


[image: Cover]





Qualitative Case Studies and Analyses of Social Processes


Research on Biographies, Interactions and Social Worlds


Volume 24


Edited by


Karin Bock


Jörg Dinkelaker


Werner Fiedler


Jörg Frommer


Werner Helsper


Rolf-Torsten Kramer


Heinz-Hermann Krüger


Heike Ohlbrecht


Anna Schnitzer


Fritz Schütze


Sandra Tiefel





Eren Yıldırım Yetkin


Violence and Genocide in Kurdish Memory


Exploring the Remembrance of the Armenian Genocide through Life Stories


Verlag Barbara Budrich 
Opladen • Berlin • Toronto 2022




This book is based on the doctoral dissertation “Social and Individual Awareness Contexts of the Armenian Genocide in Eastern Anatolia as an Aspect of Collective Memory”, submitted to the Faculty of Social Sciences, Institute of Sociology, of the Goethe University Frankfurt in 2020. The publication is financially supported by the Hans Boeckler Foundation.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of Verlag Barbara Budrich. Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.


[image: Logo]


You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from Die Deutsche Bibliothek (The German Library)


© 2022 by Verlag Barbara Budrich GmbH, Opladen, Berlin & Toronto www.budrich.eu





    ISBN 978-3-8474-2584-7 (Paperback)


    eISBN 978-3-8474-1742-2 (PDF)


    eISBN 978-3-8474-1849-8 (EPUB)


    DOI 10.3224/84742584





E-Book-conversion: CPI books GmbH, Leck, Germany


Das Werk einschließlich aller seiner Teile ist urheberrechtlich geschützt. Jede Verwertung außerhalb der engen Grenzen des Urheberrechtsgesetzes ist ohne Zustimmung des Verlages unzulässig und strafbar. Das gilt insbesondere für Vervielfältigungen, Übersetzungen, Mikroverfilmungen und die Einspeicherung und Verarbeitung in elektronischen Systemen.


Die Deutsche Bibliothek – CIP-Einheitsaufnahme
Ein Titeldatensatz für die Publikation ist bei der Deutschen Bibliothek erhältlich.


Verlag Barbara Budrich GmbH
Stauffenbergstr. 7. D-51379 Leverkusen Opladen, Germany


86 Delma Drive. Toronto, ON M8W 4P6 Canada 
www.budrich.eu


Jacket illustration by Bettina Lehfeldt, Kleinmachnow, Germany – www.lehfeldtgraphic.de
Typesetting by Linda Kutzki, Berlin, Germany – www.textsalz.de
Printed in Europe on acid-free paper by docupoint GmbH, Barleben, Germany




In memory of my parents
 Yıldız and Eşref





[5] Contents


Glossary


Notes on Translations, Names, and Citations


Acknowledgement


1 Introduction


2 Research Design


3 Studying Memory. Approaches, Concepts, and Complexities


4 Armenian Genocide and the Story of Van


5 The Conflict of Recognition and Denial


6 Life Stories. Reconstructing Biographical Experiences and Memories


7 Violence and Genocide in Memory. A Comparative Discussion


8 Conclusion


References


Index





[6] List of Illustrations


Figure 1: The exhibition Nar Niyetiyle


Figure 2: The exhibition hall hosting Bizzat Hallediniz


Figure 3: Exhibits from “Left Behind”


Figure 4: The city of Van from Mount Erek


Figure 5: The memorial monument of Zeve


Figure 6: A forsaken and ruined building in the city centre of Van





[7] Glossary


Aga/Agha/Axa: The landowner in the Turkish as well as Kurdish countryside, who organise croppers for his fields. In the narratives, aga indicates a certain power relation (in the periphery).


Armenian Revolutionary Federation (ARF) or Dashnaktsutyun (in short, Dashnak): Founded in 1890, the ARF has been one of the first Armenian political parties. The party is still active in Armenia and the diaspora communities.


CUP (Committee of Union and Progress)/ITC (Ittihat ve Terakki Cemiyeti): Founded in 1889 by the contemporary Ottomanist and nationalist elites as a secret society, over the course of crises it evolved into a political party. After the revolution in 1908, the party came to power. The 1913 coup d’etat consolidated its power. Under the triumvirate of Enver Pasha, Talaat Pasha, and Cemal Pasha, the country was led to war and the deportations of Armenians and Assyrians, and extermination campaigns took place all over the country.


