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In her book, Women with Mustaches and Men without Beards, Afsaneh Na-

jmabadi analyzes how gender has shaped Iranian modernity. She argues that 
the heteronormalization of love, which took place during the nineteenth centu-
ry, was a key element influencing the political and cultural shifts of emerging 
Iranian modernity. She examines other male “gender positionalities” which 
existed during the nineteenth century before the modern gender binary of man/
woman became the paradigm for sexuality.1 During this transitional period, 
“…homoeroticism and same-sex practices came to mark Iran as backward; 
heteronormalization of eros and sex became a condition of ‘achieving mo-
dernity,’ a project that called for heterosocialization of public space and a re-
configuration of family life.”2 Najmabadi states that beauty transformed from 
a concept that could lead a man to love and to desire a young male or female 
regardless of gender to one that polarized gender in the context of “natural” 
heterosexual love.3 She suggests this “enormous cultural transformation” had 
occurred by the end of the nineteenth century as Iranians were exposed to the 
European gaze and increasingly interacted with Europeans who viewed homo-
erotic desire and homosexual practices as vices.4

The present study explores the relevance of Najmabadi’s arguments re-
garding the heteronormalizing processes of Iranian modernity in an Ottoman/
Turkish context. I will illustrate and problematize the ambiguity of heteronor-
mative Turkish modernity by examining some of the paradoxes and conflicts 
1) Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual 
Anxieties of Iranian Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 3-4.
2) Ibid., 3.
3) Ibid., 5-6.
4) Ibid., 4.
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occurring within transformations of masculinity and male sexuality. In order 
to support this analysis, elements of Najmabadi’s study will be explicated, 
drawing parallels between the Iranian and Ottoman contexts, particularly in 
regard to Sufi notions of young male beauty and male same-sex desire and 
their contentious legacy as it became embodied by the ambiguous modern fig-
ure of the Europeanized dandy. Drawing from these discussions, the figure of 
the young male dancer, the köçek, as an object of male desire in the Ottoman/
Turkish context, will take central focus.  The köçek, as the ultimate embodi-
ment of the ambiguity of heteronormative Turkish modernity, was subverted 
and marginalized as a performer of homoerotic masculinity and male sexuality 
during the late nineteenth century through the 1950s.  This was done in part by 
Kemalist efforts to shape national dance as a performance of heteronormative 
modernity.  Such transformations were invested in the bulk of society living in 
the countryside, an important demographic not addressed by Najmabadi. As 
demonstrated by this study’s examination of the rural presence of the köçek, 
homoerotic concepts of masculinity in Turkish society were not altogether 
erased, but in fact persisted through heteronormative modernization and the 
Kemalist establishment of the Turkish Republic.  

Najmabadi illustrates with an analysis of Qajar paintings how concepts of 
beauty were not defined according to gender in early Qajar Iran (1785-1925).5 
She acknowledges that from a modern perspective, sometimes it is very dif-
ficult to discern whether an individual depicted in these paintings is male or 
female, as figures of both sexes embodied features of beauty which would 
appear feminine to the modern eye. Persian poetry and paintings often feature 
beautiful young, beardless males known as the ghilman, or amrads.6 For a 
male adolescent, it was considered inevitable, if not accepted and valued, to 
be the object of adult men’s desires. Once a man developed a full beard, he 
was expected to become the desirer rather than the object of desire. However, 
some adult men, mukhannas, shaved their beards to attract the desires of other 
adult men. The binary of modern sexual categories has perceived amrads and 
mukhannas as effeminate, thus rendering homoerotic desire as “frustrated het-
erosexual desire.”7 For contemporaries, however, the taboo surrounding the 
shaving of an adult man’s beard, the symbol of manhood, was the association 
of beardlessness with amrads, not with femininity. Sexual practices were not 
static and bound by concepts of sexual orientation in the pre-modern Islamic 
world. Najmabadi states that, “In particular, men, whose sexual practices we 
know a great deal more about than those among women, engaged in a variety 

5) Ibid., 11.
6) Ibid., 15.
7) Ibid., 16.
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of sexual acts. Vaginal intercourse with wives was to fulfill procreative obli-
gations, while other acts were linked to the pleasures of power, gender, age, 
class, and rank.”8 As expectations for modern companionate marriage rose 
later in the nineteenth century, wives began demanding that their husbands 
cease their relationships with amrads.9

Najmabadi discusses briefly the connection of concepts of beauty to their 
Sufi origins as well as to their ability to incite love and desire for both young 
males and females. I would like to elaborate on these origins in relation to ho-
moeroticism by drawing on Dror Ze’evi’s Producing Desire. In the Ottoman 
Middle East, Sufis developed the idea of gazing at beauty as a path to true love 
of God. According to Ze’evi, since men were considered more perfect beings 
than women and the latter were not permitted inside Sufi lodges, beardless 
young men became the “objects of loving contemplation.”10  Taboos against 
sexual relations broke down after gazing at the beauty of young men was 
combined with the song and dance ritual sama, which often produced states 
of trance and ecstasy and involved bodily contact. This was a radical, but 
popular, practice and considered a challenge by the orthodox Sufi order which 
comprised the religious backbone of Ottoman society in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries.11 Ze’evi clarifies that the point of conflict was around the 
social and political implications of this heterodoxy, not the expression of ho-
moerotic desires and practices. Homosexual practices in the Middle East had 
been recognized and tolerated since the beginnings of Islam. Although they 
were morally and legally derided, little was done to prevent or punish them as 
long as they were kept private.12   

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, many treatises were writ-
ten against the practice of gazing at beardless youths in an attempt to preserve 
the soul of the Sufi community and uphold public morality.13 Adult men’s 
sexual relations with young beardless males, which came to characterize the 
gazing element of radical Sufism, was viewed as a threat because it was a 
sexual norm with the ability to pervade Sufi sects and undermine the Sufi or-
thodoxy.14 Any mention of sexual deviance in the treatises had to do with adult 
males engaging in sexual relations, which Najmabadi also refers to in the Per-
sian context. Similarly, Ze’evi draws the conclusion that male sexuality was 
8) Ibid., 20.
9) Ibid., 25.
10) Dror Ze’evi, “Morality Wars: Orthodoxy, Sufism, and Beardless Youths,” in Producing 
Desire: Changing Sexual Discourse in the Ottoman Middle East, 1500-1900 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2006), 83.
11) Ibid., 87.
12) Ibid.
13) Ibid., 88-90.
14) Ibid., 92-93.
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viewed in two distinct phases.15 Until puberty boys were thought to have an 
untamed sexuality which they could use to seduce older men, but they could 
be attracted just the same to other boys and women. Once they matured, men 
were expected to become attracted only to younger males or women; those 
who desired other adult men were thought to be suffering from an illness.  

