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A small, dark office in the basement floor of an apartment building in Taksim. The sound of traffic filtering in from the busy street outside. Color photographs tacked to a wall next to a secretary’s desk: two young girls in red posing in the lush grass, with mountains in the background. These are the two worlds of Gülümser Kalik. One, the workaday world of the center city. The other, a small village in eastern Turkey. Memories and the dream of return. For Gülümser, like others who have lost the spaces of their childhood as a result of the war in eastern Turkey, places of belonging, and identities, are always plural. 

This paper is part of a research project which explores the construction of notions of self and belonging among youth through the way the past is represented in life history narratives. In this paper, I take up the life history narrative of Gülümser Kalik, a 

29-year-old single young woman from Tunceli, now living in Istanbul. I will show that in her narrative, Gülümser constructs a timeless image of her village, an image posed against the painful flux of migration. I will argue that Gülümser’s identity as a gendered person conflicts with her identity as the member of a collectivity; a conflict generated by the memory of opposition between this collectivity and the State. Thus, for Gülümser, her cultural origins are part of the material through which she interprets the past, constructing her story (and sense of self) in “personal time” which is coeval—though often in conflict with— “collective time” and “national time.” 

Identity, Memory and Oral History 

Few would disagree that the new millennium is ushering in an era in many ways distinctly different from the past. The harbingers of this new era include globalization/transnationalism, the eroding of the nation-state (nonwithstanding new or revitalized nationalisms), the emergence of new communication technologies, the expansion of the cultural domain exemplified by the rise of identity politics, the emergence of the “new” subject/citizen and a changed relationship to time 

and space (Appadurai 1996; Boyarin 1994). Today, structures of power increasingly operate in the cultural domain and through the “body” (Turner 1996). The “new subject,” therefore, rather than the collectivity, has increasingly become the axis of contemporary debates on identity (Ochs and Capps 1996). The question facing contemporary society is whether post-nationalist democracies, embodying a notion of citizenship based on the acknowledgement of (cultural) difference as directly linked to civic rights, will emerge (Bader 1997). This concern helps explain the current preoccupation with belonging, and in particular, with the way the past figures for and in the present (Borneman 1992).

The rise of identity politics and the growing centrality of the subject/body as the axis of identity, has resulted in a rediscovery of oral/life history
 (Portelli 1997), a growing interest in other means of self-expression through text, image and performance (Lury 1997) and in a proliferation of theories of narrative and performance (Ezzy 1998). Research on memory confirming the presentism of human memory (Rubin 1996) has given added impetus to oral history research based on narrativist/hermeneutic perspectives (Somers and Gibson 1994), while leading some historians to argue in favor of a redrawing of the boundaries between “history” and “memory” (Megill 1998).
 

With older adults, the usual subjects of life history research, the axis of the narrative tends to be located in the past, usually in the formative period of youth as emphasized by Mannheim in his classic study of generations (Mannheim 1952). For young people—oriented as they are towards the present and the future—the past, in so far as it exists, gains significance primarily in terms of the present. Since memory tends to work this way as well, life history research on youth is a useful means of exploring how the past is reconstructed in and for the present.

Research on memory is of particular significance in the Turkish context due to the discourse and experience of Turkish modernity. The Turkish modernity project tended to discount the everyday experience (including memories) of ordinary persons in its 

attempt to create a single national identity within a historically multicultural 

geography (Bozdoğan and Kasaba 1997).  Legislation on the measurement of time, on 

dress, on language, and the creation of a new “national” education system focused on building new rituals of public (and personal) life and new ways of thinking, feeling and being (Yapı Kredi 1998). But other ways of being persisted, coexisting and often conflicting with the Republican idea of personhood. The Turkish modernity project resulted in a gap between public (and written) discourse and the everyday experience of ordinary persons in Turkey. 

How did communities, families and individuals come to terms with the Turkish modernity project? We don’t know very well, for, emanating from the same modernist elite that ushered in these political and social reforms, or moving up through the ranks in the “national” education system, Turkish intellectuals themselves had a built-in distance from the domain of (what is now referred to as) “popular culture.” This may be an artifact of historical continuity at a time of seemingly rapid change (Akarlı 1998). Like ethnography, oral history research makes it possible to bridge the gap between everyday life and public culture, and between lived experience and social analysis in Turkey. Life history also opens the way for the study of subjectivity, an area much neglected in Turkey due to the preoccupation with collective identity, epitomized by the “Republican generation”; educated youth sharing the ideal of transforming society in their own image (Urgan 1998). Oral history makes it possible to explore how ordinary persons from different backgrounds viewed this bold and costly social experiment, how they variously believed in it, contributed to it, opposed it; how they positioned their own lives and the lives of their families vis-a-vis the national project. In short, how they lived: in tandem with the national project, outside it, or in conflict with it? 

Education, and therefore youth, played a central role in the Turkish social engineering project aimed at creating a homogenous population with a single shared identity (Kaplan 1999). Youth, the cornerstone of Turkish modernization, were also among the first to rebel. Alternative political projects to the left and right of the political spectrum have in recent decades been overtaken by identity-based movements, including Islamist, Kurdish and Alevi political projects, as well as by the actions of increasingly vocal individuals (and citizens’ groups) who have begun to make their own claims for the recognition of (cultural) difference and of the rights of citizens in an ostensibly democratic State, particularly through the new media (Aksoy and Robbins 1997). Youth, who embodied the Turkish “revolution” at the time of the establishment of the Republic, have since become a sizeable proportion of the population at the same time as increasing access to education and delays in age at marriage and in entry into the job market in recent years have led to the extension of youth as a life stage, coupled with the emergence of “youth cultures” (Neyzi 1998b). 

The Turkish experience with modernity resulted in a radically changed relationship of persons to space. For those raised in urban areas, the locales of their childhood have been transformed. For those from rural areas now living in cities, their villages often live on primarily in memory. Rural-urban as well as transnational migration has meant that most youth are cut off from the spaces of their childhood and/or the places of allegiance of their parents, which affects their sense of time (and of the past). For second-generation migrants in global cities, their relationship to place has no historical depth; many circulate between several locales, nomads calling no place (or all place) “home.” (Seyhan 1996). For young people, the uncertainty associated with their economic futures and their sense of belonging have made this liminal stage of the life cycle ever more uncertain, a time of neither-here-nor-there outside the realm of adult public culture (Giroux n.d.). 

