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INTRODUCTION:
ERUPTION IN DIYARBAKIR

n the early evening of 7 June 2015 Diyarbakir erupted. The largest Kurdish-
Ipopulated city in Turkey’s south-east, Diyarbakir sits astride the River
Tigris, approximately 1,000 kilometres as the crow flies from Istanbul, a
short distance from the borders of Syria and Iraq. For most, if not all, Kurds
in Turkey, Diyarbakir looms large as a city of historical significance, a centre
for political, cultural and intellectual activity. Some look upon it as a bas kent,
a capital city, to a putative state that exists only in name: Kurdistan.

Diyarbakir is no stranger to eruptions. Since the establishment of the
Republic of Turkey in 1923, the city has often been the scene of political
violence and confrontation between Kurds and the instruments of the Turkish
state. A Kurdish rebellion led by Sufi Sheikh Said broke out in Diyarbakir
province in February 1925, the hapless sheikh being captured within two
months and hung from the gallows near one of the grand gates in the old
city walls. The uprising that Sheikh Said led was, in large measure, a reaction
to the impositions of the newly formed Republic, which, premised on ‘unity
of language, culture and ideal’,! sought to deny the very existence of Kurds
within its borders. Over fifty years later, amid ongoing disavowal of the Kurds’
existence and smothering of their political voices, Diyarbakir again became
a flashpoint. Abdullah Ocalan and a cohort of Kurdish nationalists, seeking
to carve an independent ‘Kurdistan’ out of Turkish territory, established the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané, PKK) in Diyarbakir.?
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The PKK embarked on a military campaign that ravaged Turkey’s Kurdish-
populated south-east and saw the PKK swiftly branded a terrorist organisation
by the state. Diyarbakir became a site of Kurdish civilian protest, routinely
met by the heavy hand of Turkey’s security apparatus, and its hinterland saw
clashes between PKK operatives and the Turkish armed forces continuing
intermittently for over thirty years.

On that summer evening in 2015, sitting in a hotel room in Sur, the
old walled city of Diyarbakur, I heard, from outside my window, a ripple of
bangs and roars. I was familiar with the city’s history of political tensions and
violence. Such precedents did not reassure me that loud outbursts were of a
peaceful nature — but the circumstances now appeared to be different. On
that day, Turkey had gone to the polls to vote in a general election for the
Grand National Assembly. The pro-Kurdish Halklarin Demokratik Partisi
(Peoples’ Democratic Party; HDP) was making an all-or-nothing tilt at the
parliament, seeking to overcome an electoral threshold that stipulated that
any party failing to win 10 per cent of the national vote could not claim any
seats in the assembly. Diyarbakir, as with much of the surrounding south-
eastern region, was HDP heartland. The HDP was taking an enormous risk
in competing outright in the election. No pro-Kurdish party had ever suc-
ceeded in passing the threshold. Should the HDP also fail to do so, any seats
it won were, due to electoral bylaws, most likely to be granted to the ruling
Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi; AKP), thereby
increasing its majority and tightening its hold on the political sphere.

Leading up to the election, the mood in Diyarbakir, however, was cau-
tiously optimistic. Over the preceding week, on street corners and in open
spaces, I had witnessed spontaneous performances of the govend, a Kurdish
dance, as people had excitedly come together in anticipation of the vote.
Accompanied by bass drum and shrieking zurna, they linked hands and
moved back and forth in a line dance marked by rhythmic chants, cheers
and ululations. Meanwhile, reams of bright purple and green HDP bun-
ting swung from lampposts, in alleyways across Diyarbakir’s old town and
between apartment buildings and office blocks in the newer neighbourhoods
outside the city walls. The faces of HDP co-leaders Selahattin Demirtas and
Figen Yiiksekdag beamed from campaign posters splashed on walls and bill-
boards featuring slogans in Turkish and Kurdish.
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I had earlier asked a Kurdish man what he expected of the poll. ‘¥z savas
ya barss) he shrugged — ‘Either war or peace.” It soon became clear, however,
that what I was hearing from my hotel room was an eruption of excitement
rather than the opening salvoes of any ‘war’. The bangs that I could hear in
the twilight were fireworks; they were soon augmented by a raucous chorus
of bass drums, whistles and car horns. In the weeks before the election, I had
been told by cautious Istanbullus to avoid Diyarbakir entirely or, at the very
least, to stay in my hotel room when election results were announced. As final
voting figures came in it became clear that the HDP had passed the electoral
threshold. It would claim 80 seats in the assembly, meaning that the ruling
AKP had lost its majority for the first time since 2002. This was a political
upheaval.

Despite the warnings, I decided against staying hunkered in my hotel
room. I ventured to the lobby, meeting the hotel manager and assorted hang-
ers-on. They were all chatting excitedly. They greeted me with grins, cheers,
and slaps on the back. Proceeding outside, I encountered exuberant crowds
that grew larger and louder as evening descended. Families and groups of
men gathered on street corners or congregated in teahouses. Amid a welter
of dust and fumes, in semi-darkness, youths in cars roared along the streets
circling the city walls whistling and honking their horns. Others waved flags
in the Kurdish #ricoleur of green, red, yellow (kesk, sor, zer in Kurdish). Some-
one was pounding a bass drum. The Kurds of Diyarbakir were ecstatic. After
years lacking representation, years of oppression, years of dismissal as ‘terror-
ists’ or ‘separatists’, Kurds now saw a political avenue opening before them.
The HDP had won a place in Turkey’s general assembly. Kurdish politics had
come of age. Perhaps Turkish politics had come of age, too. The seemingly
inexorable rise of the AKP and its leader, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, had indeed
been stopped. It was the dawn of a bright new era.

Or so it seemed.

Why should an election prompt warnings against visiting Kurdish cities such
as Diyarbakir? Why might an election result in either ‘war or peace’> Why
did the HDP’s entry into the Grand National Assembly evoke such eupho-
ria among Kurds? What implications did it have for the ruling AKP and
Erdogan, recently directly elected to the presidency? The answers to these
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questions lie in the political circumstances of the Kurds, their relationship
to the Republic of Turkey, the ways in which they define and uphold their
identity and their place in — and impact on — Turkey’s political milieu. This
book seeks to examine each of these as interconnected phenomena. It seeks
to analyse the extent to which Kurds are able to reconcile their distinct ethnic
identity with their status as citizens in a polity increasingly subject to AKP
hegemony. Are these things — ethnic identity and citizenship —entirely incon-
gruent or can there be some overlap between them?

There is no unanimously accepted definition of what constitutes Kurdish-
ness, as Martin Van Bruinessen points out.” Broadly outlined, the Kurds con-
stitute peoples who speak several languages of the Iranic family and who since
antiquity have inhabited the lands of Mesopotamia across which the modern
borders of Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey cut. Some Kurds claim descent from
the ancient Median civilisation (c. 700 BCE) but the first explicit mentions
of the Kurds appear in Arab accounts after the Islamic conquests of the sev-
enth century.* Turkic groups first arrived in Anatolia from points further east
in the late eleventh century. Both peoples were largely nomadic at the time
but this did not preclude overlap and movement both ways across ethnic
boundaries. As Turkic empires arose in Anatolia, first the Seljuks centred in
Konya, then the Ottomans with a capital eventually at Istanbul, the Kurds
retained a degree of semi-autonomy on the marches between Turkish and
Persian spheres. While under Ottoman rule (1516-1922), the Kurds were
regarded as part of the core Sunni Muslim population of Anatolia, which was
not demarcated by ethnic categories, and Kurds fought alongside Turkish
nationalist forces headed by Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk in the Turkish War of
Liberation (Kurtulus Savagi), after which the Republic of Turkey was estab-
lished in 1923.

Thereafter the new nation-state was conceived of as Turkish, the consti-
tution delineating Turkishness as the marker of citizenship.® As stated, the
premise was on ‘unity of language, culture and ideal’ — of a Turkish persua-
sion. Kurds soon reacted to the impositions and restrictions inherent in such
circumstances but found the new regime offered little accommodation of
their political demands.” Since then, the social and political circumstances of
the Kurds have been cause for controversy, debate and, at times, violence, as
will be further discussed throughout this book.
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The Kurds are not the only ethnic minority in Turkey. The most compre-
hensive study of ethnicity in Turkey, published in 1989, lists a total of forty-
seven different groups.® It is well understood that the Kurds form the largest
ethnic minority, but there are no correct, up-to-date records of the number
of Kurds living in Turkey. The last Turkish census that included statistics
on mother tongue (and through which ethnic populations figures may be
deduced) was undertaken in 1965. That census, the data of which is regarded
as questionable, recorded approximately 2.4 million Kurdish speakers, con-
stituting roughly 7.5 per cent of the total population.” Since then no official
record of ethnicity has been compiled. Estimates of the number of Kurds vary
considerably'® and often arouse controversy.'" The very fact that there are no
official data and that discussions of Kurdish population figures are subject to
dispute point to the contested nature of Kurdish identity and the contentious
position that Kurds occupy within Turkey’s socio-political framework.

If there is dispute over Kurdish population figures, this is also true of the
defining elements of Kurdish identity. Delineating the parameters of any eth-
nic or national identity is a slippery endeavour, the more so in the case of the
Kurds, a people split between four Middle Eastern states and, in Turkey, whose
very existence was denied for much of the twentieth century. External interfer-
ence and machinations aside, there has been disagreement among Kurds them-
selves on what the definitive markers of their ethnicity are, or who qualifies
as Kurdish or otherwise.'” The process of identification was long complicated
for the Kurds by the considerable diversity in what Martin Van Bruinessen
called in the 1980s the ‘secondary symbols’ of ethnic distinctiveness — such as
‘traditional dress’, music and folklore — among Kurdish communities living in
different regions across Turkey, as well as often notable similarities with other
ethnic groups living in the same 1‘egions.13 Thus, the cuisine, dress and folklore
of a Mardinli Kurd may be distinct from that of a Dersimli Kurd but resemble
that of an Arab or Assyrian in Mardin, while a Kurd living in one of the cities
of western Turkey may have more in common with his Turkish neighbours
than with Kurds living in the remote villages of Hakkari. Indeed, Kurds may
feel close afhliation with ethnic Turks, or, alternatively, despite assimilation into
apparent Turkishness, may still retain a sense of Kurdishness.'* Yet, as this book
seeks to examine, through the pressures of political contestation and conflict,

the parameters of Kurdishness in Turkey have begun to crystallise.
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It is thus worth noting Engin Isin and Patricia Wood’s contention that
ethnic categorisation is rarely definitive and is prone to inaccuracy. They cite
the example of the ‘ethnically Chinese’, who live in different countries, speak
different languages, adhere to different faiths and pursue manifold practices
and customs.”® Like ‘ethnic Chinese’, Kurds live across international borders
in the Middle East and in diasporic communities worldwide, thereby leading
to diversity of lifestyle(s) and conceptualisations of identity. This book in its
examination of Kurdish identity and political life in Turkey uses the elements
that Anthony Smith sets out as requisite for the categorisation of a group as
an ethnie, his term for an ethnic community. Smith’s elements, each of which
may be present to greater or lesser extents in different circumstances and
between different ethnies, are: ‘a collective proper name; a myth of common
ancestry; shared historical memories; differentiating elements of common
culture; association with a specific homeland; a sense of solidarity held by
significant sectors of the population’.'

The lack of clearly defined and unanimously agreed-upon aspects of Kurd-
ish identity do not undermine Smith’s requisite elements here. Smith notes that
such factors as language, religion and skin pigmentation are often regarded as
‘objective cultural markers’. They are seen as existing beyond an individual’s or
group’s conscious decision-making about their identity, thereby contributing
to the contention that ethnicity is a ‘primordial’ quality, one that is a ‘given’."”
Despite such commonly held views, Smith argues that the six attributes he uses
to define and identify distinct ethnic groups are ‘strongly subjective’."®

If ethnic identities may be subjective, they must also be subject to change.
Stuart Hall argues that identities are ‘never stable, fixed or unified’, but are
‘points of temporary attachment’."” Indeed, Martin van Bruinessen recounts
Kurdish speakers joining Turkish tribal formations, and vice versa, during
centuries of cohabitation between Kurdish and Turkish nomads in Anatolia,
and examples of Armenians assuming Kurdish identity in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.”” More recent examples from Turkey further
illustrate the malleable nature of ethnic identity. In 2004, Turkish lawyer
Fethiye Cetin published a memoir revealing her discovery that her grand-
mother was an Armenian who had been rescued by a Turkish official after the
genocide of 1915 and raised as a Turk.”’ While Cetin may have previously
thought of herself as “Turkish’, it was clear, however, that at least part of her

ethnic identity was Armenian.
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All of this serves to illustrate that, as Rogers Brubaker argues, ethnic iden-
tity is not ‘discrete, concrete, tangible, bounded’. Applying this reasoning
to the Kurds, this means that the individual and collective attributes that
combine to create the category of ‘Kurdishness’ are sometimes indistinct and
open to question or various interpretations; they are not unchangeable in
time and circumstance, and are not entirely and irrevocably distinct from the
attributes of some Turks, Armenians, Arabs or others. For Brubaker, ‘situated
actions, cultural idioms, discursive frames . . . political projects and contin-
gent events’ act as shapers of identities, be they ethnic, national or otherwise.”
In other words, individual and collective identities are malleable, assuming
different contours and points of attachment depending on the political cir-
cumstances and lived experiences of those individuals and collectivities. In
this way, the elements that Smith highlights — elements of common culture,
sense of solidarity, ideas of homeland — are variously formed and conceived,
and contribute to the overall shape of ethnic identity.

Fethiye Cetin’s book was published during the early years of the AKP’s
incumbency. The AKP at this time pursued a programme of political reform,
seeking to overturn many of the long-standing Kemalist strictures that had
hobbled Turkey’s democratic processes and had created an illiberal polity where
nationalist rhetoric held sway. Under the AKP’s liberalising measures, greater
attention was paid to Turkey’s multi-ethnic fabric, efforts were made to negoti-
ate a peace with the PKK, and Kurdish political actors were able to operate with
increasing freedom. However, with time, as AKP leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan
weathered political challenges and sought to institute a new presidential sys-
tem, the AKP itself adopted many of the illiberal trappings of its predecessors
and grew to a position of hegemony in Turkey’s political and public spheres. In
these circumstances, the situation of the Kurds was again curtailed. This book,
therefore, sets out to analyse the elements of ethnic identity for Kurds and the
ways in which the ‘contingent events’ of Turkey’s socio-political arena, particu-

larly during the era of AKP rule, have shaped them.

The seeds of this book have been germinating for some time; indeed, since
my first encounter with Kurds in Turkey in 1992. While backpacking, I had
boarded a dolmus (minibus) in Malatya bound for the historic site of Nemrut
Dag1 (Mount Nimrod) in south-east Anatolia. After stopping at a meadow

below the summit of the mountain, the do/mus driver casually pointed at a
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group of women in brightly coloured clothes and sickle-wielding men who
were loading forage onto the backs of donkeys. He said, simply, ‘Kurdish.’
This was a light-bulb moment for me. Vaguely aware of a people known as
the Kurds after the fallout of the Iraq War of 1990-1 had brought them to
media attention, I had no idea that there were Kurds in Turkey nor, indeed,
anyone other than Turks. After proceeding from Nemrut to Diyarbakur, the
most important city for Kurds in Turkey, I was initiated into the circumstances
of the Kurds. Arriving at a hotel late in the evening, I and several fellow back-
packers were directed by the hotel manager to go to the local police station
to register our passports. I initially dismissed this as excessive officiousness
on the part of the manager and only later learned that this was a necessary
precaution for all travellers to the city due to the prevailing security situation.
During those first few days in Diyarbakir I observed a heavy military presence
and met numerous Kurds who were eager to talk, informing me of the politi-
cal situation for Kurds in Turkey and their ‘struggle’. I was also led by local
Kurdish youths around the city to important historical sites such as the Ulu
Cami (Great Mosque), several caravanserais and to the churches of Surp
Giragos, Meryem Ana and Mar Petyun (Armenian, Syriac and Chaldean
respectively, and all in various states of disrepair and neglect). This, alongside
later meeting Arabic speakers in Harran and Laz in Trabzon, alerted me to the
complex socio-political and multi-ethnic fabric of modern Turkey.

Returning to Turkey in 19945, I lived and worked as a teacher in a lan-
guage school in the west-coast city of Izmir at a time when the state’s military
campaign against the PKK was peaking. One day I fell into conversation with
Ciineyt, a twenty-something student at the school, who was complaining
about Kurdish youths speaking Kurdish on local buses. “We are in Turkey;
they should speak Turkish,” he retorted. ‘If I come to your country, Australia,
I must speak English.” I replied that in Australia people were free to speak
and broadcast in any language and that even government publications were
offered in several languages. ‘Yes, but you don’t have separatism,” he replied.
His comment was illustrative of a view commonly held in Turkey at that time
that equated ethnic diversity, or the fostering of ethnic distinctiveness, with
political tumult and fragmentation. Such a view was exacerbated by the PKK
and its then agenda — subsequently abandoned™ — of seeking an independent
Kurdish state within Turkish territory. In this way of thinking, widely shared
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in Izmir, allowing Kurds the right to speak their language, to uphold their
ethnic distinctiveness, would eventually lead to the collapse of the nation-
state of Turkey. According to this logic, if Kurds wanted to be Kurds, they
must, by extension, reject Turkey and desire their own nation-state. The rea-
soning ran that to avoid ethnic tension and political fragmentation it was
necessary to deny ethnic diversity.

It struck me, however, that this thinking was fundamentally flawed;
indeed, that Ciineyt’s appraisal of the situation with regard to language rules
was back-to-front. My experience as an Australian gave me an entirely dif-
ferent perspective. Rather than Australia being able to permit the use of
multiple languages due to the absence of any separatist impulses within any
ethnic community, my conviction was that ethnic communities in Australia
did not harbour separatist aspirations precisely because they were able to use
their own language if they desired. Similarly, Australia’s recognition of ethnic
diversity had not given rise to specific or recurring instances of inter-ethnic
tensions. Clearly there are substantially different historical and socio-political
parameters determining ethnic relations in Australia as compared to Turkey,
but I reasoned that if ethnic communities were able to exist as ethnic commu-
nities, upholding aspects of their culture, language and identity — factors that
make them distinctive and that they take pride in — within a broader political
community, a nation-state, then there should be no need or desire to secede
or separate to form their own political community.

In the summer of 1995, as I was preparing to leave [zmir, Turkish aca-
demic Dogu Ergil published the findings of an extensive survey conducted
among Kurds resident in the Diyarbakir, Batman and Mardin provinces of
south-eastern Anatolia. As if to validate my thinking that ethnic identifi-
cation was not immediately or automatically a signal of separatist intent,
Ergil found that although support for the PKK was high among his survey
participants, only 11 per cent of them supported the idea of an independent
Kurdish state.” Ergil likened the PKK’s mission to that of a train journey,
with party leaders envisioning an independent state as the final destination.
The PKK then enjoyed a considerable degree of support among Kurds, as it
does today. Ergil’s findings revealed, however, that even though individual
Kurds were willing to board the PKK train, they did not necessarily harbour

separatist inclinations; they did not want to travel the whole distance to
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an independent Kurdish state. Many were content to alight once they had
reached their political goals, whether that be achieving decent livelihoods,
incomes, employment, education, health, respect for their identity or more
freedom within daily life.” As such, they supported the PKK not because, at
that time, it pursued a separatist agenda, but because they saw it defending
or advancing their political and material interests. Ergil found that a signifi-
cant majority of Kurds wanted to remain within Turkey, but be respected
and treated equally as Kurds. As a consequence, he argued that for the vast
majority of Kurds there was no inherent contradiction, or clash, between
Kurdishness and citizenship within Turkey.*®

Ergil’s survey was groundbreaking in that it highlighted the broader
dimensions of the Kurdish question, namely the issues affecting Kurds
beyond just those of terrorism and separatism. Even though it was presented
as an objective record of Kurdish attitudes, the report received enormous
knee-jerk criticism within Turkey. Umit Cizre Sakallioglu noted that Turkey’s
nationalist press embarked on a relentless campaign to vilify Ergil in the wake
of the report.”’” Ergil himself later recalled being accused of complicity with
an international conspiracy to partition Turkey.*® Such overwrought attitudes
to Kurds and Kurdishness date back to the very conception of the Republic
of Turkey, wherein all citizens were by definition categorised as Turks. The
1980s, during which the PKK embarked on its military campaign, were
marked by the militarisation of the Kurdish-populated provinces of south-
eastern Anatolia and the brutalisation of many of Turkey’s Kurdish citizens at
the hands of both the PKK and state security forces, as well as state-directed
efforts to deny Kurdish identity in its entirety.”” Inevitably, the trauma of
violence, displacement and conflict had major impacts on Kurdish identity
and how Kurds viewed politics in the Republic of Turkey.”’

Meanwhile, until the 1990s, official rhetoric and public discourse held that
political unity was paramount and discussion of ethnic distinctiveness was ‘divi-
sive’.”! Clineyt was echoing this reasoning when he drew a link between Kurds
speaking their own language in public and an implicit separatist intent. Official
state policy was then to deny the existence of the largest minority in Turkey,
thereby denying Kurds space within the public and political spheres to uphold
their identity and culture. Sakallioglu posited that such a state posture mar-
ginalised and disenfranchised that very minority rather than forged a unified
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national identity.” It was these parameters — the denial of an identity, the denial
of political and cultural rights, the PKK’s guerrilla campaign (deemed to be ter-
rorism by many Turks) and the state’s equally brutal counter-terror campaign —
that defined, and in many ways continue to define, the ‘Kurdish issue’. At work
here are political grievances and security factors. For a long time, as the state, and
much of the public, viewed the issue through a security rather than a political
prism, the solution was seen to only be possible through decisive and resolute
military action to stamp out the terror threat. Little thought was paid to the
socio-political foundations of Kurdish grievances. These were the ‘contingent
events' that shaped Kurds political attitudes and the ways they defined — and
defended — their ethnic identity.

Circumstances changed in 1999, when Turkish agents captured Abdullah
Ocalan, leader of the PKK, who was subsequently imprisoned near Istanbul.
A series of ceasefires ensued, none of which endured entirely. After the AKP
(Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi; Justice and Development Party) won government
in 2002, the political landscape in Turkey shifted considerably. Although often
viewed as an ‘Islamist” party, the AKP touted itself as ‘conservative democratic’,
and embarked on a range of political, judicial and human rights reforms with
a view to winning membership of the EU.” The AKP government in its early
years also approached the Kurdish issue in a different manner, shifting from
a security lens to one of economic and political development. This resulted
in 2009 in the so-called Kurdish Opening, an initiative aiming to address
Kurdish grievances through democratic means. This was followed by nego-
tiations with the imprisoned Abdullah Ocalan that led to a PKK ceasefire
declaration in March 2013.** Thereafter the ¢iziim siireci (solution process)
began, whereby the government and Ocalan negotiated for peace, a process
that continued without any substantive outcomes until July 2015. At that
point, amid the political repercussions of the HDP’s electoral ‘victory’ and the
AKP’s comeuppance, the peace process collapsed comprehensively and the
political arena again contracted.

The fieldwork that provides much of the data for this book took place
during several periods between June 2013 and June 2015, when negotiations
were ongoing, hostilities were at a minimum and a degree of normality had
returned to south-eastern Anatolia. The book seeks to take up a question that

arose from Dogu Ergil’s research twenty years earlier, but that has remained
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largely unaddressed in the interim — that of everyday Kurds’ relationship with
the Republic of Turkey. Sakallioglu noted at that time that the state’s Kurdish
policy was likely to have damaged its image in the eyes of its Kurdish citizens.
Ergil’s survey findings indicated that even if this had been the case, Kurds had
not abandoned the state entirely; they still attached some significance to their
membership of Turkey, while still wanting recognition of their distinct ethnic
identity. It is from here that my research question arises. This book intends to
examine how Kurds conceive of, and experience, their Kurdish identity and
their status as citizens of Turkey. It seeks to gauge the extent to which they are
able to, or willing to, reconcile the two within the context of Turkey’s political
realm, which for almost two decades has been dominated by the personality
of Erdogan and the AKP. Both initially appeared inclined towards engaging
with Kurds’ political demands but both have recently tilted towards authori-
tarianism and a reinvigorated Turkish nationalism.

Diyarbakir — its inhabitants, history and physical presence — is the prin-
cipal focus of the book. I chose Diyarbakir as the primary site to gather
data because it occupies a pivotal place in the Kurdish imagination: for
many Kurds in Turkey it is the would-be capital of a ‘Kurdistan’, and,
as noted, it has long been a site of Kurdish mobilisation and of politi-
cal tensions. The city remained under emergency rule from 1987 until
2002 during the conflict between Turkey’s armed forces and the PKK. Its
population swelled during this time as Kurdish villages were razed and
evacuated by the army.” Following the collapse of the government’s ciziim
stiregi (resolution process) and the resumption of hostilities with the PKK
in July 2015, it became a site of clashes between the PKK, its affiliates and
the Turkish military. In this sense, Diyarbakir has experienced fluctuating
fortunes during Erdogan’s time in power, benefiting from the lifting of
emergency rule in 2002, a move instigated by the AKD, then experiencing
something of a cultural flowering, only to be subjected to intense street-
by-street fighting and destruction from late 2015.

Choosing Diyarbakir as a primary site of research also serves another
purpose, that of broadening the depth of research undertaken within
Turkey. Kimberly Hart contends that Istanbul dominates Turkish life in
many regards, a preoccupation that extends to academic research. She notes

the aphorism ‘Iszanbul demek, Tiirkiye demek’ (‘To speak of Istanbul is to
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Figure 1.1  Kurdish boys outside the walls of Diyarbakur, June 2015. © William Gourlay.

speak of Turkey’). She argues there is an ‘Istanbul-centric’ assumption that
decrees that Istanbul is the automatic first choice and quintessential loca-
tion for social and political research conducted in Turkey.” Hart concedes,
and I concur, that Istanbul is of pivotal importance, but restricting research
to the city means a less detailed and less comprehensive picture of modern
Turkey. This is particularly so regarding Kurdish life and politics, much of
which is conducted in the south-east of the country. To this end, my choice
of Diyarbakur is intended to raise the analytical gaze from Istanbul, to extend
it to the south-east and afford another piece of research that contributes to a
broader view of the country as a whole.

That said, while principally focusing on Diyarbakir, this book also takes
account of Kurds in Istanbul. As the cultural, financial and spiritual capital —
although not the administrative capital, and no longer seat of government —
Istanbul is of central importance to virtually all aspects of life in Turkey. It is
the largest city in Turkey, and it is often said that it is the largest Kurdish city
in the world.” Large numbers of Kurds have emigrated here during the life
of the Republic of Turkey, most particularly in recent decades, either seeking
economic opportunity or escaping the turmoil of the war in the south-east.
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Indeed, due to its multi-cultural nature, Istanbul represents a microcosm of
Turkey’s ethnic diversity, and as the location of significant political develop-
ments, it provides a perspective on the ‘contingent events’ that define Turkey’s
political terrain.

In examining ideas of Kurdish identity and citizenship in Turkey, this book
adopts a bottom-up view, investigating Kurdish ethnicity as it is manifest in
everyday situations. As Yael Navaro-Yashin did with her dissection of the
secular-Islamist dialectic within modern Turkey,” the intention here is to
move beyond the boundaries and limitations of analysis of political parties,
institutions and movements and their formalised discourses, rather to enter
‘public life’, engaging and observing the Kurdish residents of Diyarbakir and
Istanbul in teahouses, parks, corner shops, mosque courtyards, backstreets,
bazaars and street corners, in order to capture the political in its ‘fleeting and
intangible, transmogrified forms’.”” Beyond engaging Kurds face-to-face to
enquire of their lived experiences in order to construct an image of Kurdish
identity, the focus is on urban landscapes and the minutiae of everyday life —
graffiti, bill posters, handbills and other such things that may contain political
messages or be indicative of political currents, things seemingly as innocuous
as street signs and which books, newspapers, CDs, cassettes and souvenir post-
cards are available for sale — as documentary sources writ small, all of which
define Turkey’s socio-political terrain and the formation of identities within it.
In this sense the book aims to bring to the fore the voices of ordinary Kurds
and the apparently mundane elements of their daily lives.

The book proceeds through nine chapters following this introduction.
Chapter 1 sets out Turkey’s nation-building project, the ‘invention’ of Turk-
ishness as an ethnic category and nationalism as a forge for unity, and the con-
current development of Kurdish ethnic awareness. It details the AKP’s initial
attempts to redefine politics to create a more inclusive environment and its
recent tilt towards authoritarianism. Providing context for the more thorough
analysis of the components of Kurdish identity to come, the chapter exam-
ines how the Kurds were affected by these processes and political dynamics.
Chapter 2 explains processes of ethnographic data-gathering that contribute
to the book’s argument, namely how Diyarbakir and Istanbul were chosen as
sites of investigation and how Kurds related to the research and researcher.

Chapter 3 begins examination of the ‘differentiating elements of common
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culture’ that are the building blocks of Kurdish identity. It observes narratives
of ‘village life’ and recourse to ‘the mountains’ and, in particular, Newroz, the
Kurdish new year, and the Kurdish language as totems of Kurdish political
and cultural life. It examines the ways in which the AKP have sought to co-
opt Newroz and language, and the attempts Kurds have made to assert their
distinct ownership of them. Chapter 4 then investigates the role that Islam
plays in Turkish and Kurdish life, and how Kurds have for some time been
reassessing their relationship to religion(s) as a way to create a distinction
between ‘their’ Islam and that of others, notably the AKP and ISIS. Chapter 5
examines the contested nature of territory and notations of the map in
Turkey. In this it observes Kurdish and governmental attitudes to Diyarbakr
and the way that alternative designations — Mesopotamia, Anatolia and
Kurdistan — feed into broader narratives about Turkey’s national identity, and
into the AKP’s attempts to corral the Kurdish issue for its own benefit. The
fact that a putative ‘Kurdistan” extends beyond the borders of Turkey, informs
the discussion of trans-border Kurdish identity — Kurdayeti — that is the
focus of Chapter 6. What impact do Kurds’ cross-border connections have?
How does the AKP react to them, and how do they affect events in Turkey?
Chapter 7 investigates how narratives of oppression and resistance postures
that Kurds adopt play into notions of identity. It observes cultural traditions
such as Newroz, the use of the Kurdish language, attempts to demarcate a
distinct Islam and to re-annotate the maps as instances of ‘resistance’ that for-
tify a distinct Kurdish political position and ethnic identity, something that
becomes more important as AKP hegemony grows. From the viewpoint of
Kurds enthusiastic participation in Turkey’s general and municipal elections,
Chapter 8 explores conceptualisations of citizenship in Turkey. It argues that
Kurds’ political activities constitute engagement in Renan’s ‘daily plebiscite’,
that is, they act as affirmation of their place as members of Turkey’s body pol-
itic, but they are also a mechanism for staking out their own political space
in defiance of AKP hegemony. The Conclusion draws together the threads
highlighted throughout the book to argue that Kurdish identity in Turkey
can be seen at its core as a political identity. Yet such a reality, I argue, is not
a threat to Turkey; indeed, when and where Kurds are able to assert such
an identity freely and without consequences their sense of engagement and

belonging to the body politic of Turkey is enhanced. This much was apparent
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on that summer evening in 2015, as the Kurds of Diyarbakir took to the

streets to celebrate the HDP’s victory in winning seats in Turkey’s general

assembly. However the AKP’s hegemonic project and Erdogan’s increasing

grip on power make such aspirations harder to achieve. With Erdogan at the

helm, Turkey’s political, social and geo-strategic arenas are increasingly tense;

this book sets out to examine how Kurds relate and react to these overarching

political parameters and how, in turn, they play a role in shaping Turkey’s

political and social trajectories.
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IDENTITY, ETHNICITY, POLITICS:
FROM KEMALISM TO ‘NEW TURKEY’

n late 2005, not long before becoming the first Turk ever to win a Nobel

Prize, Orhan Pamuk appeared before an Istanbul court on charges of
‘insulting Turkishness’. According to Article 301 of the Turkish Penal Code,
it is illegal to ‘insult Turkey, the Turkish nation, or Turkish government insti-
tutions’. Some months earlier, in a magazine interview, the world-renowned
author had made comments about the Armenian genocide of 1915 and the
ongoing conflict against Kurdish militants in Turkey. These were deemed
by some to have sullied the good name of Turkey and Turks at large." The
charges were eventually dropped, but the episode is notable because it dem-
onstrates the sentimental and definitional importance of ethnicity in Turkey.
Indeed, Pamuk was heckled by nationalists at his court appearance. The idea
of Turkishness is jealously guarded; it is infused with emotion and pride. At
the same time, the charges against Pamuk reflect the delicate nature of discus-
sions of ethnic minorities and their places, and plights, in the territory that
is now Turkey.

This chapter examines the complexities and dimensions of ethnic identity
in the Republic of Turkey. The Zurkish nature of the Republic was not a fait
accompli when it was established in 1923; it required an effort of top-down
engineering to forge a sense of ethnic coherence and cohesion. This chapter
outlines how the idea of Turkishness crystallised, the impacts this and the state’s
official discourse and aspiration to ethnic unity had on Kurdish identity, and the

18
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ongoing examinations of and controversies surrounding national identity and
nationalism in Turkey. The modernising state long denied the very existence of
such a thing as Kurdish identity, despite the Kurds constituting the largest non-
Turkish community. Amid periodic waves of assimilation and repression, Kurds
sought to assert their presence. Within these dynamics the so-called Kurdish
Question arose. Over time the contours of the issue have changed, from 1920s
denial and attempts at assimilation, to insurgency and discourses of separatism
and terrorism in the 1980s and *90s. More recently, political spaces and debates
have broadened, only to contract again as the political system succumbs to the
authoritarian inclinations and re-appropriated nationalist rhetoric of the AKP
and Erdogan. This chapter thus sets out the dynamics and ongoing debates of
Turkish and Kurdish identity formation and the ways they are shaped by politi-

cal events and processes.

Conceiving Turkishness in the Republic of Turkey

The sensitivities now attached to the idea of Turkishness, demonstrated in the
charges brought against Orhan Pamuk, are markedly different to attitudes
from a relatively recent past. While it is understood that the ruling elite of
the Ottoman Empire that preceded the modern Republic of Turkey spoke
Turkish, the term “Turk’ did not retain an ethnic or political meaning as we
would understand it today.” During the Ottoman era, identity based upon
‘language, territory, race’ may have been ‘of personal, sentimental or social
significance’, but not of political relevance.” Ottoman society was divided
into millets on the basis of religious affiliation. Muslims, regardless of ethnic-
ity, were lumped together in the ummah, while Christians were categorised
by denomination: Serbian Orthodox, Maronite, Armenian Apostolic, Greek
Orthodox, and the like. Even so, travellers in the Ottoman Balkans in the late
nineteenth century recounted encountering villagers who had no concept
of their ‘ethnicity’, but referred to themselves on the basis of their broader
religious affiliation, namely Muslim or Christian.* Thus Turkish-speaking vil-
lagers in what is now Turkey would have regarded themselves first as Muslims
rather than as Turks. Indeed, there was a pejorative quality attached to the
word “Turk’. Ottoman grandees used it to describe ‘ignorant and uncouth
Turkish-speaking peasants’,” the ‘country bumpkins’ of backwoods Anatolia.®
In the 1910s, Young Turk ethnographers, those who first set about instilling
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a sense of Turkishness among Turkish-speaking populations, found the pop-
ulation in both Istanbul and the provinces singularly reluctant to classify
themselves as “Turks’.”

While the idea of Turkishness has undergone a polar shift, from put-down
to source of reverence, since the Ottoman demise and emergence of modern
Turkey, a further identity shift has also occurred, from status as subjects of a
multi-ethnic empire to the citizens of a republic modelled on Western ideas
of democracy.® Ottoman elites ruled a multi-ethnic subaltern class, but the
founders of the Republic of Turkey sought to create a unified national bour-
geoisie who could constitute, build and administer a modern society. Thus,
in the traumatic years of transition from the early twentieth century until the
Republic’s establishment in 1923, the Turkish national struggle was multi-
faceted: discarding the moribund trappings and social structures of empire,
fending off encroaching European powers and creating a united nationalist
movement.” The first job at hand, however, was the consolidation of the first
component of Smith’s ezhnie, a collective proper name: “Turk’.1°

Ottoman sultans ruled over a diverse, multi-faith and multi-ethnic pop-
ulation even while the ideas of nationalism and homogenous nation-states
took hold in Europe in the late nineteenth century. In the first decade of the
twentieth century, minority-language publications and schools teaching in
minority languages such as Greek and Armenian were commonplace, but
the trauma of receiving Muslim populations expelled from the Balkans and
arriving in Anatolia in penury during the Balkan Wars of 1912-13 saw a
hardening of attitudes and increasing suspicion of the Other." In fact, this
process had been proceeding for decades while Ottoman territories shrank
from the Balkan and Caucasus peripheries and rising ethnic nationalism(s)
made the Ottoman millet system increasingly unworkable.'” During the First
World War it also occurred in the provinces to the south in Mesopotamia.
Territorial contraction had two impacts. The first was an influx of a range of
ethnicities — Albanians, Bosnians, Greek-speaking Muslims, Pomaks, Circas-
sians, Abkhazians and others — into Istanbul and Anatolia, already home to
a plethora of peoples and tongues."” The second was the steady development
of the notion that only ethnic unity could prevent further fragmentation and
ensure survival. That the Greeks, Bulgarians and Serbs, previously milless,

had peeled off to form their own ethno-political entities in preceding decades
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only heightened fears of further fragmentation. ‘Monoculturalist sense’ had
to be made of this polyglot community brought together by ‘war, deporta-
tion, diaspora and immigration’."* That required a smooth process of assimi-
lation whereby all could make the transition to being “Turks’. Ideologue of
Turkification, Tekin Alp envisaged Turkishness as an identity in which all
Ottoman ethnic and religious diversity would be absorbed.” After win-
ning the national struggle against foreign invaders and the Ottoman regime,
the elites of the new Republic, dubbed Kemalist after founding President
Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, set out to modernise and raise their compatriots
from the depths into which they had been forced."

The key to this was unification under the banner of Turkishness. The
Kemalist nation-building calculus conceived this in simple terms: all Mus-
lims were automatically deemed to be Turks. The result was the politicisation
of language and culture, elements of ethnicity that previously had been only
of personal or sentimental importance. In its early years, the Republic put
to work all of the apparatus of the modernising state — bureaucracy, media,
education system — to instil the message of shared Turkishness. Some traces
are still visible. Visiting the primary school of a small village near Diyarbakir
I once saw, prominently placed in the central classroom, a wall hanging por-
traying ‘ Tiirk biiyiiklers? (Turkish elders), including Atatiirk, Ottoman sultans
and other Turkish historical figures."” These were figures that local school-
children should look up to and revere. There were no equivalent displays of
notable Kurds, despite this being a village populated entirely by Kurds. Mean-
while, in Diyarbakir, a mural adorning a modern building in Dagkap: Square
outside the ancient city walls imparts a message of pervasive Turkishness.
Above a multi-storey stylised silhouette of Mustafa Kemal (later Atatiirk) is
one of his quotes asserting that all those from Istanbul, Thrace, Macedonia,
Erzurum or Diyarbakir are ‘children of the one race, veins of the same ore’
(hep bir irkin evlatlars, hep ayni cevherin damarlaridir]. The mural’s placement
is no accident. Somewhere in the square is the deliberately obscured grave of
Sheikh Said, the leader of the first Kurdish rebellion against the Republic of
Turkey. Thus Mustafa Kemal stands guard over the Sheikh in perpetuity and
imparts his message of all-encompassing Turkishness."®

For many who had arrived in Turkey as refugees, Muslims expelled from

the Balkans and Caucasus, such a message rang true. They willingly adopted
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the cloak of Turkishness."” However, the Kemalists would brook little dis-
sent from those who were not willing to do likewise. There was no room for
minority status or rights among Anatolia’s Muslims. Any recalcitrance that
arose on the path to assimilation was viewed as a security issue.”’ For a variety
of reasons, including long-standing social structures and their being the larg-
est non-Turkish Muslim population, Kurds proved the least willing to com-
ply with the societal and political impositions of the new Republic.”' Between
the establishment of the Republic in 1923 and 1938 there were eighteen
rebellions, sixteen of them in Kurdish-populated south-eastern provinces.”
Processes of assimilation and alienation appeared to occur simultaneously,
some Kurds integrating but others unwilling to knuckle under.” Ongoing
rebellions heightened official suspicions of ethnic diversity and underscored
the imperative to homogenise, by force if necessary.

To substantiate their rhetoric of ethnic unity, the state sought to deny the
very existence of the Kurds. Kemalist discourse refused to recognise an eth-
nic element to Kurdish unrest, instead referring to a need for ‘reform of the

eastern provinces’ (‘ark vilayetlerinin islahr’).**

Broadly speaking, the Turkish
populace echoed the narrative of denial. In 1946, even Son Posta, a newspa-
per that did not necessarily adopt the government line, ran an article stat-
ing, ‘In Turkey no Kurdish minority ever existed, either nomadic or settled,
with national consciousness or without it.”” Ece Temelkuran records her
father, a teacher posted to the south-east in the 1960s, encountering Kurd-
ish students, a people of whose existence he was entirely unaware. When he
asked education ministry officials for materials to teach these students, who
knew no Turkish, he was told, “You were deceived. There are no people called
Kurds. Kurdish does not exist.”” If such statements appear to be instances
where Turkish discourse ‘doth protest too much’, it is notable the lengths that
some went to in order to maintain the fiction of the non-existence of Kurds.
After the coup of 1980, General Kenan Evren claimed that Kurds were in
fact ‘mountain Turks’, the name ‘Kurd’ being onomatopoeic, arising from the
‘kurt-kart’ sound that their boots made while walking through snow.”’

In the wake of the 1980 coup and the repressive political atmosphere
that it spawned, the PKK undertook its first military raids in 1984. Its
agenda, calling for an independent Kurdistan, reinforced the idea for

Turks that ethnic diversity necessarily led to national fragmentation. Its
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methods — guerrilla tactics viewed as terrorism by Turkish authorities™ —
saw the securitisation of the very idea of Kurdishness, the widespread
adoption of pro-nationalist discourse throughout Turkish society and the
entrenchment of the military, guardians of the Kemalist project and, by
extension, Turkish identity, called upon to subdue and eliminate the PKK,
in Turkish politics and political institutions.”

Elise Massicard notes a pervasive ‘dogma of unity’ in 1990s political dis-
course. Here terms such as buitinliik (integrity), beraberlik (solidarity), bolmek
(to separate), ayirmak (to divide) assumed potency, the former two viewed as
essential in the political realm, the latter two as threats.”® I experienced this
while teaching in Izmir in the mid-"90s. One of my students, looking at a
map of Turkey in class, grew agitated at mentions of Armenian and Kurdish
populations. The student, Ozcan, tapped his finger forcefully on the desk
while repeatedly declaring, “This is Turkey!” He was immediately discomfited
by the very mention of ethnic diversity and equated discussion of the exis-
tence of Kurds and Armenians with territorial claims. For Ozcan, and many
Turks like him, ethnic identity became a zero-sum game. Turkey had to be
uniformly Turkish, or its very existence was in jeopardy.

The so-called Kurdish issue may have stemmed from the political griev-
ances of everyday Kurds, economic inequalities, the denial of their identity
and the outlawing of their language, but it also came to be associated, for the
Turkish public, with the PKK, its tactics and agenda. For many Turks it thus
was associated with violence, insurgency, and threats to state institutions, to
a normal civil order and to the very idea of Turkey as a sovereign entity. The
denial of Kurdish identity and the military measures adopted throughout the
1980s and "90s to counter the PKK, to subdue terrorism and separatism, did
nothing to redress those original grievances, but, generally, Turkish society
deemed them necessary to maintain the survival of the state, homeland of the

Turks and guarantor of the enduring existence of Turkishness.

Kurdishness: Long-suppressed Nationhood, or Otherwise

Some Kurdish nationalists will tell you, on the basis of confidently asserted
genealogies, that the Kurds have existed as a primordial, if stateless, ‘nation’
since the days of the Median Empire around 700 Bc.” A more sober assess-

ment would recognise that, like “Turkishness’, ‘Kurdishness’ has assumed
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potency, definition and political significance only in more recent times.
Kurds were included in the Muslim #mmah during the Ottoman era, and
thus did not constitute a distinct millet or ethno-religious category, just
as Turks did not. Kurdish emirs retained a degree of independence on the
marches between Ottoman and Persian realms until the nineteenth century.
Some note Sheikh Ubeydullah, the leader of a Kurdish uprising against
Ottoman and Persian empires in 1880, as making initial claims of Kurdish
nationhood,” yet any widespread, coherent sense of Kurdish national iden-
tity is a recent phenomenon.

Some cite two literary works as evidence of the longevity of a Kurd-
ish national consciousness. The first of these is the Serefname, a history of
Kurdish dynasties and principalities, written in 1597 by Seref Khan, from
the Kurdish town of Bitlis, in what is now eastern Turkey. The Serefname
came to serve as a potent source of historical detail in later attempts to
compile a national genealogy.”” The second is Ahmad Khani’s Mem 4 Zin,
published in 1692 and sometimes referred to as the Kurdish Romeo and
Juliet. Where the Serefname was written in Persian, Khani wrote in Kurdish.
Mem 4 Zin thus elevated Kurdish to being a literary language; in doing so
it became a totem of Kurdish culture and identity. Martin Van Bruinessen
notes that Mem 7 Zin can be read as a demonstration of pride in Kurdish
identity and the forceful expression of a desire for a Kurdish state.” Indeed,
Van Bruinessen observes, many modern Kurdish nationalists recognise
these sentiments as familiar and thus view Mem 4 Zin as the wellspring of a
centuries-old Kurdish ethnic and national consciousness.

Important though these two works may be, their influence and signifi-
cance among broader Kurdish communities must have been limited at a time
when the majority of Kurds were illiterate. Furthermore, it is notable that, just
as the term “Turk’ has shifted in meaning over time, the same is true of ‘Kurd’,
which once applied only to members of tribal elites and aristocrats, but not
‘non-tribal peasantry’.”” And just as the Young Turks were developing a deeper
sense of “Turkishness” and seeking to disseminate it among the populace in the
late-Ottoman era, Kurdish intellectuals similarly formed societies and estab-
lished journals to elaborate on and disseminate the idea of ‘Kurdishness’.*
Upon the establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923, these two

processes of Turkish and Kurdish identity formation continued, albeit in
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entirely antithetical circumstances. On the one hand, Turkish identity took
shape with official imprimatur. Indeed, it was a process that was directed
and fostered from above by nationalising elites. On the other hand, the same
nationalising elites sought to deny the very existence of Kurdish identity. An
increasingly ethno-centric notion of nationalism took hold in Turkey from
the 1930s, leading to the disavowal and repudiation of other ethnicities,
principally Kurdish.”” Nation building proceeded towards establishing a
mono-ethnic — Turkish — political entity centred on the ‘unity of language,
culture and ideal’.”® The fact that a majority of political uprisings in the early
years of the Republic were instigated by Kurds only added urgency to this task.

But those seeking to homogenise face a conundrum: marking some as
outsiders and attempting to induce them, through violence or discriminatory
treatment, to integrate into the whole often serves to single them out. Thus,
measures targeting recalcitrant Kurds highlighted their difference from Turks.
Kurdish identity formation took place in these circumstances, despite, or in
defiance of, the normative order that the state was seeking to impose, under
pressure from the ‘dominant nationhood” of the Turks.”

The pressures imposed by that dominant nationhood weighed heavily,
at times, upon Kurds. Travelling through south-eastern Anatolia in 1956,
British diplomat Anthony Parsons remarked, ‘I did not catch the faintest
breath of Kurdish nationalism which the most casual observer in Iraq cannot
fail to notice.* Here we must not mistakenly conflate Kurdish national-
ism and Kurdish identity, but one may assume that whatever form Kurdish
identity took at this time, Parsons did not perceive it as extending to politi-
cal agitation against the Turkish state. Meanwhile, another British colonial
official in Iraq had observed, ‘Kurds, like Jews, possess a natural “tenacity” to
resist attempts to absorb them.*' These observations demonstrate the shift-
ing tides of Kurdish awareness and attitudes in different spaces and times
and in light of different political circumstances. The official who remarked
on Kurds’ ‘tenacity’ was commenting on the situation in Iraqg, but it might
equally have applied to Turkey at different times. Through the 1960s and
1970s, Kurdish activists grew increasingly visible within leftist political circles
in Turkey. Following the military coup of 1980, which ushered in a period of
martial law notable for heavy-handed state and judicial action against groups

deemed ‘terrorist’, the political arena largely shifted from a tussle between left
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and right ideological persuasions to a field of competing identities, religious,
secular and ethnic.”” In preceding decades, urbanisation had seen the decline
of traditional tribal and landholding figures of authority in Kurdish society,
the politicisation of Kurdish identity, and the emergence of a Kurdish narra-
tive of national liberation.” Amid this tumult of social change and restricted
political space the PKK emerged, intent on using military means to pursue a
goal of ‘national liberation’.

It is clear that ‘contingent events, those of Turkey’s efforts through legal
and military initiatives to prevent Kurds from asserting their distinct ethnic
identity, have left an indelible mark on that very identity. In this regard,
Turkey’s long refusal to countenance the idea of Kurdish identity was largely
counterproductive. Efforts to punish those who did herald their Kurdishness
had unintended consequences that, rather than forging a cohesive sense of
Turkish national identity, have marginalised and excluded segments of the
Kurdish population; efforts to punish resulted in some questioning the very
legitimacy of the state and others taking up arms against it, while simulta-
neously granting a new salience to the category of Kurdishness.* Between
attempts by the state to eradicate it and Kurds’ determination to maintain
it, Kurdishness has become politicised, adopting a variety of postures, strat-
egies and tactics.”” Even as the state attempted to extinguish all traces of
Kurdishness, Kurds stamped their claims on language, culture and territory,
effectively ‘Kurdifying’ them.*

Bearing in mind Turkey’s attempts at and goal of assimilation —
Turkification — a vital aspect of the assertion of Kurdish identity was the estab-
lishment and maintenance, by Kurdish actors, of an ethnic boundary. Fredrik
Barth contends that in analysing ethnicity, ‘the critical focus of investigation . . .
becomes the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that it
encloses’.*” This may seem odd. At first glance a distinctive culture would appear
to be the central pillar around which ethnicity is constructed. Ernest Gellner, like
Barth, downplays the significance of ‘culture’ and sees a more crucial element:
he places greater emphasis on mutual recognition than on ‘shared attributes’
as the ultimate determinant and adhesive of group formation and cohesion.*®
Similarly, Thomas Hyllel Eriksen highlights a sense of ‘we-ness” as an essential
aspect of establishing ethnic identity, creating ‘group belongingness’. Eriksen

argues that social identification relies not only on definition against the Other
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but also on establishing internal solidarity or cultural commonality.”” Thus, for
Kurds, establishing and recognising affinities with fellow Kurds is important but
maintaining differences from the majority Turks has been paramount. These
tasks have assumed different degrees of complexity and urgency as the political
terrain has shifted in Turkey over recent decades. It is these dynamics that this

book intends to explore.

Countenancing Diversity: Re-imagining National Identity

As a foreigner teaching at a Turkish university in the late 1990s, Anna
Grabolle-Celiker recalls being warned against querying the official narra-
tive that deemed any Kurdish political mobilisation to be terrorist and/
or béliicii (separatist).”” This chimes with my own experiences teaching in
[zmir. In my social circles, when discussions of the Kurdish issue arose,
distinct ways of seeing quickly became apparent. Generally, the teachers
among whom I worked, all of them expats, were inclined towards some
sympathy for the plight of the Kurds, whereas the local Izmirlilar with
whom we socialised reduced the issue to one of terrorism and associated
threats to the territorial integrity of the nation-state. Such conversations
never proceeded far, lest tempers be inflamed, but it was common to hear
Turkish students comment that making political concessions to Kurds
would be ‘giving in to terrorism’.

Nonetheless, through the 1990s, even if there had been any remaining
political will to attempt it, the prospect of implementing a programme of
“Turkification’ progressively dimmed. Incremental political change became
apparent, often in the face of increasing brutality from both the Turkish mili-
tary and the PKK. Indeed, this was a torrid decade; it was marked by ‘terror
from below’ that was matched by ‘terror from above’.’" Indicative of such
dynamics is that over a hundred Kurdish political party members were killed
during the *90s,”* while in 1993, following a declaration to extend its first-
ever ceasefire, PKK members killed thirty-three Turkish soldiers in cold blood
near Bingol.”

Despite the increasing intensity of the conflict, some Turkish politicians
began to adopt a more conciliatory tone. During his presidency, Turgut Ozal
(1989-93) proposed new approaches to the Kurdish issue and challenged
the Kemalist orthodoxy that had thus far held sway.** In late 1991, Prime



28 | THE KURDS IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY

Minister Siileyman Demirel told a Kurdish gathering in Diyarbakir that
Turkey recognised ‘the Kurdish reality’. Substantive change was harder to
come by, however. Omer Tagpinar highlights the pivotal role that the National
Security Council (Milli Giivenlik Kurulu; MGK) played in politics and its
conviction that making concessions to Kurds would begin an irreversible pro-
cess that ultimately led to national and territorial fragmentation. Thus the
best intentions of politicians came to nothing due to the military’s determina-
tion to cut off new approaches to the Kurds.”

