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Abstract 

This article shows that ‘Turkification,ʼ a term widely used by historians of modern Turkey to refer 

to the forced transfer of property from Christian into Muslim hands, ought to be conceptualized not 

only in the sense of ‘enrichment’ but also, with regard to the working classes, as a process in which 

Muslim people inherited the poverty of their Christian predecessors. Taking İzmir as a case in point, 

the paper first describes the plight of the overwhelmingly Christian working class prior to 1922. It 

then studies reports and editorials that discussed the economic and social situation in İzmir in the 

years 1923 to 1926, after the Turkish victory and forced migration of her Christian population. Over 

the course of these years, İzmir experienced a serious economic crisis, and bread prices reached 

levels that lead to widespread undernourishment and hunger among the cityʼs poor. Agricultural 

production was lagging behind pre-war levels, and positive effects of ‘Turkificationʼ policies were 

failing to materialize. By analyzing the contemporary journalistsʼ attempts at explaining the crisis, 

but also pointing out national and transnational factors that they were probably unaware of, the pa-

per makes an original contribution to the economic and social history of early republican Turkey.  
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Introduction 

In the historiography of modern Turkey, the term Türkleştirme (‘Turkificationʼ) is usually under-

stood as a process of enrichment during which the wealth of non-Muslim businessmen and mid-

dle class people was used to create a Muslim business and middle class.1 It is part of common wis-

dom that ‘the departure of the Greeks and Armenians from Turkey meant that the most produc-

tive elements of the population, and a good deal of the entrepreneurial know-how, had left the 
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country for good.ʼ2 Yet, it is often glossed over that ‘productiveʼ here refers not only to artisans 

and capital owners, but also to peasants and workers. The little work there is about the ‘Turkifica-

tionʼ of the workforce has not been enough to dispel the widely held belief that non-Muslims 

were, as a rule, better off than Muslims.3 This prejudice moreover makes it hard to conceptually 

grasp what is actually a well-known fact, namely that the large-scale violence of the years 1912–

22 had long-lasting, destructive effects on the Turkish economy. One obvious factor is the appal-

ling loss of life during the Armenian Genocide, in World War I and the War of Independence, 

which crippled the economy for years to come. Those skilled workers who survived genocide and 

forced migration usually ended up abroad, especially in Syria (Armenians) and Greece (Greeks). 

We know that these people could never be replaced, yet the economic history of the Turkish Re-

public has hardly been studied from this angle.  

This article argues that the term Turkification, if used at all, should also be conceptualized in the 

sense of ‘impoverishment of a whole countryʼ and ‘Turkification of the working classes.ʼ In other 

words, not only non-Muslim wealth, but also non-Muslim poverty was ‘Turkified.ʼ Non-Muslims 

formed the backbone of the late Ottoman (urban and rural) working class, and their loss created a 

serious problem for those parts of Anatolia where wage labor and commercial agriculture were 

common, namely port cities such as İzmir and Samsun, and their hinterlands where (cash) crops 

such as dried fruit, tobacco and cotton were produced for world markets (western Anatolia, the 

Çukurova plain, and the area around Samsun).4 It is hardly a coincidence that the lion’s share of 

incoming exchangee migrants ended up in these three areas, arguably becoming part of a new, 

Muslim working class.5  

Taking İzmir and its hinterland as a case study, this article argues that post-1922 İzmir witnessed 

the emergence of a new, Muslim working class. Muslim labor filled the gap left behind by the ex-

pelled Christians and helped to repair the export-oriented agriculture in western Anatolia, as well 

as corresponding processing industries in İzmir. This, however, was accomplished only for the 

price of appalling poverty, a serious housing crisis, widespread unemployment, and outright hun-

ger among the new urban poor. Early republican local newspaper reports and editorials frequent-

ly discussed these issues and tried to come up with explanations for the crisis. They were, howev-

er, largely unable to grasp all those reasons connected to the loss of the non-Muslim population. 

Taking the ‘bread question,ʼ a serious peak in bread prices and corresponding popular discontent 

in 1924–25 as a case in point, this article studies those very reasons and also points at transna-

tional factors that affected local conditions. In sum, the article argues that the Christian working 

class (rural and urban) constituted a kind of phantom pain in early republican times: the devastat-
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ing effects of its loss were painfully obvious, but could not be addressed as such. Those who suf-

fered most from this loss were the people who had replaced Christian labor.  

The working class of İzmir until 1922 

It is well-known that the population of İzmir or, as it was known among Christians and foreign-

ers, Smyrna, was predominantly Christian until September 1922, when all Greeks and Armenians 

were forced out of the country at the end of the Greek-Turkish war. This Christian population 

included many working-class people, especially of the Greek Orthodox faith. According to nation-

wide statistics from 1915, 15 percent of the industrial workforce were categorized as ‘Turkishʼ (i.e., 

Muslim), 60 as ‘Rumʼ (Greek Orthodox), 15 percent as Armenian, and 10 percent as Jewish.6 This 

statistic probably categorized according to faith rather than citizenship: ‘Foreignersʼ are not listed 

as part of the workforce here, but we know that there was a ‘migrant lumpen populationʼ that 

emerged in all commercially important ports of the Empire during the second half of the 19th cen-

tury.7 In İzmir, these people mostly hailed from mainland Greece and the Aegean islands (most of 

which became part of Greece in 1912), and often held foreign citizenship.8 Rural western Anatolia 

does not seem to have produced a surplus population in late Ottoman times, mainly due to a con-

tinuous shortage of labor in its (increasingly commercial) agriculture.9 The rural population of 

western Anatolia continued to perform small-scale farming on their own land, often combining it 

with share-cropping and/or agricultural wage labor, at times supplementing their income with 

regional work migration to Smyrna/İzmir.10 It seems that Muslims only started to become part of 

the urban working class in İzmir with the Balkan Wars. The local CUP representative in İzmir, 

Celal Bayar, claimed to have secured employment for Muslim [women] in the tobacco industry, 

which until then had only employed Muslims as [male] administrators or kolcus (the notorious 

armed guards in charge of tracking down tobacco smugglers).11 If this information is correct, the 

picture in figure 1.1 must have been taken between 1912 and 1922. (picture- copyrights?)  

