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For the ones who were convicted to oblivion.
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My Lord, bless seventy-two nations first and then me.
God is constructive, not destructive.
We came to earth for happiness.
The sun has risen, o poor person, get up and worship.
Part of a Yezidi morning prayer
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PREFACE
  ¸ 

Garnik S. Asatrian

The RAU Yerevan Oriental Series1 presents the collective monograph The
Ethno-cultural Others of Turkey: Contemporary Reflection (edited by Ahmet
.HULP*OWHNLQDQGdDNÕU&H\KDQ6XYDUL ZULWten by an international group of
scholars and focusing on ethnic and religious minorities in modern Turkey.
7KHLVVXHRI³RWKHUV´LQ7XUNH\EHORQJVWRWKHFDWHJRU\RISUREOHPVZKRVH
very existence is either totally negated or extremely politicised on the state
level. Among the minority groups themselves, the problem has certain sensitive
social and even psychological connotations: some of them possess deeper
historical and cultural roots in the country than the title nation, part of them
being the autochthonous population of the area.
The views and opinions of the authors in this volume are their own. The
special nature of the question makes the researchers of the field approach
FXOWXUDO UHOLJLRXV DQG RWKHU UHOHYDQW LVVXHV DJDLQVW WKH EDFNGURS RI 7XUNH\¶V
controversial political realities.
The initiative of publishing a monograph covering such a delicate sphere
GHPRQVWUDWHV ILUVW RI DOO WKH HGLWRUV¶ DQG DXWKRUV¶ VWULYLQJ WR REMHFWLYHO\
HOXFLGDWH SUREDEO\ RQH RI WKH PRVW HVRWHULF DVSHFWV RI 7XUNH\¶V KXPDn
landscape.2
7KHWHUP³RWKHUV´WKHHGLWRUVXVHLQWKHWLWOHDVDGHVLJQDWLRQRIPLQRULWLHV
SHUIHFWO\ UHIOHFWV WKH ODWWHU¶V QLFKH LQ WKH GHPRJUDSKLF FRQJORPHUDWLRQ RI
Turkey. It points not only to the natural diversity, but also to the alienation of
various groups in this multiethnic country.

1

Formerly, Yerevan Oriental Series; its previous, 4th volume, ZDV0DWWLDV:HLQUHLFK¶V
Migration and Language: Pashto-Speaker in the High Mountains of Pakistan (Yerevan,
2014, see https://orient.rau.am/uploads/institute/pdf/files/Matthias%20%20Weinreichzt
AoeqqfPW9fVZH1613422132.pdf).
2
A similar work was done by a group of scholars at the end of last century who
SURGXFHGDYDOXDEOHVRXUFHIRUWKHHWKQLF JURXSV¶OLVWDQGVWDWLVWLFV Ethnic Groups in
the Republic of Turkey, Peter Alford Andrews (ed.), Wiesbaden: ³'U Ludwig Reichert
Verlag´, 1989).

1

Anyway, this scholarly product with undeniable academic virtues is a unique
contribution to the field. No doubt, it will meet with wide readership all over the
world, initiating scholarly discussions and stimulating further research in this
fascinating and highly important area of knowledge.
The Editorial Board of RAU Yerevan Oriental Series has, therefore, decided
to publish the Ethno-cultural Others of Turkey: Contemporary Reflections as
volume 5 of the Series in Russian-Armenian University Press. Following our
consistent policy of the open access to academic knowledge, we provide free
online access for this publication on the website of the Institute of Oriental
Studies, Russian-Armenian University, Yerevan (https://orient.rau.am/filepage/monographs).
As General Editor of the RAU Yerevan Oriental Series, I express my
gratitude to $KPHW.HULP*OWHNLQDQGdDNÕU&H\KDQ6XYDUL the editors of this
volume, for the initiation of this timely and extremely relevant project, for their
erudition in preparing the materials and, last but not least, for their vigorous
scholarly position.

2
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FOREWORD
  ¸ 

$KPHW.HULP*OWHNLQ
and
dDNÕU&H\KDQ6XYDUL

The Ottoman Empire reigned as an imperial power for hundreds of years.
Consequently, its legacy, which was comprised of a broad ethnic and religious
diversity of peoples during the late 19th century, was taken over by the Young
Turks, a daring bourgeois movement who lead the Turkish revolution. The
foundation of the Turkish Republic in the early 20th century was a hundred yearlong outcome of a long modernization struggle. It had first started with some
reformation attempts of Ottoman caliphates regarding administrative
regulations, which was a necessary counter maneuver regarding the rising
economic and military power of the West in the early 19th century.1 The process
turned out to be a bourgeois movement led by a new generation of intellectuals
as well as young officers of the Ottoman army, who were highly influenced by
western notions. They experienced challenging long-term trouble with the
Caliphate in sharing politic power while leading imperial wars, World War I,
and dealing with devastating uprisings of minorities throughout the empire.
However, they finally were able to put an end to Ottoman reign and establish a
modern nation-state Republic in 1923.2 However, formulating and forcibly
actualizing a new national identity over what was left from a massive,
heterogeneous population of a six-hundred-years old empire, who were
practicing diverse customs, speaking different languages, and believing in
various religions, resulted in long-lasting historical traumas, and complicated
contemporary social problems.

1

In Turkish literature this period is also called Westerniziation 6HH (ULN - =UFKHU
Turkey: Modern History (London ± New York: I.B.Tauris, 2004), 57-9.
2
For a comprehensive understanding of modernization period, from late Ottoman
SHULRG WR WKH HDUO\ UHSXEOLFDQ HUD VHH =UFKHU Turkey: Modern History, 9-133. Also
see Feroz Ahmad, Turkey: The Quest for Identity (UK: Oneworld Publications, 2014).

3

The Ottomans were ruling a conquering Muslim state, who expected to be
obeyed (in the sense of paying regular taxes and living in the restricted societal
sphere) by its non-Muslim subjects. In return, the state permitted their subjects
to live freely according to their religious customs using a practice called the
millet sistemi (millet system).3 Consequently, the Ottoman state defined
individuals not with their ethnic identities but with their religious identities,
such as Muslims, Christians (Greek-Orthodox and Armenian-Gregorian), and
Jews. Nonetheless, ethnic identities (Turk, Kurd, Arab, Greek, Armenian, etc.)
were in use in daily social life. However, the millet system depended on the idea
of the brotherhood of Abrahamic faiths.4 In this practical way, those
communities (including heterogeneous Muslim groups) were also being
successfully integrated into the empire.5
On the other hand, there was always a huge difference between those who
were regarded as followers of Abrahamic religions and those who were
regarded as heretics (in an example, some Alevi groups, Yezidis, Assyrians,
Keldanis, Ehl-i Haqs, etc.). In that regard, Christian and Jewish communities
had their institutions such as hospitals, schools, orphanages, etc. and also the
right to choose their representatives, who had to be chartered by the Ottomans.
The constitutional reforms during the late Ottoman era also provided some
public rights for Christian and Jewish communities.6 However, non-Turkish
speaking ethno-religious groups (mostly the heterodox Muslims), also regarded
3

=UFKHUTurkey: Modern History, 10.
Millet sistemi, depends on administrative experiences of earlier Islamic states,
regarding their Christian and Jewish subjects. Accordingly, these communities, ruled by
Muslims, were used to called ]ÕPPL GKLPPL , which practically meant those under that
designation had to pay taxes in order to get protected and be allowed to live as they
were. Muslims were the millet-L KkNLPH (ruling millet) and the non-Muslims were the
millet-L PkKNXPH (subject millet to Muslims  )RU PRUH LQIRUPDWLRQ VHH $OL *OHU
2VPDQOÕ¶GDQ &XPKXUL\HW¶H $]ÕQOÕNODU $QNDUD 7UNDU   DQG 0DFLW .HQDQR÷OX
2VPDQOÕ0LOOHW6LVWHPL0LWYH*HUoHN øVWDQEXO.ODVLN 
5
%HUQDUG%UDXGHDQG%HUQDUG/HZÕVChristians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The
Functioning of a Plural Society (New York and London: Holmes & Meier, 1982). Also
see Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman Population: Demographic and Social Characteristics
(1830-1914) (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1985).
6
6HHgQGHU.D\D7DQ]LPDWWDQ/R]DQ¶D$]ÕQOÕNODU øVWDQEXO<HGLWHSH<D\ÕQODUÕ 
DQG &DUWHU 9 )LQGOH\ ³7KH $FLG 7HVW RI 2WWRPDQLVP 7KH $FFHSWDQFH RI 1RQ0XVOLPV LQ WKH /DWH 2WWRPDQ %XUHDXFUDF\´  LQ Christians and Jews in the Ottoman
Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, eds. B. Braude and B. Lewis (New York:
Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1982), 339-68. Regarding Kurdish and Alevi groups, also
see Martin van Bruinessen, .UWOLN 7UNON $OHYLOLN (WQLN YH 'LQVHO .LPOLN
0FDGHOHOHUL øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP<D\ÕQODUÕ 2011).
4

4

as heretics, were always targeted by bloody military campaigns and faced with
alienation, discrimination, oppression in public life. They were forced to
consolidate the Muslim population against non-Muslims during the late
Ottoman era, subsequently, to consolidate the Turkish speaking nation against
non-Turkish speaking groups during the Republican era.7
In the 19th century, with respect to changing socio-political organizational
models of Western European states, the societal sphere of the Ottoman empire
started to shift. The most important social transformation was the emergence of
new ethnic definitions concerning national identities, which were mostly
dependent on spoken languages.8 Accordingly, religious communities began to
be defined as part of various nations, primarily in relation to their languages.
The transformation from religion to nationality created a huge impact on the
social formation as well as the population politics of the empire. Also, because
of the fast modernization of Europe, the influence of the Russian empire in the
19th century a mass politicization effect over Christian minorities of the
Ottoman Empire was created in the sense of nationalism. Many of the Christian
minorities lived in the Balkans, and in the case of Armenians, they were located
in eastern Anatolia.9
Eventually, the impact of nationalism broke the discourse of (Abrahamic)
religious universalism, and the millet system gradually dissolved. Non-Muslim
(especially Christian) groups got organized under nationalist movements and
waged independence wars against the empire in the late 19th century while
seeking political, economical, and military support from European countries and
the Russian Empire.10 In return, to crush regional uprisings as well as to prevent

7

For a brief understanding of politics for minorities, from Ottomans to the republic, see
$KPHWøoGX\JXùXOH7RNWDúDQG%$OL6RQHU³7KHSROLWLFVRISRSXODWLRQLQDQDWLRQbuilding process: emigration of non-0XVOLPVIURP7XUNH\´Ethnic and Racial Studies
vol. 31, no. 2 (2007): 358-89. Regarding heterodox-Muslim non-Turkish speaking
communities, as the case of Kurds, which encompasses diverse religious groups, also
VHH0DUWLQYDQ%UXLQHVVHQ³5HOLJLRQLQ.XUGLVWDQ´ Kurdish Times (New York) vol. 4,
no. 1-2 (1991): 5-27.
8
During the early periods of the Republic, also some racist theories were put forward
and adopted as official discourse of the state. See Nazan Maksudyan, 7UNO÷gOoPHN
%LOLPNXUJXVDO$QWURSRORMLYH7UN0LOOL\HWoLOL÷LQLQ,UNoÕdHKUHVL 1925-1939 (Istanbul:
Metis, 2007).
9
6HH6XDYL$\GÕQ0RGHUQOHúPHYH0LOOL\HWoLOLN $QNDUD*QGR÷DQ<D\ÕQODUÕ 
and .LPOLN6RUXQX8OXVDOOÕNYH³7UN.LPOL÷L´ $QNDUDgWHNL<D\ÕQODUÕ 
10
6HH=UFKHUTurkey: A Modern History, 9-21.
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the threat of further separatist liberation movements, the Ottoman state's
reaction was shaped with centralization politics.11
Two main eras could evaluate the Turkish modernization processes: 1) the
declaration of constitutional monarchy in 1867 (to its abolition by the
authoritarian regime of Sultan Abdulhamid II) and 2) the grabbing the power by
øWWLKDWYH7HUDNNL&HPL\HWL (Association of Union and Progress)12 (and ends by
the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923). Both eras were full of
continuous wars against Western states as well as the Russian empire in order to
protect the Ottoman lands. Therefore, the independence wars of minorities
against the empire became a major factor that pushed Ottoman-intellectual
movements to embrace nationalist views.13 That was the main reason why
Turkish elites turned towards creating a new national identity, the Turkishspeaking (Sunni) Muslimhood. Secondarily, the immigration of millions of
Muslims (while the empire was collapsing) from different continents to

11

According to Berkes, the mainstream intellectual movements in the late Ottoman era,
which have strong influence on the cadres of the modern Republic, can be classified as
follows: First, there is Westernism. The movement supported the idea of imitating new
social organization models of the western states (for example, constitutional
monarchies) as well as technical innovations, which brought economic and military
superiority to the western states. By this policy, it was believed to stop the
disintegration of the empire. Second, there was Ottomanism. The idea supported a
similar approach much like Westernism, which depended on the modernization of
public life as well as constitutional rule by creating a common sense of an Ottoman
identity as a national belongingness. Third, there was conservative Islamism. The notion
refused any kind of Western influence on public life as well as social organization
model of the society. It prioritized the Islamic rule and supported to strengthen the
caliphate as a centralization policy. Forth, there was Turkism, which would eventually
lead the Republican revolution. It aimed to create a new Turkish nation, based on reformulating a Turkish history, ethnicity, race, language and Islam. Westernism,
Ottomanism and Turkism could be considered within a continuous intellectual as well
as practical relation in the sense of Turkish modernization process from the late
Ottoman era to the modern republic. See Niyazi Berkes, 7UNL\H¶GH dD÷GDúODúPD
$QNDUD%LOJL<D\ÕQODUÕ, 1973).
12
For more detailed discussion about øWWLKDWYH7HUDNNL &HPL\HWL, the leading party of
Turkish revolution, see Noemi Levy-$NVX DQG )UDQoRLV *HRUJHRQ HGV The Young
Turk Revolution and the Ottoman Empire: the aftermath of 1908 (London-New York:
B.Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2017).
13
For a brief discussion about the ideas supported by several Ottoman-intellectual
TXDUWHUVGXULQJWKHODWH2WWRPDQDQGHDUO\5HSXEOLFDQHUDVVHH6LEHOg]EXGXQ'HPLUHU
³$QWKURSRORJ\DVDQDWLRQ-building rhetoric: the shaping of Turkish anthropology (from
VWRV ´Dialect Anthropol vol. 35 (2001): 111-129.

6

Anatolia, was another factor.14 Formulating a new national identity depended on
a major socio-cultural and historical denominator of the population to claim
sovereignty of territories. Consequently, the backbone of the new national
identity emerged: Turkified Islam.15 In sum, the new Turkish national identity
was based on these two main aspects, which shared mutual strong symbolic
connotations as well as the sociology of the population being Muslim or nonMuslim and speaking Turkish or a non-Turkish language.16
Following the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, the idea of a
Turkish-nation-state became the new state's official ideology. Accordingly,
non-Muslims and non-Turkish-speaking communities of the empire had to be
either eliminated or forcibly Turkified and Islamized.17 At this juncture, it is
important to emphasize the continuum of state policies, from the Ottoman
Empire to the Republic of Turkey. Even though the Caliphate and
administrative formation of the Ottoman state were abolished during the
Republican era, the continuity of an ideological and administrative approach
can clearly be seen regarding the politics for minorities.18
As mentioned above, during the Ottoman era, non-Muslim subjects of the
empire were defined as millet, on condition that they belong to one of the
Abrahamic religions. Other ethno-religious groups (regardless of their spoken
language), such as some Alevi communities, Yezidis, Keldanis, Nasturis, Ehli
Haq's, etc., were defined as heretics or were not taken into consideration.19
14

6HH=UFKHUTurkey: A Modern History, 163-5. The socio-cultural transformation of
the population of Anatolia, increasing the Muslim population while the non-Muslims
massively decreasing, was also a fact that shaped the new Turkish nation mostly
concerning religious identity.
15
For a comprehensive understanding of Turkish nationalism see Hans-Lukas Kieser,
7UNO÷HøKWLGD- 1870-øVYLoUH¶VLQGH<HQL7UNL\H¶QLQgQFOHUL øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP
<D\ÕQODUÕ   $OVR VHH 6DODKL 5 6RQ\HO Minorities and the Destruction of the
Ottoman Empire $QNDUD7UN7DULK.XUXPX 
16
See Erik J. Zurcher, The Young Turk legacy and Nation Building, (London - New
<RUN ,% 7DXULV   øEUDKLP %DKDGÕU hPPHWWHQ 0LOOHWH 7UN 8OXVXQXQ øQúDVÕ
1860-1945 $QNDUD.DODQ<D\ÕQODUÕ DQG³<RXQJ7XUNV2WWRPDQ0XVOLPVDQG
7XUNLVK1DWLRQDOLVWV´LQOttoman Past and Today's Turkey, ed. Kemal Karpat (Boston:
%ULOO   7DQÕO %RUD ³7UNL\H¶GH 0LOOL\HWoLOLN YH $]ÕQOÕNODU´ Birikim 71, no 2,
(1995), 34-49.
17
6LEHO<DUGÕPFÕDQGùNU$VODQ³¶ODUÕQ%L\RSROLWLN3DUDGLJPDVÕ'LO(WQLVLWH
øVNDQYH8OXVXQøQúDVÕ´'R÷X%DWÕ vol. 44 (2008): 131-53.
18
See: Michael E. Meeker, A Nation of Empire: The Ottoman Legacy of Turkish
Modernity (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2002).
19
Such ethno-religious groups were reported under the titles unknown or other during
FHQVXVHV6HH)XDW'QGDU7UNL\H1IXV6D\ÕPÕQGD$]ÕQOÕNODU øVWDQEXOdLYL\D]ÕODUÕ
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After the foundation of the Republic of Turkey by the Treaty of Lausanne
(1923), the term minority was defined within almost the same perspective as the
one Ottomans used for non-Muslims.20 Accordingly, Armenians, Greeks, and
Jews were granted official recognition as well as socio-religious rights, and
international conventions guaranteed those terms.21 However, during the late
19th century, and especially in the course of World War I, non-Muslim
(especially Christian) populations had already fallen substantially with the
$UPHQLDQ *HQRFLGH LQ  FRPPLWWHG E\ øWWLKDW YH 7HUDNNL &HPL\HWL 7KH
reason projected for the legitimization of the Genocide was the military
collaboration of several Armenian separatist parties with the Triple Entente and
organizing uprisings behind the frontlines against the empire during World War
I.22
The lack of confidence in non-Muslim subjects of the empire had started to
grow systematically during pre-World War I due to the independence struggles,
which were supported by Western states as well as the Russian empire,
especially in the Balkans. The Armenian Genocide and the Turkish War of
Independence (1919-1923) against non-Muslim invaders fed the hostility to
non-Muslim communities, regarded as minorities, in Anatolia, too.23 These
historical memories were effectively used by Republican elites, who were
PRVWO\IRUPHUPHPEHUVRIøWWLKDWYH7HUDNNL&HPL\HWLLQRUGHUWREXLOGDQHZ
nation-state. Therefore, during the early republican era and afterward, the
Christian and Jewish population of the Republic kept decreasing. The
significant population exchange between Greece and Turkey in 1923, the 1942
wealth tax, and the Istanbul pogrom of 6-7 September 1955 were the major
2000), 62-4. Also see Justin McCarthy, Muslims and Minorities: The Population of
Ottoman Anatolia and the End of the Empire (New York: New York University Press,
1983).
20
6HH (ULF -DQ =UFKHU ³<RXQJ 7XUNV 2WWRPDQ 0XVOLPV DQG 7XUNLVK 1DWLRQDOLVW
,GHQWLW\3ROLWLFV´LQ2WWRPDQ3DVWDQG7RGD\¶V7XUNH\, ed. Kemal H. Karpat (LeidenBoston-.|OQ %ULOO   - DQG 0HKPHW g $ONDQ ³5HVPL øGHRORMLQLQ 'R÷XúX
YH (YULPL h]HULQH %LU 'HQHPH´ 0RGHUQ 7UNL\H¶GH 6L\DVL 'úQFH - &XPKXUL\HW¶H
'HYUHGHQ 'úQFH 0LUDVÕ 7DQ]LPDW YH 0HúUXWL\HW¶LQ %LULNLPL HGV 7DQÕO %RUD DQG
0XUDW*OWHNLQJLO øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP<D\ÕQODUÕ -407.
21
5ÕIDW 1 %DOL ³5HVPL øGHRORML YH *D\UL 0VOLP <XUWWDúODU´ Birikim vol. 105-106
(1998): 170-6.
22
6HH )XDW 'QGDU ModerQ 7UNL\H¶QLQ ùLIUHVL øWWLKDW YH 7HUDNNL¶QLQ (WQLVLWH
0KHQGLVOL÷L, øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP<D\ÕQODUÕ DQG8÷XUhPLWhQJ|UThe Making of
Modern Turkey: Nation and State in Eastern Anatolia, 1913-1950 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011).
23
See: BaskÕQ2UDQ$WDWUN0LOOL\HWoLOL÷L± 5HVPLøGHRORML'ÕúÕ%LUøQFHOHPH $QNDUD
%LOJL<D\ÕQHYL 
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cornerstones of this state policy, which went along with the history of the
Turkish Republic.24
The Lausanne Treaty defined minorities of the Republic with the criteria of
being non-Muslim, which was the same as the Ottoman religious constitution.
However, the ethno-cultural others of Turkey, who managed to survive until the
20th century at the margins of Anatolia, kept the same ambiguous position.
Furthermore, they were subjected to forced Turkification and Sunnification
processes in order to prevent foreigners to interfere in the internal affairs of the
young Republic, as they once did during the World War I and before. Therefore,
Turkish speaking non-Muslims (such as some Alevi groups and Christians)
were regarded as Muslims or exchanged with non-Turkish speaking Muslims.
Additionally, non-Turkish speaking ethno-religious groups (such as Kurdish
Alevis) were also regarded as Turks and forced into systematic Turkification.25
At the dawn of the 21st century, both formal-recognized minorities and
ethno-cultural groups of the Republic of Turkey were started to be mentioned
again during the negotiations between the European Union (EU) and Turkey. In
the context of democratization criteria, which the EU put forward as a
precondition of membership for Turkey, the scope of the term minority has
started to be extended. Not only the Christians and Jews but this time, the
ethno-cultural others of Turkey, such as Kurds, Alevis, Assyrians, etc. were also
regarded as sub-national groups. The EU reports argued for official recognition
for those groups. Accordingly, the ethno-cultural groups have become more
visible and started to get organized for more cultural rights.26
When Turkey's neoliberal Islamist AKP ($GDOHW YH .DONÕQPD 3DUWLVL ±
Justice and Development Party) government came to power in 2002, one of its
attention-grabbing policies was to encourage a public discussion on the
Republic's policies regarding minorities and ethno-religious groups. The terms
ethnic identity and multiculturalism started to be discussed widely both in the
social sciences and in Turkey's intellectual quarters. Discussions about
multiculturalism, criticism about the republican regime highly tolerated by
AKP. Not only the officially recognized minorities but also the ethno-cultural

24

6HH 0 dD÷DWD\ 2NXWDQ 7HN 3DUWL '|QHPLQGH $]ÕQOÕN 3ROLWLNDODUÕ øVWDQEXO %LOJL
hQLYHUVLWHVL 
25
For the case Kurdish Alevi communutes, see Erdal *H]LNDQG$KPHW.HULP*OWHNLQ
eds, Kurdish Alevis and the Case of Dersim: Historical and Contemporary Insights
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2019), xv-1.
26
$KPHW øoGX\JX ùXOH 7RNWDú DQG % $OL 6RQHU ³7KH SROLWLFV RI SRSXODWLRQ LQ D
nation-EXLOGLQJSURFHVV´, 377.
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groups, who have been organizing since the end of the 1990s, evaluated the
situation as a chance to get legal rights. However, that mood of optimism
became worse. In practice, Turkey's ethno-cultural others continue to face
discrimination as AKP has maintained the discourse of the former Kemalist
regime. The government's political discourse of multiculturalism has not been
put into practice but instead has been used as a discursive tool to cover up the
oppression and alienation of the ethno-cultural others. While the government
has maintained its official multiculturalist discourse, Turkey has again become
devoid of ethno-cultural diversity. For example, currently, Mardin and Antakya
are rare examples of provinces where multiple cultural identities co-exist except
Turkish-Muslim domination. There are also a few regions, such as Tunceli
(Dersim), where ethno-cultural others (such as Kurdish Alevis) continue to be
the majority of the local population, despite their identities' public invisibility.
With this in mind, the AKP's mottos, Islam is a religion of tolerance, and
Turkey is a country of tolerance, are ironic reflections of current social policy in
contemporary Turkey. References to tolerance are a clear expression of political
suppression as part of Turkey's new Islamist sovereignty discourse. It makes
clear that one ethnic group is a priority, and other ethnic groups are
subordinated. The term tolerance symbolically suggests: You'll know your place
and must work to gain my tolerance. Furthermore, Syrians and other groups
who are forced to take refuge in Turkey have begun to experience this very
VDPH H[SUHVVLRQ RI µWROHUDQFH¶ 8VLQJ UHIXJHHV DV DQ H[FXVH 7XUNH\ KDV
employed institutional and attitudinal discrimination policies against all
refugees. To this end, there is a crucial need for analysis of Turkey's
discriminatory and alienating public policies and its historical background,
particularly from the late Ottoman era up to AKP's political-Islam. In addition
to understand the political Islamist AKP era, from its liberal-conservative
beginnings to the current authoritarian regime (namely the New Turkey), one
must understand the historical and socio-political circumstances in which AKP
was born. The Ethno-Cultural Others of Turkey aims to provide insights into
continuous discriminatory policies against ethnic groups, especially the ones
who are most subordinated. In this way, it creates an understanding of the
contemporary situation in Turkey.
The Ethno-Cultural Others of Turkey aims to shed light on barely known
subordinated ethno-religious groups of Turkey by not only sharing historical,
anthropological, and sociological information but by evaluating contemporary
developments. This edited volume is prepared for English readers. It approaches
ethno-cultural identities as socio-political reflections of the current international
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affairs policies of Turkey, a phenomenon that possesses dynamic, variable
characteristics. This book also draws attention to the continuity of
discriminatory and alienation politics against ethno-cultural others in Turkey,
which is rooted in the late Ottoman period and continues until today. It
considers where similar policy approaches have been maintained and where
changes have been made. Moreover, the book aims to provide an overview of
political turmoil and socio-cultural transformation in contemporary Turkey by
evaluating the ethnopolitical survival strategies of ethno-cultural others. By the
term ethno-cultural others, the book refers to both those minorities recognized
by national and international laws, and those that are not officially recognized.
Both the (officially recognized) minorities and the ethnic diversity (in the
sense of ethno-religious enclosed groups and the ones who speak different
languages) of Turkey have aroused interest since the 19th century. The Christian
and Jewish population of Turkey (former subjects of the Ottoman empire) were
often evaluated either from the perspective of population politics, statistics, or
international affairs.27 However, the ethno-cultural others of Turkey have not
been analyzed enough, despite a relatively new promising interest that has
emerged just after the millennium among both Turkish and international
academic quarters. Those works can be classified roughly into two groups.
First, the ones were written by western intellectuals or scholars, mainly
depending on data of censuses conducted during the late Ottoman era and the
Republican period.28 Second, the ones were written mostly by Turkish
academics around 2010, when the AKP regime carried out an open policy
27

For some prominent published works, see (for English readers) Justin McCarthy,
Muslims and Minorities: The Population of Ottoman Anatolia and the End of the
Empire; Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman Population: Demographic and Social
Characteristics (1830-1914) 6HH IRU RWKHU LQ 7XUNLVK  SXEOLFDWLRQV %DVNÕQ 2UDQ
7UNL\H¶GH$]ÕQOÕNODU0DFLW.HQDQR÷OX2VPDQOÕ0LOOHW6LVWHPL0LWYH*HUoHNgQGHU
Kaya, 7DQ]LPDWWDQ /R]DQ¶D $]ÕQOÕNODU )XDW 'QGDU 7UNL\H¶GH 1IXV 6D\ÕPÕQGD
$]ÕQOÕNODU; Pinelophi Statis (ed.) vol. 19 <]\ÕO øVWDQEXO¶XQGD *D\UL 0VOLPOHU
øVWDQEXO 7DULK 9DNIÕ   )LNUHW %DEXú 2VPDQOÕ¶GDQ *QP]H *|o YH øVNDQ,
øVWDQEXO 2]DQ <D\ÕQFÕOÕN   &HP %HKDU 2VPDQOÕ øPSDUDWRUOX÷X¶QXQ YH
7UNL\H¶QLQ 1IXVX $QNDUD 'ø(   hON %LOJLQ, $]ÕQOÕN +DNODUÕ YH 7UNL\H
øVWDQEXO .LWDS <D\ÕQODUÕ   1HFDWL %R]NXUW 'HQL]L .XUXWPDN 'QGHQ %XJQH
=RUXQOX *|o YH øVNDQ 3ROLWLNDVÕ øVWDQEXO %HOJH <D\ÕQODUÕ   %LODO (U\ÕOPD]
2VPDQOÕ 'HYOHWL¶QGH *D\UL 0VOLP 7HEDDQÕQ <|QHWLPL øVWDQEXO 5LVDOH <D\ÕQODUÕ
  $OL *OHU 2VPDQOÕ¶GDQ &XPKXUL\HW¶H $]ÕQOÕNODU øVWDQEXO 7XUDQ <D\ÕQFÕOÕN
  0HKPHW 0HUGDQ +HNLPR÷OX $]ÕQOÕN +DNODUÕ YH 7UNL\H øVWDQEXO 'HWD\
<D\ÕQODUÕ   DQG 5DPD]DQ 7RVXQ &XPKXUL\HW YH $]ÕQOÕNODU (Ankara: Berikan
YD\ÕQODUÕ 
28
Peter Alford Andrews, Ethnic Groups in the Republic of Turkey (Wiesbaden, 1989).
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(namely, openings) about both minorities and ethno-cultural others.29 Those
studies have been published share a similar historical and descriptive
perspective about ethno-cultural groups, concerning linguistic and religious
differences in comparison to Turkish (Sunni) national identity. Therefore, it was
essential to elaborate on the ethno-religious group's current political situation
while sharing anthropological, sociological, and historical features under the
light of related latest works. By the scope of ethno-political strategies and acts
of these groups, this work helps provide a comprehensive understanding of
contemporary Turkey and its politics regarding national identities. Given that
identity discourses define Turkey's public and political spheres, this book is a
valuable reference for those who want to understand the contemporary
sociology of Turkey.
There are many ethno-cultural sub-national groups apart from officially
recognized minorities (non-Muslims) living in Turkey. Regrettably, only a
small part of them, especially those who were able to take the chance to raise
their voices and those who were studied by academics and intellectuals in recent
decades are represented. The Ethno-Cultural Others of Turkey gives priority to
lesser known cases rather than much-discussed ones, such as Kurds, Alevis,
Armenians, etc. No doubt, there is much work to be done to share the ethnic
diversity of Turkey, regardless of the situation, which becomes harder than ever.
There are ten chapters in the book. This collection of works deals with ethnic
and religious groups of Turkey that are still present or had been able to live in
Turkey until the 20th century.
29

)RU DSULRU ZRUN VHH øEUDKLP <DVD 7UNL\H¶QLQ 'HPRJUDILN YH (WQRORMLN <DSÕVÕ YH
%D]Õ 6RV\DO 0HVHOHOHU $QNDUD 72'$ø(   )RU VRPH DFDGHPLF UHSRUWs, thesis
DQG PRQRJUDSKV VHH %DVNÕQ 2UDQ (WQLN YH 'LQVHO $]ÕQOÕNODU 7DULK 7HRUL +XNXN
7UNL\H øVWDQEXO /LWHUDWU   ùNU $VODQ 0XUDW $USDFÕ g\N *USÕQDU DQG
6LEHO <DUGÕPFÕ 7UNL\HµQLQ (WQLN &R÷UDI\DVÕ øVWDQEXO 0LPDU 6LQDQ *]HO 6DQDWODU
hQLYHUVLWHVL ± %LOLPVHO $UDúWÕUPD 3URMHOHUL   %HUQD <NVHO dDN DQG $KPHW
Buran, 7UNL\H¶GH 'LOOHU YH (WQLN *UXSODU $QNDUD $NoD÷   2UKDQ 6DNLQ
2VPDQOÕ¶GD (WQLN <DSÕ øVWDQEXO (NLP <D\ÕQODUÕ   6XDYL $\GÕQ ³7UNL\H GH
(WQLN<DSÕ´ CumKXUL\HW'|QHPL7UNL\H$QVLNORSHGLVL, Cilt vol. 12 (1996): 496-514;
&HPDO ùHQHU 7UNL\H¶GH <DúD\DQ (WQLN YH 'LQVHO *UXSODU øVWDQEXO (WLN <D\ÕQODUÕ
  DQG dDNÕU &H\KDQ 6YDUL DQG $\úH  <ÕOGÕUÕP HGV $UWDNDODQODU $QDGROX¶GDQ
Etnik Manzaralar øVWDQEXO(<D\ÕQODUÕ 7KHUHDUHDOVRVRPHZRUNVIRFXVLQJRQ
SDUWLFXODU HWKQLF JURXSV VHH +DúLP $OED\UDN .DUDGHQL]¶GH (WQLN <DSÕODQPDODU YH
Pontus øVWDQEXO %DEÕDOL <D\ÕQODUÕ   +DQHIL %RVWDQ .DUDGHQL]¶GH 1IXV
+DUHNHWOHUL YH 1IXVXQ (WQLN <DSÕVÕ øVWDQEXO 1|EHWoL <D\ÕQODUÕ   øKVDQ dHWLQ
0LG\DW¶WD(WQLN*UXSODU øVWDQEXO<DED<D\ÕQODUÕ DQG+DQV/XNDV.HLVHU'HU
YHUSDVVWH)ULHGH0LVVLRQ(WKQLHXQG6WDDWLQGHQ2VWSURYLQ]HQGHU7UNHL-1938
=ULFK&KURQRV9HUODJ 
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$KPHW .HULP *OWHNLQ ZULWHV WKe first chapter under the title of Kurdish
Alevis *OWHNLQ¶V DLP LQ WKLV DUWLFOH LV WR SURYLGH D IUDPHZRUN DQDO\VLV RI
FRQWHPSRUDU\ .XUGLVK $OHYLVP *OWHNLQ VD\V WKDW D GLVFRXUVH RI 'HUVLP
Alevism has developed among Kurdish Alevis in recent years. This approach is
defined as Dersim ethnicism E\*OWHNLQ*OWHNLQFODLPVWKDWWKRVHZKRKDYH
this idea see Kurdish Alevism as a unique cultural system because of its
religious, linguistic, historical, sociological, and anthropological dimensions.
Dersim ethnicism has gained wide symbolic popularity among the Kurdish
Alevi population of the sacred places. The author sees the symbolic importance
of sacred places as one of the causes and results of Dersim ethnicism. The
article points out that the Kurdish Alevis living in Western Europe are also
crucial in the emergence of the Dersim ethnicism discourse. It is claimed that
Kurdish Alevis started to create new religious-political institutions, theological
discourses, and even rituals with some modern concepts and ideas.
Hakan Mertcan discusses the situation of Arab Alawis in the second chapter.
In his study, Mertcan prefers the notion of Alawi instead of Alevi to distinguish
this group from the Alevis in Anatolia. According to Mertcan, the state sees
Arab Alawis as a threat to national unity. It is stated in the article that the Alawi
identity, which is seen as a threat to the Turkish national identity, is also not
officially recognized. For this reason, it is claimed that the state has made
special efforts to assimilate the Arab Alawis. Mertcan says that despite the
assimilationist attitude, the Alawis, who were tired of the pressure and
discriminatory policies in the Ottoman period, supported the Republic in the
hope of a new political order. It is states that at a time when the Kemalists'
assimilationist policy was being opposed, the Alawis started to defend the
Republic values again due to their anxiety about the AKP.
Victoria Arakelova writes on the Yezidis in the third chapter, The Yezidis in
Turkey ± A Stigmatised Identity. The relationship between the Yezidi and
Kurdish identities is among the problems of discussion. According to
Arakelova, the religion of the Yezidis is a unique product of the Near Eastern
non-dogmatic milieu. It is rooted in mystical Islam, but having dissociated itself
from the Muslim milieu and become a basis for the crystallization of a
principally new ethno-religious identity, its eccentricity is manifested in
numerous non-dogmatic peculiarities, which brought the Yezidis the disrepute
of being called heretics and even devil-worshippers, and doomed the
community to constant persecution in the Muslim environment.
The fourth chapter of the book is The Zaza People ± A Dispersed Ethnicity.
According to the author, Eberhard Werner, the Zaza people are in the middle of

13

political tensions. Of course, this tension arises from being caught between the
Kurdish political movement and the state. The author notes that Zaza- and
Kurmanji-speaking communities have some common features, but they are
diverse and do not understand each other. According to the author, in history,
the Zaza people of Eastern Anatolia went through times of struggle and
oppression as a small-scale society under varying national powers. The author
notes that since the 1960s, a considerable migration wave to the western cities
of Turkey and Europe, mainly Germany, Sweden, and France, took place. The
author claims that the diaspora in the West is part of the structure of the social
life of the Zaza culture.
The fifth chapter is Laz: The Good Citizens of Multicultural Turkey.
$FFRUGLQJWR1LOIHU7DúNÕQWKHDXWKRULWLVQHFHVVDU\WRLQVLVWRQSHDFHIRUWKH
recognition of ethnic identity in today's Turkey. However, the demand of the
recognition of the Laz ethnic identity, in general, has never been clearly
articulated. For this reason, although the Laz are seen as the others of the others,
WKH\ KDYH DOVR EHHQ DSSURDFKHG DV DFFHSWDEOH FLWL]HQV 7DúNÕQ EHOLHYHV WKDW
social peace in Turkey could be constructed only when there are no hierarchical
scales between ethnic groups. So, just like Turks, Kurds, Circassians,
Armenians, etc. the Laz should be able to foster their culture without fear of
being stigmatized.
The Greeks, one of the ancient cultures of Anatolia, are also included in the
book in chapter six, The Rums ± or Greek-Orthodox Christians ± in Turkey.
Aylin de Tapia focuses on Greek-Orthodox Christians also called Rum in the
Ottoman and Turkish context, namely the Orthodox Christians affiliated to the
Greek Patriarchate of Istanbul. She describes the current situation of the Greeks
by taking into consideration two main historical periods. The first includes the
Ottoman period from its foundation to the Republic, while the second deals with
the timeline from the foundation of the Republic to now. She also elaborates on
sociological and anthropological data of the Greek community in contemporary
Turkey.
Chapter seven of the book, The Circassians, is written by (UGR÷DQ%R]%R]
follows a chronological path. He discusses the situation within a historical
timeline that starts from Circassia occupied by Russia in the second half of the
19th century to their exile into the Ottoman lands. Moreover, he adds a new
timeline from the Turkish Republican era to the Winter Olympics in Sochi in
2014. The author draws attention to the transformations in Circassian identity
during these historical periods. According to Boz, Circassians are now an
important part of the urban setting of Turkey with a relatively high population
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with their cultural and political organizations, including associations,
foundations, business unions, journals, and monthly newspapers, and even a
new political party.
The eighth chapter is Molokans in Kars: From Soviet Spying to Our
Beautiful Old Neighbours dDNÕU &H\KDQ 6XYDUL WKH DXWKRU RI WKH FKDSWHU
argues that the Molokanism emerged as a peasant movement, and it has become
an ethno-religious identity in the historical process. Then, the deportation of the
Molokans to Kars and the conflictual relationship with the other local groups as
well as the state in the region are mentioned. In the process, varying perceptions
of Molokans in Turkey are noted, in particular how the Molokans are perceived
and explained in academic studies.
In their chapter Tragic Memories Encountering Ethno-Religious Revival in
Contemporary South-Eastern Turkey: The Case of the Assyrian Church of the
East, the Italian scholars Benedetta Panchetti and Marcello Mollica, write about
the Assyrian Church of the East. The authors state that these Christians were
divided into various groups due to political, geographical, and social reasons,
and later became known under different names. In their work, Panchetti and
Mollica consulted archival documents as well as interviews with community
leaders and worshipers of the Eastern Assyrian Church.
The last chapter, The Forgotten Armenians, is written by Philip O Hopkins.
Hopkins begins by providing a brief synopsis of the complicated history of
Armenians in Turkey. He then discusses the Genocide and its aftermath. From
the time of the forced migration to Armenians currently in Turkey, Hopkins
demonstrates that Armenians still play a role in society, albeit a muted one.
Armenian centers in places like Van and øVWDQEXO DUH DGGUHVVHG DQG UHFHQW
killings are mentioned. Hopkins shows that the governmental discrimination of
Armenians has a long and storied history.
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PROLOGUE
C OMING TO T ERMS WITH E THNIC AND R ELIGIOUS
D IFFERENCE IN MODERN T URKEY
  ¸ 

Martin van Bruinessen

0RGHUQ 7XUNH\¶V SUHGHFHVVRU WKH 2WWRPDQ (PSLUH ZDV DQ DVVHPEODJH RI
many different peoples, speaking a wide variety of languages, adhering to
various dominations and sects of the three major religions, Islam, Christianity
and Judaism, besides local cults that reflected traces of older religions, and
embedded in various types of social structures such as tribes, religious
congregations (cemaat, tarikat), peasant villages and urban neighbourhoods
(mahalle).
7KH%DONDQ:DUVWKH)LUVW:RUOG:DUDQG7XUNH\¶V:DURI,QGHSHQGHQFH
resulted in the loss of territories with a Christian population majority and the
Arabic-speaking parts of the Empire, the mass murder of Armenians, followed
by the expulsion of most of the remaining Armenians and Greeks (as well as
many Syriac Christians) from the territory of modern Turkey, large-scale forced
migrations of other groups (notably Kurds), and the beginnings of a policy of
DVVLPLODWLRQ RI WKH FRXQWU\¶V QRQ-Turkish Muslim inhabitants. By 1923,
Anatolia had become more homogeneous than it had been in the first years of
the century, especially due to the virtual disappearance of the Christians. Many
of the latter had been killed, and numerous others expelled in the course of the
war or the post-war population exchange between Turkey and Greece, while
many others yet had been converted to Islam. The internal variety of the
overwhelmingly Muslim population, on the other hand, had been increased by
the arrival of numerous Muslim refugees from Greece and the Balkan: speakers
of Albanian, Greek and various Slavic languages. The young Republic
embarked on an ambitious project of nation-building, aiming to turn all these
different people into Turks and wipe out their different cultures and histories.
Concerns about Kurdish separatism, which were further heightened by the
Sheikh Said uprising of 1925, constituted the main rationale behind the
increasingly coercive measures of Turkification. The Kurds were by far the
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largest of the non-Turkish populations, and most of them were concentrated in
the Eastern provinces, where they constituted the majority of the population and
neighboured the considerable Kurdish regions of Iran and Iraq. But they were
not the only ones that caused concern. A secret intelligence report from 1932 on
³PLQRULWLHV´ ekalliyetler) that has recently come to light deals extensively with
the political claims and activities of Kurds, Armenians, Circassians, Laz, the
Arabs of Adana and Mersin, Jews and Greeks.1 In public discourse, however,
the only minorities existing in the country were those protected by the Treaty of
Lausanne, i.e. the non-Muslims; all others were proclaimed to be Turks and
were soon the be made into the descendants of Turkish invaders from Central
Asia.
The various communities lumped together under the label of Alevis
constituted a different type of minority, not mentioned in the above report
because they were not perceived as a security risk (except for the Kurdish or
Zaza-speaking Alevis, who were suspect because of their Kurdish, not their
Alevi identity; in 1932 there were as yet few Arab Alevis in Turkey, for the
province of Iskenderun/Hatay, where most of them live, was still part of Syria
and only became Turkish in 1938). There were as yet no Alevi political claims
and no Alevi identity politics. Moreover, many Turkish nationalists perceived
the Alevis as perhaps the most authentic Turks and their religious traditions as
the depository of Turkic pre-Islamic and early Muslim Sufi traditions. Unlike
other religious traditions, the rich repertory of Alevi religious poetry and song,
which was almost exclusively in Turkish, was never seriously repressed in
Republican times: it was not considered as religious but as Turkish folk culture.
The Kemalist policy of nation-building through mass education, universal
conscription, state-controlled radio and later television, and the suppression of
non-Turkish languages and cultures appeared relatively successful until at least
the 1960s. Most people by then were speaking, and probably also thinking, of
themselves as Turks even when they were aware that there was also some
additional ethnic colouring in the family. Having a Circassian grandmother or
DQ $UDE JUDQGIDWKHU ZDV D FRORXUIXO GHWDLO RI RQH¶V ELRJUDSK\ EXW GLG QRW
GHWUDFWIURPRQH¶V7XUNLVKQHVVDQGWKHVDPHDSSHDUHGWUXHRIIDPLO\KLVWRULHV
connecting people with the Balkans, the Northern Caucasus or the Kurdish
mountains. This all changed with the onset of a new Kurdish movement in the
late 1960s.
1

+VQ *UEH\  0DKVXQL *O ³ OÕ \ÕOODUGD GHYOHWLQ 7UN ROPD\DQODUD EDNÕúÕ
0LOOL(PQL\HW+L]PHWL QLQHNDOOL\HWOHUUDSRUX´.UW7DULKL39 (2020): 4-13.
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Initially this movement focused much on issues of regional inequality and
underdevelopment. 'RЂX µWKH (DVW¶ ZDV WKH FRPPRQ HXSKHPLVP IRU WKH
Kurdish-inhabited provinces. Soon, however, Kurdish political activists began
speaking of the Kurds as a distinct people with a culture of their own that was
not Turkish. In spite of the official ban, a modest revival of writing in the
Kurdish language began in the late 1970s and continued in the European
diaspora during the 1980s. In 1991, under pressure from the Council of Europe,
the law proscribing publication in other languages than Turkish was lifted,
allowing the flowering of publishing in Kurdish and on Kurdish culture and
history, as well as a huge production of audio recordings of Kurdish music and
song. In the wake of this Kurdish cultural revival, other groups also began
reasserting their distinctive cultural traditions. Sound recordings in Zaza, Lazi,
Armenian, Greek, Circassian and Slavic languages came on the market and
found eager buyers. Ethnic or cultural identity became a matter of great
personal interest to many. This was also reflected in the Alevi cultural revival
that started around the same time. Whereas in the 1970s there had been an Alevi
youth activism that was highly political and aligned with the radical left against
the religious right, the activism since the 1990s has been more focused on
community, culture and the reinvention of ritual. People also rediscovered the
numerous cultural differences that had lain hidden behind the overarching label
of Alevi.2
The Academic Study of Cultural Difference
The academic study of ethnic communities and cultures was inevitably
UHVSRQVLYH WR 7XUNH\¶V RIILFLDO VXSSUHVVLRQ RI HWKQLFLW\ DQG WKH JUDGXDO
liberalisation. Anthropological village studies before the 1990s tended to ignore
or downplay the ethnic factor. The pioneer of village studies in Turkey, Paul
Stirling, unwittingly set the tone by the title of his first book, Turkish Village,
which for longer than a generation was considered representative of most of
Turkey.3 7KHSHDVDQWVWXGLHVVFKRROZKLFKZDVLQIOXHQWLDOLQVRPHRI7XUNH\¶V
best universities, emphasised political economy over ethnicity.4 Only few
2

0DUWLQYDQ%UXLQHVVHQ³.XUGV7XUNVDQGWKH$OHYLUHYLYDOLQ7XUNH\´ Middle East
Report 200 (1996): 7- 6XDYL $\GLQ ³7KH HPHUJHQFH RI $OHYLVP DV DQ HWKQRUHOLJLRXVLGHQWLW\´National Identities vol. 20, no.1 (2018): 9-29.
3
Paul Stirling, Turkish village (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1965).
4
Thus in a study of two Zaza-speaking villages in East Anatolia, the author does not
PHQWLRQ HWKQLFLW\ DW DOO H[FHSW WR VWDWH WKDW LW LV LUUHOHYDQW =ONI $\GLQ
Underdevelopment and rural structures in Southeastern Turkey: the household economy
in Gisgis and Kalhana (London: Ithaca Press, 1986).
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studies explicitly dealt with communities that were not Turkish, such as Wolf'LHWHU +WWHURWK¶V VWXG\ RI .XUGLVK QRPDGV DQG PRXQWDLQ YLOODJHUV 3DXO
0DJQDUHOOD¶V VWXG\ RI D *HRUJLDQ FRmmunity in Western Turkey, Peter
%XPNH¶VVWXG\RI.XUGLVK$OHYLYLOODJHUVLQ'HUVLP+HOJD$QVFKW]¶VVWXG\RI
6\ULDF FRPPXQLWLHV LQ 0DUGLQ SURYLQFH DQG RI FRXUVH ,VPDLO %HúLNoL¶V HDUO\
studies of the Kurds, his dissertation on the nomadic Alikan tribe and his
overview of the political economy and social history of East Anatolia.5
7KHSXEOLFDWLRQRI3HWHU$QGUHZV¶UHPDUNDEOHFRPSLODWLRQEthnic groups in
the Republic of Turkey, in 1989, marked the turning point towards the gradual
acceptance of cultural heterogeneity.6 The book itself did not make much of an
impact among the general public in Turkey and remains virtually unknown
WKHUH,QVSLWHRIWKH$QGUHZV¶FDXWLRQLQSUHVHQWLQJKLVZRUNPDQ\UHVSRQVHV
were hostile, as nationalists accused him of anti-Turkish and anti-Muslim
biases. A partial translation of the book was banned by the authorities.7
+RZHYHU $QGUHZV¶ SLRQHHULQJ ERRN LQVSLUHG IXUWKHU UHVHDUFK DORQJ VLPLODU
lines. Its impact on later debates in Turkey has mostly been indirect.
The book is an amazingly rich and detailed overview of the ethnic
FRPSOH[LW\ RI 7XUNH\ EDVHG RQ WKH DXWKRU¶V RZQ H[WHQVLYH WUDYHOV
correspondence with other well-travelled researchers, and a perusal of a vast
corpus of travelogues, local histories, scholarly articles in numerous languages,
official reports and unpublished dissertations. It originated as the companion to
5
Wolf-'LHWHU +WWHURWK ³%HUJQRPDGHQ XQG <D\ODEDXHUQ LP PLWWOHUHQ NXUGLVFKHQ
7DXUXV´ 3K' WKHVLV 8QLYHUVLWlW 0DUEXUJ   3DXO - 0DJQDUHOOD Tradition and
change in a Turkish town (New York & London: John Wiley & Sons, 1974); idem,
³7KHDVVLPLODWLRQRI*HRUJLDQVLQ7XUNH\DFDVHVWXG\´The Muslim World 66 (1976):
319-3HWHU%XPNH³.Õ]ÕOEDú-.XUGHQLQ'HUVLP 7XQFHOL7UNHL 0DUJLQDOLWlWXQG
+lUHVLH´Anthropos 74 (1979): 530-+HOJD$QVFKW]Die syrischen Christen vom
Tur `Abdin :U]EXUJ$XJXVWLQXV-9HUODJ øVPDLO%HúLNoL³'RۜX GDGHۜLúLPYH
\DSÕVDO VRUXQODU J|oHEH $OLNDQ DúLUHWL ´ 3K' WKHVLV $QNDUD 8QLYHUVLWHVL  
idem, 'RЂX $QDGROX QXQ G]HQL 6RV\R-ekonomik ve etnik temeller (Istanbul: e
\D\ÕQODUÕ9).
6
3HWHU$OIRUG$QGUHZVZLWK5GLJHU%HQQLQJKDXVHGVEthnic groups in the Republic
of Turkey (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert, 1989). Partially (and unsatisfactorily)
translated into Turkish as 7UNL\H GHHWQLNJUXSODU ,VWDQEXO$QW7P]DPDQODU2).
Important additional material and a reappraisal were later published as a companion
YROXPH 3HWHU $OIRUG $QGUHZV ZLWK 5GLJHU %HQQLQJKDXV HGV Ethnic groups in the
Republic of Turkey. Supplement and index (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert, 2002).
7
The ERRNKDVGHGLFDWLRQVLQ7XUNLVKDQGLQ(QJOLVK7KHODWWHUVSHDNVRI³WKHPXWXDO
DIIHFWLRQRIWKHSHRSOHVRI7XUNH\´EXWWKH7XUNLVKRQHPRUHFDXWLRXVO\DYRLGVWKHWHUP
³SHRSOHV´ DQG GHGLFDWHV WKH ERRN ³WR WKH PXWXDO DIIHFWLRQ LQ WKH VRFLHW\ RI 7XUNH\´
(TUNL\HWRSOXPXQXQELUELULQHRODQVHYJLVLQH).

24

an ethnic map of Turkey prepared by Peter Andrews, for which he had to
compile, from the most diverse sources, lists of villages inhabited by the various
ethnic groups, on the pattern previously established for ethnic maps of
Afghanistan and Iran published in the same series. There is an obvious danger
in this approach: maps almost inevitably impose an essentialist view of
ethnicity, suggesting unambiguous and hard boundaries between clearly distinct
ethnic groups clustering in geographical space in a way compatible with the
mosaic metaphor. Maps are less apt to show the fluidity of identity in conditions
of urbanisation, intermarriage, conversion and assimilation.
&RPELQLQJ LQVLGHUV¶ DQG RXWVLGHUV¶ DVFULSWLRQV RI LGHQWLW\ $QGUHZV
enumerated 47 ethnic groups, based on a combination of the attributes religion,
language, and social (or tribal) structure. Thus, the Kurds are not conceived as a
single ethnic group but five different ones: Andrews lists Sunni and Alevi
Kurmanci speakers, Sunni and Alevi speakers of Zaza, and Yezidi Kurmanci
speakers. Among the Turkish-speaking Alevis he distinguishes, besides a
JHQHUDO 7XUNLVK $OHYL SRSXODWLRQ $OHYL <|UN DQd Alevi Turkmen (with a
number of sub-categories), which have tribal organisation that sets them apart
from each other. The Aramaic-speaking East Syrian and Syrian Orthodox
Christians are treated as two distinct ethnic groups, without further subdivision
by denominations. The entities identified in this study are more properly
described as ethnic categories rather than ethnic groups. The degree to which
WKH\FRQVWLWXWHJURXSVLQDQ\UHDOVHQVHWKHLU³JURXSQHVV´YDULHVFRQVLGHUDEO\
from one to the other.8 And the two ethnic and ethno-religious groups that have
presented themselves through corporate action in the public sphere during the
past decades, the Kurds and the Alevis, claim to incorporate several of
$QGUHZV¶HWKQLFFDWHJRULHVHDFK9
Inspired by AndUHZV¶ERRNWKHMRXUQDOLVW+kOH6R\VZURWHLQDVHULHV
of reports on major ethnic groups (kavim) in the weekly journal øNLELQ¶H'R÷UX,
which in the following year were published as a book.10 Quite unlike the
8

On the various degrees to which people sharing a certain ethnic identity may or may
not constitute groups in the sociological sense, see Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without
groups (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).
9
Andrews was very much aware of this, and he invited me to contribute an essay on
Kurdish ethnic identity to the book, in which I attempted to provide a more dynamic
WUHDWPHQW RI LGHQWLW\ SURFHVVHV 3HWHU %XPNH DQG /DOH <DOoÕQ FRQWULEXted essays on
Alevi Kurds and the Kurdish tribes of Hakkari, respectively.
10
+kOH6R\V .DYLPOHUNDSÕVÕ± /D]ODU<DKXGLOHU6XGDQOÕODU$VXUODU(UPHQLOHU
+HPúLQOLOHU dHoHQ-øQJXúODU 3RPDNODU *DJDX]ODU .DUDPDQOÕODU (Istanbul: Kaynak,
1992).
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paranoid nationalist style that later came WRFKDUDFWHULVHWKH$\GÕQOÕNJURXSWKDW
SXEOLVKHGWKLVMRXUQDO6R\V¶VZULWLQJ± based on a considerable amount of her
RZQ UHVHDUFK EHVLGHV $QGUHZV¶ ERRN ± was a celebration of diversity and
brotherhood between the various peoples. The reports in this book do not cover
the Kurds or Alevis but focus on smaller groups that had a strong sense of group
identity. øNLELQ¶H 'R÷UX had, however, since its foundation in 1987 regularly
paid attention to the Kurdish and Alevi questions and been critical of
government SROLFLHV 6R\V ZDV LQ IDFW FKDUJHG ZLWK E|OFON (sowing
division in the national body) for the article introducing her series of reports, in
which she discussed and reproduced a simplified ethnic map of Turkey. The
State Security Court, in a surprise ruling, acquitted her.11 Ethnicity seemed to be
becoming an acceptable subject for public discourse.
In 1995, both the socialist intellectual journal Birikim and the more
conservative nationalist monthly 7UNL\H *QO÷ published special issues on
the ethnic question, with thought-provoking contributions by leading
intellectuals.12 For the latter journal, the ethnic question appeared to consist
mainly of the threat to social cohesion and national identity posed by the
Kurdish movement and the increasing tensions between Sunnis and Alevis.
Many of the contributors were concerned with the question of how the danger
of disintegration could be contained while recognising diversity (TurkishKurdish, Sunni-Alevi) within the body politic. Some reiterated the old Turkish
QDWLRQDOLVWPDQWUDVDQGRQH $KPHWøoGX\JX KHOGXSWKH6SDQLVKDUUDQJHPHQW
of multiculturality / multiculturalism as a possible model. Kurdish as well as
Alevi voices were absent from this special issue.
The Birikim issue was more interesting. Guest editor Yelda had asked
members of various ethnic and religious communities living in Istanbul to
reflect on their situation, their memories, and their hopes and expectations of
life in Turkey. She had found no Kurds or Zazas willing to participate, nor
Istanbul Greeks, but with articles by Georgian, Circassian, Laz, Hemshin,
-HZLVK '|QPH $UPHQLDQ DQG 6\ULDF FRQWULEXWRUV WKLV ZDV SHUKDSV WKH ILUVW
significant effort to let the voices of multiple ethnic groups and communities
speak and bring them to bear on public debate in Turkey. This issue marked the
growing recognition of at least the existence of numerous other ethnic groups

11

So\V.DYLPOHUNDSÕVÕ: 10.
(WQLN NLPOLN YH D]ÕQOÕNODU, special issue of Birikim, no. 71-72 (March-April 1995);
.LPOLN WDUWÕúPDODUÕ YH HWQLN PHVHOH %LUOLN EDUÕú YH o|]P QHUHGH", special issue of
7UNL\H*QO÷, no. 33 (March-April 1995).
12
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besides the Kurds and the well-known non-Muslim minorities, but also
documented the rapid weakening of especially the non-Muslim communities.
The following year, Yelda published a book based on her own observations
on the dwindling of these minorities.13 +HU SXEOLVKHU%HOJH <D\ÕQODUÕUXQ E\
$\úHDQG5DJLS=DUDNROXZHQWRQWRSXEOLVKQXPHURXVRWKHULPSRUWDQWERRNV
on the various ethnic and religious minorities, their surviving cultures and their
traumatic memories. Various other publishers brought out some relevant books,
LQFOXGLQJ D JURZLQJ QXPEHU RI VHULRXV DFDGHPLF VWXGLHV EXW %HOJH <D\ÕQODUÕ
deserves praise for the courage and consistency with which they brought the
lived experience of minorities to public attention. Other publishing houses that
developed a special focus on history and culture of religious and ethnic
PLQRULWLHV LQFOXGH øOHWLúLP 7P]DPDQODU dLYL\D]ÕODUÕ <XUW DQG 'LSQRW
Besides these, there were growing numbers of specifically Kurdish, Zaza, Alevi
and Armenian publishers bringing out books and journals of historical,
sociological and cultural interest.
7KH SUHVWLJLRXV SURJUHVVLYH SXEOLVKLQJ KRXVH øOHWLúLP SXEOLVKHG QXPHURXV
critical studies of Turkish history and society, many of them originally doctoral
dissertations, and quite a few of them dealing with Kurds, Alevis, or the
treatment of the non-0XVOLP PLQRULWLHV $PRQJ WKH ODWWHU WKH ERRNV E\ 5ÕIDW
Bali on the experiences of the Jewish communities in Republican times deserve
special mention.14 Another relevant series of publications concerned the social
history of major cities that, unlike similar books before the 1990s, pay explicit
attention to their multi-ethnic composition and inter-ethnic conflict.15
This upsurge in intellectual production concerning the non-Turkish and nonSunni communities and cultures that began in Turkey in the 1990s was followed
with some delay by international publishers ± at least in part due to the presence
of a large diaspora in the West. Because of the widespread interest in the
Kurdish and Alevi movements and debates on the Armenian genocide, books
13

Yelda, øVWDQEXO GD 'L\DUEDNÕU GD D]DOÕUNHQ øVWDQEXO %HOJH <D\ÕQODUÕ   6HH
also Yelda, Hele bir gitsinler, diyalog sonra ,VWDQEXO%HOJH<D\ÕQODUÕ 
14
5ÕIDW 1 %DOL %LU 7UNOHúWLUPH VHUYHQL &XPKXUL\HW \ÕOODUÕQGD 7UNL\H <DKXGLOHUL
[1923-1945] (IstaQEXO øOHWLúLP   LGHP 0XVD QÕQ HYODWODUÕ &XPKXUL\HW LQ
\XUWWDúODUÕ ,VWDQEXO øOHWLúLP   LGHP &XPKXUL\HW \ÕOODUÕQGD 7UNL\H <DKXGLOHUL
$OL\DELUWRSOXJ|oQ|\NV>-1949] ,VWDQEXOøOHWLúLP 
15
=HNL &RúNXQ $OHYLOHU 6QQLOHU YH  |WHNL 6LYDV ,VWDQEXO øOHWLúLP   )XO\D
'RۜUXHO ,QVDQL\HWOHUL EHQ]HU +DWD\ GD oRNHWQLNOL RUWDN \DúDP NOWU (Istanbul:
øOHWLúLP *YHQ%DNÕUH]HUDQG<FHO'HPLUHUHGVTrabzon'u anlamak (Istanbul:
øOHWLúLP 0HKPHW 1XUL*Otekin, ed., 7DH]HOGHQWDúNÕQGÕU$QWHS (Istanbul:
øOHWLúLP   7D\ODQ (VLQ DQG =HOLKD (W|]  $QNDUD \DQJÕQÕ IHODNHWLQ PDQWÕЂÕ
,VWDQEXOøOHWLúLP 
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and journal articles about these political issues, brought out by a wide range of
publishers, heavily predominate. Besides these, there have also been studies of
µVPDOOHU¶ PLQRULW\ FRPPXQLWLHV DQG FXOWXUHs, such as the Circassians, Zazas,
Hemshin, and the crypto-Armenians of East Anatolia.16
Types of Ethno-cultural Minorities
$VVXJJHVWHGDERYHWKH³HWKQLFJURXSV´WKDW$QGUHZVLGHQWLILHGRQWKHEDVLV
of language, religion and tribal organisation differ greatly in kind and many of
them are not groups in any meaningful sense. They are dispersed among the
population in general and do not systematically maintain boundaries separating
insiders from outsiders. There may still exist cohesive village communities, but
in most cases forms of social organisation transcending the village level do not
exist and the effect of the massive rural exodus has been to dilute most ethnic
JURXSV¶GLVWLQFWLYHQHVV,QWKHFDVHRIWKH.XUGVDQGWKH$OHYLV DQGRIWKHPRVW
remarkable subgroup among both, the Dersimis), the awareness of group
identity was awakened and mobilised by political activists and community
leaders, producing collective memory of iconic historical events and cultural
symbols. Small numbers of Laz and Circassian activists have attempted to
follow this example but remained largely unsuccessful. Some tribal groups,
VXFK DV WKH YDULRXV 7XUNPHQ WULEHV 7HUHNHPH 6LUDo 7DKWDFÕ HWF  UHWDLQ
strong internal cohesion, maintain endogamy and have a strong sense of identity
but none of the modern forms of identity politics that distinguish Kurds and
Alevis.
Sometimes a GLVWLQFWLRQ LV PDGH EHWZHHQ ³PLQRULWLHV´ LQ WKH VHQVH RI WKH
7UHDW\ RI /DXVDQQH LH $UPHQLDQV *UHHNV DQG -HZV  ³LQGLJHQRXV SHRSOHV´
(yerli halk) and immigrant communities (muhacir). The first are defined by their
different legal status and (a degree of) international protection.17 They have
formal and officially recognised institutions, including community leadership.
The Assyrian and Syriac Christians of Southeast Anatolia were in Ottoman
times formally part of the Greek and Armenian millet and do not have the same
degree of formal recognition but have nonetheless their own internal
16

&DQHU <HOEDúÕ The Circassians of Turkey: war, violence and nationalism from the
OttoPDQVWR$WDWUN (London: I.B.Tauris, 2019); Mehmed S. Kaya, The Zaza Kurds of
Turkey: a Middle Eastern minority in a globalised society (London: I.B.Tauris, 2011);
Hovann H. Simonian, ed., The Hemshin: history, society and identity in the highlands of
Northeast Turkey (Oxon: Routledge, 2007); Avedis Hadjian, ed., Secret nation: the
hidden Armenians of Turkey (London: I.B.Tauris, 2018).
17
%DVNÕQ 2UDQ 7UNL\H GH D]ÕQOÕNODU /R]DQ Lo PHY]XDW LoWLKDW X\JXODPD (Istanbul:
7(6(9<D\ÕQODUÕ 
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organisation and leadership. In all these communities there have been splits due
to conversion to Catholicism or Protestantism (Catholic Armenians are quite
separate from the Orthodox, for instance). Furthermore there are in various
places small communities of recent converts to Evangelical Christianity.
Muhacir communities are typically widely dispersed and do not have a
territory or district that they can call theirs, which distinguishes them from the
³LQGLJHQRXV´ JURXSV 7KHUH DUH H[FHSWLRQV KRZHYHU 7KH VR-called Giritli
³&UHWDQV´  0XVOLPV ZKR DUULYHG IURP WKH *UHHN LVODQGV LQ WKH 
population exchange between Turkey and Greece, are concentrated in towns in
the Aegean region. Notably the pleasant coastal town of $\YDOÕNLVNQRZQDVD
³*LULWOL´ WRZQ18 Circassians and Chechens, who arrived in the mid-nineteenth
century from the Northern Caucasus, are also strongly concentrated in certain
regions where the natural environment was reminiscent of their homelands: the
Central Anatolian highlands and districts to the South and East of the Sea of
0DUPDUD ']FH LV SHUKDSV WKH PRVW W\SLFDO &LUFDVVLDQ GLVWULFW ZKHUH WKH\
constitute a high proportion of the population. The other Muhacir groups are
much more dispersed, but there are social networks connecting them over long
distances.19
7KH ³LQGLJHQRXV´ HWKQLF JURXSV DQG FRPPXQLWLHV DUH W\SLFDOO\ VWURQJO\
attached to specific regional settings, although they usually share these localities
with other groups or communities. The Kurds and to a much lesser extent the
Laz and Hemshin are the only ones who occupy a contiguous region where they
constitute the majority of the population. The territories of the last-named two
partially overlap, and they do not appear to insist on an ethnic identity
distinguishing them from self-defined Turks in the same region.20 7XUNH\¶V
18
Ahmet Yorulmaz, 6DYDúÕQ oRFXNODUÕ *LULW WHQ VRQUD $\YDOÕN (Istanbul: Belge
<D\ÕQODUÕ   LGHP .XúDNODU \D GD $\YDOÕN \DúDQWÕVÕ $\YDOÕN *H\ODQ .LWDEHYL
1999).
19
$OH[DQGUH 7RXPDUNLQH ³%DONDQ DQG &DXFDVLDQ LPPLJUDQW DVVRFLDWLRQV FRPPXQLW\
DQGSROLWLFV´LQCivil society in the grip of nationalism, ed. 6WHIDQRV<HUDVLPRV*QWHU
Seufert and Karin Vorhoff (Istanbul: Orient-,QVWLWXW GHU 'HXWVFKHQ 0RUJHQOlQGLVFKHQ
*HVHOOVFKDIW ,QVWLWXW)UDQoDLVG (WXGHV$QDWROLHQQHV -432.
20
&KULV+DQQ³+LVWRU\DQG HWKQLFLW\LQ$QDWROLD´ :RUNLQJSDSHU0D[3ODQFNLQVWLWXWH
for Social Anthropology, Halle, 2003). Hann claims that in the region of Rize, where
WKHUHDUH/D]+HPVKLQ*HRUJLDQVDQGZKDWKHFDOOV³XQPDUNHG´7XUNVHWKQLFLGHQWLW\
is not much emphasised aQGHWKQLFERXQGDULHVDUHQRWULJLG6HHDOVR,OGLNy%HOOpU-Hann
and Chris Hann, Turkish region: state, market & social identities on the East Black Sea
Coast 2[IRUG-DPHV&XUUH\ DQG,OGLNy%HOOpU-+DQQ³+HPVKLQOL-Lazi relations
in northeast Turke\´LQThe Hemshin: history, society and identity in the highlands of
Northeast Turkey, ed. Hovann H. Simonian (Oxon: Routledge, 2007): 338-352.
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Arabs consist of a number of isolated localised clusters that have little or no
relation with one another and speak quite different dialects, reflecting different
histories.21
7KHYDULRXV$OHYLFRPPXQLWLHVREYLRXVO\DOVRDUH³LQGLJHQRXV´LQWKHVHQVH
of having strong ties to a specific territory, and there has in the past even been
VSHFXODWLYH WDON RI HIIRUWV WR HVWDEOLVK DQ ³$OHYLVWDQ´ LQ WKH ]RQH EHWZHHQ WKH
Sunni Kurdish region and the western half of the country.22 Alevi communities
live dispersed over a large region, however, and are united by little more than
the name Alevi. The Turkish-VSHDNLQJ $OHYLV RI WKH .Õ]ÕOÕUPDN EDVLQ WKH
Arabic-speaking Alevis of the Antakya-Adana region and the Kurdish or Zazaspeaking Alevis of the upper and middle Euphrates basin have different cultural
traditions, religious practices and forms of socio-religious organisation.23
Within each group there is considerable variety, the Zaza-speaking Alevis of
Dersim being the most distinctive subgroup of all.24 Dersim (corresponding
more or less with the province of Tunceli) is moreover the only Alevi-majority
region of Turkey.
A category of communities that do not fit any of the discussed types is that
of the peripatetic or itinerant peoples, often lumped together under the

21

Otto Jastrow, the leading expert, distinguishes the Arabic spoken in the AntakyaAdana region, that of southern Urfa, and four clusters of Anatolian Arabic dialect
JURXSV WKRVH RI 0DUGLQ 6LLUW 'L\DUEDNÕU DQG WKH 6DVRQ-0Xú UHJLRQ 2WWR -DVWURZ
³$QDWROLDQ$UDELF´LQEncyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics (Leiden: Brill,
2011). <http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1570-6699_eall_EALL_COM_0015>.
22
In the 1970s and 1980s the daily +UUL\HW, which often acted as a mouthpiece for the
intelligence services, repeatedly reported on Maoist groups allegedly planning to break
up Turkey into three parts, Kurdistan in the East, a communist Alevi state, Alevistan, in
eastern Central Anatolia, and a Turkish rump state in the western half of Anatolia. This
was widely believed to be a fabrication, since none of the known left and Alevi
movements contemplated such a project. However, in the course of her research among
the Alevi diaspora in Berlin in the mid-1980s, the anthropologist Ruth Mandel came
across a small group, .Õ]ÕO <RO, that actually subscribed to the ideal of a socialist
Alevistan. See Ruth Mandel, Cosmpolitan anxieties: Turkish challenges to citizenship
and belonging in Germany (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008): 272-4.
23
Some of the variety is highlighted in these edited volumes: Krisztina Kehl-Bodrogi,
Barbara Kellner-Heinkele and Anke Otter-Beaujean, eds, Syncretistic religious
communities in the Near East /HLGHQ%ULOO 7RUG2OVVRQ(OLVDEHWKg]GDOJDDQG
Catharina Raudvere, eds, Alevi identity: cultural, religious and social perspectives
(Istanbul: Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul, 1998); Paul J. White and Joost
Jongerden, eds, Turkey's Alevi enigma: a comprehensive overview (Leiden: Brill, 2003).
24
(UGDO*H]LNDQG$KPHW.HULP*OWHNLQHGVKurdish Alevis and the Case of Dersim:
Historical and Contemporary Insights (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2019).
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VWLJPDWLVLQJODEHORI³*\SVLHV´ dLQJHQH 25 Such peoples are found throughout
Turkey as well as neighbouring countries and they are quite heterogeneous, with
different specialisations (e.g., sieve making, repairing pots and kettles,
blacksmithing, music and other entertainment). Not all groups are peripatetic
anymore, and the term is therefore a misnomer (like most other names given to
these groups). Many have settled in cities and some of the settled communities,
such as that in Istanbul, have existed for centuries.26 Most of these communities
appear to belong to the broader ethnic category of Roma but there are also
RWKHUVHJWKH7DKWDFÕDQGWKH$EGDOZKRFODLPWREH7XUNPHQ27 In the East,
as in neighbouring Iran, it is common to distinguish three major subgroups,
Dom, Lom and Rom, and there are yet other peripatetic groups.28
Marginalisation and Disappearance?
Throughout the history of Republican Turkey the non-Turkish and especially
the non-Muslim communities have dwindled as a result of discrimination,
oppression and assimilation policies. Many of the remaining Christians and
Jews in the main cities left the country in the wake of the discriminatory wealth
tax imposed on them during the Second World War and the anti-Greek riots in
Istanbul on 6 and 7 September 1955.29 A large proportion of the Syriac
community of Mardin province has since the 1960s migrated to Lebanon,
Western Europe or North America, at least in part due to oppression by their
Muslim neighbours. Earlier, large numbers had resettled south of the Syrian
25

