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Abstract: 

This study explores the relations between the International Statistical Institute (ISI) and Turkey 

during the early republican period. It investigates the ISI’s influence in Turkish statistical 

reform from the mid- to late-1920s through a Belgian expert who led this reform and conducted 

the Turkish Republic’s first population census. The study proposes to consider the ISI as an 

international authority and expert space for the negotiation of conventions of quantification, 

which contributed to the formation of an international statistical system. Focusing on the case 

of Turkey in the process of modernisation and nation-building during the 1920s, it analyses how 

this international framework structured national quantification policies outside the Western 

world, and what this meant for state organisation and social order. 
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Résumé : Cette étude explore les relations entre l’Institut international de statistique (IIS) et la 

Turquie au début de la période républicaine. Elle examine l’influence de l’IIS dans la réforme 

statistique turque du milieu à la fin des années 1920 par le biais d’un expert belge qui a mené 

cette réforme et conduit le premier recensement de la population de la République turque. Cette 

étude propose de considérer l’IIS comme une autorité internationale et un espace d’expertise 

pour la négociation des conventions de quantification, qui a contribué à la formation d’un 

système statistique international. En se concentrant sur le cas de la Turquie dans le processus 

de modernisation et de construction nationale pendant les années 1920, elle analyse comment 

ce cadre international a structuré les politiques nationales de quantification en dehors du monde 

occidental, et ce que cela a signifié pour l’organisation de l’État et l’ordre social. 
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Introduction 

  

Soon after affirming political independence at the Lausanne conference and proclaiming the 

Republic of Turkey in 1923, the government resumed the earlier (Ottoman) efforts to reform 

state statistics. These reforms were part of a larger programme of state transformation, often 

studied in the literature as ‘modernization’. In their efforts to construct a nation-state according 

to international norms and standards, Turkey’s political leaders sought expertise and, in the case 

of quantification policies, found it partly in the International Statistical Institute (ISI). In 1926, 

the Turkish government hired the director of the Belgian statistical administration and ISI 

member, Camille Jacquart, to head the establishment of a central statistical office and the 

reorganization of administrative statistics. This study seeks to understand how the ISI’s 

expertise was translated in Turkey’s statistical reform and what type of relations the Turkish 

state established with the ISI. 

Previous research provides valuable information on the ‘statistical internationalism’ which 

developed through the initiatives of pioneers such as the Belgian statistician Quetelet into the 

Congrès internationaux de statistique, international scientific networks and structures which 

shaped the ISI as a Western-international club of statistical experts, an ideologue and a producer 

of norms in statistics since its creation in 1885.1 A still open question, however, is to what extent 

and how this international framework structured national quantification policies outside the 

Western world, and what implications this had for state organization and social order. This study 

seeks to answer this question focusing on the Turkish Republic, which employed in the mid-to 

late-1920s Belgian expertise which, since the time of Quetelet, has influenced the work of 

statisticians in the Western world and the ISI. It argues that the ISI should be considered as an 

international authority and expert space for the negotiation of quantification policies and 

standards, which contributed to what Desrosières calls ‘the cognitive and political construction 

of a “conventional space of equivalence”’ at an international level, hence to the emergence of 

an international statistical system.2 

In its efforts to modernize state statistics and integrate into the emerging international statistical 

system, Turkey was not an isolated case. Bemmann points out that it was, to the contrary, typical 

in the post-First World War period for ‘young’ governments in Central and Eastern Europe, 

South America or Asia. According to Bemmann, many governments at this time adopted the 

mantra repeated by Western observers that a country’s ‘modernity’ could be recognized, among 

other indicators, by the state of its official statistics. For various states aspiring to this modernity, 

becoming visible in international statistics and thus being able to show their importance with 

respect to other states was a major incentive to invest in and reorganize national statistical 

institutions. In the 1920s, this statistical visibility and the capacity to compete with other 

countries in numerical terms became a major objective for governments, requiring substantial 

investments in financial resources and personnel, but also the acceptance and application of 

‘conceptual and methodological norms of “Western” origin’.3 There is little research on the 

Turkish statistical reform in the early republican era and even less that addresses its international 

dimension.4 As part of a larger research project, this article provides a socio-historical 

perspective on the relationship between the ISI and the Turkish state building in the interwar 

period which has not yet been studied in the literature.5 It analyses publications of the ISI and 

Turkish statistical office, Turkish archival documents (Presidency Republican Archives), legal 

documents, press articles and other historical sources. First, Turkey’s relationship to the ISI is 

outlined from the fall of the Ottoman Empire to the establishment of the Turkish Republic’s 

central statistical office by Camille Jacquart, a Belgian statistician and ISI member in 1926. The 

second section focuses on how Jacquart applied ISI recommendations in conducting the Turkish 

Republic’s first general population census in 1927 and how census results were presented at the 
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international congress in Cairo at the end of the year and in the official census booklet. This 

focus enables a discussion on the implementation of ISI expertise in the production of 

demographic statistics in Turkey based on concrete examples. 

 

 

Entrusting Turkey’s Statistical Reform to an ISI Member 

Statistics as a ‘state science’ was embedded in the Turkish state-making and modernization 

project from the beginning.6 The statistical reform dated back to the nineteenth century, when 

the Ottoman state engaged in modernizing its statistical machinery according to international 

expertise and changing social, political and economic conditions.7 Russian, French and US 

experts were hired to reform state statistics. These reforms were part of major transformations 

in line with global tendencies, such as the creation of autonomous statistical administrations, 

development of census-taking, adaptation of international conventions and norms.8 The 

Ottoman state hence took part in the emerging ‘technical internationalism’ during the second 

half of the century and participated in international organizations (IOs), conferences and 

conventions in the field of quantification.9 It was, for instance, among the 17 signatories of the 

Metre Convention in 1875,10 a founding member of the International Institute of Agriculture 