Devlet Güvenlik Mahmeleri (DGM)/State Security Courts: The State Security Courts were established by the junta government of 1980 coup in the early 1980s. Composed of two civilian judges and one military judge, these courts had jurisdiction over crimes against Turkey’s territorial integrity and national unity. In 2004, they were finally abolished following a number of judgments of the European Court of Human Rights that found the presence of military judges in the trials against civilians to be a violation of the right to a fair trial under the European Convention on Human Rights.


Islamised Armenians: One of the key elements of the Armenian Genocide was the enforced marriage, adoption, and assimilation of the surviving Armenian children and women. This mechanism of political violence resulted in an unknown number of converted Armenians. The term “Islamised Armenian(s)” connotes the group setting of the action and its enforcement. It also implies the powerholder perspective, i.e. Islamisation as a step in the process of assimilating the remaining Armenian population and thus changing the figures.


Kaymakam/Kaimakam: The governor – civil servant – who is assigned by the central government for a district; district governor.


Mala/Mele/Molla: The patriarch and religious authority in a particular town or village.


[8] Sancak/Sandjak: A district in the Ottoman administrative system.


Sequence: A paragraph of the oral account in text form, a part of a story segment.


Segment or Story Segment: A segment determines a certain story with a start and an end in the narration. It can subsume more than one sequence.


Sur/Suriçi: Historical downtown and central district of the city of Diyarbakır/ Diyarbekir/Amed, surrounded and fortified by the ancient city walls.


Susurluk accident: A seemingly simple car crash that took place on 3 November 1996 in the small town of Susurluk revealed the relations between the state apparatus, politicians, and far-right paramilitaries in Turkey. Three people were killed in the crash: secret service agent and far-right paramilitary Abdullah Çatlı, a senior police officer, and Çatlı’s girlfriend. The only survivor of the accident was an MP from Siverek.


Vanetsi: A native or citizen of Van who was Armenian.


Vilayet: A province in Ottoman administrative system; involving several districts or sandjaks.





[9] Notes on Translations, Names, and Citations


For this study, I considered literature in three languages: English, German, and Turkish. Furthermore, the biographical narrative interviews I conducted in Turkish make an essential proportion of the data this study reflects. In order to reduce the number of translations, in the early periods, I have decided to compose this work in English. For the genocide and memory studies have aroused in the tradition of British and US-American schools. It was a pragmatic decision. This choice, of course, led me to further challenges. For instance, I needed to practise the tricks of the trade in writing an English manuscript or translating the interviews – at least the ones for the case studies. As you can imagine having an experiential writing background in German for more than a decade was not an advantage. All interview translations are my own. Some of the literature I cited needed translation as well. I marked these with [translated by E. Y.]; in repetitive citations of such works I avoided repetitive markings about the translation.


Personal names of my interview partners (and the names that they mention in our recorded talk, for instance, their friends) were pseudonymised, as described in Chapter 1.2 Research Ethics. Instead of using codes, such as V1 for an informant from Van, I renamed them like Azim or Merve so that reading the study would not be exhausting. Names of institutions and most of the town names were anonymised as well; in this case, I coded them. When I could be sure that the place name would not cause any harm, for instance because of its metropolitan size, like Istanbul or Van, I left these untouched. The same applies to the Diyarbakır district of Sur because of its size and the special present and past conditions.


In case of interview transcriptions, I have cited the given sequences and lines as follows: sequence 1: 15 or sequence 2; 4. In the first example, the number after the colon refers to the line in the sequence; in the latter, the number after the semicolon refers to another sequence. Only for the three case studies that are presented in this manuscript, I added the references of sequence and line. In other cases, like the interviews of further informants, there are no sequential citations. In the historical chapter of this study, I also quoted some oral history accounts that were archived by the Zoryan Institute Toronto. I cited these as follows: X. Y. – Zoryan Institute Oral History Archive, 19xx (the year of audio-visual recording), 20:00 (minute and second).


I paid attention to not to alter or correct anything in the transcriptions. In this sense, the translation echoes the original recording. Furthermore, another sort of rhythm occupies the quotes from the interviews. Punctuation marks do not work to divide sentences or modify syntax. These fulfil another function [10] as the list below portrays. One exception applies to the long quotes from the interviews in the flow text. At some points, these include “…” punctuation marking a later passage from the same or a subsequent sequence.