A report on social conditions in Smyrna in 1920–21, during the Greek occupation of the city, es-

timates the population at 400,000, 90 per cent of whom were directly dependent on the city's in-

dustries.12 A total of 14,074 workplaces in the city employed 44,424 people (24,039 men, 13,529 

women, 6856 children under the age of 15).13 The list includes various industrial facilities for to-

bacco-processing, fig-packing, rug factories, oil presses, and flour mills, but also artisan work-

shops, restaurants, and shops. It also provides the number of street cleaners (37 men, 137 chil-

dren). Domestic workers are not listed, but we know that this was a major employment sector for 

Greek girls and women. There is anecdotal evidence that the Greek servants of foreign families 
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were allowed to stay in 1922.14 Likewise, professions in the informal sector such as hammals (por-

ters), and street vendors are not mentioned in the list, and it appears that the same goes for state 

servants, including policemen and bureacrats.  

By far the biggest employment sector was retailing, with 13,400 people (8934  men, 3266 women, 

1200 children) working in 2344 stores, and 9150 (2040 men, 4690 women, 2420 children) in shops. 

The next-biggest sector was fig packing, where 4000 people (2300 women, 1050 men, 650 children) 

worked in ten different facilities. Eight tobacco houses employed 1500 people (355 men, 741 wom-

en, 404 children). 1463 people (360 men, 703 women, 400 children) worked in four spinning facto-

ries. A total of 2429 people (mostly men) worked in the 495 coffee houses. The railroads employed 

1885 men, of whom 394 worked in repair shops, and 1127 people (men and children) worked in 

the city's stables.15 Those industries processing agricultural products only provided seasonal work 

(eight months in the tobacco factories, three months in fig-packing).  

The best wages were paid in fig-packing, which, however, only took place during several weeks 

following the harvest in late summer and early autumn. The lowest-paid jobs, which were also 

physically demanding, were in tanning, rug-making, the cigarette factory, the bakeries and the 

railroads.16 Men were generally paid more than women, and children even less than that. Work-

ing conditions were usually unhealthy and physically exhausting, especially in tanning, where 

men would stand in the water for hours, and in bakeries, where many boys worked under condi-

tions that permanently ruined their health. In the tobacco factories, dust was a major problem. 

Factories usually didn't provide for their worker's safety, and working accidents were common. 

The report mentions that the female workers on the Regie tobacco factory were sitting on the 

bare cement floor during the winter season. Their wages were barely sufficient to feed their fami-

lies, and many women, who were ‘the wage earner of the familyʼ, made ‘a little extra-money by 

doing washing or some cleaning.ʼ17 I assume that these women, probably widows, included those 

that Celal Bayar had secured employment for.  

By 1920/21, worker's unions were common in İzmir. Professional specialization and ethno-

religious affiliation appear to have overlapped, with Greeks mainly working in industrial and un-

skilled jobs, and Armenians specializing in arts and crafts. There were 20 Greek unions which 

represented 3120 workers and also a Greek roof organization for them. The Armenian artisans 

(tailors, gold smiths, masons etc.) had a similar organization as well as various unions for particu-

lar crafts. The report doesnʼt mention unionized Muslim workers.18  

The living conditions of the working class were generally bad and resulted in serious public 

health risks. ‘Hundreds of under-fed childrenʼ could be seen in the streets.19 The American ob-
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server noted that the impact of the war had led to insufficient food production, which had caused 

prices for basic foodstuffs to rise beyond the means of many people. The American author, rather 

patronizingly, regarded this as a good thing: ‘For it is probable that in Smyrna, as elsewhere in the 

world, more are injured by eating too much than by eating too little.ʼ20 This judgement appears all 

the more cynical in the light of information given several pages later: 4 percent of overall deaths 

were credited to a lack of food.21 According to the 1919 municipal statistics, ‘lack of foodʼ was the 

cause of death of 40 Turks and 89 Greeks.22 Out of 3551 total deaths that year, 817 were due to 

‘sundry diseasesʼ, which included many cases of venereal disease (especially syphilis). This was 

followed by diseases of the bowels (560, probably especially among young children), heart diseas-

es (392), pneumonia (364), kidney diseases (165), tuberculosis (163) and malaria (162 deaths).23  

The poor of Smyrna were cared for by various charitable organizations that often, but not always, 

specialized in helping a particular ethno-religious group. The Common House of the Greek Or-

thodox Community, for instance, provided about 500 people of all faiths with food every day.24 

For Muslims, the Smyrna report only mentions relatively new institutions such as the orphanages, 

but no charities run by religious endowments (it is unclear whether such institutions existed or 

not). Those institutions run by the Greek Orthodox and Armenian communities left the city to-

gether with their clientele, and there might have been a shortage of charities for the city’s new 

Muslim poor. 

Starving in the face of plenty: the gold-rush of 1922 

The civilian population of western Anatolia suffered massively at the end of the Greek-Turkish 

war. We know that, on their way to the coast, the remnants of the Greek army destroyed many 

towns and villages, regardless of the inhabitants' faith. We also know that the victorious Turkish 

army systematically forced Greek people out of their homes and towards the coast. When the 

Turkish army entered İzmir on September 9, 1922, the city was full of refugees, including Muslims 

who had lost their livelihoods in the countryside. The disastrous fire that started on September 13, 

1922, destroyed 75 percent of the city, killing between 80,000 and 180,000 people.25 The ‘Frankishʼ, 

the Armenian, and the Greek quarters were almost completely destroyed, leaving not only the 

refugees from the countryside, but also many city residents homeless. The Turkish authorities 

treated all male Christian survivors as prisoners of war, declaring that all others would be ex-

pelled.26 The surviving Christian population was evacuated to the Greek islands, and later to 

Greece.27 In the course of this forced migration, not only the Greek and Armenian merchants, 

bankers and clerks of İzmir, but also many of her tobacco workers, fig-packers, rug-makers, arti-
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sans, bakers, waiters, shopkeepers, street vendors, maids, cooks and nannies, along with peasants, 

share-croppers and agricultural laborers from the surrounding countryside, left İzmir for good.  

