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Preface

The Republic of Turkey was born on 29 October 1923 as the final out-
come of a very troubled historical process. For centuries the Ottoman
dynasty had ruled a very plural society based on the coexistence of
various monotheistic religious communities. The religious identity of
the peoples in this society was far more important than the ethno-lin-
guistical one. The Sunni Muslims were juridically the dominant and
privileged group; Jews and Christians were generally permitted to
sustain decent living conditions. This system started collapsing in the
last decades of the XVIII century.

The forced population movements were one of the causes of the
collapse. By 1912 Anatolia and the Balkans were hosting more than
two million Muslim refugees, mostly coming from the Caucasus, with
an exceptional inflow in the 1860’s. These refugees, who would never
return to their native lands, were relatives of many hundreds of thou-
sands who did not reach Ottoman lands, because they had been killed
or had died on their way. The last decade of the XIX century was fur-
ther marked by massacres of Anatolian Armenians. Between 1911 and
1922 the Ottoman communities enjoyed only one and half years of pre-
carious peace. In 1912-13, as a consequence of the Balkan Wars, an-
other giant wave of Muslim refugees swept across Anatolia. Again,
several hundreds of thousands were killed or died on their way. More
tragedy was to ensure as, during WWI, hundreds of thousands of sol-
diers and civilians of all communities died in regular warfare, inter-
communal clashes, epidemics, or simply starved. In particular, the An-
atolian Armenians were subjected of bloody, “radical cleansing”. In
1919-22 most of the Anatolian and Thracian Ottoman Muslims fought
for their unity and independence — probably for physical survival as
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well — under the leadership of a great military and political leader, the
general Mustafa Kemal (the future Kemal Atatiirk); in the same period,
the Ottoman government signed the humiliating 1920 Sevres peace
treaty, which reduced Turkey to little more than an Anatolian “Bantu-
stan”. New episodes of ferocious intercommunal conflict occurred, es-
pecially between the Muslims and the Orthodox Christians of the
Black Sea. Mustafa Kemal won the war over the ephemeral independ-
ent Armenia, which had aimed at annexing North-Eastern Anatolia,
then over the Greek army, which had invaded Western Anatolia. After
this resolutive turning point he overthrew the Ottoman government,
obtained a substantial recognition of his victory in the Lausanne peace
treaty and founded the Republic. After the Greek defeat and the later
agreed exchange of communities, in 1922-23 approximately one mil-
lion two hundred thousand Orthodox Christians living in Anatolia
were forcibly resettled to Greece and some four hundred thousand
Muslims living in Greece were forcibly resettled to Anatolia.

In sum, if during the XIX century the demographical landscape of
the territories now belonging to the Republic of Turkey and the sur-
rounding lands experienced a dramatic change, the developments of
the years between 1912 and 1923 can be described as nothing less than
a demographical catastrophe. The Turkish Republican regime was like
a layer of concrete stretched over an exploded volcano. Born in Salo-
nika, Mustafa Kemal felt the plurality of the Ottoman world to be a
source of weakness and danger. He shaped the new Turkish state as a
perfect Western-like nation state and Turkey as a country where the
past should be as much as possible forgotten, excepting for some glo-
rious events such as the Gallipoli battle in the WWI and the “Turkish
Liberation War”. The multiethnic and multilingual Ottoman Muslim
community was now the unchallenged master of the country but was
forcibly refashioned as the Turkish nation. The nation-building policy
was severe and intolerant towards non-Turkish identities. Paradoxi-
cally, little elements of separate identity were tolerated just in the cases
of residual non-Muslim communities. Although the Republican re-
gime adopted strongly secularist principles, on practical grounds the
Turkish state and the majority of the public opinion have regarded be-
ing a Sunni Muslim as the condicio sine qua non of being a “perfect”
citizen.
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In these nearly 100 years Republican Turkey has scored many ad-
mirable accomplishments. But her genesis left a permanent imprint in
the political and social development of the country. The “Sévres syn-
drome”, i.e. the permanent (and continuously fueled) feeling that the
integrity of Turkey is at stake, encourages and legitimates an authori-
tarian and centralist attitude and, as a consequence, a strong suspicion
and hostility towards the claims of the “particular” (not historically
Turkish) identities. Almost all of the chapters in this volume show the
perpetuation of a repressive “syntax” over the decades. It is a repres-
sive political and cultural frame based on a collective imaginary of
siege from the outside and from the inside. However, if it is right and
necessary to level criticism against the harmful consequences of the
“Sevres syndrome” in terms of democracy and human rights, it is also
right and necessary to underline the role of the longstanding prejudi-
cial anti-Turk hate speech which very often arises in public discussion
and social media platforms outside Turkey. Even among scholarly
publications, one-sided narratives and underhand moves to deny the
historical legitimacy of the Republic of Turkey within her own bound-
aries are not uncommon.

This volume collects nearly all the papers presented in the online
conference held virtually in Sapienza University of Rome on 30 No-
vember 2021 followed by a specular one, titled “Turkish Communities
in Europe: Challenges, claims, international issues” and held on 23
May 2022. The authors are internationally renowned scholars who
deal with the educational issues and the public images related to Tur-
key's “particular” groups. Neither the conference nor this book could
include all of them. However, we hope this volume is welcomed as a
useful collective work inasmuch as it provides updated, rigorous, yet
sympathetic information about the public images and the educational
issues affecting the status of some minorities and diasporic communi-
ties in Turkey.

The first chapter provides a conceptual introduction to the topic of
“Indifference as a treatable disease. Social Research as platform for a
model in communication and education of Human Rights”. The con-
ference and this volume have been realized in the scope of the project
bearing this name. Indeed, the conference aimed at keeping alive the
interest of international public opinion in the issues of pluralism and
democracy in Turkey. In this perspective, we are proud to have hosted
— alas only virtually — a scholar and public intellectual who has spent
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a lifetime struggling for these values, Prof. Baskin Oran, whose paper
(chapter 2) provides the historical and conceptual framework for the
following contributions. The authors are experts in different disci-
plines and we left them free to choose the approach they preferred.
However, all the contributions offer a historical perspective and touch
the issues tackled in the project.

Among the communities addressed, two (the Rums and the Arme-
nians) are officially recognized as minorities by the Republic of Tur-
key. The Rums are the Greek-speaking Orthodox Christians. Their
name means Rome. Indeed, what we commonly call the Byzantine Em-
pire was the Roman Empire, and for all the surrounding peoples Ana-
tolia was the land of Rome. On the basis of the agreement that pro-
vided the legal frame for the aforementioned 1922-23 exchange, as well
as the Muslim of Western Thrace were allowed to remain in Greece,
the Rums of Istanbul and of the little islands of Imbros (Gokg¢eada) and
Tenedos (Bozcaada) in the Mediterranean were allowed to remain in
Turkey. Their number has been dramatically decreasing since the end
of WWII, mainly due to the Cyprus question and the nervous relations
between Turkey and Greece. Yet Istanbul (including the nearby little
islands in the Marmara Sea) still hosts the most important patriarchate
of Orthodox Christianity, schools, foundations and monasteries.
Therefore, the political importance of this very small community is
weighty.

The Armenians are a far bigger community, especially if we include
the irregular migrants coming from Armenia. Apart from some sparse
individuals, they all live in Istanbul. In the Republican age some Ar-
menians held prestigious positions, such as the great linguist Agop
Dilagar (1895-1979), who was the main helper of Atatiirk in the Turkish
language reform program. It was Atatiirk who chose for him the
surname Dilacar, literally meaning “the language opener”. More
recently another prominent Armenian intellectual, Etyen Mahc¢upyan
(b. 1950) was senior advisor to the prime minister Ahmet Davutoglu
in 2014-15. Nonetheless, many Armenians prefer to adopt a low
profile, not only because they live in a fiercely nationalist country but
also due to the neverending controversies between Turkey and
Armenia (and the West) about the events that occurred during the
WWTI and the Nagorno-Karabakh war.

On theorical grounds, and especially in a constitutionally secular
state, it is quite questionable to categorize as a minority the Alevis of
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Turkey, a distinctive Muslim sect. But, like Rums, Armenians and
Jews, they are not part of the de facto privileged community of Turkish
Sunni Muslims. As “wrong” and “perverted” Muslims, along the cen-
turies, and in Republican era as well, they have been exposed to seri-
ous forms of discrimination and violence.

As for the Kurds, on theorical grounds they are a classic ethno-
linguistic minority, however they are such a large community, and
so intertwined with the Turks throughout the country, that they
cannot easily be perceived as a minority in the way that we gener-
ally think of minority groups such as the Germans in Italy or the
Sorbs in Germany. Alevi Kurds cannot belong to the privileged
space of the Sunni Muslim Turks, but Sunni Kurds can, and there-
fore many Kurdish or partly Kurdish individuals have attained the
highest ranking positions in the Republic. Nevertheless, both Sunni
Kurds and Alevi Kurds are subjected to stereotyping and suspicion,
after having been the focus of policies aiming at their cultural
cleansing in the single party era (1923-1945) and in the 1980s.

Of the two diasporic communities addressed in this volume, the
Syrians who fled from their country due to the war and the five
hundred thousand children born to them in the hosting country
present a new feature of the Turkish human landscape. The Turkish
government and NGOs have managed the massive inflow of Syrian
refugees very well, but two factors have led a part of the Turkish
public expressing a grudge with respect to these destitute people.
These are: 1) the general loss of purchasing power due to the deval-
uation of the Turkish lira and the quick rise of prices; 2) the fear of
a “re-arabization” of the country, a country that in Atatiirk’s vision
ought to be — as completely as possible — detached from the Arab
world.

As for the Caucasian diaspora, the expression “last but not least”
is here particularly appropriate, because my contribution to the “In-
difference as a treatable disease” project was agreed primarily in ref-
erence to this community, which is far less debated and researched
than the other ones discussed in this volume. Indeed, my primary
purpose was to draw the attention of scholars and international read-
ership to a community whose existence, let alone history and current
situation, is not widely known, especially outside of Turkey. Later
we decided to include the case of the Caucasian diaspora within a
more general analysis. What I can say here, to excite readers’
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curiosity, is that we face a case where the absence of discrimination
coincides with the highest degree of invisibility.

I would like to express my gratitude to the speakers of the confer-
ence and the authors of the papers collected in this volume. I am very
thankful to Prof. Mihaela Gavrila, as the head of the Sapienza Univer-
sity project “Indifference as a treatable disease”, for having invited me
to join her team and for having wholeheartedly supported the realiza-
tion of the online conference and of this publication; my thanks also go
to Dr. Fulvio Bertuccelli for his essential contribution in organizing the
conference and editing this volume, to the dean of the Faculty of Polit-
ical Sciences, Sociology and Communication, Prof. Tito Marci, and to
the head of the Department of History, Anthropology, Religions, Art
History, Media and Performing Arts, Prof. Gaetano Lettieri, for their
warm support. Thanks are also due to Prof. Alessandro Saggioro who,
as Prof. Marci, delivered a dense and meaningful opening speech, and
to the members of the scientific committee of the conference, Profs. An-
tonello F. Biagini, Paolo Montesperelli, Giovanna Motta and Baskin
Oran. Finally, yet importantly, I would like to thank Prof. Marianna
Ferrara and the staff of Sapienza Universita Editrice for their careful
and kind guidance in the realization of this book.

Rome, January 2023

Fabio L. Grassi



Tito Marci,

Dean of the Faculty of Political Science, Sociology and Communication

Distinguished colleagues, I am glad to host this important and inter-
esting conference. The subject that we are going to discuss this after-
noon is very important because it deals with something related to
both the Ottoman Empire and modern Turkey, the theme of plural-
ism and multiethnic societies and the way you consider integration of
society from these two points of view.

If we consider that the Ottoman Empire was based on the differ-
ent communities, we can say that the integration of the minorities
was simple and complex at the same time. But with the Kemalist ide-
ology and the rise of nationalism the problem of minorities — and di-
asporas as well — were looked at in a different way. The centralization
of politics and the idea of a centralized national government put the
foundations of the problems that we are going to discuss today. How
to deal today with the minorities issue in the transformation of Turk-
ish society or how to deal with the new trend of the so-called “Islam-
ization” of society?

I am very happy to welcome you to this very important conference.






Alessandro Saggioro,

Director of the PhD program in History and Cultures of Europe

Thank you prof. Grassi for inviting me to introduce this conference.
Thanks also to prof. Gavrila for her help and participation in this
conference: I have the pleasure of meeting her today for the first time,
but I think we have many common interests, and this first occasion
will be a starting point for future fruitful cooperation. I would also
thank the dean Prof. Marci for his introductory words, that I share
and appreciate. I am forwarding you the greetings of the director of
the Department of History, Anthropology, Religions, Art History,
Media and Performing Arts prof. Gaetano Lettieri, and I present you
all my personal greetings and welcome you as director of the PhD
program in History and Cultures of Europe. Reading the program
and understanding the idea of this conference, I need to say that I'm
very proud of the work realized and deeply looking forward to know
more from your valuable speeches. I am very thankful to prof. Fabio
L. Grassi for his generous effort in organizing it and to dr. Fulvio
Bertuccelli for his valuable contribution to the management of the
conference and his role as admin in this online meeting. I would also
like to thank the distinguished colleagues that will talk during this
afternoon.

I think that the topic that you have chosen is very interesting for
many different reasons. As I said, I am in charge of coordinating a
PhD program in History of Europe, in which the topics of minorities
and majorities, diasporas and education are common themes that we
meet in the works of many PhD researchers and are part of our teach-
ing programs and research as well. The topic of majorities and mi-
norities is also very important from the point of view of my field of
studies in History of Religions. I've been leading two projects in Sa-
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pienza: one aimed at defining religious pluralism and another one
aimed at defining religious minorities in the frame of religious plural-
ism both in our days’ society and in general through history. During
these projects we had many occasions of scientific meetings and as
concrete outputs we produced some publications which can help
discussing religious pluralism face to the challenges of present so-
cieties. In 2017 I edited the special issue of the Journal of Sapienza
University “Studi e Materiali di Storia delle Religioni”, Defining
Religious Minorities (SMSR 83/2, 325-330); in 2021 I edited the book
Definire il pluralismo religioso (Quaderni di SMSR). I cannot resume
here today the results of these projects, but I would like to stress the
general idea that was at their basis, and that is important to stress
when we organize scientific meetings on a global scale. Democracy
and peaceful coexistence constitute the agenda of Europe, and they
are the basic values that should be considered in every situation as
the root of the idea of Europe. Europe does not mean only a small
portion of territory of the world but a territory that through history
has had contacts, interactions and conflicts with countries and cul-
tures from all the continents. This long story has contributed to dis-
cuss, challenge and building values and principles. After the terri-
ble events of the two World Wars of the last century, not in a day,
but following a complex series of democratic processes, Europe
has accepted and spread the principles of democracy and respect-
ful approach to all kind of communities and groups. These pro-
cesses are still on their way to a future to come, in which freedom,
rights and dignity should become more and more a common con-
dition for every citizen and for all those people that from different
parts of the world head to the “old” continent full of hope and
concrete necessity. That is why I am sure that your speeches dur-
ing the conference will be very useful both for us as historians and
for the goal of designing a more inclusive historical approach in
general. In the intellectual and scientific context, it is necessary to
study and understand the complexity of our world and plural cul-
tures: that is why a scientific meeting can have larger responsibil-
ity and answer to questions that have a relevance for the society at
large. With these ideas in mind, I wish you a fruitful interaction:
your contribution in the conference today will be a precious fabric
for many future studies.
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I really hope that the proceedings of this conference are published,
and I encourage you to do so, with the wish to discuss the proceed-
ings in Rome, one day. I hope therefore to welcome and meet per-
sonally the friends and the colleagues that are going to talk today.
Online meetings are not real life and we hope we can substitute them
as soon as possible with the concrete interaction among our universi-
ties, our countries and our beautiful cities. My best wishes and thank
you all again for sharing your knowledge with us, our students and
the public attending this praiseworthy conference.






1. Indifference as a treatable disease. Social
research, communication and education as
strategies for the pursuit of human rights

Mihaela Gavrila

The theme of the conference “Minorities and diasporas in Turkey: pub-
lic images and issues in education” is fully in line with the objectives
of a broader, multidisciplinary project promoted by our university, in-
volving sociologists, psychologists, jurists, scholars and experts in in-
ternational cooperation, media and law enforcement representatives.
The title of the project is quite significant: “Indifference as a treatable
disease. Social Research as platform for a model in communication and
education of Human Rights”.

The project, which follows the path advocated by the most recent na-
tional, European and international human rights initiatives, aims to in-
crease knowledge on the subject from an interdisciplinary perspective,
responding to a need increasingly felt by the whole of civil society. I
quote one of our masters of life and thought, the jurist Stefano Rodota:

“An undeniable need for rights and law manifests itself everywhere,
challenges every form of repression, even the national and global poli-
tics. A new idea of citizenship was born, of a heritage of rights that ac-

companies the person in every place of the world.” (2014, 10).

Some of these rights are also included in the topics covered by this
conference: the right to free movement, the right to education, the right
to health, the right to life, the right to children protection, the right to
security. Not to mention gender equality issues.

The “right to have rights” (Arendt 1951) and the fulfillment of the
mandatory duties of political, economic and social solidarity often ap-
pear to be greatly reduced by the critical issues relating to the possibil-
ity/need to effectively communicate sensitive social issues, linked to
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respect for different generations of rights (Bobbio 1990). The reference
is in particular to second generation rights (economic, social, cultural
rights) and third generation rights (concerning the community and so-
cial solidarity, aimed at protecting the most vulnerable categories — mi-
nors, women, migrants, the sick — in addition to the to peace, security,
development, humanitarian assistance and environmental protection)
and the role that old and new media play in relation to them, still too
often contested between the omission of these issues in their agendas
and the restitution of distorted and/or stereotyped representations
(Acerno 2004 and 2006). And if “denying information in these cases is put-
ting consciences to sleep” (Acerno 2006), the return of narratives anchored
to stereotypes and prejudices prompts us to reflect on how the treatment of
these rights can be exploited by strong powers, an aspect already high-
lighted in the 1980s by the World Communications Report (1982).

In this context, the Senegalese educator and former UNESCO
General Director Amadou-Mathar M'Bow affirms that “these are
just some of the potential areas from which either the best or the
worst can arise. The result will be positive only if we resist the
temptation to enslave the mass media to narrow interests, to turn it
into new instruments of power, justifying attacks on human dignity
and exacerbating the already existing inequalities between and
within nations” (M'Bow 1982, 14). This power is in the hands of op-
erators who, be they individual journalists or broadcasters, have the
duty of completeness, objectivity and impartiality every time they
convey a message to the audience.

This awareness is also confirmed in other transnational contexts: 20
years ago, in a Unesco Midterm Review it was declared:

“The provocations of the new society and the acceleration of processes,
even in technological innovation, would require continuous and
greater attention to cultural and professional updating in all those
fields of activities that deal directly or indirectly with the modern emer-
gencies. Among these are poverty, migration, natural and social de-
struction of the social and natural catastrophes, increase in illiteracy,

the progressive decrease in investment in training.” (UNESCO 2003).

To counter these phenomena, we need education, we need re-
search, training, we need a good public policies and communication.
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It therefore emerges clearly that from a certain point in recent his-
tory onwards an important role is played by the old and new media,
which must be an active part of that cultural education project for hu-
man rights, to be directed and built together with the new generations,
in the face of social and political contexts that increasingly seem to au-
thorize and amplify the expression of forms of intolerance towards all
types of difference. And above all, as a guide to the reflection on rights
we remember the words of Nelson Mandela: “No one is born hating
another person because of the color of his skin, or his background, or
his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate,
they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human
heart than its opposite” (Mandela 1994). And love and respect for the
other are the basis of integration.

The very idea of society and being together is based on integration:
it is a constant game of mirrors, identity, identification and recognition
which makes the exclusion or inclusion become foundations of the
quality of life within the society (Santoro 2005). But integration in con-
temporary society is measured with a deeper dimension, with less
clear rules: individualization.

“Individualization is at the same time, cause and effect of auton-
omy, of freedom and personal responsibility, but it also has, as a
downside, the decay of older forms of solidarity, the atomization of
individuals, self-centeredness and, basically, what could be termed
metastasis of the Ego.” (Morin 2011, 43).

University teaching must take these processes into account. It must do
everything possible to create opportunities for collaboration instead of com-
petition to deal with crisis situations and to act as a platform of stability and
strength in a society described by scholars as “unstable” and “liquid” (Bau-
man 2000, Gavrila 2018). On the other hand, life together involves identifi-
cation, seeing “soi-méme comme un autre” (Ricoeur 1990). It implies the culti-
vation of the sense of encounter, respect and sharing among cultures.

It is the same spirit that animated this project passionately promoted to-
gether with my colleagues Fabio L. Grassi and Fulvio Bertuccelli, within the
research that is the frame of this initiative. So, thank you again for your con-
tribution and for your generosity in sharing your research and your reflec-
tions with us.
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2. Minorities and diasporas in the Ottoman
Empire and Turkey — an introduction

Baskin Oran

The concept of “minority” did not exist in the Ottoman Empire. In-
stead, there was a “millet system” established one year after the con-
quest of Constantinople (1453) and which was somewhat modified af-
ter 1839 Tanzimat reforms. This system continued theoretically until
the demise of the Empire in 1922, although it had practically ended in
1913 when the Muslim Turkist Committee of Union and Progress (Itti-
hat ve Terakki Cemiyeti) declared its dictatorship!.

This system which had been adopted from the 6th Century Muslim
Arab world, split the nation between the millet-i hakime (community
that makes the decisions) the Muslims and millet-i mahkume (commu-
nities for which decisions are made), the non-Muslims.

As in all real empires where no ethnic group was preeminent, the
non-Muslims were free to practice their religion and regulate their in-
ternal arrangements. They had their own civil courts in instances
where Muslims were not involved, they were able to levy their internal
taxes, establish their community rules. The only condition was to dis-
play loyalty to the Empire and pay taxes which were higher than what
the Muslims paid.

On the other hand, the non-Muslims were definitely second-class
subjects. They were considered under the custody of the Muslims to
whom they should owe allegiance as witnessed by their name, zimmi
which comes from zimmet (debit) and means “under custodianship”.

1 All information contained in this article is from Oran 2021.
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Well until 1839 non-Muslims did not have the right to ride a horse,

carry arms, testify in courts against Muslims, wear green, etc..
k%

This millet-i hakime mentality, which is still prevalent today, was
also cloned to the Republican Turkey through Section III, “Protection
of Minorities” of the 1923 Lausanne Peace Treaty that codified the
principles of the League of Nations after WWL

In such a way that the Ankara delegation to the Lausanne Confer-
ence refused to accept the criteria of the League (“minorities of race,
religion, or language”), and only accepted “Turkish nationals belong-
ing to non-Moslem minorities” to enjoy the guarantee of the League.
This term meant, as well, the refusal of the criterium “religion” con-
trary to what many believe but we’ll come to that in a moment.

Also contrary to what many in Turkey believe, the non-Muslims
were not the only category to enjoy rights under Section III. But be-
fore I come to this, I'll summarize these rights by assigning them,
for practical purposes, into groups (from A to D) in an order start-
ing with those that have the most rights and ending with those that

have the least:
*kk

Group A includes “Turkish nationals belonging to non-Muslim mi-
norities”. They can enjoy the freedoms of movement and migration, as
these apply to all Turkish citizens (Art. 38/3).

They have the same civil and political rights as Muslims (Art. 39/1)
and the right to establish, run, and oversee all kinds of charitable, reli-
gious, and social organizations (e.g., foundations, schools) at their own
expense, as well as the right to use their own languages and to carry
out their religious ceremonies at these institutions (Art. 40).

In order to provide education in their mother tongue in provinces
or districts where they live in significant numbers, the non-Muslims
have the right to receive an equitable share from the budgets of the
national or municipal government agencies (Art. 41/1 and 2). Also in-
cluded are the right to have their family law or personal status matters
(marriage especially) settled in accordance with their customs and tra-
ditions (Art. 42/1). In addition to these rights, this group should enjoy
the rights recognized for the other three groups.
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Group B includes “Turkish nationals of non-Turkish speech”. They
have the right to orally use their own language in the courts (Art. 39/5).
This group’s rights, naturally, include those of Groups C and D.

*%F

Group C includes “All Turkish citizens”. Their differences in reli-
gion, belief, or sect are not to lead to any discrimination (Art. 39/3).
They have the right to use whatever language they wish in both pri-
vate and in commercial interactions (Art. 39/4). This group’s rights,
naturally, include those of Group D.

Group D includes “All inhabitants of Turkey”. They are to enjoy
the right to life and freedom from discrimination on the basis of na-
tionality, language, race, or religion (Art. 38/1). They have the right to
practice their faith, religion, or sect free from interference (38/2). Equal-
ity before the law and freedom from religious discrimination are also
among their rights (Art. 39/2). (It should be noted that the term “inhab-
itants” includes foreigners as well). By the requirements of Art. 37,
none of these rights can be divested by any law or official act. This
Section I1I, then, covers both minority rights and human rights.

To make a long story short, all these rights were violated by Turkey
starting from the signing of Lausanne, and many of them continue in
our day. To mention only a few:

1) Group A:

Freedom of movement of the non-Muslims was violated between 1925
and 1932 when they were asked to obtain permission to travel out of Is-
tanbul province. In mid-60s the same obligation was required from the
Rums (Greek Orthodox) of Imbroz (Gokgeada) and Tenedos (Bozcaada)
for travel to Istanbul (Art. 38/3). Education in Greek in these two islands
was banned from 1927 to 2015, except for the period 1951-1964. Syriac
schools were closed in 1928 (Art. 40) and only in 2014 a single kindergar-
ten was reopened (Art. 14).

Even though Rum, Armenian, and Jewish peoples’ names were not
mentioned in Section III by using the term “Turkish nationals of non-
Turkish speech”, recognition of non-Muslim communities outside these
groups, like Syriacs, Ezidis, Romans, Arab Greek Orthodox, Protestants,
and Catholics has been refused till the present.
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The 1942 Wealth Tax Law was used as the main instrument of the
ongoing capital transfer from the non-Muslims to the Muslims. A pro-
cedure called the “1939 Declaration” confiscated the real estate hold-
ings of non-Muslim foundations (Art. 42/3). Elections of non-Muslim
community administrations is banned to this day (Art. 40).

Religious marriage ceremonies of the non-Muslims were banned
for a long time starting from 1926 (Art. 42/1).