(IIA) and affiliated to the ISI at least since 1911.11 

Bemmann emphasizes that it was common for governments during the early twentieth century 

to invite foreign experts to train and advise their officials or to send their public experts to study 

at Western universities. But it was rare to entrust the reform of a national institution to a foreign 

statistician as in Chilli or Ecuador.12 In Turkey too, a foreigner was employed to construct the 

statistical office. Already in 1917, the German statistician Eugen Würzburger had been invited 

by the late Ottoman government to establish a central statistical office.13 These centralization 

efforts were interrupted at the end of the First World War. After an independence struggle 

against Allied occupation and the Sevres Treaty, Turkish nationalists succeeded in affirming a 

sovereign nation state. The government of Mustafa Kemal followed a strategy of ‘symmetrical 

internationalisation’ to integrate Turkey into the international community as an equal and 

sovereign member by modernizing the state according to European standards and norms.14 

Inviting a statistician from the international expert community of the ISI for an extensive 

statistical reform was part of this strategy. By this step, the Turkish government aimed at 

integrating its own officials in international expert networks and at legitimizing its statistics – 

and its state – in the international sphere. 

The publication of the Turkish statistical office’s second director, Celal, emphasized Jacquart’s 

position as evidence of the reorganization of Turkish statistics according to scientific methods 

and international expertise in an international scientific journal in 1933. He noted that the 

Central Office created in 1926 was ‘placed under the direction of Mr. Camille Jacquart, an 

eminent Belgian statistician, member of the International Statistical Institute and Director 

General at the Belgian Ministry of the Interior’.15 His affiliation to the ISI was also highlighted 

in official documents regarding the decision to invite him as a statistical expert.16 

A doctor in law, Jacquart (1867–1931) had specialized in statistics in Belgium’s statistical 

administration since 1898. Partly due to his linguistic competencies especially in French, 

German, Dutch and English, he carried out international missions as well as administrative roles 

in international delegations for the reconstruction of state borders after the world war.17 He was 

well connected to international statistical expert networks. Besides the ISI, he was a member of 

the steering committee of the International Bureau of Commercial Statistics at Brussels, which 

he represented at the League’s International Statistical Commission in 1920.18 As a social 

scientist, Jacquart taught in institutions of higher education, including the Catholic University 
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of Louvain (where he had studied). He contributed to the scientific literature with his numerous 

publications and played a founding role in Belgium’s first sociological association.19 

When, upon the ISI’s advice, the Turkish government contacted the Belgian government to ask 

for an officer capable of leading the reorganization of administrative statistics, the latter 

designated the director-general of statistical administration at the Interior Ministry.20 Merkezi 

İstatistik Dairesi (Central Statistical Office) was established in 1926 among the first technical 

institutions of the Republic.21 Jacquart was appointed as its first director while still being a 

Belgian civil servant.22 He chose his two assistants himself by directly asking Prime Minister 

Ismet Pasha. As the director of Belgium’s statistical administration, Jacquart had met Mehmed 

Celal (Djélal) and Selim Sabit when they were sent by the Turkish Ministry of Commerce to 

study at the University of Brussels.23 They were appointed as deputy director and secretary-

interpreter of the office respectively. 

A proponent of statistical centralization, Jacquart used the opportunity to experiment with this 

model in Turkey.24 The Office’s responsibilities included harmonization of all statistical 

activities and methods, gradually centralizing all statistical work. Priority was given to 

demographic statistics through the reorganization of population registers and a general census.25 

In a report addressed to the Interior Ministry in November 1926, Jacquart proposed uniform 

rules for civil registers.26 During this same period, this Ministry sent the director-general of the 

population administration, Abdülmuttalip, ‘to Europe to make enquiries regarding the 

administrative organisation of statistics’.27 His report on ‘the population registers in civilised 

countries and in Turkey’, was based on the debates within the ISI.28 Abdülmuttalip briefly 

summarized a study, which was published in the ISI’s Bulletin of 1906. The Belgian statistician 

Edmond Nicolaï, who was probably a superior of Jacquart, had proposed making civil registers 

compulsory at the 1895 session and, upon the ISI’s request, had conducted a study on these 

systems which he presented at the 1905 London congress.29 Based on this report, Abdülmuttalip 

noted that these registers were compulsory only in ‘Italy, Belgium and the Netherlands’.30 He 

summarized some of Nicolaï’s arguments regarding the usefulness of these registers for 

migration statistics, voters’ registers, police administration, military service, monitoring of 

compulsory education, the compilation of birth, death and marriage certificates, and so on. 

Abdülmuttalip’s report cited the ISI resolution which recommended the generalization of 

population registers in each country, but did not mention that it was a compromise against the 

French opposition to making them compulsory.31 

The employment of a Belgian ISI member (instead of a French or another member) hence 

produced particular effects in the organization of civil registers in Turkey and the integration of 

Turkish statistics in international publications. These registers were important sources for 

comparative studies, such as the ISI project of annual compilations which had been elaborated 

since 1895 and led to a collaboration with the League of Nations for Statistical Yearbooks.32 It 

might be argued that Turkey’s integration into the international statistical system and even the 

statistical cooperation with the League (as demonstrated by Dogan33) owed largely to the 

incorporation of ISI expertise in Turkish quantification policies. 

Jacquart’s transnational mission gave him a career ladder. He resigned from the Turkish Office 

in 1929 to hold the post of general secretary of the Belgian Interior Ministry. The Turkish 

government sought to find a replacement by asking for help again from the ISI’s international 

officers. The Turkish ambassador at the Hague requested advice from the ‘Secretary General 

Director of the Permanent Office’ of the ISI, the Dutch statistician officer Willem Methorst, 

who accepted to ‘propose a candidate’.34 The Turkish government was looking for an expert ‘of 

a neutral nationality’ and especially ‘someone from the northern countries, namely: Belgium, 

the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway and Sweden’. Although there are no archived documents 

to confirm it, the Turkish Government probably set the same criteria when looking for an expert 
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in 1925 and favoured Belgium because of its political position more than its technical advances 

or statistical methods. 