,QJYDU6YDQEHUJ³0DUJLQDOJURXSVDQGLWLQHUDQWV´LQEthnic groups in the Republic
of Turkey, ed. Peter A. Andrews (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert, 1989): 602-612;
Nazim Alpman, %DúND GQ\DQÕQ LQVDQODUÕ dLQJHQHOHU (Istanbul: Ozan Ya\ÕQFÕOÕN
  $OL 5DIHW g]NDQ 7UNL\H dLQJHQHOHUL $QNDUD .OWU %DNDQOÕۜÕ <D\ÕQODUÕ
2000).
26
,QWHUHVWLQJ REVHUYDWLRQV RQ VHWWOHG FRPPXQLWLHV RI 3RúD RU /RP LQ $QNDUD dDQNÕUÕ
DQG RWKHU FLWLHV DUH SUHVHQWHG E\ 7OLQ %R]NXUW ³3RúDODU |UQHۜLQGH HWQLVLte ve
WRSOXPVDO FLQVL\HW LOLúNLVL´ LQ Artakalanlar: Anadolu'dan etnik manzaralar, ed. d
&H\KDQ6XYDULHWDO ,VWDQEXOH\D\ÕQODUÕ -355.
27
Jean-3DXO 5RX[ ³7KH 7DKWDFL RI $QDWROLD´ LQ The other nomads: Peripatetic
minorities in cross-cultural perspective HG $SDUQD 5DR .|OQ %RKODX    )XDW .|SUO ³$EGDO´ LQ $QDGROX $OHYLOLЂL QGH \RO D\ÕUÕPÕ HG 1HMDW %LUGRۜDQ
,VWDQEXO0R]DLN<D\ÕQODUÕ -487.
28
)RU WKH PRVW UHFHQW DWWHPSW DW FODVVLILFDWLRQ VHH (JHPHQ <ÕOJU ³,ntroduction:
Roma-Gypsy-3HULSDWHWLF´ 06*6h 6RV\DO %LOLPOHU 'HUJLVL vol. 2, no.18 (2018): 219232 (introducing a special issue on Gypsies).
29
Ayhan Aktar, 9DUOÕN YHUJLVL YH 7UNOHúWLUPH  SROLWLNDODUÕ ,VWDQEXO ø,HWLúLP  
'LOHN *YHQ Cumhuriyet d|QHPL D]ÕQOÕN SROLWLNDODUÕ EDЂODPÕQGD - (\OO ROD\ODUÕ
,VWDQEXO7DULK9DNIÕ<XUW<D\ÕQODUÕ 
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border. The Yezidis, who were the weakest of the non-Muslim communities
because they lacked a recognised status, have almost completely disappeared
from Turkey.
Emigration has been only one of the responses, however. It is difficult and
costly, and has been probably unaffordable for most people. Many individuals
have therefore attempted to make themselves invisible, hiding their background
after moving to another town or neighbourhood, attempting to pass as Muslims
and Turks. Entire communities of Greeks and Armenians converted to Islam, a
process that had already begun well before the Republic. Many Yezidis adopted
Christianity, especially in the Mardin region, or Islam. Similarly, many Kurds
attempted to pass as Turks and Alevis as Sunnis. Many parents chose not to
inform their children of their ethnic or religious backgrounds. Memories and
certain practices persisted in some communities but were kept hidden from
outsiders. Greek remained the language spoken at home by many Muslim
families in the Eastern Black Sea region as well as parts of the Aegean Region
and some members of the converted communities, especially older women,
secretly continued rudimentary Christian rituals.30
The Hemshin of Northeast Anatolia constitute an interesting case of early
converts to Islam who have retained a distinct group identity. Part of the
Hemshin are Armenian-speaking, others only speak Turkish but have
nonetheless not merged into the general Turkish population. They have also
remained distinct from Armenian communities of East and Southeast Anatolia
that converted to Islam in later years, during the final decades of the Ottoman
(PSLUHRULQWKHGD\VRIWKHJHQRFLGHDQG7XUNH\¶V:DURI,QGHSHQGHQFH7KH
numbers of these Islamised Armenians, who long passed as Turks or Kurds,
appear to be much larger than had been assumed. Only very recently have
younger members of these communities begun to reclaim their Armenian
background.31
Another convert community that has long remained almost invisible and
undistinguishable from the Sunni Turkish population at large but has recently
come into the limelight is that of the (descendants of) followers of the 17th-
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2Q OLIH DQG FXOWXUH RI WKH 7XUNLFLVHG *UHHN FRPPXQLWLHV VHH (UWXۜUXO $ODGDۜ
6HNHQH7UNOHúPLú5XPODU '|QPHOHU ,VWDQEXO%HOJH <D\ÕQODUÕ  Rn converts
in the Black Sea region who long remained crypto-Christians, see Yorgo Andreadis,
*L]OLGLQWDúÕ\DQODU ,VWDQEXO%HOJH<D\ÕQODUÕ 
31
$OWXۜ <ÕOPD] %UNHP &HYKHU DQG 'X\JX &RúNXQWXQD HGV 0VOPDQODV WÕUÕO PÕú
Ermeniler (Istanbul: Hrant DLQN 9DNIÕ  $YHGLV+DGMLDQHG Secret nation: the
hidden Armenians of Turkey (London: I.B.Tauris, 2018).
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century Jewish messianic leader Sabbatai Zevi, who together with his followers
converted to Islam in order to escape execution by the Ottoman authorities. For
FHQWXULHVWKH'|QPH ³&RQYHUWV´ RU6DEDWD\FÕDVWKLVFRPPXQLW\ZDVFDOOHG
practised Islam but remained distinct and were suspected to have remained
crypto-Jews. They were closely associated with the city of Salonika, where the
largest community resided and where they were influential as the most
PRGHUQLVHGVHJPHQWRIWKHSRSXODWLRQRIZKDWZDVWKH(PSLUH¶VPRVWPRGHUQ
city. In the population exchange of 1923, all of them resettled in Western
Turkey. Many of them were strong supporters of the Kemalist reforms and
played prominent roles in the early Republic, happily adopting Turkish identity
and merging in the metropolitan middle class of Istanbul and other major
cities.32 7KHYHLORYHUWKH'|QPHZDVOLIWHGZKHQDPHPEHURIWKHFRPPXQLW\
published articles and a book on its history and religious beliefs that were
widely read.33 The author insisted on the lasting influence of Jewish mysticism
HYHQZKLOH'|QPHDOVRKDGSURPLQHQWUROHVLQVHYHUDO0XVOLP6XILRUGHUV+LV
³UHYHODWLRQV´ZHUHZHOFRPHGE\WKH,VODPLVWDQGQDWLRQDOLVWSUHVVZKLFKIRXQG
food in them for anti-Semitic conspiracy theories and gave rise to polemics in
-HZLVK DQG '|QPH FLUFOHV &RQFHUQV DPRQJ WKH FRPPXQLW\ DERXW VXFK
publicity appeared justified when two well-known investigative journalists from
the secular left brought out a series of books that purported to show that many
SURPLQHQWPHPEHUVRI7XUNH\¶VSROLWLFDOHFRQRPLFDQGFXOWXUDOHOLWHVZHUHLQ
IDFW '|QPH ZKR KDG VXFFHVVIXOO\ KLGGHQ WKDW LGHQWLW\ 34 It appears that many
'|QPHIDPLOLHVKDGIRUVHYHUDOJHQHUDWLRQVKLGGHQWKDt minority background so
well that their younger members were not aware of it. To many of those who,
under the influence of these publications, were persuaded to investigate their
family history it came as a shock to discover hitherto unsuspected ancestral
connections.
,W ZDV QRW RQO\ '|QPH EDFNJURXQGV WKDW ZHUH EHLQJ UHGLVFRYHUHG 7KH
renewed interest in ethnic identity in the early 2000s brought more surprises. A
book that made a great impact was My Grandmother by the well-known lawyer
and human rights acWLYLVW)HWKL\HdHWLQLQZKLFKVKHUHODWHGKHUGLVFRYHU\ODWH
32

Marc David Baer, 7KH'|QPH-HZLVKFRQYHUWV0XVOLPUHYROXWLRQDULHVDQGVHFXODU
Turks (Stanford University Press, 2009).
33
,OJD] =RUOX ³*L]OL ELU HWQLN FHPDDW 7UNL\H 6DEDWD\FÕODUÕ´ Birikim 71-72 (1995):
168-172; idem, (YHWEHQ6HODQLNOL\LP7UNL\H6DEHWD\FÕOÕЂÕ ,VWDQEXO%HOJH<D\ÕQODUÕ
1998). The book was a bestseller and was reprinted numerous times.
34
6RQHU <DOoÕQ (IHQGL %H\D] 0VOPDQODUÕQ E\N VÕUUÕ  YROV ,VWDQEXO 'RۜDQ
.LWDS   <DOoÕQ .oN ùHEHNH - "Network" (Istanbul: Ithaki, 2005); idem,
Tekeliyet - 1 (Istanbul: Ithaki, 2005).
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in life, that her maternal grandmother had been born an Armenian Christian and
as a small child had been saved from the genocide and raised in a Turkish
family.35 The book triggered a wave of similar discoveries: many more
Armenian grandmothers were discovered (or acknowledged) in Turkish
families, as well as forgotten or hidden ancestors of Kurdish or other
embarrassing ethnicity. This gave an indication of how effective early
Republican policies of nation-building by erasing non-Turkish identity had
been.
The unveiling of hidden ethnic identities in individual families or entire
communities is a double-edged sword. It has destroyed the myth of Turkish
homogeneity and forced people to acknowledge that the country has always
been a richly varied multicultural mosaic. But there is also the very real
possibility that the new visibility puts certain groups and individuals ±
Armenians and Jews, perhaps also Kurds and Alevis ± at risk. The most
threatened communities continue decreasing through emigration and are thereby
further weakened.
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CHAPTER I
K URDISH A LEVIS : A P ECULIAR C ULTURAL I DENTITY AT THE
C ROSSROAD OF M ULTIPLE E THNO - POLITICS
  ¸ 

$KPHW.HULP*OWHNLQ

Introduction
The oppressive state policies regarding ethno-cultural minority groups in
contempoUDU\ 7XUNH\ KDYH DFFHOHUDWHG ZLWK WKH $.3¶V DXWKRULWDULDQ SUDFWLFHV
due to an expansionist understanding of political Islam in recent decades. Due
to the current perception of Turkish national identity, which is strictly related to
a (Sunni) Islamic undersWDQGLQJEHLQJD³0XVOLP´RU³QRQ-0XVOLP´LVVWLOOWKH
main argument of defining a minority group. This approach is politicly inherited
and improved by the cadres of the young Turkish republic in the early 20 th
century, strictly bounded with the late OttomDQ HUD¶V WURXEOHV LQ WKH th
century.1 Apart from some Christian and Jewish groups, whose constitutional
rights were guaranteed and protected by international law, constituted by
Lausanne Treaty in 1923, others (Kurds, Alevis, Ezidis, Assyrians, Lazs etc.) in
Turkey who spoke diverse languages and practice various religions continue to
be forcefully subjected to Turkish national identity.
Regarding Kurds and Alevis, the current problems of identity politics are
mostly rooted in the bloody events of a century ago, which bidirectionally
affected the fragile position of Kurdish Alevi communities in Turkey. After the
foundation of the republic, the weak alliance between Ankara and the Kurds
was broken after a series of Kurdish uprisings in the east, mostly because the
\RXQJUHSXEOLF¶VIRXQGHUVKDGDGRSWHGWKHLGHRORJ\RI7XUNLVKQHVVDQGIRUFHG
secularism. Thus, Kurds had to encounter Turkification politics.2 However,
Kurdish Alevis have had to face overladen discrimination and forced
1

6HH-=UFKHUTURKEY A Modern History (London ± New York: I.B. Tauris, 2004);
Feroz Ahmad, Turkey: The Quest for Identity (UK: Oneworld Publications, 2014).
2
For a brief overview of Kurdish struggle in Turkey during Republican era see Martin
van Bruinessen, Kurdish Ethno-Nationalism versus Nation-Building States - Collected
Articles (Istanbul: ISIS, 2000), 237-49.
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assimilation processes. They not only ignored the Kurds and obliged them to
VSHDN 7XUNLVK LQVWHDG RI .ÕUPDQFNL RU .XUPDQFL EXW DOVR IRUELG WKHP WR
practice their belief system (Raa Haqi), which they performed under secrecy
throughout the Ottoman period. Because Alevism was perceived as a heretical
belief by Ottoman clerics, Alevi communities were subjected to mass violence.
Although (Sunni Muslim) Kurdish feudal lordships had an autonomous status
until the late Ottoman era while Alevis had always faced massacres, both
groups continuously suffered various forms of suppression and violence,
especially throughout the 20th FHQWXU\ZKLFKSROLWLFDOO\VKDSHGWRGD\¶VLGHQWLW\
conceptions. That was probably why the first Kurdish uprising against Ankara
was prompted by Kurdish Alevi tribes, nDPHG³.RoJLUL5HEHOOLRQ´LQZHVWHUQ
Dersim (Sivas) in 1921. In a dramatic irony of the fate, Kurdish Alevis would
also be the subject of the last Kurdish revolt in 1937 and a genocidal massacre
in 1938 which tens of thousands were brutally exterminated in Dersim.3
Even though Alevism and Kurdishness are still not officially recognized as
religious or ethnic identities in contemporary Turkey, several ethnic and
religious minorities in Turkey during the early 1990s have unexpectedly and
radically broken the long-standing silence for many groups.4 Although demands
for a constitutional revision on behalf of minority groups has been continuously
ignored by the AKP, mainly Kurds and Alevis became visible both in daily
politics and international levels. However, this de-facto status and the ongoing
negotiations with the Turkish state have gone along with a too high price; the
ongoing Alevi massacres are one such example.5

3

For a brief history of Kurdish Alevis in the 20 th century, see Erdal Gezik and Ahmet
.HULP *OWHNLQ HG Kurdish Alevis and the Case of Dersim - Historical and
Contemporary Insights (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2019), xx-xxiii.
4
The politicization of modern Alevi and Kurdish identities can be evaluated regarding
the foundation of Turkish republic as well as modern Turkish nation. On the other hand,
the 1960s would be a better historical starting point to think about the effects of
identity-based politics on contemporary reflections of Alevism and Kurdishness in
7XUNH\ ,Q WKLV UHJDUG FRQFHUQLQJ .XUGLVK $OHYLV VHH 6DEÕU *OHU gWHNLQLQ gWHNLVL
Etno-'LQVHO %LU .LPOLN 2ODUDN $OHYL .UWO÷Q øQúDVÕ øVWDQEXO øOHWLúLP <D\ÕQODUÕ
2019), 209-DQG³7KH5HODWLRQVKLSRI$OHYL.XUGVZLWK(OHFWLRQDQG3ROLWLFVIrom
the 1950s to Today as an Ethno-5HOLJLRXVDQG&ODVV,GHQWLW\´LQKurdish Alevis and the
Case of Dersim - Historical and Contemporary Insights ed. Erdal Gezik and Ahmet
.HULP*OWHNLQ /DQKDP/H[LQJWRQ%RRNV -43.
5
Mehmet Ertan argues the politic effects of the Alevi massacres in relation to reSURGXFWLRQ RI $OHYL HWKQLF LGHQWLW\ 6HH 0HKPHW (UWDQ ³$OHYLVP LQ 3ROLWLFV
3RVVLELOLWLHV DQG /LPLWV RI $OHYL ,GHQWLW\ 3ROLWLFV´ 3K' GLVV %R÷D]LoL 8QLYHUVLW\
2016), 123-66.
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2QWKHRWKHUKDQGWKH.XUGVDQG$OHYLV¶RYHUODSSLQJVWUXJJOHVIRURIILFLDO
recognition during the last decades have intriguingly caused an intersected
cultural and political boundary between the ethno-SROLWLFWHUPV³$OHYLVP´DQG
³.XUGLVKQHVV´ DPRQJ PDQ\ LQWHOOHFWXDOV DFDGHPLFV DQG SROLWLFLDQV $W WKLV
point, the Kurdish Alevis of Dersim have appeared to be an intensely debated
community due to the debates regarding their ethnic definition. People have
categorized them as Turks, Kurds, and Zazas. Additionally, during recent
decades, an essentialist definition has also emerged that asserts they are a
unique ethnic group. In that regard, during the 1990s, the rapidly rising Kurdish
nationalism and the resurrection of Alevism6 must be again noted, which
brought out a new consciousness (or an interpretation) of modern Kurdish Alevi
ethnic identity. However, contrary to Kurdish nationalism and the Alevi
PRYHPHQW¶V SROLWLFDO H[SHFWDWLRQV WKH .XUGLVK $OHYLV VHHP HDJHU WR VHFXUH
their own way for their subordinated identity.
This chapter aims to provide a broader perspective and a comprehensive
understanding of the modern Kurdish Alevi ethnic identity in contemporary
Turkey by evaluating ethnographical and historical data. The social
transformation dynamics of the community is also crucial to understand the
current developments. Therefore, the chapter will first assess some prominent
ethnic notions related to some important political and academic quarrels about
Kurdish Alevis. Second, some Kurdish Alevi cultural features, especially their
religious belief system, will be analyzed to understand the in-group social
transformation actors better. Then, the role of violence that effectively formed
the modern Kurdish Alevi identity will be discussed. Concerning this violent
history, classification attempts of ethnic identity will be evaluated. Finally, the
chapter concludes with short notes about current in-group dynamics that
maintain the socio-cultural existence within the changing social and political
contexts.

6

For more information about Alevi movement in Turkey, see Joost Jongerden,
³9LRODWLRQ RI +XPDQ 5LJKWV DQG WKH $OHYLV LQ 7XUNH\´ LQ Turkey's Alevi Enigma: A
Comphrehensive Overview, eds. Paul J. White and Joost Jongerden, (Leiden, Boston:
Brill, 2003): 71- g]OHP *|QHU ³$OHYi-State Relations in Turkey: Recognition and
5HPDUJLQDOLVDWLRQ´LQAlevis in Europe: Voices of Migration, Culture and Identity, ed.
7|]Q ,VVD /RQGRQ 1HZ <RUN 5RXWOHGJH   -129 and Ayfer Karakaya6WXPS³7KH$.36HFWDULDQLVPDQGWKH$OHYLV¶6WUXJJOHIRU(TXDO5LJKWVLQ7XUNH\´
in Alevism as an Ethno-Religious Identity ± Contested Boundaries, ed. Celia Jenkis,
6XDYL$\GÕQDQG8PLW&HWLQ 2[RQ1HZ<RUN5RXWOHGJH -69.
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Alevism and the Kurdish Alevis of Dersim
Alevism is a highly controversial belief system in Turkey and the European
diaspora, where millions were migrated over the last few decades and currently
reside.7 Traditionally, Alevi communities mainly lived in a wide geographical
area that reached from the Balkans to the Middle East. Consequently, they
speak different languages, practice different religious customs, have diverse
historical backgrounds, belong to various ethnic identities, support several
politicians, and have various citizenship. Nevertheless, most scholars agree that
Alevism can be defined as a unique religious system or a form of Islamic
KHWHURGR[\+HUHWKHGHEDWHVXUURXQGLQJ$OHYLVPVHHPVWRIRFXVRQWKH³ILYH
SLOODUVRI,VODP´DWDSUDFWLFDOOHYHOHVSHFLDOO\ZKHQGHILQLQJD0XVOLP$OHYLV
do not follow the five pillars, although they have maintained certain discourses
and practices associated with the household of the prophet of Islam for centuries
± SDUWLFXODUO\ $OL WKH SURSKHW¶V SDWHUQDO FRXVLQ DQG VRQ LQ ODZ  DQG KLV
descendants ± to define their religious identity.8 However, Kurdish Alevis
emphasize semi-deific beings and pre-Islamic mythological narratives rather
than Islamic historical characters or a Quranic understanding of the world.
Today, the majority of Alevi communities live in Turkey. Historically, they
were concentrated in rural areas, mostly mountainous regions, and were the
PDLQ SROLWLFDO DFWRUV RI WRGD\¶V PXOWLSOH-Alevisms at the international level.9
7

For a comprehensive understanding of the term Alevism see Markus Dressler,
³$OHYƯV´ LQ Encyclopaedia of Islam 9RO  HGV .DWH )OHHW *XGUXQ .UlPHU 'HQLV
Matringe, John Nawas, and Everett Rowson (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 93- ³$OHYLVP´
should be understood as a conceptualizing term, which covers diversely named ethnoreligious groups such as Bektashis, Abdals, 7DKWDFÕV, dHSQLV, 1DOFÕV, Nusayris,
Terekemes etc. in Turkey. Also see Ali Yaman & Aykan Erdemir, Alevism ±
Bektashism: A Brief Introduction øVWDQEXO%DUÕú0DWEDDFÕOÕN 
8
For more detailed recent discuVVLRQRQ7XUNH\¶V$OHYLVDOVRVHH&HOLD-HQNLQV6XDYL
Aydin, and Umit Cetin, Alevism as an Ethno-Religious Identity: Contested Boundaries
(London: Routledge, 2018); Benjamin Weineck and Johannes Zimmermann, Alevism Between Standardisation and Plurality: Negotiating Texts, Sources and Cultural
Heritage )UDQNIXUWDP0DLQ3/3XEOLVKHUV 6XDYL$\GLQ³7KH(PHUJHQFHRI
Alevism as an Ethno-5HOLJLRXV ,GHQWLW\´ National Identities 20, no.1 (2018): 9-29;
7|]Q,VVDAlevis in Europe: Voices of Migration, Culture and Identity (London, New
<RUN 5RXWOHGJH   7RUG 2OVVRQ (OLVDEHWK g]GDOJD DQG &DWKDULQD 5DXGYHUH
Alevi Identity-Cultural, Religious, Social Perspectives (Istanbul: Swedish Research
Institute, 2005).
9
I use the term multiple-Alevisms to include political and religious differences among
Alevi communities. For a brief understanding of various political orientations among
$OHYL DVVRFLDWLRQV VHH 7DKLUH (UPDQ DQG (PUDK *DNHU ³$OHYL 3ROLWLFV LQ
&RQWHPSRUDU\7XUNH\´Middle Eastern Studies 36, no. 4. (2000): 99-118.
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Alevis in Turkey are still struggling to gain official recognition, despite being
granted formal status as an Islamic sect or an independent religion by some
European countries.10 Kurdish Alevis, on the other hand, live in central and
eastern mountainous parts of Anatolia. Economic reasons have also resulted in
continuous migrations to western Turkey and western Europe since the 1950s
for the Kurdish Alevis like other Alevi communities.11
Tunceli province, located in the eastern Anatolia region, is the only (mainly
Kirmancki-, Kurmanci- and a very few Turkish-speaking) Alevi-majority
province in Turkey.12 It is bordered by high mountain ranges from its western,
northern, and eastern borders and a vast, dammed lake in the south. The
mountains and the lake create a psycho-geographical boundary for Kurdish
Alevis. This relative geographical isolation separates the community from the
Sunni-Muslim-dominated sphere of Turkey. After all, the community perceive
the territory as a hidden sacred land.13 That is also why the region is also named
³LQQHU-'HUVLP´WRHPSKDVL]HWKDWWKLVLVWKHFRUHRIWKHFXOWXUDOJHRJUDSK\ VRcalled Dersim) of the Kurdish Alevi identity, constituting its historical and
religious center.14 Tunceli city is now comprised of inner-Dersim, and it is still a
central reference point for Kurdish Alevi cosmology and annual ritual practices
like pilgrimage. In this regard, inner-'HUVLP¶VRWKHUQDPHVDUHJaru Diyar (the
Sacred Land) or Herdu Dewres WKH/DQGRI6DLQWV LQWKH.ÕUPDQFNLODQJXDJH
These terms refer to a cultural belonging to a specific region, which stems from
ancestral ties and traditional religious knowledge.15
10

Due to this contradictory position, they have become a much-discussed topic between
Brussels (EU) and Ankara (Turkey), especially given that Turkey is pursuing EU
membership. For more information, see Elise Massicard, The Alevis in Turkey and
Europe, Identity and Managing Territorial Diversity (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013).
11
*H]LN DQG *OWHNLQ Kurdish Alevism [L[ $OVR VHH .HOHV -DQURM ³7KH 3ROLWLFV RI
Religious and Ethnic Identity among Kurdish Alevis in the Homeland and DiaspRUD´LQ
Religious Minorities in Kurdistan: Beyond Mainstream, edited by Khanna Omarkhali
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2014), 189.
12
For a detailed work about the Alevi majority, as well as Sunni minority, of Tunceli
SURYLQFH VHH $KPHW .HULP *OWHNLQ Tunceli¶GH 6QQL 2OPDN øVWDQEXO %HUILQ
<D\ÕQODUÕ   - )RU IXUWKHU LQIRUPDWLRQ DOVR VHH $KPHW .HULP *OWHNLQ
³.XUGLVK $OHYLVP &UHDWLQJ 1HZ :D\V RI 3UDFWLFLQJ WKH 5HOLJLRQ´ Working Paper
6HULHVRIWKH+&$6³0XOWLSOH6HFXODULWLHV± Beyond the West, Beyond Modernities,´ 18.
Leipzig University, 2019: 10.
13
6HHIRUDQLOOXVWUDWLRQRIWKHUHJLRQ*OWHNLQ³.XUGLVK$OHYLVP´
14
*OWHNLQTunceli'de Sunni Olmak, 30.
15
While such terms like Kirmanciye Beleke (emphasizing a multi-cultured social
sphere), Hardu Dewres (the Land of Saints) and Jaru Diyar (Sacred Land) are used to
identify the cultural geography of Dersim, Raa Haqi (the Path of God/Truth), Ewlade

43

7KH UHJLRQ¶V KLVWRU\ LQFOXGHV FUXFLDO GHWDLOV UHJDUGLQJ .XUGLVK $OHYLV¶
dedication and passion to Dersim as sacred land. From the 16th to the mid-19th
century, Dersim was used to identify a group of nomadic and semi-nomadic
tribes located in a particular region. In 1849, during the administrative reforms
of the late Ottoman period, Dersim formally established a sanjak, a subdivision
of an Ottoman province.16 Dersim always had a reputation that was mentioned
with irrepressible Kurdish Alevi tribes. Following the Ottoman-Safavid wars in
the 16th FHQWXU\ WKH dHPLúJH]HN SULQFLSDOLW\ WKH VRXWK-western district of
Tunceli province today) was granted autonomy as were many other Kurdish
feudal chiefdoms.17 This administration also created a relative sovereign place
for Kurdish Alevi tribes, which were mostly based in immensely mountainous
(inner-Dersim) areas of Dersim. Until the 19th century, those tribes expanded
their power and population to neighboring mountainous regions, mostly through
their famous plunder economy.18 In contrast with their rising hegemony, the
Ottoman administrative reforms that started in the early 19th century gradually
restricted those tribes to inner-Dersim and cut their relations with other regions.
Nevertheless, they managed to establish wide, complicated networks of socioreligious institutions.19
Due to the ongoing skirmishes between the state and tribes throughout the
19th and the early 20th centuries, Dersim was defined by the Ottoman and later
WKH 7XUNLVK EXUHDXFUDF\ DV D SODFH WR ³GLVcipline, conquer, colonize, and
IRUFLEO\6XQQLI\´20 That was a hundred-year-long process, which culminated in

Haq (the Children of God/Truth), Ewlade Raye (the Children of the Path) are used for
self-LGHQWLILFDWLRQLQ.ÕUPDQFNL7KHUHLVDFOHDUSHUFHSWLRQLQEHWZHHQWKH JHRJUDSK\
as a living being, and socio-religious structure of the community.
16
0HKPHW <ÕOGÕUÕP ³'HVLPOX $úLUHWLQGHQ 'HUVLP 6DQFD÷ÕQD´ TXQFHOL hQLYHUVLWHVL
Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 1, no 1. (212), 23-37.
17
Erdal Gezik, 'LQVHO (WQLN YH 3ROLWLN 6RUXQODU %D÷ODPÕQGD $OHYL .UWOHU øVWDQEXO
øOHWLVLP<D\ÕQODUÕ 
18
)RU PRUHLQIRUPDWLRQVHH'LOVD 'HQL] ³'HUVLP LQ(NRQRPL3ROLWL÷LøoLQGH 7DODQÕQ
<HUL $QWURSRORMLN %LU <DNODúÕP´ LQ '|UW 'D÷D 6Õ÷PD\DQ .HQW-'HUVLP h]HULQH
Ekonomi-3ROLWLN <D]ÕODU HGV *UoD÷ 7XQD  *|]GH 2UKDQ øVWDQEXO 3DWLND .LWDS
2013), 71-113.
19
Gezik, $OHYL.UWOHU, 63-73.
20
6HH +VH\LQ $\JQ Dersim 1938 ve ZorunlX øVNDQ ± 7HOJUDIODU 'LOHNoHOHU
0HNWXSODU )RWR÷UDIODU $QNDUD 'LSQRW <D\ÕQODUÕ   'XULQJ WKH ODWH 2WWRPDQ
period, Kurdish Alevis of Dersim were classified as ahali-i gayr-i mutia (disobedient
people), while their neighbors mostly referred as ahali-i mutia (obedient people, namely
the Turkish- or Kurmanci-speaking Sunnis) in formal reports. For such reports, see Faik
Bulut, 'HUVLP5DSRUODUÕ øVWDQEXO(YUHQVHO%DVÕP<D\ÕQ 
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the last rebellion in 1937 and the 1938 genocidal massacre.21 Tunceli is the
SURYLQFH¶VIRUPDOQDPHDVSDUWRIPDVV7XUNLILFDWLRQRIUHJLRQDOQDPHs, given
MXVW EHIRUH WKH VWDWH¶V ODVW PLOLWDU\ FDPSDLJQ 7XQFHOL PHDQV ³EURQ]H KDQG´
(7XQo HOL LQ 7XUNLVK  DQG V\PEROL]HV WKH PRGHUQ 7XUNLVK UHSXEOLF¶V XOWLPDWH
victory over feudal tribes.22 However, the name Dersim came to the forefront
again in the 1990s DVDV\PERORI³UHVLVWDQFH´ZLWKWKHULVLQJKHJHPRQ\RIWKH
Kurdish armed struggle and the growing impact of the Alevi movement. Later,
the term, both sociologically and spatially, became a characteristic symbol of
the Kurdish Alevis of Tunceli and a vast area inhabited by Kurmanci- and
Kirmancki-speaking Alevis.23
The Raa Haqi24 (the Path of Truth) is the traditional name for the belief
system of (Kurmanci- DQG.ÕUPDQFNL-speaking) Kurdish Alevis, and today it is
deeply connoted with Dersim symbolism. The belief system is also called
Kurdish Alevism, a relatively new term focusing on the ethno-religious identity.
The coherence of beliefs of nature and hereditary kinship relations are the
unique features of Raa Haqi. In this system, the central role is held by sacred
lineages (ocaks). The obligatory religious relations between the sacred
21

The 1938 massacre was the main breaking point for the traditional social structure of
Kurdish Alevis, and a foretaste of forced integration policies in the modem era. It had
decisive consequences for today's ethnic identity politics of Kurdish Alevism. See
g]OHP *|QHU ³+LVWRULHV RI  LQ 7XUNH\ 0HPRU\ &RQVFLRXVQHVV and Identity of
2XWVLGHUQHVV´ International Review of Qualitative Research 9, no. 2 (2016): 228-60;
+D\DO +DQRJOX ³)RUPDWLRQ RI *HQRFLGH &RQVFLRXVQHVV LQ 'HUVLP 6RFLHW\´ 0$
Thesis, University of London, 2015); Hans-/XNDV .LHVHU ³'HUVLP 0DVVDFUH ´Violence de masse et Resistance - Reseau de recherche, Published: 27 July 2011,
https://www.sciencespo.fr/mass-violence-war-massacre-resistance/fr;
Martin
van
%UXQLHVVHQ ³7KH 6XSSUHVVLRQ RI WKH 'HUVLP 5HEHOOLRQ LQ 7XUNH\ ± ´ LQ
Genocide in Kurdistan? The Suppression of the Dersim Rebellion in Turkey (1937±38)
and the Chemical War Against the Iraqi Kurds (1988), ed. George J. Andreopoulos,
141-70 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994).
22
³hQO WDULKoL GH÷HUOHQGLUGL 'HUVLP PL 7XQFHOL PL"´ DFFHVVHG 
https://www.rudaw.net/turkish/interview/01062019.
23
It is also worth noting that, until 1915, Dersim was home to a large number of
Armenians. As a result of the Armenian Genocide, the population in the region
decreased dramatically. See Raymond Kevorkian, The Armenian Genocide: A
Complete History (London, New York: I.B. Tauris, 2011). See also Markus Dressler,
Writing Religion: The Making of Turkish Alevi Islam (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2013), 106-112.
24
)RUDEULHIRYHUYLHZVHH'LOVD'HQL]³.XUGLVK$OHYL%HOLHI6\VWHP5H\D+HTL5DD
+DTL6WUXFWXUH1HWZRUNLQJ 5LWXDODQG )XQFWLRQ´ LQ Kurdish Alevis and the Case of
Dersim: Historical and Contemporary Insights, eds. Erdal Gezik and Ahmet Kerim
*OWHNLQ /DQKDP/H[LQJWRQ%RRNV -75.
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lineages,25 who are themselves organized as tribes, and follower (talip) tribes,
structure the social, political, economic and religious spheres of Kurdish
Alevism. The second major axis defining the peculiarity of Raa Haqi is the
beliefs and practices shaped around sacred places, namely jiare LQ.ÕUPDQFNL
Similarly, the rituals of Kurdish-Alevi beliefs also have two main
dimensions. One is related to relations between ocaks and talips. Here cem
ceremonies26 and visiting ocaks are the main characteristics of the socioreligious aspect. The second major axis is worshipping nature-based jiares such
as trees, mountains, rocks, caves, rivers, lakes, fountains, the sun and the moon.
Each jiare is connected with a particular semi-deific being. They may be either
male or female and may have a benevolent or evil character. Some of them also
possess kinship relations with some sacred lineages or talips.
The socio-religious formation of Kurdish Alevism can be likened to a caste
system. Starting at the bottom and working upwards, first, there are talips. They
are the followers of ocaks. Talips mostly speak Kirmancki, but there are also
Kurmanci and Turkish-speaking talips in Dersim. To better understand the
current sociology of the Kurdish Alevi identity, it is crucial to understand the
social roles and the flexible characteristics of relations between talips and pirs
(representatives of ocaks). Talips hold the majority of the community. They live
25

Sacred lineages are a common phenomenon among Muslim societies as well as
Alevis. Descendants of prophet Muhammad are called Sharif or Seyyid in some Muslim
societies. For more information, see Kazuo Morimoto, Sayyids and Sharifs in Muslim
Societies: The Living Links to the Prophet (London: Routledge, 2012); Sarah Bowen
Savant and Helena de Felipe, Genealogy and Knowledge in Muslim Societies:
Understanding the Past (London: Edinburgh University Press, 2014). Kurdish Alevis
use the term Seyyid too. Kurdish Alevi tribes that claim lineage from Muhammad, as
well as his cousin Ali and his descent, are usuaOO\ NQRZQ DV KHZV LQ .ÕUPDQFNL
(meaning hearth [ocak LQ 7XUNLVK@  6HH 0DUWLQ YDQ %UXLQHVVHQ ³5HOLJLRQ LQ
.XUGLVWDQ´ Kurdish Times 4, no. 1-2 (1991): 5-DQG³%HWZHHQ'HUVLPDQG'kODK
Reflections on Kurdish Alevism and the Ahl-L+DTT5HOLJLRQ´LQIslamic Alternatives:
Non-Mainstream Religion in Persianate Societies >*|WWLQJHU 2ULHQWIRUVFKXQJHQ ,,,
Reihe: Iranica, N.F. 16], ed. Shahrokh Raei (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2017), 65-93.
26
Cem ceremonies are the fundamental social and religious practices of Kurdish Alevi
communities, which follow a particular procedure, though there may be some
differences between cem ceremonies of different Alevi communities. They are
performed according to a religious calendar or on special occasions. Each village
community participate in the ceremony, and it must be conducted under the strict
religious and social authority of the pir (this title may also be called baba, dede or
seyit). During these gatherings, ritual practices are performed, and socio-political
matters are discussed to make communal decisions. There may be punishment, yet
violence (in the sense of killing) is strictly forbidden. The utmost punishment is exFRPPXQLFDWLRQ6HH'HQL]³.XUGLVK$OHYL%HOLHI6\VWHP´-75.
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in tribal organizations and have sacred bonds to ocaks, which they gain through
birth (and which are unalterable). Deniz27 defines this relational system through
the notion of receiving as well as providing a religious service. She emphasizes
that while talips receive the religious service, raybers, pirs and PUúLGV
(positions in ocaks) both receive (among themselves) and provide. Pir-talip
relations could create a non-spatial element, which can be reproduced anywhere
and at any time. Kurdish Alevis have already been reproduced in the metropoles
of Turkey and Europe in recent decades.28 Second, there are raybers who can be
considered local, practical guides, and consultants on religious issues. If the
symbolism of Raa Haqi is considered a path to follow, guides are needed. A
rayber must arrange meetings of pirs and talips. Third, there are pirs who are
the spiritual guides of their followers and the embodiment of respective ocaks.
They are believed to perform miracles and possess magical, mystic healing
powers, as did their mythological forefathers. They are also the keepers of
particular sacred objects29 that mostly belong to the mythological ancestors of
ocaks. They visit their talips annually, and these journeys are sacred, too. It is a
true reflection of following the path for both pirs and talips. Finally, there are
PUúLGV (or the SLUpSLUDQ LQ.LUPDQFNL³SLURIWKHSLUV´ ZKRKROGDVXSHULRU
position with judicial authority among sacred lineages. Ocaks also have similar
obligatory relations with one another, as is the case between talips and pirs.30
The four positions (talips, raybers, pirs and PUúLGV V\PEROL]H³IRXUGRRUV
DQGIRUW\OHYHOV´31 which should ideally be passed during a lifetime. This path
27

'HQL] ³.XUGLVK $OHYL %HOLHI 6\VWHP´  7KH UHOLJLRXV VHUYLFH WUDGLWLRQDOO\ ZDV
carried out annually by pirs, who travelled (on foot) from village to village to visit their
talips in different regions. At every stop, a cem ceremony was held under the pir's
leadership. These meetings are still essential for practicing the religion, and for
maintaining social relations between talips and pirs.
28
6HH$QQLND7|UQH³'HGHVLQ'HUVLP1DUUDWLYHVRI9LROHQFHDQG3HUVHFXWLRQ´ Iran
and the Caucasus 16, no. 1 (2012): 71-$QQLND7|UQH³2QWKH*rounds Where They
Will Walk in a Hundred Years of Time: Struggling with the Heritage of the Past in post*HQRFLGDO 7XQFHOL´ European Journal of Turkish Studies, no. 20 (2015): 1-32; Tina
Hamrin-'DKO ³7KH $OHYL DQG 4XHVWLRQV RI ,GHQWLW\ ,QFOXGLQJ 9LROHQFe and
,QVLGHU2XWVLGHU 3HUVSHFWLYHV´ Scripta Instituti Donneriani Aboensis no. 19 (2006):
108-25.
29
)RU PRUH LQIRUPDWLRQ VHH (UGDO *H]LN DQG +VH\LQ dDNPDN Raa Haqi - Riya
+DTL'HUVLP$OHYLOL÷LøQDQo7HULPOHUL6|]O÷ $QNDUD.DODQ<D\ÕQODUÕ 
30
6HH*H]LNDQG*OWHNLQKurdish Alevism, xv-[[YLL*H]LN(UGDO*H]LN³5D\EHUOHU
3LUOHUYH0UúLGOHU´LQ$OHYL2FDNODUÕYHgUJWOHQPHOHULHGV(UGDO*ezik and Mesut
g]FDQ $QNDUD.DODQ<D\ÕQODUÕ -78.
31
'|UW.DSÕ.ÕUN0DNDP (Four Doors Forty Levels) is a metaphor for the spiritual path.
It refers to the four specific stages of the divine path, and ten separate sub-stages for
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can only be followed with the help of a member (pir) of an ocak for both talips
and pirs. Therefore, practically every member of this system is a talip and
should have a rayber-pir-PUúLG network to follow the path. That point is where
the ikrar (sacred loyalty or sacred contract)32 arrive. It creates crucial religious
and social bonds between individuals and ocaks as well as tribes. Some
religious institutions, such as kirvelik33 and musahiplik,34 also represent the
social and religious aspects of ikrar.
To summarize, the Raa Haqi belief system depends on religious, spatial and
socio-politically enclosed complicated networks of both individuals and tribes.
These relations emerge through real and fictional kinship patterns. This
complicated social network is also profoundly connected to geography, which is
regarded as a living nonhuman entity in the name of Dersim. The Raa Haqi
belief system can be examined within two main dimensions: ikrar-based
obligatory religious relations and the worship of sacred places. The first aspect
establishes social relations between pirs and talips and provides obligatory
relations between ocaks as well. The worship of sacred places provides more
space for individual piety, given that worshipping nature-based entities does not
require any religious guidance (such as representatives of ocaks) or authority. In
daily life, religious needs are usually supplied through sacred places based on
worship practices. While the ikrar-based religious relations cover the social
ritual sphere -such as cem ceremonies- the sacred place cults give more
each one, which must be passed under guidance of a pir. For more information, see:
Gezik, $OHYL.UWOHU, 38-DQG³5D\EHUOHU3LUOHUYH0UúLGOHU´
32
'HQL]³.XUGLVK$OHYL%HOLHI6\VWHP´-75.
33
Kirvelik is a crucial fictional kinship among Kurdish Alevis and a common tradition
within other Kurdish-speaking communities. It may be considered as a godfather
relationship between two families. It is also a vital institution for social solidarity in the
UHJLRQ 6HH *OWHNLQ 7XQFHOL GH 6QQL 2OPDN, 173-95. Kirvelik is also a way of
establishing social, economic and even political alliances among different religious
(Sunnis, Alevis, Christians, etc.) communities throughout the Middle East, especially
among Kurmanci- DQG .ÕUPDQFNL-speaking Kurdish communities. See Martin
6WURKPHLHUDQG/DOH<DOoÕQ-Heckmann, .UWOHU7DULK6L\DVHW.OWU øVWDQEXO7DULK
9DNIÕ <XUW <D\ÕQODUÕ   $\VH .XGDW .LUYHOLN 6DQDO $NUDEDOÕ÷ÕQ 'Q %XJQ
$QNDUDhWRS\D<D\ÕQHYL 
34
In Raa Haqi, the institution of musahiplik has a central importance. It is a fictional
kinship, similar to kirvelik, and the most important way of establishing ikrar. One can
only be musahip to another Kurdish Alevi individual. Choosing a musahip from outside
of the community is forbidden. It is an obligatory ritual brotherhood for all Kurdish
Alevis. Every talip, rayber, pir, and PUúLG must have a musahip to follow the divine
SDWK6HH'HQL]³.XUGLVK$OHYL%HOLHI6\VWHP´-75; Gezik and dDNPDNRaa Haqi Riya Haqi, 123-28.
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independency to individuality. That intriguingly creates a considerable space for
interpretation of new political discourses related to ethnic identity and its socioreligious features. As Dersim is considered sacred land, the current ethnopolitics easily conceptualize it as a living symbol of a new nature-based
religion.
Victimization as a Determinant Aspect of the Modern Kurdish Alevi
Identity
In the 20th century, Kurdish Alevis faced two major incidents that had
catastrophic impacts on their socio-cultural world. The first was the 1938
genocidal massacre. Almost all sacred lineages were severely affected: most
were murdered, and the survivors were exiled. That was the main breaking point
for the traditional socio-religious institutions and rural tribal life of Kurdish
Alevism. Until the 1990s, Kurdish Alevis could reorganize the religious order,
even though it was not the same before 1938. Despite heavy criticism of
maintaining feudal relations from the new generations, who were intensely
involved in armed socialist struggles during the 1970s, the pirs and the majority
of talips remained in contact. However, in 1994, after clashes between armed
guerrilla groups and the Turkish state intensified, almost the entire area
(Dersim) occupied by Kurdish Alevis was forcibly evacuated.35 7KH FHQWXU\¶V
final tragedy seemed to have had a detrimental impact on traditional pir and
talip relations. After 1994, Kurdish Alevis have become a transnational
community due to both mass migration to western Europe as political asylum
seekers and the reorganization of the community to be politically active. Shortly
after the turn of the century, Dersim became a powerful instrument for
UHLQYHQWLQJWKH.XUGLVK$OHYL¶VFXOWXUDOLGHQWLW\7KLVWLPH talips ± who have
always practiced rituals at sacred places despite military restrictions and without
connection to their pirs ± in Dersim ± have taken a significant role in sustaining

35

Regarding forced evacuations and environmental destruction see Martin van
Bruniessen, Forced Evacuations and Destruction of Villages in Dersim (Tunceli) and
Western Bingol, Turkish Kurdistan September-November 1994 (Utrecht: Utrecht
8QLYHUVLW\ 5HSRVLWRU\   -RRVW -RQJHUGHQ ³5HVHWWOHPHQW DQG 5HFRQVWUXFWLRQ RI
,GHQWLW\7KH&DVHRIWKH.XUGVLQ7XUNH\´The Global Review of Ethnopolitics 1, no. 1
(2001): 80-86; Etten, Jacob van, Joost Jongerden, Hugo J. de Vos, Annemarie Klaasse
DQG (VWKHU & ( YDQ +RHYH ³(QYLURQPHQWDO 'HVWUXFWLRQ DV D &RXQWHULQVXUJHQF\
6WUDWHJ\ LQ WKH .XUGLVWDQ 5HJLRQ RI 7XUNH\´ Geoforum 39, no. 5 (2008): 1786±97;
-RRVW -RQJHUGHQ ³9LOODJH (YDFXDWLRQ DQG 5HFRQVWUXFWLRQ LQ .XUGLVWDQ -2002)´
Etudes Rurales 2, no. 186 (2010): 77-100.
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the socio-religious sphere and managing cultural identity politics with a more
sounded discourse of victimization.
Thus, it is essential to think more about the relationship between being
continuously exposed to violence and the reproduction of the social structure
and the ethnic identity of Kurdish Alevis within considerably changing social as
well as spatial environments. There are almost two century-long periods of a
violent history of Dersim, which starts from abolishing autonomous Kurdish
feudal chiefdoms in 1832 to the military operations that still take places on the
mountains of Dersim in the present day. For example, a considerable part of
Tunceli province is still under military control and strictly forbidden to
civilians. Except from a short stop between the mid-1940s, when the last
outlaws and survivors of the 1938 genocidal massacre laid down their arms, and
the late 1960s when first socialist guerilla groups started armed actions in
Dersim, Kurdish Alevis have consistently faced a range of unsuccessful
uprisings, devastating military campaigns, environmental destructions, forced
evacuations and massacres.
Regarding pre republican period, the Tanzimat (Reordering) Reform period
from 1839 to 1876 aimed to establish a new social and administrative order in
eastern Anatolia, which took shape with the extermination of non-Muslim
communities. Campaigns of the Ottoman military forces and local militia
formed with mostly Sunni Kurds attacked Armenians and Syriac Christians.
The Hamidian Massacres (1894-1896) were the peak of the period that also
targeted Christians and other ethno-religious groups such as Kurdish Alevis,
Yezidis, etc. Apart from unceasing minor skirmishes between Kurdish Alevi
tribes and with their neighbors or with the state, the Armenian genocide in
1915, the Russian invasion of northern Dersim during the First World War and
the 1916 uprising in the south should be marked as significant clashes and
violent incidents which are deeply engraved in Kurdish Alevi collective
memory.36
7KH 7XUNLVK UHSXEOLF¶V IRXQGDWLRQ SHULRG -1923) and the following
radical reforms ended the religion-based Ottoman state. That was an ultimate
victory of the almost half-century-long struggle of the Turkish modernist
movement, led by Young Turks. The establishment of a constitutional republic
was a triumph. The new state was constructed by imitating secular Western
constitutions. Accordingly, the caliphate was demolished, and all formal
36

$QQLND 7|UQH ³,QVFULSWLRQV RI 'HQLDO RI WKH $UPHQLDQ *HQRFLGH LQ 0HPRU\
1DUUDWLRQV IURP 'HUVLP´ LQ Collective & State Violence in Turkey, ed. Stephan
$VWRXULDQ 5D\PRQG.pYRUNLDQ 1HZ<RUN%HUJKDQ%RRNV020), 372-400.
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religious intuitions, including Bektashi Tekkes,37 were banned. However, the
UHSXEOLF¶V DFWLRQV ZKLFK DUH DJDLQVW WKH 6XQQL &DOLSKDWH ZHUH JODGO\
welcomed by almost all Alevi communities because only in this way they were
able to gain official citizenship status and constitutional rights to take a role in
public life. On the other hand, the new Turkish ideology and forced secularism
hit Kurdish Alevis twice. The Turkish modernization period started a rough
time for non-Turkish-speaking ethnic groups and non-Muslim ethno-religious
groups, for also the ones who were not Sunni-Muslims. Thus, Kurdish Alevis
faced many bloody skirmishes and massacres during two major unsuccessful
uprisings, both in 1921 and 1937, which ended with a genocidal massacre in
1938.38
After the Second World War, the single-party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi
>&+3@ 5HSXEOLFDQ 3HRSOH¶V 3DUW\  UHJLPH FKDQJHG LQ 7XUNH\ LW KDG EHHQ LQ
power since the republic's foundation. That created a relatively bourgeois
libertarian space for multiple political factions and some religious (proCaliphate) groups under strict suppression of the state ruled by CHP. So, some
Alevi communities (mostly those who are subordinated to %HNWDúL 7HNNH¶V
VXFFHVVRUVLQ 1HYúHKLU VRXJKW SROLWLFDOVWDWXV IRUWheir religious leaders, or at
least for their representatives as MPs of CHP. Since then, Alevis have always
been accused of being supporters of communism and followers of secular
elitism by right-ZLQJ SROLWLFLDQV GXH WR WKH $OHYLV¶ WUDGLWLRQDO DOOLDQFHV ZLth
left-wing parties, especially with the CHP. After the 1950s, when right-wing
SROLWLFV FDPH WR7XUNH\¶VIRUH $OHYLVFDPH XQGHU GHDGO\ YLROHQW DWWDFNV7KH
1966 Mugla-Ortaca, 1968 Malatya-Hekimhan, 1969 Tunceli,39 and 1971 Hatay37

As a defining term, Alevism also covers the terms Bektashi and Kizilbash which refer
to several Alevi groups in Turkey. The term also refers to different historical, politic,
and social formations of Alevi communities. For example, it politically refers to a
formally recognized religious status of some Alevi groups who are based in MiddleAnatolia from the 16th to the 20th centuries. Bektashism was allowed and used to
control other (especially rural, Kizilbash) Alevi communities by Ottoman caliphate.
Kurdish Alevis, on the other hand, are usually related with Kizilbash groups. For more
LQIRUPDWLRQVHH7KLHUU\=DUFRQH³%HNWDVL\\H´(QF\FORSDHGLDRI,VODP7+5(( %ULOO
Reference Online. Web. 1 Mar. 2019).
38
6HH*H]LNDQG*OWHNLQKurdish Alevis, xv-xxvii.
39
$IWHUDQLQWHUGLFWRIDWKHDWUHSOD\DERXW3LU6XOWDQ$EGDO¶V DIDPRXV$OHYLUHOLJLRXV
historical character and a symbol of uprising) struggle against Ottomans, clashes took
place between protestors and police in Tunceli city center. Two were killed, several
RWKHUV JRW LQMXUHG DQG VRPH RWKHUV ZHUH WDNHQ LQWR FXVWRG\ 6HH ³+HS .DYJD\GL
<DúDPLP´ODVWVHHQ http://www.serxwebun.org/index.php?sys=naverok&
id=232.
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.ÕUÕNKDQ PDVVDFUHV ZHUH W\SLFDO H[DPSOHV RI GHDGO\ V\VWHPDWLF YLRODWLRQV WKH
1960s that right-wing politicians and law enforcement officers directly led. The
6LYDV0DODW\DDQGdRUXPPDVVDFUHVZHUHWKHSHDNVRIEUXWDO
armed attacks against Alevis in the 1970s that took hundreds of lives.40 Some
were more like skirmishes, which is also called a civil war between self-defense
forces of socialist organizations supported by Alevis and the extremist (Sunni)
right-wing Islamist groups and (Turkish) nationalist fractions.41 The 1993 Sivas
and the 1995 Istanbul-Gazi and Istanbul-hPUDQL\HPDVVDFUHVZHUHWKHODVWRQHV
in the suburban sphere. The distinctiveness of these two massacres is the fact
that they became a trigger point of the intense politicization of Alevis in Turkey.
Almost all massacres throughout the republican era were more or less related to
Kurdish Alevis. Significantly, the forced evacuations and environmental
destruction of Tunceli in 199442 ZHUH UHJDUGHG DV ³WKH VHFRQG 38 Dersim
PDVVDFUH´E\DOO$OHYLV
After the millennium, the Dersim massacre was unexpectedly mentioned by
Recep Tayyip Erdogan to oppress his prominent opponent, CHP. He even
LQVRXFLDQWO\DSRORJL]HGIRUWKH7XUNLVK$UPHG)RUFHV¶FULPHVDJDLQVW.XUGLVK
AleYL FLYLOLDQV LQ WKH VWDWH¶V QDPH43 However, the AKP intended to turn the
Dersim massacre into a lever to revise the constitutional rule on behalf of a new
Islamist regime. AKP accused the early republican era of imposing forced
secularism, modernism and committing such massacres to not only non-Muslim
minorities but also to some Islamist organizations and clerics. To do so, the
AKP started a series of negotiations with the Alevis and Kurds, which was
called $oÕOÕPODU 6UHFL (opening process). However, these politics ended up
with new waves of horrendous violence after the 2010s, which have taken
40

For detailed evaluations about Alevi massacres during the 1960s and the 1970s see
(UWDQ³Alevism in Politics´-66.
41
6HH 0HKPHW (UWDQ ³7KH /DWHQW 3ROLWLFL]DWLRQ RI $OHYLVP 7KH $IILOLDWLRQ %HWZHHQ
Alevis and Leftist Politics (1960± ´Middle Eastern Studies 55, no 6 (2019): 93244.
42
Armed clashes between various guerrilla groups and the Turkish state became intense
in the early 90s. Especially in the summer of 1994, Kurdish Alevis in Tunceli forced to
evacuate their lands within a few days. During these chaotic weeks many villagers,
including families, were disappeared (!), most likely murdered. See Joost Jongerden,
³9LRODWLRQRI+XPDQ5LJKWVDQGWKH$OHYLVLQ7XUNH\´-93.
43
6HH %LOJLQ $\DWD \H 6HUUD +DN\HPH] ³7KH $.3¶V (QJDJHPHQW ZLWK 7urkey's Past
&ULPHV$Q$QDO\VLVRI30(UGRJDQ Vµ'HUVLP$SRORJ\¶´Dialectical Anthropology 37
(2013): 131-$OVRVHHøEUDKLP(IH %HUQKDUG)RUFKWQHU³6D\LQJVRUU\LQ7XUNH\
7KH 'HUVLP 0DVVDFUH RI WKH V LQ ´ Journal of Language and Politics 14,
Issue 2 (2015): 233-57

52

thousands of lives so far. In that regard, the Gezi Protests in Turkey (2013)
should also be considered concerning WKH $OHYLVP¶V YLFWLPL]DWLRQ $OO WKH
victims, who were shot or clubbed to death during the uprising, were the young
Alevis. Although the uprising had no religious motivations, Alevis in Turkey
fully supported the uprising and heartily were involved in street clashes. One of
the main motivations of protesters concerned a mass rejection of the growing
religious authoritarianism of AKP and the *OHQ&HPDDW.44
The history of all these catastrophic, traumatizing, violent experiences has
had a noticeable effect on the collective consciousness regarding the modern
Kurdish Alevi identity. They accelerated the politicization of Alevi
communities in general and gave an identical feature to Kurdish Alevism, which
is being used systematically and effectively to gain a political status or negotiate
with states on behalf of formal recognition at international levels. Thus, it could
be asserted that the continuity of victimization turned out to be a maintaining
point of the Kurdish Alevi identity within the 21st century. Since Kurdish Alevi
intellectuals, political actors, and religious leaders can legitimize their political
stance quite flexibly by referring to the narratives of traumas to re-establish
their socio-religious networks within changing socio-politic grounds.45 For
example, Dersim Kulturgemeinde Berlin (Dersim Cultural Community Berlin),
a prominent and highly politically active diaspora organization of Kurdish
Alevis in Germany, has long been lobbying to erect a statue in remembrance of
YLFWLPVRIWKH³-1938 'HUVLP*HQRFLGH´LQ%HUOLQ5HFHQWO\DFFRUGLQJWR
the affirmative votes of the Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD), the
Greens and the Left Party, it was decided to erect the statue (which was named
Nisange Tertele `38i, in Kirmancki) in a park close to the Berlin Dersim
Cultural Community by Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg municipality.46 Despite the
fierce resistance of the Turkish Embassy and the counter-lobbying work of the
ministry of foreign affairs of Turkey with the German counterparts, the success
of the Kurdish Alevi diaspora reveals the political influence level of Kurdish
Alevis within European politics. Erecting the statue regarding the 1938
44
6HH ³*H]L¶\L $OHYLOHúWLUPHN´ 6L\DVL+DEHU DFFHVVHG 0DUFK  2020,
http://siyasihaber4.org/geziyi-alevilestirmek-ayfer-karakaya as a critical evaluation for
some approaches that associates the uprising and the Alevi identity.
45
6HH$OL$VODQ<ÕOGÕ]DQG0D\NHO9HUNX\WHQ³,QFOXVLYH9LFWLPKRRG6RFLDO,GHQWLW\
and the 3ROLWLFL]DWLRQ RI &ROOHFWLYH 7UDXPD $PRQJ 7XUNH\¶V $OHYLV LQ :HVWHUQ
(XURSH´Peace and Conflict 17 (2011): 243-69.
46
³1LúDQJp 7HUWHOp L 'HUVLP - 6R\NÕUÕP $QÕWÕ %HUOLQ¶GH 'LNLOHFHN´
accessed 11.11.19, https://www.alevihaberagi.com/2547-berlinde-tertele-38i-soykirimianiti-hakkinda-bir-asama-degerlendirmesi.html.
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genocidal massacre will undoubtedly create troubling new consequences for
7XUNH\¶V LQWHUQDWLRQDO UHODWLRQV along with the Armenian Genocide, which
Turkey has been facing for decades.
Kurdish Alevis as a Subject to Ethno-Politics
Even though Kurdish Alevis share many cultural similarities with other Alevi
communities in Turkey, they also have peculiar socio-religious organizational
patterns that resemble a caste system and differ from others. Moreover, they
practice intriguing sacred place rituals and narrate remarkable mythological
discourses that reach far beyond an Islamic understanding. In that regard, they
furthermore share many intriguing similarities with their Christian and nonMuslim communities, such as Yezidis and Ehli Haqs of the Middle East. Their
cultural heritage also gives rise to many differences compared to other Kurdish
communities, and the maMRULW\ VSHDN D GLIIHUHQW ODQJXDJH .ÕUPDQFNL  WKDQ
what is commonly known as Kurdish (Kurmanci) today. Consequently, the case
of Kurdish Alevis has long attracted the interest of various actors. Many
noticeable monographs, essays, field reports, and academic theses have
published since the mid-19th century.47 Although those works aim to focus on
exploring and defining Kurdish Alevism, they conclude precisely in different
ways of understanding, in the sense of the political and religious argumentation
of identification. Thus, Kurdish Alevism can also be seen as a subject of neverending debates regarding defining the ethnic identity.
The keyword Dersim, which connotes Kurdish Alevism, also seems to appear
as a historical, geographical, and socio-religious spatial term. The general scope
seems to ambitiously focus on one particular question: enlightening origins and
exploring features of Kurdish Alevi identity, which encompasses a deep interest
in historical, linguistic, theological, geographical as well as sociological aspects
of Kurdish Alevis. From the time when Kurdish Alevis were excitedly noticed
by several western missionaries, intellectuals, travelers, and rapporteurs in the
early 19th century, up to the resurrection of ethnic and religious identities in
Turkey during the 1990s, Kurdish Alevis have always aroused curious interest
47

5HJDUGLQJ WKH .XUGLVK $OHYL FDVH IRU VRPH ODWHVW DFDGHPLF ZRUNV VHH *OWHNLQ
³.XUGLVK $OHYLVP´ *H]LN DQG *OWHNLQ Kurdish Alevis; Martin van Bruinessen,
³%HWZHHQ 'HUVLP DQG 'kODK´ - *OHU gWHNLQLQ gWHNLVL; Erdal Gezik, Alevi
.UWOHU 'LOúD 'HQL] <RO5H 'HUVLP øQDQo 6HPEROL]PL ± $QWURSRORMLN %LU <DNODúÕP
øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP<D\ÕQODUÕ  $OVRVHHHGLWHGYROXPHV6HUKDW+DOLV 'HUVLPho
'D÷øoLQGH øVWDQEXO1RWD%HQH <D\ÕQODUÕ  ùNU $VODQ 'HUVLP¶L3DUDQWH]GHQ
dÕNDUPDN øVWDQEXO øOHWLúLP <D\ÕQODUÕ   DQG +HUNHVLQ %LOGL÷L 6ÕU 'HUVLP
øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP<D\ÕQODUÕ 
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in the question concerning the roots and characteristics of their ethnic identity.
It is a striking fact that there is a rigid connection between the parties of the
violent history of Dersim and their approaches that ethno-politically want to
classify Kurdish Alevis under specific definitions. The case of Kurdish
Alevism, in that regard, includes several nationalist as well as religious
approaches, which have continuously layered throughout historical incidents.
The prominent discourses that are still effective in contemporary politics about
Dersim and Kurdish Alevis can be briefly explored as follows:
In comparison to other Muslim societies of the Ottoman Empire, Kurdish
$OHYLV¶ H[traordinary religious features were initially noticed and highlighted
by Russian, Armenian and Western authors, especially by Western
missionaries. Even though the missionary activities in the eastern regions of the
Ottoman Empire had been started during the 17th century,48 Kurdish Alevis
mostly began to appear within various manuscripts (such as the letters of
missionaries, the fieldwork reports of ambassadors, and the diaries of travelers)
in the early 19th century.49 The missionaries intended to emphasize the
differences in religious discourses and practices of Kurdish Alevi communities
compared to Islam.50 Moreover, Kurdish Alevi beliefs, which were defined as
³KHWHURGR[´51 RU³V\QFUHWLF´E\WKRVHDXWKRUVKDGPDQ\VLPLODULWLHVZLWKRWKHU
ethnocultural minorities who live in the margins of the Middle East.52 Thus,
48

Dressler, Writing Religion, 31-78.
Ayfer Karakaya-Stump, 9HIDLOLN%HNWDúLOLN.Õ]ÕOEDúOÕN- $OHYL.D\QDNODUÕQÕ7DULKLQL
YH 7DULK <D]ÕPÕQÕ <HQLGHQ 'úQPHN øVWDQEXO %LOJL hQLYHUVLWHVL <D\ÕQODUÕ  
209-210. Some of these documents were also published and evaluated within various
works. See Mehmet Bayrak, $OHYLOLN YH .UWOHU $QNDUD g]-*H <D\ÕQODUÕ  
Hans-Lukas Kieser, ,VNDODQPÕú%DUÕú'RJX9LOD\HWOHULQGH0LV\RQHUOLN(WQLN.LPOLN\H
Devlet 1839-1938 øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP<D\ÕQODUÕ *H]LN $OHYL.UWOHU, 19-29 and
*OHUgWHNLQLQgWHNLVL, 113-24.
50
Dressler, Writing Religion, 31-78; Karakaya-Stump, 9HIDLOLN%HNWDúLOLN.Õ]ÕOEDúOÕN,
207-35.
51
The terms orthodoxy and heterodoxy are highly controversial in Turkey, particularly
ZKHQ XVHG LQ UHODWLRQ WR $OHYLVP )RU FULWLFLVP VHH 6RLOHDX 0DUN ³&RQIRUPLQJ +DML
%HNWDVK $ 6DLQW DQG +LV )ROORZHUV EHWZHHQ 2UWKRSUD[\ DQG +HWHURSUD[\´ Die Welt
des Islams 54, no. 3-4 (2014): 423±59; Ayfer Karakaya-6WXPS ³7KH 9HIƗ L\\H WKH
%HNWDVKL\\HDQG*HQHDORJLHVRI +HWHURGR[ ,VODPLQ$QDWROLD5HWKLQNLQJWKH.|SUO
3DUDGLJP´ Turcica, no.44 (2012-2013): 279-300; Markus Dressler, Writing Religion;
-DQLQD .DUROHZVNL ³:KDW LV +HWHURGR[ $ERXW $OHYLVP" 7KH 'HYHORSPHQW RI $QWL$OHYL'LVFULPLQDWLRQDQG5HVHQWPHQW´Die Welt des Islams, no. 48 (2008): 434-56.
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6HH 0DUWLQ YDQ %UXLQHVVHQ ³µ$VOÕQÕ LQNDU HGHQ KDUDP]DGHGLU¶ 7KH GHEDWH RQ WKH
ethnic identit\ RI WKH .XUGLVK $OHYLV´ LQ Syncretistic Religious Communities in the
Near East, eds. Krisztina Kehl-Bodrogi, Barbara Kellner-Heinkele, and Anke Otter49
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Kurdish Alevis were mostly considered the descendants of early Christian
churches and the carriers of pre-Abrahamic pagan beliefs. Such accounts are
being considered and referred to as historical, ethnographical records that prove
the non-Islamic features of Kurdish Alevis by some authors.53
Second, concerning the zeitgeist of the late 19th century and the nationalist
GHPDQGV RI WKH \RXQJ ERXUJHRLV RI 2WWRPDQ¶V QRQ-Muslim minorities for
independency, the Ottoman Empire began to lose vast territories. Despite a
series of administrative reforms issued to stop the disintegration of the empire,
which mainly depend on centralization and the modernization of the state, the
Ottoman Empire eventually faced losing its political power and control over its
non-Muslim subjects. Consequently, after the failure of (Sunni) Islamic
centralization politics, Turkish nationalism took the stage as a cure at the end of
the 19th century, which eventually led to the establishment of the Turkish
republic in the early 20th century.54 Even though Alevis were accused of being
heretics and had been persecuted for centuries, this new national discourse
focused on all ethnic groups considered Muslim, including all Alevi groups
(especially the non-Turkish-speaking ones55) to separate them from nonMuslims.56 In this respect, the notion of Alevi was developed as a political
reinterpretation reflecting Turkish modernism (or the new Turkish national
identity) by the state.57 Accordingly, the QHZVWDWH¶VLQWHOOHFWXDOVDQGLGHRORJLVWV
DUJXHG WKDW DOO $OHYL FRPPXQLWLHV¶ UHOLJLRXV SUDFWLFHV ZHUH LQGHHG URRWHG LQ
pre-,VODPLF 7XUNLVK WUDGLWLRQV )XDW .|SUO DQG %DKD 6DLW UHSUHVHQW WKH
historical peak point of this state-related discourse.58 They consider Alevism a
kind of interpretation of Islam, represented by nomadic Turkish tribes
Beaujean, (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 1-%UXLQHVVHQ³%HWZHHQ'HUVLPDQG'kODK´93.
53
Dressler, Writing Religion, 31-78; Karakaya-Stump, 9HIDLOLN%HNWDúLOLN.Õ]ÕOEDúOÕN,
207-35.
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³$QWKURSRORJ\ DV D 1DWLRQ-Building Rhetoric: The Shaping of Turkish Anthropology
IURPVWRV ´Dialectical Anthropology 35 (2011): 111-29.
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Alevis in Turkey have Turkish, Kurdish and Arabic ethnic orientations. However, the
official discourse of the Turkish state still defines them as Turkmen, which connotes
Turkishness.
56
Meanwhile, the non-Muslim population (mostly Christians) had already been reduced
due to the Armenian Genocide, forced evacuations and population exchange. See
Kevorkian, The Armenian Genocide.
57
That approach still provides the socio-political and religious perspective for staterelated scholars in Turkey. See, Dressler, Writing Religion, 1-31.
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(Turcoman) who still preserve their Central Asia-originated beliefs, named
6KDPDQLVP 0RUHRYHU $OHYL EHOLHIV ZHUH DOVR XVHG WR SURYH WKDW ,VODP¶V
Arabic form is an alien element within modern Turkish national identity. Thus,
concerning that point of view, Kurdish Alevis have been identified as
³GHVFHQGDQWVRIDQFLHQW7XUNV´RU³.XUGLILHG7XUNV´59 This is still adopted at
various levels by Turkish state authorities and by state-oriented scholars.
Third, long after the failure of several rebellions during the early 20 th
century, which were repelled by large-scale massacres, Kurdish nationalism
strengthened again with active guerilla warfare against the Turkish state in the
1990s. Also, as a matter of counter-effect of increasing politic influence of
diasporic Kurdish Alevi communities60 at the same time, Kurmanci- and
.ÕUPDQFNL-speaking Alevis were defined as Kurdish Alevis by a new generation
of Kurdish intellectuals.61 These thinkers mostly preferred to mention
dissimilarities between religious customs, social institutions, rituals and
everyday culture of Kurdish Alevis and Turkish-speaking Alevi communities.
The purpose was to clarify that Kurdish Alevism has thoroughly different
historical roots from Islam and Turkishness. They chose to strengthen the
theory by connecting Kurdish Alevism to some pre-Islamic Middle Eastern and
Iranian beliefs, such as Zoroastrianism, Mazdeism, and Manichaeism.62 They
usually referred to some early accounts of writings focusing on Kurdish Alevis
in the 19th century.63 On the other hand, some intellectuals underlined the
cultural similarities between Kurdish Alevis and enclosed ethnoreligious
communities ± particularly Ahl-i Haqqs and Yezidis ± to reveal the cultural
singularity of Kurdish Alevis to a Middle Eastern historical background.64
59

*OHUgWHNLQLQgWHNLVL, 125.
For a brief understanding about diasporic Kurdish Alevi communities, see Janroj
.HOHV³7KH3ROLWLFVRI5HOLJLRXVDQG(WKQLF,GHQWLW\DPRQJ.XUGLVK$OHYLV´-227.
61
For some detailed analyses between Kurdish nationalist politics and Kurdish Alevis,
VHH0LFKLHO/HH]HQEHUJ³.XUGLVK$OHYLVDQGWKH.XUGLVK1DWLRQDOLVW0RYHPHQWLQWKH
´LQTurkey's Alevi Enigma: A Comphrehensive Overview, eds. Paul J. White and
Joost Jongerden (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2003), 197-212.
62
See Mehmet Bayrak, $OHYLOLN YH .UWOHU, 1997; Ethem Xemgin, $OHYLOL÷LQ
.|NHQLQGHNL 0D]GD øQDQFÕ YH =HUGúW g÷UHWLVL øVWDQEXO %HUILQ   &HPúLG
Bender, .UW8\JDUOÕ÷ÕQGD$OHYLOLN øVWDQEXO.D\QDN<D\ÕQODUÕ 
63
6HH IRU WKRVH SXEOLFDWLRQV RI PLVVLRQDULHV -DQURM .HOHV ³7KH 3ROLWLFV RI 5HOLJLRXV
DQG(WKQLF,GHQWLW\DPRQJ.XUGLVK$OHYLV´-81; Gezik, $OHYL.UWOHU, 20-21*OHU
gWHNLQLQgWHNLVL, 113-24.
64
For a brief review about those approaches and detailed ethnographical evaluations
about similarities between Ahl-L+DTTVDQG.XUGLVK$OHYLVVHH%UXLQHVVHQ³%HWZHHQ
'HUVLPDQG'kODK´-93.
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Fourth, during the irrepressible era of ethnic and religious revivals in the
1990s in Turkey and among diasporic communities in Europe, not surprisingly,
some intellectuals started to claim that Kurdish Alevis had entirely different
ethnic origins from Turks and Kurds. That identification was based on the
.ÕUPDQFNL ODQJXDJH ZKLFK PRVW .XUGLVK $OHYLV VSRNH65 This new ethnic
discourse, Zaza, took spoken language (KÕUPDQFNL  DV D GHFLVLYH DVSHFW
+RZHYHU EULQJLQJ .XUGLVK $OHYLV DQG WKHLU .ÕUPDQFNL-speaking Sunni
neighbors under a new national identity failed so quickly because of the bloody
past between the two. As it is well known, Sunni Kurdish tribes actively took
part during the Hamidian massacres against non-Muslim communities. It was a
desperate effort when considering their mutual hostility.
On the other hand, this attempt also faced another fierce intellectual
objection as it voiced against the Kurdish nationalist discourse. As a fifth
approach, some Kurdish Alevi intellectuals have been asserting for over a
decade that Kurdish Alevism is a distinctive ethnic identity apart from either
Kurds, Turks, Zazas or any other Alevi communities in Turkey. Especially after
the millennium, this approach gained popularity among young Kurdish Alevi
generations. That was in connection with the rise of the Dersim issue in the
public sphere.66 6RPH UHVHDUFKHUV QDPHG LW ³'HUVLP UHYLYDO´ UHIHUULQJ WR WKH
³$OHYL DZDNHQLQJ´ 7KH Uevival emphasizes new religious perspectives to
Kurdish Alevi ethnic identity, especially regarding nature-based (sacred place)
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Since Kurdish Alevis speak two main languages -Kurmanci and -.ÕUPDQFNLWKH\DUH
usually defined as Kurds or Zazas. Kurmanci is well known as Kurdish and Kirmancki
is mostly known as Zazaki in contemporary Turkey. Some researchers distinguish
Kurds and Zazas as separate national identities when considering the languages. See
0HVXW .HVNLQ ³=D]DFD h]HULQH 1RWODU´ LQ +HUNHVLQ %LOGL÷L 6ÕU 'HUVLP HG ùNU
$VODQ øVWDQEXO øOHWLúLP <D\ÕQODUÕ  -245. For heated debates between those
who claim that Kurmanci and Kirmancki are different dialects of Kurdish, and those
who believe them to be entirely different languages (Kurdish and Zazaki respectively).
$OVR VHH 0LFKLHO /HH]HQEHUJ ³.XUGLVK $OHYLV DQG WKH .XUGLVK 1DWLRQDOLVW
0RYHPHQW´ - DQG 3DXO - :KLWH ³7KH 'HEDWH RQ Whe Identity of the Alevi
.XUGV´LQTurkey's Alevi Enigma: A Comprehensive Overview, eds. Paul J. White and
Joost Jongerden (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2003), 17-%UXLQHVVHQ ³µ$VOLQLøQNDU(GHQ
+DUDP]DGHGLU¶´-20.
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Interestingly, the new discourse was mostly welcomed by younger Kurdish Alevi
generations via popular culture trends, such as ethnic Dersim music. See, Leyla Neyzi,
³=D]DQDPH$OHYL5HQDLVVDQFH0HGLDDQG0XVLNLQWKH1LQHWHHQV´LQ Turkey's Alevi
Enigma: A Comprehensive Overview, eds. Paul J. White & Joost Jongerden, (LeidenBoston: Brill, 2003), 111-25.
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EHOLHIV DQG RUDO QDUUDWLYHVDERXW WKH SDVW FHQWXU\¶V DWURFLWLHV67 As a result, all
approaches, which come with heavy criticism of one another, developed their
DUJXPHQWV SUHGRPLQDQWO\ UHJDUGLQJ HLWKHU WKH .XUGLVK $OHYL UHOLJLRQ¶V VRFLRUHOLJLRXV VWUXFWXUHV RU WKH .ÕUPDQFNL ODQJXDJH +RZHYHU WKH GRPLQDQW
contemporary perception of modern Kurdish Alevi identity seems to more
related to the beliefs, rituals, and discourses relating to the natural world of
Dersim nowadays.
Concluding Remarks
Although Kurdish Alevis are still highly involved in political movements,
mostly related to socialist views and Kurdish nationalism, some Kurdish Alevi
intellectuals have taken a different approach, described as Dersim ethnicism, in
recent decades. From this perspective, Kurdish Alevism (or Raa Haqi religion)
seems to appear as a singular cultural system due to its religious, linguistic,
historical, sociological, and anthropological dimensions. The rise of such
intellectual tendency is mostly related to the popularization of sacred place
beliefs in Dersim and throughout the diaspora. Sacred places gained extensive
symbolic popularity in line with the rise of Dersim ethnicism after the
millennium. Consequently, sacred places have long been a potent indicator of
Dersim and cover some modern political implications of the identity, such as
environmentalism. In one example, Tunceli province has witnessed large-scale
social movements against dam projects, which were intended to build on the
rivers of Dersim in the mid-2000s.68 The most influential argument of defiance
depended on the idea of protecting the sacred land. After the destruction of rural
life in Dersim, even though Kurdish Alevis did not live in most of this region,
they undoubtedly perceived the dam projects as another threat to the sacred
ODQG¶V VXUYLYDO 7XQFHOL EHFDPH WKH RQO\ FLW\ ZKHUH DOPRVW HYHU\ ORFDO
inhabitant joined a march to protest against dam projects in 2014, and it was the
most massive anti-dam march ever seen in Turkey to this day.
The point here that attracts the most attention is the increasing social and
political role of individuals (especially talips) compared with sacred lineages
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6HH øPUDQ *UWDú ³'HUVLP $OHYLOHULQGH .LPOLN øQúDVÕ YH 7UDYPD´ ,Q .Õ]ÕOEDúOÕN
$OHYLOLN %HNWDúLOLN 7DULK-Kimlik-øQDQo-5LWHO HGV <DOoÕQ dDNPDN DQG øPUDQ *UWDú
$QNDUD øOHWLúLP <D\ÕQODUÕ   - DQG %HVLP &DQ =ÕUK ³ OHU $OHYLOLN
 OHU'HUVLP8\DQÕúÕ$QODPDN´Alevilerin Sesi 161, (2012): 20-25.
68
6HH &HODO &DKLW $JDU DQG 6WHIIHQ %|KP ³7RZDUGV D 3OXUDOLVW /DERU *HRJUDSK\
Constrained Grassroots Agency and the Socio-6SDWLDO )L[ LQ 'HUVLP 7XUNH\´
Environment and Planning 50, no. 6 (2018): 1228-49.
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(ocaks) or conventional cultural institutions (kirvelik, musahiplik) during the
social transformation. As mentioned before, socio-religious obligatory relations
and religious orders between talips and pirs fell apart during forced
modernization processes and conflicts in the 20th century. However, sacred
places remained. They had always played a crucial role in providing a space for
daily religious practices. That would eventually enable them to experience
being a religious authority of their own. There used to be no essential need for
obligatory institutional relations between pirs and talips to practice rituals at
sacred places. This fact provided a wide space for talips, who would willingly
like to maintain their cultural identity. Concerning the mass politicization of
Kurdish Alevi communities from Turkey through Western Europe, this space
became more suitable for new experienced actors. Individuality as an aspect of
daily religious practice started to instrumentalize sacred places as the new
socio-cultural sphere identifiers and turned them into a political account that has
the power of leading ethno-politics. Besides, sacred places gained decisive
importance in enculturating new generations. While rituals were being practiced
at sacred places, constituent cultural identity elements were also reshaped by the
talips¶ SHUVSHFWLYH 7KHLU HYHU\GD\ FXOWXUH SROLWLFDO DWWLWXGH DQG UHOLJLRXV
tendencies started to fill the gaps that opened during the absence of
representatives of ocaks. It is a remarkable example of how individualistic
LQLWLDWLYH PD\ KDYH OHG WR D QHZ W\SH RI ³UHOLJLRQ-PDNLQJ´69 process under
certain conditions.
Simultaneously, in the sense of being a talip, this relatively autonomous
religious sphere also gained new features in the Western European context.
.XUGLVK $OHYLV¶ VRFLR-cultural frameworks changed almost completely during
the long decades of immigrant life and active politic engagement to ethnopolitics. That fact mostly applies to the new generations who were born in
Western Europe. For instance, while struggling against the Turkish state for
official recognition of religious and national identity, Kurdish Alevis began to
form up new religious and politic associations, theological discourses and even
rituals with some modern notions and ideas. Claiming gender equality, social
harmony, environmentalism, modernism (in the sense of living in western
lifestyle) and secularism (in the sense of being politically opposed to Islam,
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MDUNXV 'UHVVOHU ³0RGHV RI 5HOLJLRQL]DWLRQ $ &RQVWUXFWLYLVW $SSURDFK WR
6HFXODULW\´ :RUNLQJ 3DSHU 6HULHV RI WKH +&$6 ³0XOWLSOH 6HFXODULWLHV  Beyond the
:HVW%H\RQG0RGHUQLWLHV´ (Leipzig: 2019): 3-16.