We know that this exodus was immediately followed by large-scale migration of Muslims from 

rural areas of western Anatolia (and probably beyond) to İzmir and the surrounding area.28 This 

group included people who had left during the Greek occupation and were now returning, as well 

as those whose homes and means of living had been destroyed towards the end of the war. This 

latter group became known as harikzede (fire-victim) or felaketzede (desaster victim). There were 

also internal migrants from eastern Anatolia. Contemporary journalists frequently discussed this 

group’s plight, though almost exclusively with regard to housing: harikzede often squatted houses 

abandoned by their Christian owners and were therefore facing state eviction.29 While it may be 

true that harikzede were homeless, in terms of economic history, it is much more instructive to 

also think of them as landless: they were people who, towards the end of the war, had lost their 

livelihoods in the countryside and had thus been forced to migrate to the city, or to surrounding 

towns and villages. 

A second reason for this migration, which is hard to distinguish from the first, was the desire to 

obtain a part of the riches that the Christians were forced to leave behind: A house, a farm, a 

vineyard, a business, or a depot full of that year's harvest. The autumn of 1922 witnessed a verita-

ble gold-rush of people who were trying to get a share of the booty. In this, they competed with 

state-sponsored commissions in charge of confiscating, registering and selling movable and im-

movable ‘abandonedʼ property.30 It is immediately obvious that almost all of these assets (apart 

from dwellings), in order to be of use, required skills or information that the new possessors did 

not necessarily have. This is especially true for merchandise destined for international markets: 

tobacco, rugs, figs, raisins, cotton and liquorice, to name but a few. While most of these were also 

produced for domestic consumption, the sheer amount of merchandise in the city’s depots clearly 

surpassed domestic demand. The looters, however, lacked contacts to companies abroad that were 

engaged in trading these goods.31 Much of the tremendous wealth in the looters' hands was use-

less to them. They must have felt like the mythical king Midas, who only belatedly realized that 

gold could not be eaten. Disappointment, combined with blind rage upon this realization, may 

have driven some of the many arsonists who put İzmir on fire.32  

The economic and social situation after 1922  

Contemporary reports on İzmir agree on one point:  the city was a mere shadow of her former 

self after the fire of 1922. Most of the inner city had been completely destroyed, and the fire area, 
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which was only rebuilt in the 1930s, constituted a gaping hole of rubbish and blackened ruins, 

which served the poorest of the poor used as dwellings.33 All others continued to live in the sur-

viving neighborhoods, namely the Muslim and Jewish quarters to the east of Konak square, the 

‘Pointʼ (Punta, present-day Alsancak), the area around Basmane station, and in suburbs such as 

Karşıyaka, Bornova and Buca. According to statistics drawn up in late 1923, 97,630 Muslims lived 

in the city and the surrounding suburbs. There were also 25,385 non-Muslims, who all lived in the 

city proper. The number of Muslim men (53294) and Muslim households (53962) appears as al-

most equal.34 This suggests serious undercounting of females and/or that many (Muslim) men 

were young workers who had arrived without a family. The high number of men is especially 

surprising because we know that, by 1927, about one in three grown women in the area was a 

widow.35 In 1923, the provincial statistic counted 451,449 in the province, again in almost equal 

parts male and female suggesting that many male migrant workers had found employment in the 

commercial agriculture in the surrounding countryside.36 Apart from population numbers, the 

data of the 1923 statistics differ considerably from the reports drawn up in 1921, making it hard to 

compare the two sources at all.37  

When seen from a macro perspective, the Turkish economy appears to have recovered slowly but 

steadily after 1922. Between 1925 and 1927, both production and agricultural exports slowly re-

covered from the impact of the long war years.38 There was, however, a difference between crops 

such as cotton, tobacco, and hazelnuts, where the pre-war levels were reached again, and dried 

fruit, (especially raisins and figs) where this was not the case.39 These two were the most im-

portant export goods that were handled in İzmir, and it is thus no surprise that reports – written 

both by foreign observers and local journalists – frequently describe the economic situation in the 

city as very serious. A British traveler wrote in November 1926: ‘The stream of riches which 

flowed from Smyrna, spices, silks, carpets and minerals has dried up and commercially the port is 

a dying one.’40 In terms of sheer trade value, the amount of merchandise exported through İzmir 

in 1924 was 8 percent lower than in 1914 (certainly a bad year due to the outbreak of war in the 

midst of the trading season), and imports were significantly higher.41 Although İzmir retained its 

character as an export harbor, the port company had to apply for government subsidies in 1925 

and 1926.42  

 

Table 1: Imports and exports through İzmir/Smyrna, 1914 and 1924 (in Turkish Liras) 43  

year exports imports 
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1914 66,102,692 47,587,470 

1924 57,448,400 48,288,000 

When describing the overall economic situation in those years, Turkish newspapers frequently 

spoke of stagnation (durgunluk) unemployment (işsizlik) and misery (sefalet). While these prob-

lems are named, the people suffering from them, as well as workers in general, are hardly ever 

mentioned in early republican newspapers. The city’s poor are usually discussed either as fire-

victims or victims of catastrophe (harikzede or felaketzede), people who had lost their houses and 

livelihoods and suffered from the serious housing crisis (including very high rents), or as lower-

level state servants (küçük memurlar) who had trouble making ends meet. This latter group prob-

ably made up an important part of the reading audience in the city.44 It was not uncommon for 

people to be harikzede and small state servant at once, but harikzede must also have included peo-

ple who worked in workshops, factories and informal jobs. After 1923, their working conditions 

are never discussed at all. Instead, we are informed that lower-level state servants had to work up 

to 15 hours per day and were struggling to feed their families. The problem was not limited to 

İzmir: Istanbul post office clerks walked out of their job in July 1924.45 A piece published on this 

occasion provides valuable information on the cost of living and wages in İzmir: an average fami-

ly could not survive on 50 liras per month, but clerks made only between twenty and forty liras, 

and gendarmes only eight to ten a month.46 It is only in passing that we learn about working-class 

incomes: ‘Yes, there are people who live on 30, 20 Lira, and some even on 10 Lira [per month]. 