Methorst stated in January 1930 that his ‘efforts to find a national from one of the first four 

countries had failed’ and proposed ‘the former director of the Central Bureau of Statistics of 

Sweden, Mr. Rickard Sandler’. Sandler was not a statistician and not an ISI member. He was a 

socialist politician who had temporarily served as prime minister before taking office as 

Sweden’s statistical office’s director.35 Methorst also proposed a ‘German candidate’, unless it 

would pose any ‘inconvenience’ from the point of view of the required neutrality. The Turkish 

government preferred to continue with Jacquart and negotiated with the Belgian government, 

who agreed in early 1930 to lend Jacquart twice a year.36 However, the latter came to Ankara 

only once in October 1930 for the preparations of the second general census, before dying a 

few months after his return to Belgium.37 

Mehmet Celal (Aybar) replaced Jacquart as director and headed the office until his death in 

1947.38 He represented the Turkish Republic in international statistical conferences and became 

its first ISI member in 1933.39 He presented the second census of Turkey that he conducted in 

1935 at the ISI Congress in Athens.40 His report to the prime minister mentioned the particular 

interest of his audience in Turkish census methods and machines.41 The proceedings noted, in 

fact, his suggestions regarding how census forms could be better organized in order to reduce 

the costs of perforation by machines. He also presented a comparison between census-taking in 

Turkey and in Europe and participated in the negotiations of ISI recommendations on ‘statistical 

methods for the countries of the Far East’.42 Although he was not a particularly active member, 

he nevertheless asserted a Turkish presence in this international space and a non-European point 

of view in the negotiation of international knowledge and standards. The ISI meetings were an 

opportunity for him to meet international demographers, approaches and techniques, and to 

learn more about the organizing country.43 Aybar also presented a paper on the ‘Population of 

Turkey’ at the 24th ISI Congress (Prague, 1938), and participated in the commission on the 

‘Organisation of Statistical Services’ of which he had been a member since 1933.44 This last 

session before the war was interrupted by international political conflicts and the congresses 

were not resumed until September 1947.45 

When Mehmet Celal became the Office director, Selim Sabit Aykut (1892–1958) was appointed 

deputy director. The latter’s report to the prime minister regarding the 18th ISI Congress 

(Warsaw, 1929) states how the ISI’s international events were perceived by Turkish state actors. 

He presented it as an opportunity to 

benefit from the scientific and professional discussions and debates of the Institute by 

participating in them; to learn about the latest developments and policies in statistics by 

exchanging with the Institute members, professors and statistical officers; and to make 

[Turkish] statistical organisation and above all, [Turkish] national revolution and existence 

known to the world of international statistics.46 

 

The Turkish Republic’s First General Census According to ISI 

Recommendations 

Jacquart’s mission in Turkey included conducting an exhaustive general census to count the 

population after decades of war, the resettling of the frontiers and the population exchange with 

Greece (1923). Jacquart carried out the Republic’s first population census on 28 October 1927, 

followed by an agricultural and an industrial census in November and December. We analyse 

its preparation and implementation as presented by the two directors of the Office, Camille 

Jacquart and Celal (Aybar), as a concrete example of the application of ISI norms in a national 

context peripheral to Europe. 
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Following the negotiations at the first ISI congresses, a resolution voted in 1891 had decided to 

‘demand from all the countries of Europe a succinct report of the results of the last census’. 

These reports were to be ‘translated into French’ and published in the ISI Bulletin.47 Within 

this framework, Jacquart presented a report on ‘The Census in Turkey’ at the 17th session of the 

ISI. Held between 29 December 1927 and 5 January 1928 in Cairo, it was the first ISI congress 

to meet outside Europe. It was also the first to receive a delegation from the Republic of Turkey. 

The list of delegates in the official congress document included a particular distinction for the 

Turkish delegation headed by the Turkish ambassador to Egypt.48 The diplomatic 

representatives were separated from the two directors of the Statistical Office, by tagging the 

latter as ‘technical advisors’.49 No other delegation included such separation, despite the 

diversity of the participants’ titles. Perhaps it was due to Jacquart’s dual status that the Turkish 

authorities sought to frame and limit his role in the delegation. Jacquart was one of the three 

full members from Belgium, while the three Turkish delegates were listed separately as non-

member guests since Turkey had no membership in the ISI yet.50 It was Jacquart who presented 

the Turkish census by emphasizing his leading role, thus speaking on behalf of the Turkish 

state.51 Furthermore, contrary to the Turkish delegates, Jacquart actively participated in 

debates, such as the one regarding the proposal of the Hungarian Statistical Institute’s director, 

A. Kovacs, for basing ‘nationality statistics’ on spoken languages. In response to the objection 

of the Italian statistician, C. Gini, that the ISI should ‘refrain from issuing wishes’ on this type 

of ‘very delicate matter, of an eminently political character’, Jacquart supported the proposal to 

appoint a commission, but called for ‘discarding the words nationalities and minorities and for 

the study of scientific methods aimed at establishing statistics on “ethnic groups”’.52 While 

Dündar claims that Jacquart’s position aligned with the views and interests of the Turkish state 

and it was a major reason for his employment by the Kemalist government, there is not 

sufficient empirical data to support this argument.53 

The statistical standards and instruments negotiated at the ISI sessions and the very process of 

negotiations and decision-making were highly political. The Turkish government tried to use 

Jacquart’s international capital as an active and respected ISI member to affirm the modernity 

of Turkish bureaucracy and statistics, while limiting his status to apolitical technical expertise. 