The research project of which this paper is part asks, how is the discourse and experience of Turkish modernity, characterized as it is by a lack of continuity in relationship to time and space, a feature further accentuated at the wake of the new millennium, represented in life history narratives of youth of/from Turkey? How do (trans)national time, collective time and personal time overlap, coexist or conflict in these narratives? What is the space(s) and time(s) to which youth belong? 

How may narrative/performance constitute a space within which youth construct an identity with its own time/place configuration?  Is narrative/performance of the self/body a new space for the creation of continuity (or at least, of meaning) vis-a-vis identity? How does this affect perceptions of the past, both as a time and as a place? (Huyssen 1995). What is the nature of subjectivity among youth in the era of identity politics? How may life history open up new spaces for the expression of subjectivities distinct from, though always in relation to, collective identities? Can the seeming fragmentation of identities in Turkey today lead to a new post-national belongingness centered on the acknowledgement of a shared geography as well as a shared experience of living that spans many more generations than the four that came of age since 1923? 

The study also asks, how do the life history narratives of youth, raised as they are in the age of new information technologies, differ from that of previous generations? (Ortner 1998). How does the increasingly visual orientation of the younger generation affect the narratives they create? In an era where lives are lived “virtually,” how may narratives, including visual narratives, be as “real,” if not more so, than the daily lives of young people? (Williams et al. 1997). An interesting question vis-à-vis oral history research in Turkey is the extent to which established oral traditions of narrative and performance affect the narratives of young persons today, including their self-expression by means of new communication technologies. Research on oral history in Turkey can also be used to create action projects of self and collective expression through the writing of autobiographies, family and regional histories, and the creation of multimedia projects based on personal/collective history. It can help bring praxis into the forefront of Turkish social science, which has been weighed down by largely “academic” debates with few direct links to the everyday experience of ordinary persons.

Gülümser’s Story

Gülümser Kalik, whose life history narrative is analyzed in this paper, was born in 1970 in the village of Aşkirik in the Pülümür district of Tunceli (formerly Dersim) province in eastern Turkey. She lived here until completing primary school. In 1981, she went to live with her married brother in Izmir in order to attend high school. In 1988, she migrated for the second time, this time to Istanbul, where she lives at present with her married sister, working as a secretary for a private firm. Gülümser’s relatives and fellow villagers are scattered throughout Turkey and the globe. Her parents live in İzmir and her siblings in İstanbul, Ankara, Bursa, İzmir and Canada. Gülümser, who attends the open university, would like to study fine arts, but so far her circumstances have not made this possible. In her spare time she draws, both by hand and on the computer, as well as reading extensively on cultural topics. I interviewed Gülümser formally on three occasions, although the interviewer-interviewee relationship gradually developed into a joint project to which Gülümser contributed autobiographical writings, poems and artwork as well as reflections on my own writing about her. It is with the aim of conveying Gülümser’s own voice that I have chosen to present below original quotes (in Turkish) from her life history narrative. 

If national identity is defined with reference to “Turkishness,”
 Gülümser is distinctly 

“other”. She describes herself as Alevi
 and Kurdish
 as well as from a region (Dersim) historically identified with a rebellion against the Turkish State. In this sense, Gülümser’s life history narrative makes it possible to explore the construction of self and belonging in collectivities that have had a historically ambivalent relationship to the Turkish modernity project. 

However, rather than viewing this narrative as “typical” of an “other” identity 

representing an imagined unitary collectivity, it is preferable to analyze Gülümser’s 

story as a unique performance, a creative take of the self/body as simultaneously “subject position” and inventor. This approach grows out of a critique of the concept of culture in a poststructuralist, transnational era, where it is increasingly individuals who embody identities rather than collectivities (Marcus 1998). 

To understand Gülümser’s identity, not only her cultural origins and relationship to the national narrative but her identity as a gendered person (Leydesdorff et al. 1996) and as the member of a generation need to be considered (Eyerman and Turner 1998). For Gülümser, her identity as a gendered person tends to conflict with her identity as 

the member of a cultural collectivity, a conflict which she believes is generated by the memory of opposition between the collectivity and the State. Gülümser’s discourse is also more personalized than that of previous generations who tended to differentiate less (at least in discourse) between their identities as persons and their collective identities (Neyzi 1999; Neyzi 1998a).
 For Gülümser, her cultural origins are part of the material through which she interprets the past, constructing her story (and sense of self) in personal time, which is coeval—though often in conflict with—collective time and national time. 

Gülümser’s narrative lends support to the argument that it is not only those viewed (or who view themselves) as “other,” but potentially all individuals (citizens), and the younger generation in particular, who are experiencing a crisis of belonging given the current crisis of the State in Turkey. As we shall see, Gülümser’s own means of 

dealing with her existential crisis has been to build a personal network within which difference and hybridity, both cultural and personal, is not only acknowledged but valued.
In her narrative, Gülümser constructs a timeless image of the “traditional” village, an 

image she opposes to the experience of migrant families in exile. This image is represented in the drawings she makes of the village on the computer. It is significant that oral tradition and memory are transformed thereby into a visual image. Gülümser deals with the repression she feels imposed on her by her family in the city by using the image of her carefree child self as the basis of a personal identity in which she acknowledges her cultural origins with reference to space. Rebelling against family and collectivity, she is yet bound to place and origins through the image which she creates on the computer. This is the village the way she remembers it in the present. But it is also modeled on oral tradition and the experience of tolerance in the world not of her parents but of her grandparents, when different collectivities coexisted in the space of Dersim. Might such memories of an imagined pre-nationalist intersubjectivity provide a blueprint for a post-nationalist social contract in this geography?

