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About this book


Charlottesville, Virginia was the home of Thomas Jefferson and James Monroe, two American presidents. The University of Virginia was founded in 1819 by Jefferson who is also the principal author of the Declaration of Independence. I came to Charlottesville in 1963 and became an instructor at the Department of Psychiatry and Neurology at the University of Virginia's School of Medicine. During my long tenure at the university, among several positions I held, I was the medical director of the university's Blue Ridge Hospital for eighteen years. Blue Ridge Hospital was located next to Monticello, the plantation of Thomas Jefferson which was designed and built by him. Millions of tourists come to Charlottesville and visit Monticello which also has slave quarters around the Jefferson mansion. After my retirement from the University of Virginia's School of Medicine in 2002, Blue Ridge Hospital was closed because the university had built a new hospital. I have continued to live in Charlottesville.


From August 11 to 12, 2017, a white supremacist rally occurred in my beautiful city. The ideology of white supremacists in the United States centers upon establishing a country populated and controlled by pure descendants of selected white Europeans. Marchers who were from other locations in the United States chanted racist and anti-Semitic slogans, and carried Nazi and neo-Nazi symbols as they opposed removing a statue of Robert E. Lee, a commander of the Confederate States Army during the American Civil War, from Lee Park in the historical downtown. A white supremacist, James Alex Fields Jr., from Ohio, deliberately rammed his car into a gathering of counterprotestors killing thirty-two-year-old Heather Heyer and injuring forty other people.


The morning before these terrible events started, I had left Charlottesville and driven to Washington, DC to fly from Dulles Airport to Berlin, Germany where I would attend a professional meeting and give a talk. When I returned to the United States some days later, news about what had happened in my city and Donald Trump's remarks about “very fine people on both sides,” racist neo-Nazis and counterprotestors were being discussed on television again and again.


Our house is at a location surrounded by a forest. I can reach downtown Charlottesville by car within thirty minutes. In April when trees put out new leaves my private environment becomes enveloped with different shades of green. Sitting on my porch I hear the sounds of many birds as well as frogs in a man-made small lake. The only man-made noise that mixes with the sound of nature comes from airplanes when they fly over our house. After I returned from Berlin I could not appreciate or enjoy the beauty of nature. I had to go to downtown and touch places where terrible events had taken place and where Heather Heyer, whom I did not know, was murdered.


What had happened in Charlottesville made me think about my life in the United States, starting in 1957 as a voluntary immigrant, my personal observations and experiences of racism, anti-Semitic and anti-Muslim sentiments as well as positive aspects of “American exceptionalism.” I wanted to write a book about my observations on the political division in the United States. I considered the American white supremacist movement as a “large group” with its own subdivisions. My term “large group” describes hundreds, thousands, or millions of people—most of whom will never see or even know about each other as individuals, but who share many of the same sentiments. Already I had written several books and many papers describing ethnic, national, religious, and ideological large-group problems. Because of this I hesitated to start working on a new book.


On December 7, 2018, James Alex Fields Jr. was found guilty of first-degree murder and eight counts of malicious wounding. People, including survivors, who were gathered outside the courtroom marched in the streets of downtown Charlottesville expressing their relief. I was told that an African-American woman and her African-American husband were with Heather Heyer when she was hit by the murderer's car. This African-American gentleman was a witness during the trial. Some months later, I learned that, after the trial, members of the church where his wife's family attends services were threatened by white supremacists.


Little more than three months later new attacks on mosques, churches, and synagogues occurred in different parts of the world. On March 15, 2019, a white supremacist killed many people in the Al Noor mosque during Friday prayers at the Linwood Islamic Centre in Christchurch, New Zealand. Donald Trump attributed this tragedy and similar ones to acts of “a small group of people that have very, very serious problems.” This was a simplistic way of looking at what is happening in the present world. The next month many suspects were arrested after a series of church and hotel bombings on Easter Sunday in Sri Lanka, killing 253 persons and wounding 450 others. On April 27, 2019, a shooting in a synagogue near San Diego, California, dominated the news and John T. Earnest, only nineteen years old, was arrested on suspicion of murder and attempted murder. It was suspected that, before he was arrested, he had set a fire at a San Diego county mosque. Two weeks later a fire broke out in the Diyanet Mosque in New Haven, Connecticut. No one was harmed. The authorities believe that the fire was set intentionally.


