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ABSTRACT

Early Ottoman dance practices that took place in gender segregated spaces and
allowed for a certain degree of sexual explicitness and expressions of homoerotic desire
were disavowed among Turkish elites in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. “Belly
dance” became associated with non-Turkish performers, while the Tanzimat and Young
Turk state employed the theater to perform emerging ideas about ‘Turkishness’ and the
‘New Woman.” In the early Turkish Republic, the new cadre of Kemalist military
officers and bureaucrats altogether rejected its Ottoman heritage and danced the waltz in

a close embrace to the music of Western orchestras.

This thesis charts significant changes in dance practices between the late Ottoman
Empire and early Turkish Republic in order to examine the articulation of modern views
of gender and sexuality. Dance played a formative role in shaping Turkish modernity
and framed moral issues about gender, sexuality, and public space, reflecting and

reshaping social life at the same time.



Dance when you’re broken open.

Dance when you’ve torn the bandage off.
Dance in the middle of fighting.

Dance in your blood.

Dance when you’re perfectly free.

Struck, the dancer hears a tambourine inside her,
Like a wave that crests into foam at the very top,
Begins.

Maybe you don’t hear the tambourine,

Or the trees clapping time.

Close the ears on your head,

That listen mostly to lies and cynical jokes.
There are other things to see, and hear.
Music. Dance.

A brilliant city inside your soul!

-- Rumi



INTRODUCTION

Zsa Zsa Gabor, an American actress famous in the 1950s, recalls in her
autobiography a public ball she attended as a young woman in Ankara in the early years
of the Turkish Republic. She describes an enormous square room with long tables and
chairs and a dance floor, and walls covered in portraits of Atatiirk. She remembers a
western orchestra playing while women and men arrived in evening gowns and tuxedos.
Everyone stood when Atatiirk entered the room. He joined some high ranking naval
officers in drinking raki, the unofficial ‘national’ drink of Turkey, and smoking
cigarettes. According to Gabor, at one point Atatiirk turned to a woman sitting close by
and asked her if she knew how to waltz. She apologized and said no, she did not know.
So he moved through the room looking for a partner, but not a single Turkish woman
accepted his invitation until he came to Gabor. He led her to the dance floor and the
orchestra played a waltz for them. Gabor describes Atatiirk as a good dancer, although
she hints that he was drunk. When Gabor asked him why none of the Turkish women
knew how to waltz, Atatiirk claimed they all knew how to dance but were just deferring
to their foreign guest. Gabor hints that she left the ball with the impression that although
Atatiirk himself was a very modern man, the other guests were just playing along.

In the ballrooms of Western Europe and the United States in the 1920s and 1930s,
men and women dressed in gowns and tuxedos, dancing the waltz in a close embrace,
accompanied by a western orchestra would have been considered commonplace. In fact,

the “smooth” dances of earlier generations were already being replaced in that era by



10

faster versions and new dances being created for American jazz music. In the early
Turkish Republic, however, the presence of mixed couples dressed in Western fashions
and dancing to a western orchestra marked a major transition in the politics of gender,
sexuality and public space.

My aim is to investigate the role of dance in shaping Turkish modernity with
specific regard to gender, sexuality and public space. I map the trajectory of dance in the
late Ottoman Empire and the early Turkish Republic in order to trace modern political
transformations and their impact on Turkish subjectivity. My historical inquiry
ultimately culminates in an exploration of the Republican ballrooms of the late 1920s and
early 1930s in Turkey and the role of ballroom dancing in shaping the social values of the
Republican era regarding gender and sexuality. Ballroom dancing, as it was performed
by the new cadre of military officials and bureaucrats, was meant to display ways of
dressing and behaving ‘modern’ to the Turkish people. As will become clear, however,
dancing in the early Republic did not just reflect new gender norms; dancing actually
produced them. Long before Atatiirk’s social reforms reached the general population and
transformed everyday life, Turkish elites were waltzing through the ballrooms of the
Turkish Republic. In other words, the ballroom helped to construct what it first had to

imagine.

Gender and Modernity
Following Michel Foucault’s assertion that history should not be done for

history’s sake but for the purposes of deconstructing the creation of our truths and how
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they work,' T outline a genealogy of dance practices in Turkey. Foucault recognized the
constructive power of academic discourses surrounding modernity and wanted to get
away from the intellectual “blackmail of the Enlightenment” that told us we must either
be for or against modernity.2 Instead, Foucault asked ‘what do we do?’ and ‘how do we
constitute ourselves?’ He argued that “human nature” is not natural at all; rather, it is
constructed and implemented by institutions based on relationships of power.” Although
the social and cultural forms of European modernity have reworked the conditions of
possibility all over the world, recent scholarship has argued that, rather than a “normal”
way of being in the world, European modernity is only one possible construction among
many. I take cues from previous scholarship on “the woman question” at the turn of the
century and feminist re-readings of history that question the assumption that European
modernity is inherently empowering for women”. My research is informed in general by
discourses on gender and modernity in the Middle East and, more specifically, by work
that analyzes the implications of Atatiirk’s project of modernity for women in the early

Turkish Republic.

Lila Abu-Lughod, and other contributors to Remaking Women: Feminism and
Modernity in the Middle East,” sought to question the dichotomy between modernity and

tradition, to explore the ambiguities of the programs of modernity and their hidden costs,

! Michel Foucault, The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 78-80.

* Ibid., 45.

? Rabinow in The Foucault Reader, 3-5.

* Deniz Kandiyoti, Lila Abu-Lughod, Yesim Arat, Niliifer Gole, and others.

S Lila Abu-Lughod, ed., Remaking Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1998).
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and to emphasize the ways that women reshaped such programs.6 Authors such as Deniz
Kandiyoti have addressed these issues specifically to women in Turkey and the ways in
which state policies and nationalist projects have shaped the politics of gender.” Some
scholars have claimed that modern reforms directed at women in Turkey in the late
Ottoman period and early Turkish Republic were more superficial than substantial, and
benefitted only a small minority of upper-class women.® I explore such claims in the
context of the Republican ballrooms in order to address the ways that dance contributed
to processes of socialization, processes in which modern norms that dictate social
behavior and modern values regarding gender and sexuality came to be embodied by a

certain segment of Turkish society.