Discussion of the Kurdish issue eventually did shift beyond such a zero-
sum approach following investigations into the broader perspectives of
Kurds’ circumstances in Turkey, including the survey undertaken by Dogu
Ergil mentioned in the introduction. This brought to public attention a range
of issues of concern to Kurds. As Ergil himself later noted, the survey, widely
reported in the media, highlighted to the Turkish population at large that the
Kurdish issue was not solely reducible to terrorism or separatism but arose
from a sense among Kurds that they were neither included in nor integrated
into Turkish society, and that — tellingly — Kurdish support for the PKK did
not necessarily indicate separatist intent but that Kurds viewed the PKK as
pursuing and protecting their political goals.”® At the same time, Kurdish
political organisations began to organise and make inroads in the Turkish
political arena, albeit amid considerable nationalist backlash and concerted
obstructionism from the organs of state.”

Various other factors created the political and societal conditions con-
ducive to increased Kurdish activity in politics and broader discussions of
identity and ethnicity that saw the ‘dogma of unity’ losing its potency. Chief
among these were Turkish security operatives’ capture of PKK leader Abdul-
lah Ocalan in 1999, which led to a PKK ceasefire, and the strengthening of
Turkey’s relationship and links with the EU. With Ocalan behind bars, the
heat in the Kurdish conflict subsided, allowing more space for approaches
other than military initiatives. Meanwhile, EU links gave greater impetus and
legitimacy to the acknowledgement of ethnic diversity in Turkey.”®

The ascendancy of the AKP, which won government in 2002, marked a
further shift in Turkey’s political trajectory and discourse. The AKP adopted
a more inclusive conceptualisation of national identity, one that paid heed

to the multi-ethnic Ottoman era, and where minorities, such as Kurds, were
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not automatically viewed as suspect but as an integral part of a cohesive
society.” Prior to winning government, AKP campaign materials heralded
Turkey’s diversity in religion, language, sect and ethnicity, and espoused a
goal of creating ‘harmonious unity bound together through common values
and traditions’.®® In its 2002 election manifesto, the AKP highlighted its
acceptance of Turkish society ‘with all its colours, its points of commonality
and difference’.’ In this sense, the AKP appeared ready to redefine ‘we-ness’
at the level of Turkey’s national identity, such that ‘we-ness’ was based not
on an exclusionary interpretation of the nation that only allowed room for
those identifying as Turks, but rather it countenanced diversity and, to some
degree, accepted the reality of Turkey’s heterogeneous demographic make-
up. Indicative of such a position, Recep Tayyip Erdogan was later to remark
that Turkey was a ‘mosaic’, an amalgamation of elements drawn from a
range of cultural and religious traditions.®> Changes became apparent in the
public and political spheres, too. At the general election of 2011, Erol Dora,
a Syriac, won a seat in parliament, the first Christian to do so for several
decades,” and in 2012 a Syriac weaver was awarded the Woman of the Year
in Turkey.**

In its recognition and accommodation of diversity, the AKP departed from
the nationalism-infused norms and discourses of earlier Kemalist-inclined
administrations. Paying heed to the role of Islam in society, thus winning sup-
port of Anatolia’s observant masses, AKP leaders constituted a ‘counter elite’® to
the Kemalists who had for so long been dominant in Ankara. Indeed, the AKP’s
early initiatives appeared to upend Turkish politics by curtailing state interven-
tion in the public and economic spheres, as highlighted by Erdogan who urged
his party and administration to adopt a ‘trading mentality’ (#iccar zihniyeti) in
their political approach,” touting service provision as the primary role of gov-
ernance. The AKP also pushed through a series of legislative reforms that made
the Turkish polity more pluralistic and democratic.”” These including curtailing
military influence in politics. With time, the military, too, assumed more open-
minded positions on national identity. In 2009 General lker Basbug, the Chief
of General Staff of the Turkish military, an institution known to be infused
with a rigid nationalist outlook, emphasised in a speech that the ‘Tiirkiye halks
(‘people of Turkey’), rather than ‘Ziirk halkrs (‘“Turkish people’), had founded
the Republic.”® In this he was apparently broadening the conception of the



30 | THE KURDS IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY

people from an exclusively Turkish focus and acknowledging the ethnic diversity
of Anatolia.

In sum, the changes brought by the AKP amounted to a repudiation of
the strictures of Kemalism, which had long adopted a top-down approach
that would engineer society, in particular imposing the uniformity and eth-
nic unity deemed necessary for national cohesion and progress. The AKP
approach allowed for diversity — in ethnicity, in attitude to religion — and
created the space for societal change to unfurl organically and guided by the
ideas of social justice seen as central to the Islamic vision that AKP members
and constituents shared. These were the signs of a more confident Turkey,
more at ease with its own demographic diversity, and less prone to the defen-

sive world view and suspicions of the Kemalist old guard.

The Kurds and New Political Spaces

Broadening discussions of national identity and making legislative changes,
including the lifting of emergency rule (long in place in the south-east
of the country and known by its Turkish acronym OHAL) in 2002,”
had immediate implications for Kurds in Turkey. Furthermore, the AKP
appeared to adopt a new approach to the Kurdish issue, reframing it as a
political rather than a security issue. In Diyarbakir in 2005, Prime Minister
Erdogan signalled a sea change, declaring that the key to resolving Kurdish
discontent was not further repressive measures but the consolidation of
democracy.”

The Turkish electorate appeared to approve of the AKP government’s
attempts to pursue new avenues to address the Kurdish issue. The think
tank, SETA, surveying constituents across Turkey in 2009, found that a
majority felt that military measures had failed and that the job of resolv-
ing the Kurdish issue should be the responsibility of the parliament and
political parties.”" The issue was now defined by new dynamics and dimen-
sions. This extended to a degree of soul- searching by the Turkish military, a
newly installed police chief in Diyarbakir in 2012 acknowledging faults in
the state’s earlier actions, which he contended had exacerbated and inflamed
the security situation in the region.”” Erdogan, too, pushed a conciliatory
message, acknowledging the trauma that the state had inflicted in combat-

ing terrorism, and declaring that the ascendance to government of the AKP
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represented a watershed moment, whereupon the ‘inhumane acts’ that had
marked the past would no longer occur.”

A willingness to view the Kurdish issue from alternative perspectives
opened the way towards negotiations with the PKK, which further shifted
the mood, accelerating the desire for and pace of change. Such was the extent
of change that Turkish journalist Yavuz Baydar wrote exultantly that Turkey
was shrugging off the ‘mass-hypnosis’ that had so long allowed the Kurdish
presence to be denied. Taboos imposed by the Kemalist ancien régime were
shattered, he contended, and a new way forward, to acknowledgement of
Turkey’s Kurds and to an enhanced democracy, became apparent.”* This
culminated in PKK leader Ocalan’s much-anticipated message delivered on
21 March 2013 in Diyarbakir. Timed to coincide with Newroz, the Kurdish
New Year, a letter from the jailed Ocalan read out to an enormous, jubilant
crowd announced a ceasefire and called on PKK militants to withdraw from
Turkish territory. Ocalan hailed a ‘new era’ and a ‘new Turkey’. He spoke of

>

recapturing the true spirit of ‘the notion of “we”, namely the idea of fraternity
of Kurds and Turks, claiming it had been trampled on by Kemalist elites.”
His message thus complemented Erdogan’s talk of Turkey as a ‘mosaic’, a
Turkey wherein diverse elements could coexist. Here was a previously frac-
tious element pledging to integrate, to play a role in bringing dialogue to
replace conflict. Turkey, with Erdogan at the helm, appeared positioned to
resolve one of its most complex and long-standing challenges. Indicative of
this, in Mardin in mid-2013 I encountered a group of Kurdish day labourers.
Mardin is poised on an escarpment overlooking the plains of northern Syria.
Our talk turned to the horrors of the civil war being unleashed in Syria, and
the peace process which had recently been instituted in Turkey. When I asked
how it was that peace was now taking hold in Turkey one answered with a
one-word answer, ‘Erdogan’.

Inevitably, not everyone approved of overtures for peace with the PKK, or
with allowing broader contours to the idea of Turkishness. Erdogan and the
AKP’s perceived cosying up to the PKK and drive to recognise ethnic diver-
sity unsettled many. Members of the nationalist Milliyet¢i Hareket Partisi
(Nationalist Action Party; MHP) fell back on shopworn arguments associ-
ating engagement with the PKK with territorial fragmentation, one MHP
parliamentarian claiming, “The road is being paved for a federal independent
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Kurdish state.””* MHP leader Devlet Bahgeli embarked on a series of events
in several cities across Turkey touted as ‘Protect and Cherish National Values’
meetings.”” These positions were indicative of the rump nationalist attitudes
that had earlier brought court action against Orhan Pamuk for his candid
discussion of the Kurdish and Armenian issues. Perhaps such a backlash was
to be expected given the transformation that was under way; the ground
was shifting and the idea of Turkey as a nation-state and a political commu-
nity was being redefined. In 1980, Kurdish parliamentarian Serafettin Elci
had been imprisoned for over two years merely for stating, “There are Kurds
in Turkey and I am a Kurd,”® but in the new, more open political arena
similar declarations no longer incurred such widespread opprobrium or legal
consequences.”’

Changes became apparent on the ground, too. When I first visited
Diyarbakir in the 1990s, the city was notable for the stifling presence of
the military and for official attempts to stifle anything identifiably Kurdish.
Returning during the 2010s, I saw an immediate difference. Travelling by bus
into Diyarbakir from Mardin, I saw a sign, erected by the local municipal-
ity, welcoming travellers in Turkish, Kurdish and Aramaic. Spending time
in the city, I encountered numerous manifestations of Kurdish identity and
culture, as well as refurbished Armenian, Chaldean and Assyrian churches. In
bookshops, shoppers browsed copies of the Serefname and Mem 4 Zin, those
works held in such esteem by so many Kurds, as well as the works of Kurdish
novelists and the nationalist poet Cigerxwin. In the streets of the old town,
travellers and locals alike gathered at the Dengbej Evi-Mala Dengbéjan for
performances by dengbéj (traditional Kurdish bards), and gift shops offered
souvenir tapestries of, among others, Yilmaz Giiney, a dissident Kurdish
filmmaker, and Sheikh Said, who led the Kurdish insurrection against the
Republic of Turkey and was hanged outside the city walls in 1925. None of
this would have been possible earlier, before the AKP had broadened discus-
sions of national identity in Turkey allowing space that Kurds and others were

able to occupy.

Identity and Difference in Flux: The Gezi Park Protests

Embarking on the peace process appeared to be another significant achieve-
ment of the AKP government, building on its steady progress in instituting
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reforms and in managing the economy through the vagaries of the 2008
financial crisis. In the general election of 2011, the AKP had extended its
appeal beyond its initial base, the conservative masses of inner Anatolia, to
win over disparate segments of society. It consolidated its control of the parlia-
ment, winning 49.8 per cent of the national vote. However, as its popularity
peaked its agenda became more conservative and, apparently, more beholden
to Islamic impulses. Hakki Tas documents the AKP’s assertive legislative
agenda after its 2011 electoral victory as a point at which the government
began to centralise power and reshape the political and judicial landscape to
its own advantage, while Erdogan consolidated his position as unassailable
leader of the AKP enterprise.”” Through 2013 Erdogan, a fixture across all
Turkish media, admonished the Turkish electorate to abandon alcohol, railed
against co-ed dormitories and counselled families to have more children.*' In
doing so, the AKP was intruding into the private sphere; it was also adopting
a top-down approach, seeking to mould society to fit its own ideals, rather
than maintaining its previously much-touted, pragmatic ‘trading mentality’
that allowed society to evolve organically and set its own trajectory.

Soon after the widely heralded announcement of the peace process, the
AKP was to receive a sharp rebuke. In late May 2013, environmental activists
staged a protest against a government-sponsored development project in Gezi
Park in Istanbul’s Beyoglu neighbourhood. When police moved in to clear
the protesters’ camp it catalysed a public backlash that gradually escalated.
Over several weeks, protests spread to all but one of Turkey’s provinces; they
continued intermittently for months.*” A notable aspect of the protests was
that people from diverse walks of life came to participate and express their
displeasure with the political status quo. The Gezi protests grew and spread
organically. It is clear that there were diverse catalysts, frustrations and aspira-
tions among protesters, but the underlying factor they all shared was a sense
of disenfranchisement in a political arena increasingly dominated by and dic-
tated to by Erdogan and the AKP®

The Gezi protests appeared to upend many of the existing certainties in
Turkey’s socio-political sphere. Ece Temelkuran notes that standing out, whether
in an ethnic, social or other sense, remains suspect in Turkish politics and soci-
ety, broadly speaking. It is not only Kurds who are deemed the Other in Tur-

key, she argues, but also those who commit seemingly innocuous infractions of
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Figure 1.1  Dancing during the Gezi Park protests, Istanbul, June 2013. © William Gourlay.

societal norms.* This may be seen as the continuation of the notion, stemming
from the disruptions and ethnic fragmentation of the late-Ottoman era, that
strength is found in unity, and that disunity leaves one open to exploitation,
at the mercy of opponents intent on your defeat. But during the Gezi protests
the population looked beyond differences, highlighting what they shared in the
face of what they saw as the government’s unjustifiably heavy-handed responses
to initially peaceful protests in Istanbul and beyond. Temelkuran contended
that Gezi demonstrated that citizens of Turkey from across the political spec-
trum could ‘co-exist against all odds’.*” In this sense, a long-standing propen-
sity towards conformism evident in Turkish society was subsumed and, as one
journalist observed, ‘governing enmities seemed to have been overthrown’.** An
image widely shared on social media showed two youths holding hands while
running from a police water cannon barrage.”” One of the youths carried a flag
depicting Atatiirk, an indication of support for the Kemalist-inclined Republi-
can People’s Party (CHP); the other carried the banner of the pro-Kurdish Barig
ve Demokrasi Partisi (Peace and Democracy Party; BDP). These are two dia-
metrically opposed positions. According to long-standing political orthodoxies,
they are not supposed to or assumed to ever hold hands, but here they cooper-
ated in the face of the onslaught of the state security apparatus.
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There are direct parallels between the state’s treatment of Kurds and the
AKP government’s response to the peaceful protests of the Gezi event. Both
instances exhibited official intolerance of differing opinions, the state’s unwill-
ingness to hear constituents’ political grievances, violent responses to peace-
ful protest and political mobilisation, efforts to silence oppositional voices,
to undermine their credibility, to portray them as a threat. As Ezgi Bagaran
observes, the Gezi events demonstrated to mainstream Turkish society that
the state could quickly revert to brutal tactics and accusations of terrorism in
response to peaceful protest and reasonable political demands, just as the state
had long done to Kurds.* Such parallels, apparent to many observers, did not
necessarily resonate within Turkey between Turks and Kurds, or if they did so
only briefly and to limited extent. Some hoped that a new consensus and a
more inclusive politics might emerge during Gezi, but any such development
proved to be short-lived. For a time hopes were high that concerted, peace-
ful civil mobilisation might push the AKP and Erdogan to resume the path
that they had originally set out upon, but from which they were steadily, if
not intentionally, straying. This was an opportunity for the AKP to rein in
its recent authoritarian tendencies and revert to a civil and open politics that
engaged constituents from across the spectrum. The groundswell of grass-
roots involvement created the space for a more liberal and pluralist politics
that would continue the process, begun in recent years, of accommodating
more diverse and disparate voices.

Abdullah Ocalan was one who hailed the Gezi Park protests as a politi-
cal turning point.”” As might be expected, Erdogan, the target of much of
the ire on display, took a dim view of events, initially deriding protesters
as ‘birkag tane capulcu’ [‘a few looters’].” With events unfurling beyond
Istanbul, Erdogan took an increasingly intransigent line, dismissing dissent
as illegitimate and unjustified, despite it being so widespread, on the grounds
that, following successive electoral victories, the AKP represented milli irade
(the national will).”" Henri Barkey noted that after Gezi Park, the AKP, previ-
ously well regarded internationally and viewed by many as an open-minded
and liberal political project, came to be seen as echoing the negative traits of
its illiberal predecessors.”” While some AKP figures adopted a conciliatory
tone, Gezi laid bare a shift in the party, where Erdogan was becoming more
dominant. In adopting a belligerent tone, he revealed himself to be increas-
ingly intolerant of criticism, opposition and dissent.”
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The Gezi protests were not intrinsically related to debates about national
identity, rather about the ways in which Turkey’s citizens wanted to be gov-
erned, but in laying bare significant fault lines within society and in pro-
voking a circle-the-wagons response from the government, they effectively
brought an end to the inclusive and accommodational politics that the AKP
had earlier championed. The AKP’s 2002 campaign brochure had pledged
to engage Turkey ‘with all its colours, its points of commonality and differ-
ence’, suggesting a new, expansive, all-embracing ‘we-ness’. But after Gezi,
the AKP’s ‘we-ness’ contracted to those inside the AKP tent, leaving a size-
able proportion of the population outside. Turkish society, broadly speaking,
polarised in a similar fashion, with the significant caveat that those outside
the AKP tent shared only an opposition to the AKP and agreed on little else.

Instituting ‘Yeni Tirkiye’

Turkey’s political arena only grew more contested and heated following the
Gezi Park protests. The optimism that had blossomed through earlier years —
as the economy had boomed, as new political spaces had opened up, as an
end to the Kurdish conflict appeared to be within reach — progressively dis-
sipated. Erdogan proposed an executive presidency, a dream he had long har-
boured, as a remedy to any and all political problems that beset the country.
As Yavuz Baydar had earlier noted, Erdogan’s ambition had been to bring
about an end to the Kurdish conflict and to update the constitution that had
been in place since the coup of 1980.%* The two were closely linked. To effect
the second, he needed to win the Kurdish vote, and to do so he first had to
bring an end to the Kurdish conflict. As events unfurled after Gezi it became
clear that the task of bringing peace was more complex than Erdogan realised,
hoped or was willing to countenance. The election of June 2015, at which
the pro-Kurdish HDP bounded into parliament and deprived the AKP of its
majority, demonstrated that while the Kurdish electorate was eager to engage
in the political process it would not be easily wooed and would not dance to
Erdogan’s tune simply because he had talked into being a peace process. The
setback of the June 2015 election offered another chance, just as the Gezi
protests had and the subsequent attempted coup of July 2016 did, for the
AKP and Erdogan to recalibrate and adopt a more conciliatory politics that
healed divisions and engaged constituents across the spectrum. Instead, in
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each instance, Erdogan doubled down, manoeuvring to consolidate control
of the AKP, the levers of power and state institutions.

In August 2014, having triumphed in Turkey’s first-ever direct vote for
the presidency, Erdogan began talking up a new political project: ‘Yeni
Tirkiye’ (New Turkey). He posted on Twitter that a new Turkey had been
born, one that ‘equated to a new politics, a new sociology, a new economy’
(‘Yeni bir siyasete, yeni bir sosyolojiye, yeni bir ekonomiye tekabiil ediyor’).”
This was his pitch for a new executive presidency; he proposed it as the
only model that could solve the challenges that Turkey faced. This vision,
in which he would be granted extended powers, was offered as an alterna-
tive to, and as the only means by which to prevent a return to, the old
Turkey where the economy was vulnerable and politics was bedevilled by an
interfering military and fractious, unworkable coalitions.” With this project
the last shackles of Kemalism and the lingering hangover of the 1980 coup
would be thrown off and, upon assuming the helm, Erdogan would steer
Turkey to a bright new future.

Realising that the Kurdish population would not be co-opted alongside
his traditional, conservative voter base into such a project, Erdogan changed
tack and began courting another perennial constituency, the nationalists. His
track record and longevity in the corridors of power in Ankara are testament
to Erdogan’s political instincts. When he had embarked on the peace process
he was undoubtedly aware that this would involve a delicate balance between
winning Kurdish favour and limiting nationalist opprobrium. For this rea-
son, some argue that engagement was never made in good faith and that it
foundered from the outset due to a lack of commitment from the AKP”” This
is not to say that the PKK, and other Kurdish political actors, should not
bear some responsibility for the collapse of the process, but some academics
and many Kurds now contend that the whole process amounted to nothing
more than political expediency, a currying of Kurdish favour in the pursuit of
Erdogan’s longed-for executive presidency.”

This was the ‘trading mentality’ at work, but from a cynical perspective.
Having lost one ancillary constituency — the Kurds — that could boost his vote
to the levels he desired, he turned in mid-2015 to another — the nationalists,
those who had earlier railed against political engagement with the Kurds.
Upon the resumption of hostilities with the PKK, Erdogan and the AKP
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abandoned all talk of conciliation and breathed new life into a rhetoric — until
recently thought to have been relegated to history — that focused on treason,
treachery, separatism and terrorism. The tropes of nationalist discourse re-
emerged, as large parts of Diyabakir’s Sur neighbourhood, and other Kurdish
cities, were destroyed,” and those who spoke in favour of peace were howled
down or, indeed, arrested.” In large measure the Turkish population came
along for the ride, concerned at the territorial advances of the Syrian Kurds
across the southern border and able to access fewer independent sources of
news as Erdogan tightened his grip on the media. Turkey’s politics retained
the trappings of democracy, but it now operated largely within parameters
created by Erdogan’s machinations, becoming a form of ‘personalised rule
and unchecked powers legitimised through a crisis-driven narrative and
clientelism’.'”!

Analysing Erdogan’s statements over time reveal his fickle approach to the
Kurdish issue. In 2005 in Diyarbakir he had declared, “The Kurdish problem
is Turkey’s problem, and my problem too.”'” By early 2015 he had changed
his tune, telling a gathering in Ankara, “There is no longer a Kurdish prob-
lem; there are problems of my Kurdish brothers.”'” In this, Erdogan appears
to be having his cake and eating it too, attempting to retain credibility with
nationalist voters while paying lip service to the concerns of Kurds. But there
exists an important caveat and departure from his earlier inclusive approach.
In evoking his ‘Kurdish brothers™ he singles out those who adopt his agenda
unquestioningly, where previously engagement with Kurdish political actors
had involved degrees of compromise, reconciliation and discussion, a meet-
ing between two poles. Erdogan still appeared to be redefining ‘we-ness’, but
it was to be done on his terms, with an implicit imperative to conform to his
particular vision.

Within this configuration of events and discourses, the Kurdish issue
assumed new dimensions, as did conceptions of Turkey’s national identity
and Kurdish ethnic identity. For Kurds, the task at hand was no longer to
maintain an identity in the face of official denial, even though nationalist
discourse and nationalist political actors again assumed potency. Rather, the
job was to maintain the parameters of Kurdish identity as they defined it, to
maintain their own political vision and space and discourse of democracy in

the ‘New Turkey’, even as the political arena grew more polarised and the
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Erdogan regime grew more authoritarian. It is this that the following chapters

set out to analyse.
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TALKING TO KURDS ABOUT
‘IDENTITY’

ensions were heightened during the Gezi protests that began in late

May 2013, as I experienced in Istanbul. Arriving soon afterwards in
Diyarbakir, I found the situation to which I had become accustomed entirely
reversed. In my earlier travels to Turkey, Istanbul had been a city of sunshine
and vibrant street life and Diyarbakir one of tensions and an overbearing
police and military presence. But in June 2013, the buzz of Istanbul’s central
Beyoglu neighbourhood was regularly disrupted by clashes between protest-
ers and police, by water cannon and gas canisters, while in Diyarbakir I found
a city basking in the early summer. Streets were crowded with shoppers and
families going about their business; the oppressive mood of years past had
apparently lifted. Teahouses and restaurants hummed at all hours. Paradoxi-
cally, the political temperature was as hot as it had been for a long time in
Turkey, but Diyarbakur, historically an epicentre of confrontation and con-
testation, was uncharacteristically placid. When I remarked at the lack of
police presence, someone told me they had all been sent to Istanbul to subdue
the protests.

To this end, Istanbul and Diyarbakir serve as useful barometers of the
political atmosphere in Turkey, reflecting shifting dynamics in the Kurdish
issue as well as nationwide currents of political significance. This was appar-
ent again when I returned in October 2014 and many Kurds were concerned

about the emergence of ISIS and its attacks on Syrian Kurdish communities.

43
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The political temperature in Diyarbakir rose accordingly. In May/June 2015
both cities were adorned with the bunting of political parties of all stripes and

the citizenry were correspondingly engaged.

Entering ‘the field’

In the course of my research I conducted formal interviews with thirty-six
Kurds aged from twenty-two to sixty-two, from various localities in Istan-
bul and Diyarbakir, and from a range of vocations, from ‘business men’, a
film-maker, teachers, café proprietors, journalists and an economist, to shop-
keepers, a kebapg: (street-side kebab seller), an unemployed gentleman who
professed Marxism and several who described themselves as self-employed.
Additionally, I documented many conversations, taking notes of spontane-
ous interactions with a diverse range of individuals and groups (in several
instances, with entire families of two generations), including commuters at
bus stops, shoppers, passers-by and a hamal (porter) who pushed a barrow in
the Diyarbakir bazaar.'

My primary focus was on Diyarbakir because, as noted earlier, it is of
great significance for Turkey’s Kurds and, after early trips to Mardin, Urfa
and Hilvan, I found it to be the most promising site for research. With the
intention of tapping into the geographic, economic and demographic spread
of Turkey’s Kurdish population, I also conducted research in Istanbul.” It
is worth noting that Diyarbakir is known as a centre of nationalist, secular
Kurdish political activity. Cities such as Bingdl and Dersim (Tunceli) are
centres for, respectively, observant Sunni and Alevi Kurds.’ Accordingly, in
the data I gathered, secular rather than religious perspectives predominated.
On this note, it is important to underline that in showcasing this research I
do not claim to be presenting a comprehensive picture of who ‘the Kurds’
are, or portraying Kurds as a homogenous, monolithic community. Turkey’s
Kurdish population is diverse in location, lived experience, economic status
and political outlook, and this book only intends to represent a snapshot of
Kurdish life based on the places I visited and the individual Kurds I met and
interacted with.

My ethnographic activities in Diyarbakir began in the walled city of Sur.
This is the historical core of the city, home to both the Ulu Cami (the Grand

Mosque) and covered bazaar, and a site of continuous daily activity. Despite
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Figure 2.1  Street life in Sur, Diyarbakir, June 2015. © William Gourlay.

some guidebook-worthy sites and some urban regeneration, the narrow,
cobbled lanes of Sur retain a ramshackle air and highly visible pockets of
poverty. Sur also reveals some of the demographic diversity among Kurds,
being meeting place for the well-off, who go for brunch in hip kahvaln
salonlar: (breakfast salons), workplace for municipality staff, shop owners
and bazaar stall-holders, as well as home to villagers who fled the conflict in
the surrounding countryside in earlier decades.” In Sur I moved between a
maze of shops and teahouses around the Ulu Cami and nearby neighbour-
hoods, encountering people from these diverse demographics. In an attempt
to diversify the range of views I encountered, I also spent time in the Ofis
neighbourhood of Yensehir (literally ‘New City’) outside the city walls. This
is the city’s commercial and administrative centre, a neat grid of streets, with
broad footpaths, modern shopfronts, apartment and office buildings. The
atmosphere here is noticeably more affluent than in Sur. Those I met here
were from the professional classes — teachers, bureaucrats, journalists — and
all were tertiary educated.

In Sur, I regularly visited a particular teahouse near the Ulu Cami which
was frequented by a range of manual labourers, both those resident nearby
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and those who dropped in during the course of daily tasks. The owner here
acted as something of a ‘gatekeeper’, introducing me to locals and suggest-
ing others I might contact and interview. With the assistance of other such
‘gatekeepers’, including contacts from earlier travels to Turkey, I adopted a
snowball technique to broaden the pool of interview participants. I relied
on this in Istanbul as well, utilising Kurdish contacts from the Gedikpasa
neighbourhood, as well as journalist friends who suggested I visit a Kurdish
café near Istanbul University and another popular hangout in Beyoglu, an
area long noted as a congregational spot for Istanbul’s leftists, artists and
literati. Another time, I was hosted to dinner by a Kurdish family at home in
a very well-to-do Bosphorus neighbourhood, evidence that being Kurdish
is not an impediment to economic success and acceptance into the upper
echelons of Istanbul society and, simultaneously, that such acceptance does
not imply assimilation into Turkishness or denial of one’s Kurdish identity.
Snowballing was an effective way of gathering qualitative data, as a degree
of trust was required between myself and my respondents, but I acknowl-
edge that it has its shortcomings, not least that in following contacts within
certain social circles an element of ‘selection bias’ is unavoidable.” Notably,
all I interviewed were urban dwellers, even though many still retained links
to ancestral villages. Similarly, as a consequence of the circles I moved in,
and reflecting broader dynamics in Kurdish society, I had many more dis-
cussions with men than women. Accordingly, I reiterate that this book does
not claim to present a comprehensive or exhaustive portrait of ‘the Kurds’

in Turkey.

An Australian in Kurdish Neighbourhoods

On my first trip to Diyarbakir I was spotted and followed through the back-
streets by a group of children chanting, ‘Hello! Hello!” It was immediately
apparent to them that I was not a local. Yet, as I have experienced among
Kurds, Turks and others in the Middle East, as a visitor one is often an object
of curiosity and the recipient of spontaneous welcome and generosity. It can
also prompt protective instincts. One woman in a Diyarbakir shop declared
that locals (‘Biz Amedliyiz!’ she proudly stated: We are from Amed!) would
protect me (‘Biz seni kurtaririz’) if anything happened. What things might
actually happen remained unclear. Similarly, several times in the backstreets
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of Sur I was told to be alert for thieves, a considerable irony because I never
once felt threatened.

It must be considered, however, what impact my status as a visitor had
on interactions with Kurds and the collection of research data. Ethnographic
researchers speak of insider and outsider positions. Insiders are those viewed
as having a ‘certain level of familiarity and shared attributes’ with the com-
munities they are studying.® This theoretically creates advantages as the insid-
er’s greater familiarity allows better access and more in-depth understanding
of societal and political dynamics. Alternatively, some argue that outsiders,
arriving with less baggage, may be more neutral or objective in their observa-
tions and analysis. That said, some argue that insider—outsider status is not
always rigidly drawn,” indeed that a researcher’s status may vary in different
circumstances or from different perspectives.® Research among Kurds may
present some challenges for some ‘insiders’, particularly researchers of Turkish
ethnicity. One Turkish researcher notes that his ethnic identity and his sta-
tus as employee of a state-run university raised questions among Kurdish
research subjects, many of whom have experienced violence at the hands
of the state.” Similarly, Bahar Baser notes feeling accused of the ‘sins of the
Turkish state’ by some Kurds, and feeling guilty accordingly.'” From this
perspective, my ‘outsiderness’ was an advantage in that I was never viewed as
a proponent of the Turkish Republic’s perspective. Indeed, that I was Aus-
tralian was viewed positively by many Kurds I met, some of whom remarked
on relatives and friends who had emigrated to Australia and related positive
accounts of their new lives. More generally, being “Western’ or ‘European’
also seemed to resonate positively. A man at an HDP rally in Diyarbakir told
me that ‘Europe supports the Kurds and human rights’, while shaking my
hand approvingly.

My goal was to conduct research as objectively as possible, and in a manner
that would encourage Kurds to participate." There is always the possibility
that a community or individuals will be wary of the researcher, viewing them
as a ‘questionable academic’,'”” but this was not something I encountered.
My experience is that teachers and academics are generally highly esteemed
across Turkey. While living in Izmir I was always called ‘bocam’ (‘my teacher’)
by the local shop owner, and the hotel staff where I stayed in Diyarbakir

were amused and began calling me ‘profesir after finding on YouTube a TV
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interview I had done about the Kurdish defence of Kobani. This presumably
won me some kudos. I would like to think that on three trips to Diyarbakir
between 2013 and 2015 I became familiar to a cohort of locals, including
those I encountered in daily life — shopkeepers, restaurant owners, pazarcilar
(bazaar salesmen) and others — and those who I interviewed and conversed
with. Certainly, they greeted me with affection each time I returned. Some
of them made attempts to teach me Kurdish, to no great effect, although I
found the few Kurdish phrases I retained useful in creating a sense of camara-
derie whenever I made new acquaintances. In this sense, socialising in infor-
mal situations went some way towards creating a degree of ‘insiderness’ and
dispelling any concerns about my intentions. For example, after spending an
evening eating sunflower seeds and watching a broadcast football match at
my Diyarbakir hotel, one man announced he would like to be interviewed,
even though I had not previously asked him.

In my experience, whatever the prevailing political conditions, finding
those who identify as Kurdish and who want to talk politics is no great
challenge in Turkey. Kurds had volunteered their political viewpoints to me
without urging since my earliest visits to Turkey, long before I had ever envis-
aged undertaking academic research on the issue. In this sense, the work of
the ethnographic researcher is straightforward among the Kurds in Turkey.
I have discovered that Kurdish people, in the main, are eager to talk about
their political circumstances, which inevitably leads to discussion of such
topics as identity and citizenship. Some minorities in Turkey are notable for
their reticence in talking to outsiders, thus necessitating extended periods
of time in the field to win trust as a prelude to data gathering," yet I have
encountered no such problem among Kurds. From what I have witnessed
among Kurds, political discussions are a mainstay of daily interactions. This
may particularly be the case in Diyarbakir, which, compared to other cit-
ies, has been noted for high levels of political activism and eng_;agement.14
In turn, Kurdish political activism appears to be an historical trend, some
observing the disproportionately high numbers of Kurds who have served
in the Turkish parliament.” These circumstances may explain the willing-
ness of Kurds to discuss politics. A further explanation may be frustration
with the political process and a desire to have their political opinions heard.

Dogu Ergil, discussing his groundbreaking Kurdish social survey of 1995,
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recalled how eager Kurds were to explain their problems and concerns to
the government and the broader population. Up until then they had been
voiceless, while being dictated to by the state. An opportunity to have a say
was something they took up eagerly.'® While the situation may have changed
considerably since 1995, I still found Kurds eager to engage, to express their
grievances and aspirations and their observations of their lives and the politi-
cal community they lived in.

By the same token, I do not wish to create the impression that this book
attempts to speak for all Kurds, or aims to ignore or override the diversity in
their outlooks and voices. As has been noted, in recent decades Kurds have
found new mechanisms through which to assert and disseminate political
positions and new forums in which to represent themselves."” This book,
therefore, aims to generate new understandings of the political circumstances
of Kurds in Turkey and uses, wherever possible, their voices, in the form of
recollections of daily life and political events, to do so.

It is notable that at the time of my research trips, between 2013 and
2015, Turkish politics was eventful but less polarised and less on edge than

it has been in recent years. While I encountered some people unwilling to

Figure 2.2 Kurdish boys in the backstreets of Diyarbakir, October 2014. © William Gourlay.
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participate, the relative state of calm meant that those who did participate
could do so without concerns about undue attention from the security ser-
vices or police. A comparison can be drawn with the experiences of Francis
O’Connor and Semih Celik, who relate conducting research in September
2012, a period of heightened tensions, in Diyarbakir and other Kurdish cit-
ies. They had to be cautious in their approaches to participants and found, in
turn, that Kurds were hesitant and circumscribed in their engagement with
them.'® In this sense ‘contingent events’, that is prevailing political incidents,
atmosphere and societal interactions, can shape not only the parameters of
identity but also the processes of research and the ability to gather data. I was
extremely fortunate in that although investigating a topic of considerable
political sensitivity I did so at a time of relative calm. This meant I encoun-
tered no official restriction to my activities. Despite often passing police and
security personnel on Diyarbakir’s streets I was never stopped or challenged.
It also meant that Kurds, generally, felt free to talk to me without fear of
official repercussions.

Conceiving ‘identity’

As a starting point for my inquiries, I endeavoured to elicit, without spe-
cific reference to ethnicity, how Kurds conceived of their identity in broad
terms. This prompted a range of responses that, aside from ethnicity,
extended to ideas about citizenship, attachment to place, socio-economic
status, legal classification, language, family, religion and gender. Such
diversity should not come as a surprise. Charles Taylor describes people
as ‘self-interpreting animals’."” An individual’s concept of identity, a core
form of self-interpretation, is informed by a multitude of experiences, per-
spectives and inclinations, resulting in a host of interpretations. Neither
should diverse and divergent interpretations and conceptualisations be seen
as undermining the validity of claims to Kurdishness. Elise Massicard notes
among Turkey’s Alevi minority ‘the fluctuating and disputed nature of the
identity being laid claim to’; but rather than undermining the veracity of
these claims, such ‘identity confusion’ is a result of the political and societal
conditions under which identity assumes its (multiple) form(s).”” Hakan
Yavuz, in turn, stresses the ‘multiple layers in meaning and substance of
Kurdish identity’,”' a concept which, like Alevi identity, has been shaped
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and buffeted by historical and political events, both at the individual and
the collective level.

All citizens of Turkey are issued with an identity card (néifus ciizdani),
which they colloquially refer to as their kimlik (literally, ‘identity’). Many
Kurds I interviewed interpreted questions about their identity literally,
referring in their answers to these cards. Identity cards are a mechanism
through which to guarantee citizens’ rights, but they are also a means by
which the state can extend a claim over citizens.”” This is particularly the
case in Turkey, where identity cards bear the Turkish flag. Thus citizens are
compelled to carry upon them an emblem of Turkishness, whatever their
ethnic affiliation may be. Interview participants who mentioned their iden-
tity cards, however, highlighted them as anomalous. The cards categorised
them as citizens of Turkey, but they repudiated any implicit claim that the
cards make on their ethnicity. Refik commented, ‘Even though my identity
card has a Turkish flag, and “Turkish” is written on it . . . my real [Kurdish]
identity is what is important for me. In other words, my identity card is
not valid for me.”” Dilek, meanwhile, observed, ‘On my ID card, I want to
write Kurdish. My ethnicity is Kurdish but I am from Turkey.””* Mehmet,
similarly, remarked, ‘My identity card says “Turkish Republic”, I don’t have
a problem with that . . . [But in] reality my grandfathers are Kurdish, so I
can’t deny it.””

These comments illustrate some of the ways that Kurds conceive of their
membership of the Republic of Turkey. Some accept it implicitly, while for
others it is ‘not valid’. But in their assertions of Kurdishness, in spite of the
Turkish flag emblazoned on their main form of administrative identification,
these respondents also demonstrate that their ethnic identity is an entity dis-
tinct and separate from, but not always contradictory to, their citizenship
(which will be examined later in greater depth). Not all participants men-
tioned Turkey, or citizenship thereof, within their conceptualisation of iden-
tity. However, within diverse interpretations of the concept, all mentioned
their Kurdish ethnicity.” Indeed, I would argue that many interviewees con-
strued their identity solely in Kurdish terms, while for others being Kurdish
was at the top of a hierarchy of identity components. Interviews thus moved
swiftly on to discussion of Kurdishness, another concept that was variously

conceived.
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Ethnicity is commonly equated with membership in a group that shares
common descent. Smith lists a myth of common ancestry as the second of
his attributes of an ethnic community.”” Similarly, Donald Horowitz char-
acterises ethnicities as ‘a form of greatly extended kinship’, highlighting fil-
ial ties — mythical or otherwise — as important sources of group cohesion.”®
Eric Hobsbawm notes that since the time of Herodotus the idea of common
ancestry has been seen as one means to maintain a unified identity despite
political and geographic fragmentation.” The Republic of Turkey, aiming
to homogenise under the banner of Turkishness, made various attempts to
engender a sense of common descent and/or kinship among disparate peo-
ples, such as the Atatiirk quote invoking ‘children of the one race’ mentioned
in the previous chapter. But such attempts proved broadly ineffective. Several
participants highlighted their ancestry, but did so to demonstrate it as a
distinguishing feature of their Kurdish identity. Erdem said, ‘I feel like I
was . .. you are . . . born with ethnicity first. You aren’t born with religion.
So I am Kurdish, I am born as Kurdish. Then . . . we are Muslim, which is
gained . . . afterwards.”

Erdem saw his Kurdishness as an innate characteristic extending from his
birth into a Kurdish family. He applies such a notion universally: “. . . you are
born with ethnicity first’. Significantly, Erdem’s view of religion was entirely
the opposite, in that it was not an inherent characteristic but something that
was constructed, presumably through practice, example and instruction —
something that he ‘gained’ during his upbringing from parents, elders. Erdem
thus outlined his ethnicity as a condition that was present a priori and could
not be changed. Others adopted such a position, without specifically men-
tioning ancestry or ‘kinship’. Ali also situated his ethnicity at a level where it
could not be altered, “. . . I am Kurdish. I would not say that I am Turkish,
because I am not — if I was I would say that . . . When you are Turk, you are
proud to say that you are Turk. When you are an Englishman you are proud
to say you are English . .. I am Kurdish, so I say I am Kurdish. Thats it.”'
This position is noteworthy, given the antagonistic dialectic between Turk-
ish nationalism and Kurdish nationalism.” Ali claims Kurdishness not out
of any disdain for Turkish ethnicity; he sees Turkishness as a cause for pride
for those to whom it applies, but he does not — cannot — apply it to himself.

He sees himself as possessing the criteria for Kurdish ethnicity, so no other
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categorisation can be countenanced. While there is no hierarchy or intrinsic
superiority to being Kurdish for Ali, his ethnicity is not an either/or proposi-
tion, it is immutable, inviolable. Refik, who disdains the Turkish flag on his
ID card, similarly comments, ‘Everyone honours his race. Just like being an
Arab, being Suryani [Assyrian], being Armenian, being Turkish, for us being
Kurdish [is an honour] — for us as Kurds there is no difference among races.””
In Ali’s and RefiK’s responses, one’s ethnic identity is something to be upheld
but it is not a chauvinistic tool, nor a way of asserting superiority over others.
This may be indicative of a theme of tolerance that many Kurds claim, as will
be examined later in this book, and also may indicate a degree of flexibility in
identification and categorisation that allows for the reconciliation of Kurdish
ethnicity with citizenship of Turkey.

Comments such as those by Erdem, asserting that his Kurdishness
stemmed from his birth to Kurdish parents, appear to contradict the idea
that ethnic identity is malleable. Mert, a café proprietor in Diyarbakir, made
a similar observation to Erdem, asserting that ‘being Kurdish is not only to
be born from Kurdish parents’. He acknowledged that historically ‘bloodline’
was a standard marker of Kurdishness, but he argued that the notion of being
Kurdish had since expanded to assume a political dimension.** The political
nature of identity was a common theme among participants: one respondent,
Mithat, after some equivocation, acknowledged the reason for his identifica-
tion as Kurdish was ‘90 per cent political’.”> Many others noted that their
identification varied in different circumstances. This stands to reason if we
are to interpret politics at its most basic level as the practice or art of social
or public interaction, and to posit that identity emerges at a nexus between
social life and self-perception.”® When asked to define his identity, Ayhan
responded, “This is a hard question because as an individual I have more than
one identity, explaining that he would feel certain aspects of identity more
strongly (‘daba cok hissediyorum’) at different times.”’

As social and — significantly for the Kurds in this study — political settings
change, so do the aspects of identity most keenly felt and upheld. Esra com-
mented, ‘I first say I am Kurd, then if I am outside the borders [of Turkey]
I also say I am a Turkish citizen.”® Dilek said, ‘It depends on the question. If
someone asks, “Where are you from?” I will answer “I am from Turkey.” But
then I will add “but I am Kurdish, not Turkish.””*® This raises the issue of legal
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or statutory interpretations of identity, as opposed to individual or collective
identities. Salih, when defining identity, asked, ‘Do you mean legally? If you
are signing a form you say “Turkish Republic”, but this is . . . legal compul-
sion. But [otherwise] of course we say we are Kurdish.”*’

These responses confirm Rogers Brubaker’s assertion that ethnic identifi-
cation, and group afhiliations generally, are informed and shaped by contin-
gent events, discourses and social circumstances.’! At different times within
living memory, being Kurdish was not automatically a source of pride, or
something to be asserted, as Salih’s response suggests it is today. Soner related
that growing up in late-1970s Diyarbakir, ‘being a Kurd was not a kind of
identity or nationality or ethnicity. It was like being a kind of . . . peasant.’
He recalls being told, “You are a Kurd . . . so you are nothing.” Soner relates
that state officials and police commonly called Kurds ‘gundf’, a derogatory
Kurdish term for peasant.” ‘So, I felt a kind of humiliation while I was a kid,
he remarked. Mahmut Altunakar, a Diyarbakir member of parliament in the
1980s, recalled that at a school in western Turkey in the 1940s, other chil-
dren relentlessly mocked him (‘¢ocuklar rahat birakmiyorlardsy’) as a Kurd and
asked, “Where is your tail?"** If these recollections are evidence that Kurdish
identity was once a source of ‘humiliation’ and mockery, the situation now is
enormously different. It would seem that the more Kurds were scorned and
the more the Kemalist state attempted to eliminate Kurdishness, the more it

became politicised and the more Kurds were determined to grasp it.

Being Different, or How to Spot a Kurd in Turkey
Kurds' recollections of being mocked also highlight the paradox of the

Turkish state’s position: even as attempts were made to expunge Kurdish
identity, various elements in Turkey ridiculed it. Both actions stemmed
from a desire to impose uniform Turkishness, but Turkish teachers, stu-
dents, administrators, police officers who ridiculed Kurds were effectively
highlighting Kurdish identity, reifying it, drawing attention to the Kurds as
an ‘Other’. State policy may have asserted ‘unity of language, culture and
ideal’, but in practice there existed sufficient diversity — and difference —
for some Turks to focus on and ridicule. As Kurds sought to defend their
identity and culture, they, too, moved to highlight these differences, not as
worthy of scorn but of pride.
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Serdar, a ‘businessman’ in Diyarbakir, while discussing identity and
Kurdishness in the Republic of Turkey, reeled off a litany of measures of
Kurdish distinctiveness: “The language is different. The culture is different.
The sociology is different. The history different.’** During our discussion
Serdar did not go on to explain how these phenomena were different, but in
a milieu where state rhetoric has long promoted a message of unity and uni-
formity, making a claim to difference is an important part of Kurdish iden-
tity. Serdar’s statement notwithstanding, to the casual observer there are few
immediately apparent differences between ethnic Turks and ethnic Kurds.
The quotidian flow of life and social interaction in the cities, towns and vil-
lages of Turkey where the majority is ethnically Turkish bears striking simi-
larities with that of the Kurdish-majority regions of south-eastern Anatolia.
Turks and Kurds are phenotypically indistinguishable. Broadly speaking, in
Turkey they subscribe to the same religious affiliations, either Sunni or Alevi
Muslim. They share a host of cultural and societal practices, and a great
deal of history. Distinct ethnic identities are classified or created through
the highlighting of differences and through maintaining a border to ensure
those differences in turn are maintained. Martin Van Bruinessen observes
that the ‘secondary symbols’ of cultural practice, such as ‘Kurdish’ dress,
music, folklore and cuisine, show considerable regional variation across
Turkey, but they also share similarities with those of other ethnic groups,
and thus differences between ethnic groups are not immediately apparent.®

Perceptions of difference may confound or arise in unexpected circum-
stances. Yigit, a Kurdish university student, told me that when applying to
be a volunteer in Istanbul for the pro-Kurdish Halklarin Demokratik Par-
tisi (Peoples’ Democracy Party; HDP) during the presidential elections of
2014 his ethnic identity had been called into question. Someone asked him,
“What kind of Kurd are you?* Yigit sports a stereotypical ‘hipster’ look: with
full beard, fashionable glasses and designer T-shirts he would pass unnoticed
in the chic neighbourhoods and hang-outs of Istanbul. It seems the HDP
staffers deemed his appearance not sufficiently, authentically ‘Kurdish’, or
perhaps too “Turkish’. Here, it would seem, Yigit fell short of one particular
internally conceived — emic — image of Kurdishness. This highlights the com-
plexity of the issue of Kurdish identity — there is no consensus as to either

emic or etic markers.?’ In this case, the staff of the Istanbul HDP, who may
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see themselves, representatives of the pre-eminent Kurdish political vehicle
in Turkey, as quintessentially Kurdish, had preconceived notions of what a
Kurdish appearance is, and, one may extrapolate from there, preconceived
notions of the constituent elements of Kurdish identity. In this instance, Yigit
didn’t make the grade. Van Bruinessen notes that there are disagreements
among Kurds themselves about who qualifies — or doesn’t — as Kurdish on
a range of religious and linguistic grounds across the Middle East.”® Yigit’s
experience reconfirms that Van Bruinessen’s ‘secondary symbols’ — among
which physical appearance is included — are not reliable indicators of Kurdish
ethnic identity.

Failure to recognise may appear to spell doom for ethnic identification.
For Fredrik Barth, an ethnic group is comprised of ‘a membership which
identities itself, and is identified by others, as constituting a group distin-
guishable from other categories of the same order’.” Thomas Hylland Eriksen
similarly contends that identity is created both from within groups and from
outside, incorporating elements of ‘one’s own presentation of and the percep-
tions of others’.”’ Both Barth and Eriksen stress that in the interplay between
internal and external descriptions, ethnicities are negotiated. But that is not
to say that internal descriptors are objective, or uniformly held. Barth further
argues, ‘the features that are taken into account are not the sum of “objective”
differences, but only those which the actors themselves regard significant.
Not only do ecologic variations mark and exaggerate differences; some cul-
tural features are used by the actors as signals and emblems of differences,
others are ignored.”" Thus the process of identification is highly subjective
and, we may contend, significantly influenced by political circumstances —
the ‘contingent events’ that Brubaker emphasises as enduring shapers of con-
ceptions of ethnicity.

The Turkish-speaking elite that founded the Republic of Turkey in 1923
doubtless aspired to a ‘membership that identities itself, and is identified
by others’ as distinguishably Turkish. As noted earlier, many of the diverse
Muslim peoples that had descended upon, or been born within, previously
Ottoman territories willingly adopted the cloak of Turkishness, identifying
themselves with the Turkish core of the Republic. The state sought to insti-
tute a sense of uniformly Turkish ‘we-ness’, and to play down or eliminate

differences through processes of Turkification and assimilation such that a
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Turkish national identity could prevail. But not everyone was willing to be

moulded in such a way. Leaving aside concerns with the political make-up of

the Republic of Turkey, the Kurds have proved the most enduringly resistant

to attempts at assimilation, fighting to maintain distinct social and cultural

practices and political spaces.

Notes

1.

15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.

24.
25.

O 0 NN W W

To protect their identities, the names of all participants have been changed

throughout the book.

. Rumelili and Cakmakli, ‘Civic participation and citizenship in Turkey’,

p. 368.

. Cicek, Cuma, The Kurds of Turkey, p. 17.

Hakyemez, ‘Sur’.

. Atkinson and Flint, ‘Accessing hidden and hard-to-reach populations’, pp. 1-3.
. Bager and Toivanen, ‘Politicized and depoliticized ethnicities’, p. 2070.

. Halstead, ‘Ethnographic encounters’, pp. 307-21.

. Baser and Toivanen, ‘Politicized and depoliticized ethnicities’.

. Alpman, “Working on communities under political domination’, p. 85-100.
10.
. Arparcik, ‘Feeling solidarity in an estranged city’, p. 104.
12.
13.
14.

Bager and Toivanen, ‘Politicized and depoliticized ethnicities’, p. 2074.

Voloder, ‘Introduction’, p. 4.

Shankland, 7he Alevis in Turkey, pp. 3—4.

Riimelili and Cakmakli, ‘Civic participation and citizenship in Turkey’,
pp- 365-84.

Watts, Activists in Office, p. 20.

Ergil, “Knowledge is a potent instrument for change™.

Bochenska, ‘Introductior’, pp. 1-34.

O’Connor and Celik, ‘Outsiders twice over in Kurdistan’, pp. 123—44.

Taylor, Human Agency and Language.

Massicard, The Alevis in Turkey and Europe, p. 6.

Yavuz, Hakan (1998), ‘A preamble to the Kurdish question’, pp. 9-18.

Lyon, Identifying Citizens, pp. 22-3.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 20 October 2014. Note some quotes have been edited for
clarity.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 8 June 2015.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 9 June 2015.



26.

27.

28.
29.

30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.

43.

44.
45.
46.
47.

48.
49.
50.
51.

58 | THE KURDS IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY

I assume that asked the same question Turks would do the same, particularly
given the central place that the idea of Turkishness plays in society and politics
in Turkey.

Smith, National Identity, p. 21. If we are to assume that he orders his attributes in
terms of importance, common ancestry is second only to a collective proper name.
Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, pp. 55-7.

Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780, pp. 58-9. This is of particular
relevance to the Kurds, a people spread across international borders.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 26 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 26 October 2014.

See Kadioglu and Keyman, Symbiotic Antagonisms.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 20 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 11 June 2015. Mert saw the political nature of Kurdish-
ness as having (positive) implications for the entire Turkish polity. Significantly,
he made this claim just days after the pro-Kurdish HDP had enjoyed consider-
able success in the general election of 7 June.

Interview, Istanbul, 13 June 2015.

Poole, Nation and Identiry, p. 44.

Interview, Istanbul, 18 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 27 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 8 June 2015.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 21 October 2014.

Brubaker, Ethnicity without Groups.

The pejorative use of ‘giindi’ to describe Kurdish peasants may be equated with
the Ottoman use of “Turk’ to describe illiterate villagers.

Cited in Kahraman, Kiirt Isyanlars: Tedip ve Tenkil. A common schoolyard slur
used against Kurds accuses them of having tails.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 24 October 2014.

Van Bruinessen, ‘The ethnic identity of Kurds in Turkey’, pp. 613-21.

Personal communication, Istanbul, 14 October 2014.

This is not unique to issues of Kurdish identity. As noted eatlier, identity is a
socially constructed phenomenon, and thus identity markers will, in many cases,
be subject to debate and disagreement, internally and externally.

Van Bruinessen, “The ethnic identity of Kurds in Turkey’.

Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, p. 11.

Eriksen, What is Anthropology?, p. 161.

Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, p. 14.