This is possible. But those who live like that lose a piece of their life every day and are gradually 

dying.ʼ47 Textile workers, who made 70 kuruş per workday, would have been a part of this 

group.48 The last-mentioned sum, 10 Lira, was the same as the monthly allowance for widows of 

war martyrs.49 Sometimes, in passing, we are informed that ‘not only lower-level state servants 

have trouble to stay alive with these high prices.ʼ50 This wording conveys the impression that the 

writer, Mehmet Şevki, was consciously avoiding to mention the word ‘workerʼ (amele). The first 

description of [women] workers I have come across dates from 1930 and informs us that the 

women were hired as day-laborers on a first-come-first serve basis: every morning, they would 

gather in front of the ḫans where tobacco was sorted and try to get a job for the day. By 1930, 

there were so many of them that some – as the author imagined – returned home empty-handed, 

unable to feed their children.51  

By 1930, world market prices for agricultural products had already slumped, and the tobacco Re-

gie was nationalized in 1925. The situation of tobacco workers may have worsened as a result of 

both. Overall, the economic situation was deplorable throughout the 1920s, and discontent with it 
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seems to have played an important part in the success of the short-lived Progressive Republican 

Party (Terrakiperver Cumhuriyet Fırkası, TCF) in 1924 and 1925. The party was formed in Novem-

ber 1924, following a summer of severe criticism which had culminated in a heated debate of the 

government’s poor performance in settling exchange refugees.52 The chaos surrounding refugee 

settlement, however, was certainly not the only subject of criticism: a far more important one was 

the bread price.  

The bread question (ekmek meselesi)  

Bread quality and prices were a common crystallization point of social unrest throughout Otto-

man times.53 Increasing prices could easily spark riots in towns and cities, and the local authori-

ties (who, prior to the 19th century, usually blended in with the guilds) were therefore eager to 

demonstrate their ability to keep both under control.54 Tinkering with bread quality was, at least 

occasionally, severely punished in pre-modern times and continued to be a major concern for lo-

cal authorities in modern times as well.55 Indeed, discontent with high prices for basic necessities 

was probably one of the factors contributing to the success of the Young Turk revolution in 

1908.56 Although guilds were officially abolished in 1913, the following discussion shows that the 

practice to set prices (narḫ), as well as conflicts surrounding bread prices and quality, continued 

to exist. This is not surprising, given that the policies of the 1920s, far from being ‘liberal,ʼ were 

actually driven by economic nationalism and a corporatist understanding of society.57 How this 

played out when all actors involved in a conflict were Muslim, however, has not sufficiently been 

studied. With regard to bread prices, we know that the 1930s saw important legal and administra-

tive steps aimed at the provision of cheap, affordable grain all over Turkey. Following the World 

Economic Crisis, the state started to buy most of the marketed grain harvest in Turkey –  which, 

however, formed only a small part of the produce, most of which was consumed in the country-

side.58 Grain price policies of the 1920s and their repercussions on the situation in cities have not 

been studied at all, which is surprising given that early republican newspapers discussed bread 

prices quite frequently. 

Reports surrounding the issue of bread prices in and around İzmir started to appear in the sum-

mer of 1923, which probably corresponds to the point when the 1922 harvest had been consumed. 

The local newspaper Türk Sesi reported in August 1923 that the municipality had lowered the 

fixed bread price (narḫ).59 In meetings with several wheat-traders, the paper had learned that they 

considered the price ‘moderateʼ (muʿtedil), while the bakers, who were suffering from it (muta-

zarrır olduklarını) were refusing to sell at that price. The paper stated not to know the stance of 
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the municipality on the issue, but pointed out that the ones who really suffered from the conflict 

were the people (ahali mutazarrır olmaktadır). Türk Sesi therefore suggested that the municipality 

make use of force, possibly even call in the army, and re-open bakeries that had been abandoned 

by their [Christian] owners.60 The population was, in other words, suffering from the loss of non-

Muslim bakers and decreased competition in that field.  

The matter clearly was not only bread prices, but wages that were insufficient for paying them, 

and thus, labor unrest. An American report on the state of the fig-packing industry in 1923 de-

scribes working conditions as bad and speaks of ‘general unrest among workmen.ʼ One result of 

this unrest was a partial strike of the fig-packers in the summer of 1923. Their strike – as was 

common – was quickly suppressed, but the strikers nevertheless succeeded at having their pay 

increased by 22 percent.61 The official statistics of 1923 do not mention this fig-packersʼ strike, but 

another one in a Belgian-owned spinning mill, which lasted 4 days. 13 administrators and 540 

workers succeeded at having their working time reduced from 15 to 9 hours per day, while their 

pay (70 kuruş daily) stayed the same.62 The railroad workers of the British-owned Smyrna-Aydin 

company went on strike on August 31, just when that year‘s fig harvest was ready to be brought 

to İzmir. The strikers demanded, among other things, an eight-hour working day, a 50 percent 

raise for all workers and clerks ‘who make barely enough to keep body and soul together,ʼ special 

raises to be paid according to seniority, four weeks of paid leave per year for all employees, and 

insurance against work accidents, including care for the families of workers who died on the job. 

The strikers were at first supported by Turkish farmers and merchants. However, when it became 

clear that camels could not make up for the lack of railroad transport, and that the strike thus 

harmed themselves, they withdrew their support, calling for the government to suppress the 

strike.63 This happened on September 9, the first anniversary of the Turkish re-conquest of the 

city. The failed strike was only one of several that took place around the time, and marks the 

point at which class conflict could no longer be dressed up as nationalism (and the other way 

around). The minister of the economy was forced to resign, and a business law, which had been 

under preparation, was shelved.64 It seems that from this point onwards, İzmir papers shied away 

from open references to the existence of a working class. At the same time, however, class conflict 

appears to have increased. 

