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ABSTRACT

Focusing on the memorialization, sacralization and politicization of madness through the case
of the holy-madman Seywusen (Hiiseyin Tatar, 1930-95), this dissertation explores the
relationship between the political and spiritual spheres in the heavily militarized and politically
contested landscape of Dersim (officially Tunceli) in eastern Turkey, the only city in Turkey
where the Kurdish-Alevi population forms a majority. Tracing the life story of Seywusen allows
reassessing the historical events that became landmarks in the collective memory of the
contested landscape of Dersim: the genocidal violence experienced in 1915 and in 1938, the
coup d’état of 1980 and military clashes between the Kurdish movement and the Turkish Armed
Forces in the 1990s. Using historical and ethnographic material collected in Dersim, along with
oral history interviews conducted with members of the Dersim diaspora living in Germany, the
dissertation analyzes the ways in which the identity of Seywusen as a holy-madman is
constructed as a metaphor for the injury caused by the racialized and secularized state violence
and the source of therapeutic power to heal that injury.

Analyzing the ways in which Seywusen has been memorialized and sacralized, the dissertation
explores the particular experience of the political in a region that has been pathologized and
labelled as “irrational” by diverse political actors throughout the late Ottoman period and in
modern Turkey. Through a gendered analysis of the narrated reasons for Seywusen’s madness,
it frames the formation of the holy-mad identity as the process of affliction of otherness that
has been attributed to the region. Looking at rituals and practices woven around holy-mad
figures, it conceptualizes holy-madness as a site where a brutally silenced past haunts the
present in creative ways that allows bounded temporalities to be transcended and to construct
different identity claims. The inauguration of a statue of Seywusen in Dersim during the 1990s
enables an analysis of the limits of heroic and militarist representation in the Turkish public
sphere. The dissertation proposes that tracing the political connotations of holy-madness
challenges the limits of what can be articulated in the realm of politics through a special
emphasis on what is not conducive to be instrumentalized by political or social movements.

Shifting attention from what state violence destroys to what it produces, this dissertation
contributes not only to studies on the Middle East but also to the history and anthropology of
state violence. With its focus on the sacred characteristics of madness, it offers an original
contribution to the contemporary literature on politics, which is widely discussed within the
secular rational framework. Bringing into conversation the literature on space, state violence,
and emotions, it illustrates that space-making cannot be thought of separately from the
inscription of its spatial emotional regime. The dissertation also contributes to the literature on
secularism by examining the challenge that representations of holy-madness, and the devotional
practices woven around it, pose to secular conceptions of politics.



ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Anhand der Biografie des gottlichen Wahnsinnigen (budela) Seywusen (Hiiseyin Tatar, 1930-
1995) untersucht diese Dissertation das Verhéltnis von goéttlichem Wahnsinn und staatlich-
finanzierter Gewalt in der politisch heftig umstrittenen Region um Dersim (offiziell Tunceli) in
der Ost-Tiirkei. Der Lebensgeschichte Seywusens folgend, denkt die Dissertation die politische
Geschichte Dersims, der einzigen Stadt in der Tiirkei, in der die alevitisch-kurdische
Bevolkerung in der Mehrheit ist, neu. Das Nachzeichnen der Lebensgeschichte Seywusens
erlaubt eine Neubewertung der historischen Ereignisse, die eine zentrale Rolle im kollektiven
Gedichtnis des umstrittenen Dersims spielen: die genozidale Gewalt von 1915 und 1938, der
Staatsstreich von 1980 und die militdrischen Auseinandersetzungen zwischen der kurdischen
Bewegung und der tiirkischen Armee. Auf Grundlage historischer und ethnologischer Quellen
aus Dersim und Oral History Interviews mit Mitgliedern der Dersimdiaspora in Deutschland
analysiert die Dissertation die Rolle von staatlicher Gewalt in Narrativen und die emotionale
Bindung an Figuren des gottlichen Wahnsinns.

Durch die Analyse der Formen von Memorialisierung und Sakralisierung Seywusens
untersucht die Dissertation die besondere Erfahrung des Politischen in einer Region, die durch
diverse politische Akteure seit dem spiaten Osmanischen Reich und in der gesamten tiirkischen
Geschichte immer wieder pathologisiert und als ,,irrational* bezeichnet worden ist. Mithilfe
einer Genderanalyse der vorgebrachten Griinde fiir Seywusens Wahnsinn fasst diese Studie die
Entstehung einer Identitit des gottlichen Wahnsinns als einen Prozess auf, der aus der
Zuschreibung der Region als das ,,Andere” entsteht. Indem sie Rituale und Praktiken um
Figuren des gottlichen Wahnsinns untersucht, konzeptualisiert die Dissertation den gottlichen
Wahnsinn als einen Ort, an dem gewaltsam unterdriickte Vergangenheit und emotionale
Bindungen ausgedriickt werden. Der Fokus auf die Errichtung der Statue Seywusens in der
politischen Atmosphire der 1990er Jahre erlaubt es, die Grenzen heroischer und militaristischer
Reprisentation in der tiirkischen Offentlichkeit aufzuzeigen. Die Dissertation regt an, dass die
Analyse der politischen Konnotationen des gottlichen Wahnsinns die Grenzen des Sagbaren im
politischen Raum in Frage stellt. Dabei achtet sie besonders auf das, was nicht durch politische
oder soziale Bewegungen instrumentalisiert werden kann.

Indem sie die Aufmerksamkeit von dem, was staatliche Gewalt zerstort, auf das lenkt, was
Gewalt hervorbringt, leistet diese Dissertation nicht nur einen Beitrag zu Studien des Nahen
und Mittleren Ostens, sondern auch zur Geschichte und Anthropologie von staatlicher Gewalt.
Durch ihren Fokus auf die gottlichen Eigenschaften von Wahnsinn trdgt sie mit einem neuen
Blickwinkel zur derzeitigen Literatur iiber das Politische bei, die groBtenteils im sdkular-
rationalen Bereich bleibt. Indem sie die Literatur iiber Raum, staatliche Gewalt und Emotionen
miteinander ins Gespréch bringt, zeigt die Studie, dass die Aushandlung von Raum untrennbar
von den rdumlichen emotionalen Ordnungen ist. Auerdem trdgt die Dissertation zur Literatur
des Sdkularismus bei, indem sie die Herausforderung untersucht, die die Repridsentation
gottlichen Wahnsinns und der damit verbundenen Andachtspraktiken an sdkulare Konzepte des
Politischen stellt.
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INTRODUCTION

The people of Istanbul have benevolently accepted those madmen who are not rampant, criminal, or
intrusive thanks to Islam’s compassionate origin. Many people even see in their state a godly ecstasy
and have looked upon the confused words, strange sounds and cries they utter, as well as the strange
behavior and movements with which they comport themselves, as carrying a meaning or constituting a
secret sign.!

— Resat Ekrem Kocu, Istanbul Encyclopedia

In his unfinished Istanbul Encyclopedia, the well-known writer and historian Resat Ekrem
Kocu (1905-75), states that in the early 20" century, the mad people of Istanbul were embraced
by their sane neighbors. Those who had “lost their minds, had confused minds, whose minds
were displaced, or were crazy” (aklini kaybetmis, aklini kagirmis, akli yerinde olmayan, ¢ilgin)?

but were not dangerous, enjoyed the attention that Istanbulites paid them.

In his work on the character of the deli or village idiot in Turkish classical literature,
Hilmi Tezgor suggests that almost every village had its deli. In his description, delis are in
movement, visible in public space. Usually they carry an object that they are obsessed with.
Most of the times they do not speak or initiate communication. They break their silence to ask
for cigarettes. If they disappear, their absence is soon noticed. People generally take care of
them, feed and protect them. Mostly, however, people mostly ignore them noting, “no matter

what a madman does, it will be appropriate (delidir ne yapsa yeridir).”

The disregard of the presence of the deli in public space is not only about a lack of
discrimination. It is deeply connected to the capacity attributed to mad people to reveal the
“truths” that others dismiss. Kemal Tahir (1910-73), a prominent Marxist-realist novelist,
describes the power to reveal the truth in his novel Koyiin Kamburu (The Hunchback of the
Village) as follows: “He is aware of all the dirty business/secrets in the village and will tell
them straight to the villagers’ faces, even though nobody accepts his knowledge. Generally, it
is pushed aside by saying he’s mad anyway, this is a madman. This avoidance is actually the

result of the fact that the words of this village madman concern everyone.”*

Y “dzgin, ceniyane, tecaviizleri olmayan delileri Istanbullular, Islamiyetin sefkatli kaynagindan gelen duygunun
altinda gayetle hos tutmus, hatta halkin biiyiik bir kismi onlarin halinde ilahi bir cezbe gorerek birbirini tutmaz
sozlerine, ¢ikardiklart acaib seslere, naralara, garib tavir ve hareketlerine bir mana, bir isaret gizi diye
bakmislardir.” Resad Ekrem Kocu, “Deli, Deliler”, Istanbul Ansiklopedisi, v.8, (Istanbul: Kogu Yayinlari, 1996),
4353.

2 “Aklini kaybetmis, aklim kagirmis, akli yerinde olmayan, ¢ilgin.” Pars Tuglaci, Okyanus Ansiklopedik Sézliik,
v.2, (Istanbul: Pars Yayinlari, 1972), 528.

3 Hilmi Tezgor, “Her Kdyde En Az Bir Deli: Modern Tiirk Oykiisiinde K&yiin Delisi” in Edebiyat in Izinde
Delilik ve Edebiyat, eds. Banu Oztiirk, Didem Ardali Biiyiikarman, Seval Sahin (Istanbul: Baglam Yayincilik,
2017), 111.

4 Kemal Tahir, Kéyiin Kamburu (Istanbul: Ithaki Yayinlari, 2010), 52. Cited in Hilmi Tezgor, “Her Koyde En Az
Bir Deli,” 112.
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Harmlessness is the bridge linking madness (delilik) and saintliness (velilik) that is
expressed through a “secret sign” in Kogu’s description in the epigraph. While holiness was not
attributed to every person who lost his/her mind, those who were considered to have holy
capacities and/or wisdom were always the harmless ones.’ For Ibn al-‘Arabi (1165—1240), one
of the most prolific Sufi writers whose books became “textbooks” in Ottoman medreses
(schools),’ the saintly mad are “those who possess a mind while having lost it.”” As Michael
W. Dols asserts in his extensive work on the madman in medieval Islamic societies, different
categories of madness were treated differently in Ottoman societies. While those considered
dangerous were confined and put into bimarhanes (hospitals) starting from the 1800s in
Istanbul, those who were considered harmless and attributed holiness, wisdom and/or romantic
characteristics® continued to hang around on the streets. They were not only tax-exempt like

blind and maimed people’ but also free from responsibility for their actions.

In Dols’s categorization, the wise-fool was regarded as a “social critic” inspired by God,
narrating social injustice by performing his intellect. The archetypal wise-fool is the character
Behliil, a medieval Islamic narrative figure to whom were attributed many stories and jokes.
The source of his wisdom was his stance against irreligion.! Another category is of the
romantic fool, one who is lost in profane love. The archetype of the romantic fool is Mecnun in
the popular story of Leyla and Mecnun, where he is driven crazy by his “passionate but chaste

! and ultimately sacrifices himself for love.'> While Mecnun loses himself in

love for Leyla
his love for Leyla, the character of the holy-fool reaches vuslat or unification with God. Thanks
to the spontaneous illumination granted to him independently from his own will, he is able to

perform miracles.'?

The saintliness of mad people in the Ottoman/Turkish context has been expressed

through different concepts such as mecniin, mecziib and divdne. Mecniin literally means the one

> Fatih Artvinli, Delilik, Sivaset ve Toplum: Toptasi Bimerhanesi (1873-1927) (Istanbul: Bogazigi Universitesi
Yaynevi, 2013), 24-25.

6 Ates, A., “Ibn al-*Arabi”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E.
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 02 July 2019.

7 Tbnii’1-Arabi, Fiitiihat-1 Mekkiye (Istanbul: Litera Yayincilik, 2006), 581.

8 Michael W.Dols & Diana E. Immisch, Majniin : The Madman in Medieval Islamic Society (Oxford : New
York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford University Press, 1992), 12-13.

° Ed., “Mahalle”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E.
van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 02 July 2019.

10 Dols & Immisch. Majniin. 349-366.

' Michael W.Dols & Diana E. Immisch, Majnin : The Madman in Medieval Islamic Society (Oxford : New
York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford University Press, 1992), 12.

12 Dols & Immisch. Majniin. 313-320.

13 Dols & Immisch. Majniin. 388-410



who is possessed by jinn.'"* The notion of Mecnun, possessed by his love for Leyla as
representative of pure love was reworked in Turkish poetry and Mecnun also appeared as a
“symbol of the mystic [...] all-consuming love of God.”!> Mecziib means the one who “cezbe

216

tutulmus,”'® who is outside normal behavioral patterns and turns inwards. It refers to those who

“are obsessed with divine love”!’

and unwillingly achieve a level of devotional wisdom that
they are not able to teach to those around them.'® Whereas the words meczub and mecnun come
from Arabic, divdne has Persian roots and literally means mad. Divane is used by Ibn Sina
(c.980-1037), a Persian writer widely known for his books on medicine and healing, to refer to
types of madness (enva-i divanelikler) including “mania, rabies, bestial madness and
lycanthropy” which were all characterized by “aggressive behavior.”!” However the meaning
of aggressive behavior changed in mystical interpretations of Islam such as the fasavvufi context

in which divdne indicates the one who is struck by divine love.?

This dissertation focuses on the life story of a holy-madman who brings together
different characteristics of unconfined madness: wisdom, holiness and romanticism and places
it within the unique history and cultural context of a specific setting. This is the story of first
madman of Turkey to be memorialized with a statue: Hiiseyin Tatar (1930-94) from Dersim,
one of the most popular and best-known mad figures of Turkey. Through an exploration of the
memorialization, sacralization and politicization of madness in the case of Seywusen, as he was
locally known, this study explores the relationship between the political and spiritual spheres
in the heavily militarized and politically contested landscape of the region of his birth, life and
death: Dersim. Through the biography of Seywusen, it revisits the political history of Dersim
(today officially known as Tunceli), the only city in Turkey where the Kurdish-Alevi population
forms a majority. Tracing his life story allows us to reassess the historical events that became
landmarks in the collective memory of the contested landscape of Dersim: genocidal violence
in 1915 and in 1938, the coup d’état of 1980 and violent clashes between the Kurdish movement
and the Turkish Armed Forces in the 1990s. Using historical and ethnographic material

collected in Dersim, along with oral history interviews conducted with members of the Dersim

14 Welch, A.T., “Madjniin”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E.
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 02 July 2019

15 Dols & Immisch. Majniin, 12.

16 Sevan Nisanyan, “meczub® in Nisanyan Sozliik: Cagdas Tiirkge 'nin Etimolojisi, available online:
https://www.nisanyansozluk.com/?k=meczub

17 Dols & Immisch. Majniin, 418.

18 Artvinli, Delilik, Siyaset ve Toplum, 25.

1 Dols & Immisch. Majniin, 101.

20 “1hi askin etkisiyle hayrete diisen, sasirip kalan anlaminda bir tasavvuf terimi.”
https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/divane
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diaspora living in Germany, the study unpacks how the identity of Seywusen as holy-mad was
constructed as a metaphor of the injury caused by racialized and secularized state violence.
Seywusen’s life story provides a privileged site for analyzing how subjects have been formed
by Turkey’s state secularism, the boundaries of which are drawn through medicalization,
secularization, racialization and physical state violence in the context of an ethnically and

religiously diverse landscape.