Mark-ups





	, 
	   
	short stopping, non-grammatical




	.
	   
	one second silence




	.. or …
	   
	two or three seconds of silence




	(4)
	   
	silence of x seconds




	issue/non-issue
	   
	to correct themself




	I: but what about disclaimer
	   
	simultaneous speech 






P: Well





	iiiiih
	   
	vowel lengthening




	(laugh), (cough), (sigh)
	   
	non-verbal activity




	(noise: coffee machine) (music)
	   
	distracting object voice-over in the room




	exactly
	   
	stress (ling.)




	it is really important to tell
	   
	in a low(er) voice




	the manner of the subject-
	   
	breaking off




	well there is (some)
	   
	unclear, vague




	(    )
	   
	unclear with app. length




	meanwhile
	   
	stuttering, syllabify




	[describe]
	   
	interviewer’s note
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[14] 1 Introduction


The vast majority of people in our modern societies leads a routinised everyday life. To this routine belongs, for instance, the practice of commuting to the workplace and coming back home. From 2006 to 2010, “my workplace” was the mountainous and remote areas in Turkey and it regularly took several hours for me to arrive to this “workplace”. Covering such distances is common among people who assume a job in the “niche” sector of outdoor tourism. Another ordinary notion of this profession is that one particular region receives the focus and the given person travels there frequently. For me, it was the Mount Ararat and Van region. In the Armenian history, this province was the heart on the ancient high plateau. Prior to the genocidal events of 1915–16, more than 350 villages, towns, and monasteries inhabited by Armenians had been documented in the historical Ottoman Sandjak of Van (Kévorkian and Paboudjian 2012, 511–59).


Van lies on a plateau at an altitude of 1,700 meters, surrounded by goliath-like mountains and a lake that stretches to the horizons. A two-hour journey from Van to the north is required to reach the last town, Doğubeyazıt, before the gigantic volcano of Ararat. And this is the most frequently used way for a trip to the mountain. The road to Doğubeyazıt crosses the lakeside. Then the valley floor of Muradiye province follows, or with its old Armenian name Pergri, in Kurdish Bergri. Until the mid of the 2000s, a military checkpoint had fortified the entrance of the valley, signalling as if you were leaving something significant behind or entering an insecure territory, or, as regular, the domain of a certain powerholder. In those four years, I had been on this very road at least fifty times.


Thereafter, only a few minutes of driving, a ruined massive-stone building suddenly rises observing the basin from its rocky left shoulder. For the people who pass by and could see the building standing on a slope approximately two hundred meters higher than the regular road, the “forsaken” Armenian Arkelan Monastery (Kévorkian and Paboudjian 2012, 543) could imply different things. With its at least 700 years of history and maintaining its tower-like shape, this monastery represents, on the one hand, the Armenian past of the region. On the other, with its demolished façade and crumbling walls, the monastery points to the circumstances of the last 100 years. Being ruined by treasure hunters several times and left to vanish from the landscape in the long term are the key elements in describing the relation of this building with this time period.


Every single time I saw this monastery, I thought of stopping the bus, stepping out, and walking up on the slopes even though such Armenian remnants were widespread in the region. Thus, it could not have been a wonder to see [15] such an architectural object although back then I had practically no idea about the Armenian history. Every now and then I read a newspaper article about Van or Armenians, but it was not pivotal to my life-world.


My interest in the recent past of this region started to arise parallel to my master’s graduation in Germany in 2010–11. Until that period, the monastery had been a forgotten detail for me. Or so I thought. It had been, in fact, more a “passive memory” than a disregarded scene I had been encountering, i.e. a “reservoir for future active memories” (A. Assmann 2010, 140). Even, when I started to read up on the places I have visited in Turkey, for instance, churches whose ruination would be dated to the first half of the 20th century, this passive memory was, so to speak, not activated immediately. I rather focused on the well-known remnants, for instance, the Varak Monastery, and of course the political disputes and violence. Over the course of this retrospective investigation of recollections (cf. Davis 1959), 1 I stumbled on maps about the Armenian districts of Van. However, I could not locate the monastery’s image in my mind on any map. So, this remembrance began to trigger further questions.


I did not know whether it was a church or a monastery; whether it was Armenian or Assyrian. Such a piece of information would have eventually led to identifying it. Nevertheless, I did not have it. Furthermore, back then, I carried out no talk, discussion, or any kind of interaction with any other member of the society concerning this particular building. So there was no narrative in my recollections about this monastery (cf. Brockmeier 2015; Halbwachs 1991; 2012), in my memory I “possessed” only a repeatedly captured image behind the windscreen. Nevertheless, the image in my mind was somehow not enough to match with other memories and find the exact location. That was, for instance, not the case for other “forsaken” properties because either I visited these during some hiking tours or I discovered them with my friends when we were opening new paths to hike. However, I never walked on the slopes where the monastery rises.


