed, not an example of conventional methods of resisting, yet, it is a tac-
tical, informed, and compatible method of gaining self-advantage as
being “others” themselves. Therefore, such personal narratives, de-
mands, and complaints written by ordinary citizens enrich our under-
standing of the perennial struggle for justice within the socio-political
milieu for diverse communities, considering internal power dynamics
and their relation to authority.

As Recep Peker stated in 1934 while teaching Turkish history, "Gazi
- referring to Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk - has found the capital of this hon-
orable state, which he brought out from the realm of poverty, in the blood
of the Turkish nation." This section analyzes the instrumentalization of
Turkish national identity and tactics against it by ordinary citizens, con-
sidering the power relations and hierarchies within society. While an Ar-
menian body is described as a “perpetual threat” and an element to be
purged from all areas - just as in many statements and practices pro-
moted by the state throughout its establishment - this situation itself has
been instrumentalized for personal gain. It has been observed that ordi-
nary citizens, in line with assimilation and Turkification policies, repro-

duce and develop hegemonic narratives and stories in their discourses to
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extract certain assets. On the other hand, when similar ethnic-centered
discourses are produced by non-Muslims, they are faced with punish-
ment through certain acts.

In the self-narrations of the “other” citizens of the Republic, re-
sistance and negotiation against the supra-Turkish political projects ap-
peared as the historicization of their own subjectivities and bodies
through decades. For the persona grata of the Republic, "other" became
the bargaining tool to develop an advantage and represent a more essen-
tialist identity-based instrumentalization. On the other hand, excluded
citizens of the regime responded to this pressure and hegemony by im-
plying conversions to Islam and their attachment to the socio-cultural
setting for decades. In the letters and petitions, it is evident that the on-
tology of otherness was the necessary basis of social imagination and
construction.#® National identity and its founding pillars were discussed,
transformed, and challenged in the stories of ordinary people in line with
their subjectivities and histories. While certain communities were ex-
cluded from the fundamental rights and resources, their resistance ap-
peared as contesting the official discourses, addressing alternative histo-

ries and realities.

49 Ayla Gol, “Imagining the Turkish Nation through ‘Othering’ Armenians*’ Nations and Na-
tionalism 11, no. 1 (2005): 121-39, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1354-5078.2005.00195.X.
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Ordinary People’s Engagement in Local Politics
Through Letters of Denunciation Prior to the 1939
General Elections

Nothing can ever be as shocking as life. Except

writing.

— Orhan Pamuk, The Black Book!

roughout the making of modern Turkey, the single-party regime had
T five different elections took place in 1923, 1927, 1931, 1935, 1939, and
1943.2 With the exception of the 1943 General Election, the electoral law
applied during the Second Constitutional Era remained with some mod-

ifications in other elections as well.3 During this period, a two-tiered

1 Orhan Pamuk, The Black Book (Faber & Faber, 2011).

2 Kadri Unat, “TEK PARTI DONEMININ SON GENEL SECIMI: 1943 SECIMLERI VE CUMHURIYET
HALK PARTISI’NIN SECIM PROPAGANDALARI,” Atatiirk Yolu Dergisi 14, no. 56 (March 28,
2015): 209-48, https://doi.org/10.1501/Tite_0000000427.

3 Cemil Kogak, “Parliament Membership during the Single-Party System in Turkey (1925-1945),”
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electoral system was adopted, with second voter elections first and then
parliamentary elections.

This chapter will focus on local politics, self-interpretations, and
political participation of ordinary people through the channels of advice
and denunciation letters to the RPP bodies before the 1939 General Elec-
tions. In the absence of direct and diverse tools for participating in poli-
tics and roles in the government, the citizen letters on the subject of the
1939 General Election mediated between the state and society. According
to the argument of this chapter, a single-party regime did not govern the
country in isolation from society and totally neglected public opinion. On
the contrary, its political hegemony and political authoritarianism
needed constant consolidation and validation.* The archival research of
this chapter explored how the RPP encouraged and opened the channels
for sending letters to the party bodies on the particular agenda of the
elections. Based on the findings, this chapter proposes that the early Re-
publican state depended on the local information networks, local politics,
and “subjective” knowledge of the citizens who were based in the coun-
try's peripheries to govern the electoral process.

While the letters sent to the RPP bodies provide surveillance and
local information to the party decision-makers, they also help us under-
stand making sense of the times’ political repertoires, problems, and
tools of the political bargaining by the people. The letters of advice and
denunciation about the deputy candidacy election process are highly am-
biguous documents. Language reflects these ambiguities and complexi-
ties in the context in which they were written. The database for this chap-
ter consists of one hundred sixty-four letters located in the RPP archive
under the title of Public Complaint Letters about the Parliamentary Can-
didates of the 1939 Elections.

European Journal of Turkish Studies, no. 3 (December 31, 2005),

https://doi.org/10.4000/ejts.497.

4 Murat Metinsoy, “FRAGILE HEGEMONY, FLEXIBLE AUTHORITARIANISM, AND GOVERNING
FROM BELOW: POLITICIANS’ REPORTS IN EARLY REPUBLICAN TURKEY,” Interna-
tional Journal of Middle East Studies 43, no. 4 (2011): 699-719,
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020743811000912.
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There is no way of making a genuine and authentic sample of let-
ters since today's documents constitute only a tiny portion of the body.
My selection represents “denunciation” contented letters from the citi-
zens about the local politicians and candidates for the National Assembly.
The definition of denunciation is borrowed from Sheila Fitzpatrick’s ap-
proach, as it is a voluntarily offered written communication to the au-
thorities that provides damaging information about another person.> Fol-
lowing Fitzpatrick’s categorization, the denunciation letters will be
analyzed in three major titles: the ones concerning “loyalty,” abuse of
power, corruption, illiteracy, and nepotism.

There are multiple ways to think of the function and place of the
denunciations. One is to ask what the early Republic regime gained from
collecting denunciations from citizens. Seeking an answer to this ques-
tion and making it the central inquiry would cause the regime and state
to be located at the core of the unit analysis. Therefore, another question
is what citizens achieve from sending these denunciation letters. In light
of this question, my argument has no intention of reproducing the as-
sumption that denunciation letters essentially are an outcome of totali-
tarianism and a direct product of the state. The mentioned intellectual
tendency contains ideological orthodoxy and the exclusion of mass
agency from politics. Instead of approaching the letters according to their
surveillance functions, this chapter looks for ways to explore the citizens’
political imaginations and personal articulations, engaging with local
politics to achieve advantages. In the letters of denunciation, citizens aim
to protect and advance their interests within the given context and use
the channel as a function of justice, correcting unjust incidents.®

One of the most striking characteristics of these letters is the claim
of justice. In this vein, denunciation letters - sent for the general elections
agenda and pointing out concerns - are a method by which the ordinary

people can negotiate power. In James Scott’s phrase in “The Weapons of

5 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Signals from Below: Soviet Letters of Denunciation of the 1930s,” The Jour
nal of Modern History 68, no. 4 (December 1996): 831-66, https://doi.org/10.1086/245396.

6 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “Supplicants and Citizens: Public Letter-Writing in Soviet Russia in the
1930s,” Slavic Review 55, no. 1 (1996): 78-105, https://doi.org/10.2307/2500979.
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the Weak,” denunciations are the letters to authority and authority in a
context with its own codes, ideology, discourse, and political vision.”
Therefore, ordinary citizens adopt a discourse and semantic tactic of let-
ters they believe are likely to be heard and taken into consideration. As a
result, writing to RPP bodies and headquarters also reflects the social hi-
erarchies and settings since they adopt a tone and relatability that au-
thority condemns and punishes.

Focusing on the very daily and routine practice, we now come to
realize just how limited and fragile the authority of even “absolute” re-
gimes was. When analyzing local politics and its dynamics, the scope of
this chapter will not be the local powerholders or elites. To move beyond
the victims of larger historical processes, [ aim to provide more frag-
mented histories of popular political action repertoires and social strati-
fications within them by analyzing the language and bargaining argu-
mentations. To fulfill a social history of politics, intellectual inquiry, it is
essential to define “politics” in broad and inclusive terms as an ongoing
bargaining process between those who claim governmental power and
those who engage with it in multiple ways. 8 For this reason, it is vital to
revisit the essentially romanticized concept of popular “resistance” liter-
ature and analyze it with a much less colorful but more inclusive and ex-

tensible concept of “ordinary people's political practices.”

§ 3.1 In the Context of 1939 General Elections and Its Provincial-

ized Echoes

We left the year of Atatiirk's death last night. With great enthusi-
asm, we were saying goodbye to 1938. The Republic would turn 15 years
old. We had envisioned the great festive night of our lives in the fall of the

new year. It turned out that we were going to cry. What shall we say? Is it

7 Scott, Weapons of the Weak.
8 Wayne Ph Te Brake, Shaping History: Ordinary People in European Politics, 1500-1700 (Univer
sity of California Press, 1998), chap. Breaking and Entering, 6.
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not alesson in the laws of nature? Nevertheless, national life does not end

even with Ataturk's lifetime. °

This article was published one month before the general elections and, to
some extent, reflects the political climate and conditions of the period.
The 1939 General elections were the first elections that took place in the
nation after the death of Atatiirk; because of his incident, RPP went to an
extraordinary meeting where Ismet Inénii, the new president of the
party, established a political route for the party.

After inénii was elected as the President of the Republic, he de-
clared the elections for March 1939. The presidential change in RPP also
brought reforms to the party structure, vision, and electoral system.
Inoni felt pressure to consolidate his leadership across the country and
within the party. Therefore, he changed the aggressive political liquida-
tion attitude of the party and wanted to allow more space in terms of rep-
resentation in the parliament. After he was elected president, ismet
Inénii first made a series of moves to reconcile with the former oppo-
nents of the regime. Through this approach, he aimed to increase his
power and influence within the RPP while signaling a more peaceful ad-
ministration. In doing so, he also aimed to prevent any possible opposi-
tion movement. Immediately after Inoni's election as President, all the
names that Mustafa Kemal had violently attacked in Nutuk, such as Ali
Fuat Cebesoy, Kazim Karabekir, Cafer Tayyar Egilmez, and Hiiseyin Avni
Ulas, each sent a congratulatory telegram to inonii. Furthermore, Kara-
bekir's diaries reveal that Inénii frequently met with Kazim Karabekir af-
ter his election as president on diverse political matters.

The 1939 elections were an essential opportunity for the regime to
mend fences with former opponents and shape its internal balance pol-
icy. In fact, all those who had been on the political margins during the
National Struggle and Atatiirk's era became MPs with these elections. It
can be observed in the notes in his diary that inénii developed projects

for determining the parliamentary candidates shortly before the

9 Falih Ritki Atay, “1939,” Ulus, 1 January 1939.
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elections and thought about it. Accordingly, his diary entries include the
idea of asking the public and the party grassroots about the nomination
of candidates. In this respect, on March 4, a tea party was organized by
the president in Dolmabahce, and the first action towards candidate se-
lection was taken.

On December 26, 1938, Ismet Inénii's speech at the Extraordinary
Congress of the Republican People's Party held in Ankara is important in
determining the political climate that marked the 1939 General Elections
and in revisiting the authoritarian and hegemonic state discourses prev-

alent in the literature.

[...] Each of you has listened to the complaints and wishes of our
nation from the villages to the provinces. Considering that the
main basis for the activities of the Grand Assembly and the gov-
ernment of the Republic is to honor the complaints and wishes of
our people. [..] Trying to find solutions to the narrowest neigh-
borhoods and the smallest needs of our nation will be a new hall-
mark in the work of the coming years. [...] It is our cherished am-
bition that nations can live as members of a family, understanding
each other's problems and living as brothers and sisters in the lap

of this small globe.10

As another implication of the mentioned approach, President inénii
started his nationwide trip to get closer ties with the Republic's citi-
zens.!1 Ismet Inénii first traveled to the Western Black Sea region after he
was elected President. During this trip, which included Zonguldak,
Kastamonu, and its surrounding districts, inénii made a speech at the
Kastamonu RPP Provincial Congress in his capacity as the chairman of
the RPP and addressed that party membership should not be used for
personal purposes and that the RPP should be an organization covering

all citizens.!2 Inénii's speech at Istanbul University on March 6 is also

10 {smet Inéni, “Usnomal Biiyiik Kurultayda Séylenen Nutuk,” December 26 1938.
11 “Reisicumhurumuz Sehrimizi Sereflendirdiler,” Son Telgraf, 2 March 1939.

12 “{smet Inénii Saravona Zonguldaga Hareket Etti,” Aksam, 11 December 1938.
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essential. Addressing the students, Inénii stated that a democratic regime

could be established in Turkey shortly as follows:

All stages of a populist administration will develop continuously
in our political life, and the nation's control should be effective on

the regime for an actual populist administration.13

Before the 1939 elections, Turkish MPs were selected in the headquarters
of the party in Ankara without any pre-election qualitative research or
elections, and lists of candidates were sent to the voters. After the Fifth
Grand National Assembly of Turkey decided to hold new elections on Jan-
uary 27,1939, it was announced on February 10 that the RPP would nom-
inate candidates from all provinces but leave some spots for independent
candidates in a few provinces.!* By mid-February, the number of appli-
cants who wanted to be parliamentary candidates by applying to the
party had reached several thousand.!> It was stated that after the second
voters were determined between March 15-21, the lists of parliamentary
candidates would be announced after consultations (istisare) between
the RPP officials and the second voters.1® The method of asking for the
opinions of the second voters was being implemented for the first time
in single-party era elections. Apparently, Inonii thought that this would
be an essential step towards the integration of the party and the people,
or, as he put it, towards a "populist administration."

Inénii's speeches and travels from his presidency until the 1939
election period, alongside the introduction of the new electoral system,
reveal that the single-party regime was not simply a political setting as
commonly portrayed but rather a mindset reliant on public approval and

fraught with political apprehension. In addition to the newly introduced

13 “Kurultay Bu Sabah Agiliyor;” Tan, 29 March 1939.

14 Alexandros Lamprou, “Political Petitioning, Denunciation, and State-Society Relations dur
ing the Single-Party Period in Turkey,” Turkish Studies 18, no. 3 (July 3, 2017): 514-41,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2017.1300535.

15 {smet In6énii and Ahmet Demirel, Defterler, 1919-1973: cilt. 1919-1955 (YKY, 2001), 286.

16 “Yeni Mebus Namzetleri ilan Edildi,” Tan, 25 March 1939.
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electoral system, the importance placed on the public's opinions regard-
ing existing candidates showed itself in the encouragement of political
petition writing - denunciation letters. Inonii's descriptions of a new or-
der focusing on the people's issues revealed themselves in the discourse
of "moral," "selfless," and "educated" party, which subsequently became
the thematic dictionaries and translation materials of the submitted de-
nunciation letters. By inviting people to apply for political positions, al-
lowing the channel of consulting second electors, and publicly acknowl-
edging the grievances of the people, the regime showed an intention to
establish a mediation between the selection of the candidates and gov-
ernance.

In examining the practice of political letter writing, the thesis
complicates linear accounts that reproduce the image generated by the
Kemalist elite of the society as backward, detached from politics, and
avoidant of politics. Petitions submitted to the RPP centered on local pol-
itics and elections reveal that citizens were engaged in politics from very
different angles and could demonstrate their grievances in a set reper-
toire that the political elites could hear. The repertoire and positioning of
the ordinary people in denunciation letters also show the very frag-
mented and hierarchical fabric of society.

Focusing on the local politics-engaged petitions, this chapter
seeks to bring the newly-elected president inénii’s vision and local reflec-
tions on it into a dialogue. In the light of a cross-reading of the transform-
ing context of the politics of the time along with its local interpretations,
worlds of social subjects will be analyzed in the denunciating documents
of the new identities and new forms of subjectivity. Having a closer step
to local grievances and their unique, but structural and relatable articu-
lations will enable realizing state-society relations in interaction rather

than silence.
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§ 3.2 Denunciation Letters on Lacking Loyalty to the State17

Local politics, networks, peasants, ordinary people, and their place and
significance for state-society relations did not attract academic and polit-
ical attention much. In this sense, this section on analyzing denunciation
letters aims to provide a case study of local politics and self-engagements
in line with the regional-national dialect. As inénii introduced the new
political horizon of the RPP and the state in selecting candidates, the re-
gime encouraged and sought local opinions. This was a method of wide-
spread monitoring of party officials and a form of citizen participation in
politics. Party headquarters received many denunciation letters on
abuses of power in the local settings. Denunciation letters will be un-
folded in three sections concerning loyalty to the state and the party,
abuse of power, and nepotism by politicians. At the Extraordinary Con-
gress of the Republican People's Party in 1938, loyalty to the party and the
notion that working for the party meant working for the people was em-

phasized not only by Ismet Inénii but also by Prime Minister Celal Bayar:

The desires of our leader, your noble aspirations, mean the politi-
cal program of our great party is surrounded by the wishes of the

nation. I consider it an honor-bound duty to work with all my loy-

alty.18

In his 1938 speech to a regional party meeting in Kastamonu, inénii em-
phasized that maintaining stability depended on responsibility and loy-
alty to the state. He asserted that a secular, Republican, and nationalist
government is based on the principles that every citizen will reap the
benefits of their sincere efforts, leading to national prosperity and the

enhancement of both material and spiritual well-being in a stable and

17'This theme of “denunciation letters on lacking loyalty to the state (devlete karsi hainlik
icinde olanlar, devlete sadik olmayanlar)” emerges from the letter materials examined, in
which local politicians are frequently portrayed as disloyal to the state.

18 “Parti Biiylik Kurultayinin Toplantisi,” Aksam, 27 December; 1938.
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fear-free environment.!® One of the most significant lines that defined the
new era, from the Extraordinary Congress of the RPP to the speeches
made at the local level, was “loyalty” (sadakat) to the state and the party.
Inénii not only underlined this at the level of rhetoric but also demon-
strated it through reconciling with opponents of the National Struggle
and single-party regime immediately after being elected president, in a
move aimed at increasing loyalty and preventing opposition. Therefore,
loyalty to the party and the state was also one of the fundamental issues
addressed in denunciation petitions against MP candidates.