During late spring 2019, I went to Warsaw as a guest of the Polish Psychoanalytic Society. Members of this society and other mental health workers wanted to explore how they could express their professional opinions about the totalitarianism and paranoia in their country. The governing Law and Justice Party in Poland was against the European Union's promoting a secular vision for the continent. According to the party such a vision would be at odds with the Polish identity. The leaders of the party were also demonizing gays and lesbians as a threat to Poland's soul. The Law and Justice Party greatly benefits from the support of the Catholic Church. Almost 40 percent of the population attends Mass weekly. Church sermons and the Catholic media strongly support the governing party. The board members of the Polish Psychoanalytic Society wanted me to make a presentation at the society's May 18, 2019 meeting and focus on the psychological understanding of political and societal divisions in a national large group.


When I was in Warsaw, the two-hour documentary, “Tell No One,” by journalist Tomasz Sekielski and his brother Marek Sekielski, was viewed on YouTube over 18 million times within a couple of days, exposing widespread child sexual abuse by Polish priests. Such scandals have been known in the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and elsewhere. Now it shook up the population in Poland. One of the abuser priests was identified as the personal chaplain of Lech Walesa, a Nobel Peace Prize winner who had served as president of Poland from 1990 to 1995. The Polish people began to wonder if this documentary would make an impact on the power of the ruling party.


When I returned to the USA after spending a short time in Poland, news about the struggle regarding Brexit in the United Kingdom, elections in India where minorities—from Muslims and Christians to lower castes and liberals—were under pressure, and the possibility of starting an impeachment process against Donald Trump provided other examples of societal divisions. In many countries people are busy asking a metaphorical question, “Who are we now?” and coming up with seemingly opposite answers. My motivation to write a new book and update my findings on large-group psychology returned. I also wanted a chance to describe my personal observations and experiences related to this topic.


This book provides a summary of Sigmund Freud's ideas about large groups. Generally speaking, his and many of his followers’ main focus was to study what a large group means for an individual. I explain what is large-group psychology in its own right. This means making formulations about the conscious and unconscious shared past and present historical/psychological experiences that exist within a large group. Making such formulations enlarges our understanding of the emergence of present-day societal–political–religious events, leader–follower relationships, and allows us to look at the interactions between opposing large groups in depth. This is similar to a psychoanalyst making formulations about his or her analysands’ developmental histories associated with various conscious and unconscious fantasies in order to understand what motivates certain behavior patterns, symptoms, and habitual interpersonal relationships.


In this book I describe how a child becomes a member of a large group and how adults sometimes develop a second type of large-group identity. Looking at such phenomena provides background data for an examination of the spread of the metaphorical question, “Who are we now?”, racism, authoritarian regimes, malignant political propaganda, wall building, and interferences with democratic processes and human rights issues. I wish to raise the need to examine the present world affairs also from a psychological angle. I will not use many technical psychoanalytic terms, in order to address a wider audience.







CHAPTER ONE


Personal motivations for studying large-group psychology

Traditionally psychoanalysts do not write about their own motivations for studying selected issues of human psychology. Such motivations may remain unconscious. If psychoanalysts are aware of events starting in their childhood which directed them to be preoccupied with a psychological topic or to seek individuals who share specific types of traumas and behavior patterns to treat, they do not wish to publicize and make this knowledge available for their analysands.

Stanley Olinick (1980) wondered about what motivates a mental health worker to become a psychoanalyst. He stated that such a powerful motivation is “the genetic effect of a rescue fantasy having to do with a depressive mother, the latter having induced such rescue fantasy in her receptive child.” He added that for such relatedness of mother and child to be formative, “it must be early, though the necessary duration is not clear” (Olinick, 1980, pp. 12–13). Olinick did not include information about his own life.