Much of the previous scholarship related to Atatiirk’s project of modernity and its
implications for women has relied almost exclusively on textual and legal analyses and
has emphasized economic and political inequalities, but has tended to overlook issues of
embodiment. Deniz Kandiyoti has suggested that the less tangible effects of
modernization in Turkey, specifically in the realm of identity formation and subjectivity,
need more attention from scholars. She proposes that “ethnographies of the modern™ that
deal with the construction of gender are long overdue.” Through an analysis of dance

practices in the early Turkish Republic, I offer such an “ethnography of the modern” and

®Lila Abu-Lughod, ed., Remaking Women, 3-5.

” Deniz Kandiyoti, ed., Gendering the Middle East: Emerging Perspectives (Syracuse, New York: Syracuse
University Press, 1996).

¥ Zehra F. Arat, “Turkish Women and the Republican Reconstruction of Tradition” in Reconstructing
Gender in The Middle East, ed. Fatma Miige Gogek and Shiva Balaghi (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1994).

? Deniz Kandiyoti, “Gendering the Modern: On Missing Dimensions in the Study of Turkish Modernity” in
Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in Turkey, ed. Sibel Bozdogan and Resat Kasaba (Seattle
and London: University of Washington Press, 1997).
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argue that the impact of modern reforms in Turkey was experienced not only politically
and socially, but also bodily. Turkish elite women actively embodied Western notions of
gender and sexuality when they danced the waltz framed in their male partners’ arms.
While such shifts have historically been represented as liberating for women, scholars
such as Zehra Arat'® have argued that Atatiirk’s social reforms maintained patriarchal
Ottoman notions of women’s bodies and simply imposed new forms of social control
over women’s movement and sexuality, couched in the modern language of freedom and

11

the “New Woman.” "~ I note that although women were welcomed into social spaces they

previously would have been excluded from, men were still ‘taking the lead.’

I do not mean to propose that women were simply pawns of the state, easily
manipulated by Atatiirk’s top-down policies into taking on Western modes of social
behavior, such as ballroom dancing, to serve patriarchal purposes. Rather, a closer look
at some of Turkish women’s memoirs from the period reveals that the ballroom was a
space where new gender roles were created, negotiated and contested, and that the
transition to modern ways of socializing was not seamless. Furthermore, Turks did not
simply imitate European modernity. The process of modernization is always arranged
according to local specificities. Modernization in Turkey was not a matter of one set of
discourses and practices being completely replaced by another. Rather, existing

discourses and practices interacted with new ideologies and institutions to produce local

10 Zehra Arat, “Turkish Women and the Republican Reconstruction of Tradition,” 58-59.

" The “New Woman” was a Feminist ideal that emerged in Europe and the United States in the late
nineteenth century. The aim was for women to liberate themselves from patriarchal social restrictions and
pursue self-realization. Ideally, the “New Woman” was to be educated, financially independent, politically
competent, and free and rational in her choices regarding family, dress, etc. See Carolyn Christensen
Nelson, ed., A New Woman Reader (Broadview Press: 2000).
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forms of modernity. I explore the events that led up to a particular historical moment
when the interaction of class, ethnicity and gender in Turkey resulted in the production of

a new gender system and argue that dance practices were essential to this process.

Kandiyoti has asked, “How has the field of meanings and practices designated as
‘modern’ been constituted in Turkey?”'? There was not one authentic and continuous
Ottoman identity before European modernity interrupted and shifted its direction. Many
modes of Ottoman identity and tradition existed. Atatiirk’s project was precisely to
homogenize the diversity of Ottoman modes of being and create one people, loyal to the
Turkish nation and identity. His vision was no less than a will to reconstitute people’s
way of thinking and feeling, to create new Turkish selves. Although it can be argued that
Atatiirk was unsuccessful at reshaping the identities of much of the rural population, his
reforms did profoundly affect their lives. Furthermore, Atatiirk succeed at instituting a
modern state and bureaucracy, a new capital city, the Latin alphabet, Western dress,
secularism in education and the courts, and new legal rights for women. Could legal
reforms alone have accomplished such widespread changes? Many scholars have already
explored how women contributed to the success of Atatiirk’s reforms on the ground. I
ask: How might women have challenged and even reshaped Atatiirk’s modernization
project in the Republican ballrooms? I demonstrate that elite women constructed and

displayed ways of being modern in Turkey on the dance floor.

As I have hinted, the new gender roles introduced to Turkey in the early twentieth

century were shaped by class, and indeed reinforced class identities. The European

12 Kandiyoti, “Gendering the Modern,” 114.
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modern social values of the early Turkish Republic were ‘tried on’ and reshaped by the
elites in new social spaces such as ballrooms. Turkish elites literally performed modern
gender roles for a distant public, a public that Atatiirk’s modern reforms aimed to
transform. The transition from Ottoman to Turkish may appear swift and seamless when
looking at the elite class. In the early twentieth century, however, most rural Turks
throughout the nation lived much the same way they had under the Ottoman Empire. As
I will demonstrate, the urban Turks of the upper classes'” had already begun taking on
European values and ways of being in the late Ottoman period. For this reason, they
were not the target of Atatiirk’s reforms; rather, the elites of the Republican period were
on display to “the people,” performing modernity. Through dance events, they actively

contributed to the creation of the modern Turkish state.

Dance as a Cultural Practice

Scholars have much to gain from a consideration of dance as a cultural practice
through which social and gendered identities are constructed, as dance practices are
always marked by race, gender, class and sexuality.'* Dance is not peripheral to social
processes; rather, dance is central to understanding how societies change over time. |
pose my research questions at the site of intersection between dance studies,
anthropologies of gender and sexuality, and modern Turkish history. Linda J. Tomko

proposes that dance can be understood as taking part in meaning-making systems, such as

" At this point in Turkish history, there was practically no bourgeoisie, because most of the Greeks,
Armenians, and other non-Turks had left. When I refer to the ‘upper classes,’ I refer to the new cadre of
bureaucrats and military officers trained in the late Ottoman military schools.

