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    ABSTRACT  

This dissertation examines the technoscientific and cultural codes of ex-situ 

plant conservation in Turkey. Following the Convention on Biological Diversity that 

granted nation states sovereign rights over nonhuman genetic resources and in line 

with the recent informational turn in biodiversity conservation, the last two decades 

saw the proliferation of national and international genebanks worldwide. This work 

has as its centerpiece one such national bank, the Turkish Seed Gene Bank (TSGB), 

where I conducted ethnographic fieldwork between 2013 and 2014.  

I analyze in this dissertation the everyday workings of the TSGB with a view 

to understanding the polyvalent meanings of genebanking in Turkey at a time when 

species extinction and food security have emerged as global concerns due to climate 

change and biodiversity loss. In contrast with the universalist underpinnings of 

dominant conservation ideologies, I demonstrate how international access and benefit 

sharing agreements fall short of overcoming anxieties that stem from colonial and 

postcolonial histories of bioprospecting in Turkey. At the TSGB, I show that Bank 

employees remember, re-experience, and reinterpret these histories in everyday 

memory practices via personal and institutional narratives of loss. I argue that these 

narratives are also inextricably tied to a belief in capitalism’s futures, for in protecting 

Turkey’s plant biodiversity, the TSGB conservationists also long for a future when 

Turkey will have gained the capital and know-how to capitalize on the TSGB’s 
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collection. In this everyday work of memory and historical commentary, I show that 

the TSGB naturalizes the nation on the one hand and nationalizes Nature on the other.  

While recent studies have pointed out the biopolitical characteristic of 

conservation as an actionable science that systematizes and targets life processes, the 

meanings that are attached to life and survival in conservation institutions have largely 

been overlooked. I demonstrate in this dissertation how the TSGB conservationists 

establish an interspecies critique of life and latency as they measure the viability of 

seeds in cold storage in tandem with their own working lives in a politically volatile 

bureaucracy against more mobile and untethered versions of being alive. This 

interspecies critique that examines life both a concept and as qualified experience, I 

argue, does not only stand at odds with the universalist aspirations of conservation, but 

also points to a chasm between understandings of life and survival in the 

Anthropocene. Within the legal framework of international biodiversity conservation, 

I assert that the TSGB’s conservation politics does not represent a failure of 

conservation or a disregard for common human futures, but a postcolonial reimagining 

of what life in the Anthropocene should look like. 
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Introduction 
 

Treasures Lost, Found, and Remembered 

In the summer of 2011, I visited a Turkish botanist and plant collector of 

international renown, Engin Bey1, at a private botanical garden that he managed and 

curated in the Anatolian side of Istanbul. Engin Bey greeted me in front of his log-

cabin office with his colleague, Doris, a British physiologist who had recently left the 

Kew Botanical Gardens where she had worked for over thirty years to come to Turkey 

and help him set up his garden. A few minutes into our conversation, I asked Doris 

and Engin Bey what the recently founded Turkish Seed Gene Bank (TSGB) meant for 

plant conservation and prevention of biopiracy in Turkey. Opened in 2010, the TSGB 

was the first “national” genebank in Turkey, and it was designed to oversee ex-situ 

plant conservation in the country. “When I used to work for Kew in the ‘80s and 

‘90s,” Doris said, “I often came to Turkey to collect bulbous plants. Illegally, that is. 

And I wouldn’t do that now. I think a national genebank was a necessity for Turkey.” 

Following Doris’s response, Engin Bey said, “I actually have something for you,” and 

got up from the wooden table where we were sitting to scurry back into his office. He 

returned with a printed copy John Harvey’s 1976 article, “Turkey as a Source of 

Garden Plants.” “You have to read this article before you start your research,” he said, 

handing me the printout. “It shows that at least forty percent of all European garden 

plants have been brought over from Turkey at some point. That must be the basis of 

your dissertation.” 
                                                
1 All interlocutors’ names have been changed to protect their identities.  
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Doris and Engin Bey’s responses were harbingers of the types of issues that 

my research project was going to study. They both pointed to a history that Doris and 

Engin Bey thought current institutions and scholarship needed to be aware of. I had 

not yet formally started my research back then, but I was already becoming familiar 

with such references to a fraught history of bioprospecting. A few months before I 

talked with Doris and Engin Bey, on another preliminary field trip, I had conducted a 

series of interviews at the Millennium Seed Bank (MSB) at Kew, which had been 

founded in 2000 and housed the world’s largest wild seed collection with specimens 

across the world. One of my interviewees was Jonah, a chief scientist who was in 

charge of the MSB’s European affairs. When I had asked Jonah if Kew had a good 

working relationship with Turkey, he had said, “Unfortunately, no. Turkish authorities 

are very cautious about their property—they are anxious about their treasures leaving 

the country and potentially being abused. And such things may have happened in the 

past, you know.” I had then asked Jonah if this anxiety had something to do with 

shortcomings of access and benefit sharing agreements in use. After all, Turkey was 

party to international treaties that allowed international seed banks like the MSB to 

function. Was Turkey simply not fulfilling its obligations? “No,” Jonah had said, 

shaking his head. “A country being party to a treaty doesn’t really mean they’ll follow 

its rules. And that’s politics. They can say, ‘Turkey has 9000 plus species and we 

don’t trust the standards of the Treaty, so we will take extra measures to protect them 

ourselves.’” 

From having talked to Jonah, Doris, and Engin Bey, I had gotten the sense 

before ever visiting the TSGB that as a national genebank in a biodiversity-rich 
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country with a well-documented history of bioprospecting, the TSGB had different 

priorities than genebanks like the MSB, which rested on an imperial heritage and 

harbored universalists aspirations. Turkish authorities were wary of the dangers of 

sharing their genetic material despite the legal protections provided by international 

agreements, and the Bank’s founding in 2010 fel like a promise that whatever 

happened in the past would not be repeated. When I visited the TSGB for the first time 

in the late summer of 2011, the Bank’s Manager, Kerem, a conservationist with a 

Ph.D. in soil engineering and more than a decade of experience in Turkish 

conservation bureaucracy, confirmed with pride that the Bank rarely cooperated with 

foreign institutions. Just that year, Kerem told me, the Bank had rejected a number of 

international botanical research permit applications because they had “sounded 

suspicious.” A Japanese group of researchers who wanted to study crop wild relatives 

had been rejected because they had ties to private seed businesses; an Australian 

university’s project involving twenty international partners had been rejected because 

they had suggested that the study start in Turkey; and a Canadian group’s application 

for researching endemic pomegranate plants around Izmir had been denied because it 

had sounded too specific, and hence, suspicious. “We’re just trying to be really 

cautious here,” Kerem said. “As a PhD student interested in these issues, you must be 

aware of the number of species stolen from Turkey in the past.” 

 

International Conservation Governance and the TSGB 

The contemporary coordinates of the discord that these vignettes reveal 

between the Turkish conservation bureaucracy and international conservation 
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institutions were to a large extent determined by the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD) that entered into force in 1993. By granting nation states sovereign 

rights over nonhuman genetic resources and private parties intellectual property rights 

over modified varieties, the CBD restructured the ownership regime of plant genetic 

resources (PGR) in a radical fashion.2 The most critical outcome of this new regime 

was the re-formulated relationship between PGR and nation states: nationhood could 

now be legally inscribed in, defined, and instituted through plant life (Haraway 1997; 

Tamminen and Brown 2011; van Dooren 2008). Along with the formalization of 

intellectual property regimes in plant biotechnology, the ownership regime that the 

Convention instituted meant that PGR could no longer be considered as belonging to a 

global commons (Kloppenburg 2004; Roa-Rodriguez and van Dooren 2008). 

The Convention was partly designed in response to biodiversity-rich countries’ 

longstanding grievances regarding bioprospecting: in addition to designating nation 

states as sovereign owners of nonhuman life, the convention also called on signatory 

parties to come together and agree on a multilateral access and benefit sharing system 

that would ensure the “just and equitable” use of nonhuman genetic resources 

worldwide. While the multilateral system would only be established in 2014 with the 

Nagoya Protocol on Access and Benefit Sharing, the new ownership regime had far-

reaching consequences for nation states early on. By ratifying the Convention, 

signatory parties gained the ability to claim ownership of nonhuman genetic material 

                                                
2 PGR can indicate both tangible (seeds or other genetic materials) and intangible (genetic 
information) resources, yet tangible components of plants have largely become secondary in 
conservation and plant biotechnology in the last two decades (Roa-Rodriguez and van Dooren 
2008). 
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as long as they were able to certify its place of origin. In the context of PGR, the first 

step for nation states in this process was to collect and conserve local plant varieties in 

ex-situ genebanks (Tamminen and Brown 2011). Viewed both as a quick antidote to 

plant biodiversity loss and as a centralizing force that can help nation states better 

manage the post-CBD PGR ownership regime, national (and international) ex-situ 

genebanks proliferated in this era, protecting collected materials and their genetic 

information against extinction and commodification.  

One of the most prominent ex-situ plant conservation institutions that came out 

of the CBD regime was the Millennium Seed Bank at Kew (MSB), which opened its 

doors in 2000 at Wakehurst in West Sussex. As a national seed bank with global 

aspirations in line with this imperial heritage, the MSB’s collection grew 

tremendously in two decades: the Bank currently holds more than two billion seed 

samples from close to forty thousand species and 189 countries, with the ultimate goal 

of conserving 25% of all bankable plant species by 2020.3 

                                                
3 “Seed Collection,” last modified February 10, 2018, www.kew.org/science/collections/seed-
collection. 
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         Figure 1. The MSB. Image taken from Kew.org 
 

Another significant ex-situ conservation institution that was founded in this 

decade was the Svalbard Global Seed Vault (the SGSV, or the “Doomsday Vault” as 

referred to in the media), which began its operations in February 2008 on the 

Norwegian island of Spitsbergen, above the northernmost human settlement on earth. 

Sitting at the end of a 410 feet long tunnel dug into Arctic permafrost, the Doomsday 

Vault now houses more than 900,000 samples of 5000+ species deposited voluntarily 

by national and local seed banks worldwide. Aiming to provide “insurance against 

both incremental and catastrophic loss of crop diversity held in traditional genebanks 

around the world,”4 the SGSV came to embody the universalist promise of 

conservation at a time of rapid biodiversity loss (Heatherington 2012). And it did so 

by bypassing the anxieties that accompany access and benefit sharing practices 
                                                
4 “FAQ About the Seed Vault,” last modified February 10, 2018, “https://www.croptrust.org/our-
work/svalbard-global-seed-vault/faq-about-the-vault/” 
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international institutions. In contrast with the MSB whose right to conduct research on 

deposited seeds is determined by the bilateral agreements it signs with its partners, the 

SGSV works as a “black box” seed vault, which means that deposited samples are 

guaranteed to stay in the vault’s storage rooms in sealed condition, and that they have 

to be returned when recalled by their depositor.  

 

 

        Figure 2.  The Svalbard Global Seed Vault. Image by Caroline Poiron, Light Mediation. 
 

Turkey officially became part of this shift towards ex-situ conservation in PGR 

management when the TSGB opened its doors in March of 2010. Branded as the 

country’s first “national genebank,” the TSGB began to operate as part of the Ministry 

of Food, Agriculture and Livestock, and it was tasked with collecting and conserving 

Turkey’s plant biodiversity. In partnership with the Biodiversity Division at the 
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Ministry of Forest and Water Management, the Bank was also made responsible for 

overseeing the evaluation of botanical research permit applications that came from 

foreign institutions. This dual task reflected a trend of centralization in Turkish 

conservation bureaucracy.  

Seed conservation in Turkey first became institutionalized in the 1930s at 

Istanbul University’s botanical garden, which was founded by émigré scientists who 

had fled persecution in Germany (Baytop 2003). Ex-situ conservation remained 

mainly an academic endeavor up until the mid-1960s, when the first modern genebank 

was established in Izmir under the auspices of the Aegean Agricultural Research 

Institute.5 The Izmir Genebank, as referred to in the conservation community, helped 

establish a conservation network in Turkey in partnership with field genebanks 

founded across Anatolia in the 1980s and 1990s, and continued to be a focal point in 

Turkish conservation bureaucracy Turkey well into the 2000s.  

The Izmir Genebank’s influence started to decline in the mid-2000s however, 

when plant conservation and prevention of biopiracy emerged as important policy 

priorities for the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi government (AKP, Justice and 

Development Party). In tandem with an international campaign launched to bring back 

Greco-Roman antiquities illegally taken from Turkey, the AKP government decided to 

pursue two ambitious projects in plant conservation in this period: building a national 

                                                
5 “Biodiversity and Genetic Resources,” last modified February 10, 2018, 
https://arastirma.tarim.gov.tr/etae/Menus/54/Biodiversity-And-Genetic-Resources 
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genebank and establishing a national botanical garden, both in the capital of Ankara.6 

Having these two national institutions in Ankara where the Ministry of Food, 

Agriculture and Livestock is located meant reducing Izmir’s influence by centralizing 

and streamlining conservation bureaucracy. It also amounted to a political statement 

about protecting the country’s national biowealth.  

From the start, the TSGB’s task as Turkey’s national genebank seemed to be 

quite distinct from that of an international institution like the Doomsday Vault, whose 

promise was predicated on the flattening and erasure of historical difference for the 

benefit of an assumed humanity. A case in point was the contrast in the speeches given 

during the opening ceremonies of the two institutions. During the TSGB’s opening 

ceremony, then Prime Minister Erdoğan argued that as the birthplace of agriculture, 

Turkey had “thousands of years of experience” in conservation. “Even though we 

don’t have petrol fields or limitless gold mines,” Erdoğan said, “we have something 

that is probably much more valuable: our priceless, fertile soil.” Noting that the world 

was heading towards a global food crisis, Erdoğan reminded those in presence of “a 

Native American proverb” that underlined what he called “the global need for efficient 

use and fair distribution of resources”: “When the last tree is cut down, the last fish 

eaten, and the last stream poisoned, you will realize that you cannot eat money” 

(Hürriyet 2010). 

In stark contrast, during the opening ceremony at Svalbard, the European 

Commission President Jose Manual Barosso referred to the SGSV as “the frozen 
                                                
6 The national botanical garden is projected to be opened in 2018, after a 4-year construction 
period. A number of scholars in the conservation community remain opposed to the project due to 
Ankara’s inhospitable climate. 



 

 10 

Garden of Eden,” and the Norwegian Prime Minister Jens Stolenberg called it “the 

Noah’s Ark for securing biological diversity” (Schmidt and Meinhart 2009). In two 

biblical references, Barosso and Stolenberg not only universalized the task and the 

appeal of the Vault, but also underlined the apocalyptical imagery that sustained it.  

Echoing a similar sentiment, Cary Fowler, the founder of the project and the Executive 

Director of the Global Crop Diversity Trust which ran the vault’s operations, declared 

that, “In the case of a large-scale regional or even global catastrophe, it is quite likely 

that the Seed Vault would prove indispensable to humanity” (Fowler 2008). 

The difference between these speeches was no coincidence: conservation of 

PGR in the 2000s had come to be defined by the struggle between biodiversity-rich 

Southern countries that were vigilant against the threat of biopiracy, and the capital 

and technology-rich Northern countries and institutions that sought to access, research, 

and profit from their resources (Hayden 2003; Kloppenburg 2004). The universalist 

rhetoric of conservation that accompanied and legitimized projects such the SGVG 

and the Millennium Seed Bank at Kew configured climate change and biodiversity 

loss as universal/human issues that necessitated a global response (Colebrook 2016; 

Heatherington 2012), glossing over the colonial and postcolonial networks of 

bioprospecting that made possible the emergence of such institutions and their 

collections in the first place. At institutions like the TSGB, however, national and 

institutional narratives of loss were often at odds with the universalist promise of 

conservation, laying bare the anxieties that stemmed from the long-lasting effects of 

said networks. As Roa-Rodriguez and van Dooren note, “Post-1992, in practical terms 

many nation states have become ‘‘gatekeepers’’ of PGR in a way that undermines the 
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common character of these resources by implementing very strict sovereignty based 

regimes for access” (2008, 187). As the first and only national genebank in Turkey, 

the TSGB functioned almost exactly along these lines, in permanent tension with 

international bodies and regulations. 

 

 

        Figure 3. The TSGB 
 

This dissertation analyzes the everyday workings of the TSGB with a view to 

understanding the polyvalent meanings of genebanking at a time when species 

extinction, biodiversity loss, and food security have emerged as global concerns that 

highlight its potential benefits. Following the workflows that see conservationists 

collect, document, list, preserve, research, regenerate, and care for seeds that reside in 

the TSGB’s cold storage rooms, the dissertation studies how PGR and national 
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biowealth are defined, regulated, and understood by conservationists. A part of this 

analysis stems from historical and ethnographic research, and focuses on the question 

of how the TSGB staff remember, experience, and reinterpret the history of 

bioprospecting in the course of their everyday conservation work. As the opening 

vignettes suggest, acknowledgement and prevention of loss (of national biowealth) is a 

critical aspect of plant conservation in Turkey, and all four of the dissertation’s 

chapters provide examples of how this individual and institutional relationship to 

history shapes conservation work, particularly in the context of the Anthropocene and 

the universalist aspirations it gives rise to in the field of conservation. A second part of 

this analysis rests on ethnographic research that attends to the working lives of the 

TSGB staff members as civil servants in a politically volatile bureaucracy, and the 

interspecies critique of life that they develop in their relationships with latent plant 

life, the context of which is provided below.  

 

Life in Turkey 

My fieldwork coincided with widespread political turmoil in Turkey. In the 

June of 2013, the largest civilian protests in Turkish history—the Gezi Protests—

broke out in Istanbul and sprawled to the rest of the country in a manner of hours, 

quickly taking over everyday life in each city. Protests initially started in response to 

the Istanbul municipality’s plans to build a shopping mall on Gezi Park, which 

occupied a symbolic space in the city’s cultural center, but then escalated to envelop 

grievances from different social groups regarding the AKP government’s 

conservative, authoritarian, and developmentalist policies. (Mert 2017; Potuoğlu-Cook 
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2013; Yörük and Yüksel 2014). The occupation of Gezi Park and clashes between the 

police forces and protesters countrywide lasted for more than two weeks, and they 

entirely changed the idiom in which politics were imagined in Turkey. In large cities, 

protests were ensued by park and neighborhood forums where people came together in 

weekly meetings to evaluate the outcomes of the uprising and discuss the ways in 

which the principles and methods of the protests could be reimagined and applied in 

local contexts. While the protests and forums are scarcely analyzed in this dissertation, 

their impact is felt throughout the chapters as they remained an unmistakable 

component of everyday chatter during my fieldwork, and they functioned as a frame 

of reference both for my and my interlocutors’ thinking about political life in Turkey. 

In early 2014, Turkish bureaucracy went through another crisis after recordings 

exposing corruption by high-level government officials were put online allegedly by a 

transnational Islamist movement—the Service Movement, headed by cleric Fethullah 

Gülen who had fled Turkey for the US in the 1990s—that had, until then, been an ally 

of the government and had thousands of members and sympathizers in civil service 

(Letsch 2014). The ensuing fight between the AKP government and the alleged 

members of the Service Movement was most heavily felt in central bureaucracy in 

Ankara where my research was located, and it led to the reshuffling of numerous 

positions in conservation bureaucracy. The tension between two groups kept rising in 

the following months, and culminated in the failed coup of June 15, 2016, which the 

government claimed was instigated by Gülen. Following the coup attempt, the AKP 

government declared state of emergency and carried out a wide-reaching crackdown 

that resulted in the purging of 300,000 civil servants (Hansen 2017; Jacinto 2017). 
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During my fieldwork at the TSGB in 2013 and 2014, the TSGB workers 

constantly felt the pressure of having to convince their superiors of their political 

affiliation, for they not only feared for their careers as civil servants in Turkish 

bureaucracy but also for their lives as civilians and the lives of their families. While 

civil servants who did not agree with the policies of the government had already been 

fearful about their careers for some time due to the AKP’s favoritist practices in 

employment (Gürakar 2016; Sayarı 2014; Taş 2015), those who did not consider 

themselves to be political and those who were already AKP voters were also now 

worried about their futures in civil service. The obligation to prove to their superiors 

that they were of the right political conviction proved to be stressful for many civil 

servants, and became a daily source of anxiety. At the TSGB, Bank workers often 

expressed how they felt about their stagnated, frozen working lives in the same idiom 

of worry and care that they related to the latent lives of seeds kept in the Bank’s 

storage rooms.  

One argument this dissertation makes is that the confluence of these two types 

of concern brought about an interspecies critique of life as a concept and as lived 

experience. The conservationists’ efforts to keep plant life viable in cold storage went 

hand in hand with their questioning of the worth and meaning of life spent frozen in 

storage: for some conservationists, the latent state that the seeds were kept was not 

equal to being alive—the plants belonged out in the open. The TSGB staff also carried 

this critique of latent life over to their examination of their own working lives at the 

TSGB, where they were not only asked to anticipate, comply with, and support the 

conservation decisions and political leanings of higher bureaucracy without hesitation, 
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but also actively prove that they were of the correct political ilk. The overarching 

argument of the dissertation is that this interspecies critique of life, when joined with 

the historical commentary that the TSGB workers carried out in the course of 

everyday work on the history of bioprospecting in Turkey as explained above, often 

stood at odds with the universalist aspirations and underpinnings of conservation 

science and the concept of the Anthropocene.     

 

Field Site and Research Methods  

My fieldwork at the TSGB began in the late summer of 2013 after a long 

permit application process.7 Located in the residential neighborhood of İvedik in 

northern Ankara, the TSGB is part of a campus that houses various departments in the 

Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Livestock. Built in less than a year under the 

supervision of the Bank’s manager, Kerem, the Bank is two stories tall and 

unassuming from the outside. Inside, conservationists’ and plant breeders’ offices are 

located on the ground floor along with the herbarium, and cold storage rooms and labs 

are found on the underground floor. During my fieldwork, the Bank housed about 

forty civil servants. Out of these personnel, around twenty-five were scientists with 

postgraduate degrees, about a dozen were technicians, and the rest were in charge of 

carrying out daily tasks such as cleaning and gardening. The workday officially started 

at 9:00 am and lasted until 6:00 pm, with an hour-long lunch break at noon and two 

15-minute breaks at 10:30 am and 3:00 pm. The actual start of the workday was closer 

to 9:30 am—after conservationists settled in their offices and had their morning teas—
                                                
7 See Chapter One. 
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and was marked by the first senior staff member’s descent into “the underground” to 

resume the previous day’s work at the labs.  

I was hired at the TSGB as an unpaid intern, and during the first couple of 

months of my internship, I moved around different stations as part of my training. 

Conservation work at the TSGB was multi-faceted: early in my fieldwork, I was 

taught daily mechanics of seed cleaning and preparation, viability testing, seed 

packaging, storage room management, germination testing, and regeneration. In later 

stages of my fieldwork, I assisted TSGB field teams in collecting expeditions, 

prepared and stored herbarium specimens at the Bank’s herbarium, took part in the 

Bank herbarium digitization project, and worked as the Bank’s in-house translator. 

The analytical framework of this dissertation and the main arguments presented above 

come out of the ethnographic research that I conducted while carrying out these tasks 

alongside the Bank staff. 
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Figure 4.  
The Bank's workflow diagram. TSGB educational document, 2012. 
 

The primary method of my research at the TSGB was participant observation. 

Sharing an office at the TSGB and being a part of the everyday conservation work 

allowed me to observe daily workflows at the Bank and participate in the mundane 

rhythm and flow of genebanking. While the TSGB staff did not spend too much time 

together outside of work, they spent most of their time at the Bank conducting group 

projects and in communication with each other. I benefited greatly from the social 

nature of conservation work both as a trainee and as a staff member, for it allowed me 

to communicate freely with most of the TSGB workers. Another helpful factor was the 

architecture of the ministry campus. Because the campus was located in a residential 

neighborhood far from the city’s attractions, most civil servants never left the campus 
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during the day. This made lunch at the campus cafeteria a very social outing: Bank 

members enjoying hanging out with their coworkers and friends from other 

departments at lunch, and even if one were to go to lunch alone, she would most 

certainly encounter acquaintances along the way to the cafeteria, and end up eating as 

part of a group. 

In addition to participant observation, I conducted multiple semi-structured and 

unstructured interviews with my interlocutors to learn about their views on and 

experiences in conservation, as well as about their personal histories, past careers, 

dreams and aspirations. Longer tea breaks usually provided a good opportunity to 

conduct these interviews, since the TSGB staff rarely left the Bank during breaks and 

enjoyed having their tea together with a coworker. Another context in which I 

conducted interviews and participant observation was collecting expeditions and 

daylong trips I took with Bank members to NGO meetings and seed exchange 

festivals. These occasions were crucial for my research in terms of understanding the 

socio-political aspects of conservation, observing how the Bank management related 

to other governmental and nongovernmental conservation bodies, and familiarizing 

myself with storytelling structures and heroism narratives that are critical cultural 

components of collecting expeditions. 

My ethnographic fieldwork at the TSGB was preceded in 2013 and followed 

by in 2014 by archival research across Ottoman, Turkish, Kew, and British archives. 

My archival work primarily analyzes the historical underpinnings of the kind of 

protectionist conservation carried out in the Bank, as well as the botanical research 

permit structure that foreign researchers and institutions are subject to in the Turkish 
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conservation bureaucracy. To this end, in the Ottoman and Turkish archives, I 

examined in detail permit applications and evaluations of foreign botanists, geologists, 

zoologists and archaeologists who wanted to conduct research in the late Ottoman 

Empire and early Turkish Republic, as well as the official correspondence between 

state institutions regarding the secret policing of permitted researchers. My research at 

the Ottoman Archives focused on the anxieties and sensibilities that Ottoman officials 

had regarding the acts of foreign naturalists at a time when the Empire was in a state 

of “semi-colony” (Zürcher 1998), hosted numerous plant hunters from Europe (Baytop 

2010), pursued the transfer of scientific knowledge of nature from the West while 

housing Western colonial enterprises such as export-oriented British farms and 

German settler colonies (Fuhrmann 2009, 2011; MacMeekin 2010; Ortaylı 1983; 

Ozyüksel 1988; Pamuk 1987), and formulated the first legal measures regulating the 

activities of foreign researchers in the context of antiquities (Çelik 2016). Following 

up this study, my research in the Turkish archives was directed at examining the 

permit structures in place in the 1920s and 1930s, and analyzing them in the context of 

the young Republic’s modernist nation-building practices and governance of nature. 

In Kew and British archives, I complemented this research by studying the 

field notes, letters, publications, field photos, and specimen lists of plant collectors 

who visited Turkey. Together with my research in the Turkish and Ottoman archives, 

this study allowed me to provide a historical account of the networks of 

bioprospecting and science and knowledge transfer in place in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, and of their cultural underpinnings. One underlying 

argument of this dissertation, as presented in Chapter One, is that the uneven 
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relationships that unfolded via these networks constitute a major reference point for 

narratives of biopiracy and national conservation at the TSGB today.  

 

Theoretical Contributions 

At the heart of my project lies an effort to understand what it means to 

conserve latent plant life in the Anthropocene. In the historical moment and the 

theoretical milieu the research is located, this effort necessitates not only an 

engagement with the narratives, memories, and sensibilities that are entangled with the 

conservation practice at a particular genebank, but also a reckoning with life as it 

emerges as a concept and a field of intervention at conservation institutions. At a time 

when scholarship and politics are becoming more consciously involved with life in its 

disappearing and emerging forms worldwide, ex-situ conservation has surfaced as a 

field where thinking about interspecies relations, dependencies, and futures can be 

studied in ethnographic detail, if such access can be secured. Carrying out this line of 

analysis at the TSGB, this study contributes to recent anthropological, historical, and 

theoretical work on conservation, the Anthropocene, biopolitics, genetic nationhood, 

archives, and historicity. 

 

Conservation and the Anthropocene  

One strand of literature that this dissertation builds upon is anthropology of 

conservation. In the last decade, anthropologists have studied conservation and the 

cultural politics that surround it from a variety of perspectives. In her work on cultural 

memory and plant biodiversity, Virginia Nazarea demonstrated the role of memory in 
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informal networks of in-situ conservation (1998), and practices and beliefs of 

individuals who save heirloom seeds (2005). Studying Sardinian resistance to a 

national park, Chicano ambivalence toward the U.S. Forest service, and Papua New 

Guinean discontent with biodiversity conservation goals of development NGOs, 

Tracey Heatherington (2010), Jake Kosek (2006), and Paige West (2006) have 

respectively demonstrated how conservation projects can amplify racial injustices, 

deepen economic inequalities, and reveal historical and cultural cracks in the social 

fabric. In a similar vein, Tim Choy (2011) demonstrated in his influential monograph 

how conservation and environmentalism in 1990s’ Hong Kong were caught up in 

juxtapositions of particularity and universality that were influenced by anxieties tied to 

the impending transition to Chinese sovereignty.  

In the 2010s, this line of inquiry into the political and cultural constituents of 

conservation gave way to a new type of concern in anthropology: how to exist 

together with, care for, understand, and write about other forms of life in the 

Anthropocene. Helmreich and Kirksey (2010) observed that practitioners of what they 

called “multispecies ethnography” were “exploring naturalcultural borderlands and 

situating their work within ecological concerns” (2010, 548). Multispecies 

ethnography, in their description, involved, “writing culture in the anthropocene, 

attending to the remaking of anthropos as well as its companion and stranger species 

on planet Earth” (549). In the following years, multispecies ethnographers attended to 

problems of extinction (van Dooren and Rose 2017), collaborative survival (Haraway 

2016; Tsing 2015a), care for emergent ecologies (Hartigan 2017; Kirksey 2015), and 

visceral sensations (Weston 2017). This dissertation builds on these two strands of 
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anthropological work on conservation, and studies the cultural coordinates of living 

together in the Anthropocene. Set in the technoscientific world of genebanking, it 

analyzes how conservationists’ care for plant life comes to be expressed in the same 

idiom with their concern for the viability of their own careers as civil servants, hence 

opening the door for an interspecies critique of life in the Anthropocene.   

 

Genetic Nationhood and Biopolitics  

Building on the classical works of Michel Foucault on biopower (1990, 2003, 

2007) and extending his analysis into the nonhuman realm, scholars across disciplines 

have argued in the last decade that as an actionable science that systematizes and 

targets life processes, conservation has an inherently biopolitical nature (Braverman 

2017; Biermann and Mansfield 2014). This dissertation builds on the foundations laid 

down by these studies and argues that the concern for survival and cohabitation in the 

Anthropocene has biopolitical implications as well, in that it forms a vital, 

technoscientific link between species survival and national and international political 

bodies. Recently, scholars have studied this link through the biopolitical 

configurations and effects of threatened species lists (Braverman 2016, 2018; Youatt 

2015). This dissertation expands on their premise and analyzes the connections 

between list making, conservation, and concern for interspecies survival at a national 

genebank.  

Studying the regulation of plant life from the lens of biopolitics has two further 

implications for understanding human-plant relations in the Anthropocene. One 

concerns the inscription of nationhood on nonhuman genetic material. Anthropologists 
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and STS scholars have argued in the last two decades that biodiversity conservation 

has taken an “informational turn” (Bowker 2005c; Haraway 1997; Hayden 2003), a 

turn that went hand in hand with the commodification of organism and creation of new 

genetic bioeconomies (Parry 2004; Sunder Rajan 2006, 2012; Waldby and Mitchell 

2006). I contend in this dissertation that in the post-CBD world of PGR governance, 

the informational turn that stripped plants of their biosocial characteristics and 

designated them solely as genetic material is generative of another type of sociality—

that of genetic nationhood defined through nonhuman life. As Tamminen and Brown 

(2011) argue in their study of Finland’s efforts to define and lay claim to native 

nonhuman genetic resources, “this process of identification of original national genetic 

material works as a global-scale genetic fingerprinting of all nonhuman life and 

inscribes national identities in their very flesh” (77). In the double movement that 

becomes clear in the everyday workings of a genebank where nation is reproduced as 

natural and nature is reproduced as national, “nation-states are predicating and 

enacting their sovereignty by their claims of origins in and through nonhuman genetic 

resources” (97).  

The second implication of studying plant life through the lens of biopolitics for 

this dissertation is proposing an ethnographic analysis of life as a concept and as 

qualified experience. A number of recent works have pointed to the conceptual 

ambiguity that surrounds the “bios” of biopolitics (Anidjar 2011; Nealon 2016; 

Thacker 2010). Building on anthropological studies of viability in the contexts of birth 

and personhood (Christoffersen-Deb 2012a), organ transplants (M. M. Lock 2002, 

2004), life support (Kaufman 2003, 2006), and latency (Kowal and Radin 2015; Radin 
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2013), this dissertation shows that an interspecies conceptualization of latency 

emerges at the TSGB as conservationists think about the viability of plants in cold 

storage and their own careers in a politically volatile bureaucracy in tandem. The 

ethnographic analysis of viability in genebanking contributes to three interrelated 

debates: 1) how to define life as a concept; 2) what constitutes “qualified life” when 

life is exposed to the threats of sovereign power (Agamben 1998; Hardt 2004); and 3) 

how to theorize the chasm between survival and life in the Anthropocene (Colebrook 

2016a; Haraway 2016; Heise 2016; Weston 2017).  

 

Collecting, Archives and Historicity 

As spaces where historical, biosocial, scientific and genetic information are 

preserved and produced, genebanks offer a number of insights into collecting, list 

keeping and archive making practices. In the late 1980s, Bruno Latour pointed to the 

effect that “immutable mobiles” (1986) that travelled across time and space had in the 

making of modern science, and argued that they were essential for the emergence of 

“centers of calculation” in imperial capitals (1987). In his seminal work, Memory 

Practices in the Sciences, Geoffrey Bowker (2005a), defined memory practices as 

“acts of committing record” that are embedded in technical, formal and social 

practices, and argued they deserved deeper consideration from scholars in the field of 

biodiversity conservation where the development of global databases accompanied the 

mass extinction of species. Joining Sara Peres who has recently pointed out that “cold 

storage techniques, too, may have a role as memory practices” (2016, 103), and 

Rodney Harrison who argued that each seed in a seed bank also functions “as a form 
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of biosocial archive in its own right” (2017, 86), I contend in this dissertation that 

genebanks are historical and biosocial archives, and argue that everyday memory 

practices such as list keeping and digitization are also meaning-making practices that 

bring together and fuse personal histories, institutional memory, national historical 

narratives, and geological processes in a certain manner.  

Bruno J. Strasser (2012a, 2012b) has shown in his work that collecting and 

database making have historically been practices common to both naturalists and life 

scientists. More recently, Devictor and Bensuade-Vincent (2016) have argued that the 

rise of the concept “global biodiversity” went hand in hand with the “datafication” of 

biodiversity, and that biodiversity big data has served as a techno-political instrument 

that linked environmental science and politics in the field of conservation. Joining 

Ursula Heise who contends in her work on biodiversity archives that, “biodiversity, 

endangered species, and extinction are primarily cultural issues, questions of what we 

value and what stories we tell, and only secondarily of science” (2016, 5), I argue in 

this dissertation that the outcome of archive-making projects in biodiversity 

conservation ultimately rests on the effects of cultural entanglements that surround 

ecological records and specimens. Drawing on the works of Yael Navaro-Yashin 

(2012) whose ethnographic study of Turkish-Cypriots’ relationship to abandoned 

Greek ruins demonstrates a melancholy that is “transmitted through houses and things 

that are charged with the traces of other people’s lives” (178), and Charles Stewart, 

who defines the ethnographic study of historicity as asking “what is the relationship to 

the past that individuals establish, given their present position (and intimations of the 

future) and the models available to them” (2016, 80), I contend that working with 
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seeds, lists, and herbarium records always means working with the stories and 

interspecies histories tied to them, and that the manner in which conservationists relate 

to these stories ultimately determine the manner in which ecological records get 

embedded into biodiversity archives. 

Overall, this dissertation examines the very cultural codes of ex-situ 

conservation in the Anthropocene. In four stand-alone chapters, it attends to histories 

of bioprospecting, global currents in conservation governance, regulation of 

nonhuman life processes, creation of ecological records and global biodiversity 

databases, anxieties regarding loss of national biowealth, and understandings of life as 

a concept and lived experience.  

 

Overview of Chapters 

Chapter One, “Collecting, Antiquities, and Chasing Modernity in Turkey,” 

provides a historical introduction to the permit regimes that foreign researchers were 

subjected to in the late Ottoman Empire, early Turkish Republic, and contemporary 

Turkey. I contend in this chapter that Ottoman management of antiquities and 

archaeological research that began to be formalized in the late 1860s under the 

supervision of the Imperial Museum constituted a starting point for the regulation of 

collecting, research, and travel of foreigners in the Turkish Republic. In this historical 

context, I juxtapose the field notes, letters and publications from Edward Kent Balls 

(1892-1984) and William Balfour Gourley’s (1879-1966) botanical expeditions to 

Turkey in the 1930s with my own permit application process in 2013, and then present 

an ethnographic and historical analysis of these two processes with reference to the 
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accounts of my interlocutors in the Turkish conservation bureaucracy on biopiracy and 

loss of national biowealth, land, and sovereignty. 

The chapter demonstrates that the legal and political struggle to prevent 

biopiracy exists in Turkey alongside a widely shared recognition that the archeological 

and biological wealth that actually matters has already been “stolen” or “taken” from 

Turkey in the past. In the field of biodiversity conservation, this recognition is often 

accompanied by the acknowledgment that preventing biopiracy with total success is 

ultimately impossible. In this context, I argue that plants, much like antiquities, are 

often viewed as objects of hope and regret, representing a stolen opportunity to 

become like the West. The conflation of narratives of historical loss and contemporary 

anxieties about biopiracy presents itself most clearly in the evaluation of botanical 

research permit applications, where the application process—with the opportunity that 

it presents for controlling and penalizing Western researchers and institutions—

becomes a platform upon which a fight that is believed to have been long lost is fought 

anew in each new instance.   