Bread prices started to be discussed much more frequently towards the summer of 1924. In May, 

Ahenk (Harmony) ran a piece on a special bakery run by the municipality of Tire (an important 

market town about 100 km south-east of İzmir).65 The bakery had just been opened in order to 

produce affordable bread for the population, selling it at a price 2,5 kuruş lower than usual, and 
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had thus ‘saved them from the bakers (...) who have become accustomed to squeezing the people 

like a toy.ʼ (halkı ellerinde bir oyuncak gibi ezmeğe alışmış olan fırıncılar). Unhappy about the new 

competition, the bakers had tried to sabotage the new facility by sending an apprentice to mix 

matches and other inedible materials into the new bakery’s dough trough. The apprentice had 

been caught and handed over to the law enforcement authorities.66  

The İzmir municipality was facing a similar problem. On 1 July, Ahenk published a declaration 

signed by mayor Muammar bey that, according to a short explanation provided along with it, the 

municipality had tried to negotiate with the millers, who had refused to accept it. The municipali-

ty was therefore now issuing it without their consent and also announced that mills would be 

expropriated in order to provide the population with affordable flour. The declaration stated that 

second-quality bread, which had so far been sold at 19 kuruş [per oke], was abolished. First-

quality bread would be sold at 22 kuruş, a price made possible by a reduction of 2 kuruş on the 

price that millers were allowed to charge. This price was based on the prices paid for the latest 

shipment of American wheat, both first quality (4 stars) and second quality (3 stars). The text 

stipulated that bread could only be sold in bakeries and that weighing the bread during its sale 

was made mandatory for all bakeries.67 It further announced that consumers would start to bene-

fit from the reduced price within a week. 

Like most legal texts, this document tells us more about the context it was written in than about 

its enforcement: Bread had apparently sometimes been sold in places other than bakeries, and 

bakers and millers were suspected to be tinkering with both the quality and the weight of loafs. 

Most importantly, the text indicates that İzmir was dependent on wheat imports, which by June 

1924 usually came from the United States. As for the effect of the declaration, pieces published 

over the course of the next few weeks indicate that prices further increased. By August 3, the 

price of an okka of bread was again 24 kuruş.68 By August 11 Seda-yı Hakk called the ‘bread issueʼ 

a ‘bread crisisʼ (ekmek buhranı). Ahenk followed suit on August 13, running similar co-eds on Au-

gust 17 and 18. On August 15, Sedayı Hakk published a caricature titled ‘Newspapers: İzmir and 

Istanbul are experiencing severe crisis and hunger.ʼ It depicts a voluptuous mother who, while 

nursing a fez-wearing, well-fed boy, triumphantly puts off the other, visibly under-nourished and 

similarly fez-wearing boy. The dialogue line reads: ‘Mother State: Wait for your sibling Ankara to 

be sated, after that it‘s your turn.ʼ69 By depicting Ankara as a boy who was fed at the expense of 

his sibling (İzmir and Istanbul), the caricature makes a claim otherwise absent from newspaper 

reporting, namely that Ankara, a small town turned capital, was provisioned at the expense of 

İzmir and Istanbul. This was certainly true for many other resources, such as infrastructure in-
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vestments. Food, however, was now eaten by people in Ankara who had previously lived in Istan-

bul and other places. I therefore think that a lack of production in Anatolia, not Ankara’s needs, 

was the reason for high prices in the cities.  

Considering the monthly wages given above, the depiction of İzmir as a starving child was proba-

bly not so far-fetched: We know that bread was the most important staple food, especially for the 

poor. For buying two loafs per day, a family of four would have needed 44 kuruş daily or 13,2 Li-

ras per month.70 This was more than half of a lower-level clerk’s salary (20 Liras) and more than a 

widow’s pension (10 Liras).71. In the face of such numbers, there must have been great demand for 

lower-quality bread, and a considerable part of the population must have been on the verge of 

starvation. And indeed, in September 1924, Ahenk reported on an interview with Mazhar Osman, 

a famous psychiatrist from Istanbul, who told the paper that cases of madness had significantly 

increased. While he attributed most cases to drug abuse (he named alcohol, heroin, and cocaine) 

and untreated syphilis, Mazhar Osman also pointed out that many people were driven crazy by 

chronic hunger:  

Many people go crazy because they are hungry. These people usually get better within 
a couple of weeks. And while they are still crazy, they eat [the most basic] things like 
bread and watermelon, bread and [drink] ayran. They get well again. The problem is 
not how to treat them, but the fact that hunger has reached such levels as to drive 
people crazy. Hunger is a socio-economic issue that needs to be investigated and fixed 
(…)72  

It is interesting that Mazhar Osman didn’t describe the hungry people he talked about as simu-

lants: He seems to have believed in their madness. That some people were so hungry as to go cra-

zy also suggests that charitable organizations such as soup kitchens were either inexistent or in-

sufficient to satisfy the needs of the urban poor. The situation appears to have further deteriorat-

ed throughout 1924 and 1925, leading to ever harsher criticism in local papers. On February 18, 

1925, Anadolu, the local mouthpiece of the ruling Republican People’s Party (henceforth: RPP) 

called the bread question a ‘matter (…) of life and death:ʼ  

We cry out in the name of the nation! We cry out to the national assembly, the gov-
ernment, and the municipality. (…) Talk alone won’t accomplish anything, nor do 
words fill the stomach of the nations’ poor. What we want is work, not empty 
words!73 

The piece stated that bread prices had recently increased up to 20 para74 [per okka] every other 

day, and pointed out that this situation, if unchecked, amounted to a death warrant for the popu-

lation: if help from Ankara (which had apparently been granted, but not sent) wouldn’t arrive 



Ellinor Morack, Turkifying Poverty, or: the Phantom Pain of Izmir’s lost Christian Working Class 
Author’s Original Manuscript (AOM) 

 

13 

soon, ‘we cry out as a nation of the poor: cover up, let’s die.ʼ (ikide birde YIRMI PARA ZAM de-

nilirse, bütün fukara-yı millet bağırıyoruz. ÖRTÜN ÖLELİM!).75  

Help eventually arrived in the form of a loan. The municipality announced on February 23 that it 

had taken out a loan of 60,000 Lira in order to purchase 2000 tons of wheat.76 It is unclear if this 

measure was effective: by February 27, news of the Şeyh Said rebellion in Eastern Anatolia ar-

rived, pushing the bread question off the headlines. Subsequently, the RPP government used the 

uprising as a pretext for a nation-wide crackdown on the opposition and the shutting down of 

many newspapers, including Seda-yı Hakk. The surviving papers were subject to press censorship 

again, and it is therefore much harder to find critical voices in them. It is, however, clear from 

price indices that bread prices continued to rise.  