4 LindaJ. Tomko, Dancing Class: Gender, Ethnicity and Social Divides in American Dance, 1890-1920
(Indiana University Press, 1999), xiv.
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the construction of gender."”> “What consideration of dance brings to history writing,
then, is the cry to recognize bodies as powerful sites for social and political contestation”
and the varied ways in which people make meanings about their lives.'

As Tomko’s statement suggests, using dance as a lens into history allows the
scholar the opportunity to analyze social transformations, but it also triggers an
exploration of the impact of such transformations on physical and sensory experiences.
In other words, a history of dance calls for a history of bodies. All dances are shaped by
social rules and serve a function that goes beyond entertainment. Rules, messages and
meanings concerning gender identity are embodied in the dances of societies. As dance
historian Gerald Jonas suggests, “The basic vehicle of dance is the human body. When

17
7" Jonas notes

and how people dance is determined by their attitudes toward the body.
that dance can also be a powerful mechanism of social control and a channel of
communication used to pass along important social skills. Even when people are dancing
for pleasure, what they do and with whom reflect the interests of society at large,
including gender-specific behaviors and attitudes."®

Dance does not simply reflect the ideals of society, however. It also has the
capacity to actually constitute gender and national identities through scripted movements.

Sonia Seeman suggests that aesthetic expressions such as dance and music have

transformational power in their performative enactments and symbolic configurations

15 Tomko, xv.

" Ibid., xvii.

' Gerald Jonas, Dancing: The Pleasure, Power and Art of Movement (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1992),
37.

** Ibid., 108.
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offered up for interpretation.19 Dance performances act upon bodies, impacting human
action and transforming the people who experience it. Performance is a presentation of
the self, but it can also be a means for effecting domination as certain dance forms can be
symbolic of prestige or status and value can be attributed to particular genres.20 In other
words, performance events like Republican balls narrate social meanings and are
significant social practices that can be examined in terms of structural constraints, such as
state ideology. Dance is understood as a social tool used for advocating existing social
ideals or introducing new ones. Dance, as an embodied social practice engaged in
specific cultural contexts, reflects and reshapes social life at the same time.

Gender and sexuality are intricately linked to processes of social transformation.
For this reason, issues of sexuality should be central to the writing of dance history.
Dance scholar Jane C. Desmond argues for the intersection of sexuality studies and dance
studies for two reasons: first, issues of sexuality play a constitutive role in dance history;
and second, dance provides a highly codified, visible, and privileged arena for the bodily
enactment of sexuality’s semiotics. Dance enacts dominant discourses about what it
means to be “man” or “woman,” “heterosexual” or “homosexual.” Dance also, Desmond
suggests, visibly and publicly manifests or elicits desire, and therefore it is explicitly
politically charged. As Desmond argues, “How one moves, and how one moves in

relation to others, constitutes a public enactment of sexuality and gender.”'

1 Sonia Tamar Seeman, ‘““’You’re Roman!” Music and Identity in Turkish Roman Communities,” (PhD
dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles, 2002).

0 Ibid., 77-79.

2! Jane Desmond, Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On and Off the Stage (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 6.
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Dance played an active role in the development of Turkish modernity. In the
Tanzimat, Young Turk and Republican eras, Ottoman dance practices that expressed
explicit and homoerotic forms of sexuality were disavowed and discouraged because they
were considered incompatible with the values and norms of modernity.22 Western dance
practices in the early Turkish Republic were intimately implicated in Atatiirk’s project of
modernization and were wielded in the two-pronged process of westernization and
nationalism. Ballroom dance was particularly useful in this process because it entailed
the performance of highly defined gender roles. The waltz, foxtrot and tango embodied
Western gender norms (binary male/female roles) and sexuality (the monogamous
couple, romantic love, and the nuclear family). Republican balls organized for the elite
framed moral issues about gender, sexuality, and the appropriate use of the body. They
established a sense of what it was to be modern and Turkish in the early years of the

Republic.

Theoretical Framework

I have said that modern values regarding gender and sexuality came to be
embodied by a certain segment of Turkish society in the early Republic. The concept of
embodiment is useful for an analysis of dance because it gives primacy to the subjective
experiences of the body. To embody a principle is to experience it in bodily form, as we

do when we dance. I am concerned in this thesis with gender and sexuality, dance, and

** Ottoman dance practices did not disappear, but they became heteronormalized and presented women as
the only appropriate object of the male gaze.
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the body and how these were transformed in the early years of the Turkish Republic. I
work from the feminist premise that gender and sexuality are socially constructed,” and
add that they are socially constructed in and through “dance events,” or bounded spheres
of interaction in which individuals present themselves to society.24 In dance events, the
act of dancing orders and structures sexuality and involves social knowledge about

. . 2
gender norms and the rules of interaction.”

Practice Theory, Habitus and the Gender System

Dance scholarship that focuses on the social aspects of gender and sexuality has
roots in Pierre Bourdieu’s “theory of practice” and Michel Foucault’s work on power and
subjectivity. Both thinkers are useful to my analysis of dance practices in Turkey. In
particular, I see the dance event as a particular type of social context, what Bourdieu
terms “fields.” These fields are structured and determined by their different available
resources, or “capital,” and are like social games in which agents must be willing to play
by the rules. In other words, every field presupposes a fundamental accord or complicity.
Similarly, there is a link between people’s actions and their interests, as they act
strategically within various social fields.

Bourdieu proposes that interactions between individuals and society are shaped

not only by the rules of social fields, but by sets of “dispositions which incline agents to

* Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York and London:
Routledge, 1999), 10-11.