This is the paradigmatic form of a loyal citizen-against-loyal serv-
ants denunciation document. The most evident and common accusation
in the letters was that the related candidate for the parliamentary elec-
tion had a suspicious and disloyal history, usually supporting the
regime's opponents. For instance, in his denunciation petition of Sahin
Bozkurt from Ortiilii of Erzurum, he denounces candidate Hiiseyin Koycii

with these words:

His ancestors had committed treason against the nation, and his
family members were in the hands of regime opponents. Hiiseyin
Koycii's uncle Bilal is a traitor, and such people should not be
made MPs.20

Other allegations ranged from making coalitions with “external powers”
(dis glicler)during wartime to contacts of any kind with non-Muslim
“dangerous” identities. Ibrahim Sami Kayim from Balikesir describes one

of the candidates as follows:

Following the occupation of Izmir, he tried to prevent the ideas

and initiatives of the first defense organization at the very first

19 Kadri Kemal Kop, “Milli Sef’in Soylev, Demec ve Mesajlari,” (Akay Kitapevi: Ankara, 1945), p.

272.16.
20 BCA

490.01/344.1440.4. March 1, 1939.
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meeting and tried to lead the Greeks to the future and successes

and only joined the Party later in return for a fee.?!

In loyalty concerning denunciations, authors use the formulaic phrase, “I
see it as my duty to inform my state.” In this vein, a novel rising citizenry
perspective was apparent in the letters, feeling the responsibility for the
government regarding the disloyal agents and evaluating the relationship
between it as dynamic and relatively open to dialogue. The single-party
regime and aggressive marginalization of the opponents of the regime,
following the new path introduced by Inénii during the interwar period,
stimulated many denunciations about conspiracies and “sinister signs.”
Such illuminations were sometimes conveyed in exalted tones by ad-
dressing the “natural enemies of the regime” (rejimin hakiki diismanlari)

and exposing the new citizenship codes of the Republic:

Rasit Usum had two wives, one of whom was a Greek convert and
the other a Circassian; he was the closest comrade-in-arms of
Anzavur, who worked in the interests of the caliphate and the Brit-
ish. When they expelled the national forces from Biga with cruelty,
they entered the city with Anzavur and weapons. He was an en-
emy of Turks and a protector of Circassians; he did not even have

a secondary school education.??

And sometimes, there was a note of urgency about the fact that an enemy

of the people had entered the party.

[..] The people were astonished at the election of a man who
chanted “Down with Ismet Pasha” to hundreds of thousands. This

person might lead the country to anarchy..."?3

21 BCA.01/344.1140.4. March 17, 1939.
22 Ibid, March 4, 1939.
23 [bid, February 2, 1939.
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Through the circulation of the regime’s propaganda with various tools
like audio channels, the People’s House (Halkevi), and newspapers, a de-
scription emphasizing less personal and more broad socio-political anal-
yses seems to be more sensible. Local political settings, conditions, and
interpretations of politics refer to a broader interpretative framework.
The denunciation letters concerning the loyalty of the MP candidates for
the elections prove that the vocabulary used by the authors was in paral-
lel with the regime’s discourse about its “greatest enemy,” “traitors of the
nation.” Within the narration of denunciations, it is possible to trace and
situate the process of political transformation, the beginning of new lead-
ership - Inénii taking over the office- and change at the local scope within
spaces where truths and fiction meet. These letters sent by ordinary peo-
ple also enable us to highlight how social actors made sense and used the
products and discourses of the state. During the years of the negotiations,
Dr Cemal played an active role in the founding of the society to establish
an independent Lazistan government. He is a very dangerous man, and
with some of his complaints, he aims to create a gap between the people
and the government.?4

In this unsigned petition from Artvin, the relationship of loyalty
between the people and the state is, again, instrumentalized. By present-
ing the possible threat of the regime, the author benefits from the state’s
anxieties by intervening in politics during the process. In cases of limited
access to political participation, citizens apply more direct and solution-
oriented methods to be heard by the authorities.

Considering the narration preferences and argumentation of the
denunciation letters, analyses of resistance and subalternity should be
revisited in a more nuanced way. The bipolar nature of the strategies gen-
erated and the weapons of the “weak” hold their own, substantiating di-
lemmas. The tactics and methods used as acts of resistance are not es-
sentially free from the domination dynamics. It is historically a better
positionality to evaluate the concept of “weapons of the weak” as an an-

alytical tool to understand consumption and productivity. In this regard,

24 Ibid, March 3, 1939.
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the boundary between powerful/weak or dominated/subordinated is
more fleeting and contextual. Depending on their positions and ad-
vantages, historical actors, such as the petitioners, can be considered
weak or strong according to diverse socio-political contexts. There is no
prior subaltern subjectivity without conceptualization. Analyzing the un-
loyalty-themed denunciation petitions, ubiquitous power dynamics, and
hierarchies - ethnoreligious definition of citizenship and historical deni-
alism -prevent us from assigning an overall subaltern character to the
groups. From a simplistic perspective, ordinary citizens who penned all
of these letters seem to resist the oppressive political elites by meticu-
lously using the possible channels. However, when the narration prefer-
ences and discourses of the petitions are analyzed more closely, it is evi-
dent that internal power dynamics and exclusionary practices are at play.
In addressing the unloyal agents of the state, authors mostly preferred
non-Muslim identities as pejorative adjectives, as was demonstrated be-
fore as well. It was a very common practice to use Armenian and Otto-
man-Greek identities as the “dangerous” or “suspicious” ones. There is
no surprise here to such an assessment of the Turkish-Muslim citizens,
considering the metanarrative of the Republic.?> In another unsigned de-
nunciation petition, the content of the denunciation against the candi-

date Salih Cevdet Cever was formulated as follows:

He was insane, married three times, had one Armenian, one Greek,

one German wife, and had nothing to do with Turkishness.26

The mono-culturalist concept of the nation, which was employed in the
early days of the Turkish Republic, can be explicitly seen in the letters of
the ordinary people. In many of the letters, there was a pattern of por-
traying and using the Armenian identity under the themes of being “cun-

ning,” “backstabbing,” and “enemies.” Phrases like “There are rumors that

25 Helin Anahit, “He Is Armenian but He Was Born That Way; There Isn't Much He Can Do about
It": Exploring Identity and Cultural Assumptions in Turkey,” Patterns of Prejudice 48, no. 2
(March 15, 2014): 201-22, https://doi.org/10.1080/0031322X.2014.914787.

26 BCA.01/344.1140.4. March 18, 1939.
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he is Armenian” and “It is said that he is Armenian” were frequently used
to cast suspicion, delegitimize individuals, and frame them as inherently
disloyal to the state. These documents typically relate to Armenian col-
laboration with Western enemies, Armenians profiting from the weak-
ened Ottoman administration, the rise of Armenian nationalism, the kill-
ing of Turks by Armenians in Anatolia, and Armenians occupying others'
property and becoming wealthy. As ultra-nationalist author Nihal Atsiz
frames it, “The Turk is a person who comes from Turkish lineage.”2” This
reality encompasses all of us Turks as “positive” and all Armenians as
“others and negative.” In some letters, citizens consider even the mere
fact of someone having an Armenian spouse as grounds for denunciation.
From Malatya, Fezvi Agbulut has made the following report about candi-
date Sevki So6zen: "Sevki S6zen's wife is Armenian."?8 The following ex-
pressions are included in another letter written about a candidate from

Maras:

He is lacking in education and ignorant; his wife is a despicable
Syrian Armenian girl who works on stage, and his suspicious
mother-in-law, who occasionally comes to Maras, is being fol-

lowed by the police..2°

The discourse of these texts embodies several distinctive qualities at-
tributed to Turkishness. They demonstrate loyalty, are decent citizens,
and defend their nation and homeland as features associated with an eth-
nicity. As such, they reflect the proud, skilled, and talented Turks cele-
brated in the nationalist discourse of Atatiirk's Nutuk. Moreover, these
images are in keeping with the portrayal of the exemplary Turk, charac-
terized by unwavering moral principles influenced by Islamic tradi-

tions.30

27 Hiseyin Nihal Atsiz, Tiirk Tarihinde Meseleler, (Ankara: Afsin Yayinlari, 1966), p.60.

28 BCA.01/344.1140.4. March 11, 19309.

29 Ibid, February 13, 1939.

30 Ozlem Belgim Galip, “The Armenian Genocide and Armenian Identity in Modern Turkish
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Denunciation letters, yet again, reveal truths about the social structure,
provide a lens to “bottom politics” in understanding and approaching dif-
ferent identities within the republican hub, and give an overall idea about
power hierarchies. These letters of complaint about the parliamentary
candidates are limited by both rules of performance and norms of con-
tent, which basically refer to a specific style and tone to be heard by the
decision-makers. Therefore, the content and preferences in denouncing
style are governed by broader social norms and conventions embedded
in the codes of the Republic. In this vein, using non-Muslim identities
from a pejorative stance - as an insult - to describe possible threats to
the unity of the nation or as the opposite of loyal subjects, in fact, operate
within specific political, historical, and institutional settings, highlight
what refers to what constitutes a successful and appropriate story. For
this reason, the “weapons of the weak” analytical framework does not al-
ways allow us to see social stratifications and the heterogeneous and con-
textualized nature of power. Even the most personal narration tactics -
as in the denunciation letters- depend on and summon collective
metanarrative symbols and vocabularies in wide circulation and struc-
tures, since the conventionalized character of the narrative is close to ex-

pressing ideological and hegemonic assumptions.3!

§ 3.3 “Heis a Bully, an Enemy of the People!” Denunciations on
the Subject of Abuse of Power

The letters on abuse of power have a dual nature, where denounc-
ing and complaining share a common ground. Most writers of “abuse”
letters were peasants, and the main themes contained many references
to the dispossession, pelf, and cruelty of the individual (mdiitegallibe,
zorba). Abuse letters penned in 1939 were mainly about ordinary peas-

ants’ grievances against local political elites. The purpose of writing a

Novels,” Turkish Studies 20, no. 1 (January 1, 2019): 92-119,
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2018.1439383.
31 Ewick and Silbey, “Subversive Stories and Hegemonic Tales.”
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denunciation letter was to get the RPP decision-makers to the point that
they would dismiss the candidate for the elections. The main arguments
revolve around the themes of “stealing” from the nation, not as regular
theft but, instead, the kinds of dispossession, cheating peasants on pay-
ments, confiscating properties, drawing money out, and so on. The struc-
ture of this section aims to mirror the social history of denunciation, an-
alyze the authors' motivations, and explore the rhetoric and peculiarities
in narration.

The denunciation letters on the subject of abuse of power mainly
come from rural localities or small towns where local political elites’ ac-
tivities, networks, and relationships were on public display constantly
and where political and bureaucratic connections had a quite individual-
ized nature and where the notion of being transparent and accountable
is more prone to local customs. In the denunciation letters on abuse of
power, it is possible to observe that most of them were written to achieve
some personal advantage; however, it is not always the norm. Among the
documents in question in this chapter are the denunciations that only
made the desire to expose “the enemies of the regime and party” appar-
ent. In these, the authors do not seek anything for themselves, at least not
directly.

One of the most essential characteristics of the early Republican
period was the acceleration of efforts to increase the rate of schooling. At
the same time, there was a determined policy toward the restructuring
of the curriculum and pedagogical aspect of education in line with the
needs of the nation-state. One of the changes made in the curriculum is
the renaming of the “Malumat-1 Medeniye” course, which held an essen-
tial place in the "transition from subject to citizen" project of the Consti-
tutional Monarchy.32 As Hasan Ali Yiicel frames it, preparing the curricu-

lum "in a way that will promote the benefits of the Republic regime."33

32 Fiisun Ustel, “Makbul vatandas”in pesinde: 11. Mesrutiyet’ten bugiine Tiirkiye’de vatandas egi
timi (iletisim, 2004), 128.

33 Hasan Ali Yiicel, “Tiirkiye’de Ortadgretim,” (TC Kiiltiir Bakanlig1 Milli Kiitiphane Basimevi:
Ankara, 1994), 2009.
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The purpose of adapting to the nation, as stated in the 1926 Pri-
mary School Curriculum Program, was to achieve the socialization goal
expected by the Republican cadres from schools.3* In other words, inte-
grating into the new societal project aimed at constructing citizenship
identities and thus internalizing the norms and values required by this
project, including the political role of the elements of the nation. The
1930s emerged as a period where there was an acceleration towards the
dissemination of a state-centric militant citizenship understanding
through education. As per the changes made in middle schools in 1930,
the History and Nation Knowledge courses have become primarily fo-
cused on "instilling national, patriotic, and heroic sentiments; helping to
shape their characters, and educating them to become more active indi-
viduals in social and national life."3>

Since the declaration of the Republic, systematic policies have
been implemented toward the construction of new citizenship codes
through education, history writing, and other circulating visual and writ-
ten media tools. Accordingly, the paternalistic regime aimed to shape cit-
izens loyal to the state, living their lives within the framework of national
and heroic sentiments.3¢ One of the vital emphases of Republican citizen-
ship was the concept of "duty." Among the duties of the citizen were char-
acteristics such as industriousness, morality, and loyalty to the state.3”

The definition of citizenship encoded with moral values, useful-
ness to the state, and understanding the spirit of the regime is a fre-
quently encountered element in denunciation letters. Arguments often
revolve around the alleged individual not being a citizen in line with the
requirements of the Republic, being authoritarian, or not having reached
the level required by civilization. In this vein, in the newspapers of the
period, the 1939 general elections are depicted as a "citizenship duty,"

constituting the "sole participation” in politics. In its issue dated March

34 stel, Makbul vatandas”in pesinde, 127.

35 Ibid, p. 136.

36 “B.S. Kaya ¢ok miithim bir nutuk verdi,” Ulus, February 21, 1938.
37 “Vatandas Vazife Basina!” Milliyet, December, 1929.
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16, 1939, the Uyanis newspaper describes the upcoming general elections

as follows:

Our noble nation - always striving towards the good, the right, and
the beautiful - will demonstrate to the whole world and the family
of humanity, in obedience to the eternal memory of our great
Founder and the chief of our national leader Ismet inoni, that the
populist regime is a very pure source of strength. [...] The vigilant
citizen, placing the sense of duty above all human emotions,
knows that ensuring peace, security, and happiness for the Turk-
ish homeland and Turkish future is the greatest aim and most sin-

cere duty...38

Multiple layered dynamics contribute to a constituent sense of duty for
citizens to participate in politics through letters. Firstly, since the estab-
lishment of the Republic, political elites have consistently constructed
citizenship codes comprising elements such as heroism, responsibility,
industriousness, and political participation to the extent permitted by the
regime. However, the citizen profile established by the regime through
civic education lessons, active propaganda, and other media outlets is not
the sole reason for the scrutiny seen in denunciation letters. Such an as-
sessment, while linear and reductionist, disregards both mass agency
and subjectivity.

In the denunciation letters with no personalized request or moti-
vation, the authors present much stronger political rhetoric: the abuse of
power, degeneration of the regime, the politicians’ betrayal of the princi-
ples of the Republic, and condemnation of power asymmetry. Just as or-
dinary people quickly adopted the term people’s enemy (halkin nefretini
kazanmis birisi, zorba) to discredit local politicians, they were also skill-
ful in picking up the established rhetorical terms and vocabulary of an
indictment of the early Republic era in line with the core subjects ad-

dressed in the national curriculum. In a denunciation letter written by

38 Mediha Muzaffer Baysal, “Secimin Manasi,” Uyanis, March 16 19309.
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Burhan Efe from Isparta, he states the following about the candidate

Ibrahim Demiralay:

He plundered the properties of the Greeks in Nazilli and Denizli,
he was an enemy of honor, he deceived young children and took
them to Ankara under the pretext of education and violated their
honor, and through his friends in the Assembly, he thus promoted
his position. He was a person who earned the hatred of the coun-

try."3?

In another denunciation letter written by Kasim Erman from Adana, Sey-
han, there is an allegation against the candidate Damar Arikoglu regard-
ing the unjust confiscation of lands and the acquisition of properties be-
longing to national assets. It complained that he had wrongfully
transferred properties under the ownership of national assets to his own
possession.

One of the recurring themes in this archive section is the unjust
transfer of properties from national assets to individual ownership,
which is described as “infuriating behavior” (cileden ¢ikaran davranis).
The involvement of "unclaimed" lands and other properties in the politi-
cal economy agenda began with the 1915 deportations. Accordingly, the
Ankara Government has enacted numerous laws on the matter.#? The in-
itial legislation, enacted by the Kemalists on April 20th, 1922, stipulated
that unclaimed movable assets of people “escaped” areas and immovable

properties, and agricultural products would be under the control of the

39 BCA.01/344.1140.4. February 10, 1939.

40 The state legalized the retention of non-Muslim properties sold before the population ex-
change by passing new laws. The changes in the treatment of abandoned properties fol-
lowed the signing of the Treaty of Lausanne on 24 July 1923. As part of the treaty, a spe-
cific convention of 30 January 1923 recognized the population exchange between Greece
and Turkey, which resulted in Greeks from Turkey moving to Greece and vice versa.*?
This exchange raised concerns about Greek property and led to modifications in the
rules affecting those involved in the exchange. However, the property of non-Muslims
sold before the population exchange was not returned, as allowed by the new legisla-
tion.
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government.*! Going back to Erman’s letter, he states the daily reflection

of the case as follows:

Damar Arikoglu, who has been stealing thousands of acres of na-
tional land in and around the village of Sakizh for years without
paying taxes himself and imposing this tax on others, can be veri-
fied from Vice President and Engineer Ragip at the office of the
Ministry of Agriculture.