Without any pictures, historical or made in the recent past, I could only narrow down the possibilities to two: the Arkelan Monastery (and most probably its Surp Asdvadzadzin Church, The Church of Our Lady) or Surp Tateos Monastery in Köşg. These buildings had only been a few miles away from each other, according to Raymond H. Kévorkian and Paul B. Paboudjian (2012, 543 f). They were the only identified Armenian monasteries on the western side [16] of the road connecting Van to Doğubeyazıt via the provincial town Çaldıran, 2 and between the two Turkish military checkpoints: the first one, as mentioned, before you access the valley, and the other at the pass of Mount Tendürek.


The second outpost on an altitude of 2,644 meters was notorious because of the numerous heavily armed military vehicles and the strict command chain attitude of the soldiers there. This place was guarded in tightened terms because, reportedly, at that particular mountain the Turkish military of republican times had the highest loss rate per km2 in the war against the Kurdish PKK. But what was the reason for such an outpost? Had the army foregrounded the security of its soldiers in that given locus? Or did the institutional memory provide the army with the justification for fortifying a mountainous terrain? In other words, what was the heavily armed checkpoint standing for, its symbolic effect or security policies?


At this outpost, you had to wait in line for an ID-check. And it was prohibited to step out of the vehicle without the authorisation of the military personnel. When someone received such an authorisation, it implied the officers would question that person. That place had an effect that you would start to think about the checkpoint before you arrived. It ruled not just a space in its spatial boundaries, but expanded even to the last checkpoint 60 kilometres before, involving the scene of the monastery.


Returning to the point with this particular Armenian remnant, an initiative based in Paris, Collectif 2015 : reparation (www.collectif2015.org), shed light on the dilemma with which I have been struggling. The Collectif 2015 initiative, demanding monetary reparation and return of the expropriated immobile Armenian wealth from the Turkish government, which was confiscated during or in the aftermath of the extermination campaigns, digitalised a representative list of monumental Armenian properties. In most cases, these properties were left to their fate after the genocide. That transnational draft of the cultural remembrance in digital space helped me to clarify for which monastery I had been looking: it was the Husgan Orti Church of the Surp Istepannos Monastery (Saint Stephen Monastery) at Arkelan.3


[17] In addition to my “unreliable” memory which was “haunted by forgetting” (Huyssen 2000, 38), I did not have the exact lead for finding out the right church, except the right monastery complex. Indeed, my efforts required the organisational quality of “cultural memory” (J. Assmann 2013), which involves scripts and archives. However, except the webpage above and books, there is no such cultural memory with critical organisational quality in Turkey concerning the Armenian past. Furthermore, I believe even that sort of memory work – a (semi-)structured cultural memory in this field – would not have been enough to correspond to my recollections. For I had further experiences from these trips. I have needed to reconstruct my memory and generate a narrative, for instance, concerning the military outpost. Thus, my experience would stay in touch with my biography and the social world and help me in my meaning making efforts concerning those moments (Brockmeier 2015; Bruner 2004; Ochs and Capps 1996). In this regard, my narrative would also remain open for interaction with other personal memories and hence change.


The same mechanism applies to collective memories as well. Remaining in the same spatial area, such an extent from personal to collective memory would subsume various narratives generated in the Kurdish society of Van. There should exist numerous collective memories (Halbwachs 1991) in this particular region concerning the Armenian past, certain properties, and the conflict and war between the Turkish State and PKK, i.e. the political violence. These features locate in an interwoven space of recollections linked to other experienced events, images, and stories with their own temporal organisations. Thanks to the same narrative elements, the Kurdish “social time” emerges reconstructed (Sorokin and Merton 1937; cf. Nassehi 2008; Wallerstein 1988; 1998).


Collective memories would furthermore include the old city centre of Van which was entirely destroyed during the extermination campaigns targeting the Armenians. Perhaps, the short-term successful Armenian resistance in situ would be another event remembered. Moreover, the historiographic reconstruction of these events in the hands of the Turkish State or the Kurdish movement(s) should be counted as indicators for such memories as well since they have provided people with an interpretational template (for a detailed historical portrayal, please see Chapter 4 of the present study).