** Jane K. Cowan, Dance and the Body Politic in Northern Greece (New Jersey: Princeton University
Press), 4.

* Ibid., xi-xii.
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act and react in certain ways,” or habitus.*® 1borrow the term to express non-discursive
social habits that are anchored in the body. However, my use of habitus is closer to that
of Marcel Mauss than Bourdieu. For Mauss, the process of embodying social principles
involves a conscious effort by people in authority to discipline the body, for example the
practice of swimming in which children are trained to control their fears and use certain
movements in the water.”” The process of modernization in Turkey, as all over the world,
required that people subject themselves to modern “techniques of the body” (techniques
du corps)*® such as eating, walking, dressing, and dancing.

Techniques of the body involve a conscious effort to discipline the self in socially
acceptable and prestigious ways of moving and behaving, a “series of assembled actions,
and assembled for the individual not by himself alone” but by the society to which he
belongs.”” Tam working from the premise that the status of bodies in a particular context
is shaped by the historical beliefs and practices they are formed in and through.
Therefore, a theory of embodiment is not something that calls for a philosophy, but rather
a history. As Mauss insists “we should realize that dancing in a partner’s arms is a
product of modern European civilization, which demonstrates that things we find natural
have a historical origin.”30 As I will demonstrate, dance practices in Turkey underwent
major changes between the late Ottoman and early Republican periods. Among the

Ottoman upper classes, performances that involved solo, improvised dancing in gender

* Pierre Bourdieu, Language & Symbolic Power, ed. John B. Thompson. (Cambridge: Harvard University

Press, 1991), 12.

*7 Marcel Mauss, “Techniques of the Body,” [1934] in Incorporations, ed. Jonathan Crary and Sanford
Kwinter (New York: Zone, 1992), 455.

% Mauss, “Techniques of the Body,” 456.

* Ibid., 462.

* Ibid., 470.
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segregated contexts were replaced in the Tanzimat era by staged, theatrical performances
that required disciplined audiences. Then ballroom dancing was introduced in the early
twentieth century, inviting Turkish elites to play the role of the performer rather than the
observer and to dance themselves, not simply for entertainment but to contribute to
creating the modern nation. All of these particular dance practices require particular
kinds of gendered selves; therefore, tracing changes in dance practices allows us to trace

changes in social constructions of gender and sexuality.

Feminist historians of the Middle East such as Judith Tucker, Beth Baron and
Leila Ahmed often refer to the widely shared cultural beliefs and socially-constructed
expectations for male and female behavior in specific societies, or “gender systems.”
Gender systems prescribe the division of labor and responsibilities between men and
women and grant them different rights and responsibilities. I use the term “gender
system” in order to emphasize the dispositions and social habits that shape and are shaped
by gender and sexuality. As with the habitus, the rules for behavior in a certain gender
system are inculcated in children from an early age and are thought to form a basis for
personality and behavior. However, hegemonic beliefs about gender are usually defined
and enforced by the state or through informal sanctions in the community. Gender
systems both define males and females in opposition to each other and justify inequality

on the basis of their differences.

A society’s gender system will inevitably change over time and always varies

between different segments of society, so a comprehensive analysis of a society’s gender
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system should be multi-dimensional. For example, there has never existed one uniform
“Islamic Gender System.” However, we can refer to a set of discourses and practices
regarding gender and sexuality that were available to people in the late Ottoman Empire.
In order to investigate the transformation of gender norms that occurred in the early
Turkish Republic, it is necessary to understand the ways that the Ottoman and European
gender systems interacted in the late Ottoman period. The lifestyles and ideologies of the
Ottoman gender system went through a process of transformation and debate in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century, and then were replaced at a certain level of
society under Atatiirk’s republic by a hegemonic gender system modeled after the West.
Elite men and women who once patronized sexually explicit dance performances in
gender segregated contexts now coyly danced across Republic ballrooms in each other’s
arms. This thesis asks how and why such a transformation occurred, and what was the

impact on Turkish ways of being men and women?

Power and Subjectivity

For Michel Foucault, processes of power underlie even the most taken-for-granted
instances of shared cultural practice. Subjecthood is a matter of subjectification; that is,
identity formation involves a process of forming a self through interaction with
institutionalized knowledge. The relationship between individuals and institutions is not
timeless or natural, but carefully produced.”’ Although every society employs bodily
techniques, in modern nation-states the institutionalization of these techniques is

totalizing, leaving no shady corners. The conjunction of totalizing and individualizing

3 Mauss, 11.
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techniques is unique to the modern era. Modern nation-states work at the level of
disposition rather than imposition by introducing new social institutions and ideologies.
In other words, disciplinary interventions are absorbed rather than imposed.

In modern contexts, all aspects of social life have become the target of politics.
The modern state seeks to control how bodies are organized in space, so that they can be
made visible and hence governable. Mechanisms of modern state power, then, are
functional and infinitely productive, even when they are exclusive and oppressive.32
State control involves “a micro-physics of power,” strategies that are exercised on bodies.
Foucault’s concept of the political anatomy suggests that “docile bodies” can be shaped

through “a technology of power” and a “political anatomy of detail.”*

His analysis of
the Panopticon applies not just to prisons, but to families, schools, the military, and other
modern institutions which create “a web of panoptic techniques” that work on multiple
levels.™

Atatiirk’s legal reforms reshaped the institutions and ideologies of the new nation.
But that was only half the battle. He knew that in order to create modern subjects, he
would have to reach their hearts and minds. The will of the state had to penetrate every
aspect of social life, impacting bodies through the details of dress, manners, food and
wine, music, and dancing. This was not a matter of force or even state policy, but rather

a matter of body techniques or disciplines consciously employed to fulfill the agenda of

modernization. Atatiirk and the social elites gave status and prestige to European styles

32 Mauss, 15-17.
33 Foucault, The Foucault Reader, 182-83.
# Ibid., 211.
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and manners, while at the same time they disavowed anything that might be associated
with the Ottoman past. Tuxedos, western orchestras and ballroom dancing signaled
modernity to European observers and Turkish citizens. Unlike the Turkish sultans,
Atatiirk himself danced, demonstrating with his own body the disciplines and techniques
that would create modern Turkish subjects.