To our day there is not a single non-Muslim civil servant in Turkey
(Art. 39/1).

2) Group B:

The Kurds’ oral use of their language in courts is banned to our day
(Art. 39/5).

3) Group C:

The Alevis’ practise of their religious ceremonies (cemevleri) and
traditions (semah, etc.) was obstructed in various forms to the present.
Sunni mosques were forcefully built in their villages where Sunni
imams were nominated amid the protests (Art. 39/2 and 3).

Official campaigns of “Citizen, Speak Turkish” prevented espe-
cially the non-Muslims and the Kurds, and also the Arabs from using
their mother tongues during the 1930s and again in the 1960s (Art.
39/4), and this prohibition mainly continues to our day for the Kurds
in arts and media?. Learning of Laz and Circassian languages etc. was
banned until the 2000s.

4) Group D:

The rights of non-citizens living in Turkey and of Christian mis-
sionaries (Protestant pastor Andrew Brunson in particular)® were vio-
lated (Arts. 38/1 and 2 and Art. 39/2).

A%k

Concerning these open violations of the Lausanne Treaty, the fol-
lowing important points should be noted:

1) The title of Section III is “Protection of Minorities” but this Sec-
tion is a human rights text since it protects even the rights of foreigners
(“inhabitants”). This title stems from the fact that the term “minority
rights” have been in international use since the 16t Century while the
term “human rights” have been introduced there only in 1945 through

2 For the interdiction of theater plays in Kurdish in Istanbul in 2021 see MlsaTurkey 2021.
3 See Wikipedian.d..
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the United Nations Constitution. Therefore, the use of this title to re-
fuse the rights bestowed upon people outside the “Turkish nationals
belonging to non-Muslim minorities” is simply unacceptable.

2) The most important reality behind the violations of rights of peo-
ples who differ from the Hanafi, Sunni, Muslim, Turk majority is the
following: Turkey is a “nation-state” from its very beginning.

Do not confuse the “nation-state” with “national state”. The latter attrib-
utes sovereignty not to God or King but to a concept called “nation”, while
the former attributes it to the dominant ethno-religious group within the
nation and refuses to recognize any other identity (sub-identities).

This dominant group in Turkey is the “Hanafi, Sunni, Muslim, Turk”
identity. Hanafi as opposed to Shafii, Sunni as opposed to Alevi, Muslim
as opposed to non-Muslim, Turk as opposed to all ethnic non-Turks.

3) Turkey, as a very typical nation-state, implemented two main
policies to oppress peoples having different characteristics then the
dominant ethno-religious group: a) assimilate those it can assimilate;
b) to apply ethno-religious cleansing to those it cannot assimilate.

At this point it'll be helpful to remember that in the Middle East and
the Balkans, the essential element of identity is not language or ethnicity,
but religion as a residue of the Millet System. And sect is also very im-
portant, that is why the Ankara delegation to the Lausanne Conference
refused the religion criterium also and only accepted “Turkish nationals
belonging to non-Muslim minorities”. That was because the Alevis
(with the exception of those from Dersim and of Arab origin) even
though they were ethnic Turks, were religiously very different from the
Sunni vast majority of Turks. The founding fathers who were well aware
of this situation wanted to prevent the Alevis from having international
rights under the League’s guarantee (Nur 1967, 1044).

4) As the residue of the millet system, the non-Muslims entered the
category of “non-assimilable” and were subjected to ethno-religious
cleansing. When Lausanne Treaty was signed and the compulsory

4 In the next page Dr. Riza Nur discloses his “solution”, which is inherently the
philosophy of the founding fathers of the Turkish nation-state as well, in the
following words: “The lesson to draw from this: the most crucial, the most righteous,
the most vital move is to stick to the principle of eliminating in our country any
person belonging to another race, language, religion (...) [Those who are not
Turkish] and likewise the Kurds ought to be isolated from their language and
ethnicity using an incessant plan of assimilation.” (Nur 1967, 1045).
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exchange of Turkish and Greek populations was completed the Rum pop-
ulation by itself was 110.000 strong, while in 2021 they are down at 2.000
and the number of all non-Muslims in Turkey is below 100.000, their ratio
to the population of Turkey now being less than one per thousand.

5) The category “assimilable” has two factors that support each
other: a) to be of the same religion and denomination as the majority;
b) to be allochthonous and not autochthonous.

The autochthons are people whose ancestors were born on the same
soil. Taking strength from this, they tend to jealously protect their
identity (George 1984, 10-16).

On the other hand, the allochthons (= diaspora in Turkey) are very apt
to assimilation because they have taken refuge in Turkey to save their
lives from the Christians of their original country, and also because they
are of the same religion (Islam) as the majority in Turkey. Their ethnically
different identity is ready to dissolve into their religious identity.

For example, when in June 2004 the Government decided to broad-
cast in languages other than Turkish, the Bosnians, who originate from
the Balkans (long time Ottoman territory), protested, citing a reason
that openly reveals the Muslim allochthonous/diaspora mentality:
“We are not Bosnians in Turkey, but Turks. We are first class citizens”
(Aksam 2004).

I guess this general outline will help to grasp better the main issues
regarding minorities and diasporas in Turkey discussed by the authors
of the following chapters.
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3. The Rums: how to save the Greek schools
of Turkey? Immigration, arabisation or
“folklorization”

Samim Akgoniil

3.1. Introduction

The Greek minority of Turkey is one of the last witnesses of the otto-
man past of the country, especially (but not exclusively) of Istanbul.
Greeks of Istanbul were actors for centuries in a history as brilliant as
it is dramatic. However, their departure does not date from the Greek-
Turkish war (1919-1923) as it is the case for the Greeks of Asia Minor.
During the compulsory exchange of populations between Greece and
Turkey of 1923, around 150 000 Greeks of Istanbul (alongside Greeks
of Imbros and Tenedos Islands) have been spared in order to constitute
a parish to the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople. Thus, Greek
schools remained open in the city according to the article 40 of the
Treaty of Lausanne (24 July 1923). These schools functioned in close
circuit during decades before losing their students after 1964.

On March 14, 1964, the government of Ankara decided to expel
twelve thousand inhabitants of Istanbul of Greek citizenship. The lat-
ter are ordered to leave the city in twelve hours, authorized to take
twenty dollars and twenty kilos of personal belongings. They will be
followed by more than thirty thousand Greeks, Turkish citizens for
their part: husbands and wives, children, associates, friends, and com-
panions. In total, in a few months, forty-five thousand Greeks will
leave their city forever, bitter, surprised, accused of being Greeks in
Turkey, and Turks in Greece... Today the Greeks of Istanbul, the city's
oldest community, number only a few thousand, we will come back to
this question.
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These Greeks call themselves Romios / Romioi and are called
“Rum” by Turks because they are considered to be the descendants
of the Eastern Roman Empire, which today we call the Byzantine
Empire. For almost half a millennium, the Greeks of the Ottoman
Empire then, lived within a system of religious “nations” (millet),
alongside Muslims and Armenians (and also Jews, Catholics and
later Protestants). Without idealizing this period of tension during
which the hierarchy between Muslims and non-Muslims was real,
we can still say that compared to other regions of the world, the
system ensured relative societal peace. In this system of millet, each
community had its own educational system (Cakal 2020).

Things became more complicated with the introduction of the no-
tions of “nation” and “secularism” in the Ottoman empire in which the
society was organized according to religion belonging. The long 19th
century was one of wars, massacres and expulsions. Turkish national-
ism, late compared to the others, is reactionary, radical, sometimes de-
structive. Thus, the non-Muslim communities of the empire are
purged in an endless attempt to homogenize the population. Three
dates are significant:

e 1915, the symbolic date of the extermination of the Armenians,
qualified as “genocide” by several parts, including historians and
several states, that is denied by the Turkish Republic.

e 1923, date of the compulsory exchange of populations between
Greece and Turkey

e 1964, the beginning of the end of Greeks of Istanbul following the
government’s decision to expel Greek citizens.

In 1923, in the process of homogenizing the Greek and Turkish popu-
lations, the two parties agreed on a compulsory exchange. 1,5 million Or-
thodox from Turkey were exchanged against 500 000 Muslims from
Greece, through a traumatic journey. Greek schools of Asia minor, where
a specific Greekness of religion and language was transmitted, were con-
sequently shut down (Ralli 2019). But this exchange of populations was
not complete. Two groups were spared the forced expulsion: the Greeks
of Istanbul — approximately 150 000 people and an equivalent number of
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Muslims from Western Thrace. The 1930 Treaty of Ankara also allows
twelve thousand Greeks from Istanbul to live in the city, but with Greek
citizenship, through residence permits tacitly renewed for decades.

It is this community, made up of Greek citizens and Greek Turkish
citizens who, by mixing, marrying, associating, formed the vestiges of
the glorious, rich and cosmopolitan past of the city. Until the 1950's were
Cyprus issue deteriorated relations between Greece and Turkey. From
the 1950s, the Greek minority became a real hostage in the hands of suc-
cessive governments in power in Ankara. It is nothing more than a cur-
rency of exchange. During the first Cyprus crisis, in 1955, a demonstra-
tion organized behind the scenes by the government, to show the West
that Turkish public opinion was not indifferent to the fate of Cyprus,
degenerated into a riot. Hundreds of businesses and houses belonging
to Istanbul Greeks are ransacked and raided (Agir 2014).

3.2. 1964: the turning point

But it was in 1964 that the fate of the community was sealed. After
Cyprus gained independence (1960), inter-community clashes multi-
plied to the point that Cypriot President Monsignor Makarios was
tempted to change the Constitution. Ankara, fearing a Greek takeover
of the island, is brandishing the threat, initially, of military interven-
tion in Cyprus, using its status as "guarantor". But faced with the op-
position, even the disguised threat of the United States barely emerg-
ing from the Cuban crisis and the assassination of John F. Kennedy,
Ankara had to swallow its anger. It was redirected to the usual scape-
goats: the Greeks of Istanbul. It was then that their expulsion was de-
cided. The government unilaterally suspended the 1930 agreement and
expelled the twelve thousand Greeks with Hellenic citizenship. In order
to put pressure on Greece, supposed to support the Greeks of Cyprus,
but also in order to complete the annihilation of the Greeks of the coun-
try, begun forty years before. Therefore, the Greek schools that where
an important part of the educational panorama of Istanbul started to face
the danger of shut down or, worst, becoming ghost schools.

The fear of abuses after 1964 was not completely unfounded. Above
all, the main bilateral problem, the one that had brought so much suf-
fering to the minority, Cyprus, remained. And because of the experi-
ences of 1955 and 1964, in each bilateral crisis the minority felt
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targeted, as for example during the crisis of 1967. But instead of spec-
tacular measures there were more diffuse applications affecting the
structures of the minority. Already with the departure of 30,000 mem-
bers of the community, many schools had to close:

Pupils and students | Pre-schools | Primary schools | Middle and High
Schools
1923 16 123 70 85 8
1964 6002 4 42 6
1970 4412 - 52 6
1978 1147 - 22 6

To these shortages of students (and teachers) must be added the
attempts of the Turkish government to take control of these minority
schools considered as “breeding grounds for treachery”. To do this, in
1967 a decree promulgated in 1963 (n. 246/7) was applied in order to
appoint, in a compulsory way, a Turkish deputy director in all minor-
ity schools. These deputy directors were invested with such power that
any school action became impossible without their agreement. When
a Greek director retired or died, he was not replaced and thus the man-
agement of these schools passed directly under the control of the Turk-
ish deputy directors appointed by the Ministry of Education. In some
cases, the school was kept open on paper despite the absence of stu-
dents to allow a Turkish deputy director to keep his position of con-
venience. In this way not only a Turkish director was kept in his posi-
tion but also the Turkish government did not attract the anger of its
Western partners because of the closure of one more Greek school.

Moreover, still from 1964 the difficulties for the recruitment of Greek
teachers in minority schools began. From this date, an aptitude test in
the Turkish language becomes compulsory, immediately eliminating
several candidates. At the same time, inspections of minority schools are
becoming extremely frequent and harsh. It is always at the same period
that the difficulties begin for the repair and expansion of school build-
ings like other public buildings belonging to the minority elsewhere.

All these interventions in minority schools were possible thanks to
a law passed in 1961 (n. 222) which henceforth considered minority
schools as “private schools” and not as “community schools”. In
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March 1964 a government decree (n. 410/16) prohibited members of
the Orthodox clergy from entering minority schools. In September
1964, another decree (n. 3885) prohibited Orthodox prayers in the
courses as well as schoolbooks (Kaya 2015). Thus, a kind of “seculari-
zation” from the top took place at the end of the 1960s. All these edu-
cational restrictions considerably disturbed the minority. Not only
were the schools threatened with closure because of the drop in popu-
lation, but moreover their control passed gradually into the hands of
the central state, putting an end to a communitarianism to which the
minority had been accustomed for centuries.

These direct pressures on minority schools were followed by an-
other application that indirectly affected minority education. In 1971,
given the disastrous situation of universities where gangs of armed
students clashed every day, the government of the time decided to
close all private universities. And the Theological School of Halki
which depended directly on the Patriarchate and which was the cradle
of Greek Orthodoxy also closed. This closure was not forced, but the
patriarchal authorities preferred to put an end to the activities of the
Academy rather than let it become a school dependent on the Turkish
Ministry of National Education. Let us understand that the 1971 deci-
sion was not a measure against the minority in general or against mi-
nority education in particular, but it was a measure of general applica-
tion for the whole country. It was later, when the opening of other
private universities was allowed, and the reopening of the Halki The-
ological School was not that this became a real minority problem. Since
then, the Theological School of Halki is still closed in 2022.

3.3. How many Greeks remain in Turkey?

As one can see immediately, there are today two main problems
that the Greek minority schools face in Turkey. The first one is obvious,
as the Greeks of Istanbul are still not seen as first-class citizens but as
means of pressure on Greece, Greek schools are constantly objects of
policy implementations related not to the Greek children of Turkish
citizenship but related to bilateral relations. The second problem is nat-
urally related to demographics. Today, depending on how one defines
the “Greekness” of Turkey, there are only between 3 000 and 10 000
“Greeks” of Turkish citizenship living in Turkey. According to several
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surveys, those who are names ad “Polites” i.e. Greeks of Istanbul are
around 3000 and most of them are old (Ors 2018). To them, one may
add around 2000 other Greeks of Turkey mainly from the two Aegean
islands, Imbros and Tenedos. Greeks from these two islands, migrated,
mostly to Greece and elsewhere but those who remain in Turkey live
in Istanbul and partially in the islands, especially summertime.

There is another group. In 1923, when the compulsory exchange of
populations was decided in Lausanne, the city of Antioch was in Syria
under French mandate. Thus, the Arabic speaking orthodox commu-
nity of the city remained at home. Therefore, when Antioch was reat-
tached to Turkey in 1939 around 15 000 Christians became automati-
cally Turkish citizens. During decades, these Christians left Turkey
mainly for Europe and especially Scandinavian countries. Neverthe-
less, after 1990’s Arabic speaking orthodox population of the city that
could remain in Turkey besides harsh life conditions started to emi-
grate to Istanbul. And as the perception of the Turkish republic is still
related to religious belonging (and not ethnicity of language) they
have been considered as Rum, i.e. Greek-Orthodox. Consequently, they
have the “right” to use Greek minority’s institutions, including schools
(and foundations). They number is subject of controversies but in
total they are believed to be 5000 and among them 2000 in Istanbul
(Kaymak, Beylunioglu 2018). This addition makes, at best 10 000 of
Greek-Orthodox in a country of 82 000 0000!

3.4. And how many students and teachers?

The automatic consequence of this demographic collapse is easy
to understand. While in 1922 there were 1245 Greek schools in the
Ottoman territories, in 2022, exactly one century later, there are
only 7 that remain open (Kalafat 2021). These schools are Zapeion,
Zografeion, Fener, Langa and Prinkipos (Biiyiikada), in Istanbul
and 2 schools in Imbros (Gokgeada) attended by around 300 pupils
from all ages. Each year there are 5 to 10 students who are enrolled
to these schools, the basic requirement being that the student be
Greek Orthodox of Turkish citizenship. This requirement was in-
troduced by the Ministry of National Education in 1968. This re-
quirement means that not only non-orthodox families cannot send
their children to these schools but in addition (and this is the most
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important) children of Greek-Orthodox families, diplomats, busi-
nessmen and women, teachers, etc, who are not Turkish citizens
cannot either.

On the other hand, not only Greeks are very few but also some families
don’t send their children to minority schools for several reasons such us
the reputation of bad quality, the fear of being labeled and finally, many
Arabic speaker orthodox attending these schools. We will come back to
this question.

The quality of the education in these schools suffer mainly because of
the misuse of the principle of reciprocity between Greece and Turkey. In
this framework 16 contingent teachers can be appointed in these schools. In
1973, it was decided that teachers could be appointed for the courses where
there could be a quota deficit in schools. Within the framework of reciproc-
ity, it was decided that 16 teachers would go to Western Thrace, while 16
teachers would come to schools in Istanbul and Gokceada. Normally, the
reciprocity cannot be applied to the own citizens of a state nor in the matter
of Human rights. In other word, the use of reciprocity on minority rights is
unlawful and unethical. The same principle is also used for schoolbooks in
Greek schools. Books coming from Greece are tightly controlled and specif-
ically not appropriate for Greek language learning students. Students who
receive education in the mother tongue (Greek) in schools that have the cur-
riculum of the Ministry of National Education and have the status of private
minority schools use both Turkish textbooks and Greek textbooks from
Greece. Why, in order to impose books and curriculum from Turkey in
Western Thrace, Greeks of Turkey should follow books and curricula from
Greece? And of course, vice versa...

This is considering a minority always a “minority” not adult, the other
meaning if the word in French, under the strict control of the kin state under
the cover of protection.

Another issue preventing Greek families to send their children to these
schools is the issue of Turkish deputy director acting like a nanny to control
and to scold. The position that was started in 1937, ended in 1948-1949 and
re-established in 1962, previously referred to as the Turkish Deputy Direc-
tor, and now as the Chief Deputy Director, is also included in the new reg-
ulation. The word “Turkish” disappeared in the reform of education in 2012
but de facto it’s still the case.

And finally, one can mention the financial problems of the minority
schools. Most of the buildings are old constructions from the 19 century
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needing constant maintenance and repair. Foundations that own these
buildings don’t have enough resources and they are not allowed to receive
donations. As it is the case for example for the Phanar Greek school dating
back to 1881-1883.

3.5. How to save the Greeks schools of Istanbul?

The situation of Greek schools of Istanbul is critical and requires
urgent solutions. 3 main ongoing processes and their combination are
capable to guarantee the survival of these schools.

First of all, one must mention of course the “arabisation”. Arabic
speaker orthodox, mainly from Antioch, for a minority within the mi-
nority, at least sociologically speaking. Unlike the remaining bour-
geois Greek families of Polis, Arabs immigrated in Istanbul don’t hes-
itate to send their children to minority schools. The result is very
paradoxical. In many classes, children from Arabic speaking families
are in majority as for example at the Phanar Greek school. Neverthe-
less, we should emphasize the fact that Arabic speaking orthodox in
Istanbul are in the city for at least 20 years now and most of the chil-
dren are initiated to Greek language since the kindergarten. The atti-
tude of Polites (Greeks of Istanbul) towards these children at Greek
schools is very ambiguous. While many families think that the pres-
ence of these Arab children, at Greek schools is a problem degenerat-
ing the Polites identity, others, on the contrary considers that their pres-
ence save not only the schools but all minority institutions that are
threatened to closure otherwise.

The second option for the survival is immigration. This has two dif-
ferent aspects. On the one hand, following the 2008 economic crisis in
Greece, in a relatively peaceful atmosphere of Greek Turkish relations,
several Greek citizens some of them being the descendants of former
Polites but also other young Greeks in search of economic dynamism,
came to settle to Turkey, mainly in Istanbul (Kotam 2016). In 2022, ap-
proximately 2800 Greek citizens (included students) live in Turkey and
some of them send their children to Greek minority schools even if
these children cannot obtain their graduation because they are not
Turkish citizens! These “guest students” are for example around 15
over 50 students of Zografeion. Another example is in Imvros. The Pri-
vate Gokgeada Greek Primary School, which started its education life
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in 1951 under the name of Aya Theodori, was closed in 1964 due to the
tense Cyprus policies. It has been reopened in 2012 after 48 years, the
school started its first lesson with 4 students. Noting that most of the
students at the school are residents of Gokgeada, the children of quota
teachers from Greece are also educated. If the settlement of Greek citi-
zens in Turkey becomes stable, and if foreign citizens obtain the right
to be graduated from minority schools, the Greek schools of Turkey
my find a new kiss of life.

The second aspect of the immigration is related to Syrians. In
2022, according to several statistics, around 5 000 000 Syrians live
in Turkey under the temporary protection of the UNCHR. In Syria,
10% of the population is Christian (Orthodox or Nestorian) (Afet ve
Acil Durum Yo6netimi Baskanligi 2017) but there is no data about
the percentage of Christians among “refugees”. Nevertheless, it
wouldn’t be a surprise to see Syrian Arabic speaking orthodox fam-
ilies” children in the Greek Schools of Istanbul. This additional pop-
ulation may also allow the survival of minority schools if the Greek
minority of Turkey doesn’t fall in the trap of racism that shakes
Turkish society in 2022.

There is a third option which is also an ongoing process. This pro-
cess can be called as “folklorization” because schools are not used
anymore (only) for educational purposes but serve as venues for ex-
hibitions, conferences, concerts, etc. For example, Galata Greek Pri-
mary School was built at the end of the 19th century in order to con-
tribute to the education and training of Greek children. Located in
Galata, one of the oldest districts of Istanbul with its neo-classical ar-
chitectural style, the school had to cease its activities in September
1988 due to the demographic problems that arose especially since the
1960s and 70s. The school, which started to serve as a kindergarten
in 2001was closed once again in 2007 due to the lack of pupils. Galata
Greek Primary School reopened its doors in 2012 for “Adhocracy”,
one of the two main exhibitions of the Istanbul Design Biennial and
curated by Joseph Grima.

Similarly, The Yoakimion Greek Girls' School started to be used
as an exhibition space, like the Galata Greek School. The first exhibi-
tion in the school building has been the sculpture exhibition titled
“Me, me, between worlds and between heavens”, of the Greek artist
Kalliopi Lemos describing male violence.
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Invisibilization as strategy to survive in a public space that is con-
sidered neutral and secularized but is heavily nationalist and under
the state control is a common experience of all the minorities in Tur-
key: ethnic, religious and political. The equilibrium between cultural
recognition and politicization of cultural identity of the Greek minor-
ity is not an isolated case. Other minorities such as Jews (See for ex-
ample the experience of Avlaremoz launched by young Jews of Tur-
key! or Armenians (Ozgiil 2014).

3.6. Conclusion

The Greek schools of Turkey, especially in Istanbul, cannot only be
seen as educational institutions. They represent at the very same time
the glorious and rich past of the community and its uncertain future.
Thus, their protection is not only an issue of the transmission of the
knowledge. It's about interiorizing and legitimation the Greek past of
the city which means the rich and diverse heritage of the ottoman Em-
pire. Therefore, the existence of the Greek schools of Istanbul, their ed-
ucational and cultural activities is not only a problem of the Greek mi-
nority. It’s directly related to the entire Turkish society and the State.
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4. Kurdish language rights, mobilisations,
and representations in the Justice and
Development Party’s Era

Clémence Scalbert Yiicel

The Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP)
came into government in Turkey in 2002, during the aftermath of a violent
conflict between Turkish security forces and the guerrilla forces of the
Kurdistan Workers' Party (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané, PKK). This
conflict had resulted in over 40,000 deaths and the internal displacement
of more than three million people. The leader of the PKK, Abdullah
Ocalan, was jailed and sentenced to death in 1999; in 2002, the sentence
was commuted to life imprisonment after the abolition of the death
penalty in Turkey. In the years since Ocalan’s incarceration, Turkey has
seen ceasefires, attempts at conflict resolution, and renewed fighting and
military operations against the PKK.

The early years of the AKP’s government were a period in which
hopes for peace were high. Yet such hopes were not realised. In States
of dispossession, Zerrin Ozlem Biner writes: “post-emergency period
in the Kurdish region took the form of a “violent peace’ (Visweswaran
2013) fraught with unilateral ceasefires, peace talks and their failures”.
For Biner, “violent peace” is a “zone between war and peace” which,
despite the violence and uncertainty, “allowed openness, accessibility,
and the movement of ideas, practices, and people (...) [and] the perfor-
mance and production of the political for the possibility of other forms of
life” (Biner 2019, xi-xii).

Despite violence, fighting, and losses, it was still possible to imagine a
peaceful future. And yet, the context of the Syrian civil war, the break-
down of peace talks in 2015, open war in Kurdish cities (2015-2016), and
the military coup attempt of 15 July 2016 and its repression, led to a
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renewed crackdown on the Kurdish movement — among other political
movements — and confirmed the rise of authoritarianism in Turkey!.
As Biner argues, the “window that had enabled peace and reconcilia-
tion rapidly shrank” (Biner 2019, 49).

In this chapter, I look more closely into the issue of Kurdish lan-
guage rights, education, and public image during the AKP years. This
is central to the Kurdish issue: the Kurdish language has been a key
marker of a contested identity, and its usage a de facto political stance.
The desire for language recognition and education rights have been at
the core of the Kurdish question, its resolution attempts and its fail-
ures, as we shall see. The essay is based on the analysis of media cov-
erage of the issue, as well as the now large body of literature on Kurd-
ish language policy in Turkey. Among this literature, it is particularly
worth mentioning the recent doctoral thesis of Ronayi Onen Baykusak,
which presents an original and extremely rich analysis of the Kurdish
language policies in Turkey in the 20% and 21st centuries. The chapter
first examines the different steps that enabled the more widespread use of
the Kurdish language under the AKP government from 2002. It then looks
into the mobilisations for Kurdish language rights — in particular those that
have taken place since the collapse of the peace process in 2015 —as well as
the struggle for Kurdish to be officially recognised in Turkey. In the final
section, I shall examine the public image of the Kurds and the Kurdish lan-
guage in Turkey today, showing that Kurdish is once again denigrated and
portrayed as the language of backwardness, separatism, and terror, leading
to new restrictions on language use and attacks on Kurdish speakers.