Joseph Reppen (1985) was curious to know how other psychoanalysts conduct an analysis, what informs their thinking and methods, and what their motivations are. He asked ten American and two European psychoanalysts to speak to others with openness and candor about their work. These twelve psychoanalysts’ contributions were published. His book illustrated, as Reppen stated, how broad the Freudian perspective can be, and how deeply personal is the work of a psychoanalyst. Looking at Reppen's book recently, however, I noted that the twelve contributors primarily described their methods and techniques without providing detailed samples of events in their lives which had influenced their professional activities. I was one of the twelve psychoanalysts.

At the present time I feel freer to share more information about my background because I stopped my clinical practice in 2000. Since then I have continued supervising or consulting with younger psychoanalysts from several countries. My work as a supervisor led me to notice many supervisees’ emotional attachment to or avoidance of working on certain psychological issues. As I was not their therapist, I would not explore why they illustrated excitement or hesitation about working on certain human problems. Some of them volunteered to tell me their understanding of how certain events in their own lives and in their countries, in spite of their going through personal analyses, had continued to influence them in liking or avoiding what to examine. In this chapter I will report events from my childhood which played a role in my becoming a psychoanalyst, spending decades in examining international conflicts and traumas away from my couch, and evolving large-group psychology in its own right.

Cyprus, a Mediterranean island, is known as the birthplace of Aphrodite, the Ancient Greek goddess of love. It was well populated during the Neolithic (or “new stone”) Age during the period 4000 to 3000 BC. The island has been a hotly contested prize since 1500 BC because of its strategic location off the coast of Asia Minor and rich deposits of ore. The word copper is said to be derived from the name of Cyprus. Mycenean settlers colonized the island and Phoenicians and Achaean Greeks set up independent city states there. The island was dominated by a long series of conquerors—Egyptians, Persians, Macedonians, Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, the Crusaders, the Frankish kings, the Genoese, Venetians, and the Ottoman Turks. Then, it became a British colony before the establishment of the Republic of Cyprus in 1960.

I was born to Cypriot Turkish parents in 1932 when the island was a British colony. A year earlier there were 347,959 souls on the island (Luke, 1952). Two ethnic groups, Christian Greeks and in lesser numbers Muslim Turks lived next door to each other in the same cities, towns, and some villages. In other villages only Greeks or Turks lived. There were also smaller numbers of Armenians, Maronites, and Phoenicians on the island. As I was growing up in Nicosia, the capital city of the island, I would meet Cypriot Greeks and Cypriot Armenians in my neighborhood, in market places, near churches or mosques, and in other locations every day. I would also see people from Great Britain. The headmaster of my Turkish high school was an Englishman, and his wife was Armenian. The British on the island belonged to the “ruling” class, the rest of us were “natives.” As I grew older and became aware of the impact of history on human psychology, I started to realize why Greeks and Turks, as “natives,” invested so much in their Greekness and Turkishness in order to support their self-esteem and link themselves to their respective “motherlands,” Greece and Turkey. I learned that during the year before I was born the Cypriot Greeks had revolted against the British, sought Enosis (union) with Greece.

[image: images]

When I was a child, I became aware of the concept of “enemy,” but the British people were not the “enemy.” After the Nazis’ 1941 airborne invasion of another Mediterranean island, Crete, it was expected that they would next invade Cyprus. My father had already hired someone to dig an underground bunker in our garden. We took refuge there on many occasions, even in the middle of rainy nights after sirens woke us. Sometimes bombs were dropped on the island from German and Italian military airplanes. We would wait in the bunker for the all-clear siren to inform us that the danger had passed. Food was rationed and we were forced to eat dark, tasteless bread and taught how to wear gas masks. Germans and Italians were the “enemy.” During World War II an estimated 35,000 Cypriot volunteers, both Greek and Turkish, served side by side in the British armed forces—650 died, 2,500 were taken prisoner.