Memory: Dowe

In this section, I will explore the ways in which Gülümser constructs the past in her narrative through the image of her natal village, which is also the “space” of her childhood. Like other recent migrants in Istanbul from eastern Turkey, Gülümser was 

born in a rural area. Ironically, some of the new ‘nomads’ circulating in a transnational world (Lavie and Swedenburg 1996) have been forced to migrate as a result of  new or revitalized nationalisms, often concretized by civil war. Because of the ongoing war between the PKK and the Turkish State, Gülümser has been unable to visit her village for ten years. Her village has been destroyed by this war. As a result, she views herself not only as a migrant, but as an exile within national borders. Because there is no village to return to, memories of her childhood in the village have become an important reference point for Gülümser’s attempt to construct a sense of self in the present. 

Gülümser’s life history includes a number of different narratives of her village. These include a narrative of the Dersim rebellion (based on her memories of the oral account of her maternal grandmother who lived through 1938), a narrative of the “traditional” village (in which memories of her childhood blend with memories of her grandmother’s account to create an “ethnographic present,” a mythic village as a sacred space), a narrative of her own experiences as a child, and a narrative of the village as it exists today.

At the beginning of our interview, in response to my first question concerning her life story, Gülümser referred not to her birth date, but to a date that turned out to be of greater significance to her life history: 1938. As I came to find out, ’38 refers to the violent suppression of local resistance in Dersim to the centralizing impulse of the Republican State in 1937-38 (Kalman 1995). Subsequently, survivors were exiled to other regions of Anatolia; Dersim (renamed Tunceli) remaining uninhabited for a decade. For Gülümser, the memory of ’38 is an indirect one, based on the oral narratives of elders, particularly her maternal grandmother, who recounted her harrowing experiences to her granddaughter in the form of stories. Through these oral narratives, a familial and collective memory of  this central event in the history of the province was passed down; a narrative distinct from (and opposed to) the national narrative. It is thus that Gülümser’s timescale begins in ’38: in the very formation of her being, her identity is separate from, and opposed to, national 

identity. Her notion of time, or of history, then, is constructed on the basis of a 

dichotomy between “national time” and “community time.” Gülümser’s story shows how repression created the opposite of what was intended: Despite the fact that the people of Tunceli have tended to identify with a staunchly secularist version of Kemalism, ’38 has been branded into the memories of individuals, feeding the insecurity of a minority identity in the present. We will see below how the memory of ’38 leads Gülümser to construct her own migration as a second migration (and second exile).

At the same time, though, as we shall see below, Gülümser speaks in her narrative of a third time, “personal time,” which emerges out of her conflictual relationship, particularly as a woman, with her family and community. Gülümser’s “personal time,” the time (and space) of her body as a gendered person, is out of sync with both national time and community time. Viewing the experience (and performance) of telling her life story (as well as drawing and writing autobiographical texts) as part of 

a quest to enlarge the space of her “personal time,” Gülümser became a willing participant in this research project on identity in Turkey.

1938

This is how Gülümser speaks of ’38: 

“’38 için, ‘Allah onları geri getirmesin, Allah kimsenin başına vermesin’ derler. Anneannem teker teker anlatırdı. Şöyle gittik, asker oradan geldi. Biz ağacın arkasına saklandık. Oradan vurdular, gittik, dere vardı, dereye oturduk. Biraz dinlendik, sonra hepimiz, şu şu şu şu—isim sayardı—gittik mağarada biraz helva pişirdik. Bir keresinde asker gelmiş, mağaranın tepesinde çocuk ağlıyormuş, kadının biri çocuğun ağzını kapatmış ki ses gitmesin, asker görmesin, geri dönsün diye. İnsanları çoluk çocuk yanyana dizmişler, makinalı tüfekle tam öldüreceklermiş ki bir emir geliyor, öldürmekten vazgeçiliyor, göç ettiriliyor. O şekilde kurtulmuşlar. Ölen kim, kalan kim dağılmış, herkes çoluğunu çocuğunu kapıp da hayatını kurtarma çabasına girmiş. Tunceli kapanmış.”

Gülümser’s grandmother was sent to the town of Sinop on the Black Sea: 

“Bir tacı varmış anneannemin gümüşten, burnunda da hızması. ‘Bunları devlete vereceğime deniz alsın’ demiş, atmış Karadeniz’e.”
 
Like many children who were orphaned in that period, Gülümser’s father was adopted by a Turkish family and raised in Ankara. Some families chose to return to Tunceli in the late 1940s, when an amnesty was declared. Gülümser’s maternal aunt died in Sinop soon after marrying a Sunni man against the wishes of her family. Subsequently, Gülümser’s mother, who was studying to be a school teacher, was removed from school by Gülümser’s grandmother and forced to return to Tunceli and to marry there:
“Gittikleri yerlerde kendileriyle ilgili bir şey anlatamamışlar kimseye. Komşu kadını severmiş anneannem ama sevmek ayrı, güvenmek ayrı. Onların iyi dost olabileceğini, yakın olabileceğini düşünmemiş. Sonunda hepsi almış başını, geri dönmüş. Herkes ev kurmuş oturmuş, yine düzen başlamış.”

According to Gülümser, the identity of individuals from Tunceli is constructed in 

large part on the basis of the memory of that first experience of exile: 

“Bizimkiler şehre gidince, oradaki insanların kapalı olduğunu görüp örtünme ihtiyacı duymuşlar. Çünkü oradaki insanlar tarafından kötü davranılması korkusu varmış. Kendi kızlarına kısıtlama getirmişler. Size normal gelen şeyler, dışarda anormal gibi görülebiliyor. Anneannem herhangi birinin koluna girip yürüyebilir, ‘Yavrum’ diye sarılır, hiç fark etmez. Ama gelişigüzel birinin koluna girmek Türk yapısına aykırı bir şey. Bu yakınlık kurma işlemi bile bir şekilde kısıtlanmış.”

The experience of ’38 had a two-fold result. On the one hand, it reinforced regional solidarity. On the other hand, it made the people of Dersim more aware of the world outside and of the need to adapt in order for the next generation to make a place for themselves in Turkish society. The experience of ’38 led Gülümser’s parents’ generation to insist on educating their children, which included teaching them Turkish: 

“Bizimkiler dil bilmemenin güçlüğünü çektikleri için kendi çocuklarını okula vermişler. Dış dünyaya karşı gözleri kapalı olmasın demişler. Okusunlar, öğrensinler, iki dünyayı da tanısınlar, kendi tercihlerini kendileri yapsınlar istemişler. Bizim insanlarımız iki yerde de bir bağları olsun isterler. Bu belki de ‘38’de kendilerini ortada kalmış gibi hissetmelerindendir. Çünkü kendileri bunun acısını çok çekmişler.”