As observed in these denunciation letters, the moral and personal char-
acteristics that the Republican elites believe their citizens should possess
determine the boundaries of their acceptability. When the people voice
their local grievances, they use vocabulary such as - failing to fulfill one's
duty to the homeland, not displaying moral behavior, not following the
rules of civilization as required by the Republic, and not contributing to
the public good - thus reporting local politicians who are nourished by
structural problems. At this point, citizens make the meta-narratives of
the rulers a strong element of their negotiations in order to be heard by
those in power. On the other hand, issues such as dispossession, wealth
transfer, and abuse of power are practices directly related to the histori-
cal context and foundational practices of the Republic. While conveying
locally influential, at the same time structural, problems to the authori-
ties through individuals, ordinary citizens refer to the set of definitions
and acceptability outlined by the new regime. In another unsigned de-
nunciation letter written from Eskisehir, the following is said about Emin
Sazak:

Emin Sazak has a tainted past. He was friends with Kara Kemal
and engaged in many schemes. He acquired the land in his posses-

sion by coercing the land registry officer and threatening the

41 Mehmet Polater, “Turkish state formation and the distribution of the Armenian abandoned
properties from the Ottoman Empire to the Republic of Turkey (1915-1930),” (Masters
thesis, Ko¢ University, 2009), 117, https://tez.yok.gov.tr /UlusalTezMerkezi/tezSorguSo-

nucYeni.jsp.
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owners with death. He forcibly entered the homes of Armenians,
seized the abandoned property that was supposed to go to the
government, and oppressed the villagers in Beylikahir with knives

and sticks, for your information."42

Bekir Akgilines and Hac1 Mustafa from the village of Caputcu in Seyhan,
Adana, describe the abuse of power by the candidate Omer Bicer with

these words:

Omer Bicer, taking advantage of his status as a member of parlia-
ment, has annexed the pastures, fields, and roads of three villages
into his own garden.” In another letter from Adana, a mother and
her children report the following about Fahri Ugurlu: “He has en-
croached on the land of the ignorant people, thereby expanding

his own fields. He himself is one of these poor people.

Citizen denunciations that do not seek a direct personal outcome or ben-
efit can be analyzed within the framework of the regime's "citizenship
duties" (vatadanslik vazifesi), which are articulated across various as-
pects of life, including education, political discourse, and civic values. In
the early Republican context and elsewhere, denunciation can also serve
as a tool for justice. In all communities, some citizens apply public accu-
sation to fix unjust practices or secure the greater interests of the com-
munity they belong to. The justice functions and motivations of the let-
ters can be called a “subaltern” method in speaking the truth to the power
holders in the context described as reporting dispossession, abuse of
power, and violent actions. Into this category fell early Republican “whis-
tleblowing” or reporting denunciations in which subordinates in political
elites exposed wrongdoing, abuse by superiors, and “abuse of power”
that ordinary people from the peripheries wrote against local politicians

who mistreated them.

42 BCA.01/344.1140.4., February 25,1939.

83



ISIL KARACAN

The denunciation letters are never written free flowing from the
time. First and most importantly, they are letters written to be sent to the
political authority; therefore, each argumentation carries a symbol from
its political climate and discourse. In the early Republican era, citizens
denounced the politicians who gained the “hatred of the people” or “an
enemy of the people” because power abusers of the nation had a recent
social origin with the new era started by Inonii and his election propa-
ganda. They denounced “names” (candidates) because candidates were
responsible for dispossession, abuse of power, and approbation. These
actions were also structurally condemned in line with Inénii’s first direc-

tion of a new era of politics.

§ 3.4 Denunciation Letters on Illiteracy and Nepotism

We know that election days are when a nation's political maturity is
tested. Those who love the revolution protect it, and the party that pro-
tects it is the Republican People's Party. This revolution belongs to the
cadre of the revolutionary party. And the RPP bears the responsibility for
the revolution. The history of the RPP is filled with great national victo-
ries.*3

During the RPP’s election campaign, numerous pieces of propa-
ganda content were produced that emphasized the importance of partic-
ipating in the elections, similar to the one above. In all of the contents, the
RPP was described as the sole owner of the current regime and the force
that would carry it forward, frequently mentioning how the newly
formed cadre, a new era for RPP since Atatiirk's death, would advance it
with exceptional and revolutionary qualities. On the day the elections
took place, Necmeddin Sadak highlighted the change in the profiles of the
candidates and the new political climate it would bring in the Aksam

newspaper:

43 Tiirksozii, March 23,1939.
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[...] In this era of crisis the world is experiencing, not only is there
a valuable state program capable of bringing relief to hearts, but
the candidate list as well, in terms of its selection, preparation,
and nature, represents the first significant step towards the broad
development of democracy and populist principles.[...] When we
look at the candidate list, it is immediately apparent that we are
facing a great change. One-quarter of the renewed assembly has
been chosen from active elements within the party organization
who have extensive contact with the public and have worked on
public affairs. This holds great significance for the future. The Re-
public of Turkey is determined to live as a form of national sover-
eignty administration, far from political and social discord that
would corrode the nation's structure, and free from the conflicts
of democracies that prioritize opposing party interests over the

country's peace and tranquility.44

When inonii's speech in Kastamonu on December 6th is recalled, the ed-
ucational profiles of the candidates and the relationship they are ex-
pected to establish with the party will be more clearly understood. inénii
made his first political speech during this trip after being elected presi-
dent. In this speech, he emphasized that he would not allow party mem-
bership to be used for personal gain.*5 At that time, Inénii was concerned
with sending a message that he would take significant measures against
the rumors and allegations that party members were receiving special
benefits.46 Another of inonii's influential speeches, delivered at Istanbul
University, also highlighted that the mentality of viewing parliamentary
membership as the highest step and rank of civil service would be
changed, and genuinely skilled individuals who had been trained and

served the party would be given opportunities.#” Asim Us, one of the

44 “Tlirkiye’de Milli Hakimiyet Mefthumu,” Aksam, March 26, 1939.

45 Cem

il Kogak, Tiirkiye’de millf sef donemi: 1938-1945 : dénemin i¢ ve dis politikasi tizerine bir

arastirma (iletisim, 1996), 153.

46 [bid.

47 Kogak, Tiirkiye’de millf sef donemi, 153.
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politicians of the era, noted the following in his diary towards the end of
1938:
During Ismet Inénii era:

1) The Parliament will be strengthened. From now on, debates
will become livelier. There will be criticisms of ministers. Free-
dom of speech that does not disrupt public security and na-
tional unity will be ensured.

2) A fierce fight against theft and abuses will be initiated.

3) The rule of law will be ensured, and thuggery and bullying will
be eliminated.”48

When comparing the educational levels of the members of the Grand As-
sembly across different terms, it is observed that the profile of deputies
formed after the 1939 elections is significantly more educated.#® Remov-
ing MPs with low educational profiles indicates that the new Republican
leadership preferred to elect more educated MPs. These MPs were be-
lieved to be more competent for demanding legislative tasks in Parlia-
ment, such as drafting and debating laws, reviewing the state budget, and
doing other work requiring expertise typically gained through higher ed-
ucation. This preference aligns with inénii’s objective to improve Parlia-
ment's functioning, which coincides with the formation of the “Independ-
ent Group” — a group of MPs tasked, at least in theory, with scrutinizing
legislation and critiquing government decisions.

In the first elections held in Atatiirk's absence, it was crucial for
Inénii to eliminate his political rivals in order to consolidate his power.
However, continuing the aggressive purge practices from the previous
era would now do more harm than good. Moreover, In6ni did not have
enough supporters to undertake such a purge wave. Therefore, he aimed
to initiate a period of reconciliation with Atatiirk's former opponents to
garner mass support. In this regard, immediately after being elected

president, he organized his entire election campaign around a political

48 Asim Us, Hatira Notlar1 (1930 dan 1950 yilina kadar, Atatiirk ve ismet inénii devirlerine ait
se¢me fikralar), (Vakit Matbasi, 1966), 330.
49 Cemil Kogak, Tiirkiye’de milli sef donemi cilt I, 4o0.
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line that promised a change in the party's approach, a closing of the dis-
tance from the public, and representation by moral and educated individ-
uals. Taking all the above into account, this section’s denunciation letters
highlight that ordinary people from provincial spheres were able to take
advantage of the leadership’s agenda and priorities at the time - fighting
against corruption and nepotism, eliminating rivals, and constructing a
new era’s legitimacy - in order to further their own benefits. A citizen
from Kastamonu makes the following remarks about one of the candi-

dates:

Itis evident that neither are they concerned with the affairs of the
country, nor do they approach people with the humility and dig-
nity of a deputy. It is clear that the deputies work more for them-
selves. The only wish of himself and his fellow citizens is for can-
didates to be those who are genuinely interested in their electoral

districts and have earned the party's approval in this regard.>0

In this letter, we find a direct argument supporting the emphasis that Is-
met Inénii placed immediately after being elected president, particularly
on “serving for the nation” and preventing the party from being used as
a steppingstone for personal ambitions. In another letter from Eskisehir,
the reasons for Kamil Kaplanl not being a good candidate are explained

as follows:

Today, those who have a say on Eskisehir's fate have become
wealthy due to the positions granted to them by the past and have
gained their competence from these positions. Kamil Kaplanh
sometimes acts so boldly that he does not even recognize govern-
ment authority. Besides not having any education at all, he is also

very fond of alcohol.51

50 BCA.01/344.1140.4., February 12, 1939.
51 Ibid, March 17, 1939.

87



ISIL KARACAN

If candidates “lack” the necessary qualifications to perform a task, this

situation is often accompanied by the issue of nepotism, where their cur-

rent political positions are acquired through friendships with influential

people and their support in the denunciation letters of the people. An ex-

ample of this situation is provided by a letter written by A. Aksoy, a vet-

eran of the War of Independence from Istanbul:

A drunkard and alcoholic named Naci Ali Morali, who has no con-
nection with our country other than being the brother-in-law of
Salah Cimcoz, the husband of an Egyptian princess and a member
of parliament from Istanbul, has, with one move, been appointed
chairman of the RPP Kadikdy administrative committee. With a
second move, a member of the Istanbul City Council. Now he is
applying for parliament, and as someone who shed blood and lost
an arm for this country in the War of Independence, it is impossi-
ble for people like me not to feel sorrow when we see and hear

these things.>2

Regarding Hayrettin Kara, a former deputy from Balikesir who is running

for re-election in the 6th term parliament, Nail Artik and Saadettin Uz-

giden from the same province say:

He has no qualities, education, manners, or service. He is an en-
emy of the country who aided the enemy when the country was
under enemy occupation. We wrote this letter encouraged by the
speeches of the National Chief at the university. We request that
those who will become deputies be genuinely asked to the public
at least once. [...] The country must be saved from this man, and
people like him should not be given parliamentary seats. We hope
that our appeals will be conveyed to the National Chief through

the conscientious effort of the General Secretary.>3

52 [bid, February 10, 1939.
53 Ibid, March 7, 1939.
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Regarding the same deputy, a decision on legislative immunity was made
in the Official Gazette on June 14, 1935.>* There is a lawsuit against Deputy
Hayrettin Kara, and due to this lawsuit, there was a move to lift his legis-
lative immunity. However, since the relevant accusations did not cause
the loss of his deputy status, it was decided to postpone the trial until the
end of his parliamentary term. Based on the available documents, it is not
possible to claim that this deputy has good relations with the public.
However, it is also quite difficult to determine the motivations of the au-
thors fully. One of the most important analyses that can be made is that
the complaints about deputies who were not satisfactory or whose
change was requested for various reasons are constructed using argu-
ments that the regime has carefully emphasized since the beginning of
the general elections. In these letters, it is possible to observe the instru-
mentalization of the intended reforms, both those promoted by the re-
gime and those condemned by it, aligning with the party's new under-
standing. In a letter written by a citizen named A. Selguk from Izmir about
a former deputy from Izmir and a possible candidate for the 6th term

parliament, we see the following:

Armenian lhsan Onnik was once the most intimate servant and
most loyal informant of Governor Rahmi Bey in [zmir, and with his
help, he became the director of agriculture and then a deputy from
[zmir. During the armistice, he fled to America like his master and
stayed there for twenty years. Six months ago, this two-faced man
returned to the country, somehow met with Bay Faik Kurtoglu,
and immediately became a consultant with a high salary. This
charlatan and failed deputy, who is actually a simple agriculturist,
had his salary secretly increased to 400 liras within a few months,

and it is said that he was also promised a deputy position and an

54 Official Gazette, Balikesir mebusu Hayrettin Karanin tesrii masuniyeti hakkinda, Number:
3039, Ankara, 27 June

1935,https://wwws.tbmm.gov.tr/tutanaklar/KANUNLAR KARARLAR /kanuntbmmco15

/karartbmmco15/karartbmmco500893.pdf (accessed 23.05.2024).
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undersecretary position. [...] It is known that he claimed he would
become a deputy and that this was told to him by Stikrii Kaya, and
if he did not become a deputy, he would return to his family in

America.5s

The reappearance of Onnik in the archives through this letter is signifi-
cantin itself. The important point here is that the personal narratives and
storytelling preferences, as explained extensively in previous parts of the
thesis, contain power hierarchies internally. This provides a crucial ex-
ample of why it is misleading to evaluate the “subalterns” in a linear man-
ner or to categorize them within "weapons of the weak" analyses, regard-
less of position and context. Ihsan Onnik was an Armenian citizen who
served as a deputy of izmir in the Committee of Union and Progress gov-
ernment in 1914 and later requested permission for the transfer of his
family and relatives to Istanbul. Although this permission was granted,
his relatives were settled in [Deyr-i] Zor.>¢ After his family and relatives
were sent to Syria, they repeatedly demanded the amount of money due
for their properties from the government.>? Some of Onnik's near or dis-
tant relatives remaining within the country's borders were exiled to var-
ious cities.>8 One of these telegrams stated that the exiled Torosyan family
from Izmir was not closely related to Ihsan Efendi.>® The narrative that
his election as agriculture director was entirely due to personal relations
is a distorted point. ihsan Onnik had significant works in the field of ag-
riculture, which were published by the state.®®

The concept that power flows through linguistic discourses that

establish "regimes of truth" instead of solely existing within established

55 BCA.01/344.1140.4., February 18, 1939.
56 Taner Akcam, Killing Orders: Talat Pasha’s Telegrams and the Armenian Genocide, (Springer,

2018), 132.
57 BOA. Dahiliye Nezareti Emniyet-i Umumiye Ikinci Sube Evraki (DH.EUM.2.Sb); 11/64, 1333

Hi9.

58 BOA. Dahiliye Nezareti Sifre Kalemi Evraki (DH. SFR); 301/56, 1333 H26.
59 BOA. DH. EUM. 2. Sb; 74/60, 1335 H17.
60 BOA. Dahiliye Nezareti Mektubi Kalemi (DH. MKT); 1206/54, 1333 H 04.
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social structures can offer new perspectives. The letter, written by a citi-
zen about Onnik, illustrates how truth can be distorted in many ways. It
is possible to observe that groups we traditionally categorize as power-
less or subaltern create their own power relations using the codes of the
dominant. If we only had this author's denunciation letter, fhsan Onnik
would be recorded in the archives as a figure who "betrayed"” his home-
land and then "fled" to America. However, when we consider other his-
torical documents and turning points, lhsan Onnik was not someone who
fled his escape from his country but someone who was forced to leave.
His work in the field of agricultural studies is not inadequate as reported,
but, on the contrary, quite comprehensive. Considering this document,
the only thing we can say about the truth is that many of the tactics used
by ordinary people to gain advantage are not much beyond the narratives
previously constructed by the dominant meta history.

Once again, it is important to state that the self is both the subject
of and subject to power and hegemony through daily and discursive prac-
tices. The subjectivity, affection, and memory are all central to the notion
that the personal one has a history and that history is interconnected to
broader schemes. The capability of people in the past to resist, bargain,
or negotiate with the dominant powers also constitutes their cultural,
historical, and political world.®* The period and context in which com-
plaint letters were written are explained by Sevket Siireyya Aydemir as

follows:

When Ismet Inénii took over the party presidency, the words he
expressed in Kastamonu were pure idealism. The atmosphere of
a party that, despite having some idealistic leaders, never became
a people's organization always remained a superficial voting
mechanism in elections, and at certain times, even inonii himself
had to fight against the vested interests of some members. These

words do not reflect a reality that corresponds to any of inénii's

61 Penny Summerfield, Histories of the Self: Personal Narratives and Historical Practice (Lon
don; New York: Routledge/Taylor & Francis Group, 2019), 9.
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statements. However, this first party speech of inénii after his
presidency aroused some hopes among certain young and ideal-
istic circles who were uneasy about the actual situation of the

party described above, that inénii would fundamentally direct the

party affairs and try to bring a different atmosphere to it.”62

Immediately after the completion of the elections, Ismet inénii evaluated

the newly elected deputies as follows:

While presenting your high votes for the definite nominees, we
believe that we have been able to gather the maximum apprecia-
tion and trust of our nation in the deputies who will govern the
fate of the country for four years. [..] It will be a debt for us to
openly account for our actions to you, which we have never lost
sight of.63

None of the individuals targeted in the denunciation letters as parliamen-
tary candidates in this section were elected in the 1939 General Elections
held across 62 provinces.®* It is quite difficult to determine whether the
letters and complaints of the citizens or the political competition within
the party were more effective in this regard. The most significant point to
note is that several key themes emphasized by Inonii are clearly reflected
in the denunciation letters. First, the political direction he outlined at the
extraordinary congress following his election as president, which
marked a shift toward a new era where the party would no longer serve
personal interests, resonates strongly. Second, his emphasis on active
participation in governance—particularly articulated in his speech at Is-
tanbul University—finds echoes in the language and tone of many letters.
Finally, core Republican ideals such as the importance of fulfilling citizen-

ship duties and valuing education, both central constructs of citizenship

62 Sevket Siireyya Aydemir, “Ikinci Adam (Ismet Inénii) [kinci Cilt 1938-1950,” (Remzi Kitapevi,
1993), p 36-36.

63 Milli Sefin Beyannamesi, Vakit, March 25, 1939

64 Sevket Siireyya Aydemir, Ikinci Adam, p 46.
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in the early Republic, are repeatedly invoked by the letter writers. They
provide an in-depth and personalized insight into the citizens’ perception
of the RPP and the first era without the presence of Atatiirk.