Presentation of the case

Reflecting the political tensions of the region he lived in, almost everything about Seywusen’s
life story—including his name—is contested. While his official name was Hiiseyin Tatar, he
was called, variously, Seywusen, Sewusen, Seyusen or Seyit Hiiseyin. Nurettin Aslan in his
book Madmen of Dersim describes how Hiiseyin Tatar became Sewusen: “It is not known if it
is a custom of Dersimis or it is the case because we [Dersimis] cannot accept the Turkified
names but we do not call anyone with their official names. We say Fate for Fatma, Ele for Elif,
Memo for Mehmet, Heso for Hasan, and Uso for Hiiseyin. Uso became first Usen then
Sewusen, and the name remained as such.”?! Aslan refers here to a broader policy of Turkifying
the proper names of places and people in the Kirmancki (also known as Zazaki), Kurmanci,
Greek and Armenian languages from the early republican period onwards. As a result of this
process, Turkified official names have also come into everyday use. This is how different

interpellations of the same person, city and geographical reference appear.

Although officially called Tunceli (Turkish, meaning “bronze hand”) since 1935, the
province that Seywusen came from is widely referred to by its historical name, Dersim. Since
the incorporation of Dersim into the Turkish national landscape through genocidal violence in
1937-38, the name Tunceli is a contested one. Seywusen was born in 1930, between two
catastrophes that fundamentally re-shaped the region: the Armenian Genocide (1915-17)** and
the Dersim Genocide (1937-38). While the rest of the population of what became Turkey is
predominantly Sunni Muslim-Turkish since the Armenian Genocide in 1915-17 and the
population exchange between Greece and Turkey in 1923, Dersim remains the only city where
the Kurdish-Alevi population forms a majority. The ethnic and religious characteristics of the
region have been defined through difference from the majority, who comprised Ottoman

subjects and, later, the Turkish nation. As is apparent from the multiple names of both Seywusen

2! Nurettin Aslan, Dersim ’in Divane Delileri (Istanbul: iletisim Yayinlari, 2015), 12.
22 There is no concensus on the periodization of the Armenian Genocide, see “Armenian Genocide (1915-
1923),” accessed September 16, 2020, https://www.armenian-genocide.org/genocide.html.
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and Dersim, the region is extremely contested due to its long history of state violence. Although
officially part of eastern Turkey, it occupies different national and religious imaginaries. Dersim
is considered a part of western Armenia by Armenian nationalists and a part of Turkish
Kurdistan by the Kurdish movement. In addition, it is the ancestral home of Alevi teachings

among Kurdish-Alevis.??

Seywusen descended from the Kuresan holy lineage®* which is believed to derive from
the lineage of the prophet Muhammed and is, in socio-political terms, one of the most influential
tribes of Dersim. There is no consensus on the time or reason for his “madness” among my
interlocutors. His relatives put forward either his experience of mandatory military service or a
troubled love relationship as the reason for Seywusen’s “madness.” However, others who knew
him associated his “madness” with various incidents of state-sponsored violence. Indeed, my
interlocutors narrated every incident of state violence marked in the collective memory of
Dersim—the Armenian Genocide, the Dersim Genocide and the coup of 1980—as the reason

for Seywusen’s “madness.”

After completing mandatory military service in the mid-1960s, Seywusen left his two
children and wife in Beydami village and came to Dersim city center. That was the beginning
of his life as a public figure, one whom people both laughed at and took care of. In my
interlocutors’ memories of the 1960s and 1970s Seywusen mostly appears as a “fun” character
who took people’s food without asking permission, smoked more than one cigarette at a time
and lived on the streets in the center of Dersim. In the aftermath of the 1980 coup d’état,
however, a significant shift occurred in the perception of Seywusen. There are two narratives
explaining this change. Some said that his saintliness was revealed in an encounter with police
officers during the curfew following the coup. When Seywusen could not see anyone on the
streets he approached police officers to ask them if what was going on was a replay of the
Dersim Genocide in 1938. The ability to “flash” a historical moment in the present in times of

crisis® was considered a saintly behavior, of voicing what is considered the truth at a time when

23 Alevis constitute roughly 15% of the population of Turkey. While two-thirds of Alevis in Turkey speak
Turkish the rest speak the Kurmanci or Kirmancki dialects of the Kurdish language. Markus Dressler, "Religio-
secular metamorphoses: The re-making of Turkish Alevism." Journal of the American Academy of Religion 76,
no. 2 (2008): 280-311, 281.

24 Kuresan is one of the most important seyyid families in the region. Religious leaders from this holy lineage in
Dersim have disciples in a wide area including east Dersim, Varto-Hinis, Erzincan, Adiyaman and Erzurum. Erdal
Gezik, Hiiseyin Cakmak, Raa Haqi — Riya Haqi: Dersim Aleviligi Inan¢ Terimleri Sozliigii, (Ankara: Kalan
Yayinlari, 2010), 109-111.

25 See the interpretation of Benjamin’s thesis IV in Michael Lowy. Fire alarm: Reading Walter Benjamin's On
the concept of history ( London, New York: Verso, 2005). 42-46.
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opposition had been silenced through the use of brutal state violence. The second narrative
proposes that the shift in the perception of Seywusen related to his prophecies and miracles.
According to this narrative, the inhabitants of Dersim started perceiving Seywusen as a holy-

madman when his predictions materialized and his warnings protected people from danger.

This transition, from a homeless madman into a holy-madman, happened in the
aftermath of the 1980 coup d’état when a massive leftist mobilization was brutally suppressed.
It was a period when “critique was a central, common and ordinary mode of relating to the
state” and people of different political persuasions were “involved in criticizing various
manifestations of the state in the most sophisticated manner.”?® The 1980 coup created
nationwide unease by officially proclaiming Turkish and Sunni Muslim identity to be the glue
keeping the nation together, and legitimizing extreme state violence to silence critical voices.
After the coup, leftwing and revolutionary mobilization was violently erased in the whole
country as well as in Dersim. During the 1990s, political circles critical of the established order
began to be dominated by the struggle for equal rights on the part of Alevis and the armed
struggle initiated by the Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané (PKK, Kurdistan Workers’ Party)?’ in

Dersim.

Around this time, Seywusen’s photos started to be sold at the wedding ceremonies of
Dersimi migrant communities in Europe and he appeared in dreams that were considered
visionary or therapeutic. Several keramets, marvels performed by saintly people,?® were

attributed to him in this period.

26 Yael Navaro-Yashin, Faces of the state: Secularism and public life in Turkey (Princeton University Press,
2002),4.

27 The PKK is a radical Kurdish political organization involved in an armed struggle against the Turkish state
since 1984. Its mobilization in Dersim started later than the rest of the Kurdish region of Turkey in the 1990s.

28 Gardet, L., “Karama”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, eds. P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E.
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs. Consulted online on 10 January 2019 ;
https://www.nisanyansozluk.com/?k=keramet
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Figure 1: A souvenir from Dersim: A photo of Seywusen sold at Dersimi wedding ceremonies in Europe

In 1994, Seywusen was murdered by a high-school mathematics teacher while he was sleeping
in his usual spot. The reason for the murder was narrated differently by various interlocutors.
Some put forward the “mental instability” of the mathematics teacher; some said that Turkish
Armed Forces were involved in the killing because Seywusen possessed secret knowledge.
Seywusen’s funeral was described as one of the most crowded funerals in Dersim during the
1990s. A year after his death the municipality, governed by the Sosyaldemokrat Halk¢1 Parti?’
(SHP, Social Democratic Populist Party), erected his statue in the city center. It stood on the
street parallel to where the statue of Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, the “founding father” of the
Turkish nation, is situated. While a statue of this sort, as an aesthetic form, is widely regarded
in academic literature as an instrument to fix a certain historical interpretation, the statue of
Seywusen “fails” at forging a unitary biographical narration. Instead, it opens up ground to tell
stories, ranging from that vary from loss of genocidal violence to stories about Seywusen’s holy

capacities.

This dissertation traces the genealogies of discourses and practices shaped around
madness as observed in everyday life in contemporary Dersim. While Seywusen’s photos

continue to occupy public and private places both inside and outside Dersim, a number of well-

2 The Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (CHP, Republican People’s Party) along with other political parties was banned
after the coup d’état of 1980. SHP was founded as a result of “a major split among the ranks of the social democrats
after the return of the electoral competition in 1983. By receiving 24.8 % of the vote in the 1987 elections SHP
became the main opposition party. In 1990 SHP became a full member of the Socialist International. In 1995 SHP
unified with reformed CHP. Docherty, James C. & Peter Lamb. 2006. Historical Dictionary of Socialism, Oxford:
Scarecrow Press, pp:289 ; Ayata, Sencer & Ayse-Glines Ayata. 2007. “The Center-Left Parties in Turkey”, Turkish
Studies 8/2:211-232. pp:212.
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known madmen still inhabit the city today. While Kar Yagsin Ibo (Let-It-Snow I1bo)*° is well-
known for his wish it would snow, even in spring and summer, Radyo Hidir (Radio Hidir) hangs
out with a radio in hand, and General Zeynk knocked on people’s doors for political campaigns
during the 2018 general elections in favor of the pro-Kurdish Halklarin Demokratik Partisi
(HDP, People’s Democratic Party).>! While such characters, somewhere between a village idiot
and a wise-fool, still exist in Dersim, the stories attributed to Seywusen specifically are distinct

by being at the crossroads of wise, holy and romantic madmen.

Bringing into conversation the literature on state violence, politics of emotions, space
and secularism this dissertation conceptualizes holy-madness as a site where the brutally
silenced past haunts the present in creative ways that allow bounded temporalities to be
transcended and different identity claims to be constructed. It proposes that tracing the political
connotations of holy-madness not only deconstructs the notion of irrationality, it also challenges
the limits of what can be articulated in the realm of politics. Analyzing the ways in which
Seywusen has been memorialized and sacralized, this dissertation explores the particular
experience of the political in a region that has been pathologized and labelled as “irrational” by
diverse political actors throughout the late Ottoman period and the history of modern Turkey.
To do so, it proposes a process whereby Dersim becomes the constitutive other of the nation.
Through a gendered analysis of the narrated reasons for Seywusen’s madness, it frames the
formation of the holy-mad identity as the process of affliction of otherness that has been
attributed to the region. Looking at rituals and practices woven around holy-mad figures, it
conceptualizes holy-madness as a creative site that allows open-ended morning for the
illegitimate loss of Dersim. Finally, in analyzing the inauguration of the statue of Seywusen in
the political atmosphere of the 1990s, it illustrates the limits of heroic and militarist

representation in the Turkish public sphere.

By interrogating what holy-madness in Dersim entails, this dissertation aims to shift our
attention from the pathologizing terminology that is instrumentally used in the politics of
recognition, to de-pathologized madness which carries a different political potential.
Undeniably, the language of trauma has been successfully used in the struggles for Kurdish and
Alevi rights and has brought worldwide visibility to those movements. Attempting to see what

is beyond the politically conducive, the focus on holy-madness helps us grasp the limits of the

30 Caner can, DERSIMLI Ibo Ile Sohpet (Dersim) :), accessed July 10, 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VEIT0 y2Y0Q.

31 Welg Medya Haber, Dersimde General Zeng 24 Haziran Secimlerini Degerlendiriyor, accessed July 10, 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kg Te8nA8Y4.
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existing political language, and calls for a political imagination whose borders are not drawn

by secular truth regimes.

What then could a political imagination which cannot be translated into concrete
demands of recognition tell us? This dissertation argues that looking at holy-madness gives us
the chance to engage with the spiritual cosmology of Dersim as an inherent part of the political
sphere. While the trope of madness allows the collection of life stories, fantasies about the
region and truth claims in liberal ways, holiness illustrates how those narratives are sublimated
into a sacred capacity that is potent in regulating everyday life. Firstly, the historical
ethnography of holy-madness in Dersim puts forward the ways in which the experience of
racialized and secularized state violence is inscribed in the sense of the political. Secondly, it
illustrates the tangled relationship between the injury caused by state violence and strategies of
political resilience. Lastly, it offers an unbounded understanding of the political which
challenges the limits of what can be articulated within the realm of politics, through an emphasis

on what cannot be instrumentalized by political or social movements.
Conceptual framework
Production of knowledge

To frame the epistemic violence exercised in the region as a form of state violence, I turn to the
literature on the production of knowledge. Since the Marxist intervention in historiography, the
process of knowledge production which was once taken for granted has become questionable.
What we know and how we acquire knowledge are widely discussed questions in the context
of the reproduction of existing socioeconomic systems. Marxist and Marxian scholars approach
this theme through the lens of class analysis. While some prefer to work with the notion of
ideology?* to explore the reproduction of the conditions of unequal/unjust production, others
hold on to the idea of hegemony.** Both approaches are invested in revealing the fictive

representation of the world that has been produced by and serves the exploitative classes.

Shifting the focus from the relationship between the oppressed and the oppressor to the
notion of power as it spreads throughout the society, Foucault proposes that “[p]ower must be

analyzed as something that circulates, [...] [it] is employed and exercised through a net-like

32 Louis Althusser, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” in Mapping Ideology, ed. Slavoj Zizek
(London and New York: Verso, 1994), pp.100-140.