3

DEMARCATING KURDISH CULTURE

he trajectory that the Republic of Turkey has followed since its establish-

ment has been portrayed as a morality tale in which science, reason and
progress have triumphed over the hidebound tradition, superstition and con-
servatism that were hallmarks of the Ottoman era.' Indeed, certain Kemalists
explained attempts at assimilation visited upon the Kurds as intended to ‘lib-
erate’ Kurdish society from retrograde feudal and tribal forces that prevented
its advance.” Thus assimilation was portrayed as a civilising mission; within
the educational system, Kurds were impelled to forget their language and
forego their Kurdish identity, even as they were assured that there was no
such thing.” Stereotypes of Turk and Kurds evolved; these portrayed Turks
as forward-looking, intent on modernisation, urbanised, the Kurds as an
untamed rural people. A 1926 sketch remarked, “The typical Kurd is not a
city man, but a dweller in stone-built villages snugly nestled in the rugged
ravines in which the mountains of this region abound.”

Some of these clichés — that the Kurds are mountain folk with a culture
rooted in village life — persist. Like all clichés, they contain elements of truth.
Anna Grabolle-Celiker notes that due to the relative ethnic homogeneity of
village life, and shared experiences therein, the village assumes a salience in
some evocations of Kurdish identity, particularly after migration to large cit-
ies such as Van, Diyarbakir, Ankara and Istanbul.” That is not to say that
village life is exclusively the domain of Kurds in Turkey, nor that Kurdish

59
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village life is peculiarly different to that of villages populated by Turks. Visit-
ing villages in the Aegean littoral in the 1990s and villages near Diyarbakir
between 2013 and 2015, I observed similar intra-community and intra-gen-
erational dynamics, the same daily rhythms of shepherding, milking, making
bread and the like — nothing that immediately marked anything as Turkish or
Kurdish. Even within solely Kurdish villages, individual lives vary consider-
ably. On a dolmus heading towards Mardin, I once witnessed an instance of
the diversity of Kurds’ lived experiences. Beside me sat a well-dressed young
couple, holding hands and watching YouTube on their iPhones. On my other
side, leaning on the van’s sliding door, stood a lad with a weather-beaten com-
plexion and with dusty feet in well-worn flip-flops. He cradled a rattan cage
housing a beloved ‘keklik’ (partridge) and dismounted at a lonely stretch of
road bound for a distant hamlet.

The nexus between the village, the mountains and Kurdishness is appar-
ent in the contention that those Kurds who abandon the mountains for the
cities of the plain lose their Kurdish identity.® Indeed, the central place of the
mountains in Kurdish culture, identity and lore is something that Kurdish
authors themselves purvey.” Stereotypical images thus have it that village life
and association with mountains are important aspects of Kurdish culture. Yet
at times these things are overstated. A commonly used proverb states, “The
Kurds have no friend but the mountains.” When I asked an online network
of Kurdish scholars how this quote was originally rendered in Kurdish, none
were able to provide it. Several told me they had never heard it in Kurdish,
concluding that they thought it was conceived by an outsider and had since
entered the lexicon of journalists working on Kurdish issues.

Discussing identity with Kurds in Diyarbakir and Istanbul, my questions
about village life and the mountains, two phenomena I expected to be central
to an emic, idealised Kurdish culture, elicited little response. There may be
several reasons why such things did not figure prominently. Firstly, Kurdish
life has grown increasingly urbanised in recent decades, in part due to village
evacuations during years of conflict, but also due to economic pressures asso-
ciated with processes of urbanisation experienced worldwide. To some extent
this had led to discourses on village life assuming an idyllic quality, but at the
same time a paradox where the village is viewed both with nostalgia and con-
tempt.® Secondly, those Kurds who I interviewed all lived decidedly urban
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lives, and while some of them mentioned links to ancestral villages, they all
saw the city as the locus of society and politics. As Anthony Smith declares,
the attributes of ezhnie — ethnic identity — that he outlines are strongly sub-
jective,” and for various reasons, which I would contend are a result of the
highly politicised nature of Kurdish identity in modern Turkey, villages and
mountains did not rank highly as markers of Kurdishness. In fact, it was
other factors, namely the Kurdish language and the celebration of Newroz,
that assumed political weight; as such, the Kurds I met with highlighted them
as markers of difference and central pillars of Kurdish identity.

Language: ‘ana dil or ‘zimané me’

In 2015, 7he Guardian published a pictorial representation of the tree of
Indo-European languages.' This was eagerly shared across social media plat-
forms by Kurds, whose language was perched on the Iranian branch that
veered away from the European tongues in the mists of time. Turkish social
media users, meanwhile, indignantly asked, “Where is Turkish?’ The language
map flies in the face of the Kemalist assertion that the Turks are historically
inclined towards Europe and that Kurds are Anatolia’s untamed ‘Oriental’
Other. Yet the tree is correct: while Turkish is used in Europe, and while
many Turks may see themselves as European, their language is linguisti-
cally related to those used in Central Asian states including Uzbekistan and
Kirghizstan, among the Uyghurs of far-west China and, indeed, Mongolian,
but not to any of Europe. Kurdish, meanwhile, is linguistically related, albeit
distantly, to the European languages.

Anthony Smith delineates language, alongside ‘religion, custom and pig-
mentation’, among the ‘differentiating elements of common culture’ that
are central to markers of ezhnie. He notes that these elements are ‘are often
taken to describe objective markers . . . that persist independently of the will
of individuals’."" If this were applicable in all instances it would be easy to
demarcate Kurdish language, religion, customs and pigmentation (or physi-
cal appearance) in contradistinction to the same aspects of Turkish identity.
In practice, however, such clear-cut categorisations are not easily drawn.
Turks and Kurds exhibit a vast range of physical appearances, none of which
are exclusive to one or the other. Thus, as the example of Yigit volunteering at

the HDP office in Istanbul indicates, finding physical criteria that definitively
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distinguish Kurds from Turks is problematic to say the least. Establishing a
clear difference in religious afhiliations between Kurds and Turks is similarly
complex. As already discussed, finding indisputable markers of difference
between Kurds and Turks is challenging, but their languages, which stem
from different linguistic families, are clearly distinct. Welat Zeydanlioglu
thus notes that language carries the burden of being the primary marker of
difference for Kurds in Turkey."

The founding elites of the Republic of Turkey were well aware of the role
language plays in national identity. More specifically, they were keenly sensi-
tive to the role a single national language played in forging a sense of unity
and holding tight the nation-state. Mustafa Kemal (Atatiirk) explicitly made
the link between language and nationhood, declaring in a speech in 1933,
‘One should be quite clear about the fact that the foundation of the Turkish
nation will be its national language and its national self.””” Thus, a coherent,
unified sense of (Turkish) nationhood was to be created through the prom-
ulgation of the Turkish language. But here, again, the nation builders of the
early Kemalist regime encountered a disconcerting diversity, with a range
of languages other than Turkish widely spoken, particularly in the eastern
provinces. Indeed, in parts of south-east Anatolia Turkish was ‘hardly under-
stood’, and again the Kurds posed the greatest challenge, constituting the
largest population of the non-Turkish speakers.'*

The imperative for unification saw the most determined assimilation ini-
tiatives directed at the Kurds. The Kurdish language, an immediately appar-
ent marker of difference, was an urgent target. Kemalists recognised it as a
vital ethnic marker."” Aside from various moves to make its use illegal, it was
also demeaned. The state has variously asserted that it was either a primi-
tive language of limited vocabulary, lacking grammatical coherence, merely
a mishmash of elements coming from, among others, Turkmen, Persian
and Circassian,'° or, as part of an argument claiming that Kurds were a lost
“Turkish’ tribe, in fact was a corrupted form of Turkish that had acquired
vocabulary accretions as such purported Kurd-Turks migrated from Central
Asia."” It was not only in Turkey that claims were made to the lack of authen-
ticity of the Kurds as a distinct, unified ethnicity — some Arab nationalists
claim that due to the fact that several Kurdish dialects are mutually incom-

prehensible, speakers of such distinct dialects do not constitute a single
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ethnicity. In answer to this, Mahir Aziz contends that despite ‘linguistic rifts’,
these dialects remain identifiably Kurdish and, indeed, serve to distinguish
the Kurds from the Others among whom they live, including majority Turks,
Persians and Arabs.'®

As was the case with other assimilationist initiatives, casting aspersions on
the Kurdish language did little to dissuade Kurds from upholding it as a central
aspect of their ethnic identity. Ana dil (Turkish: literally ‘mother tongue’) con-
sistently recurred as a point of reference for Kurds I spoke with." It is worth
underlining that it was a point of reference as much as a point of difference, in
that participants recognised that language was an important marker of Kurdish
identity even though, in several cases, they themselves were not conversant
in Kurmanji, the main Kurdish dialect used in Turkey. In this sense, even
though the Turkish state has not been able to sever the connection between
Kurdish language and Kurdish ethnic identity, it has been able to restrict the
degree to which the language is actually used. Some Kurds resent what they
see as the imposition of the Turkish language through the education system. A
Kurdish man in Istanbul related his concern about his three-year-old son who
was soon beginning school. His pride in his son making the transition from
infant to schoolboy was tempered by his concern that his son once at school,
where all classes are in Turkish, would be subject to ‘assimilation’.”* Zehra, in
Diyarbakir, lamented for her six-year-old daughter, “There is no school I can
send my daughter to that teaches in 7y language . . . She has to learn Turkish
and only Turkish. What kind of right is this?”*'

Manning Nash describes language as a group marker of ‘social and psy-
chological weight'. For Nash, ‘mastery of language implies learning it from
birth, in the context of kinship or primary group’. Will Kymlicka describes
language as ‘one of the fundamental markers of people’s identity’.”” Yet Peter
Alford Andrews notes in the case of Scottish Highlanders, a people like the
Kurds subjected to bans on language in an assimilationist drive, retaining
even a minor connection to mother tongue was an important means of sus-
taining ethnic identity.”> Among respondents interviewed for this research
project, opinions varied as to the importance of the language as an identity
marker. Many Kurds see language as a point of pride, a hallmark of ethnic
authenticity, one that must be maintained and asserted. Berfo declared, ‘If

there were no language you would not be able to think in Kurdish or even
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live — the Kurdish culture would disappear. The first foundation is language.
Without language there would be no meaning in being Kurdish.”** Serdar put
the point most forcefully, implying an imperative for Kurds to maintain their
language: ‘If you forget your language, you should be ashamed . . . Not only
you, your kids also.”” When I asked if he teaches his own children Kurdish,
he replied immediately, “We do.’

But such assertions of the centrality of language to Kurdish identity were
not universally held. Hikmet, an Istanbul journalist, said, thumping his fist
to his chest, ‘It’s not necessary to speak Kurdish to be Kurdish; it’s in the
heart.”” Along similar lines, Esra, a journalist from Diyarbakir, remarked,
‘I don’t know Kurdish [language], but I know that I am Kurdish and I feel
Kurdish ... Language is very important, but many [Kurdish] people in
Turkey don't know the Kurdish language . . . I have many friends who, like
me, don’t know Kurdish, who grew up in the city centre. A lot of my relatives
who grew up in villages, I don’t have any contact with them because I dont
know Kurdish.”

In fact, those who identify as Kurdish but who do not know the lan-
guage are more likely to be educated than those who do know it, as Turk-
ish is the only permitted language of education in Turkey.”® Esra, famous
as a Kurdish journalist, is just such an example. She emphasised that her
lack of language ability did not detract from her ethnic identity and was
a result of governmental policy that prohibited the teaching of Kurdish
rather than a dereliction of duty by her or her family: “This doesn’t decrease
my Kurdishness. I don’t have this connection [with Kurdish speakers]
because of policies, not because of myself. I grew up ... in the centre
of Diyarbakir [and] at that time it was forbidden to speak Kurdish . ..
At school they gave our generation [the impression] that . . . people who
use Kurdish are bad. A lot of children like me, who grew up in the centre
of Diyarbakir, were ashamed of their culture.” Such a message, imparted
by the state, had considerable impact. Semih, who also grew up in 1980s
Diyarbakur, recalls it being considered old-fashioned to speak Kurdish.” In
Istanbul, Ayse, a journalist, tells of trying to hide her Kurdishness from her
children, who spoke only Turkish and had heard their grandparents speak-
ing another language. Rather than explain that the grandparents were
speaking Kurdish, and thus admitting to their Kurdish ethnicity, Ayse said
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that they were speaking English. “We carried it [Kurdish ethnicity] like a
secret,” Ayse remarks.”

As well as creating instances where ethnic Kurds had no knowledge of
their language, or were ashamed of it, the policy of Turkish-only educa-
tion created other problems. In major cities and regional centres, such as
Diyarbakir, where state control was more pronounced, children, whether
ethnically Kurdish or otherwise, were exposed to and taught in Turkish from
a young age. Many participants, however, related that they had significant
problems beginning school speaking only Kurdish and with no knowledge of
Turkish. The situation was exacerbated in rural settlements, villages or mahal-
leler (neighbourhoods) on city outskirts, where the state’s reach and educa-
tional facilities were limited and where use of Kurdish remained routine.
Musa, from a village outside Urfa, received no formal education until his
teens. He relates such a situation: ‘I learned Turkish around twelve years old;
because my friends were Kurdish, they couldn’t speak Turkish. [My] family
couldn’t speak Turkish. We had just one language and that was Kurdish. And
[at school] they forced us to speak Turkish . . . My friend was sitting with me
but he spoke just Kurdish . . . It was difficult for us. Many teachers hit us.
They said you are not learning, but this was not our fault.”'

Musa was recalling experiences from the early 2000s, but similar situa-
tions persist. In 2014 I spent a day attending classes with a friend who teaches
at a primary school on the outskirts of Diyarbakir. I noticed in each class that
some children, usually boys, did not participate at all in spoken activities.
When I mentioned this, my friend remarked that it was because they did not
speak Turkish, but in such large classes he was unable to devote extra atten-
tion to them. Lack of ability in Turkish is not restricted to the south-east.
I recall seeing a Kurdish boy in a street market in Bayrakli, in Izmir. He led
his grandmother to each stall, enquiring of prices and translating for her, as
she directed him to haggle.

‘The imposition of Turkish as the sole means of communication appears to
be a case where state policy was counterproductive.’” It was intended to forge
unity, but it created a divide for some and was a source of anxiety and self-
denial in others. It may also be argued that the Kurdish language became a
factor within the conflict that escalated from the 1980s. Zeydanlioglu draws
a link between the instigation of the PKK’s armed struggle and the revived
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‘Kemalist spirit’ purveyed by the military after the coup of 1980. During
their brief rule, the generals severely curtailed perceived political enemies,
including the nascent Kurdish movement, and, with the Constitution of
1982, explicitly outlawed the Kurdish language. Zeydanlioglu posits this as a
‘brutal, linguicidal’ policy.” Will Kymlicka, highlighting language as a fun-
damental identity marker, argues that any belittling of a mother tongue will
be viewed as an ‘assault on identity’.** The 1982 banning of Kurdish may
well have been viewed in such terms, thus contributing to the radicalisation
of Kurds who joined the PKK. David McDowall contends that the virulence
of anti-state feeling among many early members of the PKK was due to the
fact that they did not know Kurdish, and thus they felt separated by state
decree from their Kurdish identity.”> The vast majority of Kurds never took
up arms, but, even among those who did, many saw the language ban as an
affront. This was true for many Kurds I met, who resented ongoing restric-
tions on Kurdish and, consequently, were more determined to learn and use
their language.

Even as Kurdish language — or the deprivation thereof — aroused angst
among Kurds, in the nationalistic milieu of the 1980s and 1990s, Turkish
actors viewed the language as a threat. As conflict with the PKK escalated,
the Kurdish language came to be associated with separatism. When then-
president Turgut Ozal proposed lifting the ban on Kurdish, veteran politician
Suleyman Demirel remarked that such a proposal was ‘an attempt at dividing

3 Parlia-

the country . . . this is the greatest harm you can inflict on Turkey’.
mentarian Alparslan Pehlivanoglu similarly declared that lifting the ban on
Kurdish would amount to having ‘admitted that the Kurds are a nation . . . If
it passes, there will be cafés where Kurdish folk songs are sung, theatres where
Kurdish films shown and coffee houses where Kurdish is spoken. If this is not
separatism, what is?”’

Despite Cassandra-like comments from Turkish politicians, the ban on
using the language in public was repealed in 1991. Those remarks were indic-
ative of popular discourse that held that permitting Kurds to speak their
own language, thus acknowledging and condoning ethnic diversity, would
destine Turkey to partition along ethnic lines. The political ground has now
shifted considerably. Particularly since the rise of the AKP government in
2002, Turkey has seen the broadening of discussions on national identity,
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such that diversity is not feared as once it was. Nor does the Kurdish language
evoke spectres of national calamity. In January 2009, TRT6, a government-
sanctioned television channel, began broadcasting in Kurdish, and in 2010
Turkey’s first-ever, university-level Kurdish studies course was instituted at
Mardin Artuklu University.

Even so, regulation is tight, and official touchiness remains about Kurdish
and Kurdish-language education and broadcasting. Zeydanlioglu notes that
the AKP administration is prone to boasting that language rights for Kurds
have never been freer, but he argues that language reforms have been poorly
implemented and the linguistic freedoms and rights that most Kurds aspire
to have not been realised.”® Widespread acceptance of the use of Kurdish
has not eventuated. Mehmet, a Diyarbakir-born Kurd who grew up in the
western city of Izmit, recounts his mother warning him against using Kurd-
ish in public for fear of repercussions.” Zoran also told of being warned
by his brother while working as a waiter in an Aegean resort town not to
use Kurdish. ‘It made me very angry. But my brother says we have to be
patient.” Such self-censorship was a response to earlier experiences. Zoran
recalled instances where he had been harassed by police for speaking Kurd-
ish in Diyarbakir.*

Such episodes occur in many forums in Turkey. Ahmet Kaya, upon win-
ning Musician of the Year in Istanbul in 1999, announced that he planned to
release an album in Kurdish. This provoked uproar from the chic attendees
of the awards ceremony, and widespread ongoing abuse such that he fled
Turkey, never to return.” On a more mundane level, a Kurdish woman told
me of being scolded by a Turkish woman, while queuing in a bank, for speak-
ing to her baby in Kurdish. The Turkish woman remarked, “Why would you
teach a baby such a language?” Meanwhile, in 2009 a ten-year-old girl in
Diyarbakir was prosecuted by local officials for giving ‘classes’ in Kurdish in
her home to other children.”® Naim, a teacher in Diyarbakir, empathised
with the efforts of the youthful teacher. He remarked that language is, ‘Cok
onemli. Vaz gegilmez [It’s very important. We cannot give it up] . . . The most
important thing for us is mother-tongue education. The state doesn't give us
any [Kurdish] education. I didn’t receive any education in my mother tongue.
By myself, with my struggle, I tried to learn my mother tongue . . . We make

schools in our houses and we learn our language at home by ourselves.”**
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The banning of the Kurdish language was always impractical. This was
made clear to me by Ayhan, an Istanbul-based researcher who was the only
one of twelve siblings to have attended school. None of them, nor his parents,
could speak Turkish, so Kurdish was their only means of communication.
‘Onlar: gsrmezden mi geleyim? [Am I supposed to ignore them?]” he quipped.®
Indeed, some Kurds argue that the easing of language restrictions was not
due to greater societal acceptance of the Kurds but was mere pragmatism —
resignation to the fact that Kurdish was still used — rather than actual sup-
port for its use. In recent years, however, the AKP government has portrayed
itself as a champion of Kurdish-language rights, citing the launch of TRT6
and university language courses. Former Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu
even once told a crowd in Diyarbakir, ‘I would like to learn our beautiful
Kurdish language.”* Campaigning for the Istanbul mayoralty in 2019, AKP
candidate Binali Yildirim even made ham-fisted attempts to speak Kurdish in
order to garner votes. Yet it remains a point of contention between the state
and Kurdish advocates. There are those nationalists, and government officials,
who see it as something to be discouraged, or expunged,47 yet meanwhile
the Kurdish political movement continues to pursue broader language rights.
Organisations specifically focused on Kurdish-language education, includ-
ing TZP Kurdi and Kurdi-Der, were established in 2006 and supported by
the Diyarbakir municipality. TZP Kurdf’s position is that mother-tongue
language is an irrevocable right and a measure of a true democracy, while
Kurdi-Der promotes the slogan, “The best language is your mother tongue’
and has, in several Kurdish-majority cities, celebrated a self-declared Kurdish-
language holiday.*® Such arguments win widespread support among everyday
Kurds, including many I interviewed.

Kimlycka argues that ‘language is profoundly important in the con-
struction of democratic political communities’.*” Since the lifting of the
ban on Kurdish in 1991, Kurds have embraced the language, resulting
in a plethora of publications, conferences and unofficial language insti-
tutes. Yet the number of Kurds who can use the language proficiently
remains small due to the fact that it has never been taught in schools or
standardised. Kelda Jamison notes even among those who speak Kurdish
regularly and claim it as their mother tongue a concern that they are not

speaking ‘correctly’. Nonetheless, as Jamison observes, even if it is not
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widely understood it becomes a rallying point for Kurdishness, projecting
another point of commonality.”

The launch of TRT6 and statements from government figures wanting
to learn Kurdish appear to indicate broader acceptance in Turkey’s political
sphere, but Kurds remain sceptical. Some told me they viewed TRTG as a
government mouthpiece that may broadcast in Kurdish but did not provide
any content they enjoyed.”’ Therein lies a conundrum regarding the AKP’s
position on Kurdish language within a democratic context. The message
imparted to me was that Kurds saw the AKP’s position on the Kurdish lan-
guage as a shallow ruse to win Kurdish votes rather than evidence of genuine
pluralist impulses to foster diversity and democracy.

The choice of Mardin as the location for the first university-level Kurdish
course is instructive. Diyarbakir, the centre of Kurdish cultural and artistic
activity in Turkey, and home to the well-regarded Dicle [Tigris] University,
would seem a more obvious location for such an initiative.”” It is tempting
to see the choice of Mardin as evidence of an ongoing ‘top-down’ attitude.
The state was allowing Kurdish-language education but only on terms that
it decreed acceptable, and this did not extend to allowing the city that most
Kurds would have chosen. It may also be seen as a further example of the
ongoing wariness of Kurdish self-determination. The government was pre-
pared to allow Kurdish-language education in a gesture towards pluralism
but was not willing to give Kurds free rein lest self-determination accumulate
a momentum of its own. These are hallmarks of the AKP under Erdogan:
allowing change, and claiming credit for it, but ensuring that such change
did not undermine the state agenda. Indeed, the Kurdish-language institute
in Mardin was bedevilled by criticisms and official impediments from the
outset.” Thus, while contrasts can be drawn to the 1980s, when the use of
Kurdish was illegal, it was still not the case that Kurds had control over the
teaching and study of their language.

When the state’s conflict against the PKK reignited in the second half
of 2015, the status of the Kurdish language again became fraught. With
escalating hostilities in the south-east, the strength-in-unity discourse again
gained salience in certain segments of Turkish society, and the previously
subsumed narrative that equated Kurdish political activity with terrorism

was disinterred. In these circumstances, using Kurdish again became suspect.
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In August 2016, an Istanbul labourer was murdered by several workmates,
some alleging it was because they objected to his speaking Kurdish.”* The
attempted coup against the AKP in July 2016 ratcheted up tensions in soci-
ety and defensive postures from government circles which led to a height-
ened ‘terror-alert politics’. This had a ripple effect through Kurdish political
and cultural institutions. In late September 2016, a large number of TV and
radio stations, among them the Kurdish-language children’s channel Zarok
TV, were closed down by government decree.” Instances of harassment of,
and restrictions again being placed on, those using Kurdish also became more
widespread. A HDP parliamentarian complained to the parliament about
a notice posted in the Kurdish-majority town of Sirnak explicitly directing
children against speaking Kurdish,’*and in Aydin, in western Turkey, several
high-school students were interrogated by police for ‘disseminating terrorist
propaganda’ after a teacher reported them for listening to Kurdish music.”

Despite this, many Kurds persist with the language both as a means
of asserting their identity, but also staking out political territory. During
the constitutional referendum of 2017, the HDP broadcast a song entitled
‘Bejin Na’ (Kurdish for ‘Say no!’), which was duly banned but that signalled
ongoing opposition to the designs of Erdogan,”® and for the municipal elec-
tions of 2019 the HDP broadcast a song in Kurdish to galvanise support
for its candidates, replete with footage of rallies and daily life in Diyarbakir
and women dancing the govend in the Kurdish tricoleur.”” Demet Arparcik
observed a pervasive feeling that in the current milieu, state pressure in
Istanbul and Diyarbakir has curtailed Kurdish-language activism and she
met considerable official resistance to her own research into the topic. Yet
she also notes that despite oppression, Kurdish-language activists continue
to pursue their agenda.” It would seem that Kurds are not prepared to aban-
don such a central element of their identity.

Celebrating Newroz, or Nevruz

The calendar year in Turkey is punctuated by regular holidays and events.
Several of them commemorate episodes from the Turkish war of indepen-
dence and the establishment of the Republic.’ Clearly these are intended to
engender a sense of common history and, like the Turkish language, forge a
unified sense of national identity. These commemorations are instances of Eric
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Hobsbawm’s ‘invention of tradition’, whereby ritual or symbolic practices are
used to ‘inculcate values or norms of behaviour by repetition, which auto-
matically implies continuity with the past’.®> Manning Nash contends that
‘tradition is the past of a culture, as that past is thought to have continuity, a
presence and a future. These features of tradition bestow on the past a weight
of authority, the very fact of survival, pastness and continuity give an aura
of authority, legitimacy and rightness to cultural beliefs and practices . . .
Tradition, while chiefly concerned with the past ... has a forward, future
dimension.”” The ‘invention of tradition’ serves as a teleological argument for
a nation or group through which it can assert its legitimacy: this is what we
have always done, this is evidence of our longevity and validity, and this is a
practice we maintain to the present.

The Turkish nation-state justifiably celebrates important events of its
founding amid the traumatic years of the early twentieth century. But just as
the persistence of the Kurdish language militated against the Kemalists™ pro-
motion of the Turkish language as a lightning rod for unification, there exists
a day in the calendar that has worked against the narrative of (Turkish) unity.
That day is Newroz, the Kurdish New Year, celebrated each year on 21 March.
This event, too, clearly falls into the category of an ‘invented tradition’, but
it has allowed the Kurds a point of difference, a means to maintain an eth-
nic boundary between themselves and the Turks, a means to lay claim to a
distinctive cultural tradition. My inquiries among Kurds of the potency of
the mountains and village life elicited little response, and my inquiries about
‘Kurdish traditions’ did not generate anything more than ofthand laments to
‘slowly vanishing traditions’ (‘yavas yavas kayboluyor’). Newroz was the one
Kurdish ‘tradition’ that all participants mentioned. It would seem that this
is because Newroz is the centre of potent political narrative. However, like
language, it has become contested, increasingly so in the AKP’s Turkey.

Celebrated on 21 March and marking the spring equinox, Newroz
arises from the Persian tradition, among which, linguistically, the Kurds
are included.®* Newroz comes from the Persian ‘Noo rooz (0305, literally
‘New Day’).” Persian and Persianate communities, among whom the Kurds
number, have celebrated it as the advent of spring for thousands of years.
Indicative of its importance in Kurdish culture, Newroz is the setting where

the star-crossed lovers of the seventeenth-century Kurdish epic Mem 4 Zin
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first meet each other.® The Iraqi Kurds adopted it as a specifically Kurdish
event in the mid-twentieth century, something that Kurds in Turkey took up
some time later.”” During the Ottoman era, Newroz was a public holiday, but
from the Republic of Turkey’s early years it was recognised only as an ‘Iranian
National Day’.®® Thus in modern Turkey, it may be argued that Newroz is —
or was — a distinctively Kurdish event.

Martin van Bruinessen notes that he encountered little recognition of
Newroz among everyday Kurds in Turkey in the 1970s, even though it was
known to others, including Bektashi dervishes, some Turkish Alevis and
Shi’ite communities. Even so, knowledge of Newroz and its symbolic potency
had been increasing in Turkey’s Kurdish political movement, and from the
mid-"60s certain activists sought to foster it as a tradition worth celebrating
and one that was specifically Kurdish.*

During the 1980s, the PKK, seeking to promote an agenda of Kurdish
awareness, invested it with greater significance. This was boosted after the
arrival of Kurdish refugees fleeing Iraq in 1988. Semih recalls meeting, at that
time, Iraqi Kurds who celebrated Newroz, but remarks that until then he had
been unaware of the tradition. He said his grandmother remembered it, but
‘people didnt know it. After the Kurdish movement, it gained another mean-
ing.””® As Hobsbawm notes, invented traditions may be specifically tied to the
nation and its associated trappings, nationalism and national symbols, which
in turn rest on foundations rooted in social engineering.”" By the 1980s,
Turkey may have moved beyond a programme of social engineering in the
name of nation building, but the symbolism of Newroz, invented tradition
or otherwise, was becoming plain: it was a festival that was specifically tied to
Kurdish identity. And as the PKK’s military campaign escalated, the Turkish
security forces clamped down on the event as a manifestation of Kurdishness;
Newroz celebrations were seen as precursors to separatism.

In fact, it was the PKK who worked to revive the celebration of Newroz
and create an explicit connection to Kurdish identity and an ages-old Kurdish
foundational myth. PKK discourse highlighted the element of resistance
within the myth, which tells of a simple blacksmith, Kawa, who encouraged
an oppressed people, the (mythical) ancient forebears of the Kurds, to rise up
against evil King Zahhak who enslaved them.”” The themes of oppression and
uprising within the tale of Kawa and the evil king were potent symbols that
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could be utilised to mobilise everyday Kurds in Turkey. Significantly, there
are several other Kurdish foundational myths, but the PKK overlooked these.
One tells of the Kurds descending from a city built at the point where Noah’s
ark came to rest on Mount Cudi (near modern-day Sirnak in south-east
Anatolia), and another claims the Kurds were the progeny of five hundred
beautiful women abducted from Europe by King Solomon’s henchmen.”
Such tales may be as poetic as the myth of Kawa, but they do not contain the
same element of resistance and victory against evil, and thus did not resonate
as strongly.

Thus, the PKK emphasised one particular foundational myth over oth-
ers, and emphasised a specific reading of the events within the myth in order
to create a specifically Kurdish narrative from a tradition which is, in fact,
celebrated by many peoples across the Middle East.”* As well as providing an
appealing rallying cry for acts of resistance to the state, the propagation of a
specifically Kurdish Newroz myth, a legend that stretches back thousands of
years, also added credence to the Kurdish national narrative, an indication that
Kurds had operated in unison and as a distinct people since antiquity.”

Thus the PKK’s Newroz narrative gathered momentum. Soner remarked
that until the late 1980s, ‘it was not popular, it was not a celebration or a
demonstration. You can say Newroz was reshaped in the '90s . . . It has been
important since maybe 1990.”7° As its ‘importance’ among Kurds grew, and
due to its being propagated by the PKK, Turkish security forces and judiciary
attempted to stamp it out. Indeed, during the early 1990s Newroz celebra-
tions became fervent pro-Kurdish rallies resulting in clashes with security
forces; celebrations in south-eastern cities such as Cizre, Nusaybin and Sirnak
in 1992 were marked by violent altercations.”” Qutside south-east Anatolia,
those Newroz celebrations that did occur during the 1990s often happened
in out-of-the way locations,”® and generally attracted police attention, result-
ing in clashes each year on 21 March. Such violence was usually justified by
the government, and won approval of the broader Turkish public, on the
grounds that Newroz celebrations were ‘terrorist’ events. But in fact, violence
in Cizre, Sirnak and Nusaybin in 1992 all stemmed from the state: security
forces fired into crowds of participating Kurds.” The fact that in that year
ninety-two civilians were killed in Newroz clashes, but not a single soldier,

made it hard to maintain the argument that the state was acting to counter
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‘terrorist’ activities.** Nonetheless, in the nationalist fervour that prevailed,
such arguments were overlooked. In 1999, such was government pressure
that Newroz was not celebrated at all in Diyarbakir. A Hiirriyet report, while
conceding that this was made possible by a large number of arrests, depicted
this as a ‘victory’ for the city.* But amid the drive to suppress it, the violence
involved and the PKK’s skilful wielding of the Kawa legend, Newroz became
invested with meaning for Kurds.

Musa, a Kurd living in Istanbul’s Gedikpasa neighbourhood, stated, ‘Yes,
[Newroz is] very important. Maybe you have seen on TV. We always used to
have problems . . . In Istanbul and Diyarbakur, just last year the government
says, “It's OK, it’s legal, you can celebrate.” We didn’t have any problem with
the government, we didn’t fight . . . we just celebrated. But before when we
wanted to celebrate, they always attacked us.”® In Musa’s view, it was not the
event that was significant, nor were the reasons for the celebration important.
Newroz’s significance lay in the fact that in the past it had been suppressed
and that Kurds had persisted in celebrating it despite the fact that the state
‘attacked us’. For Musa, Newroz was not so much a communal celebration,
but a communal event of another kind, a means of standing up to govern-
ment oppression.

Semih, who had attended Newroz celebrations in Kurdish northern
Iraqg, laughed and quipped, ‘In Iraq, it’s like a picnic — people go to the
countryside and make kebabs.”® His laughter was an acknowledgement of
the irony that the significance of Newroz could be so different in Turkey.
Esra, meanwhile, acknowledged the original reasons for the celebration of
Newroz: ‘Newroz is certainly important . . . Because Kurdish people used to
celebrate Newroz forty or fifty years ago; at that time it was more about . . .
the coming of spring.’84 However, Esra registered that the significance of the
event had been transformed by the state’s attempts to suppress it, and the

violence involved:

But with the punishment, with the pressure from the state, it becomes
another thing. It is something different now. Newroz . . . for many Kurdish
people . .. is a celebration that we are here, [despite] everything that you
[the state] did . . . For me, it is also a symbol of a lot of people who died dur-
ing Newroz, so I don't see a lot of things to celebrate. I go to Newroz because

I am part of this society . . . but from another perspective, Newroz reminds
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me of a lot of bad things. Now Newroz is not [about] culture . .. Now it
symbolises: resistance, that we exist, the people who were killed . . . Yes, it’s

important. I think it’s important for every Kurd now.*”

Berfo was one of few who noted the origins of the tradition, but, echoing
the resistance message promulgated by the PKK, he also highlighted the shift

in its significance,

It has actually become a day representing our resistance. Newroz isnt just a
day we celebrate. It is also a day that many people celebrate in the Middle
East. However, it is a very different day for us. We do not just celebrate the
coming of spring. Newroz is a day that has been banned for us. In order
to celebrate this day many Kurds were killed . . . Just because we want to
celebrate spring, many civilians were murdered. This is a day in which we

celebrate not only spring but also our resistance.*

If, in this instance, Esra and Berfo do not recognise that Newroz is an
‘invented’ tradition, they at least acknowledge its transformation from an
element of Kurdish culture to becoming a part of the Kurds’ political make-
up, part of the political struggle.”” This is a message that was shared with me
by several Kurds, highlighting that Newroz is now a ‘sembol’ (symbol) of
Kurdishness.

The death toll at Newroz celebrations in 1992 represented a high-tide
mark, both in terms of violence and official disapproval. Thereafter Newroz
celebrations generally unfurled without clashes between (Kurdish) protesters
and (Turkish) security forces, and eventually came to receive official imprima-
tur. Such an about-face on the part of Turkish authorities was made possible
by a process of recasting the event as a celebration of ‘brotherhood’, ‘cohesion’
and ‘harmony’, which in turn was only possible by emphasising the event’s
long history and Central Asian origins,” rather than the PKK’s resistance dis-
course. A focus on ‘harmony’ and ‘cohesion’ may be seen as an attempt to
alleviate the tensions associated with the event, but it was accompanied by an
attempt at Turkification, the rebranding of it as ‘Nevruz’ and the highlighting
of its purported origins in Turkish history. This involved, each year in March,
invitations extended to folkloric groups from Central Asia to dance at offi-
cial ceremonies, at which government ministers ostentatiously participated,

alongside a raft of quasi-scientific publications (re)asserting that the festival
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had long been celebrated by all Turkic peoples and was rooted in the Turkic
Ergenekon legend.”

In this sense, rather than extending a hand to the Kurds by recognis-
ing the importance of the day for them, the state attempted to dilute, if
not entirely eradicate, the Kurdish aspect of the event. In so doing, Turkish
politicians and the Ministry of Culture effected a textbook example of
Hobsbawm’s invention of tradition. Notable in this instance is that the tradi-
tion being ‘invented’ has, at best, tenuous connections to the Turkish folk-
loric canon, and in effecting their invention the state totally overlooked the
event’s origins as a Zoroastrian, hence Persian, celebration of spring. The fact
that the celebration dates from the Zoroastrian tradition, of course, militates
against it being of Turkic origin.” As such this may be seen as the co-option
of a tradition rather than a retrieval from the recesses of a forgotten history.
It is a striking example of the acquisitive nature of Turkish nationalism — a
nationalism that attempted to eradicate boundaries and in so doing forge a
homogenous Turkishness.

The issue here, then, was not whether Newroz/Nevruz is really Kurdish
or Turkish, but that both sides used it to their own ends: the Turks to
homogenise, the Kurds to stand apart. In practice, the state’s attempt to co-
opt Newroz/Nevruz never gained much traction with the broader Turkish
public; the event remains recognised as being Kurdish.” Further, recollec-
tions of Newroz that Kurds shared with me would suggest that although
now state-sanctioned and dressed up as a touchstone for harmony and cohe-
sion, it was anything but a coming together of peoples and an occasion to
celebrate brotherhood. Rather, for Kurds, it was a time to recall difference
and the state’s heavy hand. Esra and Berfo saw Newroz as a time to remem-
ber people who had suffered state-backed violence in earlier attempts to
celebrate the event; it was also a time to recall the injustice in such responses
from the government and the injustice inherent in the state’s attitude that
the celebration of Newroz should be suppressed; it was a time to assert that
Kurdish people had resisted such injustices and that Kurdish people still
existed despite them. Nicole Watts argues that pro-Kurdish politicians also
used Newroz as a potent symbolic resource in their pursuit of the reclaiming
of public spaces from the state and their creation of an alternative politics

in the south-east. Thus, even though Kurds enjoy greater cultural freedoms
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than in recent decades, Newroz remains an important marker of Kurdish
distinctiveness.”

For a time, while the AKP adopted a more accommodatory approach to
the Kurds issue, there was much less political to-and-fro attached to Newroz/
Nevruz. Yet it is apparent that the AKP recognised its symbolic value among
Kurdish constituents. It must be no coincidence that 21 March was cho-
sen as the date of Abdullah Ocalan’s declaration of a PKK ceasefire from
his prison cell in 2013.” Such an announcement can only have come with
official approval, and thus one can imagine that the government allowed
such a development with a view to winning support among Kurdish vorters.
Acknowledging the importance of Newroz as such was a way of tipping a hat
to the Kurds. Erdogan made other such gestures while the resolution pro-
cess was still in train. In 2015 he tweeted Newroz/Nevruz messages in both
Turkish and Kurdish,” but even as he did so he pushed the party line of the
event being one of ‘solidarity and brotherhood’, rather than one of particular
Kurdish significance.”

Following the resumption of hostilities with the PKK and the associated
ratcheting up of tensions, Newroz celebrations were banned in several south-
eastern cities with large Kurdish populations in 2016. In turn, some Kurds
chose to celebrate Newroz prior to its official date of 21 March in order
to avoid being seen to participate in government-sanctioned events.” Here,
again, was a Kurdish attempt to stamp the event as something distinctive,
something that existed outside the officially constructed narrative, and here
again was an official attempt to curtail, or at least manage, participation in
the event. In light of the collapsed peace process, and reluctant to be seen
closing the space that had recently been opened, government figures continue
to acknowledge Newroz, but persist in the narrative that it is an ages-old
symbol of solidarity and brotherhood. Meanwhile, Turkish nationalists con-
tinue to argue that it is at its core a Turkish celebration, MHP leader Devlet
Bahgeli bluntly declaring in 2018, ‘Nevruz is Turkish, it is Turanic.” [Nevruz
Tiirktiir, Turandir.] In what perhaps amounts to wishful thinking, he echoed
statements from Erdogan and Prime Minister Binali Yildirim, adding that it
‘secures Turkey’s solidarity and brotherhood’.””

When I asked Kurds if Newroz was a Turkish festival they scoffed at the

idea. They see it as quintessentially Kurdish. Yet its salience did not seem to



78 | THE KURDS IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY

lie in any associated foundational myth, one that could form a teleological
argument that connected the Kurds of modern Turkey with a distant Kurdish
past, thus lending legitimacy and historical validity to their claims of ethnic
distinctiveness in the present. In the comments recorded above, Musa, Esra
and Berfo do not mention, or appear to be aware of, the historical roots of
Newroz, or the myth of Kawa rising up against Zahhak. They focus on a time
frame that is within living memory, but in so doing they create what might
be called a recent tradition, one that — conveniently — echoes the themes at
the heart of the Newroz myth. Newroz here is potent due to the fact of resis-
tance, in this instance resistance to attempts at assimilation and the repres-
sive measures of the Turkish state. Zahhak is no longer, but in the narrative
he is replaced by the state; and everyday Kurds assume the role of Kawa. In
this sense, Newroz continues to play a significant role in defining a distinct

Kurdish identity.

Resisting Managed Diversity

In Turkey’s widening political environment, issues such as the Kurdish lan-
guage and the celebration of Newroz have become less contentious than they
once were. Participants’ responses show that earlier attempts to extinguish
Kurdish and impose Turkish only heightened the tenacity with which Kurds
have clung to their language. The state’s attempt to eliminate a point of dif-
ference made that particular point all the more important. Hanging on to
Kurdish as a mother tongue has become a rallying point for Kurds and a
central pillar of their identity, and the aspiration to be able to teach it in a
truly democratic Turkey remains. The state’s reaction to Newroz in the 1980s
follows a similar trajectory. While Newroz may have been self-consciously
reimagined as a tale of Kurdish resistance and uprising by the PKK, the state
responded to it in the same way it did to Kurdish language, by attempting
to extinguish it in the interests of maintaining, or imposing, homogeneity.
As martyrs were created in the clashes that ensued, and as Kurds sought to
exercise their right to celebrate, Newroz assumed more potency.

In Erdogan’s Turkey, the Kurdish language and Newroz arouse much less
opprobrium. The two are allowed, and even achieve some level of state impri-
matur, but really only in a stage-managed way. Erdogan may pay lip service

to both, but only to be able to boast of a free and democratic Turkey. In this
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sense, the AKP has allowed a more multicultural Turkey than was permis-
sible under earlier governments, but the government keeps a tight hold on
proceedings — determining where and how Kurdish language may be stud-
ied, allowing Newroz to be celebrated but insisting on a bland message of
‘brotherhood’ rather than acknowledging any non-Turkish root to the event.
In this sense it is allowing a degree of multiculturalism but retaining control
of how that multiculturalism manifests itself. This largely excludes Kurdish
participation and input. And this is something that Kurds determine to resist,

particularly where this relates to elements of their ethnic identity.
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THE KURDS AND ISLAM: DEFYING
HEGEMONY AND THE ‘CALIPHATE’

ravelling the Istanbul Metro reveals the diversity of Turkish society.

I once witnessed a teenage girl, suntanned, with free-flowing hair,
sporting tight jeans and fashionable trainers, speaking cheerfully on her
mobile phone as the train rattled through the suburbs. Watching her
intently all the while was another girl, of similar age, wearing the neat
gabardine and headscarf of the religiously observant. This was not a rancor-
ous encounter. The phone correspondent was breezily unaware of being
watched, but the conservative girl was clearly fascinated. It struck me that
they each represented a very current snapshot of Istanbul, but from entirely
different demographics.

Some assume that the gap between the devout and the secular is the most
important rift in Turkish society, one that is even more unbridgeable than the
ethnic division between Turks and Kurds. Yet creating such clear divisions is
simplistic and reductive. The dynamics of ethnic and religious identification
are complex and multivalent — and sometimes overlap — in Turkey. From its
establishment, the Republic of Turkey kept a tight rein on Islam, adopting
a top-down approach, regulating how religion could be practised and dis-
seminated throughout the country. There are analogies here with how the
Kemalist state viewed ethnic diversity. It perceived religion and ethnicity as
potential threats and sought to manage both lest they became lightning rods

for dissent or derailed processes of modernisation and Westernisation. Over
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time, however, both have retained salience in Turkish society and have had
profound impacts on politics and daily life.

Another widely shared assumption is that religion is of only marginal
importance in Kurdish politics and negligible as a marker of Kurdish identity.'
Such an assertion is lent credence by the fact that the major Kurdish political
parties in Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria all adopt secular agendas. Martin Van
Bruinessen documents a saying common in several languages of the Middle
East: ‘Compared to the unbeliever, the Kurd is a Muslim.”” The maxim is
probably intended in a pejorative sense, casting aspersions on Kurds’ Islamic
observance, but Van Bruinessen records it to highlight its imprecision. He
acknowledges that there is notable religious heterodoxy among the Kurds,
yet he underlines that Islam has long played an important role in the social
and political fora of Kurdish life. A Kurdish kebap chef in Mardin once com-
plained to me of his wife’s piety. ‘She is very religious; she is closed up here!’
he stated, tapping his head, an indication that different degrees of religiosity
are present and can create differences of opinion among Kurds — even within
a single family.

In recent decades, Islam has come to play a greater role across many strata
of society and politics in Turkey. In the AKP era, Islam is more visible in
daily life and political discourse. Thus, as the Kurdish political movement
endeavours to participate more fully in the political arena and as individual
Kurds strive to assert their ethnic identity, they too have had to define their
relationship(s) with religion. Islam-inclined parties in Turkey have often
won sizeable portions of the Kurdish vote, to the extent that Recep Tayyip
Erdogan declared in 2007 that the AKP was ‘the real representative of the
Kurds’.> From 2014, the emergence of the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and
Syria (ISIS), which pursued violent campaigns against Kurds in Syria and
Iraq, further shifted the dynamics of Kurdish ethnicity and Islamic identity.
This relationship was further complicated for Kurds in Turkey by consistent
allegations and accusations of Turkish complicity with and material support
for ISIS.

Anthony Smith notes religion as one of the ‘differentiating elements of
common culture’ that are used to establish ethnic identity.* Broadly speak-
ing, the majority of Kurds in Turkey profess Sunni Islam, just as the majority

of Turks do.” Thus when considering religion, unlike questions of mother
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tongue, there is no clear-cut distinction between Kurds and Turks. Van
Bruinessen notes that boundaries between Kurds and others are ill-defined —
the religious one is particularly so. To establish a distinct Kurdish identity
requires the highlighting of ‘differences in degree rather than differences in
kind’, Van Bruinessen argues.6 Thus, if Kurds are to uphold Islam as an ele-
ment of their identity and at the same time define their own space, whether
at an individual or political level, they must establish such ‘differences in
degree’, demonstrating how their relationship to and practice of religion sets
them apart from Turks. There is some precedent to this. During the 1880s
Sheikh Ubeydullah asserted that Kurdish religiosity was different to that of
the Turks, and Ottoman #/ama looked askance at Kurdish Islamic practice.”
Yet this imperative has become more compelling as Erdogan and the AKP
have played to Islamic sentiments as a means of winning electoral support
and as ISIS, among other jihadist groups in Syria and Iraq, encroached on
Kurdish-held territory.

Kurds and Islam

Historical records from the seminal sixteenth-century Kurdish text, 7he
Serefname, to nineteenth-century accounts document Kurdish groups that
did not conform to any single religious orthodoxy but straddled traditions
and customs.® Islam is noted among the Kurds for its heterodox nature
rather than its adherence to doctrine and orthodox practice. Van Bruinessen
remarks that Islam among Kurds, in their mountainous realm on the fringes
of Turkish, Persian and Arabic spheres, thus peripheral and not under the
direct control of centres of Islamic learning, evolved organically, without
excess deference to or regulation by orthodoxy.” Historically, Sufism played
an important role in Kurdish communities across the Middle East. It was the
Sufi orders that promoted and spread the faith, and until the establishment
of the modern education system those Kurds who did receive an education
did so largely through the medrese of the Sufis. The closure of the orders by
Turkey’s republican regime in the 1920s thus had a significant negative impact
on educational levels in Kurdish-populated regions. With the creation of the
Diyanet Isleri Baskanlig: (Religious Affairs Directorate; hereafter Diyanet),
the government brought religion within its purview, tightly regulating reli-
gious practice across Turkey, thus using it as another mechanism through
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which to engineer a modern society. The closure of the Sufi orders had the
added effect, in the south-east, of curtailing Kurdish religio-social networks
and the demise of the Kurdish language as a means of education. Despite the
banning of the Sufi orders by the state, they retained a level of importance in
Kurdish society."” The sarcophagi of several Sufi holy men — painted in gar-
ish colours — are on show near the city walls of Diyarbakir. Elsewhere in the
south-east, and throughout Turkey, Sufi shrines and mosques remain sites for
pilgrimage and prayer."

Noting that religion assumed heterodox forms among Kurds and that
religion is not necessarily a mark of distinction between Turks and Kurds
is not to say, however, that Kurds themselves do not see their religion as
an important component of their identity. Surveys across Turkey reveal that
religiosity is widely regarded as a marker of good character.”” In interviews
I conducted with Kurds about ethnic identity, virtually all respondents made
at least some mention of Islam, if only to refute it. Many claimed to visit the
mosque regularly and to observe the fast during Ramazan."

It is apparent that Islam also plays a role in the structures and rhythms of
daily life in Diyarbakir. During repeat visits to the Ulu Cami, the largest and
most important mosque in Diyarbakir, I observed that early-evening prayers
were a ritual for many locals. This included a stream of arrivals of various ages
and appearances, from twenty-something men in Levis and trainers to oth-
ers of a more pious bearing in ‘traditional’ attire of baggy salvar trousers and
prayer caps. These episodes were notable for a lack of formality or stuffiness.
For some it appeared to be a form of conviviality, a group activity, involving
the sharing of cigarettes and chatter before or after prayers.

As across the Islamic world, Friday prayers are particularly important for
observant Kurds. I noted this one Friday at Diyarbakir’s Dengbej Evi/Mala
Dengbéjan. When the voice of the miiezzin (prayer caller) rang out at noon,
all those present immediately proceeded to the nearby Behram Pasa Mosque.
The dengbéj perform lengthy vocal recitations of ballads, often with com-
munal participation, but the ezan (call to prayer) brought performances to
an abrupt end as all rushed to attend prayers. Another weekly religious event
I observed in Diyarbakir was Thursday prayers and pilgrimages to the Mosque
of the Prophet Siileyman. This was a focal point for communal activity.

On Thursday afternoons pilgrims gather to enter the mosque, while a street
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market attracts visitors, farmers and traders from mahalleler (neighbour-
hoods) outside the Diyarbakir city walls and from surrounding villages.
A young haberdashery seller told me he had never entered the shrine
(“Women visit it,” he remarked), but he came to the market to set up his stall
every week.'* While religion was not of particular importance for him, he saw

that the shrine played an important part in local public and economic life.

Islam in the Republic of Turkey

Kemalism, the guiding ideology of the Republic of Turkey from its estab-
lishment, promulgated secularism and (Turkish) nationalism as the keys to
national cohesion and progress. Just as the state sought to deny the Kurdish
presence, it endeavoured to maintain top-down control on the practice of
religion through the Diyanet, instituting a laicist model that not only sepa-
rated state and religion but ensured state control of religion. Such impositions
placed upon a heterogeneous population, large segments of which were reli-
giously observant, inevitably fomented political tensions. Issues of identity,
whether ethnic or religious, remained persistent undercurrents in Turkey’s
politics. Meanwhile, official discourse held that the secularism undergird-
ing the core of the Kemalist model was as essential as ethnic homogene-
ity. The eventual emergence of an Islamic political movement was regarded
with trepidation because it called into question the very underpinnings of the
Kemalist state."

Official attitudes towards Islam began to change after the coup of 1980
and the development of the Turk—Islam thesis, which explicitly incorporated
Islam into conceptualisations of national identity. Thereafter Turgut Ozal
(president 1989-93) oversaw further loosening of Kemalist strictures and
greater acknowledgement of ethnicity and religion in the public sphere.' In
this milieu, pro-Islamic political parties and civil society organisations became
more active. The space for Islam in Turkey’s socio-political landscape shifted
most definitively when the AKP won government in 2002. Although describ-
ing itself as a ‘social conservative’ party, the AKP clearly has Islamic foun-
dations. The AKP’s founders were openly pious, proposing Islam not as a
political model but a guiding moral code for society, something that attracted
many voters."” At least initially, the AKP articulated and implemented a politi-

cal vision in which democracy, personal freedoms and equality became central
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elements within a polity that also recognised the Islamic underpinnings of
Turkish life. The AKP thus worked to alleviate constraints placed on Turkey’s
political and public spheres by the long-standing Kemalist (political) proj-
ect. Turkish society under the AKP more openly discussed and debated issues
of religion, ethnicity and national identity. Previously emphasis had been
placed on uniformity; now political and public spheres became freer and more

accepting of diversity.

An Islamic perspective on Turkey’s Kurds

The only minorities recognised in Turkey’s Constitution are the Jews, Greeks
and Armenians, all adherents of faiths other than Islam. In Middle Eastern
states, minorities are generally delineated in terms of their religious distinc-
tiveness from the Muslim majority." Concurrently, Middle Eastern regimes
have often used the idea of ‘religious communalism’ as a means to forge soli-
darity, a mechanism whereby communal identification with a single religion
becomes the fulcrum of national solidarity and unity.”” By both these mea-
sures, Kurds in Turkey, the majority of whom are Sunni Muslims, lack the
means to distinguish themselves from the majority Turks.”” In the Constitu-
tion they were overlooked for minority status and, on the basis of their faith,
co-opted into Turkishness.”’ Meanwhile, the Kemalist model downplayed the
role of Islam while insisting on ethnic homogeneity.