Society works directly on the body, intervening in our choices and even our
experiences, as we subject ourselves to such disciplines. Within the framework of
available possibilities in any given society, people make choices based on what behaviors
carry social status, or capital. The norms of gender and sexuality determine how people
dance, and in turn the act of dancing actually constructs and reconstructs the norms of
gender and sexuality. In other words, dance events do not merely reflect social

phenomena, but also shape them.

Chapter Organization

Through a comparison of dance practices in the late Ottoman period and the early
Turkish Republic, my purpose is to trace the transformations of the social norms of
gender and sexuality that occurred in these years. Modernizing reforms were
implemented in Turkey as early as 1789, with the ‘New Order’ of Selim III, so it would
be a mistake to claim that modernization began with the establishment of the Turkish
Republic in 1923. However, the Kemalist reforms were distinct from previous efforts in
the unprecedented totalizing and individualizing nature of the new regime and the degree

to which it intervened in the minutiae of daily life of its subjects. This, of course, greatly
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impacted notions of gender and sexuality in Turkish society. By comparing the late
Ottoman and early Republican periods, I examine how this transformation worked in the
context of a specific social practice: dance.

The thesis is organized both chronologically and thematically. A chronological
analysis of dance practices from 1453 (when the Ottomans conquered Istanbul) to the
1930s sets up the contrast between Ottoman and Republican gender values. The
comparison also illustrates that modernity in Turkey had roots in late Ottoman political
and ideological shifts. Within this chronological story, issues of the state and subjectivity
provide a thematic framework. I move between exploring how the state shapes subjects
and how subjects shape the state in order to demonstrate their constitutive relationship.
Chapter one explores this relationship in the Ottoman period from the conquest of
Istanbul in 1453 to the end of the Tulip Period in 1730; Chapter two focuses on the
transformation of the Ottoman state and its subjects beginning with the reforms of Selim
IIT in the late eighteenth century and ending with the formation of the Turkish Republic
in 1923; Chapter three explores the image of Atatiirk and his role in the formation of
Turkish subjects in the late 1920s and early 1930s and the shifting dynamics of gender
and sexuality in the new nation.

Four sub-themes also emerge from the research. First is the role of the state in
promoting or patronizing certain dance practices over others and in defining what were
deemed appropriate performance styles and venues for men and women respectively.
Throughout much of Ottoman history, the sultans patronized professional dance

companies that performed at court, in palace celebrations, and for the social events of the
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wealthy. Although Ottoman dance practices were highly diverse, they were structured by
an Islamic gender system which valued gender segregation and homosocial networks. In
segregated contexts, sexual explicitness in public performances was not considered
socially dangerous or immoral. After the artistic revival of the Tulip Period (1718-1730),
however, dance forms that had previously been popular in urban contexts underwent
major reforms due to the contradictory forces of Westernization and Islamic
fundamentalism. Major military losses, over one hundred years of continuous wars, and
economic decline in the empire resulted in several reform movements between the late
eighteenth century and the founding of the Turkish Republic in 1923. In the Tanzimat
reform era (1839-1876), both civil and religious authorities condemned professional
performers for lascivious behavior and enforced censorship policies. It was not until the
early Turkish Republic, however, that solo, improvised, presentational dancing was
disavowed among the urban elites as Oriental and morally degrading. Armenian, Greek
and other “foreign” dancers were exiled while the traditional dances of the rural Turkish
“folk” were collected by folklorists and taught in the Republic’s “People’s Houses™ and
schools. Dancing the American-style ballroom “smooth” dances, such as the waltz, tango
and foxtrot, was favored among the Republican elites in the early 1930s, and upper class
Turkish men and women moved into new social spaces that involved mixed gender
interaction and highly structured dance movements that reinforced Atatiirk’s
modernization policies.

Gender and sexuality is another formative theme, which serves to focus attention

on the changing roles of women, their sexuality, and their role in nation-building. As
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scholars of the Middle East have demonstrated, the central concepts of modernity were
gendered. What work did dance do in the making of Turkish modernity? Women’s
presence and participation in different dance events demonstrates their shifting roles and
also allows for an exploration of how such transformations directly affected women’s
bodies and ways of moving. As I have mentioned, improvisational and sexually explicit
movements were appropriate for women in gender segregated contexts of the late
Ottoman period, but were deemed Oriental and ‘un-modern’ by the Turkish Republic.
The roles and identities of men and women underwent changes all over the world in the
nineteenth century with the introduction of new forms of production, family life, and
global market relations. The social boundaries of both ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ were
defined in relationship to each other, and these binary gender divisions were further
effected by class and ethnic divisions.

A third theme that shapes this thesis is modernity, its changing definitions and its
institutions. In particular, the projects of nationalism, secularism, and Westernization in
the Tanzimat period are compared to related projects in the Young Turk era and the early
Turkish Republic under Atatiirk. I focus this comparison on the consequences of state
reforms for constructions of national, gender and sexual identities. The concept of
‘Turkishness’ developed before the birth of the Turkish state, and its origins can be
witnessed in the state-sponsored dance and theatrical events of the Young Turk era. The
state-sponsored ‘folk’ dances of the early Republic are shown to have a direct link to

Young Turk definitions of Turkish identity.



28

Finally, concepts and issues of space guide my analyses of dance practices and the
formation of modern, gendered selves. Dancers in the Ottoman period did not perform in
formalized performance spaces until the proscenium stage was introduced in the
Tanzimat period. The introduction of the proscenium stage separated performers from
their audiences and systematized their performances. Audiences had to learn how to
behave appropriately, sitting in silence and attention and clapping their hands at the right
moments. In this way, the introduction of the Western theater contributed to the
formation of modern Turkish selves.