As the war was going on, I began noticing people belonging to another large-group identity. Indian Sikh soldiers with long beards and turbans were walking around the streets of my neighborhood. I witnessed a British Spitfire shooting down an Italian war plane just above my elementary schoolyard where I was playing with other kids. This must have been a frightening experience for me because I kept a small piece of glass from the plane's wreckage for decades. By keeping it, and in a sense controlling it, most likely I was attempting to master my childhood anxiety that I might lose my life. The Germans never did invade Cyprus.

Cypriot Greeks and Cypriot Turks went to separate schools. There was only one “English school” for both Greek and Turkish teenagers to enroll in. After I finished the Turkish high school on the island I went to Turkey for my medical education. I graduated in 1956 and six months later I took part in a process which was called the “brain drain.” The United States lacked medical doctors at this time and therefore attracted physicians from around the world. My arrival in America as a young physician coincided with new large-group conflicts on Cyprus. The Cypriot Greeks, with a desire to unite Cyprus with Greece, began to attack the United Kingdom's forces and civilians, as well as to oppress Cypriot Turks. Reliance on terrorism would become routine.

During my last two years of medical school in Turkey I shared a rented room with Erol Mulla, another Cypriot Turkish medical student who was two years younger than me, and he became the brother I never had. Several months after my arrival in the United States I received a letter from my father. In the envelope there was a newspaper notice with Erol's picture describing how my friend had gone to Cyprus from Turkey to visit his ailing mother. While trying to purchase medicine for her at a pharmacy he was shot seven times by a Cypriot Greek terrorist. This person killed Erol, a bright young man with a promising future, in order to terrorize the ethnic group to which he belonged. Erol was killed in the name of large-group identity. During my first year in the United States I was an intern in a Chicago hospital, in a new environment with no friends. I could not mourn Erol's death.

Following my medical internship in Chicago I went to Chapel Hill, North Carolina and completed my training in psychiatry at the North Carolina University Hospital. After spending five years in North Carolina I came to Charlottesville, Virginia and also became a United States citizen. Now, I was a “voluntary immigrant.” I lived in safety while my family and friends in Cyprus were living in enclaves in subhuman conditions surrounded by Cypriot Greeks. At that time, I had no names for my complicated mourning and survival guilt. After settling in Charlottesville, I started my personal analysis and psychoanalytic training by travelling from Charlottesville to Washington, DC for some years.

While studying medicine in Turkey I knew that I wanted to be a psychiatrist and a psychoanalyst. Much later I realized one important factor leading me to have such a wish. When I was a youngster, we did not have a typical library in our rented house in Nicosia. In those days middle-class families did not have electricity in their houses even when they were living in cities or big towns. I was in my mid-teens before I could start to read and do my school homework during evenings without the need of an oil lamp. My father, an elementary school master, kept his books in a huge black wooden box in my parents’ bedroom. One day, as World War II was going on, I realized that this huge box was locked. My two older sisters told me that my father had obtained a German dictionary so he would be able to communicate with the Nazis if they were to invade Cyprus and protect his family. They also informed me that this was a forbidden act, so our father had to hide his German dictionary. I recall developing an interest in this box and trying to open it when no one was around. Psychoanalysts easily may imagine that my preoccupation with this locked box was related to a young boy's oedipal issues, his curiosity about sexual secrets in a parental bedroom. One day I managed to open the box and found the German dictionary. Next to it there was another book, Sigmund Freud's Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905d) in Turkish. I thought that my father was not only hiding the dictionary, he was also keeping his young son from knowing sexual topics. Later I would learn who Sigmund Freud was. I think that this story tells how I became interested in psychoanalysis.