Various Islamic thinkers in Turkey have theorised otherwise. Members
of the Islamist Refah Party, which emerged in the 1980s and briefly held
power under the prime ministership of Necmettin Erbakan (1996-7), con-
tended that ethnic boundaries were artificial boundaries that divided the
ummah. One Refah MP claimed that the ‘disestablishment’ of Islam in
Turkey was the cause of ethnic conflict, thus suggesting that reinstat-
ing Islam in the political realm was to the advantage of Turkey’s Kurds.”
Islamist intellectuals in the 1990s lamented the failure of Turkey’s secular
framework both to build bridges with Kurdish communities and to outma-
noeuvre the ‘secular’ rallying cry of the PKK.” Thus in its policy platform,
Refah underlined Islam as a forge for unity, while also counselling the lift-
ing of emergency rule in the south-eastern provinces and proposing the
peaceful resolution of the Kurdish issue.? In doing so, it won considerable
support from Kurdish voters.
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The AKD, as successor to Refah, initially approached the Kurdish issue, and
Kurdish voters, in a similar manner. From the AKP’s viewpoint, the root of the
Kurdish problem was that the Republic’s imposed secularism had extinguished
the Islamic bond and allowed nationalism to create divisions.” By this reason-
ing, if secularism was contained and shared faith acknowledged then Islamic
kardeslik (brotherhood) could blossom among Turks and Kurds, defusing
military conflict and political tensions.”® In other words, the Islamic bond
would render ethnic divides obsolete, dilute the salience of Kurdish identity
and catalyse identification with the ideal of the Republic of Turkey. In this
sense, Islam, far from being the regressive force that the founding Republicans
feared and sought to jettison, was a means to strengthen the nation-state.

The AKP’s positioning of Islam as a national bond meant that ethnic
diversity represented less of a threat to the integrity of the nation-state.”” This
allowed the AKP to adopt new approaches to the Kurdish Question. In 2005,
then Prime Minister Erdogan broke new ground in a speech in Diyarbakir
when he stated that the key to resolving Kurdish discontent was not further
repressive measures but the consolidation of democracy.”® Several study partic-
ipants recalled hearing Erdogan speaking in Diyarbakir and being impressed
by his words.” At the same time, Islamic themes and motifs came to play a
greater role in political discourse throughout Turkey. At rallies prior to the
2011 and 2015 general elections in Diyarbakir and several other Kurdish-
populated cities, Erdogan and other AKP figures evoked the idea of religious
fraternity, making it a central theme of their pitch to Kurdish voters. These
plays to the Islamic sensibilities of the Kurdish electorate were emphasised by
alleging that other parties did not sufficiently respect religion, evoking Jeru-
salem and alleging the pro-Kurdish HDP was sympathetic to Israel.”’ At one
rally, brandishing a Quran published in Kurdish, Erdogan told an audience,
“They [the HDP] have nothing to do with Islam.”" The AKP has often posi-
tioned itself as the protector of the common religious values that underpin
Turkish society,” and here it was doing the same with Kurdish voters, with the

intention of steering them away from other political parties.

The AKP and Islam in the Public Sphere

Erdogan’s brandishing of the Kurdish Quran is a potent example of
the higher visibility of Islam in politics and everyday life. There is some
discussion that under the AKP Turkey has diverged from its secular path
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and that a process of ‘Islamification’ is under way. The AKP touted itself
as a ‘conservative democratic’ movement when it won government, but it
never denied its Islamic underpinnings. With time, those Islamic currents
have become more prevalent; religion is now much more visible in Turkey’s
public sphere, with some arguing that the religious—secular divide is being
straddled such that Turkey has become ‘post-secular’.””

Historically, Turkish politicians of an Islamic inclination did not appeal
to voters in the name of implementing Sharia, but of upholding Islamic con-
cepts regarded as central tenets of Turkish life.>* For the AKP, this meant
working to alleviate the impositions that the Kemalist interpretation of secu-
larism had placed on society. In the AKP mindset, Kemalism had corrupted
secularism such that it became ‘enmity against religion’.”” Just as some saw
secularism as having destroyed a sense of kardeslik that could unite Turks
and Kurds, others saw it as having smothered ‘authentic’ Turkish values
and imposed faux Western ones. In championing Islamic values, the AKP
thus aimed to redress the wrongdoings of Turkey’s ancien régime. A 2004
AKP publication entitled Mubafazakar Demokrasi (Conservative Democracy)
decried earlier governments as buyurgan (despotic), baskic: (oppressive) and
tektipci (homogenising), and set out a new agenda of ‘dialogue, forbearance
and tolerance’.*® Thus the AKP saw itself as neatly amalgamating the protec-
tion of Islamic values with the buttressing of democracy, circumstances which
led to a heightened profile for Islam in public and political spheres as well as
the broadening of debates about national identity and the lifting of curbs on
Kurdish life.

During the AKP’s time in office, aspects of Islam and its conservative
social outlook have infiltrated both public and political spheres. The Diyanet
now has a much higher profile and receives a greater proportion of govern-
ment money.”’” And as the AKP’s incumbency has grown more entrenched,
Erdogan, since winning the presidential vote in 2014, has increasingly pro-
mulgated his conservative views, often informed by Islamic mores, on society.
This has included speaking out against abortion, the consumption of alcohol
and the cohabitation of unmarried male and female students,”® as well as
his oft-stated desire to raise a ‘pious youth’.”” Further, Islam has become a
potent weapon in Turkey’s socio-political milieu. During the Gezi events of
summer 2013, pro-AKP figures, including Erdogan, accused protesters of

harassing a headscarf-wearing woman in Kabatas and of drinking alcohol in
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a mosque. Both these accusations implicitly highlighted protesters as tram-
pling on Islamic — thus authentic Turkish — values such as respect for women
in headscarves and the sanctity of the mosque.” The overall official response
to the Gezi protests was heavy-handed, no doubt a measure of the fear that
arose in government circles. The AKP thus repudiated its own agenda, as
stated in the 2004 campaign publication, of ‘dialogue, forbearance and toler-
ance’. It proved to be as despotic and oppressive as the regimes it had ear-
lier denounced. In the AKP armoury, Islam became a means to undermine
and delegitimise the opposition, protest and dissent — the very antithesis of
the narrative of ‘brotherhood’. That Islam was utilised to discredit the Gezi
protests, coupled with Erdogan’s winning the presidency and ongoing con-
solidation of power, and statements from government figures who muse on
removing references to ‘secularism’ from the constitution,*" contributes to
the image of the AKP evolving into an authoritarian regime of conspicuously

Islamic colouring.42
The jibadi highway’

Alongside the re-emergence of Islam in the public sphere, Ankara has engaged
more closely with its Middle Eastern neighbours under the stewardship of the
AKP. This was a conscious, strategic decision, a policy intended to ensure
‘zero problems with neighbours™® and to allow Turkey to assume its purport-
edly rightful place as a regional leader.* The Arab Spring uprisings of 2011,
the most important of which for Turkey was Syria, derailed such ambitions.
Turkey promptly adopted an anti-Assad position in deference to the Syrian
citizens who rose up against him.

As Syria devolved into civil war, Turkey became a base for various ele-
ments of the resistance, including affiliates of al-Qaeda and other jihadi off-
shoots. Turkish officials largely turned a blind eye to such groups, allowing
them to transit Turkish territory, while some within Turkey sympathised with
and encouraged them in their fight against the Assad regime.” ISIS swiftly
became the most notorious of these groups, incurring international oppro-
brium for its widely broadcast brutality. That ISIS members moved openly
and won applause from conservative circles in cities such as Istanbul gave rise
to arguments that Turkey was supporting or promoting ISIS.* Statements
from officials and AKP members did little to quell such a contention. When
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ISIS first appeared on Turkey’s radar in August 2014, then Prime Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu seemed reluctant to criticise the group, arguing that it had
emerged as a response to Sunni Arab disenfranchisement in Iraq,” a degree of
largesse that no Turkish politician would ever extend to PKK members. Later,
AKP officials in the border town of Sanliurfa told a reporter they preferred
the presence of ISIS to that of Kurdish militias in northern Syria.”® Reports
of captured ISIS members revealing details of their dealings with the Turkish
military only added weight to theories that Turkey was backing ISIS.* And
as ISIS attacked Kurdish forces in both Syria and Iraq, the situation was
to have implications for Turkey and its Kurdish population, as will be exam-

ined below.

Shifting Kurdish relationships with Islam

In the general election of 1995, the Refah Party won a considerable propor-
tion of the Kurdish vote, with thirty-five Kurdish deputies being elected to
parliament.”” In the 2007 general election, the AKP claimed six provinces
that had previously been won by pro-Kurdish parties, winning 44 per cent of
the vote across the Kurdish-populated provinces, outpolling the pro-Kurdish
Demokratik Toplum Partisi (Democratic Society Party; DTP).”" Both these
parties stand apart from the centre-right, Kemalist parties that have long
prevailed in the Turkish electoral system. In this sense a Kurdish vote for
these parties represented a ‘protest’ vote against the establishment. Abdulbak1
Erdogmus, a Refah deputy from Diyarbakir, argued that Refah’s popular-
ity resulted from being ‘the only political party that is outside the systen,
one that offered the possibility of ‘restructuring the system’.’” In its early
years, the AKP, too, represented a new political project, an alternative to the
existing order.

The surge in the AKP’s vote in the south-east in 2007 was notable because
it represented a setback for the pro-Kurdish parties, which had seen their
votes steadily increase since 1995. The upward swing in the AKP’s electoral
fortunes may be attributable to the return of normality and increasing eco-
nomic prosperity of the region, but also to the publicly apparent ‘faces of
piety’ of party leaders Prime Minister Erdogan and President Abdullah Giil,
among others.” This was particularly galling for pro-Kurdish political actors
who saw their own support undercut by AKP gains. Whether the AKP’s
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popularity in the Kurdish electorate was due to its Islamic credentials or to
positive changes in socio-political dynamics, from 2007 the Kurdish politi-
cal movement, originally conceived of as staunchly secular, recalibrated their
political offering to incorporate more Islamic messages and content.

Van Bruinessen notes that by the late 1990s the PKK had acknowledged the
importance of Islam in Kurdish society and began revealing a ‘more respectful
attitude towards Islam’.>* Such acknowledgement proceeded apace after 2007
in response to the AKP’s emergence as an electoral threat. The pro-Kurdish
DTP established relationships with imams and specifically designated a place
for Islamic leaders among its delegates. In 2012, Giiltan Kiganak, co-leader
of the Baris ve Demokrasi Partisi (Peace and Democracy Party, BDP, succes-
sor to the DTP), remarked, ‘In the BDP, we are open to both secular and
religious individuals.”” Sebahat Tuncel, another BDP parliamentary deputy,
demanded the ‘right to pray and learn in our own language.”® Similarly,
Selahattin Demirtas, then Kisanak’s BDP co-leader, played upon Islamic sen-
sibilities in his rhetoric in 2011, asking of the state, “‘Why can’t sermons be
given in Kurdish in mosques?””” Another initiative was PKK leader Abdullah
Ocalan’s 2013 call to convene a ‘Democratic Islam Congress’ in Diyarbakir.
Ocalan cited the examples of the Prophet Mohammad conducting shura
(councils) as means of consultation and decision-making.’®

Meanwhile, religious Kurds became more vocal exponents of Kurdish
rights, utilising their Islamic credentials to buttress a pro-Kurdish discourse.
In a neat pas de deux, the Kurdish pro-Islamic and the ethno-nationalist
movements began to borrow discourses from each other, bolstering their
electoral appeal by utilising elements of each other’s core messages. Thus the
offerings of these two previously distinct Kurdish ideological camps under-
went a process of convergence,” resulting in Islamic imagery and messag-
ing becoming more involved in and associated with the pursuit of Kurdish
political rights. Acknowledgement and incorporation of Islamic ideas and
symbols and the sensibilities of observant Kurds were means by which to cre-
ate a broader Kurdish narrative, reclaiming for the Kurds an Islam that until
recently had been monopolised by Turkish Islamic political actors.

Indeed, many conservative Kurds have attitudes towards religion at odds
with those of conservative Turks regarding questions of Kurdish rights and
identity. Repudiating the AKP’s ‘Islamic brotherhood’ discourse, a leading
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figure in Mustazaf-Der, a Diyarbakir Kurdish Islamic organisation, used an
Islamic perspective to argue, in a 2011 interview, in favour of Kurdish rights.
Highlighting Islam’s acknowledgement of ethnic and linguistic diversity and
noting that, historically, educated Kurds tended to have been schooled in
Kurdish at a medrese (seminary), he argued that Kurds should be free to use
their language and celebrate their culture.® Other Kurdish religious actors,
such as members of Mustazaf-Der’s affiliate organisation Kurdish Hizbullah,
who previously upheld a purely Islamic identity, have increasingly emphasised
a Kurdish identity within an Islamic context.®' Similarly, religiously inclined
Kurds point to the verse in the Quran exalting the ‘diversity of tongues and
hues’ as reason to uphold a distinctive Kurdish identity and dismiss the idea
of ‘Islamic brotherhood” on the grounds that it is primarily used to quell
Kurdish demands, and thus is assimilationist.®?

A particularly visible Kurdish assertion of a distinct Islam was the BDP’s
institution of sivil Cuma namaz: (literally ‘civilian Friday prayers’) in the lead-
up to the 2011 general election.” These were outdoor prayer meetings organ-
ised in Kurdish-populated cities on Friday afternoons, the most important
time of the week to participate in prayers. Friday gatherings were a way of
boycotting ‘official’ mosques, which, being regulated by the Diyanet, were
seen as instruments of state control. Indeed, some saw mosques as being
mouthpieces for the AKP* Kurdish mullahs, scholars trained at under-
ground medreses, led prayers (in Kurdish) and delivered sermons laced with
pro-Kurdish ethno-nationalist messages. In this way, the pro-Kurdish politi-
cal movement was staking a claim for distinctiveness within the currents of
increased religiosity apparent in the public sphere across the country. Tell-
ingly, despite initial misgivings about the PKK’s method and agenda, obser-
vant Kurds have absorbed nationalist demands propagated by the PKK to
create a distinctive Islamic identity.” The public gatherings were an element
of the BDP’s campaign of sivil itaatsizlik (civilian disobedience), an attempt
to stake out a discrete Kurdish political space.®® Significantly, in Diyarbakir
these prayer gatherings took place in Dagkapi Square, the site of the lost
grave of Sheikh Said, who led the Kurdish uprising of 1925.5

Erdogan voiced his disapproval of these gatherings, to which BDP dep-
uty Sebahat Tuncel retorted, ‘Beliefs cannot be monopolised by anyone.”**

Erdogan’s disapproval may have been based on his fear that such events would
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win widespread support among Kurdish voters. Indeed, whether due to the
prayer gatherings or otherwise, pro-Kurdish parties proved dominant in the
south-eastern provinces in 2011, and in subsequent elections, despite AKP
campaign rallies and Islamic messages. As Kurdish ethno-political actors
incorporated Islamic messages into their offerings, Kurdish Islamic actors
adopted more ethno-nationalist positions. The result was that Kurdish politi-
cal groups performed more strongly and outpointed the AKP, its performance
in 2007 representing a blip in the Kurdish-populated provinces voting
patterns.®’

These developments represent the ‘differences in degree’ that Van
Bruinessen notes as necessary to delineate Kurdish ethnicity. Ethnic identity
is created both from within and without in a process of self-ascription and
external ascription that acknowledges similarities with one’s own group and
differences from other groups.”’ Self-ascription requires highlighting differ-
ences; it is a process of boundary maintenance, one that Fredrik Barth sees
as more important than ‘cultural stuff’ in defining ethnicity.”" Here Kurdish
actors were establishing and maintaining a boundary, which the discourse of
Turkish Islamists and the AKP denied, and which the ‘stuff’ of their religious
affiliation as Sunni Muslims would also seem to speak against. Where Turkish
political actors put forth Islam as a bridge to unity, Kurdish actors set out to
utilise Islam as a form of ‘disobedience’ and to highlight a specifically Kurd-
ish tradition of Islamic practice and education. Highlighting Quranic verses
that speak of diversity added legitimacy to such a stance. These were Kurdish
phenomena in defiance of the AKP-sponsored, state-regulated Islam of the
Diyanet — they engendered clear assertions of Kurdish identity. They demon-
strated a refusal to be absorbed into a homogenous category of Sunni Islam —
and by extension Turkishness — that erased their distinct ethnic identity.

Kurdish Attitudes to Islamic brotherhood’

In discussions with numerous observant Kurds, Mehmet Gurses encountered
considerable scepticism about the efficacy of ‘Islamic brotherhood’ as a means
to solving Kurdish grievance, many Kurds noting that all dominant Muslim
ethnicities in the Middle East — Turkish, Persian and Arab — had subjugated
Kurds, despite their Islamic faith.”” Similarly, no Kurds I spoke to looked
favourably on the idea of ‘Islamic brotherhood’. One respondent dismissed
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government attempts to foster brotherhood through religion as “biyik bir
palavra’ (‘a big lie’).”” A Kurdish journalist in Istanbul told me the AKP, and
President Erdogan in particular, used religion as an ‘enstriiman’ (instrument)
rather than out of genuine conviction,” a sentiment widely echoed by other
Kurds. A stallholder in the Diyarbakir bazaar, referring to the AKP, com-
mented, “You cannot mix culture and tradition and religion. When you mix
[them] there is going to be manipulation of the people.””” While acknowledg-
ing a role for Islam within their identity and their outlook, Kurds I spoke
with remained secular in outlook, and suspicious of attempts to bring religion
into the political realm, particularly when that took the form of apparently
duplicitous attempts to unify. The cohort of Kurds I encountered acknowl-
edged Islam as an aspect of their identity and daily lives but regarded Islam
as propagated by the ruling AKP as a mechanism to instil conformity — faith
instrumentalised for political ends.

This raises the issue of Kurds™ responses to the Kurdish political move-
ment’s adoption of Islamic symbols and discourses. Would these also be seen
as cynical ploys to garner votes, gestures devoid of authenticity? The answer
appears to lie in the relationship between religious and ethnic identities. In
the Kurdish villages of Hakkari, Lale Yal¢in-Heckmann observed consider-
able interplay between these two phenomena, which occupy spaces upon a
continuum, separating or overlapping according to circumstances.”® To this
end, Sheikh Said, the leader of the 1925 rebellion against the early Turkish
republic, is recalled as a religious figure but also as a champion of the Kurdish
cause.”” His status as a Nagshbandi sheikh wins legitimacy but the fact that he
fought for Kurds against the Turkish republic elevates him in Kurdish hearts
and minds.

Such precedents aside, the Kurdish movement sought to portray their
adoption of a more accommodational approach to Islam as a means to reverse
the politicisation of religion that had occurred under the AKP. Selahattin
Demirtas, for example, warned against Erdogan’s manipulation of Islam.
He remarked, “The Prime Minister, who uses Islam for his own benefit, is
discriminatory [ayrzmei]. Our religion is not discriminatory, it is integrative
[biitiinlestirici).””® Rahman Dag noted that the intention of the Democratic
Islam Congress proposed by Ocalan was to return Islam to an unadulterated,

non-politicised form. He observed that while Islam had been ‘[elevated] into
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an instrument of political power’, it might also be understood as a mecha-
nism of ‘peace, justice and brotherhood’.”” While these positions may be seen
as examples of Kurdish actors attempting to highlight a more ‘pure’ Islam,
they also amount to setting out a position whereby the Islam they offer is not
a mechanism for political control or manipulation. As Omer Tekdemir con-
tends, the ‘Islamic reality’ that Kurdish actors sought to create was one that
was infused with ‘eshiri [tribal] cultural values’, one that fostered community
rather than political authority.”’ Accordingly many Kurds proved more open
to the incorporation of religious elements into the Kurdish political platform
than they were to Turkish politicians who wield Islamic symbols.*’ Kurds I
spoke with saw Erdogan’s use of Islam as cynical, but did not judge Kurdish
actors statements on Islam the same way.

As if to highlight the clear divide in these competing representations of
Islam, AKP figures continued to use religion as a means to discredit their
opponents. As noted earlier, this included, while campaigning in 2011 and
2015, casting aspersions on the Islamic credentials of opposition parties. This
is part of a broad appropriation of Islam by AKP figures. Prime Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu once claimed that Allah was ‘on the AKP’s side’,* and
regime-aligned Islamic scholar Hayrettin Karaman implied that voting in
favour of the referendum in 2017 that would grant Erdogan greater execu-
tive powers was a religious obligation.*” Another Islamic figure once claimed
that those voting against Erdogan were non-believers (imansiz).** When he
wielded a Kurdish Quran at a campaign rally in Batman, Erdogan railed
against the HDP, claiming it took direction from the PKK, including classes
in Zoroastrianism.” What such classes actually entail is unclear, but all of
these statements are part of ongoing attempts by the AKP to claim to be the
only #rue representatives of Islam in Turkey. In this they are appealing to the
(perceived) Islamic sensibilities of the Kurdish electorate. In effect this is a
continuation of the ‘Islamic brotherhood’ narrative by other means, whereby
a Kurdish Quran could be used as evidence of the AKP’s good will in meeting
Kurds halfway in the negotiation of a communal, Islamic identity, but it also
reflected concern within the AKP that the Kurdish movement was gaining
momentum.

Erdogan’s invocations of Islam cut little ice with Kurdish voters, how-
ever. In the election of June 2015, they overwhelmingly opted for the HDP
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rather than the AKP in south-eastern Anatolia. His ‘democracy’ speech in
Diyarbakir a decade earlier won Kurdish applause, but the threadbare follow-
through contributed to widespread dismissal of his utterances as ‘palavra
(empty talk), and thus the Kurdish Quran was seen as just more cheap elec-
tioneering. Erdogan undercut his own position with his erratic statements
on the situation of Kurds. In early 2015 he declared, “There is no Kurdish
problem anymore. What else do you [Kurds] want”® Haluk, a Diyarbakir
shopkeeper, remarked, ‘People who believed him before, they [now] say, oh,
you are playing a dirty game with us. Everyone has their hesitations [now].”*’

Ultimately, it appears that Kurds in Turkey are not preoccupied with find-
ing measures of ‘brotherhood’, an idea broadly viewed as another mechanism
for homogenisation. This discourse may have been more nuanced than the
Kemalist programme of assimilation, but the Kurds I interviewed saw it as an
initiative to co-opt them into another hegemonic political project.

The Kurds and ISIS

From mid-2014, the ascendance of an apparently invincible ISIS raised
urgent questions about the relationship between Islam, radicalisation and
violence. It also gave greater urgency to Kurds’ inclinations to articulate a
specifically Kurdish interpretation of Islam. ISIS loomed as an existential
threat for Kurdish communities in Syria and Iraq as it extended its reach.
This particularly came into focus as ISIS besieged the Syrian-Kurdish city
of Kobani. The prospect of ISIS massacring the inhabitants and defenders
of Kobani heightened a sense of kinship and solidarity among Kurds across
the Middle East and beyond. ISIS’ bloody and remorseless tactics swiftly saw
it branded global public enemy number one. For some observers, ISIS, in
trumpeting its Islamic foundations and brandishing Islamic symbols, made
explicit a link between Islam and violence and intolerance. So while Kurds
were worried at ISIS” advance across Syria and Iraq out of concern for their
ethnic kin, they were also keen to distance themselves from association with
the violent manifestation of Islam that ISIS represented.

ISIS may have claimed to be (re)establishing the ‘caliphate’, but I met no
Kurds who support the group.” When the subject of ISIS arose, all Kurds I
met decried its methods, tactics, violence and intolerance. Sunni Kurds, in light

of their religious affiliation, immediately dissociated themselves from any
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connection with ISIS. For some this prompted an apologetic stance towards
their faith: “Yes, we are Muslim, but not like that . . . In a Diyarbakir teahouse,
one Kurdish woman felt impelled to assure me, ‘Kiirtler fanatik Islamei hig
olmady (‘Kurds have never been fanatical Islamists’).” Indeed, research under-
taken in Diyarbakir confirms that the actions of ISIS and other jihadist groups
in Syria have accelerated a move away from Islam by many Kurds.”

In late 2014, as Kurds sweated on the fate of Kobani, young Kurdish
men rushed to change their appearances to avoid any possibility of being
associated with ISIS or other hard-line Islamist groups. Barbers in Diyarbakir
reported increasing numbers of young men wanting to have their beards
shaved off, in particular after Kurdish nationalists clashed with those sport-
ing full beards and accused them of being ‘jihadist’.”” It is ironic that even as
many Kurds decried ISIS for its arbitrary violence and intolerance, Kurdish
nationalists demonstrated similar intolerance for those perceived to be pro-
ISIS. Nonetheless, the point was that Kurds were desperate to avoid accusa-
tions that they were inclined towards ISIS, even down to such superficial
characteristics as beards.

Meanwhile, international media attention on ISIS also highlighted the
Kurds’ resistance and their political plight across the Middle East. Kurds were
determined to underline an identity that stood in opposition to ISIS and
what it represented. The desperate struggle of the Syrian-Kurdish militia asso-
ciated with the Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat (Democratic Union Party; PYD)
in pushing back ISIS afforded an opportunity for Kurds to assert their anti-
jihadist stance. The PYD is aligned with the PKK, and many Kurds in Turkey
claim familial relations with Kurdish communities in Syria. In late 2014, TV
screens in the teahouses of Diyarbakir were always tuned for the latest devel-
opments in Kobani; talk on the street similarly was focused on the plight
of the PYD’s militias. Several Kurds in Diyarbakir told me of friends and
acquaintances who had joined the fight against ISIS in Syria. These circum-
stances added to the narrative that Kurds were Muslim, ‘but not like that’.

The advance of ISIS had a further galvanising effect for Kurds. Many
Kurds were convinced that Turkey played a role in the rise of ISIS and other
jihadi groups in Syria, and that Ankara supported ISIS in its campaigns.
Co-chair of the PYD Saleh Muslim once accused Turkey of supplying ISIS
directly with the very bullets they used.” Appreciative comments for ISIS
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from some Turks on social media and elsewhere, such as those noted above,
fed the idea that ISIS operated with Turkey’s connivance. One Kurd told
me pro-ISIS social media commentary made Turkey’s support for ISIS ‘crys-
tal clear’.”* Another told me he was no longer talking to one of his Turkish
friends who called ISIS ‘the soldiers of Turkey’.” By extension, many Kurds
attributed alleged Turkish military complicity with ISIS to the AKP govern-
ment and Erdogan specifically. A man in a Diyarbakir teahouse told me,
‘Erdogan is ISIS . . . they are the enemy of God’, a statement that prompted
nods of agreement from all gathered.”

ISIS’ three deadliest attacks of 2015 in Turkey — Diyarbakir in June,
Surug in July and Ankara in October — all targeted Kurds and/or oppositional
groups, a fact that added to suspicions that the government and security
agencies were complicit. The October attack, when suicide bombers struck
an opposition protest in Ankara killing over a hundred, was the deadliest
terrorist attack ever in Turkey. Erdogan claimed that ISIS, the PKK, the
PYD and Assad’s mukhabarat (secret police) worked in concert to commit
the attack.” Coordination between these groups is implausible, to say the
least, but this claim was part of an ongoing campaign to discredit the PYD,
and ratchet up terrorist rhetoric against the PKK, which until mid-2015 had
been negotiating with the government. Erdogan had recently called the PYD
itself a terrorist group;™ now he was lumping it and the PKK in with other
arch-foes. These statements also revealed a deafness — or indifference — to
the sensibilities of Turkey’s Kurds. Accusing Kurdish militias who were fight-
ing ISIS of terrorism and complicity with jihadists in an attack that killed
many Kurds was undoubtedly taken as an affront by many Kurds, but it also
marked a shift in the AKP’s position from apparently courting the Kurdish
vote to appealing to Turkish nationalists.

In these circumstances, Kurdish denunciations of ISIS and celebrations
of the PYD militias’ resistance in Syria amounted to taking a stand against
Turkey, the AKP and Erdogan. This provided another mechanism for Kurds
to define themselves in contradistinction to Turks, the rationale being that
Kurds may be Sunni, like Turks, but they would not tolerate ISIS or other
jihadists. Similarly, Syrian and Iraqi Kurds fighting against ISIS positioned
themselves as standard-bearers for democracy in the struggle against authori-
tarianism and Islamism in the Middle East.” When the PYD triumphed over
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ISIS in Kobani in 2015, Kurds celebrated a victory for progressive secularism
against a murderous Islamist foe, while also thumbing their noses at the AKP
and Erdogan.'” Jihadi ranks had been amassed against Kurdish interests but
Kurdish fortitude had won the day even though, according to theories enjoy-
ing currency in Kurdish circles, the Turkish state and the AKP machinery
lent support — moral if not material — to ISIS. For Sunni Kurds to celebrate
this was a way to demonstrate their opposition to and difference from the
intolerant brand of Islam that ISIS represented and that the Turkish state
had done little to dissuade or prevent. In this way, Kurds marked themselves
as Muslims who would not countenance religious violence and intolerance,
something that at least some Turks were willing to ignore as ISIS continued
its advance."”" Many Kurds remained cognisant of their identity as Sunni
Muslims, but they held themselves apart from those Turks who indulged or
overlooked excesses performed in the name of the religion by groups such

as ISIS.

Kurds as ‘Others’

Leaving aside Anatolia’s heterodox Alevi tradition, Turkish ethnicity is explic-
itly tied to Sunni Islam."”” It is assumed that those who claim Turkishness are
Sunni Muslims. For Kurds, however, there is a much less explicit definitional
link between faith and ethnicity. Kurds exhibit much more variety in reli-
gious affiliation than Turks — one may still claim Kurdish ethnicity if one is
not a Sunni Muslim.

Religious diversity is something that often arose in conversations I had
with Kurds. Dilek, a Diyarbakir shop attendant, remarked, “When you talk
about the Kurdish people, you can’t only say they are Muslim. Being Kurd-
ish does not [necessarily] mean you are Muslim. You [may be] Christian,
or ... Zerdiist [Zoroastrian], or Yezidi. Kurds in history have [had] many
religions.”'” Following the election of June 2015, several Kurds I spoke with
held out as an example Feleknas Uca, a Yezidi Kurd who won a seat as an
HDP deputy for Diyarbakir in Turkey’s parliament.'™* Martin Van Bruines-
sen notes that some of the most heterodox religious traditions in the Middle
East emerged among the Kurds;'” historically there have also been com-
munities of Kurdish Jews and Christians. Gelaz, a bookseller who proudly

asserted her Kurdishness, declared herself an atheist yet made a point of
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Figure 4.1 Performance of Kurdish, Turkish, Armenian song, Cathedral of Surp Giragos,
Diyarbakir, June 2013. © William Gourlay.

underlining her respect for Kurdish adherents of Christianity and Judaism.'*
Meanwhile, Mehmet Gurses relates a conversation with an observant Kurd
who contended, “We, Sunni Kurds and Yezidi Kurds, all are part of the same
nation regardless of religious differences.'”’

Acknowledgement of diverse ancestry is not deemed peculiar among
Kurds. Zehra, a public servant in Diyarbakir, told me of ancestors on her
mother’s side who were Yezidi,'® while Dilek told of Armenian ancestors
(‘three generations before’) who had moved around south-eastern Anatolia
and eventually converted to Islam.'” These historical anomalies were delivered
matter-of-factly; notably both of these women declared that they did not con-
sider themselves Muslim but both saw themselves as Kurdish. Acknowledge-
ments of mixed ethnic or religious heritage and history are significant as they
distance these Kurds from the Turkish norm. Despite the examples of similar
revelations of mixed heritage such as that of Fethiye Cetin outlined earlier,
many Turks still cling to notions of cultural ‘authenticity’ and uniformity, and
display an aversion to perceived ethnic or racial ‘mixing’.'” Indeed, Oztiirk

(roughly translating as ‘Pure Turk’) is a commonplace surname among Turks,
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while Ozkan (‘Pure Blood’) is used as both a first name and surname. One can
extend this emphasis on ethnic ‘purity’ to the realm of religious adherence.
The idea of straddling faiths or acknowledging religious diversity in the fam-
ily tree runs counter to commonly held conceptions of Turkishness. In over
twenty years of travel to Turkey and friendship with many Turks, I have had
no conversations with Turks similar to those of Kurds who shared stories of
their forebears’ adherence to faiths other than Islam.

Some Kurds also attempt to qualify their commitment to the faith. One
man in Istanbul repeated to me a commonly held conviction that Kurds
were not entirely willing converts to Islam, remarking, ‘At that time . . .
we believe they forced us. They hit us to be Muslim, but now we are happy
with . .. Muslim culture.”'"" This narrative has long had currency among
Kurdish nationalists.""” Indeed, the process of conversion to Islam among
the Kurds was slow, having not occurred on a large scale until the twelfth
century and continuing until the fifteenth century.'” Even then it was not
comprehensive. Historical records from the seminal sixteenth-century Kurd-
ish historical text, 7he Serefname, to nineteenth-century accounts, record
Kurdish groups that did not conform to a single religious orthodoxy but
straddled traditions and customs.'"* Many seize upon this, as well as the fact
that the heterodox traditions of the Yezidis and the Ahl-e Haqq are practised
exclusively by Kurds, as a way to define a variegated faith tradition for Kurds
that is distinct from that of the monotheism of Turks, Persians and Arabs. In
modern Turkey, this allows Kurds another means to assert a posture counter
to the AKD, its increasingly entrenched conservative Islamic orthodoxy and
the violent jihadism of ISIS.

In further attempts to distance Kurdish identity from Islam, some
have claimed that Zoroastrianism is the ‘true’ religion of the Kurds.'” In
the current milieu where Islam has been tainted by its association with
ISIS, there has been a surge in interest in Zoroastrianism among Kurds,
particularly in Iraq, some of whom are reinventing it as an intrinsically
Kurdish faith.'*® Some even go so far as to say that Zoroaster, the Iranian
prophet of the second century Bc, was himself of Kurdish ethnicity.'"”
I encountered no such inclinations among Kurds in Turkey, but as
noted, many were entirely comfortable with the idea that Kurds could

be Zoroastrian.
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While being Turkish requires identification as a Sunni Muslim, with
inherent overtones of AKP-impelled notions of conformity and conserva-
tism, this creates a default position of the ‘Other’ for those who buck against
conforming. As such, adopting a position that advocates broader acceptance
of and identification with a variety of religions and faith traditions allows
Kurds to define their own political trajectory, one that is ecumenical and lib-
eral and that pursues all-encompassing goals of human rights and democracy.
Indeed, Kurdish political movements across the Middle East seek to promote

an image as more inclusive and tolerant of ethnic and religious diversity than

their Turkish and Arab neighbours.'"®

Contesting Islam and Asserting Difference

Recent decades have seen Islam assume a more prominent role in Turkey’s
political and public spaces. Politicians and citizens of all stripes have, accord-
ingly, developed different relationships with Islam. When the AKP took
power, the nationalist prism through which politics had been viewed was
lifted, allowing greater space in politics for Kurds and new approaches to the
Kurdish issue. The momentum that the AKP gained among Kurdish voters,
alongside more salient Islamic currents in society, have pushed Kurdish indi-
viduals and political actors to take account of and articulate new positions on
Islam. In so doing they are balancing the various impacts of AKP attempts to
assimilate through a narrative of kardeslik, juxtaposed with Erdogan’s wield-
ing of Islamic sensibilities to denigrate and delegitimise political adversaries.
Indeed, Erdogan himself is seeking a position where he can maximise his
cachet with Kurds, playing to Islamic sensibilities with his brotherhood dis-
course and also attempting to portray himself as 7ore pious than other politi-
cal actors. The tussle over seeking definitive Islamic positions has become
more complex for all actors with the rise of ISIS and other jihadi actors in
Syria, which some Kurds accuse the AKP of supporting and nourishing. The
urgency with which Kurds sought to create their own religio-political space
has increased in recent years as the AKP has grown more authoritarian and as
ISIS emerged as a globally recognised and reviled incarnation of an intoler-
ant and violent Islam. While once the AKP proffered Islam as the fulcrum of
unity, it has increasingly wielded religion as a means of delegitimising oppo-
nents and critics. Kurds seek to set themselves apart from the government
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position and to stake out their own definition and practice of Islam that is
free of association with either the excesses of ISIS or the conservative, con-
trolling vision of Erdogan and the AKP.

Ultimately, for many Kurds in Turkey, Islam is an element of their iden-
tity, but they are suspicious of the instrumentalisation of their faith and of
talk of ‘brotherhood’” with Turks on the basis of shared Sunni adherence.
Rather they are keen to highlight the ‘differences in degree’ that Van Bruin-
essen notes as necessary to maintain their own ethnic and political distinc-
tiveness. In this way, just as Turkish nationalism gave impetus to Kurdish
nationalism, the Turkification of Islam has seen Kurds redefine their own
religious observance.'"”

The practice of sivil Cuma namaz was an important element of this. With
conflict escalating in 2016, HDP members and a large crowd again gath-
ered for an outdoor prayer service in Diyarbakir, the imam calling for peace
and an end to the trauma once again being visited upon the city.'”’ But
demonstrating that the political ground had again shifted, the prayer leader
was later arrested for ‘terror propaganda’.'”' At issue here was not the use of
religion in the political arena, because many political figures continue to do
this. For example, an AKP candidate in the 2019 municipal elections told
constituents that electing Erdogan would give voters the key to heaven.'*
Rather it would seem that using religion as a strategy against the AKP would
not be tolerated. Hence, religion remains a site of contestation between
Kurds and the ruling AKP.
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CONTESTING HOMELAND(S): CITY,
SOIL AND LANDSCAPE

ccording to a Kurdish proverb, ‘Damascus is all sugar, but one’s home-

land is sweeter.”! Attachment to land is a powerful element of identity
and source of legitimation. Readily apparent in discussion and debate among
Kurds is an insistence on highlighting the historical continuity of the Kurdish
presence in and connection to the lands they live in (which extend beyond
Turkey into Iran, Iraq and northern Syria). Christopher Houston links this to
Kurdish attempts at nation building, albeit in circumstances where the Kurds
lack a state of their own. Houston remarks that such brandishing of histori-
cal validation narratives is standard practice across the Middle East, a way
of using the past as a ‘key political resource in the present’.”> Anthony Smith
notes ‘an association with a specific “homeland™ as one of his attributes of
ethnie.” Many Kurds demonstrate a strong connection to a home town, even
among those who have migrated to larger cities due to disruption or to seek
economic opportunities.” This may be seen as an ‘objective’ aspect of identity,
in that these sites relate to something ‘tangible’, the places where Kurds cur-
rently live and have done so throughout history.

Yet the delineation of a homeland or claiming of a territory must also be
subjective. Different peoples may construe landscapes in different ways, and
may, indeed, make competing claims over territory. The Republic of Turkey
sees Diyarbakir and Anatolias south-east as intrinsic parts of its sovereign

territory even though relatively few ethnic Turks would look upon these as

I12
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homeland/home town.” Kurds, on the other hand, can point to the south-
eastern provinces and demonstrate long-standing family ties. Thus, estab-
lishing a link to a specific territory — inherently immutable — can act as an
‘anchor’ for Kurdish ethnic identity, but it also becomes a point of contention
between Kurds and the state.

‘Toprak’: Naming, Claiming and Relating to the Landscape

Umit Cizre describes the territory of modern Turkey as an ‘ethnic mosaic of
the Anatolian rectangle inherited from the Ottoman Empire’.® Such a situa-
tion was an unpalatable reality for the founders of the Republic who sought
to call into being a homogenous political entity. They attempted to stamp out
the Kurdish language, which flew in the face of claims of homogeneity. The
map also did so — it revealed, alongside Turkish nomenclature, place names in
a litany of other languages. To solve this conundrum the state embarked on a
project of ‘toponymical engineering’, whereby, in a parallel to social engineer-
ing, the map was re-annotated to remove topographical features that testified
to Anatolia’s multi-ethnic history.”

In south-east Anatolia the re-annotation of the map assumed more
urgency because the Turkish footprint on the landscape and proportion of the
population was particularly limited. The population of Diyarbakir province
in the early twentieth century was indicative; aside from Turks, it included
Kurds, Arabs, Armenians, Assyrians (of various denominations), Jews, Kizilbas
(Alevis) and Zazas. As a result, the map featured a preponderance of villages
with Arab, Armenian, Assyrian and Kurdish names.® These place names testi-
fied to the ethnic diversity of the region; a further uncomfortable truth was
that these peoples’ presence in Anatolia predated that of the Turks, thus call-
ing into question the notion of the Turkish homeland. Until 1980, according
to Senem Aslan, the cartographic re-categorisation of south-east and eastern
Turkey resulted in the renaming of two-thirds of the subdistricts and over
60 per cent of villages.” Diyarbakir itself came in for reclassification, being so
named by Atatiitk in 1937, a Turkish rendering of ‘the Land of Copper’ to
replace the Ottoman name of Diyarbekir (from the Arabic, ‘Land of Bekir’)."

The renaming of places was a means of asserting control, of enforcing
uniformity in the name of national cohesion. James C. Scott posits this as

standard practice among ‘high modernist’ states that act to make societies
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‘legible’, or manageable in the pursuit of a vision of modernity. In Scott’s
estimation, such attempts to bring about a ‘fixed social order’ rarely suc-
ceed, as they fail to recognise ‘local knowledge’ or local political sensibilities
that may help or hinder them." The Turkish imperative was to recalibrate
the concept of “Turkey’, shifting from an ethnic nation to a territorial or
civic nation, amalgamating — or assimilating — the diverse peoples of Anatolia
into a single national identity. In this it, too, paid no heed to local voices or
demands. Anthony Smith contends such circumstances often result in ethnic
dissent'” — the persistence of the so-called Kurdish issue is an example of this.
The intention to recast the map, and landscape, as uniformly Turkish was not
an attempt to sever Kurds’ connection to the land, but to re-categorise the
land that they were attached to and them with it. Ultimately many Kurds
refused to be absorbed into Turkishness; indeed, they did not even accede to
the re-annotation of the map. Many Kurds still refer to locations by their ‘old’
names, including attaching the Kurdish name Amed to Diyarbakar.

For Harold Isaacs, ‘the place, the land, the soil’ to which a group is
‘attached’ forms a ‘physical element’ of that identity. Isaacs argued that the
peoples’ interactions with the land were seminal: the ‘environment itself
powerfully shapes the history, mores and character of the group and the
life patterns of its individual members’.”” This may be less so in a modern,
largely urbanised polity, where the political, rather than physical, environ-
ment has more powerful impacts on the ‘mores and character’ of any group,
and indeed how the group conceives and asserts its identity.'* But that is not
to say that attachment to the land does not remain an important element
of identity.

Walker Connor highlights the ‘spiritual bond’ between nation and ter-
ritory as enunciated by the German couplet, ‘Blut und Boder’ (‘blood and
soil’)."” Some Kurds I spoke with made equivalent links between ethnic iden-
tity and zoprak (Turkish: earth, soil). Zehra saw it as key to her Kurdishness,
‘First of all, I am a Kurd because I grew up on this land (bu ropraklarda). 1
identify myself first as a Kurd, not a Muslim. This is because I first identify
myself with my language, my family, my environment, the earth (roprak),
water, air. All amount to being a Kurd . .. The language, culture and land
(toprak) they come from are very important for shaping someone’s identity.”'®

Musa saw toprak as an essential component of identity, equivalent in weight
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to language, stating, ‘Earth (toprak) is very important for you because if you
don’t have earth you are nothing.””” For Osman, a teacher in Diyarbakur, his
Kurdishness was not defined by the modern classifications of nation-states,
but on his presence in south-east Anatolia: ‘I also define myself as a Kurd.
I am not Turkish (“Ziirkiyeli”), but I see myself as a Kurd living on Kurdish
land. This could be interpreted or perceived differently by others, saying I am
“Turkish” or “Iranian”, but I see myself as a Kurd who has been living on this
land since the history of Kurds began.”"®

Other Diyarbakir natives highlighted the pull that zoprak retains. Dilek,
who was born in Diyarbakir but whose family had fled the political tensions
of the 1990s to live in Malatya, explained her recent return to Diyarbakir
after graduating from university. “When I left here I was so small, so I always
wanted to come back to Diyarbakir and live here. Now I am here. And I am
happy. It's my roprak. Toprak always calls you.”"” Mehmet’s family was from
Diyarbakir but moved to Iznik, where he grew up, to seek economic oppor-
tunities. Now returned to Diyarbakair, he recalled his parents’ desire to return
to live near his grandparents, who had been unwilling to leave the city: ‘My
[parents] missed their family too. We came back. Of course it’s important for
us . . . for my family, my grandfather, they are old people, you know. They
... love [their] toprak.””® For both Dilek and Mehmet, toprak — in this case
the soil, or earth, of Diyarbakir — is of central importance to them and their
families. We might argue that, for them, there is an intrinsic link between
family and roprak. Location feeds into their sense of identity, such that it
‘called’ them when they were not there. These are very personal attachments,
ties to the land contributing to individual identities.

Ties to location are an important marker of authenticity in Turkey. Jenny
White recalls a discussion in Istanbul with someone who impugned a politi-
cian he saw as lacking any specific locational afhiliation. White argues this
is evidence of a Turkish mentality that prioritises being ‘rooted to location’;
being so positioned grants ‘loyalty, honour and recognisable sociable iden-
tity’.”! Echoing this, Behram, a Diyarbakir teahouse owner, once told me, “We
are Kurdish; real Kurdish.” When I asked him what he meant, he explained
that his family had lived in Diyarbakir for over three hundred years. In
Behram’s eyes, his family’s long association with Diyarbakur, the pre-eminent
Kurdish city in Turkey, lent authenticity to their identity as Kurds.”
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Association with location may not only serve as a marker of ethnic authen-
ticity but has also been disputed in other contexts in Turkey’s contested
political arena. Yael Navaro-Yashin documents how the Turkish term yerellik
(literally: native-ness) assumed currency in the 1990s dialectic between pro-
ponents of secular and Islamic lifestyles. Debate raged as to whether wearing
the headscarf — or not wearing it — were examples of yerellik, that is, whether
it was something that was the norm in Anatolia and thus was authentically
Turkish.” Yerellik stems from the Turkish word for ‘place’ (yer), but it also
demarcates ‘local culture’, the implication being that something that can be
tied to a location (yer) or associated with the land has more legitimacy, a more
authentic identity.

Yerellik became an element of the political armoury of the AKP when,
after the inconclusive election of 7 June 2015, President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan appealed to constituents to vote into parliament ‘local and national’
(‘yerli ve milli’) deputies in the follow-up election of November.”* This may be
seen as a thinly disguised appeal to the nationalist impulses of the electorate
to vote against HDP candidates. The evocation of ‘yerli and milli’ representa-
tives would seem to imply that HDP candidates, many of whom are Kurd-
ish, should not be considered truly ‘yer/i’ (which translates literally as ‘of the
place’). Alternatively, this call may be seen as exhorting the electorate to be
wary of external intervention or manipulation of the vote, a pitfall that can
only be avoided by voting for the AKP* In 2018, Erdogan was to appeal to
the main opposition party, the CHE, as ‘local and national’ friends to sup-
port the invasion of Kurdish-controlled Afrin in northern Syria, at the same
time calling into question the loyalty of the HDP and warning it against
protesting the military campaign.’ Later the same year, while rationalising
the AKP’s alliance with the hard-line nationalist MHP for the forthcoming
general election, Erdogan argued that the CHP did not, in fact, maintain a
‘local and national’ outlook.” In all of these instances, Erdogan is putting
forth himself — and his political allies — as the sole defenders of ‘local and
national’ interests, and thus the only ones who are authentic representatives
of the ‘yer’, of Turkey’s roprak. In this way, as he has done with religion,
Erdogan has politicised the idea of place, of soil, claiming a monopoly on
political legitimacy, and thus repudiating the claims to such of the HDP, or

Kurds, or anyone else who opposes him.
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Diyarbakir: symbolic city

If landscape or soil can be an element of identity, can urban locations also
be so? Behram’s claim, cited earlier, suggests such a position. He declared
that his family were ‘real Kurdish’ due to their centuries-long residence
in Diyarbakir.”® Mehlika, an office worker who had been raised in Izmir,
explained to me that she had moved to Diyarbakir to affirm and fortify her
Kurdishness, particularly through the language. ‘T haven't been able to con-
nect with the language much. That is why I chose to come here, so I can
learn,” she said.”” Muna Giiveng recounts a similar link being made between
Kurdish identity and Diyarbakir. In 2007 she met a university student who
had moved from a village to the city and thereupon learned of her Kurdish-
ness. ‘Before, I didn’t know that I was a Kurd, the student remarked. ‘As
[ have lived here, now I know that I am a Kurd. Kurd is my identity.””® These
examples demonstrate different ways in which Diyarbakir features within
Kurdish identity.

Diyarbakir certainly looms large in the Kurdish imagination. It is widely
touted as the capital of any putative Kurdistan; on repeat trips to the city I
have been told by Kurds that it is their bays kenr (Turkish: ‘capital city’). In
quotes too many to relate here, Kurds have explained to me this status on the
basis of many different factors: its large population, historical significance,
architectural heritage, its economic, political and social importance, its city
walls and the eleventh-century Ulu Cami (Great Mosque).”! One Kurdish
man in Istanbul’s Gedikpasa neighbourhood even referred to it as ‘the Paris of
Kurdistan’.”? Whatever the justification, Kurds I met with intoned a constant
refrain of Diyarbakir’s importance.

This symbolic attachment to the city echoes Anna Grabolle-Celiker’s
record of sometimes wistful evocations of village life among Kurdish commu-
nities in Istanbul. She notes that tales of village life were tinged with nostalgia,
noting that attachment to the village was a ‘way of belonging’, or adhering
to a Kurdish identity amid the rush of modern life in Istanbul.”” Notably,
only a handful of participants in this study made any mention of village life
as being significant to them personally. Rather, interviewees, including those
in Istanbul, embraced Diyarbakir as a pole of Kurdish identity. In this sense,
perhaps the city, rather than village life, now constitutes a ‘way of belonging’

for Kurdish communities that are largely urbanised.
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Figure 5.1 The Hasan Paga Han, Diyarbakir, November 2014. © William Gourlay.

Diyarbakir is also internationally recognised as a node in the Kurdish
struggle broadly defined and is often referred to as a Kurdish — rather than
Turkish — city. It has been a touchstone for international journalists and for
the US military since the 1990-1 Gulf War. Lokman is one of several fifty-
something Kurdish men I have met on trips to Diyarbakir who have reper-
toires of stories working as fixers for journalists and military personnel dating
back to this period. In October 2014, when ISIS was active in northern Syria,
I regularly encountered journalists, film-makers and Kurdish fixers (some of
whom were of Syrian origin) in the hotel lobbies and cafes of Diyarbakir.
They gathered here before crossing into Syria or Iraq to cover the campaign —
largely conducted by Kurdish forces — against ISIS. International observers
know that Diyarbakir is the place to find Kurdish contacts and ensure an
entry into a Kurdish community that stretches across borders. The itinerary
of EU delegations discussing Turkey’s accession process routinely included
Diyarbakir, alongside Istanbul and Ankara, a recognition of its pivotal impor-
tance in Kurdish politics (and by extension its importance to the democra-
tisation process in Turkey). These visits also lend credence to its ‘status as

informal Kurdish capital’.**
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Capital or otherwise, Zeynep Gambetti argues the city was long subject
to Turkish colonisation but then began throwing off its colonialist baggage.”
This proceeded apace during the 2000s, following the election of the pro-
Kurdish HADEP to the municipality (People’s Democracy Party, an earlier
incarnation of the HDP), which, according to Nicole Watts, instilled a new
‘public-spiritedness as disaffected locals threw their weight behind individu-
als perceived as “one of their own™.” In this new milieu, a departure from
the 1990s when an oppressive military presence weighed upon the city,
Diyarbakir’s public sphere blossomed to incorporate new ‘political and intel-
lectual networks’.”” Occurring simultaneously was the refurbishment of —
and celebration of — the city’s architectural legacy, not only sites of Kurdish,
or Islamic, significance, but also the churches of the Armenian, Syriac and
Chaldean communities. Reflecting on this in 2008, Osman Baydemir, mayor
of Greater Diyarbakir, enthused that ‘Diyarbakir has become the brand city
of art and culture’ for the entire Middle East.”® The reclaiming of Diyarbakur’s
urban spaces built a heightened sense of Kurdish pride — and nationalism® —
further evidence of the important role that the city plays in the constitution
of Kurdish identity.

If recent positive political developments in Diyarbakir foster a sense of
Kurdishness, traumatic historical events also earmark the city as significant for
Kurds, and contribute to its role in the constitution of Kurdish identity. Refik
commented, ‘Diyarbakir is the geography where Kurds lived through the
most suffering (“en ¢ok act yasadigi bir cografiya”). This region has witnessed
grief since Ottoman times. Because of this, [and for] political and cultural
reasons, it is a very important city.* I would argue that a history of ‘suffer-
ing’ adds to its historical importance. But of course, while Kurdish history is
replete with incidents of suffering it is also the case that most of these spurred
resistance from Kurdish populations. Thus, Diyarbakir becomes a city of pain
and loss but also a city where resistance and solidarity are forged, and in so
doing it becomes a beacon of Kurdishness. Grabolle-Celiker recorded among
Kurds from Van a lament that they had become ‘assimilated” and were thus
less authentically Kurdish than those from Diyarbakir.”!