In the nineteenth century, Sufi ideas regarding homoeroticism became prob-
lematic not for their political radicalism, but because of their sexual position-
ing.16 The expectations for men changed from attraction to males and females 
with love for young men as the most virtuous to heteronormative sex and love 
accompanied by distinct ideas of beauty for women and men. Ze’evi suggests 
that the process of heteronormalization occurred over a longer period of time 
and less rapidly in the Ottoman Middle East than it did in the Persian world 
as Najmabadi describes.17  Homoerotic love and sex became shameful to dis-
cuss and texts involving such themes ceased to be reprinted, contributing to 
the evaporation of the discourse on divine love and beauty. Many Sufi groups 
were disbanded out of a new sense of fear and shame at what was now viewed 
as deviant, perverse sexuality.18 During the modernizing Tanzimat reform era 
of Sultan Abdulhamid II, a Sufi himself, Sufis were no longer permitted to 
promote gazing and the desiring of amrads.  The final blow was delivered in 
the 1920s when Mustafa Kemal outlawed Sufi activity as a corrupt leftover of 
the Ottoman Empire that needed to be swept away to accommodate modern 
society.19 

Najmabadi explains that, by the end of the nineteenth century, beauty was 
no longer genderless in Qajar Iran; it had become feminized, as was occurring 
elsewhere in the Middle East.20  She argues that the heteronormalization of 
Iranian social values occurred largely through increased travel of Europeans 
to Iran and Iranian men to Europe. Iranian men became frustrated that homo-
eroticism between adult men and adolescent males was viewed generally as 
an appalling vice and impediment to modernity by Europeans.21 Europeans 
linked same-sex practices with women’s seclusion and with amrad dancers, 
whom they perceived to be effeminate and dressing up in female clothing. 
While Iranian men drew parallels between the shaven faces of European men 
and the amrads or ghilman, Najmabadi identifies this juncture as the point 
where the connection between effeminacy and beardlessness, and therefore 
15) Ibid., 93.
16) Ibid., 96.
17) Ibid.
18) Ibid., 98.
19) Ibid., 97.
20) Najmabadi, 26.
21) Ibid., 33.
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the object of male homosexual desire, was initially made.22 In response to 
European misreadings of homosociality as homosexuality, Iranians sought to 
distinguish the two as mutually exclusive domains, paradoxically allowing 
homosociality to function as a masquerade for homosexuality.23 Additionally, 
the depiction of the male beloved disappeared from paintings and poetry and 
heteroeros became a masquerade for homoeroticism, marking the adaption 
of the modern binary concepts of heterosexuality and homosexuality. In turn, 
female figures took the place of the male as the beloved and ideal of beauty, as 
previously embodied by the ghilman.24  Male homoeroticism was also femi-
nized as it became viewed as an unnatural substitute for, and derivative of, 
heterosexual desire.  

Additionally, Najmabadi argues that Iranian men’s heterosocial interactions 
in Europe conjured images for them of paradise filled with the ghilman and 
hur, which manifested in a desire for heterosociality.25 By the end of the nine-
teenth century, Iranian travelers were writing about the beauty of European 
women only. Love of young men became disapproved of and associated with 
the backwardness and corruption of Islamic culture as perceived by new mod-
ernizing, secular regimes in the Middle East.26 However, men were still seen 
as engaging in homosexual practices, which were to cease with marriage, in 
what could be read as a temporal type of masquerade for homosexual prefer-
ence.27 Love had also shifted from the homosocial domain to that of marriage, 
uniting masculine and feminine gender categories in a realm of sexuality and 
love, not merely procreation. The feminized young male object of desire be-
came a shameful figure and the pre-modern homoerotic relationship between 
adult men and amrads was unable to form an equivalent in modernity.28

Najmabadi discusses how elements of women’s and men’s appearances, 
such as veiling and maintaining beards, came to represent the backwardness 
of Islam as many modernists insisted that one had to begin the moderniza-
tion process by adopting European manners and dress.29 Emulation of the 
European dandy became a source of cultural anxiety for Iranian men being 
pushed and pulled in different directions by the upheavals and transformations 
of modernization.  Najmabadi argues that, through the 1930s, veiled women 
represented backwardness and tradition while the Europeanized male dandy, 
22) Ibid., 35.
23) Ibid., 38.
24) Ibid., 38-39.
25) Ibid., 55.
26) Ibid., 56-57.
27) Ibid., 58.
28) Ibid., 59-60.
29) Ibid., 137.
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farangi’ma’ab, embodied the excesses of modernity.30 The term came to be 
used as a negative connotation for men who dressed in European style but had 
not internalized any modern virtues of European culture, such as scientific 
learning. Furthermore, the farangi’ma’ab’s beardless face and fitted, fashion-
able outfits conjured images of the beautiful amrad, the feminized dancing 
amrad and mukhanna, and the adult male desirer of both young men and 
women, all of which cast him into a masculinity loathed by Iranian moderni-
ty.31 The ambiguous figure of the farangi’ma’ab was portrayed not only as a 
challenge to public morality and traditional notions of manhood, but also as 
a political opportunist undermining social reform.32 Najmabadi explains that 
the evolution of the farangi’ma’ab into the modern man was another reason 
why efforts were made to erase the amrad and ghilman from Iranian cultural 
memory. She argues that the unveiling of women, their emergence into pub-
lic life, and transformation into companionate wives was necessary for the 
heteronormalization of love and sex and thus the subversion of the ghilman’s 
memory and the “unnatural” same-sex practices that had become associated 
with gender segregation.33 