60

which the AKP regime in Turkey represents) are the core discourses and
distinguishing features embedded in Kurdish Alevism.70
Another fact that openly reveals the social transformational dynamics of
modern Kurdish Alevi identity is the religious associations, the so-called
Cemevis, widely acting in Dersim and Europe. Cemevis gained importance
DPRQJ SROLWLFDO $OHYL PRYHPHQWV DIWHU $OHYLV VWDUWHG WR OLYH LQ 7XUNH\¶V DQG
(XURSH¶V PHWURSROLVHV71 Alevi communities established Cemevis in the 1990s
to perform cem ceremonies in the urban environment. They were also used for
social events as well as funerals, weddings, etc. However, their political
symbolism implied much more. In contemporary Turkey, Alevism possessed a
de-IDFWR VWDWXV DV D UHOLJLRXV LGHQWLW\ (YHQ WKRXJK $OHYL¶V SODFHV IRU
worshipping is not recognized officially, and the government still rejects their
representation in the Directorate of Religious Affairs (an official state institution
in Turkey and a very active component of AKP regarding Islamization of nonSunni communities), the Turkish state tolerates Cemevis¶ DFWLYLWLHV LQ JHQHUDO
Moreover, in some cases, municipalities, mostly related to opponent politic
parties, acknowledge Cemevis as worshipping places.
*OWHNLQ $KPHW .HULP KXWVDO 0HNDQÕQ <HQLGHQ hUHWLPL  .HPHUp 'X]JÕ¶GDQ
']JQ %DED¶\D 'HUVLP $OHYLOLJLQGH 0]DNHUHOHU YH .OWU gUQWOHUL øVWDQEXO
%LOLPYH*HOHFHN.LWDSOÕ÷Õ
71
At the turn of the century, cemevis became the main argument behind Alevi
organizations to claim equal constitutional rights to those afforded to officially
recognized religions by Turkey and the EU. They are represented as undeniable proof of
the religious uniqueness of Alevism. This policy quickly yielded results in the 2000s in
some European countries (first in Germany) rather than Turkey. For the first time,
Alevism was officially recognized as a unique religious sect. Despite Turkey's negative
attitude towards Alevism, the official status of Alevism in Europe had a large-scale
sociological and political impact among all Alevi communities. Accordingly, Cemevis
became a key determiner for Alevi identity. Given that Cemevis are publicly legal
organizations, Alevi individuals (talips), intellectuals and religious authorities started to
establish them according to their religious or political points of view. For further
LQIRUPDWLRQVHH0XUDW(V³$OHYLVW3ROLWLFVRI3ODFHDQGWKH&RQVWUXFWLRQRI&HPHYLV
LQ 7XUNH\´ 0$ 7KHVLV %R÷D]LoL 8QLYHUVLW\   (OLVH 0DVVLFDUG ³$OHYL
Communities in WestHUQ (XURSH ,GHQWLW\ DQG 5HOLJLRXV 6WUDWHJLHV´ LQ Yearbook of
Muslims in EuropeHGV-RUJHQ6 1LHOVHQ6DPLP $NJ|QO $KPHW $OLEDVLF %ULJLWWH
Marechal, and Christian Moe (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 561-0DUWLQ6|NHIHOG³$OHYLVLQ
Germany and The PoliticV RI 5HFRJQLWLRQ´ New Perspectives on Turkey, no. 28-29
(2003): 133- 'HU\D 2]NXO ³7KH 0DNLQJ RI D 7UDQVQDWLRQDO 5HOLJLRQ $OHYL
0RYHPHQWLQ*HUPDQ\DQGWKH:RUOG$OHYL8QLRQ´British Journal of Middle Eastern
Studies 46, no. 2 (2019): 259-$OLdDUNR÷OXDQG1D]OÕdD÷ÕQ%LOJLOL³$3UHFDULRXV
5HODWLRQVKLS 7KH $OHYL 0LQRULW\ WKH 7XUNLVK 6WDWH DQG WKH (8´ South European
Society and Politics 16, no. 2 (2011): 351±64.
70
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On the other hand, Cemevis are also specific facts that reveal the dynamics
of the social transformation of Kurdish Alevism. For example, some Cemevis
were built near the most famous sacred places in Dersim during the 2000s.
However, Alevism continues to be rejected by the Turkish authorities. There is,
therefore, only one way to erect these buildings legally: by establishing them as
associations. As a result, the management board for these associations began
being formed by both talips and pirs, meaning conventional religious obligatory
relations between them are bypassed. Thus, the rising prestige of sacred places
and increasing numbers of Cemevis created a competitive situation among pirs
GXH WR DWWUDFWLQJ IROORZHUV¶ DWWHQWLRQ DQG VWUHQJWKHQLQJ WKHLU UHOLJLRXV
authorities. The fact also remains that ocaks are similarly trying to functionalize
the same religio-politic discourses and attempting to take advantage of current
ethno-politics to re-establish their religious prestige. Today, being officially
recognized as an independent religious belief under constitutional rights and reformulating Alevism as a modern religion in the contemporary period requires
certain systematic rituals, spatially redesigned sacred places, a rewritten
theology and history. In this context, Kurdish Alevi pirs also try to provide
religious services not just to their talips, as it has been a traditional religious
order, but all talips, including other ocaks¶ followers. This transformation also
reveals how a religious institution (which used to be obtained by birth) becomes
a modern-day social-religious status re-interpreted through a new
understanding.
,Q WHUPV RI ³UHOLJLRQ PDNLQJ IURP EHORZ´72 if we look at talip-dominated
.XUGLVK $OHYLV¶ VRFLR-political acts and discourses, those emerged concerning
sacred places seem likely to be a new religious-political trend, which intends to
secure cultural continuity and create a robust socio-political position for the
subordinated identity. Despite being politically heterogeneous, talips seem able
to move pirs to practice religion with a new understanding. Thus, one of the
most critical outcomes of contemporary Kurdish Alevism is talips¶ LQFUHDVLQJ
domination. In this sense, the case of Kurdish Alevism can also be seen as a
reconceptualization of the cultural identity concerning sacred places. That
establishes a new understanding of the ethnic identity depending on a new type
of socio-religious order.
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CHAPTER 2
T HE A RAB A LEVIS µ$ /$:Ŝ6 ) IN THE R EPUBLIC OF T URKEY :
AN

O VERVIEW i
  ¸ 

Hakan Mertcan

Introduction
7KH$UDE$OHYLV µ$ODZƯV1 from now on) are a significant minority, scattered
across the Middle East and typically located along the Mediterranean coastline.
+RZHYHUGHVSLWHLQFUHDVLQJIRFXVRQWKHLGHQWLW\DQGSROLWLFVRIµ$ODZƯV since
the outbreak of the Syrian conflict in 2011, there is still little scholarly work on
the µ$ODZƯVRI7XUNH\NQRZQDOVRDV1XৢD\UƯV.2 TKHµ$ODZƯVRI7XUNH\PRVWO\
misunderstood and ignored to a great extent, is an ethno-religious group.
'HVFULEHG DV D ³KHWHURGR[´ ,VODPLF FRPPXQLW\ WKH\ DUH NQRZQ DV WKH %Ɨ৬LQƯ
community.3 7KH\LGHQWLI\WKHPVHOYHVDV$UDEVHWKQLFDOO\DQGµ$ODZƯVLQWHrms
of religion.
i

, DP JUDWHIXO WR P\ FROOHDJXHV 0HUDO ùHNHU 6HOLP dDNPDNOÕ DQG $\GÕQ gUGHN IRU
their helpful comments and suggestions.
1
$OHYLLVWKH7XUNLVKYHUVLRQRIWKHZRUGµ$ODZƯZKLFKLVWKHWUDQVFULSWLRQRIWKHZRUG
from Arabic. Since the Arabic transcription is widespread in the English literature, the
ZRUGµ$ODZƯLVXVHGIRU $Uab) Alevis.
2
7KH FRPPXQLW\ LQ 7XUNH\ JHQHUDOO\ SUHIHUV WR LGHQWLI\ LWVHOI DV µ$ODZƯV LQVWHDG RI
NuৢD\UƯV +DNDQ 0HUWFDQ 7UN 0RGHUQOHúPHVLQGH $UDS $OHYLOHU 7DULK .LPOLN
Siyaset), 4th ed. (Adana: Karahan Kitabevi, 2020), 298-302; For the terminology see
*LVHOD 3URFKi]ND-(LVO DQG 6WHSKDQ 3URFKi]ND The Plain of Saints and Prophets: The
Nusayri-Alawi Community of Cilicia (Southern of Turkey) and its Sacred Places.
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2010), 19-23.
3
7KHWHUP%Ɨ৬LQƯUHIHUVWRFRPPXQLWLHVWKat make distinction between the outer and the
inner (esoteric) meaning in Islam, by means of this distinction, because of their very
FRQGLWLRQV RI H[LVWHQFH WKH %Ɨ৬LQƯV FRXOG KDYH GLIIHUHQW LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV RI ,VODP RWKHU
WKDQ VRYHUHLJQV¶ LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV Rf Islam. The term, on the other hand, is also a
GHVLJQDWLRQ WKDW KDV EHHQ XVHG SHMRUDWLYHO\ E\ 6XQQƯ 0XVOLP WKHRORJLDQV )RU WKH
KLVWRU\ DQG WKHRORJ\ RI WKH µ$ODZƯV LQ JHQHUDO VHH 6WHIDQ :LQWHU A History of the
µ$ODZLV )URP 0HGLHYDO $OHSSR WR WKH 7XUNLVK Republic (Princeton and Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2016); Mertcan, 7UN 0RGHUQOHúPHVLQGH $UDS $OHYLOHU;
1HFDWL $ONDQ ³)LJKWLQJ IRU WKH 1XৢD\UƯ 6RXO 6WDWH 3URWHVWDQW 0LVVLRQDULHV DQG WKH
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Comprising significant minorities chiefly in Syria and Turkey with varying
political trajectories, the community is also legally recognised in Lebanon and
UHSUHVHQWHG LQ SDUOLDPHQW 7KH µ$ODZƯV DUH GLVSHUVHG WR RWKHU 0LGGOH (DVWHUQ
countries, where they maintain their existence as a community generally by
concealing their identity. Furthermore, as a result of forced and voluntary
migration movements since the nineteenth century, significant amounts of
µ$ODZƯVFDQDOVREHVHHQWKURXJKRXWWKH globe, from Europe to the United States
to Australia. 7KH µ$ODZƯV KDYH EHHQ OLYLQJ LQ 7XUNH\ IRU KXQGUHGV RI \HDUV
PRVWO\ SRSXODWHG LQ $QWDN\D $GDQD DQG 0HUVLQ SURYLQFHV <HW WKH µ$ODZƯV
have never been legally or constitutionally recognised by the Republic of
7XUNH\ $V ZLWK WKH $OHYLV WKH µ$ODZƯV¶ UHOLJLRXV IUHHGRP KDV EHHQ ODUJHO\
impeded, while their sacred sites have not been recognised officially. State
authorities have always been suspicious of them and treated them as a potential
threat to national unity7KHUHIRUHWKHµ$ODZƯVMXVWOLNH$OHYLVRI7XUNH\KDYH
been at the target of the assimilationist (Turkification and Sunnification) and
repressive policies.
Being under the sway of the Ottomans nearly four hundred years, the
µ$ODZƯV GHVSLWH Eeing accepted in the sphere of Islamic religion, have been
treated as a heretic community and exposed to discriminatory taxations and
practices. After long years of misery, isolation and state violence, within the
conversion (ihtida -Sunnification) policieV LQ WKH UHLJQ RI ދ$EG¶O-ণDPƯG WKH
Second, a compromise EHWZHHQ WKH µ$ODZƯV DQG WKH FHQWUDO JRYHUQPHQW ZDV
able to be achieved.4 The administration of Republic of Turkey, in line with its
DVVLPLODWLRQLVW SROLFLHV DFFHSWHG WKHP DV 7XUNLVK ³EURWKHUV´ EXW Zith a
discriminative manner, always registered them as Arabs and Alevis.
+DYLQJTXLWHDGLIIHUHQWUHOLJLRXVFUHHGDQGSUDFWLFHWKHµ$ODZƯV¶YLVLRQRI
Islam and their interpretation of Islamic principles are rather different from the
hegemonic/dominant viHZ$FFRUGLQJ WR WKH µ$ODZƯV¶ FUHHG D EHOLHI VWUXFWXUH
centered in WKHIDLWKRIҵ$OƯ, $OƯ WRJHWKHUZLWK0XতDPPDGZDVFUHDWHGIURPWKH
divine light (1U and has extraordinary attributes. In general, according to the
Alevi creed ޏ$OƯ is not an ordinary being; he represents WKH ³DOZD\V
ޏ$ODZƯVLQWKH/DWH2WWRPDQ(PSLUH´Die Welt des Islams 52 (2012); Yaron Friedman,
The Nusayri-µ$ODZLV $Q ,QWURGXFWLRQ WR WKH 5HOLJRQ +LVWRU\ DQG ,GHQWLW\ RI WKH
Leading Minority in Syria /HLGHQ DQG %RVWRQ %ULOO   3URFKi]ND-Eisl and
3URFKi]NDThe Plain of Saints and Prophets:; Meir M. Bar-Asher and Aryeh Kofsky,
The Nu܈D\Uv-µ$ODZv 5HOLJLRQ $Q (QTXLU\ ,QWR ,WV 7KHRORJ\ $QG /LWXUJ\ (Leiden,
%RVWRQ .|OQ %ULOO   0 ( *DOLS HW-7DYvO Arap Alevilerinin Tarihi-Nusayriler,
WUDQVøVPDLOg]GHPLU øVWDQEXOdLYL\D]ÕODUÕ 
4
Mertcan, 7UN0RGHUQOHúPHVLQGH$UDS$OHYLOHU 94-112.
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HYHU\ZKHUH´LV³WKHXQOLPLWHGJHQLXV PDµULIHW ´KHLVWKH0D QDRIWKHEHLQJ
In other words, cosmic ޏ$OƯ H[LVWHG EHIRUH WKH KLVWRULFDO EHLQJ ޏ$OƯ LEQ $EƯ
7ƗOLE ZKRZDVERUQLQ0HFFDLQWKHV5 ޏ$OƯ existed and spoke in various
forms in pre-,VODPLFHUDV%XWWKLVIDFWGRHVQRWLQYDOLGDWHWKHKLVWRULFDOޏ$OƯDQG
the Islamic experience formed with him. In fact, cosmic ޏ$OƯ includes the
KLVWRULFDOޏ$OƯ
)RU WKH µ$ODZƯV SULQFLSOHV OLNH SUD\HU IDVWLQJ FRQFHDOPHQW SLOJUimage,
and jihad have different meanings other than those in the hegemonic Islam. For
instance, prayer, without any certain form, is turning to the God; fasting is to
UHPDLQ WUXH WR RQH¶V RZQ ZRUG WKH FRQFHDOPHQW LV WR VDIHJXDUG WKH WUXVW
pilgrimage is the journey to the God and the jihad is to struggle with ego.
8QOLNH 6XQQƯ ,VODP WKH\ GR QRW DGKHUH WR WKH KHDYHQ-hell and fate belief.
5HLQFDUQDWLRQLQWKLVV\VWHPRIEHOLHIKDVDYHU\GHFLVLYHSODFH7KHµ$ODZƯV
generally make their religious ceremonies in the ziyarats or houses that are
DFNQRZOHGJHGDVVDFUHGSODFHV7KHUHOLJLRXVHGXFDWLRQSURFHVVLQWKHµ$ODZƯV¶
FUHHGLVVXEMHFWWRVSHFLDOFRQGLWLRQVDQGGLIIHUVUDGLFDOO\IURPWKH6XQQƯ,VODP
The religious affairs are the responsibility of the reverends who have the title
Sheikh (ùÕK), which is inherited by lineage. Sheiks still have significant
LQIOXHQFH RQ WKH FRPPXQLW\ 5HJDUGLQJ FUHHGV DQG ULWXDOV WKH µ$ODZƯV KDYH
both common characteristics and significant differences with Turkish and
Kurdish Alevis. For example, Cem (Jam ދLQ$UDELF ULWXDOVRIWKHµ$ODZƯVDUH
performed in a quite different manner compared to those of Alevis. In these
Cems, which are closed to the public, there is no Semah ritual, the baglama or
any other instrument is not played, and women, who take part in organization of
the rituals in a great deal and have a prestigious social status, do not participate
in some SDUWVRIWKHULWXDO$WWKHHQGRIWKH&HPVDVSHFLILFIRRGFDOOHG+UvVL
which is prepared with great care and has a sacred meaning, is shared with the
participants.
Although it is hard to give a definite figure, it is estimated that
DSSUR[LPDWHO\RQHPLOOLRQµ$ODZƯVOLYHLQ7XUNH\6 It is known that, in Adana
DQG 0HUVLQ SURYLQFHV WKH \RXQJHU JHQHUDWLRQV RI WKLV FRPPXQLW\¶V PHPEHUV
5

6HHDOVR7RUG2OVVRQ³7KH*QRVLVRI0RXQWDLQHHUVDQG7RZQVSHRSOH7KH5HOLJLRQ
of the Syrian Alawites, or the NuৢDLUƯV´Alevi Identity, edited by Tord Olsson, Elisabeth
g]GDOJD  &DWKDULQD 5DXGYHUH /RQGRQ 7D\ORU Francis, 2005), 202; Ayhan
<DOoÕQND\D.I'HGH.RUNXW6DLG1XUVLYH$OLh]HULQH (Ankara: Dipnot, 2016), 187267.
6
It is not possible to give exact figures in this regard, because there is no official
statistics on this subject due to census policy; sHH )XDW 'QGDU 7UNL\H 1IXV
6D\ÕPODUÕQGD$]ÕQOÕNODU øVWDQEXOdLYL\D]ÕODUÕ -4.
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who have the power over the economic-political and social structure of Turkey,
have significantly lost the use of their mother tongue. However, within the
VFRSHRIUHOLJLRXVHGXFDWLRQFDUULHGRXWE\WKHµ$ODZƯVVKHLNKVLWFDQEHVDLG
WKDWµ$ODZƯVPDZDUHQHVVLVSURWHFWHGPRUHWKDQHWKQLFLGentity. As an introvert
FRPPXQLW\WKHµ$ODZƯVDYRLGUHYHDOLQJWKHLUFUHHGDQGEHOLHIV,QWKLVFRQWH[W
silence/not expressing oneself (NLWPkQ) to a stranger is a basic principle. Neither
are they eager to reveal their esoteric creed and beliefs, nor impose them. The
µ$ODZƯV EHLQJ UHVSHFWIXO WR DOO KRO\ VFULSWXUHV DQG WR WKH SURSKHWV DQG
celebrating many days from the days of Moses and Khidr to the days that Jesus
was born and ascended to the heaven to the days of Nowruz, state that ± despite
contrary claims ± they themselves are a community that adhere to the truth/the
genuine message of Islam.7
)RUDEHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHVLWXDWLRQRIWKHµ$ODZƯVGXULQJWKH$GDOHW
YH .DONÕQPD 3DUWLVL $.3 -XVWLFH DQG 'HYHORSPHQW 3DUW\  JRYHUQPHQWV DQG
the codes of WKHµ$ODZƯLGHQWLW\,ZLOOILUVWEULHIO\H[SODLQVRPHEDVLFKLVWRULFDO
stages in the development of the community. Secondly, I will analyze the
µ$ODZƯV¶UHODWLRQVZLWKWKHVWDWHDXWKRULW\LQWKH5HSXEOLFRI7XUNH\DQGWKHUROH
they played during the process of modern state formation. Then I will focus on
WKHLGHQWLW\LVVXHVIDFHGE\WKHµ$ODZƯVDQGRYHUWLPHKRZWKH\KDYHUHVSRQGHG
and reacted to these. This chapter will not only offer an exploration of the
KLWKHUWR KLGGHQ KLVWRU\ RI WKH µ$ODZƯV LQ 7XUNH\, but also will focus on the
FRPPXQLW\¶VHYROXWLRQKLVWRU\DQGSROLWLFDOPRELOL]DWLRQIURPLWVHPHUJHQFHWR
the current AKP era.
Historical Background
Emergence of the Community
In AD 632, a crucial crisis broke out among the Muslims after the death of
Prophet Muhammad. Who would administer this new community after the
death of the prophet? The debate and faction of this problem would become the
beginning of an unending disagreement in Islamic community, i.e., WKH 6XQQƯ6KƯޏƯFRQWUDVW5LJKWDIWHUWKHSURSKHW¶VGHDWKRQHRIWKHJURXSVFODLPHGWKDWWKH
FDOLSKDWHZDVWKHULJKWRIޏ$OƯLEQ$EƯ7ƗOLEDQGWKHSURSKHWDQQXQFLDWHGޏ$OƯ

7

For further evidence from various interviews, see Mertcan, 7UN 0RGHUQOHúPHVLQGH
Arap Aleviler, 302-314.
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DV WKH OHDGHU ³PDZOƗ´  LQ WKH IDUHZHOO VHUPRQ LQ WKH YDOOH\ FDOOHG *KDGƯU
Khumm in 632.8
$IWHUWKHSURSKHW¶VGHDWK0XVOLPVVWDUWLQJZLWKGLVREHGLHQFHWRWKH*KDGƯU
.KXPP H[SHULHQFHG GLVDJUHHPHQWV 7KH PXUGHUV RI ޏ$OƯ LQ  DQG RI KLV
descents, especially the Karbala (Iraq) Massacre in 680, increased the tension.
The followers of ޏ$OƯ DOWKRXJK WKH 8PD\\DG G\QDVW\ KDG WDNHQ SRZHU
acknowledged the imams who were descendants of Ahl Al-Bayt, as their
OHDGHUV ,Q WLPH ޏ$OƯ¶V IROORZHUV VHSDUDWHG LQWR YDULRXV EUDQFKHV KDYLQJ
different perspectives/interpretations. Some of them were accused of extremism
WKH *KXOƗW 6KƯޏL  RQH RI WKHVH JURXSV ZDV WKH µ$ODZƯV 7KH µ$ODZƯV ZHUH
generally accused of extremism by adhering to the hegemonic Islamic beliefs.
But they certainly do not see themselves as extreme.9
7KH µ$ODZƯV DFFHSWHG $EX 6KXޏD\b Muতammad ibn Nuৢayr al- ޏ$EGƯ DO%DNUƯ DO-1XPD\UƯ G   DV WKHLU OHDGHU 7KH\ GHVFULEHG 0Xতammad ibn
Nuৢayr as the closest disciple (as the EƗE: sacred gate) of the 11th Imam ণasan
al-ޏ$VNDUƯDQGWKH\EHOLHYHGWKDWKHFRQYH\HGWKHFUHHGVDQGSUHFHSWV from alޏ$VNDUƯDIWHUKLVGHDWK7KHµ$ODZƯVZLWKUHIHUHQFHWR0Xতammad ibn Nuৢayr,
have been called NuৢD\UƯV LQ DQ DFFXVDWRU\ DQG LQVXOWLQJ WHUP IURP WKH YHU\
early periods.10 7KHµ$ODZƯV11 who exalt the affinity to Ahl al-Bayt and walk on
the path reprHVHQWHG E\ ޏ$OƯ ZKR LV JLYHQ DQ H[WUDRUGLQDU\ PHDQLQJ DQG WKH
twelve imams, have also been accused of heresy and profaneness, and have
been exposed to enormous persecutions and massacres in the course of history,
just like other esoteric communities.

8

Bar- Asher and Kofsky, The Nu܈D\Uv-µ$ODZv5HOLJLRQ 121; Yunus Ramadan, Evrensel
'H÷HUOHULQ<FH6LPJHVL+]$OL, trans. Ahmet Bedir, (Adana: Karahan Kitabevi, 2011),
46-55.
9
For detailed information see Mahmut es-6kOLK *HUoHNOHULQ ,úÕ÷ÕQGD $OHYLOHU, trans.
Ahmet Bedir (Ankara: Baran Ofset, 2007); Mahmut Reyhani, *|OJHVL],úÕNODU,$OHYLOLN
YHgQFHVL øVWDQEXO&DQ<D\ÕQODUÕ 0DKPXW5H\KDQL*|OJHVL],úÕNODU,,7DULKWH
Aleviler øVWDQEXO &DQ <D\ÕQODUÕ   ùHUDIHWWLQ 6HULQ $OHYL 1XVD\ULOHU +DNNÕQGD
Soru ve Cevaplar (Adana: Koza Matbaa, 2007); MehPHW 0XOODR÷OX Nusayriler
+DNNÕQGD øGGLD øVQDG YH øIWLUDODU LOH &HYDSODUÕ (Antakya,1998); Ramadan, Evrensel
'H÷HUOHULQ<FH6LPJHVL+]$OL.
10
See, for example, Kummi/Nevbahti, ùLL )ÕUNDODU .LWDEX¶O-0DNDODW YH¶O- )ÕUDN
)ÕUDNX¶ú- ùLD, trans. Hasan Onat et al. (Ankara: Ankara Okulu, 2004), 238-39.
11
7KLVRIFRXUVHGRHVQRWPHDQWKDWWKHµµ$ODZƯVGRQRWLQKHULWVRPHOHJDF\RIWKHLU
religious beliefs before Islam. Within the beliefs of this community, it is possible to
trace back especially the ancient beliefs of Iran, Iraq and Syria regions. This generally
DSSOLHVWR-HZLVK&KULVWLDQDQG,VODPLFFRPPXQLWLHV¶EHOLHIVLWZRXOGQRWEHVFLHQWLILF
to reject the dialectical relationships and interactions in this kind.
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One of the successors of Muতammad ibn Nuৢayr, al-ণusayn ibn ণamdan alKhaৢƯEƯ SOD\HG D UHPDUNDEOH SDUW DV D VDYLRU-leader in the history of the
µ$ODZƯV$O- KhaৢƯEƯKDGDFRQVWUXFWLYHUROHERWKLQWKHFUHHGRI$ODZLVPDQG
spread of it; he is still accepted as a great religious leader (Sheikhuddin) by the
µ$ODZƯV12 Al-KhaৢƯEƯ DVVHPEOLQJ DQ LPSRUWDQW FRPPXQLW\ RI EHOLHYHUV ZDV
WKHFKDULVPDWLFSROLWLFDOOHDGHURIWKHµ$ODZƯVDQGQRWDEOHOHDGHURI+DPGƗQLGV
Sayf al-Dawla al-+DPGƗQL G LQWKLVZD\KHRSHned an exceptional new
HUDIRUWKHµ$ODZƯVLQZKLFKWKH\ZRXOGEHDEOHWRLPSURYHWKHPVHOYHVDQGOLYH
according to their creed and values.13 (YHQWRGD\WKH+DPGƗQLGUHLJQDQGWKH
Sayf al-'DZODOLYHLQFROOHFWLYHPHPRU\RIWKHµ$ODZƯVDQGDIIHFWWKHµ$ODZƯV
identity.
)ROORZLQJ WKH +DPGƗQLG SHULRG $OHSSR ZDV GUDJJHG LQWR SURORQJHG
turmoil, and various Arab tribes tried to rule. Here, for example, after the
+DPGƗQLGVWKH0LUGƗVLGVUXOHGWKHUHJLRQIRUDERXW\HDUV,QWKHIROORZLQJ
years, various political powers such as the Fatimids, the Crusaders, the
Ayyubids, the Mongols, and the Mamelukes fought for power in the settlement
DUHDVRI$ODZƯV(YHQWXDOO\6XOWDQ6HOLP G ZKRZDVLQDILJKWDJDLQVW
6KƯޏƯ 6DIDZLGV GHIHDWHG WKH 6DIDZLGV LQ &KDOGLUDQ Ln 1514 and marched
towards Syria and Egypt.
The Ottoman Empire
:LWK WKH FROODSVH RI WKH +DPGƗQLGV DQRWKHU IHDUIXO HUD IRU WKH µ$ODZƯV
commenced, and they began to retreat towards Latakia, especially to the
PRXQWDLQRXV WHUUDLQ NQRZQ DV WKH µ$ODZƯV1Xৢa\UƯ 0RXQWDLQV 8SRQ <DYX] 
6XOWDQ6HOLP,¶V0DUM'DELTYLFWRU\LQWKH\ZHUHREOLJHGWRGZHOOLQWKHVH
mountains.14 6HOLP ,¶V PLOLWDU\ H[SHGLWLRQ WR 6\ULD DQG (J\SW ZDV D KLVWRULFDO
PLOHVWRQH IRU WKH µ$ODZƯV 7KH 2WWRPDQ 0DUM 'DELT YLFWRU\ LQ WKH \HDU 1516
paved the way for the horrific massacre of Aleppo and resulted in a disaster that
WKH µ$ODZƯV ZRXOG QHYHU IRUJHW 7KRXVDQGV RI µ$ODZƯV ZHUH PDVVDFUHG LQ
Aleppo and in nearby areas. The survivors fled to the farthest regions of the

12

<DURQ)ULHGPDQ³DO-+XVD\QLEQ+DPGkQDO-KKDVvEv$+LVWRULFDO%LRJUDSK\RIWKH
)RXQGHURIWKH1XVD\Uv- $ODZLWH6HFW´Studia Islamica 93 (2001).
13
Es-6kOLK-85, 93.
14
)ULHGPDQ ³DO-+XVD\Q LEQ +DPGkQ DO-.KDVvEv´  <YHWWH 7DOKDP\ ³$PHULFDQ
Protestant Missionary Activity among the Nusayris (Alawis) in Syria in the Nineteenth
&HQWXU\´Middle Eastern Studies 47, No 2 (March 2001): 219; Matti Moosa, Extremist
Shiites The Ghulat Sects (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1987), 267-69.
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µ$ODZƯ 0RXQWDLQV15 6HOLP ,¶V PDVVDFUH ZDV QRW OLPLWHG WR $OHSSR DQG LWV
QHLJKERULQJDUHDVEXWWKHVODXJKWHUZDVH[WHQGHGWRWKHµ$ODZƯV¶VHWWOHPHQWVLQ
Anatolia and Syria.16
6HOLP ,¶V PDVVDFUH ZDV D QLJKWPDUH IRU WKH µ$ODZƯV DQG ZDV LPSULQWHG RQ
their memory. It has become DQLPSRUWDQWHOHPHQWRIWKHµ$ODZƯLGHQWLW\6HOLP
, LV FROORTXLDOO\ PHQWLRQHG DV D PDMRU µ$ODZƯ HQHP\ VLPLODU WR 0XDZL\D DQG
<D]HHG 'XULQJ UHOLJLRXV HGXFDWLRQ WKH µ$ODZƯV WHDFK WKHLU FKLOGUHQ RI WKHLU
own historical/religious leaders, the religious rituals and practices, and their
historical enemies. Cursing these enemies is also a part of the religious
practices. In this way the collective memory is constituted and the group
identity is sustained.
)ROORZLQJ 6HOLP ,¶V UHLJQ WKH µ$ODZƯV EHJDQ WR OLYH XQder the Ottoman
Empire which continued till the end of the empire. The Ottomans accepted the
µ$ODZƯV DV D KHUHWLF FRPPXQLW\ DQG QHYHU WRRN WKHP DV D genuine Muslim
community; however, they did not give them the non-Muslim millet statute. In
the very long-lDVWLQJ2WWRPDQUHLJQWKHµ$ODZƯVZKROLYHGLQWKHFLWLHVWULHGWR
VXUYLYH E\ FRQFHDOLQJ WKHLU LGHQWLW\ 7KH PDMRULW\ OLYHG LQ WKH µ$ODZƯV
Mountains survived under very hard conditions and were semi-autonomous
during those long centuries.17
The Ottoman admLQLVWUDWLRQ RIWHQ LPSRVHG KHDY\ WD[HV RQ WKH µ$ODZƯV
pursued discriminatory fiscal policies towards them, and applied punitive
VDQFWLRQVZKHQWKHµ$ODZƯVGLGQRWFRPSO\ZLWKVXFKPDQGDWHV7KHVHSXQLWLYH
sanctions, as non-exceptional practices of the state towards these communities,
involved mass arrests, massacres and forced exiles. Although these sanctions
and resistance to them were not uncommon in the Ottoman Empire reign, they

15

'LIIHUHQW ILJXUHV RQ WKH VL]H RI WKH µ$ODZL PDVVDFUe are given in the sources.
$FFRUGLQJ WR WKH µ$ODZƯV¶ RZQ XWWHUDQFHV  SHRSOH ZHUH NLOOHG ,Q WKH µ$ODZƯV¶
written sources, the figures are as follows: Serin confirms the utterances and writes that
70,000 people were killed in the massacre; see Serin Alevi Nusayriler, 117. Reyhani
states that the number is 80,000 not 70,000 see Reyhani, *|OJHVL],úÕNODU,,, 81. es-6kOLK
and et-7DYvOVWDWH WKDW PRUHWKDQWKRXVDQGSHRSOH ZHUH PDVVDFUHGRQO\LQ $OHSSR
see et-7DYvO Arap Alevilerinin Tarihi, 249-250 and es-6kOLK *HUoHNOHULQ ,úÕ÷ÕQGD
Aleviler, 110.
16
Et-7DYvOArap Alevilerinin Tarihi, 250-54.
17
<YHWWH 7DOKDP\ ³&RQVFULSWLRQ DPRQJ WKH 1XVD\ULV µ$ODZLV  LQ WKH 1LQHWHHQWK
&HQWXU\´ %ULWLVK -RXUQDO RI 0LGGOH (DVWHUQ 6WXGLHV  1R     7DOKDP\
³7KH1XVD\UL/HDGHU,VPD¶LO.KD\U%H\DQGWKH2WWRPDQV´Middle Eastern Studies 44,
no 6 (November 2008).
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were intensified especially during the restructuring and centralization period of
the nineteenth century.18
,Q WKH KLVWRU\ RI WKH µ$ODZƯV WKH QLQHWHHQWK FHQWXU\ LV VLJQLILFDQW DV
resistance and gunfights became more intense. The Ottomans launched a
QXPEHURIH[SHGLWLRQVWRIXOO\FRQWUROWKHµ$ODZƯVDQGHVWDEOLVKSRZHUIRUWKH
FHQWUDOJRYHUQPHQW7KHµ$ODZƯVUHVisted these military expeditions in various
ZD\V 7KH 2WWRPDQV WULHG WR GHVWUR\ WKH µ$ODZƯV UHVLVWDQFH E\ XVLQJ PDQ\
methods such as arrests, executions, exiles, mass punishments, disarmament,
recruitment to the army, tax impositions, etc.19
In summary, the nineteenth century was a period of major changes regarding
WKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKH2WWRPDQ(PSLUHDQGWKHµ$ODZƯV7KH2WWRPDQV¶
were concentrating on modernization endeavors, particularly evident in the
reformation efforts of the Ottoman intellectual bureaucrats such as Midhat
3DVKD DQG WKH 6XQQLILFDWLRQ H[HUWV RI ދ$EG¶O-ণDPƯG WKH 6HFRQG EXLOGLQJ
state schools and mosques in their regions). There were various operations by
the empire to establish state power on-site. In short, the Sunnification policies
RIދ$EG¶O-ণDPƯGWKH6HFRQGFKDVWHQHGWKHJURXSUHJDUGHGDVheretics, and the
so-called heretic µ$ODZƯVFRXOGVXSSUHVVWKHFDODPLW\LQWKHLUVRFLDOOLYHVWKDQNV
to taqiyya SUHWHQGLQJ WR DFFHSW 6XQQƯVP 20 It should be pointed out that the
Ottomans' attitudes to all Alevi-esoteric communities (Qalandaris, Kizilbash,
etc.) was negative. Even though it was argued that the Ottomans did not have a
monotype policy fort the Alevis and the violence against them was not typical.21
)RUJHGE\WKH6XQQƯ- +DQDIƯ ideology especially from the sixteenth century, the
2WWRPDQ (PSLUH VWRRG DJDLQVW WKH µ$ODZƯV ZLWK YLROHQFH DQG SHUPDQHQWO\
labeled them as profaners, heretics, faithless people. Not only in the sixteenth
century but also in the following centuries, especially in the nineteenth century,

18

0RVKH 0D¶R] Asad: The Sphinx of Damascus: A Political Biography, Grove
Weidenfeld, 1988, 3; Samuel Lyde, The Asian Mystery (London: Longman, Green,
/RQJPDQ DQG 5REHUWV   SDVVLP 7DOKDP\ ³7KH 1XVD\UL /HDGHU ,VPD¶LO .KD\U
%H\DQGWKH2WWRPDQV´-908. For more information on dirham al-rijal, which was a
discriminative taxation for Alawis, see Winter, $+LVWRU\RIWKHµ$ODZLV, 83-111.
19
One of the important resistances of this period is, for instance, the movement led by
,VPD¶LO.KD\U%H\VHH7DOKDP\³7KH1XVD\UL/HDGHU´
20
For more information and documentations see Mertcan, 7UN0RGHUQOHúPHVLQGH$UDS
Aleviler, 82-116.
21
øOEHU2UWD\OÕ³$OHYLOLN1XVD\ULOLNYH%kE-Õ۱OL´LQ7DULKLYH.OWUHO%R\XWODUÕ\OD
7UNL\H¶GH $OHYLOHU %HNWDúLOHU 1XVD\ULOHU HG øVPDLO .XUW DQG 6 $OL 7] øVWDQEXO
(QVDU1HúUL\DW 
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WKHµ$ODZƯ-esoteric communities in general were exposed to heavy oppressions,
assimilation, violence and massacres.22
General Situation after World War I
:LWK WKH )LUVW :RUOG :DU WKH VLWXDWLRQ RI WKH µ$ODZƯV JDLQHG D GLIIerent
GLPHQVLRQ 7KH µ$ODZƯV EURNH WKHLU LVRODWLRQ WR D FHUWDLQ H[WHQW HVWDEOLVKHG
relations with different communities, and became an important actor on the
SROLWLFDO VFHQH$V WKH HPSLUH FROODSVHG IROORZLQJ WKH ZDU WKH µ$ODZƯV IRXQG
themselves in quite a different political state.
$IWHUWKHIRXQGDWLRQRIWKHLQGHSHQGHQW6\ULDQVWDWHµ$ODZƯ6KHLNK6DOHKDOAli (d. 1950), who started the resistance in the Latakia region of Syria against
the French invasion following the war, emerged as one of the important figures
HQDEOLQJ WKH LQWHJUDWLRQ RI WKH µ$ODZƯV¶ LQWR QDWLRQDO XQLW\ LQ 6\ULD =DNƯ DO$UVǌ]Ư G ZKRFDPHIURPDZHOO-NQRZQµ$ODZƯIDPLO\LQWKH6DQMDNRI
Iskenderun and was one of the important figures of Arab nationalist thought,
was influentiDO LQ WKH LQWHJUDWLRQ RI WKH µ$ODZƯV LQWR WKH 6\ULDQ QDWLRQ Al$UVǌ]ƯZKRZURWHDUWLFOHVLQWKHQHZVSDSHURIal-Uruba in the 1930s during the
struggle for independence in the Iskenderun Sanjak, stated, against the Turkish
WKHVLV WKDW WKH µ$ODZƯV ZHUH D part of the Arab nation, and tried to tempt the
µ$ODZƯVWRWKH$UDEFDXVHWKXVKHDQGKLVRUJDQL]DWLRQ WKH/HDJXHRI1DWLRQDO
Action ± LNA) were strongly prevented from achieving their goals.
Consequently, al-$UVǌ]Ư DQG KLV FORVH FRPUDGHV ZHUH IRUFHG WR leave Sanjak,
and tried to spread their ideas of Arab nationalism in Syria.23
,Q7XUNH\GXULQJWKH)UHQFKLQYDVLRQLQWKHUHJLRQRI&LOLFLDQWKHµ$ODZƯV
who were organized in the National Awakening Society (Intibah-i Milli) that
22
6HH 2VPDQOÕ %HOJHOHUL¶nde Aleviler-%HNWDúLOHU HG &HPDO ùHQHU østanbul:
Karacaahmet Sultan Kltr Derne÷L<D\ÕQODUÕ 2VPDQOÕ$UúLYL¶QGH0KLPPHYH
øUDGH 'HIWHUOHUL¶nde Aleviler-%HNWDúLOHU HG $KPHW +H]DUIHQ &HPDO ùHQHU østanbul:
Karacaahmet Sultan Kltr Derne÷L <D\ÕQODUÕ   $\KDQ <DOoÕQND\D $OHYLOLNWH
7RSOXPVDO .XUXPODU YH øNWLGDU $QNDUD 0ONL\HOLOHU %LUOL÷L 9DNIÕ <D\ÕQODUÕ  
146-51.
23
The Baath Movement, which was also shaped by al-$UVǌ]Ư¶VLGHDVEHFDPHDWWUDFWLYH
IRUWKHµ$ODZƯVDVZHOODVWKHRWKHUPLQRULWLHVDQGWKHVHPLQRULWLHVLQFOLQHGWo the ideal
of living together under a national roof that is raising on a secular basis against the
Islamic approaches that aimed at the unity of religion and state; see Dalal ArsuziElamir, Arabischer Nationalismus in Syrien: Zaki al-Arsuzi und die arabisch-nationale
Bewegung an der Peripherie Alexandretta/Antakya 1930-38 0QVWHU /,7 9HUODJ
  .HLWK ' :DWHQSDXJK ³&UHDWLQJ 3KDQWRPV =DNL DO-Arsuzi, the Alexandretta
&ULVLVDQGWKH)RUPDWLRQRI0RGHUQ$UDE1DWLRQDOLVPLQ6\ULD´,QWHUQDWLRQDO-RXUQDl
of Middle East Studies 28, no. 3 (Aug1996).
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aimed to focus on Arab identity, had to change the political axis they adopted
EHFDXVHRI.HPDOLVWV¶SRZHULQWKHUHJLRQDQGWKHFKDRWLFHQYLURQPHQWFDXVHG
by the invasion. A forceful group among them participated in the Turkish
National War and had a great part in the liberation of the Cilician region.24
Again, in 1939, during the annexation of the Sanjak of Iskenderun (Hatay) to
7XUNH\WKHµ$ODZƯHOLWHV±except for the LNA members ± who acted in concert
with Turkish side were decisive impact on the result. However, along the history
of the Republic the members of this community generally oscillated between
existence and non-existence and managed to exist only in silence. Although the
official historical narrative has not totally ignored their status, it could only
recall these people by associating them with Turkishness. As explained in the
following parts, unscientific Hittite Turks thesis came out of this process.
7KHµ$ODZƯVLQWKH(DUO\5HSXEOLFDQ3HULRG
From its foundation to the present times the Republic of Turkey has pursued
assimilationist (therefore discriminatory) policies against the Alevi
communities. These policies have been implemented in different degrees and
forms and by different means and methods according to the dispositions of the
political parties in power. In addition, the Alevi communities have experienced
different policies according to their ethnic identities. For instance, the Kurdish
Alevis DQG WKH µ$ODZƯV KDYH EHHQ H[SRVHG WR DVVLPLODWLRQ ERWK LQ HWKQLF DQG
religious respects. These policies were harshly implemented with the early
period of the Republic and have been carried out in different forms and degrees.
Besides assimilation the Turks have also become involving policies of physical
eradication.25 But despite being different regarding ethnicity, the Alevi
communities have always been identical in being suppressed for their religious
24

Et-7DYLO $UDS $OHYLOHULQLQ 7DULKL  .HPDO dHOLN 0LOOL 0FDGHOH¶GH $GDQD YH
Havalisi (1918-1922) $QNDUD 77.<    .DVÕP (QHU dXNXURYD .XUWXOXú
6DYDúÕQGD $GDQD &HSKHVL $QNDUD 7UNL\H .XYD\Õ 0LOOL\H 0FDKLW YH *D]LOHUL
Cemiyeti, 1970), 178.
25
In this context, it is necessary to remember the Alevi massacres such as1938 Dersim
0DVVDFUH  .ÕUÕNKDQ 0DVVDFUH  0DODW\D 0DVVDFUH 1978 Maras Massacre,
dRUXP0DVVDFUH6LYDV0DVVDFUH995 Gazi Massacre; see Mehmet Ertan,
$OHYLOL÷LQ 3ROLWLNOHúPH 6UHFL øVWDQEXO øOHWLúLP <D\ÕQODUÕ   123-159; Erdal
Gezik, 'LQVHO (WQLN YH 3ROLWLN 6RUXQODU %D÷ODPÕQGD $OHYL .UWOHU (Ankara: Kalan
<D\ÕQODUÕ -$]L]7XQo%HQL6HQgOGU0DUDú øVWDQEXO)ÕUDW<D\ÕQODUÕ
  <DOoÕQND\D DUJXHV WKDW DW WKH YHU\ KHDUW RI$OHYL SROLF\ RI WKH PRGHUQ QDWLRQ
VWDWHLQ7XUNH\LV WKHHWKQRFLGHVHH$\KDQ<DOoÕQND\D .DYLPNÕUÕPøNOLPLQGH$OHYLOHU
$QNDUD'LSQRW<D\ÕQODUÕ 7KHWHUPHWKQRFLGHERUURZHGE\<DOoÕQND\DIURP3
Clastres deserves to be taken into consideration for the Alevi case.
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identities. This suppression can be traced back deep into many aspects of the
social-political life.
Having positivist and secular ideals, the state authorities of the early period
of the Republic tried to establish a legal system conforming to their political
program. For example, the Law on Unification of Education dated in 1924
centralized education. The madrasahs that engaged in religious education were
closed and religious lessons were gradually removed from the curriculum of all
educational systems, and in 1937, it was announced that laicism was adopted as
a constitutional principle.26 But along with these important developments, the
republic did not separate religious and state affairs; it preferred to take control
of religion and use it as a political tool by incorporating it using the Presidency
of Religious Affairs ZKLFK OHDQHG RQ D 6XQQƯ-+DQDIƯ FUHHG7RSXW LQ DQRWKHU
way, religion was organized by means of the Presidency, and thus had an
important part in the production of the official ideology and to the masses. As a
UHVXOW +DQDIƯ-6XQQƯVP ZDV PRXQWHG DV RQH RI the major elements of the
Turkish identity defined by the state.27 7KH µ$ODZƯV OLNH RWKHU QRQ-6XQQƯ
Islamic groups, were negatively affected by these policies and implementations,
which were contradictory to laicism.28 With the prohibitions concerning tombs
DQGORGJHVLQRQHRIWKHLQGLVSHQVDEOHHOHPHQWVRIWKHµ$ODZƯVFUHHGWKH
ziyarats were faced with the danger of extinction as people abstained from
visiting them. On November 1, 1928, the alphabet reform, switching the Arabic
alphabet with the LatiQ RQH KDG QHJDWLYH HIIHFWV RQ WKH µ$ODZL 6KHLNKV ZKR
taught in Arabic and their disciples (thus most of the community) in the Arabic
script. When the regulations to implement laicism such as the alphabet reform,
the unification of education, the prohibitions on tombs and monasteries, and the
suppressions on the Arab language are considered together, it can be argued that
WKH µ$ODZƯV¶ WUDGLWLRQDO HGXFDWLRQ DQG WKH WHDFKLQJ RI $UDELF ODQJXDJH ZDV
oppressed and freedom of religion in general was violated. Furthermore, the
existence of an institution such as the Presidency of Religious Affairs which,

26

Hakan Mertcan, %LWPH\HQ .DYJD /DLNOLN 7UNL\H¶GH 'LQ-Devlet-Diyanet) (Adana:
Karahan Kitabevi, 2013), 107.
27
Therefore, since the beginning of the Republic, the most fundamental features of
laicism, such as the institutional separation of religion and the state, the neutrality of the
state against religions ±in other words the fact that a laic state does not grant any
privileges to any religious beliefs± have never been put into practice.
28
On the role of the Presidency of Religious Affairs and implementation of laicism in
Turkey see Mertcan, Bitmeyen Kavga Laiklik.
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from WKHYHU\EHJLQQLQJSURSDJDQGL]HG6XQQƯ,VODPDQGXVHGDGLVFULPLQDWRU\
insulting, assimilationist attitude against the Alevis is problematic.29
%HFDXVH RI WKH VWDWH¶V SROLWLFDO RULHQWDWLRQ DLPHG WR FUHDWH D KRPRJHQRXV
nation, despite their contributions to the emergence of the Republic of Turkey,
WKH µ$ODZƯV OLNH RWKHU PLQRU FRPPXQLWLHV  FRXOG QRW KDYH DQ\ FKDQFH RI
emerging as the citizens of the Republic with their own identities. The
assimilationist policies imposed upon the communities from the early period of
the Republic were implemented systematically and rigorously in 1930s and
V(VSHFLDOO\WKURXJKWKHDFWLYLWLHVRIWKH3HRSOH¶V+RXVHV +DONHYOHUL DQG
WKH&XOWXUH&RPPLWWHHV +DUV.RPLWDODUÕ WKHVHSHRSOHZHUHLQGRFWULQDWHGLQWR
the consciousness of Turkishness immediately, sometimes by consent,
sometimes by force, and sometimes by carrot and stick methods.30 One of the
VLJQLILFDQWDUFKLWHFWVRIWKHRIILFLDOKLVWRU\+5HúLW7DQNXWSXEOLVKHGDERRN
in 1938 titled Nusayriler ve Nusayrilik HakNÕQGD [the Nu܈D\UƯV DQG RQ
Nu܈D\UƯVP]. This work was an important example of the endeavor to relate the
µ$ODZƯV WR 7XUNLVKQHVV31 Tankut, under the influence of Turkist policies,
FRPSDUHG VRPH SK\VLFDO FKDUDFWHULVWLFV RI WKH µ$ODZƯV WR WKH UDFLDO
characteristics of Turks and Arabs. Focusing especially on their head indices of
the µ$ODZƯVZKROLYHGLQ6DQMDNRI,VNHQGHUXQDSURYLQFHDQQH[HGWR7XUNH\LQ
1939 and renamed as Hatay being berefted its historical name, Tankut
FRQFOXGHG WKDW WKH µ$ODZƯV ZHUH FHUWDinly Turks, not Arabs due to the
characteristics of their heads.32
In line with the claims of the Turkish History Thesis, sovereign powers
GHHPHGWKHµ$ODZƯVDVDFRPPXQLW\ZKRVHRULJLQDOVHOI-identity was Turk, with
no bearing on Arabians and was subsequently alienated from Turkish identity.
7KH\ DOVR GHVFULEHG WKH µ$ODZƯV DV WKH VXFFHVVRUV RI WKH +LWWLWHV ZKR ZHUH
acknowledged as a Turkish tribe in the scope of the Turkish History Thesis;
WKHUHIRUH WKH\ QDPHG WKHP ³+LWWLWH 7XUNV´ 7KXV WKH PRWKHU WRQJXH of the
29

For the attitude of the Presidency of Religious Affairs towards the Alevis see
Mertcan, Bitmeyen Kavga Laiklik, 153-160).
30
)RU UHPDUNDEOH H[DPSOHV VHH %DúEDNDQOÕN &XPKXUL\HW $UúLYOHUL %&$  
583.11.1.93-%&$9HKEL(YLQo³+LWDEHOHU,´*|UúOHU 15
February 1939, 30-31.
31
Before this book, Baha Said, wiWK KLV DUWLFOH WLWOHG ³$QDGROX¶GD *L]OL 0DEHWOHUGHQ
Nusayriler ve Esrar-Õ0H]KHEL\HOHUL´SXEOLVKHGLQ7UN<XUGX journal in 1927, triggered
VLJQDOIODUHRIWKHVWXGLHVWU\LQJWRDVVLPLODWHWKHµ$ODZƯVLQWR7XUNLVKQHVV%DKD6DLG
Bey, 7UNL\H GH$OHYL- BeNWDúL$KLYH1XVD\UL=PUHOHULHGøVPDLO*|UNHP $QNDUD
.OWU%DNDQOÕ÷Õ -185.
32
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community, Arabic, was denied and suppressed; what is more, the allegation
that the language spoken by this community was not Arabic but in fact was
Turkish was put into practice as a systematic policy.
The primary tool of assimilation policy againVW WKH µ$ODZƯV LQ WKH VLQJOHparty period was the Culture Committees. These committees were founded with
WKH VSHFLILF SXUSRVH RI SODFLQJ WKH µ$ODZƯV LQWR WKH 7XUNLVK LGHQWLW\ LQ
accordance with the official ideology and of designing and implementing
policies in that direction. In the Culture Committees Regulations, Culture
Committees were defined as cultural associations acting not independently of
EXWLQFRQMXQFWLRQZLWKWKH&XPKXUL\HW+DON3DUWLVL &+35HSXEOLFDQ3HRSOH¶V
3DUW\  DQG 3HRSOH¶V +RXVHV 7XUNish institutions for public education and
spreading Kemalism). The Culture Committees were formed for limited
geographical areas with respect to local needs. The Culture Committees'
headquarters were in Ankara, and it had branches in Adana, Tarsus and Mersin.
7KH PHHWLQJV RI WKH FRPPLWWHHV ZHUH KHOG LQ WKH &+3¶V SODFHV RU 3HRSOH¶V
Houses or any other place determined by the Party. According to the Culture
&RPPLWWHHV5HJXODWLRQV³SURWHFWLQJDQGHQKDQFLQJWKHQDWXUDOFXOWXUDOOHYHORI
people who cannot speak Turkish properly in all cases and making their family
and social relations warmer and more harmonized with other Turkish citizens in
WKHLUUHVLGHQWLDODUHD´ was the principal objective of the committees. In line with
this objective, fundamental duties of the committees included the following: to
align the educators with proper and popular use of the Turkish language; to
encourage and pave the way for proper and popular use of the Turkish language
in public and in private spheres; to indoctrinate speaking Turkish as a religious
duty mandated by national honor to encourage and safeguard marriage between
1XৢD\UƯV DQG 7XUNV E\ UHPRYLQJ WKH GHWULPHQWDO HIIHFWV RULJLQDWLQJ IURP WKH
VHFWDULDQ GLVFULPLQDWLRQ WR LQVWUXFW WKH IDFW WKDW WKH µ$ODZƯV DUH IURP WKH
Turkish race; to make publicity and propaganda, and to organize conferences,
shows, acts of showing the true path in order to achieve above-referred goals; to
control whether Turkish is spoken or not; to make Turkish national songs and
epics widely known and notorious; eventually, to ³ZRUNIRUEULQJLQJDERXWWKH
achievement of the main goal by using all sorts of remedies and ways that
ZRXOGVWUHQJWKHQ7XUNLVKQDWLRQ¶VXQLW\DQGVROLGDULW\´.33
The monthly magazine *|UúOHU 9LHZV  LVVXHG E\ WKH $GDQD 3HRSOH¶V
House in that time also contained the striking traces of assimilationist policies
LPSOHPHQWHG WRZDUG WKH µ$ODZƯV ,Q )HEUXDU\  WKH DFWLYLWLHV DQG modus
33
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operandi of the Culture Committees were made public.34 Among the activities
conducted, the spread of Turkish and the termination of speaking Arabic took
priority. A series of activities were organized to that end, including
establishment of schools and training centers, acts of showing the true path,
conferences, meetings and movie screening. These efforts were characterized by
a blood-based racism accompanied by the menaces to those who resisted
assimilation.
Moreover, the suppression of the Arabic language had weakened the
religious identity of the community. Such a suppression constricted and/or
EORFNHG WKH ZD\V ZLWKLQ ZKLFK WKH µ$ODZƯV KDG WUDGLWLRQDOO\ SDVVHG WKHLU
religious doctrine to next generations. 7KH HGXFDWLRQ SURFHVV RI WKH µ$ODZƯV
FKLOGUHQ ZKLFK FDQ EH WHUPHG DV ³LQLWLDWLRQ WR WKH SDWK´ LV D KDUd process of
many obligations for family, child (tilmiz) and religious instructor (emmi
seyyid). Although a religious-cultural education of this kind is to some extent
(unofficially) retained in Turkey, it has been rapidly eroded due to the traditional
assimilationist state policy, the difficulties created by the modernization and the
suppression of increasingly strengthening political Islam. In this respect, the
training of religious functionaries, who were expected to take care of religious
duties of the community has suffered substantial damages.
7KHµ$ODZƯVLQWKH0XOWL-Party System
7KHµ$ODZƯVJHQHUDOO\VXSSRUWHGWKH.HPDOLVWUHJLPHIURPWKHEHJLQQLQJRIWKH
Republic. The break with the Ottoman Empire that was seen as the sword of
6XQQƯ6KDULDWKHEHOief that a new regime was emerging, Kemalist discourse of
PRGHUQLW\DQGODLFLVPYDULRXVSURPLVHVDQGLQWLPLGDWLRQWRZDUGVWKHµ$ODZƯV
DQG WKH LQDGHTXDWH RUJDQL]DWLRQ DQG ZHDNQHVV RI WKH µ$ODZL FRPPXQLW\ KDYH
been decisive in this political positioning. Certainly, there have been periodical
alterations in this political attitude. There have emerged some fractures in the
Kemalist route with the multi-party system. In any case, during the periods that
WKH,VODPLVWPRYHPHQWVDQGSDUWLHVJDLQHGSRZHUWKHµ$ODZƯVKDYHFRPHFORVHU
to those they considered to be the defenders of laicism. The 1970s, when the
Milli Nizam Partisi (National Order Party) and then the Milli Selamet Partisi
(National Salvation Party) participated in political life, are important
examples/experiences of this kind. The 1970s can also be considered as the
\HDUV WKDW WKH µ$ODZL \RXWK EHFDPH RQH RI WKH HOHPHQWV RI WKH ³UDGLFDO´
opposition to the political power.
34
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The Demokrat Parti (DP, Democratic Party), which took over political power
from the CHP in the 1950 elections, succeeded in retaining power until 1960.
The period of 1950-1960 was not a period for which a uniform reading could
EHGRQHWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHSRVLWLRQVRIWKHµ$ODZƯV,Q+DWD\ZKLFKZDVDQQH[HG
WR7XUNH\ODWHUWKHµ$ODZƯVFRQIRUPHGWRWKHLUWUDGLWLRQDOOHDGHUV¶SUHIHUHQFHV
and voted for the CHP, however, those who lived in Adana and Mersin
overwhelmingly voted for the DP. In the 1954 elections, DP was supported in all
WKUHH SURYLQFHV 7KH '3¶V WHQGHQF\ WR HVWDEOLVK DQ RSSUHVVLYH UHJLPH DOVR
UHGXFHGWKHVXSSRUWRIWKHµ$ODZƯV,QDPLOLWDU\FRXSSXWDQHQGWRWKH
DP rule. In the period of the 1961 Constitution, which was prepared after the
military coup and had democratic characteristics, social movements started to
rise. Although after March 12, 1971, Military Memorandum, the left opposition
and the struggle for rights and freedom were tried to be suppressed, the 1970s
continued to be the years of the rise of leftist movements. As in the 1960s, the
connection between the leftist movements and the Alevis continued to
VWUHQJWKHQ7KHOHIWLVW PRYHPHQWV UHJDUGHG$OHYLVDV>QDWXUDO@³DOOLHV´$OHYLV
were also sensitive to the messages of the left and socialism, both due to their
class position and having been marginalized.35 It was in this process that the
µ$ODZƯVZHUHDOVRDIIHFWHGE\WKHULVHRIWKHOHIWDQGEHJDQWRWDNHSDUWLQWKH
social struggle. Although the traditional elites of the µ$ODZƯV, with a pragmatic
approach, took part in right-wing politics, the leftist opposition mustered up
VXSSRUWDPRQJRUGLQDU\µ$ODZƯVSHRSOHEHFDXVHRIWKHLUVRFLDOFODVVSRVLWLRQV
and being members of an ethnic and religious minority. No doubt, these
sensitivities have taken GLIIHUHQWIRUPVIRUGLIIHUHQWJHQHUDWLRQVRIWKHµ$ODZƯV
DVWKHFDVHZLWKRWKHU$OHYLFRPPXQLWLHV)RUH[DPSOHZKLOHWKHµ$ODZƯ\RXWK
had been more open to the socialist left, the older generations have generally
supported CHP politics.36 For the post military coup of September 12, 1980,
identity had become more important, the civil society organizations ± with the
weakened effects of the military coup ± had become more active and the
identity-oriented activities and demands had become consolidated.
In the context of the transformation of political power, in 1950s, under the
Democratic Party governments, the instrumentalization of religion was
accelerated, and especially in 1970s and 1980s, significant shifts occurred in the
concept of laicism. The new path adopted was towards the so-called Turkish35
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Islamic Synthesis. It was introduced and developed by $\GÕQODU 2FD÷Õ >7KH
Intellectuals' Hearth]37 in the 1970s and became official ideology in the
aftermath of the September 12, 1980 military coup.38 According to this
ideology, the main components of national culture were Turkishness and Islam.
These two components make a whole and cannot be separated from each other.
Since association of Turkishness and Islam was accepted as the ideal state of
society, the reconstruction and dissemination of these values were assigned to
the state. Thus, the state and accordingly society could be protected and
strengthened.39 The reflections of this understanding could be seen clearly in the
1982 Constitution, which was made after the 1980 military coup. Political Islam
in Turkey is based on this synthesis and characterized by this ideology. The
current ruling political Islamist AKP government is a result of such a process.
Following the military coup of the September 12, 1980, fundamental
changes have taken place in Turkish political life. In general, a major change
has occurred in the state-religion affairs. As mentioned above, the adoption of
the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis ±developed by the nationalist-conservative circles
in 1970s ± by the state has shaped the political destiny of the country as well as
the existence and future of the Alevi communities. The reflections of this
Islamic ideology could be obviously observed in the discourses of the top state
bureaucracy, in the official reports, legal texts or at least in the compulsory
religious lessons under the name of Religious Culture and Moral Knowledge
that have included to the curriculum for the first time as a constitutional
regulation.40
The impact of Islamic ideology on the political systems has increasingly
consolidated during the AKP rule. During the 18-year AKP reign a period has
been launched in which policy implementations have created a transformation
in the legal and political system, and the whole system have been reorganized
on a religious axis. This period is a new period of authoritarianism for the
proponents of laicism, democracy, religious minorities, and the Alevi
FRPPXQLWLHVDVZHOODVWKHµ$ODZƯV