Many Kurds I spoke with touted Diyarbakir as a centre of Kurdish mobil-
isation and struggle against state impositions. For Ali, ‘Its . . . important that

in this city the resistance was first raised. It makes Diyarbakir very important
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[historically]. So, anybody . . . if they are Kurdish, if they know . . . the reality
of this country, they would say Diyarbakir — Amed — is very important for
Kurds. Because the problems started [laughs] here.” There is a rueful aspect to
Ali’s response, who later explained how he had ‘grown up under the shadow
of weapons’.*’ His laughter when mentioning the ‘problems’ starting was not
flippant, but a recognition of the irony that Diyarbakir’s traumatic past con-
tributed to its importance in the present. Musa similarly noted that many
PKK operations occurred in and operatives came from the city and province,
commenting, ‘. . . And Diyarbakir had too many, y’know, Turkish people say
“terrorists”, but we say “heroes”.”*’

The city’s traumatic history extends to the founding of the Republic of
Turkey. The Sheikh Said Rebellion of 1925, the first major Kurdish rebellion
against the Republic of Turkey, was conducted mostly in Diyarbakir province,
something that often arose in my conversations with Kurds. As the first major
challenge to state policies of centralisation and ethnic homogenisation, the
Sheikh Said Rebellion had a formative effect on Turkey’s Kurdish policy and sub-
sequent measures aimed at quelling Kurdish identity and culture.” By the same
token, the rebellion set a precedent for Kurdish assertiveness and resistance to
state initiatives, something that resonates for Kurds — and Turks — to this day.
Thus, Diyarbakir has been a central locus of contention for almost a century.

Diyarbakur’s significance also extends to its status as a centre of Kurdish
thought and political mobilisation. Diyarbakir residents assured me that
it remained a beacon for all Kurds. Lokman commented, ‘All [cities] are
important . . . but one can always be a guide to others. It is Amed. Why? If a
movement starts from Diyarbakir, other people follow . . . So we are . . . their
guide, the other cities’” guide.”® Gelaz similarly remarked, “Thoughts, ideas
and our pulse beat here. Here is the town centre for intellectual thoughts.’
Esra, a journalist who travels regularly among Kurdish populations, corrobo-
rates this: ‘If you go to . . . Turkish Kurdistan, you will see that a lot of people
look at what Diyarbakir is saying politically . . . and what they are discuss-
ing here. And even in the municipalities, those municipalities look at what
the municipality here is doing. So [for] Kurdish people politically, culturally,
the heart is here.”” This extends to Syria and Iraq, according to Esra: ‘T was
in Erbil, in Zakho and Dohuk, and when I say I am from Amed everybody

helps me, because it is like someone came from the capital.” Semih recounts
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similar resonances from his travels in Iran and Iraq: ‘Diyarbakir is important
for Kurds in Iran and Iraq. People see Diyarbakir as being engaged in politics.
Diyarbakir is a symbol, it has a symbolic importance.’

Contesting Diyarbakir/Amed

Diyarbakir’s symbolic importance is not lost on anyone, neither Turk nor
Kurd. Many Kurds seek to further ‘Kurdify’ the city, referring to it by its
Kurdish name, Amed.* This comes from Amida, a name dating to at least
the Byzantine era.* The official labelling of the city as Diyarbakir dates only
to the 1930s, when Atatiirk dubbed the city as such, thus Kurdish insis-
tence on labelling the city Amed is a pushback against Turkish encroachment.
Turks during the Seljuk and Ottoman eras had used the name Hamid or Kara
Hamid,” but in modern Turkey speaking of Amed leaves one open to angry
or dismissive responses. On a TV broadcast in late 2015, Erdogan retorted,
‘Amed ne ya? (“What is Amed?’), upon hearing that then Prime Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu had used that name on a campaign billboard.”"

Turkish officialdom’s wariness of alternative names for the city runs deep
because, by dint of their historical use by Arab, Armenian and Assyrian com-
munities, they further testify to the faint Turkish imprint on the city and
the province. From the early years of the Republic, Turkish elites made a
concerted effort to implant Turkish culture into the landscape of the south-
east, with Diyarbakur, the city and province, intended to become a showcase
of Turkishness.” The process of propagating Turkishness was accompanied
by revisionist initiatives that often went to absurd lengths, such as purport-
edly academic works that made unsupported assertions about the Turkish
provenance of the city and certain historical landmarks, including the Ulu
Camii, which had, in fact, been built during the Byzantine era and began life
as a cathedral.”

Conversely, I argue that Kurdish attempts to reclaim the city are, at times,
not only a matter of ‘Kurdification’ but also of acknowledging the city’s
diverse historical make-up. This has been underway since Kurdish-run parties
claimed the mayoralty in 1999 and is apparent in Diyarbakur’s fabric. Travel-
ling by bus on the D950 Highway in 2014, I was greeted, as all are, on the
city outskirts by a large road sign welcoming visitors in Kurdish, Turkish and
Syriac. In the Salikli Han, a refurbished seventeenth-century caravanserai
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in Sur, the walled old city, a wall panel outlines a brief history of the building
in six languages (and four scripts): Turkish, Syriac, Armenian, Arabic, and
Kurdish dialects of Kurmanji and Zazaki. That such signs could be erected in
Diyarbakir demonstrates the different political milieu that prevails compared
to earlier decades. Travelling to the city in the 1990s I observed that officials
did not tolerate manifestations of Kurdish or other identities. Multilingual
signs that have been erected outside and within the city were not an AKP
undertaking, but were the initiative of the Kurdish mayor of Sur, Abdullah
Demirbas. The municipality also undertook from 2006 to provide ¢ok dilli
belediyecilik (multilingual governance), offering information in Turkish,
Kurdish, Armenian and Syriac, to highlight the city’s diversity and to pro-
mote mutual respect and understanding.”* Demirbas was outspoken in his
advocacy for his constituents, regardless of their ethnicity. He remarked in a
2013 interview, ‘I'm not just fighting for Kurds but for the diversity of this
region. Assyrian Christians, the Armenians, the Arabs — for the last 85 years
we've been told there are only Turks and only one religion.”” Through these
and other measures, the Diyarbakir municipality worked to assert an alter-
native identity on the city, reversing the homogenisation of earlier eras and
recognising the city’s multi-ethnic past.” In so doing they were repudiating
Turkish claims to and co-option of Diyarbakar.

Individual Kurds I met with also readily highlighted their city’s multi-
ethnic and multi-confessional history. A stallholder in the Diyarbakir bazaar
assured me that only thirty years ago there had been Christians, Jews, Assyr-
ians and many Armenians (‘en ok Erment’) still resident in the city, but
commented that they had left for Europe “for political reasons’.”” During my
visits to Diyarbakur, the café alongside the recently restored Armenian Surp
Giragos Cathedral was a popular hangout, while the church itself accepted
a steady stream of visitors. In June 2013 I attended a packed concert at the
cathedral featuring a programme of Kurdish, Armenian and Turkish music
and poetry. Mehdi, a Diyarbakir-born Kurd resident in Istanbul, told me,
‘Before the Armenian genocide, before the Yezidi genocide, before the coups,
we usually lived together — it’s our reality.”® Zehra contended, ‘Diyarbakair is
a place where different ethnic groups can come together . . . allowing them
to make something great. This has always happened in Diyarbakir.””” As

with the acknowledgement of religious diversity among Kurds, the diverse
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multi-confessional legacy of the city was cited proudly and was sometimes
brandished as a distinguishing feature between Kurds and Turks. Sahin com-
mented, “There are many ethnicities living here, and in history too . . . They
all live together, therefore the city is very important.”® Gelaz noted, “This city
is important for Armenians, Syriacs and Kurds. The Turks never liked the
people in Diyarbakir. That’s why there are no other Turks besides . . . police
and soldiers. The Turks have no historical significance with Diyarbakur.®'

Acknowledgement of ethnic diversity in the city is not confined to histori-
cal recollections. Incidents I witnessed suggest that the residents of Sur neigh-
bourhood hold members of the small Assyrian community in high regard.
In 2013, when I was seeking out the Assyrian Meryemana Church, a local
offered me directions and then asked that I send his warm regards to the
papaz (priest). Another time, a porter in the Diyarbakir bazaar proudly told
me that the priest was his komgi (Diyarbakir dialect for ‘neighbour’) whose
children played with his own. At the general election in June 2015, I saw
the priest entering a polling booth. A Kurdish bystander assured me that the
priest — and all Assyrians — would vote for the pro-Kurdish HDP** ‘Hepimiz
HDPiyiz [We are all with the HDP]” he said. Whether or not this is true, in
so doing he was implicitly counting the Assyrians as constituent elements of
the ‘we’ who were facing off against Erdogan and the AKP.

Acceptance of the Assyrian community mirrors that of the Armenians.
Kurds have warmly embraced Migirdi¢ Margosyan, an Armenian writer who
grew up in Diyarbakir’s Hangepek quarter in the 1940s, and championed
him as a native son.”’ Several Kurdish politicians have also made attempts
to come to terms with the traumas of the Armenian genocide of 1915. In
Diyarbakir the municipality supported the refurbishment of the Surp Giragos
Cathedral, another measure that reversed the Turkification of the city. Here it
is possible to draw parallels between the Kurds’ struggle for recognition and
rights in Turkey with that of the Armenians. A local Armenian woman was
reported as saying that given the Kurds’ own efforts to assert their rights, they
could not ‘deny the same rights for us [Armenians]’.** Shared history and
status as disenfranchised minorities have in fact fostered a sense of kinship
for some Kurds and Armenians. Diyarbakir-born ethnic Armenian Aram
Tigran was one of the best-loved proponents of Kurdish music. He famously

remarked, “There is no distinction between Turk, Kurd, Arab and Armenian.
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We are brothers.”® Meanwhile, American journalist Meline Toumani, upon
having her Armenian heritage revealed to a group of Kurdish students, was
promptly told, ‘You are our brother!"® Similarly, a Kurdish schoolteacher in
a village outside Diyarbakir told me, “We are just like the Armenians; the
only difference is that we are Muslim.’®” As Toumani notes, such declarations
may be expressions of equality and open-mindedness, but they also conve-
niently serve as repudiations of the Turkish status quo. In Diyarbakir, Kurds’
acknowledgement of the ongoing, albeit much diminished, presence of the
Assyrians and Armenians, does the same thing.

The early Republics efforts to recast Diyarbakir as entirely Turkish
amounted to little, meanwhile. Indeed, an influx of ethnic Turks into the
Diyarbakir region after the 1930s had the opposite effect to that intended:
Turkish settlers gradually became Kurdified rather than Turkifying the locals.®®
In the Turkish imagination the city and the broader south-east region remained
Turkey’s ‘Inner Orient’, with predictably dire associations, from lawlessness to
backwardness, to ethnic ‘Otherness’ — but not Turkishness.”” Such associations
were inflamed by the PKK insurgency that began in the mid-1980s. In 1992,
when [ first travelled in Turkey as a backpacker and I mentioned to a Turk-
ish hotelier in Cappadocia that I planned to visit Diyarbakir he was aghast,
warning me that it was a den of murderers. Two decades later, when conduct-
ing research for this book and staying in Istanbul’s Uskiidar neighbourhood,
my comments that I had visited Diyarbakir many times continued to raise
eyebrows.

In Turkey’s political and social milieu, Diyarbakir remains a Kurdish city.
Therein lies its potency and importance, and the reasons why it remains con-
tested in Erdogan’s Turkey. Its pivotal role in the PKK insurgency means that
for many it is the ‘city of the Kurdish intifada’,”* hence the warning I received
before first visiting. By the same token, its role as a political and symbolic
capital make it crucial in the Turkish state’s approach to the Kurdish issue,
whether that involves military campaigns or political overtures. This paradox
is captured in descriptions of the city as both ‘gateway to democracy and
fortress’.”" If the Republic of Turkey is to bring an end to the Kurdish issue it
must either undermine Diyarbakir’s value as a political symbol, while simul-
taneously crushing the PKK, or it must win the city over amid processes of

negotiation and democratisation. The government has long been aware of
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this. In 1999, then Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz remarked that ‘the road
to the EU passes through Diyarbakir’,”” an acknowledgement that solving
the grievances of Kurds with respect to human rights violations and lack of
democracy would speed Turkey’s EU approval process. Turkish politicians
have also historically chosen Diyarbakir as a favourite location to make offi-
cial pronouncements, and thus to win favour with the Kurdish electorate. It
was during a 2005 speech in Diyarbakir that Erdogan made his famous dec-
laration that the Kurds required greater democracy rather than more repres-
sion.” In 2015, then Prime Minister Davutoglu told a Diyarbakir gathering
of his vision of a new Middle East that Turks, Kurds and Arabs would build
in concert.”* Meanwhile, it must be no coincidence that Diyarbakir was the
scene for the announcement of Ocalan’s PKK ceasefire on Newroz in 2013,”
a declaration — and location — that can only have happened with government
approval.

It would seem that to win kudos in Diyarbakir is to win Kurdish hearts
and minds. But at the same time, the government has tried to undercut the
importance of the city. This is apparent in the 2010 selection of Artuklu
University in Mardin, rather than Diyarbakir’s Dicle University, as the insti-
tution to house the first-ever Kurdish-language institute in a Turkish tertiary
institution. Notably, this was dubbed the Yasayan Diller Enstitutusu (The
Living Languages Institute). The intention here would appear to be threefold:
firstly, to lump Kurdish in with other ‘living’ languages, thus rendering it
in need of state ‘protection’” rather than recognising it as the second most-
used language;”® secondly, to ensure governmental oversight of how Kurdish-
language studies proceed in Turkey; and thirdly, to elevate Mardin in the
Kurdish imaginary, thus denting Diyarbakir’s standing as primary centre of
political and cultural activity.”” In effect, Kurds are being allowed to have
their cake, but the government is eating it. That is, the government appears
to concede to Kurdish aspirations but at the same time it interferes in or
attempts to manipulate the Kurdish status quo.

In late 2015, following the reignition of conflict with the PKK, official
prevarication over Diyarbakir’s status as either a key to resolving Kurdish
tensions or a conflict zone fell decisively towards the latter. For the first time
ever, PKK operatives brought their military campaigns into the urban cen-
tres of Diyarbakir, Cizre, Sirnak and other cities. The Turkish military struck
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forcefully in response to PKK encroachment, resulting in multiple casualties,
displacement of populations and visiting unprecedented levels of destruction
on these cities. Large sections of Sur neighbourhood, within the walls of
Diyarbakir, were destroyed and later razed by government bulldozers.” Such
was the destruction that, when looking at photos in early 2017, Migirdig
Margosyan, who claimed to know the city ‘stone by stone’, was unable to
recognise his street or house.” Demet Arparcik found people hunkered down
at this time too traumatised to leave their homes.*” The government subse-
quently expropriated much of the area, including the historic churches of
the neighbourhood.®’ The reappropriation of Sur offered an opportunity
to reverse the Kurdish reclamation of the city. Prime Minister Davutoglu
remarked in early 2016 that the government would rebuild Sur from the
ground up, as had happened to Toledo following the Spanish Civil War.*
This suggestion received a scathing response from Kurds.*’ A state-directed
rebuilding programme would allow unprecedented government control
over the city, while also undercutting the authority of Kurdish administra-
tors in Sur. Adding insult to injury, in late 2016 the government removed
democratically elected mayors, the majority of them HDD, from Diyarbakir
and a number of other municipalities on grounds of ‘support for terrorisn,
replacing them with ‘trustees’.** Some claim that the AKP allocated ‘trustees’
extra funds in order to provide expanded services and thus win popular
approval;* other reports document moves by trustees to remove monuments
to Kurdish figures from cities across the south-east.®® In effect, these measures
are attempts to reassert top-down control of daily life and urban fabric in
Diyarbakir and other cities. Trustees did not move to directly deny the exis-
tence of Kurds, as had happened in earlier eras, but removed or demolished
monuments commemorating civilians killed by Turkish forces and Ahmed
Khani, the poet, that thus did not accord with the trustees’ vision for Turkey.
In this sense, the AKP may have maintained a version of multiculturalism,
one that tolerated a Kurdish presence, but only on terms that it dictated.
Diyarbakir resonates in different symbolic ways — as a centre of thought,
for its historical significance, as a ‘capital city’, as a site of Kurdification
and of rejection of assimilation. However, as locus for political and cultural
activity and a pole to which Kurds turn, a beacon of Kurdish identity, it

remains contested, more so as Erdogan moves to assert his hegemony over
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the Turkish polity. Yet, as Arparcik notes, despite residents of Diyarbakir
feeling fearful in their traumatised city, their sense of Kurdish solidarity

remains rock solid.¥

Alternative Labels

Many Kurds relate to earth (roprak) and the city of Diyarbakir at a personal
level; both play into conceptualisations of Kurdish identity. Such attach-
ments can ascend to broader categorisations: to a collective identity and to
the notion of a homeland. Anthony Smith notes the strategic use of ‘land-
scapes or poetic spaces’ in attempts to define and demarcate national identi-
ties.*® The land is often portrayed as the ‘cradle’ of a people, ‘where terrain
and people have exerted mutual and beneficial influence over several gen-
erations’.”” Walker Connor lists multiple examples, among them Kurdistan,
where a national idea is reinforced when something ‘mundanely tangible’
(namely, the landscape where a people lives) is re-conceived, becoming the
‘emotion-laden’ homeland or motherland.” The bureaucrats and cartogra-
phers of the Republic of Turkey were aware of this — in their re-annotation of
the map they were attempting to expunge any sense of a Kurdish (or Arme-
nian, Arab or Assyrian) homeland, and present a clean — Turkified — slate, one
that implied a Turkish homeland.

National territory carries ‘baggage’ with it, as T. K. Oomen highlights.
This can encompass ‘history, heritage, language, religion and race’. All of these
linked aspects play into each other. For Oomen, a clearly defined homeland
is an ‘irreducible minimum’ in the emergence of a nation.”’ I would contend
that if an ethnic group is to be defined as something other than a diasporic
or immigrant community then a homeland, however conceived, is similarly
essential. In India, Oomen observes, ‘attachment to the nation is primarily an
attachment to the homeland’, Mother India, rather than any sense of affilia-
tion to the polity or community of peoples. He further notes that not just any
piece of territory can be a homeland, citing the case of the Jews, who insisted
on a return to their ancient homeland.” Enough of the constituent elements
mentioned above — history, heritage, etc. — must be present to make a case for
‘homeland’ status. For Kurds, in constituting an ethnic identity distinct from
that of the Turks, specifying a homeland is required, one to which Kurdish
communities can demonstrate a physical link.
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Mesopotamia and Anatolia

One way of highlighting a physical link is to evoke historical or alternative
labels and establish a Kurdish presence at the time such labels were in use.
In my discussions with Kurds some reached back into history to evoke a
Mesopotamian identity and connection. Doing so serves several purposes.
It firstly repudiates the state’s reclassification of the map and establishes
a long-standing Kurdish link with the land. In an indicative comment,
Refik asserted, ‘Mesopotamia belongs to the Kurds, it is our homeland,
our toprak . . . this is my native land (burast benim topragidir).” Claims
to a Mesopotamian heritage by Kurds are also claims to prior occupancy,
to legitimacy and, for some Kurdish nationalists, to ownership. There was
no Turkish presence in Anatolia until the eleventh century, so in claiming
a link that extends back to ‘Mesopotamia’, a term that dates to the era
of Alexander the Great (c. 330 Bc), Kurds were drawing attention to the
fact that the Kurdish presence preceded that of the Turkish. This current
recurred in interviews. Refik argued, “We have existed in these lands for
years. We are a nation, a single community that existed since the time of
Mesopotamia. Later, Turks came from Central Asia and called us citizens of
this country, which is not acceptable. Because we were here [before them]
in these lands.” Zehra argued the Kurdish presence predated and thus
invalidated Turkish claims: ‘From history, we have lived on these lands,
these lands are ours. This is where we live but people invaded from Cen-
tral Asia and conquered these lands and took them from us. Then they
told us that they are going to manage us and that we are their citizens. Is
there anything more ridiculous than this? This is Cengiz Han’s [Genghis
Khan’s] dream, but I don’t want him to be happy.”” Some Kurds drew a
link between this long presence and status as ‘natives’, but clearly not in
a way in which Turkish nationalists who evoke ‘yerellik’ would approve.
Lokman commented, ‘Living in Mesopotamia . .. we are native people.
Turks came later on. We are the original people ... So I dont consider
myself as an ethnic [minority] here. I believe I am a native.””

This emphasis on prior residence is an important way for Kurds to dis-
tinguish themselves from Turks and to fend off attempts to be absorbed

into the catch-all category of Turkishness. Donald Horowitz notes that it is
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commonplace to underline indigenousness or prior occupation in the case
of large-scale immigration of another ethnic group.” Horowitz refers to
cases involving contemporary local populations fearing subjugation or loss
of position to itinerant workers. The situation is different in Turkey, where
the Turkish presence is almost a thousand years old, but the principle is the
same. To assert their existence and difference, Kurds call upon their long-
standing presence in south-eastern Anatolia. Alev Cinar writes that a nation
may ‘declare[s] itself into being through the writing of history’, by asserting
its ‘eternal presence that is validated by its historicity’.”® This would particu-
larly be so where the ‘natior’, or the ethnic group, has been written out of
the history books, as happened with the Kurds in Turkey. However, in their
evocations of Mesopotamia and other ancient links to the land, Kurds are
not necessarily making a claim to the territory itself, in the sense of creating
their own independent polity. They are claiming prior occupancy as a point
of distinction from the Turkishness that the state decrees.

Referring to Mesopotamia is also a way of calling into question the legiti-
macy of the Republic of Turkey and, by extension, its political claim over
the Kurds. To that end, the Kurdish political movement has appropriated
Mesopotamia as a label, attaching it to radio and TV stations, arts organisa-
tions and cultural centres.” The Mesopotamia Social Forum, a civil society
event organised in Diyarbakir in 2009 and 2011, is one such example. As
Marlies Casier notes, it can be seen as an attempt to create ‘an alternative
political imaginary and consequent political project in answer to the socio-
political realities it holds responsible for existing inequalities’.'” Those partic-
ular ‘socio-political realities” are the international borders that divide Kurdish
populations and the constraints that are placed upon these populations by
national regimes that have agendas that do not extend to the protection of
Kurdish rights, and, historically, have often led to their repression. Thus, the
use of the Mesopotamia label, and associated imagery, is a mechanism in
Turkey and beyond to ‘signify a Kurdish identity, the Kurdist cause’.'" It is
a conscious effort to situate Kurdish identity within an indisputable history
that allots them a legitimate space among the peoples of the region. That
many Kurds I spoke to readily referred to Mesopotamia within discussions
of identity and perspectives on their political circumstances in Turkey is
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a measure of the influence of the Kurdish nationalist movement’s broader
political discourses on the world views of Kurds at street level.

Yet during my discussions it was noticeable that within this appropria-
tion of Mesopotamia terminology many Kurds claim themselves as one peo-
ple among many, not the only Mesopotamian people. Soner, interviewed
in Istanbul, remarked on the historicity of Mesopotamia and emphasised
that, ‘It’s like a pot of mixed cultures since the early stages of history . . .
It’s the same for Anatolia, too. It doesn’t belong to one identity. So . .. I
like to describe myself like I'm from Mesopotamia.’'”* For Mesut, claiming
a Mesopotamian heritage was a point of pride: “To be born in this geogra-
phy is very important. Because you [are familiar with] different cultures.
Kurds are one of the very old nations here and one of the native nations of
Mesopotamia. We are not . . . [opposed to] Turkish identity. We think that
Turks, Armenians, Suriyani, [Assyrians] different nations can live together.
For that you should have [a] democratic regime, you should have peace
with other nations.”'” In this way, Mesopotamia is a label that allows scope
for broader accommodation of ethnicities, while also being clearly distinct
from Turkey, which carries its own ethnic overtones. So here, again, Kurds
are marking themselves as distinct from the Turks, who, in the Kurdish
imagination, emphasise — and impose — ethnic uniformity. Kurdish evoca-
tions of Mesopotamia do not stamp an exclusively Kurdish claim on the
area, but, as was the case with their acknowledgement of diversity within
religious observance and of the historical diversity of Diyarbakir’s popula-
tion, they herald acceptance of ethnic and cultural diversity, of pluralism,
as a marker of Kurdishness in contradistinction to Turkish visions, either
Kemalist ethnic conformity or AKP hegemony. These are acknowledge-
ments of themselves among many peoples who have lived in the region.
They define their identity as part of a canvas broader than a monocul-
tural vision; they take pride in the acceptance of diversity, and take a stand
against the Turkish status quo.

Another label applied to the Asian land mass of Turkey is that of Anatolia.
Ayhan, a researcher in Istanbul, described himself as Anatolian as a way of
incorporating disparate elements of his identity and upbringing. ‘T am a
Kurd. I received my education in Turkish. Officially I am a Turkish citizen.
Or I could say I am Anatolian because I have visited many places there, I was
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educated there, I worked there. I have friends from every region, we have
similar foods, we dance similar dances and we have similar songs.”*
Anatolia is a neutral descriptor: it carries no apparent ethnic implica-
tion, in contrast to “Turkey’ and ‘Kurdistan’.'” The concept of Anadoluculuk
(literally ‘Anatolianness’) was even proposed as a shared identity, an alter-
native to Islamic, pan-Turkish and ill-defined pluralist Ottoman ideologies,
in the late-Ottoman era.'” One man I met in Istanbul refused to specify
whether he was Turkish or Kurdish, rather calling himself ‘Anatolian’.'””
However, evocations of Anatolia by Kurds are relatively few, perhaps because
during the Republic’s nation-building period Anatolia was often portrayed as
the cultural repository of Turkish identity. Kemalist ideologues ‘imaginatively
reconstructed’ Anatolia, rather than other previously Ottoman-held territo-
ries in the Levant, the Balkans or the Caucasus, as a quintessentially “Turkish’
space.'” In 1925, an article in the Kemalist periodical Anadolu Mecmuas:
(Anatolian Journal) stated categorically, ‘Anatolia is only Anatolia, Anatolia
is a strictly Turkish land.”” More recently, the term Anatolia has been used
to obscure ethnic diversity. Meline Toumani notes that official publications
at the 2007 reopening of the Armenian cathedral of Akdamar/Aghtamar
blandly described the building as ‘Anatolian’, rather than acknowledging its
Armenian provenance.'" Thus Anatolia acts as a double-edged sword, quell-
ing Turkish nationalists' qualms about acknowledging the country’s ethnic
diversity, but at the same time being used to obfuscate that very history.
Perhaps for these reasons, Anatolia did not retain the currency that Meso-
potamia did among Kurds as a historical label for the lands they and their

predecessors occupied.

Kurdistan

The incorporation of Mesopotamia into PKK discourse echoes a broadening
of its political agenda, moving beyond an initial goal of forging a ‘Kurd-
istan’. Casier sees this as a continuation of PKK initiatives to ‘rethink the
spatial order of current politics’, an initiative that does not aim to create a
nation-state — Kurdistan — but is ‘a project for autonomy, within its phi-
losophy of a democratic society’.!"" Central to the assertion of Anatolia’s
innate Turkishness in the Anadolu Mecmuas: article mentioned above was its

repudiation of any mooted ‘Kurdistan’. ‘Kurdistan is a fabricated, imagined
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part of the map of Anatolia, the article continued. As should be understood
from the re-annotation of the map, alternative topographies that bore wit-
ness to other ethnic identities were deemed a threat to the uniformity that
Kemalists sought. By prime ministerial decree, in 1939 and 1940 German-
language and French-language atlases and maps were outlawed, confiscated
and destroyed because they contained the term ‘Kurdistan’.'"?

It is not unusual to find Turks arguing on social media that there has
never been a country called Kurdistan. One might respond that there was no
country officially called Turkey until 1923 and that even if not demarcating a
nation or country, ‘Kurdistan’ has been in long usage. It is found in Armenian
sources that predate the arrival of Turks in Anatolia.'"” In the 1520s, under
the rule of Ottoman Sultan Siileyman, one of the eight Ottoman provinces

was called ‘Kurdistan™™**

and by imperial decree the Kurdish provinces were
autonomous.'"” It would appear that Turkish efforts here are, again, examples
where they ‘doth protest too much’. Kurds in response latch onto the long
history of ‘Kurdistan’ as a cartographical term. Refik remarked, ‘During the
Ottoman time, Kurdistan was present. During the Seljuk time, Kurdistan
existed. Kurdistan was geographically locatable and it was where Kurds lived.
The ground, the soil, the houses all belonged to the Kurds. !

In contention, then, is the political significance of ‘Kurdistan’. It is, of
course, a key symbolic resource and rallying cry of the Kurdish political move-
ment and, I would argue, a central tenet of Kurdish identity. Maria O’Shea
depicts ‘Kurdistan’ in the Kurdish imagination as a potent mélange of facts,
myths and wishful thinking that persists despite divisions among Kurds and
political circumstances that militate against such an idea."” Many Kurdish
nationalists draw an explicit link between the ancient Medes and ‘Kurdistan’
as a means to highlight homogeneity among modern-day Kurds in spite of
the political and territorial divisions which are apparent in the present.'"® In
discussions, I encountered evocations of the historical Kurdish presence and
the validity of the label ‘Kurdistan’. Osman, a Diyarbakir teacher, argued,
‘Yes, right now we are considered citizens of Turkey, but we have been living
on this land (ropraklarda biz eskiden beri yaszyoruz) for years. We still consider
it to be Kurdistan. Maybe formally and politically it is known as Turkey, but I
never felt that.”'"” Osman’s colleague, Fehim, remarked, “We are from Kurdis-

tan. These lands’ (topraklarin) name is Kurdistan no matter what anyone says.
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Geographically this is Kurdistan, . . . but under the circumstances in Turkey
I am considered a Turk . . . However, I would love to have a free Kurdistan.
I see myself as a Kurd.”"** It is from here that Turkish concern at the term
arises — that it is intrinsically linked to separatist intent.

Yet applying an alternative toponomy does not automatically amount
to a claim for independence, even if that new label may be ‘Kurdistan’.'”!
Michael Gunter opines that ‘almost all Kurds dream of a united Kurdistan’.
But in view of traumatic events responding to attempts during the twentieth
century to establish — or even demand — independence, many Kurds take a
pragmatic view of their political circumstances, resigning themselves to living
within the boundaries of existing states, states that reacted swiftly and often
brutally to Kurdish tilts at independence. Thus the signature cry of most
Kurdish political organisations in the latter years of the twentieth century
became ‘Democracy for Turkey/Iraq/Iran and autonomy for the Kurds’.'*”

In the early 2000s, Bahar Bager found that diaspora Turkish communities in
Sweden and Germany generally responded negatively to the term ‘Kurdistan,
some dismissing it as ‘offensive’ or ‘pathetic’. Baser argues that it evoked a
‘spectre of division’ for these Turks.'”’ No study has investigated public responses
to ‘Kurdistan’ in Turkey, but, as indicated by earlier official blacklisting of atlases
and maps that used the term, for many years even uttering it invited official and
public reproach and censure.

The situation changed, however, during the years that the AKP engaged
with the PKK on the peace process. In 2013 in Diyarbakir, at an event with
Kurdish singer Sivan Perwer and Iraqi Kurdish leader Massoud Barzani,
Erdogan was recorded mentioning ‘Kurdistan’ for the first time. His state-
ment incurred criticism from nationalist circles, but in a sign of the shifting
political milieu and national discourse, he defended his position. He later
remarked that Mustafa Kemal (Atatiirk) had used the term, and that he could

'* thereby demonstrating that enunciat-

hardly be accused of being separatist,
ing ‘Kurdistan’ should be possible in the Turkish polity and did not represent
a threat to it. Here was another example of a more confident Turkey, a mature
political arena, more pluralist, more open to diversity and debate.

As with so many apparent advances towards a political solution to the
Kurdish issue, the pendulum was to swing back again following the politi-

cal upheavals of 2015 and 2016. When HDP deputy Osman Baydemir
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remarked in parliament in 2017 that he represented ‘Kurdistan within
Turkey he was roundly rebuked and later fined and temporarily excluded
from parliament.'” Thereafter official tolerance for the use of ‘Kurdistan’
declined. In early 2019, prosecutors brought proceedings against political

¢ and board members

organisations that had ‘Kurdistan’ in their names,"
of a Diyarbakir business council faced prosecution for using ‘Kurdistan’ in
the association’s name and articles of its charter.'” While campaigning for
municipal elections in February 2019, several HDP candidates mentioned
representing ‘Kurdistan’. Erdogan reacted indignantly, retorting, ‘If you really
want a Kurdistan, there is one in northern Iraq. Goodbye to you.”'*® This
would appear to be backtracking on his earlier tolerant position on the men-
tioning of Kurdistan, but here he stressed that there was no such region in
Turkey, and played on latent fears of separatism by declaring that no one
could divide Turkey. In response, HDP members in Istanbul came together
to repudiate Erdogan’s ostracising language. HDP press officer Azad Barig
underlined a commitment to the land and political system that prevailed,
stating, ‘Our homes, stories, loved ones, graves are all on this soil.'®
Kurdistan is undoubtedly controversial terminology in Turkey, but it may
be variously interpreted. While it was once unutterable in any context, the
Turkish state has been forced by circumstance to admit it as a reality, albeit
one that must be confined to northern Iraq, hence outside of Turkey’s bor-
ders. Simultaneously, Kurdistan may be used as a bogeyman in modern poli-
tics. Erdogan’s riposte to HDP members was likely intended as a put-down
but it also played to the nationalist base in Turkey and played on underlying
fears that the nation-state is threatened by Kurdish mobilisation. Conversely,
many Kurds see the naming of territory as Kurdistan as a simple statement of

fact, one that does not necessarily imply any separatist ambition.

Spatial Contestations: Identity and Politics

In drawing attention to their long presence in the lands that are now the
south-eastern provinces of Turkey (and across borders in Syria, Iran and Iraq),
in attaching alternative labels to the territory that dilute or repudiate official
Turkish labels, Kurds are contesting the spatial order of modern Turkey. The
claims they are making are explicitly political, but they are not necessarily
territorial claims; rather they are claims in the realm of identity, a form of
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political capital. Asserting a link with the soil (zoprak) or with Diyarbakur,
in all of its guises whether as a capital city or centre of protest or politics or
culture and intellectual activity, establishing the historical depth of the Kurds’
presence in the region and re-conceiving that region as Mesopotamia or
Anatolia or Kurdistan, are yet more mechanisms of Kurdish identification.
They become means of forging internal cohesion — rallying points around
which Kurds can coalesce — but also means of asserting difference from the
Turkish uniformity that Kemalists, and more recently the AKP government,
tried to impose.

Kurds in Turkey have greater freedom than in earlier decades to assert
their presence in and connection to the landscape, yet contestations over
labels and the very idea of ‘localness’ remain heated. Kurds may try to reclaim
territory they see as colonised and may attach alternative labels to the land-
scape as a means of consolidating Kurdish identity, but in Erdogan’s Turkey
implications remain. There are strict limits to what is tolerated. Repercussions
may be profound, as the destruction and appropriation of Sur demonstrates,
and in the current environment, where nationalist currents are resurgent and
evocations of ‘yerellik’ remain potent, Kurdish attitudes to and labels for the
landscape may actually be used by Erdogan as political ammunition to win

favour from Turkish voters.

Notes

1. Anonymous, ‘Proverbs of Kurdistar’, p. 72.

2. Houston, Kurdistan, p. 2.

3. Smith, National Identity, p. 21.

4. Grabolle-Celiker, Kurdish Life in Contemporary Turkey. It should be noted that

an attachment to hometown is similarly held by Turks.

5. Mehrdad Irady claims that ethnic Turks have been ‘streaming out of” Anatolia’s
south-east for western provinces since the 1960s. See Izady, The Kurds, p. 127.

. Cizre, ‘“Turkey’s Kurdish problemy’, p. 244.

. Oktem, “The nation’s imprint’.

. Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey, pp. 12-13, 40, 243.

. Aslan, ‘Incoherent state’. On the multi-ethnic imprint on the Anatolian land-

O 0 NN &\

scape, see the interactive map created by the Hrant Dink Foundation detail-
ing Armenian, Syriac, Greek and Jewish sites: http://turkiyekulturvarliklari

.hrantdink.org/en/.



10.

11.
12.
13.
14.

15.
16.
17.

18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.
30.

136 | THE KURDS IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY

Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey, p. 244. This parallels Arabisation pro-
grammes in Iraq under Saddam Hussein.

Scott, Seeing like a State, pp. 91-3, 311-16.

Smith, National Identity, p. 134.

Isaacs, ‘Basic group identity’, pp. 44-5.

Indeed, Anna Grabolle-Celiker notes that Kurdish identity is often more politi-
cised among those from regions where the state’s hand was more repressive: see
Grabolle-Celiker, Kurdish Life in Contemporary Turkey, p. 89.

Connor, Ethnonationalism, p. 205.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 21 October 2014.

Interview, Istanbul, 14 October 2014. Toprak is a concept that retains currency
among Turks too. A well-loved song by twentieth-century minstrel Asik Veysel
Satroglu is a paean to the Anatolian soil: ‘Benim sadik yArim kara toprakur’ (My
faithful beloved is the black earth).

Interview, Diyarbakir, 29 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 8 June 2015.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 9 June 2015.

White, Muslim Nationalism and the New Turks, p. 100.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 22 October 2014. Behram was to repeat this claim when
I visited again the following year, also declaring as ‘real Kurdish’, on the basis of
long residence in the city, a local elder who often hovered in the street.
Navaro-Yashin, Faces of the State, p .20.

Hiirriyet, ‘Cumhurbagkani Erdogan: ‘1 Kasimda 550 tane yerli ve milli milletve-
kili istiyorum”, 21 September 2015.

Onus, ‘Erdogan’in kastettigi, “yerli ve milli” vekiller kim?’, 21 September
2015.

724, ‘Erdogan: Ey HDD, sokaga cikarsaniz biliniz ki giivenlik gliglerimiz sizin
boynunuzdadir!, 21 January 2018.

Posta, ‘Cumhurbagkani Erdogan: CHP nin bakugt yerli ve milli degil’, 21 April
2018.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 22 October 2014. Behram also claimed that this long
association with Diyarbakir meant that he spoke ‘real Kurdish’. There is also a
dialect of Turkish specific to Diyarbakir that is distinct from ‘standard Turkish’
and related to Azeri dialects of early Turkic settlers in Anatolia. See Dorleijn,
“Turkish—Kurdish language contact’, pp. 79-80.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 29 October 2014.

Giiveng, ‘Constructing narratives of Kurdish nationalism’, pp. 25-40.



31.

32.
33.
34.
35.
30.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.

49.
50.

51.

52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.

CONTESTING HOMELAND(S) | 137

Home to important shrines, churches, monasteries and pilgrimage sites, the
province of Diyarbakir is also of significance to other ethnic and religious groups:
see Ungdr, The Making of Modern Turkey, p. 14.

Private conversation, Istanbul, 4 November 2014.

Grabolle-Celiker, Kurdish Life in Contemporary Turkey, p. 46.

Gambetti, ‘Decolonizing Diyarbakir’, p. 101.

Ibid.

Watts, Activists in office’, pp. 135-6.

Yiiksel, ‘Rescaled localities and redefined class relations’, pp. 433-55.

Cited in Yiiksel, ‘Rescaled localities and redefined class relations’.

Giiveng, ‘Constructing narratives of Kurdish nationalism’.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 20 October 2014.

As well as other locations such as Hakkari and Sirnak, see Grabolle-Celiker,
Kurdish Life in Contemporary Turkey, p. 87.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 26 October 2014.

Interview, Istanbul, 14 October 2014.

Van Bruinessen, Agha, Shaikh and State, pp. 265-305.

Belge, ‘State building and the limits of legibility’, p. 99.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 11 June 2015.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 27 October 2014.

This extends to other realms, for example the changing of name of the Diyarbakir
football team to become Amed Spor: see Bianet, ‘Diyarbakir municipality FC
adopts a Kurdish name’, 29 October 2014. The move incurred the wrath of
Turkish nationalists and the Turkish Football Federation.

Norwich, A Short History of Byzantium, p. 27.

See, for example, Book of Dede Korkut, p. 195. Kara (Turkish for ‘black’) refers to
the city’s signature basalt walls.

Diken, ‘Erdogan’in ‘Amed ne ya?” sorusuna yanit Davutoglu'nun ‘Amed’li secim
afisinden’, 30 October 2015.

Ungbr, The Making of Modern Turkey, p. 170.

Ibid., pp. 234-5.

Giines, The Kurdish National Movement in Turkey, p. 168.

Jones, ‘Jail is occupational hazard for Kurdish mayor’, 16 January 2013.
Gambetti, ‘Decolonizing Diyarbakir’, p. 99.

Author interview, Diyarbakir, 1 November 2014. A significant proportion of the
non-Muslim population departed in the 1950s: see Yanmis and Aktas, Kiirtlerde
Dini Yasam, p. 9.



58.

59.
60.

6l.
62.
63.

64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.

75.
76.
77.
78.

79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.

138 | THE KURDS IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY

Interview, Istanbul, 13 June 2015. For insight into Armenian life in mid-twen-
tieth-century Diyarbakir, see Margosyan, Gavur Mahallesi.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 21 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 24 October 2014. Indeed, I was often assured by locals
of the city’s welcoming (misafirperver) nature. One woman in a shop told me
that ‘biz Amedliyiz’ (‘we Diyarbakir locals’ — she used the Kurdish name, Amed)
would protect me if I had any troubles.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 10 June 2015.

Author interview, 7 June 2015.

Margosyan’s memoir of growing up in Diyarbakir, Gévur Mahallesi [Infidel
Quarter], first published in 1992, was translated into Kurdish in 1999.

Jones, “Turkey’.

Radikal, ‘Hani farkliliklar zenginligimizdi’, 12 August 2009.

Toumani, There Was and There Was Not, pp. 126-7.

Private communication, 23 October 2014.

Ungijr, The Making of Modern Turkey, p. 168.

Marilungo, “The city of terrorism or a city for breakfast’, pp. 276-9.

Sengiil, ‘Qurix: An “Inverted Rhapsody™, p. 35.

Hakyemez, ‘Sur’.

Hiirriyet Daily News, Yilmaz', 17 December 1999.

Keskin, ‘Erdogan: Kiirt sorunu demokrasiyle ¢éziliir’, 11 August 2005.
Hiirriyet Daily News, PM Davutoglu wants a new Middle East for Turks, Kurds,
Arabs’, 25 January 2015.

Yackley, ‘Kurd rebel leader orders fighters to halt hostilities’, 21 March 2013.
Gurses, Anatomy of a Civil War, p. 130.

Cicek, ‘Kurdish identity and political Islam under AKP rule’, p. 159.

Jacinto, ‘Destruction of Kurdish sites continues, 20 July 2016; Assénat,
‘Diyarbakur: apercu de 'aprés-guerre’, 3 May 2016; Hiirriyet Daily News, ‘Pictures
released by the armed forces’; Bianet, ‘Migirdic Margosyan couldn’t recognize his
street amidst ruins’, 25 April 2017.

Ibid.

Arparcik, ‘Feeling solidarity in an estranged city’, pp. 108-9.

Agos, ‘Expropriation means closing down of Surp Giragos’, 28 April 2016.
Hiirriyet Daily News, ‘Diyarbakir’s ruined Sur to be rebuilt’, 1 February 2016.
Rudaw, “Why is Spanish Toledo not good enough for Diyarbakir?’, 9 April 2016.
Reuters, “Turkey removes two dozen elected mayors’, 11 September 2016.
Bozarslan, ‘Erdogan’s threats to replace elected mayors could backfire’, 1 March
2019.



86.

87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.

90.
97.
98.
99.

100.
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.

108.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.

CONTESTING HOMELAND(s) | 139

Stockholm Center for Freedom, ‘Monument of Kurdish philosopher and poet
Ahmad-i Khani demolished by Turkish government’, 28 June 2017.

Arparcik, ‘Feeling solidarity in an estranged city’, pp. 108-9.

Smith, National Identity, p. 78.

Ibid., p. 9.

Connor, Ethnonationalism, p. 205.

Oomen, Citizenship, Nationality and Ethnicity, pp. 185-6.

Ibid., p. 186.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 20 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 20 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 21 October 2014. Genghis Khan is generally regarded
in a positive light among Turkic peoples, and Cengiz is a common boy’s name
in Turkey.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 11 June 2015.

Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, pp. 57-8.

Cinar, ‘National history as a contested site’, pp. 364-91.

Casier, ‘Beyond Kurdistan?’, pp. 417-32. For more on the events of the MSE
see http://www.transform-network.net/blog/blog-2009/news/detail/Blog/
mesopotamia-social-forum-msf-in-diyarbakir.html.

Casier, ‘Beyond Kurdistan?’, p. 417.

Ibid., p. 422.

Interview, Istanbul, 13 June 2015.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 21 October 2014.

Interview, Istanbul, 18 October 2014.

Anatolia arises from the Greek Avarols, meaning ‘east’ or ‘Orient’.

Sofos and Ozkirimli, Tormented by History, p. 134.

Interview, Istanbul, May 2013. Notably, he was from Malatya. A Kurdish
woman in Diyarbakir told me the population of Malatya was mostly Kurdish,
‘But they think they are Turks.’

Navaro-Yashin, Faces of the State, p. 47.

Cited in Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey, pp. 241-2.

Toumani, There Was and There Was Not, p. 146.

Casier, ‘Beyond Kurdistan?’, p. 417.

Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey, p. 242.

Asatrian, ‘Prolegomena to the study of the Kurds’, pp. 1-57.

Imber, 7he Ottoman Empire, p. 179.

Houston, Kurdistan, pp. 39—40.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 20 October 2014.



117.
118.
119.
120.
121.

122.
123.
124.

125.
126.
127.

128.

129.

140 | THE KURDS IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY

O’Shea, Trapped Between the Map and Reality.

Giines, The Kurdish National Movement in Turkey, pp. 33—4.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 29 October 2014.

Interview, Diyarbakir, 29 October 2014.

Indeed, one of the provinces in Iran is officially called Kurdistan (Persian:
Ol liwa ). This does not amount to de facto independent status, nor is it
evidence of any separatist intent.

Gunter, “The Kurdish minority identity in Iraq, pp. 263-82.

Bagser, Diasporas and Homeland Conflicts, pp. 173—4.

Haberler, ‘Erdogan: Mustafa Kemal de Kiirdistan Dedi Oda m1 Béliiciiydit’, 19
November 2013.

Hurriyetr, TBMMde bir ilk . . . HDP’li Osman Baydemir’e ‘Kiirdistan’ cezasr,
13 December 2017.

Bianet, ‘Closure case for parties’, 11 February 2019.

Bozarslan, “Turkish judiciary toughens stance’, 22 February 2019.

Daily Sabah, ‘Every citizen regardless of ethnic roots part of nation’, 12 March
2019.

Bianet, “We are the own children of this country’, 15 March 2019.



6

KURDAYET]{: PAN-KURDISH SENTIMENT
AND SOLIDARITY

he Kurds have a reputation as a divided people. Writing in the late sev-
Tenteenth century, the narrator of the Kurdish literary epic Mem 4 Zin
laments the Kurds™ ‘disunited, always rebellious and divided’ nature and their
plight, despite their bravery and resilience, as vassals of others." The narrator
might well have been prophesying the Kurdish future. After the apportion-
ing of territory that occurred in the Middle East following the First World
War, the Kurds remained divided and were rendered minorities in the newly
formalised Turkish, Persian and Arab (in Syria and Iraq) states. Thereafter, as
David McDowall notes, modern Kurdish history became marked by two dis-
tinct struggles, the first against the governments of the nation-states in which
Kurdish peoples live, the second to forge a coherent sense of community and
nationhood among themselves.” New state boundaries formalised divisions
between Kurdish communities. Hakan Yavuz argues that regional, religious
and linguistic cleavages prevent the emergence of what he calls a ‘full-fledged
Kurdish identity’.’

In contrast, Kendal Nezan observed, at a pan-Kurdish conference in 1990,
affinities among Kurds despite a ‘total lack of contact, in spite of huge dis-
tances that separated their homelands’. He argues that ‘being a Kurd means to
share the same basic cultural identity forged by centuries of history’.* Nezan
is not alone in his conceptualisation of a shared Kurdish cultural identity.

I have encountered the idea of pan-Kurdish identity and solidarity among
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Kurds in Turkey, Syria, Iran, Australia and Europe — in Iraqi Kurdish termi-
nology this is known as Kurdayeti. Kurdayeti is sometimes regarded as a form
of Kurdish nationalism that amounts to a desire for an independent Kurd-
ish homeland.’ It is not a term that is commonly used by Kurds in Turkey.
However, I use it here to describe a shared political identity that extends
across borders and does not necessarily prefigure territorial claims but is a
form of social and political capital used to protect Kurdish interests. In recent
years, with the spread of modern communication technologies and alongside
geopolitical developments, Kurdayeti has become more pronounced. It thus
becomes a more potent force in Kurdish politics, which in turn has a bearing
on politics in Turkey. This chapter examines the extent to which Kurdayeti is
manifest in Turkey and the impacts it has in and for Turkey in the political
and social arenas.

Kurdayeti and associated flow-on effects in regional politics have
become all the more salient in light of the rise and fall of the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) since mid-2014. Kurdayeti grew significantly
as Kurdish communities from across Turkey, Syria and Iraq cooperated
to protect themselves from the ISIS threat. A sense of cross-border soli-
darity hardened as Kurds felt that the nation-states in which they live
were unwilling to protect them physically and were disdainful of Kurdish
interests. Kurdish solidarity, and hopes for the lasting recalibration of the
regional political order, blossomed as Kurdish actors were able to extend
control and implement administrative models across territory reclaimed
from ISIS. In Turkey, this meant that Kurds watched with trepidation as
ISIS encroached upon Kurdish populations in Syria, and then rejoiced
as the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) rolled back ISIS and
extended Abdullah Ocalan’s model of ‘democratic confederalism’ in the
north-east corner of Syria,® abutting the Turkish border. Kurds were simi-
larly excited as the peshmerga of northern Iraq secured the contested city of
Kirkuk and Iraqi-Kurdish leader Massoud Barzani asked constituents, in a
September 2017 referendum, if they desired independence. Turkey, for its
part, stood by apparently indifferent as ISIS initially extended its control
along the Turkey—Syria and Turkey—Iraq borders in late 2014, but began
to take an active interest as Kurdish control was consolidated in these areas
after ISIS was expelled.
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The fears and hopes that Kurds in Turkey experienced at observing the
plight of their cross-border ethnic kin illustrate the importance of Kurdayeti
as a central pole of Kurdish identity. At the same time, Turkey’s reactions
to these developments are illuminating. Its unresponsiveness to the threat
ISIS posed to Kurdish lives is viewed by some as evidence of an inherent
anti-Kurdish bias, as is Ankara’s apparent opposition to advances for Kurdish
actors outside of its borders. The situation here is considerably complicated
by the relationship between the Syrian Kurds and the PKK. Turkey claims
that the Syrian PYD (Democratic Unity Party) is merely an extension of the
PKK, and thus it views the consolidation of PYD control as a direct threat.
Whether or not this is true, these circumstances mean that Kurdish cross-bor-

der cooperation and solidarity have considerable flow-on effects in Turkey.

Kurdayeti: Both ‘we’ and ‘us’

The formation of Kurdish national consciousness is sometimes traced back
to Ahmad Khani’s seventeenth-century epic, Mem 4 Zin,” but Kurdayeti was
not specifically articulated as a concept until the mid-twentieth century. It
appeared as the title of a poem written by Kemal Gir in Iraq. Translated
as ‘Kurdishness’, the idea gradually became politicised in Iraq, a means of
asserting Kurdish ethnic and ideological positions in contradistinction to
those of then widely propagated Arab nationalism and socialism.® Originally
conceived of and debated by the intellectual classes, with time, Kurdayeti,
and the associated notion of Kurdish distinctiveness, came to resonate more
broadly among Kurds at all levels as populations became urbanised and soci-
etal dynamics like tribalism, feudalism and religious authority, which had
previously entrenched divisions, began to collapse.

Just as the markers of Kurdish identity are subjective and open to debate,
Kurdayeti, a form of collective identity, is not automatically immutable or
universally understood.” Like ethnicity, nation and nationalism, Kurdayeti is
influenced and shaped by discourses, political forces and ‘contingent events’."
Kurds I have met from Iran, Iraq and Syria acknowledge differences between
their communities but proudly assert their Kurdishness as a common iden-
tity shared across borders. Indeed, Denise Natali argues that Kurdayeti has
become one among a ‘repertoire of identities’ that are a result of individual

social and political circumstances within each state."
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Popular consensus often portrays blood ties as integral to ethnic and
national identities.”” These are at work within Kurdayeti, but I argue that
the cultural affinities that Kendal Nezan observed at the pan-Kurdish confer-
ence are just as potent. As outlined earlier, Thomas Hyllel Eriksen contends
that a sense of ‘we-ness’, the establishment of internal solidarity and cultural
commonality, is an essential element of identity formation."” A sense of ‘we’
forms through interdependence and internal cohesion: what we do and share
defines who ‘we’ are as a people. The idea of ‘we-ness’ plays a pivotal role in
Anthony Smith’s definitional elements of an ethnic group: a collective proper
name, myth of common ancestry, historical memories, common culture,
homeland and, most relevant to this chapter, a sense of solidarity.14 All of
these are shared by significant segments of the designated population, com-
monalities that define who ‘we’ are.

The establishment of new Middle Eastern states in the 1920s would appear
to militate against a sense of ‘we-ness’ enduring among Kurds. The arbitrary
drawing of new borders divided Kurdish tribes, families and communities;
governments saw their borders as sovereign boundaries not to be transgressed.
In response, however, trans-border movement became a matter of course for
many divided Kurdish communities, a fact aided by the remote nature and
inaccessibility to government officials of much of the border regions.” As
such, cross-border contact, while heightened with the advent of globalisation
and mass communication since the 1990s, is not a new phenomenon for
some Kurds. One Kurd from Dogubeyazit, near the Turkey—Iran border, told
me that when he was a child during the 1980s it was routine to cross into Iran
and goods were regularly smuggled both ways across the border."