I have used Producing Desire to demonstrate how male homosocial culture 
in the wider Middle East, particularly in the Ottoman world and Iran, was 
shaped by Sufi concepts of beauty, love, and sex, and how male gender and 
sexuality became heteronormalized under the pressure of modernizing reforms 
beginning in the late nineteenth century through the 1930s. Now, I would like 
to discuss perceptions of the Europeanized dandy in the late Ottoman con-
text as a parallel to the farangi’ma’ab, the former whom Elif Bilgin analyzes 
in her 2004 thesis, An Analysis of Turkish Modernity Through Discourses of 
Masculinities. Similar to Najmabadi, Bilgin identifies a cultural anxiety over 
what was portrayed in late Ottoman literature as a gender ambiguous, “over-
Westernized” male dandy.34 According to Bilgin, as the pace of modernization 
became more rapid, the proliferation of this figure in society became more 
threatening to established views of manhood. Like the farangi’ma’ab, the Ot-
toman dandy was also the subject of satire and accused of mimicry. In novels 
of the period, the effeminacy of such characters is constantly implied, though 
never addressed directly, and they are overly concerned with body image.35  

Bilgin argues that the over-Westernized Ottoman male dandy was femi-
nized because of his association with the West, viewed as a woman yet repre-

30) Ibid., 138-39.
31) Ibid., 141.
32) Ibid., 146.
33) Ibid., 146-47, 150-51.
34) Elif Bilgin, An Analysis of Turkish Modernity through Discourses of Masculinities: A Thesis 
submitted to the Graduate School of Social Sciences of METU (2004), 103.
35) Ibid., 104.
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senting characteristics of both femininity and masculinity.36 This contributed 
to his ambiguity that threatened to upheave the existing social order and ideas 
of honorable masculinity. I would further suggest that Najmabadi’s analysis 
of the farangi’ma’ab applies to the Ottoman context. The Ottoman dandy’s 
representation of both feminine and masculine qualities can be seen also as 
the simultaneous embodiment of the beautiful amrad, the feminized danc-
ing amrad and mukhanna, and the adult male desirer of both young men and 
women. Therefore, the Ottoman dandy would have been feminized, and there-
fore problematized, not only because of his association with the West/women 
as Bilgin argues, but also because of his likeness to an amrad. The lack of 
direct accusations of effeminacy Bilgin refers to may be indicative of social 
mores becoming heteronormalized and discussion of male homoeroticism 
subsequently becoming shameful, particularly with the restrictions placed on 
Sufi discourses of love and beauty as noted by Ze’evi.37

I would now like to focus on how the amrad, analyzed by Najmabadi as 
a contested figure of male gender and sexuality, also represented the ambi-
guity of heteronormative modernization specifically in his ability to perform 
these concepts through dance. As indicated by Najmabadi, the amrad became 
a feminized figure initially because European travelers who observed dances 
performed by amrads thought they were dressing in women’s clothing and 
trying to imitate women’s mannerisms. Her analysis of the farangi’ma’ab and 
the parallel I have drawn to the Ottoman dandy indicate how the effeminate 
amrad, particularly as this feminization was associated with and perceived 
as being performed through dance, became a sexual and cultural conflict for 
modernizing society, thus creating the drive among modernists to subvert the 
figure of the amrad and his shameful homoeroticism. I will now discuss the 
attempted subversion of the amrad as a dancer and gender performer, and the 
ultimate effeminate male and deviant of modern heterosexuality.  

In the Ottoman context, young male dancers were known as köçeks. Certain 
dances were traditionally performed by köçeks in the Ottoman Empire. Köçeks 
were either professional or amateur dancers who could be found performing 
for the imperial Ottoman court, Ottoman elites in the taverns of Galata and 
Pera in Istanbul, or male audiences throughout the Anatolian countryside.38 
The young male dancer existed, and still exists, in various manifestations 
throughout the Middle East and Central Asia.39 In his book, Dances of Ana-

36) Ibid., 107-08.
37) Ze’evi, 97.
38) Metin And, Dances of Anatolian Turkey (Brooklyn, New York: Dance Perspectives, Inc., 
1959), 25, 28.
39) Stavros Stavrou Karayanni, “The Dance of Extravagant Pleasures: Male Performers of the 
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tolian Turkey, published in 1959, early Turkish dance researcher and scholar 
Metin And describes, similar to Najmabadi, that the dances of young men 
offended European travelers’ heteronormative conceptions of sexuality and 
beauty, yet at the same time also had the ability to enthrall them.40 The köçeks 
were adored by their male audiences and their praises were sung in poetry. 
And states that the dances and appearance of the köçeks “suggest femininity” 
and that “sometimes they dress like girls.”41 However, in his article, The Male 
Dancer in the Middle East and Central Asia, Anthony Shay emphasizes a 
point made by Najmabadi that young male dancers were not trying to imper-
sonate females, except for comical purposes, but were using elements of both 
male and female dress along with other markers of maleness to enhance their 
beauty as young male performers.42  

Similar to European accounts, And’s description of the köçek as feminized 
reflects a heteronormalized, modernist view, additionally hinting at a sense of 
Kemalism that was instilled in urban Turkish society by the time of the book’s 
publication. While professional dancers were often from non-Muslim origins,43 
And demonstrates several times, and illustrates with traveler accounts, that 
köçeks were “not Turks” and that “Turks would not enter such a degraded 
profession.”44 He defends the image of the modern Turkish heterosexual male 
by casting the köçek as a feminized and therefore “degraded” masculinity and 
relic of the Ottoman past. This indicates the nationalization and elevation of 
the term “Turk” as an ethnic marker, which was used historically by Ottoman 
elites as a negative connotation for the uneducated peasant. Professional danc-
ers in the Ottoman Empire, like many köçeks, were typically non-Muslim, not 
non-Turk, a misinterpretation that is indicative not only of the modernization 
of masculinity but also its nationalization, thus casting Turks as historically 
morally superior and the typically minority dancers (mostly Armenians, Jews, 
and Greeks according to And45) as feminized Others.