Similarly, the creation of public spaces in the modern Turkish Republic played an
important role in Atatiirk’s project of modernization. Unlike previous architectural
trends, urban Republican architecture highlighted the importance of shared, social spaces
such as parks. Such spaces were not random, and indeed public gatherings outside of
these designated spaces were actively discouraged. Public spaces regulated people’s
behaviors and controlled their movements in space. Their ordered and clean appearance
also modeled modernity for Turkish citizens and foreign observers. In particular, the
presence of women in these spaces was meant to signal the progress of the modern

nation.
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CHAPTER ONE

DANCING GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE

Introduction

From the beginning of the Ottoman Empire to the creation of the Republic of
Turkey, the relationship of the state and its subjects underwent several dramatic shifts. A
history of changing dance practices offers insights into how this relationship shaped and
was shaped by the social norms of gender and sexuality. This chapter explores the role of
dance in relation to the Ottoman state from 1453, the conquest of Istanbul, to the end of
the Tulip Period in 1730. First, I ask how the Ottoman state used dance to display its
power and wealth to its subjects and the outside world with palace entertainments and
court spectacles. Pinpointing what dance events were considered acceptable by the state
(and hence, which were not) elucidates the gender system that the Ottoman state intended
to promote at different periods of its history. Next I move to the level of the body and
investigate the ways that dancers performed their sexuality and negotiated the norms of

the Ottoman gender system. Before moving to the history of dance practices, however, |
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begin with a description of the Ottoman gender system as the context in which the state
and its subjects defined themselves.
The Ottoman Gender System

Islam significantly shaped all forms of Ottoman art, as did the ambitions and ideas
of different sultans and their families or high officials. Perhaps the most influential factor
in defining what was socially acceptable in the performing arts was the Ottoman gender
system. Although feminist scholars of the Middle East have noted that class, ethnicity,
location and other factors make it difficult to define one Islamic gender system, in
general it is safe to say that for much of the Middle East and North Africa, and indeed the
Mediterranean, until the twentieth century the various gender systems in the Islamic
world shared the practice of gender segregation.

Unlike the modern European gender system, which is based on a binary definition
of gender, in the Ottoman gender system the differences between male and female were
less distinguished and the concepts of love and beauty were not located in women alone.
Dror Ze’evi®® maps out sexual relations and transformations in attitudes and practices in
the Ottoman Empire between the sixteenth and twentieth century through an analysis of
several sets of discourse on sex’° that were prevalent in Ottoman Muslim society
throughout this period and concludes that, although we cannot know how individuals
necessarily behaved, we can recognize the parameters and borders within which they

acted. Despite the existence of different sub-discourses there was a basic understanding

% Dror Ze’evi, Producing Desire: Changing Sexual Discourses in the Ottoman Middle East, 1500-1900
(Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 2006), 143-5.

% These sets of discourse are medicine, the legal system, literature on morality, dream interpretation books,
shadow theater, and European travel writing.
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of the human body and sexuality in the Ottoman Middle East, a “discursive world at the

center of which stood the Ottoman dynasty,”37

that practiced gender segregation and
accepted sexually explicit behavior and the expression of homoerotic desire in certain
contexts.

The Ottoman gender system was shaped in large part by medical concepts and
theories.*® Ottoman physicians were proficient in Galenic medicine,”” which took a
holistic view of the body and adhered to the humoral system.40 Sexuality was determined
by the elemental composition of the body and its humoral balance. Furthermore, gender
was not binary, but rather was based on a “one-sex” model that saw men and women as
having different versions of the same sexual organs. In the “one-sex” model, women
were considered less-developed versions of men.*' In this model, active male
homosexuality was not considered a medical problem.42 The Ottoman gender system
was also impacted by Islam. Religious debates between Orthodox and Sufi** Muslim

intellectuals centered on the use of bodily contact between males and the practice of

dancing and gazing at young boys in Sufi religious rituals as means to access the divine

37 Ze’evi, Producing Desire, 11.

* Ibid., 16-17.

% Based on the theories of Galen, an ancient Greek physician. Galenic medicine dominated Roman-
Islamicate and later medieval European medical science.

0 The four humors theory of the Greek doctor Hippocrates believed that moods and behaviors were
influenced by four body fluids: blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm (Ze’evi, 22).

Y Zevevi, 22-23.

*“Tbid., 38.

* Sufism became a widespread popular movement in the sixteenth century and integrated with other
corporative bodies of the Ottoman state, including households, army units, and merchant guilds. The
sultan, the bureaucracy, and the clergy were affiliated with Sufism in one way or another, even if only
superficially. As Ze’evi notes, Sufism formed the religious backbone of Ottoman society, and “the
claim that the great majority of Ottoman Muslims in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, city
dwellers and villagers alike, were Sufis, would not be an exaggeration” (80). To speak of Islam in the
early Ottoman Empire, then, is to speak of Sufism.
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love of God.** Ze’evi’s work suggests that homoerotic desire was the norm and that even
when it was forbidden by religious authorities, it was still expected.

In certain levels of Ottoman society, modes of intercourse were not imprinted as
socially right or wrong and homoerotic sexual attraction was not a taboo subject.*> For
example, the language of the shadow theater was replete with sexual innuendos, vulgar
jokes and images of the phallus. The main character, Karagoz, was often cross-dressing
and engaging in homoerotic encounters with kiceks, male dancers dressed as women.*®
Descriptions of the female body or the desecration of women was less present, however,
pointing to the strict segregation of the sexes.*’

Ze’evi’s study of sexual scripts shows that the Ottoman gender system, defined as
it was by diverse and sometimes contradictory discourses and practices, allowed for
homoerotic attraction and sexually explicit language. Although women are mentioned in
his analyses, they rarely appear as more than just female types. Leslie Peirce’s research
on the imperial harem illustrates that high-ranking women held political power and public
prominence between the sixteenth and mid-seventeenth century, and attests to the fact
that the practice of gender segregation did not suppress women’s voices or the
importance of their roles in society.48 Just the opposite, segregation provided
opportunities for women to exercise authority within their own spheres of influence.

Furthermore, in the royal palace both women and men were the targets of strict social

* Zeevi, 86-87.

* Ibid., 121.

* Ibid., 135.