Jacquart’s presentation of the Turkish census at an ISI Congress was itself a manifestation of 

the government’s recognition of the ISI’s authority and it confirmed the integration of the new 

Turkey into the ISI’s statistical system. Jacquart’s report on ‘The General Population Census in 

Turkey’ was published in the ISI Bulletin.54 

The official census booklet published in 1929 by the Central Statistical Office as the 

Recensement général de la population was prepared by the ‘Acting Director-General’ Celal 

after Jacquart’s departure and was largely based on this report. This booklet remains the only 

publication of this office to contain a French translation of the Turkish part.55 This French part 

enabled Jacquart’s control over the census presentation, even though it is not clear whether he 

checked it before publication as it contained spelling errors. It contributed to consolidating the 

cooperation with the ISI, which has been interested in national statistics since its creation.56 

In general, international activities of the ISI for the coordination and standardization of national 

statistics were based on a series of resolutions voted at its international congresses (sessions). 

Within the framework of its project for a ‘secular census of the world’, or rather of ‘civilised 

humanity’, the ISI sought to promote national censuses.57 The census norms negotiated in ISI 

sessions were disseminated through various instruments and tools (instructions, guidelines, 

questionnaires, nomenclatures, and so on) to ensure the comparability of results.58 The two 

brochures, Texte de vœux published in 1903 (edited by Bertillon59) and 1912 (by Methorst60), 

gathering ISI resolutions and recommendations were part of this strategy. As Bertillon put it, 

these resolutions ‘constitute the code of statisticians’ which ‘is by no means imperative, but it 
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contains authoritative advice which is always best to follow when there is no major reason to 

deviate from it’.61 

Jacquart applied this principle in conducting the Turkish Republic’s first census. He was 

experienced in the application of the ISI’s conventions at the Belgian statistical administration 

during the 1900, 1910 and 1920 censuses. There is reason to assume that the latest Belgian 

census book (completed and published in 1926) provided a concrete example largely based on 

ISI recommendations for the Turkish census. Even the ‘Table of Contents’ of the Turkish 

booklet was modelled on the Belgian book. They both contained two chapters, ‘Census 

Principles and Methods’ and ‘Analyses of the Results’, and an annexe of legal documents (laws, 

decrees, instructions, bulletins and others). However, the Belgian book was much more 

voluminous and included two additional volumes with detailed tables, which often had no 

equivalent in the quite brief Turkish booklet. 

The homologies among the Turkish booklet, Jacquart’s report and the Belgian book support the 

hypothesis of an international model shaped by the ISI norms. We argue that a standardized 

way of presenting the census process and results circulated through models (published 

examples) and multi-positioned international experts like Jacquart. Not only did they share 

visible formal and structural similarities, but they also presented the census as a scientific study 

conducted by the state’s specialized officials and applied common principles recommended by 

the ISI. 

 

Census Preparations: Adapting ISI’s Recommendations and International 

Expertise to National Particularities 

The Belgian expert was not the only authority in the implementation of the census and was 

assisted by various state actors in the preparations.62 However, he was the key actor in the 

application of international expertise and norms. He narrated his field investigations in his 

report to the ISI as an expert sent to a foreign mission that he considered from a quasi-

anthropological perspective.63 By doing so, Jacquart gave the message to his fellow ISI 

statisticians that Turkey was somehow a particular field that he scientifically studied to apply 

the best adapted methods and policies. He emphasized that learning about the geographical and 

social morphology, climatic and social rhythms helped him to plan the census. He explained, 

for instance, why contrary to the general tendency he did not fix the date to 31 December, but 

the end of October.64 

The Belgian expert considered Turkey’s particularities as divergences from Western norms in 

social and political organization and infrastructure and framed them in terms of ‘special 

difficulties’. Some of these difficulties were in fact already reported by Ottoman officials during 

previous censuses and are highlighted by historians among the factors of undercount. These 

included communication challenges due to the linguistic diversity, or complications in the 

census of nomadic tribes and isolated settlements or individuals in rural areas.65 The Belgian 

expert identified further problems, such as ‘the large number of illiterates’ (which raised the 

problem of finding census takers66); ‘the inaccuracy of the information concerning the number 

of inhabitants and the number and names of localities’; the poor transport and communication 

infrastructure; distance between settlements; or even the ‘size of the country’ (‘equivalent to 

the area of France, Belgium, Holland and a third of Germany combined’) which was out of the 

ordinary compared to European nation-states.67 

Indeed, the census policy normalized by the ISI’s international authority posed structural 

questions in its translation into the Turkish context because it was based on the state 

organization in Western Europe: the education of the multitudes into a linguistic and national 

unity; their sedentarization on a delimited territory; the administration system dividing it into 

manageable and well-connected units through solid infrastructures and networks of 
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communications and transport; and so on. The policies promoted by the ISI and international 

experts such as Jacquart were in fact embedded in a whole set of governmental technologies 

which sought ‘legibility’.68 They fostered a normative definition of statehood requiring a 

precisely delimited, segmented yet connected territory, a thoroughly monitored and disciplined 

population and state bureaucracy. 

Within this framework, Jacquart insisted on ‘the need to have a list of towns and villages’. He 

proceeded to an account of administrative districts and a comprehensive classification by 

dividing localities into smaller units. He considered and justified this policy as an essential step 

for the quantification of buildings and inhabitants.69 Detailed instructions distributed to local 

public authorities explained how ‘to divide the localities into a certain number of districts whose 

inhabitants can be counted in a round of a few hours’ and to group buildings into blocks.70 As 

a form of spatial engineering, this regulation aimed at reorganizing administrative divisions and 

involved additional measures such as house numbering and street naming. These policies 

provide a concrete example of the application of governmental techniques that were developed 

in Western states and colonial administrations for surveillance and control of the territory.71 

After his field studies, Jacquart proceeded to trial censuses in locations which he considered ‘to 

be representative of the various social conditions of the country’ and ‘to experiment with the 

census methods which seemed most suitable after studying the country’s conditions’.72 The 

eight trials conducted from December 1926 to April 1927 provided an opportunity for the 

Belgian expert to assert his authority over local officials. He observed the reaction of the local 

people and native elite who could question his decisions. 