In addition, the critical examination of the Armenian past and the tendency to face past crimes, by some (socio-)political initiatives in the Turkish and [18] Kurdish societies of the country, lived a belle époque of liberalisation in the 2000s, following the revocation of state of emergency in Kurdish populated regions in Turkey, or North-Kurdistan, in 2002 and during the cease-fire. For instance, Kurdish municipalities started the renovation of Armenian and Assyrian churches in their area of administration – yet, not reaching the remnants that are away from urbanity. In those years, statements asking Armenians for “forgiveness” or accounts about “ancestors’ ill decisions for participating in massacres” have become publicly discussed and widespread in general in Turkey and in particular in the Kurdish society – deriving from the fact that a very high proportion of the Armenians were living prior to the extermination campaigns approximately in today’s North-Kurdistan or their historical homeland, West-Armenia.


Progressiveness was ruling the debates. Perhaps, it was clear for most people that a governmental acknowledgement of the genocide was unrealistic in the short term. However, the attempts to reconstruct the past (through memories or renovation campaigns) were now circulating in the social arena. And these were also pointing at the responsibility of the state. Concerning the other side of this coin, the Turkish State was still engaging in improving the denialist repertoire (Göçek 2016; Turan and Öztan 2018). Discovering new forums, reshaping old discourses, and motivating new actors were now the techniques of the negationist (institutional) agents in Turkey. Denying the genocide was not confined to the floors of diplomacy, academy, or official institutions anymore (for a discussion on these points, please see Chapter 5).


In these terms, I drafted two hypotheses about the Kurdish remembrance on the Armenian Genocide. The first has postulated that the recognition of the Armenian Genocide (and demanding such a step from the government) has been a political tool to deconstruct the nationalist structures. Additionally, it could be seen as an item for bonding the Kurdish collective identity, illustrating the progressive Kurds vis-à-vis the denialist Turkish State. This hypothesis was based on the very fact that (active) memory involves political motives and, at the same time, considering the present situation (A. Assmann 2010; J. Assmann 2013; Halbwachs 1991; Türkyilmaz 2011).


The second postulate has been a sort of opposite to the first. Deriving from the circulated stories, and for instance anecdotes shared by Kurdish politicians (cf. Dinç 2016), the other hypothesis has assumed a trajectory of facing the past crimes without the political intentions as described above. And indeed, it was, therefore, ignoring the socio-political quality of remembering. In this constellation with defined “extremes”, this study has aimed to explore the memory constructions in the Kurdish society concerning the genocide and the Armenian past. In particular, it set the focus on the city and region of Van. In these terms, it looks into biographical narrative interviews (Schütze 1983) and [19] the ethnographic data – field protocols, photographs, and visual material from exhibitions and denialist memorials. For the analysis of life stories would disclose amorph standings, fluid perspectives, numerous ways of argumentations, and hence deconstruct the face value of various discourses (Schütze 2008a; 2008b). Thus, the study unearths the life-worlds (Schütz and Luckmann 2003) in-between these two hypotheses.


In other words, this book is about the (narrative) zones of memory that emerge under circumstances of political violence in Kurdistan. Based on the ethnographic data, it also carefully investigates denialism in this specific case and, of course, recognition arguments. In doing so, the study seeks to accomplish the task of sketching the contested landscape of collective memories. Hence, this study presumes (collective) memory as reconstruction of (past) experiences and meaning-making efforts for the present.


By means of the analysis of life story narratives and further data, the book argues that the Armenian Genocide memories in the Kurdish society in Turkey function in multidirectional terms (Rothberg 2009). The narratives on the genocide, be they acquired from a family member or referring to collectively shared stories, link personal and social experiences of political violence to each other, or in Michael Rothberg’s terms they “juxtapose two or more disturbing memories and disrupt everyday settings” (p. 14). Thus, the genocide memory assists the narrator in reconstructing the spacetime of their home region, even expanding it to the whole of Kurdistan. Personal and collective experiences of violence and injustice emerge at this juncture, connected to the Armenian past and remodifying each other in reciprocal terms. Based on the study’s sample, I also propose a further possible quality of the Armenian Genocide memory: making the topic of political violence in the Kurdish space describable and discussable (cf. Bar-On 1999). But why do people use stories on Armenians to talk about the state violence and not any other narrative concerning Kurds, for instance, about the Dersim Genocide 1937–38 or Anfal Genocide under the Saddam Regime? What does the Armenian Genocide memory reconfigure in terms of socio-political frameworks in Kurdistan? How does narrating 1915 influence the temporal organisation of social time? The Armenian Genocide memory provides the narrator with a template to locate own biography – and community – in the widened history of the region. It generates a comparability of violent experiences and hence remodifies the victimhood categories (cf. Jeffery and Candea 2006; Türkyilmaz 2011). In this sense, 1915 occurs as a pivotal element to clarify the meaning of violence and injustice.