4.1. Language rights under the AKP government: from
the perspective of the European adhesion to the collapse
of the peace process

From the 1920s up to the 1990s, the policy of the Turkish Republic to-
wards the Kurds was to deny their existence and to ban and repress the
use of the Kurdish language and the expression of any form of

! On the rise of authoritarianism in the country, see the special issue of
“Mouvements”, no 90, 2017/2, entitled Turquie autoritaire, Turquie contestataire, and
the special issue of the “British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies” no 46, 2019/5 on
Authoritarianism, Citizenship and Democracy in Turkey.
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Kurdishness2. This policy of denial and repression was accompanied by
state narratives that framed the Kurdish question as “an issue of reaction-
ary politics, tribal resistance and regional backwardness” (Yegen 1996).
For successive Turkish governments and state institutions, the Kurdish
issue was to be solved by social change and development, individual as-
similation, and the use of violence.

The 1990s saw some first steps towards a recognition of Kurdish
and the granting of some language rights to the Kurds, against the
backdrop of a complex regional and domestic situation, in particular
with the amendment of the law 2932 in 19913. While the war between
the Turkish armed forces and the PKK was raging, these legal changes
enabled publication in Kurdish and the development of a Kurdish lit-
erature in the country. As we will see below, additional linguistic
rights were granted under the AKP government. However, the major-
ity of the Kurdish people considered these steps “not as systematic ef-
forts as part of a genuine agenda of democratization and peaceful res-
olution of the Kurdish conflict, but as a token move to ease internal
and external pressures and to co-opt Kurdish demands” (Derince 2013,
147). Indeed, the AKP had been counting on Kurdish votes to remain
in government, and these steps must be considered in this framework
of electoral competitions*. Furthermore, we shall see that these steps
were limited, and judged as such, primarily because they neither chal-
lenged the status quo nor offered official recognition to the Kurdish
language and people.

The first reforms of the new millennium coincided with the ac-
ceptance of Turkey as a candidate for European Integration in 2001. In
this context, different laws were voted in, which enabled the use of
languages other than Turkish in several areas, including publications
(law 4709 of 17 October 2001) and TV and radio broadcasting and ed-
ucation (law 4771 of 3 September 2002)5. Despite such laws, however,
broadcasting was authorised only on public channels and for a limited

2 Scholars in different disciplines have studied this ban and its evolution thoroughly.
See, for instance, Virtanen 2003; Hassanpour 1992; Onen Baykusak 2020; Scalbert
Yiicel 2010; 2017; and Zeydanlioglu 2012; 2013.

3 See Scalbert Yiicel 2010.
4 On this, see Tezcur 2014.
5 See Virtanen 2003.
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amount of time per day, and education in Kurdish was legalised only
in private language coursest. Most importantly, the language was not
— and still has not been - officially recognised. These laws did not men-
tion any language by name but instead used an invisibilising circum-
locution: “languages and dialects used traditionally by Turkish citi-
zens in their daily life”. These steps thus have not addressed the “po-
litical ontology of [the] Turkish nation-state” (Derince 2013, 145) and
did not constitute a real change in the treatment of the Kurdish ques-
tion’. Furthermore, none of the subsequent reforms or changes in lan-
guage and education rights has challenged this “political ontology”.
Even today, despite various legal reforms and amendments, peace nego-
tiations and resolution attempts, Turkish remains the only official lan-
guage of the country and the sole legal language of education.

A few years into the AKP government, renewed discussions took
place to solve the Kurdish question. But, again, these must be under-
stood in the context of electoral competition for votes between the pro-
Kurdish parties and the AKP who, owing to their Islamic background
and conservative politics, enjoyed the electoral support of a part of the
Kurdish constituency. In 2005, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, then Prime
Minister, recognised that military action had not solved the Kurdish
question and declared his willingness for a peace process to enable its
resolution. Just a few years later, different negotiations and resolutions
attempts took shape. In July 2009, in the aftermath of the electoral suc-
cess of the pro-Kurdish Democratic Society Party (Demokratik
Toplum Partisi, DTP), the government launched the so-called “Kurd-
ish Opening” (Kiirt A¢ilimi), which was quickly renamed, following
criticism from Turkish nationalists to “Democratic Opening” (Demo-
kratik Agilim) or “National Unity and Brotherhood Project” (Milli Birlik
ve Kardeslik Projesi). That “opening”, qualified by Marlies Casier, Joost
Jongerden, and Nic Walker as an “ad-hoc process of politicking” came
to an end in 2011, a year of particularly violent repression against
Kurdish activists marked by the Kurdistan Communities Union

6 After several administrative issues, these courses were finally opened in Istanbul
and in a few cities in Kurdistan in 2004. They did not stay open long as they were
not appealing to a Kurdish audience: this audience either demanded more, or was
suspicious towards state initiatives. See Scalbert Yiicel 2010, 124-126.

7 This point has been stressed by many scholars of Turkey’s Kurdish language policy,
including Welat Zeydanlioglu and Serif Derince.
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(KCK)# trials (Casier et al. 2011, 117). A renewed “peace process” (baris
siireci) was announced in March 2013. Two years later, this process also
collapsed.

These years of “violent peace” saw the passing of laws that made the
use of Kurdish possible in a variety of contexts. This also had the effect
of making Kurdish much more visible — and somehow acceptable — in
the public sphere. For instance, TRT 6 (later renamed TRT Kurdi) was
launched on 1 January 2009 as a public channel broadcasting fully in
Kurdish. In September 2009, Turkey’s Higher Education Board
(Yiiksekdgretim Kurulu, YOK) approved Mardin Artuklu University’s
application to establish an “Institute of Living Languages”, which
aimed to provide postgraduate education in Kurdish and other regional
languages. Other universities in the Kurdish region went on to open
similar departments teaching Kurdish language and literature. In the
following years (2009-2014), the country witnessed the legalisation of
optional classes of Kurdish (and other regional languages) as options in
state schools and high schools; the legalisation of the use of Kurdish in
some contexts including prayers, jail, and political propaganda; and the
reinstitution of some old Kurdish place names that had been “Turkified”
throughout the 20th century (Oktem 2008).

Given the complete ban on Kurdish in the country for decades, these
measures seemed quite important. However, they remained limited and
were far from satisfying the Kurds and the Kurdish movement. Indeed,
the Democratisation Package announced in September 2013, a few
months after the opening of the peace process, just like the previous re-
forms and changes, did not mention Kurds or the Kurdish language, nor
did it address the question of Turkey’s official language (Onen Baykugak
2021, 95-96). It was therefore considered insufficient by the KCK, who de-
clared that without the recognition of the existence of Kurds and of “edu-
cation in mother tongue” (anadilde egitim), assimilation, negation, and
“cultural genocide” (kiiltiirel soykirim) would continue®. Thus, campaign-
ing on Kurdish language rights and education remains an important is-
sue, despite repression and the toxic socio-political climate.

8 The Koma Civakén Kurdistané (KCK) was founded in 2005 as part of the PKK
organisational complex. The KCK is a network of organisations acting throughout
Kurdistan and the diaspora to promote local political life through local councils and
to organise civil society and cultural work.

9 Quoted in Onen Baykusak 2021, 344.
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4.2. Mobilisations for collective language rights:
Kurdish as an official language of Turkey and mother
tongue education

The fact that none of the changes mentioned above has addressed
the legal and constitutional status of Kurdish as an official language of
the country or of the Kurds as a recognised people of the country has
been one of the main important points of disagreement and conflict
between the Turkish government and the Kurdish movement. In 2013,
Welat Zeydanlioglu wrote:

“The right to education in Kurdish continues to be at the heart of
the Kurdish question in Turkey, with Kurdish politicians demand-
ing the guarantees of this fundamental right, while the government
will only consider offering Kurdish as an elective course. This is part
of the AKP’s policy of demonising Kurdish demands for collective
rights as ‘separatist’, and instead formulating a watered-down ‘in-
dividual based’ rights policy that fails to meet Kurdish demands.”
(Zeydanlioglu 2013, 175).

In the early 2000s, the Kurdish movement had rearticulated its po-
litical project around concepts of Democratic republic, Democratic
confederalism, and Democratic autonomy. With Democratic auton-
omy, the movement embraced the struggle for collective cultural
rights, in opposition to the individual cultural rights perspective
adopted and promoted by the AKP (Onen Baykusak 2021, 282,
319-321)". In its 2007 Congress, the DTP had declared that local lan-
guages must be made the languages of administration and of educa-
tion in autonomous regions and that this use must be protected in the
Constitution (BIA Haber Merkezi 2007)!1. In this framework, the Dem-
ocratic autonomy project incorporated the recognition of Kurdish as
an official language of the country and of education.

Within this framework, large mobilisations and campaigns focus-
ing on the recognition of Kurdish as an official language of Turkey and
a language of education were initiated by the Kurdish movement from

10 See also Casier et al. 2011, 115.
11 The Party Congress and Charter are discussed in Onen Baykusak 2021, 283-285.
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the mid-2000s onward. These mobilisations were led by the Movement
for the Language of Education (Tevgera Zimané Perwerdehiyé, TZP-
Kurdi), which was founded in 2006. Its name is indicative of its focus:
the organisation aims at “developing and protecting” Kurdish through
education and “language consciousness”, ensuring that Kurdish is
more widely used (Onen Baykusak 2021, 292)12. In 2008, they launched
extensive campaigns calling for education in Kurdish, including a 2010
campaign calling for school boycotts (Ibid., 334-337).

Boycotts continued in the following years, including during the
Democratic Opening and Peace Process (2011-2014). In order to offer a
schooling alternative to the children taking part in the boycott, TZP-
Kurdi, the teachers” union Egitim-sen, and the Education Support
Houses (Egitim Destek Evleri) linked to the pro-Kurdish municipali-
ties announced the opening of schools providing full education in
Kurdish (Onen Baykusak 2021, 346). According to Serif Derince, a
teacher and language activist, these schools” purpose was to “put pres-
sure on the Turkish state so that it recognises formal education in
Kurdish”13. Ferzad Kemanger School opened in 2014 in Diyarbakir, of-
fering tuition in Kurdish to around 300 primary school pupils (Ashly
2019; Onen Baykusak 2021, 348-349). It was the first of a network of 15
unregistered schools in Kurdistan (BIA Haber Merkezi 2015)4. As soon
as the schools opened, their doors were locked, broken open and
locked again. They became sites of major demonstrations. Providing
education in Kurdish, these schools were indeed operating illegally —
until there were given temporary authorisation at the end of 2014 by
the Ministry of National Education. In 2016, with the repression that
followed the military coup attempt and the appointment of trustees at
the head of once pro-Kurdish municipalities, the schools were closed
by decree and went underground before finally ceasing to operate.

Pro-Kurdish parties had been elected at the head of local govern-
ments in Kurdish towns and cities since 1999. They had been involved
in establishing an alternative “competing governmentality”, redefining
“Kurdish subjectivity” at the local level (Watts 2010, 142-160). This

12 Under the umbrella of TZP-Kurdji, a network of centres, Kurdi-Der, opened to teach
Kurdish language, produce Kurdish teaching material, and train teachers.

13 Quoted in Ashly 2019.

14 For more on these schools, see Diren 2019.
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lasted until 2016 when, after the military coup attempt, the govern-
ment dismissed (and often jailed) the mayors and appointed trustees
at the head of these municipalities. This was a severe blow against
Kurdish language. Indeed pro-Kurdish municipalities had been in-
strumental in the promotion of Kurdish as an official language and a
language of education at the local level, as shown in the example of the
schools discussed above!s. Mayors and members of municipal councils
were, to quote the title of Nicole Watts’ book, “activists in office”: they

“i

acted ““as-if’ new rights and freedoms were in fact in place, pushing
the boundaries of legal and illegal behaviour and seeking legal re-
forms” (Watts 2010, 165). The schools mentioned above were not the
first or only site of language activism and promotion of collective lan-
guage rights by these municipalities'®. As early as 2006, in the context
of the project of Democratic Autonomy, the municipality of Sur in Di-
yarbakir launched a “bilingual municipality”, providing its services in
both Turkish and Kurdish. Providing such services in any language
other than Turkish was, and still is, illegal. The mayor and the munic-
ipal council were therefore removed from office and tried'”. Neverthe-
less, pro-Kurdish municipalities around the country continued to provide
multilingual services, operating “as if” this was legal.

With the failure of the peace process and in the aftermath of the
military coup attempt, these municipalities were dismantled, mayors
were arrested, trustees appointed, and Kurdish language organisa-
tions and schools were shut down. However, the language movement
reorganised itself. In November 2018, the Peoples” Democratic Party
(Halklarin Demokratik Partisi, HDP) and eight other Kurdish par-
ties's formed the Kurdish Language Platform (Platforma Zimané
Kurdji), the role of which is to promote the use of Kurdish in Turkey

15 See Derince 2014.

16 Along with the schools, the preschool and kindergarten project Zarokistan, supporting
a “mother tongue-based multilingual” educational approach, opened in around 20
Kurdish towns and cities, receiving around 1,000 pupils. Though Zarokistan and the
other schools were shut down in 2016, some families still organised the provision of
underground Kurdish education at home. See Ashly 2019.

17 On this case, see Casier 2010 and Watts 2010, 151-153.

18 This includes AZADI, the Democratic Regions Party (DBP), the Freedom and
Socialist Party (OSP), the Kurdistan Freedom Party (PAK), the Democratic Party of
Kurdistan (PDK), the Democratic Party of Kurdistan-Turkey (PDK-T), the Party of
Freedom and Humanity (PTA), and the Kurdistan Socialist Party (PSK)
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and to campaign for the recognition of Kurdish as an official lan-
guage (Faidhi Dri 2020):

“Kurdish language is not forbidden. But it is not a language of educa-
tion in the schools of Turkey. Kurdish is not a second official language
in Northern Kurdistan. Our language is therefore under a major threat

of extinction and disappearance.”!® (Riipela N 2018).

The Association for Research on Mesopotamia’s Language and
Culture (Mezopotamya Dil ve Kiiltiir Arastirma Dernegi, MED-DER)
had been launched in 2017 to replace Kurdi — Der and teach Kurdish.
However, its president, Mehmet Esen, had made his views clear that
such courses will not solve the language problem which can be solved
only by education in Kurdish?. At the start of the 2021 school year,
MED-DER called for a “multi-lingual education system” and declared
that “mother tongue education is a basic and universal right. Crushing
this right is a crime against humanity” (Yenigiin Haber 2021). The
HDP supported this campaign, sending several hundreds of its
members — including those in leadership positions — to learn Kurd-
ish in these classes (Mezopotamya Ajans1 2021a). Other organisa-
tions with similar aims were established, including the Kurdish
Language and Culture Network (Tora Ziman t Canda Kurdi),
which was founded by Kurdish writers, publishers, politicians, and
intellectuals in order to fight against assimilation and to promote
the recognition of Kurdish as an official language of the country
and educational system (Tora Kurdi 2020). The Movement for
Kurdish Language (Hereketa Zimané Kurdi, HezKurd) was
founded in 2020 with similar aims. Activity in support of Kurdish
language rights continues, for instance through International
Mother Language Day (21 February) and the introduction of Kurd-
ish options in state schools (with large campaigns in the first
months of January 2022). Optional Kurdish language classes had
not been very well attended (or staffed) since their creation in 2012.
Some had criticised them as being insufficient and an unsatisfactory
response to Kurdish demands. They had been largely boycotted by the

19 Unless otherwise indicated translations from Kurdish or Turkish are my own.

20 See Onen Baykusak 2021, 376.
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Kurdish movement. Yet campaigns led by the Kurdish Language Plat-
form and HezKurd in 2022 focused on enrolling more pupils into these
classes as a means to stress the importance of Kurdish language and the
need for its recognition?!. Thus, campaigning has restructured around
new organisations using new tools and sites of mobilisation but retains a
continued focus on official status and mother tongue education, despite a
difficult climate of continued repression and renewed hatred.

4.3. Renewed Kurdish hatred: criminalisation of the
Kurdish language, activism and lynch mobs

Throughout the two decades of AKP government, particularly during
times when resolutions have been attempted, some cultural rights have
been granted and Kurdish has become more widespread in the public
sphere. However, the repression faced by Kurdish activists has increased
— as illustrated as early as 2010-2012 by the KCK trials. This discrepancy
between the granting of more cultural rights on one hand, while repress-
ing political activists on the other seems contradictory only on the surface.
The AKP years are marked by growing opposition between the “good
Kurd” supporting the political party in power and its policies, and the
“bad Kurd”, opposing its measures and making different demands. These
bad Kurds — such as those who expressed demands for collective lan-
guage rights — have been accused of supporting the PKK and have been
tried under anti-terrorism laws. This mainstream, pro-government narra-
tive was reinforced in September 2021, when Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan claimed that the ruling party to which he belongs had
“solved” the Kurdish issue with “all of its dimensions from rights and
freedoms to development” (Duvar English 2021). This eliminated any po-
tential for discussion, given that those who even acknowledge the Kurd-
ish issue today are considered terrorists and can, therefore, be charged. In
response to this declaration, Nahit Eren, the president of the Diyarbakir
Bar Association, declared:

“If the right to education in the language and the definition of citizenship
remain as a problem, if there is continued interference with the right to
vote and with elections, there is a Kurdish problem.” (Exrbay 2021).

2l On optional Kurdish classes, see Yasar 2022.
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At present, since the collapse of the peace process, language activism
remains criminalised?2, which has led the publisher of the famous Kurd-
ish magazine Niibihar to declare that “after the end of the peace process,
we have returned to the 1990s”23. Indeed we see a reverse process: the
de-Kurdification of the public sphere, in particular in the municipalities
which has had been placed under the rules of trustees; a renewed fear
of using Kurdish in public; and a renewed depreciation of the language.

Theatre plays and songs in Kurdish are regularly banned and in
2018, several TV stations were fined and suspended for broadcasting
Kurdish songs. TRT banned 66 Kurdish songs as they supposedly
propagated terrorism. This list of banned songs included those of the
Kurdish singer Rojda, which had been played by TRT on the radio and
on TV for years (Giiven 2020). In 2021, imams have been arrested in
Istanbul for delivering their Friday sermons in Kurdish and are cur-
rently being tried for terrorism (Mezopotamya Ajans1 2021b). But these
imams are accused of using words not used by the Kurdish people, but
by the PKK, thereby dividing Kurdish language into a "good" Kurdish
and a "bad" Kurdish. Such words include bawermend (believers), civak
(society, community), jiyan (life), and wekhevi (equality), among others.
Tora Kurdi has responded to these arrests and trials with a slogan:
“your mentality is criminal, not our language” (Radaw 2022)>.

These narratives criminalising Kurdish language and its use are be-
coming increasingly widespread and visible in the public sphere. In
the summer of 2021, TV presenter Didem Arslan Yilmaz removed one
of the guests who started speaking in Kurdish from her programme,
using negationist and orientalist terminology. She indeed declared:
“This is the Republic of Turkey, we don’t know this Eastern language”
(Haber Merkezi 2021). Phone conversations in Kurdish between prisoners
and their families are cut by the jail authorities under the pretence that they
are not in an “understandable language” (Tr724 Haber Merkezi 2021).

2 On this, see Onen Baykusak 2021, 375-376.
2 Quoted in Onen Baykusak, 2021, 376.

24 There is considered a “bad Kurdish” (spoken and used by the media of the Kurdish
movement) and a “good Kurdish” (used by the state and government institution).
Many among the Kurdish movement have criticised TRT 6, since its creation, for
being a tool for assimilating Kurds and perverting the Kurdish language. Further
research on this issue is required.
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These narratives — and their associated practices — are characteristic
of the pre-1990s era but are seeing a resurgence today. Despite being
individual actions — by a TV presenter or by a prison guard - they are
fuelled and supported by the official narratives and legal practices that
criminalise the use of Kurdish. Such attitudes towards the Kurdish lan-
guage can be traced to lynch mobs that developed in the 2000s, ana-
lysed by Zeynep Gambetti as “buttress[ing] the state by aligning civil
society and citizens in relation to national objectives” (Gambetti 2013,
127). The proliferation of these lynch mobs did not decline during the
peace process and are now on the rise again.

Between 2013 and 2021, it is estimated that five people were killed
for speaking or listening to music in Kurdish, and many more were
attacked by nationalist mobs (Durgut 2021; IHD 2020). Kurds are at-
tacked because they listen to Kurdish music or speak Kurdish, both of
which activities function as markers of their identity, of their differ-
ence — which has been criminalised. The summer of 2021 witnessed
new attacks and at least eight deaths (Hakim Dal and seven members
of the Dedeogullar1 family were killed). These attacks are acts of
“Kurdophobia”, which Mehmet Kurt defines as “an intertwined
phenomenon of hostility, fear, intolerance, and racism toward
Kurdish people, culture, and language among Turkish suprema-
cists and the wider Turkish society” (Kurt 2021, 925). Such Kurdo-
phobic attitudes and attacks have been nurtured by decades of de-
grading narratives and policies of denial and assimilation — and
mostly remain unpunished.

4.4. Conclusion

The Kurdish movement has always proved extremely resilient: re-
structuring, reshaping, and reorganising itself in the aftermath of vio-
lence, bans, and suppression. The language movement is no exception:
soon after language institutions were closed down, new ones were cre-
ated, and the movement began again.

Nevertheless, the movement now lacks the support of the network
of pro-Kurdish municipalities that, since 1999, have been crucial in de-
veloping and supporting pro-Kurdish language policies on the ground
by making Kurdish a language of administration, local government,
and education at the local level throughout Kurdistan.
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The Kurdish language is now taught in universities and broadcast
on the state TV channel. It is not illegal to speak Kurdish. This has cre-
ated an appearance of normality and led the Turkish president to de-
clare in 2021 that all rights and freedoms had been granted to Kurds
and that the Kurdish question was solved. However, one of the most
important rights for the Kurds - the right to education in their mother
tongue and the right to official recognition of their language and their
very existence — are still denied. Furthermore, the Kurdish language
has become divided since the creation of these state-supported institu-
tions: if the TRT 6 channel has been criticised by the Kurdish movement for
using a poor Kurdish and therefore being a tool of assimilation, the media
of the Kurdish movement is accused of using a pro-terrorist language. A
diglossia has emerged between two new language varieties of Kurdish: a
good, pro-government Kurdish and a bad, “terrorist”, pro-PKK one — re-
flecting the opposition between “good” and “bad” Kurds. Viewing these
"bad" Kurds and their language as terrorists, coupled with the claim that
the Kurdish question has been solved, has fuelled a strong hatred towards
Kurdish in an increasingly autocratic and nationalist Turkey. Room for ma-
noeuvre for language activists has become tighter, and activism riskier.
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5. Armenians in Turkey: from double
marginalization to where?

Arus Yumul

“We are [considered] neither Turks nor Armenians.”

Mesrob II, the late Armenian Patriarch

“Non-Muslims in this country
are the creme de la créme of minorities.
We create no troubles whatsoever.”

An Armenian citizen

“Being a minority has a distinct taste.
One learns to be tolerant in the face of injustices.”

A Jewish citizen
Let me start with an extract from a 2006 Turkish newspaper article:

“Armenians of Turkey, of the Diaspora, and Armenians of Armenia
are different from each other. [...] [Istanbul Armenians] with their
commonsensical attitude have set an example both to the world and
to Turkey. [...] Recently we are observing an exception: Hrant Dink.
[...] Dink is a romantic Armenian attempting to ignite [...] Armenian
nationalism in Turkey. [...] He is after settling accounts not reconcilia-
tion. [...] This manner is not befitting a Turkish Armenian. [...] Dink
is disappointing us. [...] He is not exhibiting the posture of an Istan-
bul Armenian.” (Giilcan 2006).

What the columnist defined as the posture of Istanbul Armenians
corresponds to the position of the pariah who abstains from getting
involved in politics, who will not or cannot venture into the absolute
shine of polis light, that is, the one that does not or cannot become a
“political actor” (Ring 1991). Political actors are those privileged in-
dividuals, who by using “reason, speech, creativity and freedom”
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among equals (Ibid., 433), enjoy the opportunity to “reveal actively
their unique personal identities” in the public sphere (Arendt 1998,
79). The pariahs, in contrast — who are excluded from the public
sphere and are not seen as individuals but always as members of par-
ticular groups — instead of making an appearance “in the human
world” (Ibid.), as Hannah Arendt puts it, choose to retreat to the rela-
tive security of their own private lives and rely on their community
for a mixture of “eschatology, charity, appeal, negotiation obedience
and acquiescence” (Parvikko 1966, 160). They find the political sphere
arduous and exhausting, where they are treated neither as unique
individuals nor as equals.

5.1. Armenians as traditional pariahs

“They were both enemies of Turks” these were the first words of a
drunken Armenian just after he shot dead two of his Armenian
friends at a tavern in Istanbul in 1995 (Show TV 1995). The word Ar-
menian has for so long been stigmatized, anathematized, and crimi-
nalized that the man in all probability was trying to legitimize and
even de-criminalize his deed by capitalizing on the prevailing anti-
Armenian sentiments in society. The ethnic loyalties of Armenians
have at all times been perceived as a seditious force destabilizing na-
tional unity. Throughout the 1930s, for example, the government
scrutinized Armenian citizens who too often moved within the coun-
try or travelled abroad, for their connections and correspondence
with Armenians abroad, since it was believed that the Armenian
component “will be a proxy to all sorts of evil” (Cagaptay 2006, 134-
135). Even those Muslims with possible Armenian heritage were un-
der suspicion and surveillance (Ibid., 34). Non-Muslims have been
considered as an internal threat. In 1962, a special commission was
established by a secret decree with the responsibility of controlling
minority activities for the sake of state security'. Following the 1980
coup, the junta in 1982 asked from the police not only to record the
Armenians within their respective districts, but also to keep them

1 The commission functioned until 2004, when it was abrogated by another secret
decree and was replaced by the “Commitee for the Evaluation of Minority
Problems” (Hiirriyet 2004).



5. Armenians in Turkey: from double marginalization to where? 61

under close surveillance (Radikal 2007). A decree law published in
the Official Gazette on 28 December 1988 indicated that, among oth-
ers, the “native foreigners”, referring to non-Muslims, were to be
considered as potential saboteurs (Nokta 1989)2.