Toprak’s study shows that Jacquart was prompted to respond to public criticisms that appeared 

in the pro-government cultural weekly, Hayat Mecmuası. In an article published six days after 

the Ankara census, a Turkish intellectual questioned Jacquart’s methods, criticizing the limited 

scope of the questionnaire. This journalist argued that there were still many economic and social 

questions to be answered, but that it would be complicated to conduct another census, as it was 

both costly and burdensome for the people.73 In his reply published a few weeks later, the 

Belgian expert argued that asking more questions than those recommended by the ISI would 

have certain drawbacks. It was the first time that a census was conducted according to scientific 

methods in Turkey and its main purpose was to know the quantity of the population. It was 

essential to carry out the census in one day in order to limit the variations. Questions that could 

lengthen the process and thus distort the results were to be avoided, given the limited number 

of enumerators and their varying skills. The questions should be limited to those that were 

understandable and applicable even by the least competent agents. Special censuses to describe 

the country’s social and economic situation were another matter and required experienced, 

competent and paid agents. Jacquart furthermore claimed that during his trips various people 

warned him to avoid financial issues which could give the false impression that the census 

might serve to impose new taxes, and lead many to shun the census or lie about their age or 

occupation. It was necessary to maintain the support and voluntary participation of the people 

and to avoid backlash and animosity.74 

This controversy highlights three points. First, Jacquart’s decisions were manifestly based on 

the ISI’s recommendations, which served to legitimize his choices. He also took into account 

Turkey’s social conditions and the advice of local actors, at least in his legitimation strategies. 

The public policy he negotiated in this way thus hybridized international expertise and local 

emic knowledge. Second, this controversy indicates that the international expert’s activities 

were not exempt from criticism and that his authority could be challenged and questioned. He 

had to legitimize his decisions not only in front of the Council of Ministers (according to the 

law75), but also in the public arena. Thirdly, this controversy underlines that census-taking was 

prone to social resistance. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0068
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0069
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0070
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0071
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0072
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0073
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0074
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437?nav=b0001#en0075


pp.73-100 https://doi.org/10.1080/13507486.2023.2165437  

In fact, this was a common problem discussed within the ISI. For example, in a debate on 

‘Industrial Censuses and Unemployment Statistics’ at the 1905 London session, the Belgian 

demographer Nicolaï stated that the most important concern in census-taking was ‘to disturb as 

little as possible the inhabitant, who is generally reluctant to give information’.76 The French 

and Belgian approaches differed on this issue, with the former favouring a general census also 

counting the industry, and the latter separating the population census from the industrial one.77 

In the absence of an ISI standard, Jacquart clearly favoured the Belgian approach. For in Turkey, 

too, he conducted the industrial and agricultural censuses separately a few weeks later. 

Against possible resistance, Jacquart prescribed propaganda measures implemented through 

public discourses especially by himself and the prime minister, Ismet Pasha, as well as the press 

and other print media.78 Ismet Pasha’s propaganda sought cooperation from citizens, 

highlighting that the aim of the census was not fiscal or military but registering all members of 

the nation including women and children for administrative purposes. His call was read out 

loud in all the towns and produced, according to Jacquart, ‘very satisfactory results’, which he 

explained partly by the popularity of this political leader.79 Jacquart’s propaganda, on the other 

hand, sought to highlight the scientific and statistical value of this first general census and the 

exactness of results. In this regard, Jacquart’s presentation to the ISI was part of this propaganda 

activity, which sought to legitimize the Turkish census not only to a national, but also to an 

international public. 

The influence of ISI standards and recommendations regarding the census instruments is 

obvious. The census form (‘le bulletin’) was constructed ‘as far as possible, according to the 

bases adopted by the International Statistical Institute’.80 As Jacquart underlined at the ISI 

congress, it consisted of questions ‘recommended as a minimum by the International Statistical 

Institute’.81 Designed as a bilingual (Turkish–French) questionnaire, the census form 

consisting of 16 questions (see Appendix 1) brought only slight changes to the ISI model.82 It 

was a more faithful translation than the Belgian questionnaire, which was limited to 11 

questions.83 The Turkish questionnaire included two additional questions (14 and 15) to collect 

data for the ongoing project of the reorganization of civil registers and identity cards. Some 

questions were simplified.84 The ISI question on the degree of kinship or status in the 

household was excluded. 

When introducing the choice of census form, Jacquart reported an impasse regarding the 

(non)translation of the term ‘household’. The collective census form ‘was preferred to the 

household form and the individual form’ for two reasons. The first was ‘(1) to make it easier 

for agents who might not understand exactly what a household is, which has no equivalent in 

the Turkish language’.85 This observation confirms the findings of Randall et al. that the use 

and interpretation of categories in different group cultures (demographers, enumerators, the 

population and others) produce direct implications for the design, conduct and analysis of the 

survey and the social production of data.86 

The second reason was related to the practical use of the census form ‘(2) to facilitate the 

transport and assembly of the forms’.87 This procedure differed from the one applied in 

Belgium, where enumerators distributed the forms, which were filled in by respondents 

themselves.88 This method, which speeded up the process and reduced the number of 

enumerators, could not be applied in Turkey given the low rate of literacy. It was only applied 

as part of ‘Special measures for boarding schools, barracks, civil and military hospitals, prisons, 

etc.’ The census of these ‘collective households’ was entrusted to the authorities on which they 

depended.89 

Another important distinction was that Belgian censuses were conducted ‘exclusively on the de 

jure population’, diverging from the ISI recommendation ‘for economic reasons and given the 

few guarantees of accuracy offered by the census of the de facto population’.90 In fact, while 

the pioneering Belgian statistician Quetelet organized the first census in 1846 according to the 
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de facto method (though combined with de jure principles), which inspired the ISI’s decision 

in favour of this method, his attempt to identify the de jure population became more explicit in 

the subsequent census (1856), hence initiating the Belgian shift towards this method.91 This de 

jure method was ‘based on usual residence’ as defined by an existing civil registry system, 

which was under reconstruction in Turkey.92 Although, as in other large countries with regional 

governments such as Canada,93 the censuses of the previous Ottoman state had experimented 

with the de jure method, occasionally mixing it with de facto elements,94 Republican Turkey’s 

first census sought to count the ‘de facto population’ as recommended by the ISI.95 As Jacquart 

explained, 

All persons found on the day of the census […] on the territory of the Turkish Republic, 

either in houses or shelters of any kind, numbered or not, or in the open air, on the roads, 

railways, boats, were to be entered on the census form.96 

Overall, this method defined the multitude on the territory during the census, regardless of 

residence, nationality or other legal status, as the ‘population’. In fact, both methods conceived 

of population as a political category distinct from that of the people or the nation.97 