33 Antonio Gramsci, Quintin. Hoare, and Geoffrey. Nowell-Smith. Selections fiom the Prison Notebooks of
Antonio Gramsci (New York: International Publishers, 1971), 365.
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organization.”** In his approach, power is not uniquely restrictive. It is not stored or achieved
but instead performed and negotiated. Through its performances, subjectivities are produced
and reproduced.®® Foucault analyzes this diffused notion of power through institutions. Our
conceptions of knowledge (on normality and abnormality, sanity and madness and the like) are
shaped and circulated by institutional structures that potently prescribe regimes of truth.3¢ In
other words, knowledge production as a process is embedded in power struggles and producing
knowledge is also a claim to power.?” “The subject who knows, the objects to be known and the
modalities of knowledge must be regarded as so many effects of fundamental implications of
power-knowledge and their historical transformations.” In this sense, it is not the activity of the
subject of knowledge that “produces a corpus of knowledge, useful or resistant to power, but
power-knowledge, the processes and struggles that traverse it, and of which it is made up, that

determines the forms and possible domains of knowledge.

In the case of Dersim, the limits of the possible domain of knowledge were drawn by
colonial curiosities. “Curiosity” about the region dates back to the Tanzimat Period (1839-76)
when the Ottoman government felt the need to “forcibly induct supposedly recalcitrant
peripheries into an age of modernity.”*® The production of knowledge expanded as a part of
statecraft and in establishing the state’s monopoly on violence in the region. To cultivate the
legitimate basis for the state’s civilizing interventions, the central authorities of the empire and,
later, the Turkish Republic appointed scientists and state officials to write reports on the
fantasized “savage” and “primitive” inhabitants of Dersim. These reports have been dominated
by tropes that were commonplace in the anthropological knowledge production of the late 19™
and early 20" centuries, when anthropology served as the handmaiden of colonialism.*
Although the discipline has changed to a certain extent through constant self-critique, these
archetypes persist in many anthropological accounts today.** The most incisive critique of such

archetypes has come from the anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot who argues that

34 Michel Foucault, Colin. Gordon. Power/knowledge : Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977.
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 98.

35 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (London: Routledge. 1993).

36 Foucault, Power/knowledge.

37 Foucault, Power/knowledge.

3Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (Harmondsworth:Penguin, 1991), 27-28.
3 Ussama Makdisi.“Rethinking Ottoman Imperialism: Modernity, Violence and the Cultural Logic of Ottoman
Reform” in The Empire in the City: Arab Provincial Capitals in the Ottoman Empire, eds. Jens Hanssen,
Thomas Philipp, and Stefan Weber (Beirut/Wiirzburg: Orient-Institut der Deutschen Morgenlédndischen
Gesellschaft, 2002), 30.

40 Diane Lewis, “Anthropology and Colonialism,” Current Anthropology 14, no. 5 (1973): 581-602.

41 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, “Discipline and Practice: ‘The Field’ as Site, Method, and Location in
Anthropology,” in Anthropology Locations, eds. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1997).
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ethnography has been working through the tropes of the “savage slot,” the discursive gap that
can be filled with the object of study; and “elsewhere,” the geographical location of these
“savages” away from “civilization.”* Similarly, knowledge production on Dersim in the early
20" century has been built upon recurring themes: barbarism, savagery, remoteness,
geographical inaccessibility, Kurdification/Zazaification of a “Turkish” population, religious

deviancy and ignorance.*

Depicting the inhabitants of Dersim as a “backward people without history”* and the
region as an “unruly landscape”* the central government of the early republican period implied
that governing power in the region was inconsistent and random. Their “proven” inferiority
justified the central authorities’ demonstration of their superiority and modern, progressive
character. In this sense, the language used by the state to make Dersim as the other*® of the
modern Turkish state was not different from the discourses of other colonial powers and
justified the imposition of a supposedly civilized, rational and consistent order on the region.
Through repetition in the knowledge that was produced about the region, the labels of lacking
civility and authority became “sticky signs”*’ describing Dersim. In other words, uttering the
name Dersim became sufficient to generate the discomfort attached to barbarism, savagery and
religious deviancy. This association continues today to a certain extent, and operates by making
one version of truth and history more prominent than another. The success of these associations,
or the stickiness of these signs of “backwardness,” is “dependent on past histories of association

that often ‘work’ through concealment.”*®

As in other colonial contexts, Ottoman and, later, Turkish colonial practices targeting
Dersim involved both “a gender and a racial dispossession.”*® The knowledge of Dersim as a
place devoid of culture or history translated it, in patriarchal state narratives, into a “virgin”

territory, a “void of sexual agency, passively awaiting the thrusting male insemination of

42 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “Anthropology and the Savage Slot: The Poetics and Politics of Otherness,” in Global
Transformations (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 7-28.

43 Hasan Resit Tankut, Zazalar Uzerine Sosyolojik Tetkikler (Kalan Basim Yayin Dagitim, 2000).); Ziya Gokalp,
Kiirt asiretleri hakkinda sosyolojik tetkikler (Istanbul: Kaynak Yaymlari, 2011).

4 Eric R. Wolf, Europe and the People Without History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).

4 Trouillot, Global Transformations, 7-28.

6 zlem Goner, “A Social History of Power and Struggle in Turkey: State, Memory, Movements, and Identity of
Outsiderness in Dersim”, unpublished PhD thesis submitted to the Sociology Department of the University of
Massachusetts, 2012.

47 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004).

48 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 13.

4 Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York 1995),
30.
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history, language and reason.”® To grasp the resilience of this discourse surrounding the region,
the first sentence of the book published by the district governorship of Tunceli as recently as
2012 is instructive: “Tunceli is a true Anatolian treasure hidden amongst steep mountain slopes.
With its splendid beauty, its myths each carrying another lesson as well as its history, Tunceli
is a real secret city, undiscovered until today. It is social duty to make Tunceli—a city honest
and passionate about its soil and freedom—more widely known.”””* Dersim remains today a

void, awaiting discovery.
State violence, emotion and subjectivity

To elaborate on identity formation as a holy-mad figure I engage with the literature on
subjectivity in relation to state violence. The classical literature tends to focus on the
monopolization of violence in the establishment of nation-states and marks this historic process
as the start of a gradual decrease in violence.>® This view disregards the role of violence in the
formation of modern nations and also obscures the transformation and infliction of violence in
everyday life.** Critical literature on the state, on the other hand, goes against this argument of
“gradual decline” by exposing the paradox of legitimacy claimed based on the monopoly of
violence, the rule of law and atrocities against populations in the name of enduring social and
national peace.’* Feminist interventions to the literature on state and violence emphasize that
what stimulates gendered violence is the definition of the state as a masculine entity”> where
the experience of violence (by dying for the nation), or giving life to the nation “becomes part

of the subject’s attachment to the modern state.”>¢

Dying for the nation, or other militarist attachments to the state produce a gendered
citizenship which directly influences subjectivities. On the one hand, because women are not
allowed to do military service in Turkey, they are not able to participate in the masculinist myth

of the military nation myth which enables Turkish men to take pride in being men and thus able

30 McClintock, Imperial Leather, 30.

SU“Tunceli sarp daglarin arasina saklanmis gercek bir Anadolu hazinesidir. Olaganiistii giizellikleri, her biri
ayri derslerle dolu efsaneleri, tarihsel ge¢migiyle Tunceli, bugiine kadar kesfedilmemis gercek bir sakl kenttir.
Ozii sézii bir, topragina ve ozgiirliigiine diiskiin Tunceli 'nin bilinir hale gelmesi toplumsal bir gérev
niteligindedir.” Tunceli Valisi Mustafa Tagkesen, “Takdim”, in Bir Tutam Tunceli, ed. Yiksel Isik (Ankara: Anit
Matbaa, 2012) 6.

32 Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation”, in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (Oxford, 1946), 78.

>3 Fernando Coronil and Julie Skurski, eds., States of Violence, The Comparative Studies in Society and History
Book Series (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 20006), 2.

>4 Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity. Stanford (CA: Stanford Univ. Press,
2003).

3 MacKinnon C. Toward a Feminist Theory of the State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1991).

% Veena Das. "Violence, gender, and subjectivity." Annual Review of Anthropology 37 (2008): 283-299, 285.
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to join the army.>’” Emotions such as pride are not “merely” emotions, as Sara Ahmed tells us;
they line up bodies. Through circulation of emotions the subjects, bodies, groups and social
relations materialize.’® Instead of understanding emotions as residing in the subject or being
“about” its object, Ahmed conceptualizes them as continuous processes, in the course of which
the surface of individual and communal bodies is produced. Emotions “work to align some
subjects with some others and against others.”® While circulating “between bodies and
signs,”® they “stick” certain signs to objects. In some cases the circulation of affects and
emotions makes communities, as when taking pride in joining the army. In other cases, they
work to inflict injury. The obstruction of public grief, for instance, becomes injury for Kurdish
guerrillas who fight against the Turkish military, precisely because their bodies do not align. In
Dersim, where the continuity of state-sponsored violence still dominates the political landscape,
this form of violence cannot only be regarded as destructive. Through the creation of injuries,

sticky signs and alignments, it generates subjectivities, emotions, affects and communities.

This dissertation is mostly concerned with the emotional and affective dynamics that state
violence generates.®! In other words, it focuses on what state violence produces while
destroying lifeworlds. To grasp “state violence” as a reference point in making sense of
everyday life in Dersim, I turn to Veena Das who argues that violence cannot be regarded as a
solely destructive force interrupting ordinary life. Conceptualizing violence as a cultural and
social force producing the ordinary®* helps us to go beyond simplistic interpretations where
violence is understood as “a tool wielded in the pursuit of power.”®® In doing so, I aim to
complicate the idea of political violence as “the brute physical force that ruptures the flow of
everyday life.”%* In the absence of an official recognition of state crimes and the continuity of
state violence, the case of Dersim shows the need to revisit the notion of “violent rupture and
the routine maintenance of order.”®> In a place where “rupture” is so consistent, the “ordinary”

loses its place. Unhinging the dichotomy between violent rupture and the ordinary, the

57 Ayse Giil Altinay, The Myth of the Military-Nation: Militarism, Gender, and Education in Turkey (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006).

38 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion.

3 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion 11.

80 Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion 117.

! Begona Aretxaga. States of terror: Begona Aretxaga’s Essays. ed. Zulaika, Joseba (Nevada: University of
Nevada Reno, Basque Studies Program, 2005). Yael Navaro-Yashin, The Make-Believe Space: Affective
Geography in a Postwar Polity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012). Veena Das. Life and Words:
Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary (Univ of California Press, 2006).

82 Veena Das, Life and Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary (Univ of California Press, 2006).
%3 Coronil and Skurski, States of Violence, 2.

4 Coronil and Skurski, 2.
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experience of violence becomes constitutive of the ordinary. In that sense, a historical
ethnography of Dersim can only be written against the well-established understanding of the
“gradual elimination or containment of violence through the state’s monopolization of the

regularization and organization of civil society.”®

The focus on the destructive power of state violence and the practice of documenting the
loss of Dersim developed hand in hand with the search for justice, compensation and
reconciliation.’” What is crucial for my discussion on state violence is its power on the
formation of subjectivities. In this sense, my approach is different from the tendency to reduce
the state to its monopoly on violence and destroying both human and non-human actors.®
Instead of seeing the state as a tangible social institution or a “stately persona,” I aim to analyze
it in “the sites of everyday life, where people attempt to produce meaning for themselves by
appropriating the political.”® I take state violence itself as transformative, and as constructing
and reconstructing subjectivities.”® This approach contributes to my analysis on the production
of otherness in Dersim through knowledge production and helps me explain the process of the
affliction of otherness in Dersim, where communal attachment is strongly linked to a way of

making sense of state violence.

To clarify what I mean by “affliction” I turn to Judith Butler’s theorization of subject
formation. Expanding on Althusser’s notion of interpellation which suggests that state
constitutes individuals as subjects by interpellating them,”' Butler complicates this framing by
suggesting that the search for recognition is not only the result of submission out of fear but it
also generates a desirous attachment towards authority. The desire to be recognized is at the
core of investment in a hegemonic power structure.”? In the Butlerian frame of subjectivation,

injury plays a key role. Injury is what the subject is unavoidably attached to in order to socially
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constitute itself. In other words, injuries mark the foundation of one’s identity. What further
complicates this process of subject formation is that when one opposes the injury, s/he opposes

what is at the core of her/his identity:

Called by an injurious name, I come into social being, and because I have a certain inevitable
attachment to existence, because a certain narcissism takes hold of any term that confers existence,
I am led to embrace the terms that injure me because they constitute me socially. As a further
paradox, then, only by occupying — being occupied by — that injurious term can I resist and oppose
it, recasting the power that constitutes me as the power I oppose. [...] Any mobilization against
subjection will take subjection as its resource, and that attachment to an injurious interpellation will,
by way of a necessary alienated narcissism, become the condition under which resignifying that
interpellation becomes possible.”

In the absence of Seywusen’s own attachment to specific incidents of political violence, his
madness becomes associated with diverse episodes of state-sponsored violence. In other words,
while he was not socially performing any injury, the narratives about his madness suggest that
he “lost it” during the process of being interpellated by the state with the purpose of governing
the difference located in Dersim. In this case, Seywusen’s refusal to hold on to any injury
translates into the attribution of several injuries to him. This diversity in the narratives of injury
transforms his madness into a metaphor for the injury of Dersim. In that sense, the embrace of
Seywusen by Dersimi society indicates an act of holding on to a broader injury that keeps
together the diverse bounded identity narratives of Armenians, Kurds, Alevis, Kurdish-Alevis,
Zazas and leftists. In this way, the figure of Seywusen offers connectivity between different
communities of loss that are attached to particular injuries which they prioritize in their own
socially performed identities. Seywusen becoming the metaphor of the injury of Dersim is the
process I frame as “affliction of otherness.” In Butler’s frame, there is no ultimate
subjectivation: it is woven by many threads, and all of them interpellate the subject not in
independent but in specific ways. In this complex process of subjectivation I focus on
interpellation through epistemic and physical state violence, which presents Dersim as the
“other” of the state. In that sense, state violence goes hand in hand with knowledge production
on the region, and has effects going beyond the case of Seywusen. I analyze this creative co-
constitution of the identity of Seywusen as affliction of the otherness produced as a part of the

statecraft in the region.