Confronted with this situation Armenians in Turkey have led a
secluded life, while entrusting their elite with the duty of performing
acts of loyalty, since their loyalty as citizens was not taken for grant-
ed, it was, as it were, on perpetual trial and had to be substantiated
over and over again. They have led a cautious existence trying to re-
main as invisible as possible. However, this has proved a practically
impossible undertaking, since at every turn they found themselves
implicated in situations that have not been of their own making.
Under these circumstances, Armenians have resorted to classic
minority responses as delineated by Geoff Dench (1986, 42-64),
namely, that of maintaining a good reputation as law-abiding,
loyal people who co-operate with their compatriots and the state
in the wellbeing of society, while postponing to an indefinite fu-
ture their hopes for equal rights. In order to be known as exempla-
ry citizens they have not refrained from expressing their belief in
the system and their own future, and their leaders from displaying
ardent commitment to the national purpose even if it were to the
detriment of their own community.

During the Vatandas Tiirkce Konus (Citizen Speak Turkish) cam-
paign of 1930s, for example, the Armenian Member of Parliament,
Ber¢ Tiirker (Keresteciyan), stood for measures for rendering the
Turkish language the spoken mother tongue of everybody living in
Turkey (Bali 1999, 295). In order to achieve legitimacy as a non-
Muslim candidate for the Turkish Parliament, before the elections,
Tiirker, alongside the candidates from the Greek community, had
publicly declared that as Turkish citizens they were not going to
act in the parliament as representatives of their respective com-
munities (Ibid., 266) — a behaviour expected only from minority
politicians who, unlike those from majority backgrounds, are de-
prived of “an assured fund of nationalist legitimacy at their dis-
posal” and hence cannot afford to show any “partiality to their
own groups of origin” (Dench 1986, 53-54).

2 The article of the decree law pertaining to non-Muslims was later abrogated.
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There have always been people within non-Muslim communi-
ties, who acted as intermediaries between the state and their own
communities who were also entrusted with the task of represent-
ing the Turkish official views and interests inside and outside
Turkey, who, to borrow a term from Rifat Bali, were the “non-
Muslims of the state” with their “accredited patriotism” (2004).
This position resembles Georg Simmel’s portrayal of the rene-
gades who, aware of their outsider status, continually strive to
prove themselves worthy of this new status by displaying a spe-
cial loyalty to their new patrons (Simmel 1950, 83). This psycho-
logical make-up has been prevalent among the Christian rene-
gades who had been recruited to the civilian and military
administrative classes of the Ottoman empire through periodical
levies (devsirme), and were converted to Islam, who had continual-
ly to substantiate themselves as worthy of their “new status and
standing” (Coser 1972, 580). However, given the lingering nation-
alist presupposition of disloyalty swinging over their head as the
sword of Damocles, accompanied by real or implied threats of
punishment, this attitude has become deeply entrenched in the
psychic landscape of Armenians. In the words of the then Head
Consultant of the Patriarchate: “We always live cautiously so that
an individual Armenian, or the Armenian community as a whole,
would not have a bad image” (Marmara 1989). As these words
make it clear, “impression management” has been a major preoc-
cupation of Armenians whose performance can best be under-
stood as endeavours “to minimize punishment from the majori-
ty”- by implicitly accepting “an inferior or pupillary partnership
with their national masters” and engaging in “collective affirma-
tion of loyalty to their hosts” (Dench 1986, 45).

However, neither the prudence of individual Armenians nor
that of the community as a whole proved adequate to this end. Be-
cause, on the one hand, Armenians have been constructed as the
perennial Other of the Turkish nation, there was, on the other,
Armenians all over the world seeking redress for the grave injus-
tices they had suffered at the hands of the Young Turks at the turn
of the century and struggling for the recognition of the massacres
as an officially sponsored genocide. Moreover, the nationalizing
policies of the state a propos non-Muslims since the nineteenth cen-
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tury has by and large been dissimilationist, rather than assimila-
tionist, adopting differentialist and discriminatory treatment on
the basis of their religious allegiance — a difference that was taken to
be self-evident and fundamental, and “as such they were declared as
people not belonging to the homogeneously imagined body — the na-
tion” (Yumul 2009, 268)3. During the negotiations for the exchange of
populations between Turkey and Greece at the Lausanne Peace Con-
ference, the Turkish side had insisted to no avail that Armenians
should also be included in the deal (Okutan 2004, 71-72). “We will
not have Armenians and Greeks remaining as the means of import-
ing corruption and disloyalty into our country” had said Ismet Ins-
nii, the head of the Turkish delegation, to Richard Washburne Child,
a member of the American delegation (Alexandris 1983, 85). As
late as 10 November 2008, the then Defence Minister, Vecdi Goniil,
expressed a similar understanding when he asked: “If Greeks con-
tinued to live in the Aegean and Armenians continued to live in
many places in Turkey, I wonder whether there would be today’s
nation state?” In his opinion, “the principles at work at the onset
of the Republic were of utmost importance for Turkey’s develop-
ing into the [present-day] country of really civilized, modern and
enlightened people” (Milliyet 2008), implying that the presence of
Armenians and Greeks would have prevented the accomplishment
of this very goal.

As traditional pariahs, Armenians have instinctively accepted
their social station as outsiders or outcasts as given, and have ac-
commodated prejudice and discrimination instead of defying,
challenging, or resisting them. Consequently, they have usually
remained silent in the face of injustice and inarticulate, though not
insensitive, to offending portrayals of their own people. An Ar-
menian woman who had attended an Armenian primary school
recalls the instructor of Turkish language courses constantly refer-
ring to Armenians as the enemies of Turks while narrating Turk-
ish history. The woman, alongside her classmates, though moved
by the epical style of the narration, were left wavering whether if
they too should have considered Armenians as their enemies, or

3 For the distinction between dissimilationist and assimilationist nationalisms see
Brubaker 1996.
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these very enemies were not in fact themselves (Gavrilof 1994).
Although the Lausanne Treaty entitled non-Muslims the right to es-
tablish, administer, and control their own charitable, religious, social,
and educational institutions (Article 40), in an attempt to bring edu-
cation under strict state surveillance, various restrictions have been
imposed upon minority schools. Moreover, the latter have been por-
trayed as places where seeds of enmity to Turkey have been implant-
ed in young souls and minds. In 1937, “Turkish” deputy headmasters
were appointed to minority schools in order to ensure the upbringing
of students in accordance with Turkish culture (Bali 1999, 307). A
1965 law stipulated that besides being a Turkish citizen, deputy
headmasters should be of Turkish origin (Oran 2005, 91). That minor-
ity establishments and their non-Muslim staff were not dependable
in the eyes of the state was made clear by an address to deputy direc-
tors by the director of Istanbul Education Directorate in 1995:

“You represent the Turkish Republic in these [minority] schools. We
do not choose the headmasters of these schools; the minorities them-
selves select them. They are not our headmasters. [...] You are our
eyes and ears in these schools. Your duty is to keep an eye on what is
going on in these schools and inform us. Your responsibilities con-
cerning education and teaching are not so vital. You have to closely
monitor the minority teachers.” (S6z 1995).

The outcome of such incrimination and absolute exposure to
majority scrutiny has led to the internalisation of minority psy-
chology, the production of angst-ridden and sensitive minds:
“One enters Armenian schools as an Armenian and ends up as a
minority”, says a young Armenian university graduate. The “stri-
dent” yet “useless” endeavour of herself and her classmates to
prove to their Turkish teachers that as Armenians they were not
elements of menace overwhelms the recollections of her days in
Armenian schools. As a university student, she was surprised to
realize that her knowledge of Turkish patriotic literature was far
advanced than those of her Turkish friends (Aktan 2006)*.

4 For a more recent study on the effects of Armenian schools on identity formation
see Baris 2019.
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The desperate attempt of Istanbul Armenians to substantiate
their loyalty and trustworthiness has at times taken spectacular
and melodramatic expressions. When in 1934, Metro-Goldwyn-
Mayer announced plans for the production of a film based on Franz
Werfel’s novel The Forty Days of Musa Dagh (1933), narrating one of
the rare cases of successful defiance of deportation orders of the gov-
ernment and the ensuing resistance of Musa Dagh Armenian com-
munity in 1915, Turkey put pressure on the United States to prevent
the production of the film and succeeded in halting the project.
Amidst rising tensions and anti-minority feelings fuelled by the
Turkish media, accompanied by calls to Jews and Armenians living
in Turkey to perform their duties of citizenship and find ways of in-
fluencing the American government, a group of Istanbul Armenians,
in order to sooth the fuming public opinion, inspired by the Nazi
burning of books including those of Werfel, reduced to ashes the
book along with a photograph of its author at the cemetery of a
church in Istanbul while singing the Turkish national anthem (Bali
1998, 30). In the aftermath of the event, they sent a telegram to Minis-
try of Interior on behalf of Turkish Armenian intellectuals, where
they informed the government of their accomplishment, which they
defined as “a great ceremony”, making it clear that their deed was an
unmistakable testimony of Turkish-Armenians’ loyalty to the Turkish
state (Ibid., 31). In 1982, Artin Penik, an Armenian citizen of Turkey, set-
ting himself on fire in Taksim Square in Istanbul “in order to protest
Armenian terrorism against Turkey” (Cumhuriyet 1982) staged the ul-
timate act of loyalty.

Even such histrionic performances of loyalty have never been
convincing for the majority society. For many, Armenians were stag-
ing play-acts so as to keep behind the masquerade the secret of their
identity defined by an unrelenting and unyielding anti-Turkism,
their hidden agenda of disintegrating the country, and collaborating
with its enemies. This state of affairs notwithstanding, Armenians
have continued with their acts of patriotism to quench Turkish reac-
tion against their community. In fact, they were encouraged and di-
rected to do so — a classic strategy of dominant majorities who recruit

5 To this day, Penik remains the most commendable and valued Armenian in the
eyes of Turkish nationalists.
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minorities “to loyal clientship or tutelage”, by expecting them to act
as “super-patriots to promote the nation’s vision and destiny” thus
rendering the minorities into precious natural resources for exploita-
tion “by the sovereign whim of the majority” (Dench 1986, 9). For ex-
ample, against the then pending genocide draft resolution in the US
House of Representatives in 2000, Tansu Ciller, the then leader of the
Dogru Yol Partisi (True Path Party) and the former prime minister,
had appealed to Armenian citizens to campaign against the resolu-
tion, which she described as an act aiming at the peace and stability
existing between Turks and Armenians in Turkey. In her opinion, it
was necessary for Armenians to resort to this course of action so that
the existing amity between the Turks and Armenians in the country
could be maintained (Ozkok 2000). When the French Parliament ap-
proved a genocide bill on 18 January 2001, Turkey strongly con-
demned the French vote, recalled its ambassador to France, and anti-
French demonstrations and rhetoric erupted in Turkey. On 30 Janu-
ary, representatives of Armenian Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant
communal establishments issued a declaration which read: “The in-
terference of foreign parliaments, aiming to realize certain interna-
tional objectives, is regrettable and causes discomfort for us and for
all other Turkish citizens, with whom we share a common destiny in
our country” (Hyetert 2001). The declaration also stated that, as was
the case with all other Turkish citizens, the proper place for discuss-
ing issues involving Turkish citizens of Armenian descent was the
Turkish Grand National Assembly. In the meantime, however, one
columnist after stating that Armenians in Turkey enjoyed complete
freedom without any restrictions whatsoever and referring to their
assumed affluence, reminded their identity-specific duties by asking
why Armenians had not voiced their opposition in a more passionate
manner: “Couldn’t have they sided with Turkey?” he inquired, “Why
did they remain soundless? Couldn’t have they bombarded the rele-
vant French institutions with letters, faxes, and e-mails? Couldn’t
have they showed their reaction in the Turkish press, and participate
in a protest rally? Why is this muteness?” (C6lasan 2001).

Finding themselves in a deal where the Armenian image has been
swinging back and forth from internal enemies to the “loyal nation” (mil-
let-i sadika), aspiring for the latter was seen as a safe harbour (Yumul
1998). In return for the tenuous and unstable toleration to be shown to
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them through the rhetoric of loyal nation, they adopted the acceptable or
permissible Armenian template — which the state and society deemed
appropriate for them — as role model. Their words and deeds, echoing
the official ideological discourse, were a manifestation of a consciousness
shaped and perpetuated by hierarchical and hegemonic relations — an
internalized attitude and a psychological mindset that has been termed
as “secular dhimmitude” (Emekgioglu 2016)s.

5.2. Hrant Dink as political actor

It was only in the nineties that the Turkish society discovered its
Others, and, ethnicity, a taboo concept until then, started to circulate
within intellectual and political circles. Non-Muslims, in turn, may be for
the first time since the establishment of the Turkish Republic, got in-
volved in identity politics. They demanded recognition and preservation
of their cultures. Identity politics also entails asserting one’s identity as
an oppressed or marginalized group. In an unprecedented manner, mi-
norities started to talk loudly about their past and present grievances
and the violation of their rights granted by the Lausanne Treaty.

For the first time, Armenians narrated their stories; it was a thera-
peutic encounter through which the Armenian recollections of the
past, actively challenging the official coding of history, could publicly
articulate itself. As one columnist observed:

“We have much inveighed against Armenians. As they continued to re-
main quiet and maintain a shadowy existence in this country, we em-
barked on detailing the history narrated by our seniors in an ever more
neurotic idiom. In the face of the peevishness of Diaspora Armenians we
have become ill-tempered and increasingly ill-treated our citizens with
whom we have been living together. Now they are taking the floor. After
remaining silent for a century, they have numerous stories to communi-
cate. [...] There is much for all of us to learn from the story of living and

remaining as an Armenian in this country.” (Tiirker 2004).

¢ See also Talin Suciyan’s work on post-1923 Armenians in Turkey where she describes
the everyday practices shaped by “external conditions” — the society and state struc-
tures- and “internal conditions” — the Armenian community and the family structures
in which she herself grew up — as “embedded in denial: language, history, annihilation
and survival were all denied on various levels” (2016, 20-21).



68 MINORITIES AND DIASPORAS IN TURKEY

In an unparalleled way, the voices of Armenians that had been si-
lenced, ignored, or misinterpreted began to be heard. Challenging the
hegemonic representation of non-Muslims as a happy lot who have
always lived in a peaceful and tolerant environment with no prob-
lems whatsoever, the “counter-memory” (Foucault 1977) with its
“words in reverse” (Bourdieu 1993, 39) repudiating official narratives
broke the surface. Such counter-memories in the form of interviews,
films, novels, conferences, autobiographies, exhibitions, and books
contributed to reshaping public historical judgments. In 1996, Agos,
the Armenian-Turkish bi-lingual weekly, was established by Hrant
Dink” with the aims of combating the negative portrayal of Armeni-
ans by authorities and the apparatuses of discourse and of opening
up the channels of communication with the majority society. In a rel-
atively short time, Agos became the mouthpiece of the Armenian
community, informing the Turkish public of the trials and tribula-
tions of Armenians in Turkey, while Dink became a public persona.
He was a skilled orator, writer and above all an eloquent narrator.
His words defied and subverted the repetitious and ossified words of
univocal official monologism which, according to Mikhail Bakhtin,
with its exclusive and ultimate truth claims “represents the shutting
down of dialogue and its alteric potential” (White 2008, 1). By chal-
lenging the taken-for-granted hegemonic discourses on the past and
present of Armenians, that hitherto seemed to be implacable and last-
ing, Dink tried to turn what was a monologue of authoritative, re-
pressive, one-sided, and monophonic dominant voice that demanded
complete loyalty and was closed to all other voices, into a dialogue
(Bakhtin 1981, 324-344). His words were an invitation to a collective
search for truth and collective contemplation on the Armenian ques-
tion. They catalysed not only an emerging alliance between Armeni-
ans and Turks, Kurds and others, but also transformed the society.
For the first time for decades, the Turkish society, at least part of it,
began to perceive the past through the eyes of others.

Hrant Dink, as an Armenian, was cognizant of his condition as an
outsider, of the ways in which the past had shaped and continued to
shape his present (Ring 1991, 441) and of the role politics played in

7 For the biography of Hrant Dink see Tuba Candar 2014.
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his life, and he accepted the reality of his identity, “rather than deny-
ing it, retreating from it” (Ibid., 443) or concealing who he was. He
made a perfect example of the conscious pariah, who, according to
Arendt, translates the truth of pariah existence “into terms of political
significance” (1944, 107). As an “authentic” Armenian - to use Sar-
trean language — who had chosen himself as Armenian and realized
his Armenian condition, he was ready to assume the “responsibilities
and the risks” that living authentically entails (Sartre 1995, 90). Dink
was prosecuted several times, and was convicted, and had received a
six months-suspended sentence for denigrating Turkishness. He was
also indicted for pronouncing that in his opinion the mass destruc-
tion of Armenians at the turn of the century was a genocide (Turkish
Daily News 2006). In his opinion, the reason for his prosecution was
the desire to teach him a lesson because he was Armenian (Dink
2007a). Dink had been receiving threats for a number of years. He
considered, but did not leave Turkey, which he regarded as his
homeland. In his last article in Agos he wrote, “I see myself as fright-
ened as a dove, but I know that people in this country would never
harm a dove” (Dink 2007b) and was assassinated on 19 January 2007,
the very day his last article was published.

In contrast to the majority of Armenians who accepted their pari-
ahdom instinctively and obediently, Dink was defiant of his position
as outsider. Envisioning an all-inclusive society, like the K. of Franz
Kafka’s The Castle, rather than capitulating to demands that he re-
mains eternally an outsider, he strived to secure his legitimate place
in a common shared world. When Dink explained in an interview
that historians from Armenia would refrain from coming to Turkey
and participating in the discussions on history with Turkish colleagues,
for it was a criminal offence to designate the events of the past as geno-
cide, he was asked by the journalist if in “his country”, that is, in Arme-
nia, it were possible to convene a conference where opinion against the
official view would openly be pronounced. He replied: “Does not this
country [Turkey] belong to all of us?” (Akdag and Soylemez 2006).

Their arduous and weary struggle both ended in death. Before his
death, however, again like the K. in The Castle, Dink had demonstrated at
least to some Armenians, as Arendt puts it, “that human rights may be
worth fighting for, and that the rule of the castle is not divine law and,
consequently, can be attacked” (Arendt 1944, 120). Following Dink’s as-
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sassination, the deeply-shocked and tormented Armenian community
placed a death notice in national papers reading “Rest in peace Hrant.
We are here”. This was a signal that they were going to follow the path
opened by Hrant Dink.

5.3. From traditional pariahdom to conscious pariahdom

In 2006, before the assassination of Hrant Dink, a group of Arme-
nians, with the members of the Greek minority, probably for the first
time in their history since the establishment of the republic, issued a
declaration against the discriminatory discourse used by the politi-
cians of different parties during discussions concerning the minority
foundations in the parliament — where they pronounced that they
were not hostages but citizens of the Turkish Republic (Radikal 2006).
This was momentous since not only intellectuals or journalists signed
the petition but also lay members of the communities. On other occa-
sions, they also denounced the “acts of loyalty” performed by their
co-ethnics. In 2010, for example, they launched a petition entitled
“We live in a different Turkey” (Biz baska bir Tiirkiye'de yasiyoruz)
against the rosy picture painted about Armenians in Turkey by the
chairman of the Board of the Armenian Holy Saviour Hospital (Sourp
Prgitch), and his remarks that 1915 was just “a fight between two lov-
ing friends” and that there was “no need to describe it as genocide”
(Milliyet 2010). Following Hrant Dink’s example, they had trans-
formed themselves from pariah position to that of conscious pariahs,
those who, in Seyla Benhabib’s words, transform “difference from be-
ing a source of weakness and marginality into one of strength and
defiance”(1995, 11), or political actors, who defend themselves as
Armenians when attacked as Armenians, by leaving behind their old
reasoning, the deep-rooted conviction “that it does not pay to fight
back, that one must dodge and escape in order to survive”(Arendt
2007, 361). They decided to come out of hiding, to speak up, rather
than remain in the relative security of their invisible ghettos. Many
people publicly embraced their Armenian identity or re-discovered
their long-forgotten Armenian ancestors and origins. They also start-

8 The Turkish text of the petition is available at
<http://bizbaskabirturkiyedeyasiyoruz.blogspot.com/>.
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ed to build fresh interactions with majority society, instead of re-
acting by withdrawing within themselves. The Nor Zartonk (New
Awakening) movement of Istanbul Armenians took part in the
Gezi Park protests (2013) and led the struggle against the demoli-
tion of Kamp Armen — the former Protestant Armenian orphanage —
a movement that resulted in the return of the camp to its rightful
owner. Armenians participated in the 24 April commemorations
honouring the victims of the genocide, and also Hrant Dink com-
memorations.

Of course, this is not to say that traditional pariahdom with its
acts of loyalty, performed especially by the leaders of the commu-
nity, disappeared altogether from the scene. Although such acts of
loyalty have lost their intensity and did not attract as much atten-
tion as before — since, besides Armenians and other non-Muslims,
other groups have been included into the ranks of fifth columnists
— they did not completely fade away. In an interview he gave to
the daily Milliyet, just after his election as Patriarch in 2019, Sahak
Masalyan put the emphasis on the loyalty of Armenians: “as the
loyal citizens of this country we will continue to contribute to
Turkey” (Milliyet 2019). Concerning President Joe Biden’s recogni-
tion of the Armenian genocide in 2021, he issued a statement read-
ing: “It saddens us to see that the suffering of our people and the
suffering of our ancestors are instrumentalized by some countries
for everyday political purposes” (Hiirriyet Daily News 2021). In
his opinion, in order to pave the way for a “constructive dia-
logue”, it was necessary to use a “more meticulous language” and
refrain “from expressions [like genocide] that degrade national
dignity” (Ibid.). According to AFP, Turkey’s Armenians, fearing
retribution, kept low profile after Biden’s genocide recognition.
“Discretion has become a part of our daily lives” said an Armeni-
an who wished to remain anonymous to protect his business.
“Everyone has difference on every issue”, he commented, “but
when it comes to the Armenian question, everyone is united in
Turkey”. Yetvart Danzikyan, editor-in-chief of Agos, perceptively
asked: “How can you expect a community which has lived under
pressure for decades to speak up?” (France24 2021). However, dif-
ferent voices were also raised on Armenian-related issues. “Re-
maining silent does not guarantee my safety” said Garo Paylan,
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the outspoken Armenian MP of Peoples’ Democratic Party, “our
collective memory tells us this. In the end, continuing our exist-
ence here, isn’t up to us, but will be decided by the rest of society
standing up for us” (Yackley 2020). Will Armenians revert back to
traditional pariahdom depends, as Paylan has asserted, on the rest
of society. Given the fact that 53.8% of the population in Turkey
do not prefer Armenian neighbours and 60.9% perceive Armenia
as a threat (Aydin et al. 2021, 81, 119) the likelihood is still there,
since, in the words of Hannah Arendt, so long as “defamed peo-
ples [...] exist”, the pariah quality “will be produced anew by each
generation with incomparable monotony” (1961, 66).

5.4. Diaspora and diasporization

Armenians of Turkey have long experienced double marginaliza-
tion, since they have been constructed as the pariahs, or so to speak,
the “lost tribe” of the Armenian world. They have been depicted by
their co-ethnics elsewhere as “conservative Armenians” subservient
and acquiescent to the Turkish state, “instruments of Turkish propa-
ganda”, or as “Turkified Armenians”. Hrant Dink had described the
lives of Armenians in Turkey as “a life on the edge”, since, in his
words, as an Armenian living in Turkey, “one finds oneself either as
the enemy of one’s own nation or as the enemy of the state” (Suny
2002). He also complained that the Armenian diaspora considered
Armenians in Turkey as Armenians of a lesser rank:

“By putting a distance between themselves and us, they consider them-
selves to have turned into ‘firmer Armenians’. They are not aware that
the crux of the matter lies in remaining in Turkey and continuing as Ar-
menians. This is exactly what we achieve. Despite all the pressure and
discomfort, we have skilfully managed to remain on these lands where
we are deeply rooted, while at the same time preserving our identity. In-
stead of praising us for our accomplishment, they relegate our status to
Armenians of the last comportment.” (Kaplan 2003).

The Turkish hegemonic discourse, on the other hand, has desig-
nated Armenians in Turkey as “our Armenians” in a patronizing
manner disassociating or — to use the word preferred by this dis-
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course — “absolving” them from a demonized and antagonized dias-
pora, defined only by their extremism and resolute anti-Turkism.
Hrant Dink’s assassination was not an end but a beginning for
Armenians in Turkey. It was a momentous turning point where
many Armenians, especially the younger generations, reclaimed
their identity as Armenians: “I made acquaintance with my Arme-
nianness when Hrant Dink was killed” says a young Armenian. It
led him, he explained, to “explore the past” in order to make sense
why being an Armenian in itself was something to be accused of
(Deutsche Welle 2022). Until then, another stated, Armenians rea-
soned concealing their identity provided them “a secure shelter”
but realized that it was only an illusionary security (Ibid.). Instead
of leaving the protection of their rights to a behind-the-scenes di-
plomacy carried out by “privileged” Armenians, they adopted an
alternative approach to their politics of survival, by telling their
trials and tribulations in the public realm and voicing their de-
mands loudly. In lieu of making a virtue of their acquiescence,
and of trying to preserve the already fragile status quo by accom-
modating to circumstances, they decided to take initiative them-
selves and strived to change those very circumstances. They en-
tered into communication and collaboration with non-Armenian
experiences of otherness and marginalization, and stood up also
for the latter’s rights, besides those of their own. Nor Zartonk (New
Awakening), which was founded in 2004 as an e-mail discussion
list of young Armenians, turned into an activist movement after
the assassination of Hrant Dink. His death became “the engine of
the motor” says one of its founders, Sayat Tekir. It led them to
make it their “mission to strengthen Nor Zartonk and to talk about
the rights of Armenians in Turkey” (Barsoumian 2015). Another
notes that politicizing Nor Zartonk “was a response to Hrant
Dink’s murder: “We embraced the struggle he waged alone and
aimed to take it as far as we could” (Agos 2017). Of course, they
were aware of the perils immanent in action, but the risks were
worth taking. Given the murder of Sevag Balik¢i, a young Arme-
nian, during compulsory military service on the very day of 24
April in 2011, and of Maritsa Kiigiik — 84-year old Armenian wom-
an — in 2012, and desecration of Armenian churches and cemeter-
ies, and the discovered assassination plot against Garo Paylan, be-
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sides the death threat he had received from a nationalist MP, there
were good reasons for fear and uncertainty. This new youth-led
activism on the part of Armenians led to a change — but not a
complete reversal — in the perception of the Armenian world re-
garding Armenians in Turkey. They came to realize that Armeni-
ans in Turkey were not a homogeneous lot. “Some of the most dy-
namic examples of Armenian resistance in the last decade”, wrote
The Armenian Weekly, “have arisen in Istanbul” (Guest Contributor
2015). On the other hand, this new stance was interpreted by
Turkish nationalists as “attempts at diasporizing Turkish Armeni-
ans” (Tulun 2000)°. This time around, however, Hrant Dink, who,
before his death, had been severely denounced by nationalist cir-
cles, was set as an example to the rest of Armenians. For Dink,
reconciliation between Armenian and Turkish peoples as well as
between Armenia and Turkey, had precedence over the genocide
recognition of foreign countries. Although Dink, in no uncertain
terms, had pointed out that, in his view, what took place in 1915
was a genocide, many in Turkey prefer to remember only his call
for reconciliation and dialogue!®. On the other hand, according to
Ara Sarafian, those in the diaspora “who accused Dink of being a
Turkish agent” — for his prioritizing “the development of empa-
thy” between Turks and Armenians — “when he was alive, have
turned him into a hero” after his death (Ziflioglu 2008).