It is only later that parents would become disillusioned with national education, when youth from Dersim turned to leftist politics in large numbers: 

“O dönemin gençlerinin sohbetleri çoktu. Okuyan gençler köyde istediklerini yaptırabiliyorlardı. Ailelerin onlara çok büyük güveni ve saygısı vardı. Okudukları için onlar her şeyi daha iyi bilir düşüncesi vardı. Sonra okullarda olaylar, tutuklanmalar olunca eğitimin çocuklara zarar verdiği kanısına vardılar. Önce ellerine verdiler fakat baktılar ki sonuç ölümüne götürecek. Dolayısıyla onların elinden geri aldılar. Mesela babam abimi okuldan aldı.”

Sacred Space

In her narrative, Gülümser constructs an image of the mythic past, the “traditional” village as it existed beyond time, in the ethnographic present. This image is based both on her childhood memories and on her grandmother’s account of the pre-’38 era.
 This is how Gülümser describes Aşkirik: 

“Vadiler, dağlar, sonra ormanlık; yazın otlar insan boyunu aşıyor. Ceviz ağaçlarıyla kaplı köyün içi, evler görünmüyor. Çeşmeler var, kaynak suları, buz gibi. Köyün üstünde hiç bitmeyen kar, dağların başında.”

She refers to a genealogical document kept by the religious elders of Aşkirik, all of whose inhabitants are said to descend from an ancestor known as “Boli” hailing from Iran. The inhabitants of the village are known as “Bolyo,” or the descendants of Boli. This is how Gülümser imagines “traditional” village life before the catastrophe of ’38, when “history” intervenes: 

“Onların yaşamı çok rahatmış. Kendileri çalışıp, kendileri yemişler. Kimsenin şehir yüzü gördüğü yokmuş. Belki de devletin bunlardan haberi bile yokmuş. Bazı aşiret kavgaları da olmuş, olmamış değil. Ama karışanı görüşeni yok, herkes kendi havasında. İsteyen istediğiyle evleniyor, kimse kimseye karışmıyor. Yılın belirli zamanlarında yapılanlar onları bağlıyor. Bir de giyinme özgürlüğü, baş örtme olayı olmamış olması.”

Ironically, this description is not very different from images based on her own experiences in the village as recently as the 1970s: 

“Kuzulara gidiyorduk. Çok eğlenceliydi o hayat. Özgürsün her şeyden önce. Ben mesela kuzulara seve seve giderdim, çünkü benim bütün arkadaşlarım kuzulara giderdi. Eskiden yaylada çadır hayatı vardı. Hepimiz akşamları bir çadırda toplanır, şarkılar söyler, körebe oynardık. Bizim hiç bir zaman kapılarımız kilitli olmazdı. ‘Günah’ derlerdi, ‘kapılarını kapatma. Tanrı misafiri geri çevrilmez’.”

For Gülümser, then, who cannot return, the village has become frozen in time, an image to sustain her in the city. This follows also from her view of the village as a sacred space.

Because of the historical experience of exile and return, there is an important relationship between geography and identity in Tunceli, enhanced by the importance of place in the syncretic cosmology of the Alevi of Dersim, for whom souls transmigrate and water, fire, mountains and the moon are personified and sanctified. As part of the community, the person/body “belongs” to the places which protect it, including water sources, mountains, and the souls of the dead who continue to visit homes after death. In this cosmology, there is no distinction between this life and the next, matter and spirit; the geography encompasses and stands for all
. The folklore of the region includes stories of various heroic figures, such as Düzgün Baba, which are at the same time well-known landmarks such as mountains (Kemali 1992). Thus Gülümser’s grandmother appealed to the moon in the form of a female, or to the souls of her dead relatives, to protect the living: 

“Anneannem başka varlıklara inanan bir kadın. Mesela aya tapardı. Sabahleyin kalkar, duvarı öper, ‘Ya Ana Fatma’ diye dua etmeye başlardı. Ana Fatma dediği ay. Her Perşembe günü ocağa helva atardı. Kaç tane ölmüş tanıdığı varsa, teker teker onların ismini söyleye söyleye ateşe helva atmaya başlardı. Her Perşembe bizim evde bir helva kokusu...Onun inancına göre bütün ölmüşleri Perşembe günü kendi evlerinin çevresine gelip onun kokusuyla anıldıklarını duyarlarmış. Onlar ölüp gitmiş ama ruhları bizim evi koruyor, evin görünmeyen koruyucuları onlar.”

“Ziyaret,” visiting, is a form of communing with both a familiar place and with the spirits embodied there. In this manner particular places, such as water sources or mountains are visited from time to time: 

“Hangi dağa, yaylaya giderseniz korunduğunu hissediyor insanlar. Hepsinin içinde o kutsal yerlere bağlılık var. Kutsal sulara jar diyorlar. Abdel Musa denilen çok büyük bir göze var. Belirli zamanlarda yayla halkı temiz kıyafetler giyer, ziyarete gider. Bir şeyler pişirilir, kurbanlar kesilir. Hepsi o kaynağın olduğu yerde toplanır onu anarlar.”

Thus, geography is central to identity in Tunceli, which is doubly tragic given the inability of natives to live in or visit their land today.
 

These mythic images of the village are in stark contrast to the present-day reality of Tunceli, which has been denuded by the war. The houses have been destroyed due to an earthquake and the war. The few remaining inhabitants, mostly the elderly, are no longer allowed to go to the mountain pastures. They are forced to place their food stocks at the local military station. The village school is closed. Gülümser emphasizes the fact that the recent migration is largely involuntary and that the villagers feel caught between the military and the PKK:

“Bizimkiler bu olayların dışındalar. İki kişi birbirleriyle kavga ediyor, ama kimin için kavga ettikleri belli değil. Çıkıp gitseler de rahat etsek diye düşünüyorlar. Göç etmek dışında yapabilecekleri bir şey yok. Yine hepimiz kırılacağız düşüncesi de olabilir. Ama yaşayamıyor bizimkiler burada. Eve kapanıp oturamaz o insanlar. Yürümeli, gitmeli, koşturmalı. Boşluğu dolduramıyorlar. Orada kendi kendilerinin patronları. Buraya gelip az maaşla başkasının emri altında çalışmak yapabilecekleri bir şey değil. Ruhları kaldırmıyor. İçki içiyorlar, sigara içiyorlar, kahvelere gidiyorlar.”