The figure of the köçek became misconstrued under the European gaze as 
the feminized stand-in for women in terms of dance and sexual relations, al-
legedly as a result of gender segregation. European observers viewed the sen-
sual movements and facial expressions of köçek dances, which also involved 
Orient and the Politics of the Imperial Gaze,” in Dancing Fear and Desire: Race, Sexuality, 
and Imperial Politics in Middle Eastern Dance (Waterloo, Canada: Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, 2004), 77.
40) And, Dances of Anatolian Turkey, 24.
41) Ibid., 26.
42) Anthony Shay, “The Male Dancer in the Middle East and Central Asia,” Dance Research 
Journal 38(1/2) (2006): 137-162, 150.
43) Arzu Öztürkmen, “Modern Dance ‘Alla Turca:’ Transforming Ottoman Dance in Early 
Republican Turkey,” Dance Research Journal 35(1) (2006): 38-60, 40.
44) And, Dances of Anatolian Turkey, 28-29.
45) Ibid., 29.
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skilled athleticism and acrobatics, as lascivious and morally degraded. How-
ever, they did not comprehend that sexual references were often intended to 
be comical or satirical.46 Still, the köçek was an object of adult male desire 
and, as author Stavros Karayanni explains in Dancing Fear and Desire, the 
köçeks were sexually available and courted by men, including the Janissar-
ies.47 Their performances could so impassion their audiences that they could 
lead to “…an ecstasy of obscene and blasphemous words, glass breaking, and 
sword and dagger brandishing” in the taverns of Istanbul.48 This also caused 
infighting among the Janissaries and Sultan Mahmud II’s subsequent banning 
of the köçeks in order to preserve the order of the army.49 I would further 
suggest that the köçek was banned officially in the mid-nineteenth century 
because he represented a threat to a public order which sought to transform 
with a heteronormalizing face. In addition to the European perception of their 
appearance and erotic movements, the sexual availability of köçeks to other 
males compounded their image as vulgar and effeminate and that of Ottoman/
Eastern morality as depraved and backward in the eyes of European observers.

And indicates that, although the köçeks had disappeared in one of their 
traditional urban forms as companies of professional dancers in Istanbul, at 
the time of his writing (1950s) they could still be found performing as profes-
sional or amateur dancers in Anatolian villages.50 He states that, “The boys 
dance as long as they preserve their good looks and can conceal their beards. 
In some Anatolian provinces, even today, they become drummers to other 
dancing boys when they lose their looks and their beards grow.”51 This indi-
cates strongly that homoerotic notions of male beauty and sexuality persisted 
well into modernity at least among the peasantry, which compromised ap-
proximately 80 percent of Turkish society in the first years of the Turkish 
Republic. For the Kemalist regime, the Anatolian peasant represented both 
the backwardness of Islam against which the Kemalist regime was trying to 
modernize, and a pure, untouched type of Turkishness that could be tapped in 
the creation of the concepts of civilization and Turkish national identity. These 
views of the peasantry represent one of the Kemalist modernization project’s 
many contradictions.  

With this in mind, I would now like to discuss an anecdote from the travel 
narrative of Irfan Orga, a Turkish air force pilot turned writer living in England 

46) Shay, “The Male Dancer in the Middle East and Central Asia,” 147.
47) Karayanni, 78.
48) And, Dances of Anatolian Turkey, 30.
49) Ibid., 30-31.
50) Ibid., 25.
51) Ibid., 27.
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who first published in the 1950s an account (originally in English) of his trav-
els in rural Anatolia during the 1930s in pursuit of a group of Turkic nomads, 
the Yürük. It captures how homoerotic notions of masculinity could prove to 
be resistant to top-down modernization, and therefore heteronormalization, 
in Turkey. Orga recounts the experience he had observing an “erotic dance” 
performed by a köçek one night in an Anatolian village. In contrast to the de-
nouncement of such performances by European travelers, Orga’s account is 
more ambivalent:

A boy of perhaps fifteen was pushed into the centre of the floor. His 
fresh adolescence was a touching thing in that stale old room….He 
singled me out for his attentions, standing so close in front of me 
that I was aware of the little pulse beating in his throat and his head 
outlined in flaring candlelight. He stared at me for a moment, his 
eyes taunting me, then he flung back his head in laughter. He leaned 
forward to snatch my hand and kiss it, and all the time his lightning 
gaze flashed from my ring to the gold watch on my wrist. Hikmet 
Bey pulled him close to plant a kiss on his upturned mouth, then 
said thickly that he was to dance.52

For a few moments the boy stood slackly, but one felt the ripple of 
excitement that went through the watching men. For a little lon-
ger the boy timed his movements against the beat of the music, 
little hesitant movements that were suggestive of young amorous 
limbs….His smooth young face was as blank as a sleepwalker’s. He 
weaved a pattern with his feet, but his mind was somewhere else. 
His artistry was superb, for the movements of his body and the flut-
tering hands portrayed unmistakably a young girl’s first reluctance 
to physical love, her gradual desire to experience it, finally her sur-
render.53

Orga describes a young male dancer who, as evidenced by his flirtations, is 
accustomed to being the object of his older male audience’s affections. Orga is 
touched by his “fresh adolescence,” which recalls Najmabadi’s description of 
“the ambivalence of youthful masculinity, a transitional age when the young 
man became adult men’s most coveted object of desire.”54 The descriptions of 
the dancer’s “smooth young face” as “blank as a sleepwalker’s” and mind as 
“somewhere else” also reflect this ambivalence, which I would suggest posi-
tion the köçek temporally not only as an ambiguous figure of transitioning 
male sexuality and desire, but also as an ambiguous figure of transformative 

52) Irfan Orga, The Caravan Moves On: Three Weeks among Turkish Nomads (London: Eland 
Publishing, 2002), 50-51.
53) Ibid., 51.
54) Najmabadi, 32.