Chapter Two, “Producing Genetic Nationhood at the Turkish Seed Gene 

Bank,” builds upon this broad, historical analysis of botanical research permit 

processes and offers an ethnographic insight into the co-production of nature and 

nation at the TSGB. The chapter makes two interrelated arguments using ethnographic 

vignettes from everyday ex-situ conservation work. By tracing how Bank workers 

approach botanical nomenclature as historical narrative; the ways in which 

commodification and intellectual property rights are generative of a Nature that is 

untouched; and why civilian seed exchange festivals seem to threaten the sovereign 
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hold of state institutions over genetic nationhood, the chapter argues that plant life gets 

articulated in the sovereign body of the nation at the TSGB in the same movement that 

the nation is constituted as a natural and timeless entity.  

The second argument accompanies the tracing of this double movement and 

comes out of a detailed examination of the intellectual and emotional investments of 

the TSGB staff members in the relationship between nature and nation. This analysis 

follows the Turkish conservation bureaucracy’s postponing of signing the Nagoya 

Protocol due to concerns over biopiracy; a Bank member’s inability to vote on trivial 

matters at an FAO meeting due to the fear of compromising Turkey’s conservation 

policy; and conservation staff’s repeated references to Mustafa Kemal and his legacy 

at times of technoscientific impasse, with a view to understanding how the TSGB staff 

aligned their own views on conservation with those of the Turkish conservation 

bureaucracy. The argument that emerges from this analysis is that when grappling 

with mundane conservation problems, in the absence of clearly articulated institutional 

policies, the TSGB workers often find themselves in the position of having to 

formulate and employ personal narratives of national conservation that blend notions 

of nationhood, sovereignty, and modernity, thereby personally giving shape to 

institutional policies and setting examples for other staff members along the way. 

Chapter Three, “Memory Practices and Archive Making at the Turkish Seed 

Gene Bank,” examines the everyday seed banking work of archive making, and 

provides an ethnographic analysis of three conservation processes that make up the 

three principal pillars of the Bank’s memory practices: plant collecting, list keeping, 

and digitization of the TSGB’s herbarium. In tracing how genetic material and 
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information emerge as ‘immutable mobiles’ via memory practices, I explore in this 

chapter the cultural and political issues that arise in the creation of ecological records 

and their integration into global biodiversity databases.  

I develop three interrelated arguments in this chapter. First, I posit that 

memory practices such as collecting, list-keeping, and digitization are also meaning-

making practices: as conservationists collect, tag, list, and digitize plant samples, they 

remember and re-signify the stories that revolve around said material with reference to 

personal, institutional, and national conservation narratives. Partly as a result of such 

associations, I argue that immutable mobiles produced at the TSGB are actually laden 

with meaning, and despite ongoing international efforts to bring together local 

ecological data in global biodiversity databases, data held in institutions like the TSGB 

may resist being easily transferred, decoded, and integrated into larger webs. Finally, I 

contend that that while memory practices at the TSGB may challenge the universalist 

tendencies and colonial and postcolonial underpinnings of global biodiversity 

databases, they still tend to replicate and promote forms of erasure and authority that 

are intrinsic to national archives that endorse hierarchical knowledge practices.  

Chapter Four, “Life Unlived: Latency and Viability at the Turkish Seed Gene 

Bank,” analyzes technoscientific and everyday understandings of life at the TSGB. In 

this final chapter, I provide an ethnographic analysis of the vital component of plant-

human interactions at the Bank by studying the technoscientific calculation of seed 

viability in tandem with conservation workers’ intellectual and emotional 

engagements with latent plant life. One argument I develop via this analysis is that the 

TSGB staff conceptualize their politically-fraught working lives at the Bank in the 
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idiom of latency and frozenness—concepts that they use to describe the lives of frozen 

seeds in the Bank’s storage rooms. In this juxtaposition, I contend that the TSGB staff 

longingly measured the viability of seeds in cold storage and their own working lives 

in civil service against more mobile and uninhibited versions of being alive. 

In demonstrating how life emerged as a concept, a field of intervention, and a 

source of anxiety at the TSGB, I also develop a second, complementary argument in 

Chapter Four about biopolitics and the Anthropocene. I contend via ethnographic 

analysis that the interspecies understanding of latency allowed the TSGB workers to 

undertake an act of translation through which they were able to examine the contours 

of life both as a concept and as lived experience. The conservation staff at the TSGB 

did not only question the validity of viability as a measure of aliveness in plants, but 

also what constituted a qualified life for civil servants when they were completely 

exposed to the threats of a sovereign power. Emerging from this analysis and situated 

against universalist discourses of conservation for the sake of human survival, a final 

argument I offer in this chapter is that the interspecies critique of life found at the 

TSGB points to a chasm between life and survival in the Anthropocene.  
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Chapter One: Collecting, Antiquities, and Chasing Modernity in Turkey 
 

“These successive visits to Turkey have largely 
made clear to me the reasons why we know so few of the 
Turkish plants in England. Suspicion of all “scientific 
investigators” seems to be first rule of the official 
attitude. Botanical and archaeological expeditions, as 
well as horticultural, have suffered from this suspicion, 
which, by the way, is unfortunately only too well 
founded.”8  

 

After a number of unreturned phone calls and emails, the TSGB’s manager 

Kerem replied to me with a short note in April 2013, three months into my fieldwork, 

inviting me to meet with him at the Bank. We were no strangers: I had visited Kerem 

twice during the summers of 2011 and 2012 for lengthy interviews, and during our last 

face-to-face meeting in 2012, we had agreed on arranging an internship for me at the 

Bank once I got back to Turkey for my dissertation fieldwork in 2013. Walking out of 

the İvedik subway stop in northwestern Ankara, I had the feeling that Kerem had not 

been returning my calls probably because that arrangement no longer seemed feasible.  

Kerem greeted me in a hurried manner at the door of his sparsely decorated 

and fluorescent-lit office. He looked almost bothered by my visit, as if I had 

interrupted some important, time-sensitive work. After briefly exchanging pleasantries 

and stories from the past year, I reminded Kerem of our agreement and asked him 

what I had to do in order to formally start as an intern at the Bank. Taken slightly 

aback, Kerem told me in a hushed and apologetic tone that I was more than welcome 

                                                
8 Balls, E.K. 1935. “Plant Collecting in Turkey in Asia—I.” The Gardeners’ Chronicle, November 
2, 1935. 
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to stop by whenever I wanted to ask questions or do interviews—that I could probably 

even join him on a couple of collecting trips—but that a position at the Bank, as things 

stood at the moment, seemed rather impossible.  

In addition to collecting and preserving Turkey’s plant biodiversity, the TSGB 

is also in charge of evaluating permit proposals from foreign institutions for botanical 

research in Turkey in collaboration with the Biodiversity Division at the Ministry of 

Forest and Water Management. Just like he had done two years ago when I first met 

him, Kerem mentioned in our brief chat that the Bank had recommended the rejection 

of a number of suspicious-looking proposals from various foreign research bodies that 

year. Sitting across him as a researcher from an American university, I knew that I was 

subject to a similar type of skepticism. After I tried to re-make my case from a number 

of different angles, Kerem said that his hands were unfortunately tied, and all he could 

do was to call his supervisor at the Bank’s parent establishment, the Field Crops 

Central Research Institute (FCCRI), who would most likely just reiterate what he had 

told me. “It would actually be great if you could do that,” I said without hesitation, 

recognizing that the confirmation of Kerem’s refusal by his supervisor could indeed 

mark the early demise of a project in which I had already invested four years.  

What followed was an uncomfortable phone conversation that Kerem had to 

conduct in my presence. Hearing Kerem’s carefully worded explanation of my 

academic affiliation, the story of how he got to know me, his reiteration that I was 

indeed not a relative or a personal friend of his, and his elucidation of what exactly I 

wanted to do at the Bank, I could sense that Fatma Hanım, Kerem’s supervisor at 

FCCRI, was trying to gather enough hints from Kerem to make the right call and get 
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herself and Kerem out of this unexpected quandary. Much to Kerem’s surprise, Fatma 

Hanım chose not to reject my application right away. Instead, she advised that I make 

an “official application” to the Institute. And with that fateful suggestion, she sent me 

into a bureaucratic abyss where I would be stuck for months. Asking Kerem to call 

Fatma Hanım that day meant jeopardizing my ability to conduct any sort of research at 

the TSGB. The reason I felt calm going ahead with that decision was my familiarity 

with the history of botanical research permits in Turkey.  

 

I. The Political Lives of Botanical Research Permits in Turkey 

About eighty years before I sat in front of Kerem in his office, in the March of 

1933, English horticulturalist Edward Kent Balls (1892-1984) and his collecting 

partner Dr. William Balfour Gourley (1879-1966) embarked upon the first of their 

three consecutive expeditions to Turkey to collect for Kew Botanical Gardens. The 

young Republic was celebrating its first decade in 1933, and was intensifying its 

efforts to homogenize the ethnically and religiously diverse body of its constituents, 

especially in Eastern Turkey where the majority of Kurdish, Alevi, and Armenian 

populations resided. Even though the collectors arrived in Turkey having made the 

necessary permit arrangements with the help of the British Foreign Office, it did not 

take them long to run into complications with Turkish authorities. In one of his earliest 

journal entries describing the political landscape in Turkey, Balls wrote, “Much of the 

interior of Anatolia, especially on the East is still, botanically, practically unexplored 

territory… At the present time the whole of Eastern Turkey is a rigid military preserve 
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and traveling in these areas is absolutely prohibited to foreigners.”9 In this political 

climate, Balls and his companion found themselves to be under suspicion at all times 

for their proposed activities, no matter how peaceful these activities looked on paper. 

Balls wrote: “Even in territory which is not strictly military, wandering strangers are 

regarded with suspicion and the pretext of botanical research is covertly regarded as 

but a flimsy cloak to cover some more probably and not too obvious purpose. The 

efforts of the local authority are permanently directed in endeavoring, without any 

unpleasantness, to discover this purpose.”10 

Balls’s journals indicate that upon landing in Turkey in 1933, E.K. Balls and 

W.F. Gourley interacted with Turkish authorities in a regular manner. The duo had to 

report themselves to the police station of every town they passed through, and they 

had to be escorted by a gendarme during their expeditions to mountain ranges, where 

most of the species they targeted were found. Before Balls and Gourley could travel to 

any part of the country, however, they had to acquire their official permits from 

Ankara. After making numerous visits to state officials to clear up their permit 

situation and being passed around between institutions for weeks without any result, 

Balls wrote in his field notes: “Even in spite of their evident intention to refuse the 

greater part of our request, even the whole if any way possible, our contacts with 

Turkish officials were all most friendly.”11  

                                                
9 Correspondence (article) from E.K. Balls to The Times, London, October 16th, 1933, E.K. Balls 
Papers, EKB/2/1, Bundle 3 of 3, Kew Library Archives. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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This passive and friendly resistance that they met at each bureaucratic office 

led Balls to draw colorful conclusions about the Turkish etiquette toward foreign 

visitors. In one entry, Balls described a Turkish propensity to dilute the truth and 

explained this propensity’s relation to procrastination: “The Turk is essentially polite 

and will, if possible, always say the thing which he thinks his visitor wishes to hear, 

not infrequently without too strict regard for its relation to the truth. The Eastern 

custom of polite and friendly procrastination, as a hope of withholding permit, is 

practiced to perfection here.”12 A few days later, he supplemented his analysis with 

additional geo-cultural context: “Turkey is far enough East to have all the habits of 

“Slow motion” and delay which so much characterise what is our conception of the 

Oriental.”13  

After leaving Kerem’s office with the instruction to file a formal application, I 

drafted a letter, asked my department in the US to edit and mail it to the Institute and 

the Bank, and then started to wait. Meanwhile, assuming and hoping that the 

Institute’s response would not take very long, I rented a room in Ankara and began 

conducting interviews at other institutions. I visited Kerem occasionally for a chat, and 

made a point of calling the Institute weekly to check in. Kerem kept telling me that 

even though he was looking forward to the approval of my application, he had no say 

in the matter. And whenever I called the Institute, Fatma Hanım either avoided my call 

or she shortly but very kindly stated that they were in the process of reviewing my 

case and that I should hear back very soon. 
                                                
12 Ibid. 
13 “Plant Hunting in Turkey,” November 9th, 1933, E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/2/1, Bundle 3 of 3, 
Kew Library Archives. 
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About a month and a half after my permit application reached the Institute and 

the Bank, I started to grow restless and decided to pay a visit to Fatma Hanım for I had 

the feeling that I was going to be forever evaded on the phone. Fatma Hanım was a 

career technocrat who had spent her entire career at the Institute, and she had been 

occupying the post of Assistant Manager for the better part of that time. Behind a pile 

of documents unevenly lying on her desk like a melting iceberg, Fatma Hanım was 

startled to see me. She nevertheless invited me in, and after giving a brief report on my 

education, PhD research project, and my relationship with Kerem, I asked her about 

the fate of my application. She told me that they had indeed received my application, 

but it had been so busy at the Institution that she had not found the chance to take it to 

the Manager (whose office was next door). Seeing that I did not take this answer to be 

the goodbye message it was intended to be, Fatma Hanım then began sorting through 

the pile looking for the letter. Huffing and puffing ever so slightly, she held the top of 

the pile in place with the outside of her extended right arm, and checked the corners of 

the documents lying below one by one. It took a good while but Fatma Hanım found 

the letter after all, and promised to take it to the manager as soon as he became 

available. There was nothing left for me to accomplish, so I thanked her profusely and 

left the Institute. 

This chapter explores the political lives of botanical research permits from the 

late Ottoman Empire to contemporary Turkey. Part historical overview and part 

ethnographic analysis, the chapter aims to bring to the surface the broader cultural 

significance of permit structures as they relate to understandings of plants, antiquities, 

heritage, land, sovereignty, loss, modernity and postcoloniality. The first part of the 
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chapter will examine the field notes, letters and publications of E.K. Balls and W.B. 

Gourley, and analyze them in the context of the 1930s’ young Turkish Republic. The 

second part will provide a historical overview of Ottoman management of antiquities 

in the late nineteenth century, and explore the beginnings of an official permit 

structure for foreign researchers in the Ottoman Empire in the context of archaeology. 

The third and final part will focus on contemporary understandings of biopiracy in 

Turkey’s conservation bureaucracy and provide an ethnographic analysis of loss, 

heritage, and sovereignty.  

 

The Cultural and Political Economy of Plants 

After wandering around Ankara for weeks while waiting for the permits that 

would allow them to travel east and southeast, Balls and Gourley finally received the 

news they had been expecting in May 1933. To their surprise, the permits that they 

ended up being granted only covered the city of Trabzon and the Pontic Mountain 

range (Kaçkar Dağı) in northeast Turkey. In a decision that reflected the political 

sensibilities of the young Republic, the English collectors were denied access to parts 

of the country where they could potentially become a threat to the nation building 

efforts of the single-party regime.14 The Kew file on Edward Kent Balls notes, 

however, that the northeast expedition nevertheless ended up being a big success: 

                                                
14 Starting with the establishment of Turkish Republic in 1923 and lasting until 1945 when the first 
multi-party elections were held, Turkey was ruled by Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (Republican 
People’s Party, CHP), founded and headed (until 1938) by the founder of the republic, Mustafa 
Kemal. The early ‘30s under the single party regime were marked by sweeping nation-building 
efforts aimed at creating a homogenous ethnic body, and modernist reforms across all facets of 
socio-cultural life (Ahmad 1993; Koçak 2003; Tunçay 1999; Zürcher 1998)  
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“This expedition yielded many good plants, some new firmly established such as 

campanula betulifolia, geranium armenium and cyclamen cilicium var. intaminatum, 

the smallest of the cyclamen species.”15 The triumph of this expedition would in fact 

put Balls permanently on Kew’s map, and set his career on an upward trajectory. 

 The 1933 Turkish expedition was only Balls’s second extensive collecting 

trip. His career in horticulture had begun in 1926 at the Six Hills Nursery in 

Stevenage, Kent, where despite having little training in horticulture or botany, Balls 

quickly rose to the position of chief rock garden builder.16 He took up plant hunting 

soon after, and went on his first collecting trip to Persia in 1932 as the travel 

companion of Dr. P. L. Giuseppi, a founding member and President of the Alpine 

Garden Society. Balls wrote in his field notes that after bringing Dr. Guiseppi and him 

together in 1932 for the Persia expedition, Clarence Elliott, the president of Six Hills 

Nursery, then introduced Balls to “those enthusiastic supporters of horticultural 

exploration who were to be the main means of my continuing in that field.”17 In his 

field notes, Balls explains in detail how these professional relationships paved the way 

to his Turkish expedition upon his return from Persia, and his explanation also 

succinctly outlines the political economy of collecting in the 1930s:  

                                                
15 “Biographical History,” E.K. Balls Papers 1932-1970s, Kew Library Archives. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Balls was introduced to his longtime travel companion Dr. Gourley by the president of Six Hills 
Nursery, Clarence Elliott, as well. Gourley had previously assisted Elliott on his South American 
plant hunting trips. Described by the Kew Archive as “a wealthy and dedicated amateur botanist,” 
Gourley was a retired medical doctor and fifteen years Balls’s senior. Balls notes that “a genuine 
friendship and a perfect working partnership” grew between them over the years, he and portrays 
Gourley as being “greatly interested in botany, enjoyed travelling and was quite prepared to ‘rough 
it’ in search of new and exciting plants” (Manuscript, “1934 Expedition to Turkey E.K. Balls 
Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 4 of 4, Kew Library Archives). 



 

 39 

On my return Sir Frederick Stern and Mr. G. P. Baker urged me to undertake 
collecting in Turkey where Mr. Baker’s connections were of inestimable help 
in obtaining permits to travel and in making both plans and arrangements for 
the work. We undertook to collect material for the Royal Botanic Gardens at 
Kew, in return for the naming of the herbarium specimens collected. The 
Regius Keeper of the Royal Botanic Garden in Edinburgh (at that time Sir 
William Wright Smith) undertook to have our collections distributed in return 
for a share in the living harvest and a set of the herbarium sheets. These 
arrangements were renewed through the whole of my collecting career. 
Through the Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, Sir Arthur Hill, I 
received, via the Foreign Office, introductions to the British diplomatic 
representatives in every country I visited.18  

 

The arrangement that Balls summarizes above between him, his sponsors, the 

Kew and Edinburgh botanic gardens, and the British Foreign Office reads as a concise 

portrayal of how botany functioned financially, politically, and logistically in the 

interwar era. In his work on science and imperial Britain, Richard Drayton (2000) 

argues that Kew, the institution at the heart of this enterprise, had already become by 

the 1780s “a great botanical exchange house for the empire” that functioned as a 

center for the movement of economic plants between the East and West, and of 

ornamental plants between the North and the South. Coming into public control in 

1840, Kew went on to become an essential institution for both Victorian science and 

the British Empire under its three consecutive directors, William Hooker (1841-1865), 

Joseph Hooker (1865-1885), and William Thiselton-Dyer (1885-1905). Kew helped 

entrepreneurs to plant empires of sugar cane, cocoa, tea, coffee, palm oil, and rubber, 

and by the beginning of the twentieth century, it stood at the center of a global 

network of botanic gardens and agricultural stations. Kew remained a global hop of 

                                                
18 “1934 Expedition to Turkey,” E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 4 of 4, Kew Library Archives. 
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science and an important British cultural institution throughout the twentieth century, 

especially, as Drayton notes, “in the remarkable co-ordination of imperial science in 

the interwar era” (2000, 267).  

The wealthy sponsors who invested in Balls’s expeditions, the British Foreign 

Office which ensured Balls’s safety and well-being, and the powerful scientific 

institutions like the Kew and Edinburgh botanic gardens that paid for collected 

specimens, secured naming rights, and organized distribution channels all constitute 

parts of the politico-scientific infrastructure upon which imperial science founded this 

“remarkable co-ordination” in the interwar era. In this sense, Balls and Gourley’s field 

notes offer a valuable insight into the workings of imperial science by demonstrating 

the ways in which imperial political institutions and scientific bodies collaborated to 

make possible the extraction of natural resources from countries like Turkey.19 That is 

not, however, the only insight that the collectors’ writings offer. 

 

                                                
19 Balls’s letters show that Kew paid four pounds for each specimen received. Kew herbarium 
currently houses 95 species that Balls collected in Turkey, yet the number of species Balls was 
paid for seems to be greater. It should further be noted that Balls’s arrangement with Kew 
regarding naming rights reflects a change in Kew’s practice in terms of its relationships with 
collectors in the periphery,  a particularly radical departure from the foundational Joseph Hooker 
era. Jim Endersby argues in his work on Joseph Hooker and Victorian science (2008) that one 
issue that had to be negotiated in metropolitan naturalists’ relationship with collectors in the 
periphery was the appropriate identification of plants. A good collector needed to be able to name 
plants, and naming required considerable familiarity with Hooker’s approach to classification and 
what he called “the philosophy of system.” The collectors occasionally wanted to name the species 
that they found themselves, but Hooker categorically declined these requests. His refusal to allow 
such naming privileges created friction over time, which had to be overcome to keep the network 
running. Endersby argues that Hooker was more of a ‘lumper’ than a ‘splitter’ when it came to 
classification, and this had to do both with his scientific and professional inspirations. By the 
interwar era, as Balls’s agreement with Kew suggests, this relationship had changed radically. 
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Collecting, Scientific Knowledge, and Civilized Morality 

Balls and Gourley’s journals also shine light on the everyday life of collectors 

and their politically charged relationships with local authorities, law enforcement 

officers, hired help, and people that they came into contact with.  Balls and Gourley’s 

detailed accounts of their everyday work and interactions allow for a clearer 

understanding of the power dynamics between imperial collectors and newly-

sovereign postcolonial peoples and authorities. While Gourley and Balls’s voices 

dominate these accounts, there are a number of instances in which the voices of their 

Turkish interlocutors also come through, reflecting the types of responses that the 

collectors received in settings formal and informal. Botanical collectors’ journals are 

often much more than just repositories of botanical and geographical information: they 

are also registries of analyses, ideas, and socio-cultural commentaries on lands and 

peoples observed. As Fa-Ti Fan also points out in his work on British naturalists in 

China, “Fieldwork is important to our understanding of scientific imperialism, not 

simply because it was crucial to natural historical research, but also because it was a 

site of power struggle and provides a window on scientific imperialism in action at the 

level of micropolitics in everyday life” (2004, 138).  

Encounters between imperial collectors and the people and authorities of the 

countries where they collect reveal an unequal relationship that can play out in a 

number of ways, from volatile and violent to courteous and subdued (Fan 2004; Raj 

2007). The manner in which these encounters find expression in Balls and Gourley’s 

notes not only reflect the imperialist (and Orientalist) gaze of the collectors, but also 

the response that these representatives of imperial political and scientific power 
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prompted in their Turkish interlocutors. The collectors’ journals contain a number of 

revealing anecdotes that shine light on the collectors’ ideas about the Turkish socio-

cultural landscape, their encounters with Turkish legal authorities and law 

enforcement, and their relationship with their driver and other people that they came 

into contact with. 

Edward K. Balls’s field notes, letters, and publications indicate that he was a 

prolific writer and note taker. Gourley, on the other hand, seems to have written only 

one report on his Turkish expeditions, and has done so some twenty-seven years after 

his travels. Both Balls and Gourley’s writings, however, contain similar sentiments 

and convictions regarding Turks and daily life in Turkey.20 In both sets of accounts, 

what essentially defines the people that the collectors met during their travels is that 

they seem to be far removed from modern manners and rationality, which the 

collectors embody as modern men of science from the British Empire. 

One modern notion that Turks seemed to lack according to Balls and Gourley 

is a proper understanding of time, and its relationship to distance. A short while after 

the collectors acquired their permits in 1933 and started driving northeast with the help 

of their driver and personal help Fikri, Balls wrote in his notes that asking locals for 

                                                
20 Fan observes that the traveling British naturalists of the era “valued the experiences of an 
expedition as much as the specimens shipped home” (2004, 122). They recorded and analyzed 
their adventures in letters, diaries, field notes and publications. Fan notes: “The process of travel 
was thus imbued with meanings, meanings that dialogized with allegories of civilization and the 
persona of the Victorian explorer-naturalist. There were heroes and villains, forces human and 
natural, events surprising and predictable, anecdotes comic and tragic. There were encounters 
between bearers of the torch of civilization and savages, primitives, barbarians, or conceited 
Orientals, for, however remote from “civilization,” Western scientific travelers were rarely by 
themselves” (2004, 123). 
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directions or depending on them for calculating distances was a fruitless endeavor in 

Turkey: 

There are few people along these roads of whom to ask such things [distances], 
and those you meet rarely know anything about distance and time as related to 
one another, so that it is frequently worse than useless to make enquiries. From 
time to time you will find that the town or village you are making for is 
gradually getting further and further away, even though you continue in the 
right direction! This is most likely because of the different standards of 
estimating distance in individuals, or perhaps because of sheer ignorance!21  

 

Estimating time and distance in a rational way appears as a shortcoming that 

Balls observed frequently in Turkey; his notes feature a number of characters who try 

to help the collectors in their travels but fall short in some way and end up angering 

them instead. One habit seems to have annoyed the collectors even more than this 

temporal ignorance, however, and that is Turks’ curiosity about the duo’s work and 

their unsolicited willingness to help. In his notes on the 1933 expedition, Gourley 

mentions that “natives” often wanted to know what the duo were collecting and why. 

Yet because they did not speak English, if the duo’s escort or driver was not nearby, 

the exchange quickly became taxing for the collectors. Gourley notes that after the 

first few weeks of the expedition, he found a trick to keep these “natives” away: 

Later I learned a very useful Persian word, also in use in Turkey, a word 
pronounced like illatch [ilaç], which means medicine or a cure. So when any 
native wished to know why we were collecting odd weeds, we had only to say 

                                                
21 “Plant Hunting in Turkey,” November 9th, 1933, E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/2/1, Bundle 3 of 3, 
Kew Library Archives. 
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“illatch” and they would go away happy. Among such simple folk a garden is a 
place where one grows something to eat.22  

 

In the duo’s writings, “simple folk” appears to be the most popular shortcut for 

conceptualizing the people that Gourley and Balls met during their travels. In 

Gourley’s notes and Balls’s reports, notes, letters, and published works, “simple folk” 

is often described with reference to their irrational and unscientific understanding of 

botany, and this perceived lack of the “simple folk” seems to differentiate the 

collectors from the people of Turkey, legitimizing their work in the country. In his 

long-running feature in The Gardener’s Chronicle in late 1935 on his adventures and 

collecting triumphs in Turkey, Balls mentions how Turks’ understanding of plants is 

mired in superstition: 

As in most country regions, there are many interesting and entertaining 
superstitions here, among the people. In the region around Gumush Hane and 
Baibut, we frequently noticed skulls stuck on posts or sticks in the fields, built 
into the walls or hung from the eaves of the roofs. The skulls were of all kinds 
of animals so that the type of creature seemed to play no part in the charm. 
These skulls were said to act in some way as a charm to secure fruitfulness in 
the fields and prosperity in the homes. It should be a wealthy district if the 
charm was really efficacious.23 

 
With this humorous take on Turkish superstition, Balls seems to achieve a 

separation between two forms of knowledge. In Balls and Gourley’s accounts, the way 

that the ignorant, superstitious, and simple folk grew, cared for, and consumed their 

plants seems to be relegated to a position of inferiority. And this categorization, in 

                                                
22 “Incidents Experienced During Plant-Collecting Expeditions in Asia Minor,” E.K. Balls Papers, 
EKB/3/5, Folder 1 of 4, W Balfour Gourley Account, Kew Library Archives. 
23 Balls, E.K. 1935. “Plant Collecting in Turkey in Asia—IV.” The Gardeners’ Chronicle, 
December 21, 1935.  
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turn, justifies the collectors’ removal of said plants from Turkey and taking them to 

Britain where they could be studied and looked after the way they were supposed to.  

 

 

 Figure 5: E.K. Balls needing help at a river crossing (1933). 
 

In his analysis of British naturalists’ writings about China in the second half of 

nineteenth century, Fa-Ti Fan notes that Western naturalists justified their presence in 

China on the grounds that their work was “mutually beneficial.” In Fan’s description 

of naturalists’ reasoning, “The ignorant and unscientific Chinese suffered from their 

inability to take full advantage of their natural resources… And although they 

sometimes had means of manufacturing ingenious products, they lacked the 
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knowledge—above all, scientific knowledge—to improve them” (2004, 88–89). Fan 

argues that the naturalists’ belief that such treasures would be wasted was indicative of 

a “logic of paternal imperialism,” which “underlined much of the naturalists’ 

conviction that they ought to have access to the information they needed” (2004, 89). 

This logic, Fan contends in his study, derived its authority partly from a conviction in 

the universal validity of factual knowledge. As opposed to Chinese (or Turkish) 

knowledge of plants whose validity is doubtful, the information that the British 

scientists collected and the knowledge that they produced had a scientific and 

definitive quality, which not only made it objective, but also useful, for all humanity. 

As Fan puts it, “Possessing, in this view, would prove to be a generous way of giving” 

(2004, 90). 

In addition to being mired in superstition, Balls and Gourley’s writings suggest 

that Turks’ relationship to plants also revealed their cunning side as a people; in 

obvious contrast with the scientific approach of the collectors, Turks tended to use 

plants as accessories in their devious plots. Gourley recounts one such scheme that he 

had heard from Fikri, the duo’s driver and interpreter, during their 1934 expedition: 

After a long walk up a mountain path, we arrived at a little inn at the top, and 
there stopped for some refreshments. Fikri told us afterwards that the inn-
keeper was a very bad man; and related how he had strewn poisonous leaves 
on the path on hearing that a herd of sheep was to be driven that way past his 
inn. Some of these hungry sheep had eaten these leaves and become ill and 
unable to be driven. The driver, not knowing the nature of their malady, had 
sold them cheaply to the inn-keeper. On their speedy recovery, the latter had 
sold them at a good price, to a neighboring sheep farmer. (The sheep, if left to 
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themselves and not driven, would probably have avoided such poisonous 
leaves, especially if on growing plants.)24 

 

It is telling that Gourley remembered to include this anecdote—in which the 

characteristic image of “the cunning Oriental” almost crystallizes to perfection—in his 

notes that he penned from memory twenty-seven years after his travels to Turkey.  The 

innkeeper in the story, whom Fikri allegedly called “a very bad man,” appears to have 

had the practical botanical knowledge to estimate the exact effects of the plant that 

caused sheep to become ill but not die. His knowledge, however, was not 

accompanied with the right morals. Unlike Gourley and Balls who contributed to the 

advancement of scientific knowledge, the innkeeper used his knowledge of plants to 

trick and deceive others. Analyzing similar stories that British naturalists in Qing 

China recorded in their field notes, Fan argues that “In representing the Chinese in this 

light, Western naturalists at the same time defined the qualities of a good Westerner 

and a good naturalist— he was one who valued honesty, facts, and truth. He was the 

opposite of the Chinaman” (2004, 147). As the quote above from Balls indicates, 

Fan’s argument holds in the Turkish context as well. In the collectors’ writings, 

modern scientific knowledge appears as that which went hand in hand with the right 

kind of morals, and this association seems to endow the duo’s scientific endeavor with 

moral legitimacy. Moreover, the possession of modern scientific knowledge also 

seems to imply the knowledge of civilized manners and aesthetics.  

 

                                                
24 “Incidents Experienced During Plant-Collecting Expeditions in Asia Minor,” E.K. Balls Papers, 
EKB/3/5, Folder 1 of 4, W Balfour Gourley Account, Kew Library Archives. 
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Aesthetics of the Modern 

As stated in the Introduction, Turkey was going through a period of intense 

state-led modernization in the early 1930s in almost all areas of socio-cultural life, and 

Balls and Gourley had the opportunity to observe many of these changes first-hand 

during their travels. The duo’s notes reveal that the collectors could not but comment 

on the everyday manifestations of these reforms at length. A number of cosmetic 

changes, such as the modernization of the dress code, were intriguing to the Western 

eye not only because they were immediately identifiable, but also because they 

marked a sudden transition in form and spirit from “traditional” and “simple” to 

“Western” and “European.” When “the simple folk” that the collectors had come to 

know went through this rapid transformation, the results created an immediate 

aesthetic reaction in the collectors.  
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 Figure 6: Gourley, collecting (1933). 
 

After the successful 1933 expedition, Balls returned to Turkey in the late 

March of 1934 for his second expedition, and as he was waiting for Gourley to arrive, 

he went on long strolls in Istanbul. Much like a first-time visitor, one of his 

destinations was the Grand Bazaar. After being outside of Turkey for about eight 

months, Balls’s first reaction when he got on the streets of Istanbul was to lament the 

disappearance of what he called “oriental rags”: 

Yesterday afternoon I spent quite a long while in the Old Bazaars in Stambul. 
They were crowded and very lively, full of every conceivable thing. People 
were crowding every corner, buying finery and provisions for the coming 
holidays. I always feel it such a pity that the old costumes have been banished. 
Somehow the oriental rags were so much more picturesque than the Western 



 

 50 

rags which so many wear now. Of course there are plenty of smart clothes and 
fur coats about the place but I find that I don’t notice them nearly so much as 
the rags!25 

 

To see “smart clothes and fur coats” in Turkey, in Balls’s recounting, was a 

strange experience: they were too ordinary a sight to attract the attention of the British 

collector in any other setting, yet because they replaced the picturesque, “oriental 

rags” that Balls was familiar with, they were all too visible. Balls’s entry reads as if it 

belongs to someone in mourning—a modern who feels it “such a pity” that “the old 

costumes” are disappearing before his eyes. The sense of modernity being out of place 

that Balls describes, which seems to be caused by a perceived mismatch between 

what’s inside (“simple folk”) and outside (“smart clothes”), prompted an even more 

radical reaction in Gourley, when it was coupled with an evident lack of civilized 

manners. Gourley recalls witnessing a strange sight at a restaurant in Adana while the 

duo were waiting for their permits to be issued in 1933: 

In the little old fashioned town of Tarsus the women in the streets were all 
entirely covered all over with black cloth which looked quite opaque, but 
apparently caused no inconvenience to the wearers when walking. But in 
Adana unveiled women were much more in evidence. Some even wore high 
heeled shoes. In one restaurant two little ladies came in, evidently straight from 
Paris. They were wearing absurd little hats, on the side of their heads and 
carried vanity bags. One of them, to show that she knew how to use the latter, 
took out the little mirror and, sitting in good light, with her mouth wide open, 
picked her teeth enthusiastically. She showed something of an advance on 
many of our European women.26  

                                                
25 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, March 2, 1934. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 1 of 4, Kew 
Library Archives. 
 
26 “Incidents Experienced During Plant-Collecting Expeditions in Asia Minor,” E.K. Balls Papers, 
EKB/3/5, Folder 1 of 4, W Balfour Gourley Account, Kew Library Archives. 
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These types of reactions to aesthetic incongruities (between real modernity and 

its imitation) abound in Balls and Gourley’s writings. As bearers of scientific 

knowledge of the world, such anecdotes indicate that Balls and Gourley also 

considered themselves well equipped to comment on the ways in which modernity 

looked and felt askew in the Turkey. Be it in their inability to relate distance and time 

to each other, their ignorance about botanical research, their susceptibility to 

superstition and proclivity for deceit, or their unawareness regarding the manners that 

European accessories necessitate from their owners, Turks seem to have failed to 

convince Balls and Gourley of their aptitude for Western civilization. It was partly due 

to this lowly position that Turks occupied in the ladder of civilization that when a 

simple police officer or gendarme in some distant Anatolian town stopped and 

questioned Balls and Gourley’s motives—when their advancement of botanical 

science was interrupted by someone who thought a garden is just a place to grow what 

one eats—the duo got markedly agitated.  