The year I was born Albert Einstein was fifty-three years old and Sigmund Freud was seventy-six. The following year, in 1933, Einstein who was then living in France and was the honorary president of the Organization for the Protection of Jewish Population (OZE) wrote a letter to the president of the Cabinet of Ministers of Turkey. In this letter he asked the Turkish authorities “to allow forty professors and doctors from Germany to continue their scientific and medical work in Turkey. The above mentioned cannot practice further in Germany on account of the laws governing there now. The majority of these men possess vast experience, knowledge and scientific merits and could prove very useful when settling in a new country.” OZE would pay their salaries during the first year of their stay in Turkey. The letter ends as follows: “In supporting this application, I take the liberty to express my hope, that in granting this request your Government will not only perform an act of high humanity, but will also bring profit to your own country.”
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Einstein's request was sent to the Turkish Ministry of Education, which rejected this proposal on the grounds that there were no existing conditions to accept such an unusual request. But Einstein's request was accepted when the leader of new Turkey, Mustafa Kemal, who would become better known as Atatürk, intervened. At that time the Turkish Republic, born from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire, was only ten years old and extremely poor, but had accepted some German-Jewish scholars to come to Turkey even before Einstein's request. Following Einstein's letter, in 1933, thirty German-Jewish scholars and their families came to Turkey, and eventually 190 other intellectuals and their families arrived. Thus, ultimately, over 1,000 lives were saved (Reisman, 2006). Years later when I was a medical student at the University of Ankara some of the German-Jewish professors who had escaped to Turkey after Einstein's letter was written were still teaching medicine. This is how, for the first time in my life, I met people who were Jewish, members of another large group who were directly or indirectly victimized by the Nazis.

In 1959, negotiations in which the United Kingdom, Greece, and Turkey took part led to the establishment during the following year of the Republic of Cyprus, with a Cypriot Greek president and a Cypriot Turkish vice-president, each elected for a five-year term. British colonial rule ended. A cabinet was formed, composed of seven Greek and three Turkish members, and the same 70–30 ratio was to be maintained in Parliament and in all branches of the civil service. As I stated above, before December 1963 the Turks on Cyprus were interspersed among the Greek majority. On December 21, 1963, violence erupted. Over two days, up to 133 Turkish Cypriots were killed by Greek Cypriots in what became known by Turkish Cypriots as the “Bloody Christmas Massacre.” During Bloody Christmas, 8,667 Cypriot Turks abandoned 103 villages to take refuge in six enclaves where Turks were forced to live surrounded by their enemies. Twenty-five or thirty thousand Cypriot Turks would become internally displaced people between December 1963 and the summer of 1964. During this time the Turkish side lost 364 persons and 174 Greeks were also killed. Each side brought charges of atrocity against the other. For the first five years, the Turks were not allowed out of their surrounded enclaves, occupying only 3 percent of the island, and were in a sense imprisoned. A single home might shelter more than ten families from time to time. Internally displaced Cypriot Turks not fortunate enough to join relatives lived in caves or tents. After five years had passed, they were allowed to move from one surrounded enclave to another, and to pass through the Greek sectors, experiencing humiliation, as long as they returned to their ghettos.

Cypriot Turks did not experience “freedom” until the Turkish forces landed on the island on July 20, 1974. After fierce battles the Turkish military cut the island in two, creating northern Turkish and southern Greek sides. According to the Greek sources 6,000 Greeks were killed and 3,000 were missing (Markides, 1977). Turkish sources gave their losses as 1,500 dead and 2,000 wounded. Some 160,000 Cypriot Greeks were forced into the southern part of the island, and 60,000 Cypriot Turks who had been living in the south escaped north as voluntary refugees. Many individuals from both sides were severely traumatized. Today the island remains divided between Cypriot Turks in the North and Cypriot Greeks in the South.

[image: images]

When I was training to become a psychiatrist in Chapel Hill, my main mentor, Wilfred Abse, was a Jewish professor who had come to the United States from Great Britain. He was not directly affected by the Holocaust, and I do not recall talking with him about Jewish history. The first big emotional impact the Nazis’ treatment of the Jewish people had on me occurred when I was in Chapel Hill and treating a young man in the inpatient unit. He was complaining of marital problems and exhibiting depression. He would cry during his sessions with me. I could see him crying intensely, but I would not hear him. It was very peculiar to observe someone crying so hard in silence. Slowly I learned that his family had hidden in the attic of a house belonging to a Christian family at a location in Europe occupied by the Nazis. As an infant he had to sleep in a drawer of an old chest. One day, Nazi soldiers came to the house looking for hidden Jewish people. When the baby started to cry, his father put his hand over the infant's mouth, afraid that the Nazi soldiers would hear his son's crying. Of course, my patient as an adult did not remember this incident, but while he was growing up the family would refer to it again and again. I sensed that the father had experienced a great deal of guilt and shame for silencing his baby for the sake of saving himself and his wife. Working with this young man connected me emotionally to the history of the Holocaust.