Madness and politics

This dissertation draws on a two-layered analysis of madness: the medicalized and pathologized

madness represented in the biography of Seywusen by the Elazig Mental Hospital, and holy-
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madness which I frame as a site where silenced past comes to hunt the present and promotes
open-ended engagement with the ungrievable loss of Dersim. To elaborate on those two
different cosmologies of madness, I bring together the history of psychiatry and the history of
secularization. Early interest in the history of psychiatry in Turkey developed under the
influence of the biomedical psychiatric model, which suggested that mental illnesses have
always existed but were categorized as demonic possession, witchcraft and the like in the pre-
modern period, and only thanks to the development of modern science have become recognized
as mental illnesses.”* Influenced by Durkheim’s work on suicide,”® one of the early examples
of studying social norms through those who violate them, and Foucault’s works on madness,
social historians have appropriated the strategy of examining the abnormal to understand the
social order. Erving Goffman contributed to de-medicalizing the literature on psychiatry with
his work Asylums, where he relates mental disabilities as socially ascribed labels and not as
inherent mental conditions. Focusing on the institutionalization of mental hospitals, he analyzes
them as total institutions, where the confined are treated alike with like-situated individuals,

and their use of time and movement is regulated in a place cut off from the outside world.”®

With Goffiman’s and Foucault’s works on confinement of the mentally ill,”” mental
institutions started to be seen as the paradigmatic representations of the modern state and its
statecraft. Framing the asylum as the solid outcome of the victory of reason in the West,
Foucault analyses madness as a site where the modern state exercises its power and authority
to regulate and regularize society. He describes the birth of the asylum as the model for
industrial society, where different regimes of disciplining were formulated and practiced.
Influenced by Foucault, David J. Rothman who worked on the birth of the asylum in the United
States’® and Klaus Doerner in Great Britain, Germany and France, ”° put forward the asylum as
the site where the bourgeoisie expresses the desire to establish control. Prioritizing the central
role of professionalization in psychiatry, Andrew Scull frames the development of mental

asylums in England as more related to gaining control over the treatment of mentally ill people
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than curing them, in the context of a capitalist market economy that renders the mentally ill

economically unproductive subjects.®

There was little interest in the history of psychiatry until the decline of its institutional
legitimacy during the 1960s and 1970s and the birth of the anti-psychiatry movement which
questioned the institutional power relationship in the domain of psychiatry and its methods.®!
Expanding on Scull’s focus on professionalization, Thomas Szasz, one of the pioneering
psychiatrists of the anti-psychiatry movement, fueled a long debate. Starting with a question
asked by John Stuart Mill “was there ever any domination which did not appear natural to those
who possessed it,”%? Szasz argues that what was seen as witchcraft in the 15" century was what
is seen as mental illness in the modern world. Framing this change as a result of the
transformation of a religious ideology to a scientific one he sees this process as the replacement
of the persecutions of heretics by the persecution of mental patients.®® In this regard, he argues
that psychiatry is as an ideology produced by a community of science and not a science that

“cannot be warped by parochial loyalties.”%*

The ideology of psychiatry that is important for my arguments in this dissertation
belongs to the early years of the Turkish Republic, when Turkishness and its others were both
in the making. I enter this discussion through the establishment of the Elazig Mental Hospital
in 1925. Unlike in the countries cited above, in the Ottoman Empire the increase in the number
of mental hospitals was not a phenomenon of the 19" century but the 20™. Only after the
declaration of the second constitution in 1908 did the interest in confining the mentally ill
become a priority in Ottoman lands. While some explain this growing interest in relation to
deficiencies in the existing places for the increasing number of the mentally ill,% others interpret
this change within the framework of nationalization as the Ottoman Empire was replaced by
the Turkish Republic. Ayhan Caglayan argues that psychiatry provided the Turkish Republic

the invaluable gift: “idealized, homogenous, and fixed body of population in need of discovery,
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discipline and regularization.”® Focusing on the writings of the eugenicist prime minister Sadi
Irmak (in office 1974-75), Murat Ergin argues that the role of eugenics, biometrics and
anthropometric claims are dismissed in the discussions on race and Turkishness. They had a
key role in the making of Turkishness; they operated as a regulator of the “negotiations between

Turkish identity and modernity.”%’

Elaz1g was the city which served as one of the biggest former deportation hubs during
the Armenian Genocide and as the military headquarter where the Dersim Genocide was
managed. Between these two genocidal events, the Elazig Mental Hospital was founded by
Ahmed Siikrii Emed (1877-1940). The first director of the Elaz1g Mental Hospital, Emed was
professionally socialized during a time when eugenic ideas dominated the field of psychiatry in
Turkey and spent a year in Germany during his education working closely with Emil Kraepelin
(1856-1926), one of the foremost figures in German biological psychiatry.3® Considering its
founder’s background, the establishment of the mental hospital in Elazig cannot be considered
separately from the racializing dimensions of early republican psychiatry. In that sense, as an

institution it operates as a marker of the racialized medicalized discourses of the time.

While framing medicalization through the establishment of a mental hospital as a
component of the state violence helps us to frame the hospital in Elaz1g, classical Foucauldian
and Goffmanian approaches remain insufficient in elaborating the sacralized characteristics of
madness exemplified by the case of Seywusen. To unpack the translations of holy-madness,
such as therapeutic capacities and creative engagement with loss, I turn to the discussion on
how secularism shapes not only subjectivities but also regulates the sphere of health. While
Foucault and Goffman remain within a secular framework for approaching madness, I analyze
holy-madness as a vantage point from which to critique secularism and its regime of violence.
Analyzing the entanglement of therapeutic power and the political rule, Christopher Dole
argues that secularism in Turkey is not just a political doctrine but “a normative way of life”
which “works to organize the forms of speech and truth that are to be granted credibility in a
given set of conditions.”®® What a normative way of life refers to in this case is the organization

of “sensibilities, sentiment, and possibilities” along with “institutions and processes that
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organize relationships between seeing and being seen, speaking and listening.”®® In other words,
secularism works as a social force regulating what is sayable and hearable, the forms of speech

and truth in the public space.’!

In this framework, in which “healing is fundamentally connected to the government of
life and the reproduction of governable subjects,”®? the kind of therapeutic power and the
chance of engaging with loss becomes problematic in temporal terms. What holy-madness
signifies is something that is supposed to be left in the past. Taking into consideration that
secular national time was inscribed onto the landscape of Dersim through genocidal violence,
holy-madness becomes that which escapes despite all the regulations of the state’s violent
statecraft, and comes back to haunt those who live in that geography. In that sense, the holy-
madness of Seywusen, is a site of return, “wherein unspoken histories of political-theological
exchange and the forms of violence that marked secularism's origins are brought to bear on the

present.””?

Space, temporality, and emotions

Focusing on the different memory regimes forged by three different public monuments, in this
dissertation I analyze how the official historiography promoted by the statue of Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk was challenged by the statue of Seywusen (inaugurated 1995) and the statue of Seyyid
Riza (inaugurated 2010), the emblematic leader of resistance to the Dersim Genocide. While
the statue of Seywusen was erected during the peak of military clashes between the Turkish
Armed Forces and the PKK, the statue of Seyyid Riza was erected during the precarious peace
negotiations of the 2000s. Comparing the memory regimes of those two statues I offer a co-
reading of different regimes of public grief in times of conflict and temporary peace. Bringing
in conversation the literature on space and emotions, I depict the shift in the emotional regimes

that were inscribed in the landscape of Dersim in different time periods.

Following Henri Lefebvre’s theorizing on the production of space, many social
scientists have turned to the ways in which space is socially constituted by different social
actors.”* However, few have considered space as an actor that has an effect on the lifeworlds of

people beyond the presence or absence of natural resources. Turning to Lefebvre allows me to
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emphasize space as a socially produced entity without valorizing space over time but
conceptualizing it in an ongoing, mutually constitutive relationship.” I explore the landscape
of Dersim and Tunceli within the social relations they have produced through state violence
and militarization. The articulations of the power relationships through spatial networks are
significant for this dissertation. These networks condense broader relations of domination and
resistance in their materiality as well as the capacity to challenge the emotional regime that is

inscribed in the landscape.

The attention to space in exploring emotional and affective regimes is significant for my
conceptual approach.”® To understand how past atrocities continue to haunt people, spatial
policies and political subjectivities, I turn to memory studies which emerged in the wake of
decolonization and the social movements of the 1960s, with the aim of writing alternative and
revisionist histories.”” The clash between memory and history productively disrupted “the

relative stability of the past in its pastness™®

and at the same time acknowledged that humans
participate in history “both as actors and as narrators.”®® With the help of memory, which
“allows us to call on singular experiences in an effort to make sense of the present”!% I trace

how spatially inscribed pain and suffering of past atrocities haunt the present.

I engage with memory and haunting through material objects: statues and memorials. In
the literature on public monuments, memorials are generally seen as attempts to fix certain
forms of historical interpretation'®! that prescribe what to remember as well as what to forget, %2
and as tools to master the past from the perspective of the present.!”® The case at hand poses
challenges to theorizations of public monumentalization as closure stories. I draw on the
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literature on the agonistic, neither dead nor alive characteristics of monuments, " the emotional
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105 along with the gendered dynamics they generate.!% In the absence of

regimes they forge,
official recognition of past state-sponsored violence and in the presence of continuous state
violence, I focus on the open-ended memory regimes that memorials and statues forge in the
landscape of Dersim.

The open-endedness of those memory regimes are historically situated. They are
regulated through the “limits of the sayable” in the public sphere of Dersim in specific time
periods. As Butler argues, the “public sphere is constituted in part by what cannot be said and
what cannot be shown. The limits of the sayable, the limits of what can appear, circumscribe
the domain in which political speech operates[.]”!?” In systematically silencing the memory of
the Dersim Genocide for more than 70 years in the Turkish public sphere, the formation of the
cityscape of Tunceli may be conceptualized as a landscape of denial. This spatially inscribed
regime rendered the pain and suffering of the genocidal violence illegitimate and therefore
ungrievable in the public sphere. This regime of denial could only be challenged in the 2000s

99108

through a different “distribution of public grieving”'® which allowed certain kind of mourning

practices to happen in the public space in Tunceli.

Grief and melancholia have been mainly addressed through a Freudian approach that
tends towards a story of closure of the one mourning for loss. Mourning, Freud writes, “is
regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has
taken the place of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal and so on.”! While mourning
is the stage when libido is withdrawn from the lost object and becomes gradually available to
invest in new objects, melancholia is the refute of the grief and inability to detach the self from
the lost object. What Freud sees as pathological has inspired social theorists to engage with
cases where there is no happy ending, no closure, no reconciliation. David Eng and David
Kazanjian de-pathologize melancholia, inviting us to think of it as an “ongoing and open
relationship with the past—bringing its ghosts and specters, its flaring and fleeting images, into
the present.”!!® This invitation is not only for “a continuous engagement with loss and its

remains” but to generate “sites for memory and history, for the rewriting of the past as well as
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the reimagining of the future.”''! With Eng and Kazanjian, I take the attachment to loss as a

site of creative engagement with the past that persists in the present.

Religion, secularism and culturalization

The relationship between politics and religion is a theme that runs this dissertation, through the
discussions of the rituals woven around holy-madness. As a foundational component of the
works of Marx, Weber, Durkheim and Simmel, the study of religion and modernization is one
of the pillars of the sociological imagination.*** The interaction between the religious and the
political spheres are largely discussed within theories of secularism. Earlier literature on
secularism is mostly concerned with explaining the move towards a way of life in which
religion is an optional reference point. This historical process of differentiating the institutional
spheres of religion and politics, or secularization, has been explained as a gradual decline of the
role of religion following the emergence of nation-states and humanism, which ended the “naive
acknowledgement of the transcendent, or of goals or claims that go beyond human
flourishing.”**®* However, the increasing visibility of religiosity in the 1980s has required
differentiating religion and politics. Following Weber’s thesis of gradual decline, some started
worrying about the “resurgence of religion” while others moved towards a revision of the

“straightforward narrative of progress from the religious to the secular.”**

While earlier engagements with the differentiation of religion and politics take secular
norms and values as “natural and connected to freedom” of individuals, more recent approaches
emphasize the constructed notion of power and control over the demarcation between religion
and politics. In other words, what has been depicted as a social reality has started being
deconstructed with an emphasis on state power in the recent literature.’® In that regard, the
critical approach of Talal Asad informs my elaboration of the case of Turkey. For Asad
secularism is, historically and contemporarily, an expression of the state’s sovereign power in
defining, managing and intervening into religious life and sensibilities."*® Differentiating
between the secular as a domain of historically constructed behaviors, sensibilities and

epistemologies on one hand, and secularism as a doctrine and political arrangement of the
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modern nation-state on the other,’” he points towards a mutually constitutive structure of

secularism and the secular.®

What is crucial for my discussion is the indeterminate space that is created through the
reproduction of the secular and secularism in everyday life. Asad argues that the nation-state
requires “clearly demarcated spaces that it can classify and regulate: religion, education, health,
leisure, work, income, justice, and war.” The space allocated to religion is repeatedly “redefined
by the law because the reproduction of secular life within and beyond the nation-state
continually affects the discursive clarity of that space.”**® The struggle “to extend individual
self-creation” and “claims to knowledge” destabilizes already established boundaries.*?® This
feature of the modern state is framed by Hussein Ali Agrama as a “growing regulatory
capacity.” For Agrama “secularism has long been, and is increasingly, fraught with an
irrevocable indeterminacy.”*?* Following Asad and Agrama, I argue that, in the Turkish case,
this space of indeterminacy is historically grounded in the realm of culture. Culturalization has
been a strategy to depoliticize the demand of recognition in the religious domain voiced by the

Alevis of Turkey.

Culturalization of what is regarded as outside the religious realm is a historically situated
strategy that, in Turkey, played a formational role in the making of the boundaries of the
religious domain. Two years after the establishment of the Turkish Republic, parliament passed
Law 5566 which closed down “[a]ll of the fekkes and zaviyes (dervish lodges), whether
established as a vakif (foundation) or under the personal property right of its sheikh, or by
whatever other manner.” It also prohibited “[a]ll of the tarikats (religious orders) using titles
such as sheikh, dervish, disciple, dede, seyit, celebi, baba, emir, nakib, halife, fortune teller,
sorcerer, tfiiriik¢ii, and those who write charms to help people to attain their wishes; all
functions rendered according to these titles and designations; and the wearing of dervish
costume.”*?* Through Law 5566, mosques became the only officially recognized places of

worship in the republic. In 1950, Law 5566 was revised and some of the closed-down dervish
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lodges, which the state considered as belonging to “great Turks,” were transformed into

museums or cultural centers.!??

In a context where the only legally recognized place of worship is the mosque, turning
a selection of former religious sites turning into cultural centers involved not only a process of
culturalization but the demarcation of what belongs to Turkish culture. Turk and Turkish, like
any other category of identity is shaped through multiple constructions. The embrace of
Turkishness as a self-defining category of identity does not have a long history. Until the end
of the World War I, Turk was not a term for self-identification.** While Ottomans considered
themselves Rumi, a term adopted from the Byzantines, Turk was used by the Europeans to
classify the Ottomans. The term Turk as a self-appellation started being popular during the
formation of Turkish nationalism and “came to signify cultural identity under a nationalist
construction” in relationship with Europe.*?® The fact that a European construct would come to
serve as self-identification for the new republic is instructive for the understanding of Turkish

nationalism and modernism.