 

When Collecting Gets Tough: Imperial Collectors versus National Authorities  

Gourley and Balls’s notes indicate that the duo’s interactions with Turkish 

authorities during the 1933 and 1934 expeditions that yielded much success for the 

collectors were rather on the courteous side. During these two expeditions, either a 

policeman or a gendarme accompanied Balls and Gourley as they collected, and the 

collectors had to report themselves to the police station of each new town that they 

arrived in. Balls’s notes show that these visits were carried out by their driver and 
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interpreter Fikri, who presented the authorities with the duo’s collecting permits, and 

humored local authorities’ questions regarding the collectors’ activities.27  

Balls and Gourley’s notes indicate that the collectors were able to travel and 

collect without much difficulty in 1933 and 1934. The relative ease that they were 

afforded—which was quite uncommon for anyone in Turkey at the time—was thanks 

to the strong ties the collectors had with the British diplomatic corps in Turkey, who 

made every effort to reach out to national and local authorities to make the collectors’ 

jobs easier. Moreover, the duo also often found refuge in British and American 

consulates, missions, and schools, which allowed them to use their premises for 

accommodation and workplace purposes. Balls notes in his field journal in 1934 that 

even though they were stopped by a policeman every now and then and they had to 

visit a lot of police stations, Fikri still believed that the liberty the collectors enjoyed 

travelling in Turkey was rather incredible: “Fikri tells me that I am extremely lucky, as 

no other foreigner would be allowed to roam the country as we do.”28 

During their first two expeditions, the collectors seem to have had amicable 

relationships with their guards as well, at least as long as the guards did not get in the 

                                                
27 Fikri appears in the duo’s writings as the character that the collectors depended on to run their 
daily affairs. Balls describes Fikri as “an excellent chauffeur, good with officials, high and low, 
and thoroughly good at bargaining in the matter of hiring transport, paying for meals and lodging, 
etc.” In a more affectionate tone, he also notes: “We came to regard him as very much one of us 
and to rely a good deal on his judgment, a proved friend.” In most instances when the duo had to 
deal with local law enforcement officers, Fikri was asked to explain their reasons for traveling and 
get them out a bind, which both Gourley and Balls repeatedly assert he did extremely well. 
Depicting their travels between Ilgın and Konya in 1934, Balls notes, “They seem to be keeping 
better track of us on this road than on that which we followed last year, but there is no difficulty 
about it and everyone seems very pleasant. There are always a good many questions to be 
answered, but as Fikri bears all the brunt of that it really doesn’t affect us greatly” (“1934 
Expedition to Turkey,” E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 4 of 4, Kew Library Archives). 
28 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, June 11, 1934. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 3 of 4, Kew 
Library Archives. 
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way of their collecting. And when they did, the duo seems to have found ways around 

these hindrances. Due to military concerns, the collectors were not permitted to 

photograph mountains, valleys and rivers during their travels, and it was the role of the 

gendarme that accompanied Balls and Gourley to enforce this ban. Gourley writes that 

he and Balls came up with a rather cunning solution to this problem: “We were not 

permitted to photograph mountains. But our soldier was always anxious to have his 

own photographs taken. And, so long as he thought that we were doing that, the 

mountains could usually be arranged as a convenient background to the photograph.”29 

The gendarmes who accompanied the collectors were usually young men fulfilling 

their obligatory military service, and in Balls’s notes, they are often portrayed as 

ignorant young adults who did not comprehend the collectors’ purposes. In a note 

from 1934, Balls describes Turkish gendarmerie in detail: 

During most of our wanderings afoot through the mountains we were 
accompanied by one or more of the gendarmerie. Usually they were pleasant, 
uneducated fellows who had little idea of why they were sent with us. For the 
most part they either had no instructions about us, or understood them rather 
vaguely. Our plans, so far as we know, were well within the authority of our 
permits, so possibly there was no need for our escorts to exercise any restraint. 
Usually we found them more than content to rest in the villages with Fikri, 
while with local guides we scrambled among the rocks and gulleys [sic] of the 
higher peaks.30  

                                                
29 “Incidents Experienced During Plant-Collecting Expeditions in Asia Minor,” E.K. Balls Papers, 
EKB/3/5, Folder 1 of 4, W Balfour Gourley Account, Kew Library Archives. 
30 When these “pleasant, uneducated fellows” chose to join the collectors in their hikes up the 
mountains, Balls and Gourley were mostly underwhelmed with their mountaineering abilities and 
scant understanding of their work: “On the one or two occasions when some of these men did 
accompany us we found them to be poor mountaineers, encumbered with their rifles, and 
undesirous of wasting effort and possible leisure in scrambling unprofitably and in discomfort, 
among the rocks”.  Sometimes, however, these reluctant guards showed interest in the collectors’ 
work, and Balls felt a connection with these young men. In his notes on the 1934 expedition, Balls 
recounted one such occasion: “Our new escort was friendly and keenly interested to know more 
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Balls and Gourley’s benevolent view of Turkish police and gendarmerie that 

was only slightly colored with derision in 1933 and 1934 appears to have changed 

quickly in 1935. Coming back to Turkey in March 1934 after their successful 1933 

expedition, Balls wrote in his field notes that being back in Turkey was “rather like 

coming back to a place where one really belonged.”31 And in early April of 1934, 

when they received their permits that allowed them to travel and collect extensively in 

the country, Balls noted, “there is certainly sufficient ground here to last us for several 

years.”32 When the duo came back to Turkey in late February of 1935, however, they 

found themselves in a completely different situation, which radically transformed their 

relationship with Turkish authorities. 

In the first journal entry of his last Turkish expedition dated March 1, 1935, 

Balls notes that upon their arrival in Istanbul, he and Gourley were greeted with the 

good news that their permits had already been granted. However, Balls laments, 

“before the work of getting materials through the customs, and settling all sorts of 

affairs, could be completed, we were told that the grant was an error, and permits were 

not to be given.”33 This reversal of fortune that the collectors experienced during their 

first day back in Turkey seems to have set the tone for what was to come in the 
                                                                                                                                       
about us. These gendarmes were scarcely more than boys, 18 or perhaps 20 years old, gay and full 
of life. Singing and chattering they walked along, one on either side of me asking un-ending 
questions, few of which I even understood, but carrying a lively conversation by means of 
gesticulation and guess” (“1934 Expedition to Turkey,” E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 4 of 4, 
Kew Library Archives). 
31 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, March 23, 1934. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 1 of 4, Kew 
Library Archives. 
32 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, April 4, 1934. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/3/5, Folder 1 of 4, Kew 
Library Archives. 
33 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, March 1, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
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following months inside the rooms and corridors of the Turkish bureaucracy. Between 

late February and mid-June of 1935, Balls and Gourley went through a permit 

application and review process that led them to completely change their opinions 

regarding law and order in Turkey.  

Three weeks after their arrival, on March 14th, a cynical note from Balls read: 

“There can be no doubt that this is a good country in which to attempt to acquire the 

virtues of patience.”34 This cynical and distant style that defined Balls’s writing on 

Turkey was to shift soon. In an April 23 note, Balls sounded rueful: “Further 

developments in un-pleasantness from the Turkish authorities . . . Nothing seems to go 

right with this year’s work, and every possible obstacle seems to be being raised in our 

way.”35 Two days later, after two months of being passed around institutions trying to 

get a favorable answer to their permit application, Balls now sounded angry: 

If anything can be calculated to “put one off” ever visiting this country again it 
is this particular type of treatment. One can understand a certain amount of 
suspicion, and a refusal of permits altogether, but once permits have been 
granted, and arrangements made it is childish to band about, granting and 
cancelling them in the way that has been done for us this season.36  

 

Between Approval and Rejection 

I was carrying similar feelings about my own permit application in the spring 

of 2013, and was thinking regularly about Balls and Gourley’s travails in 1935. 

Counting on my previous conversations with Kerem and trusting that I had already 

                                                
34 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, March 14, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
35 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, April 23, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
36 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, April 25, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
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been given the green light to work at the Bank, I had traveled to Turkey to start my 

research project. Instead, I found myself in an application process the parameters (and 

existence) of which I came to doubt. After my visit to Fatma Hanım during which she 

acknowledged having received my application and promised to take it to the FCCRI 

Manager, I made a point of calling Fatma Hanım’s office every week and not hanging 

up until I was put through. The few times I managed to reach her, I received the same, 

cold response: “Yes, thank you for checking in. Your application is still under 

review.” The Gezi Uprising started in the meantime, and even though I was now 

spending most of my time in Istanbul, I kept giving the Institute regular calls. After the 

protests and following public forums died down, I decided to make one final 

appearance in Ankara in mid-July. I did not call in advance for an appointment this 

time, and when I got to the Institute, I walked straight past the security toward Fatma 

Hanım’s office. 

Alas, Fatma Hanım was not there. Her secretary informed me that she had been 

involved in an accident and had been out of her office for a couple of weeks. Seeing 

my face fall in frustration and despair, and probably having had enough of me by that 

point, Fatma Hanım’s secretary then suggested that I could see the FCCRI Manager 

himself instead if I wanted. Stunned, I said, “Yes, please, of course,” and I was in his 

room after five minutes. The Manager was a lanky man with thinning hair. I quickly 

introduced myself as I took a seat, described my relationship with Kerem along with 

my research project, and apologizing for the trouble I had been giving them for 

months, asked the manager in the most respectful way I knew if he could please give 

me a clue on where they stood regarding my application. Puzzled, the soft-spoken 
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Manager replied, “Why, I have never heard of your application.” As it turned out, 

Fatma Hanım had never bothered to take my letter next door, and she had been stalling 

me on the phone for months. “Fatma Hanım is actually returning to work this 

afternoon,” the Manager said. “If you come back in a few hours, we can retrieve your 

letter from her and have a look at it together.” 

In an entry dated May 13, 1935, Balls wrote with exasperation, “Apparently 

two years’ work mean nothing to these intelligent people, and the fact that we are also 

doing what we can for their own institutions has equally little value with them.”37 

After the successful 1933 and 1934 expeditions, the collectors seem to have been of 

the opinion that the Turkish authorities were convinced of the value of their work. 

They would only realize in 1935 that “these intelligent people” neither seemed to 

recognize the value of their work, nor the contributions they made to Turkish 

institutions.38 This ungratefulness seems to have intensely aggravated the collectors, 

since it meant that they had been able to conduct their work in Turkey not because of 

the authority and respect their scientific erudition had commanded, but solely thanks 

to the political capabilities of the British Foreign Office. Balls further noted in the 

same entry: “I am accustomed to school myself a little to patience with some of these 

things, but nearly three months of our time here have gone, and we have never at one 

single point had anything but obstacles and dead opposition.”39  

                                                
37 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, May 13, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
38 Balls and Gourley donated a number of herbarium samples to the newly founded Botanical 
Institute in Istanbul University. 
39 Ibid. 
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 Being consistently denied at every state office after having been promised 

travelling and collecting permits in the first place took its toll on Balls and Gourley. 

The duo started to lose faith in the future of their 1935 expedition after seeing all of 

their contacts in the British diplomatic corps fail to make an impression on Turkish 

bureaucracy. In May 15, 1935, Balls wrote that there was no incentive anymore to try 

keeping record of this expedition, which was becoming “more and more cramped 

through the unaccountable withdrawal of any permissions which we have in the 

beginning received from Ankara.”40 The feeling of hopelessness and anger was 

exacerbated when Balls and Gourley saw German scientists and engineers traveling 

and working in the country with more ease. Balls’s discomfort with this new hierarchy 

of foreigners even led him to doubt the motives of Fikri, whose judgment and help the 

collectors depended on daily. On May 18, 1935, Balls wrote: 

Fikri of course explains everything by the fact that all these people are only 
interested in the towns, whilst we wish to get off into the hills where we cannot 
be satisfactorily watched, and there the officials have no idea of what we are 
doing. What they imagine we can be doing is quite beyond my comprehension, 
but of course Fikri must justify the attitude of his own government, I suppose.41 

 

At the end of May, after waiting for three months, Balls and Gourley began to 

accept their fate. On May 29, Balls reflected on the implications of the ordeals they 

went through for the patrons and enthusiasts of botany. “No wonder the flora of Asia 

Minor is almost unknown,” Balls wrote, relating the failure of the 1935 expedition and 

others to Turkish permit granting practices. “I feel that it is likely to remain so for a 

                                                
40 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, March 15, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
41 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, May 18, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
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long while as things stand for it is impossible to expect folks to put up money for the 

exploration of a country where one never can be sure of getting about, even after 

permissions have actually been reviewed.”42  

Balls and Gourley knocked on every friendly door in the Turkish bureaucracy 

and exerted every possible means of influence. They did not only talk to the Turkish 

Prime Minister and the Minister of Agriculture to make their case, but also involved 

the entire British diplomatic cadre in their efforts to persuade the Turkish authorities, 

which in the end proved to be for naught. The final entry in Balls’s 1935 field notes 

reads like a moment of soul-searching. “It is certainly very hard for an Englishman to 

get anywhere in enlightened Turkey, and I do not wonder that so few of my 

countrymen have travelled here in the last half century,” wrote Balls on June 8, 1935. 

Then, at last, he put his finger on the real issue with their endeavors, with the usual 

cynical humor characteristic of his writing: 

Though officially people are pleasant enough and even appear friendly it seems 
that they are all so deeply suspicious of Englishmen that the name alone is 
sufficient to keep one out of the really interesting parts of this country. Even 
now it seems that the Turk in general refuses to believe that Lawrence of 
Arabia is dead, but that his published death is merely a ruse to allow him to get 
back into these parts on Secret Service work again. Whether I am suspected of 
being some form of re-incarnation of Lawrence or no I cannot say but it has 
been suggested so, and it would not surprise me to hear it affirmed, if ever it 
were possible to hear what there is against one in this delightful country.43   

 

This final note in Balls’s journals clearly indicates what the collectors saw to 

be the main reason behind the Turkish authorities’ refusal of their permits: in their 

                                                
42 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, May 29, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
43 Diary Entry of E.K. Balls, June 8, 1935. E.K. Balls Papers, EKB/4/5, Kew Library Archives. 
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eyes, the collectors were no different than British secret agents. It is striking that Balls 

only mentions having been made to feel like Lawrence of Arabia in 1935, at the end of 

a series of rejections from Turkish state institutions that followed two successful 

expeditions. The perfect figure to represent the postcolonial suspicion of imperial 

collectors, T. E. Lawrence (1988-1935), originally a historian and archeologist, is still 

widely known in Turkey as the British secret agent who had a major role in the 

planning, instigation and execution of the Sinai and Palestine Campaign (1915-1918) 

that led to the cession of Ottoman Syria and Palestine, as well as the Arab Revolt 

during the First World War. Lawrence had actually passed only three weeks before 

Balls wrote this note, but Balls’s entry suggests that Lawrence’s notoriety as a British 

agent who had a hand in the demise of the Ottoman Empire may have led “the Turk” 

to have doubts about Balls for much longer. The critical insight that Balls delivers in 

this note is that the Turk’s suspicions of him had actually never been uttered in full. 

And yet, Balls felt like these unuttered suspicions did not seem to be dying. The doubt 

seems to have existed in the Turk’s mind as much as it did in Balls’s, coming back to 

life in its postcolonial reincarnations, blurring and melding the sight and motives of 

British collectors with those of British secret agents. 

Balls’s belief in the existence of this suspicion reads almost like the inverse 

double of the colonial gaze. Balls claims to have been aware of Turks’ suspicion: 

things were suggested to him, and his writings make it apparent that he believed Turks 

were actually right to have doubts and anxieties about foreigners’ activities. Yet Balls 

also makes it known that he was never able to have his Turkish interlocutors utter 

these suspicions to his face. In his wording, it was not possible “to hear what there is 
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against one in this delightful country.” Balls was dealing with specters of the past: he 

believed the Turks saw the imperial interests of Britain in his image—as Lawrence of 

Arabia’s second coming—even though he could never have this verified. And these 

specters only became visible to him the first time Balls really failed to do his work in 

Turkey. Balls indeed only wrote about this suspicion at the very end of his three-year 

adventure, when he understood clearly neither he nor his science was wanted or 

welcome in Turkey. His confessional entry is on the very last page of his extensive 

field-notes.  

To reiterate, by June 1935 when Balls penned his entry, the collectors had 

already completed two successful expeditions in Turkey, they had made acquaintances 

in bureaucracy and in academia, and there is reason to believe that Turkish permit 

granting authorities at this point probably had some familiarity with the collectors’ 

work. The collectors’ notes reveal very little in terms of why Turkish authorities ended 

up rejecting Balls and Gourley’s applications in 1935. Judging by the time the 

collectors spent in Turkey and the relationships that they developed, it is possible to 

argue that permit granting authorities did not see them as “spies.” According to Balls, 

however, there is a chance that they did. In this context, both Turkish authorities’ and 

the collectors’ actions seem to be driven by doubts and anxieties, and there seems to 

be legitimate grounds for both the authorization and rejection of the duo’s application. 

How, then, should Balls’s anguished pursuit for another year of permits, his desperate 

reaction to being denied them, and the Turkish authorities’ adamant persistence on 

keeping Gourley and Balls in a bureaucratic limbo only to ultimately reject them be 

interpreted?  
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This question is important in understanding how permits work, for permit 

decisions ultimately hinge on a number of contingent factors. Having studied Balls 

and Gourley’s 1935 journey, I knew as I was waiting for Fatma Hanım’s return to her 

office that being promised—or granted—a permit to conduct botanical research did 

not always mean that one could actually conduct botanical research in Turkey. After 

the months that I had spent calling, emailing, visiting and revisiting the Bank and the 

FCCRI, I thought in the summer of 2013 that what Balls called in 1935 “a certain 

amount of suspicion” was still there, and it was still not expressed to the permit 

seeker’s face. When Fatma Hanım got back to her office that afternoon and I 

explained the situation to her, she looked palpably upset for having been overstepped. 

Sullen and not engaging in eye contact, she said she would make sure to hand my 

letter to the Manager. After I told her that the Manager was actually waiting for me to 

bring the letter to him, she exhaled audibly and started looking for the letter in the 

giant pile of documents on her desk. When she found it and slowly handed it to me, I 

had to exert a considerable amount of force taking the latter from her hand. I thanked 

her profusely for her help, said goodbye, and made my way out to Manager’s office 

next door. Fatma Hanım did not say anything in return. 

Stepping inside the doors of the FCCRI Manager’s office felt like entering the 

last chamber of Turkish bureaucracy. Faruk Bey quickly glanced at my letter, turned it 

around a couple of times (I did not know that he did not read or speak English back 

then), and probably being persuaded by the official Cornell letterhead, said, “Alright, 

you can start whenever you like.” Stupefied, I told Faruk Bey that I was extremely 

grateful for the opportunity. He then asked me what my research was on once again, 
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and I said I worked on biodiversity conservation and climate change. A flicker of 

interest appeared in Faruk Bey’s eyes upon hearing the words “climate change.” He 

asked, “Climate change… Will it really bring us a disaster as some say, or are such 

periods of warming and cooling common in history?”  Still recovering from the shock 

of having been hired after a two-minute conversation that followed months of evasion, 

I knew that getting into a serious debate about climate change with the FCCRI 

Manager could be costly. I confirmed that studies pointed to a causal relationship 

between emission of greenhouse gasses resulting from human activity and rising 

temperatures. Nodding his head expectantly and finally looking fully engaged, Faruk 

Bey responded, “Well, but this summer felt a lot cooler than the last one, wouldn’t you 

say? Last summer was way hotter.”  

 

II. From Heritage to National Biowealth 

Balls and Gourley’s journeys in the 1930s portray a Turkish bureaucracy that 

seems to be threatened by the unguarded circulation of foreign plant collectors. As 

Balls reminds his readers in his publications, however, the collectors were not the first 

foreigners that caused suspicion and doubt in the permit-granting agencies of Turkish 

bureaucracy. Asuman Baytop (2010) writes in her review of European naturalists who 

did research in Turkey that the first plant collector to collect in the country was Pierre 

Belon (1517-1564), who traveled across Anatolia between 1546 and 1549. According 

to John Harvey (1976), between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, plant collectors 

like Belon carried forty percent of all contemporary European garden plant varieties 

from Turkey to different parts of Europe. Research at the Ottoman Archives show that 



 

 64 

starting around 1830s, responses to incoming collection requests from European 

collectors began entering the documentation of Ottoman bureaucracy a lot more 

frequently, along with internal correspondence between central and local authorities 

regarding the policing, suspicious behavior, and protection of permitted researchers.  

Records of collection permits granted to European collectors are usually found 

in the records of the Ministry of the Interior and Ministry of Foreign Affairs, both of 

which went through re-organization in the first half of the nineteenth century. These 

records show that the Ottoman authorities did not only grant permits to botanical 

collectors but also to zoologists, geologists, entomologists, metallurgists and 

archeologists.  In the nineteenth century, the Ottoman bureaucracy seems to have to 

have granted German, Austrian, French and Russian scientists the largest number of 

permits. These permits usually indicate the exact nature and the location of the 

research to be conducted by the permitted individual. Oftentimes, local authorities 

were notified beforehand, and were instructed to allow and help collectors conduct 

their work. For longer and riskier expeditions, Ottoman administrators also assigned 

guards to protect the collectors for the duration of their work. 

Being granted a permit, however, did not always indicate the Ottoman 

authorities’ complete trust in foreign researchers. A number of botanical collectors, 

after being granted permits to collect, were subjected to secret surveillance and 

policing, as correspondence between Ottoman institutions show.44 In a number of 

                                                
44 See, for example: Başbakanlık Osmanlı Arşivi (Prime Minister’s Ottoman Archives, hereafter 
BOA), BEO, 961, 72067, AH 1315 M 07 (AD June 8, 1897); BOA, BEO, 964, 72266, AH 1315 M 
13 (AD June 14, 1897); BOA, BEO, 978, 73324, AH 1315 S 14 (AD July 14, 1897); BOA, 
DH.EUM.SSM., 32 45, AH 1336 Z 26 (AD September 2, 1918); BOA, DH.MKT., 1169, 22, AH 
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cases, central permit granting authorities alerted local authorities to secretly keep an 

eye on collectors, and report back any suspicious behavior. This secret policing at 

times resulted in reports that confirmed the central authorities’ suspicions, and at times 

in the confirmation of collectors’ scientific motives. In addition to the secret policing 

of naturalists, Ottoman authorities were also careful about the tools that foreign 

researchers used. Collectors had to make a formal application to carry guns, and 

Ottoman authorities often tried to stop collectors from acquiring and using un-

sanctioned maps.45  

While the historical trajectory of the regulation of botanical research permits 

by national authorities is informative in terms of understanding the anxieties that are 

tied to them, as the Edward K. Balls quote in the beginning of this chapter indicates, 

the regulation of botanical research permits belongs in a larger administrative history 

within the Ottoman and Turkish bureaucracies regarding the travel, research, 

collection and excavation by foreigners in Ottoman and Turkish territories. In the 

second part of the nineteenth century, these activities first entered the realm of legal 

regulation in the context of archaeology, as part of the Ottoman effort to control the 

wholesale transfer of excavated antiquities to Europe. Through a series of laws that 

regulated the excavations and the founding of the Imperial Museum as the repository 

of excavated antiquities, archaeological activity carried out in the Ottoman Empire 

came under legal and political scrutiny in the latter part of the nineteenth century, 

                                                                                                                                       
1325 R 14 (AD August 23, 1907); BOA, DH.MKT., 2328, 2,  AH 1317 Z 3 (AD March 5, 1900 ); 
BOA, DH.MKT., 2599, 77, AH 1319 Z 03 (AD February 1902, 11). 
45 See, for example, BOA, DH.iD., 28-1, 29, AH 1329 B 22 (AD March 23, 1911); BOA, 
DH.MKT., 1169, 22, AH 1325 R 14 (AD October 21, 1907); BOA, BEO, 591, 44316, AH 1312 L 
05 (AD September 6, 1894) 
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setting up a blueprint for the legal administration of natural and biological resources in 

the following century. Moreover, the Ottoman management of antiquities in the legal 

and museological contexts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was 

strongly marked by the Empire’s effort to assert itself as a modern power with a geo-

historical claim to ancient Greco-Roman civilization, just like its European 

counterparts (Çelik 2016; Shaw 2011). 

The first bylaw that was published in 1869 was strictly conservative in its 

nature. This first legal text forbade the export of all excavated antiquities, except those 

carried out by the special permission of the Sultan (Eldem 2011; Çelik 2016). Bahrani, 

Çelik and Eldem argue that the 1869 bylaw constituted a turning point in Ottoman 

management of antiquities, and in drafting this regulation, the Ottoman Empire 

“crossed a crucial line between being the field of western archaeological exploration 

and an actor in that field” (2011, 14). Eldem calls this turning point an “epiphany” in 

Ottoman archaeology: “an awakening from years of indifference and suspicion toward 

a field of interest considered—justifiably—to be foreign and threatening… one that 

indicated a desire to play the Great Game on equal terms with the major European 

states of the time” (2011, 315). 46 

The 1869 bylaw emerged in relation to European interest in antiquities found 

in the Empire, but it represented more than a reactionary, conservative response. As 

shown by Marchand (1996), Jasanoff (2005), and Fuhrmann (2009, 2011), the 

                                                
46 The text of the bylaw made this desire evident: “Based on the exact information contained in the 
chronicles of ancient times, it is known and clear to all that there are more antiquities held in the 
Ottoman Domains than in other lands; and the fact that the museums of Europe are filled and 
decorated with antiquities generally taken from here is evident proof of this argument” (Quoted in 
Behrani, Çelik and Eldem 2011, 14). 
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European search for antiquities since the latter part of the eighteenth century had been 

colored with the aspiration to connect with and possess the material heritage of 

European civilization. In Bahrani, Çelik, and Eldem’s words, “The material vestiges of 

the past came to embody that dual interest and consequently artifacts and artworks 

acquired great value. Possessing them allowed one to lay claim to ownership of the 

idea they represented: civilization itself” (2011, 16). In this “scramble for the past,” 

the Ottoman Empire had turned into a vast pool of archaeological digs carried out by 

European archaeologist by the second half of the nineteenth century. It was this long-

lasting archaeological offensive that started in late eighteenth century and saw the 

excavation and wholesale transport of antiquities from sites such as the Acropolis, 

Halicarnassos and Ephesos by English, French, and German diplomats and amateur 

archaeologists that paved the way for the 1969 bylaw (Shaw 2011).  

Edhem Eldem contends that the 1869 bylaw “constitutes the end point, or 

climax, of a series of changes in the attitude of the Ottoman elite toward the growing 

encroachment of European travelers, diplomats, and self-styled archaeologists upon 

their lands” (2011, 282). In light of the summary of documents regarding botanical 

collectors and their permit applications throughout the nineteenth century presented 

above, it should be noted that this encroachment entailed the travels and activities of 

naturalists and plant collectors as well. In Wendy M.K. Shaw’s words, when the first 

bylaw came out in 1869, “Archaeological objects had not yet achieved their own 

discursive function within and thus initially took part in existing discourses of 

regulating the activities of foreigners on Ottoman lands” (2011, 428). In this sense, the 

1869 bylaw also constituted a turning point in terms of how the activities of foreigners 
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in Ottoman lands—including naturalist—came to be viewed. That being said, 

ownership and exhibition of antiquities quickly became part and parcel of the Ottoman 

Empire’s narrative of being an ancient and modern civilization. As Bahrani, Çelik, and 

Eldem note, “the Ottoman awakening was largely a response to European interest in 

antiquities, but also part of a search for a new imperial identity that capitalized on the 

historical wealth of its territories” (2011, 32). This wealth allowed the Empire to lay 

claim to a past and its material heritage that had been long claimed by European 

powers. 

The bourgeoning relationship between archaeology and modernity became 

most evident in the foundation of the Imperial Museum in 1869 and the backlash it 

received from the European and American archaeological communities. In her work 

on the politics of archaeology in late Ottoman Empire, Zeynep Çelik points out that 

the formal creation of the Imperial Museum in 1869 shared the objectives of the 1869 

bylaw that aimed to control the activities of western archaeologists.47 Çelik also 

demonstrates that the emergence of this new regime that resulted in the Imperial 

Museum’s hold on excavated antiquities was not a particularly welcome development 

in the western archeological community, spurring campaigns and publications across 

Europe and the US aimed at delegitimizing the Ottoman claim to antiquities.48  

                                                
47 This aim can be observed in the founding document of the Museum: “Antiquities have historic 
importance. Therefore, they are particularly valuable for education. In every state, such antiquities 
are preserved in special museums. In contrast, antique works are everywhere in Ottoman lands, 
and one sometimes comes across some very rare and highly esteemed examples [in unexpected 
places]. They must be placed in the museum to be created in Istanbul” (Quoted in Çelik 2016, 23). 
48 Çelik notes: “With a persistent argument that classical antiquities did not belong to the culture 
and history of the Ottoman Empire but were the foundation stones of European civilization, 
campaigns were launched in the hope of halting the project” (2016, 43). 
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During the next three decades, antiquities regulations in the Ottoman Empire 

went through profound changes, and gradually resulted in the categorical ban of 

transport of antiquities. The first change to the 1869 bylaw that came in 1874 

prompted the formalization of excavation and collection policies in the Empire:  it 

stipulated that all archaeological expeditions needed to apply to Ottoman authorities 

for permits, and it granted equal rights of ownership of excavated materials to the 

Imperial Museum, the landowner, and the excavator (Shaw 2011). In addition to 

formulating a three-way ownership system, the 1874 law also endowed local 

authorities with the power to control the activities of foreigners with permits and make 

sure that they followed the regulations in place (Çelik 2016, 150).  The 1874 law 

failed to bring about the changes that Ottoman authorities wished to see, however, as 

antiquities kept being transported from Ottoman field sites to European museums by 

foreign archaeologists in a number of creative ways (Shaw 2011).  

In 1884, a third regulation was created to address the shortcomings of the 1874 

law. The 1884 Antiquities Law signaled a return to the 1868 bylaw in that it prohibited 

excavated original works to be taken out of the Empire, required each excavation to 

provide the Imperial Museum with maps of the excavated region, and stipulated that a 

government delegate be present at excavation sites at all times to monitor foreign 

excavation teams (Çelik 2016; Shaw 2011). The 1884 law changed the definition of 

antiquities and broadened the reach of the Imperial Museum as well. In Çelik’s words, 

“The 1884 law defined ‘works of antiquity’ as ‘all the vestiges of ancient peoples in 

lands that today form the Ottoman Empire’ and stated that they all belonged to the 

state” (2016, 24). The law also shifted the power dynamics at excavation sites. The 
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introduction of new regulatory measures and emergence of agents of the Empire at dig 

sites added a new dimension to the way excavations were handled among foreign 

archaeologists, local laborers, and Ottoman public servants. Çelik argues that 

especially after the 1884 law, “The hierarchical structure on the excavation site 

became blurred as Ottoman supervisors, representing the imperial government, now 

exerted their power over the Western teams” (2016, 153). She further demonstrates in 

her study that these new forms of socialities and hierarchies found reflection in 

archaeologists’ field notes as “proto-ethnographic and anthropological narratives,” 

which were often colored by Orientalism and colonialism, and reflected “the 

arrogance of the Western archaeologists, confident in their status as representatives of 

progress and civilization” (2016, 157). 

The Imperial Museum’s famed director Osman Hamdi (1842-1910) is largely 

credited in the literature for the return to a more conservative regime of antiquities in 

1884, as well for as the supervisory role of the Imperial Museum in it.49 I indicated 

                                                
49 Osman Hamdi is often credited for coming up with the mission of the Imperial Museum. An 
established painter, sculptor, and archeologist who received his education in Europe, Hamdi 
became the Imperial Museum’s director in 1881 and controlled all archaeological activity in the 
Empire until his death in 1910. Hamdi not only penned the 1884 law that effectively curtailed the 
transport of antiquities outside the Empire, but was also behind the creation of the latest Ottoman 
law of antiquities that entered into effect in 1906 and granted the Imperial Museum the 
responsibility to “administer archaeological and preservation activities, while singling it out as the 
place for the collection and exhibition of all artifacts unearthed in these operations” (Çelik 2016, 
14). As the Museum’s collection grew, Hamdi also oversaw the enlargement of the Museum, and 
chose to design the new Museum building in neoclassical style, modeling the celebrated 
Hellenistic sarcophagi of Alexander and of the Mourning Women, both of which were excavated 
in Sidon by Hamdi himself and were on permanent display in the Museum. Wendy M.K. Shaw 
notes that the use of classical Greek and Roman forms in European architecture in this period “not 
only hearkened to a pre-Christian identity for Europe, but also emphasized the idea that the transfer 
of this cultural heritage to Europe was natural and inevitable” (2011, 434). Osman Hamdi’s choice 
of using the sarcophagi as a model in Istanbul, in response, “created territorial affiliation for the 
museum’s architectural identity: a form thought of as western shown to be local” (436). This 
move, according to Shaw, called attention to “the essential implication of the museum: that 
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above that the new Ottoman regime represented more than just an effort to control 

foreign researchers’ activities. Above all, the Imperial Museum’s mission of being a 

new home to material remains from the Empire’s lands presented a challenge to the 

European claim to the heritage of Western civilization and its alleged foundations in 

classical antiquity. The museum also allowed the Empire’s territories to be represented 

as a whole in an enclosed space, materializing its sovereignty over its subjects. On the 

one hand, as Çelik notes, by “engraving the past of their land into their imperial 

identity the Ottomans were denying their cultural distance from Europe and thereby 

disturbing European assumptions” (2011, 446). On the other hand, as Shaw argues, 

(2011), archaeological objects in the Imperial Museum worked as “metonymic 

devices” for its territories. The presence of antiquities in the Empire’s capital 

“represented the consolidated bureaucratic function of the state spreading over the 

entire empire as well as standing for that empire within the capital” (Shaw 2011, 426). 

This double function of the museum allowed the Ottoman Empire to claim that the 

antiquities in display were “indigenous cultural wealth of the land” (Bahrani, Çelik, 

and Eldem 2011, 32). This claim not only complicated the imperial image in the 

Western archaeological community, but also linked the empire to an architectural 

heritage shared with Europe, thus emphasizing its modernity and ancientness at the 

same time. 

                                                                                                                                       
patrimony belonged not in the realm of art-historical discourse which relied on words alone, but in 
the material language of the territory and excavations on which archaeology relied” (436). The 
Ottoman response to the already-well-established European claim to Greco-Roman civilization, in 
other words, challenged not only the European ownership of the past, but also the European claim 
to the modern present.   
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The Imperial Museum gradually gained fame and respectability in the 

international archaeological community, with Osman Hamdi emerging as a 

charismatic gatekeeper that guided the museum to equal footing with its European 

counterparts (Çelik 2016; Behrani, Çelik and Eldem 2011). However, the legacy of the 

four consecutive antiquities regulations that aimed to control illegal archaeological 

activity and prevent the smuggling of antiquities is still up for question today. 

Analyzing in her work reports from local Ottoman officials that repeatedly alerted 

central authorities of the gravity of illegal activities carried out by foreigners with 

legal excavation permits, Zeynep Çelik argues that even with the strictest of 

regulations in place from 1884 to the First World War, “the concerted Ottoman 

struggle against the smuggling of antiquities seems to have been a lost cause” (2016, 

154). What becomes obvious in Çelik’s work is that the discursive and pedagogical 

function of the Imperial Museum aside, the Ottoman Empire was fighting a losing war 

trying to hold onto to antiquities amid political and financial crises, and this was 

common knowledge for all Ottoman authorities involved with the endeavor. In light of 

insight, the question that Balls and Gourley’s travels prompted at the end of the first 

part of this chapter seems to be relevant again. In a context where the permit giver 

acknowledges that theft cannot be prevented and the permit seeker believes that the 

doubts surrounding his activities are legitimate, how can the perpetual desire to 

nevertheless curtail and the indignation that follows permit rejections should be 

interpreted? 

In the Epilogue of her 2016 book, Zeynep Çelik describes the campaign that 

Turkish governments carried out in the early 2000s to bring back illegally exported 
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antiquities and notes that they resulted in more than 4,500 artifacts being returned to 

Turkey between 1998 and 2011. Çelik calls Turkey’s response to criticisms fielded by 

European and American institutions during this time “moralistically self-assured and 

self-congratulatory” (218), and argues that, “the long struggles with these powerful 

institutions contributed to the Turkish victimization syndrome that has dominated the 

scene since the late nineteenth century” (219). Her unqualified use of the term 

“Turkish victimization syndrome” comes as a surprise at the end of her meticulously 

researched work, and merits some contextualization in the broader context of permit 

regulations in Turkey since the late nineteenth century. This contextualization will 

also help formulating a response to the question I posed above. 

 

III. A Void Claim  

I will argue in this last section of the chapter that the legal/political battle to 

prevent loss and the recognition that loss cannot be prevented went hand in hand in 

Ottoman and Turkish efforts to regulate the research and transfer of material and 

natural wealth. Bringing the focus back on 2013, I will demonstrate in the coming 

pages that the “theft” of archaeological and biological materials meant more than just 

the loss of (potentially) valuable objects: they represented a stolen opportunity to 

become like the West, to catch up. As objects of hope, regret, and resentment, I will 

contend that stolen artifacts gave fuel to repeated efforts to somehow control, stop, and 

penalize Western collectors in order to win a fight that was recognized to be lost a 

long time ago, and keep in Turkey artifacts that were recognized to be already stolen. 
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During my fieldwork, theft of antiquities and national biowealth converged in 

my interlocutors’ accounts in a number of instances, and some of these occasions 

stemmed from archaeology’s ties with botanical research on the ground. In the final 

months of 2013, the TSGB received the news that a German paleobotanist who had 

been working as a member of a foreign excavation team in Ziyarettepe—one of the 

oldest ongoing archeological digs in Turkey where research had been conducted by an 

American university for a number of years—was caught with a large box of ancient 

seeds at the airport. Airport security had seized the container box, and following 

regulations in place, had contacted the Bank to learn how to safely ship it to Ankara. 

The news was not shared with all the TSGB staff, but those in the know were 

expectant to see and study the seeds that were captured. 

A meticulously prepared box came out from the package that the Bank 

received, with more than a hundred little sample tubes all neatly tagged with numbers 

and species labels. Curiously, a number of tubes that were supposed to be carrying 

valuable samples were empty. Two high-ranking scientists from the Bank and the 

Department of Biotechnology decided to study the samples at a university lab, and 

they invited me to join them. As we sat in a plant science lab at the Middle Eastern 

Technical University in Ankara, the scientist from the Biotechnology Department said, 

“I really am so disturbed by this whole affair. It’s not enough that they have been 

stealing all the antiquities, they have to steal the seeds too!”  

 The Bank staff members with knowledge of the matter kept tabs on the 

German academic to see what her next move was going to be. A couple of months 

later, it came to a Bank worker’s attention that the academic had just published an 
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article that analyzed the seeds missing from the empty tubes: she had successfully 

smuggled a number of ancient seeds that were not thoroughly carbonized, and had 

already written about them. The Bank staff knew that the seeds in question were of 

high of genetic import since they were still viable—such finds were fervently sought-

after by seed businesses worldwide. A defeated stillness took over the Bank offices as 

staff members digested the news. This somber reaction however was not only there 

because the stolen seeds potentially contained resistances that they developed through 

centuries of changing natural conditions. The seeds also represented the hope that 

given the chance, Turkey too could properly research its biowealth and get ahead 

playing the same game at which it had been defeated at until then.50 

Seeds and antiquities came to be associated in unprompted ways too. Towards 

the end of my research in 2015, I conducted a number of interviews at the Izmir 

Genebank. One of them was with Lale, a senior biologist in the Bank’s biodiversity 

division. The greater part of our talk was devoted to the huge increase that the Izmir 

Bank was experiencing in permit applications from foreign institutions to study crop 

                                                
50 In juxtaposing different historical periods, it should be noted that regulation of plant collecting 
permits in the late Ottoman Empire and early Turkish Republic was different from regulation of 
botanical research permits in contemporary Turkey in a number of ways. One major distinction is 
the contemporary understanding of national biowealth, which finds reflection the ownership 
regime that Convention on Biological Diversity (1993) defines over nonhuman genetic material. In 
this binary understanding of ownership, unmodified nonhuman genetic material belongs to 
sovereign nations states while modified varieties are considered intellectual property. In the 
contemporary context, permit granting agencies such as the TSGB fear collectors will partake in 
biopiracy of national biowealth as opposed to espionage and political incitement, even though both 
fears are colored with a postcolonial anxiety regarding loss of sovereignty. Another distinction is 
that the CBD was considered a major achievement for biodiversity-rich Southern countries as it 
had provided them for the first time with near universal protection against biopiracy. Unlike 
antiquities, the ownership and protection of which authorizes states with a certain claim to the past, 
in institutions like the TSGB, ownership and protection of national biowealth is not only 
considered a genetic claim to nationhood and heritage, but also an investment in the future of the 
country’s development and modernization through science and capitalism.  
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wild relatives around the Izmir area. As under-studied relatives of widely consumed 

crop species, crop wild relatives in Turkey have been attracting a lot interest for about 

two decades, as resistances to changing weather and soil conditions in plants are 

emerging as important research topics in plant sciences due to climate change. Much 

like the TSGB that declined most permit applications because they “looked 

suspicious,” Lale told me that the Izmir Genebank did not easily cooperate with 

foreign institutions due to “reasons that you’re probably well aware of.” A few 

seconds later, without any prompting, Lale added, “This is that same exact process, 

you know—just like how they looted our antiquities, just like how they stole our 

lands, that is how they take our plants.” 