37

A conservative club established in the early 1970s by right-wing thinkers; see
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µ$ODZƯVXQGHUWKH5XOHRIWKH$.3
In its 18-\HDU UXOH WKH $.3 KDV FUHDWHG VWUXFWXUDO FKDQJHV WR 7XUNH\¶V OHJDO
political and social order. When the process of the Turkish modernization is
scrutinized, with the Republican period fundamental reformations in the
political and legal system were made (even with remarkable contradictions and
problems) in line with the principle of laicism and notable steps have been taken
for modernization. Although they have significant problems and frailties,
having attained to a mature point to an extent, the laicism practices are being
repressed today. To put it another way, the rule of the AKP has made Islamic
ideology the dominant political system. In this overall situation, WKHµ$ODZƯVDV
well as other Alevi communities and religious minorities have deteriorating
conditions.
7KHµ$ODZƯVZKRKDYHWULHGWRLQWHJUDWHWKHSROLWLFDO-legal system beginning
from the early periods of the Republic of Turkey, and are an important
component of Turkish society, have not been recognized officially as a
community and the members of the community have been treated inconsistently
with the national law and the principle of equality. During AKP rule, the
discriminatory and marginalizing policies have incrementally increased, not just
IRU WKH µ$ODZƯV EXW IRU DOO $OHYL FRPPXQLWLHV ZKLFK VHHPV XQOLNHO\ WR HQG
under such a political Islamic rule, materialized in the AKP politics. In the
SHULRGRIWKH$.3UXOHQRWMXVWWKHµ$ODZƯVEXWDOO$OHYLVKDve been affected
negatively by the political Islamist policies and have been confronted with
serious oppression and discrimination. Accompanied with the Syrian War, the
raise of political Islam deteriorated the conditions for the Alevis.
When the policies implemented by the AKP are analyzed and compared with
those of previous periods, it can be noticed that there is some parallelism
between the Kemalist policies and the AKP policies.41 However, the remarkable
differences between them will also be noticed. Taking into consideration the
FDVH RI WKH µ$ODZƯV LW FDQ EH IRXQG RXW WKDW $UDE LGHQWLW\ ZDV GHQLHG DQG
Alawism was mentioned in connection with Turkish identity) in the early period
of the Republic, while Alawi identity has particularly been targeted in the AKP
period. The Syria War erupted in 2011 was a milestone in this respect. Based on
P\ REVHUYDWLRQV DERXW WKH µ$ODZƯV¶ RUJDQL]DWLRQV DFWLYLWLHV IRUPV RI WKHLU
connection with the political system, their attitudes towards the policies of the
governments, youth movements, their way of expressing themselves publicly
41
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and the forms of their existence, I can state that the existential concerns of the
µ$ODZƯV KDYH DXJPHQWHG LQ WKLV SHULRG ,Q RWKHU ZRUGV WKH µ$ODZƯV ZKR DUH
among the communities worried by the raise of political Islam and increasingly
suffered from this process, feel they are between bare existence and
annihilation.
After the Syria War that began in 2011 in which Turkey has been an
important actor from the very beginning, the hate speech aJDLQVW WKH µ$ODZƯV
especially produced by the political Islam, has been on the agenda. This was
neither random nor accidental. For instance, during the 1998 tension between
Turkey and Syria, the utterance of similar discourse by the political Islamists
proved that this was strictly related to the ideology of political Islam. In the
SROLWLFDO,VODPLVWGLVFRXUVHWKH6\ULDQUHJLPHKDGEHHQGHSLFWHGDVDQµ$ODZƯNuৢD\UƯ GLFWDWRUVKLS DQG WKH DOO WKH IDXOWV RI WKLV UHJLPH KDG EHHQ ODLG RQ WKH
µ$ODZƯVZKRDUHVHHn/shown as the owners of the power. Thereupon a language
RI LQVXOW KXPLOLDWLRQ DQG PHQDFH DJDLQVW WKH µ$ODZƯV RI 7XUNH\ KDG EHFRPH
commonplace.42 ,WKLQNWKDWWKLVGLVFRXUVHUHIOHFWHGWKHLGHDVWKDWWKHµ$ODZƯVLQ
Turkey are extensions of the Syrian regime, they have connections with the
Syrian intelligence (al-Mukhabarat) and paramilitary forces, and they might
betray the Turkish side in a conflict between Syria and Turkey.43
:KHQWKHSODFHRIWKHµ$ODZƯFRPPXQLW\LQKLVWRU\LWVFXUUHQWVLWXDWLRQLWV
inner and organizational structure is taken into consideration, it can be found
out that the community members are not homogenous, do not have uniform
relations with the governments, and have various political attitudes. Despite this
heterogenous structure, in some cases, especially against political Islam, the
µ$ODZƯVFDQFRPHWRJHWKHUDURXQGWKHLU$ODZƯLGHQWLW\MRLQWO\UHDFWWKHSROLWLFDO
42

Affected all the Alevis in general, the hate speech has not remained in discourse.
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After a demonstration that took place in Hatay on September 1st for the International
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Islamic menace and get together behind a struggle frontline. Recent social
struggles are examples for such cases.
The fLUVWUHPDUNDEOHVWHSZDVWDNHQE\SXEOLVKLQJQHZVSDSHU*QH\8\DQÕú
after 1980. Having a socialist perspective, this newspaper was involved in
DFWLYLWLHV LQ WKH µ$ODZƯV VHWWOHPHQWV DQG SXEOLVKHG YDULRXV VWXGLHV DUWLFOHV
QHZV DERXW WKH µ$ODZƯV 7KH DVVRFLation that was founded in Adana in 1990
ZLWKWKHQDPH$NGHQL]6RV\DO'D\DQÕúPD(÷LWLPYH.OWU'HUQH÷L $6'$ The Mediterranean Association of Social Solidarity, Education and Culture) has
EHHQ D VLJQLILFDQW µ$ODZƯ LQVWLWXWLRQ ASDA, organizing meetings about
$ODZƯVP DQG $UDELF FRXUVHV HYHQ LQ OLPLWHG OHYHOV KDV WULHG WR HQJDJH LQ
DFWLYLWLHV UHJDUGLQJ WKH µ$ODZƯ FUHHG DQG LGHQWLW\ 7KH QRQJRYHUQPHQWDO
organizations, beginning from ASDA, especially since early 2000s, with the
new amenities provided by the legal system have proliferated. The associations,
IRU WKH ILUVW WLPH EHJDQ WR XVH WKH µ$ODZƯ DWWULEXWLRQ SXEOLFO\ $GDQD $OHYL
.OWUQ $UDúWÕUPD 'HUQH÷L $.$' - Adana Alevi Culture Research
Association) began to work in 2006 with great hopes with several institutions
EHFRPLQJ SXEOLFO\ NQRZQ VXFK DV øVNHQGHUXQ $.$' 6DPDQGD÷ $.$'
0HUVLQ.LOLN\D1HKLU'HUQH÷L 0HUVLQ&LOLFLDQ5LYHU$VVRFLDWLRQ $UDS+DONÕ
$OHYLOHUL 'D\DQÕúPD 'HUQH÷L $UDE $OHYLV 6ROLGDULW\ $VVRFLDWLRQ  $NGHQL]
$UDS'LOLYH.OWU(QVWLWV 0HGLWHUUDQHDQ,QVWLWXWHRI$UDE/DQJXDJHDQG
&XOWXUH  2UWDGR÷X $UDS +DONODUÕ $UDúWÕUPD (QVWLWV 0LGGOH (DVW $UDE
Peoples Research Institute). But these nongovernmental organizations are
generally in the period of infancy, they are timid and weak in their activities.44
7KH PRVW YLYLG DQG LQWHUHVWLQJ VRFLDO PRYHPHQWV FRPH IURP WKH µ$ODZƯV
youth. Since 2011, with the violence and terror in Syria, discourses such as
1X܈D\UƯ-µ$ODZƯ RSSUHVVLRQ LQ 6\ULD, WKH GLFWDWRUVKLS RI 1X܈D\UƯ-µ$ODZƯ
minority, etc. have become usual in Turkey. Such discourses have especially
been developed by the political Islamists, including the top administrators of the
AKP.45 7KLVKDVWULJJHUHGUHDFWLRQVHVSHFLDOO\LQµ$ODZƯ\RXWK,QIRUWKH
ILUVW WLPH WKH µ$ODZƯ \RXWK46 SDUWLFLSDWHG WKH ø]PLU $OHYL 0HHWLQJ KROGLQJ
Arabic banners, and after a while they came together under the name of the
44
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³$UDS$OHYL *HQoOLN 0HFOLVOHUL´ µ$ODZƯ<RXWK &RXQFLOV). The first banner of
WKHµ$ODZƯ<RXWK&RXQFLODSSHDUHGRQ0D\ 2012 in Ankara. The synergy that
FDPH RXW RI WKHVH HYHQWV KDV VSUHDG WR FLWLHV OLNH $QNDUD øVWDQEXO $GDQD
$QWDN\D0HUVLQ(VNLúHKLUDQG0X÷ODø]PLU&RXQFLOVKDYHEHHQIRXQGHGDQG
participated in meetings with banners, slogans and styles peculiar to themselves.
In the course of events that were triggered by the war in Syria, they cried out
Enough! to the war, to assimilation, to disregard, to discrimination and to
PDVVDFUHV $V WKH FKLOGUHQ RI WKH µ$ODZƯ FRPPXQLW\ WKDW FRQIURQWHG VHYHUH
oppression and assimilationist policies, both in the Ottoman era and the
Republican era, they have tried to resist by diluting the impacts of the
DVVLPLODWLRQLVWSROLFLHV,Q WKHPHDQWLPH³(KOHQ´0DJD]LQHVWDUWHGSXEOLVKLQJ
in 2014 as a culture-art-SROLWLFVPDJD]LQH³(KOHQ´ZKLFh represents a first in
WHUPVRIWKHޏ$ODZƯFRPPXQLW\SRLQWVRXWDQLPSRUWDQWSODFHLQWKHVWUXJJOHIRU
LGHQWLW\RIWKHޏ$ODZƯVDQGKDVEHHQSXEOLVKHGIRUIRXU\HDUV
µ$ODZƯ <RXWK &RXQFLOV have carried out intense discussions and education
activities on WKH µ$ODZƯ FUHHG DQG KLVWRU\ 7KH\ KDYH PDGH VWXGLHV RI DUW
literature, cinema, music, folklore, history, belief. They have attracted attention
with their distinctive statements and visual materials in the press releases,
marches, meetings, reunions, demonstrations, youth camps, forums, panels,
campaigns, etc. These activities have been banding tradition together with
modernity. Although recently, especially with the State of Emergency after the
Military Coup Attempt of July 15, 2016 the activities of the Councils have
reduced, the youth movement has become a milestone for the political history of
WKHµ$ODZƯVDQGWKHLUSROLWLFDOPRELOL]DWLRQ47
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accessed May 20, 2019, https://www.birgun.net/haber-detay/bir-arada-oldugumuzgunlere-ehlen-67437.html ³$UDS $OHYLOHUL \DOQÕ] GH÷LOGLU´ <HQL 6ROXN DFFHVVHG
November 22, 2019, https://yenisoluk.com/arap-alevileri-yalniz-GHJLOGLU³øVWDQEXO$UDS
$OHYL*HQoOLN0HFOLVL¶GH.DGÕN|\%R÷D¶GD´*HQo *D]HWHDFFHVVHG1RYHPEHU
22, 2019, https://gencgazete.org/istanbul-arap-alevi-genclik-meclisi-18-00de-kadikoyERJDGD ³$UDS-$OHYL *HQoOLN 0HFOLVL¶QGHQ SURWHVWR´ 6L\DVL +DEHU DFFHVVHG
November 21, 2019, http://siyasihaber4.org/arap-alevi-genclik-meclisinden-protesto;
³$UDS $OHYL JHQoOL÷L VRNDNWD µ.DWOLDPODUD VHVVL] NDOPD D\D÷D¶´ SendikaOrg.,
accessed November 12, 2019, http://sendika63.org/2015/01/arap-alevi-gencligi-sokaktatekfircilere-karsi-ayaga-240166/#moUH ³0HUVLQ GH $OHYL NDWOLDPÕ SURWHVWRVX´ &QQ
7UN DFFHVVHG 0D\   KWWSVZZZFQQWXUNFRPWXUNL\HPHUVLQGH-alevikatliami-protestosu.
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Conclusion
The Alevi identity has never been officially acknowledged in Turkey but
conceived as a problem by the state and has always been approached with
GRXEW 7KH µ$ODZƯV WRR KDYH JRW WKHLU VKDUH IURP WKH VWDWH V RYHUDOO
DVVLPLODWLRQLVWSROLFLHVWRZDUGVWKH$OHYLFRPPXQLWLHV7KHµ$ODZƯVKDYHEHHQ
exposed to assimilation both in ethnic and religious respects. The assimilationist
policies that were implemented from the early period of the Republic have been
sustained in different forms and degrees.
7KH µ$ODZƯV WLUHG RI WKH RSSUHVVLRQ DQG GLVFULPLQDWRU\ SROLFLHV RI WKH
Ottoman period, supported the Republic due to WKH .HPDOLVW UHJLPH¶V
discourses with hope for a new political order. Even the assimilationist and
discriminatory practices could not prevent them from supporting the Republic.
Despite all the negative aspects of the republican regime that crystallized in
time, the opportunities that have been created by the shift from oppression,
insult and the life of misery to a relatively wealthy and modern life, the power
gained in this way have made the ties with the regime tighter. I think that the
µ$ODZƯVKDYHUHDFted positively to the secularization project of the new regime,
which created discomfort among wide Islamist sectors of the society, even
though they have some troubles with this project. That is to say, just like other
esoteric communities which have felt WKHRSSUHVVLRQFUHDWHGE\WKH6XQQƯ,VODP
DQGLWVLQVWLWXWLRQVIRUFHQWXULHVWKHµ$ODZƯV¶DVVHVVPHQWWKDWWKHOLTXLGDWLRQRI
the religious ideas and institutions from the state and public life would open a
more comfortable and safe life for themselves is meaningful both in historical
and sociological terms.
(YHQ WKRXJK WKH VWDWH VHHPHG WR OLTXLGDWH 6XQQƯ ,VODP LW QHHGHG D QHZ
ideological mechanism. The owners of the new regime tried to liquidate the
Islamist political groups, both because of their ideology (the positivist
conception of world) and the idea that the Islamists might be the source of the
opposition. However, they, on the one hand, performed this liquidation, on the
other hand, safeguarded the political system against the large mass of people
ZKRFRXOGEHDIIHFWHGE\WKH6XQQƯ,VODP'HVSLWHUXQQLQJLQWRFRQWUDGLFWLRQV
with the laicism discourse, they restructured the religion and attached it to the
VWDWH E\ OHDQLQJ RQ WKH 6XQQƯ ,VODP 7KH µ$ODZƯV GXH WR WKH UHODWLYH
improvement in their conditions have ignored these contradictions (despite the
violation of rights originating from the contradictions) for a long time. Of
course, it would not be correct to see the improvements in their condition as the
sole source of their consent for the political-legal order offered by the state. In
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addition, the state harsh reactions to the critiques towards itself and
manipulative approach should be underlined.
As mentioned above, in the single-SDUW\SHULRGWKHµ$ODZƯVZDVDOZD\VSDUW
of the authoritarian plan of the state. This was a recovery period in which there
was no serious opposition against the regime, the assimilationist policies of the
state were obeyed, and Turkish identity was embraced for survival. It should
also be emphasized that the hope cherished for the new regime and the
expectations for a better life were strong, and that this, despite all hitches, made
WKHµ$ODZƯVDGRSW.HPDOLVPZLGHO\
It appears as the AKP governments, from the beginning, had the tendency of
sustaining and intensifying thH DVVLPLODWLRQLVW SROLFLHV DJDLQVW WKH µ$ODZƯV ,
think that a strategy of creating an Alawism close to the state by impeding the
VROLGDULW\ EHWZHHQ WKH µ$ODZL FRPPXQLW\ ZLOO KDYH SODFH LQ WKRVH
assimilationist policies.
7KH $.3¶V FRPLQJ WR SRZHU KDV D VSHFLDO PHDQLQJ IRU WKH µ$ODZL
FRPPXQLW\ WKH GRPLQDWLRQ RI 6XQQƯ ,VODP DQG WKH IHDU IURP VKDULD 7KH
SHUWXUEDWLRQ RI WKH µ$ODZL FRPPXQLW\ FRQFHUQLQJ VDIHW\ ZLWK UHVSHFW WR
political-legal and social order have begun to increase. Besides, the year 2011,
in this context, was a crucial turning point in the AKP rule. When the period
after the annexation of Sanjak of Iskenderun in 1939 is taken into consideration,
WKHUHLVHYLGHQFHWKDWLQGLFDWHVWKDWIRUWKHµ$ODZƯVWKHUHZDVQHYHUDSHULRGRI
such existential anxieties that was so intensive and widespread in the whole
Republican era. The anxiety here is not just about the spiritual existence but also
about the material existence. Simply it is the anxiety about right of life, felt by
the whole community.
The political Islamist polices of the AKP, its implementations against
targeting laicism and modernity re-VWUHQJWKHQHG WLHV EHWZHHQ WKH µ$ODZƯV DQG
.HPDOLVP,QDSHULRGWKDWWKHµ$ODZLFRPPXQLW\KDVMXVWKDGWKHSRWHQWLDOWR
question the Kemalist ideology, the fear created by the AKP has impeded this
TXHVWLRQLQJ DQG FDXVHG .HPDOLVP EH UHSURGXFHG LQ WKH µ$ODZƯ FRPPXQLW\
Nevertheless, it is not yet clear which tendency will predominate. The test of the
µ$ODZƯVZLWKQDWLRQDOLVPDQGRUWKHSDWKWKDWZRXOGEHWDNHQEHtween the Arab
nationalism and Turkish nationalism will be a decisive problem for the
HQYLVDJHGIXWXUHRIWKHµ$ODZƯFRPPXQLW\2QFHDJDLQDWWKLVYHU\SRLQWWKLV
envisaged future will also be determined by the war and peace relation of the
µ$ODZƯFUHHGwith a nationalist ideology.
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CHAPTER 3
T HE Y EZIDIS IN T URKEY ± A S TIGMATISED I DENTITY
  ¸ 

Victoria Arakelova

General
The Yezidis or Yazidis1 (Arab. \D]ƯGƯ\D, Kurdish Ɲ]GƯ), a Kurmanji-speaking
ethno-religious group, have for centuries been part of the variegated map of the
Ottoman Empire and then the Republic of Turkey. Despite numerous
attestations of the Yezidis in various sources from medieval times, 2 the
community life of this people, their identity and culture have long remained
among the least investigated problems. Apart their historical motherland, the
northern part of Iraq (north-west of Mosul and Jebel Sinjar [ƘƯ\ƗâDQJƗOƝ], west
of Mosul), currently the Yezidis are also found in Syria, Eastern Turkey,
Armenia and Georgia, as well as in Russia and Europe. Almost the entire Yezidi
population of Turkey, based previously in compact settlements in the rural
centers of Tur-Abdin, Nisibin, Diarbekir, Mush, Sasun, and Bitlis, as well as on
the upper shores of the Tigris river, has moved to Syria, Germany, or other
Western-European countries. Discussing the distribution of the Yezidis in
7XUNH\ WKH FDWDORJXH RI WKH ³(WKQLF *URXSV LQ WKH 5HSXEOLF RI 7XUNH\´
(Andrews, Ethnic Groups in the Republic of Turkey, 119), mentions dozens of
the Yezidi villages in the frontier provinces bordering on Syria and Iraq, in
1

On the Yezidis in general, their history and religion see: John Guest, The Yezidis: A
Study in Survival (London and New York: KPI, 1987); Philip Kreyenbroek, Yezidism:
Its Background, Observances and Textual Tradition (New York: The Edwin Mellen
Press, 1995); Birgl $oLN\LOGL]The Yezidis: The History of a Community, Culture and
Religion (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2014); Garnik Asatrain and Victoria
Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: The Yezidis and their Spirit World
(Durham: Acumen, 2014), Victoria Arakelova 2015, EzdinerΩ HY QUDQFµ NURQΩ
(Yerevan: Publications of the Caucasian Centre for Iranian Studies, 2015); on the
Yezidis in Turkey particularly, Ceyhan Suvari, Ezidiler - (WQRGLQVHO%LUøQDQo 2ODUDN
Ezidilik (Ankara: hWRS\D<D\ÕQHYL 2013).
2
See Guest, The Yezidis: A Study in Survival, 42-58, 73-81; Victoria Arakelova,
³0DUJLQDOLL k istoriografii R H]LGD[´ Iran-Nameh: Armenian Journal of Oriental
Studies, vol. 42±43 (2011): 58±64.
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particular: Mardin (ca. 25 villages), Urfa (24 villages), Siirt (14 villages),
Diarbekir (4 villages), Gaziantep (4 villages), and Adiyaman (2 villages).
According to the data presented by the Yezidi Verein in Hannover, 121 Yezidi
villages in the region have been destroyed or taken over by Muslims in the
recent past.3
Generally, the statistics on the Yezidis are among the most problematic of
issues; their concrete number have been almost never available: in various
censuses, they have often been counted with other religious or ethnic groups.
For example, in the Census of the Russian Empire of 1914, the Yezidis of
Western Armenia (currently eastern parts of Turkey), are counted together with
the Qizilbashes, while in most of the Soviet censuses of population (except
those of 1926 and 1989), the Yezidis of Armenian and Georgia, as Kurmanjispeakers, were identified as Kurds,4 what, naturally, seriously distorts the whole
picture and presents no reliable figures. Nowadays, the total number of the
Yezidis can be approximately estimated to be around 400,000-450,000 people:
in Iraq and Syria (without taking into consideration mass migrations caused by
the current Near Eastern crisis), correspondingly around 200,000 and 80,000±
100,000; Armenia 45,000; Georgia 25,000; Russia 15,000±20,000; Western
Europe 50,000±60,000; all in all, some 400,000±450,000 people.5 There is no
DSSUR[LPDWHGDWDRQWKH<H]LGLVRIWRGD\¶V7XUNH\7KH7XUNLVK'HPRJUDSKLF
Profile of Index Mundi 2019,6 apart from proper Turks, indicates 19 percent of
the Kurds and 7±12 percent of other ethnic minorities represented in the
country. In terms of religious identity, the source mentions only 0.2 percent of
minorities (mainly Christian and Jews) versus 99.8 percent of Muslims. In
relevant research, information on the Yezidis as a minority in Turkey is also
missing.7 Mass migrations and disappearance of whole Yezidi villages leave no

3

Ibid.
6HH1RGDU0RVVDNL³<H]LGLVLQ&HQVXVHVLQWKH8665DQG3RVW-6RYLHW&RXQWULHV´LQ
Religious Minoritie in Kurdistan, ed. by Khanna Omarkhali (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz
Verlag, 2005), 97-138; Victoria Arakelova, EzdinerΩ HYQUDQFµNURQΩ: 9-11.
5
Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel, vii.
6
,QGH[ 0XGL ³7XUNH\ 'HPRJUDSKLF 3URILOH ´ https://www.indexmundi.com/
turkey/ demographics_profile.html.
7
6HHHJ1LJDU.DULPRYDDQG(GZDUG'HYHUHOO³0LQRULWLHVLQ7XUNH\´ Occasional
Papers, no 19 (Stockholm: Utrikespolitiska institutet, 2019).
4
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chance to reconstruct any figure based on the number of villages and their
dwellers either.8
The Yezidis speak Northern Kurdish (Kurmanji), but call their language
Ɲ]GƯNƯLH³WKH<H]LGLODQJXDJH´WKXVHPSKDVL]LQJWKHLUSHFXOLDUQRQ-Kurdish
identity.
The Yezidi society is a closed endogamous community with a caste system
consisting of the three main components: the clergy including the casts of the
sheikhs (ãƝ[, Arab. ãD\[), the pirs (Pers. SƯU ³HOGHU VDLQW´ DQG WKH OD\PHQ²
PLUƯG (Arab. PXUƯG PHDQLQJ ³GLVFLSOH´   2WKHU FDVWV like Kochak, Faqir,
Qawwal, Farrash, and Kebani have particular functions in t h e c o n t e x t s o f
the temple service.
Most of the Yezidis live the sedentary life of cattle-breeders.
The religion of the Yezidis is a unique product of the Near Eastern nondogmatic milieu, rooted in mystical Islam, but later, having totally dissociated
itself from the Muslim milieu, became a basis for a principally new ethnoreligious identity. Its eccentricity, manifested in numerous non-dogmatic
peculiarities, brought the Yezidis the disrepute of heretics and even devilworshippers and actually doomed the community to constant persecution in the
Muslim environment.
The basic source reflecting the peculiarities of the Yezidi religious tradition
is the multi-genre folklore, the so-called qawl-ǌ-bayt²hymns fixing most of the
doctrinal aspects of Yezidism and used in orthopraxy. 9 The hymns contain
considerably more information on the Yezidi sacred knowledge then the socalled Yezidi holy books².LWƝEƗ -DOZD ³7KH %RRN RI 5HYHODWLRQ´  DQG
0DVKDIƝ5Dã ³7KH%ODFN%RRN´ WKHODWWHUEHLQJSUHWW\ODWHFRPSLODWLRQV10
8

The pro-Kurdish Peace and Democracy Party deputy Ayla Akat Ata gives the figure
of 400 Yezidis currenWO\ OLYLQJ LQ 7XUNH\ ³ Parliamentary investigation request for
Yazidi people in Turkey,´EKurd Daily, April 19, 2014, https://ekurd.net/mismas/
articles/misc2014/4/turkey4996.htm.
9
See Ordikhane Celil and Celile Celil, =DUJRWLQD N¶XUGD (Yerevan: Armenian
Academy of Sceinces, 2978); idem, Kurdskij Folklor (Moscow: Nauka 1978);
Margarita Rudenko, Kurdskaya obryadovaya poeziya (Moscow: Nauka, 1982); Philip
Kreyenbroek and Khalil Rashow God and Sheikh Adi are Perfect (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 2005); VictoULD $UDNHORYD ³On Some Peculiarities of the Yezidi Lore
Translation,´In Oriental Languages in Translation, ed. by Andrzej Zaborski and Marek
Piela, vol. 3 (Krakow: Polish Academy of Sciences Press, 2008): 97-104.
10
6HH $QDVWDV 0DULH ³/D GpFRXYHUWH UpFHQWH GHV GHX[ OLYUHV VDFUpV GHV <p]vGLV´
$QWKURSRV ,QWHUQDWLRQDOH =HLWVFKULIW IU 9|ONHU- und Sprachenkunde, vol. 6 (1911): 1±
39; Maximiliam Bittner, ³'LH KHLOLJH %FKHU GHU -H]LGHQ´, Denkschriften der
Kaiserlisschen Akademie der Wissenschaften, vol. 55. 4 (1913): 1±97; Garnik Asatrian
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Origin of the Community
The emergence of Yezidism, or, rather its shaping as a principally new
ethno-religious phenomenon, should be analyzed in the context of the
religious situation in Northern Mesopotamia of the XI-XIV centuries. The
variegated ethnic and religious milieu of this active contact zone was a
fertile ground for the occurrence of this syncretic phenomenon deprived of
strict dogma. For at least first three or four centuries it was crystallizing as a
principally new ethno-religious group nowadays known as Yezidism.
The legendary history of the Yezidis connects the emergence of the first
<H]LGLFRPPXQLW\ZLWK6KHLNKµ$GLELQ0XVƗILU âH\[µ$GƯERUQDURXQG
  DOWKRXJK LQ IDFW WKH ODWWHU IRXQGHG WKH 6XIL RUGHU RI µ$GDZL\\D
which later became the mainstay of the new syncretic closed group.11
One should take into account active contacts, mutual influence,
transformations and synthesis of various ideas ² those of mystical Islam,
different forms of Christianity, Gnostic trends, Old Iranian heritage and
multiple pagan cults ² which played their role in the shaping of this new
teaching.
One of the important components of the mentioned milieu was the
religious-political movement of the followers of the Umayyad dynasty.
Having lost political power centuries earlier, the Umayyads still enjoyed
fairly high religious authority; some of their representatives became Sufi
sheikhs. The most iconic figure of the dynasty appeared to be Yazid I
<D]ƯG ELQ 0XµƗZL\DK  WKH VHFRQG 8PD\\DG FDOLSK ZKRVH SHUVRQDOLW\ LV
unambiguously evaluated in the history of Islam because of the Karbala
WUDJHG\ $ JURXS RI WKH 8PD\\DGV¶ IROORZHUVLQFOXGLQJ SDUWLFXODU IDQV RI
Yazid bin Muawiya himself, could well have built up a segment in the
Adawiyya order, particularly taking into consideration the fact that Sheikh
µ$GL KLPVelf belonged to this dynasty. It was exactly this group, which
strengthened the cult of Yazid to the community, that later became the basis
for the deification of this personality and his transformation into one of
JRG¶VPDQLIHVWDWLRQVLQ<H]LGLVP12
A crucial segment of the Yezidi doctrine is its obvious gnostic elements.
There is no historical data pointing to possible direct influence of gnostic sects
DQG $UVKDN 3RODGLDQ ³Ezdineri davanankԥ. +LPQDNDQ DVWYDFXWµ\XQQHUԥ ev surb
JUNµHUԥ,´Patmabanasirakan Handes, vol. 4 (1989): 131±50.
11
Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 37-44.
12
Ibid., 45-50; see alVR 9LFWRULD $UDNHORYD ³Sultan Yezid in the Yezidi Religion,´
Studies on Persianate Societies, vol. 3 (2008): 198±202.
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on the formation of Yezidism. Gnostic ideas, which were literary in the air of
the then Northern Mesopotamia, could penetrate into Yezidism on different
levels, but mainly, most probably, through esoteric Islam±Sufism and other
heterodox trends.13
Finally, at the turn of the 1st±2nd millenniums, certain tribes of the region
were still adherents of pre-Islamic cults or more likely, retained some elements
of these cults, were already known as followers of the religion of the Magi
$UDE 0DMǌV ³Zoroastrians´  ࡳ PDJǌãǌWƗ14 Nevertheless, the issue of the
supposedly pre-Islamic Iranian elements in the Yezidi religion should be
approached with caution. Some archaic cult elements in Yezidism may well also
EHPDQLIHVWDWLRQVRIXQLYHUVDOUHOLJLRXVFOLFKpVWUDFHGLQ1RUWKHUQ0HVRSRWDPLD
and elsewhere in Western Asia, including the Iranian space, and not the result of
direct or indirect Zoroastrian succession.15
Apparently, the environment in the community, which was later transformed
into the proper basis for the Yezidi ethno-confessional group, was quite tolerant;
the lack of formalized dogma, the priority of mystical and emotional knowledge
over orthodoxy, generally typical of the Sufi environment, gave rise to a rather
flexible structure, which ultimately resulted in Yezidi syncretism. The Sufi core
of the community naturally deified Sheikh Adi as the head of the order, the
8PD\\DGV¶ IROORZHUV FRXOG SDUWLFXODUO\ ZRUVKLS <D]LG ELQ 0XDZL\D RWKHU
elements that flowed into the community could well have transformed into cults
of numerous deities, holy men, etc., either giving way to or dissolving under the
onslaught of more significant figures or leaving their colors in the palette of
Yezidism.
It is hard to assume when exactly the particular backbone of the Adawiyya
Sufi order, once widespread in many parts of the Middle East, lost its Islamic
features and turned into a new syncretic sect. The isolation of the community
and its remoteness from the dogmatic centers played a significant role in this
process. The Adawiyya conveyed to the Yezidi community some important
characteristics of Sufism: spiritual hierarchy, deification of the leader, the

13

6HH LQ GHWDLO 9LFWRULD $UDNHORYD DQG *DUQLN $VDWULDQ ³Gnostic Elements in
Yezidism,´LQThe Gnostic World, ed. by Garry W. Trompf, Gunner B. Mikkelsen, and
Jay Johnson (London-New York: Routledge, 2018): 358±69.
14
On the formation of the Yezidi community, see Victoria Arakelova, ³. LVWRULL
IRUPLURYDQL\D H]LGVNRM REãþLQ\´ Iran-Nameh: Armenian Journal of Oriental Studies,
vol. 40 (2005): 63±66.
15
See, e.g., Victoria Arakelova, ³1RWHVRQWKH<H]LGL 5HOLJLRXV6\QFUHWLVP´ Iran and
the Caucasus, vol. 8.1 (2004): 19 ±28.
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veneration of prominent Sufis (e.g., al-Khallaj, Rabi'a Adaviya),16 elements of
Sufi symbolism (the mystical meaning of the circle) and so on, but the most
important, the apology of Satan, the latter being obvious in the cult of MalakTawus, the central figure of Yezidis.17 Definitely, not less than three or four
FHQWXULHVVHSDUDWHWKHIRXQGDWLRQRI6KHLNKµ$GL¶VRUGHUIURPWKHWLPHWRZKLFK
we can reliably attribute the existence of Yezidism as already a relatively shaped
doctrine.
Religious Doctrine
The Yezidis are followers of the syncretic religion called Sharfadin (âDUIDGƯQ).
They classify it as monotheism, a belief in only one god, [ZDGƝ RU [ZDGƯ
[XGƗGHULYLQJIURP1HZ3HUV[XGƗ\), and his manifestations ࡳ the holy triad of
Malak-Tawus (the Peacock Angel), Sheikh µAdi, and Sultan Ezid ࡳ coexist with
the whole folk pantheon of deities, holy men and patrons. The latter are rather
elements of popular religion preserved by many Near Eastern peoples, than the
ground for polytheism.
The monotheism of the Yezidis is clearly expressed in their Symbol of
FaithᅀâDKGƗ GƯQƯ:
âDKGƗGƯQƝPLQƝN$OOƗK
6LOW¶ƗQâƝ[DGƯSƗGãƝPLQD
6LOW¶ƗQƜ]GƯSƗGãƝPLQD
7ƗZǌVƯPDODNãDKGƗǌƯPƗQƝGPLQD
+DTD[ZDGƝNLU>DP@Ɲ]GƯQD
Sar nƗYƝ6LOW¶ƗQƜ]GƯQD
Al-K¶DPGOLOOƗKDPåLǀOǌWDUƯTƝG[ǀGL-ĜƗ]ƯQƗ
The Testimony of my faith is one god,
6XOWDQ6KHLNKµ$GLLVP\NLQJ
Sultan Yezid is my king,
Malak-7ƗZǌV 7KH3HDFRFN$QJHO LVWKHV\PERO>RIIDLWK@DQGP\IDLWK
,QGHHGE\JRG¶VZLOl [we] are Yezidis,
We are called by the name of Sultan Yezid.
God be praised, we are content with our religion and our Community.18

16
Victoria Arakelova, ³6XIL6DLQWVLQWKH<H]LGL7UDGLWLRQ  4DZOƝ+XVƝ\ƯQƯ+DOƗM´
Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 5 (2001): 183±92.
17
See in detail Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 26-29.
18
Kreyenbroek, Yezidism, Its Observances and Textual Tradition: 226.
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The figure of the [ZDGƝ is quite vague. According to the Yezidi tradition,
GHVSLWHEHLQJFUHDWRURIWKH8QLYHUVHWKH[ZDGƝis completely indifferent to its
fate and he transmits all the worldly affairs to his manifestations. There are just
few examples of direct address to the [ZDGƝ in the Yezidi qawl-ǌ-bayt, the
<H]LGLPRUQLQJSUD\HUDQGWKHK\PQRIJORULILFDWLRQ³0DGK¶Ɲ;ZDGƝ´ ³3UDLVH
WR*RG´ EHLQJDPRQJWKRVHUDUHFDVHV19 As the most transcendent figure, the
[ZDGƝ is almost tabooed to be called out in vain. He represents a typical
example of a deus otiosus, an impartial and removed god, whose features are
blurred against the background of his active representatives. To be more
precise, the triad, having shaped already within Yezidism, was superimposed
upon the already available tradition of monotheism initially present in the
Yezidi religion as a heritage of the mystical Islam.
Malak-Tawus (0DODNWƗZǌV, 0DODNƝWƗZǌV, or 7ƗZǌVƝƯPDODN, Arab. Malak
ܑƗZǌV, i,e., the Peacock Angel)20 is the most important character of the Yezidi
holy triad and, in fact, the essence the Yezidi religion. He is characterized as the
symbol of faith or the faith itself (7ƗZǌVƯ PDODN ãDKGƗ ǌ ƯPƗQƝG PLQD)21 ࡳ
³0DODN-7DZXV LV WKH V\PERO >RI IDLWK@ DQG P\ IDLWK´  KLV FHQWUDO FXOW LV WKH
main distinguishing feature of Yezidism.22 It is exactly because of the
controversial figure of Malak-Tawus regarded in some traditions as the
embodiment of the lord of darkness, the Yezidis have often been described as
³GHYLOZRUVKLSSHUV´23

19

Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 4-6.
See on this character in detail: Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock
Angel 9-DOVRLGHP³Malak-7DZXV7KH3HDFRFN$QJHORIWKH<H]LGLV´Iran and the
Caucasus, vol. 7.1±2 (2003): 1±36.
21
C.S. 'HZUƝã, 'XµDǌGUX]JƝƝ]GƯ\D(Yerevan: n.p., 1993): 11.
22
On the comparative analysis of the niches of Malak-Tawus among the Mandaeans,
the Ahl-L +DTT DQG <H]LGLV VHH $UDNHORYD ³³The Shibboleths of Heresies: On Some
Essential Markers of the Near Eastern Non-Dogmatic Milieu,´LQ Studies on the Iranian
World II: Medieval and Modern, ed. by Anna Krasnowolska and Renata RusekKowalska (Krakow: Jagiellonian University Press, 2015), 119-24; also Asatrian and
Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 30-32.
23
See, e.g., Alexandr (OLVHHY ³6UHGL SRNORQQLNRY G\DYROD 2FKHUNi verovaniya
ezidov),´ Severnyj vestnik, no. 2 (1888): 51±84.; Alphonse Mingana, The Yezidis: Devil
Worshippers of the Middle East: Their Beliefs and Sacred Books (London: Holmes Pub
Group Llc., 1993); cf. Mahmud Bayazidi, 5XVPDW¶QDPH\rHN¶UDGv\H/ / Nrav\LRE\þDL
kurdov, ed. and trans. by M.B. Rudenko (Moscow྇ ,]GDWHO¶VWYR 9RVWRþQRM /LWHUDWXU\
1963), 74; Rifaat Ebied ³'HYLO-ZRUVKLSSHUV 7KH <D]LGLV´  LQ Mehregan in Sydney
(Sydney Studies in Religion 1), ed. by Garry Trompf and M. Honari (Sydney: University
of Sydney, 1994): 93-98.
20
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Malak-Tawus is another eponym for the Yezidis, who also call themselves
PLODWƝ 0DODN WƗZǌV²³WKH QDWLRQ RU WULEH  RI 0DODN-7DZXV´ ,Q ³7KH %ODFN
SFULSWXUH´RU 0DVK¶DIƝĜDã (Arab. .LWƗEDO-aswad), Malak-Tawus is identified
with Azrail, the messenger of death, one of the four archangels nearest to God.24
Malak-Tawus may appear as the demiurge or as his agent of creation. In the
whole qawl-ǌ-bayt there is only one song directly concerned with MalakTawus, 4DZOƝ0DODNƝWƗZǌV, what can be also explained, as in the case with the
[ZDGƝE\DSDUWLDOWDERRXSRQKLVQDPHFI³1HYHUPHQWLRQP\ name or my
IHDWXUHVOHVW\RXVKRXOGFRPPLWDVLQ´ ³7KH%RRNRI5HYHODWLRQ´3DUW1R
8). 4DZOƝ 0DODNƝ WƗZǌV emphasizes the virtues of the character: his strength,
NLQGQHVVOLPLWOHVVSRZHUIDPHDQGVRRQ³7KH%RRNRI5HYHODWLRQ´ .LWƝEƗ
ЋDOZD) is devoted entirely to Malak-Tawus, representing thus an important
source for the reconstruction of this character and his main characteristics.25
The special status of Peacock Angel is also seen is his attribute EƝãLUƯNEƝKDYƗO³KDYLQJQRFRPSDQLRQ RUIULHQG´26 RULQRWKHUZRUGV³WKHRQO\RQH´
According to Yezidi reOLJLRXV WUDGLWLRQ DV LV UHIOHFWHG LQ ³7KH %ODFN
6FULSWXUH´ VHFWV-8), Malak-Tawus is accompanied and assisted by seven of
KLV µDYDWDUV¶ WKH angels Azrail, Dardail, Israfil, Mikail, Jabrail, Shamnail and
Turail, the attendant angels of god, Azrail featuring as Malak-Tawus himself.
The Yezidis believe each year during the celebrations RI-DPƗµDWWKH)HVWLYDORI
the Assembly, on September 23-DWWKHVKULQHRI6KHLNKµ$GLLQ Lalish each
year, Malak-Tawus with the angels determines the fate of the subsequent year.27
The figure of Malak-Tawus has a complex genesis rooted, on the one hand,
in the ambivalent image of the peacock in various religious tradition, and, on
the other hand, in the Islamic apocryphal tradition, particularly in the Sufi idea
of the apology of Satan.28
Going back to the mythological concept of the expelled deity, the Sufi
approach to the fallen angel as an adherent absolutely devoted to the Creator,
moreover, ready for self-sacrifice and doomed to exile, the one who is tragically
in love, without whom, however, there can be no recognition of the object of
love, has greatly contributed to the image of Malak-Tawus in Yezidism. This
24

Bittner, 'LHKHLOLJH%FKHUGHU-H]LGHQ: 24-28.
Ibid, 24-$VDWULDQDQG3RODGLDQ³Ezdineri davanankԥ´: 140-144.
26
Avdal, (]GLQHUL NURQDNDQ KDYDWDOLNµQHUΩ (Yerevan, Typewritten Ms in Armenian),
1957, fol. 81.
27
Cecil Edmonds, A Pilgrimage to Lalish (London: Royal Asiatic Society of Great
Britain and Ireland, 1967): 4.
28
See in detail Asatrian and Arakelova, The Peacock Angel of the Yezidis, 20-29; also
3HWHU:LOVRQ³,EOLVDQGWKH%ODFN/LJKW´ Gnosis, vol. 14 (1989-1990): 45.
25
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perception of Satan is so ambiguous WKDW WKH ZRUG ³6DWDQ´ $UDE ãD\ܒƗQ) is
taboo among the Yezidis, and even more interestingly this taboo has come to
cover a number of similar-sounding words (for example, the words ãDWW,
³HVWXDU\´TD\WƗQ, ³URSH´DQGVRRQ WKDWDUHVXEVWLWXWHG by synonyms.
Incidentally, the title of the Yezidi religion, Sharfadin, should be regarded as
an allegory substituting the tabooed name of Malak-Tawus. Literary meaning
³WKH KRQRXU RI UHOLJLRQ´ $UDE âDUDI DG-GƯQ), the term had, most probably,
been one of the main epithets of the principal deity.29
7KH WZR RWKHU UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV RI WKH <H]LGL KRO\ WULDG 6KHLNK µ$GL DQG
Sultan Ezid are clear examples of the deification of historical personalities.
6KHLNK µ$GƯ ELQ 0XVDILU âƯ[ƗGƯ, âƝ[ƗGƯ, âƯ[ƗQGƯ, or âƝ[[Ɲ] $¶GƯ [ƖGƯ] in the
Yezidi tradition), a prominent Sufi master with a well-documented biography
ZDVGHILQLWHO\YHQHUDWHGDPRQJWKHµ$GDZL\\D6XILV7KH<H]LGLVLQKHUited this
tradition from their precursors and developed it to the level of deification,
DSSURDFKLQJ 6KHLNK µ$GƯ DV D PDQLIHVWDWLRQ RI WKH [ZDGƝ with peculiar
functions.30
6XOWDQ (]LG 6LXOW¶ƗQ Ɯ]ƯG  NQRZQ DV WKH ORUG RI SHRSOH DQG WKHLU
worldly life, is sometimes even associated with Malak-Tawus himself. The
cult of Sultan Ezid among the Yezidis grew out of popularity of Yazid bin
Muawiyya, whose veneration was among the common trends of the time.
According to the Yezidi tradition, Sultan Ezid broke away from Islam and
DGRSWHGWKHUHOLJLRQRIâDKƯGELQ-ۥDUUWKHVRQRI$GDP31 that is, Yezidism.
In some marginal trends, though, Sultan Ezid is not identified with the
historical Umayyad caliph at all.32
All the three representatives of the Yezidi holy triad are often interchanged
with each other, their characteristics, domains and functions overlap in various
contexts. All the three can appear in the same status, representing the creator,
the symbols of faith, etc.
Apart from the triad, the Yezidi folk pantheon includes numerous minor
deities, guardian spirits, saints, and holy men, who patronize diverse spheres of

29

Asatrian and Arakelova, The Peacock Angel of the Yezidis: 29-30.
See Guest, The Yezidis: A Study in Survival, 15-16; Asatrian and Arakelova, The
Peacock Angel of the Yezidis: 37-44.
31
Esther 6SlW ³6KDKLG ELQ -DUU )RUHIDWKHU RI WKH <H]LGLV and the Gnostic Seed of
6HWK´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 6.1±2 (2002): 27-56.
32
SHH RQ WKLV FKDUDFWHU LQ GHWDLO $UDNHORYD ³Sultan Yezid in the Yezidi Religion:
*HQHVLV RI WKH &KDUDFWHU´ Studies on Persianate Societies, vol. 3 (2008), 198±202;
Asatrian and Arakelova, The Peacock Angel of the Yezidis: 45-50.
30
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human activity or personify natural phenomena. Their names feature the casterelated titles: sheikh (ãƝ[), pir (S¶ƯU), and dervish (GDZUƝã).
$PRQJ WKH UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV RI WKH IRON SDQWKHRQ DUH WKH IROORZLQJ  ³7KH
7KXQGHUHU´ DFWLQJ XQGHU GLIIHUHQW QDPHV ࡳ MƗma- 0DP ĜDãƗQ RU 0DKPDGĜDãƗQOLW³SRXULQJGDUWLQJ0DKPDG 0XKDPPDG ´âƝ[$¶EUǌV ࡳ the lord of
OLJKWQLQJ$¶EGƯěDãǀ RU$¶EGěDã ࡳ WKHJRGRIWKXQGHUDQGOLJKWQLQJDQG%ƗUDãࡳ the spirit of the hurricane.33
Another atmospheric deity is âƝ[0ǌVƝ-VǀU³WKH 5HG6KHLNK0ǌV 0RVHV ´
controlling the air and sending the wind in fair weather during threshing work
for winnowing.34
The deities of the sun and the moon are Sheikhs Shams RWKHUZLVH âƝ[
âDPV âƝ[ âLPV âƝãLPV RU âƝãLP  and Faxr ad-Din RU )DU[DGƯQ)D[UDGƯQ 
6KHLNK6KDPV¶ILJXUHLVSDUWLFXODUO\VLJQLILFDQWLQWKHIRONSDQWKHRQ$PRng his
epithets are the following: EƯQƗ\Ɨ ƙDYƗ ³WKH H\HV¶ OLJKW´  ࡳ a metaphor for
³JRGKHDG´PDVDEƝPLQD³WKHHVVHQFHRIP\UHOLJLRQ´ƙLUƗGƯQƯ ³the light of
the faith´ ; the qibla ³SLYRW´  TDZDWƗ GƯQ ³WKH SRZHU RI WKH IDLWK´); [XGDQƝ
PD¶UƯIDWƝ ǌ DUN¶ƗQ ǌ QƗVƯQD ³WKH PDVWHU RI VSLULWXDO NQRZOHGJH´); PǀUƗ âƝ[
âLPV ³WKH RZQHU RI WKH VHDO´); ƙLUƗ EDU VXQDWƝ (the torch of the [Yezidi]
community); and ƙDYƝ [ZDGƝ (*RG¶V H\H). Sheikh Shams is attributed with
power over hell and the 6LUƗW bridge,35 and his name is mentioned in Yezidi lore
more frequently than that of any other deity.36
0DODN )D[UDGƯQ Faxr ad-Din  RU $¶]Ư] 0DODN )D[UDGƯQ ࡳ that is, (Saint)
Angel Faxr ad-Din ࡳ is identified in the Yezidi tradition with Turail (or Nurail),
the seventh avatar of Malak-Tawus. He is considered the creator of Yezidi
religious lore, or Qawl-ǌ-bayt, and the qawwals (reciters) are known as -ƝãƝ
0DODN)D[UDGƯQ: ³WKHDUPLHVRI0DODN)D[UDGƯQ´37 Faxr ad-'LQ¶VUROHDVWKDWRI

33
*DUQLN $VDWULDQ DQG 9LFWRULD $UDNHORYD ³7KH <H]LGL 3DQWKHRQ´ Iran and the
Caucasus, vol. 8.2 (2004): 234-242; idem, The Peacock Angel of the Yezidis: 54-61; see
also Kreyenbroek, Yezidism, Its Background, Observances, and Textual Tradition: 109,
115.
34
See Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 61.
35
Celil and Celil, Kurdskij Folklor: 33-34.
36
Victoria $UDNHORYD ³7KUHH )LJXUHV IURP WKH <H]LGL )RON 3DQWKHRQ´ Iran and the
Caucasus, vol. 6. 1-2 (2002): 57-67; Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the
Peacock Angel: 67-69.
37
Kreyenbroek, Yezidism: 218-219.
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the moon deity can be observed in the riWXDO RI KHDOLQJ IURP ³OXQDU GLVHDVH´
NƝPDKD\YƯ or KƯYƝOƝ[LVWƯ OLW³WKH>VWDWHRIEHLQJ@PRRQVWUXFN´ 38.
Two female-GHLWLHV3ƯUƗ-)ƗWand ;DWǌQƗ-IDU[ƗPRVWSUREDEO\UHSUHVHQWWKH
same denotatum. 3ƯUƗ-)ƗW the foremother of the Yezidis, has saved from
annihilation the seed from which the Yezidi people originated. She is also the
patroness of women in labor and newborn babies, protecting them from the evil
GHPRQHVV ƖO39 ;DWǌQƗ-IDU[Ɨ KDV WKH VLPLODU IXQFWLRQ RI SURWHFWLRQ RI WKH
infants, but mainly on the so-called þLOOD, the initial forty days of life.40
0DPƝ-âLYƗQ RU³VKHSKHUG0DP´DQG*ƗYƗQƝ=DU]ƗQ ³KHUGVPDQ=DU]ƗQ´
are the dual deities of livestock, having an important status in the religious
mentality of the cattle-breeding society. The Yezidi farmers address them with
specific formula:
$PSLãWƯWD0DPƝ-âLYƗQGLþLQEDUYƯSD]ƯSLãWLWD
*ƗYƗQƝ=DU]ƗQGLþLQEDUYƯGDZƗUƯDPSLãWƯWD
0DPƝ-âLYƗQSD][ZD\GLNLQ
DPSLãWƯWD*ƗYƗQƝ=DU]ƗQGƝZƝU[ZD\GLNLQ
5HO\LQJRQ\RX0DPƝ-âLYƗQ
we follow that flock (of sheep); relying on you,
*ƗYƗQƝ=DU]ƗQZHIROORZWKHKHUG RIFRZV 
UHO\LQJRQ\RX0DPƝ-âLYƗQ
we go after the small animals;
UHO\LQJRQ\RX*ƗYƗQƝ=DU]ƗQZHJRDIWHUWKHFDWWOH.41
The significance of these characters is evident in various in rituals and feasts
related to them.42
38

Victoria $UDNHORYD³+HDOLQJ3UDFWLFHVDPRQJWKH<H]LGL6KHLNKVLQ$UPHQLD´Asian
Folklore Studies, no. LX. 2 (2001): 319±328.
39
Garnik $VDWULDQ³ƖO5HFRQVLGHUHG´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 5 (2001): 149±57;
Victoria Arakelova, ³Al (Spirit Possessions²Iran, the Caucasus, Central Asia and
Afghanistan ´ LQ Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic Cultures, ed. by Suad Joseph,
vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2003): 52-53.
40
Garnik $VDWULDQ ³)RUHPRWKHU RI WKH <H]LGLV´ LQ Religious Texts in Iranian
Languages, ed. by Fereydun Vahman and Claus Pedersen (Copenhagen: Danish Royal
Academy of Sciences, 2007): 323-28; Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the
Peacock Angel: 72-77.
41
0DPR 'DYUHã\DQ ³$QGUNRYNDV\DQ NµUGHUL DQDVQDSDKXWµ\DQ KHW NDSYDF
KDYDWDOLNµQHU´/UDEHUKDVDUDNDNDQJLWXWµ\XQQHUL, vol. 6 (1977): 74.
42
Ibid, 73; Tatyana Aristova, .XUG\ =DNDYND]¶\D ,VWRULNR-HWQRJUDILþHVNLM RþHUN)
(Moscow: Nauka, 1986):  $VDWULDQ ³7KH /RUG RI &DWWOH LQ *LODQ´ Iran and the
Caucasus, vol. 6.1±2 (2002): 83; also $UDNHORYD ³7KH 6L\DK-Galesh and the Deity
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Xidir-1DEƯ RU ;LGU-1DYƯ ࡳ ³Prophet Xidr´ Arab. al-Xiঌr, Pers. Xizr or
Xezr) is a universal figure, popular among numerous peoples in the Near East
and Central Asia. Identified with the Prophet Elijah in many cultures, in the
Yezidi tradition Xidir-1DEƯ LV UHIHUUHG WR DV ;LGLUQDEƯ-;LGLUD\OƗV RU VLPSO\
;LUGD\OƗV43 One of the sons of Sheikh Shams and a celestial warrior, Xidir1DEƯLVGHVFULEHGDVPƝUƝJƗ]-JƝGǌNƗ ³WKHPDQRIPRXQWDLQVDQGJRUJHV´ RU
hasSƝVƯ\ƗUƝEǀ] ³ULGHURIDZKLWHKRUVH´ ZKRSDWURQL]HVWKH\RXQJWUDYHOHUV
and those in love. In many aspects the Yezidi Xidir-1DEƯ UHYHDOV VWULNLQJ
parallels with the Armenian popular saint Surb Sargis (St Sergius) with similar
functions.44 The festivals of both, correspondingly in the Yezidi and Armenian
traditions, are also similar to each other in the something is missing here. 45
Apparently, the Yezidi version of this character was shaped under the Armenian
cultural influence.46
3LUƗ-VWƝĜ RU 3ULNƯ VWƝĜ OLW ³WKH ROG ZRPDQ RI EHGGLQJ´  LV D IHPDOH VSLULW
unique to Yezidi culture. An old woman, invisible to the eye, is believed to live
in bedding (VWƝĜ) and roam about the house at night.47
âƝ[-NLUƗV ³WKHVSLULWRIWKHJDUPHQW´ LVDQDOPRVWIRUJRWWHQfigure, who was
probably responsible for the process of death or the transmigration of the soul
(WDQƗVX[).48
0LO\ƗN¶DWƝ-TDQ ۥOLW ³WKH KRO\ DQJHO´  WKH RQO\ H[DPSOH RI WKH Deus
Phalli in all New Iranian folk pantheons, is only once attested in the lore.49

Patrons of Cattle-%UHHGLQJ,UDQLDQ3HRSOH´LQIran: Qiestions et connaissances, vol. III,
(Studia Iranica Cahere 27), ed. by Bernard Hourcade (Paris: Peeters, 2003): 171-76;
Asatrian and $UDNHORYD ³7KH <H]LGL 3DQWKHRQ´: 256-59; Asatrian and Arakelova, The
Religion of the Peacock Angel: 80-82.
43
$QDLW 3DSD]\DQ ³$O¶-;LGU L ,O¶\D 0LIRORJLþHVNLH LVWRNL DQDORJLL´ Palestinskij
sbornik, no. 28 (1986): 89±97; Krasnowolska, Some Key Figures of Iranian Calendar
Mythology (Krakow: TAiWPN Universitas, 1998); Celil and Celil, =DUJRWLQD N¶XUGD:
308.
44
Sargis +DUXWµ\XQ\DQ HG  6XUE 6DUJLV *LWåRψRYL Q\XWµHU (Yerevan: Armenian
Academy of Sciences, 2002).
45
âƝ[.¶HOHú ěƝ-ĜL]PDPLOHWƝƝ]GƯDQJRUƯTLUDUƝGƯQ (Yerevan: n.p., 1995); 'DYUHã\DQ
³$QGUNRYNDV\DQNµUGHULDQDVQDSDKXWµ\DQKHWNDSYDFKDYDWDOLNµQHU´: 73.
46
Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 95-97.
47
Ibid. :92.
48
$UDNHORYD³7KUHH)LJXUHVIURPWKH<H]LGL)RON3DQWKHRQ´: 68-69; also Asatrian and
Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 77-80.
49
Avdal, (]GLQHULNURQDNDQKDYDWDOLNµQHUΩ: 93-94.
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Some elements of the phallic cult can be traced to the Yezidi festival %DUƗQEDUGƗQ ³WKHUHOHDVLQJRIUDPV´ 50
2WKHUFKDUDFWHUVRIWKH<H]LGLIRONSDQWKHRQDUHDVIROORZV'DZUƝã-D¶UGRU
'DZUƝãƝ-D¶UG OLW³VDLQWPDVWHUKRVWRIWKH(DUWK´ ZKRLVWKHlord of the Earth
WKHXQGHUZRUOG DQGKDVWKHIXQFWLRQRISUHVHUYLQJSHRSOH¶VKLGGHQRUSDZQHG
SRVVHVVLRQV âƝ[ $¶OƯ âDPV RU âƯ[ƗOƯ-âDPVƗQ  ࡳ the protector of wayfarers,
captives, exiles, and all those in strange lands; ;DWƗ-ۥǀW ³VSLULWRIWKHIXUURZ´ ࡳ
WKHSDWURQHVVRIDJULFXOWXUH;XGƗQH-PƗOƝ ³PDVWHURIWKHKRXVH´ ࡳ the spirit of
WKH KRXVHKROG OLYLQJ LQ ILUHSODFHV DQG SURWHFWLQJ IDPLOLHV¶ ZHOIDUH DQG
PRUDOLW\âƝ[0DQGRU3¶ƯU0DQGƯ-JǀUƗWKHORUGRIJUDYHVFDUU\LQJWKHHSLWKHW
ãƝ[ƝĜDã ³WKHEODFNVKHLNK´ ࡳ a chthonic character possessing the power over
snakes and scorpions; Ibrahim-NKDOLO ³WKHIULHQGRIJRG´ ࡳ the Yezidi version
of the Biblical Prophet Abraham, with no specific function, but mentioned in
the prayer before an ordinary meal; Jin-WD\ƗU ³WKHIO\LQJMLQQ´ ࡳ the lord of the
JHQLHV  FXULQJ LQWHU DOLD WKH PHQWDOO\ LOO DQG 3ƯUƝ-/LELQƗ Q  WKH ³EXLOGHU
VSLULW´ZKRLVVDLGWRKDYHEXLOWPDQ\RIWKHVDQFWXDULHVLQ/DOHVKDQGLVDOVR
believed to facilitate marriages.51
The Yezidi tradition has also preserved elements of animal worship
(particularly that of the dog, the snake, the chameleon, and the rooster) and
plant cults (the onion and the mandrake). Among the celestial bodies and
natural phenomena having connotation in the tradition are the following: the
Milky Way (Kurmanji 5Ư\Ɨ NƗGL]Ư\Ɲ ࡳ ³the road of a straw reaper or thief´ 
Venus (6WD\UƗVLEƝ ࡳ the morning star), Sirius (*DOƗYƝå; lit. ³ >the star] bringing
SHRSOH WR SHUGLWLRQ´  DQG WKH FRQVWHOODWLRQV RI /LEUD VWD\UƗ 0Ɲ]ƯQ), Pleiades
(3ƝZLU), and Aries (%DUƗQ), as well as lunar eclipses, rainbows, earthquakes,
thunder, and lightning.52

50

6HH $UDE ùHPvORY Berbang (Yerevan: Haypethrat, 1969); Garnik Asatrian,
³$UPHQLDQ [R\JRψRZWµLZQ Tracing Back an Old Animal-Breeding Custom in Ancient
$UPHQLD´ Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 2 (1998): 63±65; on his cultic significance in
relation to fertility, Victoria Arakelova, ³0LO\DN¶DWH-qanj²The Phallic Deity of the
<H]LGLV´LQReligious Texts in Iranian Languages, ed. by Fereydun Vahman and Claus
Pedersen (Copenhagen: Danish Royal Academy of Sciences, 2006): 329±36; Asatrian
and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 82-86.
51
On all the mentioned characters, see in detail Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of
the Peacock Angel: 87-99.
52
Victoria $UDNHORYD ³6RPH 1DWXUDO 3KHQRPHQD DQG &HOHVWLDO 2EMHFWV LQ WKH <H]LGL
)RON%HOLHIV´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 10.1 (2006): 26±HDGHP³7KH2QLRQDQG
WKH0DQGUDNH3ODQWVLQWKH<H]LGL)RON%HOLHIV´Journal of Persianate Studies, vol. 7
(2014): 149±156; Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 109-120.
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The absence of dogma resulted in the coexistence of some conflicting ideas
in Yezidism. For example, tradition has preserved three legends related to the
<H]LGLV¶ RULJLQ JRLQJ EDFN Wo three different sources ࡳ the apocryphal
Abrahamic tradition,53 the Iranian mythologeme of the preservation of the
primordial seed,54 and the Iranian epic tradition (related to one of the storylines
of Shahnameh).55 Another example of the above stated paradoxes is the obvious
contUDGLFWLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH $EUDKDPLF LGHD RI WKH ³KHUHDIWHU´ DQG WKH LGHD RI
metempsychosis (WDQƗVX[) once existed in Yezidism.56
Grouping a niche for Yezidism on the Near Eastern religious map, one
should pay particular attention to some of its common features with various
segments of non-GRJPDWLF HQYLURQPHQW ILUVW RI DOO WKH KHWHURGR[ 6KLµD
milieu.57 'RJPDWLF6KLµDHOHPHQWVDUHVXUSULVLQJO\SUHVHUYHGLQWKHWUDGLWLRQDV
well.58 The obvious Sufi heritage is, in many cases, reinterpreted in accordance
with the proper Yezidi doctrine.59 The Gnostic content, presented on different
levels, requires specific analysis.60
Identity Issue
Yezidis are an illustrative example of an ethno-religious identity, which is based
on the unique religious system, Sharfadin, and specific features solely
characteristic of the Yezidi esoteric community, e.g., the religious institution of

53

6SlW³6KDKLGELQ-DUU)RUHIDWKHURIWKH<H]LGLVDQGWKH*QRVWLF6HHGRI6HWK´
$VDWULDQ³)RUHPRWKHURIWKH<H]LGLV´
55
$UDNHORYD ³Yesdistan versus Kurdistan: Another Legend on the Origin of the
Yezidis,´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 21.4 (2017): 376±380.
56
See Victoria Arakelova and Tereza Amrian, ³7KH +HUHDIWHU LQ WKH <H]LGL %HOLHIV´
Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 16.3 (2012): 309±318; Arakelova, ³The Shibboleths of
Heresies´: 26-28.
57
Kreyenbroek, Yezidism  HW VHT 9LFWRULD $UDNHORYD ³1RWHV RQ WKH <H]LGL
5HOLJLRXV6\QFUHWLVP´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 8.1 (2004): 19-28; idem, On Some
'HURJDWRU\ 'HVFULSWLRQV RI (VRWHULF 5HOLJLRXV *URXSV´ LQ Mediaeval and Modern
Iranian Studies (Studia Iranica, Cahier 45), ed. by Maria Szuppe, Anna Krasnowolska,
and Claus Pedersen (Paris: Association pour l¶$YDQFHPHQW GHV eWXGHV ,UDQLHQQHV
2011): 33-44; Asatrian and Arakelova, The Religion of the Peacock Angel: 121-123.
58
*DUQLN $VDWULDQ DQG 9LFWRULD $UDNHORYD ³2Q WKH 6KLµD &RQVWLWXHQW LQ WKH <H]LGL
5HOLJLRXV/RUH´,UDQDQG the Caucasus, vol. 20. 3±4 (2016): 385±95.
59
$UDNHORYD³6XIL6DLQWVLQWKH<H]LGL7UDGLWLRQ´LGHP³2Q6RPH3HFXOLDULWLHVRIWKH
<H]LGL/RUH7UDQVODWLRQ´$VDWULDQDQG$UDNHORYDThe Religion of the Peacock Angel:
128-129.
60
See in detail Arakelova and Asatrian, ³*QRVWLF(OHPHQWVLQ<H]LGLVP´
54
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WKH³EURWKHUDQGWKHVLVWHURIWKHQH[WZRUOG´61 or the circumcision of the dead.62
The Yezidi community is called the Ezdikhana (Ɯ]GƯ[ƗQD ³DGREH RI WKH
<H]LGLV´ 2QFHDQHVRWHULFWHUPLWLVXVHGQRZDVJHQHUDORSSRVLWLRQWRRWKHU
communities: VLUPƗQ (VLOPƗQ) ࡳ ³Muslims´ fila ࡳ ³Christian´ etc. There are
specific parameters of belonging to the Ezdikhana, which are determined by
FarzƝ brƗWƯ\Ɲ, ³7Ke Canon of Spiritual Guidance (lit. Brotherhood ´ DQG
actually define the character and specificity of the Yezidi community. The latter
confines itself to three major prescriptions: the prohibition of marriage with
adherents of a different faith, providing the purity of the religion; prohibition of
marriages between representatives of different castes, providing the caste purity;
following the basic precepts of the religion, aimed at preserving the traditions.
Breaking those rules is seen as a dreadful sin; a Yezidi, who has ignored just
one of those prescripts, is considered an apostate and must be expelled from the
community.63 It is exactly the closed endogamous character of the Ezdikhana,
which has provided a strong drive to ethnicity and shaped the identity with the
particular ethnic and religious markers: 0LODWƝPLQ± Ɲ]GƯGƯQƝPLQ ࡳ âDUIDGƯQ
³P\ QDWLRQ LV <H]LGL P\ IDLWK LV 6KDUIDGLQ´  WKH <H]LGLV VD\ VRPHWLPHV
adding =LPƗQƝ PLQ ࡳ Ɲ]GLNƯ ³my language is Ezdiki´  This formula can be
regarded as kind of the Yezidi credo, incorporating the main aspects of the
group identity.
Discussing the Yezidism in its current state, it is appropriate to speak of the
unity of the Yezidi (religious) belonging and their ethnicity, typical of any
ethno-religious group, whose self-awareness is primarily based on a nonproselyte religion, practiced exclusively within the given closed community
(e.g., the Druzes or the Mandaeans). As much as Yezidism, as Weltanschauung,
determines the general definition of its carriers, the Yezidis, to the same extent
it can be determined by the virtue of the latter.
There can be no doubt that the $GDZƯ\\D order was initially multi-ethnic and
definitely included Arabs, a Kurdish-speaking segment, Syrians, etc. It is hard
to talk about an ethnic dominant at the early stage; most probably, the sheikh
layer was represented exclusively by Arabs. The factor of Kurmanji were
gradually increasing, in all likelihood, as a result of separation from Islam, and,
61

*DUQLN $VDWULDQ ³7he Holy Brotherhood: The Yezidi Religious Institution of the
µ%URWKHU¶DQGWKHµ6LVWHU¶RIWKHµ1H[W:RUOG¶´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 3±4 (19992000): 79±96.
62
Peter Nicolaus, ³<H]LGL &LUFXPFLVLRQ DQG %ORRG-brotherhood (Including the
&LUFXPFLVLRQRIWKH'HDG ´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 20. 3±4 (2016): 325±345.
63
Ankosi, µ)DU]HEUDWLH¶XH]LGRY: 12-15.
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correspondingly, from its doctrinal language, and also, because of the formal
ban on literacy among the laymen, while, in terms of the newly crystallized
religious knowledge, because of the constant shift of the emphasis to the
nascent proper Yezidi religious lore in Kurmanji. Thus, Kurmanji became the
language of the Yezidi religious knowledge (although the so-called sacred
books are in written in a mixed southern Kurdish dialect) and the native dialect
for all the Yezidis regardless of where the communities live.
7KHSUREOHPRIWKHLUUHOHYDQWGHILQLWLRQRIWKH<H]LGLVDV³D.XUGLVKWULEH´
or just as Kurds is the result of several factors, but primarily, the deliquescence
of the Kurdish identity itself, fuzziness of any definition of the Kurdishness as a
unified phenomenon. 7KH JHQHUDOL]HG HWKQRQ\P ³.XUGV´ FRYHUV RQH RI WKH
ZRUOG¶V ODUJHVW conglomerations with the prevailing tribal consciousness,
discontinuous in terms of language, religion, culture, etc.64 The identification of
the Yezidis with Kurds in some Soviet censuses of population was determined
by the factor of the common language and the disregard of any religious (and,
correspondingly, ethno-religious) identity as it was in the atheistic state.
However, despite the decades of formal unification, the Yezidis in Armenia and
Georgia have preserved their identity clearly. Formulating the main identity
markers of the Yezidis, we should take into account, that the first two of them
are definitions ex negation (what is typical of the closed ethno-religious
community, having dissociated, through their history, from particular religious
and ethnic environments). Thus, the Yezidis should be characterized as: 1) not
Muslims (the religious differentiating characteristic); 2) not Kurds (the ethnic
differentiating characteristic); 3) the people of Malak-Tavus ࡳ milat-Ɲ0DODN7ƗZǌV (the figure actually providing the uniqueness of the cult and one of the
FRPPXQLW\¶V HSRQ\PV    WKH SHRSOH ³WKH ODPEV´  RI 6XOWDQ (]LG ࡳ barܵƝ
Sultan Ezid (the latter here not only representing a member of the Yezidi holy
triad, but also extending his name to the main eponym of the community); 5)
the members of Ezdikhana, and therefore 6) the bearers of the esoteric religious
doctrine, Sharfadin, and adherents of the unique code of )DU]ƝEUƗWƯ\Ɲ65
The Yezidi Issue in Turkey and Cross-border Zones
Some of the most dramatic episodes of Yezidi persecutions were perpetrated by
the Ottomans and the Young Turks. The first mass exodus of the Yezidis from
64
2Q WKH SUREOHP RI WKH .XUGLVK LGHQWLW\ VHH *DUQLN $VDWULDQ ³3UROHJRPHQD WR WKH
6WXG\RIWKH.XUGV´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 13 (2009): 1±58.
65
9LFWRULD $UDNHORYD ³Ethno-religious Communities: To the Problem of Identity
0DUNHUV´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 14.1 (2010): 1±19.
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Turkey occurred between 1915±1918, when, as a result of genocide by both the
Turkish state and the majority of Kurdish tribes of the Hamidian regiments, the
Yezidis who inhabited the border territories, left the country and found refuge in
Armenia and Georgia.
7KH<H]LGLV¶VHFRQGH[RGXVIURP7XUNH\VWDUWHGLQWKHODWHVDQGHDUOy
1990s, when tens of thousands of Yezidis living mainly in Urfa, Mardin,
Batman and Diarbakir, again under the heavy oppression of the Turkish state
and the Kurdish neighbours, were forced to seek refuge in Europe, while many
of them were just gradually pushed from Turkey to Syria.
The Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) deputy Ayla Akat Ata says that some
laws passed by the Ottoman authorities are still applied to the Yezidis: in official
documents, they are registered as Muslims or non-believers. The Yezidis are
often dispossessed of their lands by their Kurdish neighbors, with the
connivance of local authorities; sometimes, owners cannot get their land back,
even despite the decisions of restitution by some courts. In April 2014, the
parliamentarian raised the issue also in the contexts of securing the right to
return to Turkey and to receive compensation for their losses for those Yezidis
who had left the country with the second wave of the exodus.66 Yet, the
situation since then has dramatically changed to the worse, as the Near Eastern
crisis deepened with the rapid spread of influence of the terrorist militant
organization of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant.
The Yezidis have turned to be among the most vulnerable groups in all the
countries the current war in the Near Eastern has touched ࡳ in fact, in most all
WKH WHUULWRULHV RI WKH <H]LGLV¶ KLVWRULFDO UHVLGHQFH DUH ZLWKLQ WKH GRPLQDQW
Islamic population. The Islamic State¶V SROLF\ DLPHG ³to subjugate civilians
under its control and dominate every aspect of their lives through terror,
iQGRFWULQDWLRQ«´67 has resulted in a whole range of crimes committed against
this ethno-religious group: forced conversion to Islam, slavery and massacres, as
well as destruction of shrines and annihilation of villages.68 Stigmatized as
66
Uzay Bulut, ³0RWLRQLQ7XUNLVK3DUOLDPHQW&DOOVIRU5HVWRUDWLRQRI<H]LGL5LJKWV´
Rudaw, April 27, 2014, https://www.rudaw.net/english/middleeast/turkey/27042014.
67
³5XOHRI7HUURU/LYLQJXQGHU,6,6LQ6\ULD5HSRUWRIWKH,QWHUQDWLRQDO&RPPLVVLRQ
of Inquiry on WKH6$5´1RYHPEHU
https://web.archive.org/web/20150204115327/http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBo
dies/HRCouncil/CoISyria/HRC_CRP_ISIS_14Nov2014.pdf.
68
³OHCHR and UNAMI: A Call for Accountability and Protection: Yezidi Survivors of
Atrocities
Committed
by
ISIL
*HQHYD%DJKGDG´
$XJXVW