Historiography on the Turkish Republic as a narrative of Westernization'?® is usually
based either on a secularist premise or on the critique of Islam promoted by the republic itself.
The law certainly played a crucial role in the implementation of secular modernity which aimed
to limit the social and political influence of religion and to subordinate it to the national
interest.'?” Without denying the republic’s radical state-imposed reforms, such as the abolition
of the sultanate in 1922 and the caliphate in 1924, and the adoption of the Swiss civil code in
1926, in this dissertation I draw attention to the problem of the category of Westernization in

historical analysis. Suggesting an “original distinction and incommensurability between a
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constructed “East” and “West”*® the notion of Westernization, as any other claim to major
historical rupture, assumes “by default, that an essentially separate “culture” existed prior to the
development or the shift.”** Considering the identity claims of authenticity of the Turkish state
requires also considering this process. Following the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire in the
early 20" century, several nations initiated a search for unitary and original “culture of
circumscribed pieces of territory.”** The founders of Turkey solved the dilemma of reconciling
Europeanization with nationalism*3! by rooting their “authentic” culture in the Turkic groups of
ancient Central Asia. This source of authenticity facilitated the rupture from the Ottoman
Empire, performing modern qualities while simultaneously maintaining a solid cultural and

ethnic reference that keeps Turkishness distinct from European identity.

In this context, being part of Turkish culture translates into being conducive to being
instrumentalized for the performance of modernity on the one hand, and authenticity on the
other. For Alevis, this poses complexities, and they were incorporated into different nationalist
projects in diverse ways. As an element in the Central Asian cultural toolkit, Alevism become
a part of the continuity narrative of Turkish nationalism which suggests a long-term cultural
continuity between Central Asian cultures and the Turkish Republic which had been interrupted
during the Ottoman Empire. In this way, Alevism became a central component of Turkish
nationalism.*> While Anatolian Alevis were more easily incorporated into the national
project,’® Kurdish-Alevis were exposed to different political discourses. Turkish nationalism
was invested in proving that there are no Kurdish-Alevis but there are Kurdified Alevis who
must be helped to remember their original language.®* Kurdish nationalism participated in
denying this difference by promoting the idea that “the Alevi Kurds were really Kurds and

nothing else.”** On the other hand, “based on the distinct Zaza vernacular,” Zaza nationalists

128 Navaro-Yashin. Faces of the state, 11.

129 Navaro-Yashin. Faces of the state, 10.

130 Navaro-Yashin. Faces of the state, 11.

131 Deniz Kandiyoti, “Identity and ist Discontents: Women and the Nation,, in Colonial Discourse and Post-
Colonial Theory : A Reader, ed. Williams, Patrick, and Laura Chrisman. (London: Taylor & Francis Group,
1993), 379.

132 Markus Dressler. Writing Religion :the Making of Turkish Alevi Islam (New Y ork: Oxford University Press,
2013), 15.

13 Ahmet Yasar Ocak. Babailer isyani: alevi tarihsel altyapisi yahut Anadolu'da Islam-Tiirk heterodoksisinin
tesekkiilii (Dergah Yaylari, 1996).

134 Referring to Hamdi Bey’s report written in 1925. Cited in Hiiseyin Yayman. Sark Meselesinden Demokratik
Acilima: Tiirkiye 'nin Kiirt Sorunu Hafizasi, Ankara:SETA, 2011, 92-93.

135 Michiel Leezenberg, “Kurdish Alevis and the Kurdish Nationalist Movement in the 1990.” in Turkey’s Alevi
Enigma: A Comphrehensive Overview, eds. J. White and Jongerden Leiden (Boston: Brill, 2003), p:204.
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endorsed the idea of having an independent Zazaistan formed by “a distinct people or even a

distinct nation.”!3¢

Incorporation into the sphere of Turkishness remains the only possibility for the
inclusion of Alevis in a context where there is no legal recognition of Alevism as a religion.
This incorporation operates as a solidifier of the unity of the regulated religious space based on
the Hanefi interpretation of Sunni Islam. In other words, considering Alevism a part of Turkish
culture displaces it from being a religious belief. The Directorate of Religious Affairs (DRA,
Diyanet Isleri Baskanhigt), which was integrated into the state administration in 1924 to define,
organize and regulate public Islamic practices, uses the strategy of culturalization to draw the
lines between what is acceptable and what is not in the public religious domain. Framing it as
a threat to “notions of Islamic purity and authenticity,” DRA labels what is not in its control as
“cultural” and “condemns [it] as illegal innovations.”!*” Based on the “particular binaries such
as religious/secular and religion/culture**® and distinctions between “traditional cultures” of
Alevism and the “common share of Islam,”** the DRA legitimizes mosques as the only place
of worship, promoting the “true” religion and not the “cultural, the local, the contingent, in sum,

the inauthentic/heterodox.”!*°

Pushed towards the realm of culture, Alevi organizations are governed either by the
Directorate-General of Foundations (Vakiflar Genel Miidiirliigii)—as in the case of Alevi places
of worship, cemevis—or by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism—as in the case of museum-
lodges. In this case, the cultural sphere becomes the only place where the issue of diversity can
be addressed. Culturalization has brought an unprecedented visibility to Alevism clearly
divorced from its political agenda of recognition'** via public performances of Alevi rituals
such as semah. This visibility is an expression of “an aestheticised notion of multiculturalism
that conceptualizes most minorities in Turkey as nostalgic reminders of a multi-ethnic

empire”*** and as traces of the past rather than living communities.

136 Michiel Leezenberg, “Kurdish Alevis and the Kurdish Nationalist Movement in the 1990.” P:201.
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Methodology

Dersim is a region that, on the one hand, feeds the fantasy of “discovering otherness” in an
overdetermined setting and on the other resists being approached as a “bounded area”'*? of
research in the classical sense. Since it operated as the constitutive “other”'** of the Turkish
state in the making of Turkishness, it is framed in the national imaginary as a place that is
different than the rest of the country. However, due to continuous state violence and systematic
economic disinvestment policies of the state, today Dersimis mostly live outside Dersim, in
different metropoles of Turkey and Europe. In addition, since Alevi and Kurdish political
mobilizations were organized in Europe more powerfully than in Turkey in times of political
pressure (the 1980 coup d’état, the low-intensity war between the PKK and the Turkish Armed
Forces in the 1990s), the labor invested in identity formation and rights struggle outside Turkey
is undeniable.'* In that regard, Dersim is a diasporic region. This makes it hard to research the

region within the geographical boundaries of what is today Tunceli.

Along with the geographical diffusion, the thematic focus of this research is also
unbounded. Researching sacralized madness in a heavily contested landscape requires making
genealogies of seemingly “free-floating” references. During my fieldwork I found that
collecting stories about Seywusen and other madmen was like assembling what Dersimis want
to tell about the region, their lives, about politics and spirituality. A map of what people
attributed to Seywusen would include a range of stories from fantasies to claims of truth. By
fantasies, I refer to what “survives analysis, critique and deconstruction.”!#® For instance,
although people know that Seywusen was born after the Armenian Genocide and his village is
not one which was destroyed during the Dersim Genocide, this knowledge does not prevent
them from telling stories about the role of genocidal violence in Seywusen’s madness. Instead
of differentiating fantasy from “real” or truth claims my aim in this dissertation is to map the

reference points that appear in stories about Seywusen.

To do so, my research combines ethnographic and archival research methods. While the
written sources (the archive of the Elazig Mental Hospital, local newspapers, journals or printed

media which is distributed nationwide) had very little to tell about Seywusen, Dersimis had an

143Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, "Discipline and practice:“The field” as site, method, and location in
anthropology." Anthropological locations: Boundaries and grounds of a field science (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1997) 1-47:5.

144 Goner. “A Social History of Power and Struggle in Turkey”.

145 Ayse Betiil Celik. "“I miss my village!”: forced Kurdish migrants in Istanbul and their representation in
associations." New perspectives on Turkey 32 (2005): 137-163.

146 Navaro-Yashin. Faces of the state, 4.
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abundance of stories belonging to different periods. Although there is little information in the
institutional archives on Seywusen’s life, this silence is illustrative with regard to the archival
politics in Turkey. In his book on destroyed archives in Turkey, Rifat Bali, an independent
scholar specializing in the history of minorities in Ottoman and republican history, states that
the General Hospital—which later became the Elazig Mental Hospital—that belonged to
Protestant American missionaries had both an archive and a library. After its seizure by the
Turkish state, it was transformed into Elaz1g Mental Hospital in 1925. Both the archive, with
its documents related to missionary activities, and the library, containing books of American
medicine, were given to a bakery, to use the paper documentation as fuel, in return for free
bread for the hospital.'*” While this story explains the absence of the General Hospital’s archive,
the stories I collected in the Elazig Mental Hospital and Tunceli Municipality about their
archives are illustrative of contemporary archiving practices.

In March 2015, I visited the Elaz1g Mental Hospital to which Seywusen was committed
by his family in the 1960s. My application to access the file of Hiiseyin Tatar (Seywusen) was
officially refused, citing regulations on protecting patients’ right to privacy.'*® Until I received
the official rejection, I spent three days in the hospital’s garden where I had a chance to collect
a number of different reasons for the rejection of my application related to the state of the
hospital’s archive. While the general secretary of the hospital blamed a flood in the 1970s, the
director of the hospital described a fire in the 1980s, which, each claimed had destroyed the
archive, that is why unfortunately it was not available for researchers. After drinking several
glasses of tea with the archivists of the hospital, I learnt that there had been no fire affecting the
archive and, after the flood, the archive was restored. The archivists unofficially looked for the
file of Hiiseyin Tatar and told me it was missing.

My conversation in March 2014 with Edibe Sahin, the co-mayor of Dersim belonging
to the pro-Kurdish Baris ve Demokrasi Partisi (BDP, Peace and Democracy Party) helps

147 Rufat Bali, Bir Kiyinun, Bir Talamn Oykiisii: Hurdaya (S)atilmayan Matbu ve Yazma Eserler, Evrdk-1
Metriikeler, Arsivier (Istanbul: Libra Yayincilik, 2014), 98-99.

148 The content of the official rejection letter is as follows: Ilgi sayili yaziniz ekinde gonderilen Cigek ILENGIZ
isimli kisiye ait bagvurunun incelenmesi sonucu,; Hastanenizde tedavi gérmiis olan Hiiseyin TATAR isimli sahsin
kisisel saghk verilerinin Hasta Haklar: Yonetmeliginde belirtilen mahremiyetin korunmasi ilkesi kapsaminda
olmasi, bu mahremiyetin bedensel ve zihinsel mahremiyeti icermesi ve ilgili hasta Hiiseyin TATAR ' n oliimiiniin
bu mahrvemiyetin bozulmasi hakkini vermeyecegi hususlarina binaen, hasta dosyasindaki bilgilerin bilimsel
calisma da olsa agiklanamayacag kanaatine varilmistir.

As a result of the examination of the application belonging to Cigek ILENGIZ, it is decided that the personal
health data of Hiiseyin TATAR, who has been treated in our hospital, is within the scope of the principle of
privacy protection specified in the Patient Rights Regulation. This regulation includes physical and mental
privacy and the death of the concerned patient Hiiseyin TATAR will not give the right to violate this privacy,
although it is asked for a scientific study. Translation mine.

Document number 37445697/640 issued by the Elazig ili Kamu Hastaneleri Birligi Genel Sekreterligi: signed by
the secretary general Uzm.Dr.Latif Ustiinel.
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contextualize these stories of natural disaster. When I asked about the recordings of Seywusen’s
funeral and the plans of his statue—which had been archived by Mazlum Arslan, the mayor of
Tunceli (1994-99) who organized the funeral of Seywusen and commissioned the statue—
Sahin’s response was telling. With a smile on her face she said, “Haven’t you had enough of

flood and fire stories [in the archives], if not I can give you more”!#

and she told a story of a
fire, telling me indirectly that what was archived by Arslan during his mayoralty had been lost.
By referring to the Turkish state’s repertoire of stories of flood and fire to explain the partial
destruction of archives containing documents related to contested issues, Sahin made an
implicit analogy between the practices of archiving of the Turkish state and those of the
municipality.

Juxtaposing the discourse and practices on archives and archiving Meltem Ahiska
conceptualizes the problem of the archiving in Turkey as a governmental policy rather than a
technical deficiency. While on the one hand the Turkish state holds on to the rhetoric that
“archives are essential. One who does not have a past cannot proceed into the future!”, on the
other hand it remains, at best, indifferent to the material conditions of archives and their
continuous destruction. Destroying archives as a policy bequeaths the historical hole to the next
generations. Leaving behind such holes as inheritance also mutilates memory, disabling it from
answering today’s questions.'*® In her historical ethnography of Dutch colonialism, Ann Stoler
introduces archives not as things but archiving as a process. She frames archives as condensed
sites of epistemological and political anxieties rather than as places containing skewed and
biased sources.!*! The stories of flood and fire in Dersim express how the anxieties of archiving
the past is not limited to state archives and diffused into different institutional archiving
practices. The normalization of the destruction of archives is telling of the everyday practice of
constructing historical holes in the collective memory.

While the archive of the mental hospital in Elazig and the municipal archive in Dersim
center were not accessible, local newspapers covering the period from the 1960s to the end of
the 1990s offer little more than mainstream nationwide news. They contain no information
about Seywusen, whose funeral was one of the best-attended funerals in the region and whose
statue was erected in the city center. From the local newspaper Halkin Sesi published during

the 1970s and 1980s we learn about economic hardship and unemployment in the region, the

149 Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Edibe Sahin, March 2014.

150 Meltem Ahiska, “Arsiv Korkusu ve Karakapli Nizami Bey: Tiirkiye’de Tarih, Hafiza ve iktidar”, in
Tiirkiye 'de Iktidar: Yeniden Diisiinmek, ed. K. Murat Giiney (Istanbul: Varlik Yayinlari, 2009).

51 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2009), 20.

36



lives of Dersimis who went to Europe and we receive information about local shops. While
issues published during the 1970s contain some critical voices, these disappear after the 1980
coup and thereafter what we have is mostly generic news about the world and Turkey.