66 Lights: The MESSA Journal     Spring 2013     Vol. 2    No. 3

modernity. Orga’s views conflict as he at once seems drawn to the dancer’s 
beauty, yet justifies this sentiment by interpreting the dance as a young girl’s 
“surrender” to physical love. Orga’s homoerotic attraction can be masquer-
aded, to use Najmabadi’s term, by feminizing the dancer. 

Men sat in rapt attention, light running silver down the side of a face 
or the jutting archipelago of a nose. The half-darkness was rapacious 
and secretive and all eyes were directed to the boy who swayed in 
moaning rapture, his dark shadow leaping up the wall behind him—
monstrous, gigantic. The music rose and fell, offbeat, infinitely sad, 
for it spoke of passing earthly joys. The languorous boy stood quite 
still in the middle of a twirl, one foot poised above the other, the 
posture sustained magnificently, then, in time to quickened music, 
abandoned himself to the consummation….His low sad cry of sur-
render echoed round the startled room, and then he flung himself to 
the floor, twitching.55

Orga expresses a sentimentality and sadness for the dance and its homo-
eroticism as something in the process of “passing.” The dancer, as a declining 
cultural feature, performs his demise by languishing and succumbing under 
the forces of modernity. However, Orga also describes the dark atmosphere of 
the performance as “rapacious and secretive” with the dancer’s “monstrous, 
gigantic” shadow looming on the wall behind him. This might indicate that, on 
the other hand, while marginalized to such spaces, the köçek and his legacy of 
masculinity and male homoeroticism may not disappear so easily from Turk-
ish modernity.

With the ending of the dance cries rose from dark corners where 
men sat clasping their hands between their thighs, lost, abandoned 
to the erotic moment. Someone shouted, ‘All-ah,’ unable to contain 
himself any longer….I found the experience of that night both mov-
ing and chilling, an experience so primitive that it could not fail to 
stir the blood, yet so expressive of man’s lower nature, so imprison-
ing, that one felt brushed by the Devil himself.56

Again, Orga attempts to reconcile his conflicting feelings of being moved 
by the dance by interpreting the experience through a modernist point of view. 
Whereas previously he feminized the dancer, here he describes the experience 
as “so primitive that it could not fail to stir the blood.” Throughout his narra-
tive, it is clear that Orga considers himself an outsider to the cultures of the 
Anatolian peasants and nomads he encounters. He describes them occasion-
55) Ibid.
56) Orga, 52.
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ally as “simple,” “primitive,” and lacking reason. He attempts to romanticize 
the Yürük nomads, still resistant to Kemalist modernization efforts, as con-
tinuing the same untouched way of life for centuries despite the progression of 
civilization. By displacing homoeroticism as a relic of the past, he can explain 
being moved by it because of its foreignness to him as a “modern” man. Fur-
thermore, he describes the experience as being “expressive of man’s lower 
nature, so imprisoning, that one felt brushed by the Devil himself.” To Orga, 
the dance represents a morally corrupt pre-modern past from which he seeks 
to distance himself, yet one from which he cannot completely free himself.

To stagger out to the sweet night air was a form of relief, for un-
less one has lost one’s senses in drink it is impossible not to be ap-
palled by licentiousness….I was moved again by the memory of the 
dancer and the certainty that he would never grow old. The moon 
was high in the sky, infinitely remote, symbol of men’s dreams….
In my mind’s eye I saw, as in a witch’s ball, the figure of myself, 
spellbound.57

Orga closes his account of the dance with yet more contradicting impres-
sions. While continuing to express revulsion towards the homoeroticism he 
experienced, he is once again moved by the dancer and “the certainty that 
he would never grow old.” I would suggest that Orga is attempting to ro-
manticize the dancer in order to place him in a distant, timeless past, yet also 
implying that, as a cultural feature, the young male dancer and his associated 
homoeroticism would never disappear completely. Orga describes the moon 
here as a “symbol of men’s dreams.” This parallels several descriptions in 
Najmabadi’s book where male (and female) beauty is compared to the moon. 
She provides two excerpts from different texts, one describing beautiful young 
males as “moon-faced”58 and one about how a young servant’s “moon” lost 
its brightness as his mustache grew.59 By using the moon as a metaphorical 
representation of the adolescent male dancer’s beauty, Orga places him in a 
world of adult male fantasy.60 Ambivalent himself as to whether this world is 
part of a depraved past or modernizing present, Orga is nonetheless “spell-
bound.” Orga’s conflicting feelings about the dancer indicate, as Najmabadi 
notes about the (fe)male sun in Iran, “…something ‘secretly familiar, which 
has undergone repression and then returns from it’ (Freud 1955, 245).”61 Addi-
tionally, his account evidences her assertion that, “Despite denial, disavowal, 
and transcendentalization, not to mention suppression and punishment, the 
57) Ibid.
58) Najmabadi, 11.
59) Ibid., 23.
60) Ibid., 93.
61) Ibid., 95.
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figure of the ghilman continually threatens to break through modern norma-
tive masculinity.”62 The title of Orga’s book, The Caravan Moves On, can be 
interpreted as alluding to certain elements of “traditional” life, including ho-
moerotic notions of male sexuality and masculinity, continuing on in spite of 
attempts to modernize and heteronormalize them.