9 The author resorted to the same distinction quoted at the beginning of this
article, namely, the distinction between Armenians in Turkey, in the diaspora,
and in Armenia — a distinction that in Turkish discourse on Armenians
corresponds to “the good”, “the bad, and “the destitute” Armenian
respectively (Mouradian 2010).

10 Reacting to being pitted against Hrant Dink, Alin Ozinian, a political analyst,
stated that contemporary Armenian political actors are accused of “being
harsher and more impatient” than Dink. “When Hrant Dink founded Agos”,
she explained, “there was a different environment in Turkey, it was believed
that things would get better”. “This was his reality” she said, whereas her own
reality was shaped by the scene of Hrant Dink’s dead body “lying on that
pavement” (+Gergek TV 2022).

11 Rober Koptas, the then editor-in-chief of Agos, also stated that some people in
the Armenian diaspora before his assassination considered Dink to be an
agent of the Turkish state, commissioned by the latter to persuade and deceive
them (Vural 2013).
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6. The Syrian diaspora between resilience
and proactivity

Emanuela Claudia Del Re

Almost a decade ago, the population of Syria stood at 21 million. In
less than 10 years, the number of the population has decreased due to
demographic, economic, political, ethnic, and sectarian forces. To-
day, about one-fourth of Syria’s people have been scattered across
other countries as refugees, asylum seekers, and self-settled mi-
grants. Another one-fourth of them live as internally displaced per-
sons inside the country, driven from their homes by violence and
economic and political chaos.

The Syria crisis is now in its twelfth year. The 2022 Syria Humani-
tarian Needs Overview (HNO) estimates that over 14.6 million people
needed humanitarian assistance inside Syria, including 6.9 million in-
ternally displaced Syrians (OCHA 2022). Of that number, approxi-
mately 9.6 million are in severe need of humanitarian assistance. The
2022 HNO finds that economic deterioration is now a major driver of
needs even in areas that have been less directly affected by hostilities
and displacement.

Syria has become the world’s largest refugee crisis in decades (UN-
HCR 2022). Turkey hosts the largest number of registered Syrian refu-
gees, currently more than 3.6 million. The vast majority of Syrian ref-
ugees in the neighbouring countries live in urban areas, with only one
out of twenty accommodated in a refugee camp. In all neighbouring
countries, more than a million Syrian refugees have little or no finan-
cial resources to live. Many of them lost employment since the COVID-
19 pandemic has broken out.

In Lebanon, nine out of ten refugees now live in extreme poverty;
there are no formal refugee camps and, as a result, Syrians are scat-
tered throughout urban and rural communities and locations, often
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sharing small basic lodgings with other refugee families in over-
crowded conditions.

Jordan is accommodating over 660,000 Syrians: approximately 80
per cent of them live outside camps, while 128,000 have found sanctu-
ary in refugee camps such as Za’atari and Azraq.

Iraq also is a main host country for Syrians, with some 244,000 reg-
istered refugees, while in Egypt there are more than 130,000 that left
Syria in the last years.

Whilst the regional refugee response to the Syrian crisis has largely
focused on Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey, less is known about the situ-
ation of Syrian refugees in Iraq. The majority of the 244,000 Syrian ref-
ugees registered in Iraq are of Kurdish ethnicity that arrived in the
country following conflict in 2012 and 2013. According to UNHCR fig-
ures, approximately 98.8% of them are registered in the Kurdistan Re-
gion of Iraq (KRI) in Erbil, Duhok and Sulaymaniyah governorates.
Most refugees in KRI originated from Hasakeh and Aleppo gover-
norates in Syria. The remaining minority of Syrian refugees are regis-
tered in central and west Iraq. This includes Syrian refugees that orig-
inated from Deir ez-Zor governorate in Syria, which had fled cross-
border to Anbar governorate in West Iraq, under the Government of
Iraq (Gol). When the influx of Syrian refugees to Iraq began in 2012,
Iraq, and KRI in particular, enjoyed relative economic stability and
progress. People seeking refuge entered a welcoming environment in
which both the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and host com-
munity were willing to support the refugee population.

I have worked, both as a scholar doing research on field and as the
former President of a no-profit organisation, with the Syrian refugees
living in camps in Iraq, Jordan and Turkey from 2012 to 2017. I have
witnessed many changes in the “organisation” and the growth of the
refugee camps since then. Over the years, the refugee camps have been
moving from a precarious situation to a permanent condition (Del Re
2016). The refugee camps, which at the beginning of the crisis were a
stretch of tents that almost disappeared on the horizon, have been
transformed into permanent settlements with streets, shops, restau-
rants and other activities organized as “city-district”.

Since the start of the Syrian conflict, the Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment has shown hospitality and positive efforts in accommodating
the influx of Syrian refugees despite Iraq’s domestic challenges and
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difficult circumstances. In the last ten years, I have travelled many
times to the KRG, working and living in the refugee camps of the re-
gion, especially in Domiz, Kawergosk, Kawa, Qushtapa, Arbat.

After many years on field in conflict areas and many conversations
with my Syrian friends, I have realized —and I have extensively written
on that — that the status of migrant/refugee is not only an administra-
tive condition but is also a psychological/mental status (Del Re, Shek-
hawat 2018; Del Re, Larémont, 2017; Del Re 2016; Del Re 2015). This is
a reality even when the migration has been successful in terms of set-
tlement, not necessarily — or rarely — corresponding to an inclusive con-
cept of citizenship. In my experience with thousands of Syrian refu-
gees in Iraq, I have observed that identity for them moves on different
levels, on top of which there is their nationality intended as citizenship:
“I am Syrian” first, followed by the declination of the other elements
of identity. The “hierarchy of individual identities” varies according to
social contexts or situations. The Syrian refugees in Iraq perceive them-
selves as a minority, being Syrian Kurds. The self-identification pro-
cess is complex because it implies that groups and individuals are
aware of their identity so much that they identify themselves as a mi-
nority (Del Re 2019). The process is articulated because their self-iden-
tification might not be in line with definitions attributed to them by
States or other groups. The terminology used to define groups — ethnic
group, people, community, nationals or other — is varied. The Syrian
refugees in Iraq, for example, change their self-identification according
to many variables, of which the most important is the attitude of the
hegemonic group or groups. Self-identification and identity are key is-
sues. Identity — widely studied in social sciences although little in ref-
erence to minorities except for specific case studies — in my opinion is
the result of a multi-levelled self-perception that derives from a strati-
fication of multiple identities, that an individual/group ordinates ac-
cording to a hierarchy that depends upon contingent factors and vari-
ables. Identity, according to my long experience on field, can be the
cause itself of discrimination, intolerance or other, even within the
same minority group (the differences between the Syrian Kurds and
the Iraqi Kurds are significant at social, cultural, educational level due
to, for instance, their different recent history, and their Kurdishness is
not a guarantee or a synonym of mutual understanding or tolerance).
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6.1. Turkey as a host country of Syrian refugees

Since the beginning of the conflict in Syria Turkey has been the pri-
mary destination for Syrian refugees with the first camps set up ten
years ago. Today, Turkey is home to more than 3.6 million Syrian ref-
ugees that constitute the vast majority of over 4 million refugees and
asylum seekers currently living in country, making Turkey the world’s
largest host of refugees (UNHCR 2022). The Turkish Interior Ministry
claims this figure is higher and that Turkey hosts 6 million. In any case,
there is no doubt that Turkey hosts the highest number of Syrians and
has the largest refugee population in the world, whose number also
includes Afghans, Iranians, and Iraqis. For the last decade, the local
governments in Turkey have had to find immediate solutions for wel-
coming and accommodating a huge number of people fleeing from
their homeland. This has made municipalities the main actors in two
challenging issues: infrastructure planning for the growing population
and identification of the services needed to live together with different
cultures and traditions and to ensure and maintain social harmony.
Turkish municipalities have been working to meet humanitarian
needs while making great efforts to keep cities prosperous and de-
velop them in the face of the unexpected and massive population in-
crease.

As pointed out by the young Turkish researcher Giil Tugaltan, expert in
geography and spatial planning, urban governance and political ecology:

“The international mass migration and the Syrian refugee crisis have
resulted in fundamental demographic, social, cultural and ecological
changes in urban areas and also created the need for re-addressing the
matters of urbanization, infrastructure, municipal service delivery and
urban planning. In order to manage these multilayered and complex
processes and respond to migration-related urban problems, munici-
palities need new tools for information, skills and implementation en-
abling them to understand their existing working area and to produce
innovative solutions with limited resources within this area as the tra-
ditional tools and understanding we have used to date for urban plan-
ning are no longer sufficient to understand, handle, and change this

unstable situation.” (2021, xix).
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In Turkey, the project “Developing a Knowledge Base Project of the
Resilience in Local Governance” (RESLOG Turkey) can be considered
as a good/best practice. RESLOG is a pioneer project implemented in
Turkey (and in Lebanon) financed by the Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions (SALAR) and funded by the Swedish Gov-
ernment. It sees the involvement of Turkish regional municipal unions
in strengthening local governance. The project aims at contributing to
national migration policies that reflect local realities and needs, to en-
hance inter-municipal learning and support structures through re-
gional associations, and to improve holistic planning and governance
at municipal level'.

Since the start of the Syrian migration, RESLOG municipalities
(Adana Metropolitan Municipality, Hatay Metropolitan Municipality,
Mezitli Municipality, Reyhanli Municipality, Saricam Municipality
and Seyhan Municipality in Cukurova Region, and Bursa Metropoli-
tan Municipality, Orhangazi Municipality, Osmangazi Municipality,
Sultanbeyli Municipality, Sisli Municipality, and Zeytinburnu Munic-
ipality in Marmara Region) have achieved remarkable results in pro-
moting the integration of Syrian migrants and refugees and their in-
tercultural forms of life with native communities. We see
integration or achieving social cohesion and harmonious forms of
togetherness as a two-way process in which both native and mi-
grant communities are active participants, and both undergo
change and development. Many Turkish municipalities have suc-
cessfully managed rapid mass migration and the resulting significant
population increases, but this is generally not well known. Intercul-
tural forms of life between migrants and refugees and native popu-
lations are largely a local matter which depends on local services,
projects and activities at neighbourhood and even street level, but it
can be enhanced by cooperation with national and international ac-
tors. While municipalities are responsible for leading the process, co-
operation with other stakeholders is essential, including other public
institutions, NGOs, universities, the media, and religious, cultural
and sporting organizations, international development agencies and
funders, and most importantly, the migrant and local communities
themselves.

1 See RESLOG Project 2018.
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Turkey is a major destination for regular migration and for refu-
gees, and the millions of Syrians who fled from their homeland have
changed the demographic profile of both big cities and small and
coastal cities. The Syrian migration to Turkey since 2011 has brought a
series of challenges in terms of developing and implementing regula-
tions and policies. Ankara has promulgated laws and regulations re-
garding migration management and has implemented projects and
practical measures to address the needs of migrants, trying to foster
social cohesion (Burcu et al. 2018). Turkish society has shown great re-
silience in absorbing a huge number of refugees in the last decade, but
negative public perceptions toward the refugees have grown signifi-
cantly in the last two-three years. Although incidences of violence
have been negligible, numerous public opinion polls confirm a stark
decline in public support for hosting the refugees. Not surprisingly,
Turkish citizens are expressing considerable concern about the future
in relation to life with Syrian refugees (PODEM 2019). Host commu-
nity hostility toward the Syrians is rising. The potential for anti-refu-
gee violence is highest in the metropolitan areas of Istanbul, Ankara
and Izmir where host communities see Syrians as culturally different
and resent their competition for low-wage jobs or customers, espe-
cially within the informal economy. Many also believe Syrians receive
preferential access to public services and assistance (International Cri-
sis Group 2021). A 2020 study by the Turkish-German University’s Mi-
gration and Integration Research Center (Kiniklioglu 2020) indicates
that the perceptions of Turkish citizens vis-a-vis Syrian refugees have
significantly turned negative. In stark contrast, the perceptions of Syr-
ians about life in Turkey have dramatically improved; 60 percent of
Turks believe that Turkey has done its best to host the Syrians. Con-
trary to theories that Syrians are culturally close to Turks and therefore
prefer to stay in Turkey, 82 percent of Turks feel they have no cultural
commonalities with Syrians. While 72 percent of Turks believe that
Syrian refugees will harm Turkey’s socio-cultural structure, 74 percent
think that public services will either deteriorate or diminish because of
the refugees.

Perceptions among Syrian refugees vis-a-vis Turkish society are
overwhelmingly positive (Anadolu Agency 2022). Most Syrians do not
feel discrimi-nated against and continue to harbour feelings of grati-
tude and desire for coexistence toward their host society. Overall, most
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Syrian refugees express that they are happy to live in Turkey and see
the Turkish government as the primary provider of critical assistance.

Developing social cohesion and integration policies should not be
viewed as an option, but a necessity. Adopting equal access to services
and resources by everyone as a fundamental principle, and developing
inclusive social policies as a matter of human rights, justice and hu-
manity is necessary at both national and local levels. Failure to do so
alienates migrants struggling to access socio-economic, political and
cultural resources and services, and promotes marginalized, self-pro-
tecting parallel migrant communities, and anti-social reactions of var-
ying degree. Turkish municipalities, as shown by the RESLOG Project,
have played a key role in managing the migrations of the Syrians since
2011 through the services they provide to migrants and refugees, and
by facilitating their integration and living together with native com-
munities. Despite the lack of central government funding for social co-
hesion, many municipalities have used their own resources to develop
services, projects and activities that meet the needs of refugees and lo-
cals in need, and foster living together. Municipal involvement in the
integration of migrants is an increasing trend internationally, as is their
role in achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)?2. For
instance, the role of municipalities in social cohesion is acknowled ged
by a number of landmark international instruments, including the UN
Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, to which Turkey is a sig-
natory. In addition to the fact that many, if not all, of the 17 SDGs can
be seen as direct prerequisites for social cohesion (e.g. no poverty, zero
hunger, quality education, gender equality, decent work and economic
growth, etc.), two SDGs stand out as regards cities and urban life,
namely SDG 11 “Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe,
resilient and sustainable”, and SDG 16 “Promote peaceful and inclu-
sive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for
all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all lev-
els”3. Drafted close to the UN Agenda 2030, the New Urban Agenda,

2 No Poverty (Goal 1), Zero Hunger (Goal 2), Good Health and Well-Being (Goal 3),
Quality Education (Goal 4), Gender Equality (Goal 5), Reduced Inequalities (Goal
10), Sustainable Cities and Communities (Goal 11), Peace, Justice and Strong
Institutions (Goal 16) and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17).

3 See SDG 11 and SDG 16 on the official Web Page of the UN SDGs:
https://sdgs.un.org/goals.
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an outcome of the UN HABITAT III Conference in 2016, promises in-
ternational solidarity with cities hosting refugees in the framework of
human rights with a specific focus on vulnerable groups. Similarly, the
2018 Global Compact on Refugees affirms the role played by local gov-
ernment in providing services to refugees, commits the international
community to share the responsibility with cities on the front line by
means of increasing their capacity and infrastructure, and invites net-
works of municipalities to share their best practices and innovative so-
lutions with each other.

As previously said, RESLOG operated at local, regional, national
and international levels with multiple components and activities fo-
cusing on capacity-building for municipalities and their unions in pol-
icy making, knowledge generation and dissemination, migration mas-
ter planning and implementation to reach this overarching objective.
RESLOG adopted a structural approach, which targeted strengthened
municipal capacities that can further support the lives of refugees and
host communities through advancement in analysis, planning, inclu-
sive service delivery, project development and implementation for
peaceful co-habitation.

At the national level, RESLOG, in partnership and coordination
with the Union of Municipalities in Turkey (UMT), established the
Mayors’ Platform for advancing National Migration Policy. The pro-
ject brings the mayors of cities most affected by migration together to
produce a policy paper for increased representation of the local level
in national migration policy. Together with the Mayors and the tech-
nical teams of thirteen Municipalities (district and metropolitan), a Na-
tional Migration Policy and Strategy (NMPS) document is developed.
The document puts the wealth of the rich experience of the municipal-
ities at use with two Mayors’ Roundtables and three Municipal Tech-
nical Teams Meetings. NMPS was introduced to public and govern-
ment authorities with a dedicated launch and networking event in
November 2021.

At the regional level, through “knowledge generation activities”
RESLOG supported municipalities in understanding and responding
migration-related urban challenges (RESLOG Project, 2018). Unions of
Municipalities are the main mediators of this process. The pilot imple-
mentation was achieved in partnership between the Marmara Munic-
ipalities Union (MMU) between 2018 and 2021.
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Knowledge Generation Book Series consisting of publications de-
veloped in collaboration with various national and international ex-
perts, introduces the municipalities to existing and emergent perspec-
tives, trends and intervention tools; combining them with the
everyday experiences of the municipalities, which could positively af-
fect the perspective and practices of local decision-makers for more in-
clusive governance and planning. These include cross-cutting issues
that needs to be taken into consideration in each and every action such
as gender, climate change, SDGs, right to participation and active citi-
zenship. The series also include a Municipal Experiences Sub-Series:
thematic working groups of municipal officials from all around Tur-
key prepared and presented their experiences on welcoming mass mi-
gration, social cohesion and co-habitation and social services.

At the local level, RESLOG supported the preparation of Migration
Master Plans in twelve pilot municipalities, initiated a problem prior-
itization study and enabled the engagement of selected activities with
the municipal strategic plans. Subsequently, each municipality pre-
pared small-scale action projects. A detailed analysis, project develop-
ment, monitoring, implementation and reporting process was sup-
ported by REGLOG experts on local governance, civic participation,
gender, cohabitation and project development.

6.2. Framing the Syrian diaspora

The Syrian refugees living abroad constitute a diaspora. “Dias-
pora” is defined as a dispersed collective residing outside their coun-
try of origin who “maintain regular or occasional contacts with what
they regard as their homeland and with individuals and groups of the
same background residing in other host countries” (Sheffer 2003, 17).
Key concepts and research on diaspora communities have been devel-
oped by work such as the pioneering book on Diaspora and Transna-
tionalism: Concepts, Theories and Methods by Rainer Baubock and
Thomas Faist (2010).

Diasporic communities are often referred to by scholars as “imag-
ined communities”. Benedict Anderson defines the nation as imagined
in that it is limited, sovereign, and a community bound by a deep, hor-
izontal comradeship (Anderson 1991). In other words, members are
connected by a psychological sense of belonging to a group, rather
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than a physical space. This imagined sense of “home” connects and
empowers members of the diaspora to identify themselves in terms of
a collective identity linked to their shared experience and origin com-
ing from “an imagined, putative or real homeland” (Cohen 1997, 76).

A substantial literature exists on the role(s) that diaspora commu-
nities, diaspora CSOs and individuals in the diaspora can play in the
political and socioeconomic development of their home countries. Ex-
amples of such communities in the Middle East include the Kurdish,
Iranian, Palestinian, Lebanese and Jewish diaspora.

The Syrian diaspora was already substantial in size before the Syr-
ian crisis broke in 2011. Some estimated the size of the Syrian diaspora
at 20 million people worldwide i.e., larger than the Syrian population
inside Syria (Mehchy, Mahdi 2010).

Since 2011, volunteerism among the Syrian diaspora has prolifer-
ated (Qaddour 2013). This has been particularly evident since the
large-scale population displacement that took place during the civil
war in Syria. Increasingly, both old and new Syrian diaspora com-
munities in the United States, the Middle East and Europe have mo-
bilised voluntary efforts among their personal networks to deliver
emergency humanitarian aid. Much of these diaspora efforts have
become increasingly organised and professionalised.

As aresult, a large number of Syrian diaspora-led organisations
now exist and operate as first responders to the unprecedented hu-
manitarian crisis in Syria. In providing various humanitarian assis-
tance, remedial education, livelihoods, health, and many social ser-
vices, these Syrian diaspora organizations have been vital in
compensating for the absence of the government in many cities and
areas in Syria (Al-Zoua’bi 2015). Despite the security, political and
logistical challenges involved in their work, they are promoting in-
novative models of humanitarianism based on solidarity efforts and
close cooperation between the Syrian diaspora on the one hand and
affected populations and local civil society actors across Syria on
the other (Brownlee, 2015). Members of the diaspora are held to-
gether through shared cultural repertoires and information, for ex-
ample replicated through different media sources. Print media as
well as television and Internet sources can promote a shared iden-
tity and collective consciousness on a global scale (Georgiou 2005).
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6.3. Identity and the role of social media

Internet is a tool to interlink the diversified Syrian diaspora and it
is a powerful medium in maintaining the sense of identity among the
Syrian diasporic community. It provides a feeling of belongingness
with their homeland. In the context of migration, Internet means
“death of distance” (Brinkerhoff 2009, 102) and it transforms the tradi-
tional understanding of migrant networks and migration processes by
adding a new dimension. E-Tools like websites, e-mail, audio-video
calling via internet, chat room, online messaging, social networking
sites like Orkut, Facebook, hi5, Cyworld, Flickr, Friendster, Google
Buzz, LinkedIn, MyLife, Myspace, BIGADDA, Ibibo, etc. provide an
opportunity to meet the diversified diaspora virtually.

By creating a new kind of diasporic public sphere, advancement of
information and communication technologies and the diffusion of the
Internet add a complex digital extension to the traditional character of
diaspora and serve as a potential facilitator for diaspora engagement.

A lot of interest has grown regarding how members of the diaspora
use the media. Out of this, the academic study of “digital diasporas”
and “diasporic media studies” have grown exponentially. Digital me-
dia have an undeniable influence in the lives of immigrants outside
and nationals inside the nation of origin. Due to the separation of dig-
ital media from mainstream media channels and the potential of digi-
tal diasporas “to foster democratic values, support integration in the
host society, and contribute to security and socio-economic develop-
ment in the homelands” (Brinkerhoff 2009, 147). According to Arjun
Appadurai (1996) global cultural flows are developed through the re-
lationships between dimensions of human movement, technological,
flow, financial transfers, technological capabilities and images created
by the media. Appadurai names these the “ethnoscape”, “tech-
noscape”, “financescape”, “mediascape” and “ideoscape”. Within the
“mediascape”, narratives of another world are those provided to us by
the media (1990, 296). This is the dimension in which diasporic groups
use the media as a tool to gain insight into a native community that is
physically foreign. Media images are the technological means used to
bring pieces of this community into the homes of diasporic groups. In
addition to this, the mediascape is a space for “social interaction and com-
munication within the diasporic communities” (Georgiou 2005, 487).
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According to Marie Gillespie, a sociology professor at The Open
University in the United Kingdom, today, refugees use
smartphones and social media platforms in five primary ways:
communication, translation, information, navigation and represen-
tation (Kaplan 2018).

In Turkey, smartphone ownership by many Syrian refugees in the
camps was noticeable to government agencies, which reported that
90% of Syrian women in Turkey owned a mobile telephone, while 91%
of Syrian women inside and outside the camps used a mobile phone
to communicate with their relatives (AFAD 2014). Separated from their
husband and other relatives, many Syrian women living in Turkey
were able to remain connected to relatives outside Turkey via
smartphone, thanks to telecommunication companies that recognized
the connectivity needs of Syrians refugees and promptly improved
their infrastructure.

As pointed out by the Turkish sociologist Niliifer Narli:

“The diverse yet related categories of smartphone uses by Syrian refu-
gees should be apprehended in three major settings or processes: war
and displacement; settling and rebuilding a new life; virtual connection

to the war and the construction of a war memory.” (Narli 2018, 277).

In the context of war, displacement and life-building settings,
smartphones have enhanced security by giving the Syrian refugees an
address where they can exist while navigating their way to safety.
Given these diverse security concerns, the smartphone is a safety tool
for reaching other family members in an emergency and checking if
someone outside the home is safe. Smartphones connect Syrians to
their diasporic networks, their country of origin and communities in
Turkey: it is a tool of connectivity for diaspora communities forming a
“virtual diasporic space” (Mitra, Schwartz 2001, 221).

Syrian refugees also use their smartphones to record their journeys
of displacement and new life in Turkey, as well as to receive and
spread Syrian war news and images (e.g. photos of enemy soldiers’
corpses or their own soldiers’ heroic images); that is, a visualization of
the war. The use of smartphones for building a digital archive of the
Syrian war and displacement, and for providing evidence and
memory is important.
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Despite being a non-human entity, a smartphone is part of the ref-
ugees’ lives, a virtual lifeline and tool for safety and survival. In coping
with their everyday life difficulties and struggling to survive in
emergencies, the refugees invent new links with the powers of life,
which respond to their contingency needs created by each immedi-
ate situation (e.g. needing translation in a hospital). They shift from
the intended purpose of telephone services and modify the diverse
functions of smartphones depending on their situational needs.
They empower themselves strategically by inventing new practices
with their smartphones in order to integrate the host society by
learning the language, and to access education and work. For these
Syrian refugees living in Turkey the use of smartphones and apps
is continuously evolving in a constant interplay with their contex-
tual needs and motivations of. At the same time, some refugees also
use smartphones for illegal activities (e.g. navigating illegal jour-
neys with the assistance of smugglers), which makes the device a
dispositif to counter technologies of domination and surveillance.