An alternative source helping to grasp the socio-political and economic situation in the
region comprises the journals of hometown associations'>? which started to spread in the
metropolises of Turkey during the 1990s. Dersimis who migrated to Turkey’s big cities
established these associations to build solidarity with each other and to make visible the political
situation in their hometown during the peak of the military clashes between the PKK and the
Turkish Armed Forces.!>® Along with the news items that appeared in the mainstream
newspapers, the journals of Dersim hometown associations helped me to depict the socio-
political atmosphere of the region during the 1990s. Unfortunately, the Dersim hometown
association in Berlin, Dersim Kulturgemainde Berlin, which welcomes visitors with
Seywusen’s photo on its wall, does not have an archive of journals published in Germany. But
its members aged 30—85 years carry with them the knowledge of political organization in
Germany. By attending the commemoration ceremonies of incidences of state violence along
with cultural events organized by the Dersim Kulturgemainde I had the chance to observe how
memories attached to state violence are mobilized to make political demands. Through
participant observation in the Dersim Kulturgemainde I also had a better grasp of how

emotional attachment to state violence incidents affects cultural production.

152 Hemseri Dernekleri (hometown associations) refers to associations for people originating in the same city,
village or town. They spread in Turkey’s big cities due to internal migration. The hemseri associations became
important centers for urban political mobilization for Alevis starting from the 1970s and for Kurds in the 1980s
and 1990s. For a detailed discussion on hometown associations of Kurdish migrants see Ayse Betiil Celik. "I
miss my village!”: forced Kurdish migrants in Istanbul and their representation in associations." New
perspectives on Turkey 32 (2005): 137-163.

153 [The Board of Directors], “Haydi Gorev Basma”, Dersim, (September 1995:1), 3-4.
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Figure 2: A photo of Seywusen hangs on the wall of Dersim Kulturgemainde in Berlin

As a response to the systematic destruction of institutional and state archives, private efforts to
document the past and the present offer substantial resources to engage with the contested and
silenced history of Turkey. In a context where available state documentation on the region is
dominated by descriptions of military clashes produced from the state’s perspective, private
archives become sites for producing truth claims. In other words, the efforts invested in private
archives are mostly motivated by revealing the truth about the silenced history and culture of
the region. For instance, thanks to the oral history projects and documentaries of the incidents
of 1937-38, the argument legitimating the Turkish state’s intervention in the region was negated
in the growing literature.'>* Those projects revealed the fact that there was no uprising that had
to be suppressed as the Turkish state had claimed. This also changed public views of the 1937—
38 incidents and in the absence of the official recognition of state crimes, the military campaigns

155

of the period started to be framed as genocide > rather than as military campaigns against an

uprising.

154 For the oral history works see Ozgiir Findik, Kara Vagon: Dersim-kirim ve Siirgiin [Black Wagon: Dersimi-
cide and Exile] (Istanbul: Fam Yayinlari, 2012), Cemal Tas, Daglarin kayip anahtari: Dersim 1938 anlatilart
[The Lost Key of Mountains: The Narratives of Dersim 1938] (Istanbul: Iletisim Yayinlari, 2016); Biilent
Bilmez, Giilay Kayacan and Siikrii Aslan, Belleklerdeki Dersim 38 [Dersim 38 in Memories] (istanbul: Iletisim
2015.
155 Bilgin Ayata and Serra Hakyemez, “The AKP’s Engagement with Turkey’s Past Crimes: An Analysis of PM
Erdogan’s ‘Dersim Apology,’” Dialectical Anthropology 37, no. 1 (March 2013): 131-43,; Biilent Bilmez,
“Sozli Tarih ve Belgesel Film Araciligiyla Bir Kiyimla Yiizlesmek ve Hesaplasmak,” in Kara Vagon: Dersim-
Kirim ve Siirgiin, by Ozgiir Findik (istanbul: Fam, 2012), 7-46; Zeynep Tiirkyilmaz, “Maternal Colonialism and
Turkish Woman’s Burden in Dersim: Educating the ‘Mountain Flowers’ of Dersim,” Journal of Women's
History 28, no. 3 (2016): 162-86.
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This irreconcilable historical narrative of Dersim in 1937-38, and subsequent incidences
of state violence in the region, has, unsurprisingly resulted in the common view that state

h”!%_are no more than a lie. In

archives and history—that is, “the register of the official trut
this context, history means only the official knowledge of “what happened” detached from the
“knowledge of that process.”'”’ However, “history can only be meaningful when actively
appropriated by memories in the present.”!>® In contexts where history does not provide tools
to critically ground specific experiences, “not only history and historicity but also the claims of
truth and justice” are impaired.'>® This leads to a major obstacle. Memory is challenged by the
ease with which it is depoliticized and made to lose its potential to form arguments around
political justice by being pushed into the private realm of nostalgia about the past.'*® In other
words, by being pushed into the private realm, memory can be easily framed as a reminder of
the past, which can be brought into the present only in the form of nostalgia. The
irreconcilability of memory and history leads to a conflict between collective and national
time,'®! where the latter—framed as a “homogeneous empty time upon which the biography of

»162__js imposed onto the silenced and erased memory of

the Turkish nation could be written
the members of the nation.

In this blurred ground of history and memory, I had the chance to spend almost a year
in the private archive of Kemal Kahraman, a musician who has collected laments, folk poems,
folk songs, sayings and expressions in the Kirmancki language since late 1980s. He was one of
the first people to interview elderly Dersimis not only about the politically contested history of
the region but also about their everyday lives, from therapeutic and devotional practices to
friendship and weddings. In that sense, working in his archive was like entering the cultural,
political and spiritual cosmology of Dersim from a door situated in Berlin. Kahraman’s library
contained most of the books published on Dersim and in the Kirmancki language while his
archive included a wide range of material from recordings to newspaper clips, to personal notes

to the drafts of the booklets of his albums. Placing oral history accounts and memory at the

intersection of the individual and the cultural, I do not take it “as a separate realm from
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authorized domains of knowledge,” but instead “itself constituted through historically specific
cultural knowledges.”!'®® In that sense, in deciphering the sources and making use of them I did
not use different filters for state documentation and oral history accounts. Instead, I

contextualized them in their conditions of production.

While my archival research helped me to situate the story of Seywusen in its context,
the oral history interviews I conducted helped me to create his biography. When I started my
PhD I had already conducted 27 semi-structured interviews as the basis of my MA thesis.
Between March 2015 and September 2018, I conducted five months of fieldwork in Dersim. In
total, I have 53 oral history interviews conducted in different cities of Turkey and Germany:
Dersim (25), Elaz1g (3), Erzincan (3), Istanbul (4), Berlin (15) and Riisselsheim (3). Their
length varies between one and six hours. Along with these recorded interviews, I had several
unrecorded conversations at different field sites such as the cemetery where the grave of
Seywusen is situated, the surroundings of the statue of Seywusen, the cemevi of central Dersim,
sacred places (jiara) in Dersim, and the Dersim Kulturgemainde in Berlin. These number more
than 40. While only 15 of the recorded interviews I had were with female interlocutors, my
fieldwork notes are dominated by unrecorded unstructured interviews with women in different
field sites, especially in sacred places. This reflects the way in which sacred places in Dersim
are largely frequented by female groups, while official settings and publics spaces are

dominated by men.

Reading the dissertation

This dissertation follows a chronological narrative and is in five main parts. Chapter I unpacks
the historical references that appear in the narratives about Seywusen’s madness such as the
Armenian Genocide (1915-17), the Elazig Mental Hospital (established in 1925) and the
Dersim Genocide (1937-38). It unfolds the history of the Elazig Mental Hospital where
Seywusen was hospitalized by his family in the 1960s, contextualizing it within the history of
psychiatry. Analyzing the discourses surrounding the two incidents of genocidal violence and
the psychiatric thinking of the time, it reveals different components of racialization. The chapter
examines the making of Dersim as a problem-space and the solutions that were provided to

solve this problem by the central governments of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic.

163 Gillian Swanson, “Memory, Subjectivity and Intimacy: the Historical Transformation of the Modern Self and
the Writing of Female Autobiography.” In Memory and Methodology, ed. Susannah Radstone (Oxford: Berg,
2000), 111-132, 112.

40



Chapter Il illustrates the process by which Seywusen became a popular and well-known
madman during the late 1960s, a period when Turkey witnessed mass political mobilization.
Contextualizing oral history accounts depicting Dersim during the 1960s and 1970s when it
became an important center of leftist mobilization, the chapter offers a background picture of
the streets where Seywusen started to live. Putting together the narrated reasons for Seywusen’s
madness, the chapter frames those narratives as the spectrum of “plausible reasons” for going
mad in Dersim. Analyzing the narrated reasons for his madness, the chapter initiates a
discussion of failed masculinity and shows that narratives about Seywusen’s madness keep

together different layers of otherness that have been attributed to Dersim.

Chapter III depicts a transformation in the way Seywusen was perceived in the post-
1980 coup period. It contextualizes this shift within changes in the socio-political atmosphere
after the coup d’état. Unpacking the holiness of Seywusen, the chapter expands on its
ambiguities. Analyzing the prophecies, miracles and dreams attributed to Seywusen, the chapter
puts forward that the divinity attributed to Seywusen transgresses the existing hierarchies of
Dersim Alevism. Analyzing the kind of holiness attributed to Seywusen, the chapter discusses

how holiness generates ways of creative engagement with the ungrievable loss of Dersim.

Chapter IV depicts the memorialization of Seywusen in the city center following his
death in 1994. It unpacks the symbolic meaning of the first statue inaugurated after the statue
of Mustafa Kemal. Contextualizing the inauguration of the statue of Seywusen within the
political atmosphere of the post-1980 coup when the military conflict between the PKK and the
Turkish armed forces peaked, it analyzes the limits of the sayable in the public space of Dersim
in the 1990s. It compares the memory regimes forged by the statue of Seywusen with the statue
of Seyyid Riza (erected in 2010 by the pro-Kurdish municipality), the symbol of resistance to
the Dersim Genocide. With this comparison, it initiates a discussion about the discourses of
spatially embodied trauma and healing, which was mobilized by pro-Kurdish municipalities in

the 2000s and illustrate the shift in regimes of public grieving.

Chapter V focuses on the tensions between rituals and practices related to holy-madmen
and the official place of worship for Alevis in Turkey, namely the cemevi. Starting with a short
discussion of the place of the cemevi in the struggle for recognition of Alevism as a religion in
Turkey, the chapter unpacks what has been left outside the institutional framing of Alevism.
Through a co-reading of the Yesil Evliya ziyareti (Green Awliya Sacred Place) a therapeutic

site curing mental instabilities, and the practices that occur at the graves of holy-madmen, the
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chapter unpacks different understanding of madness in the Dersim belief cosmology. Through
the analysis of the therapeutic power of sacred places, the chapter initiates a discussion on the

conceptualization of secularism in Turkey.
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CHAPTER I. CREATION OF OTHERNESS: DIFFERENT PHASES
OF STATE VIOLENCE IN THE CREATION OF DERSIMI
IDENTITY

You came to the right place to work on madness [laughing]. [...] The [Munzur] River flowing next to
us has witnessed all the possible atrocities that a state can commit. We all drink its water and believe
that it is holy. What the holiness of the river spreads, is nothing other than witnessing [this violence].
... I don’t find Seyyid Hiiseyin that special, I am sorry [laughing]. [...] Who can carry this burden? ...
Did you talk to Ibo'®* already [laughing]? He asks the Munzur [River] to make snow during summer.

[...] He does it every summer. All of us are waiting for something to happen ... something to change.

[...] But all they do is build a dam across our holy river. '

Murat (41) was a self-identified communist working as an ambulance driver in Dersim. He
interpreted Seywusen’s life path as an ordinary one for people living in Dersim. For inhabitants
of the region “who witnessed all the possible atrocities that a state could commit” what could
be more normal than losing it? While Murat did not temporally locate the act of witnessing state
violence, by saying “we are waiting something to happen... something to change” he underlined
the unchanging position of the witness in the face of continuous state-sponsored violence. The
relationship he constructed between the holiness of the Munzur River and the act of witnessing
not only represents the widespread attribution of holiness to natural features in the region but
also the equation of the inhabitants of Dersim with its landscape. In other words, it is not only
Dersimis but also Dersim as a region that is under continuous attack by state power. This can
take the form of constructing dams over the holy Munzur River or building police stations on
Jjiaras, places that are locally considered holy sites. Building dams'® and police stations without
considering local beliefs have been among the practices of the state as it has sought to “bring

civilization” to the region since the late Ottoman period.

This chapter aims to historicize this sense of continuous state violence by following the
key reference points in Seywusen’s life story. As briefly mentioned in the Introduction and
discussed in the next chapter in detail, the two events of genocidal violence that played a
formative role in the consolidations of identities in Anatolia are narrated as reasons for

Seywusen’s madness. As one who lost it, Seywusen was hospitalized in the Elazig Mental

164 Let-1t-Snow Ibo (Kar yagsin Ibo) is one of the well-known contemporary madmen of Dersim. He is known
for his wish that it would snow and for asking for small amounts of money. He is taken care of by the inhabitants
of Dersim. Unlike Seywusen he is not attributed holiness.

165 Excerpt from the interview I conducted with Murat in Dersim, April 2014.

166 An early example is from 1861 when the marshal of Erzurum, Semih Pasa, and Ismail Hakk1 Pasa planned to
build repository pools along with Dersim to bring civilization to the region. Faik Bulut, Dersim Raporlari,
(istanbul: Evrensel Basim Yayin, 2013), 85.
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Hospital which was founded in 1925, between two genocidal events. Elazig, the closest city to
Dersim, was one of the biggest deportation hubs during the Armenian Genocide in 1915 and a
military base during the Dersim Genocide in 1938. The chapter contextualizes the establishment

of a mental hospital in Elazig within a history of demarcation and violence.

In the following sections, I will elaborate on how difference was detected and governed
by the Ottoman and Turkish states through an examination of the reports produced before each
genocide. Analyzing knowledge production about the region, I aim to show that physical
violence cannot be considered separately from the epistemic violence that also occurred.
Tracing this epistemic violence, which has shaped not only the idea of Dersim but also the
identities of Dersimis, allows us to grasp the nature of the otherness that is attributed to the
region. After discussing knowledge production about the region, I will conclude the chapter by
elaborating on the contribution of the Elazig Mental Hospital to the discourses of otherness

attached to Dersim.