The conflation of antiquities, land, and seeds in Lale’s narrative was revealing 

for a couple of reasons. First, it equated the theft of seeds to that of antiquities, to loss 

of land, and, one could argue, to loss of sovereignty. As the following chapters will 

demonstrate, similar oscillations between loss of seeds, land, and sovereignty were 

common in the TSGB workers’ narratives as well, and they surfaced in a variety of 

occasions, ranging from declining to utter plant names that contained the work 

“Kurdistanicum,” to condemning socialist agro-communes that exchanged seeds with 

likeminded agro-communes abroad. Second, Lale’s narrative was instructive in terms 

of understanding the temporal experience of loss. In Lale’s account, loss was a 

continuous process: Turkey’s seeds were being stolen at that moment just like its 

antiquities and lands had been stolen in the past. At the same time, loss was also an 

irrevocable fact of the past: it had already happened, and what could have been stolen 

had already been stolen.  
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Erman Bey, the manager of the Izmir Genebank, echoed a similar sentiment in 

a conversation I had with him around the same time in 2015. As the highest-ranking 

officer in one of the most prestigious conservation institutions in Turkey, Erman Bey 

occupied a critical position in Turkey’s conservation bureaucracy. When we arrived at 

the topic of biopiracy, I first asked him what kind of extra clauses they included in 

their material exchange agreements, and then wanted to hear about his views on the 

civilian seed exchange festivals that had been taking place in Western Turkey for a 

couple of years. After giving cautiously worded answers that nevertheless highlighted 

the anxiety that the Izmir Genebank felt about biopiracy of national biowealth, Erman 

Bey took a long breath and sunk back in his chair. “Actually,” he said, “We should 

probably take a moment to also acknowledge the eventual futility of efforts here. If 

someone wants to come to Turkey and steal some seeds, they will come and steal 

them.” Erman Bey took long pauses between his sentences whenever he was trying to 

convey a subtle point and do so in a way that did not go against his responsibilities as 

a genebank manager. “You know,” Erman Bey finally continued, “no one actually 

needs to come here and steal anything either—all our plants are already abroad. I did 

my PhD in the US twenty years ago, and the Turkish species that I worked on for my 

research were only available at American institutions back then. Imagine, this was 

twenty years ago. Since you also study in the US, you must be aware of this—

anything worth stealing is already abroad.” 

Erman Bey’s acknowledgement is helpful in terms of determining what permit 

structures accomplish and mean for Turkish conservation institutions and 

conservationists in the course of their everyday work. At the time of this dissertation’s 
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writing, biopiracy is still not a crime defined by law in Turkey, and is considered only 

a misdemeanor, subject to minor judicial fines and confiscation of materials collected 

without a permit.51 Moreover, as Lale and Erman Bey’s accounts make apparent, 

conservationists not only recognize that preventing biopiracy completely is 

impossible, but also that Turkey’s valuable plant species have already been taken 

abroad a long time ago. Yet, without any real legal recourse in the face biopiracy or a 

strong a belief in the possibility of its prevention, protecting Turkey’s biowealth still 

mattered so much to the conservationists I worked with. Conservation work at the 

TSGB was seldom defined with reference to conservation science or plant biodiversity 

alone; conservation always also meant keeping biological entities where they actually 

belonged, and turning a tide that had hitherto been flowing in the wrong direction. 

The analysis of how this protectionist inclination reveals itself in narratives of 

science, modernization, sovereignty, and capitalism is the work of the next chapter. In 

concluding this chapter, I would like to suggest that the historical commentary that 

accompanies conservation work points to a relationship with the West that remains 

understudied in Turkish studies. A number of scholars have noted the curious absence 

of the Ottoman Empire from Edward Said’s pioneering work on Orientalism, in which 

“the Oriental” seems to be bounded by the Arabic world (Ahiska 2003, 2010a; Bryce 

2013; Deringil 2003). Neither the Ottoman interactions with “the West” across 

centuries, nor the Empire’s economic and cultural colonization in the eighteenth and 

nineteenths centuries and its demise and occupation at the end of World War I 
                                                
51 Biodiversity conservation regulation had been in the making as late as 2018, but according to 
officials at the Biodiversity Division at the Ministry of Forest and Water Management, “the 
political conjuncture” had not yet allowed the AKP Government to bring a draft to the parliament. 
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constitute a part of Said’s analysis of what came to be known as non-West. The 

Turkish Republic is similarly invisible in postcolonial studies, owing partly to its own 

designation as an independently modernizing country and to its erasure of its Ottoman 

past. It is perhaps no coincidence that Turkey’s relationship with the West has been 

studied mostly from within the framework of modernization, as the case study of a 

sovereign nation reforming itself in the image of the West. 

There have also been a few notable exceptions. With a view to problematizing 

the dichotomies and absences in Said’s work, Selim Deringil (2003) and Ussama 

Makdisi (2002) have analyzed what they respectively termed “borrowed colonialism” 

and “Ottoman Orientalism,” which refer to the “civilizing” and exploitative measures 

the Ottoman ruling elite adopted in the latter half of the nineteenth century in their 

relationships with nomadic populations and the Arab periphery when the Empire was 

in dire need for new resources. Makdisi and Deringil argue that borrowed 

colonialism/Ottoman orientalism sought to discredit Western representations of 

Ottoman indolence by contrasting Ottoman modernity with the unreformed and 

stagnant landscape of the Empire. Casting themselves as the carriers of the 

Enlightenment ideal capable of their own renaissance—as moving a Muslim empire 

independently toward a Eurocentric modernity and away from a representation of a 

stagnant Orient—Ottoman elites both resisted and worked with Western 

representations of Orient. In her work on Turkish radio broadcasting in the 1930s, 

Meltem Ahıska similarly tried to problematize the dichotomies inherent to modernity 

by arguing that the early republican Turkish elite adopted an Occidentalist fantasy, 

which consisted of “discursive and non-discursive strategies and tactics that 



 

 80 

‘Orientals’ employ in order to answer to the West.” In Turkey, Ahıska argued, 

“Occidentalism has been a way of restoring the authenticity of the past lost due to 

modernisation in the form of the nation, while at the same time catching up with the 

time of modern history” (2010a, 41). While these works provide a rich framework for 

analyzing Ottoman and Turkish responses to Western science and modernity in a 

dialogical manner, I believe they fall short of being able to articulate how such 

responses come to life in everyday contexts through material, creative, and self-

reflexive means.    

In this chapter, I have shown the ways in which antiquities, plants, and seeds 

become subjects of historical narratives and how these narratives permeate and give 

meaning to everyday conservation work. As anthropologists Navaro-Yashin (2012) 

and Charles Stewart (2003; 2017) have shown in their respective studies, affects and 

dreams of traces, remains, and treasures have the power to provide a sort of historical 

self-knowledge that helps one establish a relationship to history. I have argued in this 

chapter that for conservation workers, stories and historical narratives that revolve 

around plants give shape and meaning to conservation practice by similarly allowing 

conservationists to situate themselves, their work, and the institution they work for in 

Turkish history. This ‘historicity,’ I argue, may account for the dissonance between 

conservationists’ acknowledgement of loss and their ultimate inability of preventing it 

on the one hand, and their continued, everyday efforts to avert it on the other. From 

the outside, this sort of effort may indeed appear “moralistically self-assured and self-

congratulatory.”
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Chapter Two: Producing Genetic Nationhood at the Turkish Seed Gene Bank  
 

In October 2013, after months of speculation, the TSGB’s Manager Kerem 

received confirmation from the Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Livestock that 

Mehdi Eker, the Minister, was going to visit the Bank. Kerem had already prepared 

the Bank twice for the Minister’s visit in the previous weeks: once after receiving a tip 

from a source inside the Ministry, and once thanks to the preventive thinking of his 

supervisor, who after checking the Minister’s daily schedule, had been alarmed by the 

Bank’s proximity to the Minister’s route one day and called Kerem to tell him that he 

might be due for a surprise visit. Both times, Kerem had asked the TSGB staff in panic 

to stop what they were doing and clean their stations and offices, bringing all ongoing 

work to a halt for a visit that was not in the cards. On this final occasion however, the 

Minister’s intentions had been communicated in advance and preparations had been 

meticulous. Every crack on the Bank’s walls was painted over, multiple staff meetings 

were held, and every room in the building was cleaned in every possible way.  

Deference and loyalty to higher-ranking officers was a prerequisite for keeping 

any kind of post at the Ministry during the time of my fieldwork, and the most 

common way of showing allegiance was the unquestioned execution of tasks set by 

one’s manager, no matter how far they fell from the more immediate conservation 

tasks at hand. Albeit expected, the Minister’s visit to the TSGB was an extremely rare 

occasion, and it provided an opportunity for Kerem as well as the rest of the Bank’s 

civil servants to prove their merit and devotion. As Kerem concluded the final pre-

visit meeting with the Bank staff, he underlined the gravity of the situation for one last 
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time: “You put in so much work here, so much. But one small mistake during this visit 

can brush it all away. That’s why we all have to be really cautious.”  

During the week before the visit, the “flag situation” garnered the most 

attention from the Bank management. Since the large flag that the Bank displayed on 

its flagpole during such visits had a small tear on one corner, Kerem decided three 

days before the visit that it needed to be replaced. Later in the same day, worrying that 

one large flag alone would not do justice to the Minister’s visit, Kerem told the Bank 

staff that every tree on the campus’s main road where the Minister would drive by 

needed to be dressed in individual flags as well. “If we are the one and only national 

genebank in the country,” he had said to the TSGB staff, “we have to live up to our 

name.” 

Even though I had been aware of Kerem’s directives, it still took me by 

surprise to see that the trees were actually dressed in flags when I arrived on campus 

in the morning of the visit. The rows of well-kept trees draped in crimson and crescent 

for the Minister’s visit not only embodied the articulation of nation and Nature52 that 

undergirded the Bank’s reason of being, but they also symbolized the kind of 

meticulous care that characterized everyday hierarchical interactions at the TSGB. The 

adornment of trees with flags with the expectation of remaining in the Minister’s good 

graces exemplified both the lengths that the TSGB workers had to go to in order to 

make a claim for genetic nationhood, and how, in this attempt, they became personally 

invested in anticipating and accommodating the expectations of higher bureaucracy.  

                                                
52 Nature with the capital N refers here to the romantic ideal of nature that is always over the 
yonder, out of reach, and situated against culture (Cronon 1992; Morton 2007; Vogel 2015). 
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Figure 7. 
Trees dressed in flags along the campus main road. Images by the author. 
 

In this chapter, I will offer an ethnographic analysis of the co-production of 

nation and Nature in ex-situ plant conservation by showing how plant life gets 

articulated in the sovereign body of the nation, and how the nation, in the same 

instance, gets branded as a natural and timeless body. In analyzing this process 

through ethnographic vignettes, I will also show that in their everyday attempts to 

define, claim, and preserve genetic nationhood and national biowealth, the TSGB 

workers did not work with clearly defined institutional policies, but took initiative to 

predict and act according to what they thought their supervisors would approve, 

thereby personally giving shape to institutional practices and setting examples for 

others along the way. I will argue that an underlying goal of this intellectual and 
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emotional investment in minute conservation decisions for the TSGB staff was to 

align their own actions with the vision and legacy of the TSGB. This engagement 

often meant that the TSGB workers had to formulate and employ personal narratives 

of national conservation that blended notions of nationhood, sovereignty, and 

modernity when grappling with everyday conservation problems.  

Following the CBD’s entry into force in 1993 that granted nation states 

sovereign rights over nonhuman genetic resources and private parties intellectual 

property rights over modified varieties, national seed banks emerged as key regulatory 

spaces where ideas of Nature and nationhood are produced.53 By ratifying the 

Convention, nation states gained the ability to claim ownership of nonhuman genetic 

material, as long as they were able to certify their place of origin. In the context of 

plant genetic resources, the first step to take in this direction for nation states was 

collecting and conserving national varieties in ex-situ seed and genebanks.  

The most significant outcome of this new regime of biodiversity conservation 

was the re-formulated relationship between nonhuman genetics and nation states (van 

Dooren 2008). Thanks to the CBD, nationhood could now be legally inscribed in, and 

defined and instituted through nonhuman life (Haraway 1997; Tamminen and Brown 

2011). By demarcating the regulatory sphere of national sovereignty from that of 

intellectual property through the act of banking, national seed banks started to carry 

out a dual task after the CBD: they naturalized the nation on one hand, and 

                                                
53 The first clause of the Convention’s famous article 15, entitled Access to Genetic Resources, 
read: “Recognizing the sovereign rights of States over their natural resources, the authority to 
determine access to genetic resources rests with the national governments and is subject to national 
legislation.” 
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nationalized Nature on the other. By focusing on the forms of intellectual and 

emotional engagements that conservationists develop for seeds and the nation (Bear 

2007; Choy 2011; Heatherington 2010; Lorimer 2015), in this chapter I will delineate 

this dual movement that characterizes seed banking work at the TSGB. Moreover, in 

attending to the TSGB workers’ personal engagements with and interpretations of the 

TSGB’s mission, I will examine how the TSGB staff’s vision of national conservation 

often stands at odds with universalist visions of conservation.  

 

Botanical Nomenclature as Historical Narrative 

I will begin by returning to the day of the Minister’s visit. 

Per the pre-visit plan, the Bank was going to welcome the Minister with a 

presentation on the endemic plants of his hometown, Diyarbakir, which also happens 

to be the largest Kurdish city in Turkey.54 The presentation would to be delivered on 

the large touch-screen monitor located at the Bank’s entrance by Atilla, an agricultural 

scientist, using a piece of software that was built in-house and that indexed endemic 

plants of Turkey. As Atilla and Çiçek (the Bank’s senior biologist who was in charge 

of collections) were going over the details of the presentation in our office in the 

morning of the visit, they ran into an unexpected bit of trouble.  
                                                
54 “The Kurdish Problem” is one of the issues that have historically defined Turkish political life. 
The AKP government is known for its anti-Kurdish stance on matters of political rights and 
representation, and the other two mainstream non-Kurdish political parties in Turkey—the 
Kemalist CHP and the ultra-nationalist MHP—do not only share AKP’s anti-Kurdish sensibilities 
to a great extent, but also oftentimes go beyond them (Yeğen 2007). While the Ministry staff that I 
worked with mostly subscribed to nationalist and anti-Kurdish views, they were also often 
conflicted about the proper way to voice their ideas at work, for the Minister himself and many 
other high-ranking officials in the Ministry were of Kurdish origin. This unease was heightened in 
2013 because of the “Peace Process” that the AKP government had started earlier in the year and 
abandoned after the Gezi Protests.  
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Checking the list of Diyarbakir’s endemic plants to see what species could be 

of interest to the Minister, Çiçek came across Paracaryum Kurdistanicum, an endemic 

species belonging to the Boraginaceae plant family. After reading its name aloud 

halfway however, she stopped and quickly gave up on the idea. “No, you wouldn’t 

want to present this,” she said to Atilla. Atilla was quick to confirm: “Of course I 

wouldn’t.” Intrigued by this exchange, I approached Çiçek’s desk and asked if there 

was a problem with the presentation. “Someone named this plant Paracaryum 

Kurdistanicum and I just would never utter that name,” said Atilla in an indignant 

tone. “Why?” I asked. “Because that place [Kurdistan] doesn’t exist. Even if it’s in a 

plant name, I don’t accept it.” After a brief pause, he added, “Now, if it were called 

Paracaryum Mesopotamica, maybe I would. Because that’s [Mesopotamia] the 

ancient name of that general area.” 
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Figure 8. 
Paracaryum Kurdistanicum. Image by Kew Herbarium. 

 

In denying the existence of Kurdistan as a “place,” Atilla was siding with the 

official historical narrative of the Turkish Republic, which had denied the existence of 

Kurds as a people and Kurdish as a language until recently, and had severely punished 

over many decades those who argued against this official narrative (see Yeğen 2007). 

In the context of ex-situ conservation work, however, Atilla’s reaction to Paracaryum 

Kurdistanicum also revealed how everyday practices of seed banking were entangled 

with conservation workers’ notions of nationhood. Atilla’s denial made it clear that in 

certain contexts, names and origins of plants had to conform to official narratives of 

history to be considered worthy of recognition and representation. 
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Bureaucratic irritability with “non-Turkish” place names and taxonomic 

nomenclature has a rich history in Turkey, spanning from the late Ottoman Empire to 

present-day Northern Cyprus (Hür 2009;  Navaro-Yashin 2012; Öktem 2009).55 

Atilla’s reaction on the day of the Minister’s visit, however, brought to mind a 

taxonomical debate that had recently made the highlights in Turkey. In March 1, 2005, 

a well-known journalist named Yalçın Doğan (2005) had published an article in the 

popular Turkish daily Hürriyet, criticizing the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) for using the name Vulpes Vulpes Kurdistanicum (a local fox 

breed) in its communications with a Turkish conservation agency. Doğan had written: 

“This is what the Kurdish question is actually about! It is a problem that we want to 

settle with our Kurdish citizens, but it’s consistently being meddled with from abroad. 

Even a UN institution is part of this theatre. Weren’t these same foreign powers also 

behind the Kurdish uprisings that sprouted in the 19th century and repeated throughout 

the 20th?” 

 For Doğan, nomenclature was an index through which the malicious intents of 

“foreign powers” could be traced. These powers, as repeatedly appeared in my 

conversations with conservationists in Turkey, “consistently meddled with” Turkish 

affairs, with a view to “disrupting its unity and sovereignty.” Pointing out in his article 

that the UNDP also used the name Ovis Armeniana (a local wild sheep breed) in its 

communications, Doğan had stated: “It is possible to point to the two problems 

hanging over Turkey’s head by simply following these name changes in animals. One 
                                                
55 Hür (2009) notes that this bureaucratic reflex dates back to the 1913 act İskân-ı Muhacirin 
Nizamnamesi (Settlement of Immigrants Act) that Turkified non-Turkish place names in the 
homogenizing, multi-national late Ottoman Empire. 
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is the Kurdish question, and the other is the Armenian problem, which is being 

reintroduced to the international arena in these devious ways. Will they ever leave us 

in peace?” (Doğan 2005).  

It is clear in Doğan’s piece that for him, taxonomy had an overtly political 

nature that was being manipulated by foreign powers to the detriment of Turkey. Just 

like Atilla, Doğan believed that nonhuman life was a constituent and representation of 

genetic nationhood and its regulation had to be carried out with proper respect to the 

sovereignty of nation-state. Doğan’s article attracted great attention in the media in 

2005. So much so that in the week following Doğan’s plea, the Ministry of 

Environment and Forestry issued an official statement that read: “For many years, 

foreign scientists who worked on Turkish flora and fauna have named the species they 

collected in a prejudiced manner. […] As it has recently been discussed in the media, 

these naming practices are harmful for the unity of country, and the names in question 

have therefore been altered” (Çetin 2005).  

It was apparent from the Ministry’s statement that Doğan’s argument had 

resonated strongly with the political sensibilities of the Turkish bureaucracy. The 

statement noted that with this alteration, the red fox previously known as Vulpes 

Vulpes Kurdistanica became Vulpes Vulpes; the wild sheep Ovis Armeniana became 

Ovis Orientalis Anatolicus; and the roe deer Capreolus Capreolus Armenus became 

Capreolus Cuprelus Capreolus. With these changes, the Ministry effectively purged 

Kurdistan from the red fox’s name, and changed the wild sheep and roe deer’s places 

of origin from Armenia to Anatolia, the assumed heartland of Turks in Turkey. Thus, 

whether he was aware of this controversy or not, Atilla was certainly in line with the 
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state’s official stance on nomenclature when he imagined changing the name of 

Paracaryum Kurdistanicum to Paracaryum Mesopotamica. As a spatial signifier 

bereft of social and cultural identity, Mesopotamia was a lot more palatable to Atilla 

than Kurdistan, a place that is anathema to the official Turkish historical narrative as 

well as to many Turkish nationalists.  

In Atilla and Doğan’s accounts, suspicion about scientific nomenclature and 

anxiety over using the “correct” terminology were representative of similar 

sentiments. In both cases, loss of national unity and sovereignty seemed to be at stake 

in the act of classification and naming. The language of science, for both, could not be 

but illustrative of broader historical and political phenomena. What happened later in 

the day of the Minister’s visit further confirmed the weight that language carried at the 

TSGB.  

 

The Unscientific Language 

During his visit to the Bank, the Minister was accompanied by three other 

parliament members, and after Atilla’s presentation (from which Paracaryum 

Kurdistanicum was excluded), they were all escorted to the Bank’s biotechnology lab 

where Ezgi, the head of the biotechnology department, greeted them. While Ezgi was 

explaining the intricacies of identifying duplicate plant samples with gene analysis 

using scientific terminology, the Minister stopped her in her tracks and jokingly asked 

if she could please continue “in simple Turkish” for the sake of the present company. 

Ezgi blushed and apologized, but before she could continue, one of the other three 

parliament members who felt like one-upping the Minister’s joke remarked, “Or in 
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Kurdish!” With this second joke the smile on Ezgi’s face faded, and after a moment of 

hesitation that also sent the entire lab into an uncomfortable silence, the Minister 

dispatched an annoyed glance in direction of the other parliament member and urged 

Ezgi to “carry on, please.”  

Overall, the visit was success: the Minister seemed impressed with the work 

that the Bank had done in three years and he appeared to be genuinely interested in the 

presentations, which boded well for the future of the TSGB. Given the amount of 

anxiety and preparation that preceded the visit, I was expecting the Bank staff to be 

relieved afterwards. Yet when I stopped by Kerem’s office after the affair was over, I 

found him fuming. “These people,” he said as soon as he saw me, “they really are 

driving me insane. Who do they think they are? Or in Kurdish? A parliament member 

is saying this at a scientific state institution—can you believe this?” Despite a 

performance that probably saved a number of careers including his own, Kerem was 

unable to shake off what he had experienced as some kind of betrayal to the unwritten 

rules of Turkish bureaucracy. In his ideal of a national genebank, similar to that of 

Atilla’s, there was no room for a plant, a place, or a language that was not Turkish.  

On the one hand, Kerem and Atilla’s reactions during the day of the Minister’s 

visit were indicative of how plant life was considered part and parcel of genetic 

nationhood at the TSGB. In the daily course of conservation work at the Bank, Nature 

was nationalized through the inscription of genetic nationhood onto plants in acts like 

these, and nation was naturalized as a timeless and organic body. Neither Precaryum 

Kurdistanicum, nor Ovis Armeniana, nor the Kurdish language had a place in this 

double movement. On the day of the Minister’s visit, the sovereign right of the nation-
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state to non-human genetic material was celebrated by dressing trees in flags and by 

banishing all non-sovereign claims to scientific and cultural representation. 

On the other hand, the way Kerem, Atilla, Ezgi, Çiçek and the rest of the Bank 

staff prepared for the Minister’s visit was also illustrative of the lengths that civil 

servants at the TSGB went to in order to predict, anticipate, and live up to the 

demands and desires of higher-ranking bureaucrats, even when they did not agree with 

their politics or conducts. While the Minister’s visit was concluded without any 

blunders, however, sometimes this imperative to predict and act according to the 

priorities of higher bureaucracy became impossible due to the absence of clear and 

practical guidelines. In situations like these, the TSGB staff often found themselves 

having to interpret conservation problems with reference to popular readings of 

conservation’s history in Turkey at the Bank, and portray their responses and actions 

as part of a meaningful narrative of national conservation. This obligation became 

most daunting when the TSGB staff engaged with international conservation 

institutions. 

 

Representation without a Voice 

As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, the CBD granted signatory 

nation states sovereign rights over nonhuman genetic resources and put in place a 

voluntary multilateral access and benefit sharing regime for the transfer, research, and 

use of nonhuman genetic material across national borders.  This regime, however, 

failed to provide the intended results due to the lack of disciplinary and retributory 

mechanisms that addressed the doubts of biodiversity-rich countries regarding the 
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potential misuse of shared materials (Roa-Rodríguez and Van Dooren 2008). The first 

global attempt to overcome the CBD’s shortcomings in the context of plant genetic 

resources was the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 

Agriculture (the Treaty). In 2004, this treaty placed sixty-four essential crop species 

that together account for eighty percent of plant-based food consumed globally in a 

genetic pool that would be regulated under its own multilateral system. This 

multilateral system, which is still in use today, was meant to provide more reliable 

legal protection for the transfer, use, and research of species that were key to human 

nutrition. To provide a fuller and more concrete legal framework for the CBD, and to 

prevent the unpermitted commodification of shared material, the Nagoya Protocol on 

Access to Genetic Resources and the Fair and Equitable Sharing of Benefits Arising 

from their Utilization (the Nagoya Protocol) was adopted by the Conference of the 

Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in 2010, and it entered into force in 

2014 after being ratified by fifty signatory parties of the CBD.  

 The Plant Treaty and the Nagoya Protocol regulate most of the transfer 

international PGR transfer arrangements today, but these agreements are also often 

supplemented by bilateral clauses in material transfer agreements to protect source 

institutions. Moreover, the interpretation of these agreements still varies country by 

country, and the way they are utilized is invariably tied to local economic, scientific, 

and political contexts and considerations (Aistara 2011; Atalan-Helicke and Mansfield 

2012; Tamminen and Brown 2011). As also seen in the case of the TSGB, these 

international agreements do not instill full confidence in biodiversity-rich countries of 

the Global South, regardless of the punitive measures that they call for. 
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Turkey is a signatory party both to the CBD and the Plant Treaty, and during 

the time of my fieldwork, the TSGB staff regularly represented Turkey in the meetings 

of these agreements’ governing bodies. The management cadre of the TSGB was often 

involved in the discussions surrounding the agreements’ respective access and benefit 

sharing systems, and the technicalities of these mechanisms were of great interest to 

the Bank management due to the nature of the everyday work at the Bank, which 

involved reviewing incoming applications from foreign institutions that wanted to 

conduct research in Turkey, as well as requests for material transfer and access and 

benefit sharing. The Bank management did not only have firsthand experience in how 

current mechanisms worked, but also insights and opinions about the necessity and 

impact of potential changes. 

Traveling abroad for these meetings was one of the bigger privileges of 

working for the Ministry; a TSGB scientist said that it was an “outright obsession” for 

most of the higher-ranking civil servants to take part in as many international 

conferences as possible. These trips were all-inclusive affairs after which participating 

staff members were reimbursed for all their expenses, and Ministry workers often 

arranged their days off to coincide with these trips in order to prolong them. Higher-

ranking civil servants in Turkey are issued green passports by the state that allow them 

to travel freely without visas to most countries, which according to many civil 

servants, is one of the better appreciated aspects of working for the state. With their 

passports ready and calendars open, scientists follow the annual meeting schedules of 

governing bodies very closely, and discussions regarding who would get to attend a 

certain meeting start months before the actual events. Sharing anecdotes from 
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conferences and workshops participated abroad was a favorite lunchtime practice 

across the Ministry campus during my fieldwork, and staff from different departments 

diligently kept tabs on who went where and when.  

Still, not every foreign trip is a joyful affair. During the first month of my 

fieledwork, I learned that Nermin, who had joined the Bank in 2011 after a short stint 

as a high-school biology teacher, had a rather agonizing experience when she was 

asked by the TSGB manager Kerem to represent the Bank at an FAO meeting in 

Morocco.  

It was well-established in the Bank that Kerem attended international 

conferences that called for the participation of a single representative himself, and 

relinquished his place only when he absolutely had to, usually at the very last minute. 

On this occasion, he had notified Nermin only a week before the meeting, and the day 

before her flight, he had summoned her to his office to impart the subtleties of the 

task. The meeting had been brief: Kerem had told Nermin that there was only one key 

rule, which was to look around when the voting started, and raise her hand in 

agreement if everyone else was doing so as well.  

Embarking on her trip with this rather incomplete set of guidelines, Nermin 

tried to do as much reading as she could on the plane and at her hotel room, but come 

the day of the event, she still was not sure what she was supposed to do if the vote was 

not unanimous. She told me that she developed rashes and had crying fits before she 

went into the conference hotel, and she ended up abstaining from every vote at the 

meeting, stating that she did not have the authority to decide on her own (which she 

did) and that she would consult with her supervisors once she was back in Turkey 
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(which she did not). Nermin recognized that she had a fairly good idea about the 

Ministry’s stance regarding the matters that were voted on and that she was aware that 

most of the voting was rather inconsequential. “Still,” she said, “I didn’t want to do 

something wrong and end up being responsible for its consequences for the country.”  

Nermin had undoubtedly been afraid of the outcome of her vote for Turkey, 

and the trial that she had gone through still resonated in her voice when she recounted 

the incident. Her fear also had a familiar side, the constitution of which was in tune 

with the anxiety that defined the TSGB’s approach to international collaboration. 

Nermin said that she just wanted to “act in accordance with the policies of the Bank” 

at the meeting. “You know,” she said, “we have a certain history [of biopiracy] in 

Turkey, and you want to honor that when you’re there.” The problem was that “the 

policies of the Bank,” which in theory honored the history of biopiracy in Turkey, 

were very difficult to define. Neither Nermin, nor her supervisors were exactly sure 

how to preemptively nullify the potential harms that certain reforms in access and 

benefit sharing mechanisms would inflict upon Turkey and its sovereignty over its 

national biowealth.  

Finding herself in a position where she could singlehandedly influence policy, 

Nermin had felt the obligation to remember the history of biopiracy and conservation 

in Turkey, and act accordingly. This sort of remembering, however, was often more 

than just remembering: like other civil servants tasked with making conservation 

decisions, Nermin had essentially re-examined and re-interpreted a narrative that 

seemed to hold power at the TSGB in order to do the right thing. At the end, the doubt 

and anxiety regarding “foreign powers” that had hitherto dominated this narrative—
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coupled with the politically volatile nature of Turkish civil service where mistakes 

often cost careers—had prevented Nermin from casting her vote and voicing the 

Bank’s concerns that she was in fact very much familiar with. By abstaining from 

voting and by delaying decision and action, Nermin was actually acting more in line 

with the policies of the TSGB than she thought. 

 

To Wait and See 

I stated above that after a period of indeterminacy that dominated international 

material transfer regulations following the CBD’s entry into force, parties of the CBD 

adopted the Nagoya Protocol in 2010. The TSGB’s manager, Kerem, headed the group 

of bureaucrats that was in charge of negotiating the signing of the protocol for Turkey, 

and during my fieldwork in 2013 and 2014, these negotiations seemed like they had 

reached a stalemate since the Turkish side had been unwilling to commit. A few weeks 

after hearing Nermin’s story, during a car ride home from work, I asked Kerem what 

his objections to the Protocol were. To my surprise, Kerem said, “I actually don’t have 

any objections to the Protocol. And neither does the Ministry. But we are in no rush 

either—I’d rather wait and see what it does to other countries first.”  

In light of Kerem’s response, Nermin’s indecision seemed even more befitting of 

the TSGB’s political reflexes. As a conservation and permit granting institution, the 

TSGB’s policies were driven by a deep-seated fear about loss of national biowealth, 

and this fear revealed itself most clearly in rejected research permit applications and 

access and benefit sharing requests. As discussed in the previous chapter, the TSGB 

scientist often brought up stories about loss of antiquities, plants, and land during 
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everyday conservation tasks, and they made biopiracy an integral part of 

conservation’s history in Turkey. When it came to formulating conservation policies 

and enacting international regulations, however, this narrative often led to hesitancy 

and inaction. Two years after my chat with Kerem, during a follow-up visit to Turkey 

in 2015, I took a trip to the Izmir Genebank and talked with its manager Erman Bey 

about where Turkey stood regarding the signing of the Nagoya Protocol. Turkey 

hadn’t taken any steps to sign the Protocol between 2013 and 2015, and the Protocol 

had recently entered into force in 2014 after being ratified by fifty signatory parties to 

the CBD. Erman Bey told me that he could probably guess why Kerem wanted Turkey 

to remain uncommitted. “The way I see it,” he said, “there is always an imbalance in 

access and benefit sharing systems.” He went on to explain: “In this system, the 

developed countries use their technology to create economic value from the shared 

material, while the underdeveloped countries watch from the sidelines and ask 

themselves: ‘this material used to be under my sovereignty—how come I can’t benefit 

from it at all now?’” “This imbalance,” Erman Bey continued, “is at the root of all 

conflict.” 

Kerem and Erman Bey occupied two of the highest-ranking positions in 

Turkish conservation bureaucracy. The seed banks they managed housed the better 

part of Turkey’s plant biodiversity, and after the Minister and the directors of their 

respective research centers, they were the best-positioned civil servants to shape the 

country’s conservation policies. Erman Bey told me during our conversation that when 

their Bank agreed to share genetic material, they did so only after inserting certain 

clauses in standard bilateral material transfer agreements, similar to the practice at the 
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TSGB. He also added that much like the TSGB, they shared their materials mostly 

with Turkish universities and research bodies, and very rarely with foreign partners. If 

Turkey were to ratify the Nagoya Protocol, Erman Bey explained, there was a chance 

that both Banks would start feeling some pressure from the Protocol’s governing body 

to better comply with the access and benefit sharing regulations it entailed.  

In the context of signing the Protocol and in the story of Nermin, the decision 

for indecision did not only stem from a fear of losing national biowealth. Part of it also 

had to do with the capabilities that Turkey lacked. By granting nation states 

sovereignty over native plant species, the CBD set the course for state institutions to 

claim, preserve, and manipulate latent potentialities in plants that may prove critical 

for sustaining global food security in the future (Roa-Rodríguez and Van Dooren 

2008; Tamminen and Brown 2011). Kerem, Erman Bey, and others in the Turkish 

conservation community were aware that as the birthplace of many essential crop 

varieties and their wild relatives, research on Turkey’s plant biodiversity could prove 

critical for developing new plant species that can withstand new soil and climate 

conditions. The ownership of such material, which for the Turkish authorities was 

predicated upon ex-situ conservation and close guardianship against biopiracy, 

endowed countries like Turkey that lacked the capital to know-how to capitalize on 

such material with a type of power in the international conservation community that 

was often hard to gauge. 

 The TSGB’s global import rested on the assumption that its collection 

potentially housed commodifiable and valuable specimens. Yet, as almost every 

Turkish conservationist I spoke with during my fieldwork remarked, due to lack of 
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funding and scarcity of institutions with adequate scientific infrastructure, it took years 

for plant breeders in Turkey to conduct gene analyses, research resistances, and 

develop new varieties. In the absence of the option to do extensive research on its own 

collection, the only way for the TSGB to stay relevant in the international 

conservation community was to wait and make sure that its (potential) biowealth was 

not stolen and commodified elsewhere. It was this imperative that essentially forced 

the TSGB staff to adopt inaction as conservation policy; the problem that the staff 

faced was to justify inaction with reference to the history of conservation in Turkey. 

To advocate the collection and ex-situ conservation of plant genetic resources without 

any recourse to sharing, the TSGB workers often found themselves having to construct 

personal narratives of national conservation by borrowing from mainstream readings 

of Turkish independence and modernization. While these narratives often stressed the 

threats to national biowealth posed by “foreign powers,” the TSGB staff believed that 

Turkish citizens posed similar threats too. One context in which this threat became 

visible was local seed exchange festivals. 

 

Seed Exchange Festivals 

The 2000s in Turkish agriculture were marked with transformative reforms in 

seed production and commerce (Karapinar, Adaman, and Ozetan 2010; Keyder and 

Yenal 2013). Following a decade of privatization in agriculture via World Bank 

planning and the prohibition of selling locally grown seed varieties without Ministry 

licensing in 2006, circulation of transgenic crops in the national market was legalized 

in 2010, resulting in widespread backlash from media, NGOs and various political 



 

 101 

groups (Atalan-Helicke 2011). In addition to public demonstrations and online 

campaigns, in an act of protest and community-building, the early 2010s saw the 

emergence of seed exchange festivals (SEFs) along the Aegean Coast of western 

Turkey—the only geographic area that had not yet been fully won over by AKP in its 

then-ten-year tenure. Local farmers, environmental NGOs, gardening enthusiasts and 

academics started to gather in these festivals to exchange seeds from their farms and 

gardens, attend lectures and seminars, and ultimately build an alternative, community-

based network against industrial farming and big seed business.  

 

Figure 9. 
From a seed exchange festival in northwest Turkey in the summer of 2013. Exchanged seed bags have the 
information of their previous owners inscribed on them. Image by the author. 

 

SEFs usually are daylong affairs, with the actual exchange of seeds taking 

place after rounds of lectures, seminars, and festivities. The most common seed 

exchange setup first has participants register with the organizing body (usually an 
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NGO) that compiles a list of the varieties brought to the festival and supplies seed 

bags and ID tags to visitors to sort out their materials before the exchange. Participants 

with a certain number of seed bags then line up on one side of a long row of tables on 

which they lay their seed bags, and those with fewer bags walk along on the other side 

of the tables, exploring available options for exchange. When members of the latter 

group come across varieties that spark their interest, they offer their own seeds in 

exchange, and if the participant on the other side of the table agrees, the exchange 

takes place. 