It is significant that the only negative image in Gülümser’s memories of the village concerns her account of the time when soldiers came to the village after the 1980 military coup to confiscate arms: 

“İlkokulu bitirene kadar asker gördüm sayılmaz. Soğuk gelirdi bana. Benim abim asker kıyafetleriyle karşıma gelsin, onu da sevmezdim. Bir gün kuzulardayız. Kuzuların olduğu yer köye giden yolun üstündeydi. Biz böyle otururken siyah arabaların geldiğini gördük. Bütün evlere girip çıktılar, arama yaptılar. Bizi okulun önünde sıraya çektiler. Ellerinde bir telsiz. Gösterdiler, ‘bunu gören var mı?’ diye. Ben hayatımda telsiz görmemiştim. Ama görmüş olsak bile söylemezdik. Bundan eminim. Sonra eve gittik, babalarımız yok. Dayağa çekmişler kahvede. Bir şey bulamadılar. Ama şu vardı. Bizim kendi dilimizden kasetler vardı Zazaca ve askeri arabaları görünce bütün ev kasetleri aldığı gibi toprağın içine gömdüler.”

Exile: City

At the age of eleven, Gülümser was sent to İzmir to attend high school. Gülümser’s account of her experiences in İzmir is constructed vis-a-vis two distinct histories of migration. On the one hand, the original forced migration, or exile, of ’38, and on the other, the tendency among families in Tunceli beginning in the 1950s, of sending their children outside the region for schooling, a practice that was an outcome of the experience of ‘38. 

Gülümser recounts that as a child, she longed to see the city, and to return to the village triumphant, an educated youth, just like her elder siblings before her: 

“O dönemde benim hayalimde şöyle bir şey vardı. Liseyi bitireceğim, köye gideceğim. Abimler gibi ben de her eve girip çıkacağım. Köydeki insanlar benim dediklerimi yapacaklar. Orada harika bir dünyam olacak.”

However, her experience of migration is one of disappointment and disillusionment: 

“Çok merak ediyordum bu köyün dışında ne var diye. Sonra gittim, beğenmedim. O masal kitaplarındaki yerleri arıyordum. Gideceğim her yerin köy gibi yemyeşil, uzun otları olacağını hayal ediyordum. Apartmanların bu kadar çirkin olduğunu düşünmemiştim. Sevmiyordum İzmir’i. Sanki elimden bir şeyler alınmış gibi geliyordu.”

Separated from her parents, having to live with her sister-in-law who saw her as a burden, Gülümser’s need to remain loyal to her family resulted in a retreat into herself, a move enhanced by the realization of cultural difference (and disparagement) in the city. Although a good student, by her late teens Gülümser gave up her school work, going through a period of personal crisis, which coincided with a crisis of adolescence: 

“Çocukluğumda ailem benim için mükemmeldi. Babam bir Tanrı, annem Tanrıçaydı. Allah için söyleniyor bir şeyler, ama karşımda gördüğüm onlardı. Çocukluğumdaki o rahatlığı, o kendimi bulamadım İzmir’de. Yıllarca ayrı yaşadım, ailemle ilişkim koptu. Köye gidince sanki misafirmiş gibi davranıyordum. Çünkü İzmir’de öyle yapmak zorundaydım.”

Gülümser’s crisis of adolescence was confounded by the difficulties she experienced in school as a bilingual person:

“Ben önce Kürtçe, sonra Türkçe öğrendim. Ailede iki dili birden konuşuyorduk. Kürtçe, Türkçe bazen o kadar birbirine karışıyordu ki, ortaokulda bunun güçlüklerini çektim. Konuştuğum kelimenin Türkçe olmadığını, karşımdaki “Ne demek istiyorsun?’ dediği zaman anlıyordum.”
 

Gülümser was admonished by her family to hide her identity in public. Despite her curiosity about the lives of her friends from Sunni backgrounds, she tended to keep close to home during her years in high school:

“Derste bir konuşma sırasında bir arkadaş çıktı, ‘Onlar Kızılbaş’ dedi. Bu, ailemin söylediklerini haklı çıkaran bir olay oldu. ‘Dışlanırsın, söyleme, bilmelerine gerek yok’ diyorlardı. Izmir’deyken farklıydım. Sünni arkadaşlarımın evine gitmiyordum. Hem merak ediyordum, hem de bana zarar gelebileceğini düşünüyordum.”
 

This personal crisis led Gülümser to abandon her schoolwork, so that even though she was a good student, she was unsuccessful in the university entrance examinations:

 “Lise sonda her şeyi bıraktım. Üniversiteyi kazanmayacağımı biliyordum. Bütün gün yaptığım şey kapının önünde top oynamaktı. Alıyordum topu, vuruyordum duvara, tap tap!”

After graduating from high school, Gülümser began to rebel against her family: much of this rebellion centered on an opposition she constructed between the freedom of her child self in the village and her restricted life as a young woman in the city. According to Gülümser, the fear of disparagement which led Alevi families to hide their identity in public, along with pressures towards inmarriage, led families to repress their daughters in the city, which was not the case in the village. Just as in the case of Kemalism and Islamism, for the Alevi community as well, women embody the community, thus bearing the brunt of the identity problem in the city (Göle 1997). For Gülümser, family, which represented solidarity in the village, became identified with repression in the city: 

“Ben köye gittiğim zaman çok rahat olurdum. Buraya geldiğim zaman kısıtlama gördüm. Ablam köyden çıktığı zaman anneannem ‘Bir başörtü örtseydin, gittiğin yerin insanları kötü gözle bakarlar sana’ derdi. Köydeki hayatı seviyordum. Şehirdeki aileleri sevmiyorum. Şehir hayatında engelleyici bir unsur olarak gördüm o bağları. Ben çocukluğumda hiç baskı görmeden, özgür yaşamış biriyim. Belirli bir yaştan sonra kısıtlama görüyorsunuz. Ben bunu ‘38 dönemine, bu insanların bir zamanlar yaşadıkları korkulara bağlıyorum.”
 