Table 2: average wheat prices 1923 – 1930, nationwide77  

year 1923 1924 1925 1926 1927 1928 1929 1930 

kuruş/kg 7,7 10,6 14,4 12,4 11,8 13,5 12,5 7,3 
 

In this table, 1925 marks the year with the highest bread price. If we compare this to the monthly 

figures given for Istanbul, however, it appears that the prices were considerably higher in some 

months of 1924 and 1925 (even considering that one oke was 1,2 kg):  

Table 3: Istanbul prices for the cheapest available kind of wheat per oke, in kuruş78  

January 
1924 13,25 (") 

February 14-14,5 (") 

March 13,25 (") 

April 13,25 (") 

May 13,5 (") 

June 14,25 (") 

July 
17,5 (Anato-
lia) 

August 18-18,5 (") 

September 18,5-19 (") 

October 
19,25-19,75 
(") 

November 20,5-21 (") 

December 22-22,5 (") 
January 
1925 23 (") 

February 22,5 (") 

March 22-22,5 (") 

April 21,5 (")  
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May 16,5 (") 

June 19,5 (") 

July  19-20 (") 

August 
16,75 
(Thrace) 

 

According to a newspaper report published in Hizmet/Yanık Yurt in February 1926, the İzmir mu-

nicipality had not been very successful in its subsidization campaign in 1925, and the 60,000 had 

dealt a severe blow to the city budget. A decision to run a model bakery [like the one in Tire men-

tioned above] had been taken, but not yet been put into practice. In contrast to Istanbul, where 

the municipality had finally managed to offer affordable bread for the poor, the İzmir municipali-

ty (probably in an attempt to fulfill the promise made in the 1924 declaration) had expropriated a 

mill owned by a certain Tozakoğlu, only to then rent it out to a profit-oriented company.79 An 

American report provides the details that the journalist must have not dared to relate: the new 

tenant of the mill was a prominent member of the People’s Party and operator of several other 

mills in the area. By putting the municipality under pressure, the People’s Party enabled him to 

secure the very monopoly the municipality had intended to crush. The man paid 45,000 Lira of 

rent only to shut the mill down.80 Since many mills in the area were owned by Greeks who had 

been forced to leave the country, the local ‘abandoned property’ administration would, at least in 

theory, have been able to mitigate the problem. However, in the case of a mill in Çeşme which 

had been left behind by the owner, a Greek citizen, the administration of national property in An-

kara preferred to sell it rather than pay 400 Lira for necessary maintenance work in 1927.81  

While it may be true that millers and bakers were eager to make high profits, the crisis had an-

other reason that is hardly ever mentioned in contemporary Turkish reports. This is the country’s 

dependency on imported wheat, which in itself was not a new phenomenon: Already in 1907/08, 

failing harvests in (post-Ottoman) Roumania and (still nominally Ottoman) Bulgaria, which usual-

ly supplied a major part of Ottoman demand, had forced Ottoman traders to buy lower-quality 

French wheat instead.82 Bulgarian independence in 1908 possibly affected the Ottoman trade bal-

ance by turning Bulgarian wheat into an imported commodity. As for Anatolian production, we 

know that the Anatolian railway connecting Istanbul to Eskişehir, Ankara and Konya supplied 

most of Istanbul’s grain needs prior to 1908. Grain was also shipped through port cities such as 

İzmir, Mersin and Samsun.83 By the 1920s, however, this source seems to have all but dried up: 

the legacy of war-time requisitions and shortages of labor had caused a dramatic decrease in do-

mestic grain production. A British consular report stated in 1924: ‘The country is essentially agri-

cultural, but the cereal crop has gradually declined since the war began, until today it is only a 
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tenth of what it was. Far from exporting grain, Smyrna imports it.ʼ The problem, according to the 

British consul, was not so much the activity of profiteers, but the lack of animals, technology 

(such as heavy ploughs and carts) and affordable credit in agriculture, problems in the face of 

which all government measures taken were ‘a drop in the ocean.ʼ84  

Turkey was dependent on grain imports, and world market prices for grain, as well as other food-

stuffs, were exceptionally high during the 1920s. The only article to mention this point is that 

published in 1925 in Anadolu: it argues that the bread crisis also affected other countries, which 

however, handled it much better than Turkey. In order to understand how much Turkey depend-

ed on grain imports and international prices, and to get an idea of the domestic harvests of those 

years, the following section examines the monthly reports of the Ionian Bank in Istanbul for 1924 

and 1925.  

Grain production and prices in Turkey, 1923–25  

The major shift from a grain-exporter to an importer certainly was a result of a decade of war in 

general and the Armenian Genocide in particular. This effect was already visible during the mili-

tary mobilization in the summer of 1915. An American missionary in Mardin noted in August 

1915:  

(…) The Govt. has robbed the city, and the country around, of its men, of its animals, 
of its money, leaving the threshing floors loaded down with a richer harvest than has 
ever been laid upon, to rot where they are, for lack of men and beasts to tread them 
out and care for them. The millions that will be lost to the people and the Govt. cannot 
be estimated. (…)85  

By 1923, Anatolia‘s cities and towns were dependent on grain imports, which mostly came from 

post-Ottoman states such as Bulgaria and Rumania, as well as the USA, and later into 1924, from 

Australia (via Alexandria). Since the Istanbul markets also counted grain coming from Thrace and 

Anatolia as imports, we can compare their volume to that of imports from abroad.86 Data for 1922 

is scarce and, if at all, given in numbers of sacks (of which only 200 each were imported from An-

atolia and Thrace in January and February 1923, respectively). The data for September 1923 on-

wards is given in tons. The data shows that grain imports from Turkey (Anatolia and Thrace) be-

tween September and December 1923 were negligible: only 377 tons were imported to Istanbul. In 

contrast, 14783 tons arrived from the USA, and 18135 tons from Bulgaria. Between January and 

June 1924, no Turkish wheat was recorded as imported to Istanbul. Shipments from Anatolia and 

Thrace only picked up again in July 1924, gaining in volume over the following months. American 

imports were strong in January, April and June 1924. However, there were no imports of Ameri-
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can grain in July, August and September and very little of flour. In fact, the only grain imports 

recorded for July 1924 are 25 tons from Anatolia and 1062 from Roumania.  