I have thus far attempted to demonstrate how some of Najmabadi’s argu-
ments regarding the ambiguity of heteronormative notions of modernity can 
be applied to the Ottoman/Turkish context, specifically by analyzing male 
gender and sexuality as it is performed and interpreted through dance. How-
ever, Najmabadi’s arguments for the transformation of masculinity and male 
sexuality are based on what she views as the effects of the European gaze and 
of Iranian male elites’ interactions with Europeans, as well as their subsequent 
responses to European social norms and judgments of Iranian mores. She does 
not address in depth to what extent concepts of masculinity and male sexual-
ity among the peasantry, as the bulk of society, may have been transformed, 
nor how this would have occurred once they changed among elites. This study 
necessarily expands to address heteronormative modernization efforts by the 
Turkish Republic as they related to the majority of the population, the Anato-
lian peasantry.  

As discussed previously, according to Metin And, the köçek could still be 
found dancing in rural Anatolia as late as the end of the 1950s, although most 
likely marginalized to performing homoeroticism in the “secretive,” “dark” 
type of space Irfan Orga describes. It is striking that towards the end of Dances 
of Anatolian Turkey, And states that, “As has already been stressed Turkish 
dancing developed on two planes, that of the old Istanbul and urbanized danc-
es and that of the peasant dances.”63 It is clear from And’s description of the 
“dancing boys” that he considers them part of an urban tradition associated 
with Ottoman Istanbul stating, “They were mostly in vogue in old Istanbul, 
even at the seraglio level, and their quarter was Tahtakale.”64 However, it is 
evident from his own descriptions of young male dancers, as well as those of 
Irfan Orga, Anthony Shay, and Stavros Karayanni, that they were a cultural 
feature throughout the Middle East, including the countryside. And’s descrip-
tion of the köçek’s presence in a rural context is vague and does not account 
for how such a traditionally urban dance form evolved among the peasantry. It 
would seem that the dances of köçeks did not develop only on an urban plane 
as And indicates, but can indeed also be considered a “peasant dance.” Why, 

62) Ibid., 151.
63) And, Dances of Anatolian Turkey, 57.
64) Ibid., 25.
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then, does he draw such a conclusion while leaving out a discussion of the 
significance of köçek dancing among the peasantry?

By describing köçek dancing as a mostly urban phenomenon separated 
from the world of rural peasant dances, And wishes to position them in the 
Ottoman past of “old Istanbul,” just as Orga attempts to displace his homo-
erotic experience in a morally depraved, primitive pre-modern time. As I have 
previously addressed, And also attempts to subvert the köçek and distance him 
from heteronormative Turkish modernity and masculinity by feminizing him 
and associating him with feminized minority Others, while denying any con-
nection to Turkishness. This supports the perception of the peasantry by the 
Kemalist regime as an integral resource for its nation-building project. The 
separation and subversion of male same-sex desires and practices from the 
peasantry was necessary in the pursuit of heteronormative modernity. And’s 
avoidance of discussing köçek dances in contemporaneous rural society and 
therefore Turkish modernity is reflective of this.

The Kemalist elite sought to create a new Westernized, secular Turkish na-
tion and culture while separating it from an old, corrupt Ottoman/Islamic order. 
They attempted to do this in part by utilizing the Anatolian peasantry to shape 
the new national culture. As mentioned previously, the Anatolian peasantry 
was viewed by modernizing Kemalists paradoxically as both a backwards bas-
tion of ignorance in need of civilizing reform and a source of pure, untouched 
Turkishness which could form the basis of a new national identity. Fatma Tüt-
üncü asserts that the strength and health of the village symbolically represented 
the purity of the Turkish heart.65 In her 2007 dissertation, National Pedagogy 
of the Early Republican Era, Tütüncü argues that Kemalist ideology in the 
1930s in part focused on instilling the peasantry with a sense of “Republican 
morality” through a national pedagogy aimed at creating physically, mentally, 
and morally healthy and strong citizens for whom Turkishness should be 
regarded as the ultimate virtue.66 An intense cultural interest in gathering in-
formation on and studying rural life ensued, coinciding with the government 
establishment of institutes, namely the People’s Houses,67 for activities like 
the collection of folklore, including folk dance, and the dissemination of Re-
publican values among rural people.68 In his study of state-instituted Turkish 

65) Fatma Tütüncü, The National Pedagogy of the Early Republican Era in Turkey: A Thesis 
submitted to the Graduate School of Social Sciences of METU (2007), 120.
66) Ibid., 81.
67) Ibid.
68) Anthony Shay, “Turkish State Folk Dance Ensemble: The Last of the Great Ensembles,” in 
Choreographic Politics: State Folk Dance Companies, Representation, and Power (Middletown, 
Connecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 2002), 212-13.
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folk dancing, Anthony Shay points out that this trend of cultural research, of 
which Metin And’s work is a part, prevailed until the 1950s when the imagi-
nary Turkish national identity was solidified.69

According to Shay, regional village dances were eventually coopted and 
reinvented by the state to perform a standardized image of the “traditional” 
folk culture of the Turkish nation for both national and international audi-
ences, while at the same time subverting any origins or influences perceived to 
be non-Turkish. State-sponsored folk dance companies emerged, performing 
carefully choreographed dances with uniformly costumed dancers that were 
not an authentic representation of the village, but rather an invented tradition 
of Kemalist social engineering.70 The major change was the repeated use of 
similar geometric floor patterns and costuming across different dance genres, 
making them indistinguishable and lumping separate traditions into a single 
genre of “Turkish folk dance.”71 The mostly urban choreographers and danc-
ers had no experience or knowledge of the dances and their meanings in their 
original rural contexts.72 Additionally, participation in folk dance groups was, 
and is still, viewed as a “healthy and proper environment” in which young 
men and women can socialize,73 thereby encouraging the heterosocial element 
of modern society within moral bounds. The popularity of ballroom dance 
among Westernizing Republican elites74 was another way in which heteroso-
ciality, as well as pairing of the heteronormative male-female companionate 
couple, was encouraged.