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/IQ/UNAMIReport12Aug2016_en.pdf.;
also Peter Nicolaus and Serkan Yuce, ³6H[-slavery: One Aspect of the Yezidi
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devil-worshippers, the Yezidis, alongside with the extremely negative attitude of
their own Muslim neighbors, had to face brutal persecution and mass killings by
the Islamic State terrorist group in the territories covered by hostilities,
particularly, in the Iraq±Syria±Turkey cross border zone. The Islamic State¶V
scorched-earth policy in the Yezidi-inhabited areas significantly undermined the
economics of the community, prime arable land having been rendered unusable,
wells poisoned, farms burnt.69 The peak of this dramatic developments was the
Yezidi genocide in Sinjar, Northern Iraq, in August 2014, having followed the
Kurdish Peshmerga withdrawal from the city. There is still no concrete figure of
those murdered and executed, dozens of mass graves have been discovered in
Northern Iraq. Many Yezidis, especially women, are still kept in captivity. In
the controversial and constantly changing situation in the Iraq±Syria±Turkey
cross border zones the Yezidi still face the threat of persecutions.70 The situation
with the Yezidi refugees in Turkey awaiting their chance to flee to Europe, is
not less dramatic.71 In the Near Eastern region, which for centuries has been
home for the Yezidis, the latter have remained kind of unwelcome neighbors for
their Muslim surrounding even in a more or less peaceful periods of history. The
current turbulent phase, the region seems to go through, will definitely result in
crucial changes on its ethno-religious map, including its Yezidi segment.
Mass migrations, necessity of adaptation to principally new environments,
challenges of globalization ᅀ all may result in serious transformations in the
tradition and in the formation of new syncretic forms of the Yezidi identity.72

*HQRFLGH´Iran and the Caucasus, vol. 21.2 (2017), 196±229; on the latest update, see
³&2,1RWHRQWKH6LWXDWLRQRI<D]LGL,'3VLQWKH.XUGLVWDQ5HJLRQRI,UDT0D\´
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/5cd156657.pdf.
69
See, e.g., Peter Schwartzstein, ³7KH,VODPLF6WDWH¶V6FRUFKHG-(DUWK3ROLF\´Foreign
Policy, April 6, 2016, https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/04/06/the-islamic-states-scorchedearth-strategy/.
70
-RVHSK+LQNV³Yezidis in Iraq and Syria Fear Fresh Persecution After Turkey's
2IIHQVLYH´ Time, October 24, 2019, https://time.com/5706818/yezidi-isis-turkeysyria-iraq/.
71
See, e.g., Joanna Paraszczuk, ³Displaced and Traumatized By IS, Yazidis Try -- And
Fail -- 7R 5HDFK (XURSH´ Radio Free Europe, July 08, 2015,
https://www.rferl.org/a/tracking-islamic-state-yazidis-iraq-turkey-/27116455.html.;
1XUFDQ %D\VDO ³<H]LGLV LQ 7XUNH\ VWLOO DZDLWLQJ WKHLU )DWH´ Ahval, September 28,
2018, https://ahvalnews.com/yazidis/yazidis-turkey-are-still-awaiting-their-fate.
72
6HHHJ$UDNHORYD³<H]LGLVDQG&KULVWLDQLW\6KDSLQJRID1HZ,GHQWLW\´Iran and
the Caucasus, vol. 22.4 (2018): 353±365.
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CHAPTER 4
T HE Z AZA P EOPLE ± A D ISPERSED E THNICITY
  ¸ 

Eberhard Werner

Introduction: The Socio-Linguistic Context1
7KH =D]D SHRSOH DOVR FDOOHG 'ÕPÕOL RU .ÕUPDQF LQKDELW DV KRPHODQG D
geographical area in East Anatolia, west to the neighboring Kurmanji speaking
Kurds. Smaller groups with Armenian or Aramaic background are also present
till these days. Historically, at least going back to the early Middle Age these
ethnic segments of the Ottoman Empire (15th-20th century) or previous empires
were often isolated and therefore self-ruling, with little interference by the
central governing authorities. Since the foundation of the Turkish Republic in
the year 1923 the Zaza people are under threat to lose their identity by different
factors, mainly the education system run in Turkish as well as the loss of tribal
structures. In the late 20th century, the developments in the diaspora played an
important role in the longing for identity and the Zaza people self-confidence.
The main influence being linguistic approaches like education in Zazaki, 2
developing orthographies and literacy material for the different dialects.
In looking at the linguistic and socio-cultural diversity of the Zaza people we
will find reference to other ethnicities of the Fertile Crescent3 with similar social
1

This paper is written from a German, thus Western European, point of view. It
presents ethnographic and bibliographic research on the Zaza people based on a long
intersubjective relationship with members of this people group. The ethnocentric point
of view which is presented here is enriched by the observations and opinions of Zazaki
mother tongue speakers. However, I am well aware that conclusions made in this paper
will not cover the insights of a member of the investigated ethnicity. Emic and etic
research factors add to a balanced ethnographic presentation. Notebook, diary,
questionnaire and Internet research were used to combine different sources of
information with each other. In spite of its subjectivity, I hope that this study provokes
further studies on the subjects by both insiders and outsiders.
2
The suffix ±ki is a marker for language, e.g. øQJLOL]NLµ(QJOLVK¶$ODPDQNLµ*HUPDQ¶
3
Mentioned first by archaeologist James Henry Breasted in Outlines of European
History (1914) and Ancient Times, A History of the Early World (1916). Some authors
GRQ¶WLQFOXGHWKHQRUWKHUQERUGHUVWRWKH&DVSLDQ6HDDQGWKH(DVWHUQSDUWVRI$QDWROLD
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realities. The Zaza people present socio-linguistic commonalities to the ethnic
continuum of the so-FDOOHGµ&DVSLDQ6HDODQJXDJHEHOW¶4 These ethnicities have
in common that they are divided into religious variations of Sufi (Iran), Sunni
and by origin Zoroastrianism influence. Along these lines we also find a split
into their linguistic variation. They either live in smaller monolingual rural areas
or in larger settlements relate closely to their neighboring people groups in
interdependence. Apart from these commonalities we find disparity and a lack
of cohesion between these groups. However, one identifying factor of many of
WKHVHVRFLDOJURXSVLVLQWKHWHUPV³.XUG.XUGVDQG.XUGLVK´$VVXFKWKH\DUe
called so by the national or neighboring powers, often in a negative sense.5 A
general lack of consensus is found in the relationship of Kurdish groups among
each another. As needed, political alliances are formed that follow the same
pattern as the Kurdish people themselves experienced from stronger national
powers. For instance, the militarily organized interventions of Sheikh
8EH\GDOODK  6KHLNK6DLG  RU6H\LG5Õ]D  EURNHXSEHFDXVH
of the internal lack of Kurdish cohesion.6
However modern usage of the term includes those parts that play a significant role in
the Zaza origin.
4
7KHWHUPVKRXOGEHFODULILHGDVWKH³6RXWKHUQ&DVSLDQ6HD/DQJXDJH%HOW´DVLWUHIHUV
to the languages Tat, Gilaki, Mazanderani, Deylami and Semnani as well as their
dialects. Socio-linguistically, this language belt has much in common with Zazaki and
the Zaza people. Some even assume that 2.000 years ago the Zaza people migrated from
that area to the West, leaving socio-linguistic traces in the Iranian province of Hewram
and finally settling in its recent homeland in East Anatolia (McCarus 2009, 587). The
migration westward was also assumed for the Gurani / Gorani, a closely related ethnic
group now settled in West Iran (Hennerbichler 2004, 197). Although Mackenzie refers
WR D ZHVWZDUG PLJUDWLRQ KH DVVXPHV WKDW WKH =D]D ZHUH SXVKHG E\ ODUJHU ³.XUGLVK´
tribes (MacKenzie 2002, 541-  'DYLG 1 0DF.HQ]LH ³7KH 5ROH RI WKH .XUGLVK
/DQJXDJH LQ (WKQLFLW\´ LQ Ethnic Groups in the Republic of Turkey, eds. Peter A.
$QGUHZVDQG5GLJHU%HQQLQJKDXV :LHVEDGHQ/XGZLJ5HLFKHUW>@ ±
542.
5
This reference is either a discriminating, or, very rarely, an honoring term, given
SROLWLFDO RU HFRQRPLF FLUFXPVWDQFHV 2QH VWHUHRW\SH LQ OLWHUDWXUH DJDLQVW ³.XUGV´ ZDV
DERXW WKH ³WKLHYLQJ .XUG´ ZKLFK IRFXVHG RQ WKH QRPDGLF DQG UHEHOOLRXV OLIHVW\OH RI
some RI WKH µ.XUGLVK¶ HWKQLFLWLHV (J 0DUWLQ 7DPFNH ³µ7KH 7KLHYLQJ .XUGV¶ $
6WHUHRW\SHDPRQJ6\ULDQ&KULVWLDQV´,QReligious Minorities in Kurdistan: Beyond the
Mainstream, edited by Khanna Omarkhali, 339-352. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2014.
6
Robert Olson, The emergence of Kurdish Nationalism and the Sheikh Said Rebellion,
1880-1925 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1989). 1-2. Mehmed S. Kaya, The Zaza
Kurds of Turkey: A Middle Eastern Minority in a Globalised Society (London: I.B.
Tauris, 2011), 58-62. The latter two, like the 1921 .RoJLULUHEHOOLRQZHUHE\=D]DUXQ
UHVLVWDQFH ILJKWV ,QWHUHVWLQJO\ WKH  .RoJLUL UHEHOOLRQ DQG WKH  6H\LG 5Õ]D
XSKHDYDOZHUHVWDUWHGE\$OHYLSHRSOH7KH6H\LG5Õ]DXSKHDYDOZDVKLVWRULFDOO\QDPHG
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The Zaza Language - Zazaki
Zazaki belongs to the North-Western Iranian group of languages and is
supposed to form an identifiable language cluster together with Gurani /
Hewrami of Western Iran and Eastern or Northern Iraq. The affinity to other
languages of the South Caspian Sea, like Gilaki, Mazanderani, Talyshi,
Semnani and the Sharmizadi GLDOHFWV VXJJHVWV VSHDNLQJ RI D ³6RXWK &DVSLDQ
ODQJXDJH EHOW´ VHH LQWURGXFWLRQ RQ FRPPRQDOLWLHV  7KH H[RWHUP QDPLQJ
Zazaki is nowadays used as an emic term as well, besides three other historical
emic terms DÕPÕOL PD\ EH GHULYHG IURP WKH ³'D\ODPLWHV´ , =RQr PD µRXU
ODQJXDJH¶ DQG .ÕUPDQFNL (only used in Northern Zazaki) that have long
tradition in that culture.
There is no common written foundational tradition that the whole group
would rely on. In contrast to the Kurdish chronicles in five books, which are
written in Persian and called Sherefname (Sharafname), we lack a written Zaza
history.7 (YOL\D dHOHEL observed in his work Seyahatname, from his travels in
the 17th century, that Zaza is one of sixteen (elsewhere fifteen) Kurdish
dialects.8
The Zaza people hand down their culture orally. Hence, we could speak of a
culture using oral tradition as a way of conserving their history. The first written
discussions about Zazaki date from 1932. In their linguistic description Hadank
and Mann report about two expeditions into the homeland of Zaza from 1901±
1903 and 1906±1907. Their research was the most groundbreaking work on the
Zaza people and their language. An historic overview of research and the
designation of the Zaza is found in Selcan (1998, 7±123). Only a few
documents were written before 1980, when a writing movement started in the
European Diaspora. A deep interest in orthography and alphabet came up with

tertele µELJ GLVDVWHU WUDJHG\¶ (J +VH\LQ dD÷OD\DQ  UD - 3HOJH øVWDQEXO
9rML\D\Õúr7LML >(QJO2QH6LGHRI@
7
0DUWLQ0YDQ%UXLQHVVHQ³7KH(WKQLF,GHQWLW\RIWKH.XUGV´LQEthnic Groups in the
Republic of Turkey, eds. 3HWHU $ $QGUHZV DQG 5GLJHU %Hnninghaus (Wiesbaden:
Ludwig Reichert, [1989] 2002), 617. Karl Hadank, 0XQGDUWHQGHU=D]DKDXSWVlFKOLFK
aus Siwerek und Kor (%HUOLQ9HUODJGHUSUHXLVFKHQ$NDGHPLHGHU:LVVHQVFKDIWHQLQ
Kommission bei Walter de Gruyter & Co, 1932), 1.
8
Michiel LeezenberJ ³*RUDQL ,QIOXHQFH RQ &HQWUDO .XUGLVK 6XEVWUDWXP RU 3UHVWLJH
%RUURZLQJ"´ $PVWHUGDP 8QLYHUVLW\ RI $PVWHUGDP  8QSXEOLVKHG SDSHU   
Also Online in the Internet: URL: http://home.hum.uva.nl/oz/leezenberg/GInflCK.pdf
[PDF-File] [accessed 2021-02-20].
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the result of the first printed books in Zazaki, published in Sweden and
Germany.9
The standardization process of the alphabet was moving in two directions
and is still in progress. One group of authors, usually including the Alevi Zaza,
follow the proposal of Jacobson, using the Turkish alphabet with some
adaptations.10 Publication with this alphabet is spread mainly by the publishing
KRXVH ³7ÕM YayÕQODUÕ´ LQ øVWDQEXO, and countless books and magazines were
produced in the diaspora and in øVWDQEXO. Keskin has developed an alphabet
towards a cross-dialectal standard approach, which was published 2017 in
Austria.11 Another group of writers gathered around the researcher under the
SVHXGRQ\P ³0DOPLVDQLM 0DOPvVDQÕM ´ ZKR WHQG WR PHUJH WKH =D]D LQWR WKH
³.XUGLVK´ODQJXDJH6LQFHWKH\KDYHSXEOLVKHGDQH[FHOOHQWO\UHVHDUFKHG
three-monthly monolingual magazine named 9DWp (36 editions; Zilan 2011).
7KH VR FDOOHG ³9DWH dDOÕúPD *UXEX´ *UED ;HEDWH \D 9DWH\v) claims the
standardization of Zazaki by using the alphabet of the Kurdish diplomat and
academic Jeladet Ali Bedr Khan (1893±1951). This was invented in the 1930s
for Kurmanji, the Northern Kurdish dialect spoken in Turkey.12
It is worth mentioning the foundational grammar of the Southern dialect in
English by Todd ([1985] 2002), the dialectical differentiating grammar on
Zazaki by Paul in (1998), the grammar of the Northern dialect by Selcan (1998)
and a discourse grammar for the Mamekiye dialect by Crandall (2002).13
Besides several other language descriptions, wordlists and lexicons, teaching
lessons in Southern Zazaki were published in 2006 E\*QG],14 as well as an
9

Ebubekir Pamukcu (ed.), AYRE: 3rVHURNr =LZDQv (ISSN 0283-2240, Stockholm),
1986-1987. Ebubekir Pamukcu (ed.), PIYA: Journal of Zaza Language and Culture, 14
issues, (Stockholm). $VPHQR %HZD\LU0HKPHW'R÷DQ;dHONHU WARE, Zeitschrift
GHU 'ÕPÕO - .ÕUPDQF - Zaza - Sprache und Kultur. (ISSN: 0946-4573, Baiersbronn/
Germany).
10
Michael C. Jacobson, Zazaca Okuma-<D]PD (O .LWDEÕ. 2nd HG øVWDQEXO 9rML\DLúr
7LML7LM<D\ÕQODUÕ >@>(QJO:ULWLQJDQG5HDGLQJ0DQXDOIRU=D]DNL@
11
Mesut Keskin, On the standardization efforts for a comprehensive literary language in
Zazaki. In Zazaki ± yesterday, today and tomorrow, ed. by Arslan, Zeynep. (Grazer
Plurilingualismus Studien. Austria, 2017).
12
Emir Djeladet and Roger Lescot, Kurdische Grammatik - Kurmanci Dialekt, (Bonn:
9HUODJ IU .XOWXU XQG :LVVHQVFKDIW   -6. Honeyboon, The Case of Kurdistan
against Turkey. 2. ed. (Stockholm: Sara publishing and distribution, 1995), 1-4.
13
Marie Crandall, Discourse Structures in Zazaki Narrative. MA Thesis, (Mainz:
Johannes Gutenberg-8QLYHUVLWlW   >XQSXEOLVKHG@ >1RUWKHUQ =D]DNL 'HUVLP
dialect.].
14
'HQL]*QG]7UNoH$oÕNODPDOÕ.UWoH.ÕUPPDQoD Zazaca Dil Dersleri, (øVWDQEXO:
Vate, 2006).
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extensive language learning handbook of Northern Zazaki published in 2012 by
Keskin.15 Linguistic borrowings are from Turkish, Persian, Kurmanji, Armenian
and Russian.16
The Zaza Society
Historically the Zaza ethnicity consisted of a conglomerate of different smallscale societies, which are referred to as DúLUHW µWULEH¶ezbet µIDPLO\EUDQFK¶RU
kuflet µH[WHQGHG IDPLO\¶ ,Q WKH =D]D HWKQLFLW\ D kuflet µH[WHQGHG IDPLO\¶ 
JHQHUDWLRQV RIWHQ VKDUHV D ORFDO UHVLGHQFHDQG JRHVEH\RQG WKH³FRUHIDPLO\´
(parents, children). Tribe, as a small-scale society, is represented in this setting
by a social subgroup which functions independently and is self-ruling. The
loose relationship of tribes within the social system of the Zaza people is
contrasted with strong inner-tribal cohesion. Social stratification is or was
reflected in a three-class system. The small ruling upper class (extended family
of agha, sheikh, religious or political leaders), a large strong and mainly
independent peasantry middle class (nowadays industry-oriented), and a smaller
socially lower class, which consists of e.g., migrants, disabled or chronically ill
people, widows or orphans without relatives or people without land property.
We will now examine a description of the homeland, the population and
dispersion, the religious and linguistic divide and the population of the Zaza
people.
The Homeland, Population and Dispersion
The Zaza ethnicity call their homeland :HODWr PD µRXU KRPHODQG¶ DQG
originally inhabited the area of the head waters of the Euphrates ()ÕUDW17) and
the Tigris (Dicle). This is, among other things, reflected in the fact that the
Euphrates is addressed only as ro µULYHU¶E\WKH=D]DSHRSOHDQGQRWHYHQE\LWV
proper name. In addition to these two huge rivers, the smaller Murat, Peri,
Sinag and 3OPU dD\Õ are essential sources of water for the Zaza people
during the hot, dry summers resulting from continental climate influences.
15
Mesut Keskin, =RQr 0D =DQHQD" =D]DNL IU $QIlQJHULQQHQ XQG $QIlQJHU ± NordZazaki, øVWDQEXO *HRDNWLI <D\ÕQODUÕ 2012), 1-3. Some years later the same lessons
were written for a Turkish audience.
16
The influence of Arabic through religious influence was mainly by Turkish loanwords
and in Islamic-influenced religious areas of life.
17
Proper names are nowadays often adapted loans from Turkish. Original terminology
has influence from Armenian, Farsi and Kurmanji. The Karasu or Western Euphrates
which origins in Erzurum is one of the two sources, which run through the Zaza
homeland in Erzincan province.
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Water holds a position of immense importance in the practices and rituals of
daily life, reflected in the language by idioms, poems and even religious
concepts (ritual and daily cleansing). Geopolitically, water and the rivers play
also an important role. The economic *QH\ 'R÷X $QDGROX 3URMHVL
µ6RXWKHDVWHUQ$QDWROLD3URMHFW¶, known as GAP, is a hydroelectric project that
started in the 1970s and which runs right through the Zaza homeland. Some
Zaza villages were flooded entirely and populations were separated by the
effects of the project.18
The Zaza people are traditionally farmers, with dominant orientation toward
peasantry (livestock and agriculture). The rivers and creeks offer the
opportunity for fishing, adding to nutrition, and watering the livestock. The
herding on ware µKLJKHU PRXQWDLQ SDVWXUH¶ LV RIWHQ UHIOHFWHG URPDQWLFL]LQJ LQ
poetry or music and expresses closeness to nature.19
Estimations of the Zaza population range from two to five million, whereas a
realistic number would be around three to four million.20 Due to political causes
(relocation, persecution, destruction) and economic reasons only half of the
population is living in the welat µKRPHODQGDUHD¶QRZDGD\V7KHODUJHFLWLHVRI
Turkey in the east and west became settlement areas for the Zaza Diaspora.21
Close to one quarter of the Zaza people live outside Turkey in the far-Diaspora.
Europe, mainly Germany, but also Sweden, Netherlands, France, Austria and
Switzerland became the settlement area of the far-flung diaspora. Smaller
groups went to the US or to Australia. Seasonal work, like tourism or
harvesting, is oriented towards distant large cities during the summer
'L\DUEDNÕU$GDQD*D]LDQWHSùDQOÕXUID,]PLUøVWDQEXO).
So we have a population that is dispersed into one of these groups, living:

18

For instance the Gerger area was separated from the central town of Siverek, which is
an economic and social center.
19
History reveals no hint of any nomadic past of the Zaza people in contrast to some
Kurmanji speaking groups.
20
Geoffrey Haig refers his numbers back to national sources and estimations by
Western scholars (Haig 2001, 181). Geoffrey Haig, Book Review: Grammatik der ZazaSprache. Nord-Dialekt. Linguistics 39/1 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001), 181-197.
=OI 6HOFDQ KDV WKH PRVW H[KDXVWLYH OLVW RI VWXGLHV DERXW WKH =D]D =D]DNL WKHLU
language) and literature about the Zaza (e.g. Selcan 1998, 7-46). He also refers to
different estimations in this list. Official (Turkish) numbers are mainly low to avoid
minority issues. =OI 6HOFDQ Grammatik der Zaza-Sprache - Nord-Dialekt (DersimDialekt), (Berlin: Wissenschaft and Technik), 1998.
21
These cities include mainly tourist centers like Adana or Antalya or the big industry
zones of øVWDQEXO, Izmir or Ankara.
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x permanently outside Turkey,
x permanently in Turkey but outside the homeland,
x seasonally outside, but otherwise in the homeland,
x permanently in the homeland.
One detail about the Zaza is important to note. The Alevism-practicing
1RUWKHUQ *URXS LQKDELWV WKH DUHD RI 2YDFÕN 7XQFHOL 9DUWR (OD]Õ÷ 3OPU
Erzincan and Harput. This group is mentioned as .Õ]ÕOEDú / 4Õ]ÕOEDú µredKHDGHG¶22 This geographical area is mountainous and hence a difficult to access
terrain. In contrast the Southern and Eastern groups live in an area of larger
plains and less mountains, with the exception to steep riverbanks.
Religious Affiliation
All major religions penetrated the Zaza society due to the immediate proximity
of the different Silk Roads that passed their homeland. Zoroastrianism or
VHUGXúW (Zazaki) originated from Persia / Iran (6th century BC). Zoroastrianism,
in Asia called Parsism, mixed with, or was based on, animist elements. It had
some influence on the whole Zaza society, but mainly on the Northern group.
7RGD\¶V$OHYLVPSUDFWLFHDQGVSUHDGUHIOHFWVWKRVHLQIOXHQFHVZHOO&KULVWLDQLW\
started in Israel in the first century but soon spread out over the whole homeland
area of the Zaza then called Asia Minor. The Armenians became the first people
converting to Christianity and starting a National Church called the Armenian
Apostolic Church (4th century AD) which is still alive today. This kingdom was
completely in the homeland area of the Zaza people and further reached east to
the Kurdish-Kurmanji area. If the Zaza settled there before the foundation of
that Church, then the influence of Christianity and vice versa would be from
early on.
A unique phenomenon can be found in the existence of five villages around
Gerger ($OGXú) which are considered to be of Christian origin, although today
many inhabitants of these villages practice Islam. Looking back at the history of
the Zaza homeland, the to and fro of conversion and belonging to influential
institutions led to a variety of strange situations. The above-mentioned Christian
villages claim their origin in the Assyrian / Syrian Church, but one would
presume that they were in the past Armenians who converted a long time ago.
The assumption comes from the fact that the Armenian Apostolic Church
dominated the area and the Syrian Churches came in later. The 19th century
22

Hans-Lukas Kieser, Der verpasste Frieden: Mission, Ethnie und Staat in den
2VWSURYLQ]HQGHU7UNHL-1938 =ULFK&KURQRV -71.
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brought with it a Western Christian development ministry movement, which
started in the West of Anatolia and moved slowly to the East of Anatolia. The
foreign Christian workers worked among the Christian minorities of Turkey that
lived all over Anatolia.23 The gain for the Zaza people was that the hospitals, the
educational system and the counselling of developmental aid workers were open
to most people in the Anatolia area. In 1902 a Bible translation in Zazaki was
published with 25 copies. They were spread out in the Zaza homeland area.24
During these days many Zaza were aware of some Christian traditions they
knew about. They also practiced traditions that were derived from Christianity,
such as marking a cross on the forehead of ill people.25
Islam had at least two breakthroughs. It entered the area and sphere of the
Zaza people, either during the main spread in the 7th and 8th century or by the
Seljuk expansion (11th to 12th century AD / 5th to 6th century AD). It is not
known if the conversion was forced. The status of the Zaza during the Ottoman
Empire (ruled by Sunni Muslims) gives the impression of relative independence
in legal affairs, but heavy taxation and overall military observation.
It is interesting to notice that other heterodox groups in the Near East show
very similar religious structural divides. We find this in:
x the Al-e-Haqq / Sunni split within the Gorani / Hawrami ethnicity, settling
on both sides of the Western Iranian and Northern Iraqi border near
Sulaymaniya,
x the Yezidi / Alevism / Sunni-6KDIL¶L split in the Kurmanji speaking ethnicity
x the Alevism / Sunni-Hanafi / Sunni-6KDIL¶L split within the Zaza ethnicity.
A religious divide of Islam within the three groups of Zaza can be roughly
stated as: the followers of the Islamic school of Hanafi speak the so-called
6RXWKHUQ=D]DNLWKHIROORZHUVRIWKH6KDIL¶LVFKRROVSHDNWKHVR-called Eastern
Zazaki, and the followers of Alevism speak Northern Zazaki. Thus, we can
carefully conclude that the religious split goes hand in hand with a linguistic
division. Having said this cautiously, we notice that the Eastern Zazaki group
includes also a smaller Alevism-following group which settled north in the
Bing|ODUHD

23

The reason for that was that Christians belonged to the Ottoman millet system with an
own independent court of law, like Jewish Halakha or Muslim Sharia. Due to this
separation the Christian groups fell under special taxation and legal treatment, which led
to local persecution by despotism.
24
Personal communication with a Zazaki speaker at Mardin Artuluk University, 2011.
25
Personal communication with a Southern Zazaki speaker in 2012.
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The majority of the ethnic Turkish population in Turkey follows HanafiSunnism. Close to a third of the ethnic Turkish population is practicing a
slightly different version of Alevism that in contrast to the Zaza Alevi people is
more oriented towards Sufi-orders (e.g. the %HNWDúL rite).26Alevism, as practiced
by the Northern Zazaki speakers, is at first sight a secret and humanist religion.
$OHYLVPEHFDPHSRSXODUWKURXJK+DFÕ%HNWDú9HOL ±1271 CE), who was
born in Nishapur (North Eastern Iran) and died in +DFÕEHNWDú &Hntral
Anatolia).27 His shrine is now a museum and not open to worship or pilgrimage.
With that, the central place of identity was lost as well as the institution of the
Alevi dede µJUDQGVLUHV¶,n modern times, socialism is one of the most favorited
ideologies of this group. Interestingly, due to his socialism-oriented reforms that
IROORZV WKH )UHQFK PRGHO 0XVWDID .HPDO $WDWUN LV KRQRUHG LQ VRPH VRFLDO
groups of the Zaza even up to the level of an incarnation of Veli.28 Ethics of the
Alevi belief is well voLFHGLQWKHWHUP³EHZDUH\RXUH\HV\RXUPRXWKDQG\RXU
ORLQV´$OHYLVPLVIRXQGHGRQWKHEHOLHIWRZRUVKLSXQLTXHO\PROGHGURFNWUHH
or water formations as godly or divine expressions.29 Spiritual growth is
conveyed in four doors named seriat µODZ¶tarikat µZD\¶ma'rifat µDZDUHQHVV¶
to hakikat µWUXWK¶30 They represent the way to divine wisdom. The first door
seriat is what pious people perform without an inner commitment to the higher
divine awareness that the fourth door, hakikat, opens up.31
26

Sweetnam, Kurdish Culture, 225-226.
6XYDUL dDNÕU &H\KDQ DQG (OLI .DQFD ³%HWZHHQ &KULVWLDQLW\ DQG ,VODP +HDWKHQ
+HULWDJH LQ WKH &DXFDVXV´ LQ 8ZH %OlVLQJ 9LFWRULD $UDkelova and Matthias
Weinreich, (eds.): Studies on Iran and the Caucasus. In Honour of Garnik Asatrian
(Leiden, Brill, 2015), 511±519.
28
Suvari and Kanca, Between Christianity and Islam, 515. However, as mentioned
before, national politics were fought by some Zaza groups since the beginning of the
Republic of Turkey.
29
%DED']JQLVWKHPRVWIDPRXVKRO\PRXQWDLQLQ7XQFHOLDUHD)DPLOLHVJRWKHUHWR
pray and sacrifice, mainly goats. The lives of Alevi people are well described in Ferber,
2GD DQG 'RULV *UlOin, Die Herrenlosen: Leben in einem kurdischen Dorf (Bremen,
Germany: Edition CON, 1988. [Engl.: The masterless: life in a Kurdish village.]. The
Animist-like worship of natural phenomenon goes back to the belief that all nature has a
soul and an unseen reality of spiritual beings parallel the physical reality.
30
%XPNH3HWHU-³.XUGLVK$OHYLV- %RXQGHULHVDQG3HUFHSWLRQ´LQEthnic Groups in
the Republic of Turkey, eds. 3HWHU$$QGUHZVDQG5GLJHU%HQQLQJKDXV :LHVEDGHQ
Ludwig Reichert, [1989] 2002), 510-518.
31
Krisztina Kehl-%RGURJLÄ'DV$OHYLWXPLQGHU7UNHL=XU*HQHVHXQGJHJHQZlUWLJHQ
/DJH HLQHU *ODXEHQVJHPHLQVFKDIW³ LQ Ethnic Groups in the Republic of Turkey, eds.
3HWHU $ $QGUHZV DQG 5GLJHU %HQQLQJKDXV :LHVEDGHQ /XGZLJ 5HLFKHUW >@
2002   >(QJO ³$OHYLVP LQ 7XUNH\ 2Q WKH Etiology and recent Situation of a
&RPPXQLW\RI%HOLHI´@
27
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In Alevism endogamy and the initiation practices of either chosen or
KLVWRULFDOO\ HYROYHG FODQV RU WULEHV RI µpirGRP¶ FORVHG WKH FOHULFDO V\VWHP WR
IRUHLJQHUV 2QO\ UHFHQW VWXGLHV UHYHDO PRUH DERXW WKH 6KL¶LWH 6XIL¶L *QRVWLF
Christian, and Zoroastric (Parsistic) background of this belief system.32 The
SURIHVVLRQDOIXQFWLRQRI³SDVVLQJRQWUDGLWLRQV´WKURXJKWKHVRFLDOLQVWLWXWLRQVRI
the Alevi tikme (student) by the rayber / rehber (guide) and the pir (elder;
pirdom: rayber, PUúLG, occasionally by Turkish influence called dede), and the
political agha (chief; aghadom) is or was part of the Alevi Zaza society, and
guaranteed the continued existence of the Alevi Zaza culture.33
Question of Identity: Kurds and Kurdish
The questiRQZKHWKHUWKH=D]DDUH³.XUGV´RUZKHWKHU=D]DNLLVD³.XUGLVK´
dialect, leads to two considerations. Linguistically, Zazaki is defined as a
language on its own; ethnically, the issue is more complicated. It has to be
HPSKDVL]HG WKDW WKH WHUP ³.XUGLVK´ Ls ethnologically coined and therefore a
description of a variety of ethnicities bound geographically and historically. 34 It
LV PDLQO\ XVHG IRU DOO SHRSOH JURXSV RU ³PRXQWDLQ SHRSOH´ RI WKH 7DXUXV DQG
Zagros mountain ranges, including Zazaki-, Southern Kurdish-, Sorani-,
Bahdeni-speakers, and other smaller people groups of that area.35 Thus,
UHIHUULQJ WR ³.XUGLVK´ DV D ODQJXDJH LQFOXGHV PDQ\ ODQJXDJHV DQG GLDOHFWV
which leads to the practice of some social groups considering Zazaki to be a
³.XUGLVK´ GLDOHFW ³.XUGLVK´ RU ³.XUGLVK´ ODQJXDJH EXW QHYHU D GLDOHFW RI
Kurmanji. A Zazaki speaker would never say, s/he speaks Kurmanji or identify
that as their mother tongue.

32

Denise L. Sweetnam, Kurdish Culture ± A Cross-Cultural Guide, 2nd ed. (Bonn:
9HUODJ IU .XOWXU XQG :LVVHQVFKDIW >@   Kaya, The Zaza Kurds of Turkey,
70-73.
33
Personal communication with mother tongue speaker MT in 2012.
34
For the Kurds in general (including the Zaza) see Bruinessen (2013). For the Zaza
SHRSOHVHH*QG]NDQDW  
35
We recognize the Turkish proverb GHQL]LJ|UPHPLú/D] D.UWGenir ³D/D]ZKRKDV
QRWVHHQWKHVHDLVFDOOHGD.XUG´ZKLFKUHIOHFWVDSHUFHSWLRQRIWKH.XUGVDV³PRXQWDLQ
7XUNV´,WUHIOHFWVDVWURQJUHMHFWLRQWKDWLVEDVHGRQVXSHULRULW\DQGPLVWUXVWDJDLQVWDQ\
HWKQLFLW\ LQ WKH 7XUNLVK UHSXEOLF 7KH ³.XUGV´ DUH FRnsidered the largest ethnic
minority, with over 20 Mill. in contrast to a Turkish population of 60 Mill. However,
given the cross-ERUGHUVSUHDGWKHWHUP³PLQRULW\´IRUWKH.XUGLVKSRSXODWLRQFRXOGEH
questioned, if it was not for political reasons.
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The Zaza in the Diaspora (outside Turkey)
To understand the situation of the Zaza people living in the diaspora in Europe,
some historical background information is necessary. The Diasporic Zaza
community is far from being homogenous regarding their reasons for migration,
their religious background or their attitude towards the host country.
The diaspora into Western countries began with the post-war capitalist dawn.
Mainly the automotive, chemical and heavy industries demanded manpower. 36
7XUNH\¶VPDQSRZHUUHVRXUFHVFDPHLQWRIRFXVDQGLQDQDJUHHPHQWZLWK
Turkey led to a huge wave of Turkish-background migrant workers who had
Zaza or Kurmanji-Kurdish origins. The rural East Turkey was a great recruiting
location. A reason for this could have been the ongoing struggle of the ruling
7XUNLVK JRYHUQPHQWV ZLWK WKH (DVWHUQ $QDWROLDQ ³.XUGLVK´ HWKQLcities. A
PLOLWDU\ FRXS G¶pWDW LQ  OHG WR D VWURQJ DQWL-Kurdish attitude in Turkey,
which could have been one reason for allowing migration movements from East
Turkey. After a decade of intense migration, most countries signed a halt to
recruitment (e.g. Germany in 1973). Later, in 1980, many Zaza and Kurmanji
speaking asylum seekers fled to Germany, Sweden, Austria, Switzerland,
1HWKHUODQGDQG)UDQFHDVDUHVXOWRIDQRWKHUPLOLWDU\FRXSG¶pWDWZKLFKOHGWR
oppression in the east of Turkey. Germany became a point of attraction due to
close family relationships. France was also a place to go, because East Anatolia
was a French colony until 1922, as a result of the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement
of 16 May 1916, which left its traces in mutual economic interests.37 Sweden,
on the other hand, opened its borders to asylum seekers due to liberal politics.
The host countries of the Zaza Diaspora all have a democratic and Western
setting, with an underlying Christian orientation (e.g., France) or with strong
Churches (e.g., Germany). The Alevi or Sunni Islamic religious attitude that the
Zaza people brought with them was new and at first alien to the hosting nations.
This led to a variety of democratic opinions ranging from unquestioned open
KRVWLOLW\ DJDLQVW ³WKH 7XUNV´ DV WKH\ ZHUH QDPHG RQ WKH RQH KDQG WR
XQTXHVWLRQHG VRFLDO VXSSRUW RI ³IRUHLJQHUV PLJUDQWV DV\OXP VHHNHUV´ RQ WKH
other. The need of social cohesion pushed the Zaza into the formation of culture
clubs or social associations. Integrative politics developed in Western countries
after the second generation of the guest laborers, and later the asylum seekers.
From the 1990s on, migrants entered jobs requiring higher education as soon as
36

The first guest laborers in Germany came from Italy. They arrived in 1955 (also the
year of recruitment agreements); in 1960 Spanish and Greek foreign workers arrived.
37
Philipp G. Kreyenbroek and Stefan Sperl, The Kurds: Contemporary Overview,
Reprint, (London: Routledge, [1992] 2002), 143±144.
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they were able. Through involvement in politics, medicine, law, the economy
DQG VRFLDO VFLHQFHV WKH ³7XUNLVK´ PLJUDQWV ZHUH LQFUHDVLQJO\ UHFRJQL]HG
publicly. This is well observed and represented by the Turkish-German
Business Organization ± TD IHK ± Cologne.38
The Zaza in Germany and Europe developed a strong manpower based on
economy. Often the same diasporic industry is also built up in the homeland and
thus supports homeland industry or vice versa, as for example the marble,
construction or carpet knotting industry. An immense support for the homeland
area assisted the Turkish economy directly and indirectly by the constant and
increasing flow of money coming from the diaspora. The multilingualism of the
Zaza people in Zazaki, Turkish, German and English (other languages as well)
has a positive impact to the tourism industry between Europe and Turkey.39
A European congregation of Dersim associations, mainly from Alevi or
Northern Zaza background was formed in the 1990s and brought together
readers and writers on questions of orthography (European Democratic
Federation of Dersim Associations). These meetings attracted also Sunni
background Zaza that were interested to write and read their language. Also,
initiatives on the education of children in language and traditions began in
Europe with more success for the Northern group than for the Southern or
Eastern group.
Glimpses on Family, Inheritance and Wedding
This paragraph describes the family life, inheritance and wedding practices out
of a categorization of the social structure of the Zaza people group. To
understand the social structure of the Zaza people from an individualist Western
point of it is important to recognize the globally dominant collectivist
framework of societies, which subordinate the individual to the group
conscience. Actions, decisions and planning of an individual is oriented towards
the whole as one organism.

38

7UNLVFK-Deutsche Industrie und Handelskammer (TD-IHK) 2014. Online: URL:
http://www.td-ihk.de/home [accessed 2021-02-20]. [Engl.: Turkish-German Chambers
of Industry and Commerce.].
39
4.3 Mill. Tourists from Germany visited Turkey in 2010 (Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung 17.07.2013: http://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/tuerkei-tourismus-boomt-dasneue-reisemekka-der-deutschen-11009348.html
[accessed
2021-02-20]. [Engl.:
Booming Sector Turkey-Tourism.]. A total of 40. Mill. tourists visited Turkey in 2018,
4.5 Mill. were from Germany (https://www.france24.com/en/20190131-touristnumbers-turkey-surge-2018-data [accessed 2021-02-20]).
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The Zaza people follow a patrilineal system. The patrilineal orientation is
GHILQHG DV WKH IDPLO\ IROORZLQJ WKH IDWKHU¶V EORRG OLQH RI DQFHVWU\40 Thus we
speak of a consanguine (same blood) deVFHQGHQW ZLWKLQ WKH IDWKHU¶V OLQH
ZKHUHDV PDUULDJH EULQJV LQ WKH PRWKHU¶V OLQH DV affine (indirect or not
FRPSDUDEOH WRWKHIDWKHU¶VOLQH41 Inheritance is passed on mainly post-mortem
to the eldest child following a primogeniture system that is the right of the firstborn.42 The marriage of the eldest son is particularly important, because his
family passes on the family honor. Family honor is a metaphysical concept,
GHVFULEHG DV WKH ³JRRG QDPH´ RI D IDPLO\ 7KH WHUP ³QDPH´ VWDQGV IRU WKH
reputation and the prestige a family owns and to which all family members take
responsibility.43
There was an economic burden at least in the middle and lower classes to
gain prestige through the bride wealth (also dower or indirect dowry). It is a
means of economic exchangHRIODERU7KHORVVRIDGDXJKWHU¶VPDQSRZHUZDV
restored by the bride wealth and the option to hire people as a result of that
exchange.44 In the homeland and in former times a girl (daughter) could be
married at about 12 years old, directly after her menstruation started. Parenting
a daughter meant losing her soon after she would become a substantial help to
the family. In the homeland the Zaza practiced strict parental arrangement of
marriage, so the groom and the bride knew each other beforehand from family
celebrations or from the neighborhood, as extended families lived in close
settlements together. A bride wealth is determined between the parents, a
common Islamic practice in the Near East as for example in Arabic, named
mahr, VDGlT.45 I was told that a wealthy family expects a high price to avoid a
socially unacceptable marriage. Bride wealth is bound to the sexual purity of the
bride; for a girl with a doubtful morality the dowry is lowered and family honor
can be doubted. In the Zaza community the costs of the wedding ceremony are
SDLGE\WKHJURRP¶VIDPLO\2QHLQIRUPDQWWROGPHWKDWWKHEULGHDQGKHUIDPLO\
40

Alan Barnard, History and Theory in Anthropology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000), 31-32.
41
James P. Spradley and David W. McCurdy, Anthropology: The Cultural Perspective.
2nd ed. (Prospect Heights: Waveland, [1975] 1989), 83.
42
Robert Parkin, Kinship: An Introduction to Basic Concepts (Oxford: Blackwell,
1997), 25.
43
Sweetnam, Kurdish Culture, 63.
44
G. M. Lamsa, 'LH (YDQJHOLHQ LQ DUDPlLVFKHU 6LFKW (St. Gallen: Neuer Johannes
Verlag, 1963), 40-41.
45
0XQLU ' $KPHG )UDXHQIUDJH XQG ,VODP LQ 6WHLQEDFK 8GR DQG 5GLJHU 5REHUW
(eds.): Der Nahe und Mittlere Osten: Politik, Gesellschaft, Wirtschaft, Geschichte,
Kultur (Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 1988), 521-522.
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do not feel bargained for or sold, since the honor system requires the transaction
as a normal procedure. Reciprocity asks for mutual empowerment, thus both
families gain power and prestige.
In the Zaza community the conjugal (marital) family consists of parents of
opposite sex and their children. Foster children can also be adopted and
integrated and have restricted rights to inheritance but full societal status as part
of the family. Formerly the endogamous marriage system protected the society
against a division of heritage and a religious segregation. It included particularly
the extended family,46 but an extension to the small-scale society (tribe, clan)
was common practice.
The patrilocal social system of the Zaza ethnicity expects the bride to move
LQWRWKHJURRP¶VKRXVH7KHUHVKHVXEPLWVWRWKHSDUHQWV-in-law. The mother-inlaw is regarded as adopting the daughter-in-law as her own child. While the
bride is brought by her close family and friends to the place of the wedding
FHUHPRQ\VKHLVFRYHUHGZLWKDUHGVFDUI7KHQODWHUWKHWUDQVIHUWRWKHJURRP¶V
house is accompanied by her close female relatives while singing and dancing
women go along with her, trilling loudly; their hands are covered with hennapainting and points on the palm. In some tribes, mainly of Alevi background,
the older Zaza women wear traditional clothing including hats with silver coins
woven into cords that hang down to the shoulder. The hair is an especially
attractive aspect of women and thought to be susceptible to the evil eye. As
such it has to be covered modestly with a scarf.47 A bride is expected to be
serious during the transfer and the start in her new family. 48 However, there is
also joy and fun expressed by the guests and the extended family members
during the wedding celebration. In the case of the bride, she is mourning the
loss of the family life that she was used to.
In the homeland, the wedding ceremony includes three days of celebration.
Generally, according to my informants, one can say the first day is made up of
saying goodbye to the old life as a bachelor (or a single person). The second day
concerns the celebration of the unification of the two families, with the groom
and the bride in the center. The third day is marked by the final transfer and
VHWWOHPHQWRIWKHEULGHLQWRWKHJURRP¶VIDPLO\7KLVLQFOXGHVVH[XDOLQWHUFRXUVH
46

For an extensive description of the extended family see the kinship diagram by
:HUQHU   5RXJKO\ VSHDNLQJ WKH 8QFOHV  $XQWVÜ WKHLU FKLOGUHQ 1HSKHZV 
Cousins) and the grandparents, as well as the great-grandparents, belong to the extended
family.
47
Sweetnam, Kurdish Culture, 89-90.
48
Sweetnam, Kurdish Culture, 11-12.
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and building up the family honor of the newly established family. With the
sHWWOLQJ LQWR WKH JURRP¶V IDPLO\ WKH PDUULDJH ULWXDO LV FRPSOHWH 7KH WZR DUH
HLWKHUOLYLQJLQWKHJURRP¶VIDPLO\ZLWKRXWKDYLQJWKHLURZQVSDFHRUWKH\VWDUW
EXLOGLQJWKHLURZQKRPHFORVHE\VWLOOVXSSRUWLQJWKHJURRP¶VSDUHQWV
Obviously, there are many changes to the social system in the diaspora. As a
result of the scattering of the Zaza in the diaspora, the hold of the extended
family is weaker. With regard to daily life activities, the nuclear family became
more self-focused. The switch from peasantry (homeland) to industrialization
(host country) changed the whole way of life. Included was the move from a
sharing-based society (reciprocal exchange-oriented) into a socio-Capitalist
system. A re-orientation towards self-sustaining businesses (restaurants,
construction business) and luxury goods (i.e., cars) started developing among
the diaspora. House ownership, higher education, and a Western middle-class
lifestyle became standard. Because of the widespread dispersion of the Zaza
extended families and their small-scale societies, the three days wedding
celebration was now reduced to a huge wedding ceremony with lots of relatives,
up to 1,200 people. Thus, a wedding could become a financial issue for the
parents of the groom.
Over the decades the host FRXQWU\¶V HGXFDWLRQ V\VWHP SURPSWHG WKH
integration of the Zaza people. Intermarriage between partners of the host
country and the Zaza ethnicity are less common than Zaza become married to
Turkish or Kurmanji speaking spouses often engaged from the homeland and
brought in to the diaspora. This fact challenges the national populations by huge
family reunions and immigration based on arranged marriages. Thus, the
traditional endogamy is more and more giving way to an exogamic practice.
Another indicator for integration is the growing number of Zaza that build their
economic existence as business owners in Germany (construction, food
industry, services sector). The diasporic presence of the Zaza people, the
Kurmanji speaking ethnicity and the Turkish ethnicity are nowadays an integral
part of the German nation, numbering more than 3 million.49

49

This number is a rough guess by former Chancellor of Germany Helmut Kohl in
3KLOLS / 0DUWLQ ³Germany: Managing Migration in the Twenty-FirVW &HQWXU\´, in
Cornelius, Wayne A. (ed.), Controlling Immigration: A Global Perspective, Stanford
8QLYHUVLW\ 3UHVV  &KDQFHOORU +HOPXW .RKO LQ  ³,I ZH WRGD\ JLYH LQ WR
demands for dual citizenship, we would soon have four, five, or six million Turks in
*HUPDQ\LQVWHDGRIWKUHHPLOOLRQ´*HUPDQ\GRHVQ¶WFRXQWFLWL]HQVKLSLQVWDWLVWLFVDQG
with dual citizenship the numbers are mixed up, so there is little empiric data to get an
estimation. Dual citizenship was introduced in 2014 in Germany, Switzerland 1992,
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Economic and Socio-Linguistic Developments During the Rule of the AKP
In this paragraph a very short glimpse of political developments is given,
affecting the diaspora anGWKHKRPHODQG7KH$GDOHWYH.DONÕQPD3DUWLVL $.3
Justice and Development Party) was founded in 2001 by Recep Tayyip
(UGR÷DQ. He has been the leader since then, apart from a two year break, 2014±
2016, when $KPHW 'DYXWR÷OX was the leader. With more than 10 Million
members (2019), the AKP follow a conservative democratic direction. The roots
can be traced back to a specter of Islamist, right conservative and left parties,
which were dissolved during the foundation of the AKP. During their rule from
2002 until today, a move from a pro-Western and pro-American direction
towards a Turkish nationalistic one is obvious.
The early years of the AKP after 2002 attracted many minority groups such
DV WKH ³.XUGV´ LQFOXGLQJ WKH =D]D SHRSOH, due to the modern and Westernoriented political and economic direction of the ruling party. When the AKP
came to play, a hostile atmosphere in country against minority groups was
common; it was the time of strong military and police surveillance, especially in
East Anatolia; the deployment of village guards and the destruction of houses
DIWHU WKH FRXS G¶pWDW LQ  7KH FOLPD[ RI GLVFULPLQDWLRQ LQ  OHG WR D
ZDYHRI³.XUGLVK´DV\OXPVHHNHUVLQ(XURSH7KHQLQWKH\HDUVDIWHUWKH
ruling AKP approached the Kurds, by addressing mother tongue education and
D WUXFH ZLWK WKH .UGLVWDQ øúoL 3DUWLVL .XUGLVWDQ :RUNHUV¶ 3DUW\ .XUGLVK
3DUWL\D.DUNHUrQ.XUGLVWDQr;Turkish: PKK50).
The pro-Western orientation of the AKP during the initial years raised the
hope of some sort of sovereignty for the Eastern provinces of Turkey. The
HVWDEOLVKPHQW RI SROLWLFDO SDUWLHV OLNH WKH +DONODUÕQ 'HPRNUDWLN 3DUWLVL
3HRSOHV¶ 'HPRFUDWLF 3DUty, Kurdish: 3DUWL\D 'HPRNUDWvN D *HODQ; HDP),
which was founded in 2012, came into strong opposition to the conservativenationalist orientation of the AKP. The HDP is in fraternal relationship with the
'HPRNUDWLN %|OJHOHU 3DUWLVL 'HPRFUDWLF 5HJLRQV 3DUW\ Kurdish: Partiya
+HUrPDQ D 'HPRNUDWvN; DBP), founded in 2014 and a leftist offspring of the
%DUÕúYH'HPRkrasi Partisi (Peace and Democracy Party; Kurdish: 3DUWL\D$úWv
Denmark 2015, Belgium 2008, Sweden 2001, France 1992, and only exceptionally in
Austria (not in Liechtenstein and the Netherlands).
50
The PKK was founded in 1978 in the Kurdish inhabited area of Turkey and Iraq. Two
ceasefires from 1999±2004 and from 2013±2015 interrupted the ongoing struggle
between the PKK and the Turkish state. Since 2015 the Turkish military and
LQWHOOLJHQFH VHUYLFHV¶ FDPSDLJQV KDYH EHHQ LQFUHDVLQJ DQG UHDFKLQJ FURVV-border, first
into Northern Iraq, and also into Syria since 2019.

136

'HPRNUDVL\rBDP). As mentioned earlier the Northern Zazaki speakers that
follow Alevism tend towards socialist ideologies. Thus, they are attracted to the
parties stated above.
From early on the CHP (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi founded in 1932 by Kemal
$WDWUN DQGWKHIRXQGLQJIDWKHUVRIWKH5HSXEOLFRI7XUNH\DWWUDFWHGWKH=D]D
people as well, due to their socialist ideology. Later on, the Kurdish socialist
ideology of HDP fascinated the Zaza people; though, the AKP still gained a lot
of interest, due to her capitalist and still broad social activities. The conservative
Turkish stance guaranteed stability and as long as there was a pro-Western
orientation, the many Zazas living in Europe and their families profited from the
economic capitalist approach. Facilitation of travel, an increasingly growing
travel business, and economic links to the homeland (see above) were supported
by the politics of the AKP.
An interesting development between the diaspora and the homeland is
mentioned here. Many retired people stay for longer times in their homeland,
having real estate there, and come back for medical care to their European host
countries. The controversy in the land of migration as well as their Turkish
nationality is huge. Reports are given that neither country lets them feel at
home. However, it is still an act of prestige to get to Europe and to acquire the
citizenship of a European country. The AKP gave full support to these political
and economic developments within the EU. And even more, the AKP organized
the Islamic training and education of Turkish citizens in Europe by state run
mosques that are headed by religious teachers called Imams. These Imams are
educated in the Islamic education centers that are close to the AKP (DITIB,
'L\DQHWøúOHUL7UNøVODP%LUOL÷L(QJOLVK7XUNLVK-Islamic Union for Religious
Affairs). There are mosques that follow a conservative Islamic education system
in Europe and that allow people of Kurdish background to worship. The
language of instruction is mainly Turkish, which makes it more difficult for
Kurmanji and Zaza speakers to feel at home. This mixture of languages leads to
GLVXQLW\ LQ WKH 6XQQLWH SRSXODWLRQ DQG LV VWLOO DQ ³XQVROYHG SUREOHP´ IRU WKH
AKP.
7KH 6WDWH 8QLYHUVLWLHV RI 0XQ]XU 'HUVLP  %LQJ|O DQG 0DUGLQ $UWXNOX 
were plucked out of thin air between the years 2007±2008 (see above). Mother
tongue education for adults, as well as linguistic and social research on Kurdish
language and society, was allowed since 2012/13 at Munzur and since
DW%LQJ|O8QLYHUVLW\7RDOLPLWHGGHJUHHLQSXEOLFVFKRROVFKLOGUHQ
are taught in Zazaki, during supplemental sessions. However, pre-school
training is only allowed in the national language. Such democratic approaches
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towards the Kurds were limited in 2015 and more so after the so-FDOOHG³FRXS
G¶pWDW´ LQ  ZKLFK ZDV DWWULEXWHG WR WKH )HWKXOODK *OHn movement.
,QWHUQDWLRQDO V\PSRVLXPV RQ ODQJXDJH DQG VRFLHW\ DW WKH 0DUGLQ %LQJ|O DQG
Dersim Universities in the years 2011± FRXOGQ¶W EH SXUVXHG EHFDXVH WKH
suspicion and observation of the national officials suppressed international
participation. From a sociolinguist point of view Zazaki is positioned on level
6b in the sustainable use model.51 This means that the language is only spoken
at home, in the near neighbourhood and the extended family, but not used in
public affairs or as a language of trade. The only remaining monolingual
speakers are older than 70 years. The children are educated in another language.
A sustainable diglossia can be assumed, at least for the Sunni Zaza population.
Shifting towards language death within a very short time, maybe two
generations, is a real danger, especially for the Alevi Zaza. The opening of
0DUGLQ %LQJ|O DQG 0XQ]XU 8QLYHUVLW\ WR VRFLR-linguistic interests on Zazaki
attracted prominent authors and mother tongue researchers to these education
centres. With the FRXS G¶pWDW in 2016 these structures became more observed
and official surveillance increased enormously. On the local level, all linguistic
efforts towards children and adults were reduced due to state interference by
law and police. E.g., in dHUPLN elementary school offered Zazaki lessons but
parents were afraid to send their children there.52 Also, an increased military
and police presence by street blockades, with random identity checks and
jailing, stopped any free travel or exchange of goods based on a free market.
The years 2002 to 2016 could be said to have been a progressive phase for
mother tongue education in the Zaza community. Since 2016 all literacy
attempts have been reduced to more or less private initiatives.
Conclusion: In the Heart of Struggle - The Zaza, Zazaki, Anthropological
Considerations
This study presents an overview of the dispersed Zaza ethnicity. It is assumed
that the Zaza have inhabited their recent homeland for a long time, even back to
the turn of times. Zazaki is related to Kurmanji and shows common features, but
obviously there is no comprehensibility, and numerous differences on grammar
and vocabulary are given. It is without question that Zazaki is linguistically not
51

M. Paul Lewis and Gary F. Simons, Ecological Perspectives on Language
Endangerment: Applying the Sustainable Use Model for Language Development, 2011,
as of 2020-03-20, URL: https://scholars.sil.org/sites/scholars/files/gary_f_simons/presentation/applying_the_sum.pdf.
52
Personal communication June 2018.
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a dialect of Kurmanji, but a language by itself. The homeland of the Zaza
people varies from high mountains in the North, to plateaus in the South.
Smaller villages are still settled mono-ethnically, larger cities and towns are
populated by the Zaza ethnicity, the Kurmanji speaking Kurdish people or the
Turkish population. Zazaki as a North-Western Iranian language is split into
many dialects, these dialects can be grouped at least in two main dialect clusters
such as the Northern or Alevi Dialects and the Southern Sunni Dialects. Paul
(1989) is describing the dialect variants of Zazaki triangular: the Alevi dialects,
the Cermik/Siverek dialects and the Palu/Bingoel dialects. Some authors relate
to a grouping of and the Southern or Cermik/ Siverek / Bingoel-Palu dialects or
threefold in the Northern or Alevi Dialects (Dersim/ Tunceli, Varto, Ovacik)
and the Southern or Cermik/ Siverek and the Eastern or Central Bingoel-Palu
dialects. However, such linguistic classifications are only auxiliary and do not
represent the numerous linguistic transitions.
They also represent a threesome split in Alevism (Northern), Hanafi6XQQLVP 6RXWKHUQ  DQG 6KDIL¶L-Sunnism (Eastern) religious orientation. Huge
migration movements since the 1960s until today are a social challenge to
extended families and rural village life. Western cities of Turkey, as well as
Europe, came into focus for migrants. The largest diasporic community is in
Germany, which challenged the Alevism and the Muslim background Zaza to
arrange their lives under Christian rule in a system of social and health welfare,
and as low-budget laborers. The threesome religious split is a challenge to the
Zaza unity. Alevism is a humanist-based gnostic religion that performs worship
and prayer to natural attractions (springs, trees, mountains) and emphasizes the
equality of humans. Sunnism, on the other hand, is interested in subordination
to the religious code of Sunni Islam, while the Hanafi follow a more
conservative tradition with their own educational madrasas (religious schools).
This is also a big issue for the dominant national religion of Hanafi Sunnism
(Turkish population), whose followers are barely drawn to the Hanafi oriented
=D]DHWKQLFLW\DQ\PRUHWKDQWRWKH$OHYLRU6KDIL¶L6XQQL+RZHYHUWKHUHDUH
smaller groups of Alevi Turkish groups too. Christianity (the Assyrian Church
or some Armenian influence) was rooted in some villages around Gerger, in the
province of Adiyaman, neighbouring Cermik, and still survived but
marginalized today.
The Zaza people experience huge culture change and language loss by their
assimilation into the national education system in the homeland, and by
dispersion and immigration. In this sense they are ethnically considered to be
³.XUGLVK´DVSDUWRIWKHODUJHSHRSOHJURXSVLQ6RXWK-East Anatolia, North-East

139

Syria, Northern Iraq and Western Iran. As a matter of fact an alignment to the
³.XUGLVK´ SROLWLFDO PRYHPHQW LV RQO\ FDXWLRXVO\ DSSURDFKHG VLQFH VLPLODU
suppression by Kurmanji Kurdish parties as by the national government is
expected. Here the Zaza people are in the middle of political tensions: Turkish
nationalist want to Turkisize them, and Kurdish nationalist want to Kurdisize
them. In between these struggles the Zaza population lacks unity due to
dialectical varieties and an almost unbridgeable religious division. This leaves
little room to develop a robust Zaza identity.
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CHAPTER 5
LAZ: THE GOOD CITIZENS OF MULTICULTURAL TURKEY
  ¸ 

1LOIHU7DúNÕQ

My primary goal in this article is to elaborate the changing context of the Laz
ethnic identity over the last two decades in Turkey. To do so, I will investigate
the facts that shaped the contemporary Laz identity particularly the cultural
performances that have emerged in this period in urban areas. My main concern,
therefore, is to understand the contextual framework of these performances
which functioned to transform an invisible identity to an excessively visible one.
Even though the Laz are frequently paid lip-service when listing the ethnic
minorities in Turkey,1 the Laz identity are rarely subject of academic studies
from a full-fledged sociological perspective. On the other hand, they are widely
visible on popular cultural products through the Laz stereotype. In general, this
negligence can be attributed to the overall perception of the Laz identity and I
believe it is strongly related to the historical context of it.2
$%ULHI+LVWRU\RIWKH7HUP³/D]´
The words such as Laz, Lazi or Lazepe in Laz language, Lazlar in Turkish, Lazi
or ý¶DQL in Georgian signify an ethnic group native to the Black Sea coastal
regions of Turkey and Georgia. Even though there are discussions about the
historical roots and the specific location, the Laz are said to be one of the chief
tribes of the ancient civilization of Colchis.3 The Laz were initially early
1

One can easily see the frequent use of the rhyme ³7UN .UG (UPHQLVL /D]Õ
dHUNH]L«´
2
This article is mainly composed of the arguments of my graduate thesis written in
%R÷D]LoL8QLYHUVLW\ZKLFKZDVSXEOLVKHGLQ%HVLGHVP\SHUVRQDOH[SHULHQFHLQD
middle-class Laz family surrounded by a Laz community in Istanbul, my particular
interest in this subject has been generated largely by cultural events and organizations in
which I found myself involved since 2000s. These events were mainly in the field of
music and dance.
3
$OLøKVDQ$NVDPD].DINDV\DCGDQ.DUDGHQL]CH/D]ODUÕQ7DULKVHO<ROFXOX÷X øVWDQEXO
dLYL\D]ÕODUÕ ,OGLNR%HOOHU+DQQ'R÷X.DUDGHQL]¶GH(IVDQH7DULKYH.OWU
øVWDQEXOdLYL<D]ÕODUÕ<D\ÕQHYL 0LFKDHO(0HHNHU³7KH%ODFN6HD7XUNV
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adopters of Christianity during the Byzantium era in the 4th century, and
subsequently they converted to Sunni Islam of the Hanefi sect during the
Ottoman rule of the Caucasus in the 16th century.4
The people in Turkey use the name Laz in a general way to refer to all
inhabitants of Turkey's Black Sea provinces to the east of Samsun, and the
word is often associated with certain social stereotypes. The Laz themselves are
increasingly keen on differentiating themselves from other inhabitants of these
regions. The non-Laz community commonly refer to the Laz community as
Mohti/ Komohti-Laz,5 meaning real Laz to emphasize their bilingual
characteristic. Laz language is a sister language of Georgian,6 yet it is not a
written one: Turkish and Georgian serve as the literary languages for the Laz in
Turkey and Georgia, respectively. Therefore, the Laz are typically bilingual,
and their language is endangered.
Today most Laz speakers live in the Northeast of Turkey, formerly known as
Lazistan7 (modern Rize and Artvin provinces) in a narrow strip of land along
the shore of the Black Sea. There are also Laz communities in northwestern
Anatolia where many immigrants have settled since the Turko-Russian War
(1877-1878).8 And there is a large Laz community in Istanbul, Ankara and
other big cities of Turkey and in European countries.9 In all these regions, the
/D] SHRSOH OLYH WRJHWKHU ZLWK +HPúLQ SHRSOH -who either speak an ancient
Armenian dialect or its Turkish accent- as well as with Georgians, Turks and,
relatively more distantly, with the Pontic Greeks in the west.10 That means there
are common cultural characteristics shared with those ethnic groups particularly
in music, dance, language and cuisine.