The price of locally milled wheat rose considerably between 1922 and 1925. Though no imports 

from Turkey were recorded in early 1923, the relatively low prices for milled wheat suggest that 

there was enough wheat available, be it from local sources or from abroad. The increase from be-

low 8 kuruş to around 10 (per oke/okka, i.e. ca. 1,2 kilos) may have been a result of an increase in 

import duties on wheat that was imposed starting in March 1923.87 Prices ranged around 10,7 Lira 

per sack of 72 kg thoughout 1923 and in the early months of 1924, rising beyond 11 Lira in June 

1924. A first peak at 13,6 Lira/sack occured in July 1924, exactly at the point when Anatolian 

wheat became available again, but hardly any other imports arrived. By August 1923, Istanbul 

merchants anticipated another increase in the import duty on wheat, and the authorities imposed 

a maximum price of 13,25 Lira per sack.88 This policy appears to have failed, as that threshold was 

already broken in September 1924. Prices rose steadily from then onwards, passing 15 Lira in No-

vember, and 16 in December, peaking at 16,4 Lira in March 1925. The October report of the Ionian 

Bank mentions a disappointing wheat crop due to heavy and prolonged rain in Anatolia. By De-

cember 1924, there was talk of rampant speculation, and by January 1925 of a crisis, which seems 

to have lasted until May, at which point the next, much better crop from Anatolia started to arrive 

in Istanbul.  

The reports of the Ionian Bank suggest that an important factor driving the price crisis was a bad 

harvest in Thrace and Anatolia, and therefore a lack of locally produced wheat. However, since 

very little locally produced wheat had been available already in 1923, it is likely that other, non-

domestic factors played a part as well. Anatolia was already dependent on imports by 1923 and 

continued to be so in 1925, so it is likely that a bad harvest in 1924 merely aggravated an already 

existing external surge in prices. This indeed seems to have been the case. Throughout 1924 and 

1925, there was massive grain speculation in the US market, with prices almost doubling between 

January and May 1925.89 An additional domestic factor that may have driven local demand in 

Turkey beyond the ordinary was the immigration of most exchangees from Greece, whom the 

government was obliged to feed for at least several days, in the course of the summer of 1924. 

There was also the military campaign against the Şeyh Said uprising in the spring of 1925. Ac-

cording to the LTR report of March 1925, the government had indeed purchased 5000 tons of 

wheat in February. The May report mentions that parts of this were being sold below current 

market prices.  
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Contemporary explanations  

In a piece titled ‘let's solve the problem,ʼ Mehmet Şevki of Ahenk attempted to explain the eco-

nomic reasons for the general misery.90 Correctly observing that production in Turkey was not 

sufficient to meet domestic demand, he focused on the reasons for low production and high con-

sumption in the country. As for the latter, which he identified as the main reason for growing 

destitution, he found the main culprits to be women who wasted precious resources on ‘useless 

dolling up,ʼ (faydasız süsler) – presumably with imported textiles – and blamed not only urban 

women for doing this, but also villagers, lamenting the decline of domestic [textile] industries. 

Imports of such vital importance as foodstuffs are not mentioned. As for the producing sector, M. 

Şevki observed: ‘We are collapsing. Apart from [agricultural] producers, no productive element 

has remained in our country. But this segment, too, lives in a state of dissolution.” This, Şevki 

argued, was the main reason that agricultural production destined for exports was stagnating: ‘the 

farmer works, and brings his produce to the market, but cannot make money with itʼ – he was 

exploited by intermediaries who took all [the surplus value] for themselves. At first admitting 

that many Turks were among these profiteers, ‘who, for a slightly higher profit, stab hundreds of 

thousands of laborers in the back,ʼ Şevki continued to suggest that they were actually all non-

Muslims: ‘The first profiteers are the foreigners, and the second their accomplices. At that point, 

the Armenians are threatening our lives.ʼ91 

Şevki's piece is remarkable for bringing up the issue of trade deficits. The remedies he discusses, 

however, are more than conventional for not actually discussing production as such, but only 

trade and (supposedly unnecessary) consumption. Non-Muslims are only mentioned as the cli-

chéd trading profiteers, remaining invisible as agricultural producers (who had been killed or ex-

pelled). Solutions for the agricultural misery are not really discussed in this piece – indeed, it 

seems possible that the writer couldn‘t think of any. By 1926, however, he argued that the state 

ought to establish agricultural cooperatives, which would allow farmers to become independent 

from intermediary traders.92  

The situation of agricultural producers is discussed most openly for İzmir's traditional export 

items, namely raisins and figs. Grapes and figs had been grown throughout the region since an-

cient times, but cultivation was greatly expanded over the course of the 19th century, when the 

export of dried fruit reached unprecedented levels. (As a side effect, grain cultivation decreased 

and the countryside became dependent on traded wheat). The two railway lines connecting İzmir 

to its hinterland (the Aydın and the Kasaba lines) ran along the two main areas of cultivation for 

figs and raisins and further accelerated the commercialization of agriculture in areas close to the 
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railroads.93 Unlike figs (which also formed an important export crop), grapes required a lot of 

maintenance work, in which many rural Greeks used to be involved. When this skilled workforce 

was forced out of the country, it could not so easily be replaced: The Giraud company at İzmir 

reported in 1924 that „the winter of 1922-1923 was exceptionally rainy, labor was scarce and dear, 

work on the vineyards was delayed and the outlook of lhe raisin crop appeared generally very 

unfavorable.ʼ94 Due to great efforts on the part of the new owners, however, the 1923 harvest 

turned out much better than initially expected. The report also mentions that 5000 tons of raisins 

that could not be exported in 1922 were stored until 1923, at which point they could finally be 

sold.  