This is why, while acknowledging her cultural roots, rather than retreating into her community in the city, she chose to strike out on her own upon moving to Istanbul, building her own personal network. The cost, however, of her choices is high: loneliness, anxiety about the future and the reality of being a single dependent young woman at the age of 29. Gülümser expresses her feelings in a series of drawings she has been making on the computer.

Pandora’s Box: Youth and Belonging at the Millennium

In 1988, at the age of 18, Gülümser decided to migrate for the second time, this time to the city of Istanbul. This move marked the beginning of a changed relationship to her family, and the search for a new way of becoming the “carefree goatherd” in the city. Leaving İzmir, Gülümser negotiated a new relationship with her community, as well as initiating a new, personal strategy for dealing with others: 

“İki dünya arasında kalmışsın, düğümleniyor gibi oluyorsun. ‘Ben İstanbul’a gideceğim’ dedim. Abim, ‘Yalnız gidemezsin Gülümser’ dedi.‘Ben sürekli sizin dizinizin dibinde oturmak zorunda mıyım? Peki benim hayatım nerde’ diye başladım sormaya.”
 

Gülümser came to Istanbul, where she stayed with her sister and worked at a series of secretarial jobs. She also began to venture forth to build her own network:

“Ben asiyim, içimden asiyim. Sorun benim kendimi bulmamdı, ben ne istiyorum, o vardı. Benim amacım, bir şekilde tanımak, Sünni ailelerin içine girmek, onların aile yaşantısını görmek. Onu da elde ettim. Kız arkadaşlarımın evine gittim, onlar bana geldiler, bir diyalog kurmaya çalıştım.”

Part of her search for her own sense of self included coming to terms with being Alevi both in the sense of acknowledging her background in public and in not feeling restricted by this identity:

“Bir gün birisine Alevi olduğumu söyledim, kalktı bana ‘Mum söndürme olayı nedir?’ dedi. Ben o soruyu duyana kadar bunun ne olduğunu bilmiyordum. Ondan sonra insanların at gözlüğüyle bakmaya devam etmemesi gerektiğine, tartışmak, insanların birbirini tanımasını sağlamak gerektiğine karar verdim. Bundan sonra biriyle tanıştığımda, sanki bir zorunlulukmuş gibi, ‘Bak ben Aleviyim, istiyorsan konuş, eğer Alevilerle konuşmak senin için sakıncalıysa, yolun açık olsun’ demeye başladım. Ailemde ‘Bizimkileri mutlu etsin’ düşüncesi var. Kızlarının gideceği yerde dışlanmasından korkarlar. Ben Sünni biriyle çıktım. Çıktığım günden itibaren de aileme söyledim. Niyetim böyle bir şeyi kırmak, daha doğrusu onların kırmasını sağlamaktı.”

After reading the transcription of her life history narrative, Gülümser composed, on her own initiative, an autobiographical piece on the computer at the end of the file of the transcript, which she entitled “Son Durum.”
 In this piece, she reflects on having told her life story: 

“Son yıllarda anlattıklarımın etkisiyle kendimi daha iyi tanımlayabiliyorum. Türkiye’de yaşayan farklı kültürlere ilgim arttı. Kendimi parçalanmış hissettiğim dönemler geride kalmaya başladı. Dünyaya uzaydan bakıyorum. Gerek kızılderililer, gerekse İngiliz kolonilerinde yaşayan insanlar gözümün önüne geliyor. Artık Sünni kelimesi benim için bir şey ifade etmiyor. Tamamen insan olarak analiz ediyorum. Evleneceğim insan Alevi olsun, Sünni olsun diye bir düşüncem yok. Anlaşırsam, hoşlanırsam, niye olmasın? Ama bastıra bastıra, ‘Bak ben Aleviyim, haberin olsun’ derim. Ramazan orucunu tutmuyorum, ama o ayın mistik havasını hissediyorum arkadaşlarımda. Bunun rengini hissetmek önemli.”

Gülümser’s reflections on the Turkish modernity project raise the issue of the necessity of a new social contract at the wake of the new millennium based on an acknowledgement of our hybrid cultural heritage: 

“Cumhuriyetin kuruluşunda Anayasaya pek çok kural yerleştirilmiş. Bazı toplumların bu yasalardan haberleri bile olmamış. Şu anki tepkinin sebeplerinden biri de insanların bir şeyleri bir anda değiştirmeleri için zor kullanılması. Bunu zamana bıraksalardı, tek tip topluluk yaşıyormuş gibi yalancı bir tarih çıkarılmasaydı, bu kadar tepki alınmazdı. Bu ülkede 72 millet yaşıyor. Bunu inkar edemez kimse. Eğer devlet insanların kendisine karşı gelmesini istemiyorsa, onların beklentilerini yerine getirmesi lazım.”

The attempt to collapse or meld national time, collective time and personal time in the construction of a national identity, and the insistence of the Turkish modernity project on a break with the lived past (as required by the identification with an invented distant past), in the context of the current resassessment of Kemalism and of the bases of belonging in Turkey four generations removed from 1923, has resulted in a contemporary preoccupation with the past in the present and for the present. Life history narratives are one means of exploring how ordinary persons in Turkey construct a sense of self vis a vis national time, space, and narrative since the establishment of the Turkish Republic. As the narrative of Gülümser Kalik analyzed in this paper exemplifies, the contemporary generation of youth have opened the Pandora’s box of identity in Turkey through their personal and political search for a sense of self and belonging in ways, I would argue, that are distinctly different from that of previous generations.
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�“Each one of us has a history/Each one of us has a tongue (language)/What does loneliness tell you?/It tells me of myself/What does death tell you?/It tells me of my bereaved mother/Let us touch the light/Erase our faces/Oh those eyes of ours/Our eyes.” From the unpublished book of poetry, Gece Ölünce Herkes Ölür (Everyone Dies When the Night Dies, 1998) by the musician and writer Kemal Kahraman.