7 Ibid., 123.

* Also see Leslie Peirce, Morality Tales: Law and Gender in the Ottoman Court of Aintab (London and
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).
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control. More important than the gender dichotomy was a generational distinction, in
which male and female elders closely controlled women of childbearing age and junior
men. Elder women, whose sexuality was no longer considered a threat, moved quite
freely and were not subject to the same restrictions.* In fact, observations of women in
the elite class by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, wife of the British ambassador to the
Ottoman Empire in the seventeenth century, confirms that Ottoman women had more
freedom and power than did women of the ruling elites in Europe at the time.””

The work of scholars such as Dror Ze’evi and Leslie Peirce help to establish a
context for certain dance and performance practices in the Ottoman Empire. Although
useful for establishing a sense of the Ottoman gender system, Peirce’s study reveals the
position of high-ranking women but not other classes, while Ze’evi studies the body as a
social script with the result that the body tends to disappear as it is brought into discourse.
The notion of social scripts implies that bodies can be read like books, and fails to note
the power of practice to shape social norms. An analysis of the performance of the state
and sexuality in Ottoman dance events sheds light on the Ottoman gender system by

recovering embodied practices.

¥ Peirce, The Imperial Harem, ix.
% Reina Lewis, Rethinking Orientalism: Women, Travel and the Ottoman Harem (London and New York:
I.B. Tauris, 2004), 13.
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Performing the State

The Ottoman arts flourished in the fifteenth century after Mahmud II (the
Conqueror) triumphed over the Byzantines in Constantinople and made the city his
capital in 1453 CE. Mahmud II settled large colonies of people from all of his various
provinces there, including Christian and Jewish artisans and merchants. Mahmud II saw
himself as the heir of Byzantium and the future ruler of the world. Although Islam was a
central part of the Ottoman identity, he had been educated in the history of the Romans,
Greeks and Byzantines, and identified himself as the “Emperor of the Romans.” For
Mahmud II, the conquest of Constantinople marked the beginning of the reconstitution of
the Byzantine Empire under Ottoman rule. His legitimacy as a ruler was strengthened by

elaborate court ceremonies that rivaled those of Europe.

The court ceremonies and palace entertainments that developed under Mahmud II
flourished in the sixteenth century under Bayezid II (1481-1512), Selim I (1512-1520),
and especially Siileyman I (“The Magnificent”, 1520-1566). Under a more centralized
administration, the consolidation of the Empire, and an expanding upper class, the arts in
the sixteenth century enjoyed official patronage on a new level. Upper class women
became philanthropists, and artists from different religious and cultural backgrounds
created art in diverse, vernacular styles. Siileyman’s time in particular was one of
economic expansion, population growth, increased wealth and trade, and the growth of
cities. It was also a time of increased contact with the rest of the world, on both the east

and west sides of the empire. Europeans became more interested in the Ottomans in this
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period and travelled to the empire, leaving detailed, if highly biased descriptions, of what
they encountered. Ottoman conquests in the east meant that the population of the empire
was now predominantly Muslim, which reinforced the position of the Sultan as the

Caliph, or religious leader of the Islamic world.

In Istanbul, the sultans of the sixteenth century were often away in battle, so their
interactions with court officials became more and more ritualized. The Sultan’s return to
the palace and every conquest of new territory was celebrated with elaborate public
festivals and parades. Pageants that represented the social hierarchy were common all
over Europe in this period, as well, but European visitors to the Ottoman Empire often
praised the high level of order demonstrated by the Ottoman public.”’ Metin And’s study
of Istanbul in the sixteenth century cites descriptions of the city by foreign travelers that
claimed whenever the Sultan was in Istanbul during a bayram (public holiday), many
public entertainments would be arranged with jugglers, wrestlers, musicians, dancers,
acrobats, and other performers.”® The site of these festivals was often the Byzantine

Hippodrome (At Meydani) or the waterside on the Golden Horn.

The Ottomans not only publicly celebrated religious festivals, but also occasions
such as the return of the Sultan from a journey or the birth or circumcision of his sons,
when shops would be closed and communities were free to celebrate in their own
manner. The most common excuse for public celebration was victory in battle or the

conquest of new territory. Siileyman’s victory in Persia in 1553 CE was celebrated for

>! Suraiya Faroqhi, Subjects of the Sultan: Culture and Daily Life in the Ottoman Empire (London and New
York: I.B. Tauris Publishers, 2000), 179.
32 Metin And, Istanbul in the 16™ Century (Istanbul: Akbank, 1994), 260.
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three days, during which all the shops in the city were decorated and at night all the
mosques were lit up by lamps. Wild animals, such as lions and tigers, were paraded
through the streets, and young men performed public dances and played instruments.

The guilds of every profession would participate in elaborate processions through the
city.53 European diplomats were often invited, and would report what they had seen to
their own rulers. Imperial and guild pageants also offered the excuse for a public display
of the empire’s wealth and power. In the processions, the Sultan and his entourage would
lead, followed by the clergy, military, and craftsmen, on decorated wagons or carts. Then
each guild had its own parade, employing performers to accompany them and presenting
displays symbolic of their trades.

The reign of Siilleyman the Magnificent is often referred to as the Golden Age of
the Ottoman Empire. 55 The influence of Ottoman innovations in this period, however,
was experienced beyond the borders of the empire. Linda Darling demonstrates, in “The
Renaissance and the Middle East,” that the Ottoman Empire was an active partner in
worldwide cultural development and emphasizes the interconnectedness of the world in
this period.”® Although Siileyman’s reign only lasted until 1566 CE, his impact would be
felt throughout the next two centuries and his magnificent displays of power elaborated

upon by future sultans.”’ Siileyman’s numerous victories in battle and incredible palace

53
And, 267.

> Metin And, Culture, Performance and Communication in Turkey (Tokyo: Tokyo University of
Foreign Studies Institute for the Study of Languages and Cultures of Asia and Africa, 1987), 142-3.