[20] 1.1 Access to the Field and Research Process



As indicated, this study is an empirical qualitative social study. In general, its data set consists of autobiographical narrative interviews that I gathered in two different cities: Van and Istanbul. Altogether, it subsumes 15 face-to-face recorded narrative interviews, five of them from Istanbul and ten from Van. Additionally, at the beginning of my research, I recorded two expert interviews. And after I called off my field research trips another interview via Skype.4 But for the analytical discussion, I narrowed down the sampling to ten interviews, three of which you can find presented as case studies in this book. Seven further life stories emerge in the comparative discussion.


While I was engaged in my proposal in 2014, the political atmosphere in Kurdish cities in Turkey was bright and peaceful. A peace process between the Turkish government and the PKK was carried out. Scholars and journalists were undertaking their research almost without any obstacles. However, after the June elections 2015, the Turkish government retuned its political trajectory into repression and oppression. Curfews were declared, armed forces took the streets. This time, (provincial) downtowns were the central places of clashes. And non-combatant civilians were targeted as well. There was a difference in comparison to the war in the 1990s. The media landscape had been much more homogenous in those years. However, when the war was reignited in 2015, people living in the centres of curfew started to report what was happening, for instance, through social media. So, clear images of violence were circulating.


This change in the situation forced me to rethink my approach. Although I was deliberately planning to carry out a study in the periphery, I had to reorientate myself. I did not know if I would ever have a chance to reach my contacts who were living in the villages. Therefore, I aimed to seek interview partners from the city centre of Van instead of the provincial area. I also decided to add the city of Istanbul as a part of my study. The time I spent in Istanbul provided me with the chance to collect further ethnographic materials such as from the exhibitions launched about the Armenian past and set a comparative framework to discuss issues concerning remembrance. While I was elaborating the level of saturation after Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss 2009a) based on the interviews I already collected in December 2015 and the following spring in Istanbul and Van, a military coup was attempted in Turkey in July 2016. A new state of emergency was declared to rule under the AKP regime thereafter. The [21] war in the state itself (or perhaps a better formulation, among its structures) became more and more public, for which there had already been some clues since 2013. So, the regime obtained the hand to justify its illegal, unethical, violent, and politically corrupt actions, such as replacing elected mayors of the Kurdish cities with its assigned trustees like governors and arrest local politicians. In her essay published in the edited book “40 Year 12 September”, which looks into the societal dynamics and perception of the 12 September 1980 military coup and the post-coup junta regime, the former mayor of Diyarbakır Gülten Kışanak (2020, 139), who has been replaced with a trustee and arrested end of October 2016, points out that “[t]he government has seized the power of ruling with the ‘trustee system’ and set it further with the decree-law 674 (declared in the official gazette of the Turkish Republic on 1 September 2016) whenever it wants” [translated by E. Y.]. In fact, the government has legalised the trustees system extending its reign beyond the state of emergency. After further deliberation, I called off additional field trips because I could only see an increased proportion of rejections and of course possible risks and harm targeting my informants. In other words, my decision stood for working with 15 interviews in total.


In terms of analytical relevance, I sought my interview partners from a widely defined spectrum of politically active people. It includes, for instance, (active) members of the Kurdish left-wing parties, country wide the HDP and the BDP in Kurdistan, and people who are engaged in non-governmental and non-party organisations. It was crucial for the research that none of them would be an expert in the field of the Armenian Genocide studies. For such an expert position would then deteriorate the conditions of a possible life story narration, as Daniel Bertaux suggests (2018, 61). Furthermore, I wanted to concentrate on the biographies in the secondary zone with regard to the contemporary debates, so to speak. Due to its focus on a single region, the limited number of interviews, and most importantly the gender imbalance in the sample, perhaps a theoretical saturation of the theory extrapolating to the region and similar issues has not been achieved (cf. Corbin and Strauss 1990; Glaser and Strauss 2009a). However, the analysis of narrative interviews showcases another perspective on the public debates (cf. Bertaux 2018, 63). In these terms, I considered additional (empirical) material like special exhibitions, their catalogues, memorial places captured visually, and some archival materials like oral history accounts and witness reports, literary accounts, and, of course, other secondary literature.