Soon after I started my internship at the TSGB, it became clear to me that the 

Bank and the Ministry staff found SEFs extremely alarming. In an interview, the 

Manager of the Izmir Genebank, Erman Bey, told me, “No matter how good their 

intentions may be, these festivals seem like breeding grounds for biopiracy. If they 

[SEFs] remain unregulated and un-policed, they will most certainly lead to the theft of 

our biowealth.” The threat of biopiracy was never non-existent according to Erman 

Bey, and all participants at SEFs could unwillingly become accessories to it: “Not 

only can foreigners easily and directly take hold of endemic varieties at these places, 

but our citizens can also inadvertently have their seeds end up in the hands of ill-

intentioned people.”  He added: “These people would be looking to take this material 

abroad and use for their own profit. Sadly, that would mean that our citizens were 

accessories to a major crime.” From Erman Bey’s response, one could gather that he 

not only was wary of the threat of biopiracy that foreigners posed at SEFs, but he was 

also dismayed by the participation of “our citizens” in these festivals, which made 

them complicit in the potential theft of “our biowealth.” 
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Seeds, Nature, and the Nation 

Erman Bey’s comments on SEFs are helpful in thinking about the link between 

commodification, Nature, and the nation. It has been noted that biodiversity 

conservation has taken an “informational” turn in the last two decades, wherein the 

conservation of genetic information in organisms is valued above the conservation and 

sustenance of all other biosocial elements (Bowker 2005c; Haraway 1997; Hayden 

2003). This turn also roughly coincides with the commodification of organisms, which 

has been widely documented by STS scholars (e.g., Franklin 2003; Haraway 2003; 

Parry 2004; Sunder Rajan 2006). As a conservation practice, ex-situ seed banking is an 

integral part of this informational turn. Thom van Dooren calls seeds “conservation 

proxies,” for once the genetic information of a plant is safely stored with the banking 

of the seed, there no longer exists “the necessity in a broader sharing that keeps plants 

growing and their seeds moving in environments and amongst people” (2009, 387). As 

opposed to in-situ conservation, one direct result of ex-situ conservation is the removal 

of seeds from said biosocial networks in which they develop adaptations, resistances, 

and tolerances to adverse environmental conditions. Moreover, species’ disappearance 

in the wild often means the parallel disappearance of cultural memory, culinary 

practices, ways of belonging and being in the world (Brush 2004; Nazarea 2006; van 

Dooren 2009). 

As argued above, the potential value of Turkey’s plant biodiversity partly rests 

on its commodifiability, and commodification generally takes place through the 
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acquiring and manipulation of genetic information stored within seeds.56 The TSGB 

scientists therefore regard the close guardianship of seeds as a perquisite for the 

preservation and future realization of this potential value, and are wary of SEFs. What 

can be easy to miss in this context is how the prospect of commodification is in fact 

integral to the co-constitution of Nature and nation at national seed banks like the 

TSGB. In the separation that the CBD established between national sovereignty over 

natural varieties and intellectual property rights over modified ones, nature and the 

natural emerge almost as a function of intellectual property—as that which is 

untouched.  

Within the logic of intellectual property, Marilyn Strathern argues that, 

“patents perpetuate the very concept of nature. If technology in general creates 

‘nature’ as a world of materials waiting to be used or of natural processes that carry on 

without human intervention, then patents create a domain of ‘nature’ in a very specific 

sense” (2001, 9). In this sense, what enters into the realm of national sovereignty with 

the CBD is a very specific idea of nature that is pure, organic, and never meddled 

with: “The rubric is that nature cannot be patented. Ipso facto, anything patentable is 

already out of the realm of nature” (Strathern 2001, 10). Taking this generative 

relationship between patents and Nature into account, I would like to suggest that by 

acting as a guardian against the commodification of national biowealth, the TSGB also 

situates itself as the guardian of a nature that is as timeless and pure as the nation. In 

the act of conservation, in other words, the TSGB keeps the national nature and the 
                                                
56 Recent works have shown that novel routes of genetic bioprospecting are mapped onto colonial 
networks of bioprospecting that had laid the economic foundations of colonial empires (Hayden 
2003; Kloppenberg 1988; Parry 2001; Schiebinger 2004; Schiebinger and Swan 2004). 
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natural nation intact. In the legal paradigm of international seed governance, the two 

indeed cannot be separated. 

In addition to being conceived as a biopiracy threat, SEFs were also a moral 

and intellectual challenge to the work that was done at the TSGB. Arguing against the 

principles of civilian seed exchange, the TSGB staff often had to come up with a 

personal narrative of national conservation that characterized the festival attendees’ 

goals and aspirations to be in contrast with those of state institutions like the TSGB. I 

had been following SEFs for several months before joining the Bank as an intern in 

the late summer of 2013. The Bank’s manager, Kerem, had heard about these festivals 

but had never attended one. The first time I showed him pictures and videos I had 

taken at SEFs, he became enraged. Similar to what Erman Bey told me during our 

interview, the first thing Kerem said was that events like these presented “the perfect 

opportunity for foreigners to lay their hands on our endemic varieties.” Kerem, 

however, was a firmer believer in confrontation than Erman Bey. After he finished 

looking at my photos, he said, “We definitely need to visit one of these exchanges at 

some point—preferably with a police force.”  

Even though I did not share most of Kerem’s reservations about SEFs, when I 

learned a couple of months after our talk that the Çankaya Municipality in Ankara was 

going to organize the first SEF in central Anatolia, I knew I had to ask him to go see it 

together for the purposes of my research. Kerem told me that we should absolutely 

make sure to visit, and probably take with us some other people from the Bank as 

witnesses. He assembled a TSGB task force of four for the mission, and we met 

outside the Çankaya Municipality building in the morning of October 9, 2013.  
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The festival kicked off with speeches from the municipality officials and a 

panel ensued. Panel members consisted of a university professor, an NGO worker, a 

representative from an agricultural commune, a Ministry worker, and a union official. 

The Bank was not officially invited to the event, and upon assessing the panelists and 

those in the attendance, Kerem asked the members of the task force not to reveal their 

identities to anyone in the audience—he wanted to see what the panelists had to say 

first and hopefully catch them red-handed. After two presentations on the state of 

biodiversity conservation in Turkey, the agro-commune resident Mehmet started off 

his talk by describing the local and endemic species that his commune conserved and 

grew. Located near Çanakkale in northwestern Turkey, Ali told the audience that his 

commune was not only growing many endemic species that were assumed to be 

extinct in the rest of the country, but that it was also trying to persuade nearby villages 

to grow them as well to help the species’ chances of survival. So commendable, I 

thought to myself while listening to Mehmet—this is something I should learn more 

about. But at the same time, I could feel the unease brewing within the Bank staff. 

When Mehmet told the audience that the members of his commune also freely 

exchanged seeds with comrades visiting from other communes abroad to, again, 

“spread the species’ chances of survival,” I became sure of the trouble ahead.   

Kerem raised his hand as soon as the Q&A section began, and without waiting 

for the moderator’s signal, stood up, revealed his identity, and started to question the 

commune’s actions: Wasn’t Mehmet aware that he was committing a crime? Didn’t he 

feel any responsibility to protect his country’s seeds? Couldn’t he understand that 

every seed they allowed to travel abroad could be patented, become a commodity, and 
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promptly be imported back to a grocery store near him? Mehmet looked at Kerem 

blankly for a moment, and in a solemn voice, replied: “I would never concede to the 

notion that seeds could belong to a nation state or a private body. I neither believe in 

borders that separate peoples from each other, nor in borders that separate humans 

from nature.” The two continued to exchange statements in a heated fashion for a 

couple of minutes, but effectively, that answer marked the end of Mehmet and 

Kerem’s conversation. Their points of reference belonged to two different worlds.  

Outside the municipality building after the panel, the TSGB staff members 

were finding it very difficult to understand how Mehmet was unable to comprehend 

the consequences of his actions for Turkey. Under the late fall sun and encircled by 

SEF visitors exiting the municipality building, all three Bank members looked furious. 

“They are confessing to giving seeds to foreigners!” proclaimed Emine, as we were 

trying to walk away from the Municipality. “They should be thrown in jail!” İffet 

seconded Emine’s sentiment: “They are playing Pollyanna with the country’s seeds. 

Don’t they know that they are committing a crime?” Kerem was still fuming and 

unable to talk—he merely kept nodding his head in fierce agreement as Emine and 

İffet kept on criticizing Mehmet and his commune. 

 



 

 108 

 

Figure 10.  
From the seed exchange that followed the panel the next day. Image by the author. 

 

From the TSGB staff members’ perspective, Mehmet’s actions were not just 

naïve and ill-conceived. They constituted criminal offenses and they represented a 

threat to the moral order to which the TSGB staff adhered. The sense of duty that the 

TSGB workers felt about guarding national biowealth was challenged in a 

fundamental way by Mehmet: for Mehmet and his commune, it did not matter where 

plants lived or who grew or conserved them—it only mattered that they survived and 

did so in-situ, the world around them intact. For the TSGB staff, this went against 

everything that the Bank stood for. Mehmet’s worldview did not only disregard what 

they perceived to be a civic duty (i.e., guardianship of national biowealth), but also the 

very legal paradigm that granted the Turkish state and the Bank their power and 

authority (i.e., the sovereign rights of states over their nonhuman genetic resources). In 
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this sense, Mehmet posed a greater danger than those foreigners in the Bank staff’s 

narratives who were always looking for ways to smuggle plants out of Turkey and 

profit from what the Bank staff saw as Turkey’s national biowealth. In the eyes of the 

Bank management, threats like these could be averted with vigilance and preparedness 

since they were still operating within the legal and moral paradigm of international 

seed governance. Mehmet, on the other hand, was attacking the Bank’s very reason of 

being by negating the nation states’ rights over nonhuman life.57  

 

Dreamscapes of Capitalism 

After the panel, Emine and İffet went back the Bank and Kerem and I decided 

to stay in downtown Ankara and have a drink. It was a sultry afternoon, we were in the 

heart of downtown, and the café that we picked was on a street that was always busy 

with protests. A couple of minutes after we sat down, Kerem said, “Maybe the Bank 

should be closer to these people. Directing them and warning them when necessary—

showing them right from wrong.” He was still shaken by what he had witnessed at the 

SEF, and he was trying to come up with ways to get the Bank more involved in 

civilian exchanges. An announcement from a mobile speaker outside interrupted our 

                                                
57 Tim Choy’s Ecologies of Comparison (2011) could be an apt point of comparison here. Return 
to Chinese sovereignty, in Choy’s discussion, appears as a moral and political horizon against 
which conservation efforts were set in the 1990s’ Hong Kong. Conceptualizations and discourses 
of endangerment, nostalgia, taxonomy, air quality, and expertise, as Choy demonstrates, got 
tangled up in a certain form of juxtaposition of particularity and universality that revealed the 
historical and cultural anxieties that underpinned the sovereignty debate during this period. In the 
Turkish case, I contend that a particular understanding of loss informs the sovereign claim to 
generic material, and shapes the interpretation and practice of the universals of international plant 
genetic resource management.  
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conversation. An Alevi58 association was inviting passersby to an anti-government 

demonstration the next day. We were still in the immediate aftermath of the Gezi 

Uprising, and the six civilian protesters that the Turkish police had killed during the 

events had been young Alevi men. An Alevi folk song followed the announcement.  

Kerem said, “Capitalism, capitalism, capitalism… All they do is keep 

complaining. Isn’t capitalism actually a nice thing?” He was still thinking about 

Mehmet and his commune. 

Stunned, I replied, “Well, not for everyone, I assume.” 

“No, think of it like this—this is what I mean: Everyone eats and drinks and 

hangs out as they wish. They sing their songs, celebrate their holidays, speak their 

language, enjoy their religion, all that. They just have to work during the weekdays 

and then they can spend the money they earn on weekends.” The protesters had joined 

Mehmet and his commune in Kerem’s thoughts.  

“Where does this take place, professor?” I asked jokingly.  

“You think it doesn’t exist?”  

“Does it? I could become a big capitalist if it does.” 

 “Well, it should be like that anyway. I don’t know. You are this and I am 

that—these labels don’t actually exist. Whereas you must, no matter what, protect 

your country’s interests. Because it’s not about you and your beliefs, it’s about your 

generation, your countrymen. You’re not the issue here.” 

Less than a mile away from where the police shot and killed the first Gezi 

protester a couple of months before, we stopped talking for a second. As if responding 
                                                
58 The largest religious “minority” in Turkey. 



 

 111 

to Mehmet and the protesters on the street, Kerem had tried to meld capitalism, 

science, and nationalism into a peaceful union in the span of a minute. As the manager 

of an institution that was tasked with the smooth functioning of this union, the 

resistance that he had witnessed that day had distressed him. “What a great man 

Atatürk must have been,” Kerem sighed finally. “What a mighty and strong man.” 

Kerem was a businessman-turned-scientist-turned-bureaucrat who often 

reminisced about his time in the private sector. Capitalism, when he tried to define it 

that afternoon, appeared as a dreamscape devoid of opposition and struggle, a place 

where people overcame their woes by thoroughly embracing capitalism, and, 

presumably, by allowing technocrats do what they thought was best for the nation’s 

interests. However, the real-life challenges to this dream had been too apparent for 

Kerem that day, talking back at him at the SEF panel and blaring off from a speaker 

next to the café where we sat. And when Kerem’s personal narrative of national 

conservation that was nestled in a dreamscape of capitalism began to crumble against 

these push-backs, he conjured up the image of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the modernist 

and secularist founder of the Turkish Republic, to put things back in their natural 

order.  

 

Science and Politics 

Kerem was not alone in this struggle. Oftentimes, it was only in Mustafa 

Kemal’s image (and in his vision of a modern republic) that some secularists in 

Turkey could envision a racially homogenous, modernist, and capitalist country 

(Özyürek 2006; Navaro-Yashin 2002). By erasing the imperial Ottoman past through 
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cultural reforms and establishing a homogenous nation though forced relocations, 

population exchange, and various nation building practices, the early Turkish Republic 

had tried to create a new country that was thoroughly modern and Westward-looking 

in its aspirations. However, the marriage of capitalism, nationalism, and science has 

been a troubled one in Turkish history, in that it often contributed to the furthering of 

social divides at the expense of women, the poor, and religious and ethnic minorities 

(Ahiska 2010b; Ergin 2009).59 For scientists working at the Ministry, the more 

immediate problem with this marriage was the effect of politics on science. The TSGB 

scientists who were disillusioned by the partisan favoritism in the Ministry and the 

manner in which the Bank was ran according to short-term political priorities often 

brought up Atatürk in private conversations with like-minded civil servants with a 

certain air of longing. In their narratives, the early Republic that was run by the single-

party regime of Mustafa Kemal appeared as a time when political priorities were set in 

the light of science and not the other way around. 

Inside the Bank, however, there was little place for explicit talk of national 

politics. During the time of fieldwork in 2013 and 2014, the Bank was haunted by the 

specter of the anti-government Gezi Protests, which, as argued in the Introduction, had 

shaken the foundations of the Turkish political landscape a few months before I joined 

the Bank, and had changed the tenor in which people thought about civilian protests, 

resistance, and participation in politics (Özkırımlı 2014; Tambar 2016; Tuğal 2016). 

The Protests had led to a heightened awareness of political opposition inside state 

                                                
59 Also see Bonneuil (2000), Coronil (1997), Mrázek (2010), and Prakash (1999) for relevant 
examples outside of Turkey. 
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institutions too, and had forced civil servants to be a lot more careful about revealing 

their viewpoints on current events and voicing their opinions about the way things 

were run in their institutions. This self-imposed timidity, especially in the months that 

followed the Gezi Protests, emerged as a source of stress and cause for reflection 

among the TSGB staff who had shared similar views with the protesters.  

 A few weeks after my visit to the SEF in Ankara with the TSGB task force, I 

had a conversation with my officemate Çiçek in which she told me that this kind of 

political timidity and inaction actually had come to define secularist politics for her. 

She recounted that when she was working as an instructor at a state university before 

she joined the Bank (this was before the AKP came to power), she and her colleagues 

would always march to Anıtkabir (Mustafa Kemal’s mausoleum) to make a statement 

during Republican holidays: “We would march to Anıtkabir from the university with 

our lab coats on, observe a moment of silence, sing the national anthem, complain 

‘Atam, Atam!’60 and then walk back to campus. That was the extent of our politics—

just complaining to Atatürk when things were going bad.”61 Things did not look too 

                                                
60 “Atam” is an endearing and patriarchal form of addressing Atatürk, which loosely translates as 
“my father” or “my patriarch.” Çiçek was referring here to the collective fantasy of having a heart 
to heart with Atatürk when in his presence, during which the frustrated scientist informed him, in a 
complaining and regretful tone, of all the things that are going wrong in the country that he had 
founded.  
61 In her monograph on secularism and public life in Turkey during the 1990s, Navaro-Yashin 
discusses these Anıtkabir visits where Atatürk was turned into a symbol of justice as practices of 
secular belief. She notes: “A practice that had been institutionalized since 1953, visitations to 
Atatürk’s mausoleum (Anıtkabir) in Ankara were reinvigorated in public life during the 1990s, 
with people organizing trips to the mausoleum in massive groups to voice complaints about the 
present state of affairs and to express loyalty to Ataturk” (2002, 191). In line with Çiçek’s 
recollection, Navaro-Yashin notes that a part of these visitors were civil servants and academics: 
“The commemoration of November 10th [anniversary of Mustafa Kemal’s death] was significantly 
more popular among civil servants as well as laypeople in the mid-1990s than it had been in the 
1880s. But even on other days of the year, less national symbolic occasions, people from different 
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different to Çiçek now. She and her colleagues were tied to the political agenda of the 

institution they worked for, and all they could do was to complain. This time, 

however, they had to do it in private. 

Kerem being the Bank’s manager and Çiçek its chief biologist in charge of 

collections, their summoning of Atatürk at times of technoscientific impasse said a 

few things about the way they perceived the mission of the TSGB. The TSGB 

scientists were carrying out a difficult task in their mundane seed banking work: 

through the management of plant life, they were attempting, day in and day out, to 

stabilize and concretize two very unstable concepts—the nation and Nature. In their 

attempt to define and safeguard national biowealth, the Bank staff found themselves 

having to formulate personal narratives of national conservation vis-à-vis more 

universalist understandings of conservation, be it against the international framework 

of access and benefit sharing and the signing of the Nagoya Protocol, or against in-situ 

conservation and sharing-based economies of SEFs. For civil servants not politically 

                                                                                                                                       
occupational sectors walked in groups to the mausoleum with written complaints in hand. If they 
had experienced injustice on the part of a state institution, for example, they wrote in the book of 
commemoration in Anıtkabir a symbolic complaint to the national father figure. So went the visit 
of university professors, wearing scholarly cloaks, to Anıtkabir in 1994. When their rights were 
breached by the Institute of Higher Education (YÖK), professors wrote personal complaints in 
Ataturk’s symbolic book and organized public demonstrations by walking together in large groups 
to the mausoleum” (2002:192). Navaro-Yashin argues that by visiting the tomb of Mustafa Kemal 
and voicing their complaints, these visitors were anthropomorphizing the state in the image of 
Atatürk: “In the 1990s, Ataturk was turned into symbol of absolute justice by Atatürkists of 
different backgrounds, transcending the vagaries of particular governments. Those who employed 
the symbol of Ataturk as if it were a cure for their contemporary social and political ills conflated 
an overarching notion of “state” with his ghost. Atatürk was dead. But people visited his tomb in 
great numbers and wrote him personally addressed complaints, soliciting his help, as if her were 
still alive. Standing by his tomb, the imagination colored by mass-produced figures of Atatürk, 
visitors to the mausoleum personified their idea of state for themselves. In the act of paying a visit 
to Ataturk and speaking to him directly, they anthropomorphized the far-too-abstract notion of the 
state” (2002: 192). 
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aligned with the government, the weight of such challenges that had to be overcome 

everyday by continuous mental work became even heavier when they witnessed hiring 

and conservation policies that they perceived to be shaped by favoritism and short-

term political agendas. When these challenges appeared to be insurmountable, some of 

the TSGB staff members called the immutable figure of Mustafa Kemal to duty in an 

attempt to remember and rearticulate what the work that they did at the Bank stood for 

in the grand history of Turkish modernization.   

The way Kerem and Çiçek invoked Mustafa Kemal when discussing the 

relationship between conservation and politics was indicative of how as a signifier, 

Mustafa Kemal’s image still stood for the role of science in Turkish modernization. As 

high-ranking officials at a national science institution who are tasked with conserving 

the country’s national biowealth, the Bank staff could find a number of affinities 

between the TSGB’s mission and Mustafa Kemal’s vision. As a reformist who 

demolished religious laws and institutions in favor of modern ones, and as the military 

leader of the Turkish War of Independence who fought against imperial powers that 

had partitioned and occupied Turkey, Mustafa Kemal and his early Republic stood for 

the ideal of a homogenous nation-state that was ran according to the principles of 

modern science and rational thought. And by virtue of being considered a blank slate 

restructured by modernist principles, the early Republic represented a technocratic 

dreamscape that was devoid of oppositional voices, and hence, politics. Kerem and 

Çiçek were in fact part of a state institution that carried on a similar legacy: in the 

course of defining and conserving genetic nationhood, the TSGB disregarded non-

Turkish plants, languages, and histories, and it devised and implemented defensive 
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conservation strategies informed by the imperialist histories of biopiracy in Turkey. 

However, the bureaucracy that the TSGB staff worked in no longer subscribed to the 

modernist vision of Mustafa Kemal, and the Bank’s interpretation of national 

conservation was continuously challenged by different groups inside and outside of 

Turkey. It was in the context of this paradigmatic incertitude that the TSGB staff 

called the ghost of Mustafa Kemal to duty. 

 

Silhouettes of Atatürk in Nature 

Gripped by Kerem’s invocation of his legacy after being challenged at the 

SEF, and by the picture that Çiçek painted of academics marching to his mausoleum 

with the intent to mourn and complain, I decided to pay a visit to Anıtkabir, Mustafa 

Kemal’s imposing mausoleum. The sand-colored edifice that catches one’s eye from 

every hill in the city, Anıtkabir is not only the site where the founder of the Republic 

is buried, but also a point of congregation for Kemalists, an irrevocable image instilled 

deep in every schoolchild’s memory, and the emotional heartland of the country 

(Özyürek 2006; Navaro-Yashin 2002). After learning about it all my life and having it 

at the edge of my vision every day since the start of my fieldwork, this was actually 

my first visit to Anıtkabir, and as soon as I stepped into the road that led to the 

mausoleum, I felt the affect of the edifice that fell somewhere between mourning, 

nostalgia, and grandeur. This feeling also carried with it the unmistakable and 

pregnant anxiety of finally being in the presence of something one has thought about 

for a long time. 
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A key republican institution, Anıtkabir houses a museum dedicated to the life 

and achievements of Mustafa Kemal, which is where I went to after visiting the tomb. 

The museum’s rooms introduced Mustafa Kemal’s military achievements and social 

reforms in a chronological fashion, and section and objects labels displayed the proud 

language of official state narratives. Even though Anıtkabir is a site that an 

anthropologist conducting fieldwork in Ankara must visit at any cost, during my tour I 

was also looking for clues that could help me better understand Kerem and Çiçek’s 

summoning of Mustafa Kemal at moments of technoscientific impasse. The 

hyperbolic displays in museum’s rooms offered little help. The last section in the 

museum was designed to look like Kemal’s personal library, and it showcased his own 

personal collection. In the French history books that were laid open on display, I read 

the sentences that he had underlined, and tried to guess what he might have had made 

of them. These carefully underlined sentences did not offer much help either.  

The library was connected to the museum’s gift shop on the way out. The shop 

was full of pins, stickers, lighters, t-shirts, and other miscellaneous items of everyday 

use that were embossed with Atatürk’s unmistakable portrait. As I was browsing 

through this ocean of Kemalist artifacts, my eyes landed on a poster on the wall: it was 

a collage of four different photos, taken in four different locations in Turkey where 

Atatürk’s silhouette allegedly appeared in nature. 
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Figure 11.  
Silhouettes of Atatürk in Nature, as found in the Anıtkabir gift shop. Image by the author. 

 

 I remembered having seen one of the photos in the media in my youth, and in 

anthropological monographs later on.62 These were fantastical appearances of Mustafa 

                                                
62 In their monographs on secularism in 1990’s Turkey, anthropologists Navaro-Yashin (2002) and 
Özyürek (2006) both analyze the hype around the photo on the upper left, taken in Ardahan. 
Özyurek notes that “every year between June 25 and July 5, thousands of people gather in this 
isolated Alevi village [Yukari Gündes, in Ardahan) to watch Atatürk’s silhouette appear on a 
mountain slope before sunset… The Turkish army and the national media take the event quite 
seriously and send representatives every year, phonographs of the event testify to a Kemalist 
miracle and decorate newspapers as well as calendars… Since the 1930s Atatürk has been 
associated with the sun that brought the country from darkness to light. The imagery of the sun 
naturalized the abstract authority of Atatürk’s Westernizing state and its enlightenment discourse, 
which define the religious Ottoman past as darkness and the secularist Republican future as 
illumination” (2006, 103-104). While Özyurek cites “the traditional Alevi dedication to Atatürk 
and the hope that the festival will bring some wealth to the poverty-stricken village,” as reasons for 
the local popularity of the sighting, Navaro-Yashin mentions in her how the event was portrayed in 
the national media with reference to “the indivisible unity” of the country in the context of the 
ongoing war between Turkish military forces and PKK. Moreover, Navaro-Yashin notes, 
“Ardahan was a significant place for the shadow of Ataturk to materialize. Nationalist poets 
always made reference to Ardahan as the easternmost pint of the country, stretching away from 
Edirne in the west. Moreover, Ardahan is close to Kars, which is densely populated by Kurds. 
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Kemal, but they had attracted Kemalist tourists wherever they popped up, and for 

generations of citizens raised with Mustafa Kemal’s cult of personality, I could image 

it being very difficult for many people to put it past him to materialize on clouds and 

mountaintops. On the wall of the edifice that was dedicated to Mustafa Kemal’s 

rationalist vision of modernity, however, the collage felt out of place; after all, visitors 

were coming into the shop after touring a museum that glorified Mustafa Kemal’s 

legacy of demolishing traditional institutions in favor of modern ones guided by 

science and rationality. Suspecting that the collage might have been tongue-in-

cheek—an inside joke of the museum shop workers, perhaps—I approached the 

nearest salesperson and asked if the item was for sale. “Of course,” he replied, and 

turned around to open a drawer behind him. Pointing at the dozens of wooden-framed 

Silhouettes of Atatürk in Nature, each for sixteen Turkish Liras including tax, he 

asked: “Would you like one?” 

Taken as a commentary on the relationship between the nation of nature, 

Silhouettes of Atatürk in Nature’s symbolism can seem almost blatant: the sovereign 

gaze of the Republic’s founder, watching over the country’s green fields. In this 

reading, Silhouettes of Atatürk in Nature may seem like an apt representation of the 

dual movement that takes place in the everyday work of the TSGB: the naturalization 

                                                                                                                                       
Here, there was a recourse to mysticism in the effort to legitimize and reinstate an Atatürk 
nationalism. The secularist journalists of Hürriyet, as well as (reportedly) the villagers of Gündeşli, 
were searching for mystical signs of a constructed transcendental truth of Turkey: the 
materialization and, therefore, affirmation of a central symbol of identity. In this case, the 
apparition of Atatürk’s profile as shadow on the mountain was taken as supernatural proof of the 
unity of Turkey’s borders against claims made by Kurdish nationalists. The imagining of mystical 
clues about Atatürk arose out of a desire to render Turkey permanent on the landscape of this 
geography. Mysticism was deployed here to suggest that the primordiality of naturalness of Turkey 
against arguments to the contrary” (2002, 193-194).        
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of the nation on the one hand, and the nationalization of Nature on the other. In this 

chapter, I tried to suggest that nature’s governance in Turkey might actually be a bit 

more nuanced. 

 The blurry contours of shadows, clouds, and rocks that make up Mustafa 

Kemal’s silhouette become noticeable once one starts looking at the photographs more 

closely. This reminds the viewer that seeing faces from the past in nature is partly a 

work of historical commentary. I argued in this chapter that the management of plant 

life at the TSGB naturalized ideas of genetic nationhood, and that the TSGB workers 

made conservation decisions that achieved this naturalization with references to the 

principles of the Bank and the history of science and modernity in Turkey. Taking a 

closer look at the TSGB staff members’ lives, however, I have also argued that these 

references were by and large personal accounts that stemmed from impromptu re-

readings and re-interpretations of national historical narratives and institutional 

reflexes. Not unlike seeing Mustafa Kemal’s silhouette in nature, they too required the 

continuous and creative work of historical commentary. Finally, I showed that the 

protectionist guardianship of PGR is intimately tied to a belief in capitalism’s futures, 

which in the case of Turkey, rests on the conviction that Turkey will one day be able 

to properly research, commodify, and capitalize on the national biowealth that is 

safely secured in the vaults of the TSGB. It may not be a surprise, then, that such 

conviction exists side by side with apparitions of Mustafa Kemal, the figure that 

sowed the seeds of a belief in modernization via science.  
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Chapter Three: Memory Practices and Archive Making at the TSGB 
 

Ali, Hasan, and I began working at the Bank around the same time. Ali was the 

first to start: he had transferred from an idyllic coastal town in northern Turkey, where 

he had worked for the town’s municipality. He remembered his previous post fondly: 

“I had a beautiful office overlooking the sea, I only dealt with light paperwork, and I 

knew everyone in town. I also went fishing almost every afternoon, took care of the 

municipality’s garden, and had plants in every corner of my office—it was a great 

setup.” When I asked why he had requested a transfer, he said it was time to look for 

something bigger. He was in his mid-thirties, he had recently gotten married, and he 

wanted his children to go to good schools. Ali had attended a technical high school 

where he was trained in agricultural technology, and he had a genuine love for plants. 

He had made use of his training in his previous post by volunteering to tend the 

municipality’s garden. The choice of coming to the TSGB carried a similar 

motivation: even though he was appointed as a general technical officer at the Bank, 

which was an administrative position for non-scientists, he still got to work with plants 

every day.  

Hasan was hired a month after Ali. He was the youngest among us, in his 

early-twenties, and his career had followed an unusual path: he had been an armed 

guard at the National Intelligence Agency Headquarters before starting at the TSGB. 

He had also just gotten married, but unlike Ali, he had asked for a transfer because he 

wanted to get away from the tense atmosphere at his previous job. He was looking for 

some tranquility, and among the public offices that he could transfer to, the TSGB had 
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seemed like the most peaceful option to him. “It’s relaxed here,” he said, when I asked 

him to compare the two jobs. “I don’t have to wear a uniform and carry an automatic 

rifle, we are working with plants, and I know what time I’ll be home every day.” 

Hasan was hired as unskilled staff, the lowest rank among non-scientists at the Bank, 

but he was very happy with the change he had made in his life.  

I started working at the TSGB two weeks after Hasan. As freshly appointed 

members of the staff, Ali, Hasan and I looked for each other during mid-morning and 

mid-afternoon breaks, and we often talked about the odd aspects of our new jobs, 

especially in the first few months, when the organization of the Bank still felt foreign 

to us. Sometimes our daily duties overlapped as well, such as when we cleaned 

incoming materials and packaged samples side by side, but the first project in which 

we really worked together as a group was the digitization of the Bank’s herbarium in 

the fall of 2013. Despite being non-scientist members of the Bank staff, Hasan and Ali 

ended up playing a crucial part in the execution of the online herbarium project, and 

through their experiences in this process, the institutional concerns and priorities that 

gave shape to the TSGB’s institutional memory practices (Bowker 2005c) became 

visible to all of us. 

In this chapter, I will analyze three interrelated conservation processes that 

make up the three main pillars of the TSGB’s memory practices. I will start with the 

digitization of the Bank’s herbarium, which constitutes a final point in biodiversity 

conservation, and go backwards to list keeping and plant collecting with a view to 

exploring how genetic material and information emerge as ‘immutable mobiles’ 

(Latour 1987) at the TSGB as they turn into usable data. In his genre-defining work 
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Memory Practices in the Sciences, Geoffrey Bowker defined memory practices as 

“acts of committing record” that are embedded in technical, formal and social 

practices (2005b, 7). As “the site where ideology and knowledge fuse” (229), and as 

practices that are “immanent and transcendent,” and “political and personal” at the 

same time (224), Bowker argued that memory practices deserved deeper consideration 

from scholars, especially in the field of biodiversity conservation where the 

development of global databases accompanied the mass extinction of species. Joining 

Sara Peres who has recently pointed out that the concept of memory practices 

“expresses the particular orientation of seed banks towards both past and future,” and 

that “cold storage techniques, too, may have a role as memory practices” (2016, 103), 

I will analyze in this chapter how the TSGB staff members made meaning out of 

different timescales and temporal horizons at work in the Bank through memory 

practices.  

I will develop three interrelated arguments in this chapter. First, I will argue 

that everyday memory practices in biodiversity conservation such as list keeping and 

digitization are also meaning-making practices that bring together and amalgamate 

personal histories, institutional memory, national historical narratives, and geological 

processes in a certain manner. As conservation workers collect, tag, list, package, and 

digitize seed and herbarium samples, due to the nature of these processes, they 

remember, revisit, and re-signify the stories and histories that revolve around said 

material. This sort of memory work, I aim to show, is part and parcel of ex-situ 

conservation, and is also one of the main determinants of how institutional policies 

take shape at national conservation institutions like the TSGB. 
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My second argument stems from the first. Memory practices at genebanks aim 

to turn genetic material and information into purified, transferable, and reusable 

data—what Latour (1986) once called ‘immutable mobiles.’ However, I will show in 

this chapter that the products that emerge as result of these practices are actually laden 

with layers of meaning. Moreover, the mobility of these products is usually curtailed 

for a host of reasons. Despite ongoing international efforts to bring together and 

synchronize local collections, lists, and archives of biodiversity in global databases, 

memory practices at the TSGB indicate that the ecological data held in institutions like 

the TSGB may resist being easily transferred, decoded, and integrated into larger 

webs. 

Bruno J. Strasser (2012a, 2012b) has recently argued that collecting and 

database making are practices that historically unite naturalists and life scientists. As 

spaces where records of plant-human interactions are prepared, managed, and 

preserved, genebanks bring together the outcomes of these two processes in the shape 

of herbarium specimens, seed samples, and databases of genetic information. These 

records, I argue in this dissertation, together make up an archive of plant-human 

interactions that preserves genetic material and biosocial information. Building on my 

discussion of ex-situ plant biodiversity conservation as memory work, I will posit as a 

third argument in this chapter that while the memory practices at the TSGB may 

resemble those of postcolonial archives (McEwan 2003; Buckley 2005; Povinelli 

2011) in that they challenge the universalist tendencies of global biodiversity archives 

and are critical of the colonial and postcolonial histories of botany and bioprospecting 
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in Turkey, they still replicate and promote forms of erasure, hierarchy, and authority 

that are intrinsic to national and colonial archives.  

 

I. The Digitization Project 

I started my training at the Bank’s herbarium during the third week of my 

internship under the supervision of Nermin, who had been a biology teacher at a high 

school before joining the TSGB. A couple of days into my training, Nermin left the 

Bank on maternity leave and, at around the same time, the Bank’s Manager, Kerem, 

received instructions from the Bank’s parent institute, the FCCRI, to digitize the 

Bank’s herbarium samples and upload them to the Ministry’s then-soon-to-be-revealed 

“online herbarium.” With around eleven thousand samples, the Bank’s collection was 

not large by any means; the sample sheets fit comfortably in the alphabetized drawers 

of the Bank’s herbarium, which was a mid-size room that almost always remained 

locked. The FCCRI’S manager, Faruk Bey, was aware of the size of the Bank’s 

collection, and estimated that the digitization could be carried out in two months. 

Kerem was assigned a sizable budget for the undertaking and was made responsible 

for putting together the equipment, team, and timeline to ensure the successful 

completion of the project within the two-month deadline.  
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Upon receiving the directive from Faruk Bey, Kerem summoned me to his 

room. “So, how much do you know about cameras and lenses?” he asked after 

relaying the details of the assignment. I had been at the Bank for only a few months, 

but I had shared with 

Kerem photos from my 

fieldwork before, and we 

had chatted about cameras. 

Kerem had decided he was 

going to buy a quality 

camera and a high-end 

macro lens to match. The 

camera was going to 

replace the old one at the 

Bank, which Kerem used 

on field trips, and the lens 

would allow the project 

team to take high-

resolution, digital-archive-

worthy photographs of 

herbarium samples. Kerem 

was palpably excited about 

the project and so was I; I felt it was timely and feasible. I suggested to Kerem that 

before the camera and the lens, we should probably buy an anti-shade box or spend 

Figure 12. 
Inside the TGSB Herbarium 
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our money on a specialized scanner instead. Kerem shrugged and told me that those 

would not be necessary with the right kind of setup. Instead, he asked me to do a 

thorough Web search for the lens and locate where in Ankara we could get it—he 

already knew which camera he wanted to buy. 

Kerem picked up the camera and the lens in three days. He could not wait to 

use them on his hikes and collecting expeditions once the project was over. After 

arranging the tripod, the ruler, and the color palette in the herbarium, he took a few 

sample photos and decided that the setup was good to go; now Hasan and I were to 

produce a trial batch of hundred photos and take them to the FCCRI for approval. 

Because Nermin was on maternity leave, Kerem put medicinal biologist Leyla in 

charge of the project. Many of the Bank staff thought that under different conditions, 

my senior plant biologist officemate Çiçek would have probably conducted the 

digitization alone—she had successfully run a university lab during her academic 

career and she was also the only staff member with herbarium experience. But she and 

Kerem did not work well together, and Kerem had taken her completely out of 

consideration after hearing about her criticism about not investing in an anti-shade 

box. 