Defining the injury of Dersim

Since the late Ottoman period, the domain of knowledge about Dersim has been strictly
delineated around certain recurring themes: remoteness, primitivism, hard-to-categorize
devotional practices, different ethnic characteristics from the rest of the Kurdish region,
unruliness, and belonging to a different time period.'®” The geography of Dersim is a recurring
theme both in state documentation and in the accounts of travelers, missionaries and
anthropologists. Situated in the Kurdish region of eastern Turkey, Dersim is bordered by the
Euphrates to the north and west, and the Murat River in the south. The fact of being encircled,
by mountains and the Munzur, Harcik and Peri Rivers, which join the Murat River at the
region’s southern border, sets Dersim geographically an enclosed part of the Kurdish region in
Turkey.'®® During the Ottoman period, the southern parts of Dersim, including Cemiskezek,
Pertek and Mazgirt, were trade centers controlled by local representatives of the central
authority. However, the area named I¢ Dersim (Inner Dersim) has been more difficult to reach
compared to other parts. For instance, in a 1933 gendarmerie report, eastern and western Dersim

are described as divided by the Munzur River preventing passage between two sides during the

167 Ozlem Goner, “A Social History of Power and Struggle in Turkey: State, Memory, Movements, and Identity

of Outsiderness in Dersim”, unpublished PhD thesis submitted to the Sociology Department of the University of
Massachusetts, 2012, 107.
168 Nuri Dersimi, Kiirdistan Tarihinde Dersim (Koln: Komkar Yayinlari, 1992), 2.
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spring snowmelt.!®” The main feature of Ic Dersim is its harsh mountainous geography which
complicates the establishment of central authority in that part of the region. The mountains of
Ic Dersim have been notorious for hosting semi-nomadic groups which reject the central

authorities.!”?
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Figure 3: The Sandjak of Dersim at the beginning of the 20th century’?

However, while for the state inaccessibility was historically the primary obstacle to establishing
its power, for Dersimis the mountains are a holy refuge. In most of my interlocutors’
imaginations Dersim is a place whose mountains were and still are open to the oppressed of the
region. Nuri Dersimi (1893—-1973), a significant figure in the emergence of Kurdish
nationalism, attaches high importance to the mountains of Dersim and argues that they shape
the culture of the region: he argues that the mountains shaped Dersim as a shelter and Dersimis
as people who host refugees. In his book Kiirdistan Tarihinde Dersim (Dersim in the History
of Kurdistan) he elaborates on the significance of the notion of baht: “[In Dersim] for a house

owner (ev/konak sahibi) giving a shelter to a refugee is a duty. Dersimis call it baht [fortune,

169 The report was originally published in 1933 by the Gendarmerie General Command (Jandarma Genel
Miidiirligii) with a stamp on it showing that it was secret [gizli ve zata mahsustur]. 1zzetddin Caliglar, who
acquired the report from his grandfather, made the report available. The copy I referred here is edited by Calislar.
Izzeddin Calislar, (ed.) Dersim Raporu, (Istanbul: Iletisim Yayinlari, 2010), 23.

170 Ahmet Kerim Giiltekin, Tunceli’de Siinni Olmak: Tunceli Pertek 'te Ulusal ve Yerel Kimlik Ogelerinin
Etnolojik Tetkiki (Istanbul: Berfin Yayinlari, 2010), 37.

171 “Maps | Vilayet of Mamuratul Aziz-Harput : Houshamadyan - a Project to Reconstruct Ottoman Armenian
Town and Village Life,” accessed July 20, 2019,
https://www.houshamadyan.org/en/mapottomanempire/vilayetofmamuratulazizharput.html.
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destiny]. People who do not use the right of the baht and refuse to open the doors of their house

to refugees are considered baht1 yitik (ill-fated).”!"?

I begin by unpacking the heavily loaded identity markers used to describe the people
inhabiting Dersim. Although some of their analytical categories seem neutral (such as remote
and inaccessible), they are products of a certain historical associations that has been circulating
over centuries. The interest in defining and categorizing the people of Dersim goes back to
1800, when Ottoman state documentation, accounts of travelers, missionaries and
anthropologists contributed to the saturation of the identity concepts applied to the region. This
occurred into two somewhat distinct ways: while in western accounts the difference attached to
the region was defined through similarities with the writers’ own culture, it was the opposite in
Ottoman state documentation.

Dersim is the only Kurdish-Alevi dominated region in Turkey today. While there is no
official census count showing its ethnic and religious diversity, it is estimated that Alevis
comprise between 10 to 20% of the population of Turkey.!”® There are currently three dominant
languages spoken in the region: the Kirmancki dialect of Kurdish, which is also called Zazaki-
Dimilki; the Kurmanci dialect of Kurdish; and Turkish. Kurdish speakers of Kirmancki are also
known as Zaza, however this term has acquired some historical baggage. Dersim is home
mostly to Kirmancki-speaking Alevis (Alevi-Zaza), like its neighboring cities of Bingél, Sivas,
Malatya, Marag, Erzurum and Mus, while Diyarbakir is predominantly home to Safi-Sunni
Zazas.'™ The term Kirmanc is used as a self-descriptor by Alevi-Zaza from Dersim. Although
Alevi-Zaza and Safi-Zaza are not derogatory identity terms, political tensions between the PKK
and Zaza nationalism, which arose in the 1990s and claimed to be a “distinct people or even a
distinct nation” based on the “distinct Zaza vernacular,”'”® the term “Zazaki,” refering to the
language, has become associated with Zazaism. Moreover, since Zazaism was subtly supported
by the Turkish Armed Forces during the 1990s to weaken the influence of the PKK,!”¢ using
the term Zazaki to refer to the language, or Zaza for the ethnicity, is even more problematic.

Both Turkish and Kurdish nationalists have tried to make the Dersimi identity a part of their

172 Dersimi, Kiirdistan Tarihinde Dersim,41.

173 Reha Camuroglu, Degisen Kosullarda Alevilik, (Istanbul: Kap1 Yayinlari, 2004), 98.

17*Erdal Gezik, Dinsel ve Etnik ve Politik Sorunlar Baglaminda Alevi Kiirtler (Ankara: Kalan Yayinlari, 2000),
16.

17Michiel Leezenberg, “Kurdish Alevis and the Kurdish Nationalist Movement in the 1990,” in Turkey’s Alevi
Enigma: A Comphrehensive Overview, J. White and Jongerden Leiden, (Boston: Brill, 2003), 204.

176 Leezenberg, “Kurdish Alevis and the Kurdish Nationalist Movement in the 1990,” 205. Munzur Cem, Dersim
Merkezli Kiirt Aleviligi: Etnisite, Dini Inang¢, Kiiltiir ve Direnis. (Istanbul: Vate Yaynevi, 2009), 557-58. Cuma
Cigek, Ulus, Din, Sinif, Tiirkiye ‘de Kiirt Mutabakatinin Ingasi. (Istanbul: Tletisim Yayinlari, 2015), 178.
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own narratives: the Turkish state has tried to prove that the Kurdish and Zaza languages are

essentially Turkish,!”’

while the Kurdish movement tried “to convince the Alevi Kurds that they
really were Kurds and nothing else.”'’® On the other hand, the Zazaism ideology dreams of
Zazaistan, which is composed of Zaza-speaking people.!” To distance myself from these
loaded terms, therefore, I use “Dersimi” to refer to people from Dersim and “Kirmancki” to
refer to the language they speak.

Religious terms are equally complicated. The terms Kizilbag, heterodox, Alevi, and
pagan have been used by western travelers and anthropologists as well as Ottoman and Turkish
state officials to describe the religious practices of the population. Since the early 20" century,
Alevi has been the umbrella term for the “endogamous, socio-religious communities found

mainly in Anatolia”!%

who were historically referred to as Kizilbas. While Alevi is a self-
identification, Kizilbas has been used as a pejorative label denoting a “moral and religious
deviance” of groups and individuals who are haphazardly identified.'®! There is a tendency
among the Kurdish-Alevis of Dersim to embrace the negative connotations of the term,
particularly the rebellious characteristics associated with it, and identify themselves as
Kizilbas.!®? Alevism in Dersim has often been defined in terms of religious syncretism, with
several strata: Zoroastrian, Christian and Muslim. However, some anthropologists interpret the
use of the term “syncretic” to define the devotional practices taking place in Dersim as a form
of epistemic violence. For example, Dilsa Deniz states that while no one ever talks about
monotheistic religions as syncretic, “the religions which are not belonging to powerful
states/nations are constantly defined in this way. This makes those [monotheistic religions]
defined as the original [as/i] and the others as mixture of this and that therefore not valuable,
insignificant.”!®3 To distance myself from the academically rooted practice of categorizing and
labeling against the interlocutor’s narrative, I use the term “Dersim Alevism” to refer to the

devotional practices I analyze.

177 Martin van Bruinessen, “Aslin1 inkar Eden Haramzadedir! The Debate on the Ethnic Identity of the Kurdish
Alevis,” in Syncretistic Religious Communities in the Near East, ed. K. Kehl- Bodrogi, B Kellner-Heinkele & A.
Otter- Baujen (Leiden: Brill, 1997).

178 Michiel Leezenberg, eds., “Kurdish Alevis and the Kurdish Nationalist Movement in the 1990,” in Turkey’s
Alevi Enigma: A Comprehensive Overview, J. White and Jongerden Leiden, (Boston: Brill, 2003), 204.

179 1 eezenberg, “Kurdish Alevis and the Kurdish Nationalist Movement in the 1990, 200.

180 Markus Dressler, “Alevis”, in Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE, Edited by: Kate Fleet, Gudrun Krimer, Denis
Matringe, John Nawas, Everett Rowson. Consulted online on 09 July 2019

181 Dressler, “Alevis”.

182 David Shankland, The Alevis in Turkey. The emergence of a secular Islamic tradition, London 2003 cited in
Dressler, “Alevis”.

183 Deniz, RE/Yol Dersim Inan¢ Sembolizmi, 17.
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To be more precise about what I mean by epistemic violence I will use two examples
where the rituals taking place in Dersim were described based on the framework of syncreticsm.
Syncretic as an analytical category is used creatively in different accounts to define Alevism as
practiced in Dersim. For instance, for Molyneux-Seel, a traveler who published his article in
1911, the pagan and Christian elements in Dersimi devotional practices are syncretic
characteristics: “All the Seids [seyyids] keep with them a certain stick and a leather bag about
the uses of which there is some mystery, and which are said to be employed in the performance
of certain pagan rites. However, the Seids say that the stick is a portion of the rod of Moses,
and the bag an imitation of that carried by St. John the Baptist.”!®* This quote from Molyneux-
Seel exemplifies an effort, found in the accounts of travelers, missionaries, anthropologists and
state officials to categorize devotional practices not in its integrity but as a mixture of ritals
belonging to different belief systems.

Another example of this effort to show the syncretic characteristics of devotional
practices can be found in the work of Mark Sykes, a British anthropologist who studied Kurdish
lineages and who wrote in 1908: “With the exception of Shawaks [a Sunni group], all the
Dersim tribes are apparently Pagans, who call themselves Shias.”!®> Quoting an interlocutor
who said: “I do not worship God, for a part cannot worship the whole,” he describes the
religious belief system in Dersim as a mixture of “magic and nature worship.” He notes however
that Dersimis called themselves “Shia Moslems” and considered Ali the greatest prophet.'8°
While the Alevis worshipped Ali, Hiiseyin and Moses and celebrated Easter—together with
Armenians—Sykes states that they ignored the Islamic festival of Ramadan. Alevi rituals are
also said to include: “songs and dances performed secretly at night in accordance with an
elaborate code.” They were “turning towards the east while praying” and went on pilgrimages
to Armenian monasteries. The monasteries were protected by them against all incursions.'®’
Armenian travelers in the early 1900s also described how the Kizilbas, considered infidels by
the Sunni orthodoxy, were equated with Christianity at the level of governance: “because of
their secret religious practices, the Kizilbas followers were deemed gdvurs (infidels) like

Christians.”'® Until the Armenian Genocide in 1915, Christianity was an important element of

184 L. Molyneux-Seel, "A Journey in Dersim." The Geographical Journal 44, no. 1 (1914): 49-68, 66.
185 Mark Sykes, “The Kurdish Tribes of the Ottoman Empire,” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 38 (1908): 451-486.

186 Sykes, “The Kurdish Tribes of the Ottoman Empire,” 467.
187 Sykes, “The Kurdish Tribes of the Ottoman Empire,” 421.
188 Raymond H. Kévorkian, The Armenian Genocide: A Complete History (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2011), 421.
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religious life in Dersim, as in other parts of Anatolia. On the eve of World War I, there were
107 churches and 50 monasteries in Dersim alone.'®

Western travelers and anthropologists described the differences they encountered on
Dersim’s spiritual horizon through familiarity, highlighting what they saw as similarities
between Christianity, paganism and Dersim Alevism. In the Turkish officials’ reports, by
contrast, the terms Kizilbas and Alevi were frequently used to describe differences in religious
practices from orthodox Sunni Islam.!*® Both in state reports and in western accounts, we see

efforts to distinguish Dersim Alevism from Anatolian Alevism more broadly.

There are two main components of the particular religious practices of Dersim Alevism:
ocak (holy lineage), and the integration of natural elements into spiritual practices. Kinship
relations are woven into the religious practices of the region.!”! It is believed that in the 12
century, nine Alevi holy lineages, ocaks, “presumably coming from Khorasan and Daylam
arrived in Dersim.”'®?> Ocaks are organized into lineage and their authorities are defined based
on the “sacred blood relation” and they all have a distinct keramet (miracle).!®> There are 100
asirets (tribes) in Dersim, most of which reside outside the city center, and their chiefs (reis)
are regarded as religious leaders (pir and seyyid). Kuresan holy lineage that Seywusen is coming
from is one of the most important ocaks in the region which claims descent from the lineage of

Prophet Muhammed.

The second major axis defining the specificity of the beliefs and practices in the region
is shaped around the sacred places, and is called jiara or ziyaret. The integration of natural
elements into the religion becomes visible in the ritual of jiara, which refers to visiting a holy
place such as the grave of a holy person, trees, mountains, rocks, caves, rivers, lakes or water
sources.'** Jiara are not only places for sacrificing animals, lighting candles and making wishes
but also points for gathering and socializing. Lighting candles at sacred places is one of the
most widespread ritual practices in Dersim. Thursdays are sacred in Alevi belief,!®> and on this

day candles, which symbolize the light and the fire, are lit to illuminate the believer’s path.'*

189 Kévorkian, The Armenian Genocide, 421.

190 Gezik, Dinsel ve Etnik ve Politik Sorunlar Baglaminda Alevi Kiirtler, 19-20.

1 Dilsa Deniz, RE/Yol Dersim Inang Sembolizmi: Antropolojik Bir Yaklasim (Istanbul: Iletisim Yaynlar,
2012), 15.

192 Annika Térne , “Dedes in Dersim: Narratives of Violence and Persecution,” Iran and the Caucasus 16
(2012): 71-95.

193 Deniz, RE/Yol Dersim Inan¢ Sembolizmi, 44.

194 Ahmet Kerim Giiltekin, Tunceli'de Kutsal Mekan Kiiltii (Ankara: Kalan Yayinlari, 2004), 63-64.
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As focal points of religious practices, the jiara themselves, the myths shaped around
them and the way Dersimis relate to them, are invaluable in accounting for an Alevi mental
universe. Generally, the graves of those who are believed to have performed miracles (keramet)
during their lifetimes are considered sacred places and this keramet continues after death. For
instance while the grave of a seyyid, a descendant of the holy lineage of Prophet Muhammad,
is considered sacred for his/her relatives and tawlib/tallip (disciples), there are also the graves
of people who gained their sacredness over time through the circulation of myths. Those myths
encapsulate their biographical information and provide reference points in relation to the
contemporary world.'"’