In most cases, I reached the interview partners through gatekeepers – individuals and friends instead of institutional door openers or distributors which could have ignited a hierarchical framing (cf. Schütze 2008b, 3 f). The interviews were carried out in a place that the narrator chose and acknowledged as safe, either the personal office, home, or in a third party place such as a café. 


[22] Without a doubt and as it is always the case, this project developed further during field research and most importantly during the analyses. What I had expected concerning the regimes of collective and personal memory in Kurdistan and what was in store for me turned out to be totally different. Of course, I had some ideas. But these did not match people’s realities.


1.2 Research Ethics


The question of research ethics subsumes several points such as the protection of informant’s rights, prevention of possible risks and harm targeting informant privileges and even their health, voluntariness to participate, confidentiality, and of course anonymisation of data. In the process of preparing my PhD proposal, carrying out my field trips, and analysing the gathered data – including writing this manuscript, these issues have occurred continuously because the ethics question was not to be answered in generalised terms since I have been conducting a qualitative social research project – moreover, with a particular focus on autobiographies (cf. von Unger 2018; Siouti 2018). While preparing my field trips, for the orientation I have used the ethics codex of the German Society of Sociologists and Union of German Sociologists (DGS & BDS 2017).


As mentioned before, the reignited war in Kurdistan following the June election of 2015 has changed the circumstances tremendously. And the effects of this change have echoed in my project, not just concerning the narratives I collected but in my approach. Before the war erupted again, I had the chance to conduct interviews with two experts from the field. During this period, the atmosphere was entirely different, and I was thinking about including the analysis of these recordings into my research – and perhaps to gather further expert interviews. However, after the violence in situ and the repression of critical voices became the “norm” again, I cancelled the part with the experts because anonymising relevant sections was impossible. Even though I would have tried to work with such interviews in masked versions, having such a small community (working on the Armenian Genocide and Kurdish–Turkish conflict) that has been perhaps under the surveillance of state institutions posed equally high risks. The question was now how to deal with information from those interviewees who are not known publicly.


My field trip in Istanbul at the end of 2015 clarified the contours of my approach. During this trip, I could collect three biographical interviews. Before the interviews I gave a detailed explanation of my research, information regarding my position as researcher (being a PhD student, how I finance my research, my background, how come I do have an interest in this very topic, et cetera), and described the interview context: that I have only one preformed question [23] to ask and further questions would find shape while they tell me their life story. With most of my informants, I spent some time prior to the interview situation so that we develop a mutual understanding and trust. For instance, in the case of Delal – in Istanbul, we met several times before we recorded an interview. Some other pre-interview-periods were shorter of course, for instance with the interview partners that I met in Van via gatekeepers. Several people rejected to participate in this study, some also after I described my research interest or my approach.


When I was in Turkey after I recorded the interviews, I sent them immediately to another encrypted email of mine, which I created only for this purpose and erased them from the recorder as well as my computer. First, after I finished my field research in Turkey, I downloaded these data and saved them in my desktop computer because I was going to revisit the field. When I thought that I had enough interviews to write my study, I started to use my laptop for my research project and erased that encrypted email. And of course, I never brought my laptop to Turkey when I visited the country for personal reasons. While planning this procedure, it became clear to me that I could not use any printed document which would deteriorate and risk my informant’s conditions if something happens to me before I cross the border. This is why I did not use any informative research and confidential disclosure agreements that were to be signed by my interview partners and sealed with a name. I also explained why I do not have any printed agreements and offered my informants to send the anonymised interview transcription whenever they would want it.


Due to my research topic, encountering narratives on personal or family experiences of violence was not avoidable (von Unger 2018, 687). It even was essential to understand the life stories because when my interview partners had started to talk about the violent events that they lived through, it implied I was a confidant to them. Indeed, being a confidant and having the power of “possessing” these data has brought along challenges for the whole length of the research. How I could clarify that I would not abuse this power in analysing the interviews was the crucial question. Because I do focus on the attempts of meaning-making by my interview partners, I could have crossed the thin red line between the reconstruction of narratives and ascription of some (alleged) implicit constructions (pp. 685 f). To minimise this risk, I took part in interview analysis meetings, asked for different perspectives of people who are not active in the Kurdish and Armenian Genocide studies. On such occasions, I only provided excerpts of transcribed and anonymised interviews.