Fundamentally, the letters were part of the complex relations be-
tween local politics. Broader discourses of the regime and constructive
pillars of the Republic. The archives address the notion of “citizen-duty-
denunciations” and also occupy a significant place in line with the new
citizenship curriculum articulated by the state for mass education and
media circulations on the importance of engaging with politics through
voting. A total of 464 letters of denunciation were written against candi-
dates labeled as enemies of the people. An additional 30 letters targeted
illiterate candidates and included accusations of nepotism, while the re-
mainder denounced abuses of power. This volume of letters suggests that
certain segments of society were not immune to the regime’s newly prop-
agated discourses of renewal, national unity, and anti-corruption.6>

The discourses regarding the moral values expected from MP can-
didates suggest that the letters were written out of a genuine sense of
identification or instrumentalization with the state’s approach to politics.
This thesis approaches denunciation letters as negotiated political crafts
produced within specific historical and literary contexts and suggests
that most of the letters were selected from an array of discursive sources
- the RPP jargon they were mimicking, the moralistic discourse of news-
papers and intellectuals, and certain speeches of the politicians. The au-
thors were quick and talented enough to use the regime’s catchwords to
blame the MP candidates, as was the case in the Soviet Union, where ac-
cusations such as kulak and Trotskyist were extensively used.®® On the
other hand, evaluating these sources as the direct or alternative ad-
dresses of the truth can only lead to misinterpretation. Rather, it is wiser
to approach them to understand the positionality of the ordinary people

in a political event and their extent and way of participating in it.

65 Alexandros Lamprou, Nation-Building in Modern Turkey: The “People’s Houses”, the State and
the Citizen (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015), 150.
66 Fitzpatrick, “Signals from Below.”
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The letters of denunciation analyzed in this section likely reflect
the ideological effects and hegemonic assumptions of the newly found
Republic on particular topics of non-Muslim communities and loyalty to
the state, as analyzed in some of the letters. Therefore, it is important to
refrain from a lens that totalizes the “below of the society” as uniform and
homogenous and assigns all social history to a subaltern character,; better
to explore power asymmetries within social stratifications - citizens.

The people who wrote these denunciation letters stood to gain a
variety of benefits, both tangible and symbolic. On one level, they were
seeking to influence the outcome of the 1939 elections by eliminating can-
didates they viewed as unfit for parliamentary office. In many cases,
these efforts served personal or communal interests, particularly in rural
or provincial areas where political rivalries were often local and intense.
Denouncing a local elite or bureaucrat accused of corruption or abuse of
power could help the writer secure better representation or remove an
adversary from a position of influence. Beyond material gains, however,
many letter-writers seemed motivated by a genuine sense of Republican
morality. They expressed deep concern for values such as loyalty, educa-
tion, and public service—values that were carefully promoted by the re-
gime through education, media, and civic discourse. For some citizens,
writing these letters was a way to perform their “citizenship duty,” a form
of self-identification with the ideals of the Republic and a means of par-
ticipating—however indirectly—in the political process.

Motivations behind the letters were complex and multifaceted. While
some authors clearly sought to advance their own position or settle local
disputes, others appeared sincerely committed to the ideals of the state.
The rhetoric of the letters frequently mirrored the discourses of RPP
propaganda, inénii’s public speeches, and the broader moral vocabulary
of the early Republican regime. This suggests a strategic use of the dom-
inant language of power in order to be legible and persuasive to state au-
thorities. Writers instrumentalized the anxieties of the regime—particu-
larly around loyalty, national unity, and moral decay—to draw attention
to their claims. At the same time, some letters presented no direct re-

quest or personal interest, instead advocating for justice in the name of
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the people and the Republic. In this sense, the act of denunciation served
both as a tool of political engagement and as a negotiated expression of
civic identity.

As for whether these letters received responses, there is no evi-
dence in the archive of systematic replies or formal acknowledgment ad-
dressed to the writers. However, indirect forms of responsiveness are ob-
servable. None of the individuals targeted in the denunciation letters
appear to have been elected to parliament in the 1939 general elections
held across 62 provinces. While it is difficult to determine the exact
weight of these letters in candidate selection, their alignment with the
regime’s reformist and moralizing discourse—particularly inénii’s em-
phasis on education, anti-corruption, and national unity—suggests that
they were at least taken into consideration by party decision-makers. The
lack of direct correspondence, however, implies that the function of these
letters was more about informing internal party mechanisms rather than

initiating formal state actions or dialogues with citizens.
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Heterotopia of the Self: 1938 Dersim and the Letters of
the Locals?

In the state of siege, time becomes space
Transfixed in its eternity

In the state of siege, space becomes time
That has missed its yesterday and its

tomorrow

- Mahmoud Darwish, State of Siege’

he term heterotopia was originally a medical one, referring to a par-
T ticular tissue of the body that develops in a different place, not in a
dangerous sense. It is solely misplaced. From its medical and Greek roots,
Foucault reconstructs the term in explaining space and time as funda-

mentally “other,” a place lying outside of everything and still

1 The Alevi/Kurdish community from Dersim uses the word Tertele, a Kurdish word in
Kurmanci. The word refers to depredation and physical destruction. In the political context,
the word Tertele has become more common in recent years.

2 Lucy A. Perry, “The Poetics of Dispossession in Mahmoud Darwish’s ‘Exile,” Journal of Pales
tine Studies 49, no. 4 (2020): 91-108, https://doi.org/10.1525/jps.2020.49.4.91.
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recognizable.? From its medical and Greek roots, Foucault reconstructs
the term in explaining space and time as fundamentally “other;,” a place
lying outside of everything and still recognizable.# The concept essen-
tially reflects and addresses our complex relationship and perception of
space and time, representing the time disruption and intervention. In this
chapter of the thesis, letters from the exiled Dersim Community will be
analyzed in the context of the Tertele to which they were exposed in
1938.> The community refers to these events as the Tertele, a term rooted

»n «

in the local vernacular of Dersim, evoking meanings of “massacre,” “scat-
tering,” or “annihilation.” Rather than adopting the official designation
“Tunceli Operation,” Dersimlis use Tertele to name the profound rupture
caused by the 1937-1938 military campaign. This naming serves as a form
of counter-memory, expressing collective trauma and resisting the sani-
tized terminology of the official narrative. It encapsulates the forced dis-
placements, and the violent dismantling of the community’s social and
cultural fabric.

The “mixed experience” of the resettled individuals, marked by
feelings of absence and dislocation, will be addressed through their self-
narrations, letters, and grievances. The primary source for the analysis in
this chapter is Dersimlilerden Mektuplar, a published volume of letters
addressed to Necmeddin Sahir Silan, who served as the Tunceli Member
of Parliament during the early post-Tertele years.6 The book compiles pe-
titions and personal appeals sent by members of the Dersim community
between 1943 and 1948, as they sought to return to their confiscated
lands, reclaim property, or simply make their suffering visible to state au-

thorities. These letters are of particular importance because, despite

5 Bedriye Poyraz, “‘Cesaret Et Hatirla!: Dersim 1938 Tertelesi,” Ankara Universitesi SBF Dergisi
68, no. 03 (2013): 03, https://doi.org/10.1501/SBFder_0000002287.

6 Tuba Akekmekgi and Muazzez Pervan, Dersimlilerden mektuplar, (1941-1953) (Tarih Vakfi
Yurt Yayinlari, 2012).
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thorough searches conducted in official Turkish state archives, no com-
parable collection of correspondence from Dersim exiles could be lo-
cated, highlighting both the silences of the state archive and the para-ar-
chival status of this personal collection. In total, 150 letters were
examined and systematically categorized into thematic clusters based on
key concerns such as dispossession, return, administrative violence, and
intergenerational loss.

The chapter unfolds by first introducing the historical and admin-
istrative context of the 1938 military operation and the resettlement re-
gime that followed. It then moves into a close reading of selected letters
across thematic sections, exploring how dispossession was articulated in
legal and affective registers; how return was framed not only as a demand
but as a reassertion of citizenship; and how community members navi-
gated the ambiguous boundary between protest and pleading. The final
section reflects on the broader significance of these letters as a repository
of subaltern memory, counter-narration, and bureaucratic engagement,
underscoring their value both as historical evidence and as political tes-
timony.

There are many significant works on Dersim, analyzing it from di-
verse angles in sociology, anthropology, geography, and history. One of
the earliest and most influential contributions comes from Ismail Besikgi,
whose study of the 1935 Tunceli Act offers a detailed dissection of the
state’s preparatory discourse. Besikci examines internal reports and le-
gal frameworks to argue that the aim was not mere integration, but the
physical and political liquidation of the Dersim population. Ugur Umit
Ungor similarly frames the events in Dersim within a broader trajectory
of ethnic homogenization, stretching from the CUP era into the Republi-
can period.

Taha Baran’s analysis of newspaper discourse uncovers the con-
tours of censorship and media framing around the Dersim events, while
Cemil Kogak’s research on the Inspectorates-General sheds light on the
extraordinary legal-administrative apparatus created for governing
Kurdish regions. Murat S. Devres’s dissertation interprets the governance

of Dersim between 1927 and 1952 as an internal colonial project, utilizing
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the notion of a “mission civilisatrice” and engaging deeply with private
archival material from Necmeddin Sahir Silan. The oral history collec-
tions gathered by Biilent Bilmez, Stikrii Aslan, and Giilay Kayacan make
vital contributions to understanding intergenerational memory and the
affective legacies of the Tertele, as remembered by the descendants of
survivors.”

Cevat Dargin’s recent work introduces a spatial and cartographic
lens, focusing on what he calls “anticipatory geographies of violence.”®
Dargin traces how Dersim was imagined as a “nonstate space” that
needed to be flattened and incorporated into the homogeneous national
territory. He explores how state actors employed mapping, military infra-
structure, and aerial technologies to render the region legible and gov-
ernable. His work powerfully situates the 1937-38 operations within a
long-term process of territorial state-making that began with the Tan-
zimat reforms and continued through Ottoman and Republican regimes.
Murat Yiiksel’s doctoral research on internal displacement and social en-
gineering focusing on Dersim offers further insight into the mechanics of
forced mobility, emphasizing how these policies were instrumental in re-
structuring social and political life in Dersim.? Zeynep Tiirkyilmaz’s work
on gender, surveillance, and civilizational discourse highlights the disci-
plinary technologies that accompanied physical violence, while Veli
Yadirgi explores the economic dimensions of state policies, analyzing the

political economy of underdevelopment and uneven infrastructural

7 Murat Devres, Dersim as an Internal Colony: The Turkish Civilizing Mission (1927-1952) (Lex

ington Books, 2024); Blilent Bilmez et al., Belleklerdeki Dersim "38 (Tarih Vakfi Yurt Yayinlari,

2015).

8 Cevat Dargin, “Anticipatory Historical Geographies of Violence: Imagining, Mapping, and In

tegrating Dersim into the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish State, 1866-1939,” Journal of His

torical Geography 81 (July 2023): 162-78, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhg.2023.06.010.

9 Murat Yiiksel, Forced Migration and the Politics of Internal Displacement in the Making of Mod

ern Turkey: The Case of Dersim, 1937-1947 (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2008), 263 pp.

(Yiikksekogretim Kurulu Ulusal Tez Merkezi, Tez No. 400497) sus-
sex.figshare.com+6tez.yok.gov.tr+6scholar.google.com+6
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investment.1? Each of these scholars has enriched the understanding of
the logics that have historically defined Dersim as a space to be con-
trolled, transformed, and assimilated.

Rather than portraying Dersim solely through narratives of rebel-
lion or state necessity, this body of literature makes clear that civiliza-
tional discourse, environmental othering, and infrastructural interven-
tion preceded and shaped the 1937-38 military operations. The
perception of Dersim as an inaccessible, backward, and deviant space
was not simply reactive to resistance, but part of a deeper political and
symbolic project. The transformation of Dersim into “Tunceli” was as
much about creating a legible and governable territorial order as it was
about demographic control. Importantly, much of the scholarship under-
scores that the targeting of Dersim cannot be separated from its geo-
graphic, religious, and cultural distinctiveness, its mountainous terrain,
Alevi belief system, and semi-autonomous tribal structures.

This thesis engages with and builds upon these contributions by
shifting the lens to the voices of those directly affected by the post-1938
transformations. Drawing on a collection of 150 letters addressed to Nec-
meddin Sahir Silan, letters that are not available in official archives but
preserved in a published volume, the project conducts a thematic analy-
sis of the demands, grievances, and rhetorical strategies of the displaced
Dersim community. These letters, written between 1943 and 1948, illumi-
nate how individuals framed their dispossession, appealed for return,
and navigated a complex landscape of bureaucratic and emotional nego-
tiation. By focusing on self-narrated appeals that circulated through a
para-archival channel, this work traces how displaced Dersimlis sought
to make themselves legible to the very state that had uprooted them, uti-
lizing the moral and legal idioms of republican citizenship, even as they
remained marked as internal outsiders.

During the early Republican era, particularly from the late 1920s

to the late 1940s, a wide array of reports, memoranda, and analyses were

10 Zeynep Turkyilmaz, “Maternal Colonialism and Turkish Woman'’s Burden in Dersim: Edu
cating the ‘Mountain Flowers’ of Dersim,” Journal of Women'’s History (Baltimore) 28, no. 3
(2016): 162-86, https://doi.org/10.1353 /jowh.2016.0029.
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produced by Turkish state officials and bureaucrats concerning Dersim.
These texts frequently reproduced entrenched Orientalist and racialized
imaginaries, portraying the region and its inhabitants as inherently re-
bellious, deviant, or resistant to modernity. While existing scholarship
has examined these documents for the ways they legitimized large-scale
military intervention, demographic engineering, and administrative ex-
ceptionalism, this thesis revisits them as sites of memory production. Ra-
ther than interpreting these reports as neutral instruments of state ra-
tionality, it approaches them as tools that actively constructed official
memory, narrating Dersim and its population as disorderly, static, and
unassimilable in order to justify policies of displacement and erasure.

It is important to note that the category of “resistance,” as deployed in
state discourse and in some early historiography, has often functioned to
frame the disproportionate use of violence as a necessary response. The
labeling of events in Dersim as a “rebellion” or “uprising” served not only
to obscure the asymmetry between state and society, but also to pre-
emptively mark the population as insurgent. Recent scholarly contribu-
tions have critically interrogated this framing, showing how the dis-
course of rebellion was a central ideological apparatus of Turkish state-
craft, especially in relation to Kurdish and Alevi communities. Building
on these insights, this thesis engages with such documents not as mere
reflections of historical events but as performances of state power that
shaped the very conditions of intelligibility for what could be remem-
bered, recorded, or punished.

To widen the frame of analysis beyond internal state mechanisms,
this thesis also incorporates contemporaneous newspaper accounts,
both domestic and international, which contributed to the circulation
and consolidation of state narratives about Dersim. These media sources
are examined not only for what they reveal, but for how they reflect the
mediated construction of Dersim as a problem-space in need of disci-
pline. In addition, the letter attributed to Seyid Riza and addressed to the
League of Nations is analyzed not simply as a historical appeal for justice,

but as a meaningful act of transnational memory-making. It exemplifies
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how figures associated with Dersim mobilized alternative channels to
record, narrate, and globalize their experiences of injustice.

In this context, the return of history occupies an important place in
providing “counter-memory” as a form of contestation. The return to his-
tory is not only a practice that people “re/find” historical “facts” and
“truths” or new evidence to rethink the past for today’s reparations. It
also includes historical memories - those that were silenced but never
left the self — are engaged in non-hegemonic tellings and histories. Fur-
thermore, the theoretical approach to the return of history, in this case,
not only aims to provide an alternative and witness-based view of the
past but also subvert it. In this regard, survivors' letters will be used to
illuminate a glimpse of the struggle; the memory attached to the return
of history is a way of a counter non-hegemonic notion since it resists the
official historiography and openly exposes the covered suffering of the
individuals.

These authors’ letters evolved around certain requests and de-
mands often expressed with urgency as a result of intense persecution,
mass deportation, systemic attacks, and dispossession. Right after the vi-
olence and forced relocations, these letters provide a very direct re-
sponse to the victims of oppression. Throughout these letters, the au-
thors consistently describe themselves as peaceful, law-abiding citizens
with no involvement in rebellion or unrest. They emphasize their loyalty
to the state and their suffering as innocent victims of policies they did not
provoke. The letters repeatedly underscore that they and their families
were not part of any armed resistance and were targeted despite their
non-involvement. This self-representation appears across different re-
quests, whether for the return of confiscated land, permission to resettle
in their home villages, or the correction of administrative records. In do-
ing so, the authors not only recount the material consequences of vio-
lence but also assert their status as rightful members of the national pol-
ity who had been unjustly punished.

Far from being abstract or symbolic, these letters provide con-
crete details of loss and appeal to legal norms, moral principles, and hu-

manitarian concerns. They constitute a crucial body of documentation
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that reveals how survivors of the Dersim operations understood them-
selves and their experience, as non-rebellious, wronged citizens seeking
redress. This body of correspondence thus stands as a vital historical rec-
ord of the human consequences of displacement, as well as a collective
expression of a community’s effort to reestablish its connection to land,
belonging, and recognition in the aftermath of violent rupture.