Among Kurds I met with in Turkey, cross-border encounters were com-
mon. Zehra, a sociologist in Diyarbakir, was married to a Kurd from Syria,
had lived in Kurdish northern Iraq for seven years and, although having never
travelled to ‘Iranian Kurdistan’, stayed in contact with Kurdish friends living
there."” Refik, who had lived and studied in Iran, noted in a matter-of-fact
way the cultural similarities he shared with Iranian Kurds." Ayhan, a Kurd-
ish researcher in Istanbul, recalled, ‘I have met an Iranian Kurd. His accent
was very similar to my family’s. I really liked this . . . We laughed and talked
about the same things, we had the same responses . . . I have also met a few

[Kurds] from Syria. We share many commonalities with them as well.””
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Borders, as such, are not insurmountable barriers. Aykut remarked, “We
have brotherhood. We were always brothers and sisters. Countries might have
split us up but our bond with other Kurds has never been broken. In order for
these boundaries to be removed, Kurds must resist and they will resist and are
resisting. No problem there.”” For Fehim, borders were ‘only symbolic’. He
argued that even across international borders Kurds ‘never separated [from]
each other. We saw each other as brothers and sisters and as family. They are
Kurds and we are Kurds.””' Osman acknowledged different political experi-
ences in each country where Kurdish communities resided but stated, ‘this
will not be an obstacle . . . Separation is out of the question.”

Cross-border traffic was not limited to material goods, either. Political
thought and ideologies were also disseminated.” Aside from contraband,
smuggling between Syria and Turkey in the 1940s carried information, ideas
and nationalist thought.”* Thus, Kurdayeti also spread after its conception
in Iraq. Another medium that defied borders was the broadcast of Kurdish-
language programmes on Radio Yerevan from the mid-1950s. These had a
rallying effect for Kurds in Turkey, forbidden from broadcasting and pub-
lishing in Kurdish, who tuned in clandestinely to hear their mother tongue.
Radio Yerevan broadcasts helped foster a collective consciousness, a sense of
‘we-ness’, among Kurds wherever they listened, whether in Turkey, Syria, Iran
or Iraq.””

That Kurds had to listen to Radio Yerevan to hear the Kurdish language
highlighted the repressive circumstances they were living in. Experiences of
repression, in turn, catalysed a second and complementary element that Erik-
sen posits as essential in identity formation, namely a sense of ‘us-ness’. The
sense of ‘us’ forms in contradistinction to the Other,”® where the Other looks
upon ‘us’ as different to them, and, if detecting a threat or rival, attempts to
subdue or attack ‘us’. In this case, the Other (the Turkish state) saw the Kurds
as a threat to the ideal of ethnic unity and tried to extinguish, or deny, Kurd-
ish identity, in so doing heightening the sense of ‘us’ among Kurdish popula-
tions. This did not only happen in Turkey. I would argue that marginalisation
and disenfranchisement at the hands of Turkish, Persian and Arab nationalis-
ing governments after the 1920s impelled the transgression of borders and
increased the salience of Kurdayeti, contributing to a sense of shared identity
and reinforcing Kurdish solidarity.
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One might further argue that marginalised Kurds in Turkey are able to
draw parallels between their plight at the hands of Turkish authorities and the
sufferings of Kurds under Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq or Syrian Kurds
attacked by ISIS. They are all likely to feel that they have been singled out
because of their Kurdish identity, for their ‘us-ness’, and to view their indi-
vidual misfortunes as an element of common experience, of ‘we-ness’.

A salient example was Saddam Hussein’s assault in 1988 on the inhabit-
ants of the Kurdish city of Halabja in northern Iraq, when thousands were
killed in a chemical weapons attack. Selahattin Demirtas, the leader of the
pro-Kurdish Halklarin Demokratik Partisi (HDP) in Turkey, recalled hearing
of the events in Halabja as a high school student. He recounted in a 2015
interview, ‘On that day I discovered the meaning of Kurdishness. I realised
what a heavy responsibility it is to be Kurdish. I recognised my identity.”” A
trauma experienced by Kurds in Iraq prompted Demirtas to fully recognise
his Kurdish identity, which immediately and inherently transcended borders.
He rallied to his ethnic identity due to the oppression of his ethnic kin by a
dominant group, the Iraqi military. Domination, of course, may occur across
borders and be enacted by different groups. The fact that the Iragi regime,
not the Turkish government under which Demirtas lived, were perpetrators
of the Halabja massacre did not prevent him from feeling solidarity with the
victims of the gas attack. A sense of commonality arises through experiences
of oppression, despite being subject to it by various Others, thus heightening
Kurdish distinctiveness against all of those Others and cementing the bonds
between Kurds despite international boundaries.

The idea of Kurdish distinctiveness, and the fact that it has so often been
galvanised by repressive state actions, results in Kurds identifying more closely
with their ethnic kin than with other citizens of the nation-states they live in.
Rohat, a Kurd in Diyarbakir, told me his affinity with Kurds was greater than
any connection he could envisage with a Turk: ‘T am closer to a Kurd from
Rojava than a Turk from Izmir. Even though there is a border, we [Kurds]
are brothers.”” His friend, Berfo, shared similar sentiments, underlining the
sense of kinship he felt with Kurds regardless of borders and other divisions.”
Research conducted by Bahar Bager among diaspora groups in Germany and
Sweden revealed that Kurds from Turkey feel greater affinity with the Kurd-
ish groups from Iraq, Syria and Iran than to the Turkish groups.” Similarly,
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a study of Iranian Kurds found greater identification with fellow Kurds than
with Iranian citizens.”

That is not to say that Kurdish identity is uniform and uniformly under-
stood, nor that it is solely a result of the Kurds™ passivity and helplessness in
the face of state oppression. Kurds have been proactive in responding and
adapting to the diverse political circumstances within which they work in dif-
ferent countries.” The borders imposed on Kurds act as ‘systems of domina-
tion’, and thus present immediate targets for Kurdish political movements in
all four countries to challenge.” In each case, the Kurds’ political trajectory is
portrayed as a struggle against the impositions and depravations of the domi-
nant order, and thus a common narrative emerges of Kurdishness entwined
with struggle. Parallel experiences and chronicles of injustice and repression
help to forge a collective identity — Kurdayeti — and a sense that Kurds must
rely on themselves rather than national governments to protect and promote

their political ambitions.

Crises, Cross-border Movement and Consolidating Solidarity

Anthony Smith recognises that his hallmarks of ethnic identity vary in potency
across times and places. Similarly, Rogers Brubaker argues that ‘groupness’, or
communal identification, is ‘variable and contingent rather than fixed and
given’. Thus ‘groupness’ can be understood as ‘phases of extraordinary cohe-
sion and moments of intensely felt collective solidarity ... It allows us to
treat groupness as an “event’, something that happens.* That is, intense
communal identification is intermittent, emerging or being prompted only at
certain times. Inverting this, we might argue that ‘groupness’ is as much cata-
lysed by events as it is an event in itself: there must be events that trigger this
‘extraordinary cohesion’ and ‘intensely felt collective solidarity’. Such events
take myriad forms: military or sporting victories, cultural celebrations and
achievements, religious ceremonies, responses to threats or disasters. Simmel’s
rule states that pressures placed upon a group by external forces impel internal
identification, thus forging the sensation of ‘groupness’. I argue that this is true
in the case of Kurdayeti, as state repression not only forged a sense of Kurdish
distinctiveness but also often forced Kurdish populations to seek sanctu-
ary across borders, where they encountered fellow Kurdish populations and
awakened to their affinities and shared experiences.
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Escaping Saddam Hussein’s murderous al-Anfal campaign in 1988, large
numbers of Iragi Kurds fled north to seek safety, gathering at the border
with Turkey and eventually being allowed to cross.” Similar scenes ensued
on the Iraq—Turkey border after the First Gulf War of 1991. These were piv-
otal moments for Kurds internationally. First, they brought the plight of the
Kurds onto the international stage, and, second, they had a galvanising effect
on Kurds as refugees arrived in the cities of south-east Turkey and in Istan-
bul. Soner, in 1988 a teenager in Diyarbakir, explained that prior to the
arrival of refugees from Iraq he did not know there were Kurds living outside
Turkey. He told me this was a revelatory moment. Learning that he had eth-
nic kin living in Iraq immediately created a sense of cross-border solidarity
and boosted a sense of Kurdish identity for him and his cohorts. As Soner
noted, while previously Kurdish identity was something discussed in intel-
lectual circles, now it became a topic of interest to ‘ordinary people’.*

The arrival of Iraqi Kurds in Turkey also made it untenable for the Turkish
state to maintain its denial of Kurdish identity. Martin van Bruinessen records
his surprise at seeing during the 1980s in the neighbourhoods of Istanbul,
Iragi Kurds, who had fled Saddam’s regime, wearing traditional dress, which
had hitherto been outlawed.”” Here was incontrovertible evidence that Kurds
were not merely ‘mountain Turks’. Turkish authorities were never particularly
welcoming of or pleased at the arrival of these Kurds. Sheri Laizer recalls see-
ing Turkish security agents in 1991 trailing Iraqi Kurds in Diyarbakir’s back-
streets and notes that Kurdish villagers rather than local authorities provided
supplies for the Kurdish refugees.”® Most significantly, these Iraqi Kurdish
arrivals interacted with local Kurds, thus boosting awareness of each other’s
political circumstances.” In these circumstances the milieu of Kurdish cross-
border fixers, mentioned in the previous chapter, arose. These men spoke to
me matter-of-factly about their experiences guiding journalists and military
personnel among traumatised Kurdish communities; in the process it became
apparent that they paid little heed to international borders and regarded
themselves as working within a pan-Kurdish space, something within which
they felt an integral part.

The cross-border solidarity created by the Iraqi Kurds flight from Halabja
and Saddam’s wrath in 1991 are salient examples of ‘groupness as an event.

These triggered intense responses from Kurds, a solidarity that extended across
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borders and that was reinforced by physical contact when previously divided
populations encountered each other, sharing their stories and rediscovering
the things they had in common. For Soner, Halabja created a sense of Kur-
dayeti, an understanding that his status as a Kurd was not an anomaly but
was part of a collectivity that extended beyond Turkey. It further prompted
discussions of Kurdish identity to spread. Kurdishness expanded beyond a
topic of discussion for an intellectual cohort to become something discussed
as a collective identity among the masses in everyday contexts. These events
facilitated a burgeoning sense of ‘we-ness’ among Kurds.

Traumatic events such as Halabja also catalysed migration further afield.
Kurds began seeking economic opportunities in Europe in the 1970s. This
accelerated after successive political crises, including Turkey’s 1980 coup;
increasing numbers of Kurds sought asylum in European states and else-
where.?’ The establishment and consolidation of Kurdish diaspora commu-
nities in Europe led to the trans-nationalisation of the Kurdish movement.
Escaping the political restrictions that circumscribed them at home, Kurd-
ish activists, civil society organisations, media and academics in Europe have
freely interacted, communicated and collaborated since the early 1990s.”'
Unrestricted interaction did not necessarily mean consensus on political
agendas and aspirations but it allowed the protection of Kurdish culture
and traditions and a growing sense of political agency among Kurds as they
embarked on political projects without hindrance.** This saw further broad-
ening of Kurdish activism to include the masses, and a recalibration of the
Kurdish struggle to focus on human rights and free political participation in
the existing nation-states of Turkey and Iran, in particular, rather than the
pursuit of an independent Kurdish state.”

In 1999, Turkish security forces captured Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK)
leader Abdullah Ocalan, another event that brought the trans-national nature
and mass appeal of the Kurdish cause into greater focus. Ocalan’s arrest pre-
cipitated an outburst of protests in Turkey, Europe and beyond. This extended
to hunger strikes, self-immolations, and demonstrations by almost 150 Kurd-
ish associations worldwide.* Kurds from all walks of life, despite dislocation
across continents and territorial divisions, ‘closed ranks’.” Here was another
‘groupness’ event where intense collective identification negated and papered

over, however fleetingly, differences in location, circumstance and ideology
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among Kurds. The trauma of Ocalan’s capture sharpened Kurdish solidarity.
It also demonstrated that in Europe, Kurds were mobilised and engaged in
politics and in contact with their kin in the homelands. Kurdayeti, like the
Kurdish political movement, was no longer restricted to the nation-states
where Kurds originated, but had gone trans-national, the diaspora allowing
Kurdish identity to cross-pollinate and reconstitute itself.*

Kurdayeti confronts ISIS

The advance of ISIS into Kurdish-controlled and populated territory in Syria
and Iraq from mid-2014 spurred another outpouring of Kurdayeti, simulta-
neously demonstrating its vitality and trans-national reach. The Syrian city
of Kobani, besieged by ISIS in late 2014, became a focal point. Capital of
one of the autonomous Rojava cantons declared by the Kurdish-run Partiya
Yekitiya Demokrat (PYD) in 2012, Kobani was little known, even among
Kurds, until the threat posed by ISIS propelled it to prominence in the inter-
national media. ISIS forces seized surrounding villages through September
2014, Kurdish (and other) civilians fled into Turkey, and the Kurdish YPG
and YP] militias maintained a rearguard action but looked to be fighting
against overwhelming odds. A massacre of the scale of Halabja, albeit by
different perpetrators, and the snuffing out of a symbol of the Syrian Kurds’
new-found autonomy, appeared imminent.

Kurds I met in late 2014 in Turkey were, in equal measure, distressed,
indignant and agitated at events unfurling in Kobani. ISIS’ earlier massacres
of Yezidis and Shiites meant all were aware of the fate awaiting the city’s
defenders should it fall. That some Kurds had crossed the border to partici-
pate made the fight all the more personal. Esra, a journalist in Diyarbakur,
noted that Kurds from Turkey were falling in the conflict — it was not just
cross-border affinities that inspired sympathy and grief but actual familial
relations. She retorted, “They say, “It’s outside of [Turkey’s] borders, why are
you doing this for Kobani?” What do they mean by this? It’s [our] children.
The people, YPG guerrillas, who died in Kobani, their funerals are coming
[home] here . . . Just yesterday three people, three bodies came to Diyarbakur.
Whose children are they?®’

These connections were potent, but the Kurdish struggle in Kobani was
important in other ways. Kenan, a teacher in Diyarbakir, told me, ‘Kobanti is
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our namus, using the Turkish word for ‘honour’.”® Kenan, told me that the
defence of Kobani was the first time that ‘all Kurdish hearts are together’.* In
Kenan’s estimation, Kurds, through a history he claimed to be thousands of
years old, had always been divided, but Kobani acted as a trigger for unity.”
His sentiments were echoed by many I spoke with in late 2014. Ali remarked,
“The Rojava resistance brings all Kurds together . . . Kurdish people suddenly
realise . . . where they are and who they are and what they need to do.”" As
Janroj Yilmaz Keles argues, televised images of the horrors ISIS had visited
upon other communities and the desperation of Kobani’s defenders served
to collapse physical and political distances and bring together Kurdish com-
munities as one. Keles calls this a ‘deterritorialised solidarity’.”” The defence
of Kobani was something that all Kurds were observing, and its salvation
something they all wished for. This was Kurdayeti realised, a ‘deterritorialised
solidarity’ that had unified ‘Kurdish hearts’.

Kobani therefore constituted an event that catalysed ‘groupness’, an
instance where solidarity was magnified — as Simmel’s rule dictates — by exter-

nal pressure. In this era of global communication and media coverage, Kobani

Figure 6.1  Graffiti in Kadikdy, Istanbul, November 2014. It reads, in Kurdish, ‘Long live
the Kobani resistance’. © William Gourlay.
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was front and centre, receiving worldwide attention. For many Kurds it was
emblematic of a history of oppression at the hands of regional states. Mithat,
a Kurdish student in Istanbul, highlighted the parallels between Halabja and
Kobani. “The genocide of . . . Halabja became a [catalyst for] national con-
sciousness . . . it is on a level with Kobani. For all Kurds . . . [Kobani] creates
national unity.”® Like the arrest of Ocalan, Kobani provoked protests across
the globe, this time accompanied by social media campaigns.™ It also spurred
Kurds, and others, to mobilise. A Kurdish waiter in Istanbul told me, ‘Right
now they are fighting in Kobani, . . . fighting for [the] four parts of Kurdis-
tan, not just for [the] Syrian part . . . because we are brothers. They can be
from other countries but they are our brothers, [the] same people.”

In late October 2014, a column of Kurdish peshmerga vehicles and heavy
weaponry crossed from Kurdish-controlled northern Iraq into Turkey, pass-
ing through the Kurdish-populated south-east and into northern Syria.
Here was a potent symbol of Kurdayeti, a highly visible instance of Kurd-
ish cross-border cooperation. Iraqi peshmerga units were mobilised to relieve
the beleaguered defenders of Kobani, the desperate plight of their ethnic kin
transcending borders and compelling their participation. This was significant
given the acrimonious relations and divergent political goals of the Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP) administration of Iraqi Kurdistan and the PYD
in Syrial.56 However, in these dire circumstances Kurdish actors realised that
compromise was necessary to avert disaster.”

The jubilant reception the peshmerga received in south-east Turkey was
yet more evidence of the potency of Kurdayeti. Cheering crowds lined the
peshmerga convoy’s route.”® Kurds were ecstatic at the arrival of their well-
armed kin from Iraq, symbols of Kurdish strength and self-reliance. The
convoy did not pass through Diyarbakir, but I witnessed much chatter on
the street and enormous excitement at the mission of the peshmerga. All
talk was of Kurdish brotherhood. Here Kurds from Iraq, Syria and Turkey
were coming together to fight together, alongside their ‘brothers’, to see off
a fearful adversary.”” Even so, the prospect that Kobani might fall remained
a galvanising factor for Kurds. The Minister of Self-Defence for the Kobani
Canton remarked that the city had become ‘the castle of resistance for the
four parts of Kurdistan’.*> Among those I spoke to in Diyarbakir, many
remarked that Kobani was the most important city for Kurds outside of
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Turkey. Tellingly, they deemed a city under threat more important than even
Erbil, capital of Kurdish Northern-Iraq.

Kurdayeti intensifies in these circumstances because the oppression that
Kurds endure underlines their distinctiveness from those around them,
whether they be Turk, Arab or Persian. As Martin van Bruinessen notes,
repression in Turkey, Syria, Iran and Iraq, coupled with increased intra-Kurd-
ish communication, has long acted to entrench perceived disparities between
Kurds and non-Kurds in those nation-states.”’ That the Kurds of Kobani
became the targets of ISIS fighters because of their very Kurdishness had the
same effect, sentiment snowballing as global Kurdish communities shared
images and information about ongoing events. This feeds disaffection, mobil-
isation and sometimes radicalisation among Kurds in Turkey, Syria, Iran and
Iraq when considered in the context of commonly held Kurdish perceptions
of discrimination, political mismanagement and corruption.®” In turn, the
notion among Kurds that nation-states are incapable of acting or unwilling
to act in their interests gains traction. Consequently, Kurds perceive that they
can only rely on their fellow Kurds. Kobani therefore fitted into the histori-
cal Kurdish narrative of tragic yet noble fights against overwhelming odds.
It provided yet another example of Kurdish ‘we-ness’, their common hopes
and collaboration to defend the city, and Kurdish ‘us-ness’, their distinctive-
ness from both ISIS attackers and Turks who remained, at best, indifferent to
the city’s plight. It became a symbol of Kurdishness. To defend it became all
the more important. Kobani became a lightning rod for Kurdayeti, a sense
of solidarity, a sense of common political identity, an understanding of the
necessity of self-reliance.

Simultaneously, and paradoxically, ISIS acted as a unifier. It represented
a threat to Kurds in Syria and Iraq (a threat amplified, many Kurds allege,
by Turkey’s complicity), and thus it aroused a sense of shared fate and high-
lighted the need to act in concert. Despite instances of cross-border inter-
action outlined earlier, Kurdish ethno-nationalist narratives and political
objectives in Turkey, Syria, Iran and Iraq have evolved separately within the
prevailing political constraints of each country.”’ Different Kurdish politi-
cal organisations seek to protect their own positions and agendas, and thus
cross-border tensions and competition remain at an organisational level.

Indeed, cross-border military cooperation between competing groups is
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virtually unheard of. However, the pan-national threat that ISIS posed
prompted Kurdish leaders to reassess priorities. Kurds were beset by a force
that saw them as all alike, that cast them as godless enemies. Thus, not only
civilian Kurds but also Kurdish political leaders previously noted for bicker-
ing and divergent political goals saw themselves as sharing the same plight,
placed in a position whereby they had to fight to see off the existential threat
that ISIS presented. In this shared narrative, a threat presented itself in dif-
ferent circumstances in Syria, Iraq and Turkey, yet it was a threat that could
be seen as uniform, a common enemy, by Kurds in each of those countries.
In fighting a common enemy, solidarity was precipitated and the Kurds’

sense of shared identity was aroused and protected.

Kurdish Suspicions and Disappointments

ISIS may have been a new oppressor, but many Kurds claimed a familiar
hand was working to undermine Kurdish interests, alleging that Turkey
was supporting ISIS. As noted earlier, one Kurdish student, observing pro-
ISIS commentary on Turkish social media, told me it was ‘crystal-clear’
that ISIS was a Turkish proxy.®* Kurdish suspicions of Turkish complicity
and anxiety at the fate of Kobani were exacerbated when Erdogan glibly
remarked that the city was about to fall.®® Some weeks after Erdogan’s
statement, Refik told me, “The fact that the Turkish government did not
open its gates for Kobani clearly helped out ISIS with their plan of destroy-
ing the Kurds.”®

Kurdish suspicions do not amount to incontrovertible evidence that Tur-
key was supporting ISIS, but Erdogan’s indifference demonstrated to Kurds
that, in their hour of need, they could not rely on Turkey, despite its powerful
military and its — theoretical — opposition to ISIS. Erdogan’s comment also
reflects how Turkey misplayed its hand as regards ISIS and the Kurds. Mesut
Yegen observed that Kobani was of vital interest to Kurds in Turkey, and to
the then-ongoing peace process with the PKK, but he notes that the AKP
‘failed to recognise the importance of Kobani’.” Ankara had an opportunity
to win favour with Turkey’s Kurds and the PKK, with which it was then nego-
tiating, by interceding on the side of the besieged Kurdish fighters. Turkey
might have offered a helping hand to Kurds when their backs were against the

wall. Here was an opportunity for inter-ethnic ‘groupness’. Had Turkey stood
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by Kurds in the fight against ISIS it would have won great kudos and forged
a sense of common purpose between Turks and Kurds.

At one point, Prime Minister Davutoglu stated that Turkey would do all
within its power to prevent Kobani falling,*® which would have opened an
entirely new era of Turkish—Kurdish cooperation. But Davutoglu’s words
amounted to nothing. Turkey adopted a passive-aggressive stance, station-
ing military units on its border within view of Kobani, closing the border
and refusing to intervene when the city appeared doomed.”” Henri Bar-
key remarked that Turkey’s response to Kobani was a miscalculation. He
described the episode as ‘a stepping stone for [Kurdish] national mobiliza-
tion and nation-building. . . . Even if Kobani falls, it will strengthen Kurd-
ishness.”” It seems plausible that Ankara hoped Kurdish forces might get
their comeuppance in Kobani, which would then strengthen its hand as it
negotiated with a chastened PKK. As it turned out, Turkey’s posture only
served to antagonise Kurdish populations. Anger at Turkey’s position was
plainly apparent among Kurds I mixed with in late 2014. In such circum-
stances, Kurds sought refuge in their Kurdish identity, distancing themselves
from a nation-state that they considered dismissive of and indifferent to
their interests. Indicative of such a position, one Kurd interviewed in 2014
remarked, ‘I used to call myself a Turkish Kurd, but I no longer want to be
called that. I am a human being and a Kurd. I am nothing Turkish.”' With
empathy from Turkish observers and support from the powerful Turkish
military unforthcoming, any coherence created during the siege of Kobani
was not an anti-ISIS solidarity connecting Turks and Kurds, rather it was

pan-Kurdish sentiment.

Victory over ISIS and its Aftermath

Recent Kurdish history is replete with events that have rallied solidarity and
nationalist sentiment. For Iraqi Kurds there was Halabja, in Turkey there
were the Sheikh Said and Dersim uprisings and in Iran there was the short-
lived Mahabad republic. Kobanti is the latest addition to this list. In one cru-
cial aspect, however, Kobani proves different to the others. In the telling,
these events are all portrayed as heroic struggles, but Kobani is the only one
that did not end in defeat. With bolstered firepower courtesy of the Iraqi
peshmerga and aided by allied air strikes, the defenders in Kobani gradually
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pushed back the ISIS siege, ultimately lifting it in January 2015. This was
something unprecedented for the Kurds — a victory.

When the Iraqi Kurdish forces left Kobani and returned home, a pesh-
merga commander remarked, “We fought against the occupiers with our
brothers and sisters in Kobani . . . The resistance and victory in Kobani was
an important stage for national unity.””* His comments underscored the
important role that Kurdayeti played in the victory, the importance that
fighting alongside ‘brothers and sisters’ played in strengthening Kurdish
lines in the face of the onslaught, the role that a sense of fraternity played
in inspiring the defence. He also underlined the role that Kurdayeti, in the
form of ‘national unity’, would play in shoring up defensive lines while mili-
tary threats remained present.

A victory, Kobani thus immediately entered the canon of Kurdish myth,
as a theatre where Kurds had come together from all corners to fight together.
The victory had an impact well beyond the borders of Syria. Significantly, it
demonstrated the value of cooperation. One Kurd in Diyarbakir presciently
told me as the siege of Kobani was ongoing, “When you resist as a unity,
see how strong you are.”””> Kobani was evidence that when Kurdish groups
come together shoulder-to-shoulder, great outcomes can be achieved despite
overwhelming odds. Unidil then, ISIS had not been defeated in battle. Its
withdrawal from the outskirts of Kobani brought an end to its reputation
as invincible. The threat posed by ISIS had impelled diverse Kurdish groups
to put aside their differences, and the resulting victory revealed the benefits
of doing so.

As a global audience watched ISIS emerge, expand and threaten Western
interests, Kurds won attention and plaudits for their role in the international
campaign to stop that expansion. Kobanfi’s Defence Minister remarked in
November 2014, ‘Our two-month resistance has shown the whole world
who the Kurds are.”* Kurds I spoke with in Turkey in 2014 and 2015 were
very aware of the international attention focused on Kurdish militaries fight-
ing ISIS, and were equally aware that Kurdish forces were seen as ‘the good
guys’. They extolled the virtues of Kurdish forces as acting honourably and
promoting secularism and pluralism, qualities in short supply in the Syrian
and anti-ISIS conflicts, and they portrayed the territories they capture as

being ‘liberated’. In fighting and winning a reputation as a reliable ally against
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a widely reviled enemy, the Kurds won considerable international legitimacy.
This in turn further entrenches Kurdayeti. Cross-border solidarity and com-
mon action produced important military successes, winning Kurds interna-
tional recognition and praise, and territorial advances, which many Kurds
viewed as righting historical wrongs. These developments gave Kurds reason
to take pride in their Kurdishness; it afforded them agency in a troubled geo-
political terrain. Historical tables were turned and Kurds demonstrated their
political clout. It would seem that Kurds also expected to accrue international
goodwill that in the longer term could be utilised to support and protect
Kurdish claims and interests.

Indeed, never before have Kurdish players enjoyed so much military and
political support from the West.”” The PYD, previously little known, was
able to rapidly establish working relations with international powers. Sim-
ilarly, it has become routine for high-ranking western delegations to visit
Erbil to discuss regional developments. Through these mechanisms, Kurdish
actors became more visible and assertive on the international stage and, with
the benefit of international military support, were able to expand Kurdish-
controlled territory in northern Syria and consolidate control in the disputed

territories in northern Iraq.

Turkey’s Response

Such changes did not go unnoticed within the region, however. As early as
2012, commentators noted Turkey’s disquiet at developments in the Kurds’
favour in northern Syria. Ihsan Dag1 contends that this reflects a commonly
held Turkish view, a zero-sum approach whereby any political advance for
Kurds is viewed as a setback for Turks.”®

Such a contention would explain increasing alarm in Ankara as, after
Kobani, Kurdish-led militias advanced across northern Syria, defeating ISIS
and allowing the PYD to institute its own rule. Attributing Turkey’s agitation
to a single cause, however, is oversimplifying a complex situation. Ankara
has long contended that the PYD is nothing more than the Syrian exten-
sion of the PKK,”” and as such is a ‘terrorist’ organisation that represents a
threat to Turkey. After the collapse of the peace process with the PKK in mid-
2015, Turkey ramped up its accusations of ‘terrorism’ at the PYD. Davutoglu
argued that the YPG’s role in fighting ISIS did not absolve them of the
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‘terrorist’ label.”® Erdogan went to the length of equating the PYD with ISIS,
against which both it and the PKK were fighting.” In October 2015, after
the deadliest terrorist attack ever in Turkey, when ISIS suicide bombers struck
in Ankara killing over a hundred, Erdogan accused the PYD and PKK of
conspiring with ISIS and Assad’s mukhabarat (secret police) to carry out the
attack.”® Such allegations contributed to an increasingly nationalist rhetoric
in Turkey’s politics, and may have struck a chord with Erdogan’s base, but
they further reveal insensitivity to the Kurdish electorate. Erdogan cannot
have been unaware that Kurds were greatly concerned at the fate of their eth-
nic kin in Syria and saw ISIS as an evil adversary, so to accuse Syrian Kurds
of operating in tandem with ISIS was unthinking at the very least — to say
nothing of the implausibility of such a claim.

Turkey’s bad-mouthing of the PYD, however, found no significant inter-
national audience. US officials have long maintained that they do not view
the PYD as terrorists.” Indeed, the US and other powers continued to coop-
erate with the PYD, under the umbrella of the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) created in mid-2015 throughout the campaign against ISIS, allowing
the consolidation of Kurdish control across north-east Syria and further cre-
ating consternation in Ankara. Here, the very same factors that contributed
to a growing sense of Kurdayeti and Kurdish assertiveness unsettled Turkey,
another demonstration of the potency of Kurdish identity as a factor shap-
ing Turkey’s politics. While Kurds were celebrating and taking pride in the
appearance of Kurdish actors on the world stage, Erdogan and the Turkish
establishment were fretting at the purported threat that such circumstances
posed to Turkey.

Turkey eventually responded. Its first commitment of ground troops to
the war in Syria, in Operation Euphrates Shield (Firar Kalkan: Harekitz)
of August 2016, was aimed at reclaiming al Bab from ISIS, but it is clear
that Ankara’s motivation was as much intended to outflank Syrian Kurdish
forces. Defence Minister Fikri Isik stated that Turkey’s goal was to prevent
the YPG linking cantons along the Turkey—Syria border.” Thus a Turk-
ish strike at ISIS was used as a pretext to stymie further advances for the
Kurds.” Indeed, Turkish fears at the Kurds’ intentions in Syria ran deep.
Erdogan and other Turkish figures consistently accused the Syrian Kurds of

planning to create a new state in northern Syria,* a precedent considered
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entirely unpalatable as it was assumed it would catalyse further Kurdish agi-
tation in Turkey. The PYD’s consistent denial of such intentions did noth-
ing to assuage Ankara’s fears; Turkey reserved the right to act unilaterally to
prevent such an eventuality.

Turkey struck again in January 2018, this time forgoing any pretence
that it was targeting ISIS, invading the north-west Syrian canton of Afrin
in a campaign dubbed Operation Olive Branch. Ankaras justification was
that as the (Kurdish-majority) region was controlled by the PYD it was
a springboard for terrorist attacks into Turkey, and thus a real and pres-
ent danger. Erdogan, playing on Turks nationalist impulses and latent
geopolitical fears, accused the Syrian Kurds of collaborating with ‘post-
modern Crusaders’.”” As noted, there are clear links between the PYD and
the PKK. These arise through complex organisational relationships and
a shared political vision. An element of Kurdayeti is also apparent: pan-
Kurdish solidarity means the fortunes of both organisations give heart to
Kurds on both sides of the Turkey—Syria border. Despite this, Turkey, for
some time, had abided the existence of the PYD, and regularly held meet-
ings with its leader, Saleh Muslim. But in the fevered political atmosphere
following the resumption of hostilities with the PKK, the coup attempt of
mid-2016 and the Syrian Kurds’ increasing political clout and territorial
reach, Ankara viewed the PYD as an increasing threat. Allied with various
anti-Assad Syrian militias, Turkish armed forces, boasting overwhelming
firepower, routed SDF militias in Afrin and took control of the province
after a two-month campaign.

Further demonstrating the potency of Kurdayeti, the invasion of Afrin
prompted outpourings of Kurdish anger and dismay around the globe.*® In
Turkey, HDP deputies in parliament decried the military campaign, one of
them, Mahmut Togrul, citing an Amnesty International report that noted
increasing numbers of civilian casualties. Indicative of the nationalist fervour
then prevailing, AKP sitting members accused the HDP of being the ‘mouth-
piece of the PKIK’, after which fisticuffs broke out between AKP and HDP
sitting members.” Subsequently, several hundred HDP members, journal-
ists, activists, academics and ordinary citizens were arrested for speaking out
against the Afrin offensive.” From the state’s perspective, voicing concerns

about the offensive equated to support for terrorism.*
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Significantly, many who made criticisms, such as the Turkish Medical
Association, were not necessarily Kurdish, but were expressing concerns on
humanitarian grounds. All were roundly condemned, however, and accused
of terror propaganda. In this sense, Turkey’s politics had come full circle,
rekindling the ethos of earlier decades when official rhetoric — widely sup-
ported by the public — equated any criticism or questioning of government
policy or military action with terrorism, even if that criticism raised humani-
tarian issues and did not specifically mention Kurds.

Ankara dismissed humanitarian concerns by declaring its campaign into
Afrin was solely aimed at ‘terrorists’. Turkey was at pains to explain that it
did not target Syrian Kurds, only the PKK. Yet such claims rang hollow
when victorious forces in Afrin city immediately toppled a statue of the
mythical Kurdish hero Kawa.” Meanwhile, reports emerged of widespread
looting across Afrin, the expulsion of 300,000 Kurds and the commandeer-
ing of Afrin’s famed olive harvest.” Thus, while Turkey may have argued that
it was undertaking justifiable measures in response to a terrorist threat, its
actions looked much more like deliberate strikes at Afrin’s Kurdish popula-
tion at large.

A similar course of events unfurled in October 2019 when Turkey
invaded Kurdish-administered Rojava in north-east Syria, using the same
pretext, that of removing the purported threat of the SDF militia from
the Turkey—Syria border. Ankara again argued it was solely targeting ‘terrorists’,
a claim put to the lie by war crimes committed by Turkish-backed forces,
including the murder of Kurdish politician Hevrin Khalef, who had no
connection to the SDE and the displacement of numerous civilians, of
Kurdish and other ethnicities.”” Turkey’s invasion was met with interna-
tional opprobrium due to widespread support for the Kurdish-led SDF’s
role in defeating ISIS and disgust at the depredations of the invading
forces.” This led to a doubling down by the Turkish public, who parroted
Erdogan’s ‘anti-terror’ narrative. Indeed, despite recently growing misgiv-
ings about Erdogan, the president enjoyed a surge of popularity at home as
nationalist fervour skyrocketed.”* Conversely, as some observed, the inva-
sion is likely to have led to ‘an emotional fracture’ for Kurds in Turkey, who,
unconvinced by claims of ‘anti-terrorist’ intent likely viewed it as part of an
anti-Kurdish policy.”
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Here were echoes of Turkey’s response to the Iraqi Kurds’ referendum in
September 2017. When an overwhelming majority of Iraqi Kurds voted in
favour of independence, Ankara, in concert with Baghdad and Tehran, ensured
the blockade of Iragi Kurdistan. Few situations spur cooperation between the
governments of these three neighbours, but a Kurdish attempt to alter the
regional status quo is apparently sufficient. In this instance, Ankara could not
claim to be moving against ‘terrorists’, because the referendum, while contro-
versial, was an attempt at changing the political situation through a demo-
cratic mechanism. Rather, Erdogan claimed to be concerned with upholding
international law and protecting Iraq’s sovereignty.”® Kurdish commentary on
social media proposed an alternative view — that Turkey’s knee-jerk reaction
to the referendum and its invasion of Afrin demonstrated its ongoing anti-
Kurdish posture. Kurds in Turkey expressed excitement at the outcome of the
referendum, in marked contrast to Ankara, but were vocal in their criticism
of Ankara’s forceful response.”” From a geopolitical perspective, these events
demonstrate both the potency of Kurdayeti and Ankara’s understanding of
that potency. Turkey acted so decisively because it understands — or fears — that
political developments for Syrian and Iraqi Kurds have important flow-on
effects among Kurds in Turkey. Whether or not there is innate anti-Kurdish
prejudice in Turkish government circles, the ruses of acting against ‘terrorists’
or in favour of Irag’s territorial integrity are used to justify actions that will
circumvent the momentum of Kurdish political movements — inside or out-
side of Turkey — and thus maintain the political status quo. That Kurdish
advances in Syria and Iraq coincided with political turmoil in Turkey only

added urgency to the task of quelling Kurdayeti.

Cross-border Currents

Despite their reputation as a divided people, Kurds have always retained a
sense of solidarity that extends across borders. In a globalised world, com-
munication and connection is easier than ever before, and as a result of
geopolitical developments since the 1990s, in particular, the upheavals of
conflicts in the Middle East, Kurdayeti, the sense of pan-Kurdish identity,
has blossomed. Kurds in Turkey fretted at the fate of their ethnic kin as
Saddam Hussein gassed Halabja and as ISIS encroached on Kobani threaten-

ing annihilation, and watched excitedly as Syrian Kurds extended their control
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along the Turkey—Syria border and as Iraqi Kurds voted for independence.
Kurdish responses to these developments always appeared to be the diamet-
ric opposite of reactions from the broader Turkish population and the state
apparatus. Erdogan downplayed the threat to Kobani, railed against the Iragi
Kurds’ referendum and sent the army against Afrin. This entrenches divisions
between Kurds and the Turks among whom they live and a government that
has proven unwilling to act in their interests. Trans-national Kurdish links
have assumed urgency and pan-Kurdish identification has crystallised. Exter-
nal threats fomented the Simmel effect of stronger internal cohesion, even
across borders, and a feeling that Kurds must rely on their own kin.

Ironically, ISIS created opportunities for the Kurds, despite the horrors
inflicted and tribulations endured. A powerful narrative of self-reliance and
strength in unity has emerged, a counterweight to ages-old Kurdish narratives
of oppression and injustice. Kurdayeti thus remains an undeniable aspect of
Kurdish identity, one that is increasingly prominent and one from which
Kurds in Turkey draw strength.

It also has an impact in Turkey’s political arena. Ankara has felt compelled
to respond to the geopolitical advances of Syrian and Iraqi Kurds, as have
other regional capitals. Turkey is at pains to argue that its actions against
the Iragi Kurdistan referendum and adventures into Afrin and Rojava are
not anti-Kurdish moves, but are motivated by other considerations.Yet Kurd-
ish discontent is palpable. And Turkey’s hair-trigger responses to such events
are acknowledgement of the strength and significance of bonds that exist
between Kurds across borders. Like all identities, a pan-Kurdish identity is
shaped by ‘contingent events; these are experienced differently according to
individual and political circumstances, but where it is conceived as a form of
kinship and solidarity that extends across borders, it plays a powerful role in
the legitimation and affirmation of Kurdishness for many Kurds in Turkey.
The comments of Kurds I spoke with testify to that.
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OPPRESSION, SOLIDARITY, RESISTANCE

arly one evening in October 2014, in the backstreets of the old city of

Diyarbakir, I wandered past a group of four Kurdish boys aged between
ten and twelve. Fingers raised in the V-for-victory sign, with steadfast looks
on their faces, they were chanting, ‘Biji serok Apo.” Translated from Kurdish
their chant means, ‘Long live leader Apo.” They were brandishing the name
of Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK),
imprisoned near Istanbul since 1999. Returning home from work, or run-
ning errands, local residents smiled and nodded as they passed. Although
delivered in everyday surroundings, the boys gesture was undeniably
political.

As I continued on my way, their cries rang out in the dusk. I pondered
what would drive small boys to do such a thing. Why would they want to
evoke the name of a jailed political leader in a nameless backstreet? Their
posture and attitude were of defiance. It occurred to me that I recognised
elements of resistance in the aspects of Kurdish identity that I was investigating
— using the Kurdish tongue, Kurds™ stance on religion, the celebration of
Newroz — and that those I spoke with consistently imparted a message of
resistance. This is not something that I had come looking for, or expected,
but it was apparent that resistance — to the state, to assimilation, to political
circumstances, to Erdogan’s message — was an element of the Kurdish expe-
rience and posture. The PKK’s confrontation with the Turkish military is
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well documented, but Kurdish resistance assumes myriad other forms, to the
extent that it becomes a marker of identity.

During my time in Turkey, my eye became attuned to the numerous,
minor, seemingly innocuous forms of resistance that occur within every-
day life. On several occasions in Diyarbakir I was offered kagak ¢ay (liter-
ally ‘escaped tea’) that had been smuggled across the border from Iraqi
Kurdistan. Locals assured me that this ‘Kurdish’ tea was far superior to
Turkish brews. Drinking tea hardly amounts to a political activity, and
assurances of its superiority were offered jokingly, but the fact of its prov-
enance and the illicit means by which it reached the Kurdish cities of
south-eastern Anatolia added a frisson of excitement to its consumption.
Products for sale in shops and bazaar stalls were also — to varying degrees —
subversive: ‘Kurdistan’ T-shirts emblazoned with the Iraqi Kurdish flag;
books including Serefname, a Kurdish history periodical Kiirt Taribi,
Ahmad Khani’s literary epic Mem 4 Zin (in Kurdish) and works by previ-
ously outlawed authors Musa Anter, Mehmed Uzun, Ismail Besik¢i and
the poet Cigerxwin; souvenir carpets embroidered with notable figures
from leader of the 1925 rebellion Sheikh Said, to outlawed film-maker
Yilmaz Giiney, Islamic philosopher Said Nursi, Iraqi Kurdish leader
Mustafa Barzani, 1960s revolutionary Deniz Gezmis and Che Guevara.
All of these were notable oppositional or nonconformist figures and all,
aside from Che and Gezmis, were Kurdish. None of these items would
have been available for sale during the 1990s, or at least not above the
counter. They would have been condemned as contravening and threat-
ening the unity of the Republic of Turkey. That these could now be sold
freely testifies to the degree that Turkey has changed to allow more visible
manifestations of Kurdish and other ethnic identities.

Nonetheless, the imperative to conform remains strong in a political
sphere dominated by the AKP and the personality of Erdogan. Political
spaces have expanded and contracted over time, but state pressure, in one
form or other, has been a constant. From the 1980s, repressive measures on
the Kurds, ostensibly directed towards the PKK, had the effect of rallying
Kurdish political sentiment such that resistance to state hegemony expanded
beyond the PKK’s military campaign to encompass a much broader ‘popular

resistance’, known in Kurdish as ‘serhildan’. The political realm is now freer,
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yet in Erdogan’s Turkey, nationalist rhetoric is resurgent and political oppo-
sition, particularly from Kurds, is suspect.

This chapter examines the intersection of oppression and Kurdish resistance
to the state and the impacts these have on the formation of Kurdish identity.
The Kurdish issue is no longer solely framed as a quest for a Kurdish state
and Kurdish identity is no longer deemed an existential threat. However, the
scope for Kurdish political activity has narrowed amid a deteriorating security
environment since late 2015. In these circumstances, the notion of ‘serhildan’
retains potency and remains a pole of Kurdish identity. The chapter examines
ways in which a history of oppression by the Turkish state has forged solidar-
ity among Kurds and thereby conceptualisations of Kurdishness. Despite a
broadening of national dialogue about ethnicity and identity in recent years,
Kurds continue to subscribe to a narrative of oppression and see the need to
maintain a posture of resistance.

As well as through the markers of ezhnie already discussed, identity comes
into focus ‘through social situations and encounters, and through people’s
ways of coping with the demands and challenges of life’."! Thus public and
political spaces are of crucial importance to ethnic identification. When
individuals express grievances about their political circumstances in public
spaces, solidarities and collective identities are forged.” The airing of griev-
ances can take myriad forms, from public protest to ‘everyday resistance’
to violent insurgency.’ These activities in turn may themselves constitute a
form of identity making. In Lebanon, Hizbullah conceives of society, in all
of its manifestations and all of its participants, as the embodiment of resis-
tance itself. Resistance, seen in these terms, is a vital marker of identity.4
In coming together in public spaces to resist military occupation, oppres-
sive regimes or government agendas, individuals broaden their circles to
make known their discontents and assert their presence; in so doing they
proclaim their identities as individuals and collectivities. Kurds have done
this in many ways, from joining the PKK to selling ‘Kurdistan’ T-shirts.
Kurdish acts of resistance to oppression, both that of state security agencies
and more recent hegemonic imperatives of the AKP’s instrumentalisation
of the ‘national will’, have become important markers of Kurdish identity
that allow them to call attention both to who they are and to how they are
different from others.
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Kurds in Turkey: A History of Oppression?
The Republic of Turkey was established in 1923; by 1938 there had been

eighteen insurrections, sixteen of them Kurdish.” The Turkish military put
them all down brutally. This occurred alongside state-sponsored assimi-
lation programmes. Salih, a municipal employee in Diyarbakir, cited an
acquaintance whose surname was Oztiirk, as well as the well-known Kurd-
ish politician Ahmet Tiirk.® It shows how we are oppressed. It’s a kind of
pressure, a kind of insult on your Kurdishness to give surnames like Tiirk,
Ozturk.” Kurdish nationalists use this history to construct a narrative of
ongoing state oppression and heroic resistance by Kurds. Some allege the
narrative has been manipulated to portray all conflicts involving Kurds as
being attacks targeting Kurdish ethnic or cultural identity.® Whether or
not one agrees, the narrative of state oppression clearly retains currency
among Kurds in Turkey, many of whom feel they have been marginalised
and treated unjustly by the state apparatus due to their ethnic identity.
When asked what it means to be a Kurd, Salih told me, “To be a Kurd is
to be oppressed. To be isolated from your culture, your language, your
nation ... We have lived under the oppression of the state for years.”
Another interviewee, Refik, told me, ‘Most Kurds have been trampled on
(Kiirtlerin cogu ezilmistir).’"

Salih and Refik, both in their twenties, attained adulthood in a time of
relative calm in Turkey’s south-east. Earlier decades had been more traumatic.
The emergency rule imposed on the Kurdish-populated provinces in 1987,
as conflict with the PKK grew more intense, saw repressive measures peak.
Kurdish children in some districts were so used to police intimidation that if
a policeman came to their house they would ‘immediately put their hands on
their heads in a gesture of surrender’.' Recalling life in 1980s Diyarbakur, Al
remarked, ‘I am fifty years old, but I remember problems started when I was
sixteen . . . I grew up under the shadow of weapons. Every day . . . there was
an uneasy atmosphere.”’> On my first visit to Diyarbakir in 1992, tensions
were immediately apparent. I noted a pervasive military presence and the
resentment with which locals looked upon security agencies.

Hakan Yavuz argues that a generation of Kurds had their self-images
shaped as a result of growing up under emergency rule, claiming that the

PKK terror campaign exacted a ‘human cost’ upon Kurds.”” One might



OPPRESSION, SOLIDARITY, RESISTANCE | 171

alternatively attribute such a cost to the actions of the Turkish security
agencies and the government that condoned the hard-line measures under-
taken. Here the restrictions of emergency law are the ‘contingent events’
that mould identities." Socio-political dynamics resulted in an ‘uneasy
atmosphere’, restricted opportunities, lack of development and strained
state—society interactions, all of which had an impact on Kurdish identity.
Just what impacts these dynamics had on identities depends on how Kurds,
individually or collectively, perceived and reacted to them.

During the interviews I conducted, respondents immediately blamed the
state for repression they had experienced — none of them mentioned the
PKK. Interviewees recounted diverse experiences of brutality, mistreatment
and discrimination. One stallholder in Diyarbakir’s bazaar quipped, “Who
can say “I didn’t have a problem with the state, or police, or soldiers”? Every-
one has.”"” Specific examples reported to me included forced evacuations
from homes and villages, street harassment by police, and arbitrary arrests.
Dilek, a shop attendant, recalled that when she was a twelve-year-old in the
1990s, the ‘secret police’ came to her family’s home every night at 1 am,
thumping on the door, then rifling through personal items and threatening
her parents.'® This led to negative associations with the state for Dilek. She
recounted her shock, after her family fled to Malatya, seeing locals willingly
approaching police to ask for directions, something that she could not rec-
oncile with her experiences of the Diyarbakir police.

Zoran, also a child in 1990s Diyarbakair, told of the arbitrary arrest of his
father, who later returned home severely beaten.'” State action sometimes
assumed an even more violent turn. Counterterrorist strategies devolved into
state-sponsored terror such that some accuse Ankara of conducting a ‘dirty
war’, something that even Erdogan conceded when peace attempts were
ongoing in 2013." Mesut lamented the Kurds’ experience of such events:
‘We know that the people just saying that we are Kurds or wanting to . . .
live as Kurds, lots of people [were] disappeared and killed. And so many . . .
villages, maybe two thousand villages, [were] burned and maybe two million
people [were] moved from their native land . . . So many people lived under
this pressure . . "

Experiences of oppression and violence have been channelled by the

Kurdish nationalist movement into a convincing narrative that finds wide
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support among the Kurdish masses.”” The legend of Kawa, the youth who
instigated the rebellion against the tyrannical king in the tale of Newroz,
played a pivotal role here, an instance where rising up against oppression
instils unity and begins the march towards freedom.”’ Newroz was one of
several symbols used to inspire a counter-hegemonic identity and movement,
a way of striking back against injustice. Within the associated discourse,
ideas such as ‘oppressed nation’ and ‘popular resistance’ gained currency.”
Collective action, whether that entailed funeral marches or street protests,
became the standard response to state oppression, during which a process
of ‘education’ occurred whereby Kurds increasingly became aware of their
distinct identity.”’

Testimonies gathered in my research suggest that a narrative of oppression
found a willing audience because experiences of ill treatment and discrimina-
tion were common, from tales of harassment at schools and workplaces to
repressive measures from state bodies endured either personally or by friends,
family and acquaintances. Many Kurds accepted the narrative because they
had lived it themselves. Consequently, Kurds blame the state and associated
Turkish nationalist ideology, not the PKK, for the ‘human cost’ that Yavuz
says was imposed on Kurdish society. Further, I argue that through experi-
ences of ill treatment at the hands of the state, the ‘self-image’, or identity, of

respondents was shaped.

Oppression Catalysing a Collective Identity

While relating the story of his father being beaten up by the police, Zoran
remarked, ‘It makes me . . . protect my [Kurdish] identity.”** The experi-
ences of Salih, who lamented the imposition of Turkish names, and Dilek,
whose family was harassed by police, also drove them to more forcefully
assert their Kurdishness. Just as experiences of oppression are well docu-
mented and widespread, it is also recognised that such oppression played
a role in catalysing Kurdish nationalism.” This again is Simmel’s rule at
work, which states that the internal cohesion of any group depends on

the degree of external pressure placed upon it.*

Oppression by the state
apparatus made significant numbers of Kurds less likely to identify with

the (Turkish) state and pushed them to seek recourse in an alternative
(Kurdish) identity.
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Refik complained of state policies “. . . restricting our language, destroy-
ing our culture or putting it under a shroud (bir ortii altina alinmas:)’. He
equated it to ‘top-down oppression (tepeden baskiimasz)’.”” This widely shared
historical narrative made Refik more determined to defend his Kurdish iden-
tity even though he lived in an era when Kurdish culture was less likely to
be put ‘under a shroud’. Historically, the south-eastern provinces have also
routinely received fewer state resources, schools and medical facilities such
that Kurdish-populated regions have been the most underdeveloped in the
country.”® Such circumstances had a cumulative effect on burgeoning Kurd-
ish awareness from the 1980s. Yavuz notes that the ‘lack of democratisation
and worsening economic conditions consolidated ethnic and regional loyal-
ties. People gradually became more aware of their “Kurdish-being”.’” Ece
Temelkuran relates a tale of a Kurdish elder who automatically pulled out his
identity papers whenever he saw a policeman because he knew they would
be demanded. The elder quipped that the situation was the same as that of a
donkey at a market who always smiled at strangers because he was so used to
having his teeth examined by prospective buyers.”

Associated narratives of marginalisation and neglect from the state and
being singled out by security services are broadly accepted by many Kurds. A
study in mid-2014 found that among various segments of society in Turkey,
including Kurds, Turks, ‘secularists’ and ‘religious’, it was Kurds who recorded
feeling the highest levels of ‘ill treatment’ (kd#i muamele) in a range of public
settings such as shops, universities, hospitals and state offices.>' Another 2014
study of 2,100 Kurds in three south-eastern provinces, including Diyarbakur,
found high levels of exposure to violence.”