� For an early, pathbreaking study of subjectivity based on life history, see Crapanzano 1980.


� For a useful review of the literature on social memory, see Olick and Robbins 1998.


� This, of course, is the “million dollar question” in contemporary Turkey. How was/is national identity defined, and how might/ought it be revised in the present? The experience of Turkish modernity points to an identification of national identity in practice with Sunni Islam in the sense of community of origin (“Turk” is commonly used in everyday language to mean “Muslim,” or rather, “not non-Muslim”), following historical divisions based on religious community. The discourse of Kemalism, on the other hand, is ambiguous and open to different interpretations (Kadıoğlu 1998; Bora 1996; Behar 1992; Copeaux 1998). In different periods and contexts, the discourse of nationalism variously emphasizes citizenship, shared values, territory, language, ethnicity or religion. While a source of serious contention, the fact that ambiguity is a defining feature of “Turkishness” as a constructed identity harbors also the possibility of a new consensus in the present. 


� Alevism is a syncretic belief system incorporating elements from pre-Islamic beliefs as well as aspects of Shiite Islam and other monotheistic religions. Historically, Alevism has been defined in opposition to Sunnism as well as being identified with opposition to central authority (Olsson et al. 1998). The identity of the Zaza-speaking Alevi of Dersim is distinct from that of other Alevi in Anatolia. The Zaza language, as well as historical evidence point to Armenian influences, as well as to a pantheistic belief system (Andranig 1900; Danik 1996).


� Referred to and variously referring to themselves as “Kurdish,” the Zaza-speaking Alevi of Tunceli nevertheless differentiate themselves from the Alevi Kurds of Dersim (Kırdaş), the Kurmanci-speaking Şafi’i, and the Zaza-speaking non-Alevi, preferring to underscore their Alevi identity, their region of origin and their language as the basis of their cultural identity.  Historically, the Zaza-speaking Alevi of Dersim referred to themselves as “Kırmanc”; “Dersimli,” meaning “from Dersim,” is increasingly used at present (Cengiz 1995, Van Bruinessen 1996).


� In this context, the issue of subjectivity among younger members of social movements in Turkey deserves to be explored in greater depth (Göle 1997).


� This is the filename Gülümser gave to the drawing she made of her village on the computer. “Dowe” means “village” in the Zaza language, an Iranian language of the Indo-Iranian subgroup of Indo-European.


� Other informants from Tunceli have made an even older link, reminding us of the last words of Seyit Rıza, the legendary leader who was hung in 1937. In his last words, Seyit Rıza made reference to “Kerbela,” the incident which symbolically marked the break between the Sunni and Shiite traditions.


� “For ’38 they say, ‘Let God not bring back those days, let God not will it upon anyone.’ My grandmother used to tell, one by one, all that took place. ‘We went that way, the soldiers came from there. We hid behind a tree. They shot from there, we went away, there was a stream, we sat upon its bank. We rested awhile, then all of us—this one, that one, the other—she would name names—we went and cooked some helva (a kind of pastry) in a cave.’ She said once a soldier came while a child was crying above a cave, and a woman closed the child’s mouth so that the soldier would not hear and turn back. During ’38, they forced people of all ages to stand in a row. They were going to kill them with machine guns when an order came which declared that people would be exiled instead. That’s how they were saved. They became dispersed as each tried to take hold of his own children and to save their own lives. Tunceli was closed.”


� “My grandmother had a crown of silver and a nose plug. Saying ‘Let the sea take them,  rather than the State,’ she threw them into the Black Sea.”


� “They couldn’t tell the people in the places they went about themselves. My grandmother liked her neighbor, but didn’t think they could be good friends or that they could be close. To like one another is one thing, to trust, another. In the end, they all went back. They built new homes, and resumed the old way of life.”


� “When our people went to the city, seeing that the women there were covered, they felt the need to cover themselves. Because they were afraid of being treated badly, they restricted their own daughters. What seems normal to you may seem abnormal outside. My grandmother can take someone else’s arm, embrace him saying, ‘My Dear!’ But taking someone’s arm casually is not acceptable Turkish behavior. Even ways of relating to other people became restricted in this way.”


� “Because our people had experienced the difficulty of not knowing Turkish, they sent their children to school. They wanted to make sure their childrens’ eyes were not closed to the outside world. ‘Let them become educated, get to know both worlds, make their own choices,’ they said. Our people want to have ties in both places. Maybe this is because they felt stuck in the middle in ’38. For they had suffered dearly because of this themselves.”


� “In those days young people used to get together and converse. Young people who were in school could do whatever they liked in the village. Their families trusted and respected them. They felt that young people knew better because they went to school. Later when incidents and arrests began to occur in schools, parents concluded that education was harmful to their children. First they gave them this education, but later they realized it would result in their death. Then they took it away from them. For example, my father removed my elder brother from school.”


� This raises the question as to the extent to which anthropologists’ now largely discredited constructions of “traditional” societies relied upon “native” accounts.


� “Valleys, mountains, forests… In summer, the grass is taller than the height of a person. You can’t see the village for the walnut trees. There are springs, and spring water like ice. Above the village, snow remains in the mountaintops throughout the seasons.”


� “Their life was easy. They earned their own bread. No one saw the face of the city. Maybe the State was even unaware of them. There were some fights between aşiret (kin groups), that’s true. But no one interfered, everyone was free. One married whomever one desired. No one meddled. Rituals that took place during particular times during the year bound them. They were free to dress as they liked, and did not have to cover their hair.”


� “We went to (graze) the lambs. That life was so much fun. You are free, first of all. I used to go willingly to the lambs because all my friends did the same. In the old days there were summer camps in the mountain pastures. In the evenings we would all gather together in a tent, singing songs and playing games. The doors of our houses were never locked. They said, ‘It’s a sin to close your door. God’s visitor should not be sent away.’”


� For the depiction of a similar cosmology in a different geography, see Dhomnhnaill 1996.