But how are the letters of Tertele victims different from other self-
narrated forms of interaction with the government? Do they occupy any
significant place compared to other forms that were discussed in this the-
sis? This chapter is both distinct and important in the sense that the au-
thors of these letters were exposed to violence and displacement. There-
fore, these letters allow us to recognize what can be described as a dual
regime of citizenship within the Turkish Republic, one that, while legally
extending citizenship to all, in practice differentiated between groups
based on their ethnic and regional identities. The grievances articulated
in these documents make visible how state policies, access to legal re-
course, land rights, and protection from local abuse were applied une-
venly. This differentiated treatment reveals that citizenship was not ex-
perienced uniformly across the population. In the case of Dersim, citizens
were often subjected to surveillance, displacement, and administrative
exclusion, conditions that sharply contrast with the privileges or protec-
tions extended to other segments of the population. In contrast to other
narratives of "ordinary people" - who represent identities deemed ac-
ceptable by the regime - the authors of these letters were seen as "boil of
the nation,” reflecting the state's policies and practices first-hand.!1

The persecuted were excluded from any political means, as well
as from active participation and representation. As was the case with
Dersim Tertele, the Community started to be marginalized several dec-
ades ago, though they had no tools to resort. This chapter also aims to
locate the letter writing practice of the Tertele survivors embedded in the

longue durée of petition practices in the Republican era to discover the

11 {zzettin Calislar and izzeddin Calislar, Dersim raporu (iletisim, 2010), 231.
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distinct features of this practice for the racialized and attacked commu-

nities.

§ 4.1 The Set of Policies Leading to the 1938 Dersim Incidents
and the Anatomy of the Regime

The operation that took place in Dersim did not happen all of a
sudden. The provinces with a dense Kurdish population had been under
the intense ethnographic and political interest of the CUP since the
1910s.12 The establishment of the first General Directorate of Tribes and
Immigrants (Asair ve Muhacirin Midiriyyet-i Umumiyyesi) actually
marks the initial period when this interest became institutionalized.13
During the transition from the empire to the nation state and the consol-
idation of the new regime, practices of exclusion and violence against cer-
tain groups continued to exist alongside policies of displacement and as-
similation.’* Considering all of the aggressive, monoculturalist, and
ethnoreligious policies implemented by the regime of the early Republic
against the non-Sunni Muslim and non-Turkish populations as spontane-
ously developed and independently progressing practices prevents us
from understanding the most structural reflexes and principles of the
founding ideology. The homogenization policies that had been ongoing
since the Committee of Union and Progress were inherited by the newly
established young Republic and were developed and made an organic
and integral part of the governmentality. In this section, the assessment
of the region from the empire to the nation state up to the path leading to
the Dersim violence and dispossession will be historicized by contextu-
alizing the reports dominated by an Orientalist lens, the established in-

stitutions, the legal regulations implemented, and discourse of politicians

12 Fuat Diindar, Modern Tiirkiye’nin Sifresi: Ittihat ve Terakki’nin Etnisite Miihendisligi (1913-
1918): Ittihat Ve Terakki’nin Etnisite Miihendisligi (1913-1918) (iletisim Yayinlari, 2008).

13 Ugur Umit Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey: Nation and State in Eastern Anatolia, 1913-
1950 (OUP Oxford, 2012), 36.

14 Hans-Lukas Kieser, Talaat Pasha: Father of Modern Turkey, Architect of Genocide (Princeton

University Press, 2020), sec. xii Prologue.
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regarding the regions with a dense Kurdish population and their ap-

proaches specific to Dersim.

§ 4.2 First Report on Dersim during the Republican Era: Civil
Inspector Hamdi Bey’s Report

The report written in 1926 by Hamdi Bey, an Inspector of Civil Ad-
ministration, in accordance with the orders of the Ministry of the Interior,
begins as follows: "Dersim is increasingly becoming Kurdish, becoming
abandoned, the danger is growing."1> This report is included in the edited
volume “Dersim Raporlari,” compiled by Faik Bulut.t® It is produced dur-
ing a period of heightened concern over state control in the eastern prov-
inces, reflects a particular bureaucratic perspective. The report was in-
cluded in the classified documentation of the period and has since been
cited in various historical and sociological works analyzing early Repub-
lican policies toward Kurdish-majority regions. Hamdi Bey continues the

report as follows:

The Dersim is a tumor for the Republic. It is a sacred duty in the
name of the country's welfare to perform a decisive operation on
this tumor and to prevent its probable spread. [..] Opening
schools, building roads, establishing factories to provide the
means of prosperity, assisting them with various industrial and
practical tasks to engage them; in short, working towards im-
provement through settlement and civilization is nothing but an

impossible dream.”1”

Therefore, he proposes a state of definitive rupture and deportation:

15 Calislar and Calislar, Dersim raporu, 231.
16 Faik Bulut, Dersim raporlari: inceleme : genisletilmis basim (Evrensel Basim Yayin, 2009).
17 Ibid, p.232.
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It would be wise foresight to resolve the Dersim issue, which can-
not tolerate further delay or postponement, as soon as possible. It
is necessary to prevent the Dersim uprising, which I strongly be-

lieve will erupt sooner or later, in the following manner.18

While the language of the report is shaped by the security-oriented , it
also contributes to the broader understanding of how internal assess-
ments influenced state planning in the lead-up to the structural reforms
and exceptional governance policies later applied to the region. Viewed
within its historical context, the report serves as a primary source that
helps scholars trace the evolution of state approaches to regional integra-

tion and public order in early Republican Turkey.

§ 4.3 Governor Cemal Bardakg1’s Report: Violence will not
end anything!

While serving as the governor of Diyarbakir, Cemal Bardakei also
prepared a report on Dersim in 1926, which constitutes the second of the
works written about the region. Cemal Bardak¢1 was one of the bureau-
crats who approached the region more moderately, believing that a mili-
tary operation would be both costly and unable to solve the “problems”
fully. According to Bardakei, the people of the region had already been
subjected to continuous violence throughout history and did not deserve
such treatment again. In his report, Governor Cemal made the following

suggestions:

It is possible to isolate and reform Dersim without using armed
force; for this, it is necessary to eliminate distrust and insecurity
towards the government and convince them of the government's

benevolent intentions and purposes.!?

p-235.

107



THE CONTESTED MAKING OF MODERN TURKEY IN PEOPLE’S
WORDS
The governor proposed resolving the “problems” related to Dersim
through negotiation and dialogue and emphasized the importance of in-
forming the other party about the process. Additionally, he aimed to ab-
sorb tension dynamics by relocating the particularly dangerous tribal
leaders, including Seyid Riza, whom the regime deemed particularly dan-
gerous, to empty lands in Elaziz. He expresses this part in the report as
follows: “Including Seyid Riza, I persuaded many of the chiefs and nota-

bles to relocate to Elaziz.”20

§ 4.4 Establishment of the Inspectorate-Generals

The General Inspectorates are one of the institutions that the state
particularly refrained from sharing much information and details about
their development. These inspectorates functioned almost as a parallel
administration and surveillance tool in the regions in which they were
established, existing at almost every phase of the single-party period and
continually expanding in their extraordinary legal capacity. The first Gen-
eral Inspectorate during the single-party period was established on June
25,1927, centered in Diyarbakir, covering cities with a high population of
Kurds as a counter insurgency method to the Sheikh Said Rebellion. It
managed the settlement of these areas, collected ethnographic infor-
mation, and wrote reports, much like the French settler-colonial “les bu-
reaux Arabes” or the “Arab Offices” in Algeria, to gather demographic in-
formation and create a knowledge base on modes of living. What makes
the General Inspectorate system comparable to the French bureaux Ara-
bes in Algeria is not only its exceptional administrative authority over
specific regions, but also its ethnographic orientation. Like the “bureaux
Arabes,” which were designed to gather detailed knowledge of tribal
structures, land use, customs, and local power relations to better manage
and discipline populations, the Turkish Inspectorates were tasked with
producing comprehensive reports on the social, cultural, and demo-

graphic characteristics of Kurdish-majority areas. These reports were

20 [bid, p.236.
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often used to inform securitization policies, including the redrawing of
village boundaries, forced resettlement, and cultural regulation. Both
systems relied on a fusion of civil and military power, maintained hierar-
chical oversight from the center.

After establishing the First Inspectorate-General, Dr. Ibrahim Tali
Ongoren became its first head. He completed his education at the military
medical academy and met Mustafa Kemal during the 1911 Turco-Italian
War. According to British sources, Ongoren had visited Bombay and stud-
ied the “Anglo-Indian administration.”?! The Inspectors held relatively
autonomous maneuverability in decision-making to implement the gen-
eral vision laid out in the Reform Plan of the East. The Fourth Inspector-
General was responsible for the regions, particularly Dersim, the institu-
tion established in 1936. Before the establishment of this institution On-
goren also prepared reports on the region. In the 1930 report written by
the First General Inspector [brahim Tali, he stated that the reform of Der-

sim could only be achieved in two ways:

By cutting off all relations of Dersim with the outside, thus pre-
venting their attacks and trade, forcing the starving people to sur-
render over time, and thereby saving Dersim from evildoers. After
closing all sides thoroughly, gradually tightening the encircle-
ment, immediately removing those caught for their misdeeds

from Dersim and dispersing them.?2

In another report written in 1931, the inspector listed the necessary ac-
tions to be taken in the event of a possible military operation, providing
information about the number of forests, the condition of caves, and the
terrain. He also listed the activities necessary for smoother infrastructure
logistics.?3 Finally, he stated that maintaining the current situation in

Dersim was dangerous and wrote:

21 ngér, The Making of Modern Turkey, 144.
22 Calislar and Calislar, Dersim raporu, 238-39.
23 Bulut, Dersim raporlari, 93.
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Dersim cannot be won over by appeasement. The intervention of
armed forces has a greater impact on the people of Dersim and
constitutes the basis of reform. Dersim should initially be re-
garded as a colony, Kurdishness should be assimilated within the
Turkish community, and only then gradually granted full Turkish
rights.24

Inspectorate Ongoren, later on, was assigned as the head of the Inspec-
torate-General Thrace.25 Over the next month, his official cohort travelled
through the provinces of Kirklareli, Tekirdag, Canakkale, and Edirne, vis-
iting numerous villages and towns along the way before finally returning
to Edirne, the center of the institution. In another report that ibrahim Tali
submitted to Recep Peker, the secretary general of the ruling Republican
People’s Party, he outlined what he termed the “Jewish problem” in
Thrace. Tali claimed that Jews dominated the economic life in the region
by bribing local officials and deceiving villagers. He asserted that they
showed no intention of learning Turkish or embracing Turkish culture
and principles and were inclined to espionage on behalf of Bulgaria.2¢ To
address this situation, Tali recommended ending Jewish economic domi-
nance. His report also highlighted the significant resentment the local
population felt towards Jewish tradesmen and merchants.

It is important to address the political and action-based connec-
tions between institutions, politicians, pogroms, and collective violence
practices. Jews who witnessed the 1934 Jewish Pogrom in Edirne claim
that the position and role of Ibrahim Tali were quite central as the initia-
tor of the events. The American Embassy in Istanbul reported that the
Inspector General was among those who took severe actions to resolve
issues quickly. One such action included the compulsory deportation of

Jews from Thrace.2”

24 Ibid, 251.

25 Stephan Astourian and Raymond Kévorkian, Collective and State Violence in Turkey: The Con
struction of a National Identity from Empire to Nation-State (Berghahn Books, 2020), 237.

26 Ibid, 238.

27 Ibid, 244.
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Significantly, the Republic bureaucrats who carried out acts of vi-
olence in diverse communities were not only present in isolated inci-
dents but also took active roles in planning and managing these actions
like Ibrahim Tali Ongoren. These bureaucrats were not individuals with
inherent propensity for violence. Instead, they were decision-makers
with a political vision, believing that the state's survival depended on
strict homogenization policies. Therefore, they were not individuals
driven by personal feelings of violence towards the local populations and
communities but rather executors of a structural ideology. Consequently,
it would be more accurate to interpret the meticulous "measures" taken
against all the dissidents and non-Turk and non-Muslim citizens from Di-

yarbakir to Edirne, through the foundational lens of the state.

§ 4.5 Reports of Minister of the Interior Siikrii Kaya and

Prime Minister ismet Inonii

More direct and intensive demographic engineering and homoge-
nization policies coincided with the careers of their organizers coming
from the late Ottoman period. To detect this continuity, one can cross-
examine the social engineers from the CUP with those from the RPP ma-
jor political elites and highlight the overlapping political elites who di-
rected and implemented community-targeted violent actions and Turki-
fication policies. It is not accidental that figures such as Mustafa
Abdiilhalik Renda, Mahmud Celal Bayar, KAzim Ozalp, ibrahim Tali On-
goren, Ali Cenani, and particularly Siikri Kaya, are frequently mentioned
in reports and operative documents related to demographic engineering
politics from 1913 to 1950.28

Mustafa Kemal directly approved establishing a special council to
create an extensive report on reforming Eastern Anatolia. This "Reform
Council for the East" was led by Ismet inénii and included prominent mil-
itary officers and government bureaucrats. The individuals tasked with

drafting the policy directives were experienced Young Turk officials,

28 Ingor, The Making of Modern Turkey, 167.
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including former CUP member Siikrii Kaya. The newly formulated Repub-
lican regime heavily relied on the service, experience, vision, and efforts
of the entire cohort of Unionists.??

Returning to Dersim, Kaya detailed the complaints related to Der-
sim and the conflicts among the tribes, stating that the urgent refor-
mation of Dersim was necessary and that any delay would be detrimental
to the state in his report written in 1931. Among the matters Kaya briefly
presented to the state were the collection of weapons, the removal of
tribal chiefs and potential tribal chiefs from the province, and the settle-
ment of landless peasants either locally or through forced relocation.
Kaya noted that the proposed measures would require a military opera-
tion, emphasizing that this operation should not weaken the country's
defense system or place a heavy burden on the state treasury. He sug-
gested that preparations could begin in 1932 and that further details re-
garding the implementation would be provided separately.3? Kaya also
belongs to the group of politicians who think having a military operation
in the region is an infinite “solution” compared to other alternatives.

In the summer of 1935, Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk instructed Prime
Minister Ismet Inénii to conduct an inspection tour of the eastern prov-
inces to assess the progress of nation-building efforts.3! inénii traveled
extensively across the eastern and southeastern regions, evaluating the
impact of the government's population policies. He reported that these
policies were slowly starting to bear fruit. His insights and suggestions
were subsequently integrated into local administration for practical ap-
plication. Specifically, regarding Dersim, inonii's observations were as

follows:

The Turkish villages that once acted as barriers against the Kurds
in Dersim have weakened and dispersed, while the Armenians

have completely withdrawn, leaving the field open to the invasion

29 Umit Kurt, “1923 and the Legacies of Genocide,” History Compass 22, no. 4 (2024): 12800,
https://doi.org/10.1111/hic3.12800.

30 Calislar and Calislar, Dersim raporu, 259-66.

31 Ungor, The Making of Modern Turkey, 160.
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of the Dersim people. We will organize the province of Dersim in
a new manner. A serving corps commander will be appointed as
governor, and active-duty officers in uniform will serve as district
governors. None of the district officials will be locals, and as va-
cancies arise, officers from active-duty positions will be appointed

to secondary posts.3?

Almost all of the points inénii mentioned in his report regarding the
reformation of Dersim were included in Law No. 2884, enacted in 1936,
concerning the administration of the province of the newly named
Tunceli. Even this legal-political lineage demonstrates how these docu-
ments reflected the policies and violence dictated to diverse communi-
ties; the reports and observation work on the region were not abstract
materials to be kept in the archives. While presenting the construction of
demographic and geographical knowledge, it is evident that there was a
constant effort to write, and certain politicians-officials had not only kept
in-depth records of modes of living but also produced a record of differ-
ent local groups, leaders, and their attachment to the land. Drafting gov-
ernmental reports on the specific case of Dersim emerged as a crucial
governance strategy in the region, contributing to the formulation of local
legal customs and the categorization of unique traditions into various

groups.

§ 4.6 1935 Tunceli Law

Since 1876, 11 military operations have been conducted on Dersim
at various times. The people are uneducated, and due to the poverty of
the land, the people are poor. They are also armed, so there will be no
shortage of incidents in such a place. Such places can be found in every

civilized country.33

32 BCA 030.10/111.743.11.

33 TBMM ZC, vol. 21, period V, session 7, Appendix no. 175, “Munzur vildyeti teskilat1 ve idaresi
Hakkinda kanun layihasi ve Dahiliye, Milli Miidafaa, Adliye ve Biitce enciimenleri mazbatalar1
(1/304)”(25 December 1935).
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“Such places can be found in every civilized country.” The Minister
of Interior, Siikrii Kaya, began the discussions on the 1935 Tunceli
Law, which planned the political and social liquidation of Dersim,
with these words. Such places can be found in every civilized
country “the savage, uneducated, and ignorant people of Dersim.”

The minister continued his speech as follows:

The motto of the Republican era is to address the essential needs of the
country fundamentally and to treat the real disease. Therefore, a civilized
measure was considered here, and this program will ensure that these
areas benefit from the blessings of the Republic as everywhere else in the
country. [...] There is nothing abnormal in the province.3*

The Minister of Interior was trying to reassure the deputies that
this law was not proposed due to extraordinary circumstances. However,
the relevant article of the law first envisages that the region would be
governed by a military governor and commander assigned by the state.3>
This approach to governing Dersim by a high-ranking military officer-
governor indicates the raison d'état of the Republic in constructing a new
governmentality, framed as a colony in ibrahim Tali's report on Dersim,
also the first General Inspector to implement the nation forming in the
Eastern provinces. The assigned governor-military officer was given
enormous authority over the region, including reshaping the borders and
centers of the province. In any judicial case, it was determined by this law
that the indictment would not be served to the defendant and that there
would be no appeal against the decisions taken. Another excessive au-
thority clause is the power of the governor and commander to relocate
families and individuals to any place they see appropriate. While this
power alone is a decision that only the Council of Ministers can make
when it comes to the people of Dersim, even the governor becomes au-

thorized to implement this "security measure." Although the Minister of

35 Resmi Gazete, no. 3195, 2 January 1934,
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Interior Siikrii Kaya stated that there was nothing abnormal when he
started voting on the law, in the subsequent voting of the law articles,

Trabzon deputy Raif Karadeniz took the floor and stated the following:

We are making a special law for a certain region. The citizens liv-
ing there will only enter into relations with the state through this
law. This means extraordinariness. The Minister of Interior said
there is no extraordinariness. This should be understood as fol-
lows: Yes, there is no war there, and we do not hear the sounds of
cannons. However, there is a group that does not recognize the
government and only recognizes the tribal chiefs. In a civilized
country, the greatest power is the government, the state. Instead,
in the region, it means the greatest power is the tribal chief or an

agha. This is an abnormal situation in the legal sense.