Encapsulating such circumstances, Esra, a journalist in Diyarbakur, told
me, ‘If one part of your body is hurting you emphasise that part ... My
hurting part is Kurdish . . . So we firstly emphasise that we are Kurdish.”” As
Esra explained, the actions of the state and Turkey’s political milieu meant
that it was the Kurdish component of her identity that was ‘hurting’, thus she
was more determined to assert her Kurdishness. Applied to Turkey’s Kurdish
population en masse, this is a reiteration of Simmel’s rule. As Eriksen under-
lines, Simmel’s rule does not merely explain the relative strength of group
identification, it also highlights what kind of group will be formed in the face

of that pressure. The nature of the ‘group depends on where the pressure is
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perceived as coming from, e.g. class, nationality, gender’.34 This accords with
Esra’s comments about which aspect of her identity is ‘hurting’: she men-
tioned that aside from her ethnicity it could equally have been her gender
or her religion. But in everyday life in the Republic of Turkey she saw her
Kurdishness as most under pressure. She saw the need to defend that most
vigorously; she saw Kurdishness as her primary identity.”

Esra did not consider her own experiences as isolated but placed herself
within the context of the collective experience of Kurds; this in turn con-
tributed to their cohesiveness, their distinctiveness: “Why [do] we still insist
that we are Kurdish? Because we experience the same thing.’” Further, she
highlights that because shared experiences were negative they reinforced a
sense of identity and solidarity: “We had the same nightmare ... All the
people who had the nightmare share a link . . . This makes the meaning of
Kurdishness, I think.”** Sharing ‘the same nightmare’, as Esra frames it, plays
a role in Kurdish conceptualisations of themselves as a people who have suf-
fered throughout history, creating a ‘victim tradition’, similar to discourses
among Armenians and Jews.”” This is another measure of authenticity and
a catalyst for ethnic solidarity. Identity is generally more politicised among
Kurds who have been subjected to repressive state measures; Anna Grabolle-
Celiker records Kurds from Van lamenting they were more ‘assimilated’, thus
less authentically Kurdish, than those from Diyarbakir and places where state
oppression — and resistance to it — was more pronounced.”

Further highlighting how experiences of war and oppression catalyse a
sense of group identity, Ramazan Aras, in interviews with Kurdish villag-
ers, notes how respondents used T’ in their testimonies when telling tales of
village life, but when recounting episodes of violence they used ‘we’ or ‘the
Kurds'. Aras contends that framing their memories as being part of a collec-
tive was a way of protecting themselves from individual repercussions from
the state,” but it may also be argued that while everyday life is recalled as an
individual experience, oppressive measures have the effect of creating a bond
between those who endure them, hence forging a stronger sense of collective
identity. Singled out by security forces for their Kurdishness, these Kurds
were alerted to their own distinctiveness, their own shared identity.

The murder in 1991 of Vedat Aydin is an example of oppression having
a catalysing effect on Kurdish identity and solidarity. Aydin, a non-violent
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activist and member of the pro-Kurdish Halkin Emek Partisi (HEP), was
taken from his home in Diyarbakir by police officers in July 1991 and later
found dead.” Aydin’s murder has never been solved, but it is widely believed
to have been carried out by state agents, another minor episode in the ‘dirty
war’. His funeral in Diyarbakir drew a huge crowd. Semih, a teenager at the
time, attended the funeral and recalls it as a pivotal event. He recounted the
enormity of the crowd, aged ‘from seven to seventy’, and the pervasive ‘sense
of humiliation’ among locals. Standing in the crowd, Semih recalled, he felt
an intense solidarity, ‘after years of shame’.*' A sense of injustice strengthened
his resolve to uphold his Kurdish identity, and camaraderie drew him closer
to other Kurds. Asef Bayat notes the streets as locations where individuals
may air grievances; by doing so in public places they also ‘enlarge solidarities
and extend their protests . . . by recognising their mutual interests and shared
sentiments’.*” In such circumstances, those subjected to violence or oppres-
sion may discover a sense of agency and the crystallisation of group identity.*
For Semih, amid the funeral crowd, this was just such a moment. He noted
that ‘everything changed’, in the sense that he was individually more con-
scious of his ethnic identity, but also that those gathered in Diyarbakir felt a

greater sense of collective resentment and common purpose.

Berxwedan Jiyane: ‘Resistance is Life’

Following the uprisings of the Arab Spring, state oppression is seen, paradoxi-
cally, as an important generator of unity among political oppositions: a more
brutal regime is more likely to see people mobilising against it.** Clearly,
this is not always the case. There are countless incidents throughout history,
including that relating to the Kurds, where extreme repression has quelled
social mobilisation.” It is important to note, thus, that awareness of oppres-
sion is not the same as resistance to oppression.*

Indeed, resistance is not passive but is a conscious activity.”” Charles Tripp
defines resistance as ‘activities aimed at contesting and resisting systems of
power that people in different places have found increasingly intolerable for a
wide variety of reasons’.* Alongside its narrative of oppression, the PKK also
promoted a narrative of resistance; from 1982 until 1995 it published a mag-
azine entitled Berxwedan (‘Resistance’).”” In contrast, the Turkish state long

framed Kurdish resistance as illegitimate, seeking to justify its harsh responses
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to Kurdish agitation.5 ®Martin van Bruinessen argues, however, that repressive
measures intended to subdue Kurdish identity and to stamp out radicalism
backfired. ‘Misguided policies brought about precisely those developments
that they had intended to stop,” he states.”’ Even Erdogan conceded this in
2013, remarking that ‘inhumane treatment’ had given the PKK ‘opportunity’
and ‘excuse’ to conduct its terror campaign.”” Erdogan was attempting to
explain the impact of state measures on support for the PKK rather than as
a catalyst for Kurdish identity formation. Nonetheless his comments are an

acknowledgement that the misdeeds of the state played a role in mobilisation.

The PKK

No discussion of Kurdish resistance, indeed of the Kurds in Turkey, is com-
plete without consideration of the PKK. My research did not focus on the
PKK or its struggle, but it is worthy of brief examination here. No one
I interviewed explicitly espoused membership of the PKK, but it is appar-
ent that the organisation enjoys the moral support of many Kurds. Some
interviewees adopted a deferential tone to the PKK leader, calling him ‘Mr
Ocalan’. Many spoke of ‘the Movement'. It did not need to be named on the
assumption I knew what they were referring to. Pro-PKK graffiti was visible
in parts of Diyarbakir during my time in the city. In the old town, I saw the
slogan ‘PKK halktir (“The PKK is the people’) written on a wall. Yet I heard
no one mention its violent tactics or its original goal of independence. This
appears to corroborate the findings of Dogu Ergil in 1995, namely that the
PKK is seen by a majority of Kurds as a vehicle that pursues and protects
Kurdish interests, rather than as solely a mechanism for separatism. Indeed,
the PKK wins support across various segments of Kurdish society.”

Yet the association of the PKK with the Kurdish cause can have nega-
tive implications. Erdem recalled, ‘Until I was a teenager, I didn’t know
I was Kurdish. When the word Kurdish was pronounced it meant “fear”
and “scary” because there was ongoing conflict between the Turkish state
and the PKK. Therefore being Kurdish was a “terrorist”.”** Broadly speak-
ing, Turks do not equate Kurdishness with terrorism, despite what Erdem
states, but few Turks are able to consider the PKK as anything other than

a terrorist organisation. In popular parlance, the PKK are deemed ‘baby
killers’.>®
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In this sense, Turks and Kurds view the PKK from diametrically opposite
perspectives. Turks consider it through the prism of its more bloodthirsty
acts as an offensive and predatory force, while Kurds see it as a defensive and
resistant force. Kurds tend to accentuate the circumstances that led the PKK
to take up arms. Mesut commented, ‘Some . . . criticise Kurds [for pursuing]
their rights with guns . . . They are not fetishists of the gun or fetishists of
violence, but if there is not a democratic way . . %% In other words, Mesut
saw the PKK’s tactics as a last resort, because no legal avenues were available
for Kurds to participate in politics or protect their rights and identity. Indeed,
while Turks decry the PKK, its agenda and tactics, one might argue that the
activities of the Turkish state spurred its existence and ensured its longevity.
Ezgi Bagaran, meeting a group of young PKK militants in 2013 and discuss-
ing their lived experiences, noted that all had been at the receiving end of
discrimination, and often much worse, due to their Kurdishness. “They were
hurt; and this was their reality, she noted.” It was these circumstances that
pushed some to ‘go to the mountains’, as joining the PKK is referred to, and
that pushed many others to sympathise with it and view it as a champion of
Kurdish rights. I have encountered praise for the PKK in various quarters,
including among Kurds in Melbourne, Australia, in the 1990s. They stressed
to me that they didn’t necessarily support the goal of a separate state (which
the PKK still then espoused), but said that the PKK’s campaign for Kurdish
rights ‘made them proud to be Kurdish again’. Denise Natali notes a ‘sense
of outrage among the Kurdish masses that is the lifeblood of the PKK, ‘even
if they don’t support [it] openly’.”® Despite self-evident shortcomings, the
PKK and its leader Ocalan act as a ‘symbol of unity and resistance’ for Kurds
at large.”

Indeed, the violent trajectory that the PKK pursued highlighted the plight
of the Kurds in Turkey. Serafettin El¢i, the parliamentarian jailed for twenty-
seven months for making a simple statement of Kurdish identity in 1979,
argues, ‘If it were not for the armed struggle, it would not have been pos-
sible for the Kurds to be on Turkey’s agenda, or for Kurdishness to be a topic
for discussion.’® Significantly, the PKK’s military campaign also brought the
so-called Kurdish issue into focus for the broader Turkish population. In a
2003 interview, celebrated Turkish journalist Hasan Cemal remarked that
the PKK’s emergence had enlightened him to the struggles of the Kurdish
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people. He conceded that even with a university degree in political science
he had been unaware of the situation until then.®’ In this sense, acts of
resistance — on the part of the PKK — catalysed an awareness of Kurdish
identity in the Turkish population as well. In the nationalist milieu of Turkey
at the time, this would not have been a positive conceptualisation. Nonethe-
less, this played a part in the gradual opening of Turkish discourse to broader
discussions of ethnic identity.

The prism through which the Turkish population and government viewed
the PKK has shifted over time. In the lead-up to the June 2015 election
I saw a Kurdish youth riding a moped through Diyarbakir’s Yenisehir wear-
ing the combat fatigues of a PKK guerrilla. Such a thing would have been
anathema to Turkish society prior to the ‘resolution process’ beginning. A
Kurdish friend told me that while once the state struck immediately at any
suspicion of PKK activity, or even of support for the organisation, such sensi-
tivity appeared to be waning. ‘Anyway, there are too many supporters of “the
movement” now for the police to arrest everybody!” he quipped.® But things

were to change again from mid-2015, as will be examined later.

The Serhildan
Of course, a relatively small number of Kurds have followed the PKK path

and ‘gone to the mountains’. Yet Kurds have mobilised against the state in
myriad ways without resorting to violent insurgency. From early 1990, the
funerals of PKK members attracted large crowds, as had the one for the pol-
itician Vedat Aydin, such that for the first time ‘civil resistance’ outweighed
PKK activities.*” While previously the ‘Kurdish struggle’ had been carried
out principally by PKK operatives, now a broader cross-section of Kurdish
society began to participate in individual, localised and largely uncoordi-
nated activities that fall within Tripp’s definition of resistance. This marked
a broadening from a Gramscian ‘war of manoeuvre’, solely comprised of the
PKK’s military campaign of guerrilla attacks, to a ‘war of position’ consist-
ing of (non-violent) confrontations in the public sphere® that included
many more Kurds than just those who were members of the PKK. In 2006,
children in Diyarbakir, protesting at Turkish security forces attacks on the
PKK, brought the city to a halt for two days. This set off a spate of demon-
strations across Kurdish cities, an indication that Kurdish political activity
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had assumed a different shape, one that encompassed multiple segments
of society.”

A slogan popularised by the PKK states ‘berxwedan jiyane (literally, ‘resis-
tance is life’). For many Kurds, perennially suffering oppression, resistance is
seen as part of the fabric of the everyday. In Kurdish this public mobilisation
became known as the ‘serbildan’, from ‘ser (head) and ‘hildan’ (to raise).
This nomenclature illustrates vital emic aspects of its conceptualisation, first
as a symbol of resistance, raising one’s head in defiance of an oppressor, and
second as an assertion of identity, raising one’s head to demonstrate one’s
presence. This is an instance of the ‘art of presence’, making oneself ‘heard,
seen, felt and realised’, in spite of political constraints or unjust strictures.® It
is symbolic resistance, a demonstration, through gestures and actions, of the
Kurdish cause.” The serbildan, then, while consisting of acts of resistance,
also constitutes a clear statement of collective identity. This posture has a long
history among the Kurds. Ahmad Khani wrote in the seventeenth century,
‘Resolution, bravery and generosity, courage, princeliness and endurance,
this is the mettle of the Kurds, shown by sword and equitable fervour.”® One
interviewee lamented that Kurds lack a flag, homeland and other ‘normal’
markers of nationhood, but he saw the serbildan as a substitute. “We can
[claim] . . . solidarity . . . because we have this . . . serhildan.’®® He saw it as a
rallying point, something that all could participate in, but also a hallmark of
Kurdish identity where other ‘normal’ national markers were absent.

In contrast, the Kurdish language may be regarded as a ‘normal’ national
marker, yet that too may be utilised in an act of resistance. A Kurdish youth
I knew in Izmir in the 1990s told me he would casually slip Kurdish swear
words, while maintaining an affable demeanour, into conversations with offi-
cials, teachers or the general public as an act of subversion. Mithat, a Kurdish
university student in Istanbul, related in 2015 an episode when he was pros-
ecuted, alongside others, for his political activities. During court proceed-
ings, he and his colleagues refused to address the court in Turkish, responding
only in Kurdish although all speak fluent Turkish. They demanded a Kurd-
ish interpreter. “The court didn’t accept our request. And we protested . . .
we turned our backs ..., Mithat explained.”” After some time, the court
relented, finding an interpreter. Mithat revealed, however, that since the

court case — over two years previously — he had not spoken Kurdish at all.
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The Kurdish language that Mithat and his colleagues insisted they had the
right to speak was thus a way of redrawing the power dynamic of the court,
resisting its authority, but it was simultaneously a forceful demonstration of
their Kurdish identity. The very fact that Mithat had neither inclination nor
need to speak Kurdish in the course of normal life since the court case ampli-
fies the political nature of his demand to use the language and to utilise his
ethnic identity as an act of resistance.

The nature of the serhildan is that it occurs in workaday circumstances.
If, as the proverb states, ‘resistance is life’, it must be allowed to occur simply
and without planning. Scott argues that ‘everyday’ resistance is as important
as that of major rebellions (which receive more attention but rarely bring ben-
efits to those rebelling). Resistance in the everyday is what must be done by
the disempowered in order to maintain their interests as best they can, Scott
contends.”! One correspondent related to me that Kurdish children playing
soccer often shout ‘Biji Apo’ (‘Long live Apo’) when they score a goal.”” The
implication here is that by kicking a goal one is scoring a small victory for the
Kurdish cause, striking back against the Turkish state — it is something even
children can accomplish. The boys I encountered in the Diyarbakir backstreets,
related at the beginning of this chapter, were mimicking this activity, albeit
without a soccer ball. The message of resistance is imparted from a young age
and widely among Kurds, and it resonates even with children such that the act
of kicking a goal in a game of street football has become politicised. These Apo’
chants are resistance at its most ephemeral — no authority is even present to be
challenged — but they build camaraderie and thereby solidarity, which creates
political capital with which to maintain Kurdish interests. As in the case of
Hizbullah, resistance ‘goes beyond combat and becomes an individual process,
carried out through daily practices related to body, sound, signs and space’.”’
It is an activity that everybody from schoolchildren to grandmothers can par-
ticipate in. Everyday acts of resistance constitute ways to downplay or revoke
the imperatives of dominant forces in political situations.”* These acts impart
agency to those who are overlooked or downtrodden, giving them a voice and a
means of asserting their presence. In this way, the violence traditionally associ-
ated with resistance is made secondary and resistance itself demarcates peoples,
creating a distinction between those who resist and those who oppress; in so

doing, resistance becomes a central marker of identity.
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It is recognised that conflict, and people’s responses to it, can have major
impacts on behaviours and identities.”” For many Kurds in Turkey, politi-
cal circumstances — tensions, oppressive measures — spur specific reactions,
forms of resistance, a desire to challenge societal norms in a political space
where Turkish nationalist discourse is dominant; it can be as simple as assert-
ing one’s Kurdishness.”® Esra remarked, ‘For many years we have lived under
pressure. So we emphasise that we are Kurdish.”” Many Kurds repeated this
attitude, lending credence to Van Bruinessen’s argument that oppressive cir-
cumstances, whether due to state policy or nationalist intolerance and rheto-
ric, resulted in a hardening of Kurdish identification. When asked about his
ethnicity, Soner, a researcher in Istanbul, said, ‘It’s a . . . reaction ... When
I describe myself as a Kurd it is . . . a kind of protest . . . Sometimes I feel that
Kurdish identity is not welcomed and I try to emphasise it.””* Thus Soner and
Esra are marking a political space in circumstances where they feel pressured
to conform to a homogenous Turkish ideal; upholding — or flaunting — their
Kurdish identity is a way of resisting this ideal. They are enacting a symbolic
resistance, a gesture of the endurance of the Kurdish cause, as are the children
playing soccer and Mithat speaking Kurdish in the courtroom.

These actions should be seen in the context of the AKP’s domination of
the political sphere and Erdogan’s claims to being the sole representative of
the ‘national will" (milli irade). For some time, Erdogan had made this claim
on the basis of the AKP’s electoral majorities. He evokes the ‘national will’ in
order to validate any and all AKP initiatives, but also to vilify and delegiti-
mise oppositional voices or those who don’t conform.” Erdogan’s ‘national
will” discourse is thus a homogenising project akin to the assimilation proj-
ects directed at Kurds in earlier decades. Here again, Kurdish distinctiveness
is frowned upon, not due to the state’s aspiration to ethnic uniformity but
due to the AKP’s goal of ideational uniformity, or universal subscription to
Erdogan’s political vision.

These instances are episodes of the Kurds ‘war of position’ writ small.
They are more than attempts by Kurds to maintain their interests, more than
a holding pattern against an overwhelming status quo, rather they are a push-
ing of boundaries. Mithat conceded that his identity as Kurdish was ‘90 per
cent political’. As such it is a conscious reaction to societal condition. All of

these are proactive attempts to redefine the political milieu in circumstances
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where the state no longer denies the existence of Kurds, nor makes overt
attempts to assimilate them into a homogenous “Turkish’ national identity,
but where many Kurds still feel the need to define and defend their own
political space. These episodes of ‘everyday resistance’ are loud declarations
of Kurdish identity.

Resistance through Electoral Mechanisms

‘Everyday resistance’ may be a ‘war of position’ writ small, but a ‘war of
position’ is more generally understood as an engagement in politics; it is an
attempt to gradually win over civil institutions and the public sphere through
the exercise of ‘moral and intellectual leadership’.** This provides a platform
for resistance to be exercised through the mechanisms of the state, or through
the ballot box. It is ‘constructive resistance’, a means of challenging the exist-
ing order by using the very machinery of that order to further a model that
offers a political alternative.®

Kurds and pro-Kurdish parties have long participated in electoral poli-
tics in Turkey, but the general election of 7 June 2015 marked a turning
point. For the first time the pro-Kurdish HDP was contesting on a party
basis. Kurdish candidates had previously run as independents to circumvent
a rule that dictates that only parties passing a threshold of 10 per cent of
the national vote can assume seats in parliament. No Kurdish party had
ever succeeded in passing the threshold. The election was also significant
because President Erdogan campaigned vigorously for the AKP in pursuit of
a sufficient majority to facilitate the creation of a “Turkish-style’ presidency
that would grant him expanded executive powers. Consequently, the elec-
tion was viewed as a referendum on Erdogan’s presidential ambitions. Early
in the campaign, Selahattin Demirtas, leader of the HDP, marking out a
resistance posture, stated baldly, “We will not allow you to be president.’®
The HDP thus offered itself as the conduit of alternative values and political
aspirations. Voting for the HDP became an act of resistance to Erdogan and
his designs.”

It may appear counterintuitive to illustrate participation in an official
activity, such as a general election, as an example of resistance. I would
respond by arguing that Kurdish resistance is not resistance for resistance’s
sake, nor necessarily resistance to the system or the state broadly defined.
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Rather it is resistance to the system’s inherent injustices and inequalities,
as Kurds perceive them. It is important to stress that even in repressive
circumstances there are spaces for resistance, or at least opposition. As
Dick Hebdige notes, ‘commodities can be symbolically “repossessed” in
everyday life, and endowed with implicitly oppositional meanings’.** In
this instance, Kurds were ‘repossessing’ the ‘commodity’ of the election to
impart their message of resistance to Turkish — or the AKP’s — hegemony,
using the tools of the dominant culture to defend their own. There was
a dual nature to Kurdish participation in the election — compliance in a
dialectic with resistance. Kurdish resistance is not automatically against the
political framework of the state, but against the way it operates. Broadly,
Kurds recognise the legitimacy of the state (as will be examined in the next
chapter), but if seeing its functioning as unjust, or not representative of
their interests, they resist, even through sanctioned activities, as a means of
delimiting their own space, to ensure justice and representation within the
political system.

The tone set by Demirtas’ statement of intent to derail Erdogan’s aspira-
tions spurred Kurdish mobilisation. Kurds found many ways of signalling
their opposition as Erdogan criss-crossed the country to campaign. This
included turning their backs, whistling and making the V-for-victory peace
sign as his motorcade passed in Kurdish-majority cities such as Mardin and
Mus.* In Diyarbakir streets were abuzz with election chatter and festooned
with HDP banners, bunting, posters and graffiti. The HDP campaign cul-
minated in a major rally near Diyarbakir railway station two days before
the election. At the rally a festival atmosphere reigned. Of the many people
I spoke to, all were convinced that the HDP would pass the threshold. One
man told me, “We will win.” He viewed victory not as winning government
but as seeing HDP candidates in parliament. This was a step towards a Kurd-
ish ‘war of position’, an opportunity for Kurds, through their HDP repre-
sentatives, to bring ‘moral and intellectual leadership’ to a ‘civil institution’,
the parliament of Turkey, not necessarily as a precursor to usurping power,
but as a means to promoting a Kurdish political agenda through the officially
sanctioned mechanisms of elections and the parliament. It was also a way
of defining a political space, resisting the status quo and AKP hegemony,
through legitimate means.
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Figure 7.1 Crowds gather at the HDP rally, Diyarbakir, 5 June 2015. © William Gourlay.

Reflecting Turkey’s tense geopolitical circumstances, two explosions —
bombs planted by ISIS — disrupted the HDP rally, dispelling the carnival
atmosphere. The rally was abruptly called off. The crowd fled in panic and
rushed the wounded to hospitals. Four people were killed. Returning days
later to the site of the blasts, I saw that locals had created a makeshift shrine
decorated with balloons, flowers and handwritten notes. While I was present,
pedestrians gathered and cars slowed to observe. The traffic ground to a halt
and car horns sounded. Initially I thought this was the frustration of com-
muters being held up, but then I realised that bystanders at the makeshift
shrine were facing the trafic and making the peace sign; those in cars were
doing the same. Amid a growing chorus of horns, people faced each other,
holding each other’s gaze, raising their heads proudly. This was not a traffic
jam, but a powerful gesture of solidarity and defiance on a gritty street corner
where Kurdish lives had been taken. It was serbildan in action: people raising
their heads in defiance and in a statement of presence.

These events contributed further to discourses of oppression and resis-
tance. They only heightened the desire of the Kurds of Diyarbakir to partici-

pate in the electoral process. Asserting one’s right to vote was now, more than
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ever, imperative; it was a way to resist the forces arrayed against Kurdish polit-
ical ambitions. Polling booths were lively on election day. Images of those
wounded in the bombings in Diyarbakir casting their votes circulated widely
on social media.*® As if to vindicate Kurdish determination, the HDP polled
impressively, gaining 13 per cent of the vote, winning the third-largest num-
ber of seats and denying the AKP a parliamentary majority for the first time
since 2002. I was told by many that the election was a way to deliver a mes-
sage to Erdogan. These Kurdish voters, and many others, had thus embarked
on a ‘war of position’, participating in the political life of the Republic of Tur-
key, but at the same time performing an act of conmstructive resistance against
the government, and Erdogan specifically. This was somehow brazen: Kurds
used legal political mechanisms to define themselves against the status quo
and against what they saw as the AKP’s and Erdogan’s hegemonic ambitions.
The HDP, and many Kurds, maintained this resistance posture through a suc-
cession of elections that followed, from a repeat election in November 2015
that Erdogan invoked to overcome a hung parliament, to a constitutional
referendum on Erdogan’s presidential model in 2017 and further general and
local elections in 2018 and 2019.

Maintaining Resistance in ‘New Turkey’?

In some regards, the June 2015 general election represented the high-water
mark for the HDP. It has not since achieved such a large share of the vote.
June 2015 also marked a significant shift in Turkey’s politics. The AKP won
the follow-up election in November among a profoundly polarised electorate
where nationalist rhetoric had re-emerged, conflict with the PKK had reig-
nited and discourses of ‘terror’ and ‘treachery’ again assumed currency.
Through the political turbulence that followed, Erdogan won the execu-
tive presidency that he had long coveted after 52 per cent of the electorate
voted in the affirmative in a constitutional referendum in April 2017. Yet
even with extended powers, Erdogan made no concerted attempt to bridge
divides that were widening within society. It might be argued that a polar-
ised electorate worked to Erdogan’s advantage. Just as Simmel’s rule explains
Kurdish solidarity, it can be equally effectively applied to Erdogan and the
AKP. Having failed to win the Kurdish vote to consolidate his political posi-
tion, Erdogan evoked the spectres of terrorism and unnamed, malevolent
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external forces to rally the nationalist constituency and forge an alliance with
the MHP.

The political temperature increased across the board, but Kurds appeared
to be most affected. Conflict laid waste to some neighbourhoods in Kurdish
cities, including Diyarbakir. In a 2016 interview, just prior to his arrest on
‘terrorism’ charges, HDP leader Demirtas remarked, “We are Kurds. Spend-
ing time in jail is our folklore.”” This echoed comments related to me about
how regularly Kurds had been imprisoned in the 1980s. The atmosphere of
openness and tolerance apparent to me in Diyarbakir between 2013 and
2015 was no longer. A group of youths was detained by police in Istanbul
for ‘terrorist propaganda’, after they flashed ‘the victory sign used by the PKK
terror group’.*® Yet, as was apparent in the 1990s, oppressive measures do not
necessarily lead to quiescence but can heighten tensions and harden politi-
cal resolve. Demet Arparcik relates being stopped by Turkish security forces
travelling on a minibus near Diyarbakir in 2017. Despite passengers being
compliant, soldiers were menacing and the situation tense. When a Kurdish
grandmother muttered a curse at the soldiers in Kurdish, Arparcik said she
and her fellow passengers felt a moment of intense solidarity.*”” An external
threat transformed a group of travellers into a community: Turkish aggression
consolidating Kurdish resistance and identity.

These measures were part of an increasingly authoritarian AKP’s broad
crackdown on ‘terror’. In circumstances when the downtrodden rise up they
are often dismissed as ‘mobs’ or ‘rabble’ by the authorities against whose
interests they act.”” With broad brushstrokes, peoples or groups may be nega-
tively (mis)characterised. This had already happened during the Gezi pro-
tests of 2013 when Erdogan had dismissed protesters as ‘birkag ¢apulcular
(‘a few looters’).”’ Now the broadest brushstrokes were applied to the HDP,
manifestly the most important political representative of Kurds in Turkey, as
the government, with Erdogan leading the charge, made a concerted effort
to equate the HDP with the PKK, thereby undermining its legitimacy as a
political entity and besmirching it in the eye of the electorate. There is some
irony in claiming the HDP is a terrorist entity considering it was the target
of over 120 violent attacks on electoral activity during the June 2015 elec-
tion.”” Nonetheless, this is the line consistently pushed by the AKP. Erdogan
emphatically equates the HDP with the PKK, sometimes, reflecting concerns
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with geopolitical shifts and external threats mentioned in the previous chap-
ter, throwing in the Syrian Kurdish PYD and its military arm the YPG for
good measure.” It may also reflect concerns that because the HDP wins a far
greater proportion of the vote than any eatlier pro-Kurdish parties it consti-
tutes an ongoing challenge to the AKP.

Claims that the HDP is complicit with the PKK have flow-on effects in
society. A Turkish professor once remarked that each time a Turkish soldier
falls victim to the PKK, a HDP parliamentarian should be eliminated.”* Such
extreme sentiments are not commonly held, yet many within the AKP archi-
tecture see the marginalisation of the HDP as a political goal, party officials
remarking prior to municipal elections in early 2019 that while the military
focuses on subduing the PKK, the AKP should do the same to the HDP”

Therein arises a dilemma for Erdogan and the AKP. In attempting to
smother the HDP on grounds of its purported links to the PKK, Erdogan
wins the support of nationalist Turks and is able to maintain an alliance with
the hard-line MHP, but he also risks losing the Kurdish vote, a sizeable con-
stituency. Simultaneously he galvanises many Kurds in their opposition to
him. Erdogan goes to great lengths to emphasise that he is not anti-Kurdish,
just anti-PKK; he consistently refers to ‘my Kurdish brothers’ in his speeches
and continues to assert that the AKP is a protector of Kurds not only in
Turkey but also Syria.”® His approach is top-down and paternalistic. Whether
he genuinely regards himself as protector of the Kurds is impossible to say,
but it appears that few Kurds buy it. A sense of resentment and resistance
remains. Amid the destruction of Kurdish cities during the escalating conflict
against the PKK in early 2016, supporters of Amedspor, Diyarbakir’s totemic
football team, chanted, ‘Everywhere is Sur, everywhere is resistance.”” Indeed,
Amedspor has a fan group known as ‘Direnis’ (Turkish for ‘resistance’). In
response to a prevailing atmosphere of intimidation and ‘racism’, a mem-
ber of ‘Direniys related a common sentiment among club members: “We will
win by resisting.””® And for all Erdogan’s protestations that his gripe is only
with terrorists and his talk of ‘Kurdish brothers’, there is still a sentiment
among Kurds that they are targets of ‘assimilation’. Imam Tascier, an HDP
deputy from Diyarbakir, remarked in a 2019 interview on the government’s
‘hardened policy’ towards Kurds, adding that ‘it can’t solve the problem by

marginalizing and terrorizing Kurds.”
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The narrative of oppression and the desire to register one’s resistance
retain currency for many Kurds. The narrative was fed by the fact that so
many Kurds endured repression and injustices at the hands of the state. As
Esra noted, they ‘shared the same nightmare’. This in turn forged a sense
of solidarity, as Simmel’s rule predicts. That Kurds suffered as a result of
their ethnicity — their Kurdishness — precipitated strong identification with
their ethnic kin, and in contradistinction to the homogenous Turkish iden-
tity that the founding elites of the Republic of Turkey imagined. That par-
ticular nightmare may have ended. In Turkey’s current political landscape
the aspiration to ethnic homogeneity is no longer so rigidly pursued and
debates about national identity are broader and more open. Yet the narrative
of oppression survives, fed by a desire for acknowledgement of historical
wrongs but also from a conviction that there is still insufficient political
space for Kurds in Turkey. This often manifests as opposition to the AKP
government, which is seen as intent on hegemony over the Turkish politi-
cal space, and to President Erdogan, who is similarly perceived, by some, as
being despotic and, despite evocation of his ‘Kurdish brothers’, as working
in concert with Turkish nationalists and thus intrinsically anti-Kurdish. In
such circumstances, voting against the government becomes an act of con-
structive resistance, albeit within a government-sanctioned forum. Beyond
just recognising the oppression they are subjected to, many Kurds in Turkey
have actively responded to ‘contesting and resisting systems of power’ that
they find intolerable. Through various everyday activities, Kurds are adopt-
ing a resistance posture as a way of upholding their identity, from drinking
smuggled tea, to wearing a Kurdistan T-shirt or buying an embroidery of
Sheikh Said. Doing so provides both a means of rallying internal (Kurdish)
cohesion and of delineating themselves against the (Turkish) Other. Within
Turkey’s current political dynamics, where divergence from government-
sanctioned norms are ‘Otherised’, a Kurdish-resistance continuum develops:
significant numbers of Kurds resist and in so doing highlight their difference
as Kurds, which in turn incurs official opprobrium, which further impels
Kurds to resist. The cycle is endless, until a new politics arises. Nonethe-
less, that Kurdish resistance occurs in everyday, legal contexts indicates that
these assertions of Kurdishness are not statements of separatist intent but are

strikes at the status quo in order to define a new Kurdish way of belonging
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within Turkey’s body politic. The serhildan continues — lifting the head as a
gesture of presence and of resistance.
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8

KURDS AS CITIZENS

ark Twain once famously remarked, ‘Citizenship is what makes a
Mrepublic; monarchies can get along without it.”! The distinction
appears salient in considering the Republic of Turkey and the Ottoman
Empire that preceded it. The Ottoman model of governance and author-
ity rested on a complex system of socio-ethnic and religious balances, where
primary identities were religious and allegiance was to the sultan. New ideas
of state—society relationships, including republicanism, the nation-state and
the citizen, sweeping in from Europe in the nineteenth century imperilled
the Ottoman model, ultimately leading to its collapse and fragmentation
along ethnic lines.” The Republic’s founders in 1923 eagerly disposed of the
moribund sultanate and reimagined the population as citizens, highlighting
‘unity of language, culture and ideal” to cement the new polity.

Twain continued: “What keeps a republic on its legs is good citizenship.’
By this he meant that an active citizenry will ensure the proper functioning of
the republic. This is not necessarily how things panned out in Turkey, where
emphasis has always been on ensuring the authority of the state and outlin-
ing citizens” duties rather than encouraging them to pursue their rights and
liberties. From the outset, the parameters of citizenship were imposed, not
negotiated. The Republic expected obedience and sought to entrench loy-
alty through ethnic unity. Article 88 of the first constitution (1924) decreed,

“The people of Turkey regardless of religion and race would, in terms of
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citizenship, be considered Turkish.”* More carefully worded, but imparting
essentially the same message, Article 66 of the 1982 constitution, written
after the 1980 coup and still in place, states, ‘everyone connected to the
Turkish state with ties of citizenship is a Turk’.” This formulation, theoreti-
cally, is inclusive, granting citizenship of the nation-state to all, whether they
be ethnically Turkish or otherwise. But in practice it has been understood —
and enforced — as the co-option of all into Turkishness, thus citizenship is
conflated with uniform subscription to Turkishness and no divergence will
be countenanced. Turkish citizenship, as is the case with Turkish national-
ism noted earlier, was acquisitive but simultaneously exclusive — it attempted
to claim all for Turkishness, but it fiercely denounced those who refused to
accept such a nomenclature.’

The constitutional articles discussed above outline but one interpretation
of citizenship. Yet citizenship is a multifaceted entity, and like ethnicity, the
other concern of this book, is open to myriad interpretations. It is comprised
of political rights as well as socio-economic rights.” It may be viewed from
a cultural perspective, encompassing the right to ‘unhindered and dignified
representation, as well as to the maintenance and propagation of distinct
cultural identities and lifestyles’.* Similarly, citizenship bestows membership
of a political community, and can be taken to be a practice in the sense that
individuals participate in the political life of that community.” Viewed this
way, the delineation of the parameters of citizenship is a two-way process, a
dialogue between the individuals (who make up society) and the state.

Ahmet I¢duygu and Ozlem Kaygusuz note, however, that Turkish citizen-
ship is seen as a ‘civic-territorial . . . duty-based, passive identity’ that has
been defined ‘against the outside world, and against the Other’."’ In other
words, citizens must observe their duty to the state, rather than the state hav-
ing any obligations to the citizen. The citizen owes loyalty but is not encour-
aged or expected to participate in society or community. While conformity
is expected and loyalty is expected (rather than earned), participation in the
political process and the public sphere, those qualities that encompass active
citizenship, are not. The passive and duty-based nature of citizenship among
Turks is indeed echoed in a 2015 study that found that Turks’ participation
in political activity is particularly low."" Surveying participants across Turkey,
the study found that 96 per cent of Turks regarded voting in elections as a key
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indicator of being a ‘good citizen’, but also found that only small numbers
had ever taken part in campaign rallies or demonstrations, joined a political
party or made contact with political officials for any reason. This focus on
elections as the principal marker and responsibility of citizenship demon-
strates a limited conceptualisation of the idea among Turks. Even so, rates of
civic engagement and ideas of citizenship vary across Turkey."?

Where does this leave Kurds? Regarding the ‘unity of language, culture
and ideal’ conceived as the core of the Republic, issues arise immediately,
regarding language and culture. But what of the ‘ideal’? As earlier chapters
have outlined, a central aspect of Kurdishness is asserting one’s difference,
or maintaining a boundary, from broader Turkish society. Thus the idea of
citizenship, conceived as passive and duty-bound to the state, must be prob-
lematic for Kurds. Research suggests that years of conflict and political ten-
sion have spurred greater civic engagement in cities like Diyarbakir." Further
complicating the matter is the notion that citizenship and identity are incom-
patible entities. As Engin Isin and Patricia Wood note, the idea that there
is an inherent conflict between the two arises because citizenship is often
understood to be universal, whereas identity is seen to be particular.'* The
circumstances of the Kurds in Turkey appear to be a salient case in that their
particular ethnic identity (Kurdish) appears to be incompatible with the uni-
versal citizenship (Turkish) within which they are categorised. Yet, as Dogu
Ergil’s study in 1995 found, many Kurds accept their status as members of
the Turkish polity.” This has also been my observation. Broadly speaking,
Kurds are able to reconcile membership of Turkey’s political community with
their self-definition as Kurds. That said, Kurds may well be willing to identify
with Turkey, the political entity, but many would never countenance identi-
fying with Turkishness, the ethnic identity. This point was made clear to me
when one participant, Aykut, a teacher in Diyarbakur, bristled at the sugges-
tion he should be classified as a “Turkish citizen’ but was happy to be seen as
a ‘citizen of Turkey’. Here he drew a distinction between the ethnic category
(‘Turkish’) and the state (“Turkey’) — he could envision himself as a member
of the political community, but not the ethnic group.'®

This chapter seeks to examine this notion and the mechanisms by which
this is possible. It may be tempting to assume that Kurds conceive of citizen-

ship in Turkey as a categorisation that is inherently “Turkish’, but it is entirely
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possible that they have given the concept little thought. Kurdish identity has
been highly politicised, but discussion of Kurdish citizenship in the Republic
of Turkey has been very little discussed. Christian Joppke argues for a defini-
tion of citizenship at its most basic, as membership in a nation-state, but he
highlights that even then it assumes two meanings, one as articulated by the
people, the other as propagated by the state. He further notes that the great-
est gap in the literature is in the former, what they perceive or understand as
amounting to citizenship.'” This chapter, then, will examine how Kurds in
Turkey view and enact their citizenship and, in turn, the impacts this has in

Turkey’s political arena.

Citizenship as Obligation, Imposition, Resignation

If the Turks in the survey mentioned above had only a limited understand-
ing of citizenship, the Kurds interviewed for this study did not prove to have
ready answers on the subject either. My question, ‘How do you define citi-
zenship?’ generally drew blank looks. Offering further prompts such as ‘pay-
ing taxes’ or ‘voting in elections’ often did little to help. Rather than being
able to define the constituent parts of citizenship, or what it meant to them,
several interviewees immediately remarked that it was something that had
been imposed upon them. Zehra said that in Turkey one is ‘imprisoned into
citizenship and identity’ (‘hapis ederek bir vatandaglik ve kimlik olusturuyor’)."®
Salih said, while laughing ruefully, ‘It’s a compulsory thing.’lg Soner observed,
‘It’s a kind of obligation. I didn’t choose it.”*’

Taken at its broadest interpretation — membership of political community —
there is never a voluntary element to citizenship, notwithstanding a situation
when someone chooses citizenship of a second country. In one definition,
citizenship ‘explicitly ties populations to unique, territorially defined poli-
ties’.”! One becomes a citizen of a nation-state by virtue of being born there,
so in this sense my Australian citizenship is ‘compulsory’ and ‘an obligation’
too. What is significant in the negative connotations in the comments above
is that the speakers take the idea of citizenship to implicitly mean member-
ship in a Turkish, rather than Kurdish, political entity.

It must be noted, however, that any disconnect in the embrace of citi-
zenship by Kurds is not solely due to their own intransigence. Many also
argue that the state does not recognise them as Kurds — as they would like
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to be recognised — and this contributes to their ambivalence about claim-
ing, or valuing, membership of the state. Mert, a café proprietor, observed
begrudgingly, ‘I would say I am a citizen. But we feel like second-class citizens
here.””” Ayhan similarly remarked, ‘OK, I am a citizen, but I cannot speak my
own language and live my own culture. Yes, citizenship is a system, it is the
relationship with our government. But the problem is that this [government]
does not [accept] different cultures and languages.” Here, the model of
‘cultural citizenship’ is not being implemented. ‘Rights to unhindered and
dignified representation, as well as to the maintenance and propagation of
distinct cultural identities are not upheld.”

That these concerns arise reflects the top-down nature of politics and
the long-term nation-building project in Turkey whereby politics, policy
and political status are not negotiated but imposed. They also result from
the dominance that Turkish nationalism has maintained in definitions of
national identity. Despite the wording of the constitutional definition of cit-
izenship, nationalist discourse has, in practice, allowed little scope for varia-
tion, and Turkishness is assumed — and vigorously asserted — to be the norm.
A popular mantra, recited by politicians particularly while the PKK’s sepa-
ratist agenda peaked in the 1990s, is ‘tek dil, tek bayrak, tek miller (Turkish:
‘one language, one flag, one nation’). When I mentioned it to Kurds they
greeted it, universally, with scorn. Yet the one-language-one-flag discourse
retains currency and still largely dictates societal dynamics and pervades
official thought, or so Kurds perceive. Research undertaken in Diyarbakir
in 2014 revealed that some view the state as being in opposition to the citi-
zenry.” Ayhan lamented, ‘Currently being a Turkish citizen resembles a very
bad illustration comprised of racism and nationalism . . . Those who live in
Turkey gain admission [only] as a Turk. Something this simplistic should
not be acceptable.”” Those Kurds who perceive a Turk-centric definition
of citizenship — of membership in the nation-state — to be dominant are
reluctant to fully invest in such membership.

Yet, as discussions unfurled, respondents revealed degrees of acceptance to
ideas of citizenship. Kurds appeared at the very least resigned to citizenship,
or willing to accommodate it, as an administrative status. Zehra declared
that her citizenship was a bureaucratic category that allowed her to go about

her work,” and several noted that if travelling overseas they were deemed
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Turkish due to their passports.”® Mithat, who complained of having ‘no link
with the government’, acknowledged, however, that he had access to govern-
ment services such as universities and hospitals.”” In fact, government ser-
vice provision to the Kurdish-populated south-east is markedly improved on
earlier decades. In part this is a result of the AKP in its early years recasting
governance as the provision of services to constituents, part of what Erdogan
espoused as a ‘trading mentality’ (ziccaret zibniyeti) in the party and govern-
ment, whereby a transaction involving delivery of services to constituents
would be rewarded with winning the loyalty of those constituents.” It is
well documented that the poverty and lack of economic development in the
south-east played a role in the Kurds reinforcing their ethnic identity, their
‘Kurdish-being’.”" Erdogan’s initial aspiration appears to have been to address
economic shortcomings as a pathway to better governance and, as a result,
electoral popularity for the AKP. This is a form of ‘eudaemonic legitima-
tion’, whereby satisfying the economic demands of citizens buttresses regime
legitimacy.” During visits to Diyarbakir over many years, I have observed the
material improvements in infrastructure in the city, and the shift in political
mood from neglected Diyarbakir in 1992 to optimistic Diyarbakir in mid-
2015 was all but palpable.

Yet even here many Kurds saw themselves as second-class citizens. They
acknowledged that improvements had occurred but they perceived economic
development and investment as still being skewed towards the western, non-
Kurdish, regions of the country. Zehra remarked, ‘Our expectations, if we
live together, are that we need to be part of this country too . . . They make
many investments in Istanbul. Therefore, they need to do the same to the
cities where Kurds live. By doing so, we might be able to trust the Govern-
ment more.” This was a common refrain. I have often heard comments that
the government should invest in factories in the south-east in order to create
jobs for Kurds and stimulate the economy. In fact, Turkish politicians have
regularly observed the chronic underdevelopment of the south-east and used
it as an all-encompassing explanation for Kurdish unrest.** Kurds may agree
with them that it is a source of grievance but many would further argue that
any economic divide is a result of anti-Kurdish prejudice.”” Many of them
also commented that better service provision would, if not addressing all

Kurdish concerns, at least foster a sense of loyalty to the Turkish political
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system — a neat example of ‘eudaemonic legitimation’. Indeed, Zeynep
Gambetti observes that discourses of both ‘imposed’ poverty and of the state’s
obligation to provide employment are common in Diyarbakir. Notably,
Riimelili and Cakmaklr’s research in Diyarbakir found a greater emphasis on
rights, rather than obligations, inherent in citizenship compared to other cit-
ies.” This demonstrates the ambiguity of Kurds’ perceptions of the state: it has
long been regarded as an oppressive hegemon but it is also seen as a potential
‘purveyor of goods and services.”” When asked if he would feel a stronger
bond with the state if it provided better services, Mert remarked, ‘You mean
like in America? Sure, why not? I would say that I am a Turkish citizen.””®
This raises an important point. Although many Kurds reveal ambivalence
about their relationship with the Republic of Turkey, many also appear to
harbour an idea of provisional citizenship: they do not reject the idea out-
right, but they would more fully embrace their status as citizens if the state
did more for them. Kurds, generally, do not subscribe to the passive model of
citizenship that I¢duygu and Kaygusuz discuss and which many Turks appear
to practice. Rather they expect citizenship to be a transaction, a form of social
contract. In order to grant their loyalty to the state they expect the govern-
ment to offer them something in return. I describe this as provisional citizen-
ship because, as Kurds explained to me, they would feel a stronger link with
the state if they felt it did more to meet their demands and their needs. In the
examples above these amounted to cultural demands, the ‘claims to dignify-
ing representation, normative accommodation, and active cultivation of . . .
[distinct ethnic] identities’ that are the hallmarks of ‘cultural citizenship’.”’
This also included material needs — jobs, factories, welfare, public services —

but they further extend to political and democratic rights and demands.

Weight of Circumstances: Belonging, Friends, Relatives

When I switched questioning to address the idea of ‘belonging’ in Turkey,
interviewees had different and more ready responses than to the question
of citizenship. Even some who had seemed bemused by or antagonistic to
the idea of citizenship were more positive about the prospect of belonging
in Turkey.

In many cases, respondents offered experiences of growing up and going
through schooling as exemplifying their belonging in Turkey. ‘I kind of do
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[belong], because I have a Turkish passport [laughs] and I was educated in
Turkish,’ said Soner.”” For Mithat, speaking Turkish and being educated simi-
larly created a bond: ‘Because of this we became members of the Turkish com-
munity.*" For Ayhan, his very presence in Turkey for the entirety of his life
engendered an identification with the nation-state: ‘Of course I feel that I belong
in Turkey, whether it be the community structure, political status or any other
topic. I am thirty years old and I have never been overseas . . . I do not have any
other experiences to compare my life to. In one way or another I feel as though
I belong here, because I have done things that people in this country do. I live
like them.” Thus, despite negative experiences that some had experienced at the
hands of the state (Mithat, for one, had been arrested for his political activities),
the sheer weight of experience, the comings and goings of everyday life, created
some form of bond. Esra noted, despite her being proud of her Kurdish identity,
that when the Turkish national football team played international matches she
felt a sense of pride and patriotism.* Notable in many responses was the impor-
tance that many gave to the Turkish language. Despite the tenacity with which
many Kurds upheld the Kurdish language as a marker of their identity, they still
highlighted Turkish as something that they ‘shared’ with Turks. The fact that
they had been schooled and grew up reading, writing and listening to Turkish
created a sense of belonging and a connection.

In my observation, despite criticism of the state, many Kurds have a
sense that they share a social trajectory with Turks. Indeed, Kurds who
live in Turkey tend to look to the large cities of Turkey’s west, rather than
to Kurdish-majority cities in Syria, Iran or Kurdish-administered north-
ern Iraq, as cities of economic or educational opportunity.” Highlighting
this point is the fact that some Kurds baulk at the idea of an independent
Kurdish state if it means they would need a passport to travel to Istanbul.*
Several Kurds whom I met in Diyarbakir and who styled themselves as
‘businessmen’ regularly travelled to resort towns in Turkey’s west to partake
in the tourism industry. Thus many Kurds understand that their citizenship
in Turkey offers tangible benefits; this makes them willing to identify as
members of Turkey’s political community. They have been conditioned to
the socio-political and economic conditions within Turkey.

A connection to Turkey manifests in other ways. Esra mentioned her dis-

tress at hearing of the Soma mining disaster, in Manisa, in May 2014, when
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over three hundred Turkish miners were killed.* She identified those killed as
compatriots, despite their living on the opposite side of the country. “We have
a past together so [ feel like they are my people. I don’t see them as another
people because we have a fate in this country together, she remarked.* Her
grief intensified her sense of connection with others, even if they might be
ethnically Turkish, and with it her sense of belonging in the nation-state.
Similarly, the intertwined history of Turks and Kurds in Anatolia creates a
degree of affinity. Salih noted, ‘Yes, if you live together nearly a thousand
years, I mean from the time of Malazgirt” . . . of course we share many cul-
tural, folkloric figures, peculiarities. For example, our folk dances resemble
each other, our clothing styles resemble each other . ..” He saw Turks and
Kurds as ‘cousins’ who are more alike than different.” This is the point that
Martin van Bruinessen makes when he notes the considerable diversity in the
‘primary markers” of identity among Kurds and, indeed, overlap with such
markers for Turks.”

Many Kurds also note a connection with Turks at the day-to-day level. All
but one interviewee readily remarked that they have friends who are Turks.
Fehim, a teacher in Diyarbakir, observed, ‘It is a forced [political] relation-
ship. However, we have willingly made many Turkish friends.”’ He was refer-
ring to Kurds’ status as citizens of Turkey as a forced relationship, but he
conceded that despite this imposition Kurds were able to develop compan-
ionship with Turks. Fehim was the most begrudging on this point; all others
seemed to regard it as a natural thing to develop friendships with people
they lived alongside, regardless of ethnicity. A conversation I had with two
Kurdish men in a Diyarbakir shop elicited cries of ‘tabik:’ (‘of course’) when I
asked if they had friendships or other connections with Turks.” Both of them
rubbed their index fingers together, a widely recognised Turkish gesture for
friendship and warm relations.

Many also cited examples of marriage between Turks and Kurds as an
example of amicable relations. Even Mert, who espoused one of the more
politically radical philosophies among those I interviewed, remarked casually
that he had Turkish relatives. He said, ‘My sister she is married to a Turkish
man. And I know he is from different ideology, but we have no problem.
Why would we?”** A study in 2010 found that in fact Turkish-Kurdish inter-

marriage is not particularly common, with such marriages occurring in less
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than 6 per cent of cases.”” Nonetheless, Kurds mentioned these marriages in
a matter-of-fact manner, clearly regarding them as a normal part of life. As
Unmit Cizre notes, Turks and Kurds have not been insulated from each other,
and long coexistence as part of Anatolia’s ‘ethnic mosaic’ has determined that
neither peoples” history can be entirely extricated from the other’s. Indeed,
she argues, ‘A Turkish factor has remained integral to the Kurdish sense of
self, be it in the form of resentment and resistance, or affection and affin-
ity.””* This is apparent in friendships and the fact that Kurds see themselves
as able to be absorbed through marriage into the fabric of broader Turkish
society. To marry someone who is Turkish, thus indisputably a citizen, is con-
sidered nothing out of the ordinary. The weight of circumstance, and lived
experience, contribute to a form of identification, some sense of allegiance —
personal, situational, familial — with Turks and Turkey as a home and place
where they had grown up.

Nevertheless, several respondents highlighted that while they enjoy friend-
ships with Turks or have Turkish relatives, they knew, through experience,
to avoid political conversations, specifically those that touched on ethnicity,
with their Turkish friends. Here the idea of resentment that Cizre mentions
is apparent. Mert’s comment, noted above, is a case in point. He described
his brother-in-law as having a ‘different ideology’, by which he meant that
he voted for the AKP, and thus he chose not to discuss politics with him.
Musa said he had many Turkish friends but he ‘never’ spoke about politics or
issues of ethnicity with them. He remarked, “Turkish people are kind; they
have good hearts and good personalities. But when you talk about Turk and
Kurd they don' like it. They say we are brothers. But when you ask why the
police is killing or attacking Kurdish people, they say the Kurds force police
to do that. That’s why if we have Turkish friend we never talk about this.””
Many Kurds shared this attitude: political discussions with Turks were best
avoided. It is apparently simple enough for Turks and Kurds to find common
ground, indeed ‘affection and affinity’ as Cizre notes, in public life but the
political becomes problematic. Zehra remarked, “We actually don't have any
problems with Turks. We have a problem with Turkey’s system.”® Displeasure
with the political system and their place within the political hierarchy acts to
dilute the strength of bonds that Kurds feel for Turkey. This suggests that the

Kurdish issue at its core is not one of ethnicity — there is no intrinsic enmity
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between Kurds and Turks — but of political circumstance. As has been noted,
‘identity politics is more about politics than identity’.””

Indeed, Turkey has no significant history of intercommunal violence; the
violence that has bedevilled the south-east has essentially been between the
state security apparatus and the PKK.”® This, in turn, suggests that should
the political conditions be conducive, Kurds will more closely identify with
the Turkish body politic and be more likely to embrace their positions as

citizens within it.