The de facto method was applied in Turkey by confining the population from 8 am to 5 pm as 

explained by Jacquart: ‘In order to ensure order and speed of the operation, the inhabitants had 

to remain in their homes until the end of the census.’ Jacquart reported that ‘regulations were 

generally respected with a discipline that does credit to the Turkish people’.98 According to the 

Belgian weekly Pourquoi Pas, it was he who proposed this ‘exceptional measure’.99 These 

measures, which were rather unusual according to international and national press articles, 

accompanied Turkey’s subsequent censuses as well. 

The solution adopted to overcome the problem of ‘finding people in all localities capable of 

performing the duties of enumerator’ was the use of forced labour.100 All literates were obliged 

by law to work as census takers.101 This obligation, which concerned mainly civil/public 

servants and students, helped to manage limited budget and labour resources in the context of 

financial distress, a problem which curiously was not mentioned by Jacquart. The government’s 

difficulty in financing the census was, however, evident in its inability to pay the enumerators, 

who were asked to complete their mission without receiving any payment, but only a travel 

allowance. 

Even with these measures, the shortage of staff was addressed as a potential problem. For these 

types of ‘exceptional cases’, the instructions authorized the appointment of the same 

enumerator for several villages, extending the census interval. The enumerator would start his 

work 10 or 15 days before the census and prepare ‘a provisional statement of the inhabitants’, 

which the local authorities would rectify by noting demographic changes such as births, deaths, 

arrivals and departures.102 In other words, the census was not actually carried out everywhere 

in one day, but was hybridized with a register system in some cases. 

The number of enumerators reported by Jacquart as ‘approximately 62,500’ (about one agent 

per 218 inhabitants103) gives an idea of the scale of the resources mobilized. Note that in the 

Belgian census of 1920, this number ‘was 7,575, i.e. an average of one registrar per 978 

inhabitants’.104 This discrepancy was due to the ‘special difficulties’ in Turkey, such as the 

size of the territory, low density and transport conditions, but it was also due to the method used 

(which required the enumerators to fill in the census forms). 

Jacquart explained to the ISI public that both the enumerators and ‘controllers’, who were again 

employed as compulsory and unpaid labour to ‘assist and supervise’ the enumerators,105 were 

trained by ‘conferences’ and received detailed instructions.106 Indeed, various measures were 

taken to control the application of the official plan by establishing a hierarchical control 

mechanism and assigning the police and gendarmerie a disciplinary role. As in Belgium, the 

first totals were calculated by the enumerators, controllers and local authorities.107 Jacquart 
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announced the preliminary results at the ISI Congress.108 The final numbers were calculated 

by the Office using machines, as in Belgium.109 

 

Presenting Turkish Census Results According to ISI Guidelines 

The ISI called for processing a minimum amount of data in a uniform manner in all countries.110 

National statistical offices were expected to prepare their tables according to the ‘international 

framework’ and instructions diffused by the ISI and send them to the ISI secretariat. These 

guidelines were influential in the presentation of Turkish census results. Both the analysis of 

the results and bilingual tables presented in French and Turkish in the census booklet respected 

the ‘international framework’. The analysis did not question the alleged neutrality and 

universality of this framework, but the results themselves signalled its arbitrary character. 

According to the final results, there were ‘13,648,270 inhabitants within the borders of the 

Turkish Republic’: 6,563,879 men and 7,084,391 women. While the international system was 

statocentric and contributed to the imagination of states as spatially closed entities of delimited 

population, it prioritized the political construct ‘Europe’ as an indivisible entity. The Turkish 

tables on territorial distribution therefore distinguished between ‘Asian Turkey’ and ‘European 

Turkey’, representing 92.37% and 7.63% of the total population and 96.85% (738,761 km2) 

and 3.15% (23,975 km2) of the total surface area.111 These categories were also used in regional 

tables applying ISI guidelines regarding the ‘population density’.112 This categorization was in 

fact an international standard given the ISI’s particular attention to calculating Europe’s area. 

The resolution of the Berlin session (1903) recommended calculating it ‘according to physical 

geography, i.e. according to the natural limits of Europe’ or ‘according to political geography, 

i.e. including all the territories situated in physical Europe or outside physical Europe and 

administered as European provinces’.113 Turkey was excluded from this European geopolitical 

identity. The League statistical yearbooks prepared in cooperation with the ISI secretariat (first 

published in 1927) classified Turkey under the regional category ‘Asia’, but sometimes also 

under ‘Europe’, in this case by dividing it into ‘Turkey of Asia’ and ‘Turkey of Europe’.114 This 

classification was an important issue for Turkey’s leaders who sought to integrate it into 

political Europe.115 

Even outside Europe, statistics according to international standards required any state to go 

through a system of equivalence with the administrative system of West European states. For 

example, data for national administrative divisions were presented with their translations into 

European-international categories in brackets: ‘63 Vilayets (Provinces), 328 Cazas (Districts), 