Migrants promote communications that go beyond the bounda-
ries of the state and the culture of one nation, challenging the dom-
inance of existing local media players. This results in cultural hy-
bridity and a diverse selection of available media, ranging from the
local to the national and the transnational. Therefore, central to
studying culture, media use, and identity, is the concept of the de-
territorialization of communities and cultures. Deterritorialization
refers to a changing world where cultures are no longer locally
bound but globally interchanged (Appadurai 1990). Due to this, di-
asporic communities are in some cases referred to as “deterritorial-
ized nations” (Karim 2003, 3). Some authors theorize that deterrito-
rialization results in a cultural atmosphere where even the foreign
becomes familiar through mutual exposure (Tomlinson 1999). Me-
dia content, therefore, is a vehicle of deterritorialization through
manifestations of homogenization, differentiation and hybridiza-
tion of cultural content (Marti 2006). On the other hand, Appadurai
(1990), Tomlinson (1999) and Morley (2001) suggest that media in this
way also becomes a vehicle of reterritorialization. Reterritorialization
expresses a “search for cultural diversity, for particularism, for the re-
inforcement of the local” (Marti 2006, 97). In other words, there is an
attraction to culturally specific local content.
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Andén Papadopoulos and Pantti state that that Syrians living in the
diaspora are not only interested in consuming transnational content,
but they in fact have a responsibility in maintaining the image of the
Syrian uprising that is conveyed to the rest of the world (Andén Pa-
padopoulos, Pantti 2013). The authors underscore the importance of
diasporic communities in conflicts in their country of origin in to-
day’s mediatized society, especially regarding their power when it
comes to political mobilization.

6.4. Conclusion

The Syrian diaspora’s unique connection with, and understanding
of, their home country gives this diaspora a vital role in defining the
self-perception of the Syrian communities and, as we have seen above,
undertaking humanitarian relief and development efforts with IDPs
and other affected communities inside Syria. Moreover, beyond
the merely humanitarian components of this response, the dias-
pora organizations and their local partners have also been devel-
oping crucial bottom-up approaches to support the resilience of
IDPs, as well as wider peacebuilding and community cohesion, by
contributing to the development of a new Syrian civil society that
engages affected communities, local actors, and community rep-
resentatives. On the advocacy front, the Syrian diaspora has been
showing increasingly higher levels of organization and mobiliza-
tion. This has helped to promote their collective contributions, sol-
idarity and social cohesion, and their ability to achieve impacts
inside Syria as bridges and mediators between international or-
ganisations and IDPs and other conflict-affected populations in
Syria. Despite funding limitations and challenges, the continuity
of diaspora engagement and support to IDPs and other affected
populations in Syria is evidence of the promising role that, as social
and development actors, the diaspora can play in the peaceful future
of Syria. Researchers and policymakers interested in the response to
internal displacement in Syria should carefully consider how the
different modalities of interventions by diaspora communities have
contributed to humanitarian operations, mediation, and the stabili-
sation of conflict-affected areas.
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7. The Caucasian diaspora: the struggle for
visibility and recognition

Cahit Aslan

7.1. Introduction

It can be said that the problem of diasporas and minorities” educational
needs in Turkey gained a legal and political dimension with the declara-
tion of the Republic (29 October 1923). The founding willpower of the Re-
public evaluated all ethnic groups under a single identity, the Turkish
identity except non-Muslim communities such as Jews, Greeks and Ar-
menians. Therefore, neither in the law nor in practice, identities of people
with different origins were not recognized, and they were not included in
the new arrangement in educational institutions. However, before the
declaration of the Republic, Circassians, who benefited from the political
freedom that developed with the declaration of the Second Constitutional
Monarchy in 1908, had schools where they taught in their mother tongue.
For example, the Cerkes Teaviin Mektebi (The Circassian Solidarity
School) had been founded in 1910 and pursued its activity up to 1914.
Cerkes Numune Mektebi (The Circassian Sample School) school, which
was opened on 18 August 1919, is another example. The most distinguish-
ing feature of this school is that male and female students attended the
school together and the Latin alphabet was given preference in education.

However, in the Lausanne Treaty signed on 24 July 1923, Circassians
were not granted minority rights. A month later, this school was closed.
Another example for Circassians’ activism is the fact that articles about
education in Circassian were written in the newspaper Guaze (Guide),
which was published on 2 April 1911. This newspaper continued its pub-
lication until 1914.
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However, in 2012, a new page was opened for people with different
origins who were on the verge of disappearing. Although “mother
tongue-based multilingual education/teaching” has not been included in
the legislation or curriculum which avoided naming any language spoken
in Anatolia as “mother tongue”, the teaching of some mother tongues has
started in practice, albeit gradually. The “Living Languages and Dialects”
course has taken its place among these optional classes that since 2012
have been given in the 5th grade and after. Adyghe and Abkhazian,
which are considered Circassian languages, have been included from pre-
school education to university education. Although it contains many tech-
nical and legal problems, this action can be considered as an important
development. Thus, this study investigates the educational developments
affecting the Caucasian diasporas in Turkey in general and the Circassians
in particular (including Adyghes and Abkhazians). On the basis of the
available data, the chapter evaluates the challenges encountered in this
process and offer some insights for their overcoming.

7.2. Language based education and optional language
courses

Since the establishment of the Republic of Turkey until 2012, communi-
ties living in the country, whose mother tongue is different from Turkish,
did not have the opportunity to learn their own language within public ed-
ucation system, except for the minorities recognized within the framework
of the Treaty of Lausanne. Nevertheless, the Constitution that came into
force in 1982 expressly prohibited the teaching of languages other than
Turkish as a mother tongue:

“No language other than Turkish can be taught as a mother tongue to
Turkish citizens at any institutions of training or education. The foreign
languages to be taught in education and training institutions and the
principles to which the schools providing education and training in a
foreign language will be subject are regulated by law. The provisions

”

of international treaties are reserved.

1 While the name of this law was “Foreign Language Education and Teaching Law”,
it was changed to “Law on Foreign Language Education and Teaching and Learning
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That is why many mother tongues are facing extinction. For ex-
ample, Ubykh, one of the Caucasian languages, has disappeared in
1992 with the death of the last speaker, Tevfik Esen¢. According to
the reports published by the United Nations, 18 languages in Tur-
key are under great threat and are struggling to survive. Unfortu-
nately, Adyghe and Abkhazian are also included in this list. For ex-
ample, it has been determined that 80% of the Circassian population
uses Turkish instead of Circassian and 20% of the native speakers
are the elderly (Sener, 2006: 180). However, here, it is a question of
giving mother tongue education to children of different ethnic ori-
gins, not in place of Turkish, but in addition to Turkish. In addition,
there is a mother tongue education problem, which is a right accord-
ing to the treaties to which Turkey is a party (Ozbudun 2010, 1).

7.3. Background of education in diaspora Circassians

During the Tanzimat Period, when the winds of freedom and liberty
blew, many associations and societies were established, new newspapers
and magazines received publishing privileges, and many new schools be-
gan their education life. The privilege of publishing a newspaper, which
was previously granted with permission, could now be obtained with a
petition submitted to the press directorate (Gazel, Ortak 2006, 223). Cir-
cassians also started education and printing activities taking advantage of
the freedom environment that came with the Constitutional Monarchy.

The first Circassian organization, which was established by taking ad-
vantage of the opportunities brought by the II. Constitutional Period was
Cerkes Teaviin Cemiyeti. Its official establishment date is November 4,
1908. The purpose of the association, which was active until 1923, was to:

“[...] spread religious duties, good morals, and constitutional rules, to
establish and strengthen commercial, industrial and agricultural rela-
tions with each other; to achieve the goal of climbing to the summit of
progress in harmony with the Ottoman communities.” (Giisar 1975, 29).

Different Languages and Dialects of Turkish Citizens” with the Law No. 4771 dated
3/8/2002.
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The association also stated that it would publish a newspaper to
achieve its goals and reach the public. Accordingly, a newspaper
called Guaze was launched. Issues such as the development of edu-
cation and the creation of a national alphabet were among the topics
raised in the journal. The association aimed to be the voice of the
Circassian people, arguing that traditions should be preserved, and
that generations should be educated for the progress of the Circas-
sian people. The association gained some success in issues such as
the creation of an alphabet suitable for the Circassian language, the
publication of a newspaper, the opening of schools both in the Ot-
toman Empire and the Caucasus, and the provision of education in
Circassian for the first time. It should be noted that these achieve-
ments had been gained thanks also to the good relationship be-
tween the association, and state bureaucracy. Cerkes Kadinlari
Teaviin Cemiyeti (Circassian Women Solidarity Society) had a pub-
lication organ called Diyane (Our mother), which was published on
12 March 1920. The magazine had sections in both Turkish and Cir-
cassian. 12 pages were in Ottoman Turkish and 4 pages were in Cir-
cassian written in the Latin alphabet. The most important activity
of Cerkes Teaviin Cemiyeti was that of establishing a school named
Cerkes Teaviin Mektebi (the Circassian Solidarity School). Founded
in 1910, the school continued its education until 1914. Established
within the body of Cerkes Teaviin Cemiyeti, this institution would
primarily deal with the education of poor Circassian children. Alt-
hough it allowed the registration of paying students as well, their
number did not reach more than half of the total population of the
school. The duration of education, which was reserved for male stu-
dents, consisted in a seven-year pathway including a preparatory
year, three years of elementary school, and three years of junior
high school. In addition to the official curriculum, there were sepa-
rate Circassian reading and writing classes, as well as etiquette,
gymnastics, and lessons practiced in the school yard (Dogan 2019,
151-154).

The Cerkes Numune Mektebi, which was established on August
18, 1919, was a co-educational school where both male and female
students studied together. This is a first in the Ottoman Empire,
since it was the first school in which Muslim boys and girls studied
together. The purpose of the school, which provided primary and
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secondary education, was to keep the Circassian culture alive, to
teach and protect the Circassian language, and to raise a morally
upright, educated generation. Moreover, it was the first institution
which opened a kindergarten in the Ottoman Empire. The curricu-
lum included Turkish, Circassian, Geography, History of the Cau-
casus History, Circassian Literature, French, Physical Education
and Music. Moreover, the use of the Latin alphabet made the school
the first training institution adopting such a measure in the educa-
tion of a Muslim community ten years before the alphabet revolu-
tion in Turkey. The school had a number of students around 150-
180, classes had up to 25-30 children. The students were expected
to wear a monotype uniform. Cerkes Kadinlar: Teaviin Cemiyeti
and the associated school were closed in 1923 after the Treaty of
Lausanne. Along with the refusal to recognize the Circassians as a
minority in Lausanne, the association and the school were respec-
tively closed in August and in September 1923 despite their contri-
butions to Turkish education and culture (Dogan 2019, 157). Unfor-
tunately, as a result of the non-recognition of a minority status for
the Circassians in the Treaty of Lausanne, all these educational ac-
tivities could not be resumed.

7.4. Recent transformations

In the years between 1923 and 2012, mother tongue teaching in
formal education was prevented not only by the means of legisla-
tion and political pressures were put to make the language disap-
pear (Aksoy 2020).

As the above-mentioned article of the 1982 Constitution, which hin-
dered the teaching of mother tongue in formal education the situation
has not changed for decades and “mother tongue-based multilingual
education/teaching” has not been included in the legislation or in the
curricula. However, albeit gradually, the teaching of some mother
tongues has started in practice. With the transition to the new education
system in 2012, the course named “Living Languages and Dialects” took
its place among the optional classes offered in schools starting from the
5th grade. Adyghe and Abkhazians welcomed this development.

In the 2012-2013 academic year, Adyghe and Abkhazian lan-
guages started to be given as optional courses even though they did
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not receive considerable attention. However, according to the infor-
mation given by the Ministry of National Education, the number of
students who prefer Circassian languages has increased in years.
For instance, the number of students attending Adyghe optional
courses opened in Diizce and Turhal was of 19 in the 2012-2013 ac-
ademic year, increased to 53 in the classes given in Diizce and Kay-
seri in the 2013-2014 academic year, and reached 168 in the class-
rooms opened in Diizce and Kayseri in the 2014-2015. As regards to
Abkhazian language, the first teaching was opened in Sakarya/Hen-
dek in the 2014-2015 academic year gaining 15 attending students.
In all, a total of 250 students chose Adyghe and Abkhazian lan-
guage courses between 2012 and 2015 (KAFFED n.d.).

It has been observed that there have been confusions regarding
the procedure over time. For example, a separate curriculum pre-
pared by a NGO named Adyge Language Association aiming to
establish an Adyghe language course based the Latin alphabet
was approved by the Board of Education in 2015. However, Fed-
eration of Caucasian Associations (KAFFED), which prepared
teaching materials using the Cyrillic alphabet, pointed to the
drawbacks of including two separate Adyghe lessons using two
different alphabets in the curriculum. Therefore, KAFFED drew
attention to the fact that the Adyghe language should be taught
with the Cyrillic alphabet, as in other countries and as it is more
linguistically correct. Moreover, while there are difficulties in
finding 10 students for the current Adyghe classes, it is stated that
the need of choosing between two alphabets could make more dif-
ficult to attract an average number of students and thus endanger
the implementation of the courses. After the requests forwarded
by KAFFED to the Ministry calling for the removal the Latin
script-based Adyghe course from the curriculum resulted unsuc-
cessful to the Ministry, the Federation applied to the Administra-
tive Court for a suspension of the provision (Kaya 2014, 24).

Shortly, the inclusion of optional Living Languages courses in
the curriculum without the necessary preparations brought along
many problems. For example, as happens for other optional
courses, each teaching needs a minimum number of 10 students.
This limitation is seen as a big issue because of the small size and
the dispersion of the population without forgetting the lack of
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opportunities to spark interest in learning the mother tongue
(Kaya 2014, 25).

According to the information given by Kaya (2014), based on
KAFFED’s Monitoring Report 2015, no program was established
within the universities for the training of teachers who would
teach Adyghe and Abkhazian languages. Therefore, some of these
were also selected among the attendees who received certificates
in the framework of the courses organized by KAFFED. In some
universities, for example in the Subdepartment of Circassian Lan-
guage and Literature of the Department of Caucasian Languages
and Cultures, which was opened within the Faculty of Arts and
Sciences of Diizce University in the 2013-2014 academic years,
Adyghe education was provided. Since these departments were
opened within the Science and Literature faculties, and not within
the education faculties that provide graduates with the qualifica-
tion and formation to teach, their graduates can work as teachers
only after receiving pedagogical formation training.

The materials of the Adyghe and Abkhazian language class-
rooms to be used in the 5th, 6th, 7th and 8th were prepared by
KAFFED within the framework of a protocol agreed between the
Ministry of National Education and KAFFED. Textbooks and lis-
tening materials prepared by KAFFED for Adyghe and Abkhazian
lessons taught in 5th grades have been approved by the Ministry
of National Education; published by the Ministry to be used as a
textbook in the 2014-2015 academic year, they have been pub-
lished also in the form of e-book on the Ministry’s website. The
6th grade books, and voiced texts/listening CDs prepared by
KAFFED were also delivered to the Ministry and published for the
2015-2016 academic year. KAFFED has also prepared Adyghe and
Abkhazian textbooks for 7th and 8th grades. No budget was pro-
vided by the Ministry of National Education for the preparation
of textbooks and materials, and the institutions even donated the
copyright of the materials to the Ministry.

It has been observed that some problems occurred in delivering
the textbooks and materials to the students who attended the
course. According to the information given by the Ministry of Na-
tional Education, 848 copies of the Abkhazian book and 813 of the
Adyghe books were requested.
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7.5. Mother tongue teaching and Circassians

The members of the Circassian diaspora in Turkey have some-
times expressed their concerns about the inclusion of their mother
tongue in the formal education process, according to the political
conditions of the country. For example, on 21 May 2017, the Cir-
cassians living in Sivas expressed their demands for access to ed-
ucation in their mother tongue during the march commemorating
the anniversary of the Circassian genocide and the great exile. As
it was said during the march:

“The protection of the mother tongue is sacred. The Circassians
who gave their lives for this country in the War of Independence
did not know a word of Turkish until the moment of martyrdom.
Now their descendants do not know their own mother tongue. Cir-
cassian is among the languages that are disappearing. In this
sense, solution to the problems with access to optional mother
tongue courses by Circassians living in Turkey has to be found.”
(Timeturk 2017).

Similarly, the Circassians who came together on Sunday, 11
March 2018 in the framework of the Adyghe Language Day events
organised by the Istanbul Caucasian Culture Association, ex-
pressed their demands emphasising the importance of mother
tongue teaching (Cumhuriyet 2018). Moreover, on 12 November
2019, the president of the Turkish Circassian Forum called for a
state-owned television channel broadcasting in Circassian demand-
ing more financial support by relevant public institutions on the
protection of mother tongue education (Haberler.com 2019). In ad-
dition to these various initiatives are being organized with the aim
of protecting, developing and transferring the language to future
generations within the scope of Adyghe (Circassian) Language Day
on 14 March.

With a law published in the Official Newspaper dated March
13, 2014, the Law n. 2923 on Foreign Language Education and
Teaching and Learning Different Languages and Dialects of Turk-
ish Citizens was amended, and it was decreed that Turkish citi-
zens can open private schools in order to provide education and
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training in different languages and dialects that they traditionally
use in their daily lives2

Circassians were one of the first peoples to take steps to realize
the demands for education in the mother tongue. Adana Circas-
sian Culture Association started working on the kindergarten pro-
ject in Adyghe in 2012. With the support of UNICEF, they opened
a kindergarten in Adana that teaches Adyghe and all staffs are
Circassian. All the equipment of the kindergarten, which became
operational on 22 September 2013, providing education in Adyghe
was supplied by UNICEF's “Education Strengthening Project”
(T24 2013). However, although it was a three-year project, the kin-
dergarten could pursue its activities just two years and was closed
down due to economic reasons.

In short, with the abolition of some bans on mother tongue and
allowing private courses, significant gains have been realized.
Among these one should list the inclusion of optional mother
tongue courses in secondary education, which was the result of the
constructive dialogue and mutual understanding and cooperation
developed by KAFFED with relevant political and administrative
public authorities, and the introduction of Circassian departments
at Diizce and Kayseri Erciyes Universities. As a result of the nego-
tiations and cooperation with the Ministry of National Education,
Adyghe and Abkhazian modules were added to the curriculum of
Public Education Institutions. Moreover, language courses can now
be opened in Public Education Centres or in public supported asso-
ciations (Cumhuriyet 2018).

In addition, as a result of these reforms, on 7 June 2004, the
Turkish Radio and Television Corporation (TRT) started broadcast-
ing in five minority languages and dialects. In Zazaki and Kirmanci
dialects of the Kurdish language, Arabic, Bosnian and Circassian
languages, television broadcasts are for 45 minutes five days a
week; radio broadcasts are for 30 minutes five days a week and start
at 6 am.

2 Law on Amending Various Laws for the Promotion of Fundamental Rights and
Freedoms, Law n. 6529; Accepted Date: March 2, 2014.
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7.6. Recent developments

As of the 2020-2021 academic year, with the initiatives of KAFFED
Mother Tongue Commission and Goksun Circassian Culture Association,
23 students chose the Circassian (Adygee) elective course started classes in
2 grade and were accompanied by 2 teachers in Yavuz Selim Secondary
School in Goksun district. The number of students is expected to continue
to increase in the coming years (KAFFED 2021a). The first Circassian (Ady-
ghe) classroom opened with the initiatives of the Odemis Caucasian Cul-
tural Association was established in the Odemis District of Izmir. 11 stu-
dents who chose the Circassian (Adygee) optional course in the Cyrillic
alphabet in Gereli Sehit Siileyman Ozdemir Secondary School in Odemis
District started the lessons with the contributions of 1 teacher (KAFFED
2021b). Significant transformations are also taking place at univer-
sity level. Diizce University's Circassian Language and Literature
Department, which launched the first Circassian Language and Lit-
erature undergraduate program outside of the Caucasus, opened in
2013 and gave its first graduates in 2017. It provides a significant
part of its faculty members in close cooperation with Adygea State
University in Maykop. There are six academicians in this depart-
ment: one full professor, two associate professors, two assistant
professors and one research assistant (KAFFED 2021c).

Similarly, the Department of Circassian Language and Culture
in the Faculty of Arts and Sciences has been opened at Erciyes Uni-
versity. This department, which accepted its first students in the
2018-2019 academic year, will have its first graduates in 2022. It con-
sists of five academicians: one full professor, one associate profes-
sor, two assistant professor and one lecturer (ibid.).

The students are accepted to these departments through the
Central University Entrance Exam. The score type and base scores
of both departments are as follows:

S
University Department core Quota Base scores
type
: i L
Erciyes University Circassian Language Verbal 30 258,37900
and Culture
. ian L
Diizce University Circassian Language Verbal 30 250,80076

and Literature
Tab.1.2020-2021 Academic Year Circassian sections
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Apart from universities, KAFFED continues its own educational ac-
tivities. For example, online Circassian and Russian language courses
are active for the 2021-2022 period (KAFFED 2021d).

Circassian (Western Dialect) classes, which started in October 2020
and were open to all Circassians in the world for the first time in the
virtual environment, were realized four evenings in a week for six
months, between 20:00 and 22:00 over the Zoom program. The lectures
were attended from the USA, Georgia and Canada, as well as from dif-
ferent cities of Turkey. The Circassian Language courses lasted 6 months
during which students of different ages and language levels worked in-
teractively on literacy, basic grammar rules, counting, conversation and
vocabulary development. As the 6-month period has been completed,
students actively participating in the classes have been subjected to an
exam according to their skills. Successful students attending the online
program have obtained Circassian Basic Level (KAFFED 2021e).

The fact that education came to a standstill throughout the country,
because of the pandemic that emerged in 2020, was among the factors
which prevented opening classes in secondary education. Thereupon,
as a result of the work of KAFFED Mother Tongue Commission (Op-
tional Courses Group) for the 2021-2022 academic year, in the elective
process that started on 4 January and ended on 22 January 22, 10 class-
rooms with 100 students in Kayseri province, 2 classes with 20 students
in Diizce, 3 classrooms with 38 students in Goksun, 1 classroom with 11
students in Corum, 1 classroom with 12 students in the village of Er-
tugrul in the Odemis District of Izmir, with the efforts of the Odemis
Caucasian Culture Association, were opened. Last year, there were
online events regarding Circassian and Abhhazian language courses,
while the Circassian (western dialect) language courses continued for 5
months. Nearly 300 students participating even from countries such as
Germany and Israel attended the courses (KAFFED 2021f).

7.7. Latest general context

In short, after the optional mother tongue course was enacted in Tur-
key, different numbers and proportions of students were included
in this process in some Circassian-populated areas, throughout dif-
ferent academic years, in schools affiliated to the Ministry of Na-
tional Education. For example, according to the information in the
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archives of KAFFED, after the start of the new constitutional
amendments in 2010, the Ministry of National Education decided
to start the Adyghe and Abkhazian optional courses in 5th grade of
schools the under the name of Living Languages and Dialects in
2012. In general, the table is as follows:

Kayseri Diizce Corum  Turhal Hendek™ Goksun Odemis

Years s n" s n s n s n s n s n s n
2012-2013 3 42 1 10 0 0 1 10 0 0 0 0 0 0
2013-2014 12 120 1 10 0 0 0 0 1 15 0 0 0 0
2014-2015 17 210 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2015-2016 16 160 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 15 0 0 0 0
2016-2017 10 100 2 20 0 0 0 0 1 14 0 0 0 0
2017-2018 10 100 2 20 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2018-2019 5 50 3 32 1 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2019-2020 2 20 3 40 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
2020-2021 4 51 2 23 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 23 1 11
TOTAL 79 83 15 155 1 10 1 10 3 44 2 23 1 11

“Number of classrooms “ Number of students ** Abkhazian language course

Tab. 2. Participation in Circassian optional courses by year

According to the KAFFED vice president (Arslan 2021), the op-
tional courses encountered several difficulties at the beginning. The
classroom could not be opened due to the shortage of trainers, but the
problems started to disappear thank to the participation of language
teachers who received trainer certificates with the cooperation of the
federation and associations, and those who graduated from Diizce
University Circassian Language and Literature Department in the last
three years. A total of 92 people were given certificates across Turkey.

In addition to the effective use of the website and social media,
KAFFED reaches out to families especially through its member associ-
ations and conducts informative activities about applying for mother
tongue courses. For this purpose, posters and brochures containing de-
tailed information are also printed and delivered to the federated as-
sociations. A subcommittee has also been formed to work on this issue in
order to improve communicative effectiveness and reach more people.

KAFFED used social media effectively to demand mother tongue
lessons and reached Circassian families, especially through members
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of the Circassian association, and carried out an information campaign
on this issue. KAFFED sent posters and brochures with detailed infor-
mation to the associations. It organized teams to be more effective.

KAFFED provided Educational Training on various dates in order
to carry out the mother tongue lessons given in its affiliated associa-
tions in a more professional way. Thanks to KAFFED's relationship
with the state, the Circassian associations can give the certificate to
those who received language courses in Public Education Center.

In 2010, KAFFED applied to the General Directorate of Apprentice-
ship and Non-formal Education of the Ministry of National Education
with the Adyghebze and Abaza Literacy Module Programs prepared
by KAFFED Mother Tongue Education Commission and started to
work on giving Adyghe and Abkhazian courses within the scope of
Public Education. As a result of these studies, the aforementioned pro-
grams were approved on 23 August 2010, and the curriculum of the
courses was added to the Public Education Automation System. The
modules, which were removed from the system after a while, due to
the political turmoil at that time, were resumed after the studies and
negotiations conducted by the Federation. The modules were rear-
ranged according to the European Union standards by the KAFFED
Mother Tongue Commission and delivered to the General Directorate
of Lifelong Learning. As of 2018, the way to open a Circassian mother
tongue course in Public Education has been paved. Many of the asso-
ciations have opened and continue to increase the number of courses
within Public Education Centers in this direction.

As of 2020, the associations that provide Circassian language
courses affiliated with KAFFED are as follows: Bahgelievler Caucasian
Circassian Association - 1 classroom, Balikesir Adige Cultural Associ-
ation - 2 classroom, Denizli Caucasian Culture Association - 1 class-
room, Diizce Adyge Culture Association - 3 classroom, Istanbul Uz-
unyayla Caucasian Culture and Solidarity Association - 1 classroom,
Izmir Circassian Cultural Association - 1 classroom, K. Maras Cauca-
sian Cultural Association - 2 classroom, Mersin Caucasian Cultural As-
sociation - 1 classroom, Mustafa Kemalpasa Circassian Cultural Asso-
ciation - 1 classroom, Susurluk Caucasian Association - 1 classroom,
Tokat Circassian Association - 1 classroom. In short, there are a total of
15 classrooms supported by the Public Education Center in 11 associ-
ations affiliated with KAFFED. Apart from this, there are also
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associations that offer courses in the presence of volunteer trainers.