The socio-political system woven around the amalgamation of religious and tribal
relations largely regulated everyday life until the Dersim Genocide in 1938. In 1931 Nasit
Hakki Ulug (1902—77), a politician who was influential in designing reforms in the Kurdish
regions, describes Dersim as follows: “Dersim is a closed country (memleket). Although there
has been 500 years since it came under the Ottoman rule, they live in the same way they did
500 years ago.”'”® Kazim Karabekir (1882-1948), the commander of the eastern army of the
Ottoman Empire during World War I, describes this closed system in a report dated 1918—19:

There is much envy among different tribes (asiref) and there is no certainty on the obedience of the
rabble (avam takimi). If some tribes are more courageous, the others generally submit to them. On the
contrary, they are too courageous, and cold-blooded towards helpless ones (¢aresiz). The cases of
expropriation, robbery and murder among each other are solved in the assembly they call cemaat,
formed by those so-called seyyids and members. If they cannot reach an agreement, the attacks between
the opponent tribes continue for long time. Yet, in case of an attempt to impose discipline [by the
authorities], the opponent tribes help each other.'”’

The military officer’s report draws a picture of a closed tribal system that solves its internal
problems via its own assembly, and a tribal structure that comes together against state
interventions but at other times has internal problems. This idea of self-governance through

assemblies composed of locals also appears in Dersimi narratives as a nostalgic element of the

197 Giiltekin, Tunceli’de Kutsal Mekan Kiiltii,

198 Nasit Hakki Ulug, Derebeyi ve Dersim, (Istanbul: Kaynak Yayinlari, 2009), 22.

199 “Muhtelif asiretler arasimda ¢ekememezlik fazla oldugu gibi, avam takiminin agalarina itaatleri muhakkak
degildir. Asiretlerden bazilari nisbeten cesur ise de, kuvvete karsi genellikle boyun ege,rler. Buna karsulik,
caresizlere karsi pek cesur ve hunhardirlar. Keza aralarindaki gasp, hirsizlik ve éldiirme davalart "cemaat"
dedikleri seyit ve iiyelerden olusan bir mecliste hallolunur. Sayet uyusamaziarsa, hasim agiretlerin yekdigerine
karsi olan saldirilart uzun miiddet devam eder. Lakin ihtiya¢ aninda herhangi bir asiretin tedibine (hizaya
sokulmasina) tesebbiis olunursa, (diger) hasim agsiretleriyle derhal aralarindaki diismanligi birakarak
yekdigerinin yardimina kosarlar.” The report of Kazim Karabekir, dated 15 Kannunuevvel 1335 (December
1918-19) cited in Bulut, Dersim Raporlari, 224.
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pre-1938 period. Some idealize that pre-genocide time as a primitive communist period of

200

Dersim;?% others describe it as the perfect form of the Alevi belief system.?"!

The backyard of the empire

Due to its geographical characteristics, Dersim could, to some degree, resist the central
authority’s implementation of taxation, conscription, census and land registration and reforms
both before and after the Tanzimat period in the mid 19" century did not achieve their intended
results.?? This failure led to more inclusive reforms during the reign of Abdiilhamit II (1876~
1909). Since there is a strong continuity between the Ottoman and the Turkish state’s approach
to Dersim, I will briefly elaborate on this first thorough reform which specifically targeted
Dersim. This occurred during a time marked by the development of the colonial repertoire of
Ottoman governmentality. In parallel with the colonialist discourses and practices of British
and French governance, the Ottoman empire developed its own colonial toolkit, imbued with a
mixture of positivist values, and a drive to centralize state power based on the Hanefi school of
law and sharia. However, unlike the colonial practices of the British and French empires, which
targeted religiously and ethnically diverse populations outside their territorial bounds, the

Ottoman empire’s colonial policies targeted its own Muslim subjects,?*

while religious
minorities were exposed to a different set of governing discourses. Modernization, which began
with the Tanzimat period, marked the start of Ottoman colonialism, which embraced “a set of
imperial practices and discourses which were premised on the need to induct forcibly
supposedly recalcitrant peripheries into an age of modernity.”?** In other words, an evolutionary
notion of time which denies coevalness became a part of Ottoman governance.?? In this way,

the backward, primitive and savage became constituents for the rational, scientific and civilized

character of the imaginary space of the center; the source of reforms.?*

The Dersim Reforms initiated during the reign of Abdiilhamit II were concerned with

such a mission civilatrice targeting the economic and social (i¢timai) development of the region.

200 From the interview I conducted with Yasar in Ankara, January 2016.

201 From the interview I conducted with Mahmut Dede in Berlin, December 2017.

202 Giindogdu and Geng, Dersim'de Osmanl siyaseti, 2.

203 Selim Deringil, Simgeden Millete: II Abdiilhamid’den Mustafa Kemal’e Devlet ve Millet (Istanbul: Tletisim
Yayinlari, 2007), 165-217.

204 Ussama Makdisi, “Rethinking Ottoman Imperialism: Modernity, Violence and the Cultural Logic of Ottoman
Reform,” in The Empire in the City: Arab Provincial Capitals in the Ottoman Empire, ed. Jens Hanssen, Thomas
Philipp, and Stefan Weber (Beirut/Wiirzburg: Orient-Institut der Deutschen Morgenlidndischen Gesellschaft,
2002), 30.

205 Makdisi, “Rethinking Ottoman Imperialism, 30.
206 Makdisi, “Rethinking Ottoman Imperialism, 32.
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The main concerns of this mission were: 1) preventing western powers from intervening in the
internal affairs of the empire through the Armenian Question, ii) preventing rapprochement
between the Armenian and Kizilbas communities, iii) a fear of the spread of Alevism and
Kizilbaslik beliefs in the region as a threat to Abdiilhamit’s universal claim of caliphate, and

iv) fear of Protestant missionary activity in the region.?%’

The problem of external intervention is the most prominent point to appear in reports on
Dersim produced during the reign of Abdiilhamit II. The idea that Anatolia was in need of
reform did not emerge in the absence of external pressures.’’® In the aftermath of the Russo-
Turkish War (1877-78), at the Congress of Berlin in 1878 Dersim became part of the Vilayat-i
Sitte (Six Provinces)** in which the Armenian population was concentrated. The creation of a
zone for Armenian subjects of the Ottoman empire envisaged reforms of the security forces
(Asakir-i zabitiye), the creation of new administrative units (nahiye), the strengthening of the
judicial system, and the creation of a new system of tax collection which excluded the
gendarmerie and police forces in the region.?!® The reform package also envisaged the
participation of the Armenian community in institutions in which they had not previously been

accepted, such as the gendarmerie, police and tax collection.?!!

While trying to minimize
external pressure, Abdiilhamit II attempted to prevent the spread of this zone of exception to
other parts of the empire. Despite the pressure of the British government, the accepted reform
packet was not implemented.?!> Meanwhile, raids by Kurdish groups on Armenians in the
region became a problem, as they might provide a basis for international intervention.?!* At the
same time, while some groups were raiding Armenian property, other Dersimi groups were
allied with the Armenians. Thus, the Ottoman government also wanted to prevent the growth
of solidarity between different communities.?'* Finally, by defining religious practices in the

region as archaic and the population as uneducated, the Ottoman government detected potential

for deformation of orthodox Islam and the potential danger of conversion to Protestantism.>!>

207 Giindogdu and Geng, Dersim'de Osmanl: siyaseti, 33.
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The Inspectorate-General was founded during this period to address these concerns.
This was a regional governance unit, with authority over civilian, military, and juridical
institutions and aimed to establish central power in the periphery with all of its civilatrice
force.?!® Even at the end of the reign of Abdiilhamit II, however, British diplomats WJ Anderson
and Molyneux Seel (1902 and 1911 respectively) noted that the presence of the central
government was limited in Dersim.?!” As the reforms promised in the Treaty of Berlin were

t,218

delayed by postponing strategies by the Ottoman governmen influenced by nationalist and

socialist movements in Russia and in the Balkans, Armenians formed several movements and

219 against the autocratic regime of Abdiilhamit I1.2*° For the

entered into an armed struggle
purpose of this study, however, what is critical is not the failure of the reform initiatives but

how the failures were used to define the problem of Dersim.

Dersim during the Armenian Genocide

On the eve of World War I, the province of Ma ’muretii’l-Aziz had 270 towns and
villages with a total Armenian population of 124,289. It was hosting 242 churches, 65
monasteries and 204 schools attended by 15,632 children.??! In the Dersim alone there were
107 churches and 50 monasteries, showing that the region was extensively Christian.???
Although Dersim was in the zone of influence of the Armenian Revolutionary Federation

(ARF), the organization had merely symbolic influence and was limited “to a few dozen
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militants whose relationship with the Armenian peasantry was ambiguous.”??* Nevertheless,

the Armenians of Dersim were mostly liquidated in 1915.2%*

From the report of Mehmed Talat Pasha,??> one of the main perpetrators of the genocide, we
learn that 97% of the Armenian population of Ma’muretii’l-Aziz in 1914 was missing by 1917.
In addition, 2,203 survivors of the genocide were resettled by the government in 17 different
cities of the empire.?*® According to Talat Pasha’s report, the number of native Armenians in
Ma’muretii’l-Aziz was 70,060 in 1914 while in 1917 this number fell to 0. The report
characterizes 2,203 Armenians as native to Ma’muretii’l-Aziz but resettled to cities which far

from Dersim and from each other, such as Ankara, Mosul, Konya or Aleppo.??’

Dersim occupies a peculiar place in the experience of the Armenian Genocide. It appears in the
memoirs of survivors and in state documentation as a refuge for Armenians. The Ottoman
province of Ma’muretii’l-Aziz, in which Dersim was located, was in 1915 a “hub or pivot of
the deportations”; almost every convoy of deportees from the regions of Trabzon, Erzurum,
Sivas and the eastern part of Ankara passed through it.>*® Within the province, however, the
district of Dersim became a “sanctuary for the Armenian deportees” passing through the region
due to the relative lack of state control.??* Some Kurdish families from Dersim refused to give
up Armenians to the state and instead helped them to escape to the Caucasus through Erzincan,
a city to the north of Dersim.?** Nuri Dersimi, in his book Kiirdistan Tarihinde Dersim (Dersim
in the History of Kurdistan), recounts seeing 36,000 Armenians take refuge in Dersim or saved
by Dersimis during 1915-16. According to him, Armenians stayed in Dersim until July 1916

when the Russian army occupied Erzincan. Armenians who did not want to join the Russian
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forces stayed in Dersim until the fighting ended and later moved to Istanbul, Syria or the United

States. 23!

The experience of 1915 in Dersim was also different from other regions because of
American missionary activities in the province of Ma’muretii’l-Aziz. The presence of these
missionaries “had a direct influence on the Armenians’ fate” in the province.?*?> Although
American interventions privileged the survival of Protestants, who comprised only a small
segment of the Armenian population, the pressure pushed local governors to elaborate “a

discourse justifying the violent measures” and the mass crimes that they oversaw.?3

Although Talat Pasha’s report states that no native Armenian of the province could
escape resettlement, in the collective memory of today’s Dersimis it is known that Armenians
continued to live in significant numbers in Dersim until 1938. Thereafter, conversion to
Alevism as a survival strategy began to spread among survivors of the Armenian Genocide.?**
Although remembered in oral histories, the existence of Dersim Armenians and their
descendants has only recently entered public discussion in Turkey. In 2012, the Association of
Armenians of Dersim was founded by Miran Pirgi¢ Giiltekin to uncover this silenced history of

Armenians who survived in Dersim through assimilation by conversion, name change or

adoption.

Yet before the wound of the Armenian Genocide could begin to heal, it was followed
by the Dersim Genocide in 1937-38. In the next section, I describe knowledge production prior

to this second genocide.

Imagining a city and making it happen: The emergence of Tunceli from the
ashes of Dersim

Dersim is an abscess for the Republic. It must be operated on precisely and a possibility of a bitter end

should be prevented. — Hamdi Bey’s Report, 1926

Intense knowledge production, in the form of reports prepared for the central authority,
continued after the genocidal violence and provided the basis of the Law of Tunceli issued in

1935. This law provided for a series of military operations and resettlement projects. The
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military operations left 13,806%% dead according to official documents out of 60.000 to
70.000%¢ of total population along with the resettelment of 12,000 Dersimis. For Dersimis,
therefore, 1938 has a similar significance to 1915 for Anatolian Armenians: it represents both
an end and a beginning of a new world.?*” In this section, I will briefly introduce the diverse

discourses produced on Dersim before 1938.

Commissioning reports from the state officers and social scientists for the purpose of
governance was a tradition that the Turkish Republic inherited from the Ottoman Empire after
taking power in 1922. Of the 21 officially commissioned and published reports regarding the
Kurdish regions, six deal specifically with Dersim.?*® Ziya Gokalp (1876—1924), considered
the founding figure of modern sociology in Turkey, was commissioned to observe “Kurdish
tribes” in eastern Anatolia in the early 1920s. Doctor Riza Nur (1879-1942), who served as a
deputy of Sinop in the first Parliament, explains why he encouraged Gokalp to conduct this
research: “I already know that those who were called Kurdish today are actually Turkish.
However, we have to teach them this reality.”?*° In Gékalp’s book, Dersim appears as a place
of permenent hostility (husumet) because of the mountainous characteristics of the region®*

and its Kurdified Shiite Turks.?*!

Miilkiye Miifettisi (civil inspector) Hamdi Bey, who wrote his report on Dersim in 1926,
emphasizes the Kurdification of Dersim as a growing problem, urgently requiring a response.
He writes that the possibility of implementing reform in the region can only be illusionary and
describes Dersim as an abscess which needs to be taken out from the nation’s body.?*?
Emphasizing the need for military operations to solve the problem of Dersim, Hamdi Bey
recommends that, during the operations, officials should not believe a word coming from
Dersim’s inhabitants, because they were ignorant (egitimsiz), poor (fakir) and Kurdified, and

therefore easily provoked by their sheiks.**
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