My analysis and my psychoanalytic training took place when my family and friends on the island were living in a surrounded enclave in Nicosia. In the United States there was not much information about their horrible experiences. My analyst whom I liked very much and who had a great professional reputation was Jewish. I recall wondering if his family also had experienced horrible traumas. Decades later I wondered why during my analysis we did not examine my family members’ living in an enclave in Cyprus surrounded by their enemies and the emotional impact of their suffering on me. Was my analyst not paying attention to external events by following a classical analytic methodology? Or, did he avoid remembering societal cruelty by not paying attention to events in Cyprus?

In my mind I was picturing my family members and friends living in surrounded enclaves like Jews in concentration camps. However, I was embarrassed to express such a thought since the Holocaust was an unbelievably huge tragedy and it should not be compared with the victimization of a small group people who had a “mother country” nearby which, they hoped, would save them. Only years later, after my psychoanalysis was over, I realized how I had found ways to deal with my emotional loneliness. Here are two examples: The first example is my unconsciously choosing the topic of complicated mourning as my initial clinical research (Volkan, 1972, 1981). The second one was my developing a special relationship with psychoanalyst William Niederland whose main contribution to the literature was on survival guilt (Niederland, 1961, 1968). Then, I had an unusual chance to study large groups in conflict and, in a sense, developed a new career.

On November 19, 1977, Egyptian president Anwar Sadat came to Israel, visited the Knesset, and famously referred to a “psychological wall” between the Israelis and the Arabs—a wall that, he stated, accounted for 70 percent of the problems between them. In response, the American Psychiatric Association's Committee on Psychiatry and Foreign Affairs, of which I was a member, brought influential Arabs and Israelis together for unofficial dialogues for six years to find out if this “wall” could be made permeable. Following this experience, I opened the Center for the Study of Mind and Human Interaction (CSMHI) at the University of Virginia School of Medicine with a faculty of psychoanalysts, other mental health professionals, former diplomats, political scientists, historians, an environmentalist, and a linguist. A psychoanalyst can be effective, as Alexander Mitscherlich (1971) indicated, when he or she learns to work as a member of an interdisciplinary team. My interdisciplinary CSMHI team and I visited many areas of the world where international conflicts existed and brought together representatives of opposing large groups, such as Soviets and Americans, Russians and Estonians, Croats and Bosnians, Georgians and South Ossetians, Turks and Greeks, for years-long unofficial dialogues. Taking a “trip” with a patient into her internal world while sitting behind the therapeutic couch is one thing; settling down between enemy representatives who sometimes were hurling fiercely aggressive sentiments at one another or standing among massively traumatized persons in situations of real and imminent danger, was quite another. Our methodology for “unofficial diplomacy” became known as the “Tree Model” (Volkan, 1997, 1999a, 2006). I chose a Greek-American psychiatrist, Demetrios Julius, as my assistant director during these activities. He remains one of my best friends.

I also studied traumatized societies such as Albania and Romania after the fall of its dictators, Enver Hoxha and Nicolae Ceauşescu respectively, and Kuwait after the invasion by Saddam Hussein's forces (Volkan, 1988, 1997, 2004, 2006). I became a member of the International Negotiation Network (INN) under the directorship of former President Jimmy Carter for more than a decade, starting in 1989. Besides Jimmy Carter, I met well-known political or societal leaders such as Mikhail Gorbachev, Yasser Arafat, Arnold Rüütel, and Desmond Tutu, and spent some time with them. The first president of North Cyprus, Rauf Denktaş, was a friend of mine.

CSMHI applied a growing theoretical and field-proven base of knowledge to issues such as ethnic tension, racism, national identity, terrorism, societal trauma, transgenerational transmissions, leader–follower relationships, and other aspects of national and international conflict. Psychoanalytic training does not make someone an expert political analyst. My new career at CSMHI gave me the opportunity to develop large-group psychology in its own right (Volkan, 2013). CSMHI was closed in 2005, three years after I retired from the University of Virginia.