6RPH $VSHFWV RI 7KHLU (WKQLF DQG &XOWXUDO %DFNJURXQG´ International Journal of
Middle East Studies 2, no. 4, (1971): 336; Neal Ascherson, Karadeniz øVWDQEXO
7UNL\Høú%DQNDVÕ.OWU<D\ÕQODUÕ 
4
Aksamaz, .DINDV\DCGDQ .DUDGHQL]CH /D]ODUÕQ 7DULKVHO <ROFXOX÷X, 39; M. Recai
g]JQLazlar øVWDQEXOdLYL\D]ÕODUÕ<D\ÕQODUÕ), 85.
5
Mohti/Komohti means to come in the Laz language.
6
6LOYLD .XWVFKHU ³7KH ODQJXDJH RI WKH /D] LQ 7XUNH\ &RQWDFW-induced change or
JUDGXDO ODQJXDJH ORVV"´ /DVW $FFHVV 1RYHPEHU  KWWSVLGV-pub.bszbw.de/frontdoor/deliver/index/docId/3413/file/Kutscher_Language_of_Laz_in_Turkey_
2008.pdf.
7
Lazona is used as a geographical term in the Laz language.
8
g]KDQg]WUN.DUDGHQL]$QVLNORSHGLN6|]ON øVWDQEXO+H\DPROD<D\ÕQODUÕ 
763.
9
$OLøKVDQ$NVDPD]Laz Dili Temel Dersleri øVWDQEXO%HOJH<D\ÕQODUÕ 2016).
10
g]WUN .DUDGHQL]$QVLNORSHGLN6|]ON, 761-764.
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Tea Farming and the Domestication of the State in the Laz Region
One of the most important arguments of my research is that tea farming is an
important contextual aspect shaping the contemporary identities of the Laz. I
claim that today the Laz identity that came into prominence is highly influenced
by its historical relations with the Turkish state. I think, tea farming engendered
the domestication of the state in the Laz region. I use the term domestication to
denote the recognition, being recognized and internalizing of the nation state.11
The traditional economy in the region was based on agriculture and the
production of hazelnuts, maize, rice, and hemp until the 1950s, when the
introduction of tea cultures began. They have grown in importance since then.
Another aspect of this former economy is the export of labor. Older male
members of the family used to go abroad to metropolises, particularly in Soviet
Russia, to work in the service industry. 12 The introduction of the tea industry
eliminated the hitherto closed economy, the self-rearing way of life. Tea
IDUPLQJ¶VSLYRWDOUROHKDVEHHQWKHNH\IDFWRULQWKH/D]FRPPXQLW\¶VFKDQJH
from a relatively autonomous position to becoming a subsidiary to the state.
This is because tea farming was primarily encouraged and subsidized by the
state itself. Even though there have been other entrepreneurs since 1986, the
state-RZQHG dD\NXU EDVHG Ln Rize, is still the biggest and the most stable tea
company in the country. Benefiting from state subsidization of tea farming,
community living in the Laz region in the Eastern Black Sea became almost
dependent on the state with a navel cord. Before 1950, Rize was doubly remote,
being on the periphery of an already peripheral state. In short, the region began
to experience an economic boom due entirely to the expansion of a single
crop.13 Eventually, the Laz were to enjoy upward mobility in terms of class.
)OR\D$QWKLDV¶DUJXPHQWDERXWLGHQWLW\LVKHOSIXOWRIRUPXODWHWKHSHUFHSWLRQ
of the identity of the Laz in connection to the notion of class. She argues that
WKH ³LVVXHV RI H[FOXVLRQ SROLWLFDO PRELOL]DWLRQ RQ WKH EDVLV RI FROOHFWLYH
identity, and narrations of belonging and otherness cannot be addressed
adequately unless they are located within other constructions of difference and
LGHQWLW\ SDUWLFXODUO\ DURXQG JHQGHU DQG FODVV´14 Thus, I define the
contemporary Laz identity in the urban context, as constituted with the middle11

Chris M. Hann, Tea and the Domestication of the Turkish State (Cambridgeshire: The
Eothen Press, 1990), 66.
12
8÷XU%LU\RO+HPúLQ3DVWDVÕ øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP<D\ÕQHYL 
13
Biryol, HHPúLQ3DVWDVÕ, 15.
14
)OR\D$QWKLDV³1HZ+\EULGLWLHV2OG&RQFHSWV7KH/LPLWRIµ&XOWXUH¶´Ethnic and
Racial Studies 24, No. 4 (2001): 620.
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class values. In this respect, I would like to emphasize the adoption of the
hegemonic cultural discourse which made it possible to avoid any
marginalization.
Considering the transformation from lower class peasants to middle class
community by tea farming, one can say that the Laz community has been quite
privileged by the Turkish state. This privilege consequently led them to identify
positively with the state, rather than against it15 concurrent with their historical
mission of being custodians of the border0RUHRYHUWKHVWDWH¶VLPSRVLWLRQRI
administrative boundaries and the consolidation of village infrastructure have
helped to induce some new feelings of community.16 I should also take into
account that tea has turned into a national symbol in the last fifty years. That
also connected the Laz to the nation as producers of a national beverage.
The domestication of the state enabled the majority of the Laz to identify
with it²to feel themselves to be, for the first time, members of a national
society while many other citizens remained subject to arbitrary power, and large
groups including the entire Kurdish minority, for example, was excluded from
full societal membership meanwhile.17 That is to say, while the economic and
social deprivation by the state constituted the Kurdish identity around a lower
class position,18 those benefits and recognition by the state constituted the Laz
identity around a middle-class position.
The Effects of the Cultural Policies of the Turkish Nation State on the Laz
Identity
During the foundation and the following years of the new Turkish Republic,
Kemalist nationalism can be considered as a top-down, or state-led, nationalism.
Its first goal was to modernize the state and social structures through a project
of social engineering. It was a vigorous search from above for the creation of a
new nation and the invention of a new Turk by eliminating the popular notions
of Islam and Ottoman heritage. Its project of turning existing more-or-less
ethnically and culturally heterogeneous people into a nation depended on the
binary logic of old and new. 19 Here, the aim was to transform society by
15

Hann, Tea and the Domestication, 66.
Ibid., 65.
17
Ibid., 73.
18
0HVXW<H÷HQ0VWDNEHO7UN WHQ6|]GH9DWDQGDúD&XPKXUL\HWYH.UWOHU øVWDQEXO
øOHWLúLP<D\ÕQODUÕ 
19
Mahmut E Bozkurt, $WDWUN ËKWLODOL øVWDQEXO .D\QDN <D\ÕQODUÕ   FLWHG LQ
<ÕOPD] dRODN ³1DWLRQDOLVP DQG WKH 6WDWH LQ 7XUNH\ 'UDZLQJ WKH %RXQGDULHV RI
µ7XUNLVK&XOWXUH¶LQWKHV´Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism 3, No. 1, 2003: 5.
16
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transmuting all traditional structures into a developed and civilized whole; that
is, society became a target for constructing a better future.20
Culture as an idea and discourse seemed to express the construction of a
modern society and civilized FLWL]HQV<ÕOPD]VD\V
³the state discourse on culture did not accept the equal value of all forms of life
and assumed a strict hierarchy among them. It is hierarchical and radically
assimilationist. By setting a strict hierarchy between archaic, backward life
forms and modern, civilized ones and applying coercive and non-coercive
radical assimilation policies, the politics of culture in the early Republican
regime constituted a set of processes employing both exclusion and inclusion.´21
The expectation was that non-Turkish Muslims would eventually be
assimilated and this has encouraged the denial of the existence of the nonTurkish Muslim community like Laz, Kurds, +HPúLQOLs, Circassians, etc. by the
state and most political parties.
Since the ethnic differences were reduced to the level of regional
differences, all the regions were represented as if they were local versions of
Turkishness. Moreover, the ethnic minorities began to be represented via the
common homogeneous stereotypes: Backward/ Separatist Kurds, Stupid/
Cunning/ Patriotic Lazis, etc. When we look at the Laz people in their
relationship with the Turkish state historically, it would not be unfair to say that
WKH\ZHUHQRWH[SRVHGWRWKHVDPHOHYHORISHUVHFXWLRQFRPSDUHGWRµGDQJHURXV
LGHQWLWLHV¶ VXFK DV WKH .XUGV *UHHNV DQG $UPHQLDQV +RZHYHU WKH /D] DOVR
experienced pressure from assimilationist policies which influenced the
contemporary Laz identity greatly. Language, still one of the determinant
signifiers of an ethnic group, enables cultural members to transfer their ethnic
identity to the next generations despite the hegemonic governance of the state
on the individuals. As I find a straightforward relationship between language
and ethnicity in terms of ethnic identification, I would say that the most
concrete effect of assimilation policies has been on Laz language.
When I searched for the reflections of that ideology on the public memories
of the Laz, I found out that the temporality of Lazness is strongly embedded in
the past. When the past is associated with lower standards of life and hardship,
then the past is inevitably considered to be unpleasant. That is to say, Lazness
20

%KLNKX 3DUHNK ³(WKQRFHQWULFLW\ RI WKH 1DWLRQDOLVW 'LVFRXUVH´ Nations and
Nationalism 1, no. 1, (2006): 25-52.
21
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which was highly associated with peasantry was tried to be abandoned in order
to be a part of the nation, and become a modern, acceptable citizen. In the
fieldwork, I observed that particularly young women were eager to marry
officers to escape difficult village life and learn to speak Turkish.
The perception of Lazness was not only associated with the unpleasant past,
but also spatially to the village/Laz region/Black Sea as an outcome of the
PRGHUQL]DWLRQ SURMHFW RI WKH 7XUNLVK VWDWH %HFDXVH ³WKH PRGHUQ FLWLHV DUH
rather designed for the nation-states where all the differences are melted in a
SRW´22 Locality is only tolerated in the form of nostalgia23 or when it is
marketable in the private sphere. As I mentioned earlier, urban life assumes a
kind of fusion and thus abandonment of the local cultural values for a successful
DGDSWDWLRQ7KHILUVWWROHDYHWKHYLOODJHZDVRIFRXUVHWKHµODQJXDJH¶RUDWPRVW
it has to be kept in the houses. This would cause the Laz language to be the
language of private sphere. The problems connected to language have been the
toughest experience for the Laz migrants, these obstructed them from
socializing with others in the city at first. There was a clear belief that the Laz
language was extremely detrimental to the Turkish accent and as a result meant
failure at integration process.24 This general belief led to a turning point for my
generation, born after the 1980s, when the parents stopped speaking Laz with
their children. Thus, transmittance of the Laz language suffered a dramatic
rupture with the next generations.
The Constituton of the Laz Identity in Antagonism to the Kurdish Identity
Stuart Hall says that: ³in common sense language, identification is constructed
on the back of a recognition of some common origin or shared characteristics
with another person or group, or with an ideal, and with the natural closure of
solidarity and allegiance established on this foundation. Like all signifying
practices, identification is subject to the play RI GLIIpUDQFH $QG VLQFH DV D
process it operates across difference, it entails discursive work, the binding and
22
6LEHO'HPLUWDú%OHQW 'LNHQDQGøúWDU%*|]D\GÕQ³0HNkQYHgWHNLOHU´Defter 28,
(1996): 40.
23
I refer to the term nostalgia LQOLQHZLWK5RVDOGRZKRWDNHVLWDV³DGHDGLQQRFXRXV
FUHDWXUHMHWWLVRQHGWKHSROLWLFV´VHH5HQDWR5RVDOGRCulture and Truth: The Remarking
of Social Analysis, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), 69-70. For example, the Laz accent
can be tolerated unlike the Laz language spoken in the public sphere.
24
0XUDW dDNÕU H[SUHVVHV KLV DQJHU WR VXFK D PHQWDOLW\ FRPPRQ LQ KLV IDPLO\ ZKR
considered speaking Laz as obscurantism who detained him speaking his mother
WRQJXH6HOPD.RoLYD /D]RQD/D]+DON*HUoHNOL÷Lh]HULQH øVWDQEXO7P=DPDQODU
<D\ÕQFÕOÕN 
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marking of symbolic boundaries, the production of frontier-effects. It requires
what is left outside, its constitutive outside, to consolidate the process´.25
In this respect, the facts that enable the Laz to differentiate themselves from
WKH µRWKHUV¶ FKDQJH FRQWH[WXDOO\ , VXJJHVW WKDW WKH FRQVWLWXWLRQ RI WKH /D]
identity constructed with the Kurdish identity over the last two decades,
especially in the urban context. That is to say, Laz identity has been positioned
as an opposite of the Kurdish identity particularly after 1980s, when the Kurdish
nationalism was on the rise. The Laz resembled the Kurds in terms of their rural
origin and bilingual character but differed in their historical relationship with
the state.
One might think that this differentiation mechanism emerged once the
physical interaction occurred in the metropolis as a place of confrontation of the
foreigners;26 however despite the physical affinity in the city, the cities are the
places of social interaction, the public sphere is not well designed to enable the
µGLIIHUHQFHV¶WRFRQIURQWZLWKHDFKRWKHU27 In the case of Laz, I would suggest
that the differentiation is rather ideological where the Laz themselves tend to
secure their middle classness and privileged position in the eye of the state. Laz
people clearly observed how the Kurds in the city were humiliated due to their
different languages and cultures, exposed to physical and economic violence
and were marginalized. Therefore, in order to protect their privileges, they
preferred to avoid their differences from the dominant culture and to be
assimilated.
:KLOH WKH µRWKHU¶ RI WKH .XUGLVK LGHQWLW\ LV XVXDOO\ FRQVLGHUHG WR EH WKH
7XUNV WKH µRWKHU¶ RI WKH /D] LV QRW 7XUNV, but Kurds. As the leading
cultural/ethnic identity was articulated and politicized by the Kurds, either as a
reason or the consequence of this announcement has highly marginalized them
within the nation. Therefore, the Laz were quite hesitant to expose themselves
in the public sphere, due to the fear of being marginalized and loosing their
privileged status. Consequently, condemnation of the Kurds has been a
FRQYHQWLRQLQRUGHUWRDUWLFXODWHRQH¶V/D]QHVVVDIHO\6LPLODUO\WKH/D]ZHUH
expected to set an example for the whole nation in contrast with the unfavorable
Kurds. Despite their similarity with Kurds in terms of bilingualism and having a
district culture, the Laz were praised for not being a demanding [cultural rights]
ethnic group like Kurds.
25

+DOO³:KR1HHGVµ,GHQWLW\¶"´-3.
'HPLUWDúHWDOO³0HNkQYHgWHNLOHU´-43.
27
Ibid., 40.
26

151

The Replacement of Experience by Representation
Since the foundation of the republic in Turkey, as the cultural differences were
reduced to regional differences; the language, music, dance, etc. were expected
and represented to be in line with Turkishness according to cultural policies. For
example, the Kurds were assumed to be speaking a South-Eastern Turkish
accent, and similarly the Laz, the north-Eastern Turkish accent. Even when it
was called the Laz language (Lazca) it was still supposed to be a distorted
accent of Turkish.
The widespread Laz stereotype has identified with the Black Sea region via
popular cultural products and the media. This stereotype is still represented as
macho, extremely naive or cunning, speaking a funny Turkish accent, dancing
horon with NHPHQoH improperly. Despite the apparent cultural differences,
Lazness is defined within Turkishness and as a regional version of it. It would
not be wrong to say that the Laz stereotype is commonly found to be a
sympathetic one within the nation, particularly by the Turks, and therefore has
positive connotations at first glance. Especially within the popular discourse,
the Turkishness of the Laz has not been considered to be a controversial and
debatable claim at all until the last two decades.28 One of the researchers on the
/D] FXOWXUH ,OGLNR %HOOHU +DQQ VD\V WKDW ³WKH WHUP Laz also camouflages the
multicultural structure of the Black Sea region. Many people, particularly in the
texts, are aware of this stereotype: energetic, brave, savage, cruel to the women
EXWFDUHDERXWFKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQ7KLVFRPPRQVWHUHRW\SHOHDYHVYHU\OLWWOH
VSDFHIRUWKHRQHVLQWKHHDVW /D]+HPúLQ*HRUJLDQ ´29
+DOO¶V DUJXPHQW DERXW VWHUHRW\SHV VKRZV KRZ D VWHUHRW\SH FDQ EH
simultaneously both negative and positive:
³People who are in any way significantly different from the majority- them
rather than us ±are frequently exposed to binary form of representation. They
seem to be represented sharply opposed; polarized, binary extremes-good/bad,
civilized/primitive, ugly/excessively attractive, repelling-because-different/
compelling-because-strange-and-exotic. And they are often required to be both

28

7KHQDPHµ/D]¶LVFRPPRQO\XVHGDVDMRNHWRUHIHUWRDZNZDUGVWXSLGQHVVMXVWDVLW
is used for the Britons, Scots, etc. as a part of a humorous genre that circulates within
DOPRVWDOOVRFLHWLHV7KH/D]MRNHV /D])ÕNUDODUÕ DUHTXLWHSRSXODUHLWKHU told orally or
written²and there are many Laz joke books.
29
Hann, 'R÷X.DUDGHQL]¶GH(IVDQH7DULKYH.OWU, 23.
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WKLQJVDWWKHVDPHWLPH´30 +DOODOVRVD\VWKDW³VWHUHRW\SHVJHWKROGRIWKHIHZ
simple, vivid, memorable, easily grasped and widely recognized characteristics
about a person, reduce everything about the person to those traits, exaggerate
and simplify them, and fix them without change or development eternity. So the
first point is- stereotyping reduces, essentializes, naturalizes and fixes
difference.´31
From this respect, I would suggest that the Laz stereotype reduces the Laz to
a couple of exaggerated characteristics. The opportunity for the Laz to express
and represent themselves is almost closed off. As the stereotype objectifies the
Laz, it does not leave them any chance to open up any space to their experience.
Under these conditions, the Laz consciously or unconsciously camouflaged their
Lazness in order to be taken seriously and to be unmarked especially when
migrating to the metropolises. That is to say, in order to be an acceptable subject
in everyday life, Lazness has to be abandoned. Therefore, we can interpret the
existence of the stereotypes as a threat from the state to the citizens to adjust
themselves according to WKHDFFHSWDEOHFLWL]HQV¶QRUPVRWKHUZLVHWKHPDUNLQJ
and exclusion would be inevitable.
Multicultural Policies of Turkey in 2000s
When we come to the end of the twentieth century, we see that the effects of
globalization which alter the conventional nationalist discourse and promote
instead, multiculturalism in Turkey. As a consequence of the decline in the
legitimacy of monolithic cultural policies of the nation states, the persistence of
ethnic minorities as indicative of backwardness and anti-modernism has
gradually lost considerable ground. Furthermore, it can even be argued that
some are now glorifying ethnic-pluralism as an indicator of modernity and
democracy. However, as a result of the Kurdish Political Movement revitalizing
in 1980s, having social, cultural and economic roots historically, the 1990s were
VWLOOWHQVHIRUGLVFXVVLQJWKHQRWLRQRIµPXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP¶
When we come to the 2000s, the notion of multiculturalism gets rather
reified with the relatively liberal policies of the Adalet ve KDONÕQGD 3DUWLVL
(AKP, Justice and Development Party). Responding to the changing
GHPRJUDSKLFV HFRQRPLF JHRJUDSK\ DV ZHOO DV WKH SHRSOHV¶ GHPRFUDWLF
30
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aspirations, the party has positioned itself as pro-market and pro-European.32
Despite its repressive policies towards 2020s, initially, the reformist AKP
governments initiated several breakthroughs to mend relations with ethnic and
religious minorities and address the current and historical problems of groups
such as the Alevis, Armenians, the Gypsy community and Kurds.33 Afterwards,
the Laz have benefited from those liberal policies lately too. Elective courses in
the Laz language at some elementary schools in Laz regions could be
considered as a historic step for the Laz people. 34 This step was not even
dreamed of by Laz intellectuals in 1990s.
Despite of the possibility of forging a more pluralistic democracy, the
changes in the hegemonic discourse had not yet been supported by persistent
changes in the legal framework in Turkey. However, what I would like to
emphasize here is that the power of AKP enabled certain people to feel
comfortable with their traditional values and adapt those values to the modern
life. In short, my purpose is to demonstrate that this conceptual change enabled
people to express their ethnic, cultural origins without being apologetic
compared with earlier times. However, this is a relative freedom compared with
the past and some ethnic and religious groups such as the Kurds and Alevis are
still having significant problems of expression compared to the others. Despite
the recent challenges, the hierarchical scaling between the traditional and the
modern is still considerably maintained by the people of Turkey.
The Laz Cultural Movement: Reconstructing the Temporal and Spatial
Dimensions of the Laz Identity
Since 1990s, the above-mentioned Laz stereotype has been increasingly
contested35 and challenged through some performances in music, dance, theatre,
publications and the Internet in particular. The main motivation has been to
expose Lazness in the public sphere where more or less almost all the Laz
32

6ROL g]HO ³7XUNH\ V 4XHVW WR 0RGHUQLVH 5HPDLQV RQ 7UDFN´ Financial Times, 25
July 2007.
33
0XUDW6RPHU ³'RHV,W7DNH 'HPRFUDWVWR'HPRFUDWL]H"/HVVRQV from Islamic and
6HFXODU(OLWH9DOXHVLQ7XUNH\´Comparative Political Studies 44, no. 5, (2011): 51145.
34
A commission has been formed in 2013 with the efforts of Laz Language Institute to
create a curriculum - which has been admitted by education ministry authorities on
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experienced Lazness through this invisibility and incommunicability.36 This
invisibility should not be considered as having been completely detrimental for
the Laz. On the contrary, it has sometimes enabled them to be as free as an
invisible man is free of charge of his faults. For example, I believe that this
invisibility protected them from being subjected to violence from either the
society or the state.
Despite the existence of diverse and even rival discourses, the common
motivation of these struggles was to take Lazness out of the Laz stereotype,
giving back the honour of the Laz culture to itself, exposing the Laz identity in
the public sphere, and unmarking or re-marking the Laz identity. To put it in
other words, whatever they did, those intellectuals intended to bring the Laz
culture from the past to the present time, and bring it to the center of the city
from the village.
At this point, I would like to note that I assume a sort of differentiation
between the actors of the Movement and the intended consumers of their
productions as Laz people. This is because I see a difference in the construction
of Laz identity for both sides. First of all, while the intellectuals define Lazness
with the concept of difference, the Laz people do it with similarity with the
Turkish nation. Secondly, the intellectuals consider the Laz as a minority37 who
have suffered from assimilation policies of the nation state(s)38 while the latter
deny any implication of oppression or pacification. However, the distance
between the two groups has been closing since the beginning of 1990s to
eventually meet at the same point: enjoying music and dance in the public
sphere since 2000s.
When we look at the related productions of Laz cultural movement as a
ZKROH ZH FDQ HDVLO\ JUDVS WKH QRWLRQ RI µORVV RI WKH /D] ODQJXDJH¶ 7KH
language has been considered as being almost the most important signifier of
WKH/D],IWRPDNHWKH/D]ODQJXDJHµYLVLEOH¶LQWKHSXEOLFVSKHUe was the first
task, to remove the pejorative connotations around it was the second. If they
manage to transform the self-perception of the Laz people, they believed, they
could incite the people to speak and revitalize their language.

36

0\JUDGXDWLRQUHVHDUFKSURMHFWIRUWKH6RFLRORJ\GHSDUWPHQWZDVDERXW³5HDGLQJWKH
8UEDQL]DWLRQ([SHULHQFHVRIWKH/D]WKURXJKWKHµ/D]¶MRNHV6HH1LOIHU7DúNÕQ³/D]
)ÕNUDODUÕYH/D]ODUÕQ.HQWOHúPH6UHFL´%$7KHVLV0LPDU6LQDQ)LQH$UWV8QLYHUVLW\
2003.
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7KHEDQG=X÷DúL%HUHSHZDVRQHRIWKHVLJQLILFDQWDFWRUVZKRPDQDJHGWR
introduce the Laz language to a group of educated youth living in the urban
areas in 1993. By composing and singing in Laz language ± which was
previously regarded as the villagers¶Oanguage in a modern musical genre, rock,
was a successful mission of reconstructing the temporal and spatial aspects of
WKH/D]LGHQWLW\7KHLUPXVLFDQGHVSHFLDOO\.D]ÕP.R\XQFXZDVFRQVLGHUDEO\
influential on the Laz youth some of whom had later involved in similar
performances.
In 1990s, main productions of Laz Cultural Movement were dictionaries,
compilations, journals, albums etc. However, music and dance were much more
popular than others. I interpret this because music and dance were considered to
be less political activity, rather a cultural entertainment, therefore enabled Laz
community to come together safely. The intellectuals in the movement pay lip
VHUYLFHWRWKHµFXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFH¶VXVSHQGLQJDQ\µVHSDUDWLVW¶PDUNLQJ,QVKRUW
the Laz Cultural Movement mimics the nation state who constructs the national
identity by defining the cultural realm through the categories like language,
music, dance, folklore, architecture etc.
The Laz Cultural Movement did not turn into a mass movement itself as the
expectations and perception of the people were rather different from those of the
intellectuals. Still, we cannot underestimate its impact on Lazness as an
outcome when we come to the 2000s, concurring with other determinants like
music industry, multicultural discourse etc. The Laz Cultural Movement was
not taken as a real political threat for the nation state probably because
conventionally the Laz have been loyal to the state, due to the influence of the
stereotype fixing the Laz as the objects of the jokes instead of being a subject of
politics; they were not a big population throughout the country and also the Laz
culture have been so invisible that there was nothing left to be afraid of except
for a couple of young, exited, middle class, educated (wo)men.
Conversely, I think the Laz were setting an ideal example for a multicultural
GLVFRXUVHDVDQHWKQLFJURXSKDYLQJQRSROLWLFDOGHPDQGVDSDUWIURPµVLQJLQJ
their songs, dancing horon¶ ZKHQ LW ZDV QR ORQJHU SODXVLEOH WR LQVLVW RQ D
conventional nationalist discourse at this neoliberal age. When we come to the
2000s, the ideal was so exaggerated that we face with an excessive visibility of
the Laz in the public compared to its formerly invisible position.
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7KH/D]DV³*RRG´&LWL]HQVRI0XOWLFXOWXUDO7urkey
,Q 7XUNH\¶V SUD[LV RI PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP , VXJJHVW WKDW WKH KLVWRU\ DQG SROLWLFV
were highly suppressed by legitimizing the multi-lingual music. In the end, the
communities who were allowed to perform their songs in their mother tongue
were expected to be satisfied with the provision of the exclusive cultural
policies so far. That roughly meant, in WKHKHJHPRQLFGLVFRXUVH³GRQ¶WWHOOPH
ZKDWHYHU,GLGWR\RXLQWKHKLVWRU\WRDVVLPLODWH\RXDQGGRQ¶WUHPLQGPHRI
the pains I caused. Just sing your soQJVQRZDQGIRUJHWWKHSDVW´5REHUW6WDP
criticizes this perspective by saying:
³I am not suggesting that multiculturalism is simply fun, a culinary delight
where one wanders from a falafel one week to sushi next, with salsa dancing on
Friday night and sDPED 6DWXUGD\´ +H PHQWLRQV WKDW ³DQ\ VXEVWDQWLYH
multiculturalism has to recognize the political realities of injustice and
inequality and the consequent existential realities of pain, anger and resentment,
VLQFH WKH PXOWLSOH FXOWXUHV LQYRNHG E\ WHUP µPXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP¶ KDYH QRW
historically coexisted in relations of equality and mutual respect.´39
Indeed, the majority of Laz were satisfied with this favour, unlike Kurds and
Armenians who demanded that the state face up to the historical mistakes and
the pain it caused. Moreover, Kurds were rather demanding about their cultural
rights such as education in Kurdish. The majority of the Laz were already
reluctant to position themselves as a subaltern group, and wished only to be
visible in the public sphere apart from the previous common stereotype. To put
it other words, the recognition of cultural difference was acceptable as long as it
is positioned as higher than Kurds) but at the same time within the dominant
Turkish culture. In practical terms, this means that they tended to define
Lazness as a subculture group with distinct cultural characteristics but still
within the larger culture.40 At the end, I suggest that through musical
performance the Laz present an acceptable locality that can be consumed.

39

Robert StDP ³0XOWLFXOWXUDOLVP DQG WKH 1HRFRQVHUYDWLYHV´ LQ Dangerous Liaisons
Gender and Postcolonial Perspectives, edited by Anne McClintock, Aamir Mufti, and
Ella Shohat, Cultural Politics (University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 200, cited in
0HOLVVD %LODO ³7KH Lost Lullaby and Other Stories About Being an Armenian in
7XUNH\´ 0$7KHVLV%R÷D]LoL8QLYHUVLW\ 
40
I differentiate the position of the Kurds, Armenians, Greeks who considered
themselves as oppressed by the state while having distinct cultural characteristics
without linking them to the dominant culture.
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In short, despite the fact that the denial of the multicultural population in
Turkey, the cultural policies has not been transformed to a real recognition and
intention to keep alive those cultural differences considering the inefficient legal
changes in the constitution. Moreover, claiming cultural rights in order to
sustain cultural values is still controversial and has not gained its legitimacy yet
in Turkey. Thus, we are far away from the multicultural society for the present
in the lack of a legal and social reform.
The Cultural Performances which Transformed the Laz Identity from an
Invisible to an Excessively Visible One
Even though a number of private media channels having a Black Sea concept
flourished on TV and radio, the concept did not include the Laz language due to
the presence of a nationalist broadcasting policy previously. On the other hand,
pioneer performers of the Laz music with language in the national music market
ZHUH=X÷DúL%HUHSHDORQJZLWK%LURO7RSDOR÷OXDQGDOVR*UXS<RUXP.DUGHú
7UNOHUDQG)XDW6DNDLQV+RZHYer, in the 2000s, the representation of
WKH /D] PXVLF UHDFKHG LWV SHDN ZLWK .D]ÕP .R\XQFX DQG WKH QHZ IRXQGHG
bands following his style. So, a new musical genre appeared on the stage: Black
Sea Rock.
)RU WKH /D] IRUPHU VRORLVW RI =X÷DúL %HUHSH EDQG .R\Xncu became the
symbol for transforming Lazness from an introverted position to one that is
extroverted by introducing the Laz (language, music, etc.) to the non-Laz
community. In other words, many people in Turkey found out about the
existence of the Laz cRPPXQLW\DQGLWVGLVWLQFWFXOWXUHWKURXJK.D]ÕP.R\XQFX
as opposed to the incorrect Laz stereotype that was previously circulated.
.D]ÕP .R\XQFX LV FRPPRQO\ GHVFULEHG DV ³WKH SHUVRQ ZKR HQDEOHG WKH QHZ
JHQHUDWLRQ RI /D] WROLNH WKH ODQJXDJH DQG PXVLF´41 and, more frequently, the
person who presented Black Sea music42 to a wider community through music
market. His popularity was a turning point for the representation of the Laz
REYLRXVO\.R\XQFX¶VIDPH GRXEOHG DQG KH ZDVWXUQHGLQWR D OHJHQG DIWHU KLV
early death at the age of 33 in 2005 because of lung cancer.43

41

(UFDQdHOLN³.R\XQFX¶GDQ+RURQD'DYHW´Radikal Gazetesi, 04 April, 2004.
+DWLFH7XQFHU³'HQL]LQdRFX÷X*LGHUNHQdHUQRELO6RUXPVX]OX÷XQDøV\DQ%DúODWWÕ´
Cumhuriyet Gazetesi, 03 July, 2005.
43
The way he died symbolized and was attached to the fate of people from the Black
Sea who face cancer due to environmental poisons resulting from the Chernobyl
accident.
42
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For many, he played a crucial role in a perception change from primitive,
introverted, irritating44 Black Sea music to a pleasant, modern and inviting
music.45 I think he managed to do that by linking the modern with the
traditional concept.46 Once the perception of music changed from an unpleasant
to a pleasant one, the sense of identity of the Laz and the Black Sea was
LQHYLWDEO\FKDQJHGDQGWUDQVIRUPHGWRDµGHVLUHG¶RQH+HUHZHFDQREYLRXVO\
observHKRZSHUIRUPDQFHVDUHLPSRUWDQWWR³PDUNRUFKDQJH´LGHQWLW\47
:KHQ,HYDOXDWHWKHµSHUIRUPDQFH¶DVDZKROH IURPPXVLFDOLW\WRQDUUDWLYH
discourses) I suggest that there are resistant challenging and mainstream aspects
RI .D]ÕP .R\XQFX DV D SKHQRPHQRQ 2Q WKH RQH KDQG KH ZDV RSHQLQJ XS D
VSDFH IRU WKH UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI DQ µLQYLVLEOH¶ FRPPXQLW\ /D] WKURXJK D QHZ
hybrid musical form.
On the other hand, he was not marginalized but became popular among
different social groups. I arrive at this conclusion through several facts. First of
DOOKHZDV/D]EXWKLV/D]QHVVZDVQRWµGHPDQGLQJ¶DSDUWIURPWKHUHFRJQLWLRQ
of the Laz language. Put it in other words, his cultural identity claim could be
considered µPRGHUDWH¶
When I elaborate all those cultural performances, I come to this conclusion:
obviously, the hegemony recognizes the ethnic groups as long as they do not
demand cultural rights (like education in mother language) or push for facing
the oppressive history etc. but just performing songs peacefully today in Turkey.
This opposition obviously marks the Laz as the acceptable citizens while
marking the others as Others.
However, I believe that social peace in Turkey could be constructed only
when there are no hierarchical scales between ethnic groups. So, just like Turks;
the Laz, Kurds, Circassians Armenians, etc. should be able to foster their culture
without fear of being stigmatized.

44

³.D]ÕP.R\XQFX \Dh]O\RUX]´5RFN Q5ROO.OWU0HFPXDVÕ0D\
AWDVR\$VOÕ³9L\D0VHNNLQ1L\HWLQH´5DGLNDO*D]HWHVL$XJXVW
46
I would like to emphasize here that I do not accept those concepts as taken for
JUDQWHG )RU H[DPSOH ZKHQ ZH ORRN DW øVPDLO 7UW KLV PXVLF LV UDWKHU PL[WXUH RI
modern and traditional too using organ, electro-ED÷ODPD etc. But this hybridity do not
FDXVHWRDµPRGHUQ¶FRQWH[WQRZEXWPD\EHLQWKHV
47
Richard Schechner, Performance Studies (New York: Routledge, 2002), 46.
45
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CHAPTER 6
T HE R UMS ± OR G REEK - ORTHODOX C HRISTIANS ± IN
T URKEY
  ¸ 

Aude Aylin de Tapia

Introduction
The meaning of the word Rum (from Roimaios, subject of the Eastern Roman
Empire) evolved through the Ottoman period up to its current meaning from a
religious sense (the Rums being Orthodox Christians of Oriental rite) to an
ethno-linguistic, or even national connotation (the Rums being considered as
ethnically Greek and linguistically Greek-speaking). It is from the 1870s that
this semantic shift was confirmed. The millet-i Rum still counted among its
faithful Arab- and Turkish-speaking communities, but in the eyes of the
Constantinopolitan elites of the millet, confession was no longer enough:
language, traditions and ethnicity were now essential components of the Rum
identity.1

1

Regarding the evolution of the Rum identity in the nineteenth century, see Aude Aylin
Tapia (de), "Orthodox Christians and Muslims of Cappadocia: Intercommunal Relations
in an Ottoman Rural Context (1839-  3K' XQSXEOLVKHG  (+(66 DQG %R÷D]LoL
University, 2016); Kemal Karpat, "Millets and Nationality: The Roots of the
Incongruitty of Nation and State in the Ottoman Era," in Christians and Jews in the
Ottoman Empire, The Functioning of a Plural Society, ed. B. Braude and B. Lewis
(New York: 1982); Dimitrios Stamatopoulos, "From Millets to Minorities in the 19thCentury Ottoman Empire: An Ambiguous Modernization," in Citizenship in Historical
Perspective HG 6 * (OOLV * +iOIGDQDUVRQ DQG $. ,VDDFV 3LVD 3LVD 83  
Gerasimos Augustinos, The Greeks of Asia Minor, Confession, Community, and
Ethnicity in the Nineteenth Century (Kent: Kent State UP, 1992); Sia Anagnostopoulou,
/HV FRPPXQDXWpV JUHFTXHV G $VLH 0LQHXUH - DVSHFWV GH O pYROXWLRQ G XQH
FRPPXQDXWp QDWLRQDOH DX VHLQ G XQ (PSLUH 3K' (+(66 94); Paraskevas
.RQRUWDV )URP 7D¶LIH WR 0LOOHW 2WWRPDQ 7HUPV IRU WKH 2WWRPDQ *UHHN 2UWKRGR[
Community," in Ottoman Greeks in the Age of Nationalism: Politics, Economy and
Society in the Nineteenth Century, ed. D. Gondicas and C. Issawi (Princeton: Darwin
3UHVV   )RWL%HQOLVR\ DQG 6WHIR %HQOLVR\ 5HDGLQJ WKH ,GHQWLW\ RI ³.DUDPDQOL´
Through the Pages of Anatol," in Cries and Whispers in Karamanlidika Books, ed. M.
Kappler and E. Balta, Turcologica (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2010).. About the
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In fact, several Patriarchates shared jurisdiction over the Orthodox Christians
in the late Ottoman Empire. First, the (Ecumenical) Patriarchate of
Constantinople, the first autocephalous jurisdiction of the Orthodox Church,
extended its authority over the Balkans and Western and Central Anatolia. In
demographic terms, it had the largest number of faithful, including Greeks but
also Bulgarians, Serbians, or Romanians.2 This patriarch was considered by the
Ottoman authorities as the legitimate leader of millet. Second, Southeastern
Anatolia and Syria were under the jurisdiction of the Arab-speaking Greek
Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch. Third, Israel, Palestine, Jordan and Sinai
depended on the Greek Orthodox Church of Jerusalem. If the latter was
Hellenophone, the majority of its clergy and faithful were Arab-speakers. And
finally, the Patriarchate of Alexandria and all Africa extended its jurisdiction
over Egypt and Africa.
Only Orthodox Rums depending on the Patriarchates of Constantinople and
of Antioch are still settled inside boundaries of today's Turkey. All are Turkish
citizens and observe oriental rites. The Turkish state administratively integrates
them in a single category of Rum Ortodoks.3 In addition, it can also be
mentioned the Catholic Greeks, who depend on the Vatican even though they do
not observe the Latin rite, self-identify as the Romaiokatholiko; they follow the
oriental rite but recognize the supremacy of the Pape. Most of the faithful of the
Greek Catholic church of oriental rite ± construction of the late nineteenth
century ± emigrated from Turkey at the foundation of the Republic. In 1998,
they were no more than 45 living in Istanbul.4
As for most non-Muslim communities of Turkey, the end of the Ottoman
Empire was the beginning of an important and quite constant demographic
decline, a consequence of emigration due to various reasons, mostly political
and economic. While, in the early 1900s, about 160,000 Rums lived in

meaning and uses of the term "Rum", see 6DPLP$NJ|QO5XPQHGLU"Kim der, kime
der, niye der?," in Rum olma, Rum kalmak, ed. +DNDQ<FHO ,VWDQEXO,VWRV 
2
Daniela Kalkandjieva, "Pre-Modern Orthodoxy: Church Features and
Transformations," Etudes balkaniques 2010, no. 4 (2010): 188.
3
Paul DumRQWDQG0pURSL$QDVWDVVLDGRX8QHPpPRLUHSRXUOD9LOOH/DFRPPXQDXWp
JUHFTXHG¶,VWDQEXOHQ ,VWDQEXO,QVWLWXWIUDQoDLVG pWXGHVDQDWROLHQQHV 
4
Catholic Rums are not the object of this chapter, which focuses mainly on Orthodox
Rums depending on the Patriarchate of Constantinople. For detailed study, see (OoLQ
Macar, øVWDQEXO¶XQ <RN 2OPXú øNL &HPDDWL 'R÷X 5LWOL .DWROLN 5XPODU YH %XOJDUODU
øVWDQEXOøOHWLúLP 
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Istanbul;5 in 1927, there were no more than 100.000; in 1945, this figure felt to
76,844; 67,550 in 1955; and 47,207 in 1965. Even though census do no more
include religious belonging since 1965, estimations allow to think that less than
7,000 Rums remained in the city in 1978 and that only 2,000, maybe 2,500
Rums live in Istanbul currently (this figure does not include temporary residents
who live abroad (mainly in Greece) but spend several months in Istanbul each
year.6
The Rums in the Ottoman Empire
Early Centuries
In early Ottoman centuries, the term "Rum" defined all the Orthodox Christians
following the Byzantine rite without regard of the differences in their ethnic,
cultural and historical backgrounds. The fall of the Byzantine Empire and
especially the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453 broke the Byzantine
unity between the state and the church by depriving the Orthodox church in the
Balkans and Anatolia from its previous status of official church of the state. At
the same time, the Orthodox population of these territories who formerly
belonged to the "political majority", was henceforth one of the dominated
groups, on the same terms as the Jewish or the Armenian population. In 1453,
the Sultan, Mehmed II, as a new ruler of Constantinople, did not need the
Orthodox church as a source for his legitimacy as did the Byzantine Emperor.
Quite the reverse, he even had the power to guarantee the existence of the
Orthodox church. Being conscious about the necessity to secure the loyalty of
Christian subjects of the empire, Mehmed II and after him, all the Ottoman
sultan, preserved the Patriarchate of Constantinople as the head of the Orthodox
Christian community, called in the Ottoman context millet-i Rum. In that
context, Patriarchs became, besides their spiritXDO DQG UHOLJLRXV OHDGLQJ ³OD\
administrators obliged to organize law-courts and fiscal services and to give
GLUHFWLYHVRQVHFXODUSROLWLFV´WKDWFRQFHUQHGWKHLUIDLWKIXO7 On the other hand,
several churches disappeared, being integrated to the Patriarchate of

5

Cem Behar, 2VPDQOL ,PSDUDWRUOXJX QXQ YH 7UNL\H QLQ QIXVX -1927 (Ankara:
7&%DVEDNDQOLN'HYOHW,VWDWLVWLN(QVWLWV 
6
3DXO'XPRQWDQG0pURSL$QDVWDVVLDGRX8QHPpPRLUHSRXUOD9LOOH/DFRPPXQDXWp
JUHFTXHG¶,VWDQEXOHQ, 7-8.
7
Steven Runciman, The Orthodox Churches and the Secular State (Auckland University
Press, 1971), 29.
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Constantinople as it was the case for the Bulgarian church already entered under
the jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople in 1393.8
During the following centuries of Ottoman rule, Rum communities of the
empire remained quite autonomous vis-j-vis the Ottoman state, the Patriarchate
overseeing the management of juridical, economic, social, and religious issues
within the community but also collecting taxes for its own administration as
well as on behalf of the state. Nevertheless, in the territories of current Turkey,
the Rum communities demographically declined, especially in rural areas, due
to Islamization and persecution but mostly to economic conditions.9 On the eve
of the nineteenth century, main concentrations were in Istanbul and Izmir. In
rural areas, Rums were mostly settled on the Asia minor coast and Aegean and
Mediterranean islands but also in the regions of Cappadocia (central Anatolia)
and Pontus (on the Black Sea Coast) while the region of Konya where Rums
formerly settled had lost almost all its communities before the end of the
eighteenth century. The urbanization trend intensified in the nineteenth century
to such an extent that, for instance, in Cappadocia, numerous villages had lost
their Rum population sometimes several decades before the exchange of
population.10

8

The Bulgarian Patriarchate of Tarnovo in 1393 and its flock placed under the
jurisdiction of the Patriarchate of Constantinople. Bulgarians succeeded in restoring
their church freedom in 1870, more than 4 centuries later thanks to a Sultan decree for
the establishment of the Bulgarian Exarchate.
9
On the first centuries of Ottoman rules (until the eighteenth century), see for instance
Ronald C. Jennings, "Urban Population in Anatolia in the Sixteenth Century: A Study of
Kayseri, Karaman, Amasya, Trabzon, and Erzurum," IJMES 7, no. 1 (1976); Suraiya
Faroqhi, Men of Modest Substance: House Owners and House Property in SeventeenthCentury Ankara and Kayseri (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987); Suraiya Faroqhi,
Towns and Townsmen of Ottoman Anatolia: Trade, Crafts, and Food Production in an
Urban Setting, 1520-1650 (Cambridge UP, 1984); Suraiya Faroqhi, "Migration into
Eighteenth-&HQWXU\ *UHDWHU ,VWDQEXO DV 5HIOHFWHG LQ WKH .DGL 5HJLVWHUV RI (\S
Turcica 30 (1998); Robert Mantran, "Foreign Merchants and the Minorities in Istanbul
during the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries," in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman
empire: the functioning of a plural society, ed. Benjamin Braude and Bernard Lewis
(Holmes & Meier Publishers, 1982); Evangelia Balta, "Tracing the Presence of Rum
Orthodox in Cappadocia. The evidence of Tapu Tahrirs of the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries," in Between Religion and Language. Turkish-Speaking Christians, Jews and
Greek-speaking Muslims and Catholics in the Ottoman Empire, ed. E. Balta and M.
gOPH] ,VWDQEXO(UHQ 
10
Regarding Rum communities inf Cappadocia in the nineteenth century, see Aude
Aylin Tapia (de), "Orthodox Christians and Muslims of Cappadocia."
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The Millet-i Rum in the Late Ottoman Empire
The millet as religious community is traditionally described as a structure that
adapted to new historical circumstances. In the course of the nineteenth century,
the religious meaning of the millet is doubled by a national definition. In Greek,
two words are mainly used in the nineteenth century to define the Orthodox
community. On one hand, the koinotis is the local community (generally one or
several neighboring parishes).11 On the other hand, the genos, meaning the
FRPPXQLW\ RI WKH ³&KULVWLDQ EURWKHUV´ LV URRWHG LQ NLQVKLS UHODWLRQV EXW ZDV
used in the nineteenth century as the equivalent of millet in the sense of nation.12
It is during the Tanzimat (1839-1874) that the meaning of the name Rum
evolved and that the status of the millet-i rum was institutionalized and codified
according to a confessional basis. In 1856, the Ottoman state recognized for the
first time after 1453 the Patriarch of Constantinople as the leader of the millet
and with it the supremacy of the Greek-speaking element over nonhellenophone orthodox churches.
In 1862, at the request of the Ottoman state, the millet-i Rum became the
first of three historical millets (Rum, Armenian and Jewish) to set up a new
basic text (Genikoi Kanonismoi, General Regulations) codifying the
administration of millet. It set up two committees: first, the Holy Synod (twelve
metropolitans of the Patriarchate of Constantinople), which deals with religious
affairs; second, the Permanent Joint National Council (eight lay people and four
priests of the Holy Synod), which deals with civil affairs (management of
schools, hospitals, internal disputes).
The establishment of the National Council marked the beginning of the rise
of laypeople in the administration of the millet. Nevertheless, the high clergy
maintained important prerogatives and the Patriarch of Constantinople
continued to be considered by the Ottoman State as the head of millet. Locally,
WKH FRPPXQLW\ LQ *UHHN țȠȚȞંĲȘȢNRLQRWLV D YLOODJH RU GLVWULFW ZLWK RQH RU
more parishes) was, in theory, administered by two assemblies: the epitropies
(or demogeronties, councils of elders) that managed places of worship and other
properties related to parishes, and the ephorias that supervised the functioning
of schools.13 In small and medium-sized communities, particularly in rural
11
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areas, these different assemblies merge into a single committee (ephoroepitropi).14 In the most populous communities, a central euphoria of six elected
members oversees committees and ephoria.
)ROORZLQJ WKH DGYHQW RI $EGOKDPLG ,, LQ  WKH PLOOHW-i rum did not
change much in terms of its internal organization, except for a gradual
strengthening of the place of laypeople in its institutions.15 On the political
front, the first constitutional period (1876-1878), halted by the return to
absolutism, was about to change the situation of non-Muslims, the Great
Assembly (Meclis-i mebusan) having to count deputies representing each of the
millets. Faced with tensions related in particular to the Cretan question (revolt
of 1866-67 and 1878, insurrection of 1897 at the origin of the Greco-Turkish
war, union of Crete with Greece in 1908 and anti-Greek boycott in Turkey) but
also in view of the internal changes in millet, the relatively tolerant atmosphere
of Tanzimat is transformed into a mistrust of the state vis-j-vis the Rums.16
In 1908, the Young Turks Revolution marked the return of the constitutional
monarchy. The Sultan proclaimed the holding of elections during which each
ethnic group must be represented. This new situation gave Rum communities,
especially in cities, the opportunity to translate their socio-economic influence
on the political scene since the millet could claim 24 seats of deputies.17
However, the attempt to create an Ottoman nation quickly gave way, within the
Young Turks government, to a Turkish nationalism in which non-Muslims of
the Empire were more and more openly excluded.
A Renaissance in an Identity in-Betwixt: Hellenism versus Ottomanism
versus Turkish Nationalism
The nineteenth century was also a time of renaissance for the Rum population
of the Empire in all the political, socio-economic, cultural, educational, artistic
and philanthropic dynamics. The independence of Greece (1830) and the
the Late Ottoman Empire: A Study of Communal Relations in Anatolia (Taylor &
Francis, 2013).
14
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15
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16
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17
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Economy, and Society in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Dimitri Gondicas and Charles
Philip Issawi (Darwin Press, 1999).

168

beginning of the Tanzimat (1839) marked the beginning and the exchange of
Greek-Turkish population (1923) the end of this renaissance. Inside the millet,
hesitation over the two constituent components of millet, Orthodoxy and
Hellenism, opened the way for many debates and works among elites in search
of identity. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Greek historian Constantin
Paparrigopoulos took up and developed the notion of the Great Idea (Megali
Idea) first expressed before the Greek National Assembly by the deputy Ioannis
Kolettis in 1844. Under the pen of Paparrigopoulos, the Megali Idea traces a
direct historical line between the territories of the Hellenistic era and the
Ottoman territories claimed by Greece "to free the subjugated brothers".18 The
Rum communities were considered as the heirs of the ancient cities of Asia
Minor and the Megali Idea aimed the (re-)Hellenization of the Rums on the
cultural and linguistic level. However, the project was not seen in the same way
in Athens and Istanbul. If Hellene and Rum recognized each other in the same
Greek identity (mainly defined by religion and language), the two capitals had
different visions of Hellenism: in Athens, the Antiquity, the unity and
homogeneity of the nation were emphasized; in Constantinople, the Byzantine
tradition and the multicultural character of Rum society were more readily
highlighted. In Anatolia, the process was more firmly rooted in the
Constantinopolitan logic than in the Athenian one, passing through a
reinforcement of the hellenophony rather than the idea of belonging to the
Hellenic nation.19 Nevertheless, the Hellenization piloted from Istanbul from the
years 1870 laid the linguistic bases which would allow the Greek nationalists to
claim the regions where the Christians spoke Greek.
It is in this bipolar context that the small and medium-sized bourgeoisie of
coastal cities turned to Greece, resorting more and more regularly to the
protection of Greece while traditional rural society remained in line with the
religious definition of millet. Faced with Athenian interferences in the millet
business, some of the intellectuals - some of whom were seated in the Ottoman
Assembly from 1908 to 1912 - clearly displayed their reluctance. Pavlos
Karolidis, deputy of Izmir, defender of Hellenization, considers that this project
must be led by the Rums and that Greece does not have to intervene. Others,
such as Emmanouil Emmanouilidis, defend the project of an Ottoman
citizenship through an "Ottomanization" of non-Muslims.20
18
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There was also a handful of Turkish-speaking Rums (commonly known as
Karamanlis) that Turkish nationalism seemed to interest. In 1921, the Pope
Pavlos Karahisarithis and a group of 72 Turkish-speaking clerics form the
General Congregation of the Anatolian Turkish OrtKRGR[ 8PXP$QDGROX7UN
2UWRGRNVODUÕ&HPDDWOHUL LQ.D\VHUL. asserted that the Anatolian Orthodox were
Turks. On September 21, 1922, the congregation proclaimed the creation of an
independent Orthodox Turkish Patriarchate whose Karahisarithis, supported by
the Committee Union and Progress, became, in January 1923, the first patriarch
under the name of Papa Eftim. Only a minority swore allegiance to Papa Eftim
and the movement failed to anchor among the Karamanlisin in the few months ,
before the officialization of the exchange of populations. Despite being kept in
Istanbul, the Turkish Independent Church is today a church without followers.
([FHSW WKLV ODWH SURFODPDWLRQ RI WKH ³7XUNQHVV´ RI 7XUNLVK-speaking
Orthodox Anatolians and effort led by Papa Eftim (1920s) joined by a limited
number of clerics and laymen, Turkish nationalism did not attract Anatolian
Rums more than Greek nationalism. Especially after 1908, many Rums stayed
in an in-betwixt situation between ethnicized notions of Turkness and
Greekness and began to be considered as foreigners by Muslim locals and
consequently to feel like strangers in their own land.21 For many of the Turkishspeaking Rum communities, it was in response to the Turkish nationalization of
Anatolian Muslims, rather than under the influence of Athens, that they finally
defined themselves as ethnically Greek. After 1923, deported to Greece, the
same Turkish-speaking Rums were seen as foreigners in Greece, their new
KRPHODQG«Twice a stranger«22
Education, a Pillar for a Regenerated Millet
From the 1850s, the immigration of the Rums from the provinces to the main
cities of the empire (in particular Istanbul and Izmir) ± a movement that already
existed in previous decades ± intensified. These economic migrants, leaving
rural areas in crisis in the face of the penetration of Western products on the
Ottoman market, integrated quite easily within the urban environment. This
the Middle East: Recovering Voices from the 19th and 20th Centuries, ed. Amy Singer,
Christoph K. Neumann, and S. Aksin Somel (London: Routledge, 2011); Catherine
Boura, "The Greek millet in Turkish politics : Greeks in the Ottoman parliament (19081918)."
21
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migration is undoubtedly one of the main reasons for the great educational
project. Initially, through education, the aim was to integrate the numerous
migrants from rural origin to the urban community, to eradicate illiteracy but
also to teach religion and to maintain a sense of belonging to the "Rum nation",
by working to the cultural hegemony of the Hellenic element within the millet.23
Probably motivated, in part, by the competition of Catholic and Protestant
missionaries who settled and created schools throughout the empire, the
educational movement, coordinated and supervised by the Patriarchate spread
rapidly throughout the empire.24 New school curricula were prepared, textbooks
published, collections of popular traditions collected and edited, etc. The
education of boys, but also of girls, from primary to secondary school (and even
for the best in high school and university) was being democratized thanks to
investments and fundraising within the millet as well as within the diaspora
settled in Greece, Europe, or the United States. Among the main actors at the
head of this project were the Greek literary Syllogue of Constantinople ȅ İȞ
ȀȦȞıĲĮȞĲȚȞȠȣʌȩȜİȚ ǼȜȜȘȞȚțȩȢ ĭȚȜȠȜȠȖȚțȩȢ ȈȪȜȜȠȖȠȢ2 HQ .RQVWDQWLQRXSROL
ellinikos Philologikos Syllogos), created in 1861, which was also the main Rum
association of the empire, and the Central Educational Committee of the
Patriarchate set up in 1873.25
Moreover from the 1860s onwards, many philanthropic- and educationoriented voluntary associations were created to teach the values of the emerging
middle class to lower social strata and to create social cohesion within the Rum
community.26 Beyond large cities, associations of compatriots bringing together
migrants according to their city or village of origin became the pillars of the
densification of the school network by financing the creation of institutions in
their community of origin in Epirus, Thrace, on the Aegean shores, in the
Pontus, or in Cappadocia.27 The movement took on such proportions that, in the
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1900s, even the smallest rural communities of Anatolia owned a school, or at
least a classroom.28
In Greece, the interest in the education of Anatolian Rums began in the
second half of the century and was strengthened by the foundation of the
Society for the Propagation of Greek Letters in 1869 under the leadership of
Paparrigopoulos, known as one of the main promoters of the Megali Idea.29
Greek consuls in the Ottoman Empire had among their main missions to
observe and support local education, but the lack of representatives of the Greek
State before the 1900s minimized the role of Athens even though its emergence
as the secular, ideological, and cultural center of Hellenism, incited the
Patriarchate of Constantinople to seek to maintain its centrality and spiritual
leadership over Orthodox communities and to characterize itself as the most
essential cement for the ethnic-religious identity.
Social, Cultural and Artistic Renaissance
Piloted from Istanbul by the millet's authorities and leading Rum families (in
particular Phanariotes, businessmen and intellectual elites), the development of
the Rum educational network goes hand in hand with the organization of
charitable activities, the creation of orphanages, hospitals, and other social and
cultural structures whose purpose was to contribute to the construction of a
regenerated society.30
A literary, musical, or architectural large-scale movement participated in this
regeneration.31 Urban and rural communities built new churches, schools, and
28
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other public and private buildings. Book production developed rapidly, in Greek
as well as Karamanli-Turkish (i.e., Turkish written in Greek characters and used
by a large part of Anatolian Rums). In the second half of the nineteenth century,
in parallel with the growing influence of laymen and the development of the
school network and interest in the sciences, religious books were supplemented
by more and more scientific works in history, geography, literature, law, but also
dictionaries, grammar, mathematics, or accounting textbooks. Published by the
Patriarchate printing house, by Catholic and Protestant Bible societies and by
private printers, mainly Armenians and Rums, these works found their place in
VFKRRO OLEUDULHV DQG SULYDWH KRPHV 7KH QRYHOV RI (XJqQH 6XH DQG$OH[DQGUH
'XPDVEXWHVSHFLDOO\WKRVHRI;DYLHUGH0RQWpSLQDUHWUDQVODWHGDQGSXEOLVKHG
in volumes or serialized in the Greek and Karamanli press (as well as in the
other languages spoken in the empire).32
Regarding the press, daily and monthly newspapers and literary and
scientific journals were published in Izmir and Istanbul, but it is difficult to
measure how much this production in Greek and Karamanli-Turkish circulated
in the provincial Rum communities. Do we read newspapers and novels in the
peasant families on the Aegean side as in the families of the Istanbul
bourgeoisie? Probably not. Nevertheless, the diffusion effort in the different
social strata of the millet was real.33 The lists of subscribers printed at the end of
many books indeed show that the publications were bought and sent to the four
corners of the empire, to take place in the private libraries and in the schools of
the communities.34
The exchange of population between Greece and Turkey, decided in
Lausanne and formalized in the Convention of January 30, 1923, putt an end to
the Rum presence in Anatolia, leaving the renaissance unfinished. However, the
end of this renaissance in the Ottoman context, the departure for Greece and the
integration, often difficult, for the Rums in their new homeland, gave birth to
new cultural and artistic movements in Greece.35
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The Rum Community in Republican Turkey
The Exchange of Populations of 1923 and the First Republican Years
In 1923, at the International Conference of Lausanne, it was decided to
exchange of populations between Greece and Turkey. The two countries, under
the auspices of Western powers, signed a convention to exchange their
populations on a religious basis: about 1.5 million Rums were deported from
Anatolia and sent to Greece; conversely, about 400,000 Muslims were forced to
leave Greece and settle in Turkey. Several exceptions were made. In Greece,
Muslims living in western Thrace were exempted from the exchange. On the
Turkish side, among Rums depending on the Patriarchate of Constantinople,
those living in Istanbul36 and two Aegean islands (Bozcaada/Tenedos and
*|NoHDGD,PEURV37) were kept outside the scope this decision, as well as the
Rums of eastern Turkey, who were under the spiritual authority of the
Patriarchate of Antioch. If the latter remained outside the clause of the Treaty of
Lausanne, Rums of Istanbul and Aegean islands, like their Muslim counterparts
in western Thrace, were officially protected by clauses 37 to 45 of the Treaty,
which gave them rights, i.e., absolute equality with other citizens of the country
and additional rights, mostly religious and linguistic, protecting them from
disappearance or assimilation.38 These rights, however, were a double-edged
sword. On one hand, they gave the possibility to the Rum community the ability
to maintain its own culture, education, press, on the other hand, they were one
of the reasons why the Rums, as other non-Muslims, in the Turkish society, are
observed with mistrust, considered as strangers ± if not foreign agents ± in their
own country.
Despite these rights, the political and social situation remained delicate for
those who in Turkey. In fact, the first decades of the Republic were a relatively
peaceful time for the Rum minority, who even prospered, continuing in a way
the renaissance aborted by the exchange of populations. However, the Rums, as
well as members of the other non-Muslim communities endured restrictions
rapidly after the creation of the republic. From 1925, the Turkish government
36
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compelled the representatives of the minorities to renounce to the positive rights
they had according to the clauses of Lausanne, while Turkification of the
society, of its economy, and its policy was clearly to the disadvantage of nonMulim minorities.39 However, it is during the World War II larger difficulties
began for the Rums, who were observed by the state and the (Muslim) public
opinion as an extension of the Greek state in Turkey. Even though Turkey
remained neutral, the war context created a climate of mistrust towards nonMuslim minorities in Turkey. In 1941, Rums began to be enrolled not in
military corps but in work camps while the next year was imposed the varlik
vergisi (wealth tax), that almost exclusively hit non-Muslim citizens until its
abandonment in 1944. These years certainly caused the loss of confidence of the
Rums of Istanbul concerning their future in Turkey.40
The Pogroms of 6-7 September 1955 and Following Wages of Emigration
In 1950, the military and political crisis in Cyprus. In September 1954, Turkish
public opinion and press begrudged the Patriarch of Constantinople for his
silence in the Cyprus crisis.41 One year later, The announcement of a bomb
attack on the Turkish Consulate in Salonika, the former home of Mustafa Kemal
$WDWUNRQ6HSWHPEHUJDYHULVHWRWKHSRJURPVRI-7 September 1955
that prompted the departure of Rums, but still at a limited extent. Massive
wages of emigration from Turkey occurred about one decade later. In the
following years indeed, the everyday situation of the Rums was closely related
to the events in Cyprus and more generally to the diplomatic tensions between
Greece and Turkey.
In 1964, the expulsion of Greeks (with Greek citizenship)42 from Turkey by
the decision of the government led to the massive emigration of Rums (with
7XUNLVK FLWL]HQVKLS  IURP ,VWDQEXO DQG IURP WKH LVODQGV RI *|NoHDGD DQG
Bozcaada. While in 1960, Turkey counted about 106,000 Rums, in 1965, about
39
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30,000 of them had left the country.43 The year of 1964, maybe more than 1955,
have been experienced by the Rums of Turkey as the main initiating event to the
emigration.44 Since that date, demographic decline of the Rum community of
Turkey progresses with ups and downs.45
The Rum Minority in the Twenty-First Century
Aging but still socially and economically active minority, the Rum community
of Turkey, despite its small number, succeeds in maintaining the social, cultural,
and religious life of the community, sometimes in a way that can appear
disproportionate in the light of the limited number of the members: the Rum
Orthodox Church still keeps 70 parishes in Istanbul (according to the
administrative sharing established in 1876); a dozen of philanthropic
associations are still active inside the community; three of the eleven Rum
schools settled in Istanbul during the Ottoman years, (Megali tou Genous
Scholi, Zappeion, and Zografeion), which potentially can welcome a total of
2,000 pupils, maintain their educative activities for no more than 200 students.46
It remains to be said that the Rum community of Istanbul benefits from the
arrival of Arab-speaking Orthodox Christians who left Hatay to settle in
Istanbul.47 These eastern Rums previously depended on the autocephalous
Greek Orthodox Patriarchate of Antioch. However, the difficulty of the later,
whose see is in Damas, in administering its faithful settled on the Turkish side
of the border, led to an agreement in the mid-1990s with the Patriarchate of
Constantinople, which took over the administration of these eastern worshippers
who, once settled in Istanbul and integrated in social and cultural networks of
43
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the Istanbul Rum community, tend to abandon Arab language in favor or
Greek.48
Occasional as well as more long-term crisises punctuate the last decade
(closing of minority schools in Greece and in Turkey; case of the Halki
Seminary; issues of property and restauration of the Prinkipo Greek Orthodox
Orphanage; re-conversion into a mosque of the Hagia Sophia church of Trabzon
± which was a museum since 1961 ± in 2013; debates in Turkish public opinion
about the re-conversion of the Hagia Sophia Museum of Istanbul into a mosque,
etc.). In fact, ups and downs in the relations between the community and the
Turkish state appear quite obviously cadenced by the general attitude of state
representatives vis-j-vis non-Muslim minorities, as well as by diplomatic
relations with Greece ± especially around the issue of Cyprus. On the one hand,
WKH ¶V GHFDGH ZDV D SHULRG RI relative resurgence and appeasement for
Orthodox Christians in Turkey. The earthquake in Turkey and the solidarity
showed and the help given by Greece and Greek public opinion warmed the
diplomatic relations between the two countries and opened the way to a period
of friendship.49 Later, the economic crisis in Greece and the relative atmosphere
of openness vis-j-vis non-Muslim minorities as well as Europe incited Greek
citizens ± especially young adults to settle and work in Istanbul. In 2002 and
2008, two new laws about the property status of pious foundations (vakf) gave
the possibility to Greeks from Greece and Rums to officially acquire private
property of real estate formerly registered as vakf created by Rums in the
Ottoman period.50 The 2000s were also a time of good entente between the
Turkish government and the Patriarchate of Istanbul: as proof, the numerous
abandoned Orthodox churches throughout Anatolia that underwent restauration
supported by Turkish public funds (especially in the region of Cappadocia,
Aegean and Black Sea) and inaugurated by the Patriarch.51
On the other hand, in the 2010s (and especially after 2013), the reappearance
of tensions in internal and external Turkish policy and the increase of nationalist
48
3DXO'XPRQWDQG0pURSL$QDVWDVVLDGRX8QHPpPRLUHSRXUOD9LOOH/DFRPPXQDXWp
JUHFTXHG¶,VWDQEXOHQ, 39-40.
49
'X\JXdDQDNoÕDQG%LURO&D\PD].ROOHNWLI%HOOH÷LQ,úÕ÷ÕQGD*QP]GHøVWDQEXO
5XPODUÕAlternatif Politika 6, no. 2 (2014): 311.
50
'X\JXdDQDNoÕDQG%LURO&D\PD].ROOHNWLI%HOOH÷LQ,úÕ÷ÕQGD*QP]GHøVWDQEXO
5XPODUÕ  For a detailed study on the status of minorities' real estate, see Mustafa
dD÷DWD\ *HoPLúWHQ *QP]H $]ÕQOÕN 9DNÕIODUÕQÕQ 0DO (GLQPHOHUL 6RUXQX TBB
Dergisi 96 (2011).
51
$XGH $\OLQ 7DSLD GH  /D &DSSDGRFH FKUpWLHQQH RWWRPDQH XQ SDWULPRLQH
YRORQWDLUHPHQW RXEOLp"EJTS 20 (2015), http://ejts.revues.org/4934.
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and religious identity discourses and hate speeches towards minorities putted an
end to this movement. Moreover, diplomatic relations with Greece and the
Republic of Cyprus and the conflation in the political discourses of Turkish
representatives between Greeks (in Turkish "Yunan") and the Rums of Turkey
have repercussions on the members of the Rum community. The term Rum is
indeed often used by Turkish politicians to designate the Greek Cypriots and
their government (and more rarely Greeks of Greece and Athens' government),
as it was the case for instance in a discourse of the Turkish president Recep
7D\\LS(UGR÷DQLQ$XJXVWLQWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHLQWHUQDWLRQDOFULVHVDERXW
the search of oil and gas in the eastern Mediterranean by Turkish vessels.52 As a
result, the general atmosphere of the 2010s in Turkey led Greek citizens living
in Turkey, and to a lesser extent young Rums, mostly students, to leave the
country. As for the last Rums still settled in Istanbul, a part of them expresses
the wish to stay, despite difficulties, in order to maintain the historical presence
of their community in the former capital, to keep alive their cultural heritage
and the collective memory in situ.
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CHAPTER 7
T HE C IRCASSIANS OF T URKEY : O THERS FROM O UTSIDE
  ¸ 

(UGR÷DQ%R]

The People and the Country
The term Circassian is an exonym used to refer to the people who self-designate
themselves as Adygha [/ܤGԥܵ ]ܤand are autochthonous to the Northwestern
VHFWLRQRIWKH&DXFDVXVUHJLRQZKLFKLVSDUWRIWRGD\¶V5XVVLDQ)HGHUDWLRQ7KH
origin of the Circassians is unknown unless their history is related to the
southern branch of the paleo-Caucasian people.1 Despite this obscurity, they are
usually associated with ancient groups living on the Black Sea coasts of the
Caucasus. Some of the earliest references to the land and the people living there
can be found in ancient Greek writers such as Scylacis, Herodotus, and
Strabonis. Herodotus in Histories mentions the names of a few peoples like the
Sindi2 and the Meoti3 who lived across the Cimmerian Bosporus. Two other
ancient peoples considered to be among the proto-Circassian groups are
Kerketae4 and Zygoi5 mentioned by Scylacis and Strabonis.
Not only the origin of the people but also the origin of the word Circassian
is unclear. While it is not easy to establish when the word Circassian came into
use, it is possible to trace it back to a thirteenth-century manuscript, Ystoria
Mongolarum [History of the Mongols] by Carpini. In this manuscript, there are
two words, Kergis and Yrchasi, used to refer to the people who are interpreted

1

Tibor Halasi-.XQ³7KH&DXFDVXV$Q(WKQR-+LVWRULFDO6XUYH\´Studia Caucasica, no.
1 (1963), 1±47, 45.
2
Herodotus, The Histories, trans. A. D. Godley (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1920),
http://data.perseus.org/citations/urn:cts:greekLit:tlg0016.tlg001.perseus-grc1,
4.28.
3
Herodotus, The Histories.: http://data.perseus.org/citations/urn:cts:greekLit:tlg0016.
tlg001.perseus-grc1, 4.123.
4
Caryandensis Scylacis, Periplus, ed. Isaacus Vossius, vol. 1 (Amsterdam: Apud Ioh. &
Cornel. Blaev, 1639), 30; Strabonis, Geographica, ed. Augustus Meineke, vol. 2
(Leipzig: B. G. Teubneri, 1877), 691.
5
Strabonis, Geographica, 691.
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to be the Circassians in later reprints and translations of the same work6 along
with the works of some modern scholars.7 On the other hand, there are claims of
earlier uses of the term in Asiatic languages including Turkish and Mongolian,
the earliest one being in The Secret History of the Mongolians in 1240. The
word Sergesut, in the Mongolian language, in this book was later translated as
Circassian [dHUNHV in Turkish].8
Schiltberger, who lived between 1381 and 1440 serving a number masters
including Sultan Bayazid of the Ottomans and the Mongolian ruler Timur,
mentions the Sygun tribe, who were called Istcharkas by Turks.9 The name of
this tribe living on the coasts of the Black Sea and selling their own children
and the children they kidnapped from others to the Muslims was interpreted as
Tcherkessen in later reprints and translations.10 One hundred and fifty years after
Schiltberger, an Italian traveler Giorgio Interiano in his work La Vita, Et Sito de
Zychi, Chiamati Ciarcassi [The Life and the Lands of the Zychi, Called
Circassians] wrote that the people who called themselves Adiga were called
Ciarcassi by the Tartars and Turks11 and it is only after Interiano when we start
seeing words like Circassian, Circassi, Tscherkess, Tsherkess, and Czerkasi,
which are all counterparts of the work Circassian in different European
languages. On the other hand, a sixteenth-century writer, Remmal Hodja, who
served the Crimean Khan Sahib Geray as a physician between 1532 and 1551,
and who later wrote a historical account of the events he witnessed, gives
detailed information on the relations of the Crimeans and the dHUDNLVH[plural of

6

See, C. Raymond Beazley, ed., The Texts and Versions of John de Plano Carpini and
William de Rubruquis, as Printed for the First Time by Hakluyt in 1598, Together with
Some Shorter Pieces (Londra: Hakluyt Society, 1903).
7
See, e.g., Norman Luxembourg, 5XVODUÕQ .DINDV\D¶\L øúJDOLQGH øQJLOL] 3ROLWLNDVÕ YH
øPDPùDPLO, trans. 6HGDWg]GHQ øVWDQEXO.D\ÕKDQ <D\ÕQODUÕ 
8
Ahmet Temir, ed., 0R÷ROODUÕQ*L]OL7DULKL <D]ÕOÕúÕ , 5th SULQW$WDWUN.OWU'LO
YH 7DULK <NVHN .XUXPX  $QNDUD 7UN 7DULK .XUXPX  , 185; Igor de
Rachewiltz, trans., The Secret History of the Mongols: A Mongolian Epic Chronicle of
the
Thirteenth
Century
(University
of
Wisconsin-Madison,
2015),
http://cedar.wwu.edu/cedarbooks/4, 230; Urgunge Onon, ed., The Secret History of the
Mongols: The Life and Times of Chinggis Khan (Richmond: Curzon, 2001), 253.
9
Johannes SchLOWEHUJHU ³5HLVHEXFK´   KWWSGLJLXEXQL-heidelberg.de/diglit/
cpg216, 72v.
10
Johannes Schiltberger, 5HLVHQ 'HV -RKDQQHV 6FKLOWEHUJHU $XV 0QFKHQ LQ (XURSD
Asia Und Afrika von 1394 Bis 1427HG.DUO)ULHGULFK1HXPDQQ 0QFKHQ$XINRVWHQ
des herausgebers, 1859), 177.
11
Giorgio Interiano, La Vita et Sito de Zychi, Chiamati Ciarcassi (Venedik: Aldo
Manuzio, 1502), A iii.
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dHUNHV], which shows us that the name dHUNHVwas already in use at least in the
first half of the fourteenth century in the east.
When it came to the eighteenth century, the word Circassian, along with
different alternative spellings in various languages, came into widespread use to
GHQRWH WKH $G\JKD SHRSOH *OGHQVWlGW LQ KLV QRWHV RI H[SHGLWLRQV WR WKH
Caucasus in 1772±73 states that the people who call themselves Adigi are called
Tscherkkas by Turks and Tatars, Tscherkessiani by Georgians, Tschkerkessy by
Russians, Tschkerkassian by Germans and Kasach by Ossetians.12 Soon after
*OGHQVWlGW -DFRE 5HLQHJJV LQ KLV Allgemeine historisch-topographische
Beschreibung des Kaukasus [General Historical±Topographical Description of
the Caucasus@DVNVZKHWKHUWKH&LUFDVVLDQVDUH³6WUDERQ¶V.HUNHWDHRU3OLQLXV¶V
&HUFHWDH"´ DQG DQVZHUV WKH TXHVWLRQV E\ VD\LQJ WKDW WKHVH ZRUGV ZHUH
transformed into Tscherkess [Circassian] afterwards.13
Although we do not know the exact origin of the Circassian people or the
name Circassian, there is one thing which is not doubtful: the Circassians were
inhabiting the whole area from the Caucasus mountain range in the south to the
Kuban River in the north, and from the Black Sea in the west to the Sunja River
in the east until the Russian conquest of the region in the nineteenth century.
This piece of land, called Khakw [/xܤN @އPHDQLQJ ³KRPHODQG´ LQ WKH
Circassian language, is the historical homeland of the Circassians. According to
(YOL\D dHOHEL D UHQRZQHG VHYHQWeenth-century Ottoman traveler, the lands
between the Sea of Azov and the Baksan River were called Circassia
[dHUNH]LVWDQ] and the Circassians were surrounded by the Crimeans and Nogays
in the north, Abhazians and Georgians in the south and the Dagestanians in the
east.14
The Language
The Circassian language, Adyghabza [/ܤGԥܵܤE] @ LV D PHPEHU RI WKH
Northwest Caucasian (NWC) language family along with two other affiliates,
Abkhaz±Abaza and Ubykh, the latter of which is an extinct language since its
ODVW FRPSHWHQW VSHDNHU 7HYILN (VHQo GLHG LQ 7XUNH\ LQ  $OWKRXJK the

12

-RKDQQ$QWRQ *OGHQVWlGW 5HLVHQ 'XUFK 5XVVODQG 8QG ,P &DXFDVLVFKHQ *HEUJH,
ed. Peter Simon Pallas (St. Petersburg: bey der Kayserl. Akademie der Wissenschaften,
1787), 466.
13
Jacob Reineggs, Allgemeine Historisch-Topographische Beschreibung Des Kaukasus
(Gotha ve St. Petersburg: Gerstenberg und Dittmar, 1796), 243.
14
(YOL\DdHOHEL*QP]7UNoHVL\OH(YOL\DdHOHEL6H\DKDWQkPHVLKitap, ed. Seyit
$OL.DKUDPDQYRO øVWDQEXO<DSÕ.UHGL<D\ÕQODUÕ 
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NWC languages are usually classified under a bigger Caucasian language
group, the relation between NWC and the other two sub-families, Northeast
Caucasian and South Caucasian, is unsettled,15 which leaves Circassian and
Abkhaz±Abaza as isolated languages.
Apart from the fact that the relation between the three separate sub-families
is controversial, all the Caucasian languages are well known for their
phonological and grammatical complexities in the field of linguistics. They
have a highly inflectional verbal system, which allows a complex syntax and
word formation processes by use of prefixes, suffixes and infixes. The
phonological system is also quite complicated with a relatively big number of
consonants and a limited number of vowels.16 In particular, the Shapsugh dialect
VSRNHQ LQ ']FH SURYLQFH RI 7XUNH\ LQFOXGHV  FRQVRQDQWV ZLWK RQO\ 
vowels.17 The Kabardian dialect on the other hand involves 48 consonants and
allegedly 2 vowels.18
Although the Circassian language had been documented since the
seventeenth century,19 it remained unliterary until the twentieth century. The
first attempts to develop a writing system for the language started in the second
half of the nineteenth century, using Arabic, Latin, Cyrillic and Persian scripts.
In the 1850s, a textbook and a grammar book were published in Tbilisi by a
Circassian intellectual using a self-developed alphabet based mainly on the
Arabic script. However, it was only in the second decade of the twentieth
century when a systematic written form based on the Latin script was settled,
and finally in the 1930s, the Cyrillic alphabet, which is still used by the
Circassians all over the world, was adopted.20 Today there are two literary forms
of the Circassian language in the Russian Federation, one based on the
Chamgwy dialect of west Circassian and one on the Kabardian dialect of east
Circassian.