699 Nahiyés (as composed of several villages)’ as well as ‘39,901 villages’.116 

The Turkish booklet did not always follow the same order as the ISI ‘international framework’ 

and there were omissions. In particular, ISI recommendations regarding house and household 

statistics were not applied and Tables 6 and 7 were literally missing in the booklet.117 Even 

though there was a brief inventory, it did not include the questions recommended by the ISI, 

but presented the results of the numbering operation in three tables.118 The first showed the 

number of ‘inhabitants per 100 houses per vilayet’ which was, according to the French 

geographer Demangeon, a particularity of Belgian statistics.119 The second table presented 

‘building statistics’ according to three categories adapted from the five categories used in 

Belgium.120 The last table was the only one to follow the ISI guidelines for ‘distinguishing 

special establishments according to subdivisions’.121 However, it used four categories instead 

of the eight recommended, and left a majority unclassified as ‘other buildings’.122 Note that 

international categories did not allow classifying certain establishments in Turkey, such as craft 

workshops, which were numerous according to the industrial census.123 

According to the ISI’s international norms, the state was to label, number, count and categorize 

any construction within its territory, as well as to measure the level of urbanization. However, 
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the classes created in Turkey for ‘urban localities’ did not follow ISI guidelines, probably due 

to the low rate of urbanization. ISI’s classification was based on the social morphology of 

industrialized and urbanized societies. It recommended regrouping the population by the 

number of floors of inhabited houses and by age (neither were applied in Turkey) according to 

three groups: ‘a. Countryside (centres up to 2,000 inhabitants); b. Cities (from 2,001 to 100,000 

inhabitants); c. Large cities (above 100,000 inhabitants)’.124 Turkish results presented cities in 

four categories from ‘10,000 inhabitants’ to ‘40,000 and more’ (the last category125), which 

together represented only 16.29% of the total population. In fact, 75.80% lived in ‘villages’ 

characterized by ‘less than 5,000 inhabitants’. 

Furthermore, while ISI recommendations which attributed special attention to sex-

disaggregated statistics were followed in Turkey, those regarding breakdowns by age groups 

could not be followed.126 For example, ISI instructions were applied to present the distribution 

of civil status by gender and by vilayet, but not by age groups.127 Indeed, the official booklet 

noted a problem with age statistics: ‘This distribution did not give true and statistically 

satisfactory results.’128 In particular, ‘the age distribution figures for children were found to be 

often lower than the normal rates’, apparently due to parents’ false statements.129 The 

classification was thus made according to only three groups: 1) ‘children and young people’ 

(48.06%); 2) ‘the adult population, (20–60 years)’ (46.52%); and 3) ‘inhabitants over 60 years’ 

(5.52%).130 It was, in fact, not only child age data that were inaccurate, as the report argued, but 

also those of adults. The ISI recommendation for a distribution ‘by annual age periods’ could 

not be respected.131 

Beyond misinformation, this problem was a question of a standardization policy for increasing 

legibility. While particularly after the Population Register Regulations of 1878, Ottoman 

enumerators recorded date and place of birth, among other civil information, these practices did 

not involve the standardization of different calendars in use until the Kemalist reforms, which 

abolished all time and measure referentials other than the international system between 1925 

and 1933.132 Celal Aybar returned to this issue during his presentation on the second census at 

the 1937 ISI Congress:  

I would, however, like to point out the peculiarity of one of the questions which, in the 

manner in which it was asked, departed from the system almost uniformly practised by 

other countries. In the present census, instead of asking the date of birth of the person to 

find out his/her age, s/he was asked directly his/her age. This alternative was chosen 

because in Turkey most people know their date of birth according to different calendars 

(Hegira, Gregorian, Arabic, Roman, etc.) and the indications contained in the birth 

certificates themselves do not specify which calendar was used. In order to eliminate in 

advance, the risk of errors associated with calculating age on the basis of the declared date 

of birth, it was preferred, despite all the risks that this might entail, to ask people’s ages 

directly. However, the enumerators were obliged to verify the statements of the inhabitants 

by referring to official documents, whenever the appearance of the declarant would make 

the age declared by him/her implausible.133 

This excerpt reveals how the standardization of data based on international conventions was a 

multi-level process of uniformization. It required the synchronization and ‘standardisation of 

the time reference’, which contributed not only to the legitimization of the Western norm, but 

also to its transformation into a global system.134 

There were also difficulties in making uniform occupational statistics negotiated during several 

ISI sessions.135 The instructions were based on the ‘draft nomenclatures’ presented at the 1889 

session and evolved since then, recommending ‘12 general divisions’.136 The resolutions 

recommended that ‘[s]tatistics of occupations should embrace the whole population, i.e. not 

only the working population, but also members of households without occupation’, and indicate 

‘the social position’ of household members, ‘the principal occupation and the accessory 

occupations’.137 These guidelines were not fully implemented in the Turkish census which used 
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‘broad occupational categories’ only partially respecting ISI nomenclatures. Celal’s report in 

the official booklet explained that 

[a]s the largest part of the population is engaged in agriculture and the answers given to the 

question of occupation were not clear enough to allow for a detailed classification, it was 

preferred for this first census to restrict the breakdown of occupations into nine main 

categories. 

However, only six categories were applied: agricultural; industrial; commercial; public 

employment; liberal and other; no occupation; and total (employed population).138 This 

classification was similar to the Belgian adaptation of the ISI nomenclature.139 

Deviations from Belgian and European statistics were all the more remarkable as the tables 

depicting the Turkish labour force as principally agricultural did not sort the data in alphabetical 

or descending order (Appendix 2).140 They simply copied the ISI model whose reference was 

clearly industrial capitalist economies. The sorting order also seemed arbitrary in other tables 

such as the one that applied ISI instructions regarding infirmities.141 In spite of all these 

ambiguities, the ISI’s international framework allowed Turkey in the process of nation-building 

to assert an ethno-religious homogeneity by numbers.142 

In the ISI’s international system, census-taking also covered agriculture and industry to assess 

economic resources and activity. In Turkey, too, two additional censuses were conducted within 

a few weeks. Jacquart presented them at the Cairo congress, however, as ‘trials given the 

conditions prevailing in the country’, and not real censuses.143 This evaluation diverged from 

the Turkish government’s point of view and expectations.144 We will not go into detail regarding 

these censuses, which depicted an unindustrialized, agricultural and artisanal economy. 