In the state-run folk dance companies, the wealth of urban dance traditions 
was rarely adopted. Shay argues that this is because of their association with 
the Ottoman political order in Istanbul.75 If one considers, like And, köçek 
dancing to be an urban phenomenon, then one could further argue that köçek 
dances were not employed in the Kemalist nation-building project and be-
came marginalized in modern Turkish society because they had been popular 
among Ottoman elites in Istanbul. However, I would argue that the köçek, who 
clearly was also a persistent feature of peasant culture, and the plurality of 
male sexuality he represented posed a challenge to heteronormative modern-
69) Ibid., 213.
70) Ibid., 222, 216.
71) Arzu Öztürkmen, “Politics of National Dance in Turkey: A Historical Reappraisal,” Yearbook 
for Traditional Music 33 (2001): 139-143, 141.
72) Shay, Choreographic Politics, 214.
73) Ibid.
74) Sibel Bozdoğan, Modernism and Nation Building: Turkish Architectural Culture in the 
Early Republic (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 212-15.  
Also see Fig. 18 in List of Figures.
75) Shay, Choreographic Politics, 211.
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ization implementing a binary of female and male gender and sexuality.  For 
this additional reason, it had to be subverted and marginalized by the Kemalist 
national imaginary that was embodied in the countryside.

Furthermore, the köçek represented a threat to the “politico-moral peda-
gogy” of Kemalist elites described by Tütüncü, which aimed at penetrating 
and controlling every aspect of individuals’ lives in the effort to create “strong 
Turks” and, therefore, a strong nation.76 The authoritarian character of the 
Kemalist regime and its reforms led to an emphasis on maintaining social 
order, particularly by enforcing the homogenization of society, and wresting 
control from an Ottoman legacy of “decadence.”77 The body of the peasantry 
was viewed as sick, weak, and living in a state of filth and disorder caused 
by Ottoman neglect.78 In order to purify the heart of Turkishness, Tütüncü 
states that the national pedagogy attempted to incorporate the peasantry with, 
“…physical education, including hygienic and civility rules so that peasants 
would have a proper body, and second, a sentimental education for eradicating 
the gap between the republican elite and peasants, so that the peasants would 
passionately attach themselves to Turkishness, and thus a homogenous nation 
would be achieved.”79 She elaborates Republican ideas of national morality by 
citing a guidebook, Moral Rules for Young Generation: Nine Rules of a Good 
Turk (1934), which gives self-control, including that of emotion and desire, as 
the first virtue followed by self-confidence, self-improvement, sportsmanship, 
duty, and cooperation.80  

Victorian-style ideas on sexual health and morals were also introduced 
through advice and pedagogical literature with the purpose of regulating so-
ciety and ensuring the future of generations of strong Turks.81 Tütüncü states 
that, “…sexual lust is also a national resource which should not be wasted 
carelessly, because this would lead to sexual infertility and population 
scarcity.”82 Sport and other physical activities, including dance,83 were consid-
ered effective ways of regulating sexual desire in young people and therefore 
promoting the health of the nation. Sexual desire and activity were welcomed 
as long as they were sanctioned by a harmonious marriage, which was viewed 
as a “buttress against sexual decadence and social disorder” and the foremost 
goal of life as a means to fulfilling the duty of producing a strong Republi-
76) Tütüncü, 3-4.
77) Ibid., 49.
78) Ibid., 83-87.
79) Ibid., 86-87.
80) Ibid., 141-42.
81) Ibid., 178-79.
82) Ibid., 185.
83) Öztürkmen, “Modern Dance ‘Alla Turca,’” 45.
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can generation.84 According to Tütüncü, sex and marriage advice writer Daniş 
Remzi Korok emphasized the need to reorient Turkish society’s unnatural path 
of dirty habits derived from old morality and norms towards Western ideas of 
regulated, educated sexuality and family life.85

From Tütüncü’s analysis, it is clear that Kemalist elites were attempting to 
draw a line between an old, Ottoman/Eastern sexuality and a new, Turkish/
Westernized one, the latter of which they sought to introduce in the country-
side through manipulation of the peasant body and thereby national life. This 
further explains the exclusion of the köçek from representation in national folk 
dance and his subversion in the countryside, as well as indicates how new 
imaginations of masculinity were being shaped. While the authoritarian Ke-
malist regime was first and foremost attempting to control society and maintain 
order, the young male object of desire, represented by the köçek, embodied a 
period of untamed, seductive sexuality set in a world of male fantasy, which 
became seen as a threat to public order in the nineteenth century. I would there-
fore suggest that the perceived sickness and disorder of the peasantry included 
male homoerotic desire and same-sex practices as a relic of Ottoman sexual 
decadence and corrupt morality which could be homogenized into a vision of 
a Westernized, heteronormative society through self-control and regulation by 
physical activities like sports and dance. Sexuality, including same-sex desire, 
could be regulated in this way until marriage, at which point heteroeros could 
serve as a masquerade for homoerotic desires. Same-sex practices and repre-
sentations of desire had to be suppressed in the Republican era as heteronor-
mative companionate marriage and sexuality were viewed as essential to the 
production of future generations of Turks, and thus the survival of the Turkish 
nation. As Tütüncü notes, control of sexuality became equated with control of 
national life.86  This can be extended to control of the male dancing body as an 
embodiment and performer of sexuality.

In the Republican era, dance was transformed into an activity which served 
to regulate sexual desire and promote health of the body and nation through 
physical activity. It also served to facilitate heterosocial and heterosexual 
imaginings of a modern, secular society by pairing men and women together 
in public.87 State invention of “traditional” Turkish folk dance was, in part, an 
attempt to control the perceived disorder of the peasantry, embodied sexually 
by the köçek who Kemalism sought to cast out of the national imaginary al-
together. The images provided by Metin And in his book, A Pictorial History 
84) Tütüncü, 194.
85) Ibid., 201, 204.
86) Ibid., 198.
87) Öztürkmen, “Politics of National Dance in Turkey,” 142.
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of Turkish Dancing,88 indicate how representations of masculinity and male 
sexuality were transformed in the Turkish Republic. Approximately the first 
half of images is from the Ottoman era, mostly depicting religious dancing and 
professional young female and male dancers.  Köçeks were often represented 
in Ottoman miniature paintings.89 These are set in contrast with the second half 
of images, which consists mostly of photographs of folk dances and some bal-
let performances. This is apparently another way And attempts to distinguish 
what he perceives to be old, urban Ottoman dance and sexuality from national 
Turkish dance and modern sexuality as it was to be embodied by the rural 
population. 