Hasan and I spent four days putting together the samples and at the end found 

that the task was not as easy as Kerem had predicted. No matter what we did, we could 

not get rid of shading completely. When I showed Çiçek the sample photos that we 

took, they made her irate. “These are never going to work,” she said. “No serious 

institution would display these on its website.” For Çiçek, the fact that the project’s 

limited budget was spent on the wrong tools said a lot about Kerem’s management 
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style: “I really don’t understand why he doesn’t consult me. Doesn’t he know that I 

ran a university lab for years?” 

Çiçek turned out to be right. Much to Kerem’s dismay, the FCCRI promptly 

rejected the sample batch of photos. The staff knew that Kerem wanted to complete 

the project as quickly as possible and move on to other tasks. But they found out only 

after the FCCRI’s rejection that his concern was not about efficiency and speed alone. 

In Kerem’s reasoning, the online herbarium was probably never going to see the light 

of day anyway. After hearing from the FCCRI, he told the digitization team: “They’re 

[the FCCRI] just making us work to give the Ministry the impression that they’re 

doing their job. The website is a good idea, don’t get me wrong. But you’ll see—

they’ll forget about the project in a month, the photos will be left to rot, and all our 

efforts will have been for naught.”  

Kerem’s statement to the team was intriguing because of where he identified 

the potential cause of decay. On paper, the Bank was undertaking the digitization 

project to 1) prepare for the potential loss and eventual deterioration of herbarium 

samples, and 2) to make available its herbarium collection for students and researchers 

worldwide. Kerem, on the other hand, was reminding the digitization team that in the 

halls, offices, and hard drives of Turkish bureaucracy, the digital photos that they were 

also destined to be likely subjects of decay. The process that followed the FCCRI’s 

initial rejection helped Hasan, Ali, and I understand Kerem’s position better. 
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Herbarium Specimens as Immutable Mobiles 

In his attempt “to define what is specific to our modem scientific culture,” 

Bruno Latour pointed to the emergence of what he called “immutable mobiles” that 

traveled across time and space in a presentable, readable, and combinable manner 

(Latour 1986). Made possible by developments in craftsmanship and inscription (e.g., 

writing and imaging), immutable mobiles allowed the knowledge of the world to be 

transported in the form of books, newspapers, drawings and photographs. Latour 

argued that immutable mobiles were also crucial for the establishment of “centres of 

calculation” in imperial capitals: texts, maps, drawings and calculations allowed 

imperial agents and institutions to “become familiar with things, people and events, 

which are distant” (1987, 220). The repeated act of bringing back events, peoples and 

places to be studied and learned at home formed “a cycle of accumulation,” which 

allowed “a point to become a center by acting at a distance on many other points” 

(1987, 222). According to Latour, this was achieved by inventing the means to a) 

“render them mobile,” b) “keep them stable so that they can be moved back and forth 

without additional distortion, corruption or decay,” and (c) render them “combinable 

so that whatever stuff they are made of, they can be cumulated, aggregated, or shuffled 

like a pack of cards” (1987: 223).  

Herbarium specimens historically constitute one of the primary examples of 

immutable mobiles: they brought about a relatively simple way of transporting 

knowledge of the world and were, in consequence, one of the pillars of scientific 

botany that propelled the European empires’ economic growth in the 18th and 19th 

centuries (Regourd and McClellan III 2012; Baber 2016). Digitization appears as a 
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new step in the evolution of herbarium specimens as representations. It enhances the 

immutability and mobility of herbarium specimens by dematerializing them, and in 

many cases, digital samples end up in online herbaria that are globally accessible.63 

Contemporary digitization projects mirror the conservation principles of ex-situ 

genebanks in that they aim to take stock of and display existing plant biodiversity in 

the face of mass extinctions, and they take on this task by making herbarium 

specimens more mobile and accessible. At the TSGB, however, as herbarium samples 

were digitized, their enhanced mobility and accessibility became subjects of increased 

institutional anxiety.  

 

Makeshift Solutions 

On the day that the samples got rejected by the FCCRI, Kerem left the Bank 

early, Hasan had some errands to run, and I ended up going to lunch with Ali alone. 

On our way to the campus restaurant, I told him about our shading problem with the 

digitization project. “Oh, I can take care of that—that’s not a problem!” he replied. He 

told me that his father was a professional photographer and he grew up around 

cameras. “I still have my father’s old camera collection at home and I clean and repair 

them regularly; how come we have never talked about this before?” Ali was almost 

disappointed that I had not asked for his help before. Building an anti-shade box 

                                                
63 Digitization has played an important part in the emergence of recent digital biodiversity 
archives. Kew’s online herbarium currently has more that 550,000 specimen images, while the 
World Flora Online, the biggest international digital herbarium project in development, has more 
than 2.6 million digitized images contributed by the NYBG alone, and close to 15 million in total 
from its global partners (www.kew.org; www.worldfloraonline.org. Accessed 8.1.2017).    
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apparently did not require too much work. “It’s easy. I can make it overnight,” he said. 

“Just let me know when you need it.”  

 

I told Kerem about 

Ali’s proposition the next 

morning, and arranged for 

the three of us to go to lunch 

together that day. Because 

Ali was a new employee at 

the Bank and had not yet 

worked closely with Kerem, 

the two did not know a lot 

about each other. That day 

during lunch, they bonded 

over their shared interest in 

nature and photography. Ali 

told us about his picturesque 

old town on the Black Sea, 

and reminisced about going 

fishing in the afternoon 

when the town was silent. 

Kerem told us about the hiking and biking trails around Ankara, and the group of 

friends that he explored them with. Ali built the box that night, and the photos we took 

Figure 13.  
Ali's anti-shade box in preparation 
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the next day came out a lot better. They were still not on a par with the digital samples 

in the online archives of well-known botanical institutions, but they could now pass as 

rightful online herbarium records. From that point onwards, Ali started to help Hasan 

with digitization and I began to translate the FAO’s new handbook for genebanks.64 

Little troubles continued to blight the project, however. Since the digital photos 

were inspected and kept at the FCCRI building, it became a daily concern how to get 

them there. It the fall of 2013, one widely preferred solution for storing and sharing 

large quantities of data was using online storage services. Yet, because the FCCRI 

building was only a couple of minutes away from the Bank, Kerem thought the staff 

could just take the files there themselves at the end of the day. This way, the FCCRI 

would know that we were making daily progress and there would be no risk of having 

our files stolen. Hasan, who was chosen by Kerem as the designated messenger, did 

not argue against this arrangement for he was also a newcomer at the Bank. But he 

ended up having a difficult time coming up with a good method to deliver the photos. 

He was not used to bringing USB flash drives to work, and during the first week of his 

messenger duties, he went door-to-door asking for a spare drive everyday around 3:30 

pm, only to realize at the end of the week how threatening it was for the TSGB staff to 

share their flash drives with others. He heard about USB drives that were full, 

forgotten at home, or “acting strange,” and when he finally figured out no staff 

member was willing to share USB drives except Ali and I, he stopped asking.  

                                                
64 See next chapter for more on translation. 
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Dangerously Mobile 

While this hesitancy seemed odd at the time, as my fieldwork progressed, I 

realized that the fear of USB drives was ubiquitous in Turkish bureaucracy. Many 

well-meaning civil servants who wanted to share documents with me went to strange 

lengths and asked at least three questions to make sure that my USB stick was “safe.” 

Even the people I worked with for months at the Bank felt the need to verify my flash 

drive’s safety status each time before they inserted it into their computers. One of the 

reasons for this was simple enough: they did not want spyware or malware on their 

devices that could somehow incriminate them. It was all too common for civil servants 

in Turkey at the time to be indicted and imprisoned for things “found” on their 

computers. On the other hand, the Ministry staff also had strong feelings about the 

importance and security of any document containing genetic information. As argued in 

Chapter Two, it was crucial for scientists and bureaucrats in the Ministry to safeguard 

all information relating to genetic biowealth against theft and biopiracy. Having their 

USB drives carried around institutions with unpublished genetic information in them 

understandably made Bank employees nervous due to these two reasons. 

As mobile storage and transfer units, flash drives allowed for the uncontrolled 

mobility of data and elevated the risk of theft that was already enhanced with 

digitization to an even greater degree. In the context of the online herbarium, while 

digitization helped make herbarium samples (more) immutable and mobile, it also 

made them more prone to theft. The circulation of the immutable mobile outside of a 

trusted circle therefore had to be prevented, even though in the context of digitization, 

off-site access and circulation seemed to be the primary goals. How these two 
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apparently incompatible goals coexisted in the online herbarium project became 

clearer towards the end of the digitization process. 

  

Figure 14. 
The Digital Imaging Center at the NYBG. All stations equipped with Photo-eBox . (Thiers, Tulig, and Watson 
2016) 

The difficulty Hasan had with delivering the digital photos to the FCCRI 

actually went beyond the use of USB drives. At the end of his first week as messenger, 

when Hasan asked the FCCRI staff to whom he submitted the files each afternoon to 

please come up with a different arrangement, the FCCRI worker gave Hasan five re-

writable CDs that he could use for the task.65 These CDs, however, created even more 

complications. The cumulative size of the photos that Hasan and Ali took in one day 

was often larger than what the CDs could store, and as a result, decisions and calls had 

to be made each day to either do two trips to the FCCRI or save some photos for the 

                                                
65 It should be noted that rewritable DVDs were already the norm in Turkey at the time.  



 

 135 

next day. Hasan also ended up spending at least an hour at the FCCRI waiting to get 

the CDs back, often missing important work at the Bank. A few times during this 

period, he was met with questioning stares from the TSGB staff upon his late return. 

“I’m not really complaining,” he said when I asked him about the re-writable CD 

arrangement. “It’s actually a nice walk around the campus when it’s not cold out, and 

the guy I’m giving the files to is easygoing—we have a glass of tea together and chat 

as the files are transferred. Here people might think I’m slacking but I can’t worry 

about that. I always come back as soon as I’m done.” 

The Bank finished digitizing its herbarium samples well before the deadline. 

With the creativity and determination of the staff, initial hurdles were overcome and 

the photos were looking the way they were supposed to. Yet a number of TSGB 

workers were left with a bittersweet feeling as the project drew to a close. In the latter 

stages of digitization work, the Bank received the news of the Minister’s visit.66 When 

Kerem was conducting his last round of inspections the day before the event, he saw 

the anti-shade box in the herbarium and said, “This looks amateurish—get it out of 

here before tomorrow.” Kerem’s dismissal of the anti-shade box hurt not only Ali but 

also the rest of the staff, who knew how important it was for him to have helped with 

the project. Kerem also instructed Leyla, the interim project leader, to stand in front of 

the station alone during the visit and make a presentation to the Minister about the 

digitization project, leaving out Hasan who had done all the work almost single-

handedly until then. Çiçek, who was the only person who had actually worked in a 

                                                
66 Recounted in detail in the second chapter. 
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herbarium before, ended up never having been included in the project. The mistake of 

not having consulted her also went unacknowledged.  

The biggest disappointment for the staff, however, was that the whole project 

concluded exactly as Kerem predicted. The collection was uploaded to a webpage 

open only to the Ministry staff around late 2013, was briefly made available for public 

access in early 2014, and was then swiftly removed from online access completely. As 

of May 2018, there is no trace of the collection on the Ministry’s website. For the 

TSGB staff involved in the process, the online herbarium ended up being another 

well-intentioned project in the line of many that failed to take its final shape despite all 

the hard work. The TSGB workers that I talked with in the wake of the online 

herbarium’s disappearance from the Ministry website framed the outcome as being 

“another failure” that was a result of “disorganization” and “bad planning.” What I 

would like to suggest here however, is that in the context of the conservation work 

done at TSGB, it would be a mistake to see this final outcome as a complete failure.67 

 

Managing Immutable Mobiles 

In the previous chapter, I analyzed why the TSGB staff were averse to the 

circulation of local, endemic, and non-commodified plant genetic materials at seed 

exchange festivals (SEFs). The TSGB staff believed that the SEFs were potential 

                                                
67 My intent here is not to take the point of failure (of my interlocutors’ own knowledge practices 
or mine) as a new and generative beginning point and offer a new layer of interpretation (see Riles 
and Miyazaki 2005). Rather, I intend to join forces with recent anthropological studies of 
bureaucracies and documentation practices (Bernstein and Mertz 2011; Gupta 2012; Hetherington 
2011; Hoag 2011; Hull 2012a, 2012b; Tuitt 2005) and attempt to situate the cultural and historical 
coordinates of how bureaucratic effects emerge and how they get to be defined in a certain way. 
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breeding grounds for biopiracy where foreigners could discover commercially 

valuable species and take them abroad to patent and profit. They hence considered the 

public availability of unclaimed genetic material a risk, and believed that the only way 

this risk could be contained and turned into potential value for the country was that the 

TSGB would conserve and control the circulation of said material.  

In the characterization of the TSGB scientists that I worked with, plant 

conservation represented a “logical” decision: there was genetic and/or economic 

value in the conservation of most crop species, and the TSGB made this potential 

value secure and accessible (to trusted parties) by turning genetic material and 

information into immutable, mobile, and usable data. However, producing this mobile 

and immutable data brought with it the risk of biopiracy. While the TSGB scientists 

agreed that it was necessary to collect and conserve plant genetic material, they also 

agreed that for a host of reasons, it was also often crucial to limit its availability and 

not share it with international partners. For immutable mobiles to make sense for the 

TSGB, their mobility had to be suspended until Turkey gained “the capital and the 

knowhow” to make them profitable. A similar dynamic was at play in the digitization 

project.  
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Figure 15. 
Why are genebanks important? Internal educational document. 2012. 

 

Digitizing herbarium records and making them available online also seemed 

like an obvious decision for TSGB scientists at the time. In fact, there was not even an 

explanation about the purpose of the project when Kerem announced it to the staff. 

The staff already knew that a large number of international botanical institutions had 

their herbarium collections online, and many TSGB employees used said collections 

for various purposes during the course of their everyday work. It seemed only natural 

that the TSGB would have its collection online too. Yet when the Bank’s herbarium 

samples were photographed and made into (enhanced) immutable mobiles, just like 

the genetic material that was collected but not shared, Ministry bureaucrats decided 

against making the collection publicly available. Even though the TSGB’s herbarium 
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specimens mostly consisted of well-known species and their exact collection locales 

could not be inferred from the specimens’ ID tags, to publicly announce their potential 

availability in Turkey in an online gallery was not considered completely risk-free. In 

other words, to make the TSGB’s institutional knowledge about Turkey’s national 

biowealth a global resource via the Internet was not a risk that the Ministry dared to 

take. 

Plants can go extinct in the wild and herbarium sheets can be lost to fire or 

mismanagement; conservation and digitization are thought to provide insurance 

against such events by turning seeds and herbarium samples into immutable mobiles. 

Yet when seeds and herbarium samples become mobile data, they also become easy 

targets for theft, and hence constitute a risk. Digitization, in other words, may help 

prevent technical slip-ups and chance events from eradicating herbarium collections, 

and ensure that herbariums retain usable records of samples that naturally deteriorate 

over time. However, when an already digitized herbarium collection is “left to rot” in 

the halls and computers of a bureaucracy, this may not always indicate failure. The 

process in which the TSGB’s online herbarium materialized and dematerialized can 

also be viewed as a lens through which one can observe how risk is defined, 

experienced, and averted in national genebanks.. 

 

II. The List That Was Forever Incomplete 

Digitization of herbarium samples constitutes a final chapter in plant genetic 

resources’ transformation into immutable mobiles through representational methods at 

botanical institutions. It follows other conservation steps such as collecting and list-
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making, during which genetic material and information transform into catalogued and 

usable data. Herbarium specimens and seed samples generally (but not necessarily) 

come out of the same collection processes: if they are not inherited or transferred from 

other institutions, their journey to seed banks’ herbaria and storage rooms starts with 

collecting expeditions and continues with standard in-house categorization and 

conservation procedures. Once plant samples collected for herbarium purposes arrive 

at a genebank, they get registered, pressed, and prepared as herbarium specimens. The 

ultimate goal in preparing a herbarium specimen is to create a truthful representation 

of the species collected in the wild: the pressed and dried plant on a herbarium sheet 

(and by extension, its digital image) stands in for the plant in the wild whose name is 

found on the herbarium specimen’s tag.  

Seed samples, on the other hand, are registered, dried, cleaned, tested (for 

viability and moisture) and kept in cold storage upon their arrival at a genebank. And 

while a herbarium sample’s ID information is visible on its tag, a seed sample’s 

genetic information can only be found in the genebank’s master sample list. As 

attempts to collect and list all biosocial information relating to plant genetic material, 

sample lists are critical representational tools that transform genetic material and 

information into usable data. They are usually the most prized and most heavily 

protected artifacts at genebanks, for they contain all the information that is available to 

a genebank on its collection. Master sample lists of genebanks worldwide also make 

up the main constituents of global biodiversity databases, and are hence critically 

important in assessing global extinction rates and informing national and international 

policy decisions. In this second part of the chapter, I will show how the TSGB staff 
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managed the TSGB’s master sample list, and how during this process, they pushed 

against the institutional and theoretical limits of list keeping and representation. 

 

The World’s Third Biggest Seed Bank 

In its first three years, TSGB was haunted by a specter of grandeur. Attributed 

by senior staff members to a blunder by the Minister when speaking to the press 

during the Bank’s opening ceremony, the Bank had come to be known in the Turkish 

media as “the world’s third biggest seed bank,” and the dubious title had since been 

reproduced numerous times in FCCRI communications and by TV stations and 

newspapers. During my time at the TSGB, whenever the staff spotted this piece of 

information in the media or on a Ministry document, they felt exasparated and 

lamented the Ministry’s misrepresentation of the Bank.  

As introduced in Chapter One, the TSGB was a prestige project of the AKP 

government that was intended to celebrate, glorify, and preserve the plant biodiversity 

of Turkey—“the birthplace of crop varieties that feed the world,” as described in many 

of the Bank’s promotional documents. In keeping with this political agenda, 

government officials often brought their foreign guests to the Bank to make an 

impression, which meant that a senior Bank member had to do a presentation about the 

TSGB in English almost every week. The Bank staff did not look forward to these 

visits for a couple of reasons. The presentation itself was actually short and effortless, 

recited almost verbatim each time from memory, and foreign guests usually listened to 

it only half-heartedly, their eyes gazing around the Bank and often landing on their 

watches. But some of the guests were professionals in relevant fields and asked 
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pointed questions: Did the Bank carry out cryopreservation? What kind of equipment 

did the Bank’s biotechnology laboratory use? And most importantly, how many seed 

samples were there in the Bank’s collection? Answering these questions was stressful 

and difficult for the Bank staff, for truthful answers could reveal how far removed the 

Bank was from the lofty aspirations of higher-ranking officials and the faulty 

information that they had spread.  

Inquiries regarding the size of the Bank’s collection were particularly 

uncomfortable for the Bank’s scientists. One reason for this was the widely circulated 

rumor mentioned above, the public refutation of which could potentially put the staff 

members’ careers at risk. Another reason was the assumed need for secrecy regarding 

the quantity, quality and ID information of the Bank’s seed samples. In the 

interactions that the Bank scientists had with visitors, the number of samples often 

changed depending on who was asking. It could be “around a hundred-thousand,” 

“close to a hundred-thousand,” or sometimes merely “more than fifty-thousand.” The 

statement could also be prefaced by caveats such as “currently,” “roughly,” and 

“taking into account our safety duplicates in other Banks.”68 The exact number was 

only shared with the FCCRI Manager Faruk Bey and with the Minister himself when 

they visited the Bank, and the memos and presentations that divulged this number 

during these occasions were always meticulously protected. Only three staff members 

                                                
68 Scientists at the Izmir Genebank often brought this up during our conversations about the TSGB. 
The TSGB was the newcomer in Turkey’s ex-situ conservation hierarchy, a gift from the AKP 
government, and with its opening in 2010, Turkey’s main seed collection housed at the Izmir 
Genebank for decades was suddenly relegated to the status of the TSGB’s backup collection. 
Moreover, the TSGB scientists often took the liberty of including the Izmir collection in their seed 
count. The backup collection status echoed the secondary status that the Izmir Genebank now 
enjoyed in the eyes of the Ministry, and was a constant talking point in Izmir.      
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handled these documents, and I only got to see one of them toward the very end of my 

tenure.  

In Chapter Two, I argued that the cloud of secrecy and security that surrounded 

the TSGB collection had to do with the potential value of seeds as sources of genetic 

information. This value did not solely rest on the potential commodification of species 

that can bolster agricultural productivity, but also on the promise they held for future 

research in terms of developing varieties that can withstand new soil and climate 

conditions and prevent future food crises. Since the TSGB did not have the resources 

to do either (to commodify and/or do research), Bank management chose to keep 

interested parties in the dark regarding the quantity and genetic information of the 

seeds in the Bank’s storage rooms for as long as possible. This secrecy yielded 

leverage for the Bank in the international conservation community by retaining 

interest in the Bank’s collection.  

For all these reasons and more, the master list of the Bank’s seed samples had 

an almost sacred quality to it: it contained all available biosocial information 

pertaining to the Bank’s collection, which meant that it laid bare not only the number 

of samples inside the Bank’s vaults, but every piece of data that the Bank had on every 

single unit of plant genetic material that it conserved. The list was by far the most 

heavily protected artifact at the TSGB, and it felt as if all the measures of security and 

secrecy at the Bank were in place primarily to prevent the master list from being seen 

by anyone beside those who absolutely had to.  
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Lost Count 

The master list was kept and managed by my officemate and senior biologist 

Çiçek. After working closely with her for months and talking about the management 

of the list daily, it became apparent in the latter stages of my fieldwork that there was 

another reason why the Bank staff had trouble talking about how many samples the 

Bank’s collection had: the number was simply not clear to those who were keeping 

count. “I just need two months of concentrated work to get this up-to-date,” Çiçek said 

one day when we were talking about the additions that had to be made to the master 

list. “Two months without interruptions—is that too much to ask?” She was referring 

to the inability of the Bank management to allow her the time and space to carry out 

with rigor what she saw as her primary duty. The list, in her words, was “always 

lacking information on either new or existing material.”  

In Çiçek’s account, the delay in the completion of the list was due to the fast-

changing priorities under the Bank management, which kept her away from the task. 

As the Bank’s senior biologist, she was assigned from one project to the next in rapid 

succession, and most of the time she was not afforded the chance to complete them the 

way she would have liked. For this reason, she also never had the opportunity to fully 

devote her labor to the master list, either to update it with new material or to go back 

and gather the information she needed on existing material.  

I learned from Çiçek that there had indeed never been a definite number on the 

amount of samples that the Bank housed during my tenure. Moreover, the Bank’s 

master list never had complete ID information on the samples that it listed either. 

These two problems were interrelated. The Bank had inherited lists and materials from 
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smaller institutions, and these lists had still not been fully incorporated into the master 

list after three years. Most of the inherited material had not been subjected to regular 

testing yet either. During this time, the daily workings of the Bank also necessitated 

the creation of numerous duplication lists and donation lists that were waiting to be 

included in the master list as well. While managing these lists, Çiçek was also trying 

to keep track of the lists coming out of germination tests and yearly field 

multiplications, and waiting and hoping for some free time to incorporate resulting 

quantities and values into the master list. 

From one perspective, the difficulty that Çiçek faced could be seen as another 

instance in which the dissonance between the different time-scales that governed the 

lives of scientists, bureaucrats, and plants at the Bank became visible. Çiçek’s troubles 

with the sudden changes in the Bank’s priorities made it explicit that the timelines the 

bureaucrats at the FCCRI and the scientists at the TSGB abided by were not 

congruent. The construction of the bank (Introduction), the Minister’s visit (Chapter 

Two), and the digitization and list-making processes made it apparent that the electoral 

timelines that governed the lifecycles of bureaucrats and the process-based timelines 

that scientists worked with were usually at odds with each other. The need to prioritize 

politically motivated tasks set out by supervisors before all other work often resulted 

in incomplete projects. According to Çiçek, the trouble that she had been having with 

completing the list was a direct result of this incongruity, which for her was also 

emblematic of the prioritization of politics over science at the Bank. 

What Çiçek did not readily acknowledge however, was that there was one 

other type of difficulty involved in the completion of the master list besides counting 
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the existing seed samples and filling up the empty slots with relevant ID information. 

The list that Çiçek wanted to keep was not necessarily possible to build in the first 

place. To keep an up-to-date and complete master list was a Herculean task. It was an 

effort to encompass all the biosocial information available to the sample material, 

bringing together values most of which were subject to change over time. Çiçek was 

right in her remarks about the management of priorities at the Bank—she never had 

the time to fully concentrate on the list. If she had, however, there is a chance she 

might have found the list rather difficult to populate in full.  

 

Limits of List Keeping 

The master list was a diligently constructed and extremely detailed Excel file. 

It had forty-five columns that could potentially be filled with sample ID information, 

and some of these columns were intended for values such as collection weight, local 

name(s), botanical name, genus name, family name, plant group name, germination 

rate and date, collector’s ID, identifier’s ID, collection date, collection coordinates, 

directions to the collection locale, collection habitat details, collection altitude, IUCN 

endangerment category, photo ID, endemism info, date of arrival at TSGB, date of 

drying, date of storage, breeding info, and notes. On Çiçek’s Excel file most of these 

columns remained collapsed, for as explained above, the Bank either did not have the 

relevant information or there had been no time to trace, retrieve, and incorporate the 

relevant information to the list.  

When I asked Çiçek if it was possible for the Bank to compile all this missing 

information and fill every column on the list, she said, “No, that would be very hard. 
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We have no way of tracing information that was not initially documented.” The 

challenge of filling up the gaps in data seemed to be obvious to Çiçek, but her 

response still suggested that this challenge could have been overcome with better 

planning and organization. I would like to suggest here that while the values in these 

columns could all potentially be available to some degree under different banking 

regimes and conditions, the troubles that Çiçek was facing at the TSGB suggested 

something more. Beyond the managerial mishaps that resulted in “missing 

information” or “incompleteness,” the list also presented a built-in challenge that was 

hard to prevail over even if Çiçek had all the time and information that she wanted.  

Categories and values on the list such as details of the collection habitat, 

directions to the collection site, list of local names, and endemism status did not call 

for saturated data that could be fixed in a column, but information that was either 

relational and social, or subject to change in time and with further research. These 

categories, in other words, were vehicles of the Bank’s attempt to stabilize and 

concretize ever-changing biosocial elements through representational methods, and to 

turn them into usable data. As argued elsewhere (Mitchell 2002; Morton 2007, 2010; 

Vogel 2015), this structural challenge inherent to the TSGB’s master partly stemmed 

from the goal of representing the world in its entirety, and  of completely turning it 

into data.  

The integration of plant genetic material into the Bank’s master list was a 

critical step in its transformation into data via representational methods and memory 

practices. In its effort to turn everything it was able to know about collected seeds to 

usable data, the Bank relied on its master list to stabilize, categorize, and standardize 
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plant genetic material. By categorizing, listing and labeling seed samples, the Bank 

froze the seeds’ dynamic biosocial ID information in the master list while it kept the 

actual samples frozen in cold storage. In the course of this work, the master list also 

made plant genetic material part of institutional knowledge and memory. As 

demonstrated above, however, the information that the list contained was always 

incomplete according to the categories created by the Bank staff. Çiçek was not able to 

fill up the empty boxes on the master list, and she did not actually see a viable path to 

do so in the future. In a sense, much like Kerem’s invoking of capitalism as a 

dreamscape of peace and order, Çiçek’s image of a complete master list evoked a 

dreamtime when the effort to define, measure, and stabilize dynamic biosocial data 

had reached a successful end. It existed more as a fantasy that gave meaning and order 

to the work of list keeping than a task that could be completed via regular procedures.      

In addition to its forever incomplete status, the TSGB’s master list was also not 

meant to be known by more people, transported to other institutions, or made part of a 

larger database. Similar to the online herbarium project and the Bank’s seed 

collection, the master list remained local, limited, protected, and secure. As global 

biodiversity databases gain momentum in plant conservation worldwide, I would like 

to argue that the “incompleteness” and immobility of the TSGB master list have 

important implications for the contemporary international endeavor to document and 

make accessible global biodiversity via global databases. 

In his seminal work, Bowker (2005b) observed that during the integration of 

local and global biodiversity databases, two problems usually arise. One is that global 

databases are often configured with a systematics approach, and are inept at 
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integrating the detailed ecological data that local lists, archives, and databases contain. 

This, Bowker argues, “is a problem with integrating data across a range of disciplines 

that have two fundamentally incommensurable ontologies” (186). The second problem 

is of a political nature. Bowker observes that, “broadly speaking, species are a Third 

World commodity; information about species is a First World commodity” (186). The 

question here for Bowker—and for many of my interlocutors—is one of equity: 

“Underdeveloping countries . . . are becoming reluctant to share information and 

specimens, for good economic reasons” (186).  

While Bowker’s observations hold true after a decade, memory practices at the 

TSGB suggest that neither the scientific nor the political problems of integration are so 

clear-cut for conservation institutions. In the scientific realm—if these realms can 

indeed be separated as scientific and political—one insight that the TSGB offers is that 

beyond being ontologically different than systematics data, ecological data that 

conservationists collect and keep at local and national conservation institutions may be 

destined for “incompleteness” by these institutions’ own standards. Çiçek’s experience 

in managing the Bank’s master list suggests that the biosocial life of a plant cannot be 

fully captured and represented in an Excel file.  

On the “political” end, Bowker (2005b) contends that biodiversity data is 

political not only because it belongs in an unequal system of access and benefit 

sharing, but also because local metrics of categorization and standardization are 

always products of local ontologies and histories. As I have suggested in the first and 

second chapters, genetic material and information were managed at the TSGB along 

the lines of certain national conservation and genetic nationhood narratives, which 
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together helped shape the cautious and circumspect conservation policies that were in 

place at the Bank. Building upon these findings, in the next part of this chapter, I will 

argue that the emergence and circulation of these narratives, which synthesize stories 

and histories that revolve around plants, plant scientists, and plant science institutions 

in Turkey, was part and parcel of the everyday ex-situ conservation work and memory 

practices at the TSGB. In doing so, I will demonstrate that memory practices in ex-situ 

plant conservation are not solely acts of record keeping, but also active engagements 

with personal, institutional, and national narratives of conservation. Carrying out 

memory practices in conservation institutions like the TSGB requires that employees 

learn, remember, and reevaluate institutional and histories in a certain, meaningful 

way. This remembering and reexamination of conservation’s personal, institutional, 

and national pasts is an essential element of ex-situ conservation that requires further 

attention and analysis. While Bowker was right to suggest that biodiversity data is 

political because local metrics of categorization and standardization are products of 

local ontologies and histories, I will argue in the coming pages that it is critical to also 

note that working with genetic material and information in ex-situ conservation opens 

up a way for conservationists to personally and creatively place themselves, their 

institutions, and materials they handle in cultural and historical narratives that redefine 

and reinterpret these ontologies and histories.   

 

III. Stories, Expertise, and Memory in Collecting and Conservation 

Herbarium records and sample lists conserve data that are vital to seed banks’ 

operations, and as I have suggested so far in this chapter, they are fruits of care, labor, 
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and contingency. They are also products of a particular type of historical plant-human 

interaction, in that they simultaneously mark a moment of forceful removal and 

dislocation, and a process of relocation and cohabitation. As stated above, herbarium 

and seed samples are often products of the same collecting expeditions. These trips 

constitute the first step of conservation at genebanks, and just like with digitization 

and list keeping, their ethnographic analysis makes visible how institutional memory 

practices come to life. 

The way herbarium specimens and sample lists emerge as immutable mobiles 

parallels the emergence of narratives about the relationships between plants, scientists, 

and institutions involved in their making. Collecting stories are a particular brand of 

these narratives, and they make up an important part of institutional memory at seed 

banks, being passed on between staff from varying ranks and generations. Collecting 

stories not only describe moments of interspecies contact and archive-making, but 

they also build a narrative of a certain type of relationship between plants, (male) 

scientists, institutions, and the nation state—a narrative in which a number of events 

and characters are often curiously absent. Below, I will show that the emergence and 

everyday reiteration of collecting and conservation stories are an essential part of 

conservation work. Being integral to the constitution of institutional memory 

practices, these stories also have a marked effect in the composition, implementation, 

and outcome of conservation policies. 
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Collecting Samples in the Field 

I went on my first collecting expedition during my second month at the TSGB, 

on a daylong trip to a valley northwest of Ankara. A five-person crew, we gathered at 

dawn in the Bank’s front yard on a misty fall morning, and drove about three hours in 

a Ministry-owned, green and rusty Jeep. It was not the most comfortable of rides, but 

the journey got interesting when the Bank’s manager and the Jeep’s driver Kerem 

started telling us about his career as a collector. Kerem had the most extensive 

collecting experience among those in the car that day, and he always had entertaining 

stories to share about his and his mentors’ collecting triumphs and misfortunes. 

Kerem had worked on the biodiversity of endemic plants in Turkey during his 

Ph.D., and had conducted a number of expeditions to collect materials for his research. 

As a hiker, camper, mountain-biker, car enthusiast, and ecologist, it was on trips like 

these he emphasized as he was driving us out of Ankara, when he felt like himself the 

most. He told us that even though he had collected more than 180 distinct species for 

his dissertation, he considered himself a novice compared to his mentor Celal Bey, 

who by then was running his own research institution in central Anatolia. “Celal Bey 

has superhuman powers of identification,” Kerem said as we approached our site. “He 

can identify plants from inside a moving car going 60 miles an hour—he did it once 

when I was with him on an expedition, and we stopped the car immediately to check 

because we didn’t believe him. He was right, of course.”  

Having read and interviewed numerous collectors, I was familiar with the trope 

of male heroism in collection stories by this point in my fieldwork; the trope often 

belonged in a larger ethos of travel, adventure, and male storytelling. “He has an 
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encyclopedic knowledge of plants,” Kerem continued. “Just give him a flashlight on a 

pitch-black night and he will find the plant that you have been searching for weeks in 

broad daylight.” Kerem’s description of Celal Bey construed him almost as a mythical 

figure that had found his calling in knowing, finding, and capturing plants. His 

extraordinary talents in collecting, Kerem emphasized, were only matched by his 

brilliance as an academic and a mentor. Celal Bey’s two identities—the collector and 

the academic—were inseparable.  

Once we got to our destination, it turned out that the leader of an expedition 

did not always have to be an all-knowing collector and academic. After locating our 

starting point in the valley, we split the tasks as previously agreed: I took the camera 

and the color scale, Ayfer Hanım grabbed the inscription sheet, Hatice held the pile of 

newspapers between which we kept the collected plants, and Kerem prepared himself 

to lead the way and measure collection altitude and GPS coordinates. We tucked our 

pants inside our socks and rolled down our sleeves to ward off ticks, and started 

walking.  

The fifth member of the crew that day, Mehmet Abi, used to work at the Bank 

as a caretaker and had no formal education. He cleaned tools and offices at the Bank, 

looked after the Bank’s garden, and labored at the FCCRI’s field during planting and 

harvest seasons. On the day of the collection however, he assumed a role that stood at 

odds both with his job at the Bank and the stories that Kerem had been telling us about 

male botanists’ heroism, expertise, and erudition. The moment we started searching 

for the species we came to collect, it became clear that Mehmet Abi was essential to 

the success of the mission. The three agricultural engineers Kerem, Ayfer, and Hatice 
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relied on him to identify plants, to know the plants’ local names, and to differentiate 

between species they thought to be identical. When the group came across a plant they 

wanted to bring back to the Bank, it was Mehmet Abi who did the plucking. Mehmet 

Abi took initiative, offered prognoses, and acted like he belonged in the expedition; 

when there was a disagreement among the group, his word carried the most weight. 

Mehmet Abi was vital to almost every aspect of the collecting process beside those 

that required the use of a tool or technology, which appeared to belong in the realm of 

expertise, that is with Kerem, Ayfer, and Hatice. Mehmet Abi sought, found, 

identified, and collected the material, while the rest of the crew took photos, filled the 

inscription sheet, and placed the specimens between newspaper sheets.  

 

 

Figure 16.  
The inscription sheet. Image taken by the author. 

 

Mehmet Abi was employed on a rolling contract at the Bank and was thus not 

a part of the formal bureaucratic hierarchy. On the field however, only he seemed to 
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possess the knowledge and expertise that collecting called for. Having grown up 

nearby in a farming household, he was familiar with the plants of the area. He knew 

where they grew, how they grew, what people called them, and how people used them. 

On our way back that evening, I asked him about his role in the expedition. “I try to 

help out,” he said. “They bring me along when they go collecting. I’m thankful.” 

Mehmet Abi knew that the Bank staff depended on his knowledge during expeditions, 

and just like Hasan and Ali, whose efforts in the digitization project had gone 

unacknowledged, he was also aware that his name was never going to end up on the 

reports and articles based on these expeditions’ findings.  

 

 

Figure 17. 
Pressed specimens. Image taken by the author. 
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In many ways, Mehmet Abi’s role resembled that of “native help” that colonial 

botanical expeditions enlisted.69 The role of such aides, as recent works have shown, 

has been key in the development of scientific botanical knowledge even though their 

names have disappeared from the annals of history (see Fan 2004; Raj 2007). Mehmet 

Abi’s expertise was well known and appreciated at the Bank, but just like local people 

that helped colonial expeditions, he had his job only as long as the real scientists 

needed it, and his expertise counted for little within the realm of scientific knowledge.  

 

 

Figure 18.  
End of the expedition. Image taken by the author. 

 

                                                
69 See Chapter One. 
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Conserving Stories Inside the Bank 

I stated above that collection stories belong in a certain ethos of male heroism 

and storytelling. They prominently feature male botanists and taxonomists in a 

lonesome, tiring, and often dangerous quest to locate, identify, and capture species that 

have hitherto eluded others. These stories are told and retold numerous times at 

conservation institutions as people look for guidance, inspiration, and lessons in them. 