� “My grandmother was a woman who believed in other beings. For example, she worshipped the moon. She rose in the morning and kissed the walls, praying ‘Mother Fatma.’ She called the moon ‘Mother Fatma.’ Every Thursday she would throw helva into the hearth, naming the names of her dead relatives. Every Thursday there would be the smell of helva in our house…According to her beliefs, the dead would visit their homes on Thursdays, and the smell would let them know that they were remembered. Although they were dead and gone their spirits would protect our house, they were the unseen protectors of the house.”


� “In the mountains or pastures, people feel protected. Each person feels an attachment to those sacred places. The sacred springs are called jar. There is a large spring known as Abdel Musa. At certain times during the year, people dress in clean clothes and go visiting. They sacrifice animals, cook some food. They all gather at the spring in remembrance.”


� This brief discussion of belief systems in Dersim is not meant to imply that such beliefs are unique to this region. Ahmet Yaşar Ocak’s historical research ably demonstrates the syncretic nature of religious belief in Anatolia (Ocak 1998).


� “Our people are uninvolved. Two people are fighting one another, but it’s not clear who they are fighting for. They want both of them to leave them alone.  They may also be afraid of another massacre. There is little they can do except migrate. But our people cannot live here.  They cannot sit cooped up in the house. They must walk, run, move about. They cannot fill the void. In the village, they are their own boss. It is difficult for them to work for someone else for little pay. Their spirits cannot abide it. They drink, smoke cigarettes, go to the coffee houses.”


� I didn’t really see any soldiers until I finished school. They gave me a cold feeling. I didn’t even like seeing my brother in army clothes. One day we were out with the lambs. The place where the lambs used to graze was above the road that went to the village. While sitting up there, we saw the black vehicles arrive. They searched all the homes. They made us all stand in line in front of the school. They had a wireless in their hands. They showed it to us, asking whether anyone had seen it. I had never seen a wireless before. But even if we had, we wouldn’t have said anything. I am sure of that. We went home to find that our fathers were not there. They had beaten them up in the coffee house. Nothing was found. But there was this. We had music in the Zaza language and when they saw the military vehicles, everyone hid the cassettes in the ground.”


� “During that period, I dreamt that I would finish high school and go back to the village. Like my elder brother and his friends, I too would visit all the homes. The people in the village would do as I said. I would have a wonderful world in the village.”


� “I was very curious about what might be outside the village. When I went, I was disappointed. I was looking for those places I read about in storybooks. I thought the place I went to would be green as the village, with tall grass. I didn’t realize that apartment buildings would be so ugly. I didn’t like Izmir. I felt like something had been taken away from me.”


� “As a child, I saw my family as perfect. My father was a god, my mother a goddess. People talked about God, but it was them that I saw in front of me. I couldn’t find the ease of my child self in İzmir. I lived apart from my family for years, became cut off from them. I behaved like a guest when I went back to the village, because I had to act that way in İzmir.”


�“I learned first Kurdish, and then Turkish. We spoke both languages at home. Sometimes the two languages would get so mixed up that I experienced difficulty at school. I would realize that a word I had spoken was not Turkish when someone asked, ‘What do you mean?’.”


� “In class once a fellow student said, ‘They are Kızılbaş.’ (A derogatory term for the Alevi). This made me feel that my family was right. ‘Don’t tell anyone, they will ostracize you, there is no need for them to know’ they said. I was different in İzmir. I didn’t visit the homes of my Sunni friends. I was curious, but also afraid that I would be hurt.” 


� “In my last year in school I gave up on everything. I knew I would not make it in the university entrance exams. What I did all day was to play ball in front of the door. I would take the ball, hit the wall, ‘tap, tap!’”


� “In the village, I would be very much at ease. When I came here, I was restricted. When my sister would leave the village, my grandmother would say, ‘You might wear a headscarf, the people you encounter might think badly of you.’ I liked the life in the village. I don’t like the families in the city. I felt those ties to be restricting in the city. I lived a carefree childhood without restraints. After a certain age you experience restrictions. I think this is related to the fears people experienced in ‘38.”


� These drawings could not be included here for technical reasons having to do with the printing process.


� “You feel restrained, stuck between two worlds. ‘I’m going to Istanbul’ I said. ‘You can’t go alone Gülümser,’ my brother replied. I began to ask, ‘Do I have to always sit by your knee? Where is my own life?’”


� “I am a rebel inside. The problem was for me to find myself, to find out what it was I wanted. My goal was to get to know the lives of Sunni families. I achieved this goal, visited the homes of my girlfriends, and they visited me. I tried to create a dialogue.”


� “Once when I told someone I was Alevi, he asked me what mum söndürme meant (Literally, ‘putting out the candle,’ this term is used by Sunnis to imply that men and women engage in licentious sexual behavior in Alevi communities). Until then, I did not know what this meant. After that I thought that people should stop viewing each other with blinders, that it was necessary to discuss these matters, to get to know one another. When I was introduced to someone, I began to say, ‘I am Alevi. If speaking to an Alevi is a problem for you, goodbye!’ My family don’t want me to marry an outsider. They are afraid their daughters might be ostracized if they marry outside the community. I once dated a Sunni man. And I told my family right away. I was hoping to break this taboo, or rather to force my family to break it.”


� “The current situation.”


� “I can define myself better now as a result of what I have told about myself in the last years. I have a growing interest in the different cultures living in Turkey.  The time when I felt fragmented seems behind me now. I am looking at the world from outer space. I think of the native Americans or of the people who lived in the British colonies. The word ‘Sunni’ means little to me now. I think only of human beings. I don’t think of marriage in terms of ‘Alevi’ or ‘Sunni.’ If I get along, if I am attracted, why not? But I would still insist, ‘Look, I am an Alevi.’ I don’t fast during Ramazan, but I feel the spirituality of that period through my friends. It is important to feel that color.”


� “When the Republic was first established, many rules were written into the constitution.  Some communities were not even aware of these laws. The current reaction is partly due to the fact that people were forced to change many things about their lives. If this was left to time, if a false history which claimed that all shared the same identity was not created, there wouldn’t be this reaction. There are 72 nations in this country. No one can deny this. If the State does not want people to rebel, it must fulfill their expectations.”
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