Deputy Raif Karadeniz expressed more frankly than the Minister of Inte-
rior that there were abnormal incidents in Dersim. The point to be noted
here is that the existence of tribes and tribal leaders is seen as contrary
to the level of civilization and development, drawing a discourse into the
field of barbarism versus civilization.3¢ Although the Republican elites
tried to legitimize the acts of violence against Dersim through tribal
structures and social organization, the Kurds were not the only group
with widespread tribal structures and aghas at that time in the country.
As mentioned in the memoirs of Sabiha Sertel, a close journalist to the

regime:

Mustafa Kemal wants to make many reforms. He held talks with
aghas here, especially Kurdish aghas, and Kurdish deputies such
as Feyzi Bey and others about land reform. This reform issue is

very tough. It is impossible to explain land reform to the aghas.

36 {smail Besikei, Tunceli Kanunu (1935) ve Dersim Jenosidi (Belge Yayinlari, 1990), 159.
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Undertaking this reform means losing all the aghas and notables.

For now, we have closed the land reform file.37

Therefore, it can be said that the regime's concern was not aghas and a
more just order but an instrumentalized discourse to eliminate all self-
determinist organizations. By bringing a new sense of space and time to
historic Dersim, the state aimed to enlarge its domains of governmental
intervention. Its techniques of establishing new institutions of General-
Inspector,; passing certain laws, and demographic engineering plans and
tactics gave rise to monoculturalism and ethnoreligious state forms and
projects.

Returning to the articles of the 1935 Tunceli Law, the appointed
governor and commander also had the authority to postpone the sen-
tences of convicted persons at their discretion. When this law was being
discussed in 1935 in the Assembly, no province was named Tunceli. The
province of Tunceli was established by law number 2885, and it came into
force in 1936.38 This should be evaluated as part of the government's
plans on Dersim. Although the renaming of Dersim to Tunceli was ini-
tially seen as a simple bureaucratic process, it means more than that. Ge-
ographic names are meant to refer to the histories, cultures, and herit-
ages of the places. On the other hand, these are not just spatial references
or clues; they are deeply related to power relations and struggles over

land, resources, and community attachment.

§ 4.7 Reframing Dersim: Territorial Pacification and Erasure

The events of 1937-1938 in Dersim have long been described in of-
ficial historiography as a “rebellion,” a term that has shaped public
memory and justified the disproportionate violence employed by the
Turkish state. However, recent critical approaches challenge this framing,

emphasizing that the label “rebellion” reflects a state-centered

37 Sabiha Sertel, Roman gibi: ani (Can Yayinlari, 2015), 75.
38 Besikei, Tunceli Kanunu (1935) ve Dersim Jenosidi, 20.
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perspective that obscures the deeper historical processes of marginaliza-
tion, surveillance, and coercive transformation that defined the Republi-
can regime’s relationship with Dersim. Rather than a coordinated insur-
rection, the response of the local population can be understood as a
reactive and desperate defense of land, livelihood, and communal life in
the face of escalating state pressure. What took place in Dersim was not
arebellion in the conventional sense, with organized leadership, military
capacity, or a nationalist program, but rather a series of fragmented and
localized responses to a comprehensive project of incorporation and con-
trol. These actions emerged in response to a sustained campaign of terri-
torial reordering, legal exception, and infrastructural penetration, all
aimed at dissolving unique character of the region.

Dersim had long been treated as a space apart, geographically rug-
ged, culturally distinct, and administratively peripheral. It was increas-
ingly portrayed in internal state reports as a threat to national unity, not
only because of its Kurdish and Alevi identity, but because of its relative
distance from centralized state mechanisms. This “problem” was met
with a strategy of pacification: the extension of military roads, surveil-
lance posts, administrative restructuring under the 1935 Tunceli Law, and
the deployment of emergency laws and Inspectorates-General. These
mechanisms sought to break down communal structures and impose the
disciplinary logic of the nation-state. The events of 1937-1938 were thus
less the result of rebellion than the culmination of a long-standing state
effort to transform the region’s political, social, and ecological landscape.
By mobilizing the term “rebellion,” the state narrative retroactively legit-
imized a campaign that included aerial bombardments, mass deporta-
tions, executions, and the destruction of entire villages. In contrast, the
lived experience of the people of Dersim, many of whom left behind let-
ters, petitions, and testimonies, reflects a collective sense of bewilder-
ment, loss, and dispossession rather than militant intent. As part of the
regime's project to accelerate the homogenization of the population and

the construction of a nation-state, many infrastructure projects were
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developed in Dersim. These projects included the construction of roads

and bridges to facilitate the transportation of troops and ammunition.3°

Detailed reports about the region’s geography were prepared, me-

ticulously calculating how the population could be controlled in a mili-

tary operation and mapping out possible escape routes. Chart 1 demon-

strates the scope of the state’s preparation for the operation in Dersim in

the year 1937. The historical nature and geographic conditions of Dersim

were aimed to transform by the state to make the frontier more “con-

nected” and to leverage an ultimate and more predictable knowledge of

material conditions in an effort to anticipate and penetrate militaristic

operational activities.
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The detailed budget allocated to the 4th General Inspec-
torate for rapidly transforming Dersim's infrastructure in
1937. Source BCA.40

39 Nikos Christofis, The Kurds in Erdogan’s ‘New’ Turkey: Domestic and International Implica
tions, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2021), chaps. 937-1938 Shifts and continuities in the state discourse
and reasoning under Kemalism and Erdoganism, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003143895.
40 BCA 71.469 /5, May 21, 1937.
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In the context of facilitating physical and military intervention in
the region, local scale, small attacks were carried out on police stations
in Pah and Sin in Eastern Dersim, which were newly built by the state.
These attacks commenced on March 21, during Newroz, the Kurdish cel-
ebration of spring and the new year. Additionally, the wooden bridge con-
necting Tunceli and Erzincan was damaged. Immediately following these
events, the army dispatched 50.000 troops to the region. The clashes con-
tinued throughout the spring and summer months.#! The note dated
March 21-22, 1937, located in the archive of Necmeddin Sahir Silan, the
Deputy of Tunceli, states the reason for the military operation to be car-
ried out in the region. He explained the reasoning behind the operation
as a result of the fire. Maps 5.1 and 5.2 from his archive represent the in-
surgent forces in the region, including tribes and the forces involved in

the incident, and illustrate the route of the operational forces.

41 Robert Olson, “The Kurdish Rebellions of Sheikh Said (1925), Mt. Ararat (1930), and Dersim (
1937-8): Their Impact on the Development of the Turkish Air Force and on Kurdish and Turkish
Nationalism,” Die Welt Des Islams 40, no. 1 (2000): 89.
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In early May, the newly modernized, Turkish military overpow-
ered the traditional guerrilla tactics by deploying air force squadrons to
target fighters hidden in remote mountainous regions and valleys. Addi-
tionally, the army bombed villages suspected of harboring rebels.#? On
May 4, 1937, with the participation of Mustafa Kemal and Fevzi Cakmak,

42 Hans-Lukas Kieser, “DERSIM MASSACRE, 1937-1938,” Mass Violence and Resistance - Research

Network, January 1, 2011, https://www.aca
demia.edu/43812006/DERSIM_MASSACRE_1937_1938.
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the Cabinet decided for the Chief General Staff to launch attacks on West-

ern and Central Dersim.43
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Figure 5.3 The points that indicate Genderme, General Inspector, and
police stations in Dersim (1937) Source: Necmeddin Sahir

Silan Archive

The objective of this attack was to evacuate and disarm the population in
Nazimiye and Sin completely. Due to the absence of unity among group
structures, it was relatively easier for the state to besiege these groups.
In July 1937, Seyid Riza, the major leader of the rebellion, sent a letter to
the League of Nations in French, criticizing the state's escalating assimi-

lationist and violent policies:

For years, the Turkish state has been striving to represent the
Kurdish nation, and in doing so, it has been oppressing and tor-
menting this nation. It bans newspapers and publications in the

Kurdish language, tortures those who speak their own language,

43 “1937 Yilinda Tunceli Tenkil Harekatina Dair Bakanlar Kurulu Karari,” Tiirkiye Cumhuriye
tinde Ayaklanmalar (1924-1938), (GnKur Basimevi, 1972).
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and forcefully and systematically organizes migrations from the
fertile lands of the region to different places in Anatolia, resulting
in the deaths of large masses of migrants. [...] For three months, a

merciless war has been raging in our country.44

One of the most poignant documents from the period is a letter attributed
to Seyid Riza, the prominent elder of Dersim, in which he conveys a har-
rowing account of persecution to the international community. Ad-
dressed to the foreign ministries of the United Kingdom, France, and the
United States, the letter, delivered through Nuri Dersimi, details the sys-
tematic repression of the population. It speaks of the prohibition of Kurd-
ish-language publications, the punishment of individuals for speaking
their native tongue, and the forced relocations of thousands from their
ancestral lands to remote regions of Anatolia, displacements that often
ended in mass death and despair. “For three months,” the letter reads, “a
merciless war has been raging in our country.” The plea, however, re-
ceived no reply.

The letter stands as both testimony and indictment, an appeal is-
sued in the face of overwhelming force and international indifference.
Shortly after sending it, Seyid Riza surrendered to Turkish authorities in
Erzincan on September 10, 1937. Despite his surrender, and with no for-
mal judicial process that met even the minimal standards of legality, he
was executed along with his son Resik Hiiseyin, Seyid Haso, and several
other local leaders. Their execution took place in Elazig, just before a
highly publicized visit by President Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk. Interior Min-
ister Siikrii Kaya and Prime Minister Ismet Inénii, who had also traveled
to the region, sent congratulatory messages to General Inspector Abdul-
lah Alpdogan, the architect of the military campaign.

This episode is emblematic of the transformation of state power
in Dersim during this period. Rather than de-escalating after a show of
dominance, the state intensified its campaign, treating surrender not as

the end of conflict, but as an opportunity to cement authority through

44 BCA 30.10.111/745.20, July 30, 1937.
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demonstrative violence. The execution of surrendered figures without
due process, framed by orchestrated political visits and official celebra-
tion, reflects a moment in which the state abandoned the restraint of bu-
reaucratic rationality and embraced a logic of annihilation. The goal was
not simply to restore order, but to erase resistance, sever kinship net-
works, and inscribe obedience through spectacle and fear. Seyid Riza's
final words, though unrecorded with certainty, are remembered in col-
lective memory not only as a lament, but as a last assertion of dignity in
the face of a state machinery that had gone beyond warfare into punitive
destruction. The execution was hastily organized by Thsan Sabri Cagla-
yangil, who later became a foreign minister.#> According to Bruinessen,
operation in Dersim was a well-designed appropriation of Kurdish ethnic
identity.#6 From the beginning of the events on March 20th until June 16th,
there was nothing mentioned about Dersim in the press. In the 551 news
pieces about Dersim from January 1937 to January 1938, no word is found;
only rarely can neutral rhetoric be observed.*”

This situation can be observed more clearly when examining the

distribution according to the chart created from the data in Baran's study.

45 Nicole Watts, “Relocating Dersim: Turkish State-Building and Kurdish Resistance, 1931-1938,”
New Perspectives on Turkey 23 (October 2000): 5-30,
https://doi.org/10.1017/50896634600003368.

46 Martin van Bruinessen, “Genocide of the Kurds,” in The Widening Circle of Genocide
(Routledge, 1994).

47 Ibid, 38.
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Representation of the Dersim Operation in the
Press
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Figure 5.4 Source Taha Baran (2014)

When examining the press practices of the period, it is seen that
the Dersimi people were considered as a homogenous group in a mono-
lithic manner. Only "backward" and "non-human" traits are attributed to
the Dersim people. When describing the Dersim people, non-human en-
tities are often used for characterization - a flock of sheep, a herd of don-
keys, or dogs.*8 This discourse and tactic, which has a long history, essen-
tially dehumanizes the people of Dersim and legitimizes military
intervention. This approach manifests itself very similarly in the reports,
speeches, and newspapers of the period concerning Dersim. In the book
authored by Bilmez, Kayacan, and Aslan, Dersim’s memory and oral his-
tory was traced; an interviewee who listened to the massacre from their
grandparents and was forcibly exiled describes the memories trans-

ferred to her as follows:

The rebellion that went down in history, but what kind of rebel-
lion was this? No one killed, no one destroyed, for example, no one
kidnapped, I don't know. Okay, maybe some were armed; they
might have retaliated because they were shot at to save their lives,

to save their children, to save their honor. But the majority of us

48 [bid, 192.
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just fled. We always fled and hid in caves and forests. We did noth-
ing else. Those poor people, those helpless, truly defenseless peo-
ple.#?

As Said stated, the power to narrate and block the ways other realities
can be revealed is essential to imperialism. Dehumanizing discourses
about certain groups also go hand in hand with the dehistoricization of
their trauma and victimhood. Following the implementation of stringent
legal measures and supported by Decrees 2/6662 and 2/9409, announced
on May 20, 1937, and August 6, 1938, specific regions of the province were

designated as forbidden zones and mandated for

Resettlement Routes Post-Tertele

M Forced Resettlement
Provinces

M Forcibly Evacuated
Region

Figure 5.5 Source: Republican Archives

evacuation.>® With the specific regulation for Elazig, which was part of
Dersim back then, 5.000 people were resettled to the West.>1 Map 3 shows
the routes of the forcibly relocated people.

In the Republic Archives, there are four different decrees regulat-

ing the resettlement of people from Dersim; one targets 1,500 people, the

49 fBilmez et al., Belleklerdeki Dersim '38, 66.
50 Devres, Dersim as an Internal Colony.

51 Hiseyin Aygilin, Dersim 1938 ve zorunlu iskan: telgraflar, dilekceler, mektuplar (Dipnot Yayinl
ari1, 2009), 169.
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other is 5.000 people in total, the following 1.000, and the last one is for
2.000 residents. When only the statistics of the archives were taken into
account, 14.500 people were displaced after the Tertele.>2 The exact reset-
tlement routes for the immigrants of central and eastern Dersim were not
specified in the archives; however, according to the letter, the locations of
the exiles show exact parallels with the ones for Elazig immigrants.
Those forcibly relocated to the western parts of the country could
neither take any fiscal resources from their previous lives nor have time
to sell their houses, and they couldn't receive compensation for the crops
in their fields. They were resettled miles away from their own lands with
only small suitcases. The return of those sent from Dersim to the western
provinces after the military operations in 1938 was only possible in 1947.
The people of Dersim lived in exile for ten full years.>3 The return to Der-
sim was made possible by enacting a new law amending Settlement Law
No. 2510 and other relevant laws passed subsequently by the Grand Na-
tional Assembly of Turkey.>*

§ 4.8 Reordering Life: Returnees to the Old Village and Post-
Exile Life Practices

Marx’s old dictum from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bona-
parte states that people make their own history, but they do not make it
just as they please.5> The letters written by the exiled Dersimis will be
analyzed in this last chapter of the thesis. Right after the amended Settle-
ment Law in 1947, many displaced Dersimi wanted to return to their his-
toric lands and homes. During the challenging transition of becoming the

returnee, they have faced multiple hardships and bureaucratic

52 BCA 30.18.11.2/87.51.6, June 03, 1939; BCA 30.18.11.2/84.73.8, August 06, 1938; BCA
30.18.11.2/85.107.16, December 23, 1938. BCA 30.18.11.2/88.93.18, August 23, 1939.

53 Murat Yuksel, “Forced migration and the politics of internal displacement in the making of

modern Turkey: The case of Dersim, 1937-1947” (Ph.D., n.d.), accessed July 1, 2025,
https://www.proquest.com/docview /304625774 /abstract/C688267C2CAF4620PQ/1.
54 Amendment in 2510 Law. 5098, Resmf Gazete, no. 26301, June 18, 1947.

55 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (Mondial, 2005), 39.
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restrictions. In this section, we will have the chance to explore the related
hardships and details of reordering a life as a returnee through the nar-
rations of Dersimi's exiles.

On the other hand, this chapter occupies a significant place com-
pared to other parts of the thesis. The primary reason for including this
chapter in the thesis is to reveal the dual structure of the Republic's citi-
zenship codes through the everyday life practices, sufferings, and negoti-
ations of the citizens. It is important to highlight the state's policies and
vision, which adopt different regimes of violence in the socio-legal sense
between the West and East of the country, through the citizens' own
lenses. Additionally, instead of making an episodic distinction, this chap-
ter aims to draw attention to the changes in the grievances of people who
resisted and negotiated due to their ethnic and religious identities in sim-
ilar eras and the power asymmetries between them. To analytically pre-
sent the category of race in a contextual and historical sense, the empiri-
cal encounter of the sufferings of two different categories of citizens, even
if not dialogic, can provide us with analyses of the expressions of racial-
ized policies that are not centered on the state.

This section will focus on the "returning home" transitions of ex-
iles who were deported from the prohibited areas of Dersim, predomi-
nantly Piliimiir, Cemisgezek, Hozat, Mazgirt, Ovacik, and Nazimiye, un-

der the return regulation issued in 1947, through their own letters.

Distribution of Letters by Villages of
Displacement
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Figure 5.6 Source: Republican Archives
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Chart 4 represents the numerical distribution of the demands in the ex-
amined letters by region. In the case of a return, the demands of return-
ees and claims over property and land should be understood in terms of
the dynamic nature of negotiating the process, reconstruing the space,
and efforts to locate transformed belonging. This section also seeks to re-
visit the “victimhood” narratives, which essentially only portray the
poorly impacted ones as powerless. The lens of this chapter mainly aims
to reveal the moral “grey zones” where Dersimi exiles fell somewhere be-
tween the margins of the innocent victim and active subjects bargaining
certain aspects to reorganize their lives. In an attempt to free our con-
sciousness and history writings from linear frontiers, the section is look-
ing for the entangled and mutable one rather than discrete. Despite the
violence and displacement dictated the Dersimi Community, their politi-
cal posturing did not show itself as people had to comply with whatever
consequences occurred or that all power was just exposed from above.
The implementation of the laws became something of a battlefield.