These are:

Associations

Language Courses

Adana Circassian Cultural Association

Antalya Circassian Association

Bahgelievler Caucasus Circassian Association
Balikesir Adyghe - Circassian Cultural Association
Bandirma Northern Caucasus Cultural Association.
Circassian Association / Ankara

Circassian Culture House Association

Denizli Caucasus Culture Association

Diizce Adyghe Cultural Association

Adyghe 1 Classroom (distance education)

Adyghe 2 Classrooms (distanced)

Adyghe 1 classroom (distanced)

Adyghe 2 Classrooms (distanced)

Adyghe 1 Classroom (distanced)

Adyghe, Abkhazian and Asetinian one each Classrooms
Adyghe and Russian one each Classroom (distanced)
Adyghe 1 Classroom (public edu.)

Adyghe 3 Classrooms (public edu.)

Eskisehir Northern Caucasian Cultural and Soli-

. o Adyghe ve Abkhazian one each Classrooms (distanced)
darity Association
Ist. Uzunyayla Caucasian Cultural and Solidarity

L Adyghe 1 Classroom (public edu.)

Association
Istanbul Caucasian Cultural Association. Adyghe ve Abkhazian one each Classroom (distanced)
Izmir Circassian Cultural Association Adyghe 1 Classroom (public edu.)
Adyghe 2 Classrooms (public edu.) Adigece 1 Classroom
(distanced)

Adyghe 1 Classroom - distanced

Kahramanmarag Caucasian Cultural Association

Kayseri Caucasian Association.
Kigir Adyghe Association
Mersin Caucasian Cultural and Solidarity Association

Mustafakemalpasa Circassian Cultural Association

Adyghe 1 Classroom (distanced)
Adyghe 1 Classroom (public edu.)
Adyghe 1 Classroom (public edu.)
Reyhanh Circassian Association - Adyghe Khase Adyghe 1 Classroom (distanced)
Sakarya Caucasian Cultural Association Adyghe 1 Classroom (distanced)
Samsun Circassian Association Adyghe 1 Classroom (distanced)
Susurluk Caucasian Association Adyghe 1 Classroom (public edu.)
Tokat Circassian Association Adyghe 1 Classroom (public edu.)
Yalova Circassian Union Cultural and Solidarity .

L Adyghe 1 Classroom (distanced)
Association

Tab. 3. 2019-2020 Years- Language Activities in Caucasian Associations

7.8. Conclusion

The educational activities of the Circassians of Turkey go back to the
very old history, the Tanzimat period when they had two schools and news-
papers in Istanbul, which provided education in their own language. How-
ever, with the transition to the Republican regime in 1923, they lost these
opportunities. Until 2012, they did not have any activities in the field of for-
mal education. This situation caused language erosion in them and acceler-
ated their assimilation process. With the gradual reform process that took
place in 2012, new opportunities have emerged. Between 2012-2021, Cir-
cassians, like other ethnic groups, also had significant experiences. De-
spite some negativities, two departments for Circassian language,
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Culture and Literature were opened in two universities in this process.
Courses on mother tongue teaching were opened in approximately 25
associations which are non-governmental organizations in 23 cities,
and 1006 students received elective mother tongue education in 102
classrooms in state schools in 7 cities.

As can be understood from the field studies, it has been observed
that the Living Languages and Dialects Optional Courses, which have
been implemented since 2012, have been developed far from partici-
pation. In other words, these developments meet the real needs of the
participants.

It is important to ensure the participation of representatives of rel-
evant ethnic groups while preparing, planning and implementing the
curriculum of the Living Languages and Dialects Elective Courses,
which have been implemented since 2012.

In addition, it has been understood that the conditions such as the re-
quirement that the minimum number of 10 students for each course, the
absence of teachers, and the negative attitudes of some school administra-
tors towards the preference of these courses have a negative effect.

It should be known that the primary responsibility for teacher
training and preparation of textbooks and materials rests with the gov-
ernment. Because the responsibility for the education in the mother
tongues belongs to the state.

In this light, the start of national state broadcasting in minority
languages is an important development. However, it would be
more effective that the state did not make these broadcasts unilat-
erally, but in consultation with the representatives of its addressee
minorities.

Most importantly, it is a fact that the struggle for existence of the
Circassians in Turkey cannot be carried out only by teaching the
mother tongue, nor can be solved with the Living Languages and
Dialects Optional Courses. Moreover, no changes have been made
in Article 42 of the Constitution yet. This leaves them insecure. The
right of all peoples to receive education in their mother tongue
should be constitutionally guaranteed, in Turkey or elsewhere.
Shortly, minority identities and languages in Turkey need to be le-
gally and constitutionally secured.
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8. The Alevis: religious, ethnic or political
minority?

Martin van Bruinessen

8.1. Shifting self-perceptions

The Alevis constitute a different type of minority than ethnic groups
such as the Kurds or Circassians and non-Muslim religious communi-
ties such as Jews or Armenians. The name Alevi suggests a distinctly
religious identity and at least a nominal association with Islam, but
Alevis lack the centralized religious authority of the non-Muslim
groups as well as their legally recognized separate status. During the
past century, Alevis have moreover been fiercely divided amongst
themselves about what distinguished them from the non-Alevi major-
ity and whether Alevism was a religion at all. Many ‘secular’ intellec-
tuals insisted that Alevism was a cultural tradition and a humanistic
worldview that had little to do with Islam. By the late 1970s, in the
context of political polarization of Turkish society, Alevism was
widely perceived as a political identity of distinct leftist inclination.
In the left movements and organisations that flourished between
1960 and 1980, ethnic background was generally considered as irrele-
vant and at best a matter of some exotic interest. It was clear, however,
that Alevis were over-represented in all left movements as well as in
several Kurdish associations and parties, although they rarely if ever
mentioned their Alevi background. The left generally tended to view
the Alevis as inherently more sympathetic towards socialist ideas be-
cause of the history of popular uprisings and oppression by the
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Ottoman state, and the alleged egalitarian traditions of Alevi commu-
nities!. Political activists of Alevi background downplayed the reli-
gious dimension of Alevism and insisted that their struggle was in the
name of socialism (or Kurdish nationalism of a distinct socialist slant)
rather than Alevism?2.

The political violence of those years culminated in a series of anti-
Alevi pogroms in which right-wing thugs, some of them brought in
from far away by the fascist youth organization, attacked Alevi neigh-
bourhoods and the defenders were joined by radical left activists from
elsewhere. The conflict of right and left was conflated with the older
tension between Sunni Muslims and Kiz:lbas (literally Red Head - one
of the main groups of Alevis).

The region where these confrontations took place (Malatya,
Kahramanmaras, Sivas, Corum) was ethnically mixed; there were
Turkish and Kurdish speakers among both Alevis and Sunnis, and
many of them were tribally organized. The Sunni-Alevi clashes
strengthened the Alevi communities’ perception, in spite of the con-
siderable variety in their cultural and religious traditions, of a strong
commonality among themselves (in which they even included the
Arab Alevis) and an almost unpassable boundary between them and
neighbouring Sunni Muslim groups. Both the ethnonyms “Turk” and
“Kurd” were commonly used by Alevis for their Sunni neighbours, not
for themselves. Geographically as well as in self-perception, Alevi
communities were squeezed in between Kurds and Turks. They came
to constitute a sort of ethnic group in the sense of Fredrik Barth’s trans-
actional account of ethnicity (Barth 1969)3. Many individual Alevis

1 A clear overview of the attitude of leftist activists towards Alevis and their experi-
ence with Alevi communities in that period is given by Bahadir 2020.

2 There was one notable exception. Nejat Birdogan, who was to gain fame as the au-
thor of some of the best empirical studies of Alevi communities in the early 1990s,
was arrested after the 1980 coup d’état under the notorious article 163 of the penal
code, which bans political activism in the name of religion. He was the only non-
Islamist ever arrested under that article, being accused of propagating the idea of an
Alevi state (personal communication with Birdogan, mid-1990s).

3 According to Barth, it is not a distinct culture or historical continuity that constitutes
the ethnic group, as had been the common anthropological view, but the mainte-
nance of social boundaries separating it from other groups (in the case of the Alevis,
boundaries with Sunni Kurds and Turks). For Barth, boundaries take precedence
over the “cultural stuff”, but some elements of culture may be elevated as symbols
that mark the social boundary (e.g. iconic representations of Ali and his two-pointed
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have felt torn between two rival claims to their identity, Kurdish (or
Turkish, as the case may be) and Alevi‘. The left, which rejected Sunni
religious prejudice as well as Turkish chauvinism and idealized Ale-
vism as a tradition of popular resistance to oppression by the state,
offered a perspective to negotiate the boundary, conflating three stig-
matic identities, the “three K”: Kiirt, Kizilbas, Komiinist.

The most iconic of these massacres was that of Kahramanmarag in
December 1978, in which over a hundred people were killed and hun-
dreds of houses and workshops were destroyed and burned downs.
These violent clashes all involved the mobilization of right-wing hood-
lums by the ultranationalist youth organization (iilkii ocaklar: - idealist
hearths), the assassination of prominent individuals or bombings as
triggers of the violence, conspiracy theories about communist and Al-
evi attacks on mosques or on Sunni villages, and massive assaults on
Alevi neighbourhoods. In Kahramanmaras, Alevi neighbourhoods
were under siege for several days, without the police or army inter-
vening. Most of those killed, however, belonged to Alevi families
living in Sunni majority neighbourhoods, where there was no effec-
tive communal defence and where their houses had been marked in
advance.

The Kahramanmaras massacre persuaded the government (then
led by the left-leaning Biilent Ecevit) to give in to the military’s de-
mand to declare martial law in Istanbul, Ankara and large part of
Eastern Turkey. In September 1980 the armed forces went a step
further and carried out a coup, detaining political leaders of gov-
ernment as well as opposition, banning all political parties, trade
unions and associations, and initiating a massive hunt for political
activists, targeting especially the left and the Kurdish movement.

Determined to prevent a revival of political polarization, the
military overhauled the political and legal system and had a new

sword Zulfikar on the Alevi side, Islamic concepts of ritual purity and seclusion of
women on the Sunni side), whereas the significance of other cultural traits, includ-
ing language, is played down.

4 Identity struggles and debates appealing to political, religious and ethnic or eth-
nonational identities continued during the following decades. See van Bruinessen
1997 and, by a prominent participant, Aygiin 2020.

5 For a perceptive analysis in English of the events and their social and political back-
ground see Sinclair-Webb 2003.
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Constitution drafted that severely curtailed civil liberties. In what
seemed a departure from the military’s tradition of staunch secular-
ism, a conservative variety of Sunni Islam, the so-called Turkish-Is-
lamic synthesis, was adopted as an antidote to socialist thought. Reli-
gious education, which had until then been an elective subject in state
schools, became mandatory. The Ministry of Education had new text-
books for history and “knowledge of religious culture and morality”
(din kiiltiirii ve ahlak bilgisi) written that reflected the newly adopted,
conservative Sunni school of thoughts.

Alevi children had previously been able to avoid the religion clas-
ses because they were elective but were henceforth obliged to attend
and learn of the obligation of prayer, fasting etc. The regime moreover
embarked on a drive to build mosques and appoint imams in villages
where there was none (which were usually Alevi villages)”. As an ef-
fort to convert Alevis to Sunni Islam these policies appear to have been
a failure. However, they made Alevis more acutely aware of the dif-
ference between their own traditions and Sunni Islam and caused an
increased interest in the religious dimension of those Alevi traditions.
By the end of the decade, when some of the restrictions on civil society
were lifted, this was to give rise to a vocal Alevi activism that was cul-
tural and religious rather than socialist.

8.2. Geographical distribution and historical
background of Alevi communities

The name “Alevi” is a blanket term applied to a broad range of
communities that are not all closely related and that are primarily de-
fined by their difference from normative Sunni Islam (which in most
cases involves a rejection of the canonical obligations of prayer
(namaz), fasting in Ramazan, donating the alms tax (zekat) and pilgrim-
age to Mecca, their special devotion for the prophet Muhammad’s
cousin and son-in-law Ali and his descendants, and a distinctive

6 On the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, see Toprak 1990; Giiveng et al. 1991; Copeaux
1997, 77-101; on its impact on historiography and school textbooks Copeaux 2002.
The new curriculum and the content of the textbooks for religion studies are ana-
lysed by Uyanik 2009.

7 These measures are referred to in Bilici 1998 and Yaman 2004, 132-134.
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communal ritual known as ayin-i cem. The largest sub-groups of Alevis
used to be known as Kizilbas, Bektasi and Nusayri. Smaller groups are
known by tribal names such as Cepni and Sirag, Tahtaci and Abdal.

There are Kurdish and Zazaki-speaking Alevi (Kizilbas) communi-
ties in the upper and middle Euphrates basin, Turkish-speaking Alevi
communities in the region enclosed by the river Kizilirmak in Central
Anatolia and thinly dispersed in West and South Anatolia as well as
in European Turkey and parts of Bulgaria and Rumania, and Arabic-
speaking Alevis (or Nusayri) in Hatay and Adana, along the north-east-
ern corner of the Mediterranean. The last-named group adhere to the
same tradition as Syria’s "Alawites, which is significantly different
from that of the Anatolian Alevis®.

The name Kizilbas, applied to the Kurdish and Zaza as well as some
of the Turkish Alevis, points to their historical connection with the Sa-
favid movement, whose followers were so named because of their dis-
tinctive red headgear. The Safavids found much enthusiastic support
throughout Anatolia in the 15t and 16t centuries. Their most charis-
matic leader, Shah Isma’il, and his closest followers were expelled to-
wards the east by the Ottoman Sultan Selim I (1512-1520) and founded
a state in Iran. Shah Isma’il, who composed religious poetry under the
pen name of Hata’i, has remained a highly venerated figure among the
Alevis, and Sultan Selim the archetypical enemy because of his massa-
cre of allegedly tens of thousands of Kizilbas.

Another subgroup of the Turkish Alevis, partly overlapping with
the Kizilbas, is that of the village Bektasi, who owe this name to a his-
torical affiliation with the alleged descendants of the 13th-century per-
ipatetic Sufi Hac1 Bektas and the central lodge of the Bektasi Sufi order
in Nevsehir. The Alevis of Southeastern Europe also acknowledge af-
filiation with Hac1 Bektas and especially with his contemporary, the
dervish saint Sar1 Saltuk (Kiel 2000).

The core institution among these communities is that of dedelik (lit-
erally grandfatherhood), hereditary ritual leadership largely monopo-
lized by holy lineages known as ocak (hearth). Each village community

8 An early survey made of these various communities by the nationalist author Baha
Said in the early 1920s was recently reprinted: Baha Said Bey 2006. More recent and
more detailed surveys, based on personal field observations, in Birdogan 1992 and
Tiirkdogan 1995. The most ambitious and most informative survey, based on hun-
dreds of interviews with resource persons in the Kizilirmak region, is Y1ildirim 2018.
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is traditionally affiliated with a specific ocak, of which usually only a
small number of members is selected to fill the role of spiritual precep-
tor and ritual specialist, dede®. Each ocak claims descent from a well-
known saint in Alevi sacred history, and through him from one of the
Shi'i imams. The family that claims descent from Hac1 Bektas, known
by the title of celebi (gentleman) and the family name of Ulusoy, con-
stitutes a special case among the ocak. They reside in the village where
the central lodge of the Bektasi Sufi order was located and are consid-
ered as the highest religious authorities by the village Bektasi as well
as some (but by no means all) of the Kizilbas ocak. Most ocak serve
Kurdish as well as Turkish village communities. The Arab Alevis do
not take part in the same ocak system, but they also have hereditary
religious specialists known as shaykh (elder), who play a highly influ-
ential role in the community?.

The ayin-i cem has to be led by a dede, assisted by a second ritual
specialist, the rehber (guide), who in most cases belongs to a different
ocak. A third important participant in the ritual is the zakir, the singer-
musician who performs sacred poetry, accompanying himself on the
long-necked lute called baglama (also tanbur or tomir). The zakir does
not have to belong to an ocak, and the same is true of the men who
perform the nine further functions that are specified as necessary con-
ditions for a proper cem ritual, making up the sacred number of twelve
functions (on iki hizmet). Traditionally, only born Alevis of both sexes
who have moreover received initiation in an ikrar (affirmation) cere-
mony, as was the case of most or all adults in the village community,
are admitted to the ayin-i cem''. A second degree of initiation involved
the establishment of symbolic kinship between two married couples,

9 The first major study of the ocak system is the dissertation by Ali Yaman, son of the
prominent dede Mehmet Yaman, for which he interviewed 110 dede, representing
some forty ocak (Yaman 2004). See also the survey of ocak in Birdogan 1992, the anal-
ysis by Gezik & Ozcan 2013 of the complex relations between Kurdish ocak, and the
attempt at a systematic inventory in Yildirim 2018, 227-246.

10 Much less is known of Nusayri ritual and belief than of the other Alevi communities.
The shaykh are believed to hold secret religious knowledge that they are not allowed
to share with commoners, even though they impart religious education on male
members of the community (Arnold 2005, Dogruel 2005, 187-197).

11 Among the Arab Alevis there is a similar communal ritual, in which however only
adult men take part. Only men are initiated; women receive no religious education.
See Arnold 2005, 310-312.
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who became each other’s musahip, i.e. vowed to unlimited mutual
support and sharing of property.

All these institutions, it appears, were already present in the Sa-
favid movement but may well have even older origins. Before the Sa-
favids, in the era of transition from Christianity to Islam, the
Wafa’iyya, another popular religious movement named for the 11t-
century Kurdish saint Abu’l-Wafa Taj al-"Arifin, found a large follow-
ing among the Turcoman and Kurdish tribes and peasantry of Anato-
lia (Ocak 2005; Karakaya Stump 2020). Genealogical documents pre-
served by several ocak in Eastern Turkey indicate that their ancestors
were originally affiliated with the Wafa’iyya, later transferred their
loyalties to the Safavids and in some cases yet later shifted to the
Bektasi Sufi order as a more politically secure umbrella under Ottoman
rule (Birdogan 1992, Karakaya Stump 2020).

Although the Wafa'iyya, the Safavids and the Bektasis are consid-
ered as heterodox by present standards of Sunni orthodoxy, the origi-
nal communities that gathered around Wafa'i and Safavid emissaries
may not have been too different from the majority of Anatolian Mus-
lims of their day, with whom they shared many popular beliefs and
practices. It was the political conflict between the Ottoman and Safavid
states from c. 1500 onwards and the gradual establishment of a learned
and Shariah-oriented version of Islam by the Ottoman state that made
the proto-Alevis appear as increasingly deviant. In peasant uprisings
of the 16t century it is hard to distinguish political and economic dis-
sent from religious heterodoxy. The Janissary troops who put down
the major uprisings probably held religious views that were not too
different from those of the rebels!2. When the Ottomans established
their control over Central and East Anatolia and made the first tax sur-
veys, there were no villages with a mosque. The religion of the mosque
and medrese (seminary) was an urban affair; the institutions and the
foundations supporting them were founded by the state or by high of-
ficials. Orthodox Sunni Islam only gradually spread to the

12 On these uprisings: Sohrweide 1965, Imber 1979. The Janissaries, slave soldiers re-
cruited as young boys from subjected Christian peasant populations and educated
as Muslims, had a special connection with the Bektasi Sufi order (Birge 1937, 74-78).
The documents cited by Sohrweide and Imber indicate that there was an active per-
secution of Anatolian Kizilbas in the 16t century but that condemnations of their
religious deviance concerned in fact their political allegiance to the Safavid enemy.
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countryside, in step with the gradual expansion of state control. In that
respect, the post-1980 urge to build mosques in Alevi villages and
teach Sunni doctrine to Alevi children represents a return to Ottoman
style governance!'s.

For the Arab Alevis, who have a different history and were never
affiliated with the Safavids, it has also been argued that they had con-
stituted an established and well-connected strand of Islam since before
Sunni or Shi'i orthodoxy were codified. In his study of the "Alawis of
Syria (and by implication the Arab Alevis of Turkey), the historian
Stefan Winter concludes that in the Middle Ages they did not consti-
tute a marginal rural community but were a heterodox sect whose re-
ligious ideas “not only appealed to an urban intellectual class but also
served to focus and express the social grievances of recently and per-
haps still incompletely Islamized rural populaces” (Winter 2016, 41).
For most of their history, the *Alawi communities were not as marginal
and oppressed as their self-image has it.

The Nusayri, Kizilbag and Bektasi still constitute three more or less
separate communities (or rather ensembles of communities, each
with considerable internal variety), with different traditions of belief
and ritual, and with different relations with the state and with Tur-
key’s official Islam as represented by the Presidency of Religious Af-
fairs (Diyanet Isleri Bagkanligi, commonly and briefly known as Di-
yanet). The Kizilbas, and among them especially the Kurdish/Zaza
Alevis of Dersim, Malatya and Kahramanmaras are least affected by
normative Islam, whereas among the village Bektasi of Central and
Western Turkey normative Islam in its Sunni or Shi'i form has made
some inroads. The Nusayri tradition has evolved independently of
the Kizilbas and Bektasi; their rituals are different and so, presumably,
is their doctrine —but since the doctrine is only known to the religious
elite, most Arab Alevi commoners do not really know how different
theirs is from those of the other Alevi groups.

13 There had been at least one earlier deliberate effort to build mosques and appoint
imams in Kizilbas villages under the late 19th-century Sultan Abdulhamid II, see
Cakmak 2019, 325-326; Kieser 2000, 167-170; Winter 2018, 220-228.

14 The author observes that the 'Alawi da wa (proselytization) was actively supported
by the Shi‘i Hamdanid dynasty ruling in Aleppo in the 10t century. Under the Sunni
dynasties ruling Syria in the following centuries (the Ayyubids, Mamluks and Otto-
mans), ‘Alawis were consistently seen as deviant but not really persecuted (Ibid., passin).
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In the Ottoman Empire, these heterodox communities were not for-
mally treated as religious minorities, unlike the various Christian and
Jewish groups, which as dhimmi (in Turkish zimmi) had a protected sta-
tus but were subject to special taxes. For tax purposes and military du-
ties the heterodox communities were considered as Muslims, and the
early population censuses (tahrir defterleri) do not list them sepa-
rately's. The Kizilbas no doubt were seriously mistrusted because of
their loyalty to the Safavid enemy. Many in fact had followed Shah
Isma’il to Iran, and many more were to follow after the brutal suppres-
sion of later uprisings. Otherwise, however, the state did not much dis-
criminate against the proto-Alevis, although prejudices against them
were probably widespread, as is apparent from other Ottoman
sources, such as Evliya Celebi’s famous Seyahatname (Book of Travels).

Pious Sunnis avoided social contact with Alevis, accusing them of
unspeakable sins including incest and nightly rituals that turned into
sexual orgies. (Mum séndiiren, “candle extinguishers”, is how these
communities were often called, with much explicit speculation on
what happened once the lights were out). Because they did not per-
form the obligatory five daily prayers and the necessary ablutions,
they were seen as ritually unclean and literally untouchable. Food pre-
pared by Alevis could under no circumstances be eaten by a good
Sunni Muslim — something that remained an impediment to friendship
and co-operation between Sunnis and Alevis well into the 20t century.

8.3. The Alevis and the Republic

Many Alevis, especially the older generations and those of Turkish
ethnicity, are staunch Kemalists, convinced that Mustafa Kemal (Ata-
tiirk)’s secularizing reforms protected the Alevis from Islamic funda-
mentalism and empowered them. However, the Republican People’s
Party (CHP), which was once, under Atatiirk, the sole legal party and
almost identical with the state apparatus, lost much of its popular sup-
port after Turkey’s transition to a multi-party system, not only among
conservative Sunni Muslim voters but among the Alevi electorate as

15 The "Alawis are the only exception, because the Ottomans in their first census held
on to a tax that had been levied specifically on the *Alawis by the preceding Mamluk
regime. As Winter remarks, this makes them only sectarian group thus recognizable
in Ottoman tax registers (Winter 2016, 78-83).
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well. From the 1970s onwards, when the party adopted a social demo-
cratic discourse, the Alevis have at most times been a reliable source
of electoral support for the CHP and prominent Kemalist intellectuals
have been courting the Alevis'é. Presently Alevis probably constitute
the CHP’s last remaining compact bloc of voters (but the Alevis are
highly divided politically: many of the Kurdish Alevis support the
pro-Kurdish party HDP).

There exists a persistent myth that Turkey’s Republican elite looked
favourably upon the Alevis, perceiving them as allies in the struggle
to modernize and secularize Turkey and enabling their social mobility.
In fact the Kemalists were above all Turkish nationalists, for most of
whom Sunni Islam was an essential element of Turkish identity. There
were, it is true, a few nationalists who perceived Alevism as represent-
ing the most authentic Turkish religious tradition, untainted by the Ar-
abic religiosity of Sunni Islam, just like the simple Turkish language of
Alevi poetry was seen as purer and more authentic than the convo-
luted Ottoman Turkish with its heavy load of Persian and Arabic bor-
rowings. However, even the most secular-minded among the Repub-
lican elite held on to some of the old prejudices against Alevis, to which
was added a certain disdain for their backwardness and superstitions!”.

Alevis were also affected by the measures banning Sufi orders and
closing Sufi shrines, which were issued in 1925 in response to the
(Sunni Kurdish) Shaykh Sa'id uprising. Alevi shrines (including most
notably that of Haci Bektas and the central lodge of the Bektasi order)
were also closed and the Alevi ritual of the ayin-i cem, though not ex-
plicitly mentioned, shared the ban. The implementation of these
measures was not uniform: some communities continued to perform
the ayin-i cem more or less regularly, though in secret, elsewhere it
gradually disappeared, along with other traditional religious practices.

The Republic’s “civilizing” struggle against backwardness and trib-
alism at times took violent form. The biggest violent event in the his-
tory of modern Turkey was the 1937-38 military campaign against Der-
sim (later renamed Tunceli), a mountainous region inhabited by Zaza-
and Kurdish-speaking Alevis. Villages were bombed and torched,

16 See the analysis of CHP-Alevi relations over the years in Schiiler 2000 and the ob-
servations in Massicard 2013, passim.