55 Halil Inalcik and Cemal Kafadar, eds., Siileyman the Second and His Time (Istanbul: The Isis Press,
1993).

°% Linda T. Darling, “The Renaissance and the Middle East,” in A Companion to the Worlds of the
Renaissance ed. Guido Ruggiero (Blackwell Publishing, 2002), 55-69.
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processions impacted even the European mind, and French operas of this period often
included the character of the stern but noble Ottoman Sultan.”® The janissary band, or
mehter, became highly organized in the following century and not only performed in
battle, but also to greet the sultan every afternoon from a tower within the garden of the
Topkapi Palace.™

The seventeenth century was a period of factional politics and economic decline
in the Ottoman Empire. As Western Europe rose to power in the world market, the
Ottomans struggled to stay competitive. Consolidation, rather than expansion, and
foreign policy became the priority of the empire. The bombastic art of Siileyman was
replaced by more humble, reflective art and realism. The lack of money among the
general population increased the demand for cheap entertainment.” At the same time,
religiosity increased and Orthodox Islam extended its reach from the palace to everyday
life. In the late seventeenth century, Murad IV banned coffee and tobacco, enforced a
strict dress code, and attempted to homogenize the education of the palace elites. The

Kadizadeliler, a group of religious zealots, mounted an attack against the Sufis and

7 Nicholas N. Martinovitch, “The Funeral of Sultan Murad III of Turkey,” The Art Bulletin Vol. 10, No. 3

(Mar.,1928), 262-265, interprets the Ottoman political system based on an analysis of a miniature painting

that depicts Sultan Marad III’s funeral procession in 1595 CE. Esin Atil, “The Story of an Eighteenth-

Century Ottoman Festival,” Muqgarnas: An Annual on Islamic Art and Architecture, Vol. X. Margaret B.

Sevcenko, ed. (Leiden: E.J. Brill), 181-200, describes the elaborate circumcision festival of Ahmed III in

1720.

¥ Metin And, Génlii Yiice Tiirk: Yiizyillar Boyunca Bale Eserlerinde Tiirkler (Ankara: Dost Yayinevi,
1958), 29-31.

*? Sbylee Tura, “Janissary Music” in The Great Ottoman-Turkish Civilisation, Vol. 4 ed. Kemal Cicek
(Ankara: Yeni Tiirkiye, 2000), 621-26.

% Stanford J. Shaw, Between Old and New: The Ottoman Empire under Sultan Selim III, 1789-1807
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971).
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destroyed many of their lodges in Istanbul and other urban centers, so that Sufi music and
the sema® began a long period of decline.*

Although historians tend to define the eighteenth century as a period of Ottoman
decline, the Janissaries, ulema, artisans and merchants emerged as a major political force
that exerted considerable pressure on the elites. The role of non-Muslims also increased,
as they were valued for their contacts with Western Europe, which was becoming more
and more powerful in the world market.®> Several reform movements forced the empire
to adjust to the shift in global politics, and European strategies and knowledge were
adopted in the military. There was a short period of artistic revival from 1718-1730 CE,
generally referred to as the Tulip Period. The Tulip Period is renowned for its lively
social and intellectual life and is identified with Ahmed III and his grand vizier Ibrahim
Pasha, who was obsessed with French culture. Under Ahmed III, enlightenment ideas
from France and nationalism from the Balkans penetrated Ottoman ways of thinking.64

There was an enormous concentration of palace festivals in the Tulip Period.
Such festivals included all kinds of ceremonial celebrations, some lasting for weeks, and
served to strengthen the link between the ruling and the ruled. European travel accounts
and the historical accounts of Evliya Celebi provide useful descriptions of Ottoman
festivals. Equally useful are the Surnames, or Imperial Festival Books, which were

albums commissioned by Ottoman sultans to commemorate celebrations in paintings and

o' A Sufi religious ceremony that involves ritual activities such as singing and dancing.

62 A discussion of these events can be found in Dror Ze’evi, Producing Desire, 93-8.

% For a detailed exposition of the Kadizadeliler movement, see Madeline C. Zilfi, The Politics of Piety:
The Ottoman Ulema in the Postclassical Age, 1600-1800 (Minneapolis: Bibliotheca Islamica, 1988).

% For an interesting discussion of the cultural interactions between European and the Ottoman Empire in
the 18" century, see Fatma Miige Gocek, East Encounters West: France and the Ottoman Empire in the
Eighteenth Century (Oxford University Press, 1987).
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text. The Surnames were meant to display the grandeur of the event and aided in the
Sultan’s efforts to maintain his public image. Those who could not read could follow the
story in pictures. The Surnames recounted the festivities in the order the events took
place and included detailed descriptions and paintings of the processions, feasts,
entertainments, firework displays, circumcisions and wedding ceremonies. For this
reason, they are invaluable sources for scholars studying the performing arts of the
Ottoman Empire.

The first Surname was commissioned in 1524 CE by Siileyman I for the wedding
ceremony between his sister and his Grand Vizier, Ibrahim Pasha. The Surname-i Vehbi
commissioned by Ahmed III in 1720 was written by Vehbi and illustrated with
miniatures by the great Ottoman artist, Levni. It was devoted to the fifteen-day festival
given in honor of the circumcision of the sultan’s sons and demonstrates that Ahmet 111
maintained vast resources and political power. ® Atil notes that the imperial painters like
Levni did not rely on written accounts to create their works, but based them on firsthand
experience.(’6 Levni, like other painters of the period, was also a statesman. As a
member of the elite palace corps, he served a dual role in the Ottoman administrative
system. In his paintings, he identifies the participants in the festival through their
garments. He presents the story from right to left, the action first presented to the sultan
and then to the public. He also paints the procession of the guilds, marching in

hierarchical order. His presentation of the parade “recreates the structure of the Ottoman

% Metin And, Kirk Giin Kirk Gece (Istanbul: Ta¢ Yayinlari, 1959), 184.
5 Atil, Esin. "The Story of an Eighteenth-Century Ottoman Festival." Mugarnas: An Annual on
Islamic Art and Architecture X, 181-200.
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state, the balance of power between the administrative and religious sectors, and every
single corps within the system”. 67

Metin And suggests that palace festivals had four purposes: to mark an important
occasion, temporarily bringing together ruler and subject; to entertain and give people a
break from normal everyday life; to instruct people of all classes and to impress court