The state-oriented analyses to explain the violence not only mir-
ror its language and lens but exacerbate the image of the Dersimi people
as being passive to their trauma. This problem is not unique to Dersim
Tertele's case. The bias towards historical agents leads us into an inaccu-
rate binary between oppression and resistance, implying those who got
impacted drastically died, nonetheless. Such an approach also neglects
those who collaborate and make alliances with the oppressor to stay alive
or heal the condition since they do not suit the myth so well. In this part,
the requests for return by the exiled Dersimis will be analyzed with an
emphasis on their - unique but common - problems and the way they
portray them to leverage their standards and achieve the “homeland”
that they were displaced initially.

First, | want to de-attach the victim from its presupposed adjec-
tive and pair passive. Related perspective is highly problematic because

it directly attributes an ontological status of passivity, disqualifying
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victimization from acting purposely.>® Being a victim does not mean be-
ing passive nor the passive and silent subject or actors, free individuals
waiting for history to happen. Another aspect of the problem is that such
categories create timeless and static states, as once a victim, always a vic-
tim dialect. In this regard, exploring self-narrated letters that demand re-
turning home is crucial since it provides a lens for oppressed subjects to
be heard in the time and future, along with subverting lofty paradigms.
Ibrahim Sertel from Hasangazi Village of Piiliimiir expresses his request

for return as follows:

Although I am not guilty of any crime committed by myself or my
own will, we have been living in Balikesir, where we relocated nine
years ago, separated from my homeland along with my eight-
member family. An eight-member family without any income, the
suffering and deprivations we have endured here over the past
nine years are indescribably tragic. [...] Two of my children are at-
tending middle school, and in order to support their education
and address other issues, [ want to go to Puliimiir to sell my prop-
erties located there. I know that this favor has been given to many
other people, and I want to inform you that [ am also a worthy

citizen of this favor.57

Historical materials and self-narrations to demand certain things by the
exile community provide critical insight into their experience and spec-
trum of acting. After the forbidden areas in Dersim were evacuated, re-
settlement was still forbidden in these areas under the return arrange-
ments. The concept of returning home itself is not a linear experience to
rewind life. As in this letter, the exile itself may seek to return in line with
many different demands after displacement. In the studies on refugees
and displacement, there is a strong tendency to assign a unique authen-

ticity to the link between "homeland" territory and a sharp desire to

56 David A Chappell, “Active Agents versus Passive Victims: Decolonized Historiography or
Problematic Paradigm?,” The Contemporary Pacific 7, no. 2 (1995): 303-26.
57 Akekmekci and Pervan, Dersimlilerden mektuplar, (1941-1953), 59.

129



THE CONTESTED MAKING OF MODERN TURKEY IN PEOPLE’S
WORDS

return.>8 It does not have to be unfolded in this way; when it does not
manifest in that way, it does not mean that exiles have lost their identity
ties and concepts. When the notion of belonging is essentialized as an in-
itial and historic identity attached to the land, the dynamic and contin-
gent forms of self-help strategies of the displaced ones are likely to be
missed.5? It leads to an exercise in which history only creates typologies
acting the same in the broken circles. In the case of ibrahim, he first clar-
ifies that he was not involved with anything as the state discourse ad-
dresses as "rebels" and continues his words by stating that he also "de-
serves" to return to his village to sell his properties to alleviate his
financial burden.

In ibrahim’s following letter, he expresses his gratitude for making
his return to the village possible to the deputy Silan. The complex dy-
namic between displacement, violence, and resettlement is a practice
that reconstitutes notions, embodiments, and relations with space. "Re-
turning home" as a concept after ethnic-nationalist policies gains shifting
meanings. To make sense of the demand of Ibrahim, we need to articulate
a more nuanced approach to people who moved as "ordinary people" en-
gaged in particular and distinct incidents, not as the sole representatives
of the forms of "displacements"” who only desire to return to the home-
land. Another letter Siileyman Dogan wrote, originally from Nazimiye,
shares a different reality about returning home. He narrates his story as

follows:

The bandit Celal Bayar Government’s administrative orders, rem-
iniscent of the Celali period, have unjustly included exiled, op-
pressed, innocent Turkish farmers among bandits and transferred
us to the West as if we were part of a group. For nine years, we
have been homeless, landless, without sustenance, and begging in
extreme poverty. [...] We have no connection or association with

rebellion or bandits. We are the ones who suffered from the wrath

58 Stef Jansen and Staffan Lofving, Struggles for Home: Violence, Hope and the Movement of Peo
ple, Dislocations, vol. 3 (Berghahn books, 2009), 6.
59 Jansen and Lofving, Struggles for Home, 6.

130



ISIL KARACAN

of Celal Bayar's visit to Elazig. [...] Mustafa Glimiiskkant, an Arme-
nian who was transferred from Urfa to Simav under the admin-
istration of Mr. Stikrii Saracoglu and who was accused of very ugly
charges, was released on the first list and returned to Urfa. [...] A
Turkish child, no matter how bad, it is known by the state that we

cannot be as harmful to the state as an Armenian.60

There is an important emphasis in the letter of Stileyman Dogan from
Nazimiye, reminding us that the exiled people are not homogeneous and
have identities beyond just being “exiles.” Firstly, author Dogan addresses
Celal Bayar’s administration as an “illegitimate” and “bandit” since he
was the particularly assigned prime minister to conduct the operational
process in the region. Therefore, his reputation is quite disliked among
the residents. Secondly, there is another attempt to clarify the author's
position by stating that he and his family were not part of any criminal or
banditry activities. This is a general and patterned repertoire of the au-
thors to bring themselves to the “legitimate” space and try to detach
themselves from the crimes and stigmatization assigned to them. In the
historical and socio-political context of the Republic, the comparison of
the citizenship status of diverse groups, particularly the ones from mar-
ginalized regions like Dersim, to that of Armenians carries significant
weight. The people of Dersim, subjected to violence and political margin-
alization, might find themselves in a position of empathy with the Arme-
nians, who also faced persecution and displacement. However, the au-
thor’s astonishment and frustration stems from the perception that,
despite their loyalty and sacrifices, their status is deemed inferior to that
of Armenians. This perceived hierarchy in citizenship becomes a tool for
the author to highlight the injustices faced by the people of Dersim and
to argue for their rights and recognition within the state. By drawing this
comparison, the author seeks to underscore the irony and injustice in the
state's treatment of its citizens, thereby attempting to leverage this per-

ceived inequity to advocate for gaining the right to “return home.”

60 Akekmekei and Pervan, Dersimlilerden mektuplar, (1941-1953), 70.
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Dogan'’s letter is significant because it reveals a dimension of how
exiles perceived and responded to displacement. His letter also reminds
us that displaced people are also social and cultural beings, and internal-
ized power dynamics, excluding discourses along with social standings,
remain valuable or apparent in their strategies. Contrary to the common
perspective, exiled people are not homogenous groups that perceive dis-
placement and cope with it similarly. As Sara Ahmed articulates, re-
groundings of identity, culture, and nation can resist and reproduce heg-
emonic forms of belonging and attachments.®! In another letter sent,
Ekrem Usakligil, one of the internal refugees, articulates his request as

follows:

We are forever grateful and pray for your long life and happiness
for the efforts and endeavors you have shown to enable refugees
like us to return to our homelands. In compliance with the pro-
posal given in the National Assembly and the approved regula-
tions and laws, we have not received a positive response to our
petitions to return from Usak to our homeland. The frustration we
have endured in exile has far exceeded the limits of our endurance.

In fact, our entire wealth is gradually disappearing day by day.®2

Ekrem and his family are among the group which seeks to return to their
homelands. He starts his words by showing his gratitude to the deputy,
Silan, who brought up the amendment to the Assembly. This was a very
generic theme in almost all the letters discovered. Authors express their
appreciation to Silan since he did not prefer going silent about the con-
stant issues of the displaced. Given in Ekrem’s letter, experiences of exile,
loss, and displacement are perceived by the Dersimi people not only as a
drastic separation from the homeland but also as brutal poverty. Personal

yet shared genealogies expose the journeys of poor exiles in illustrating

61 Sara Ahmed, ed., Uprootings/Regroundings: Questions of Home and Migration, 1. publ (Berg,
2003), 2.
62 Akekmekei and Pervan, Dersimlilerden mektuplar, (1941-1953), 67.
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that these processes are complicated as part of the histories of disposses-
sion and entangled with family histories of conflict over returning home.

In the letters examined of the exiled ones, demand for return was
mostly a central feature of Dersimi collective life. As Ekrem’s letter also
demonstrates, former residents demanded to return not because of an
abstract longing for home but because of a mixture of financial, regional,
and social needs. While returning home was the most important achieve-
ment for the exiled ones, the letters written by already-returned ones re-
veal that it was not a back-to-normal feeling. A family of ten, who were

relocated from Piiliimiir to Canakkale, describes their return as follows:

In 1938, we were transferred to the West. [...] According to the au-
thority granted by Law No. 5098, we were released, and thus, we
set out to return to our old village. When we reached the vicinity
of Sirnaz village in Erzincan, which is close to our village, we heard
that our village was completely destroyed and in ruins. With my
family of ten, we were left stranded halfway. We don't know what
to do. [...] Feeling sorry for our children who are exposed to the
sun during the day and the north wind at night, we request to be

resettled in a suitable place.®3

Returns also include crafting and bargaining new relationships and ar-
rangements. This letter written by Cemal represents a high volume of let-
ters on this subject written by others as well. The authors catalog a sharp
dilemma and hardship regarding what home means and how it was
transformed. Their accounts are vital in two aspects: first, they were ex-
posed that a brutal attack on life and livelihood and left no sign of the
previous life. Second, due to the mentioned attack on the region and the
destruction of material conditions like homes, fields, etc., the sense of be-
longing and home shattered deeply. Returning home as a concept no
longer feels like “home” for most authors who returned to the region.

While returning home was a dream for many exiles, those who did

63 Ibid, 67.
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manage to return found that home no longer felt like the place they had
longed for. For this reason, displacement and returning are the phenom-
enon that should be examined through the affections and positionalities
of the subjects who were exposed to them. That is, of course, not to say
that these internal refugees embraced every hardship in a romantic way
to reorganize life again and kept silent. On the contrary, the very practice
of writing a letter was a method to make the conditions public and heard
for a group whose political participation is marginalized. Another writer,

Kasim Ozkan, describes his story of returning to his village as follows:

[ was relocated to the West. I returned to my homeland by order
of the Council of Ministers. What did I find? My village is com-
pletely ruined, uninhabitable. Not a single stone is left standing.
With 14 people, we are stranded under the sun and in the middle
of the street. My house and mills are in ruins. There is no food. I
have no materials to build a house. I respectfully request that the

necessary assistance be provided to me.%*

The displacement and its sequence impacts on the individuals were mul-
tifaceted. It was not only being away from modes of familiar living and
coexistence; any possibility of decent conditions for return were blocked.
Therefore, the notion of belonging was damaged through different
means; on the other hand, people were co-opting with multiple layers of
alienation in the process of reorganizing life. For the ones who returned
home, it led to a realization moment that it was not what it used to be but
it was also the space that must be kept even momentarily. Therefore, be-
ing both exile and returner has nonlinear and contingent entanglements.
While much attention was paid to the concept of displacement, how peo-
ple felt, responded, and articulated response strategies were not part of
the analysis in the literature.

Response narrations in these “return” themed letters show that

both the affections of the returners and still-exiled ones were woven into

64 1bid, 84.
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the broader context of the state actions yet adopted diverse trajectories
about the displacement itself. Those in exile who demanded to return
home have made the decision due to their longing and economic difficul-
ties. Therefore, "home" and "homeland" were moments and spaces re-
produced through the past. On the other hand, the experience of those
who return involves trying to reorganize life in a space that has been com-
pletely altered by violence. The search for “normal” itself was reshaped
through the destruction of the place - villages, materiality, and cultural
heritage- that constituted the exile’s sense of belonging. Amidst all these
intertwined dynamics and response mechanisms, the displaced individ-
uals, each carrying different socializations and hegemonic reflexes,
emerge as active individuals with their own connected yet unique strat-
egies.%®

The discussion of citizenship was constantly kept alive in the dia-
logic platforms of the letters. The surprise and complaint of an exile from
Dersim about sharing the same fate with another displaced Armenian
prompt us to reconsider the narratives of mere victimhood and homoge-
nizing approaches and reflexes related to it. [t demonstrates that exiled
ones negotiated diverse movements by formulating complex and seem-
ingly contradictory identities. Although the tendency to examine victim-
ized groups as a whole and without layers after moments of great vio-
lence stems from a concern not to align with the oppressive’s perspective,
typologizing all victims and closing off their agency can lead us to simpli-
fied analyses. Moreover, the demand to return home, if accepted de facto
for every exile, could lead to a fetishization of the place and the establish-
ment of belonging solely through territorialized means. Approaching the
concept of return as a complex and dynamic process enables us to ob-
serve larger processes regarding people’s own way of exploring the im-
pacts of larger forces in everyday lives and practices. On the other hand,
in the return letters of the Tertele survivors, it was observed that the con-
cept of homeland - as a core part of the return - does not mean that going

home is always particularly desirable or natural due to economic and

65 Jansen and Lofving, Struggles for Home, 174.
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social reasons. While potential returnees were dreaming of coming back,
some others preferred cutting ties with the land by selling properties to

reorganize a new life as a response to trauma.

§ 4.9 Cruel Bureaucrats, Dispossession, and Struggle Against

Local Power Holders

Edward Said states, “As any displaced and dispossessed person
can testify, there is no such a thing as a genuine, uncomplicated return to
one’s home.”®®¢ Whether imagined, temporary, or permanent, returns take
place over time and space, generating their own trajectories and stories.
Returnees and their communities often reclaim their rights, lands, and
houses, which are generally contested due to shifted relations. Therefore,
return is an important concept because each of it has vital political, social,
and political consequences. The act of hoping and imagining a return is
deeply related to the possibility of having back the “former and actual”
life. Experiences of displacement and returning home cannot be exam-
ined into sharp and discrete analytical boxes. There are common experi-
ences developed through bureaucratic and grinding administrative pro-
cesses in which movement is regulated. With the amendment in the
Settlement Law, people who were resettled in the Western part of the
country gained the right to return after 9 years. However, this specific le-
gal status was not neutral. Despite the articles considering the compen-
sation of the properties enacted, they functioned in favor of the civil serv-
ants and local bureaucrats of the region located before the operation.¢”
The exile of the Dersimi people and their return should not be seen in
opposition but rather be evaluated in the broader context of nation-state
building.

In this respect, to take our approach to a more nuanced stance on
the relationship between experiences of displacement and return, it is

more analytical to empirically explore individual experiences to observe

66 Edward W. Said, Out of Place: A Memoir (Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2000).
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the arbitrariness of placement regimes that create tensions between
movement and unequal distributions. When Dersimi exiles had achieved
legal grounds to return, it brought specific local struggles over the fron-
tiers and meanings of citizenship codes. For the Dersimi people, their in-
clusion and exclusion from the protections of citizenship rights occurred
in a context where legal rights as property have been mostly guaranteed
according to ethnic principles. A significant number of letters sent by the
returnees focused on the issue of dispossession. For example, some peti-
tioners described being denied access to their ancestral homes or agri-
cultural lands, which had been redistributed to newcomers or remained
under state control. Others appealed against the confiscation of livestock
and personal belongings left behind during their forced departure. In
several cases, returnees reported that village mukhtars or local gendar-
merie officers prevented them from reentering their former settlements
or registering with local civil authorities, which in turn obstructed access
to basic services, legal identity, and property deeds. These letters not only
documented personal grievances but also reflected broader structural
conditions in which returnees were treated as conditional or second-tier
citizens—subject to discretionary local governance rather than con-
sistent legal protections.