15
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There were also some attempts in the Ottoman Empire to write and teach in
the Circassian language starting from the end of the nineteenth century. An
Ottoman Circassian intellectual, Ahmed Cavid Pasha, composed an alphabet
based on the Arabic script and started collecting the oral folklore of the
Circassians as early as 1897. Various Latin-based alphabets were also developed
later and publications including a journal called öXD]H [The Guide] and various
books were published using these alphabets.21 In the first two decades of the
twentieth century, there were two Circassian schools, the first of which was
active between 1910 and 1914 and the latter one between 1920 and 1923,
teaching the Circassian language as a part of their curriculum. 22 However, all
these efforts had to stop after 1923 with the foundation of the Turkish Republic
until the second millennium when publications in minority languages were reallowed. Today, Circassian is endangered in Turkey with only a few thousand
speakers,23 who are unable to transmit the language to the new generations.
Social Organization
Circassians traditionally consisted of quasi-feudal tribal organizations called
tlapq [/ܾܥSތT @ތZKLFK ZHUH IXUWKHU GLYLGHG LQWR VXEJURXSV FDOOHG WO¶DTZD
[/ܾ¶ܤT(@ܤއYOL\DdHOHELPHQWLRQVWULEDORUJDQL]DWLRQVWKDWOLYHGLQYLOODJHV
of various sizes, each of which were ruled by a princely noble.24 Two centuries
later, Leonti Yakovlevich Lyulye (1823±1862), who served in the Russian army
during a part of the Russian±Caucasian War as an interpreter and an officer,
states that they consisted of 10 tribes including Kabardians, Beslenai, Mahosh,
Chamgwy, Zhana, Hatukai, Bzhedugh, Abzah, Shapsugh, Nathuadj.25 Today, the
general belief among Circassians is that there are 12 Circassian tribes, each of
which are represented with a star in the Circassian flag. Whatever the number of
the tribes, the Circassians were known to have a stratified social system with
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four major classes within each tribe: ptschy [/pܤܨ/], warq [/wܤUT@ WO¶TDWO¶
[/ܾܤތT@ތܾܤއDQGSWVFK\WO¶[/pތܾܤܨ/].
This class system was important in all aspects of socio-political life
organized according to Adygha khabza [/ܤGԥܵܤ[ ܤE]@ܤ, the Circassian
tradition. The whole territory of Circassia was divided between the aristocratic
ptschy kin groups and they were ruled by a Ptschy-tkhamada, the tribal chief
who was the eldest male in that kin group. The warq was the ruling class who
exerted control over a territory which was owned by the ptschy. While the
WO¶TRWO¶ were the free peasants who had to carry out some duties against their
warq and ptschy, the last group, SWVFK\WO¶were literally slaves who did not have
the freedom to change neither their territory nor their owners.
The Population
The total population of the Circassians is not easy to estimate because of two
major reasons. First, no countries where Circassians live, except the Russian
Federation, provide statistics neither regarding the ethnicity nor the mother
language of their citizens. The second challenge is that Circassians are quite
mixed with many other ethnic groups of Caucasian origin in almost all the
countries where they live in the diaspora under the general name of Circassian,
which seemingly means Caucasian in this sense. However, there are still
important data regarding the demography.
In the Russian Federation, there are 718,727 Circassians classified under
four different national entities which are Adygha, Kabardian, Cherkess, and
Shapsugh. This population is mainly concentrated in their titular republics
respectively, with an exception of the Shapsughs. The numbers of Circassians
living in these republics are 106,699 in the Republic of Adygea, 492,928 in
Kabardino±Balkaria, 56,466 in Karachai±Cherkessia. The Shapsugh mainly
OLYHZLWKLQWKHWHUULWRU\RIWRGD\¶V.UDVQRGDU.UDLLQDIHZ&LUFDVVLDQYLOODJHV
which were once a part of the former Shapsugh District in the Soviet Union
until 1945.26
There is a relatively big population of Circassians in Turkey; however, the
exact number cannot be estimated due to the aforementioned difficulties. Yet,
there are various approximations changing between a few hundred thousand and
a few million. There are approximately 900 villages27 inhabited by several
Caucasian peoples, whether they constitute the whole population of the village
26
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or only a part of it. Nearly 600 of these are inhabited by Circassians while the
population of the rest is a mixture of different Caucasian groups including
Circassians in some cases.28 Another set of data which can be useful in
estimating the population may be the national censuses of Turkey from 1927 to
1965, when the first and second languages of the citizens were surveyed.
Although it is generally accepted that the results of these censuses do not reveal
the accurate ethnic composition of the country, they show that Circassian was
(and probably is) the second mostly spoken minority language in Turkey.
According to the data, the number of Circassian speakers, whether as a first or a
second language, was 95,901 (0.704 percent of the total population) in 1927. It
was counted as 106,960 in 1965 with only 10 percent increase while the total
population of Turkey increased more than double the amount in 1927, which
means that the relative number of Circassians was halved (fell down to 0.34
percent) in 40 years.29
According to a survey carried out by a research company in 2006, the
percentage of the Circassians in the total population of Turkey was about 0.19
percent, which meant only about 132,000 in the total population (69,729,967 in
2006) were Circassian ethnics.30 According to the Federation of Caucasian
Associations [Kafkas Dernekleri Federasyonu²KAFFED], a leading Caucasian
organization in Turkey, claims that 7±8 percent of the population of Turkey is
Circassian, used as a blanket term to designate all the people with a Caucasian
ancestry while the majority is Circassians, which means that there should be
some 6 million Circassians31 in the country. The number according to the
prominent figures of another umbrella organization, the Federation of
Circassian Associations [dHUNHV 'HUQHNOHUL )HGHUDV\RQX²d(5.(6-FED], is
also 5±6 million.32 According to Ethnologue there are 1,316,000 Circassians in
Turkey which seems to be more realistic although it is not possible to verify this
figure either.33
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Two other countries in the Middle East with a relatively big number of
Circassians are Syria and Jordan. The population of Circassians in Syria was
estimated to be around 100,00034 before the Syrian civil war escalated in 2012.
However, a great portion of this population ended up in Turkey or other
neighboring countries such as Lebanon or Jordan. There is also a non-negligible
population is Jordan while it is equally difficult to give an accurate number: the
estimations are between 44,280 and 125,000.35 There are also some 4,000
Circassians in Israel who have relatively more cultural rights than all their
fellows in the other Middle Eastern countries.36
Genocide: The Unending Ordeal of the Circassians
Russian±Circassian Relations and the Conquest of the Caucasus by Russia
According to the medieval Russian historiography, Mystislav, the Prince of
Tmutarakan, attacked the Cassogis of the Caucasus, and on the demand of
Rededia, the Cassogian Prince, two princes fought a duel instead of going into
war with their armies. According to the legend, Mystislav, whose prayers were
heard by the gods, defeated Rededia and stabed him to death with his dagger. 37
While it is impossible to know how precisely the legend reflected reality,
Tmutarakan, which was the capital of Chernigov Princedom founded by
Mystislav, became an important center for the expansion of the Russian political
and commercial impacts to the southeast38 and there started an unending series
of wars and alliances between Russians and the Caucasian peoples. Even though
we cannot specify clearly who exactly the name Cassogi refers to, the encounter
between Mystislav and Rededia can be regarded as the starting point of the
known relations between Russians and the peoples of the Caucasus, including
the Circassians.39
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A second important occasion in Russo±Circassian relations is when a
delegation was sent to the first Tsar of Russia, Ivan IV (Ivan the Terrible), by the
Beslenai tribe of the Circassians to ask for his patronage against the Crimean
Khanate in 1552. Shortly after, in 1553, this delegation returned back to
Circassia along with an envoy of the Tsar, which meant that Ivan IV accepted
the request of the Circassians for patronage against Crimeans. Later a covenant
was made between the Kabardian tribe of the Circassians and Russia in 1557,
and four years later these relations were tightened with the marriage of Maria,
the daughter of a Kabardian noble, Temriko, to Tsar Ivan IV. This alliance was
PDLQO\ WKH UHVXOW RI WKH .DEDUGLDQV¶ TXHVW IRU VXSSRUW DJDLQVW WKH &ULPHDQ
Khanate due to the fact that the Circassians, especially the Kabardians along
with two other west Circassian tribes, Zhana and Beslenai, were the biggest
sources of slaves for the Crimeans. This alliance continued until 1571 when
Russia decided to expand its territories to the east because of the deep economic
crisis it faced.40
When the Circassians who were formerly affiliated with the Russian Tsar
declared their non-alignment in 1601, the character of the relations between
Russia and the Circassians started to change fundamentally. In 1604±05, Russia
started its first raids on the Caucasus from two points including Dagestan and
Shetqala, a former Circassian settlement which was within the borders of
Stavropol Kray (Russia) today. However, these raids were stopped by the
Chechens in the east and the Kabardians in the west. In 1613, reinforcing the
fortress which had been built previously on the banks of the Terek River, Russia
set up a military headquarters in the region. The relations which continued until
the end of eighteenth century in serious of mutual offences and periods of
concord took on a new dimension with the Russian conquest of Crimea in 1783
and the unceasing battles between Russia and the Caucasian peoples started.41
Until 1816, Russia could not intensify its attempts to conquest the Caucasus
due to the Ottoman±Russian and French±Russian wars which prevented Russia
from dispatching large numbers of troops to the region. After this period,
characterized by important triumphs of the Caucasians, Russia started
advancing deep into the region.42 $IWHU WKH ³7UHDW\ RI (GLUQH´   ZKLFK
40
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was signed between the Russian and the Ottoman Empires, leaving the
Caucasian coastline of the Black Sea to Russia permanently, Russia hastened its
efforts to occupy western Circassia.43 Seeing the threats of British interference
with the situation along with the fierce resistance of the Circassians against their
dominance, Russia decided to complete the conquest of the whole region as
soon as possible44 with ruthless violence. As result of all these efforts of Russia
to conquest Circassian lands from the beginning of the nineteenth century until
the 1870s, the Circassians lost a large portion of their population. As a
consequence of the advance which was salient in the Kabardian territory in the
beginning,45 the population of the Kabardians which was about 300,000 in the
1790s dramatically fell down to 35,000 to the end of 1820s.46 All the other
western Circassian tribes lost about 80±90 percent of their population in the
next fifty years either in the military raids of the Russian army or during the
exile, forced mass migration, of the remaining population to the Ottoman lands.
The number of Circassians who were driven out of their lands appears
differently in various works. Berje, taking the Russian official records into
consideration, gives 493,294 for the number of the Circassians who were forced
to the Ottoman lands between 1858 and 186647 while the modern Turkish
historian Kemal Karpat calculates some 3 million between 1856 and 1876.48
Whatever the exact numbers, a vast majority of the Circassians were either
killed or forced to leave their native lands in the second half of the nineteenth
ceQWXU\ZKLFKWKH&LUFDVVLDQVFDOOWKH³&LUFDVVLDQ*HQRFLGH´WRGD\
Following the last battles between the Russian troops and a small group of
Circassian forces in Qbaada Meadows near Sasha, which is now known as
Sochi, a parade and a banquet was held on June 2, 1864. At this ceremony,
Grand Prince Mikhail of Russia made a toast to the Kuban Cossacks and handed
out medals for their victory over Circassians.49 This date points the end of the
Russian±Circassian wars according to Russian official historiography while it
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symbolizes the Circassian Genocide for the Circassians themselves. Today, May
21 is accepted and commemorated as the day of the Circassian Genocide among
the Circassians.
The Circassians in the Ottoman
Relations between the Circassians and the Ottomans started long before the
forced migration of the Circassians to the Ottoman lands in the nineteenth
century. These relations continued as a part of the slave trade across the Middle
East, North Africa and continental Europe. This slave trade was an important
SDUWRIWKH&DXFDVLDQSHRSOHV¶UHODWLRQVZLWKWKHZRUOGEHFDXVHWKHUHJLRQZDV
one of the main sources of slaves during this time and trade was mainly
controlled by the Crimean Khanate.
The relations that existed between the Crimean Khanate and the Circassians
for a long time since the Golden Horde50 took a new dimension after 1475 when
Crimea fell under Ottoman control51 and became a territory of dispute between
the Russian and the Ottoman Empire. At the beginning, the policies followed
Sultan Mehmed II of the Ottomans regarding the Caucasus. It was built using
the resources of the Black Sea region for the protection and construction of
Istanbul. During this period, the whole Black Sea coast of Anatolia, the coasts
of the Caucasus, Kafa (Crimea), Azov and Menkub were conquered,52 and
fortresses were erected on the Black Sea shores of the Circassian lands.53 Forces
ZHUHGHSOR\HGLQ$QDSD.REDDQG7DPDQLQE\&H]HUL.DVÕP3DVKDWKH
Governor of the Kocaeli sandjak54 constructed a fortress on each location,
which was the first physical contact between the Ottomans and the Circassians
in Circassia.
One of the main reasons for the Ottomans turning to the Caucasus was to
acquire valuable slaves and soldiers they required. The decreasing availability
of slave resources in Europe due to the Austrian resistance against the Ottomans
made them search for new sources. Thus, they turned their face to the Caucasus
over Crimea, whose aristocracy depended economically on slave trade from the
sixteenth century. While a big portion of the slaves were traded to the Ottomans,
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the remaining small part was used by the Crimean aristocracy.55 The fortresses
build in Circassia along the coastline of the Black Sea shores close to Crimea
and to the eastern shores of the Black Sea in the fifteenth and the nineteenth
centuries were mainly serving as centers to regulate the slave trade rather than
protection or military control.56 These fortresses were not welcomed by the
native Circassians and were attached frequently.
While it is generally accepted in Turkish historiography that the Circassians
during all this period were subject to the Crimean Khanate and thereby the
Ottomans, only a few of the Circassian tribes accepted Ottoman dominance.
What is more, some of them even allied with Russia against the Ottomans.57
When Kanshavuk, the leader of the Zhana tribe, failed to undertake his
pledge to send 500 slaves to Sahip Giray, the Crimean Khan, and 1000 slaves to
the Ottoman Sultan in 1530, Crimeans raided an attack on Circassia in 1539 and
they captured 50,000 slaves that year, and 50,000±60,000 more in the following
few years.58 This incident was followed by a long period of battles and mutual
raids between Crimeans, supported by the Ottomans, and the Circassians.59
As this massive slave trade continued until 1774 when Crimea fell under
Russian control, there is no doubt that the number of the Circassian slaves in the
Ottoman Empire reached a great number.60 This provides us with the
perspective to accept that the main characteristic of the relations of the
Ottomans with Circassia, over which the Ottoman Empire always claimed
rights, was the slave trade at least until the nineteenth century.
Because the Ottomans lost Crimea in the nineteenth century, they started
seeking new opportunities on the Black Sea shores and rebuilt or reinforced the
old fortresses on the coastline. From a report by the Ottoman chief admiral Gazi
Hasan Pasha and Ali Pasha of Canik who travelled through the Circassian
coastline after the Treaty of Kuchuk Kaynarji in 1774, it is understood that the
aim of these efforts was to find a way to continue the flow of labor force and
55
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warriors acquired by Ottomans from this region. In this report, it was stated that
80,000 people would be recruited by converting the Circassians into Islam.61
The forced migration of the Circassians by Russia was desirable by the
Ottomans in the nineteenth century. The Ottomans, who lost their sources of
slaves, concubines and warriors in Europe nearly 200 years ago tried to meet the
need of labor from the Caucasus through Crimea but eventually lost this source
in the nineteenth century. Considering this, it is quite reasonable to think that
the Ottomans did not try to stop the human flow from Circassia for about 50
years in the nineteenth century despite all the financial and social difficulties it
was experiencing. The Ottoman economy was mostly dependent on agriculture,
and nearly 50 percent of the arable lands were not cultivated,62 which meant that
the Circassians would be useful in agricultural production. Besides, Caucasian
migrants, most of whom were Circassians and desperate enemies of the
Russians, were willing to fight against Russia in voluntary military units.63
While the Circassians were transferred to the Balkans were settled in big
groups to control the unrest of the Christian minorities and to create a balance
between the Muslim and non-Muslim populations in the region. They were
scattered across Turkish villages in Anatolia.64 The aim was to prevent
Circassians from forming a separate community. In this way, the Circassian
social structure would be dissolved and they would be assimilated into the
dominant group.65 While these newcomers tried to be assimilated within the
dominant Turkish population, the differences between migrants with different
ethnic origins such as Dagestani, Circassian, Abkhaz and Chechen were sought
to be eliminated by mixing them together.
Accordingly, there had been an important number of Circassians in the
Ottoman Empire since the sixteenth century and some of them were in the
palace. While there were Circassians among the administrative elites, their
number was low compared to the Albanians, the Greeks and the Macedonians
until the seventeenth century.66 From the seventeenth century, the balance
between the administrative elites started to change and the Circassians started to
gain power. There appeared a division in the patterns of ethnic solidarity within
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the Ottoman Empire: between the Albanians and the Bosnians on the one hand,
and the Abkhaz, the Circassians and the Georgians on the other.67
Some Circassians who were taken into the palace as slaves were later
appointed to high posts in time.68 Consequently, the Circassian elite, who started
to be educated and acquired important positions in the royal bureaucracy,
specifically in the army, started creating a Circassian identity having close ties
with the state administration. Thus, slavery was an important element of the
Circassian identity until the end of the nineteenth century.
The Circassian Enlightenment in the Ottoman
In 1882, during the reign of Sultan Abdul Hamid II, a group of Circassians
ZURWHDSURSRVHGZRUNIRUWKHSXUSRVHRI³ZULWLQJDSHUIHFW&LUFDVVLDQKLVWRU\´
and the proposed work to be published in 1883. The proposed work included
detailed information on the Circassian history which why it was written.
According to the proposal, the Circassians were ill reputed due to the fact that
slave trade, thievery and pillage of the Circassians along with their nervous
temperament which was written in previous literature; thus, it became an
REOLJDWLRQIRU&LUFDVVLDQQRWDEOHVWRZULWHWKH³SHUIHFW´ Circassian history. This
Circassian history was planned to be in line with the official Ottoman±Islamic
historiographic understanding, and the main underl\LQJPRWLYHZDVWR³FRUUHFW´
the European centered historical narrative regarding the Circassians.69
According to the plan, Arabic, Persian, Turkish, French, English and German
works were to be examined as well as referencing Circassian notables and
intellectuals who were still alive.70 Moreover, this initiative to write a history
was not the first according to a letter published in öXD]HZULWWHQE\6OH\PDQ
7HYILN DGGUHVVLQJ D &LUFDVVLDQ LQWHOOHFWXDO <XVXI ø]]HW 0HW71 Consequently,
there was an increasing interest in the Circassian history during the said period.
However, the initiative was postponed when Sultan Abdul Hamid banned
history and philosophy lessons. Publications regarding history started to be
67
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strictly audited and the initiative was hampered. The writing of the history book
could not be completed.72
<XVXI$NoXUDVWDUWVKLVZHOO-known article ho7DUz-Õ6L\DVHW[Three Modes
of Politics] saying that there were three political ideals affected by the West.
The first of these, that is Ottomanism, aimed at forming an Ottoman nation by
uniting different ethnicities subject to the Ottoman state; the second one, called
Islamism, aimed at achieving an Islamic unity by uniting all Muslims; and the
last one, Turkism, aimed at creating a Turkish nation based on racial
characteristics of the ethnic Turks.73 The Circassians, as a part of the Ottoman
Empire, carried out various organizational activities through different
associations beginning in the nineteenth century and thrived in the Ottoman
state, of which they considered themselves a component.
According to the regulations of the Circassian Union and Solidarity
Association [dHUNHVøWWLKDWYH7HDYQ&HPL\HWL²dø7&@ZKLFKZDVIRXQGHGLQ
øVWDQEXOLQDQGXVXDOO\UHJDUGHGDVWKHILUVW&LUFDVVLDQDVVRFLDWLRQLQWKH
2WWRPDQ (PSLUH WKH $VVRFLDWLRQ ³VHUYHG DXVSLFLRXV SXUSRVHV VXFK DV WKH
development of the Circassians with regard to education, trade and agriculture
and preserving the national traditions considered nice by everybody and
FRQIRUPDEOH WR WKH ODZV´74 The Association started publishing its official
journal öXD]Hin 1911, and continued until 1914. Another periodical which was
SXEOLVKHGE\VRPHPHPEHUVRIdø7&ZDVDiyane [Our Mother], addressing the
&LUFDVVLDQZRPHQEXWLWFRXOGQ¶WEHFRQWLQXHGDIWHUWKHILUVWLVVXH
Unlike the aforementioned organization whose members are also known to
have taken active role in the Turkish Liberation War lead by Mustafa Kemal, the
Association for Protecting the Rights of Near Eastern Circassians [ùDUN-Õ.DULE
dHUNHVOHUL 7HPLQL +XNXN &HPL\HWL-ù.d7+&@ ZKLFK ZDV IRXQGHG E\ WKH
members of the Circassian Congress [dHUNHV.RQJUHsi@KHOGLQø]PLULQ
took sides with the states that occupied Anatolia and continued its activities
under the auspices of the Greek Army.75 The aim of this Association, whose
ideology was Circassian nationalism, was to disseminate the idea of Circassian
union in Anatolia.76 The founders of this association, who were severely against
72
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the foundation of a new state based on Turkish nationalism, accused the high
UDQN&LUFDVVLDQVLQøVWDQEXODQGWKH&LUFDVVLDQVZKRZHUHDFWLQJWRJHWKHUZLWK
the Ankara government of having forgotten their Circassianness being
assimilated into Turkishness.77 ù.d7+& DORQJ ZLWK WKH LVVXH RI &KHUNHVV
Ethem, which had a direct negative impact on the discourse of Circassianness,
turned out to be an organization which indirectly had a negative impact on the
discourse of Circassianness in Turkey. While all the initiatives and organizations
ZKLFKDUHWKRXJKWWREH³FRXQWHU´-Ottoman or -Turkish are easily negated, the
ones which are thought to be in close relation with the Ottoman Committee of
Union and Progress [2VPDQOÕ øWWLKDW YH 7HUDNNL &HPL\HWL] or the Kemalist
movement thereafter are credited in the literature created by the Circassians.
dHUNHV(WKHPZKRFRQWULEXWHGHQRUPRXVO\WRWKH7XUNLVK:DURI/LEHUDWLRQ
with his Kuva-\Õ 6H\\DUH [Militia Forces] in western Anatolia, later fell into
conflict with the Ankara Government and had to leave the country in 1921,
VXUUHQGHULQJ WR WKH *UHHN IRUFHV DIWHU 0XVWDID .HPDO¶V WHOHJUDP WR WKH
Headquarters of the Western Front stating that the acts of Ethem Bey were
treason. +HZDVWKHQDGGHGWRWKHOLVWRIVZKRZHUHDJURXSRI³WUDLWRUV´
sent to exile with a resolution of the Grand National Assembly taken on April
16, 1924.78
7KH DIRUHPHQWLRQHG GHYHORSPHQWV UHJDUGLQJ WKH ù.d7+& DQG dHUNHV
Ethem have had an important impact on the identification of the Circassians in
modern Turkey and the impact is indisputably negative. In May and June 1923,
the Circassian residents of 44 villaJHV LQ WKH WRZQV RI 0DQ\DV DQG *|QHQ
located in Western Anatolia, were forced to migrate as a punishment for being
³WUDLWRUV´DQGVXSSRUWHUVRIWKH6XOWDQ79 This was the first forced relocation and
deterritorialization of a local population by the new state of Turkey.
The Circassians in Modern Turkey
Instrumentalizing the Circassians in the Cold War
The period dominated by the 5HSXEOLFDQ 3HRSOH¶V 3DUW\ [Cumhuriyet Halk
Partisi²CHP] from the establishment of the Republic until the 1950s was
characterized by the creation of a Turkish nation. During this period, the
Circassians, just like all the other minorities, were subject to a policy of serious
assimilation and repression. Nearly two years after the proclamation of the
77
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Republic, the use of the name Circassian was forbidden in a statement under the
WLWOHRI³Movements attempting to disintegrate the Turkish union´LVVXHGE\WKH
Ministry of National Education on December 8, 1925.80 Therefore, this period is
regarded as a period of silence during which any attempts to organize were
suspended. However, such an argument does not seem to reflect the whole truth
as the activities of the Circassians continued in two different paths during the
period. Characterized by their anti-Soviet and anti-communist ideology, they
fed on two different sources. The first one was an anti-Soviet national
movement that developed within an international context outside Turkey,
whereas the second one was trying to sustain the pan-Turkish movement in
Turkey.
The Union of Caucasian Mountaineers [.DINDV\D 'D÷OÕ +DONODU %LUOL÷L²
KDHB], founded by the former political cadres of the North Caucasus Republic
in 1923, and the Caucasian Mountain People's Party [.DINDV\D'D÷OÕ+DONODU
Partisi²KDHP], established as a continuation of the Republic in 1926, were
the institutional representatives of the Caucasian national movement. The
KDHP was also part of a political movement called the Prometheus Movement
[PM], whose aim was to liberate the nations dominated by the Soviet Russia.
According to Turan, the Prometheus movement was a political movement
formed by political refugees belonging to a wide array of non-Russian or nonSlav ethnic groups from Crimea, the Caucasus and Central Asia. This
organization aimed at changing some aspects of the status quo between 1926
and 1940. North Caucasians, thereby the Circassians, were represented by
KDHB within the Prometheus Movement81 and the discourses created by the
cadres of KDHP were disseminated through periodicals and other publications
issued in various European towns. We know that these periodicals were
effective among the Circassians in Turkey both because some articles sent from
Turkey appeared in them and that they were later banned with a resolution of
the Cabinet of Turkey.
It was in 1946 when the Circassians were reenabled to take part in a formal
organization in Turkey under the name of the Friendly Hand Solidarity
Association ['RVWHOL <DUGÕPODúPD 'HUQH÷L²DYD]. This association was
80
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founded by a group of Caucasian, Crimean and Turkistanian origin. However, it
split into two, resulting in two different associations called the Caucasian
Cultural Association [.DINDV.OWU'HUQH÷L²KKD] and the North Caucasian
Turkish Cultural and Solidarity Association [.X]H\ .DINDV\D 7UN .OWU YH
<DUGÕP'HUQH÷L²KKTKYD].
KKTKYD, was founded by people most of whom were political refugees
from the Caucasus after the dissolution of the North Caucasian Republic.82
Virtually all of them had contact with the Caucasian political refugees in
Europe. This association formed the basis for organizational discourse of United
Caucasianism [%LUOHúLN .DINDV\DFÕOÕN]. It gradually fell under direct (Turkish)
state control after it joined the Federation of Turkish Migrant and Refugee
Association [7UN *|oPHQ YH 0OWHFL 'HUQHNOHUL )HGHUDV\RQX] in 1954 and
became a pan-Turkist, anti-communist operative instrument with the financial
support it started to receive from the government in 1962.83 A leading figure of
the present United Caucasianist PRYHPHQW'R÷ED\  PDNHVDFULWLFLVPRI
this period by saying:
,W LV WKH ³&ROG :DU´ VLWXDWLRQ ZKLFK JLYH the period its characteristics. It
was a misfortune that our organizations had to live in the manipulating,
HQFRPSDVVLQJ DQG OLPLWLQJ EDQHIXO DWPRVSKHUH RI WKH ZLQGV RI ³&ROG :DU´
Cadres of the organizations engaged in unnecessary relations during this
unfortunate period when slogans were respected rather than thoughts. It is
offending to see in their publications that our organizations became crude
PDWHULDOVRIGLIIHUHQW³&ROG:DU´-oriented political lanes.84
However, the composition and the ideology of the organization started to
change in the late 1980s following a long period of inactivity after the military
coup of September 12, 1980. The organization renamed itself as North
Caucasian Cultural and Solidarity Association [.X]H\ .DINDV\D .OWU YH
<DUGÕP 'HUQH÷L²KKKYD] which was a sign of the break from Turkish
nationalism. Soon after, in 1993, there came a more radical step, breaking all
organizational ties with the old United Caucasianist cadres and changing the
82
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name of the organization into the United Caucasian Association (%LUOHúLN
.DINDV\D 'HUQH÷L). But, the anti-Communist, anti-Russian disposition of the
organization continued with a stress on North Caucasian nationalism.85
Returnism and Culturalism
After the foundation of KKTKYD by cadres who left DYD, the organization
changed its name into .DINDV .OWU 'HUQH÷L and became a Circassian
association heavily involved in cultural activities unlike KKTKYD which had a
political agenda. In the following decades, it became a reference organization
which many later Circassian organizations based themselves on. While KKD
was also a heavily anti-communist, anti-Soviet organization, its cultural
orientation paved the way to important transformations in itself. An important
aberration from the original ideology was the emergence of a so-FDOOHG³VXSUDSROLWLFDO´86 FXUUHQW ³UHWXUQLVP´ ZKLFK ODWHU ZDV DEOH WR VSUHDG WKURXJKRXW
Turkey among Circassians, organizing mainly in Ankara North Caucasian
Cultural Association [AnNDUD .X]H\ .DINDV\D .OWU 'HUQH÷L ²AKKKD] in
the 1970s.
$...' ZDV IRXQGHG LQ  E\ 0XVWDID =LKQL +Õ]DO ZLWK D VLPLODU
ideological background as the cadres of KKTKYD and he was also active in the
Association of Turkish Nationalists [7UN 0LOOL\HWoLOHU 'HUQH÷L]. He was also
the secretary general of the North Caucasian National Centre [Kuzey Kafkasya
Milli Merkezi] which was an operative anti-Soviet organization of the Cold War
period.87 However, important changes occurred within AKKKD and the
discourse of the Association started to change:
In 1962, my late father founded the North Caucasian Cultural Association in
Ankara with courage, zeal and initiative. When he saw that many denied their
signatures in fear and converted into an atheist, leftist, Russophilist mentality in
the atmosphere of the coup, he took refuge in the God and turned back to his
own friends.88
This change was actually the starting point of the process which led to the
IRUPDWLRQRI³UHWXUQLVP´ZKLFKVXSSRUWHGWKHLGHDWKDWWKHRQO\UHDOVRlution to
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WKHSUREOHPVRIWKH&LUFDVVLDQVZDVJRLQJEDFNWRWKH³KRPHODQG´ZKLFKZDVLQ
the Caucasus. Today, this ideal is represented by KAFFED, which was founded
in 2003 mostly as an outcome of the long-WHUPHIIRUWVRI³UHWXUQLVWV´,WLVQRZ
an umbrella organization of Caucasian Associations with 55 members which
makes it the biggest organization of the Circassians not only in the Circassian
diaspora.89
Instrumentalizing the Circassians during the So-FDOOHG³'HPRFUDWL]DWLRQ´
Process
The beginning of the AKP period was characterized with its willingness to
engage in democratization efforts in harmony with the European Union, which
had an important impact on both religious and ethnic minorities in Turkey. This
process actually started in 1999 when Turkey was officially recognized as a
candidate state by the Helsinki European Council. 90 Turkey had already
amended the relevant articles in the Constitution to release the restrictions on
the public use minority languages in 2001, and changed the laws banning the
use of minority languages in TV-radio broadcasting and education in August
2002 before AKP came into power in November 2002.91
The developments and the governmental acts of the AKP since the beginning
of its government indicates that the role attributed to WKH ³KDUPOHVV´ DQG
³KDUPRQLRXV´ PLQRULWLHV VXFK DV WKH /D]V DQG WKH &LUFDVVLDQV ZDV TXLWH
different from the Kurds who demanded their cultural, linguistic and political
rights. This brought about the discussion of minority rights within the
framework of the Kurdish question in general. For the AKP, democratization
was a functional tool in overcoming the obstacles it encountered in national
politics. 92 One of the most outstanding features of the AKP period with regard
to the Circassians is their instrumentalization in the process of so called
³GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ´RI7XUNH\
In June 2004, when the Turkish Radio and Television Corporation [7UNL\H
Radyo ve Televizyon Kurumu²TRT] started broadcasting in minority languages
89
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including Zaza and Kurmanji dialects of Kurdish, Arabic, Bosnian, and
Circassian, the implementation was criticized specifically by the Laz for
excluding the minorities out of the decision process, and the limitation of the
broadcasts with these languages. In 2009, the introduction of a TV channel
EURDGFDVWLQJ LQ .XUGLVK 757  ODWHU 757 .XUGv  ZDV SHUFHLYHG DV DQ
investment for the upcoming elections93 and again drew the reaction of the Laz
and the Circassians this time.94 A few years later, the prime minister, Recep
7D\\LS (UGR÷DQ FULWLFL]HG WKH GHPDQGV IRU WKH ULJKW RI HGXFDWLRQ LQ PRWKHU
languages by referring to the Circassians publicly demanding a TV channel and
HGXFDWLRQLQ&LUFDVVLDQODQJXDJH³/RRNWKH&LUFDVVLDQV KDYHVWDUWHGQRZ´95
One of two important interrelated organizations that emerged during the
period of the AKP is Federation of Circassian Associations [dHUNHV'HUQHNOHUL
Federasyonu²dHUNHV-Fed], another umbrella organization with fifteen member
organizations. Starting as an initiative called the Initiative for the Rights of the
Circassians [dHUNHV +DNODUÕ øQLVL\DWLIL²d+ø@ WKH RUJDQL]DWLRQ JDWKHUHG
hundreds and sometimes thousands of people in several towns to demand for
the cultural rights of the Circassians. However, the Federation was criticized by
heavily by different Circassian circles for having illegitimate ties with the
government because of the personal relations of its founders had with some
prominent figures in the AKP. This does not seem to be an unfair critique as the
FKDLUPDQ RI dHUNHV-Fed was an active member of the party and he applied to
stand as candidate in the parliamentary election in 2015. Another similar case
was the candidacy of the chairman of Kaf-fed for municipal council
membership of a metropolitan district of Ankara.
The Circassians Involved in International Activism
The year 2003 saw the foundation of a Circassian youth organization which
would become one of the most effective Circassian organizations ever in the
political field between the years 2005±2015. The Caucasus Forum [Kafkasya
Forumu²KF], founded by a small group of young Caucasians, used two
separate events to mobilize the Circassian youth, which later expanded among
the community as a whole. The first event was the contemplation of the Russian
administration to merge the Republic of Adygea with Krasnodar Krai. It was KF
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who took the advantage of the discontent among the Circassians and the
reluctance of Kaf-Fed, the biggest and the most reputed Circassian organization.
The second event was the 2014 Olympic Winter Games in Sochi, the socalled last capital of the Circassians. KF did not lose time to take action against
the decision the International Olympic Committee made on July 4, 2007
regarding games to take place in the city in 2014. In the next seven years, KF
gained a big popularity and reputation among Circassians.96 However, KF lost
its popularity swiftly after the Olympic Games in February 2014 and almost
stopped its activities when an important number of activists, some of whom
were the founders, declared that they were leaving the KF to give their place to
newcomers.97
Afterwards
The Circassians are one of the ethnic groups in Turkey, numbering at least a few
hundred thousand, scattered throughout the country. They are the descendants of
the people who were forced to leave their lands after the colonization of their
ancestral homeland, Circassia, which was once situated in the Northwestern
Caucasus by the Russian Empire in the second half of nineteenth century. Fully
integrated into the Ottoman and modern Turkish socio-political system, they
were partially able to sustain their ethnic identity as a separate group for more
than 150 years, keeping ties with their cognates living in Russia and many other
countries mainly in the Middle East, including Syria, Jordan, and Israel.
Being concentrated in eastern and southern Marmara region and along a line
from the province of Samsun in the north to Hatay in the south, they were
resident mostly in numerous small towns and villages before many of these
settlements were depopulated with the dramatic change in the demographic
distribution of the population of Turkey in favor of urbanization. They are now
an important part of the urban setting of Turkey with a relatively high
population with their cultural and political organizations, including associations,
foundations, business unions, journals and monthly newspapers, and even a
recent political party.
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CHAPTER 8
M OLOKANS IN K ARS : F ROM S OVIET S PYING TO OUR
B EAUTIFUL O LD N EIGHBORS
  ¸ 

dDNÕU&H\KDQ6XYDUL

Introduction
Molokans are Russian-speaking ethno-religious communities. Although they
speak Russian and identify themselves as Christians, they are religiously different
from Orthodox Russians. Molokanism was born as a peasant movement, and it
followed a distinct path from other Middle Age peasant movements. The
provocations behind the emergence of the Molokan movement were essentially
parallel with those of prior and contemporary movements; however, the
Molokans (meaning milk drinkers) did something extraordinary²they did not
carry radical aspirations, such as seizing power, but rather remained silent even in
the face of massacres and exiles. The most notable resistance strategy employed
by the Molokan people was pacifism. They followed the antiviolence example of
Jesus as a fundamental doctrine and adopted a pacifist worldview. As a
manifestation of this, religious rules prohibited symbols of violence such as arms,
weapons, and even the wearing of military uniforms. It was sufficient for the
Molokans to sustain their collective life and to maintain a certain amount of
autonomy and freedom. They even accepted life in exile in hopes that they would
be able to attain such ideals. The Tsardom of Russia sent them to exile in Kars1
and its surrounding areas.
Since the beginning of this exile in Kars, the Molokans have been an
interesting society to observe and study for academics, neighbors (local Muslim
people), and government officials due to their unique belief and social system.
While there are no longer any Molokans in Kars they still occupy a place in the
memory of the people. Many who lived among them remember feelings of
respect. Therefore, why did they leave Kars? Even though many people in Kars
still remember them positively, why did the Molokans have to go? In this article,
I will focus on the relations between the Molokans, the local people of Kars, and
1

The city is located in north-east Turkey.
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the state. This paper aims to reveal some underlying reason for the Molokan
SHRSOH¶VGHVHUWLRQRI.DUV
Emergence of Molokan Faith
The Molokan faith was constructed in contrast to the official Orthodox Church.
According to Breyfogle,2 Molokanism is the native religion of the Russians.
According to him, the Molokan religion is quite different from contemporary
Western Protestant movements. The Molokans were first mentioned in the
Russian written record during the middle of the eighteenth century. In particular,
the records mentioned the Molokans in the Tambov and Voronezh regions in
southern Russia.3 This was the result of the Molokan movement gaining a broad
base in the countryside in the eighteenth century. This century was also a period
in which Russia accelerated Westernization. The Westernization project was
introduced as an intervention in the Russian peasant's lifestyle, which included
religious beliefs and economic engagement. Because it was not only the religious
institutions and practices that were changed by Westernization, but also the
peasant economy based on community solidarity was turned upside down. This
initially led to a clash between Russian peasants and the official church rather
than with tsarism. The social resistance that emerged as a result of all these was
supported by folk religious ideology. In turn, the gap between the Russian
peasantry and the Tsar's Orthodox Church deepened. Such peasant communities
do not see their way of life as merely a property of the material world. According
to them, their lifestyles are spiritual and blessed. This includes the perception that
almost all activities are considered sacred. Therefore, any kind of innovation
imposed from outside means to change the world of meaning formed by the
group. This situation is inevitably resisted by the society. Indeed, Cohen4 argues
that the possibility of change is perceived by the community as something
ominous, as if change inevitably means loss, because that which is feared is
usually the loss of a way of life.
Molokanism, which developed under the conditions outlined above, was
separated from its predecessors, the Doukhobors, who addressed the upper

2

1LFKRODV % %UH\IRJOH ³3UD\HU DQG WKH 3ROLWLFV RI Place: Molokan Church Bulding,
7VDULVW /DZ DQG WKH 4XHVW IRU D 3XEOLF 6SKHUH LQ /DWH ,PSHULDO 5XVVLD´ Religion and
Spirituality in Modern Russia, ed. Mark D. Steinberg and Heather
J. Coleman (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 2007), 224.
3
Breyfogle, ³3UD\HUDQGWKH3ROLWLFVRI3ODFH´ 224.
4
Anthony P. Cohen, 7RSOXOX÷XQ6LPJHVHO.XUXOXúX trDQV0HKPHW.oN $QNDUD'RV 
YD\ÕQHYL 
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classes and the citizens. Molokanism emerged as a sect that only attracted the
attention of the peasant class. The founder of the sect was Semon Uklein, a tailor.
Uklein, along with his father-in-law, began discussing the books and their Jesus
which inspired the belief of the Doukhobors in 1760. As a result of the
discussions Uklein, together with seventy of his followers, left the Doukhobors
and established a separate sect known as the Dukhovnye Khristianye (Spiritual
Christians) or as the Molokans.5
Uklein revised the principles of the Doukhobor belief and, among them,
accepted the principles he believed to be true, and eliminated the principles he
thought were wrong. Among those excluded were principles directly related to
religious practice, such as the abolition of baptism, icon worship, and formal
church organization. On the other hand, new principles were adopted according
to the ideal of social equality, such as rejecting status differences and opposing
material wealth. Therefore, as Muranaka states, values such as bratsvo
(fraternity) and obshchestvo (partnership / sharing) are central to Molokanism.6
The most important finding that demonstrates the importance of social
equality in Molokanism is the lack of clergy. In Molokanism, there are
community leaders called presvitery.7 However, the presviterys are not
considered experts with religious professions nor do they have various privileges
as would clergy. The Molokan belief rejects the clerical hierarchy like all the
practices of the official Orthodox Church.8 According to the Molokans, anyone
who is intelligent, honest and respected in society can manage rituals in the role
of a presvitery.
Although the Molokan and Doukhobor sects reject all the doctrines and
practices of the Orthodox Church,9 in contrast to the Doukhobors, in which the
pantheist belief is effective, there is an absolute concept of God independent of
people and nature in Molokans. In this respect, Molokanism seems to be closer to
ascetic movements, that devote entire lives to the path of God, unlike other sects
fed by mysticism.10 Molokans believe that pacifism is at the basis of faith and in
5

Therese Adams Muranaka, The Russian Molokan Colony at Guadalupe. Baja California:
Continuity and Change in a Sectrarian Community, A Dissertation Submitted of the
Faculty of the Department of Anthropology (The University of Arizona, 1992), 38-39.
6
Muranaka, The Russian Molokan Colony, 39
7
5RPDQ/XQNLQ$QWRQ3URNRI\HY³0RORNDQVDQG'XNKRERUV/LYLQJ6RXUFHVRI5XVVLDQ
3URWHVWDQWLVP´Religion, State and Society, vol. 28/1 (2000): 85.
8
Breyfogle, ³3UD\HUDQGWKH3ROLWLFVRI3ODFH´.
9
Lunkin, 3URNRI\HY³0RORNDQVDQG'XNKRERUV´86.
10
Andreas Buss, The Russian Orthodox Tradition and Modernity (Boston: Brill, 2003),
85.
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order to achieve personal perfection work / labor is sanctified as the supreme
virtue.11
Molokans and Doukhobors differ more on the basis of how social class
differences are viewed in the religious community rather than on the theological
differences. Molokanism developed as a peasant-based movement, unlike the
bourgeoisie of the Doukhobors. Molokans peculiar communal mentality contrasts
starkly with the single institutional leader in Doukhobor religious practice. The
nature of the Molokans faith is much more collaborative than that of the
Doukhobors. Collective worship and preaching by the presvitery from the Old
Testament have an integral place in the lives of the Molokans.12
As soon as Molokanism emerged, it was subjected to pressure from religious
and secular authorities. This suppressed their belief practices into secrecy. Even
while they were secretly gathering for worship, they would also take communion
from the Orthodox Church and buried their dead in Orthodox ritual.13 Particularly
during the reign of Tsar Nicholas I (1825-55), the pressure on the Molokans and
other sects increased.14 This oppression and exile reinforced the Molokans to
stubbornly cling to their beliefs that protected their faith. For this reason, this
peasant class originated movement evolved into a new ethnic identity.
On the other hand, Molokan identity, like all cultural identities, has a
heterogeneous structure. As a matter of fact, in-group contradictions and conflicts
triggered by these contradictions have been divided into different branches since
the first years of Molokanism: the Subbotniks, which are very similar to Judaism,
the Postoyanyies who refused all kinds of enthusiasm in their rituals, and the
Pryguns (spiritual jumpers) who jumped with the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in
their rituals are among the movements that emerged from Molokanism.15
Molokans From Kars

The Molokans, which were subjected to oppression and massacre by the
tsarist, began being exiled during the period of Nikola II. One of the places
of exile was the Kars region, which was under Russian possession at the
time. The Molokans settled in Kars between the years 1880-1881
establishing 35 villages.16
11

Muranaka, The Russian Molokan Colony, 39.
Lunkin, 3URNRI\HY³0RORNDQVDQG'XNKRERUV´86.
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Lunkin, Prokofyev, ³0RORNDQVDQG'XNKRERUV´85.
14
Buss, The Russian Orthodox Tradition, 85.
15
Muranaka, The Russian Molokan Colony, 39-40.
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6HUYHW 6RPXQFXR÷OX 'RQ .D]DNODUÕ øVWDQEXO 7LPDú <D\ÕQODUÕ     2UKDQ
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However, Kars was given to Turkey after the Gyumri Treaty was signed in
1920.17 In parallel with the Treaty, it is known that most of the Molokans returned
to Russia. Those who did not want to go migrate to Russia were considered legal
citizens of the Republic of Turkey.18 These people who decided to stay, remained
in Kars unWLOVHWWOLQJLQWKH<DOÕQoD\ÕU$WoÕODUDQGdDONDYXUYLOODJHV19
The Molokans that remained in Kars during the Republican period did not
migrate to the ancestral lands (Russia) due to religious concerns.20 However, in
1962 they left Turkey due to similar concerns and resettled in Russia, the US,
Canada, and Mexico. According to the census conducted in 1960, the number of
those remaining Molokans in Turkey are said to be over 1,500. Six hundred and
ninety-three individuals of this population lived in YaOÕQoD\ÕULQ$WoÕODUDQG
LQdDONDYXU6HYHUDOIDPLOLHVOLYHGLQQHLJKERULQJSURYLQFHVGXHWRZRUN21
Some Turkish researchers argue that Molokans left Turkey due to
intermarriage related issues.22 These researchers say that marriage among the
same descendants is forbidden by Molokans. They claim that Molokans migrated
from Turkey because there were no marriage opportunities for their offspring.
However, it is my suspicion that the marriage issue is disproportionately
represented. The fact that the Muslim majority has exerted both psychological
and physical pressure on the Molokans should be recognized among the factors
causing migration.
Indeed, the 1950s was a period of increased pressure on non-Muslims in
Turkey. The events of September 6-723 that occurred during the same period
constituted the last link of this process. It is still said that in Kars, some people
GLVWXUEHGWKH0RORNDQVWRREWDLQWKHLUODQGDQGSURSHUW\$FFRUGLQJWR.DUDJ|]24
these and similar practices were consciously implemented to intimidate the
Molokans and enable them to go to the Soviet Union. As a matter of fact, the
7UNGR÷DQ 0RORNDQODU¶ÕQ 7RSOXPVDO <DSÕVÕ (Erzurum: AtaWUN hQLYHUVLWHVL %DVÕPHYL 
1971), 26.
17
øOEHU2UWD\OÕdDUOÕN5XV\DVÕ'|QHPLQGH.DUV øVWDQEXO(G)DN0DWEDDVÕ 343.
18
6RPXQFXR÷OX'RQ.D]DNODUÕ99.
19
7UNGR÷DQ0RORNDQODU¶ÕQ7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ 18.
20
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September events were organized mob attacks directed primarily at Istanbul's Greek
minority on 6±7 September 1955.
24
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215

following statements of Kazim Karabekir25 reveal that the Molokans had more
important problems than marriage:
Molokans did not go to military service even in the time of the Russians, men
always bearded. Their animals are large, the carts take lots of goods, four wheels,
big and solid. Agricultural tools are always the last system. Bloodshed was the
greatest sin, even in the war. I used them for transport alone. They even objected.
These peasants, started to Bolshevik organization with the encouragement and
started to ruin their sincere lives.26
As a result of these events, the vast majority of those who migrated from the
region went to Russia. However, some Molokans who thought their religious
beliefs could not live in Russia migrated to the USA, Canada and Mexico.27
Changing Approaches about Molokans in Turkey
The Molokans have recently become of renewed interest in Turkey. There are
plenty of articles and news published about them in various magazines and
newspapers. However, when these sources are compared it is seen that they
contain much repeating information. They all unanimously emphasize
flawlessness of the Molokans community. Journalists and researchers go to
former villages of Molokans to look for traces from them. However, what they
find are merely a few old Molokan women who have married Muslims and
changed their religion. The only thing they do is to report these women as the las
of the Molokans. In summary, Molokans are mentioned as lost tribes in these
articles, revered as a subject of praise and interest because they are no longer
perceived as a threat to Turkey. Yet the same interest in existing ethnic groups
still living in Turkey is not shown. Unlike the work done today, in the past,
Molokans were made scapegoats and accused of being communist agents. As we
look at the works from the past to the present about Molokans we can see the
transformation take place as the Molokans have been turned from scapegoat into
perfect society.
7KH ILUVW DFDGHPLF VWXG\ RQ 0RORNDQV ZDV PDGH E\7UNGR÷DQ 28 in Turkey.
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26
.DUDJ|].DUVYHdHYUHVLQGH$\GÕQODQPD+DUHNHWOHUL 168.
27
7UNGR÷DQ0RORNDQODU¶ÕQ7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ 6RPXQFXR÷OXDRQ.D]DNODUÕ
28
2UKDQ7UNGR÷DQ ³0RORNDQODUÕQ 7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ´ 3K'GLVV$WDWWUN8QLYHUVLW\ 
1962).

216

Molokans - Socio-Economic Research of a Russian Group in Three Villages of
Kars Province (1877-1962). Later, he published his thesis as a book entitled The
Social Structure of Molokans.29 7UNGR÷DQLQKLVERRNWLWOHGEthnic Sociology,30
mentioned Molokans once more. Finally, in 2005, he published another book
about Molokans entitled An Ethnic Group in Kars - Social Structure of
Molokans.31
7UNGR÷DQ V VWXGLHV SURYLGH GHWDLOHG HWKQRJUDSKLF LQIRUPDWLRQ DERXW WKH
0RORNDQV LQ .DUV +RZHYHU 7UNGR÷DQ FRQVLGHUV LGHQWLW\ DV D VWDWLF DQG
unchanging phenomenon and therefore ignores the dynamics that build Molokan
ethnic identity. At the same time, Molokan identity is often humiliated in
comparison to Muslim Turkish identity in his works. He even complained that the
Molokans did not have Islamic morality. For example, he interprets the
pragolga32 tradition of Molokans as immorality or even animalistic activity:
...Molokan children were informed by the school that the pragolga tradition
was an animalistic activity, but this did not produce a positive result... They did
not participate in such activities because of fear only during the school period.
However, when they were disconnected from the school, they attended these
entertainments again...33
2Q WKH RWKHU KDQG 7UNGR÷DQ V VWXGLHV VKRZ DQ HIIRUW WR SURYH WKDW WKH
Molokans lived smoothly and peaceful LQWKHUHJLRQ7UNGR÷DQEHOieves that the
people of the region and the state are as tolerant as possible to the Molokans.
7UNGR÷DQ V PDLQ FRQFHUQ LV ZK\ 0RORNDQV ZHUH XQDEOH WR EH IXOO\ LQWHJUDWHG
into Turkish society. He claims that this is due to the closed nature of the
Molokan society which he lays responsibility on the elder generation. He
proceeds to offer advice to teachers in Molokan villages on how to assimilate
them:
...Teachers in the villages of Molokan should provide education and training
without leaving any conflict, provided that they apply to systematic and
29

7UNGR÷DQ0RORNDQODU¶ÕQ7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ
2UKDQ 7UNGR÷DQ Etnik Sosyoloji-7UN (WQLN 6RV\RORMLVL øVWDQEXO 7LPDú <D\ÕQODU 
1999).
31
2UKDQ 7UNGR÷Dn, .DUV¶WD %LU (WQLN *UXS- 0RORNDQODU¶ÕQ 7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ (øVWDQEXO 
,4.OWU6DQDW<D\ÕQFÕOÕN 
32
Pragolga, with the consent of their parents, is a picnic party organized after the Sunday
ceremony to meet single young people.
33
7UNGR÷DQ³0RORNDQODUÕQ 7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ´
30

217

methodical working methods. Because it is useful to point out the positive
behavior of the Molokan community towards the teacher here. It should only be
believed that after all this, cultural assimilation can be achieved...34
7UNGR÷DQVWDWHVWKDWWKH0RORNDQVOLYHGLQSHDFHWRJHWKHUZLWKWKHSHRSOHRI
Kars for about 80 years.35 They were respected in terms of their beliefs and
values, and sometimes even intermarried with Muslim people. Despite all these
positive conditions, he believes that the migration of the Molokans in 1962 was
due only to the marital problem,36 and by their own free and independent
decisions. However, the explanation found in the conclusion of his thesis reveals
that the Molokans were indeed not living in mutual respect and peace with the
surrounding Turkish community:
Settled in an intense area of traditional Turkish and Russian enmity, the
Molokans could not save themselves from the negative reactions of those around
them at almost every stage of their lives. Therefore, despite their opposition to the
communist system and Russian oppression, their ethnic origin could not keep
them away from this historical hatred. The hatred of the people to the Russians
has become identical on the Molokans...37
FÕQGÕNR÷OX IROORZHG DIWHU 7UNGR÷DQ LQ KLV UHVHDUFK RQ WKH 0RORNDQV +LV
work was published under the title Slavic Immigrants in Turkey- 1961-62 The Return to Russia of the Molokans and the Cossacks in Turkey.38 In his study,
)ÕQGÕNR÷OX IRFXVHV RQ UHDVRQV for the emigration of Cossacks who lived in
%DOÕNHVLU DQG$NúHKLU DV ZHOODV0RORNDQV WR 5XVVLD$FFRUGLQJ WR )ÕQGÕNR÷OX 
they emigrated from Turkey due to longing for their homeland, exogamy rule,
and Soviet propaganda.39 In particular he believed that Soviet propaganda played
an important role:

34

7UNGR÷DQ³0RORNDQODUÕQ 7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ´
7UNGR÷DQ.DUV¶WD%LU(WQLN*UXS, 18-19).
36
7UNGR÷DQ.DUV¶WD%LU(WQLN*UXS, 7-9.
37
7UNGR÷DQ³0RORNDQODUÕQ 7RSOXPVDO<DSÕVÕ´
38
)ÕQGÕNR÷OX7UNL\H¶GHøVOkY0XKDFLUOHUL35-37.
39
)ÕQGÕNR÷OX7UNL\H¶GHøVOkY0XKDFLUOHUL89.
35
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...Some printed documents from the Soviet Consulate of Istanbul were
circulating from hand to hand, and even some Cossacks who were working in
øVWDQEXOVHQWORWVRIPRQH\WREHGLVWULEXWHGWR.D]DNKYLOODJHV40
KarDJ|]ZKRFRQGXFWHGDVWXG\RQ0RORNDQVDOVRPHQWLRQVWKH%ROVKHYLVP
sympathy among Molokans and even the admiration of Communist Party of
7XUNH\ 7.3  .DUDJ|]  -  +RZHYHU .DUDJ|] SURYLGHV PRUH
FRQVLVWHQWDQGUHDOLVWLFLQIRUPDWLRQXQOLNH)ÕQGÕNR÷OXDQG7UNGR÷DQ$FFRUGLQJ
WR KLP WKH LQFUHDVLQJ VWDWH SUHVVXUH RQ WKH 0RORNDQV VWDUWLQJ IURP .D]ÕP
Karabekir41 and the contradictions between the Muslim people of the region and
WKH 0RORNDQV WULJJHUHG WKH HPLJUDWLRQ .DUDJ|] JLYHV GHWDLOHG KLVWRULFa
information about the Molokans in Kars in his book Enlightenment Movements
and Historical Origins of the Left Tradition 1878-1921 in Kars and Around.
6RPXQFXR÷OX DOVR FRQGXFWHG D VWXG\ RQ 0RORNDQV42 6RPXQFXR÷OX OLNH
)ÕQGÕNR÷OX43 focused on the migration adventures of Molokans and Cossacks. In
KLV ZRUN 'RQ .D]DNODUÕ44 (Don Cossacks  6RPXQFXR÷OX IRFXVHG RQ ZKDW WKH
Cossacks and Molokans experienced during and after the migration.
In Turkey, researchers working on Molokans are often unable to free
themselves from the influence of their ideological gaze. The first of these was
SUHSDUHG IURP D QDWLRQDOLVW SHUVSHFWLYH 7UNGR÷DQ DQG )ÕQGÕNR÷OX  DQG WKHVH
studies have shown Molokans as Soviet agents. Even these studies claimed that
Molokans have some immoral and animalistic traditions (as in the case of
7UNGR÷DQ  2Q WKH RWKHU KDQG WKHUH DUH VWXGLHV RI VRFLDOLVW ZRUOG YLHZ
researchers. In contrast to nationalist writers, Molokans are glorified by socialist
researchers. An example of this view was written by D]HQWLWOHGThe Lost Color
of Anatolia: Religious Anarchists: Molokans.45 '] H[SODLQV VRPH RI WKH LGHDV
and practices in the Molokan faith system with left arguments and defines
0RORNDQVDVUHOLJLRXVDQDUFKLVWV)RULQVWDQFH']GHFODUHVWKH0RORNDQVWR be
conscientious objectors because of the opposition to violence and anti-war in their
faith:

40

)ÕQGÕNR÷OX7UNL\H¶GHøVOkY0XKDFLUOHUL89.
.D]ÕP.DUDEHNLU -1948) was a Turkish General, who served as the commander of
the Eastern Region, including Kars and its surroundings, where the Molokans live.
42
6RPXQFXR÷OX'RQ.D]DNODUÕ
43
)ÕQGÕNR÷OX7UNL\H¶GHøVOkY0XKDFLUOHUL
44
6RPXQFXR÷OX'RQ.D]DNODUÕ
45
) 7HNLQ '] ³$QDGROX¶QXQ <LWHQ 5HQJL 'LQGDU $QDUúLVWOHU 0RORNDQODU´ Esmer,
Volume 37 (2008): 28-29.
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They are anti-war. They see military service as a kind of tyranny. They are
conscientious objectors for refusing military service. So much so that they
avoided even carrying military equipment.46
$FFRUGLQJ WR KLP LW LV QR FRLQFLGHQFH WKDW 0RORNDQV OLYH LQ YLOODJHV ']
says that Molokans prefer villages to escape the unhappiness created by
modernity over human beings:
They rejected technology, they loved nature. According to them, all kinds of
heavy industry and technology are the factors that complicate the life... They
knew that in order to avoid the deep unhappiness and alienation that plagued
modern society, it was necessary to stay away from the city and live with nature.47
)LQDOO\ '] LQYLWHV DOO KXPDQLW\ WR EHFRPH 0RORNDQ WR SURWHFW WKH ZRUOG
from wars, poverty and the destruction of nature.48
Conclusion
Both economic and religious factors play a role in the separation of the Molokans
from the Orthodox Church. Peasant lifestyle is largely reflected in their religion.
Therefore, unlike the official Orthodox Church, old Russian pagan motifs can be
seen in the Molokan religious practice. On the other hand, agriculture and animal
husbandry are blessed by Molokans.
Molokans were oppressed by Tsarists because of their different beliefs and
anti-modernization attitudes, and they were declared heretical by the Orthodox
Church. Despite all these pressures, the Molokans did not give up their beliefs
and lifestyles and therefore were put into exile by Tsarists. A group of these
Molokans were sent to the Kars region. Kars was under Russian rule until 1921.
When the Russians left Kars after the Soviet Revolution, most of the Molokans
emigrated to Russia and other countries with the remaining Molokans leaving
Turkey in 1962.
The opinions of both Muslim neighbors and researchers on Molokans vary
widely. As shown in the above studies, the Molokans were described as either
scapegoats who cooperated with the enemies (Soviet agents) or as supreme and
virtuous people with a worldview to save humanity. The first approach interprets
the changes in Molokan identity as degeneration. According to the second
46

']³$QDGROX¶QXQ<LWHQ5HQJL´
'] ³$QDGROX¶QXQ<LWHQ5HQJL´
48
']³$QDGROX¶QXQ<LWHQ5HQJL´
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approach, Molokanism is an ideology that is free of internal and external
contradictions and can be a model for humanity. There was a more negative and
incriminating approach to Molokans before, but nowadays it has been replaced
by a more positive view in Turkey. Unfortunately, this is largely due to the fact
that this minority group no longer exists in Turkey to pose a threat to the
dominant culture.
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Introduction
The Assyrians are a Christian ethnic group who speak dialects derived from
ancient Aramaic. For centuries, they have lived among Kurdish communities in
the border regions of modern Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq. Chaldeans, Syriac
Orthodox, Syriac Catholic Christians and members of the Assyrian Church of
the East are the main Assyrian denominations.1 Sanders argues that, regardless
of them being Syriac, Assyrian or Chaldean, their culture resisted assimilation
for centuries, even after a number of persecutions, and their common language
was a main glue for group cohesion.2 However, as Sarguis suggests, they do not
always speak with a single voice, often diverging even within the same
Christian denomination. He takes, for instance, the case of the Chaldeans: one
group clDLPVDQHWKQLFLW\HQWLUHO\RQLWVRZQDQGGLIIHUHQWIURPWKHµ$VV\ULDQV¶
DQRWKHUJURXSLGHQWLI\WKHPVHOYHVDVµ&KULVWLDQ$UDEV¶DWKLUGJURXSLQVLVWWKH\
DUHHQWLUHO\µ$VV\ULDQ¶+RZHYHUGHVSLWHDOOGLIIHUHQFHVDQGIULFWLRQVWKH\VKDUH
a common destiny of discrimination and massacres.3

1

Eugene Rogan, The Fall of the Ottomans, The Great War in the Middle East (New
York: Perseus, 2015), 178-179.
2
Joannes C.J. Sanders, Assyrian-Chaldean Christians In Eastern Turkey and Iran:
Their Last Homeland Re-Charted (Kasteel Hernen: A.A.Brediusstichting, 1999).
3
Francis Sarguis, Book Reviews of Joannes C.J. Sanders, Assyrian-Chaldean
Christians In Eastern Turkey and Iran: Their Last Homeland Re-Charted (Kasteel
Hernen: A.A.Brediusstichting, 1999), Journal of Assyrian Academic Studies 14, no.1,
83-85.
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This reached the peak after the Ottoman Empire entry in the First World War.
The Assyrians were accused of collaboration with the Entente Powers - France,
United Kingdom and Russia - and, therefore, targeted by the Young Turks
regime.4 Thousands of Assyrian Christians were killed in the course of the war5
and it was only from the 1980s that the silence upon their massacre was
broken.6
In this chapter, we focus on the Assyrian Church of the East in what is
modern Turkey. The Assyrian Church of the East belongs to one of the oldest
denominations within Christianity, as its origin traces back to the Patriarchate of
Antioch, who sent missionaries there through the city of Edessa in the III
century.7 7KH QDPH µ$VV\ULDQ¶ GHULYHV Irom the name of their capital city,
Assur.8 Their reign and Church identity arose in Assyria, that is, Upper
Mesopotamia and North-western Persia. All those territories were on the
Roman- Parthian border and, once the territory was conquered by the Sasanian
dynasty and the Roman Empire split into two political entities, those territories
became the Sasanian - Byzantine eastern border.9 Such a topographical
uncertainty was to shape the history and the destiny of all Assyrian communities
for the time being.
The Assyrian Church of the East and Its Identity: A Glorious Past
7REHWWHUXQGHUVWDQGDQGXQGHUOLQHWKH$VV\ULDQV¶SUHVHQFHLQWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\
Turkey it is necessary to focus on their origins and history in the Anatolian
region, marked by persecutions, violence and unsafe coexistence with other
non-Christian groups.
Joseph Yacoub, one of the most influential contemporary scholars on
$VV\ULDQ VWXGLHV SRLQWV RXW WKDW RQFH ³WKHUH ZHUH D nation and an Assyro4

+DQQLEDO 7UDYLV ³1DWLYH &KULVWLDQV 0DVVDFUHG 7KH 2WWRPDQ *HQRFLGH RI WKH
Assyrians DuULQJ :RUOG :DU ,´ Genocide Studies and Prevention: An International
Journal 1, no.3 (Winter 2006): 327-372.
5
Rogan, The Fall of the Ottomans, 179.
6
Joseph Yacoub, 4XL V HQ VRXYLHQGUD"  OH JpQRFLGH DVV\UR-FKDOGpR-syriaque
(Paris: Editions du Cerf, 2014), 36.
7
Christoph Baumer, The Church of the East: an illustrated history of Assyrian
Christianity, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2006); Philip B. 1DMLP ³/H &KLHVH
JHPHOOH G¶2ULHQWH OD &KLHVD DVVLUD H OD &KLHVD FDOGHD´ Credere oggi, no. 147 (MayJune 2005), 37.
8
Archaeological site in contemporary Iraq, on the western bank of the Tigris, in alShirqat District, Saladin Governorate.
9
Aldo Ferrari, 3RSROLHFKLHVHGHOO¶2ULHQWHFULVWLDQR (Rome: Lavoro, 2007), 102-104,
151.
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Chaldean-Syrian people [dwelling] in historical Mesopotamia, between the two
ULYHUV7LJULVDQG(XSKUDWHVZKRVHKLVWRU\JRHVEDFNPRUHWKDQ\HDUV´10
At a theological level, the Assyrian Church of the East was also known as
WKH µ1HVWRULDQ &KXUFK¶ IRU LW DFFHSWHG WKH &KULVWRORJLFDO GRFWULQH DIILUPHd by
Nestorius, a monk from Antioch who was Patriarch of Constantinople from 428
to 431. In 431, during the Council of Ephesus, he was accused of heresy having
spread a theological doctrine about the nature of Christ, which stated that in
Christ there are two different and separate persons, human and divine, united by
a union of love but not joined. From this descended that the Virgin Mary was
QRWUHFRJQL]HGE\WKH1HVWRULDQVDVWKHµ0RWKHURI*RG¶EXWRQO\WKHµ0RWKHU
RI&KULVW¶11
A group of bishops, living in the Sassanid Empire, a strong enemy of the
Roman Empire, did not attend the Council of Ephesus and supported the spread
of the Nestorian doctrine across their territory. Then, at the Councils of
Seleucia-&WHVLSKRQ  DQG0DUNWDEDRI7D\D\q  the participant bishops
proclaimed the separation of the Assyrian Church of the East from the rest of
Christianity. However, the separation was mostly due to political reasons, to
mark their independence from both the Byzantine Empire and the Patriarchate
of Antioch.12 Assyrian bishops hoped that then Sassanian king, Yazdegard I,
would interrupt the anti-Christian persecutions of his predecessors.13 Indeed,
6DVVDQLDQ VRYHUHLJQV¶ DWWLWXGHV WRZDUGV &KULVWLDQV KDG WHPSRUDULO\ FKDQJHG
under the reign of Shapur II (309-379),14 but since then, another long series of
persecutions had begun.15
It was however after the Arab conquest (637-642) that the confrontation with
the Byzantine Empire resumed. Despite relations between Christians and that
the new rulers were good to them, they were the first to experience the
conversion to Islam and to sign treaties with Islamic leaders.16 Under Sassanid
and Abbasid dominations, the Assyrian Church of East prospered, even if
Christians were considered dhimmi [protected], that is, second-class people as
10

Yacoub, Qui s'en souviendra?, 14.
*HUDOG 2¶&ROOLQV DQG (GZDUG * )DUUXJLD A Concise Dictionary of Theology
(Mahwah: Paulist Press, 2013), 114, 243.
12
2¶&ROOLQVDQG)DUUXJLDA Concise Dictionary of Theology,72.
13
Jean- Pierre Valognes, 9LH HW PRUW GHV FKUpWLHQV G¶2ULHQW GpV RULJLQHV j QRV MRXUV
(Paris: Fayard, 1994), 410.
14
Herman G. B. Teule, Les Assyro-&KDOGpHQV FKUpWLHQV G ,UDN G ,UDQ HW GH 7XUTXLH
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2008), 14-15.
15
Baumer, The Church of the East, 66.
16
Teule, Les Assyro-&KDOGpHQV22-23.
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the Quran itself proclaimed for non-Muslim subjects a Muslim domination, and
forced them to pay the jizyah, a per head tax. All Christian males were entitled
to keep their religious affiliation.17
The members of the Assyrian Church of the East retreated from the cities of
Mesopotamia in the XV century and divided into two major social groups. The
first consisted of farmers living in the valleys between Mosul (today in Iraq)
and the lakes of Van (today in Turkey) and Urmia (today in Iran). The second
settled in the mountains of Kurdistan.18 Indeed, it was a small, almost
inaccessible island, surrounded by Islamic lands.
This era of relative tranquillity ended with the Mongolian conquest, which
inaugurated a new period of persecutions, which continued until the XX
century. At the beginning of the XIV century, besides the Patriarchal metropolis,
there were 27 archdioceses, with each Metropolitan See subdivided into 6 to 12
dioceses, all under the jurisdiction of the Patriarch of Seleucia-Ctesiphon.
According to Baumer,19 approximately 7-8 million Christians lived in the 27
Metropolitan Sees.
The Tamerlane large-scale persecutions of 1370-1405 reduced the number of
Christians in historical Persia, pushing the survivors towards present Iraqi
Kurdistan, the border region of contemporary Eastern Turkey and the Hakkari
Mountains. Therefore, the Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East was
compelled to settle his See in the remote village of Kochanes (today Konak), in
the mountain range of Hakkiari (north of Hakkari), near the river Grand Zab.20
Moreover, from 1552, the Assyrian Church of the East saw the appearance of
faithful, priests and even bishops who accepted the religious authority of the
Roman Pontiff. They founded the socalled Chaldean Catholic Church21 - today
the largest Christian community in Iraq, with a Patriarchal See in Baghdad. In
the XIX century, under the influence of missionaries, Protestants churches
appeared.22
Baumer argues that the West discovered this Church only in 1820, when the
Assyrian Church of the East asked for political help experiencing troubles and
difficult coexistence with the Kurds who lived in the Hakkari region. However,
17

Baumer, The Church of the East, 4.
Ibid., 6.
19
Ibid., 4.
20
Edward G. Farrugia, 'L]LRQDULR HQFLFORSHGLFR GHOO¶2ULHQWH FULVWLDQR (Rome:
Pontificio Istituto Orientale, 2000), 82-83.
21
Kristian Girling, The Chaldean Catholic Church: Modern History, Ecclesiology and
Church- State Relations (Abingdon: Routledge, 2018).
22
Yacoub, Qui s'en souviendra?, 16.
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Kurdish tribes opposed such an interference and killed some European
missionaries,23 and despite the British government asking Istanbul to intervene,
the Turkish authorities let Kurdish irregular forces massacre Assyrians on the
Hakkari mountains and, once the violence ended, even forbade Christians to
rebuild their churches. In 1876, Russia declared itself ready to cooperate with
Great Britain to help the members of the Assyrian Church of the East, but this
time it was London that refused the offer for it had already signed a military
alliance with the Ottoman Empire against Russia.24 Indeed, Assyrians living in
WKH2WWRPDQ(PSLUHZHUHVHHQDVDµILIWKFROXPQ¶RIWKH7]DU$IWHUWKH$QJORRussian Convention of 1907, members of the Assyrian Church of the East lived
a more secure life in Urmia and in Iran while in the Ottoman Empire antiChristian policies increased. Russia declared war on the Ottoman Empire on
November 1, 1914. Simultaneously, an attack against Christians25 in Eastern
Anatolia began, much worse than what experienced in 1895-96 in Diyarbakir
city and its vilayet (Ottoman province) and in 1909 in Adana.26
In the last century, the Assyrian Church of the East has also suffered from
internal disputes. The most important followed events involving Patriarch
Shimun XXI Eshai, who had escaped to the United States of America in 1940.
The Iraqi government had exiled him in 1933 as a consequence of his political
leading role in the Assyrian international and national fight to build an Assyrian
independent state in portions of ancient Assyria, that was also Iraqi territory. In
1964, Patriarch Shimun built a new Patriarchal See in Chicago and approved a
number of liturgical changes (such as the adoption of the Gregorian calendar)
causing a split in the Assyrian Church of the East. However, the schism of 1964
followed above all controversies over the methods of election of the Patriarch.
Since mid-XV century, it is not the Synod of bishops that elects the Patriarch,
but the office is handed down in the same family, along an uncle-nephew axis,
since the Patriarch is obliged to celibacy.27 Sometimes, the Patriarch took office
DWDQXQVXLWDEOHDJHHJ3DWULDUFK6KH¶RQ;,,ZKRVXFFHHGHGKLVXQFOHLQ
at the age of 12.28 For the patriarchy to remain within the same family, specific
rules have even been added for the future patriarch (e.g., he and his mother
23