17 Perhaps the most detailed study of Turkish nationalist perceptions and attitudes to-
wards Alevis is Dressler 2013.
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fleeing people were sprayed with poison gas, burned alive or walled up
in the caves where they tried to hide. The campaign arguably consti-
tuted genocide; at least ten per cent, and possibly a much higher propor-
tion of the population were killed (van Bruinessen 1994). Many of the
survivors were deported to Western Turkey, in an effort to assimilate
them to Turkish culture. It is a moot point whether the campaign was
directed against the Dersimis as Kurds or as Alevis; however, it was not
their religious beliefs but the perception of their refusal to adapt to Re-
publican modernity that was the prime motivation. (Interestingly, many
people in Tunceli have become strong supporters of the Republican Peo-
ple’s Party and decline believing that Ataturk personally was responsi-
ble for the genocidal campaign).

Alevis are still divided in their attitude towards the Kemalist Repub-
lic. Many continue to believe that the Republic liberated them and pro-
tected them from Sunni fanaticism. Many others, however, speak of the
massacres in Dersim as part of a long series of anti-Alevi violence, be-
ginning with the suppression of Alevi rebellions in the 16% century and
the execution of the Alevi poet and saint Pir Sultan Abdal, through an
earlier Young Turk campaign against the Alevi Kurds of Koggiri in 1920-
21, to the pogroms of the 1970s and yet another series of violent events
in the 1990s's.

A state institution that became increasingly influential after 1980 and
at least indirectly affected the Alevis was the aforementioned Diyanet,
which is in charge of all mosques and imams in the country'. Diyanet
officials have displayed different attitudes towards Alevis, sometimes
condemning them as perverts and deviants, but more frequently claim-
ing that “true” Alevis have much in common with Sunni Muslims, es-
pecially those of a Sufi inclination. They have insisted that historical
saints such as Hac1 Bektas abided by the Shariah, prayed five times a
day and fasted during Ramazan, implicitly accusing contemporary Al-
evis of deviating from this “genuine” Alevism. The actually existing and

18 The campaign against Koggiri is discussed by Kieser 2000, 382-4, 398-403 in the context of a
broader analysis of Young Turk attitudes towards Alevis, Armenians and foreign mission-
aries. The events in the 1990s include the torching of an Alevi cultural festival in a hotel in
Sivasin 1993 and a pogrom in Istanbul’s Gazi neighbourhood in 1995, in both of which state
agents were believed to have acted as provocateurs. See Massicard 2013, 44-46, 50-55.

19 On Diyanet's growing importance and rapidly increasing budget, see van
Bruinessen 2018.
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specifically Alevi traditions (the ayin-i cem, semah, dedelik, ikrar, musahip-
lik) were not acknowledged by Diyanet. Against accusations that Di-
yanet discriminated against Alevis, its spokespersons time and again in-
sisted that it treated Sunnis and Alevis equally as Muslims and built
mosques for both, and that Sunnis moreover loved Ali just as much as
Alevis did2.

The curriculum of religion classes (din kiiltiirii ve ahlak bilgisi) that be-
came mandatory after 1980 was not prepared by Diyanet but by the
Ministry of National Education. The textbooks of those years (analysed
in Uyanik 2009) do not even allude to the existence of Alevism and are
written in a style that addresses the readers as if it is self-evident that
they are Sunnis. Many years later, following the AKP’s victory in the
2007 elections, the Erdogan government for a brief period made efforts to
reach out to the Alevis and redress their complaints. One concrete result
of the “Alevi opening” was the addition of some 15 pages specifically de-
scribing Alevism to the school textbooks. The new content, however, was
again written by Sunni theologians and did not reflect the wishes of Alevi
resource persons who had been heard, inevitably weakening the trust
some Alevis had initially placed in the government’s proclaimed intent of
dialogue (Soner, Toktas 2011, Yaman 2021). These developments will be
discussed in some detail in the final section of this chapter.

8.4. Social and economic change

Migration to regional or metropolitan cities in search of work or edu-
cation, which began in the 1950s, brought many more Alevis in direct con-
tact with the state. The rise of the left, during the 1960s and 1970s, involved
many young Alevis and offered them an alternative way of understand-
ing their marginalized identities. Some of the new immigrant neighbour-
hoods emerging in the cities were predominantly Alevi in composition.
Leftist organizations vied for control of these neighbourhoods, helping to
create something of an Alevi public sphere (in which Alevi history and
Alevi symbols were given a political rather than a religious significance)?!.

20 See the discourse analysis of Diyanet’s official statements on Alevis in Uyanik 2009,
126-176.

21 For a description of life in one of these neighbourhoods, Ali Baba Mahallesi in Sivas
in those years, see Ata 2021; on a famous leftist Alevi neighbourhood in Istanbul see
Wedel 2002.
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The increased visibility of Alevis and the emergence of a parallel
Alevi economy in regional urban centres such as Sivas, Malatya and
Kahramanmaras also led to increasing tension and conflict between
Sunni and Alevi communities. In one of the earliest explanations of
violent Sunni-Alevi conflict, the socialist author Omer Laginer, who
knew the situation on the ground from growing up as a Sunni in Sivas,
described how Alevi shopkeepers and craftsmen, although economi-
cally weak, were resented as competitors by the established petty ur-
ban traders, craftsmen and workers who were typically Turkish speak-
ers and Sunni Muslims (Laginer 1978; see also Laginer 1985).

There were as yet no explicitly Alevi associations; the organizations
that had many Alevi members were either hemgeri associations (in
which people from the same hometown or province of origin, for in-
stance Sivas, gathered) or leftist groups united by a common ideology
and worldview (in which the martyred Alevi poet Pir Sultan Abdal
and Lenin or Che Guevara could rub shoulders as advocates of social
justice). However, there was one political party that specifically tar-
geted Alevi voters though carefully avoiding to use the word Alevi.
This was the Union Party (Birlik Partisi), originally established in 1966
with the support of a broad range of prominent, mostly conservative
Alevi personalities in an attempt to stop the political left making fur-
ther inroads among the Alevi electorate. By the early 1970s, the party
adopted a leftist discourse that was reminiscent of that of its earlier
competitor, the socialist Workers’ Party of Turkey (Tiirkiye Isci
Partisi), which had meanwhile been banned. The Union Party never
succeeded in winning more than a small proportion of the Alevi vote?2.

The urbanization of large numbers of Alevis also caused the tradi-
tional religious leaders, the dede, to lose much of their influence. Most
villages used to be visited at least once a year by the dede, who then
presided over the ayin-i cem ritual. Until well into the 1980s, urban
communities were not served by dede, and interest in the religious tra-
dition was, especially among the younger generations, minimal. To the
extent that people took pride in their Alevi identity, they tended to
emphasize it was a cultural tradition rooted in popular protest against

2 Ata 2007 is an excellent study of the history of this party and its efforts to establish
relations of trust with various Alevi authorities and segments of the Alevi commu-
nities. On the importance of hemseri associations for Alevi migrants in the cities, see
Celik 2003.
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an oppressive state, with distinct musical and poetic expressions. The
annual cultural festival in the village of Hac1 Bektas, organized since 1964,
became and remained until the early 1980s a celebration of Alevism as a
progressive, humanistic strand in Turkey’s social fabric (Norton 1995). Its
character changed after the state co-opted it in the wake of the 1980 mili-
tary coup, in an effort to buy the loyalty of the Alevi communities.

Although individual Alevis experienced social mobility and made
careers in business, education, the professions, or the bureaucracy,
they were usually not recognisable as such. Most in fact deliberately
hid the fact that they were Alevi in order to pass as ordinary Turks.
Among the secular middle classes, there was no discernible difference
between Sunni and Alevi, for public display of religiosity was unusual
until much later. Mandatory religious education in school, introduced
after 1980, was resented by many Sunnis as well as Alevis, though for
the latter it represented a greater threat to the part of their identity that
they were trying to hide.

8.5. Alevism goes public: the Alevi revival

The date when Alevis began positioning themselves explicitly as
Alevis in the public sphere can be dated more or less precisely, with
the publication of the so-called Alevi manifesto (Alevi bildirgesi) in the
Kemalist daily Cumhuriyet of 6 May 1990. The signatories of the decla-
ration included Alevi personalities as well as prominent progressive
non-Alevi intellectuals®. The text of the manifesto had been prepared
the previous year at a gathering in Hamburg, Germany, and it is prob-
ably correct to state that the Alevi revival began in Germany rather
than Turkey itself. Alevis had been well-represented, perhaps even
overrepresented, among labour migrants and refugees there. Cities
like Berlin and Hamburg hosted large Alevi communities, and it was
there that, using the greater freedoms granted by German law, Alevis
established the first associations and began demanding equal rights
with Sunni Muslims (Sokefeld 2008). Intellectuals from Turkey were
invited to discuss matters of Alevi history and identity, state policies,

23 The entire declaration is reproduced in Zelyut 1990, 295-301. Zelyut was one of the
Alevi signatories; the others included such non-Alevi luminaries as Yagar Kemal,
Aziz Nesin, [lhan Selcuk and Nejat Birdogan.
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and human rights. The Alevi declaration was a direct response to the
government policies of imposing a conservative Sunni Islam during
the oppressive decade of the 1980s2+.

The manifesto began with the claim that there were 20 million Ale-
vis in Turkey, which amounted to a third of the population — a huge
exaggeration, but one that served to draw attention to the unfairness
of their neglect. State expenditure for religion, paid also from Alevis’
tax contributions, the declaration continues, only serves Sunni Mus-
lims. Diyanet only represents Sunni Islam; the obligatory religion les-
sons in state schools only teach Sunni Islam; the state finances mosques
and mosque personnel but no Alevi institutions and functionaries. The
manifesto calls for official recognition of Alevism and support of a re-
formed dede institution, as well as more adequate representation of Alevis
and Alevism in the media and in the school curriculum. These are the de-
mands that Alevis have continued pursuing in the following decades.

The publication of the Alevi manifesto was followed by a frantic
publishing activity, as new Alevi journals emerged and the book mar-
ket was flooded by books that debated Alevi history, culture, religious
practices and whatever else it was that defined or constituted Alevism.
The first wave of identity-reinforcing publishing was soon followed by
academic studies by students and university lecturers of Alevi back-
ground?. Alevis also entered the public sphere in other ways: city-
based associations were established: the conservative Hac1 Bektas Veli
Cultural Association, the left-leaning Pir Sultan Abdal Cultural Asso-
ciation, and the conservative CEM Foundation?6. And a new institution
made its appearance, the cemevi (literally house of the cem), a building
especially dedicated as a venue for the ayin-i cem (besides serving other
community functions).

24 Jt was a Hamburg-based Alevi association that published the first major book of the
Alevi resurgence, Birdogan 1990.

25 Karin Vorhoff carried out an inventory and systematic analysis of the production of
the first years (c. 1990-1995), in which intellectuals of Alevi background attempted
to define what Alevism is: Vorhoff 1995, 1998. Two decades later, Riza Yildirim crit-
ically surveyed the literature on what he calls “modern Alevism”, classifying them
into four groups: historical, anthropological, nationalist-conservative and Alevi ap-
proaches (Yildirim 2018, 43-78). On ethnic lines of division in the Alevi movement
see van Bruinessen 1997.

26 A detailed account of the emergence and development of Alevi associational life is
given in Elise Massicard’s excellent study (2013, 47-55, 163-184).
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In the villages, the ayin-i cem had typically been held in the house
of one of the inhabitants, although there were also villages that had a
dervish lodge (tekke, dergih), where the cem could be held. As remarked
above, the ban of Sufi orders and Sufi shrines also affected the perfor-
mance of Alevi ritual, and due to its village-based nature the ritual did
not travel easily to the urban environment. The first urban ayin-i cem
were organized in the context of a short-lived early movement for re-
vival of Alevi tradition in the 1960s. These were a few isolated celebra-
tions as largely symbolic gestures, that were not repeated until much
later?’. In his memoirs, the dede Mehmet Yaman notes that former
Bektasi lodges were the sites of the Alevi revival in Istanbul: at first the
Karaca Ahmed lodge and later, when the cem ceremonies were draw-
ing larger numbers of attendants, in the Sahkulu lodge, which was ren-
ovated in the 1990s and became the site of more frequent ayin-i cem
celebrations (M. Yaman 2018, 167-169). Then, one after another, new cemeuvi
were opened in different districts of Istanbul and other cities?s. Most of the
new cermevi were community centres, offering various other social services
besides a location for congregational ritual — basic courses in Alevism for
young people and funerals being especially important services.

In the urban setting, and especially in the diaspora, the ayin-i cem
differed from the traditional ones in the villages. They were not closed
meetings of a village community where everyone knew everyone else
but open gatherings accessible to all Alevis and even to interested on-
lookers. Initially, the congregations that took part in ayin-i cem in the
new cemevi consisted of people from many different regions, and dede
of different ocak presided over the ceremonies. The cemevi thus contrib-
uted to the integration of different strands of Alevism; even Arab Ale-
vis, whose village traditions were significantly different and who did
not have the dede and ocak institution, were observed to take part and
learn the rules of the ayin-i cem. As more and more cemevi were opened,

27 Members of the Ulusoy family and some other prominent Alevi personalities orga-
nized what may have been the very first modern urban cem ceremony in Ankara in
1963, with the participation of the most prominent Alevi minstrels of the time (Mas-
sicard 2005, 121-122; Yildirim 2017, 103-104). In Istanbul, somewhat later in the dec-
ade, the dede Mehmet Yaman and friends held one or a few ceremonies in an old
lodge of the Bektasi Sufi order, the Karaca Ahmed Dergahi, which was restored for
this purpose (M. Yaman 2018, 168-169).

28 At present, there are said to be over a hundred cemevi in Istanbul alone, and more
than two thousand in all of Turkey (Yaman 2022, 99-100).
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however, some became exclusively affiliated with a specific ocak and
its traditions. Gradually, some of the distinctions existing between ru-
ral Alevi communities were reproduced in urban communities.

Recognition of the cemevi as a house of worship on a par with the
Sunni mosque became a core demand expressed by Alevi spokesper-
sons. Mosques receive free electricity and water from the state, and the
Alevis demands the same for their cemevi. However, until now the
state has consistently rejected this demand. In the official perception,
most clearly stated by Diyanet but also by theologians at the various
Faculties of Theology, the cemevi is like a Sufi lodge, just as the ayin-i
cem is like any other Sufi ritual, which is considered as a form of devo-
tion but not as worship (ibadet) strictly speaking.

8.6. Religious education

Until very recently, Alevi religious education has been of a highly
informal nature only. Children were told religious lore by their parents
and heard stories from older men and women considered as knowl-
edgeable. On the occasion of his visits to the village the dede explained
the rituals and their meaning; in their own village surroundings, both
the dede and his wife (ana bact) were available for explanations. Inter-
ested young men learned to sing some of the sacred poetry, which ex-
pressed condensed (and not immediately intelligible) religious teach-
ings. Migration and modern education further alienated many young
people of Alevi background from this rudimentary religious
knowledge. Alevi identity was primarily defined through the “other-
ing” of Alevis by the Sunni majority and by the state. For many, the
minor details of each region’s religious traditions were less relevant
than the shared stigmatic identity. Alevi poetry and music, cultivated
as a “folk” tradition rather than anything religious, was adopted as the
major symbol of identity that could also be a source of pride.

The introduction of compulsory Sunni religious education in
school, from the 1980s onwards, raised an interest in the religious dif-
ferences between Alevism and Sunni Islam and in the possibility of
Alevi religious education. The surge in publications on Alevi subjects
in the 1990s responded to a widely felt need for knowledge about Al-
evism as an alternative to Sunni Islam. Alevi intellectuals offered a
wide range of reinterpretations of the history and meaning of Alevism,
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often more sociological than theological. The Alevi associations mean-
while provided a safe environment, where people could meet and
freely discuss and learn more about Alevism. It seemed that intellec-
tuals and associations might serve the Alevis in roles of leadership and
representation for which the traditional dede were ill-equipped and that
possibly the Alevi intellectual might come to replace the hereditary dede.

But it soon became clear that a redefined Alevism whose core is
religious doctrine and ritual rather than folk culture cannot easily be
constructed without the dede. As the Alevi manifesto had it, there was
a need for a reformed dede institution and a more systematic education
of the dede. It was a handful of dede with a modern education who took
the leading role in seeking to transform their traditional role and to
adapt what had been a village ritual to the new urban and transna-
tional environment, presiding over ayin-i cem ceremonies in Istanbul,
Ankara and major West European cities and volunteering to give sys-
tematic courses on Alevi ritual and belief.

One of them was Mehmet Yaman, who combined his legitimacy as
a dede from a prominent ocak in Erzincan with an education in an imam-
hatip school (training school for imams and preachers) and Muslim
theological college. He claims he was the first to deliver systematic
courses on Alevism, first in the Sahkulu lodge in Istanbul in the early
1990s and later also in several German cities (Yaman 2018, 169-174).
Similar courses were soon also given in other cemevi. An encyclopaedic
book of his on Alevi traditions and ritual (Yaman 1993) found employ
in some of these courses and was reprinted several times?’.

Another dede who adopted a prominent role in the 1990s was the
law professor Izzettin Dogan, whose father Hiiseyin Dogan from Ma-
latya had been the most widely respected dede of his generation. Izzet-
tin Dogan, a conservative personality who cultivated Turkish-nation-
alist circles, sought a role for himself as the intermediary between the
state and the Alevi communities through the CEM Foundation that he

2 Yaman was not universally accepted in Alevi circles, however. Many feared that,
due to his education in Sunni institutions, he was too much influenced by Sunni
teachings to be a true representative of Alevism. His own explanation of why he
chose that particular education was that Alevi burials are performed according to
Islamic rites and each Alevi community therefore needs a person who can perform
the Muslim prayers and recitations properly. Because Sunni imams may refuse to
perform that service for Alevis, at least some Alevis need to learn enough to act as
imams (conversation with the author, Berlin, June 1997).
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established in 1995. Fiercely opposed to the leftist emphasis on the el-
ements of resistance and opposition in Alevi tradition, Dogan insisted
on its Islamic aspects and its presence as a major strand in Turkish-
Islamic civilization. He disseminated his views on Alevism in profes-
sorial-style seminars and frequent press interviews, which made him
the best-known (though not most representative) spokesperson for Al-
evism3?, Unlike other Alevi associations, the CEM Foundation never
called for the abolishment of Diyanet and of mandatory religious edu-
cation but demanded representation of Alevis within Diyanet in the
form of a distinct sub-directorate.

Other dede, who were working with the main Alevi associations, may
have been at least as effective in shaping the reinvented urban cem ritual
and informally disseminating religious knowledge. One of them, Hasan
Kilavuz, who for some time was the chairman of the dede council of the
largest Alevi umbrella organization in Germany, became quite well-
known for claiming that Alevism had little in common with Sunni Islam
and was practically an independent religion®'. (After his return to Turkey,
where he leads an Alevi association in Mersin, he became more accom-
modating towards Diyanet, which illustrates the difference in attitudes
between associations in Turkey and Western Europe).

The Alevi associations, especially those in Germany, have experienced
difficulties in finding dede who were both knowledgeable and supportive
of their ideological viewpoints. They have been calling for a system of
dede education similar to that of Sunni ulama (experts of Sunni Islam
law) but independent of the state. The efforts by the Alevi Academy,
established by intellectuals in European exile, to develop a curriculum for
dede training in the form of seminars were an interesting experiment but
the organizers themselves acknowledged that they could not confer legit-
imate authority as a dede upon the graduates (Dressler 2006, 283-285).

Europe was a significant actor in the background in yet another
sense: in negotiations on Turkey’s possible accession to the European
Union there was much pressure for reforms concerning, among other
things, democratic and minority rights. In the first two five-year peri-
ods as the ruling party (2002-12), the AKP carried out a number of

30 A more extensive description of Dogan’s activities is given in Dressler 2006, 277-282.
For a convenient overview of his views, see Aydin 2000.

31 This made Kilavuz, who has a leftist background, the polar opposite of izzettin
Dogan among the Alevi religious elite, see Dressler 2006, 285-287, 290.
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significant reforms and made accommodating gestures towards Kurds
and Alevis, initiating a dialogue with various representatives of both
groups. In what was called the “Alevi opening”, the government held
meetings with dede, academics, theologians, trade unionists, function-
aries of associations and artists to listen to their complaints and de-
mands (Soner, Toktas 2011). In a report on the process, the co-ordina-
tor of the “Alevi opening”, the academic Necdet Subasi, notes the
disunity among Alevis about many fundamental issues including how
to define Alevism, but also the broad agreement about their demands
from the state:

“But one sober note, the Alevi community leaders always emphasized
certain demands in terms of their expectations from the state and the
political power. This catalogue of demands remained constant, includ-
ing a share from the state budget for their clergy, recognition of cemeuvis
as houses of worship, either the abolition of religion classes or the in-
clusion of Alevism in these classes in the public school curriculum. Ul-
timately, these demands should be met because secularism implies that
the state needs to treat all faiths equally.” (Subags1 2010, 173).

On the issue of the status of the cemevi and the dede the government
refused to give in, arguing that the only house of worship for Muslims
is the mosque and that the cemevi is like a Sufi lodge and the dede like
a Sufi shaykh, neither of which receive state support.

The only concession the government made concerned the textbooks
on religion and morality, to which a number of passages on Alevi Is-
lam were added. These reflected the official position of Diyanet and
the theological faculties that Alevism was part of the Anatolian Sufi
tradition, with a strongly devotional attitude towards Ali and the Shi'i
Imams, whom Sunnis as well as Alevis respect. Alevi saints and poets
were mentioned side by side with other Anatolian saints, folk heroes
and religious poets. However, none of these passages even mentioned
institutions and traditions that the Alevis themselves considered as
important and distinctive. Judging by the textbooks, Alevism was not
much different from any Sunni Sufi tradition®. As a further gesture to

32 Consecutive editions of the official textbooks are analysed in Tiirkmen 2009. Disap-
pointment with the lack of substantial change is expressed clearly in Yaman 2021.
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the Alevis, Diyanet published a series of lavishly produced “Alevi-
Bektasi classics”, i.e. annotated facsimile editions of manuscripts in the
possession of prominent Alevi families. The chosen texts also repre-
sented Alevism as close to the orthodox Sufi tradition, and many Ale-
vis perceived this publishing venture as yet another attempt to assim-
ilate Alevis to Sunni Islam3.

Meanwhile, several Alevi authors wrote alternative textbooks on reli-
gious culture and morality from an explicitly Alevi perspective, which un-
surprisingly cannot be used by schools but may be used by parents at
home34. Several people took their objections to the obligatory religion
courses to the European Court of Human Rights, claiming that the course
violated their religious freedom and demanding exemption from the
course for their children’®. The Court, judging that Alevism is a distinct
faith that differs from the Sunni understanding of Islam taught in schools,
ruled in favour of the applicants and Turkey’s Council of State followed
this ruling in similar cases. In response, the government claimed that the
addition of some sections on Alevism to the textbooks had restored neu-
trality between sects and that more material on Alevi might yet be in-
serted. Promises were also made to introduce an elective course on Alevi
Islam in the secondary school curriculum. So far, none of this has hap-
pened and it appears highly unlikely that the AKP and Erdogan’s circles
are willing to make further concessions to Alevi demands?.

8.7. Conclusion

The debates on compulsory religious education have shown that
religion is a matter of serious concern to the state in Turkey. The state
sets the boundaries of what is acceptable religiosity. Twenty years of

3 The series, edited by the academic Osman Egri, included texts attributed to Haci
Bektas that controversially show him to be a Shariah-abiding Sufi, besides a number
of works that belong to the core of the Alevi tradition, such as Seyh Safi Buyrugu
(Shaykh Safi’s Command).

34 Briefly discussed in Yaman 2021, 434.
35 Brief descriptions of the cases in Tiirkmen 2009, 388-389; Yaman 2021, 426-427; Shak-
man Hurd 2014, 426-429. In its verdict, the ECHR argued that the courses did not

impart neutral knowledge about religious culture but instructed in specifically
Sunni religious practices.

3 See Ali Yaman'’s analysis of the latest (2018) version of the official textbooks which con-
tinue to reflect, as he has it, “a Sunni understanding of Alevism” (Yaman 2021, 429-430).



136 MINORITIES AND DIASPORAS IN TURKEY

AKP rule may have shifted the boundaries a little, but the continuity
between the period of military-dominated secularism of the 1980s and
that of Erdogan’s consolidated rule is remarkable3’. The debates have
highlighted one specific dimension of the relations between Alevis and
the state as well as between Alevis and their Others, i.e. the religious
dimension. The same is true of the other demands that were formu-
lated during the “Alevi opening”: recognition of the cemevi as a place
of worship and formalisation of the dede institution. The Alevi revival,
the state’s response to Alevi demands, and the response of various Eu-
ropean institutions to Alevi demands for recognition have “religion-
ized” Alevi identity, as Dressler has argued. Academic studies of Ale-
vis and Alevism have also focused overwhelmingly on the religious
dimension.

However, a focus on religious authority, ritual and religious edu-
cation does not exhaust what it means to be an Alevi in Turkey. Alevis
are still being stigmatized by many of their fellow citizens and mis-
trusted by the state, especially if they are also Kurds and more espe-
cially if they are from Tunceli/Dersim. Many Alevis who had been hid-
ing their Alevi background after moving to the large cities became
more comfortable acknowledging this identity as a result of the Alevi
revival of the 1990s, which gave people of Alevi identity the sense that
they shared many interests apart from a common religion. Precisely
because many Alevis did not care much for details of religious doctrine or
ritual, it was easy for Arab, Kurdish and Turkish Alevis to be active in the
same associations and for a sense of common identity to consolidate itself.
Turkey’s deep involvement in the Syrian conflict, which many Alevis per-
ceived as a struggle between the Islamist Erdogan and the Alevi Bashar
Asad, strengthened their sense that being an Alevi in Turkey implies po-
litical dissent, secularism and a modernist humanism.

Alevi identity retains the aspect of a political (and oppositional)
identity besides that of a dissenting minority religious identity. This
political identity unites the Alevis with non-Alevi committed secular-
ists, both of the Kemalist and Kurdish socialist varieties. The degree of
commitment to religious, Kemalist or socialist ideals and values con-
stitutes major fault lines dividing the wider Alevi community.

37 Both Tiirkmen 2009 and Shakman Hurd 2014 emphasize the state’s efforts to control
the religious subjectivities of its citizens. Tiirkmen notes shifts but also the remark-
able continuity in content of the textbooks during the AKP period.
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