And they do not survive only through the word of mouth. When collected materials 

enter a seed bank or a herbarium and are inscribed with ID information, these stories 

turn into tags and traces that these samples bear, be it on an herbarium sheet or on a 

seed package. And every time conservationists engage with these materials, the stories 

that they tell are remembered, relearned and reexamined. Every operation in a seed 

bank is essentially a reiteration and reinterpretation of these stories of plant-human 

interactions, of tracing them to the present moment in history, and stamping them with 

the fleeting but sovereign mark of now. Memory work, in other words, is one of the 

main functions of conservation and it is ingrained in the everyday workflow of 

genebanks. Memory practices and technologies at genebanks are shaped and exercised 

essentially through this kind of mundane memory work, as the trajectories of the 

online herbarium project and the Bank’s master list confirm.  

For the conservation personnel at the TSGB, working with collection lists, seed 

packages, and herbarium samples often meant retracing the story of how the samples 

they managed ended up in their hands. Both herbarium sheets and seed lists contain 

information regarding the original collector the sample, the place of collection, 

institutions that previously held the sample, local nomenclature and growing practices, 
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and the optimum geographical conditions for them to flourish. On the one hand, these 

are inscriptions that transform seed and herbarium samples into immutable mobiles, 

and that thereby, albeit counterintuitively, also make it necessary for the Bank to keep 

them immobile, locked up in drawers and cold storage rooms. On the other hand, these 

inscriptions are stories of human-plant interactions that the TSGB staff learn and 

relearn as part of their everyday work while they create, manage, and edit sample lists 

and herbarium sheets. At the TSGB, these pieces of inscriptions together brought 

about the narratives that the Bank workers told each other about past and present 

protectors of national biowealth. It was these inscriptions that allowed the TSGB 

scientists to make sense of all the timescales at work at the Bank by piecing together a 

narrative of biodiversity conservation in Turkey, a narrative that always erred on the 

side of caution, perseverance, secrecy and security. 
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Figure 19 
The author working on a herbarium specimen. Digitization work in progress in the background. 

 

For the experienced TSGB personnel, the names of collectors, academics, and 

institutions on herbarium sample ID cards and collection lists were often familiar, and 

they brought to mind stories about said parties’ troubles, relationships, and 

achievements in the conservation community. For these personnel, the TSGB’s seed 

and herbarium collections were also collections of memories and stories that revolved 

around plants, botanists, and botanical institutions. Collection locales sometimes 

reminded scientists of instances of biopiracy. Institutions on ID tags made them 

reminisce about their education. And collectors’ names brought to surface stories 

about collection heroics and labors of graduate students that went unacknowledged. 

Sometimes these stories blended into readings of botany’s history in Turkey, and how 

it related to the role of science in Turkish modernization. As a scientific practice that 
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helped protect national biowealth and advance economic development at the same 

time, the TSGB staff saw their work at the Bank as an unmistakable part of Turkish 

modernization. And partly for this reason, the simple act of holding a seed package at 

TSGB often felt like it was charged with the weight of Republican history. It was this 

fusion of personal, institutional, national and geological histories that occurred in the 

idiom of national conservation that lent meaning to memory practices at the TSGB; 

lists, specimens, and packages were animated with traces that together made up a 

narrative of conservation in Turkey. 

 

IV. Biodiversity Archives in the Anthropocene 

I argued in this chapter that memory practices such as collecting, list keeping, 

and digitization constitute important pillars of conservation at the TSGB. These 

memory practices bring together actors, processes, and phenomena that mark and 

occupy time in particular ways, such as plants, seeds, Excel documents, digital 

photographs, USB drives, CDs, viruses, collection stories, academic careers, civil 

service careers, election cycles, and the nation state. In the course of everyday 

memory practices, the TSGB staff work with, juxtapose, and reflect on how these 

elements come together at the TSGB, and make meaning out of their amalgamation in 

the context of the TSGB’s role as the national plant conservation institution. As Laura 

Bear argues in her study of time as an object of anthropological analysis, “the ethics, 

knowledge, and techniques of time are all forms of skillful making enacted within 

timescapes, which bring social worlds into being and link them to nonhuman 

processes” (2016, 490). I have shown in this chapter that one essential aspect of the 
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daily work at the TSGB was the Bank staff’s repeated attempt at making these 

timescales and temporal horizons part of a meaningful narrative of conservation in 

Turkey. 

A genebank’s principal function is to extend the permanence of plant genetic 

material in cold storage, and of genetic information through methods of representation, 

which Bowker (2005b) defines as memory practices. While the application of these 

methods is meant to produce immutable mobiles that are easily transferable to and 

deployable in other contexts, I showed in this chapter that memory practices at the 

TSGB unfolded in ways that brought to fore personal and institutional stories of 

collection, conservation and plant science in Turkey, which often blended into and 

legitimized a national narrative of conservation that ended up restricting the mobility 

of genetic material and data. This formulation of immutable mobiles diverges from 

their traditional conceptualization by Latour (1986) as somehow existing outside of 

the lifeworlds and meaning-making practices in which they come to life. Even though 

the seed samples and digital herbarium specimens at the TSGB were prepared with a 

view to being easily accessible via access and benefit sharing agreements and an 

online herbarium, their mobility was curtailed due to the risks that are associated with 

sharing genetic material and information in the TSGB’s reading of botany and 

conservation’s histories in Turkey.  

Geoffrey Bowker notes that in biodiversity science, “the metaphors of the bank 

and the database allow us to read life as information and simultaneously to meditate 

on the economy of our globalizing empire” (2005b, 227). Daily operations at a 

genebank are a testament to Bowker’s statement: conservation politics often transpire 



 

 162 

along the lines of inscribing, owning, saving, and capitalizing on genetic material and 

data. In this chapter however, I suggested the manner in which conservation workers 

engaged in such thinking had cultural and historical underpinnings that were 

enmeshed in the materials that they worked and lived with at the Bank. During the 

course of their everyday work, the TSGB staff came into contact with inscriptions and 

notes on herbarium specimens, seed packages, and lists; stories about collection 

heroics; memories of relationships with mentors and institutions; and narratives about 

the role of science and conservation in Turkish modernity. The TSGB staff brought all 

these elements together to make sense of their own careers at the Bank as well as the 

Bank’s role in the international conservation community. The Bank, in sum, was a 

meeting point of stories and relationships that revolved around plants, collectors, 

scientists, and institutions in modern Turkish history. The TSGB did not only conserve 

and germinate seeds that belonged in that history, but also the dreams and memories 

that were attached to them.  

 

A Postcolonial Archive? 

What does working with this sort of attachment in national genebanks mean in 

terms of global biodiversity archives in the Anthropocene? In their exploration of what 

they call the ‘datafication’ of biodiversity, Devictor and Bensuade-Vincent have 

recently argued that biodiversity big data has emerged in the field of conservation as a 

techno-political instrument to wed environmental science and politics with a 

specifically designed focus on global biodiversity (2016). Datafication, they argued, 

was much more than information simplification, in that it corresponded “to a shift in 



 

 163 

priorities in the ecological sciences—from concerns about localities and interaction 

milieu—to a focus on the emerging concept of global biodiversity” (2016, 3). Building 

on Geoffrey Bowker’s insights, Devictor and Bensuade-Vincent stated, “transforming 

heterogeneous records into uniform and commensurable data requires several 

operations—such as quantification, standardization, and interoperability—that deprive 

them of substantial ecological meaning and objectives” (11). Since ecological records 

and biodiversity big data are ontologically different, authors argued that this had grave 

consequences: “For the data infrastructure to be operational, a data niche, defined in 

terms of computer language, replaces the ecological niche. Local and heterogeneous 

living forms are the victims sacrificed to the grandiose ideal of global biodiversity” 

(11).  

In the process of creating biodiversity big data out of ecological records, 

archives of local and national institutions such as the TSGB get embedded in 

international biodiversity databases that calculate and monitor what has come to be 

known in the last two decades as “global biodiversity.” While these large databases 

are indeed managed by a systematics approach that divests ecological data from its 

richness, I have shown in this chapter that ecological data has its limits in terms of its 

representational capacities as well. In her work on the cultural lives of biodiversity 

databases, Ursula Heise contends that, “The construction of biodiversity databases … 

is a scientific but also a cultural venture defined by the tension between the attempt to 

create a total knowledge base and the awareness that this task is not likely to ever 

reach its goal” (2016, 63). In the Bank’s senior biologist Çiçek’s thinking, however, 

this awareness presented itself as an awareness of the lack of practical means to make 
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the Bank’s master list complete rather than of a structural challenge intrinsic to the 

representation of the world in its totality.  

Heise claims that global biodiversity databases can be said to have emerged 

from the conjunction of two tendencies: “an encyclopedic, centripetal impulse that 

reaches back to the Enlightenment and seeks to inventory the entire known world, and 

the hyperlinked, centrifugal architecture of the Internet, which seeks to approximate a 

representation of this world through the constant movement between data sites” (2016, 

65). I have shown in this chapter that having the Bank’s herbarium collection open for 

access on the Internet proved to be a risk the Ministry dared not take even though 

remote access was the assumed goal at first. Although the Bank did seek to inventory 

Turkish biodiversity and digitized its herbarium collection with a view to making it 

publicly available online, the Bank’s archive was kept private in the end. 

I have argued above that one reason the TSGB shied away from sharing its 

seed samples via standard material transfer agreements was the narrative and anxiety 

of biopiracy that was prevalent at the Bank. This fear of potential loss, I argued in 

Chapter One, stemmed from a particular reading of Turkish history, where 

bioprospecting of plants by European collectors belonged in the same realm as loss of 

antiquities, land, and sovereignty. Reassessed in light of this reading, Kerem’s 

intuition about the Bank’s online herbarium—that it would not see the light of day—

may become more accessible: Kerem probably just did not see the Ministry willingly 

uploading the Bank’s entire herbarium collection to the Internet and providing what 

could be valuable information to, as Bank workers say, “those who still have their 

eyes on our land.” The question raised in Chapter One seems to present itself again 
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here in the context of the TSGB as an archive: How to account for the parallel lives of 

a commitment to cataloging, an aversion to sharing, and a recognition of the futility of 

both?         

Building upon the works of Foucault (1972), Derrida (1996), Trouillot (1995) 

and Stoler (2010) who analyzed archives as places of knowledge production, Elizabeth 

Povinelli recently discussed whether postcolonial archives had the potential to work 

against the grain and help different social formations of power and knowledge emerge 

(2011). The postcolonial archivist’s task, she noted, seemed to be clear: “The 

postcolonial archivist is charged with finding lost objects, subjugated knowledges, and 

excluded socialities within existing archives or to repatriate exiled objects, 

knowledges, and socialities” (2011, 151). Yet, she argued, if the archive commanded 

over and gave organization to social life, “the postcolonial archive cannot be merely a 

collection of new artifacts reflecting a different, subjugated history. Instead, the 

postcolonial archive must directly address the problem of the endurance of the 

otherwise within—or distinct from—this form of power” (152). In other words, for the 

postcolonial archive to be generative of alternative social formations, it had to 

purposefully think of new ways of archiving knowledge and power. Envisaged and 

organized this way, Povinelli contended, “the postcolonial archive will create new 

forms of storage and preservation and new archival spaces and time, in which a social 

otherwise can endure and thus change existing social formations of power (153).  

If the collections of the TSGB could be viewed as an archive, the memory 

practices that I analyzed in this chapter would suggest that the TSGB is quite distinct 

from postcolonial archives as described by Povinelli. Even though on paper they seem 
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to be challenging dominant global trends of biodiversity conservation, the colonial 

heritage of biopiracy, and the general direction in which plant genetic materials and 

knowledge of the world were transferred from and to Turkey, memory practices at the 

TSGB seem to replicate colonial, national, and internationl forms of erasure and 

hierarchy. If the purpose of a postcolonial archive, as Povinelli summarizes, is “to 

support subjugated knowledge, help alternative socialities endure, and challenge the 

formation of power that national and colonial archives promote and conceal,” then the 

TSGB as an archive would seem to work with different priorities than postcolonial 

archives.  

Memory practices at the TSGB do not only heavily favor the authority of the 

Bank and hence the state as the sole and ultimate decision maker in terms of how to 

conserve, regulate, and disseminate knowledge of Turkey’s plant biodiversity, but they 

also obscure and veil the contributions of wage laborers, unskilled civil servants, and 

professional scientists with anti-government views in the production of botanical 

knowledge. Similar to the biopolitical management of life in service of the perpetuity 

of the state, knowledge of plants and plant-human interactions are produced and 

conserved at the TSGB in a manner that prioritizes the existing hierarchies of power. 

Even though the drive to catalog biodiversity may partly stem from an “an 

encyclopedic, centripetal impulse that reaches back to the Enlightenment and seeks to 

inventory the entire known world” as Heise suggests, its universalist and 

universalizing tendencies can be invalidated by different cultural and historical 

narratives in its different manifestations, and such invalidations may still be 
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empowering forms of hierarchy that share quite similar rationales with colonial and 

international archives.  

To go back to the question of what the prioritization of such political 

sensibilities might mean in terms of the evolution of global biodiversity archives, one 

old answer that this chapter seems to be reiterating is that cultural attachments to 

plants matter in the field of conservation (Agrawal 2005; V. D. Nazarea 2006; West 

2006; Choy 2011). In her work on biodiversity archives, Ursula Heise argues that no 

matter what the personal goals and leanings of individual conservationist might look 

like, “Their engagements with these [endangered] species gain sociocultural traction to 

the extent that they become part of the stories that human communities tell about 

themselves: stories about their origins, their development, their identity, and their 

future horizons” (2016, 5). In this sense, the TSGB scientists’ engagement with seed 

and herbarium samples in the idiom of national sovereignty is befitting considering the 

tasks and priorities of the Bank. As Heise puts it, “biodiversity, endangered species, 

and extinction are primarily cultural issues, questions of what we value and what 

stories we tell, and only secondarily of science” (5).  
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Chapter Four: Life Unlived: Latency and Viability at the Turkish Seed Gene 

Bank 
 
 

“Maintaining viability, genetic integrity and 
quality of seed samples in genebanks and making them 
available for use is the ultimate aim of genebank 
management.” (FAO Genebank Standards 2014: 9) 

  

Translation of Standards  

Towards the end of fall 2013, the TSGB’s manager Kerem asked me if I could 

translate a short document for the Bank. When I told him I would be happy to do it, he 

revealed that the short document was the new 109-page FAO Handbook, Genebank 

Standards for Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. “It was going to cost 

the Bank a fortune to get this professionally translated,” Kerem said. The official 

version of the handbook was scheduled to be released in early 2014, but Kerem had 

acquired an early copy at an FAO meeting and wanted it to be in effect at the TSGB as 

soon as possible. 

After interning at different stations and partaking in various group projects, 

working as a translator meant that I now had a more solitary and sedentary job at the 

Bank. I had never translated a plant science text before, and after suggesting that we 

meet a couple of times a week to go over the translation together, Kerem told me 

during our first meeting that I should probably just hand him the Turkish text when I 

was done. The staff quickly warmed to my new role too, and almost overnight I 

became the designated in-house translator, helping the TSGB workers with their 

presentations, abstracts, and articles while working on the FAO Handbook.  
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I was familiar with the earlier versions of the Handbook and had been reading 

about genebank management for a few years. Still, translating the new edition proved 

to be a difficult experience for a couple of reasons. First was the awkwardness of 

translating a set of guidelines that delineated how things should work in theory, for 

people who had shown me how things do work in practice. Institutional reactions to 

this kind of knowledge transfer in plant sciences was actually one of the things that I 

was studying: the history of scientific botany in Turkey traces back to similar 

translations from European texts in the mid-nineteenth century Ottoman Empire, and 

modern botany was institutionalized in the Turkish Republic during the 1930s by 

émigré scientists at Istanbul University. Just like biopiracy, transfer and translation of 

botanical knowledge had a distinctly political past in Turkey (Baytop 2003). As an 

anthropologist and as a newcomer at the Bank, I feared that assuming the role of the 

translator of standards could estrange me from the TSGB staff. This fear subsided 

quickly however, for the Bank staff apparently were in dire need of a translator. 

The second reason why translation proved to be a difficult endeavor was that it 

changed my relationship with the seeds. My office at the Bank was situated directly 

above the cold storage rooms, and during the first couple of months of my internship, 

doing office work on top latent plant life had felt somewhat uncomfortable. I had 

gotten used to this feeling by the time I started working on the Handbook, but 

translating the best practices to sustain the viability of the seeds transformed my 

everyday experience again. It not only changed my position vis-à-vis the seeds, but 

also made me aware of the ways in which the seeds’ latent lives were entangled with 

those of the TSGB staff. Translating the new FAO Handbook, I was initiating a new 
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set of regulations that altered the latent lives of seeds that resided a floor below me. 

And by familiarizing myself with the science and language of viability and latency in 

this manner, I was becoming aware of how the TSGB employees conceptualized the 

seeds’ lives in cold storage and their own careers in a politically volatile bureaucracy 

in the same idiom.  

In this chapter, I will provide an ethnographic analysis of the vital component 

of plant-human interactions at the TSGB by examining two interrelated phenomena: 

technoscientific calculation of seed viability, and conservation workers’ intellectual 

engagement with latent plant life. In demonstrating how life emerged as a concept, a 

field of intervention, and a source of anxiety at the TSGB, I will argue that an 

interspecies critique of life (Haraway 2008; Tsing 2015b) and latency prevailed at the 

Bank. In this critique, I will show that the TSGB staff measured the viability of latent 

plant life and the politically fraught security of their careers in civil service—both 

dependent on, and in service of the perpetuity of the state—against more mobile and 

unbound versions of being alive.  

This interspecies understanding of life and latency, I will further posit, was an 

act of translation in itself, through which conservation workers examined the contours 

of life both as a concept and as lived experience. In Chapter Two, I argued that 

sovereign nation states’ collection and regulation of plant life in ex-situ genebanks 

belonged in the realm of biopolitics (Braverman 2016; Biermann and Mansfield 2014; 

Nealon 2016; Tamminen and Brown 2011). In this chapter, I will build on that 

argument by demonstrating how in this emic interspecies critique and translation of 

life, the TSGB scientists not only analyzed the constitution of life as a concept 
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(Anidjar 2011; Nealon 2016; Thacker 2010) through questioning viability as a marker 

of aliveness in plants, but also examined what constituted qualified life at an 

institution where it was politicized and exposed to the threats of the sovereign power 

(Agamben 1998; Hardt 2004). Finally, I will assert that the TSGB staff’s interspecies 

understanding of life also brought to surface questions about global biopolitics of 

climate change by highlighting the chasm that exists between survival and life in the 

Anthropocene (Colebrook 2016; Haraway 2016; Heise 2016; Weston 2017).  

 

Viability as the Marker of Life 

“The initial germination value should exceed 85 
percent for most seeds of cultivated crop species.” (FAO 

Genebank Standards 2014: 30) 
 

Plant conservationists often describe seed banks as spaces where plants and 

humans work to keep each other alive. Ex-situ seed conservation principally means 

storing seed samples at -18C with a view to helping them remain viable in the long 

term. Especially at crop seed banks like the TSGB, the aim of long-term conservation 

is to be able to use conserved samples to address food security-related problems in the 

future and conduct plant-breeding research. Keeping seeds fit for these potential uses, 

however, requires concentrated care and effort. 

The life capacities of seeds are referred to as “viability” in seed biology. Seeds 

conserved in genebanks need to maintain 85 percent viability to be usable and 

transferable, according to the FAO Handbook. Their viability rates also need to be 

tested regularly since viability decreases with time in cold storage. In the language of 



 

 172 

the Handbook, “Good seed storage conditions maintain germplasm viability, but even 

under excellent conditions viability declines with period of storage. It is, therefore, 

necessary to assess viability periodically” (31). The most common and practical way 

to assess viability is to conduct a germination test, in which a set amount of seeds (two 

hundred is the suggested number in the Handbook) are germinated to evaluate how 

many samples germinate fully. Those that fail to germinate may either be dormant or 

dead, and the Handbook encourages genebanks to determine their exact state at the 

end of germination testing since responses of seeds in dormancy are often hard to 

ascertain and may require extensive analysis (Baskin 2014; Bewley 2013). If the 

viability of the tested set is below 85 percent, the accession is deemed to be in need of 

regeneration, if possible by using the most original sample unit in order to preserve the 

set’s genetic integrity.70 

The 85 percent threshold for regeneration prescribed by the FAO is well 

known and recognized among conservationists. In everyday operations of genebanks 

however, scientists may regard this threshold as a loose recommendation that 

                                                
70 It must also be mentioned here that viability is also a key marker of life for human fetuses and a 
key term in discussions of life around abortion. In her ethnographic work on fetus viability, 
Christoffersen-Deb analyzes how viability functions as a placeholder for the recognition of 
personhood and as an organizing principle in the management of birth in U.S. hospitals (2012b, 
575). She argues that the recognition of the viable fetus—which occurs at 24 weeks—brings to life 
“conditional persons that blur the distinction of born, and not-yet-born” (588). Similar to the 
TSGB staff members who manage seed viability, Christoffersen-Deb contends that, “on the 
maternity floor, the ‘partially born,’ ‘newborn fetus,’ ‘fetal baby,’ and ‘unborn child’ are sources 
of anxiety that clinicians and hospital administrators manage through calculations of viability and 
medical liability” (588). The way viability blurs the distinction between born and not-yet-born is 
also reminiscent of how medical anthropologists have shown organ transplants (M. Lock 2002, 
2004), technologies of life support (Kaufman 2005, 2015), and processes of cryopreservation 
(Kowal and Radin 2015) blur the distinction between life and death by resulting in varying degrees 
of “aliveness.” 
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primarily aims to maintain the genetic quality and integrity of seeds that are 

conserved, transferred, and studied. One reason for this is the varying characteristics 

of different species, which the FAO Handbook also recognizes: “The viability 

threshold for regeneration or other management decision such as recollection should 

be 85 percent or lower depending on the species or specific accessions of initial 

viability” (30). Another reason, which the Handbook does not mention, is that the 

procedures that are involved in the monitoring and managing of viability such as 

germination tests, regeneration, and recollection all hinge on the availability of 

resources, conservation staff, and a certain alignment of conservation priorities. 

 

A Different Standard 

 

Figure 20.  
Germination thresholds at the TSGB. Internal educational document, 2012. 
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At the TSGB, even though the 85 percent viability rate was known to be the 

international standard, Bank scientists worked with a 70 percent threshold. As the 

slide above from one of the Bank’s internal educational documents demonstrates, 

samples that performed above 70 percent in viability testing were admitted to cold 

storage while those that performed below the said threshold were marked for 

regeneration. As I was translating the FAO Handbook, this deviation struck me as one 

of the major differences between the theory and practice of genebank management: 

Why did an institution that recognized the 85 percent threshold as the standard of good 

practice work with a 70 percent threshold? If samples needed to exceed the 85 percent 

germination rate to be considered viable, were some of the seeds in the TSGB’s cold 

storage rooms not viable? Were they, in some way, less alive? 

It could be argued that by settling on 70 percent as the threshold for 

regeneration, the Bank was potentially jeopardizing the long-term viability of its 

samples: since the degradation of seeds’ genetic integrity over time cannot always be 

estimated with full accuracy, not regenerating the samples that germinated below the 

85 percent threshold could result in the ruin of important plant genetic material. On the 

other hand, it could also be argued that by working with a 70 percent threshold, the 

Bank avoided a heavy workload that it did not have the resources to carry out, and 

hence was able to put itself in a position to perform more effective conservation triage. 

If the viability threshold was meant to provide a standard of living for the seeds, the 



 

 175 

standard that the FAO suggested was higher than what the TSGB used to implement.71 

Translation in this context offered an ethnographic opportunity to observe in 

heightened detail both the everyday technoscientific management of life in terms of 

viability rate, and its critique as a concept and lived experience at the TSGB. 

As delineated in Chapter Three, the Bank’s master accession list often lacked 

the germination rate information of stored material. Albeit a simple procedure, 

conducting viability tests required planning and manpower, and it sometimes took 

months for incoming samples to be tested. The FAO Handbook instructs genebanks 

that an accession be regenerated “when it does not have sufficient seeds for long-term 

storage (e.g. 1500 seeds for a self-pollinating species and 3000 for an out-crossing 

species) or when its viability has dropped below an established minimum threshold 

(i.e. below 85 percent of initial viability of the stored seeds)” (36-37). At the TSGB, 

viability-testing schedule for present and incoming samples was altered and 

reorganized constantly according to other needs. When samples were found to be in 

need of regeneration (below the 70 percent threshold), the Bank had to wait until the 

field or the greenhouse devoted to regeneration became available, which, depending 

on the season and the qualities of the species, could also take months. To work with 

the 85 percent threshold with the available resources could have increased the Bank’s 

workload beyond its means. 

                                                
71 Translating the FAO Handbook that prescribed higher standards of living for the TSGB’s 
collection eerily felt like mimicking Turkey’s lifelong ambition to translate and adopt Western 
living standards, which found its most notable expression in the 1990s and 2000s when Turkey 
still carried out widespread social and political reforms to meet the famous Copenhagen criteria in 
its pursuit of EU membership.  
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Viability threshold also functioned as a marker of difference between 

genebanks in Turkey: since banks had managerial control over where they set their 

viability threshold, varying thresholds could turn into points of contention in seed 

transfers, especially if one party was less willing to complete the transfer. When a 

genebank denied another genebank’s sample request due to viability rate concerns, it 

was often assumed that an ulterior motive had prompted the rejection.  

On a Friday morning in late 2013, a furious looking Kerem burst into the 

office that I shared with Çiçek and asked her to follow him back to his office. “They 

say they have to regenerate! Can you believe this?” he shouted with a crumpled piece 

of paper in his hand as he rushed out the door. A set of samples that TSGB had 

requested from the Izmir Genebank had apparently been deemed nontransferable by 

the Izmir staff due to its 83 percent viability rate. On the fax that Kerem had squished 

in his hand, the Izmir administration was informing the TSGB that they would need to 

regenerate the sample until it achieved the FAO-encouraged 85 percent before they 

could send it to TSGB, and that the process could take a few months. Çiçek came back 

a few minutes later looking upset. Attributing the rejection to the feud between Ankara 

and Izmir genebanks recounted in the Introduction, she said, “They just want to piss us 

off. It really is so childish. As if we never work with 83 percent viability rate!”72 

Kerem and Çiçek’s fury made it clear that they both regarded the 85 percent 

threshold as a forgiving yardstick meant to provide a general standard for genebank 

management and not a steadfast rule that should apply to all transfers between 
                                                
72 Çiçek and Kerem were probably not wrong. In an interview I conducted in 2015 with Lale, a 
senior biologist at the Izmir Bank, she confirmed that they had been doing everything in their 
power to not share materials with Ankara at the time.   
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genebanks. In other words, they believed that the 85 percent threshold should not have 

alone determined what was usable, transferable, or viable. The TSGB had a viability 

testing and regeneration schedule that the Bank scientists tried hard to keep running on 

time, and delays and “sub-standard” applications were to be expected with the 

resources that the Bank had. Kerem and Çiçek were frustrated at Izmir’s response 

partly because they knew that the Izmir Genebank experienced similar struggles, and 

they did not expect them to quote the FAO standard as an excuse to reject Ankara’s 

application.  

While Kerem and Çiçek’s reactions were telling in terms of the 

technoscientific management of plant life, another question still remained: Were the 

seeds in the TSGB’s storage rooms that performed below the 85 percent viability rate 

somewhat less alive? 

 

Alive in the Language   

A viability test is called “canlılık testi” in Turkish, which translates as 

“aliveness test,” and being alive or not was indeed the ordinary idiom in which 

scientists talked about seeds at the TSGB. “Canlılığı nasıl?” [“How is its aliveness?”] 

was the most common way of inquiring about a sample’s life in terms of percentage, 

and the oddness of this question that does not apply to humans or animals only struck 

me after I started working on the FAO Handbook’s translation. It was habitual for the 

TSGB conservationist to understand life as a state that can be measured in 

percentages, and it was commonplace during viability tests to hear vital questions 
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uttered by staff members: “Are they alive?” “Are they dormant?” “Do they need 

regeneration?”  

The shared understanding among conservation staff at the Bank was that all 

seed samples in storage were alive, except those that were not dormant but still unable 

to germinate. Viability rate in a sense only determined the degree to which the 

samples were alive. Still, using this language of animation for seeds that were kept 

frozen in a room at -18ºC sometimes became disorienting. Taking seeds out of the 

storage and verifying that they were alive only to put them back on their frozen 

shelves a few hours later altered one’s perspective on what being “alive” meant. For 

the TSGB staff that worked closely with the seeds in storage, the meaning of being 

alive was more nuanced than just a percentage. 

 

Figure 21.  
Germplasm testing protocol at the TSGB. Internal educational document, 2012. 
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The TSGB staff did not regularly attend the Bank’s underground storage rooms 

except during recounts and repackaging. Mustafa, a high-school graduate maintenance 

worker in his 40s, was responsible for the security and upkeep of these rooms, and 

when scientists needed samples from short-term or long-term storage, they asked him 

to procure them. I assisted Mustafa during my first week of fieldwork as part of a 

group that did repackaging work. The group consisted of six staff members who lined 

up behind a long, rectangle desk outside the main cold storage room, and working off 

of a list, took out seed bags from storage, repackaged them in new TSGB seed bags, 

and labeled them with proper ID information.  

Seed bags came out from storage in shelf-sized trays in alphabetical order, and 

in the least amount of time possible after the bags were opened, seeds were transferred 

into their new packages. Labels were printed and attached next, and at the end of this 

mini assembly line, the new seed bags were placed back on treys to be picked up by 

Mustafa. During the couple of days that the group conducted this work, Mustafa and I 

took turns going in and out of storage to take out and bring back seed packages. Three 

fleece-lined, heavy parkas with large hoods were hung on command strips outside the 

storage room, and those who went inside were encouraged to put them on when doing 

so. The first time I stepped inside the cold room with Mustafa, who made a point of 

never putting on a parka, he told me: “It feels like a morgue inside, but the seeds are 

alive.”  

Why Mustafa wanted to tell me this on the day that we met, I still find hard to 

explain. Maybe it was his kind attempt at engaging me, the newcomer, in small talk. It 

was significant nevertheless that he likened the room that he was in charge of to a 
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morgue. Besides being one of the better descriptions of a seed storage room, Mustafa’s 

phrasing indicated that for the TSGB staff member most heavily involved in storage, 

the cold room presented a contradiction: it felt like a morgue that kept the dead from 

rotting, but what this room conserved was actually alive. And this last fact had to be 

communicated to a newcomer, just in case it was not obvious at first. 

 

The Good Life 

Mustafa was not alone in his musings on the nature of seeds’ lives in storage. 

Hasan, who had transferred from the National Intelligence Agency as an unskilled 

worker, used to assist Çiçek and Atilla as part of his training when they conducted 

germination tests and carried out regeneration tasks. As detailed above, the TSGB 

marked samples below 70 percent germination rate for regeneration and sent them 

either to the field or the greenhouse depending on these spaces’ availability and the 

character of the species being regenerated. After regeneration, these samples were 

harvested, cleaned, dried, re-tested, and put back in cold storage if they performed 

above 70 percent germination rate. 
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Figure 22.  
Regeneration protocols at the TSGB. Internal educational document, 2012. 

 

Hasan participated in all these tasks with Çiçek and Atilla, and he traveled 

back and forth between the Bank and the field in the course of regeneration. During 

lunch at the campus restaurant one day, I asked Hasan if he was enjoying the work that 

he was doing with Çiçek and Atilla. He told me that he liked regeneration because it 

“helps keep the seeds alive.” Hasan’s job at that point was not the easiest, for in 

addition to traveling between the field and the Bank, it also involved helping with 

sowing and harvesting. Still, he chose to put the seeds’ lives first in his answer. After a 

moment, however, he wanted to qualify his response: “That being said, after 
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regeneration, we still put them [the seeds] back in the cold room. Theirs is not exactly 

a good life when you think about it.”  

Mustafa and Hasan’s statements pointed to an incongruity at the heart of ex-

situ conservation: to enforce latency on plant life to preserve it for future use. For 

Hasan, the latent life that the seeds led in storage did not correlate to a good life 

despite all the concern with the seeds’ viability rates. For Mustafa the discrepancy was 

even starker: the seeds lived in an environment that seemed to be designed for the 

dead; one had to reminded that the seeds were actually alive. The FAO Handbook had 

a clear-cut description for genebanks’ principal task: “Maintaining viability, genetic 

integrity and quality of seed samples in genebanks and making them available for use 

is the ultimate aim of genebank management” (9). The sentiment in Hasan and 

Mustafa’s comments seemed to go against this ultimate aim. The two workers most 

closely involved in the survival of the seeds—the two workers who ensured the future 

use of humans—felt that the genebank’s task did not actually enhance seeds’ lives: it 

instead forced them into latency in a space that felt like a morgue.  

In other words, for Hasan and Murat, the 70 percent viability threshold was not 

equal to being alive. And nor was the 85 percent threshold. These thresholds were 

there to actually ensure the viability of future human life. Making sure that seed 

samples survived in cold storage was only a part of this greater task. In their care for 

and conceptualization of plant life, Hasan and Mustafa’s statements sounded akin to 

the criticisms that have been leveled against ex-situ conservation by ecologists in the 

last decades. According to Hasan and Mustafa, ex-situ conservation does not only strip 

plants of all the biosocial elements that they belong together with in its prioritization 
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of genetic material (as critics of ex-situ conservation argue), but it also condemns them 

to a grim, frozen existence.   

The prevalence of this sort of commentary on the life of seeds was perhaps 

fitting for a conservation institution where ideas of death and species extinction were 

explicitly manifest in the course of everyday work. When in the vicinity of the storage, 

one could not but think about seeds’ lives in the cold—it was an oddly fascinating 

phenomenon. I would like to suggest here, however, that Hasan and Murat’s accounts 

also seem to flag something about the limits of life as a concept, especially in the time 

of climate change. While commenting on the life of seeds in cold storage, Mustafa and 

Hasan seemed to be also questioning the meaning and content of the word. By 

freezing seeds into a state of latency, ex-situ conservation aimed to ensure the long-

term survival of species. And in doing so, as the examples above indicate, it resulted 

in a hermeneutic chasm between surviving and living. Regular viability testing and 

regeneration of conserved seeds, while aiming to guarantee the “aliveness” of seeds, 

did not seem to enhance their lives in the eyes of the conservation personnel. If being 

viable did not mean being alive, and if to survive was not equal to live, what 

descriptive power did life hold as a concept at an institution in charge of regulating it? 

As I was translating the FAO Handbook into Turkish, I began to realize that I was not 

alone in my endeavor: the TSGB staff were also involved in a similar act, a continuous 

one, in which they translated calculations of viability rate and latency into their own 

formulations and conceptualizations of life. 
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What is Life? 

I have argued in the Introduction and in Chapter Two that an ethnographic 

analysis of plant life regulation at the TSGB complements the contemporary literature 

on biopolitics in a couple of ways. One is that genebank management makes visible 

how “nonhuman forms of life are made objects of national governance” (Tamminen 

and Brown 2011, 96), and therefore helps broaden the study of biopower from humans 

and animals to plants (Braverman 2016; Nealon 2016; Youatt 2015). However, this 

seems to achieve little in terms of defining what the bio of biopolitics signifies. In his 

work on biopower and vegetable life, Jeffrey T. Nealon rightly points out that, “there 

seems a lot more discussion on the ‘politics’ end of biopolitics than there is rumination 

on the ‘bio’ part of the story” (2016, xv), and argues for the analysis of plant life from 

the perspective of biopower. Yet while the introduction of plants into a set of elements 

that make up bios seems necessary as this dissertation also shows, it does not truly 

help us characterize bios. Part of the ethnographic insight about life that the vignettes 

presented above provide is that even though the TSGB was an institution that 

specialized in regulating plant life, what constituted life was contested by the TSGB 

staff in the course of everyday work.  

Eugene Thacker argues that life is a thorny philosophical concept principally 

because it has a plurality of meanings, “from the physical organism, to socioeconomic 

living conditions, to the life that is subject to ethical and legal decision-making, to the 

entire planet itself” (2010, 4). Still, Thacker contends, some meanings seem to be 

more dominant: 1) the scientific grounding of life in biology and DNA, which may 

lead to reductionism (viability rate in the context of the TSGB could be characterized 
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in this manner), and 2) the banalization of the concept in everyday use where life 

becomes commensurate with the experience of the subject, which may lead to 

anthropomorphism (i.e., life-for-me, or life-for-us) (2005, 4–5).  

These two meanings prevail in conservation as well: as an actionable science 

that systematizes and targets life processes, conservation has a biopolitical nature 

(Braverman 2017; Biermann C and Mansfield B 2014), and the study of international 

conservation governance during what has been called the Sixth Extinction makes 

evident conservation institutions’ priorities in a very visible way. The proliferation of 

national and international ex-situ seed banking projects during the last two decades is 

an apt example in this context, as these projects are often rationalized in terms of their 

value for human survival and overcoming future ecological crises (Heatherington 

2012). The examples presented above from the TSGB seem to complicate this picture. 

Not only did some of the TSGB workers have an understanding of plant life that went 

beyond plant biology and viability rate, but their statements also pointed to an emic 

criticism of plant life’s suppression into latency for human survival. There was 

something tangibly wrong about seeds’ latent lives in cold storage for Mustafa and 

Hasan, two workers who were intimately involved with and invested in the conserved 

seeds’ wellbeing. The anthropomorphic conceptualization of survival that prevented 

seeds from living and growing in the world was not thoroughly convincing for them. 

Claire Colebrook argues that the epoch of the Anthropocene gave rise to a new 

subject—humanity—whose survival has become an imperative: “The Anthropocene is 

not only a geological declaration, but a series of diagnoses that generate imperatives. 