Participating in Politics: Citizenship made Manifest

Ernst Renan conceives of the nation as a ‘daily plebiscite’, a ‘large-scale
solidarity . .. summarized by a tangible fact, namely, consent, the clearly
expressed desire to continue a common life’.”” If elections may be taken as a
literal example of a ‘daily plebiscite’, then the Kurds™ enthusiastic participa-
tion in Turkey’s electoral processes must also be construed as ‘consent’ to the
idea of citizenship in Turkey and of a ‘desire to continue a common life’ in
the body politic.

Through May and June 2015, election fever raged across Turkey, as I
observed. Campaign materials — bunting, posters, billboards, flags, as well as
buses broadcasting campaign slogans — of all parties were clearly in evidence
in Istanbul and Diyarbakir.®” In Istanbul’s Beyoglu and Kadikéy neighbour-
hoods, quarters frequented by Kurds and leftists of all persuasions, HDP
campaign activity was plain to see. In Diyarbakir, I noted palpable anticipa-
tion and excitement in the lead-up to the election. HDP leader Selahattin
Demirtag decision to contest the election on a party basis with the aim of
passing the 10 per cent national vote threshold raised the stakes considerably
for Kurdish voters. Rather than being concerned that the HDP might have
overreached, Kurds I spoke with were confident that the HDP would clear
the threshold and take up seats in the parliament. On multiple occasions
I witnessed groups spontaneously gathering in the streets to dance the
govend,®" often brandishing HDP banners and chanting ‘Bizler HDE bizler
meclise — “We are the HDP, we are [coming] into parliament.’

It must be reiterated that the HDP is not solely intended as a political vehi-
cle for Kurds,*” but it is also clear that the bulk of its supporters are Kurdish
and that Kurds I spoke to saw the HDP as representing their interests as Kurds.
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Figure 8.1 Dancing at HDP rally, Diyarbakur, 5 June 2015. © William Gourlay.

That the HDP was participating confidently — and freely — in the electoral pro-
cess, all the while voicing an alternative and inclusive political vision, boosted
Kurds' enthusiasm for the party and the elections, and in so doing for the
political process. James Kellas notes a similar phenomenon in Scotland, where
the idea of dual nationality (voters’ willingness to profess Britishness and Scot-
tishness simultaneously) rises considerably during electoral campaigns.” Kellas’
findings suggest that identification with the political community — the sense
of citizenship — is affected, just as ethnic identity is, by contingent events and
that electoral periods have the effect of making citizenship a more appealing,
or more broadly interpreted, prospect in situations where there are different
ethnic or national categories.

Politicians of all stripes in June 2015 promoted their agendas at rallies and
on TV broadcasts. In Diyarbakir, excitement had been building for some time
in anticipation of Selahattin Demirtag appearance at a final rally two days
before polling day. In the morning, everyone — the staff at the hotel where I
stayed, people sitting in teahouses, those on the street — spoke eagerly of the
‘miting . Many urged me to attend. By the middle of the day, crowds gath-
ered in the centre of the old town and began progressing towards the square
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in Yenigehir where the rally would be held. A raucous parade of humanity
snaked through the streets carrying banners and chanting pro-HDP slogans.
I saw several people I knew joining the procession, including a very timid
man who cleaned rooms in my hotel. Amid the crowd he was completely
transformed. Caught up in the moment, he raucously joined in chants, and
flashed the V-for-victory sign.

Meanwhile, shops were closed and the centre of the city was quiet but for
the chants that rang out as people progressed towards Yenigehir. The most
consistent slogan was ‘Once baraj, sonra saray (‘First the threshold, then the
palace’). The message here was that the HDP would first pass the 10 per cent
voting threshold to win seats in the national assembly and thereafter, at some
later date, win the presidency. In combination with the many examples of
Kurdish traditional dress and flags in the Kurdish #ricoleur, explicit statements
of Kurdish nationalist identity, a claim to take the presidential palace may be
seen as a threat to the political system. But it should also be considered in the
context of the equally popular ‘bizler meclise’ (‘we are coming into parliament’)
slogan. Both slogans, I argue, demonstrate the palpable excitement that Kurds
experienced at the prospect of the HDP entering parliament, winning politi-
cal legitimacy for and conveying the voices of Kurds — and others — as citizens
in ongoing political debates. They were an affirmation of Turkey’s political
system, in that Kurds were demonstrating it was possible to be visibly Kurdish
while participating in a Turkish election. With these slogans, HDP support-
ers were demonstrating their acceptance of their position as citizens as Kurds
within Turkey.

A festival atmosphere reigned at the campaign rally in Yenisehir. Numerous
people welcomed me, clearly an outsider. I encountered people of all ages and
backgrounds, from university students with guitars to conservative elders with
moustaches and cloth caps. Of the many I spoke to, all were convinced that
the HDP would pass the threshold. Crowds sang Kurdish songs or joined
hands to dance the govend. The event amounted to a clear demonstration of
Kurdish identity: in this context the HDP, despite its multicultural agenda,
was presented by the crowd as a manifestation of their Kurdishness.

Despite the fact that ISIS struck, disrupting the rally, as was detailed pre-
viously, the excitement continued until the election. Polling stations were

busy and lively on election day. A refrain I regularly heard was that ‘berseye
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ragmen’ (‘despite everything’) they would enact their right to vote. One young
Kurdish man told me outside a polling booth on the day, ‘Biz toplanmas, biz
katilmis (“We joined in, we participated’).** Following the bombs at the rally
I was hesitant about spending time at electoral locations, but the day passed
without incident. After the poll booths closed in the late afternoon the city
fell silent, but in the early evening as preliminary voting figures were released
it became apparent that the HDP would pass the electoral threshold. As
if to vindicate the Kurds” enthusiasm, the HDP polled impressively, gaining
13 per cent of the vote, winning the third-largest number of seats in parlia-
ment and denying the AKP a parliamentary majority for the first time since it
emerged in 2002.% As evening arrived, Diyarbakir erupted in a cacophony of
cheers, whistles, firecrackers and car horns. The streets throbbed with crowds
of people waving flags, promenading with family, cruising in their cars. The
HDP had made a way into parliament and Diyarbakir was ecstatic. Here
was Rénan’s ‘daily plebiscite’ made manifest. This was not a daily event, but
a specific and pivotal episode. Kurds willingly and enthusiastically partici-
pated, casting their votes in order to have their say in how the country should
be governed.

Broadly speaking, the Kurdish vote in Turkey is a two-horse race between
the AKP and HDP® The emphatic showing of the HDP, leaping over the
threshold, demonstrated that Kurdish support had swung behind the pro-
Kurdish party and away from the AKP. Pro-Kurdish parties had previously
only ever polled around 6 per cent, and thus the June 2015 election marked
a watershed moment for Kurdish politics. Despite the travails that the party
has endured, including renewed conflict in the south-east and concerted gov-
ernment and judicial pressure, it has maintained its vote above the threshold
ever since. This is another example whereby, as Dick Hebdige observes, a
‘commodity’, in this case the electoral process, has been ‘repossessed’” and
‘endowed with implicitly oppositional meanings’.”” Kurds demonstrated their
enthusiasm for voting and their loss of enthusiasm for Erdogan. If consid-
ering these developments from the perspective of Kurdish citizenship, one
might argue that in voting Kurds were signalling their approval of their sta-
tus as citizens and simultaneously signalling their disapproval of the AKP.
Thus Kurds™ votes against the government should be seen as an exercise of

rights that indicates an acceptance of membership of the political system if
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not acceptance of the actual day-to-day practices of governance by that sys-
tem. By this I mean Kurdish votes in the election, even those delivered as
protest votes against the government, are an active assertion by Kurds of their
rights as citizens. Hypothetically, if Kurds are members of the body politic
then they should be able to voice their opinions to signal their displeasure
with the policy direction of the nation-state or with the specific actions of
state agencies, bureaucracy, educational system or security apparatus. Elise
Massicard argues that Kurdish politics is not solely about recognition but is
also a means of ‘voicing alternative projects for politics and society’.”® As in
the case of any group, political party or segment of society, protests, in many
political contexts, and votes against the government that Kurds cast, may be
seen as demonstrations of a desire to participate in the political life of the
polity, a demonstration of their desire for a better or more just polity. This
is not a rejection of the political system, but an implicit acceptance of it as a
means to building a better society.

Following the election of 7 June 2015, one might argue that Kurds were
embarking further on a ‘war of position’.*” Dilek, in conversation the day
after the election, remarked that Kurds would ‘take their war into parliament
now’.”” By this she meant that the Kurdish struggle could now take place
within the confines of the national assembly, to be fought through the legiti-
mate political mechanisms of parliamentary debate and negotiation, rather
than a physical ‘war of manoeuvre’. A war of position, alternatively, is an ini-
tiative to change the political status quo, but at the same time it is, implicitly,
an acceptance of membership of the body politic. It represents joining-the-
system-in-order-to-change-it, but it is simultaneously an acknowledgement
that the system is redeemable, worthy of merit and membership. In that
sense, Kurds™ enthusiastic support for the HDD, a party that had an agenda
to redefine the political status quo, may be seen as a challenge to existing
political currents or the overarching conservative dynamic of what remains
an essentially nationalism-infused politics, but it is comprised of a vision
for change from within to instil a more democratic, pluralist model for all
of Turkey. Several Kurds I spoke to relished this prospect; some saw in it an
opportunity to reverse their status as ‘second-class citizens’.”" While the par-
liamentary prospects of the HDP looked rosy, Kurds displayed an optimism

about their political circumstances; their citizenship within what appeared a
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smoothly functioning democracy was more valuable to them and they iden-
tified more strongly with Turkey as a nation-state, a political entity, even a
homeland, that could be pluralist.

Struggling for Democracy?

In taking their ‘war into parliament now’, as Dilek remarked, Kurds were
adopting a Gramscian ‘war of position’, but in fact this process had been
under way for some time. Asef Bayat depicts such an undertaking as an effort
at ‘exerting moral and intellectual leadership over civil institutions and pro-
cesses’.”> In many respects, the Kurdish struggle is a measure of the health
of democracy in Turkey.”” Thus it may be argued that if Kurds are to under-
take a ‘war of position’ and exert said ‘moral and intellectual leadership’ then
their struggle must transcend a focus on issues of interest solely to Kurds
and embrace a broader struggle for democracy across ethnic boundaries.
This is something that interviewees” acknowledgement of the multicultural
history of Anatolia and Diyarbakir touches on. They argue that minorities
other than just the Kurds have been wronged politically and they therefore
identify with them as others who fall outside the Turkish mainstream. But a
broader acknowledgement of a wider struggle is also apparent. In 2008, the
then mayor of the Sur neighbourhood of Diyarbakir, Abdullah Demirbas,
remarked in an interview, ‘T am not working for the Kurds; I am working for
all people. Democracy means that when you want something for yourself,
you also want it for others.”*

Demirbas was furthering a general Kurdish discourse that had, during
the 1990s, swung from ‘national liberation’ to political and human rights as
a result of the interaction of various organisations that were not exclusively
Kurdish. Kurdish actors realised a political agenda that highlighted democ-
racy and human rights could appeal to a wider audience within the Turkish
electorate while also gaining legitimacy for the Kurdish cause internation-
ally.” Against the fractious timbre of politics in Turkey, the DTP (precursor
to the HDP) argued that ‘the principle of pluralism based upon multicul-
turalism and the equal, free and balanced development of differences and
distinctions . . . must be accepted’.”® To some degree, it may be argued, this
approach arose out of the conflict conditions Kurdish political actors had

found themselves in, leading to a desire for greater democratic engagement,
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underpinned by the ‘logic of equality’.”” In turn, this spurred a repositioning
of the Kurdish agenda within the demands of a broad variety of Turkey’s soci-
etal segments — workers, women, other minority groups — for equality and
democracy.” In this way, the Kurdish political movement came to represent
more than an exclusively Kurdish politics and positioned itself as a vehicle
for multiculturalism and democracy. Selahattin Demirtas echoed these senti-
ments while campaigning in 2015, telling an audience the HDP’s goal was to
win a victory for all the ‘oppressed of Turkey’.”

When I repeated such comments to study participants, they broadly con-
curred. Many agreed that what was at issue was not just Kurdish rights but
also the lack of an open political landscape where all could participate with-
out fear or favour. Several pointed to the candidate lists of the HDP, which
campaigned in 2015 with candidates from across ethnic divides, as evidence
of a more inclusive politics. As with their acknowledgement of other minori-
ties in discussions of religion, most I interviewed argued for a greater role for
other minorities in politics. Within this, many saw the Kurds as taking a pri-
mary role, for instance Gelaz remarked, ‘Yes it is everyone’s struggle. It is the
Kurdish movement but it was undertaken for all peoples.”® Others pointed
to earlier successes the Kurdish movement had achieved, such as the establish-
ment of TRTG, the state-run Kurdish broadcaster, and argued that these had
had flow-on effects such that other minority languages, including Arabic and
Bosnian, were also broadcast on state-run media. For Semih, the initiatives of
the Kurdish movement had resulted in an ‘end of the politics of assimilation’,
and thus a more inclusive and democratic polity. ‘Now [even] the Circassians
are demanding their rights,” he noted.® Refik similarly remarked, “Thanks to
the Kurdish movement, Arabs, without any bloodshed or destruction, were

1.%* They made these remarks without any

able to rise and own a TV channe
bitterness that Kurds had suffered in order for other ethnicities to win gains,
but rather with a sense of pride that Kurds, as they saw it, had been able to
open avenues for others.

Ralf Dahrendorf contends that the true test of citizenship is its ability to
accommodate heterogeneity.”” Thus it can be argued that in espousing a more
pluralist politics, Kurds are working for a more robust model of citizenship,
and are implicitly asserting their status as citizens in Turkey. Thus, to some

degree the Kurdish struggle has come to transcend the issue of Kurdishness —
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it is not even a struggle against “Turkishness’, per se, but it becomes one of
democracy. As evidence of this, HDP leader Demirtag while campaigning
pledged to abandon ‘ethnic politics’ after the 7 June election.** Campaign
materials that I collected in Diyarbakir highlighted the HDP position, stat-
ing, ‘[T léim tanglarin ozgiirce yasanmas: gerektigini savunuyoruz (“We advo-
cate that all beliefs should live freely’).* The HDP includes Kurds, Turks,
Armenians, Yezidis, Assyrians, Circassians and Alevis as electoral candi-
dates.*® An HDP campaign video in late 2015 spoke of a Turkey that was
‘hem cok renkli hem ¢ok dilli (‘both multi-coloured and multilingual’), while
also being ‘inadina adil esit ve ozgiin, inadina beraber (‘determinedly just,
equal and free, determinedly together’).”” A Kurdish HDP supporter I met
in Istanbul assured me, “The HDP is different. It’s not a Kurdish party, its a
Kurdish-dominant party.”® Underlining this statement, when I had earlier
approached an HDP campaign stand in central Istanbul saying that I was
researching Kurdish politics, the HDP activists present immediately retorted,
‘But we are Turks.”® The HDP thus represented a liberal, ecumenical politi-
cal vehicle, one that sought to pursue the interests of and win the support of
citizens from across Turkey’s ethnic and religious spectrum. In this way, the
HDP set itself apart from the evermore autocratic AKP, which increasingly
resorts to rump nationalist slogans that emphasise unity of language, nation
and flag and an authoritarian appropriation of Islamic mores.

Dahrendorf continues that citizenship commands ‘common respect for
basic entitlements among people who are different in origin, culture and
creed’.” As Mithat noted, “We are not fighting against the Turkish com-
munity, or the Armenian, or others ... We struggle with the Turkish gov-
ernment or Turkish state with their policies, and jandarma [police]. We are
struggling with their ideology and security apparatus.””' Mithat, and many
others I spoke to, see their struggle as one for democracy, one in which there
was still much work to do. Salih remarked, “The country is a symbolic thing.
You have borders, you live together, but if there is no democracy, no fun-
damental human rights, no equality . . . it doesn’t make any sense.” It has
become commonly accepted that allowing minorities a place in the political
framework is no longer seen ‘as a matter of discretionary policies or pragmatic
compromises but rather as a matter of fundamental justice’.” Accordingly,

minority participation is a key indicator of a fully functioning democracy.
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The idea that Kurds believe they have a role to play in furthering democ-
racy further demonstrates their acceptance of the status of ‘citizen’ within
Turkey. One would not work towards the betterment of a political commu-
nity if one did not feel a sense of membership within it. In this regard, the
Kurds’ struggle should not be seen as a struggle against Turkey, as Mithat’s
comment above attests to, but should be seen as a struggle within Turkey,
or even a struggle on behalf of Turkey. Here, again, the notion of provisional
citizenship arises. Earlier, I argued that Kurds would more wholeheartedly
embrace their citizenship if certain economic measures were implemented;
it is also the case the political changes would accelerate such a process.
Erdem remarked, ‘If you actually start giving people their rights, without
conditions . . . then if people realise that they have lived with Turks for a
thousand years, and they have so much in common, and [if] they are con-
vinced that Turkey no longer looks at them as an enemy, then it’s possible
[they will view] Turkey as their own country.””* Ali expressed similar senti-
ments, saying that in a more democratic environment, ‘Of course [we] will
feel we can trust this government, or we can trust Turkey. Turkey is also our
state.”” Esra, too, remarked, ‘At the end, the [Kurdish] dream dependson . . .
freedom. It can be inside Turkey, [if] you can live freely and talk freely. It
can be outside Turkey. It depends totally [on] the politics of Turkey . . . If it
becomes . . . a more democratic country, and I feel that freely as a Kurdish
woman I can live in this country, why not?””® Many Kurds expressed similar
views: were the political situation improved, from a point of view of democ-
racy and human rights, then they would more fully value their status as citi-
zens. Accordingly, in mobilising, in voicing their opposition to Erdogan, in
airing their grievances, Kurds are — just as Dogu Ergil found in 1995 — not

demonstrating that they ‘want out’, but in fact that they ‘want to come in’.”’

Turning Up — again — at the Ballot Box

The HDP’s success in the election of June 2015 had ongoing implications for
Turkey. It upset the AKP apple cart, leading to a hardening of resolve from
Erdogan, which in turn catalysed a series of political shocks, few of which
were positive for Kurds. Erdogan then used the coup attempt of July 2016
to tighten his grip on the political arena. A particular focus, despite it having
no connection to the coup attempt, was the Kurdish political movement.
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In November 2016, the government moved to install ‘trustees’ to the may-
oralty of Diyarbakir, among other south-eastern cities, removing the HDP
incumbents on charges of ‘insulting the president’.” Several days later, HDP
co-leaders Selahattin Demirtas and Figen Yiiksekdag were arrested on charges
of heading an organisation that was an extension of the PKK.

Despite these setbacks, and resurgent conflict across the south-east, the
HDP remained a dogged presence in parliament and at the ballot box, a
measure of the ongoing mobilisation of Kurds across Turkey. These devel-
opments, among others, call into question just how free and fair Turkey’s
electoral and political processes are, and might have reasonably been expected
to undermine Kurdish confidence in the political system. Yet, if electoral
participation is any indication, this did not happen. In the wake of the June
2015 general election, Turkey entered an unprecedented cycle of electoral
activity: a follow-up election in November 2015, the constitutional referen-
dum of April 2017, which narrowly saw the approval of Erdogan’s executive
presidency, a snap general election in June 2018, the municipal elections of
March 2019, and a ‘do-over’ Istanbul municipal election three months later.
This cycle of elections clearly demonstrates Erdogan’s overwhelming influ-
ence in the political sphere. The follow-up election of 2015 resulted from
his obstruction of coalition talks following the inconclusive June election,
the general election of 2018 was dragged forward, ahead of a scheduled poll
in November 2019, at Erdogan’s behest as the economy faltered, and the
municipal poll in Istanbul was rerun after Erdogan called into question the
March result and pressured the Supreme Electoral Board to nullify it.

At each of these, the HDP played a crucial role, shaping up as a thorn in
the side of the AKP and Erdogan. Meanwhile, it is apparent that attempts
were made to shift the ground from under the HDP in order to clear a path
for AKP dominance.” Following the Turkish invasion of Syria’s Kurdish-run
Afrin in early 2018, and the AKP forming the Cumbur Ittifak: (National
Alliance) with the MHDP, nationalist sentiment was surging, which translated
into highly charged rhetoric during campaigning for the 2018 general elec-
tion. The Millet Ittifak: (People’s Alliance) formed by four opposition parties,
including the CHP, did not include the HDP, most probably in order to avoid
being tarred by the accusations of ‘terrorism’ directed at the pro-Kurdish party.
Nonetheless, HDP co-leader Demirtas ran for president from his prison cell.
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And despite pressures brought to bear on the HDP, it attracted enough votes
to again surpass the threshold, thereby preventing the AKP making advances
in the Kurdish provinces and meaning it could only maintain its hold on
power due to the support of its alliance partner the MHP.

Given the fractious nature of politics at the time, the Kurds were touted
as ‘kingmakers’ in the June 2018 election.'” Ultimately this was not the case.
Opposition parties did not fare as well as expected, and neither Demirtag
nor CHP presidential candidate Muharrem Ince seriously dented Erdogan’s
appeal, who won over 52 per cent in the presidential poll. Nonetheless, the
dynamics of the Kurdish issue were very much a consideration in campaign-
ing. Revealing a new appreciation of the importance of the Kurdish vote, Ince
took his campaign to Diyarbakir pledging to address Kurdish grievances and
also visited Demirtas in prison.'”’ Meanwhile, Erdogan attempted to have his
Kurdish cake and eat it too, campaigning in Kurdish cities with a message of
conciliation, while also playing on the Turkish national vote elsewhere, tell-
ing audiences in Turkey’s west that after the success of the Afrin campaign,
the military was poised to hit the PKK in Iraqi Kurdistan.'”” In the end it
was the nationalist vote that carried the day for Erdogan and the AKP, while
the HDP won around 11.7 per cent of the vote. Some analysts explained the
decline in the HDP’s vote in 2018 as a result of the earlier upsurge in PKK
activity, which rendered the HDP irrelevant, and argued that the AKP had
effectively countered the electoral challenge that the HDP posed.'” An alter-
native view would argue that disruption across the south-east and concerted
efforts to marginalise the HDP had predictable results.

If the 2018 election results were underwhelming for Kurds and others
opposed to Erdogan, the municipal elections of March 2019 offered another
chance to rally and send a message to Ankara. Overwhelmingly the elec-
tions were viewed as a referendum on Erdogan, even though he was not a
candidate. Having previously presided over a booming economy, and now
with expanded presidential powers, his popularity appeared in free fall as
the economy stalled. The polls also offered an opportunity for Kurds and
the HDP to reclaim those municipalities across the south-east they had won
in the previous municipal vote but where the AKP had installed ‘trustees’ in
2016. As a measure of Kurdish enthusiasm for the political wrestling match,

six pro-Kurdish parties formed an alliance to maximise their impact at the
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ballot.'™ Further, the HDP made the tactical decision not to position candi-
dates in major cities, including Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir, and to encour-
age its followers there to back candidates opposed to the AKP. From prison,
Demirtas urged a strategic approach to voting, with a view to tipping the
balance against the AKP'” In not fielding candidates in those cities, the
HDP aimed to undermine the AKP’s dominance by avoiding splintering the
opposition vote.

The call to vote for candidates other than their own suggests heightened
engagement in the political system on the part of Kurdish political actors.
Party survival requires garnering votes to ensure one’s own electoral success,
but here Demirtas and other HDP figures adopted a position to ensure sup-
porters directed their votes elsewhere. In this sense, they were signalling their
disapproval of the ruling AKP. Yet, again, this was not an indication of want-
ing out of the political system, rather it was a demonstration of wanting in, or
at least wanting non-AKP candidates to win, even if they were not Kurdish.
So here Kurdish voters were urged to be active citizens, but to do so not on
an ethnic basis but on the basis of opposition to the ruling party.

In the event, opposition candidates took the major cities of Adana, Ankara
and Mersin, while the HDP reclaimed much of the south-east in a major
blow to Erdogan and the AKP. High turnouts across the south-east suggest
that Kurds remain engaged in the political process,'” and in combination
with the outcomes of strategic voting elsewhere demonstrate that the Kurdish
factor remains significant.

The major controversy arising out of the March polls was the eventual
annulment of the Istanbul result at the behest of Erdogan, who alleged elec-
toral fraud after CHP candidate Ekrem Imamoglu claimed a narrow vic-
tory. This led to a ‘do-over’ election on 30 June. Yet here again, the Kurdish
vote was significant. Signalling awareness of this, the AKP sent its candidate
for Istanbul, Binali Yildirim, to Diyarbakir in an attempt to win Kurdish
hearts and minds, greeting a rally in Kurdish and furthering well-tried tropes
of Kurdish-brotherhood discourse.'” Meanwhile, the state-run Anadolu
Agency purveyed a message purportedly from PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan
saying that HDP supporters should remain neutral (‘zaraf512’) in the ‘do-over’
election.'” This can be seen as an attempt by the government to dissuade, or

disrupt, the Kurdish vote in order to protect Yildirim’s chances. Meanwhile,
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Demirtas again urged Kurdish voters to support Imamoglu, who had prom-
ised to bridge divides in Turkey’s troubled society. Recently installed Kurdish
mayor of Diyarbakir Adnan Selcuk Mizrakli also signalled his support for
Imamoglu, stating that his victory would be a ‘boost for democratic forces
in Turkey’."”

At the polls, Istanbul’s Kurdish voters appeared to ignore Ocalan; they ral-
lied behind Imamoglu, helping him claim a convincing victory. This changed
the complexion of Turkey’s politics considerably, apparently signalling an
end to Erdogan’s electoral dominance. There were echoes in these municipal
elections of the HDP’s electoral emergence in 2015. The Kurdish vote had
significant repercussions for the ruling AKP and hence for the country as a
whole. In Istanbul, at least, they did appear to play the role of ‘kingmakers’.
From the perspective of citizenship, Kurds again eagerly executed their right
to vote, putting their trust in the system, clearly demonstrating their desire to
be a part of the political community. The Kurds on many measures were thus
central and important participants in the ‘daily plebiscite’, and it is notable
that Imamoglu maintained an inclusive approach to Kurdish voters, travel-
ling to Diyarbakur after his victory, thus marking a politics entirely different
to Erdogan’s polarising approach.

The ‘Ideal’: Retaining Currency?

Without exception, when asked about identity or ethnicity, Kurds I inter-
viewed readily gave detailed responses and related experiences that informed
their understandings of these concepts. Clearly, these are questions of imme-
diate import for Kurds, ideas that they grapple with frequently. Despite the
importance they placed on their Kurdish ethnicity, no participants explicitly
argued for ‘independence’ or ‘liberation’ or the creation of a Kurdish state.'"
I take from this that they implicitly accept their circumstances — if not their
status — as citizens, members of the body politic of Turkey. As those I spoke to
relate, this is to a degree a result of circumstance. Kurds have been schooled in
Turkish, married into Turkish families, and lived — for centuries — alongside
Turks, which for many has created a sense of belonging. In contrast, some
saw it as an imposition with which they were forced to abide, others saw it
only valuable as it allowed them to work, others still regarded themselves as

< . . b
second-class citizens’.
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By the same token, the very circumstances that make Kurds feel this way
often spur them into greater political engagement and a more active citi-
zenship than their Turkish compatriots. This has led to some broadening of
vision from Kurdish political actors, calling for a more inclusive politics. Such
a stance demonstrates a desire to change the political system but, simultane-
ously, an acceptance of membership within it. The time when citizenship is
most apparent across the ethnic divide is during electoral events, of which
there have been many in the last six years. At the June 2015 election, I wit-
nessed palpable excitement at the success of the pro-Kurdish HDD, the great
optimism that Kurds shared at the prospect of their elected members repre-
senting them in the national assembly. In the elections that have followed,
despite a deteriorating security environment and increased state pressure,
Kurds have continued to participate, playing a pivotal role in electoral out-
comes, something that the AKP clearly realises, and that Kurds themselves
increasingly recognise as they seek to stake out their political territory. Rec-
ognising oneself as a political player requires essential acceptance of one’s
place in Turkey. If, as Twain argues, citizenship makes a republic, Kurds are
enacting their rights as citizens in order to make, or reshape, the republic
as they see fit. So it may be that Kurds chafe against the Turkish evocation
of the ‘unity of language, culture and ideal’ that was once trumpeted as the
foundation of the Republic of Turkey, but I argue that Kurds do subscribe to
an element of that ‘ideal’, that is, to be active, participating members of the

political community.
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CONCLUSION: RECONCILING ETHNIC
IDENTITY, CITIZENSHIP AND THE
‘IDEAL’ IN ERDOGAN’S TURKEY?

o the casual observer the daily hubbub in the Hasan Paga Han in the old
Tcity of Diyarbakur is little different to that found in the warren of streets
around Istiklal Caddesi in Istanbul’s Beyoglu neighbourhood. Shops buzz
with locals from early morning until late at night. Traders set out their wares
and send deliveries via teenaged shop assistants wearing football shirts. In the
teahouses, chatter is intense and lively over the clatter of teaspoons and back-
gammon pieces. Copious amounts of tea are drunk and cigarettes smoked.'
The distant call of the muezzin punctuates the day. In these instances of street
life at the two ends of Turkey there is a degree of homogeneity that would
please the founders of the Republic.

But closer examination exposes differences. In Diyarbakir you are likely —
but not guaranteed — to hear snatches of Kurdish conversation. And the
issues of import discussed at the teahouses are different. A Kurdish teacher in
Diyarbakir once told me that all Kurds are instinctively politically engaged
but if I went to central Anatolia I'd find that ‘they only talk about cows
and potatoes’. The implication here was that Kurds, due to their political
environment, must grapple with weighty issues, but Turks, living freely, are
engaged only with workaday concerns. Such an approach clearly oversimpli-
fies the complex circumstances of modern Turkey but it points to the threads
of politics running through Kurdish life as I encountered it in Diyarbakir
and Istanbul.
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In my discussions with Kurds, the ‘cultural stuff” that is often thought to
be the essence of ethnic identity rarely arose. No one focused on music, folk-
lore or traditional dress as important emblems of Kurdish identity. Indeed, as
noted, Martin van Bruinessen records such ‘secondary symbols” as unreliable
identity markers to distinguish the Kurds from other peoples living in Ana-
tolia.” The points that assumed importance in the conversations I had with
Kurds were not inherently exclusive to their ethnicity but were relationships
they had to specific ideas, concepts and entities: their practice and relation-
ship to Islam, among other religions; relationships to adherents of other reli-
gions; relationship to the zoprak (soil) of the landscape, whether defined as
Anatolia, Mesopotamia or Kurdistan; relationship to the city of Diyarbakir
as a purported capital city; relationships with Kurds living in neighbouring
states; relationship with the Republic of Turkey, something that often mani-
fests as resistance to state initiatives. In this sense, the Kurdish identity that
was revealed to me can be seen at its core as a political identity. Mithat in
Istanbul revealed as much, stating that choosing to identify as Kurdish was
‘90 per cent political’.

This is not to say that elements of culture are not important to Kurds or
that there are no distinctively Kurdish cultural entities in Turkey. Newroz,
the New Year event celebrated each year at the spring equinox of 21 March,
is one. Emerging from the Persian tradition, and attached to a Kurdish foun-
dational myth of great antiquity, Newroz could be construed as a specifically
Kurdish event in the context of modern Turkey. Tellingly, many Kurds I met
with remarked on it as an important event, yet they generally overlooked its
cultural specificity as a marker of identity. What was more important was the
fact that in years past Kurds had attempted to celebrate Newroz in spite of
Turkey’s efforts to forbid it; in so doing many had been arrested, wounded
or killed at the hands of state security forces. These events helped to to rede-
fine Newroz as a symbol of resistance. One fellow told me that Newroz in
northern Iraq was a day of picnicking in the countryside, but it was a dif-
ferent phenomenon of different significance in Turkey. Those I spoke to saw
Newroz as an important Kurdish event but they attached significance to it as
a political struggle in the present rather than an ages-old cultural tradition.
In this way, what was once a symbol of Kurdish culture had become a sym-
bol of the Kurds’ political struggle, but it remained no less potent for this
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transformation. That the state now accepted the event, having attempted to
redefine it as a celebration of brotherhood, made the fact of those struggles
and its portrayal as an act of resistance all the more important.

The Kurdish language assumed a similar position and trajectory to that
of Newroz as a constituent element of identity. It too could be framed as a
central pillar of Kurdish cu/ture, an objective marker of Kurdishness, but of
concern to most Kurds I spoke with was the political struggle that surrounded
it. They highlighted the restrictions that had been placed on the use of the
language and the hurdles, legislative and societal, still imposed that restricted
its use in public and in education. Various restrictions had been placed on
the use of Kurdish since the establishment of the Republic of Turkey, includ-
ing an outright ban on its use in the wake of the 1980 coup. These moves
had been intended to forge a sense of unity that would help Turkey cohere
as a homogenous (mono-ethnic, Turkish) nation-state. However, the state’s
attempt to deny a point of difference drew more attention to that very point
of difference, and lent to it a political potency. Yet even now, when official
bans on the language had been lifted, Kurds held tight to their language as
something that belonged to them, arguing their right to be able to speak it
freely, to teach, broadcast and publish in it, while looking askance at Turkish
politicians who used Kurdish as a means to court the Kurdish vote.

These examples point to the significance of political events, encounters
and interactions in the shaping of the parameters of identity. The political
constraints under which Kurds were living in Turkey heightened the potency
of language and Newroz as markers of Kurdishness and as a consequence
increased the tenacity with which Kurds clung to them. In this sense, lan-
guage and Newroz were effectively transmuted into causes. To be free to
speak, teach and broadcast in Kurdish and to celebrate Newroz without hin-
drance were political goals for which to agitate. They became rallying points,
poles around which Kurds could coalesce. And in rallying, Kurds were high-
lighting their distinctiveness within Turkey’s political terrain.

Asserting difference is an essential mechanism for identification. Through-
out the interviews and conversations that I conducted, a consistent, implicit
theme was that Kurds latched onto various identity markers, diverse, con-
tested and disparate though they may have been, as mechanisms to create
distinctions between themselves and the dominant Other, in this case, the
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Turks. This was noticeable in Kurdish attitudes to religion and, by extension,
religious and ethnic minorities. While there is no immediately apparent dis-
tinction between the practice of faith between Turks and Kurds, the major-
ity of whom in both cases are Sunni Muslims, Kurds I spoke to wanted to
demonstrate that ‘their’ Islam was open, tolerant and willing to countenance
diversity in kind and degree of religious observance. This was particularly the
case in light of the advance of ISIS, proponents of a violent interpretation of
Islam and a force that many Kurds considered to be supported vicariously or,
as some alleged, directly by Turks and the AKP government. In highlighting
their acceptance of religious diversity, Kurds were denouncing the Islam of
ISIS, and by extension of Turkey. This may be a reflection of what has been
historically a more heterogeneous approach to religion, but it was also a way
of marking distinction from conservative, conformist Islam, which many
Kurds, rightly or wrongly, associated with Turks generally and Erdogan and
the AKP specifically. Here a perception of difference became important.

Kurds” evocation of the landscape were also a means of creating a distinc-
tion between themselves and the Turks. Many I spoke with were keen to
highlight their prior occupancy, the fact that there has been a Kurdish pres-
ence in the lands of Mesopotamia dating back to antiquity, well prior to the
arrival of the Turks in the eleventh century. The idea of roprak (soil) and a
Kurdish link to it recurred among participants; this link was something that
Turks could not claim in the south-eastern part of the country, thus some-
thing that marked Kurds as different. Kurds can claim to be ‘native’, in that
their ancestors were present in Anatolia prior to the arrival of the Turks. In
the same way, attempts to rebrand or reclassify the region as Mesopotamia, or
Anatolia, or Kurdistan, and on a micro scale to reinstitute Kurdish, or other,
names were an effort to repudiate the ‘toponymic engineering’ that had been
imposed by the Turkish state apparatus in earlier decades. Meanwhile, recog-
nising solidarity with Kurds living across borders — claiming closer relations
with Kurds living in Syria than with Turks living in Izmir — was similarly a
way of asserting Kurdish distinctiveness.

All of these markers of Kurdishness are also important for the reason that
they are means of fostering internal cohesion. In using the language, celebrat-
ing Newroz despite disapproval or repressive measures, upholding a version
and vision of Islam different to the Turkish norm, asserting their links to the
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landscape as natives, casting Diyarbakir as a capital city and acknowledging
their ethnic and familial bonds with Kurds living in Iran, Iraq and Syria,
Kurds are drawing close their own kin, providing the mechanisms with which
to instil solidarity. These causes and issues become sources of camaraderie and
the lynchpins of collective identification.

That so many of the aforementioned markers require struggles — to be
able to speak the language, to celebrate Newroz, to repudiate Turkish re-
annotation of the map — in turn points to the important role that resistance
plays as a pole for Kurdish identification. Resistance need not mean military
struggle, and it is not automatically a signal of separatist intent; postures
of resistance point to a broader inclination and aspiration among Kurds, a
struggle to define their own political space within Turkey. In my observa-
tion, this takes place in many forms, even within everyday episodes and
interactions — from small boys chanting in the street to standing in solidar-
ity with those killed in terror attacks. Resisting in mundane circumstances
is important because the Republic of Turkey has long pressured Kurds to
conform, to subscribe to a top-down definition of what the standard citi-
zen should look like. Under earlier Kemalist administrations this meant a
secular, western-inclined, Zurkish citizen. For a time, during the first few
AKP terms, broader debate opened up about national identity, the idea that
Turkey was a ‘mosaic’ gained some support, and legislative and legal reforms
were undertaken in pursuit of EU membership. Here Kurds had more room
to assert a distinct identity. But this was a briefly opened window. The arena
has again contracted, with Erdogan becoming the dominant force in all mat-
ters political, apparently intent on imposing his own will and vision on the
public sphere.

Yet Turkey’s status as a democracy, troubled though it may be, allows
space to push back against this. In June 2015, Kurds saw the HDP as the
instrument that could apply the brakes to the AKP enterprise, and the asso-
ciated project of Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s “Turkish-style’ presidency, both of
which had gathered considerable momentum and stood to significantly alter
Turkey’s political terrain if left unchecked. In supporting the HDP, Kurds
were asserting their Kurdishness but also endeavouring to ensure that Kurdish
voices are heard in Turkey’s parliament. That the HDP convincingly passed

the electoral threshold on 7 June 2015 prompted raucous celebrations, as
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I witnessed in a whirl of whistles, fireworks, wandering humanity and cars
cruising outside the walls of Diyarbakur.

Such elation resulted from winning a record number of seats in the assembly
and, into the bargain, depriving the AKP of its majority and — temporarily —
Erdogan of the opportunity to introduce his presidential model. Kurds had
made their presence felt and, best of all, won representation in parliament — they
had carved out a political space, despite the risk of failing to pass the threshold
and losing all representation, and in the face of considerable hurdles, including
harassment and terror attacks. The election results meant that they were in a
position to have a say in the running of the country, to be able to shape and
contribute to debates and policies that would determine the political trajectory
that Turkey pursued. This suggests that while the Kurdish struggle is one for a
political identity — the freedom to participate within politics, within the ‘daily
plebiscite’, on equal terms, on their own terms — it is at the same time a struggle
for political inpuz. Rather than a struggle that is carried out in its entirety under
the banner of Kurdishness, it is a struggle carried out to have a say in the running

of the country, to participate in its reshaping and redefinition.

Figure C.1  Kurds dance the govend in Eminonil, Istanbul, following the HDP’s electoral

success in June 2015. © William Gourlay.
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This harks back to Dogu Ergil’s findings of 1995. He found that the PKK
won support among Kurds not because it advocated an independent Kurdis-
tan, but because it brought the issue of Kurdish identity onto the agenda and
it fought to improve the circumstances of Kurds living in Turkey. Currently
the HDP wins support for similar reasons: it is a vehicle for Kurdish iden-
tity (among others), but it is primarily a vehicle for participation in Turkey’s
political arena, one with which many Kurds and other under-represented
groups (e.g. Armenians, leftists, et al.) identify. In my observation, Kurds
want representation in Turkey’s parliament because through the weight of
circumstance, living alongside Turks, being educated in Turkish, supporting
Turkish football teams in international leagues, they have become a part of
Turkey’s socio-political fabric.

Donald Horowitz argues that in divided societies ethnic conflict is at the
centre of politics. We might invert this and argue that in a united society,
one that is free, open, pluralist and allows all to contribute, ethnic conflict is
avoided, indeed, is non-existent, because all regardless of ethnicity are able to
participate equally. The sentiments of the Kurds I spoke with echo that. Their
gripe was not with their being a part of Turkey’s political system but with
the restrictions placed upon their participation in it. As Dogu Ergil noted,
they did not want out, they wanted in. Kurdish ethnic identity would not
spur conflict if Kurds were able to live in a truly democratic political entity.
They could and would accept citizenship in such a polity, they would fully
subscribe to the ‘ideal” of Turkey if that ideal did not centre on a vision of
homogenous Turkishness, or one imagined by Erdogan and propagated by
his henchmen, but on a just, free, tolerant, pluralist and democratic society.
Kurds are critical of Turkey, not because it is Turkish, but because it does not

live up to such ideals.

Whither the Kurds?

During the period, between May 2013 and June 2015, that I made visits to
Istanbul and Diyarbakir to gather material for this book, it appeared that pol-
itics in Turkey was on the cusp of change for the better. The Gezi protests, at
first, seemed to be a corrective to Erdogan’s domination of the public sphere.
It looked like Kurdish concerns and demands in Turkey could be addressed
through peaceful, democratic mechanisms. It was a period when Kurds could
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speak their language and celebrate Newroz more freely than they had been
able to in earlier decades. That I found ‘Kurdistan’ T-shirts and Kurdish
literature on sale in Diyarbakir and met Turkish schoolgirls visiting the
Armenian cathedral of Surp Giragos is evidence of the greater acknowledge-
ment and acceptance of ethnic diversity in Turkey. This was a more secure
and confident Turkey, one that was willing to embark on a peace process,
to move beyond the securitised vision of Kurdish politics that had long pre-
vailed, to make concessions in pursuit of the greater good. Discussions of
ethnicity were normalised, viewed as just another facet of political negotia-
tion, rather than as precursors to separatism. There can be little doubt that
this peaceful political milieu — these contingent events — contributed to the
specific contours of the portrait of Kurdish identity that I observed.

The situation, however, was to unravel rapidly. As detailed earlier, since
that time Turkey has endured a consistent escalation of political tensions,
multiple elections, ongoing conflict with the PKK and a coup attempt. Tur-
key’s Kurds have seen cities destroyed, politicians accused of terrorism and
arrested, elected officials removed and Turkish invasions of Afrin and Rojava,
Kurdish-controlled territory in Syria. It is difficult to imagine that the resi-
dents of Diyarbakir, so optimistic and politically engaged in June 2015, still
harbour hope and optimism in the wake of these developments and the raz-
ing and expropriation of large parts of their city in early 2016.

Kurds interviewed in several south-eastern cities, including Diyarbakair, in
late 2015, amid surging violence, largely attributed the collapse of the peace
process and ensuing problems to the actions of the government. They blamed
the AKP for catalysing the resumption of violence as a means to win the
nationalist vote in order to win back their parliamentary majority.” Many of
those interviewed thought the situation in the south-east was similar to that
of the 1990s, an era of terrorism and violence — many thought it was now
worse!l® There is certainly an echo of the 1990s apparent in government rheto-
ric directed at the HDP, Erdogan repeatedly attempting to tar the HDP poli-
ticians with the same brush as the PKK.” Concurrently there were instances
of mob violence directed at Kurds and other oppositional voices.® Such is
the resurgent nationalist mood that in summer 2019 Kurdish tourists from
northern Iraq were set upon by a mob when they tried to take a photograph

of a Kurdistan scarf in Uzungél.’
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It must be pointed out that such instances are the exception rather than
the rule. Broadly speaking there is greater acceptance of a Kurdish presence
in Turkey. And Turkey now pays lip service to its multicultural foundations,
although the AKP ensures that identity politics does not gather sufficient
momentum that it catalyses divergence from the government agenda or
undermines government authority."’ At times Erdogan goes to lengths to win
over Kurds, attempting to rally all ‘who revere the flag’ (‘kim bu bayrak sahip
ctkryorsa’)," and, as noted, often refers to his ‘Kurdish brothers’. At the same
time, he now rarely misses an opportunity to undermine Kurdish political
entities, chiefly the HDP, attempting to sway public sentiment against it in
alleging an HDP-PKK~—terror nexus.

Yet the very fact that Erdogan feels the need to evoke his ‘Kurdish brothers’
demonstrates a realisation that the Kurdish demographic is of considerable
import within Turkey’s political architecture. The general election of 7 June
2015 made that point emphatically. That said, the Kurds were acknowledged
as a sizeable constituency from the early days of the Republic of Turkey, but
at that time their difference was seen as something to be either subdued,
assimilated or denied. Since such measures proved unsuccessful, and are seen
as unconscionable in modern-day politics, Kurds now represent a constitu-
ency that must be won to achieve an electoral majority. In this sense, while
Kurds have long had to endure injustices, inequalities and lack of economic
development, they have not been without agency and have, since 1923, had
an impact on Turkey’s political landscape. This is something that they have
long recognised and that the state has too, albeit adopting different measures
through history to either smother it, during the 1980s and 1990s, or co-opt
it, during the AKP era.

The alacrity with which Erdogan has fallen back on a refrain conflating
Kurdish political groups and terrorist organisations raises the question of
whether the AKP was ever sincere in its attempt to instigate a peace process
with the PKK and a ‘resolution process’ that would address Kurdish con-
cerns. It is true that in recent years other significant political events — the
Gezi protests, the rise of the Syrian Kurds, war with the PKK, the 2016 coup
attempt — have presented challenges to Erdogan and shifted Turkey’s geopo-
litical moorings. Some wariness to challenges, whether from terror groups

or geopolitical shifts, on Erdogan’s part is understandable. But that he now
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incessantly evokes the PKK as public enemy number one makes one wonder
why he thought it an organisation worth negotiating with in the first place.
In essence, Erdogan appears to have subdued any progressive instincts he may
once have harboured and sought recourse in the tried-and-tested national-
ist posture of blaming the usual suspects — both internal and external — for
attempting to upset Turkey’s apple cart. Chief among those usual suspects
is the PKK and the spectre of its intentions and reach among the broader
Kurdish population, including in Syria. Broadly speaking, this is a chorus
that many within the Turkish populace respond to, and with Erdogan’s domi-
nance of the political arena, the media and the national conversation there are
few voices to disabuse them of the idea.

Therein lies a conundrum for Erdogan, and indeed all political actors at
the national level. Discourses that link Kurdish political activity with the
PKK and its terrorist designation win favour in some parts of the electorate,
yet such a discourse is sure to marginalise Kurds who form a significant con-
stituency. That is not to say that Kurds all share the same political opinions
and vote as a bloc — this is clearly not true. Yet politicians evoking the spectre
of PKK terrorism and alleging HDP complicity as a ploy to win the nation-
alist vote, always a sizeable constituency, risk losing the support of many
Kurds, another sizeable constituency. This is less an issue for CHP or MHP
politicians, who win relatively few Kurdish votes, but the AKP, which has
historically enjoyed some Kurdish support, is caught between the stools of a
pluralist posture that will retain Kurdish votes and a hard-line posture that
will appeal to the nationalist cohort.

These dynamics were apparent in the municipal elections of 2019, when
the AKP, having aligned with the hard-line MHP, won a majority of the vote
nationwide but lost the major cities of Istanbul, Ankara and Antalya to the
CHP, in some measure, it is assumed, because the HDP did not run candi-
dates and Kurds voted against the AKP. Prior to the polls, perhaps worried
at wider cooperation between opposition parties, Erdogan had broadened
his accusations of PKK complicity to include the CHP and the IYI Party,
and threatened to dismiss any eventual victors who he alleged were fronts
for the PKK." In view of such threats, any gestures Erdogan made to Kurds
were unsuccessful. HDP co-leader Pervin Buldan noted that Erdogan had

made a habit of ‘winking’ at Kurds during electoral campaigns but Kurds
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were no longer falling for it."” Erdogan made good on his threats, with the
Supreme Electoral Board moving to disallow several HDP mayors-elect from
taking up their posts in the south-east on the grounds that they had pre-
viously been removed for alleged wrongdoings and replaced by ‘trustees’.
Somewhat paradoxically, it appears that pro-government circles attempted
to enlist jailed PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan to buttress AKP interests in
the Istanbul municipal election rerun, with state-run Anadolu Agency claim-
ing that Ocalan suggested Kurds remain independent. Jailed HDP leader
Selahattin Demirtas argued to the contrary and urged Kurds to vote against
AKP candidate Binali Yildirim. Since the HDP emerged as an electoral
power, and as it wins votes from Turks and Kurds, the AKP has accused it
of being a front for the PKK, but here the ostensible leaders of the two par-
ties, Ocalan and Demirtas, sent different messages to Kurds. This undercuts
the AKP’s claims that the HDP operates at the behest of the PKK, but also
reveals a level of cynicism on the part of the AKP, which merrily vilifies the
PKK to ingratiate itself in the eyes of Turkish nationalists while simultane-
ously seeking to enlist the PKK leader to curry favour with Kurdish voters.
Such circumstances illustrate the ongoing difhiculties facing Kurdish poli-
ticians and constituents, left at the mercy of Erdogan’s whims and official
manipulations. Yet the result of the do-over election in Istanbul, when Ekrem
Imamoglu convincingly defeated the AKP candidate with the enthusiastic
support of Kurdish voters, demonstrates that even if Kurdish voters and can-
didates may operate in straitened circumstances, at the ballot box they still
follow their own trajectory and refuse to concede to official machinations.
Imamoglu’s win is significant for several other reasons. It demonstrated
that Kurds can have a significant impact on election results, not only in the
south-east where they are the majority, but also in Turkey’s big cities where
they make up large minorities. It also indicated that a new form of politics,
that does not follow the Erdogan template, may be successful. Indeed, Turkey
may be ripe for it. Campaigning in Istanbul, Imamoglu sought to engage
directly with the electorate, delivering a message of inclusiveness intended to
bridge divides, in stark contrast to Erdogan’s stage-managed rallies which are
big on heated rhetoric and hectoring of opponents and purported enemies
but allow no space for interaction. Thus although Erdogan has determinedly

led Turkey along a trajectory of his own definition, progressively dominating
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the political space and driving a discourse that has polarised the electorate,
after so long in power and with a weakening economy, room may be opening
for alternative voices. While campaigning from prison for the 2018 presi-
dential election, Selahattin Demirtas opined on the divisiveness of Erdogan’s
rthetoric and the oppressive measures he doled out to opponents of all
ilk, writing, “What was limited to the Kurds has become the norm for Mr
Erdogan’s opponents elsewhere too. The only hope for a liberal, democratic
future lies in our coming together to defeat the authoritarian regime.’

The result of the rerun municipal election in Istanbul indicates that such
a future may be possible. Imamoglu maintained his determination to engage
with Kurds by meeting with and offering encouragement to Kurdish mayors
in August 2019, even after they — like others before them — had been removed
from office on grounds of supporting ‘terrorism’.' Nonetheless, Erdogan still
has tricks up his sleeve, such as evoking the spectre of Kurdish ‘terrorismy’, which
he used as a pretext for the invasion of Rojava two months later. This won
him wide acclaim from Turks of all stripes, his popularity rebounding instan-
taneously, and saw all parties except the HDP rallying around the flag. How
this will play out in the long term for Turkey is more difficult to determine, as
international criticism mounts and Kurds in Turkey are further frustrated.

All of this suggests that although Kurdish identity and political positions
have long been shaped by the ‘contingent events’ that unfurl in Turkey’s socio-
political arenas, it is not that Kurds have always been helplessly passive, con-
ceding to and being subdued by the forces of nation building and currents of
national politics. Indeed, as active players in political affairs, Kurds have in
various ways shaped the trajectory of the Turkish polity: as such, Kurds have
themselves constituted a series of ‘contingent events’ that have influenced Tur-
key’s identity and socio-political development. This is as true of the early years
of the Republic, when Kurdish rebellions temporarily disrupted the smooth
implementation of the modernisation project, as of the PKK insurgency that
peaked in the 1990s and the electoral emergence of the HDP in 2015 that
stalled the AKP’s hitherto unstoppable rise. Even now, when Erdogan has
amassed so much power he must still pay heed to the Kurdish factor, whether
that be courting the Kurdish vote or vilifying Kurdish actors to appeal to
the nationalist rump. Accordingly, Kurds seem to be subconsciously aware of
their own political clout. As so many Kurds related to me, they feel that, by
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dint of going to school with Turks, marrying Turks, befriending Turks, they
belong in Turkey. At the same time they are determined to defend their iden-
tity and political spaces and to have their say. They may rail at injustices in the
Turkish system, but this demonstrates that they expect justice from that very
system. Kurdish agitation is not a rejection of Turkey, but a desire for a better
Turkey, one where Kurds can confidently assert their identity alongside that
of the Turks.

Although Kurdish identity is no longer regarded in Turkey as something
to be denied or erased, in the tense political circumstances that prevail it is
still deemed threatening in many quarters. Yet the actions of the fans of the
oft-maligned — assertively Kurdish — Amedspor football team demonstrate
another current that has flowed in Kurdish politics and society, one that has
often been entirely overlooked or discounted — that the majority of Kurds
just want to get ahead and in so doing contribute to a more vibrant Turkey.
In March 2019, a rare occasion when they were allowed to travel outside of
Diyarbakir to see their team play, the fan group fetched up in Istanbul as
Amedspor took on Eyiipspor. At an away stadium, under the watchful eye of
a prominent police presence, Amedspor’s Kurdish supporters set up a chant:
‘Amedspor! Eytipspor! Hand in hand, arm in arm, both teams unite! Peace
in the stadium! Hey, pro-government media, do you hear us? Do you see

us chanting for peace?’"
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