Baumer, The Church of the East, 254.
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20th Century (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2015).
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cannot eat meat). Even for the Bishops the appointment is handed down from
uncle to nephew in a small number of families, despite that it should be
formally up to the Diocese congregation to choose their bishop.29 The schism of
1964 originated from the refusal of a group of Assyrian bishops from Iraq, Syria
and India to accept the appointment of a member of the Simoun family to
patriarchal dignity. (Even the schism of 1552, from which the Chaldean
Catholic Church was born, was caused by similar reasons.30) The 1964 schism
originated the independent Ancient Church of the East, whose Patriarchal See is
in Baghdad, Iraq, and their current Patriarch is Addai II Giwargis, has been in
office since 1972. The Assyrian communities in the Middle East and in the
diaspora have long-since advocated for reunification, particularly in response to
the 2014-2015 attacks launched against them in Iraq and Syria by Islamist
groups, including the Islamic State. Since that time, relations between the
churches have improved on every level. At the time of writing, this Church has
4 dioceses in the Middle East: Patriarchal Archdiocese of Baghdad and Basra,
the Archdiocese of Kirkuk, the Archdiocese of Nineveh (Mosul) and Northern
Iraq, the Archdiocese of Syria. Five additional dioceses were erected in
diasporic settings.
Since his election on September 18, 2015, Mar Gewargis III is the
Catholicos-Patriarch of the Assyrian Church of the East and his See is still in
Chicago. Bishops are also in Baghdad and Hassake (Rojova) and in other 12
dioceses worldwide (two are in Middle- Eastern countries: the diocese of Syria
and the diocese of Iran). The Chaldean Catholic Church has a Patriarch in
Baghdad and also bishops in Arbil (Regional Government of Kurdistan), Aleppo
(Syria), Diyarbakir - Metropolitan of Amid (Turkey) and Istanbul.31
It was only in 1994 and 1998 that the Roman Catholic Church and the
Assyrian Church of East lifted the anathemas they had declared against one
DQRWKHU ,Q  WKH $VV\ULDQ &KXUFK RI WKH (DVW VWLSXODWHG D µFRPPRQ
ChULVWRORJLFDOGHFODUDWLRQ¶ZLWKWKH5RPDQ&DWKROLF&KXUFK,WUHFRJQL]HGWKDW
WKH WKHRORJLFDO HUURUV RQ WKH QDWXUH RI &KULVW DQG 0DU\¶V PRWKHUKRRG ZHUH
induced by erroneous translations from the Greek into the Syriac and vice versa
of the theological terms used by the two Churches.32 At the same time, Pope
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-RKQ3DXO,,GHILQHGWKLV&KXUFKDVµWKH&KXUFKRIWKHPDUW\UV¶DQGVWUHVVHGWKDW
no other Church had suffered so many persecutions because of the faith as the
Assyrian Church.33
At a liturgical level, the language is still Syriac, an Eastern Aramaic dialect,
although people are no longer able to understand it. Consequently, it is correct
to enlist the Assyrian Church of the East as part of the Syriac Christianity, along
with the Chaldean Church, the Syriac Orthodox Church, the Syriac Catholic
Church and the Maronite Church. However, it does diverge from them on a
doctrinal level.34
On a community level, Syriac-speaking Christian diaspora stand often for a
SXUHHWKQLFDOO\µ$VV\ULDQ¶VRFLHW\ZKLFKQDWXUDOO\EULngs with it the perception
RI D JHRJUDSKLFDO µKRPHODQG¶ +RZHYHU VRPH 7XUNLVK VFKRODUV argue that
GHILQLWLRQV VXFK DV µ$VV\ULDQV¶ µ&KDOGHDQV¶ DQG µ$UDPDHDQV¶ WKDW LV SHRSOH
who inhabited the region since the I century, do not apply today anymore
because of the various differences between them. 35 Thus Syriac-speaking
&KULVWLDQ JURXSV DUH XVLQJ D µV\QWKHVLVHG¶ LGHQWLW\ WR FODLP WKDW WKH\ DUH WKH
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inheritors of Assur and Babylon civilizations. In other words, these groups base
their definition of their identity upon ethnic origin, rather than upon a Church.
As recently argued by professor Joseph Yacoub,36 even though Assyrians are
currently divided into the Assyrian Church of the East and the Chaldean
&DWKROLF &KXUFK WKH\ VKDUH D FRPPRQ µ$VV\ULDQ¶ LGHQWLW\ 7his belonging is
stronger than their religious difference over their loyalty to the Roman Pope.
They share a common language and a common history and, before the
massacres suffered between the XIX and the XX centuries, used to live in the
same villages. While speaking of the period of the massacres, Yacoub affirmed
that the term Assyro-Chaldean, above all by reference to the Assyrian
massacres, is both culturally and historically correct. His position was recently
VXSSRUWHG E\ 0JU 1RsO )DUPDQ 'HOHJDWH RI the Chaldean Patriarch Raphael
6DNR ZKR DIILUPHG WKDW $VV\ULDQV DQG &KDOGHDQV DUH ³SDUW RI WKH VDPH
SRSXODWLRQ´37 We should also notice that in contemporary Turkey, there is at
least a section of the Syriac-Orthodox Church that consider itself as being
µ$VV\ULDQ¶ ,QGHHG WKH RQO\ µ$VV\ULDQ¶ 0HPEHU RI 3DUOLDPHQW LQ WKH 7XUNLVK
Parliament, Erol Dora, is a Syriac- Orthodox.
Scholars such as Aburish38 and Brock39 have however put the emphasis on
WKHµ6\ULDQV¶DVDQHWKQLFDQGOLQJXLVWLFHQGRJHQRXVJURXSWKDWGLffers from its
geographical neighbours, that is, Kurds, Arabs, Turks, Armenians, and Persians
on both religious and linguistic grounds. What follows will however concentrate
on the Assyrian Church of the East and will consider their contemporary life in
Turkey by reference to demographic changes, increasing migration and an
aggressive ethno-religious fundamentalism.
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Sayfo
Joseph Yacoub argues that the Assyro-Chaldeans have been victims of physical,
cultural, religious and territorial genocide; this is known among Assyrians with
the word sayfo, which GHULYHV IURP WKH ZRUG µVH\I¶ ZKLFK PHDQV µVZRUG¶ LQ
both Syriac and Arabic. In <DFRXE¶VWHUPVWKHgenocide ZDVRIDµJHRSROLWLFDO¶
nature.40 He puts the number of Assyro-Chaldean-Syrians of all religious
denominations killed by Turkish force, irregular Kurdish and other ethnicities
forces at more than 250,000, that is, more than half of the entire Assyrian
population.41 They were victims of massacres mostly caused by the proRussian, pro-English and anti-Turkish stance taken by their leaders, who hoped
for the support of the European powers to be recognized as having the right to a
territory.42 Thus when, in the spring of 1915, the Ottoman Empire had to face
invasion on three fronts (Dardanelles, Caucasus and Mesopotamia), the Young
Turks unleashed unprecedented violence against their Christian subjects, 43
under the program sent by the Ministry of Interior, Talat Pasha to local
provincial governors, via some secret telegrams. The Ministry, also a prominent
leader of tKH UXOLQJ &RPPLWWHH RI 8QLRQ DQG 3URJUHVV SODQQHG WKH ³SXUJH´
against Christians with the cooperation of the Ministry of War, Enver Pasha, but
local perpetrators were largely private citizens and volunteers, led by strong
anti-Christian and anti-Assyrian hate due to both political and religious reasons.
,IWKHODWWHUFRXOGEHXQGHUVWRRGLQUHIHUHQFHWRWKHLGHDRI³MLKDG´DVDYLROHQW
fight against all non-Muslims, the former needs to be placed into the 1914-15
local and international context to be understood.44
)ROORZLQJ WKH µ2FWREHU ¶ UHYROXWLRQ DJDLQVW WKH 7]DU LQ WKH 5XVVLDQ
Empire and the setting up of the new Bolshevik government, new Russian rulers
rejected all previous international policies implemented by Tsarist politicians to
support at a political and military level Assyrians and other Christian Ottoman
subjects against the Ottomans.45 The two years-long wartime (1915-17) caused
40
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enormous bloodshed. However, if violence against Assyrians was not as largescale planned as the one against Armenians, it was concentrated in some cities
where the Assyrian community was numerous.46 The massacres started on April
  LQ 'L\DUEDNÕU WKHQ $VV\ULDQV ZHUH DOVR NLOOHG LQ 0DUGLQ 0LG\DW
Nisibis, Jazireh and Seert.47 The survivors were then forced to flee to the
Russian-controlled Persian region of Urmia and Van and to Iraq, where the
British mandated power granted them protection.48
Turkish scholars such as Bulent Ozdemir,49 strongly reject the allegation
often proffered against the Ottoman Empire of having promulgated a fatwa of
jihad during the First World War. Such a promulgation could have justified the
killing of infidels. Ozdemir submits that this is a misinterpretation for it was, on
the contrary, a political manoeuvre against other Muslim countries. In other
words, the fatwa could not be promulgated against the Christian subjects [here
dhimmi] of the same State [here the Ottoman Empire] that declares the jihad.
Such an approach would contrast Islamic law for the fatwa cannot be directed
against its own subjects. After all, the Ottoman Empire was allied with the
(Christian) German and Austrian empires. Concurrently, some researchers have
interpreted the promulgation of the fatwa of jihad as a declaration meant to
religiously justify the massacre against some Christian communities living in
the Ottoman Empire.
The contemporary Turkish official stance has been echoed in the words of
the incumbent Turkish President, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, on a statement he
issued on April 23, 2014 when acting as Turkish Prime Minister. For the first
time in Turkish history, a prominent State officer addressed the issue of mass
killings of Armenians in Ottoman territory at the end of the First World War, in
occasion of the day dedicated by Armenians to the remembrance of the
Armenian genocide. Never using the word "genocide", he declared that:
It is indisputable that the last years of the Ottoman Empire were a difficult
period, full of suffering for Turkish, Kurdish, Arab, Armenian and millions of
brides and women, forcing them to turn Muslim. For twenty years and more, the Turks
have taken possession of the country, but they are worse than the Kurds. We beseech
your Mightiness, for the sake of Jesus, His Baptism and Cross, either free us from such
DVWDWHRUSURFXUHXVDUHPHG\´
46
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other Ottoman citizens, regardless of their religion or ethnic origin. Any
conscientious, fair and humanistic approach to these issues requires an
understanding of all the sufferings endured in this period, without
discriminating as to religion or ethnicity. Certainly, neither constructing
hierarchies of pain nor comparing and contrasting suffering carries any
PHDQLQJ IRU WKRVH ZKR H[SHULHQFHG WKLV SDLQ WKHPVHOYHV >«@ 1HYHUWKHOHVV
using the events of 1915 as an excuse for hostility against Turkey and turning
this issue into a matter of political conflict is inadmissible. The incidents of the
First World War are our shared pain. To evaluate this painful period of history
through a perspective of just memory is a humane and scholarly responsibility.
Millions of people of all religions and ethnicities lost their lives in the First
World War.50
Beyond the terminological problems and the legitimacy of the definition of
µJHQRFLGH¶51 the issue is still fluid and the political and academic debate as
ferocious as ever. It is indeed reproducing dynamics similar to the ones
H[SHULHQFHG E\ WKH VDPH +RO\ 6HH¶V DWWLWXGHV WRZDUGV (DVWHUQ &KULVWLDQV
(Armenians, Assyrians) in the context of the First World War by reference to the
violence used against them by the Ottoman Army. The Vatican position over the
conflict evolved from struggling against the perpetrators to negotiation with the
same perpetrators of violence,52 being Ottoman troops or irregular Kurdish
50
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carrying out the massacres against the Assyrians, supported by some pan±
Islamist and ultranationalist Turkish military groups.53 As a testimony of such
deathly attacks against members of the Assyrian Church of the East and
Assyrian people as a whole, the village of Kochanes, which had hosted for half
a millennium the Assyrian Church of the East Patriarchal See, was abandoned
by Patriarch Shimun XXI Benjamin and his clergy in 1915. Since then, the
village has never been inhabited again by Assyrian faithful and it is currently in
a ruined state.54
However, Patriarch Shimun XXI Benjamin could not save neither his life nor
the life of his clergy. Once he arrived in Persia, he was killed by a Kurdish
military chief, Agha Simko, on March 16, 1918, near the city of Salmas, on the
Iran-Turkey border, just after the Russian troops had left the provinces under
their control in Persia.55
The Assyrians after Sayfo and the First World War
Following the events of the First World War, a large number of AssyroChaldeans moved from their ancestral lands to Syria and Lebanon, while others
moved to the United States, Canada and northern European countries.56 The war
signalled a turning point for the development of the identity of these Christian
communities, changed their lives and destroyed their society; social and
religious hierarchies were disintegrated as well. According to Baumer, at the
end of 1918, between 90,000 and 100,000 Assyrians had died and the Assyrian
Church of the East had lost some 60-65% of his population.57
The massacres took place on a large area and under conditions and purposes
similar to ones of the Armenians, that is, a Turkification of the country and an
DWWHPSW WR µHUDGLFDWH¶ QRQ-Turkish ethnic groups and non-Muslim religious
group.58 Moreover, it was especially the Assyrian Church of the East, among all
Middle Eastern Churches, that became the Church of the Diaspora: indeed, at
the end of the war, the vast majority of the Assyrians who survived the war
found refuge abroad. The United States hosted one of largest Assyrian
community, above all in the city of Chicago.
53
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At the end of the First World War, the US President, Woodrow Wilson, was
particularly interested in defending Christian minorities living in then new
Turkish Republic, promising to push the Turkish Government to grant them
rights as citizens and to protect them. The 12th point among his famous Fourteen
Points statement stated:
The Turkish portions of the present Ottoman Empire should be assured a
secure sovereignty, but the other nationalities which are now under Turkish rule
should be assured an undoubted security of life and an absolutely unmolested
opportunity of autonomous development.59
Assyrian delegations were invited to attend the 1919 Paris Conference but
Assyrian leaders failed to get the political support needed to create an Assyrian
state.60 7KXVZKHQLQ$XJXVWWKH7UHDW\RI6qYUes was signed, Article 62
declared that:
The Scheme shall contain full safeguards for the protection of the AssyroChaldeans and other racial or religious minorities within these areas, and with
this object a commission composed of British, French, Italian, Persian and
Kurdish representatives shall visit the spot to examine and decide what
rectifications, if any, should be made in the Turkish frontier where, under the
provisions of the present Treaty, that frontier coincides with that of Persia.61
Consequently, with the foundation of the Turkish Republic, Assyro-Chaldean
faithful already living within the borders of the new country were accepted as
nationals. Those living outside, mostly in Iraq and Syria, then under the
mandatory powers (UK and France), were not accepted. Thus, at the end of First
World War, they found themselves living in refugee camps.62 In addition, the
new Turkish political leader, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, strongly opposed the
7UHDW\RI6qYUHV
The status of non-Muslim minorities in Turkey was internationally certified
by the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne. Articles 37-44 of the Treaty were specifically
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GHGLFDWHG WR ³WKH SURWHFWLRQ RI QRQ-0XVOLP PLQRULWLHV´ 7XUNH\ KDG KRZHYHU
EHFRPH D XQLWDU\ VWDWH ZKHUH µ7XUNLVK FLWL]HQVKLS¶ ZDV D OHJDO FRQFHSW
encompassing all citizens, granting them equal rights and obligations, regardless
of religion. Thus, theoretically, constitutional citizenship was a basic principle
upon which the Turkish Republic had been founded.
It was since then that Syriac Assyrian political groups started being formed
in various countries. The most famous between them: the Assyrian Democratic
Organization (Syria, 1957) opposed Arab nationalism and aimed at being an
independent Assyrian state; the Assyrian Universal Alliance (France, 1968)
aimed at uniting all Assyrians; the Bet-Nahreyn Democratic Party (Iraq, 1974)
aimed to found a state for all Assyrians in Iraq.63
The Never-Ending Issues of Numbers and Definitions
The Turkish scholar Ozdemir gives potential numbers of the Assyrian
communities dwelling before 1914 in the Ottoman Empire: Ancient Church of
the East, 150,000-200,000; Assyrian Church of the East, over 100,000;
Chaldeans, 70,000-80,000; Syrian Christians - Catholic Syrian Christians,
40,000-50,000. In his theoretical frame aimed at contesting the number of
casualties of the massacres perpetrated by the Ottomans against the Christian
FRPPXQLWLHVWKH$VV\ULDQFRPPXQLWLHV¶SRSXODWLRQZRXOGWKXVUDQJHEHWZHHQ
500,000 and 250,000, plus small numbers of Protestant convert.64 Concurrently,
Travis affirms that, before the genocide, the Assyrians of the Ottoman Empire
and Persia were about 600,000, and they were reduced by 275,000.65 While in a
memorandum produced on December 4, 1922, the Assyro-Chaldean National
Council stated that the WRWDOGHDWKWROOZDVXQNQRZQEXWDERXWµ$VV\UR&KDOGHDQV¶ZHUHHVWLPDWHGDVKDYLQJGLHGEHWZHHQDQG66
In 1999, Sanders numbered some 170,000 followers of the Church of the
East (including 1,000 in Malabar, India) and 170,000 followers of the Chaldean
Church (not including however a larger number in Malabar).67 In 2006, Baumer
argued that only 1,000 Assyrians were still living in the Hakkari region and
noted that persecutions were still going on against all Christian sects, and
against the Assyrians in particular. He mentioned the murder of the Christian
63
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mayor of the ancient Syriac village of Dayro Daslibo; the mayor was allegedly
killed after his refusal to officially give to a Muslim family a lot of land
belonging to a Christian woman who refused to convert into Islam.68 Baumer
put their number to about 400,000, half of them living in Western countries;
meanwhile in Turkey they were 400-500 in the city of Mardin and 5,000 in the
Tur Abdin area, where there were 25 Assyrian villages.69 The population
swelled up to 10,000 in the summer due to families arriving for vacation. Some
recent figures put their number in Turkey between 25,000 (with approximately
18,000 in Istanbul)70 and 28,000.71
A main role in the debate about numbers was surely played by their
KLVWRULFDO IUDJLOH UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK WKH :RUOG 3RZHUV 7KH :RUOG 3RZHUV¶
interest towards the Assyrians has fluctuated between complete oblivion and
short-term coming backs. At the end of the Second World War, the Assyrian
community were, once again, forgotten, despite a number of United Nations
(UN) calls.72
Indeed, from then, a wall of silence enveloped the Assyrian community,
marked by massive migration to Western countries.73 Suffice to mention here
the case of the pushee-makers (Syrian Christian weavers of traditional silk
FORWK  ZKLFK KDYH DOPRVW GLVDSSHDUHG IURP 'L\DUEDNÕU VRPH  \HDUV DJR
following Syrian and Armenian migratory trajectories. Customers were used to
buy pushee just made by Christians for a widespread belief that just Christians
FRXOG PDNH µSURSHU¶ pushee, while Muslims simply could not. The end of the
production did not cause just an internal economic loss but also a cultural
transformation that followed the itineraries dictated by the (new) world
market.74
This change intersected the debate over the multiculturalist state discourse in
Turkey. This experienced a transformation in the first decade of the new
century, eventually leading to the official recognition of ethno-religious
68

Baumer, The Church of the East, 277.
Ibid., 277.
70
https://www.dailysabah.com/turkey/2019/01/10/assyrian-community-thrives-again-insoutheastern-turkey.
71
https://joshuaproject.net/people_groups/10464/TU.
72
See on this a letter sent by Patriarch Shimun in 1946 to the UN General Secretary,
available at https://www.atour.com/Assyrian_Nation.shtml.
73
Yacoub, Qui s'en souviendra?, 34-35.
74
$KPHW7Dú÷LQDQG0DUFHOOR0ROOLFD³'LVDSSHDULQJ2OG&KULVWLDQ3URIHVVLRQVLn the
Middle East: The Case of 'L\DUEDNÕU3XVKHH-0DNHUV´Middle Eastern Studies, 51 no.6
(2015), 922-931.
69

237

diversity. In 2001, the Turkish government invited Assyrians (here meaning all
people belonging to both Assyrian Churches - Chaldean Catholic and Assyrian
Church of the East - and Syriac Churches - Orthodox and Catholic) to return to
Turkey. However, this mood did not last long and changed again after October
2004, when Turkey and the European Union (EU) started negotiations over the
Turkish European membership. Endogenous and exogenous factors caused
tensions between pro- and anti-EU groups, combining nationalism, militarism
and Euroscepticism over the Assyrian issue: among the endogenous factors,
there was the political fight between the Justice and Development Party (AKP)
and other political parties during the 2007 presidential election, when the AKP
won a landslide victory. Indeed, shortly after that election in October 2008 the
government issued decree forbidding those who do not have Turkish citizenship
to buy, sell or hold real property in Mardin and Hatay. The Assyrians were
particularly affected by this decree because the majority of Assyrians, born in
diaspora or even sons of Assyrians already born outside Turkey after the First
World War do not hold Turkish citizenship. As a consequence, tens of thousands
of Assyrians cannot claim their ancestral lands and homes. Among the
exogenous factors that imSDFWHGWKHµ$VV\ULDQTXHVWLRQ¶ZHVKRXOGDOVRPHQWLRQ
the so-FDOOHG µ0DUGLQ 5DSRUX¶ D UHSRUW FRPPLVVLRQHG LQ  E\ WKH
Parliamentary Human Rights Commission, led by an AKP MP, Mehmet
(ONDWPLV WR LQYHVWLJDWH ³WKH ULJKW RI WKH $VV\ULDQV WR HGXFDWLRQ LQ Wheir
PRQDVWHULHV´ 7KH $VV\ULDQ-Chaldean-Syriac Association focused its attention
on this report and opened a debate at the Swedish Parliament over the Turkish
IXWXUH (8 PHPEHUVKLS DQG LWV ZLOO WR UHDOO\ LPSOHPHQW &KULVWLDQ PLQRULWLHV¶
rights. The report stated that Assyrians were trying to return to their homes and
to buy lands, thus endangering Turkish society. This controversy exemplified
WKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKWKHLGHQWLW\TXHVWLRQRIWRGD\¶V6\ULDF-speaking Christians
has become politicised ± mostly outside Turkey ± often based on a one-sided
interpretation of events.75 Such issue played a relevant role into the pro-EU and
anti-EU internal Turkish discourse, as among the criteria non-EU countries must
respect in order to have their request to enter the EU there is the protection of
PLQRULWLHV¶ ULJKWV 7KRVH FULWHULD NQRZQ DV WKH µ&RSHQKDJHQ FULWHULD¶ ZHUH
established in 1993 and enlisted a series of economic and political reforms any
country have to implement to become an EU member.76 EU concerns over
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TurkisK FDQGLGDWXUH IRFXVHG SULPDULO\ RQ WKH UHVSHFW RI PLQRULWLHV¶ ULJKWV 77
However, the following 2011 general elections that consolidated the power of
the AKP, the trend seems to be going on as proved by the last general elections
in 2018 when the AKP got 52.59% of the total votes.
But besides the wider political picture, throughout contemporary Turkish
history, Assyrians were also caught up in the conflict (above all in the fierce
fights which went on from 1984 to 1999, but even after, e.g., in 2016-17 in the
Nusaybin area in liaison with northern-Syrian clashes) between the Turkish
$UPHG )RUFHV DQG WKH .XUGLVWDQ :RUNHUV¶ 3DUW\ 3..  7KH UHDVRQ ZDV WKDW
many Assyrian villages were also inhabited by Kurdish communities while the
PKK considered the area part of the Kurdish territory. Assyrians suffered forced
evictions, mass displacement and the burning of their homes and villages at
least until 1999. In June 1994, the Assyrian Democratic Organization and the
Human Rights Without Frontiers had even issued a joint audience at the Belgian
Parliament listening some 200 Assyrian villages which were destroyed in
eastern Turkey in the previous 30 years, plus 24 Assyrians who were
assassinated in the country in the previous 4 years.78
Discussion
How does the ethno-cultural communities of the (mostly Eastern) Anatolian
based Assyrian Church of the East live today in terms of constitutional law and
public policies? Which role does it play in their contemporary lives their
dramatic past? How do they live with the ethno-religious different neighbour
communities?
Relations between Syriac-speaking Christian communities and Kurdish
tribes have historically been marked by tension. However, for the Turkish
scholar Ozdemir frictions were mostly caused by ethnic and economic reasons
since the Patriarch or prominent Kurdish religious leaders often acted as
mediators and the two communities engaged in inter- communal affairs.79 For
%DXPHUWKHDOPRVWµIHXGDO¶KLHUDUFKLFDOVWUXFWXUHRIWKHLU&KXUFKFRQWULEXWHGWR
an attitude of closure; such a closure was reinforced by the memory of several
SHUVHFXWLRQVWKDWKDGGUDPDWLFDOO\UHGXFHG$VV\ULDQFRPPXQLW\¶VFRQVLVWHQF\ 80
Under the authority of the bishops, the clergy was composed of married men,
77

0DUL $LOR ³The effects of Turkish EU Membership on Assyrians and Other
Minorities´ %$7KHVLV8QLYHUVLW\RI7ZHQWH -42.
78
See on this: https://minorityrights.org/minorities/assyrians/.
79
Ozdemir, Assyrian Identity and the Great War, 24-27.
80
Baumer, The Church of the East.

239

who sometimes transmitted their offices to their sons or sons-in-law. Afterall,
the Church admitted the possibility for widowed priests to contract marriage
again for the marriage was not considered to be sacramental in nature, therefore
divorce was always admitted.81 This amplified the need for priests to exercise
other work activities to maintain their own families and thus reduced the
possibility of deepening theological studies.
Hermam Teule, argues that most Christians from Western Anatolia lived as
rayas [class inferior in the Ottoman Empire society] under the protection of a
Kurdish agha [lord]. The aghas demanded cattle, part of the harvest or money,
and even forced Christian peasants to marry Muslims. With the modernization
of Turkey, abuses did not cease, being indeed one of the variables used to
explain early Christian mass exodus from Eastern Turkey.82 Later, a major
demand by minorities in Turkey was precisely to ensure that rights were granted
on the basis of citizenship, not on ethnicity which would (par default) favour
Sunni-Turkish.83
In the last decades, also thanks to the visibility of the diaspora in the West,
WKHUHLVDµUHYLWDOL]DWLRQ¶RIWKHFRPPXQLW\6XFKDµUHYLWDOL]DWLRQ¶EHJXQLQWKH
1980s, and according to Joseph Yacoub it concentrated more particularly on the
µJHQRFLGHLVVXH¶84 Some projects of reconstruction of villages by the diaspora
were implemented as well as return migration attempts.85 It is here worth
PHQWLRQLQJWKHFDVHRI+DVVDQD DYLOODJHLQWKHGLVWULFWRI6LORSLùLUQDNFLW\region), where Chaldean families originally migrated to Mechelen (Belgium),
masters of a traditional hand-made textile (úDOúDSLF), attempted in early 2008,
through their trans-national networks and the support of their religious
authorities to return to their original village.86 Indeed, in 2013, the Turkish
Government issued a temporary law that made possible for owners to buy back
the farmland that has fallen into state ownership. However, despite in 2004 the
7XUNLVK 3DUOLDPHQW DGRSWLQJ WKH µ/DZ RQ &RPSHQVDWLRQ RI /RVVHV 5HVXOWLQJ
from Terrorist AFWV¶WKHODZZDVIDUIURPEHLQJLPSOHPHQWHG0HDQZKLOHWKH
81
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area containing the Assyrian villages is still highly polluted with landmines, this
EHLQJDVHULRXVFRQFHUQUHJDUGLQJWKHLQKDELWDQWV¶VHFXULW\OHWDORQHWKHLUUHWXUQ
It was however on August 2, 2014, that the Orthodox Syriac Church of
Antioch and all the East Patriarch, Mor Ignace Ephrem II Karim, announced his
decision to commemorate the centenary of the sayfo in 2015, all over the world.
This followed a resolution adopted by the Syriac synod held in Damascus on
May 30, 2014: the motto was: Do not forget.87 In recent years, the word sayfo
has been used by Assyrians living abroad to characterize the events occurred in
the Tur Abdin area in 1915. The term encapsulates the claim that during the
Armenian deportation of 1915, a massacre was also perpetuated against the
Syrian-Assyrian communities by Ottoman forces and Kurdish tribal
paramilitary units.
This narrative fits with an old tradition that goes back to the fall of Nineveh,
Babylon and the Aramaic kingdoms, 2,500 years ago. Since, the AssyroChaldeans have never been safe from persecution, which took a dramatic turn
since Sassanid Empire. The massacres of 1915 had however much more recent
Ottoman antecedents: in 1894-1896 under Sultan Abdul Hamid II; in 1909, in
Adana, under the Young Turks.88 In such an historically driven context, the
massacres are never represented as isolated events.89 Indeed, it seems that this
historical reproduction had a major role in modern Assyrian historiography; any
new attacks against the communities are immediately reconnected. Joseph
Yacoub argues that scholars who wrote about the 1915 massacres made almost
systematic parallels with previous sufferings endured by Assyrian
communities.90 These include: The Death of a Nation: The Ever-Persecuted
Assyrians or Nestorian Christians written by the Assyrian Professor Abraham
Yohannan published in 1916; Shall this Nation die?, written by the Abbey
Joseph Naayem from Urfa in 1921; The Flickering Light of Asia: Or the
Assyrian Nation or Church written by Reverend Joel Warda and published in
1924.
The dramatic history they refer to had a trans-national dimension. At the end
of the British mandate on Iraq (l933), new massacres against the Assyrians were
unleashed when they were accused, by the new Iraqi government, of
collaborating with the former power. Assyrians were forced to flee: most of
them left the Middle East to America, others took refuge in Syria. Some 3,000
87
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people who were fleeing into Syrian territory were killed by the Iraqi
government during the exodus.91 Assyro-Chaldeans were thus deprived of
places of memory and culture; hundreds of churches and convents were
destroyed.92 Persecutions continued not just outside Anatolia but well beyond
191593 and Islamization, and forced conversions to Islam were used as a means
to eradicate fundamental traits of their identity.94
Writing in 2013, Kaya argues that the management of ethnocultural diversity
in Turkey had undergone enormous changes in the last twenty years. He
distinguishes EHWZHHQµGLYHUVLW\DVDSKHQRPHQRQ¶DQGµGLYHUVLW\DVDGLVFRXUVH¶
and submits that the state and the Turkish ethnic groups have employed a
µGLVFXUVLYHGLYHUVLW\¶95 7KLVFRPHVDIWHUWKHSUHYDLOLQJGLVFRXUVHXSRQµXQLW\LQ
GLYHUVLW\¶ZLWKLQWKH(XURSHDQFRQtext which followed the EU Helsinki Summit
of 10 and 11 December 1999. However, this has to be contrasted with rising
Euroscepticism and parochialism by reference to the recognition of ethnocultural and political claims of minority groups, such as Kurds, Alevis and
Christians of various denominations. In such a frame, the situation with the
Assyro-Chaldeans was complicated by the fact that they were implanted there
from their origin and still dwelled not just in Eastern Turkey, but also in Iraq
and Iran.96 They had also tried to take advantage of the labour-market
opportunities offered by European countries and thus settled in France,
Belgium, Germany, Sweden and the Netherlands. The migration waves
followed also the intensity and locations of the conflicts between the PKK and
the Turkish Armed Forces in Eastern Turkey and, starting from the 1980s, the
rise of Islamic fundamentalism in Iraq pushed those who migrated to apply for
political asylum. However, the Assyrian-Christians legal status and living
conditions are different from one country to another.97 Nevertheless, above all in
the diaspora, they often claim a common ethnic belonging. As already
mentioned, this is not a univocal position, however the issue had political
resonance and attracted the attention of Turkish scholars.
Ozdemir, for instance, submits that up to the beginning of the XX century,
members of the Assyrian Church of the East, Chaldean and Syrian Christian
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communities living within the Ottoman Empire were not concerned with their
ethnic identity.98 The variable affecting their approach to the identity issue was
precisely the development of a Syrian-speaking diaspora; this is still very strong
even if in recent years Syriac-speaking clerics have moved towards an
accommodation with ethnic and cultural definitions. However, as a matter of
fact, the Assyro-Chaldean-6\ULDF PDVVDFUHV RU µJHQRFLGH¶ GRHV ODFN YLVLELOLW\
when compared to the Armenian genocide, product of structural inequalities.
Once asked on the reason why they lack visibility, Joseph Yacoub gave a
number of reasons: unlike the Armenians, the Assyro-Chaldeans lacked
recognition as an independent community; they were separated from each other,
distant from the decision centres; their population was predominantly rural; they
lacked a proper territorial power, while the Armenians had an independent state
(1918-1921) before being included in the former Soviet Union.99 The Syrian
FRPPXQLWLHV¶DWWHPSWVWREULQJWRWKHIRUWKWKHGHEDWHDERXWWKHPDVVDFUHVWKH\
went through has recently been met with strong opposition by the Turkish
authorities. Abuna Yusuf, Syrian Orthodox parish priest of Diyarbakir received
many threats. He was not just accused by Islamic fundamentalists of being like
an American when the Americans were in Iraq, but was even arrested and
charged under Article 312 of the Turkish Criminal Code for incitement of
religious hatred (the charge was later dropped) when in an interview for a local
newspaper, he said that the massacres happened to the Armenians in 1915
happened also to the Syrians.100
Another controversy arose in October 2011 when the Turkish National
Education Ministry authorised the publication of a history schoolbook
presenting Assyrians as traitors who rebelled against Turkey at the beginning of
the First World War. Fourteen Assyrian organizations in Turkey replied to the
Turkish Education Ministry portraying this kind of initiative as an example of
KRZ ³GLVWRUWHG KLVWRULFDO LQIRUPDWLRQ UHJDUGLQJ $VV\ULDQV´ LV DLPHG WR SODQW
KDWUHG LQWR WKH \RXQJ JHQHUDWLRQ¶V PLQGVHW and create enmity between the
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In another public appeal, fourteen Assyrian civil and religious organizations
in Turkey, belonging to both the Assyrian Church of the East and the SyriacOrthodox Church, such as the Monastery of Mor Gabriel and the Monastery of
+DKGHQ\WKHFODLPVVD\LQJWKDW$VV\ULDQVKDYHEHHQ³DOZD\VOR\DODQGKRQHVW
WRWKHFRXQWU\´102
1HYHUWKHOHVVIRUPDQ\WKHHOHFWLRQRI(URO'RUDWKHILUVWµ$VV\ULDQ¶03DW
the 2011 Turkish political election was a political milestone. The election
summarized the issue related to the cultural and religious meaning of the world
µ$VV\ULDQ¶DVWKH03SRUWUD\HGKLPVHOIDVDµ$UDPHDQ¶7XUNish, whose mother
language was Aramaic and whose religious affiliation was Syriac-Orthodox.103
He won his seat again in 2015 political election.
%XW DUH HYHQWV OLNH WKH HOHFWLRQ RI DQ µ$VV\ULDQ¶ 03 LQ WKH 7XUNLVK
Parliament enough to contribute to help the Turkish public opinion with an
opportunity to come to terms with a dramatic past?
Conclusion
The dominant official rhetoric within and without Turkey is still imbued with an
implicit aggressive narrative against minorities which are sic et simpliciter
conceptualized as capable of potentially weakening Turkish unity. Clearly, a
major role is here still played by a strong anti-European discourse, which the
recent war in Syria has contributed. As the fluid diplomatic alliances can easily
manifest, Turkish incursions in Syrian territories, involving not just Kurdish
lands but also historical Christian lands (Armenians, Syrian Orthodox,
Chaldeans, etc.) have deepened the gap with Western powers. By extension,
Assyrian and other Christian groups presently dwelling in Eastern Turkey have
become part and parcel of a war fought, on the other side of the border, on
ethno-religious lines. This adds to the frictions already caused by the
increasingly widening political divide at the top of the Turkish state between
partisans of a secular and emerging (moderate and less moderate) politicalreligious groups. This amplifies, while also intersects, a sort of new social
divide between moderate Islamists and secular fundamentalists, which is cutting
across ethno-religious lines and social strata. Such a divide is now entering
102
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villages, cities and cultural and sport centres, including university campuses,
with their injunctions on code and dress behaviour. This is finally creating new
frontiers within the same country, as the last local election of 2019 proved, not
just between a more secularised West towards a more religiously oriented East,
but also between urban and rural areas. It is in this multi-layered increasing
friction, despite their being today almost insignificant in demographic terms in a
country of more than 83 million people, that the Assyrian communities still see
the reproduction of long-lasting dynamics of which they have been victims,
while the victimizer has simply changed the name.
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CHAPTER 10
T HE FORGOTTEN A RMENIANS : T HE A RMENIANS IN T URKEY
  ¸ 

Philip O. Hopkins

Introduction
Over 100 years later, the 1915 Armenian Genocide1 continues to be a main
contention point between Turkey and Armenia. Turkey denies it. Armenia
swears by it. The 1915 Genocide plays an important role in the psyche of
Armenians today. However, there is more to the Armenians in Turkey than the
1915 Genocide, and to concentrate solely on the 1915 Genocide when
addressing the Armenians in Turkey is not only a disservice to Armenians, but
also to Turks and to the history of Armenian/Turkish relations.
$UPHQLD¶V ERXQGDULHV KDYH YDULHG DFURVV WKH FHQWXULHV ZLWK LW EHLQJ PXFK
larger than its current borders, including, at one time, incorporating parts of
Turkey, Iran, and other countries. Within a multicultural environment,
Armenian Christianity arose, a Christianity that allowed Armenia to gain a
unique identity. Armenians believe their Christianity descended directly from
the ApostlHV¶ WHDFKLQJV $UULYLQJ SRVVLEO\ WKURXJK (GHVVD LQ HDVWHUQ 7XUNH\ 2
the community where Assyrian Christianity thrived, and/or through Cappadocia
in Turkey, where a Greco-Roman form of the faith was dominant,3 Armenians
adopted Christianity in 301 AD, the first nation to make Christianity a state
religion. Armenians impacted Christian centers such as Edessa, translated

1

7KHUHLVDGLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQµ*HQRFLGH¶DQGµJHQRFLGH¶*HQRFLGHZLWKDQXSSHUFDVH
µ*¶ LV WKH V\VWHPDWLF DQG LQWHQWLRQDO GHVWruction of a race or people group. Genocide
ZLWK D ORZHUFDVH µJ¶ LV XQLQWHQWLRQDO GHDWKVNLOOLQJV RI D UDFH RU SHRSOH DV LQ DFWLRQV
resulting in war. In the case of the Armenians of Turkey, there is nothing unintentional
about the killings and therefore thHOHWWHUµ*¶LQWHUPJHQRFLGH ZLWKUHIHUHQFHWR ZKDW
occurred to the Armenians in 1915 is always written in uppercase unless otherwise
quoted.
2
&\ULO7RXPDQRII³&KULVWLDQ&DXFDVLDEHWZHHQ%\]DQWLXPDQG,UDQ1HZ/LJKWIURP
2OG6RXUFHV´Traditio 10 (1954), 126.
3
Simon Payaslian, The History of Armenia: From the Origins to the Present (New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 35.
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scientific and philosophical works,4 and were advisors in the courts of rulers. By
the High Middle Ages, Armenians had migrated to Cilicia in southwest
Turkey.5
Beginning in 1530, the Safavids of Iran transported Armenians in Armenia
proper and Nakhchevan to Iran, a period of transferences, often deadly, that
lasted about 100 years.6 $V,UDQRYHUWRRN&KLQDDV(XURSH¶VVLONSURYLGHU6KDK
Abbas the Great needed trusted, competent partners. The Shah considered
Muslim Iranians from the Turkmen aristocracy (the ones that had the majority
of the silk trade) a threat to his rule and incompetent traders, Europeans
preferred to trade with Christians, and Ottomans refused to trade with Muslim
Iranians, so Armenians, known for their skilled artisanship, negotiating skills,
and (ironically) dislike for Ottomans became this community. Armenians were
exceptional businesspeople and already had these connections. The Shah gave
the Armenians a monopoly on silk, which provided a land bridge from Iran to
Europe, rendering maritime routes controlled by competing European nations
superfluous.7
The connection between Armenia, Iran, and Turkey continues today, with
significant influence also from Russia. This chapter will show that while there
has been a complicated history with the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire and
with the Armenians in Turkey with constant, albeit varying, harassment since
the 1800s, the Armenians have thrived even under the most difficult of
circumstances. This paper is divided into three main sections: 1) the Armenian
Genocide (Hamidian Massacres) before the 1915 Armenian Genocide; 2)
Ottoman Armenians in and around the time of the 1915 Genocide; and 3)
Armenians in Turkey after the 1915 Genocide.
The Armenian Genocide (Hamidian Massacres) Before the 1915 Armenian
Genocide
The 1915 Armenian Genocide has been the starting and ending point of many
conversations about the Ottoman Armenians. However, the Armenians before
the 1915 Armenian Genocide played an important role in Ottoman state and
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1LJHO$OODQ³&KULVWLDQ0HVRSRWDPLDDQG*UHHN0HGLFLQH´Herm 145 (1988), 52.
Robert Lee Wolff and Harry W. Hazard, eds., A History of the Crusades, vol. 2: The
Later Crusades, 1189±1311 (2nd ed.; Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press,
1969), 630±59.
6
9DUWDQ*UHJRULDQ³0LQRULWLHVRI,VIDKDQ7KH$UPHQLDQ&RPPXQLW\RI,VIDKDQ±
´Iranian Studies vol. 7, nos. 3/4 (1974), 664.
7
Ibid., 669-70.
5
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society. By around the 1400s, Armenia became part of the Ottoman Empire, a
multi-religious, multi-cultural, and multi-ethnic empire. Muslim Ottomans
permitted some minority religions to exist, like Armenian Christianity, under
certain guidelines that included increased taxation, decreased political
capability, and restrictions on their faith. These policies in effect made the
Ottoman Armenians second class citizens with a clear differentiation between
believer and non-believer, similar to the actions of Muslim rulers from earlier
periods towards non-Muslim peoples.8
Nonetheless, the Ottoman Armenians flourished. The Ottoman Armenians
often were well educated and wealthier than their Ottoman counterparts.9 The
Ottoman Armenians continued being trade partners with the Europeans as the
Muslims in the Ottoman Empire were dissuaded from these types of
occupations.10 Often the Ottoman Armenians held governmental positions. By
the time of the Tanzimat,11 a period of reforms under the Ottoman Empire that
began in the early to mid 1800s, an Armenian was head of the imperial mint.12
Vahakn N Dadrian, in his 2002 paper, states that the Ottoman Armenians by
this time already had DµV\PELRWLFUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK2WWRPDQ0XVOLPV¶FDOOLQJ
WKH2WWRPDQ$UPHQLDQVµWKHOR\DOQDWLRQ¶RIWKH2WWRPDQ(PSLUHDQLQGLFDWLRQ
that Ottoman Armenians, although subjugated, lived at least somewhat
peacefully with the Turks and other population segments in Ottoman society.13
The Tanzimat introduced a period of liberal and secular amendments to
traditional and Islamic laws that reformers in the Ottoman Empire thought
would provide impartiality for disadvantaged ethnic and racial groups,
especially Christian sects who had to pay additional taxes for not being Muslim.
These changes were based on a type of modernization similar to that seen in
8
See: Milka Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims in the Early Islamic Empire: From Surrender to
Coexistence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).
9
³$UPHQLDQ *HQRFLGH´  2FW  https://www.history.com/topics/world-wari/armenian-genocide, site editor, The History Channel: A&E Television, accessed on 24
March 2021.
10
$KVDQ , %XWW ³7KH 2WWRPDQ (PSLUH¶V (VFDODWLRQ IURP 5HIRUPV WR WKH $UPHQLDQ
Genocide, 1908-´ LQ Secession and Security: Explaining State Strategy Against
Separatists (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2017), 131.
11
Tanzimat LQ7XUNLVKPHDQVµUHRUJDQL]DWLRQ¶
12
Roderic H Davidson, Reform in the Ottoman Empire, 1856-1876 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1963), 93.
13
9DKDNQ1'DGULDQ³7KH$UPHQLDQ4XHVWLon and the Wartime Fate of the Armenians
As Documented By the 2IILFLDOV RI WKH 2WWRPDQ (PSLUH¶V :RUOG :DU , $OOLHV
Germany and Austria-+XQJDU\´ International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies vol.
35, no.1 (Feb 2002), 61.
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Europe as the Ottoman Empire, including the military, lagged behind its
European colleagues in strength and effectiveness.14 Tax reform and nonMuslim local representation were key ideas to the Tanzimat.15 Europeans were
encouraged by what they saw in the Ottoman Empire and believed economic
ties could be strengthened. The Ottomans that advanced the Tanzimat saw it as
a way to counteract more drastic governmental changes that some factions
desired. Non-Muslims believed the Tanzimat gave them greater parity with the
majority population.16
While many of the Ottoman Armenians embraced the Tanzimat edicts, the
Tanzimat laws did not accomplish their goals for the minority peoples in the
Ottoman Empire as many of the decrees were either not enacted or carried out.
For the Ottoman Armenians, there were still religious restrictions, including the
prohibition to ring church bells during services. At times there were Ottomanaccepted forced conversions to Islam and sodomization of Armenian girls.17 Tax
reform did not hold, nor did local representation.18 By 1870, the Tanzimat
amendments had petered out. Mark L Movesian, Frederick A Whitney Professor
RI &RQWUDFW /DZ DW 6W -RKQ¶V 8QLYHUVLW\ 6FKRRO RI /DZ 1<  VXJJHVWV WKH
reason why the Tanzimat acts failed was because the idea of equality of nonMuslims with Muslims within a Muslim state was antithetical to traditional
Muslim society and Islamic law.19 Essentially, the Tanzimat directives had the
opposite effect of their intended outcome: they led to a resurgence or promotion
of long-established Muslim values in the Ottoman Empire.
By the mid 1870s there was a new Ottoman leader, Abdul Hamid II, who
supported time-honored Islamic values. He was the sultan as well as the
caliphate of all Sunnis in the Muslim world. Around the same time, Armenian
nationalist movements arose that urged more freedoms for Armenians in
Eastern Anatolia. While not widespread, they were gaining in popularity. The
military losses against Christian Russia, the desire by some Armenians that
5XVVLDZRXOGEHWKHVRYHUHLJQIRUDOORI$UPHQLD¶VODQGDQGWKH&RQJUHVVDQG
14
:DMLJ .DZWKDUDQL ³7KH 2WWRPDQ 7DQ]LPDW DQG WKH &RQVWLWXWLRQ´ Arab Center for
Research and Policy Studies (2013), 1
15
0DVD\XNL 8HQR ³)RU WKH )DWKHUODQG DQG WKH 6WDWH $UPHQLDQV 1HJRWLDWH WKH
Tanzimat´,QWHUQDWLRQDO-RXUQDORIWKH0LGGOH(DVW vol. 45, no. 1 (Feb 2013), 96.
16
Ibid., 2
17
Davidson, Reform in the Ottoman Empire, 1856-1876, 115-16.
18
8HQR³)RUWKH)DWKHUODQGDQGWKH6WDWH$UPHQLDQV1HJRWLDWHWKH7DQ]LPDW´
19
0DUN / 0RYHVLDQ ³(OXVLYH (TXDOLW\ 7KH $UPHQLDQ *HQRFLGH DQG WKH )DLOXUH RI
2WWRPDQ5HIRUP´6W-RKQ¶V/HJDl Studies Research Paper No. 1600745 (5 May 2010),
11-12.
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Treaty of Berlin in 1878 where there was debate on how Armenians should be
treated in the Ottoman Empire (with Ottoman Armenians sending their own
representative), led Abdul Hamid to have apprehensions.
7KHVHFRQFHUQVDQG$EGXO+DPLG¶VGHVLUHIRUDPRUH,VODPLFVWDWHOHGWRD
Genocide of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. Often called the Hamidian
Massacres, this Genocide occurred in the mid 1890s (1894-96) during Abdul
+DPLG¶VUHLJQ:KLOHVFKRODUVGRQRWGLVFXVVWKLV*HQRFLGHQHDUO\DVPXFKDV
the 1915 Genocide, the Hamidian Massacres resulted in the deaths of thousands
of Ottoman Armenians as well as Kurdish Alevis, Yezidis, Assyrians and other
ethno-religious Others. The aim was to depopulate all non-Muslim peoples.
Armenians in Sasun, Urfa, Diyarbakir, Istanbul, and other places in the Ottoman
Empire were forced to convert to Islam or be killed ± some burned alive ± with
villages being scorched by Ottoman authorities. A point to note, these killings
and pillaging were not necessarily supported by the Ottoman Muslim on the
street. Selim Deringil notes that certain Armenian areas escaped this
persecution. There is also no documented evidence that Abdul Hamid himself
ordered these exterminations.20 Nonetheless, the Hamidian Massacres served as
DµGUHVVUHKHDUVDO¶IRUWKH$UPHQLDQ*HQRFLGH21 a precursor of events that
happened 20 years later.
Ottoman Armenians in and around the Time of the 1915 Armenian
Genocide
7KHLGHDRIDQµLQGHSHQGHQW$UPHQLD¶22 in the Ottoman Empire was not to be,
and after the Hamidian Massacres, Movesian states, since the Tanzimat reforms
REYLRXVO\  GLG QRW NHHS PDQ\ $UPHQLDQV µDFFHSW>HG@ WKHLU ORW¶ +RZHYHU
there was a very small faction of Ottoman Armenians that grew resistant to
2WWRPDQ DXWKRULWLHV DQG IRUPHG µUHYROXWLRQDU\ FHOOV¶ WKDW ZDQWHG D VHOIgoverning Armenia.23 Around this time, in 1908, a group called the Young
Turks overthrew Abdul Hamid and came to power. Armenians, including the

20
6HOLP 'HULQJLO ³7KH $UPHQLDQ 4XHVWLRQ LV )LQDOO\ &ORVHG 0DVV &RQYHUVLRQV RI
Armenians in Anatolia During the Hamidian Massacres of 1895-´ Comparative
Studies in Society and History vol. 51, no. 2 (April 2009), 367-68.
21
³$UPHQLD´ https://cla.umn.edu/chgs/holocaust-genocide-education/resource-guides/
armenia, site editor, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, University of Minnesota,
accessed 6 April 2021.
22
'HULQJLO³7KH$UPHQLDQ4XHVWLRQLV)LQDOO\&ORVHG´
23
0RYHVLDQ ³(OXVLYH (TXDOLW\ 7KH $UPHQLDQ *HQRFLGH DQG WKH )DLOXUH RI 2WWRPDQ
5HIRUP´

253

Armenian revolutionaries,24 were initially welcoming to the Young Turks as a
more constitutional government was formed, and the Young Turks were
initially welcoming to the Ottoman Armenians.
However, the Young Turks became intensely nationalistic. They wanted to
µ2WWRPDQL]H¶ WKH ZKROH FRXQWU\ E\ HPSRZHULQJ WKH 2WWRPDQ VWDWH DQG E\
consolidating the Muslim population. Non-Muslim peoples in the Ottoman
Empire were considered a menace.25 7KH<RXQJ7XUNV¶DWWLWXGHFKDQJHGWRZDUG
the Ottoman Armenians beginning in 1912 with the loss of the Balkan Wars. By
the end of the Balkan Wars, the Young Turks lost almost one half of the
2WWRPDQ (PSLUH¶V ODnd and one quarter of its population, including Bulgaria,
and Bosnia and Herzegovina, which decreased the Christian population
VLJQLILFDQWO\ZLWKLQWKH2WWRPDQ(PSLUH¶VERUGHUV26 There was fear among the
Young Turks, especially with the Ottoman Armenians wanting their own
country, that more land could be lost. Loyalty to the state and xenophobia
became increasingly vital attributes.
Soon after the Balkan Wars, World War I occurred. The Ottoman Empire
sided with the Axis and declared war against all Christian peoples who were not
their supporters,27 while the Armenians backed the Russians who aligned with
the Allies. Armenians aided the Russian military in the Caucasus which only
LQFUHDVHG WKH <RXQJ 7XUNV¶ VXVSLFLRQV 7KH 2WWRPDQ DUPHG IRUFHV VDZ WKH
Armenians as a danger, believing them to be collaborators against the Ottoman
FDXVH 7KH $UPHQLDQV¶ GHVLUH WR IRUP D VRYHUHLJQ VWDWH WKH UHVLVWDQFH IURP
$UPHQLDQ UHYROXWLRQDULHV (XURSH¶V GHVLUH WR DLG &KULVWLDQ PLQRULWLHV LQ WKH
2WWRPDQ (PSLUH DQG $UPHQLD¶V KLVWoric lands encompassing parts of the
Ottoman and Persian Empires28 provided the Ottoman government reasons
ultimately to target Armenians in all parts of the Ottoman Empire ± even
though the Ottoman Armenians were not a homogenous people group ± through
a massive plan to murder and extradite them, though the Armenians in Istanbul
after the initial outbreak seemed to fare better than the rest of the Ottoman

24
$KVDQ , %XWW ³7KH 2WWRPDQ (PSLUH¶V (VFDODWLRQ IURP 5HIRUPV WR WKH $UPHQLDQ
Genocide, 1908-´ LQ Secession and Security: Explaining States Strategy Against
Separatists (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2017), 133.
25
³$UPHQLDQ*HQRFLGH´
26
%XWW³7KH2WWRPDQ(PSLUH¶V(VFDODWLRQIURP5HIRUPVWRWKH$UPHQLDQ*HQRFLGH´
137.
27
³$UPHQLDQ*HQRFLGH´
28
$\OD *RO ³,PDJLQLQJ WKH 7XUNLVK 1DWLRQ 7KURXJK µ2WKHULQJ¶ $UPHQLDQV´ Nations
and Nationalism vol. 11, no. 1 (2005), 131.
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Armenians. Historian Bernard Lewis explains the Turkish thought behind the
Genocide:
For the Turks, the Armenian movement was the deadliest of all threats.
From the conquered lands of the Serbs, Bulgars, Albanians, and Greeks, they
could, however reluctantly, withdraw, abandoning distant provinces and
bringing the Imperial frontier nearer home. But the Armenians, stretching
across Turkey-in-Asia from the Caucasian frontier to the Mediterranean coast,
lay in the very heart of the Turkish homeland²and to renounce these lands
would have meant not the truncation, but the dissolution of the Turkish state.
Turkish and Armenian villages, inextricably mixed, had for centuries lived in
neighborly association. Now a desperate struggle between them began²a
struggle between two nations for the possession of a single homeland, that
ended with the terrible holocaust of 1915, when a million and a half Armenians
perished.29
7KH2WWRPDQ$UPHQLDQVDV$\OD*ROZULWHVEHFDPHµWKHILUVW³RWKHUV´¶ 30
Historian Ronald Suny states what happened a bit more bluntly to the Ottoman
$UPHQLDQV µ'XULQJ :RUOG :DU , IDFHG ZLWK WKH 5XVVLDQ Army, the Young
Turks decided to disarm, uproot, transport, and eliminate the Armenians in
eastern Anatolia. This policy was equivalent to the murder of a people, to [a]
JHQRFLGH¶31 Indeed, this was a key overarching geopolitical catalyst to the 1915
Armenian Genocide, how the increasingly nationalist, and dying, Ottoman
Empire viewed the Russian Empire ± also decaying and dying ± regarding its
intentions for the Christian peoples of the region, most notably the Armenians.
The 1915 Armenian Genocide is credited to have begun on 24 April 1915
when the Ottoman authorities murdered hundreds of the Armenia intelligentsia
in Istanbul.32 The History Channel explains the 1915 Armenian Genocide
graphically and succinctly:
After that, ordinary Armenians were turned out of their homes and sent on
death marches through the Mesopotamian desert without food or water.
29

Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1968), 356.
30
$\OD*RO³,PDJLQLQJWKH7XUNLVK1DWLRQ7KURXJKµ2WKHULQJ¶$UPHQLDQV´
31
Ronald Grigor Suny, Looking Toward Ararat: Armenia in Modern History
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1993), 105.
32
%XWW³7KH2WWRPDQ(PSLUH¶V(VFDODWLRQIURP5HIRUPVWRWKH$UPHQLDQ*HQRFLGH´
127.
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Frequently, the marchers were stripped naked and forced to walk under the
scorching sun until they dropped dead. People who stopped to rest were shot. At
thH VDPH WLPH WKH <RXQJ 7XUNV FUHDWHG D ³6SHFLDO 2UJDQL]DWLRQ´ ZKLFK LQ
WXUQ RUJDQL]HG ³NLOOLQJ VTXDGV´ RU ³EXWFKHU EDWWDOLRQV´ WR FDUU\ RXW DV RQH
RIILFHUSXWLW³WKHOLTXLGDWLRQRIWKH&KULVWLDQHOHPHQWV´ These killing squads
were often made up of murderers and other ex-convicts. They drowned people
in rivers, threw them off cliffs, crucified them and burned them alive. In short
order, the Turkish countryside was littered with Armenian corpses.
5HFRUGV VKRZ WKDW GXULQJ WKLV ³7XUNLILFDWLRQ´ FDPSDLJQ JRvernment
squads also kidnapped children, converted them to Islam and gave them to
Turkish families. In some places, they raped women and forced them to join
7XUNLVK³KDUHPV´RUVHUYHDVVODYHV0XVOLPIDPLOLHVPRYHGLQWRWKHKRPHVRI
deported Armenians and seized their property.
Though reports vary, most sources agree that there were about 2 million
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire at the time of the massacre. In 1922, when
the genocide was over, there were just 388,000 Armenians remaining in the
Ottoman Empire.33
Parallels can be made to what happened with the Armenians who were
deported to Iran during the time of Shah Abbas the Great as many Armenians in
both cases died because of the travel in the harsh climate, but there seems to be
a bit of a distinction, at least in motive as Shah Abbas the Great brought
Armenians into Iran (instead of ejecting them) and incorporated Armenians into
Iranian society instead of intentionally murdering them. The methods the
Ottomans used in the 1915 Armenian Genocide were copied by the Nazis in
World War II.34 Adolf Hitler reportedly stated, µ:KR WRGD\ UHPHPEHUV WKH
$UPHQLDQ H[WHUPLQDWLRQ¶35 using the slogan as means of motivation for the
Jewish Holocaust.

33

³$UPHQLDQ*HQRFLGH´
³$UPHQLD´
35
.HYRUN%%DUGDNMLDQ³+LWOHU¶Vµ$UPHQLDQ-([WHUPLQDWLRQ¶5HPDUN7UXHRU)DOVH"´
New York Times (6 July 1985): section 1, page 20, https://www.nytimes.com/
1985/07/06/opinion/l-hitler-s-armenian-extermination-remark-true-or-false-03469.html,
accessed on 7 April 2021, explains that there should be no doubt as to whether or not
+LWOHULVWKHDXWKRURIWKHTXRWHDVUHFRUGVLQGHHGVKRZWKDWLQGHHG+LWOHUZDVµLQVSLUHG¶
by the 1915 Armenian Genocide.
34
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The 1915 Armenian Genocide did not happen in a vacuum. The international
community was aware of what occurred. Reports from embassies, Christian
missionaries, and other non-governmental aid organizations flowed from the
Ottoman Empire to places like the United States and Europe. According to the
Holocaust and Genocide Studies program at the University of Minnesota, over
$100 million was raised by people in the United States to help the millions of
Armenian refugees; many Armenians also were adopted. However, while there
were a couple trials for those accused of participating in the 1915 Armenian
Genocide, the international community did not punish or jail anyone.36
Currently, only a few countries officially recognize what occurred in 1915 as
Genocide. The United States until recently was not one of those countries that
identified at a federal level what transpired as Genocide. President Joe Biden
amended the federal position on 24 April 2021 when he named what happened
WRWKH$UPHQLDQVDVµ*HQRFLGH¶%LGHQVWDWHG
Each year on this day, we remember the lives of all those who died in the
Ottoman-era Armenian genocide and recommit ourselves to preventing such an
DWURFLW\ IURP HYHU DJDLQ RFFXUULQJ «7KH $PHULFDQ SHRSOH KRQRU DOO WKRVH
Armenians who perished in the genocide that began 106 years ago today.37
Almost all the American states also call what happened as Genocide. Only
two countries deny what happened as Genocide, Turkey and Azerbaijan. Turkey
sees any attribution of the 1915 events as Genocide as against the law; proTurkish groups have sued organizations that promote the 1915 Armenian
Genocide as Genocide, including at least one American University.38
Armenians in Turkey After the 1915 Genocide
The numbers of Muslims have increased in the area now called Turkey since the
1915 Armenian Genocide from 80 percent in 1913 to 97.5 percent in 192439 to
36

³$UPHQLD´
³6WDWHPHQWE\3UHVLGHQW-RH%LGHQRQ$UPHQLDn RePHPEUDQFH'D\´$SULO
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/04/24/statementby-president-joe-biden-on-armenian-remembrance-day/, site editor, The White House,
accessed on 19 April 2021.
38
Ibid. The Center for HolocaXVW DQG *HQRFLGH 6WXGLHV VWDWHV µ7KH 8QLYHUVLW\ RI
Minnesota itself was sued by a pro-Turkish American organization which questioned
the authenticity of materials found on the Center for Holocaust & Genocide Studies
website. In 2011, this suit was also diVPLVVHG¶
39
Caglar, Ketder, ed., Turkiyede Devlet ve Suniflar [State and the Classes in Turkey]
,VWDQEXO ,WHWLVLP    LQ 6RVVLH .DVEDULDQ ³7KH ,VWDQEXO $UPHQLDQV
37
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99.6 percent today.40 These numbers seem to reflect what professor Sossie
Kasbarian writes as she quotes researcher Tuba Akyol regarding the focus of
Kemalist Turkey on ridding non-Muslims from society: µ>1@RQ-Muslims were
meant to be exterminated, not assimilated, during the efforts to build a
KRPRJHQRXV QDWLRQ¶41 Kasbarian DGGV µ7KH UHPQDQW RI QRQ-Muslims were
HLWKHUPDGHLQYLVLEOHIRUFHGWRIOHHRU³RUQDPHQWDOL]HG´¶42
Nonetheless, the Armenians in Turkey have integrated into Turkish society
while maintaining their identity, most of whom now live in Istanbul. This
integration has occurred despite the restrictive laws that maintain insulting
Turkishness or the nation of Turkey is a crime,43 which can be interpreted
loosely to mean that it is illegal to say or do anything outside of the promoted
governmental agenda. Although estimates of Armenians in Turkey currently
only approach 60,000 people,44 WKH\ VWLOO FRQVWLWXWH 7XUNH\¶V WKLUG ODUJHVW
Christian population.45 There are prominent Armenians in Turkey that are
involved in sports, theater, music, academia, religion, and journalism. In 2015,
100 years after the 1915 Armenian Genocide, there were three Armenian
politicians serving in Turkey: Garo Paylan (3HRSOHV¶'HPRFUDWLF3DUW\), Markar
Esayan (Justice
and
Development
Party),
and
Selina
Ozuzun
Dogan (5HSXEOLFDQ 3HRSOH¶V 3DUW\), the first Armenians elected to Parliament

Negotiating Coexistence´ LQ Bryant Rebecca, ed., Post-Ottoman Coexistence: Sharing
Space in the Shadow of Conflict (New York: Berghahn Books, 2016), 208.
40
³7XUNH\´https://joshuaproject.net/countries/TU, site editor, Joshua Project, accessed
12 April 2021.
41
7XED $N\RO ³2]XU 'LOHULP´ Milleyet Pazar, in .DVEDULDQ ³7KH ,VWDQEXO
ArmHQLDQV´
42
Ibid., 209.
43
³2SLQLRQRQ$UWLFOHVDQGRIWKH3HQDO&RGHRI7XUNH\$GRSWHGE\
the Venice Commission at its 106th 3OHQDU\ 6HVVLRQ´ -12 March 2016, European
Commission for Democracy Through Law (Venice Commission), https://www.venice.
coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=CDL-AD(2016)002-e, site editor,
Council of Europe, accessed on 7 April 2021, 4 n. 2.
44
.LOOLDQ&RJDQ³(OHFWLRQRI3DWULDUFK/HDYHV7XUNH\¶V$UPHQLDQV ZLWKRXWD9RLFH´
30 Jan 2020, https://eurasianet.org/election-of-patriarch-leaves-turkeys-armenianswithout-a-voice, site editor, Eurasianet, accessed 9 April 2021.
45
³7XUNH\´7KHILUVWWZRODUJHVW&KULVWLDQJURXSVLQ7XUNH\DFFRUGLQJWRWKH -RVKXD
Project, an evangelical missions organization that tracks the numbers of people from
ethnic groups coming to Christ, are: 1) the Georgians with 167,000 and 2) the Syrian
Aramaic Turoyos with 74,000, though neither seems to have as complicated of a history
with Turkey as the Armenians.
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since 1961.46 Some other well-known Armenians born in Turkey include:
Roman Catholic Archbishop Boghos Levon Zekiyan, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology economics professor Kamer Baron Acemoglu, pop singer Rober
Hatemo, and classical pianist Sahan Arzuni. Many of these Armenians were
born in and around Istanbul where the 1915 Armenian Genocide had less of an
impact; many also have Turkified surnames that do not have the Armenian
WUDGLWLRQDOµ\DQ¶RUµLDQ¶VXIIL[
A main reason that Armenians in Turkey are influential in Turkey is because
of the Armenian churches and religious centers. The two main centers are the
Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople in Istanbul, which is affiliated with the
Armenian Apostolic Church in Etchmiadzin, Armenia, and the Armenian
Catholic Archdioceses of Constantinople in Istanbul, which is affiliated with the
Vatican. These establishments are significant because according to the Treaty of
Lausanne,47 the treaty between Turkey and the Allies after World War I,
Armenians are thought of as a religious minority instead of an ethnic one,
meaning the Armenian Church in Turkey is the institute that upholds and
sustains Armenian culture and society.48
While the Armenian Catholic Archdioceses of Constantinople has less
influence (because of the simple sheer size of its adherents) on the Armenians in
Turkey than the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople, the Armenian
Catholic Archdioceses of Constantinople seems to have been able to maintain
its doctrinal and fiduciary integrity with Zekiyan as its head with his irenic yet
passionate voice.49 Zekiyan has criticized and/or supported the Armenians, the
Turks, and others regarding matters related to the Armenians in Turkey
depending on the accuracy and legitimacy of their arguments.
There is concern, however, regarding the Armenian Patriarchate of
Constantinople. Some believe the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople is
aligning closely with the Turkish government, especially regarding the 1915
$UPHQLDQ*HQRFLGHUHFRJQLWLRQ3DWULDUFK0HVURE0XWDI\DQ¶V death after years
46
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of battling dementia in 2019 (unable to fulfill his duties for the last dozen years
with the Turkish government appointing a substitute) and the Turkish
JRYHUQPHQW¶VOLPLWDWLRQRIDFFHSWHGFRQWHQGHUVIRUWKHSRVLWLRQRISDWULDUFKWR
those living in Turkey (aspirants that promoted a pro-Turkish agenda) has led to
worries within the Armenians in Turkey community. Reporter Killian Cogan
cites the Armenian rights group, Nor Zartonk, regarding the fear of the
Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople becoming a puppet of the Turkish
VWDWHµ7KHVWDWHGLGQ¶WZDQWFDQGLGDWHVWKDWFRXOGVSHDNIUHHO\DERXWWKH
HYHQWV,WZDQWHGVRPHRQHZKRZRXOGDGRSWLWVGLVFRXUVH¶ZLWK Murad Mihci,
WKH OHDGHU RI WKH RUJDQL]DWLRQ VD\LQJ µ7KDW¶V ZK\ LW IRUEDGH people from
DEURDG¶50
Admittedly, since 1915, relations between the Armenians in Turkey and the
Turkish government have improved. Armenians today have more freedoms and
do not suffer harassment nearly at the same level as previous generations, but it
seePVDQHFGRWDOO\DWOHDVWWKLVLVEHFDXVHRIWKH7XUNLVKJRYHUQPHQW¶VHIIRUWV
WR µRUQDPHQWDOL]H¶ WKH $UPHQLDQV LQ 7XUNH\ QRWDEO\ WKH ,VWDQEXO $UPHQLDQV
EVN Report writer Kristen Anais Bayrakdarian explains:
The new generation of Istanbul Armenians, compared to the generation
before them, is much less fearful and more confident and assertive in their
Armenian identity and their place, relations and interactions within Turkish
society. The changing political climate of 21st century Turkey has meant that
this generation of Turkish Armenian youth did not, and do not, suffer
discrimination to the same extent as their parents and grandparents. Moreover,
social media has allowed for closer integration with Turkish society, especially
as a number of Istanbul Armenian youth are beginning to feel suffocated by the
close-knit Istanbul Armenian community.51
This is not to say there have not been problems or that the Armenians in
Turkey have succumbed to becoming Turks. The clearest example of this is the
murder of journalist Hrant Dink. Dink, the editor-in-chief of the newspaper
Agos, published in Turkish and Armenian, repeatedly criticized the Turkish
government for denying the 1915 Armenian Genocide, among other matters.
Dink was convicted of insulting Turkishness in 2002 reportedly for saying that
50
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he was an Armenian of Turkey instead of calling himself a Turk, and
assassinated by a Turkish national in 2007, which sparked concerns of
governmental involvement. 52 His death led to a backlash among the Armenians
in Turkey. 7KHVORJDQµ:HDUHDOO+UDQWZHDUHDOO$UPHQLDQV¶DUHFROOHFWLRQ
and commemoration of his arrest for calling himself an Armenian of Turkey in
2002, was carried on placards and chanted at his funeral, which was attended by
100,000 or more people.53 Several years later, at a memorial for his death,
people shouldered the same slogan on signs written in both Turkish and
Armenian.54
Conclusion
As stated in the Introduction, there is more to the Armenians in Turkey than the
1915 Armenian Genocide. The relationship between Turkey and Armenia
complicates matters with land borders between the two countries closed and
7XUNH\¶V FRQWLQXHG VXSSRUW RI $]HUEDLMDQ SDUWLFXODUO\ LQ WKH PRVW UHFHQW ZDU
between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Earlier this century, it looked like relations
between Turkey and Armenia could improve with talks of opening the land
borders, and until recently, there were flights between the two countries.
Undeniably, other factors are involved that obfuscate matters between the
Armenians in Turkey and the Turkish regime, such as the Armenian Diaspora
advocating that international powers force the Turkish administration to
recognize the 1915 Armenian Genocide,55 but this highlights a point already
implied. While the connection between the Armenians in Turkey and the
general Ottoman/Turkish population often has been mixed, there has not been a
constant desire to eradicate all of the Armenians from the Ottoman Empire or
Turkey from most of the current or past Ottoman/Turkish administrations.
Indeed, even during the ebbs and flows of peace and conflict, the majority of the
52
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Ottoman/Turkish population has lived and continues to live peacefully with the
Armenians. To state or think otherwise is incorrect. Zekiyan writes that those
incorrect thoughts seem:
to be a purely ideological and meta-historical construction [which is part of
the] opinion of those, especially Armenians, who sustain the theory of a
³FRQWLQXRXV JHQRFLGH´ >ZKLFK KDV EHHQ@ FRQFHLYHG SURJUDPPHG DQG
practiced over the Armenian and, more generally, the Christian population of
the Ottoman Empire since its very early phases.56
Currently, the Armenians in Turkey are caught in the middle of a political
battle. If truth be told, the issue of the Armenians in Turkey is not with any of
the peoples in Turkey. The issue of the Armenians of Turkey is not even
VSHFLILFDOO\ ZLWK WKH 7XUNLVK JRYHUQPHQW¶V KDUDVVPHQW RI WKHP 3UHVLGHQW
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has tolerated and given some freedoms to the Armenians
in Turkey ± perhaps more than many of the Others in Turkey who suffer far
worse maltreatment ± which seems to have mollified many of the Armenians in
Turkey, to a degree, and, perhaps at times made them somewhat
µornamentalized¶
The issue, one that not only the Armenians in Turkey face but one that the
inWHUQDWLRQDO FRPPXQLW\ JUDSSOHV ZLWK LV 7XUNH\¶V GHVLUH WR KDYH JUHDWHU
influence in the region. To acknowledge past and current wrongs would only
make the current Turkish administration stronger and more respected, even with
WKH 7XUNLVK JRYHUQPHQW¶V GHVLUe to make Turkey into the new Ottoman
Empire.57 In accepting and amending previous failures, including recognizing
the 1915 Armenian Genocide as Genocide and not part of the horrors and
unfortunate realities of war, the Turkish state could show it is benevolent, which
would help convince the global population that a strong Turkey is good not just
for Turks, but for the minorities in Turkey and for the rest of the world.
56
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University. From 2017 to 2020, she was a Postdoctoral Fellow at Aix Marseille
University/CNRS (Aix-en-Provence, France) and a Lecturer at the Institut
G pWXGHV SROLWLTXHV RI the University of Strasbourg. Her research focuses on
history and anthropology of non-Muslim communities, interreligious relations,
shared sacred places and cultural heritage in the Ottoman Empire and the
5HSXEOLF RI 7XUNH\ 5HFHQWO\ VKH SXEOLVKHG ³'¶XQ HWKQRQ\PH j O¶DXWUH OHV
FKUpWLHQVRUWKRGR[HVWXUFRSKRQHVGH&DSSDGRFHjODILQGHO¶(PSLUHRWWRPDQ´
(in V. Assan, B. Heyberger et J. Vogel (dirs), 0LQRULWpV HQ 0pGLWHUUDQpH DX
;,;HVLqFOH3UHVVHVXQLYHUVLWDLUHVGH5HQQHV, 2019); Calendars of Exopraxis:
On Temporality of Muslim-Christian Shared Celebrations in Cappadocia
(Common Knowledge 26(2), 2020); and ³Cappadocia's Ottoman-GreekOrthodox Heritage: The Making, Unmaking, and Remaking of a Religious
Heritage Complex´ (in N. Cerezales et C. Isnart (dirs.), The Religious Heritage
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Complex: Conservation, Objects and Habitus in Spiritual Contexts,
Bloomsbury, 2020).

7DúNÕQ, 1LOIHU
1LOIHU7DúNÕQZDVERUQLQthe town of Rize, which is on the Black Sea coast of
Turkey, in 1980. She ethnically belongs to the Laz community, an ethnic
minority. She studied sociology both at the Mimar Sinan University of Fine
$UWV DQG WKH %RJD]LFL 8QLYHUVLW\ 7DúNÕQ KDV D GHHS LQWHUHVW LQ FXOWXUH DQG
identity studies. She wrote a graduate thesis on the relations between ethnic
music and the Laz identity, This is not a Rebel Song, regarding the secondgeneration of Laz community. Her thesis was published with the same title in
Turkish, %X %LU øV\DQ ùDUNÕVÕ 'H÷LO. She has been working for Metropolitan
Municipality of Istanbul as a sociologist, while she keeps writing articles about
Lazs and popular culture.

Werner, Eberhard
Dr. Eberhard Werner is a researcher and author with the Christian nongovernmental organization SIL (Dallas, TX). He has worked since 1995 on the
linguistic variations of the Zaza people (Dersim and Cermik dialect) and wrote a
monograph about the diverse Zaza ethnicity (Rivers and Mountains, 2017, VTR
publishing house). His scholarly interest focuses on socio-linguistics and
religious revelational works, as well as on the Kurdish-speaking continuum and
its broad linguistic, cultural and social diversity.
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