A certain group of people were lucky enough not to be displaced,
and civil servants, along with the local bureaucracy, stayed in the region
within those nine years. A certain segment of the population in Dersim
was not displaced during or after the 1938 events, either due to strategic
cooperation, administrative exemptions, or local circumstances that al-
lowed them to remain. Likewise, various civil servants, military officers,
and their families, as well as local mukhtars and village guards aligned
with state interests, continued to reside in the region during the nine-
year period of restricted access between 1938 and the late 1940s. During
this time, state-led redistribution of land and homes took place, often fa-
voring those who had remained or were newly settled in the area under
official auspices. This dilemma between historic inhabitants migrating

and recent settlers residing in the region has shifted property relations.
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Through 1938 and 1947, the region became incorporated into the
state officials and control, as many Dersimi went to Western parts of the
country. At the same time, settled infrastructure and military officers did
not protect the previous living conditions and nature. Moreover, old hab-
itats, fields, and stables that people mainly relied on were completely de-
stroyed.®8 Although Dersimi people had legal ground to return, their ar-
rival was not simply a physical movement across spaces; it was also a
transformation in how the community was attached to the place in eco-
nomic, social, and spatial terms. Ali Akgiin from Nazimiye village de-

scribes his dispossession as follows:

When we were released and joyful upon returning to our home-
land under Law No. 5098, we found that some officials had taken
over the properties and lands our ancestors had created with their
own hands and which had been part of our agricultural domain
for years. After we were sent from here to the West, these officials,
seeking to secure their personal benefits, sold the titled proper-
ties at dead cheap prices to the remaining wealthy traders, serv-
ants, officials, and large landowners and gave the untitled proper-
ties for free. We saw with our own eyes that they settled these
people in our homes, and we had to turn back from our own doors,
seeking refuge in the stables and barns of some kind-hearted in-
dividuals. To this day, we remain homeless and without land.
While every citizen lives happily and cheerfully, we are destitute
and miserable in the corners of walls, constantly suffering great

anguish and torment.®°

Ali’s letter starts with the word “to be released” from the exile. This ex-
pression sharply demonstrates how the exiles perceived being away from
their homelands, just like in prison. The concept of return breaks away

from a linear conception of leaving and arrival but rather turns into

68 Tbid, 161.
69 Akekmekei and Pervan, Dersimlilerden mektuplar, (1941-1953), 150.
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something to be built against the unstable migrating regimes. The prop-
erty losses of the exiled community served as structural political, social,
and spatial catastrophes that they had to deal with. One more crucial el-
ement in the author's narrative is the fact that the material entities his-
torically built by his ancestors were taken over either by officials who
were entirely foreign to the region or by others who had not been exiled.
The bond Ali has with both the region and his property is not just a legal
tie but a reflection of a heritage passed down through generations. An-
other notable point in the letter is the emphasis on inequality, highlight-
ing that while some citizens in the same country live happy and un-
distorted lives, a certain group has to cope with very fundamental and
profound pains. Hiiseyin Ulusan from Piiliimir and three other villagers

suffering from the same problem wrote the following letter:

Although we were allowed to return to our original homes by Law
No. 5098, with your generous assistance, after being relocated to
the West in 1948, our belongings that were taken by the treasury
during our relocation have now been further occupied. The failure
to restore our possessions has worsened our suffering and in-
creased our sense of injustice. We convey our complaint to the
Presidency of the Assembly and the Prime Ministry, as well as to
you, to prevent this plundering, which is not befitting the princi-

ples of the Republic's laws.”0

These letters paint a vivid picture of dispossession's profound and mul-
tifaceted impact, affecting not just their material home. Following the au-
thors' requests, Deputy Silan personally wrote a letter to the Settlement
Director and conveyed the issue. After investigations, it was determined
that the lands had been unlawfully occupied by others, and this situation
was confirmed by the governorship as well. He stated that the necessary
steps could henceforth be resolved with the Settlement Directorate. This

bureaucratic process might seem simple or a routine part of daily life, but
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for the families who were exiled and found their lands occupied upon
their return nine years later, it can also be seen as an "achievement."
Therefore, considering the returning exiles as purposive actors embed-
ded in social and political contexts rather than merely representatives of
types of displacement would be a more empowering approach. In his let-
ter, Mahmut Z from Ovacik expresses his experience of property loss as

follows:

We, who have returned from the West, still suffer from the wounds
of the settlement law. The lands distributed to us with a ten-year
term have come under the control of others. Some of us have been
left partially without land. Dear deputy, could you not bring justice
to these unlawfully distributed lands through a new law or regu-

lation?71

The loss of rural lands and access to them specifically devasted village-
based social and economic relations, which mainly relied on small-scale
cultivators. Their abounded and then occupied lands not only meant the
loss of their belongings and ties to the land but also significant capital
and disconnection from economic tools. This rural community was basi-
cally lacking the material conditions for reorganizing their former living
practices after the exile. While dispossession was a critical issue in the
lives of returnees, the problem of landless peasants was also extremely
pressing. The dominant majority of letters examined for this chapter
were seeking land distribution from the deputy since their previous sys-
tem of sharecropping (ortak¢ilik) drastically changed because it was
mainly based on kinship, social relations, and moral economy. The re-
turnees often complained about the hardship of engaging in agriculture
in their new locations due to unfamiliar land, different climatic condi-
tions, and lack of resources. Because the majority of lands were either

confiscated or dispossessed by multiple individuals in the omnipresence

71 Ibid, 194.
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of the former residents.”? The lands were often redistributed to new set-
tlers loyal to the government or converted into state property. The eco-
nomic hardship faced by the returnees further diminished the possibility
of sharecropping as it used to be since both landowners and potential
tenants lacked the necessary resources and stability to continue the prac-
tice.

Certain zones were declared forbidden before the forced replace-
ments began, and these zones were followingly emptied. However, zones
like Ovacik, Piilimir, Hozat, and Cemisgezek were regions famous for
natural wealth, with the emptying the regions, all of the unique localities
perished.”® On the other hand, returnees who arrived after nine years
highly depended on the mentioned localities to sustain their lives. Aside
from this, the hostile attitude of the bureaucrats and officials working in
the region and their continuous efforts to punish the local people through
power and violence over their economic livelihoods was another pattern
observed in the letters. The villagers who managed to stay in the region
or return there constantly struggled with different dimensions of eco-
nomic violence. Kazim Yildiz, in his letter written in 1943, from the village
of Dere in Piliimiir, writes about the oppressive bureaucrats and inter-

ference in economic life as follows:

[ want to inform you that [ was subjected to unjust insults by the
district governor, Ekrem Vardarl. In 1942, when I delivered my
wheat to the office warehouse, the municipal clerk Hiiseyin
Akyildiz, who was the district governor's man, assaulted my dig-
nity and honor by beating me in the warehouse. I took the matter
to court. The court sentenced him to three days in prison, and as
a result, the district governor harbored resentment against me
and subjected me to legal and unjust harm. [...] He destroyed our
fields, rounded up our livestock, and burned our grass in front of

everyone's eyes. He responded falsely to our appeals to the

72 Devres, Dersim as an Internal Colony, 164.
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province and the Fourth General Inspectorate, causing the tears of
our 300-person community to flow.”* Another villager, Hiiseyin

Aslan, wrote the following in his letter:

[ am one of the landless people living in Gobiirge village. I have a
family of 10. We have been doing agriculture for over twenty years
with all my blood, suffering from hunger and thirst, and eating
grassroots in the vicinity of Avzat Barracks, near the general road,
and under the eyes of the police and all the patrols. District Gov-
ernor Ekrem Vardarli, due to his grudge against the rightful own-
ers of this land, prevents people like me from approaching our
crops; the gendarmes do not allow us to touch them. Our crops are
being destroyed and wasted by birds and wild animals. If our ag-
riculture is prohibited, why was it not banned after the discipline

and relocations of the Dersim people in 1938, but now it is? 75

When MP Silan contacted Governor Ekrem Vardarli about these com-
plaints, the governor denied the claim that the villagers had been culti-
vating these lands for many years. He stated that there could be at most
10 workers in the mentioned area and that there was no victimization as
claimed. He acknowledged the destruction of crops as a necessary meas-
ure. He stated that in cases of exceptional treatment, the destruction was
necessary to prevent people from entering prohibited and evacuated ar-
eas. He also mentioned that this burning was important to remind the
authorities to accept that the crops were burned.’® Complaints about
Governor Ekrem Vardarh formed a significant part of the examined let-
ters, and another complaint letter by Mehmet Yildiz said the following

about him:

We are people of Piiliimiir. Our village and homes were trampled

under the feet of bandits, our houses were destroyed, our men

74 Akekmekci and Pervan, Dersimlilerden mektuplar, (1941-1953), 16-18.
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were killed, and we are a docile people who took refuge in neigh-
boring villages. We present to you a copy of our petition regarding

the terrible struggle we faced under the district governor.””

In a letter sent to the MP by the RPP President of the town, Halis Giiven,
he spoke of the numerous complaints against Ekrem Vardarl and how
cruel he was.”8 [t is not entirely possible to verify the complaints against
the governor, yet it is not the primary duty of historians to conduct crim-
inal investigations of the past. At this point, different perspectives can be
considered. If the non-exiled population in the region continued to farm
in the prohibited area, it could be seen as their way of surviving and sus-
taining their livelihoods. Rather than viewing their actions as breaking
the law, we can interpret them as acts of resistance to protect their space
and uphold a moral economy. Since there is no single type of resistance
or a universalized form of struggle, letters written by the post-Tertele
community should be recognized as a distinct site of resistance because
organized and collective action practices were not possible, and so these
kinds of “regular,” or “familiar” forms must be discovered. Exiled or non-
exiled Dersim Community, which penned letters against their disposses-
sion and local bureaucrats, demonstrated a sharp will and demand as a
form of expression.

The letters of the returnees and those seeking to appease the im-
pacts of dispossession are positioned in a different political and historical
context compared to the petitions and letters examined in the previous
chapters. Firstly, the authors of the previous contents were not exposed
to violence and forced placements within their lifespan. Secondly, their
living spaces and customs were not disrupted because of their language,
identity, and modes of living. Although they were also engaged in re-
sistance activities to leverage their standards against local politicians and
social and political settings, the scope and context examined in this chap-

ter were quite distinct. The regime and governance mentality of the state
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towards the citizens were not uniform. Therefore, it would not be so ac-
curate to melt all of the resistance repertoires in the same pot. The frag-
mented political stances, identities, and asymmetrical power hierarchies
should prevent us from making uniform, context-free analyses. The nar-
ratives of citizens regarding the problems they experience within the
country provide important perspectives on governmentality, particularly
in revealing the dual regimes employed by the state. For the returnees to
Dersim, their experience was not quite like “homecoming,” yet a gro-
tesque confrontation and distortion. The oppressive local bureaucrats
and state policies confiscated the remaining properties and land of the
displaced ones, and it deeply impacted the linear and unitary portrayal
of the return experience.

In the letters against dispossession and provincialized violence,
the Dersimi people try to transform social relations and set economic ties
rather than a reactive movement. As Bayat asserts, resistance should be
evaluated through the very existence of power and counter-insurgency,
not as binary concepts but in an ambivalent and decoupled manner. This
approach, in fact, is based on Foucault’s perspective that “wherever there
is power, there is resistance.” In this vein, the regular practice of writing
a letter in the climate of post-exile undermines an existing power struc-
ture. Nevertheless, the approaches still should be attentive to the fact that
the concept can easily be overextended. Therefore, it is important to
frame the potential and limitations of the particular practice in under-
mining hegemonic power relations. In the cases of dispossession, these
letters helped start an investigation into the related state institutions,
having records and archives about the actions of those responsible. In
some cases, they even received their occupied lands or confiscated
homes. Applying the method of making official /unofficial complaints is a
form of resistance and politics that embodies both hope and the possibil-
ity of escaping the oppressive and hegemonic settings of state policies.

In the letters against dispossession and provincialized violence,
the Dersimi people try to transform social relations and set economic ties
rather than a reactive movement. As Bayat asserts, resistance should be

evaluated through the very existence of power and counter-insurgency,
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not as binary concepts but in an ambivalent and decoupled manner. This
approach, in fact, is based on Foucault’s perspective that “wherever there
is power, there is resistance.” In this vein, the regular practice of writing
a letter in the climate of post-exile undermines an existing power struc-
ture. Nevertheless, the approaches still should be attentive to the fact that
the concept can easily be overextended. Therefore, it is important to
frame the potential and limitations of the particular practice in under-
mining hegemonic power relations. In the cases of dispossession, these
letters helped start an investigation into the related state institutions,
having records and archives about the actions of those responsible. In
some cases, they even received their occupied lands or confiscated
homes. Applying the method of making official /unofficial complaints is a
form of resistance and politics that embodies both hope and the possibil-
ity of escaping the oppressive and hegemonic settings of state policies.
This also reveals the everyday creativity and agency of marginalized com-
munities, showing how even within the strict confines of state control,
there were cracks through which individuals could negotiate, reclaim re-
sources, and assert moral claims. In doing so, the practice functioned not
merely as an appeal for redress but as a subtle reconfiguration of the so-
cial and political terrain, sustaining communal memory and collective

identity in the aftermath of trauma.
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Conclusion

his thesis offers a different angle in exploring the making of modern
T Turkey and Kemalist reforms by adopting a lens that refrains from
dualisms as state/society or top/down. The main attempt of this re-
search was to trace and locate the process of social change in the sources
written by “ordinary people” in documents where “facts and fiction” are
encountered. By exploring the self-narrations of people on diverse topics,
such as social and political reforms or fiscal challenges, this thesis aimed
to highlight how social actors and agents of history made sense of the
meta-narrative of the Republic and benefited from the “official stories”
generated by the state to leverage their opportunities. In this vein, letters,
petitions, and particularly denunciation letters were used to address the
ways people negotiated social and political changes, economic difficul-
ties, and their intersection and interrelation with the broader power
asymmetries and hegemonic settings.
Drawing on the state-in-society lens, the modes of interaction be-
tween discourses and practices centered on the state and the responses,

accommodation, and consumption generated by the people are? argued
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in a mutually constitutive stance. This study conceives that the state is
not an abstract or isolated entity that operates independently or in con-
tract with a society operating autonomously. By investigating diverse
narratives articulated by ordinary people negotiating and deploying sub-
versive and hegemonic discourses, the junctures of state and society
were called out as a dialogic and dynamic space.

This research seeks to incorporate subjective, contextualized, and
structural accounts of social life in the making of modern Turkey. In-
formed by the concept and perspective of social action in everyday prac-
tices, this thesis examines how early Republican actors in Turkey em-
ployed various strategies and tactics. It explores their (re/mis)use,
resistance, appropriation, and adoption of the state's narratives, ideas,
and visions for their individual gains. Through the narration analyses of
the letters and petitions, a bridge is offered about how broader structures
are internalized and negotiated across individual experiences. The object
of analysis is to assert the instrumentalization and contestation of the
state policies in the light of the personal narratives in the archives.

Narratives in the letters and petitions are socially and historically
organized phenomena that reflect existing hegemonies and ideologies.
Consequently, this thesis positions itself as distinct from the current lit-
erature on the social history of the Republic by not giving an essen-
tial(sized) subaltern status to society as a whole. Some actors adopt cer-
tain identity managements for the performance and negotiations of self-
opportunities; it also informs us about the broader power sites. Society
is not a notion that can be studied as a whole since it is not monolithic
nor homogenous. In this vein, this thesis adopts analytical categories to
explore the distinct violent and government regimes of the state in the
making of modern Turkey and the responses of the related groups. By
analyzing diverse communities and their different experiences and griev-
ances compared to “acceptable” subjectivities and identities, this study
aims to link the power hierarchies and hegemonic ideologies within so-
cial history studies on the early Republic era.

In the first chapter, the petitions written after the 1930s were ana-

lyzed to better observe the economic and social impacts of the Great
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Depression on everyday life. The petitions written on job-seeking and in-
dividual opportunities are studied to observe how people coped with the
devastating consequences of a series of wars and economic shattering by
negotiating with the state. While analyzing the individual yet connected
grievances of ordinary people on multiple issues, particular attention
was given to the sites where people apply hegemonic and national myths
to bargain standards. In the letters and petitions in this section, it is ob-
served that the ontology of otherness was the necessary basis of social
imagination and construction. National identity and its founding pillars
are instrumentalized in the narratives of the ordinary people in line with
their subjectivities and histories to be heard by the interlocutor.

In the second chapter, denunciation letters sent to RPP headquar-
ters on the specific agenda of the 1939 local elections are the main pri-
mary source to highlight the engagement of ordinary people with local
politics and a direct case study that unfolds how state and society - in the
broadest and simplest sense - evolve together. The main argument of this
chapter is that a single-party regime did not govern the country in isola-
tion from society and totally neglected public opinion. On the contrary,
its political hegemony and political authoritarianism required constant
consolidation and validation. The letters providing subjective and local
information about the MP candidates provide a window to make sense of
the times’ political repertoires, problems, and tools of the political bar-
gaining by the people. The letters of advice and denunciation about the
deputy candidates are highly ambiguous documents. The discourses
used in these documents also reflect the ambiguities and complexities in
the context in which they were written and how people adopted the
widely circulated discourses of the government to advance their every-
day, local advantages. To move beyond the victims of larger historical pro-
cesses, this section seeks to provide a more fragmented history of popu-
lar political action practices.

The final empirical and analytical chapter of the thesis is about the
letters of displaced people of Dersim. This section does not refer to an
episodic change but rather seeks to expose the dual character of the re-

gime in governmentality and implementation of violence against
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different communities. In order to provide a more nuanced understand-
ing of social history, racialized grievances, and exclusionary citizenship
codes, the third empirical chapter (Chapter 5) benefited from the self-
narrations - letters - of the displaced people. By comparing two different
political and racialized structures through personal letters and petitions,
the aim was to adopt analytical categories to explore the power asymme-
tries and racialized citizenship codes towards distinct communities. The
displaced Dersimi community's letters are vital in highlighting the survi-
vors' voices and insights rather than reflecting the dominant state tones.
This chapter also refrains from reproducing the conventional “victim-
hood” analyses, approaching all of the survivors as single and static iden-
tities without any past and personalized trajectories. Through analyzing
“gray zones” and response narratives of the exiled people, the study at-
tempted to discover the margins of innocent victims and active subjects
resisting dispossession and reordering lives by using letters to the au-
thorities. Although the community in Dersim was exposed to brutal vio-
lence and displacement, it should not lead to the perspective that these
people only complied with the consequences and did not articulate any
response tactics.

Through this thesis, a renewed perspective and approach is articu-
lated to explore the making of modern Turkey by investigating ordinary
people's self-narrations. Apart from the social history studies presented
on the early Republican era, this study claims that understanding the
power asymmetries of society and its historicization cannot be done
without conceptualizing these asymmetries. In other words, when soci-
ety is viewed as a uniform whole, ignoring its power hierarchies and the
ways dominant ideologies and discourses circulate, it is often assigned a
"subaltern position." This oversimplified view can obscure the Republic's
superior citizenship codes and how people internalized them, leading to
misunderstandings and a loss of historical context.

The self is both contextual and reflexive. Therefore, ordinary people’s
letters and petitions are both subjects of and subjects to power, and their
history is interconnected with structural themes. Throughout this thesis,

one of my main attempts was to indicate that letter writing is a social,
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political, and cultural practice rather than a site of facts. This study aims
to initiate a historical inquiry by analyzing the narrative formulaic reper-
toires used by diverse communities to negotiate their conditions and the
use of epistolary models. The research shows how founding policies, ide-
ologies, and discourses shaped individuals as they bargained with the
state by examining self-narrations such as letters, petitions, and denun-
ciation letters. Instead of examining how citizenship codes were con-
structed by ethnicity and religion through the discourses of political
elites, legal texts, and media outlets closely intertwined with the state vi-
sion, this study seeks to reveal the exclusionary and supremacist dual re-

gime by engaging with the documents crafted by the masses.
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