In 2018, I established the International Dialogue Initiative (IDI). IDI is a private, multidisciplinary group comprised of psychoanalysts, academics, diplomats, business people, and other professionals from eight countries who meet biannually to bring a psychologically informed perspective to the study and amelioration of social conflict. I will tell more about the IDI later in this book.

Before summarizing Freud's writings on large-group psychology, referring to other colleagues’ works, and describing my concepts illustrating large-group psychology I will add two more stories from my childhood which I believe also motivated me to study this topic.

The first story refers to my being a “replacement child,” that is, one whose mother or mothering person unconsciously deposits the image of a lost person into his or her developing self-representation. Important adults perceive and relate to the newborn baby, to some degree or other, as the child's already dead sibling or another lost important individual and give the replacement child certain psychological tasks (Ainslie & Solyom, 1986; Cain & Cain, 1964; Green & Solnit, 1964; Legg & Sherick, 1976; Poznanski, 1972; Volkan & Ast, 1997). Such processes mostly are carried out unconsciously.

I fully realized being a replacement child after my personal analysis was over. The story of my being a replacement child was linked to a political agreement between two large groups, the Ottoman Empire and the United Kingdom, which would make a dramatic change in the history of Cyprus.


In 1571 Cyprus became an Ottoman territory. More than 300 years later, in 1878, the Ottoman Sultan Abdül Hamid transferred Cyprus to the United Kingdom on a temporary basis in order to receive British support in the conflict between the Ottomans and Russians. In turn the UK would pay 100,000 pounds for this privilege (Simmons, 2015). During World War I the Ottomans joined the Central powers. Then the British declared complete annexation of Cyprus into the British Empire. After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire the new Turkish Republic confirmed the UK's annexation of Cyprus. Without a war on the island Cyprus became a British colony.

When I was growing up my mother sometimes would tell her children that her side of the family originally was from Bursa, the first capital of the Ottoman Empire before they conquered Constantinople (Istanbul) in 1453 and made that city their capital. I have no evidence of this belief. There is information, however, about my family on my mother's side going back five generations before me. My mother's grandfather's grandfather was named Mehmet. People referred to him as Hacı Mehmet. “Hacı” is derived from the Arabic “ḥājj.” This title is given to Muslim individuals who had gone to Mecca, the most holy place for Muslims. In Islam it is mandatory for a Muslim to visit Mecca at least one time if he or she is physically and financially able to make the pilgrimage. Hacı Mehmet also had another title, Hesapker (a person dealing with finances). According to my mother he was in charge of the financial administration of the Ottoman Cyprus. Again, I have no proof about this, but as a child I imagined that my mother's family belonged to the Ottoman elite. Hacı Mehmet's grandson, my mother's grandfather, was named Ömer Vamık. We know that he was the kadı (religious judge) of Nicosia. His wife was his relative and also had Hesapker ancestors. They lived in the Ömerge district of Nicosia. The family was rich; they had fourteen stores, including a jewelry shop. Today the Ömerge district is in the Greek section of Nicosia after the capital city was divided between Greeks and Turks in 1974.

My mother's grandfather would become the last Ottoman kadı in Nicosia. After the Ottoman Sultan “rented” the island to the British and a British governor and his people became the administrators of the island in 1878, Ömer Vamık was removed from his prestigious position and was sent to a village about thirty miles away near the town of Lefke. I suspect that the British assigned him to carry out some religious/legal business at this village and in Lefke. His wife Zehra would not leave Nicosia to join her husband. In those days thirty miles was a long distance between a husband and wife. At the new location, my mother's grandfather married another woman. Muslims could have up to four wives. When I was growing up, I knew that I had relatives in Lefke due to Ömer Vamık's second marriage. I would not meet them until I was an adult. It was as if we were the original and “good” descendants of Kadı Ömer Vamık and those in Lefke did not count.
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