Although these operations did not meet all international criteria according to the expert, the 

results served the Turkish government as a main source for quantifying the economic situation 

of the country, for policy-making, and for communicating statistics to IOs such as the League’s 

Economic and Financial Section. These statistics also served as an important source for foreign 

experts invited to make surveys and policy recommendations on the Turkish economy. The 

stakes were therefore high and multiple for the Turkish government. 

  

Conclusions 

This study attempted to analyse the translation of ISI expertise in Turkey’s statistical reform 

conducted by a Belgian expert as part of the modernization policies and nation-state building 

during the first decade of the Republican period. The analysis confirms the hypothesis that the 

ISI was perceived, both within its expert spaces which negotiated norms in statistical policies, 

but also from its peripheries, as an international authority guiding national institutions. By 

providing an international space of equivalence and comparability, the ISI greatly contributed 

to the emergence of an international statistical system. The study on Turkey’s modernization 

through an extensive statistical reform shed light on certain specificities regarding the 

integration of non-Western states into this system. The ISI’s international framework, 

intertwined with Belgian expertise, greatly influenced Turkish quantification policies and 

instruments, but also involved various contradictions. The ISI experts, including Jacquart, 

considered the Turkish state rather outside the European political system which structured ISI’s 

international norms. Even when these conventions were applied by adapting them to Turkey’s 

national context, ambiguities in the classification of results often highlighted the arbitrary 

character of the ISI’s categorization system. The Turkish experience in assimilating 

international norms which was presented by Jacquart and Celal to the ISI public received 

particular attention, because it provided feedback for the non-Western applications of an 

international endeavour which was paradoxically conceived both in terms of civilizational 
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difference (particularism) and universalism. The implementation of the ISI’s expertise in 

Europe’s periphery indeed contributed to extending the hegemony of West European values, 

models and definitions of statehood, which were mostly based on a capitalist and industrial 

economic organization with high urbanization and bureaucratization tendencies, as well as a 

quest for eligibility through standardization policies and refined governmental techniques 

which target the population and territory. 

As a modernizing country actively invested in internationalization, Turkey deliberately and 

explicitly used the ISI’s guidance and expertise.145 It also sought cooperation with the ISI as 

a means to advertise ‘modern’ Turkey and to integrate Turkish statisticians, such as Celal Aybar, 

into the ISI’s expert circles. The ISI influenced both the reorganization of the Turkish civil 

registry system and census-taking policies, hence the two sources of public statistics.146 This 

influence, consented to by the strategic internationalism of the Turkish government, derived 

from the ISI’s strategies, which embodied a whole international network of expert statisticians 

(including Jacquart) and aimed to define and disseminate its standards through various 

mechanisms and instruments. At the intersection of Turkey’s and the ISI’s strategies, Jacquart 

played a key role in the double integration of the ISI system into Turkish statistics and Turkish 

statistics into the ISI system. The ISI recommendations as translated by the Belgian expert 

shaped statistical policies, instruments and methods in Turkey. Jacquart hybridized international 

and national expertise to characterize and represent Turkey’s population, to circumscribe and 

map its territory with numbers, and to construct a quantified definition of the imagined nation. 

He led the construction and centralization of Turkey’s statistical administration and trained its 

future director and the Turkish Republic’s first ISI member, Celal Aybar. However, Jacquart 

was not the only actor translating the ISI expertise in Turkey, as national experts also 

contributed to this process. 

The government’s investment in statistical reform according to international norms was in line 

with the global tendencies of the inter-war period which promoted the development of a 

European international system into a more global one. Turkey’s relations with the ISI during its 

construction as a new nation were largely guided by its aspiration to integrate into the ‘political 

Europe’ defined as a system of states sharing common values, norms and modes of government. 

This reform was moreover in continuity with earlier Ottoman policies. It was based on previous 

relations with the ISI that, after affirming political independence, the republican regime 

recognized this IO as the principal international expert authority in statistics and sought to apply 

its norms and integrate in its statistical system. 
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Appendix 1 

The Turkish census form (le bulletin) 

Numéro de la circonscription : 

La signature de l’agent-recenseur : 

L’approbation du contrôleur : 

1. Numéro du bâtiment. 

2. Le nom de famille. Le nom du père. Le nom du recensé. 

3. Homme ou femme. 

4. La date de naissance, si le recensé ne peut pas la déclarer on mettra l’âge. 

5. Le lieu de naissance 

6. L’état-civil (célibataire, marié, veuf ou divorcé)  

7. La langue maternelle. (La langue parlée dans la famille). 

8. La résidence habituelle 

9. La nationalité. 

10. La profession ou la situation. 

11. Le recensé sait-il lire un imprimé ? 

12. La religion. 

13. Le recensé a-t-il un infirmité et laquelle ? 

14. Le recensé est-il déjà inscrit dans les registres ? 

15. Le recensé a-t-il une carte d’identité ? 

16. Observations147 

 

English translation 
District Number: 

Enumerator’s Signature: 

Controller's approval: 

1. Building Number. 

2. Last name. Father’s name. The surname of the respondent. 

3. Male or female. 

4. The date of birth, if the respondent cannot declare it, note the age. 

5. Place of birth 

6. Marital status (single, married, widowed or divorced)  

7. Mother tongue. (The language spoken in the family). 

8. Habitual residence 

9. Nationality. 

10. Occupation or status. 

11. Can the respondent read a printout? 

12. Religion. 

13. Does the census taker have a disability and which one? 

14. Is the respondent already registered? 

15. Does the respondent have an identity card? 

16. Observations  
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Appendix 2 

"The relative importance of the different occupational categories among themselves" (Table 17) and occupational 

distribution of the population aged 12 and over (Table 13) according to the Turkish census booklet148 
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