 
It is unclear as to when many of the photographs are dated and in what con-

texts the dances shown are being performed.  However, the types of folk danc-
es depicted are generally those adapted by the national folk dance “tradition,” 
including the bar, halay, and horon where dancers are linked together, dances 
involving the carrying of scarves, weapons, or spoons, and couple’s dances.90 
Some of the photographs appear to be staged, costumed performances. At least 
two indicate government sponsorship, with one including a sign representing 
a tourism initiative91 and another with a sign of a local Halk Eğitim Merkezi 
[People’s Education Center].92 Many of the photographs display the repetition 
of geometric formations folk dance historian Arzu Öztürkmen indicated as a 
major shift towards uniformity. The symmetry and geometry of the dances 
portray a controlled and refined image of masculinity paired with strength 
and agility.  Photographs of couples and mixed chain dancing are also used 
to portray the image of heterosociality and companionate pairing of hetero-
sexual men and women. The extent to which the invented tradition of Turkish 
folk dance fed back on and transformed the evolution of the original regional 
dances is unclear, but it is likely to have had a significant effect given the 
widespread popularity of competitive amateur and professional folk dancing 
in contemporary Turkish society.

In this paper, I have presented the young male object of desire, embodied by 
the köçek, as an ambivalent figure representing the ambiguity of modern Turk-
ish masculinity and male sexuality. Over the course of the nineteenth century, 
the young male beloved became identified as a shameful, threatening figure by 
Ottoman elites. The processes of Westernization and modernization that began 
in the late Ottoman Empire were continued through the 1920s-30s by the Ke-
88) See List of Figures for select images.
89) Öztürkmen, “Modern Dance ‘Alla Turca,’” 41.
90) Shay, Choreographic Politics, 212.
91) See Fig. 9.
92) See Fig. 14.
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malist regime, attempting to construct a new, Turkish society by implementing 
top-down reforms including a moral pedagogy targeting the peasantry as the 
strength of the nation. It was in the Kemalist national imaginary of the coun-
tryside that the young male beloved was subverted and marginalized. How-
ever, rural Anatolia was where the köçek persisted the longest after having 
been banished initially from urban profession in Istanbul under the scrutiny 
of Ottoman elites. As demonstrated by Irfan Orga’s account, the image of the 
young male object of desire continued to simmer under the façade of hetero-
normative modernity and would occasionally burst forth and threaten it by 
provoking both feelings of fear and desire, to use Stavros Karayanni’s terms.  

I hope to have contributed an insight into how gender and sexuality were 
transformed in the context of a non-Western modernity. It would be perti-
nent in a future study to examine further the extent to which the legacy of 
the köçek and male homoeroticism has persisted in and/or affected Turk-
ish society since the 1950s. As the failures of the Kemalist nation-building 
project come to light and attract increasing criticism, it would be valuable to 
evaluate to what degree it was able to bring about lasting change in the social 
and sexual mores of the male rural population, which was looked to as the 
embodiment of strong, heterosexual Turkish masculinity. This analysis has 
combined research from fields dedicated to the study of dance, folklore, gen-
der and sexuality, history, and political science to address a seldom-studied 
aspect of Turkish modernity.  An interdisciplinary approach such as this is 
necessary in the effort to problematize Turkish modernity in terms of its own 
internal dynamics and existing cultural parameters, not just Western influ-
ence, particularly in this case when historical texts about köçeks are lacking 
and many accounts reflect heterosexual interpretations or projections.



75Transforming Masculinity and Male Sexuality in Modernity

List of Figures

Source (unless otherwise noted):
Metin And. A Pictorial History of Turkish Dancing (Ankara: Dost   
 Yayinlari, 1976).
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Fig. 1. A köçek in female dress and with clappers. 
17th century miniature. 
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Fig. 2. Dancing in procession. Note two köçeks disguised in female garb and a buffoon dancer 
with kerchief in his hands dancing in front of the Imperial Procession. 16th century miniature. 
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Fig. 4. Sultan watching a köçek and a Mevievi der-
vish dancing simultaneously though each has his own 
musical accompaniment. 16th century miniature. 

Fig. 5. A dancing boy or köçek with a turban. 

Fig. 3. Eight köçek dancers performing on a 
raft on water. 18th century miniature. 

Fig. 6. Köçeks dancing. Note the one on the right 
the kasebaz twirling majolica plates on their 
fingers. 16th century colour picture. 
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Fig. 11. Çandır 
rifle dancing from 
Giresun. 

Fig. 8. A bar 
from Erzurum. 

Fig. 9. Spoon dan-
cing from Konya in 
the tradition of köçek 
dancing. 

Fig. 7. Köçek dancers dancing with buffoon dancers or curcunabaz. 18th 
century miniature.
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Fig. 11. Çandır 
rifle dancing from 
Giresun. 

 

Fig. 10. Horon dance with daggers. 
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Fig. 14. A male chain dance from Siirt. 

Fig. 12-13. Two pyramid dance formations. 
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Fig. 17. Turkish State Folk Dance 
Ensemble. Dances from Elazig. 

Source: Anthony Shay. Choreo-
graphic Politics: State Folk Dance 
Companies, Representation, and 
Power (Middletown, Connecticut: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2002).

Fig. 16. A mixed 
dance from Kars, re-
flecting Caucassian 
influence. 

Fig. 15. Mixed 
dance from 
Gaziantep. 
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