If we have damaged the planet to this degree, then we all need to act as one, and for 
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the sake of saving us all” (2016a, 82). The question remains however, as to who 

constitutes “we,” and why that “we” must survive. Colebrook asks: “Instead of 

conceptualizing humanity as a self-conscious subject with a new-found obligation, 

what if we were to suggest that “there are many living beings on this planet who live, 

dwell, struggle and survive with no sense of humanity in general?” (2016b, 88). 

Colebrook’s suggestion seems to be pertinent especially in the field of conservation, 

where the ideological value of a “we” or “humanity” seems to be especially high for 

international projects and institutions. As argued in Chapter Two, the universalist 

purchase of conservation did not hold so much power at the TSGB against the goal of 

conserving national biowealth and genetic nationhood. In the first part of this chapter, 

I have further shown that even survival as a goal in itself was contested by some of the 

TSGB employees: they believed that ensuring the survival of the conserved seeds 

(which would in turn ensure the survival of humans) through the technoscientific 

management of their viability rate did not equate to keeping them alive.  

Eugene Thacker states that against the anthropomorphic instrumentalization of 

life, we need to rethink the bond between life and politics, and ask: “Can there be a 

politics of life in terms of the nonhuman or the unhuman?” (2010, 5). In the coming 

pages I will attempt to show that an interspecies understanding of life emerged at the 

TSGB through a critical conceptualization of latency, which applied both to latent 

plant life in cold storage and to the TSGB workers’ latent working lives as civil 

servants in a precarious bureaucracy. I will demonstrate that the TSGB workers, by 

way of contemplating the defining qualities of plant life on the one hand and the 

characteristics of a good/qualified life on the other, offered a politics of life that 
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brought two strands of biopolitical critique together. In this politics of life, latent 

survival in cold storage and civil service were measured against mobile and unbound 

life. 

 

Life and Survival at the TSGB 

In the first half of this chapter, I described how plant life was conceptualized 

and managed via the idiom and calculation of viability at the TSGB. I showed that the 

latent life of seeds was governed through a technoscientific management of viability, 

and that this governance elicited a certain form of empathetic intellectual engagement 

from conservation workers, which also presented itself in the vital idiom. I will 

demonstrate in the following pages that this concern over the latent life of the seeds 

also found reflection in how the TSGB staff members reflected on their own lives as 

civil servants (memur). This reflection was a result of the pervasive fear among the 

TSGB workers that they could become expendable at any point because they did not 

fully conform to the moral and political expectations of higher bureaucracy.  

The fear of being expandable for political reasons was extremely prevalent at 

the Ministry during my fieldwork. Civil servants believed that even if they were seen 

to be merely politically neutral or indifferent, they could become insignificant in the 

eyes of their superiors, and not be allowed to move up the ranks. Scholars have long 

pointed out the role of favoritism in the staffing of public servant posts in AKP’s 

Turkey (Gürakar 2016; Sayarı 2014; Taş 2015). Since it came to power in 2002, AKP 

has built its own cadres in state institutions, which not only disfranchised a sizeable 

segment of the population eligible for public posts, but also transformed the working 



 

 188 

environments of those already in service. The working lives of these civil servants that 

have been altered in a very significant way by the necessity to convince their superiors 

of their political allegiances are yet to be studied in depth by anthropologists and other 

Turkey scholars. 

 

Life in the Balance 

I began working at the TSGB in July 2013 when the echoes and reverberations 

of the Gezi Protests of June 2013 were still prevalent. The protests remained a staple 

of daily conversations inside the Bank and an important component of the cultural 

landscape outside it. One could not talk to just anyone on campus about the protests in 

positive light for it could result in trouble. However, the vocabulary, humor, and the 

social cues derived from the protests now belonged in the public lexicon, and their use 

in everyday situations sometimes resulted in surprising juxtapositions. One poignant 

example of such juxtaposition took place when the Bank was preparing for the 

Minister’s visit in the early fall of 2013. 

As described in detail in Chapter Two, the preparatory measures taken for the 

Minister’s visit were extensive, and they ranged from fixing semi-hinged doorknobs to 

painting over tiny cracks on the walls and dusting and scrubbing technical equipment. 

The beautification of the Bank was almost an all-encompassing endeavor and each 

staff member took part either in cleaning, planning or maintenance. Since a minor slip-

up during the visit could ruin a civil servant’s career, the preparations brought the 

TSGB staff closer by pushing them to help and comfort each other. They also 

provided numerous opportunities for the workers to ruminate on and joke about the 
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exuberant nature of the work undertaken to host the Minister, who probably was not 

going to stay at the Bank for more than ten minutes.  

In one such occasion, when members of the staff were discussing potential 

little surprises that could please the Minister, Fatma, a technician in her early 40s, 

suggested that we put up a banner in the Bank’s entrance. Alluding to the slogan 

#direnGezi! (#resistGezi) that became massively popular during the protests and was 

now being employed in all contexts on Facebook posts, tweets, wall writings and 

everyday conversations, Fatma said, “We should prepare a banner that says ‘Resist 

Genebank!’ (Diren Genbankasi!) and hang it right above the entrance. That would 

please him alright!” Many in the audience found unexpected relief in the image of a 

state institution welcoming the Minister with a banner from the protests and laughed 

for quite some time. As the laugher and the follow-up jokes subsided, Hatice, a staff 

member who was looking rather petrified, said, “Please don’t even joke about this, 

folks—it would honestly be the end of our lives!”  

Hatice’s invocation of an end to the TSGB staff’s lives, especially in light of 

the purges in Turkish bureaucracy in 2016 and 2017, should not be taken as an 

exaggeration.73 As detailed in Introduction and Chapter Two, Ministry bureaucracy 

during the time of my fieldwork was highly politicized and most public servants felt 

compelled to prove to their supervisors that they were of the right political and moral 

conviction in every opportunity that they got. Civil servants regarded civil service as a 

lifelong career and being laid off for political reasons meant losing one’s livelihood, 

                                                
73 Refer to the Introduction for an account of the 2016-17 purges in Turkish bureaucracy that 
followed the failed coup attempt of July 2016 and resulted in the firing of 300.000+ civil servants.   
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often for good. Compliance with policy directives and changes in research and hiring 

priorities constituted only one part of this imperative of compliancy. The other and 

much harder part was anticipating the needs and goals of higher bureaucracy and 

being prepared to accommodate them when the time came. In this anxious work 

climate, Fatma’s fantasy of blunt subversion came as quite a shock for the TSGB staff 

and elicited long, unexpected laughter. Hatice, however, could not even engage with 

Fatma’s fantasy as the joke that it was intended to be and make light of their shared 

situation, for too much was on the line with this visit. 

The vital importance of belonging to the right kind of political affiliation also 

expressed itself in bouts of desperation. I conducted one of my first interviews at the 

Izmir Genebank with Lale, a senior biologist in the Bank’s biodiversity department. 

As our chat carried into the late afternoon, we found ourselves talking about the 

political makeup of the Ministry bureaucracy. “I really shouldn’t be talking with you 

so openly, actually,” said Lale at one point, pausing abruptly mid-speech. “You look 

like a decent person, but I just met you; you might be a Fethullahçı for all I know and 

can get me fired for talking like this.”74 By “this,” Lale was alluding to her previous 

remarks about how in recent years, bureaucrats in the higher ranks of the Ministry had 

all been replaced by government-friendly cadres (close to Fethullah Gülen) that were 

not nearly as competent. I tried my best to reassure Lale that I was not one of “them,” 

but after that point in the conversation, she grew more and more hesitant to talk about 

in-house politics. “You know, there’s actually no life for us here anymore,” she said, 

                                                
74 “Fethullahçı” is a commonly used term to denote a follower of Fethullah Gülen, the Islamist 
cleric who is the alleged instigator of the 2016 coup and the former long-term supporter of AKP.  
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when she finally returned to the subject. “They fire those that they can, and sideline 

those that they can’t. But I can’t live my life in fear.” 

As Hatice and Lale’s statements indicate, presenting the right kind of political 

persona was such a critical part of the work at the Ministry that the workers equated 

acting (or even imagining) otherwise with death. It was the mental gymnastics, the 

TSGB staff would often point out, that made the work at the Bank stressful: to give 

the right answers when talking to visitors; to estimate the Ministry’s policy leanings 

when representing the Bank at international conferences; to always look for clues of 

deceit in permit applications; to learn to differentiate between bureaucrats that are on 

the side of the AKP and Fethullah Gülen and act accordingly; and above all, to 

anticipate, accommodate, and defend each and every decision made by higher ranking 

bureaucrats. As shown in previous chapters, the fear of doing or saying the wrong 

thing was so great at the Bank that it often became paralyzing, preventing the TSGB 

staff from carrying out elementary tasks that they had all the authority and training to 

perform.  

Staff members remarked that working under this sort of pressure that 

constantly put one’s career on the line also made them feel at odds with their 

immediate surroundings. Besides the organizational and political quandaries, the 

TSGB was not a challenging workplace and it was located in the green, secluded, and 

peaceful Ministry campus. Working for the Ministry as a civil servant also had a 

number of distinct advantages: the TSGB scientists had good working hours along 

with job security and benefits, they had relatively high wages, and on most days, the 

Bank was calm and completely quiet inside. Once (or, if) at peace with the 
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institutional expectations, a civil servant could get used to the leisurely rhythm of the 

workflow at the TSGB.  

Yet this was not usually the case: The TSGB staff often commented on the 

incongruity between the light workload, the serene Ministry campus, and the anxiety 

that somehow continued to define their days. During a morning break on a sunny day 

in late 2013, I stepped outside the Bank with Ali, one of the workers who had started 

at about the same time that I did, to get some air. Both of us were still relatively new at 

the TSGB. Looking at the pergola placed in the middle of the Bank’s green backyard, 

Ali remarked, “I don’t understand how this work can be this stressful. We are just 

counting seeds inside after all. I really don’t get it.” 

 

An Institution of Lower Standards? 

The TSGB staff’s perpetual fear of becoming expandable in the tranquil 

Ministry campus and the Bank’s concern over the viability of the latent lives of seeds 

in cold storage offered an interesting contrast. According to the personnel, the seeds 

lived in a purgatory-like state: Mustafa likened the storage to a morgue while 

cautioning me that the seeds were actually alive, and Hasan remarked that the seeds 

did not exactly lead a good life in storage. Neither the 85 nor 70 percent threshold was 

going to ensure that the seeds were truly alive in storage; viability perhaps meant 

survival, but in order to live, the seeds had to be outside.  

The working lives of the TSGB staff were caught up in a similar type of 

latency. As long as they did and said the right things, they were going to be able to 

hold onto their careers and livelihoods. Yet this imperative often ended up being 
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paralyzing. For Lale, it meant that there was no life for people like her anymore. For 

others, it mean being scared to laugh at a benign joke or being consumed by anxiety 

when counting seeds. No matter how comfortable a career civil service was and no 

matter how idyllic the Ministry campus and how silent the Bank were, the TSGB 

employees felt like they were inhibited by fear and anxiety in the course of their 

everyday work.75 

In the course of my fieldwork, I met a number of well-established international 

plant scientists who told me in one way or another that from the outside, the TSGB 

seemed like an institution happy to just sit on top of a “treasure vault.” These scientists 

would point out that despite the international agreements to which Turkey was party, 

the TSGB was unwilling to let others make use of its collection for the good of 

humanity. If one were to extend this universalist criticism to the inner workings of the 

TSGB, one could argue that standards of living at the Bank were lower than 

international standards as well: The Bank’s viability threshold was 70 percent instead 

of 85, and the Bank’s staff feared for their careers every day. I would like to suggest 

that this sort of criticism misses how life actually comes to matter as a concept, a 

source of anxiety, and a field of calculation at national genebanks in two important 

ways.  
                                                
75 I take this fear and anxiety as a function of the biopolitical regulation of labor in civil service for 
two reasons. First, the sort of ideological commitment and emotional investment expected from 
civil servants are good examples of what Hardt and Negri (2004) have termed “affective labor,” 
which “produces or manipulates affects such as a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, 
excitement, or passion” (108), and is “biopolitical production in that it directly produces social 
relationships and forms of life” (110). Second, as I will shortly demonstrate, the expandability and 
precariousness of the staff’s labor is also a result of the function that civil servants serve for the 
sovereign power and of their exposure to its violence. The latency of civil servants’ working lives, 
in this sense, is related to the particular form of labor they carry out (and the particular promise of 
productivity that is expected of them) in service of the perpetuity of the state. 
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First, as the examples above suggest, an emic critique of latent life emerged at 

the TSGB through the staff’s conceptualization of the conserved seeds’ lives in cold 

storage and of their own lives as civil servants. This critique suggested that the 

technoscientific management of viability, while helping seeds survive in the long-

term, also forced them into a purgatory-like, latent state where it was not clear if they 

were actually alive or not. In a similar way, the TSGB staff saw their working lives to 

be stunted in many ways, even though they worked at an idyllic campus and had 

lifelong, viable careers as civil servants. The pressure to anticipate and comply with 

political expectations forced the staff into a passive and anxious mode of existence. In 

a space where humans and plants are imagined to be helping each other survive, the 

TSGB staff often found that to survive was just not enough. In this sense, the emic 

critique of life at the Bank consisted of two strands. One was the investigation of life 

as a concept via a continuous reevaluation and translation of viability as a marker of 

aliveness in plants. The other, as will be delineated in further detail in the next part of 

this chapter, was a commentary by the TSGB staff on what constituted a qualified life 

(bios) at an institution where life (zoe) seemed to be politicized and exposed to death 

by sovereign power. 

Second, instead of the survival of a common “we” or a common “humanity,” 

seeds—and civil servants—at national genebanks often work for the wellbeing and 

perpetuity of the state; the TSGB staff members were certainly aware of this fact. If 

one key insight that the TSGB provides in terms of biopolitics is that the nation is 

defined through nonhuman genetic material, another is that the bios in question is 

marked and enclosed with the borders of the nation state. The seeds in the TSGB’s 
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storage rooms were labeled as Turkish, and by the same token, Turkishness was 

defined via plant genetic material. However, this was only one side of the process. 

While the TSGB staff ensured the viability of seeds, the viability of seeds ensured the 

wellbeing and perpetuity of the state that they belonged to. The 

universalist/conservationist plea for a common “we” or “humanity” in the time of 

climate change does not only appear suspect in this context because it is 

anthropomorphic (Colebrook 2016a), but also because it so easily ignores historical 

difference and sovereignty of nation states. 

In the post-CBD regime of plant genetic resources management where nation 

states have sovereign rights over their natural resources, the need to protect the 

wellbeing of the state often outweighs the universalist demands of conservation at 

national genebanks. And in such cases, it is scientists/civil servants like the TSGB 

staff who find themselves burdened with a double task: the obligation to ensure the 

perpetuity of the state upon which their livelihoods depend, and to perform 

conservation tasks according to international standards. In other words, to merge the 

time and reason of the state with that of biodiversity loss and climate change. What 

was distinct about the TSGB in this context was that due to the institutional culture of 

fear and secrecy, the way these two processes were managed in tandem resulted in an 

inward, conservative movement that heavily prioritized the perpetuity and prosperity 

of the state, which pushed the civil servants’ working lives into a state of latency, not 

unlike the seeds that they kept alive in a latent state right below their offices.  

As I translated the FAO Handbook and thought about latent life at the Bank, I 

started to wonder about phenomena that pushed against the prevalent latency, about 
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things and processes that enhanced life. For the seeds in storage, the obvious method 

of enhancing life was regeneration: samples that germinated at a rate below 70 percent 

were regenerated until they performed above it, and after that they were taken back 

into storage. This procedure still remained within the confines of technoscientific 

management of plant life, however, and the final destination was always latency. For 

the TSGB staff, the answer was less obvious.  

 

To Put Down Roots 

A few weeks into my new role as the office translator, I visited a high-ranking 

bureaucrat in the Ministry for an interview. He was in his late forties and wore a thin 

mustache that complemented his inquisitive personality. As soon I sat down, the 

bureaucrat started to inquire about my credentials, education, career goals, and the 

details of my personal life in order to get a complete picture of my worth as an 

interlocutor.  After learning that I was studying seeds for a postgraduate degree when I 

was still single and in my thirties, the bureaucrat quipped with a joyful snicker, “A-ha! 

So you are about to go to seed while studying the seeds. Are you at least thinking of 

starting a family soon?”  

The rest of the interview turned out to be rather fruitless, but the bureaucrat’s 

prying comment stuck with me; it was a fitting joke and the conversation probably 

called for it, but it was still a bit out of place and awkward. When I returned to the 

Bank I told my officemate Çiçek about what happened. She thought it was a fitting 

joke too, but she also mentioned that the bureaucrat had a point. More than anything, 

she found the joke unsurprising: “You would get married really soon if you actually 
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started working here,” she said. “Once you become a civil servant and end up at a 

reasonable place [meaning both the institution, TSGB, and the city, Ankara], you get 

married, have a kid, and start a family—it’s the classic civil servant life.” 

Çiçek’s observation was thoroughly accurate: I realized quickly after our chat 

that I was the only unmarried worker at the Bank. The new hires who had started with 

me were all newlyweds, and two staff members who had started about a year earlier 

were both on maternity leave. Above the cold storage rooms that kept plant life in 

latent form, human life seemed to regenerate itself at great speed. “To go to seed,” 

taken literally, was actually the reason I had started this project. It had seemed like 

seeds in cold storage had something to say about latent life, and all I had to do was to 

go to them to hear what it was. It turned out early on in my fieldwork that this was not 

so easy—conveying the seeds’ experience required a lot more than being in their 

presence.76 It was indeed possible, therefore, as the happy bureaucrat remarked, to go 

to seed while trying to understand what seeds said.  

On the other hand, the plant scientists at the Bank whose work also required 

them to go to seeds and understand their experience seemed to be bringing their own 

seeds to life with ease. On the TSGB’s underground floor, life was regulated in 

immunitory terms, in the idiom of preservation: life was being immunized against 

death. On the ground floor, preservation of life took place through individuation and 

                                                
76 See Introduction for a discussion of multispecies ethnography and its shortcomings. 
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affirmation, of life being born anew.77 At the TSGB, in other words, reproduction 

seemed to be one way of moving latent life forward.  

Another was to drive it forward. 

 

To Drive Off 

Starting with the first day of my fieldwork, cars proved to be a big part of my 

daily interactions with the TSGB staff. They occupied a great role in the social life of 

the Bank: almost every TSGB and Ministry employee I came to know through my 

research was preoccupied with cars to some degree, and cars were the only subject I 

could talk about freely with everyone on the campus. My initial impression was that 

every civil servant I met was either actively looking to trade her car or was ready and 

eager to talk about trade options, explore the second-hand market, and visit auto 

galleries. Staff members got daily updates on each other’s car situation, informed their 

colleagues of ads they saw online, pulled their friends’ legs over bad deals, and wished 

each other good car kismet in their quests to find the perfect car. This interest in 

trading and exchanging cars, it looked at first, belonged in the same trajectory that 

families did: it was part of the natural progression of life for a civil servant in Ankara, 

of what Çiçek called klasik memur hayatı (the classic civil servant life). The staff also 

knew that they were going to remain civil servants for a long time and there was no 

point in letting their cars lose value; trading your car was the rational thing to do in the 

                                                
77 Roberto Esposito (2008) marks birth as one of the symbolic processes in which an affirmative 
biopolitics may be found. 
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market. Moreover, to have an interest in cars was the safest and easiest road to 

socialization on campus. 

Kerem was in the frontline of this campus-wide interest in cars. He was the 

vice-chairman of a local vintage car enthusiasts’ association and a well-recognized 

expert in American cars. Like many others who suffered from ballooned gas prices 

and did not want to show up to work in a luxury vehicle for a variety of reasons, he 

preferred economizing with a compact car during the week and enjoyed his luxury 

vehicle(s) during the weekends. A tab on his Internet browser always had the Turkish 

version of eBay open to look at new secondhand cars, and when he had friends over at 

the Bank he would sometimes project the webpage of a car ad he was intrigued with 

on the conference room’s wall and polled their opinions.  

Kerem had a clique of higher-ranking scientists from neighboring departments 

that he liked to go visit car galleries with on lunch breaks. These were mostly 

impromptu visits, capped at four, and they were usually initiated by Kerem dialing 

said friends’ extensions and asking if they were in the mood to “go look at cars.” In 

addition to these visits, Kerem would also sometimes take the lunch break to go to 

repair shops in one of Ankara’s dedicated auto repair neighborhoods and visit a 

particular vendor or mechanic that specialized in a part or repair that he needed for his 

car. As a thirty-year-old without a driving a license or any knowledge about cars at the 

time, I found partaking in campus-wide car talk and accompanying Kerem and his 

friends during these trips very informative. Car talk and car-related activities allowed 

me to observe what cars meant to plant scientists in different stages of their careers in 

civil service.  
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Kerem, for example, looked for value in his weekday car and grandeur in his 

weekend car. He preferred to have natural gas engines installed in his everyday cars to 

save money on his daily commute while he often kept the original petroleum engine in 

his weekend cars to enjoy the original experience. Ali, the senior technician who had 

recently transferred to Ankara from the northern coast, was newly married and had 

recently invested in a station wagon thinking of the times ahead. However, he never 

got over the remorse that he felt about the car’s inability to power through inclines. He 

would often bring this up during car talk, and every time he did, his face would fall in 

a way that upset everyone around him. Atilla, the soil engineer who was the longest-

standing member of the Bank after Kerem, bought a new Range Rover in shiny azure 

during the second month of my fieldwork, but he always feared he looked too rich 

driving it, which could end up putting a question mark on his career in civil service. 

Hasan, the newest technician who had transferred from the National Intelligence 

Agency, was content with driving an old and small Czech car for the time being since 

he also had just gotten married. Zeynep, an engineer from the Department of Pest and 

Disease Prevention who often accompanied Kerem on gallery tours, liked power and 

stateliness in cars and often took issue with Kerem’s claim that women found men 

driving compact sport cars sexier. Ezgi, the manager of the Biotechnology Department 

and another frequent gallery visitor, was heavily involved in the auto tune-up scene; 

when she wasn’t looking to trade her car, she was either personalizing or improving it.  

This type of intellectual and emotional investment in cars was so pervasive at 

the Bank that after some time, I started to think it had to be about more than just civil 

servants not wanting their investments to lose value. Car talk often sprang out of 
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nowhere at the TSGB and it could attach itself to any ongoing conversation; most days 

I would return home from work and while writing down my field notes I would realize 

that I had had another car conversation during the day without noticing. I became 

aware over time that car talk achieved something of great value for the TSGB staff: it 

momentarily took them outside of their official positions as guardians of seeds in a 

precarious state bureaucracy and transported them to a future where they were more 

mobile and moved more freely, strongly, and with more aplomb. It was car talk and 

not necessarily cars that allowed the Bank staff to imagine their future selves, families, 

and relationships in a different light. In this respect, car talk had the similar discursive 

effect as the unending preoccupation with Ministry-sponsored foreign trips among 

higher-level scientists, which I analyzed in Chapter Two. Yet car talk had a more 

fleeting and more transformative power, one that was also more egalitarian and readily 

and widely available. It changed the coordinates of the lived moment and made it 

lighter for all that took part in it. One could not always buy or trade for a new car and 

drive away, but one could always daydream and talk about doing so.  

For scientists and technicians who worked a floor above the frozen seeds that 

were destined to confinement in cold storage, to daily engage in this collective fantasy 

and narrative of mobility was telling. In making visible the contours of a life that was 

aspired to, car talk revealed a contrast between the latent lives of seeds in cold storage, 

the latent lives of the TSGB staff as civil servants caught up in a repressive 

bureaucracy, and their dreams of better mobility. In Turkish bureaucracy and in 

Turkish popular wisdom, starting a family and becoming invested in cars are often 

portrayed as conventional constituents of a civil servant’s life course and as markers of 
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being a good, successful, and productive worker and individual. For conservation staff 

who empathized with the latent fates of seeds in cold storage and who constantly 

feared for the demise of their own working lives, they seemed to signify a lot more: a 

way to move life forward, to give it momentum, and break off its latency. 

At the TSGB, life processes were regulated and politicized (made objects of 

power and knowledge) in a couple of ways: through the management of plant life via 

manifold conservation procedures, the most significant being the techno-scientific 

calculation of viability rate, and through the exposure of civil servants’ careers, 

bodies, and lives to the threat of sovereign violence. This dual biopolitical operation, 

which induced latency in plant life and lifelessness in the TSGB staffs’ working life, 

was carried out with a view to securing the perpetuity of the state by way of keeping 

alive and intact its genetic constituents in cold storage. In this process, bank workers 

translated and therefore defined life though their relationships with the seeds in the 

idiom of latency, offering an emic critique of life both as a concept and a subjective 

experience.78 For the TSGB workers, mobility and individuation appeared as the most 

readily available counterweight to latency and lifelessness. 

 

Coda: Life Before Death 

If latency can be described as a state of existence that has not yet fully 

developed or become manifest—as a moment in which life has not presented itself in 

its full form—it can be said that the TSGB staff imagined the course of their own lives 
                                                
78 Perhaps here one should remember Gilles Deleuze’s “Immanence: A Life” (2013) in which he 
points to the many lives of a life through the example of Charles Dickens, who showed that the 
value of life when its most in danger might be different than when it’s secure.   
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not unlike the way they conceptualized the lives of the seeds in cold storage. Seeds’ 

latency almost became an interspecies rendering of the staff’s desires for life, 

productivity, and a better future. And the TSGB workers’ desire to break off this 

latency did not fall so far off from the desires of those outside the Bank, in Ankara and 

around Turkey. 

I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter that being put in charge of 

translating the FAO Handbook had resulted in a change of pace in my fieldwork. One 

result of this was to occasionally be able to let my thoughts wander back to the not-so-

distant days of the Gezi Protests and reflect on the promises that they held. During 

these breaks, my thoughts often went back to a graffiti from the protests, which I 

sensed had something to say about latent life. Transforming the eternal question of 

what awaits us in the afterlife into a forlorn plea about latent life and unfilled promise, 

the graffiti asked: “Is there life before death?” 

 

Figure 23.  
Is There Life Before Death? Graffiti in Istanbul during Gezi Park Protests. 
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I have demonstrated in this chapter that the fears, joys, anxieties and dreams of 

the TSGB workers that found representation in an interspecies understanding of life 

may help us try to answer the question that this graffiti posed. As a limit concept, life 

stands at the edge of thought. Its regulation, however, enters the purview of 

conservation science through thresholds, standards, and managerial decisions. In 

addition to examining the moments and spaces where this biopolitical regulation of 

plant life takes place, in this chapter I also analyzed how an interspecies 

conceptualization of life came into being at a genebank, which was at once an 

examination of life as a concept and a reflection on the makings of a qualified life. 

This understanding of latency in plant and human life, I suggested, belonged in the 

same historical and political moment. In this conceptualization, viability and survival, 

be it in terms of having a germination rate above 70 percent or a viable career in civil 

service, did not equate to being alive if it took place in cold storage or in a volatile 

state bureaucracy. Life, where it was kept under lock, was believed to exist outside, 

where it could move and grow.  
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Conclusion  
 

Collecting and conservation were prominent topics in Turkey’s cultural 

landscape during my fieldwork due to the success of an unprecedented literary event. 

The Museum of Innocence, Turkey’s only Nobel Prize winner Orhan Pamuk’s 

international bestseller was published in late 2008, and as advertised in the novel, an 

eponymous museum was established in Istanbul in 2012. Home to objects that 

belonged to the novel’s protagonist Kemal’s departed beloved Füsun, the museum was 

a first in Turkey in its powerful blending of fact and fiction. The museum was in part 

an exhibit of Turkey’s material culture between 1970s and 2000s, and in part an 

argument for the powerful relationship between loss, collection, memory, fiction, and 

time. Infused with the soul of the moments in which they intersected with the 

characters’ lives in the novel, the displayed objects lay in their cases as tokens of 

memory and intimacy, as well as material constituents of personal and socio-cultural 

histories.  
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Figure 24. 
Inside the Museum of Innocence. Taken from  http://en.masumiyetmuzesi.org/ 

 

Pamuk’s novel may be read as a long rumination on collecting and its cultural 

underpinnings. It recounts the story of Kemal, a US-educated heir to a wealthy family, 

who falls in love and has a brief affair with Füsun, a distant, working-class relative, 

when he is about to get married to his long-time girlfriend. After breaking up with 

Füsun and then eventually with his wife, Kemal, becomes desperate to get Füsun back 

and devotes the rest of his life to finding her. During the years that he searches for her, 

he finds solace in objects that had belonged to Füsun. When Kemal finally tracks 

down Füsun—now married to someone else but living with him under the roof of her 

parents—he starts to visit the family regularly in order to see her. As a benevolent 

relative who never comes empty handed and as a forlorn figure that pockets small 

household objects from the apartment to add to his collection, Kemal remains a 

permanent fixture in the family’s life for more than a decade. Kemal finally succeeds 

in convincing Füsun to get together again at the end, but loses her forever during their 
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attempted honeymoon after she intentionally drives their car into a tree and dies. 

Kemal survives the incident and decides to create a museum with the objects in his 

collection to commemorate Füsun and their time together.  

Founded less than two years and 300 miles apart from each other, the TSGB 

and the Museum of Innocence remind me of each other for a couple of reasons. One is 

that the novel’s protagonist Kemal builds his museum along the path between loss and 

memory. The idea of a museum occurs to him as he recuperates after the crash that led 

to Füsun’s death: 

Learning to walk again felt like starting life over, and as I embarked on my 
new existence, I thought about Füsun constantly. But thinking about her now 
had no connection to the future, or to the desire I’d once felt; slowly Füsun 
became a dream of the past, the stuff of memories. This was unbearably 
painful, now that suffering for her no longer took the form of desiring her, but 
of pitying myself. I was at this point—hovering between fact and 
remembrance, between the pain of loss and its meaning—when the idea of a 
museum first occurred to me (2009, 490). 

 

It was “between fact and remembrance, between the pain of loss and its 

meaning” that Kemal chooses to display what he had collected of Füsun over the 

years. And these objects together accounted for the memories and experiences that 

made Kemal and Füsun’s relationship: 

 I had only to see them once and I could remember the past Füsun and I had 
shared, the evenings we had spent together at the dinner table. I had associated 
each and every object . . . with a particular moment, and as the years passed, it 
seemed as if these remembered moments expanded and merged into perpetuity 
. . . One by one, they would recall the particles of experience until I had 
summoned up the entire reality of sitting at the dinner table with Füsun and her 
family (398). 
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I have argued in this dissertation that the TSGB was founded on a similar 

understanding of loss, and that the seed and herbarium samples that the Bank held 

accounted for a history of biopiracy and national conservation that Bank workers 

retraced, remembered, and reevaluated in the course of their everyday work. These 

remembrances came together in historical narratives that amounted to a sort of self-

knowledge, a creative situating of oneself in history, which Charles Stewart calls 

“historicity” (2003; 2016; 2017). Like the objects that belonged to Füsun and helped 

Kemal re-live past experiences, seed and herbarium samples at the TSGB connected 

the TSGB workers to a history of loss that they continuously worked to amend. 

Pamuk’s novel, the museum, and the Bank share another characteristic: they 

make apparent the cultural and political questions associated with collecting. In the 

latter part of the novel, as Kemal collects ideas for his museum, he deliberates on the 

cultural aspects of collecting in Turkey and Europe. What Kemal discovers is that 

there are two types of collectors: “The Proud Ones, those pleased to show their 

collections to the world (they predominate in the West),” and “The Bashful Ones, who 

hide away all they have accumulated (an unmodern disposition)” (503). The proud, 

“regard a museum as a natural ultimate destination for their collections.” The Bashful, 

on the other hand, “collect purely for the sake of collecting.” Like the Proud, the 

Bashful begin collecting “in pursuit of an answer, a consolation, even a palliative for a 

pain, a resolution of difficulty, or simply out of a dark compulsion.” But, Kemal 

narrates, “living in societies where collecting is not a reputable act that contributes to 

learning or knowledge, the Bashful regard their compulsion as an embarrassment that 

must be hidden. Because in the lands of the Bashful, collections point not to a bit of 
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useful information but rather to a wound the bashful collector bears” (504). What 

Kemal calls “the collectors’ embarrassment” stems from this wound, which is often 

the mark of a loss. One could feel in the presence of these collectors in Turkey, Kemal 

states, “that their life’s work was an embarrassment to be kept secret and hidden, and 

that beneath it they felt a shame with even deeper roots” (507). 

The way Pamuk’s protagonist removes himself from this shame is to think of 

himself as an anthropologist who has done fieldwork in Füsun’s world, a thought that 

helps him feel no longer “embarrassed by the things he had hoarded,” and gradually 

awaken “to the pride of a collector”:  

Eventually I thought about how I might describe what Füsun meant to me to 
someone who knew nothing about Istanbul, Nişantaşı, or Çukurcuma. I was 
coming to see myself as someone who had traveled to distant countries and 
remained there for many years: say, an anthropologist who had fallen in love 
with a native girl while living among the indigenous folk of New Zealand, to 
study and catalog their habits and rituals . . . My observations and the love I 
had lived had become intertwined. Now the only way I could ever hope to 
make sense of those years was to display all that I had gathered together—the 
pots and pans, the trinkets, the clothes and the paintings—just as that 
anthropologist might have done (496). 

 

Pamuk’s novel is replete with such references to “an anthropologist” as an 

adopted identity for Kemal, which seems to grant him a license that he did not hold as 

a relative, lover, or collector—a license that legitimized the displaying of objects that 

belonged to others and presenting them with an account of his own. Pamuk intimates 

in his novel that this was not the only effect of Kemal’s newfound license. 

Overcoming “the collectors’ embarrassment” by thinking of himself as an 

anthropologist allowed Kemal to hide other embarrassments as well: that of having 
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stolen objects from his relatives’ house for years; of not having allowed Füsun to have 

any say in their relationship; of not having permitted her to become an actor due to his 

own insecurities; in sum, of having objectified Füsun to such an extent that she drove 

herself to death.   

Pamuk’s juxtaposition of anthropology, collecting, memory and guilt in his 

novel is no coincidence, and as an anthropologist working at a seed bank, their 

intimate relationship too obvious to ignore during my fieldwork as well. Like other 

early field sciences such as geology and zoology, botany and anthropology emerged 

from a shared history of collecting and research in the colonies. Starting out as 

colonial practices, they first moved from decontextualization (of the ownership of 

colonized peoples and embedded bio-social and political relationships on the ground) 

to recognizing the sovereignty of peoples and places studied, and then to collaboration 

in research, analysis, and access and benefit sharing (Bell 2017; Marcus and Fischer 

1986; Stocking 1987). In my fieldwork, this shared historical process found its clearest 

representation in the similar research and ownership logics of standard material 

transfer agreements that regulate how parties provide and receive PGR, and 

Institutional Review Board Protocols and agreements of consent in anthropological 

research. As this dissertation has showed, however, neither the access and benefit 

sharing protocols that emerged in response to the injustices that biodiversity-rich 

countries suffered in the past, nor the agreements of contest that emerged in response 

to the injustices anthropological subjects have suffered in the past were enough to 

establish a sense trust and security at the TSGB. My anthropological research looked 
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and felt just as suspicious as the botanical research permit applications that the TSGB 

staff spent little time to disqualify and brush aside. 

There is a sense in the historical and scholarly moment we occupy that climate 

change and the Anthropocene may provide an impetus for such anxieties to be 

rethought and smoothed over. In the conversation that followed Crutzen and 

Stoermer’s coining of the Anthropocene (2000) and Chakrabarty’s examination of the 

epoch’s relationship to history (2009) and postcolonial studies (2012), there is a 

growing discussion in the academia around the universal figure of the human, its 

powers as a geological force, and the necessity for its survival (Colebrook 2016a). In 

the world of climate politics, the Paris Agreement (2016) came to represent a global 

and material response to these issues in the name of humans. Plant conservation is a 

field where the universal figure of the human looms particularly large, as the 

conservation and research of understudied crop species and their wild relatives have 

become critical in humans’ adaptation to changing climate and soil conditions.  

I have shown in this dissertation that the universalist rhetoric of conservation 

did not have a universal hold over the TSGB staff. On the one hand, in line with the 

legal configuration of the CBD and the assumed priorities of the TSGB, conservation 

work at the Bank expanded the genetic boundaries of the nation by naturalizing it. On 

the other, the fear and anxiety that the TSGB workers felt when conserving Turkey’s 

biowealth resulted in intimate, creative, yet protectionist conservation measures that 

kept the Bank looking inward and to the past. Belief in future was expressed not in 

universalists terms but in terms of capitalist futures, as longing and waiting for a time 

in which Turkey would finally have the capital and know-how to capitalize on its seed 
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collection that it now worked so hard to protect. It is worth noting that the TSGB’s 

politics of conservation draws on Turkey’s well-known history with bioprospecting 

and operates in compliance with the legal framework of international biodiversity 

conservation. In this sense, it represents not a failure of conservation or disregard for 

common human futures as claimed by many international critics, but a postcolonial 

reimagining of what life in the Anthropocene should look like. 

The emergence of species survival as a global concern goes hand in hand with 

the opening up of life processes to more regulation. I have argued in this dissertation 

that at the TSGB where viability is a daily concern and a field of intervention, life is 

exposed to an interspecies critique that exposes the fault lines between surviving and 

living. Unable to break free from Kemal’s inexhaustible desire to claim her experience 

and lifeworld as his own, Füsun chooses to end her life by driving into a tree in 

Pamuk’s The Museum of Innocence. Her desire to drive off and away from love’s 

bondage delivers her to her demise. Guarding seed specimens that lie frozen in the 

Bank’s cold storage while trying to find ways to survive as a civil servant in a volatile 

bureaucracy, the TSGB workers often find themselves reflecting on the meaning of 

life as a concept and as lived experience. Like Füsun, they too dream of getting into 

their cars and driving away, in search for more mobile and untethered ways of being 

alive. And yet they come back to work every morning, and look after the frozen seeds.
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