Due to their ownerʼs expulsion from Turkey, a great number of vineyards ended up as ‘abandoned 

property.ʼ It is evident that they were quickly taken over by Muslims, who were either former 

neighbors, internal refugees (harikzede) or, from 1924 onwards, so-called ‘exchangeesʼ (mübadil) 

from Greece. Yet, despite this quick takeover, vineyards formed an object of considerable anxiety 

on the part of early republican journalists in İzmir. Çiftçi (‘farmerʼ) Necati, who regularly wrote 

co-eds on agricultural topics in several local papers, broke the problem down to the formula ‘if we 

tend to them, they will flourish, if we don‘t, they will go to wasteʼ (bakarsak bağ olur, bakmazsak 

dağ olur).95 The tendency was more to the latter. Türk Sesi ran an interview with the new owner 

of a vineyard in September 1923, who related that he had participated in the İzmir Economic Con-

gress, where he and his colleagues had tried to raise awareness for their problems, but had not 

been heard. The government's promises had not come true. Instead, ‘viniculture is now in the 

enemy's hands in Europe, and the Franks have [the trade of] İzmir under their foot.ʼ96 The man 

explained that he had paid 1000 Lira for a vineyard, and was now disappointed upon having made 

less than 500 with that year's harvest. As a consequence, he was no longer tending to the vineyard 

and considering to plant tobacco instead.97 A similar piece published in October 1923 lists the ex-

penses of an average vinicultarist, who said he had made 5000 kuruş (50 Lira) with 1000 okka (1,2 

tons) of grapes. Out of that money, a tenth went to pay the aşar (tithe), and another unspecified 

amount to the liquidation of debt. What remained was so little that the family often went hungry. 

The grape-grower lamented that demand was low and described the situation as a general crisis. 
98  

We know that international trade networks were still in the process of recovery in 1923, and at 

least partly, business may have been low because business contacts had to not yet been estab-

lished again. But the text raises at least two other issues as well: first, the matter of the (probably 

inflated) prices that had been paid when abandoned property was auctioned in 1922 (which in-
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vestment would pay off within only one year?), and second, that of inferior product quality. Con-

temporary trade reports state time and again that the quality of grapes available in İzmir was un-

satisfactory, and this may have been due to a lack of experience on the part of new owners and 

their workers. This is corroborated by the ‘experiencedʼ viniculturalist’s idea to plant tobacco in-

stead of grapes, an idea that appears to have been widespread: As Çiftçi Necati warned in Febru-

ary 1924, tobacco wouldn't grow well in former vineyards because it required a different kind of 

soil. Locals would have known about this, and the fact that this piece (as well as many other advi-

sory columns on agriculture) was published suggests that most ‘localsʼ were actually relative 

newcomers. A third issue is the grape growers’ complaint that viniculture was ‘in the enemy's 

hands in Europe and the Franks have İzmir under their foot:ʼ He didn't like that European traders 

continued to be influential in İzmir and expressed his frustration with the fact that some Greeks 

of Asia Minor had managed to transfer their business to Greece and other places. Greek labor 

went unmentioned.  

This glossing over of labor is even more obvious in a piece about the situation of the carpet weav-

ing sector published in Anadolu in July 1924. Going back to ancient times, the author provided a 

very detailed account of the trade's history but failed to mention that rural Greek women from 

western and central Anatolia had been important producers of carpets until 1922. He complained 

that the carpet-industry in Greece was thriving and had recently started to seriously compete 

with that in Turkey. The reason for this recent development, namely the forced migration of 

skilled carpet-weavers from Anatolia to Greece, was not discussed at all.  

Conclusion  

Both the city of İzmir and the surrounding province of the same name experienced a time of se-

vere economic crisis during the first years of the republic. As a result of a combination of domes-

tic as well as international factors, bread prices rose to levels that even white-collar workers could 

hardly afford, and hunger was a serious problem among the poor. In the countryside, stolen assets 

such as vineyards had quickly turned sour in the hands of their new owners, who were unable to 

generate the profits they had anticipated. The overall atmosphere was characterized by deep dis-

appointment with the new regime, which had failed to fulfill promises of prosperity and well-

being.  

In their analyses of the situation, local journalists generally avoided to discuss the plight of the 

working class, which by 1923 must have been overwhelmingly Muslim. One possible reason for 

this reluctance is that they were afraid of triggering a new wave of strikes, and therefore pre-
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ferred to discuss the situation of lower-level state servants. But one layer deeper, they possibly 

were unable to conceptually grasp a class conflict that no longer followed ethno-religious lines: 

the railway worker's strike had shown that there was a conflict between Turkish businessmen 

and Turkish workers, and there was no language available to express this conflict. In ordinary 

times, journalists and state servants could have remained silent about poverty altogether. Howev-

er, in the course of the precipitating bread crisis, they found themselves suffering from a serious 

gap between their incomes and the cost of living in İzmir. The inability or unwillingness to articu-

late class conflict and consider the plight of the working class thus harmed white-collar workers 

as well.  

At the heart of the conflict lay the – perpetually unaddressed, but painfully obvious – fact that, as 

far as the general population was concerned, not prosperity, but poverty had been Turkified. Mus-

lims who had been uprooted from their villages and towns had taken the place of İzmir's Chris-

tian lumpen proletariat. As for agricultural production in the surrounding countryside, journalists 

occassionally addressed the problem of insufficient production, yet they could not (and would 

not) admit that one major reason for this was the loss of skilled Christian labor. Instead, they 

complained about ‘enemyʼ competition from Greece. Grain production for commercial purposes 

took place elsewhere and was probably too far away from İzmir to be considered, yet the same 

problem also plagued the carpet and raisin industries. These sectors suffered heavily from the loss 

of the skilled workforce, which could not be addressed at all. The Christians had left, but contin-

ued to cause problems, and can thus be likened to the phenomenon of phantom pain.  
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