The study includes no (audio-)visual evidence such as photographs or links to videos and recordings of persons whom I interviewed in order to ensure the participants’ anonymity. To guard the issues of anonymisation and confidentiality, I have changed and masked personal names, family names, places, towns, [24] working places, and institutions. In the interviews, I let only a few town names uncloaked since they are metropolitan and highly populated cities, like Istanbul and Van, or since they are crucial to understanding the biographical project of the person. The original recordings were then encrypted and kept in an – again encrypted – USB disk. Except for two interviews that were transcribed by a confidant of mine under full confidentiality agreements, the data sets, recordings as well as transcriptions, have not been given to any third party.


 1.3 Outline of the Study


This book contains eight chapters, including this introduction. Every single chapter, except the introduction, includes a part to conclude the points underscored on the previous pages. It occurs in Chapter 2 fused with research questions and in further parts as concluding remarks. Additionally, every subchapter of the comparative discussion, Chapter 7 Violence and Genocide in Memory, has a short summary so that the reader can easily follow the line of argument. A glossary on terminologies, for instance from Turkish, and notes on citations are to be found on the first pages following the table of contents.


Following these introductory words, I portray the research design where you can find a detailed description of the methodologies I used – ethnographical fieldwork and biographical narrative interviews. The theoretical chapter on memory issues follows this part on methodologies. In Chapter 3, you can find an analytical discussion concerning this trans- and interdisciplinary field. In the next chapter on historical research, I first sketch what the historiographical concepts concerning 1915 were, for instance, in the early republican era or during the junta regime in the early 1980s. Then I depict the situation in Van in 1915–16. Furthermore, this chapter involves ethnographic and sociological perspectives paving the way to the issues of remembering.


Chapter 5, The Conflict of Recognition and Denial, aims to shed light on discourses of different parties through reconstructing the “old” as well as current frames of denialism and recognition debates. It also tackles with theoretical concepts of denialism, developed by Stanley Cohen (2001), or discussions in this regard, for example, by Marc Nichanian (1998; 2011). In doing so, this chapter includes visual data such as photographs taken at exhibitions, urban space, and memory places in Istanbul and Van. Publications of Kurdish intellectuals on this very issue, the Armenian Genocide and Kurdish complicity, are further materials that are considered in this part.


The following chapter contains three case studies – the in-depth analysis of the biographical narrative interviews from Van and Istanbul. In their analysis, I have faced the significance of violent experiences and their place in biographical reconstruction. In order to capture the violence in a picture – that [25] is repeatedly accentuated by all my informants, I have worked on these life stories splitting their analytical portrayal into two main parts: the biographical synopsis and the violence in narration.


In Chapter 7, this book takes the turn of a comparative discussion and looks into the memory (re-)constructions of violent events, the concepts of repression, and state political violence from the perspective of people affected. In these terms, the study takes narratives from the three case studies and further seven biographical interviews into consideration. This core chapter involves a discussion that synchronises theoretical compounds and narrative structures in developing theories of (collective) memory. Hence, this discussion chapter yields and renders several elements from the whole manuscript. It consists of three main layers that I view crucial to understand the Kurdish memory: the issue of being able to describe and discuss own experiences; the questions of narrative temporal organisations; and the contestation of memories.


Then the conclusion of this book follows, crystallising my key findings and arguments. Instead of portraying a complete summary of every chapter and their arguments, I intentionally kept this part as compact as possible to provide the readers with a simple orientation. 





[26] 2 Research Design


From the beginning on, my plan was to gather the empirical data as fundamentals of theory to be built. Instead of working with a grand theory to verify the hypothesis, I aimed to use an abductive approach as Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (2009a) explain in their ground-breaking work, Discovery of Grounded Theory.1 Hence, the study would become able to reveal missed or muted stories, highlight the ambiguities, and link between personal and collective memories.


In these terms, I regarded my researcher role as an “active sampler of theoretically relevant data” who should “continually analyse the data [concerning this particular phenomenon of remembrance] to see where the next theoretical question will take” me (p. 58). While carrying out the sampling and analysis processes, categories and properties different than in earlier studies have emerged, for instance about the nature of discussing the Kurdish experience in the last decades and its relatedness to the Armenian Genocide narratives. I have used these to generate and saturate theories “until it [became] clear which are core categories” (p. 71). In this sense, this study has been nourished in its every step by Glaser and Strauss’ Grounded Theory approach to the empirical data and sociological thinking.


However, the tremendously and rapidly changed circumstances on-site, as described in the introduction, urged me to rethink and reconsider the research subject and possible approaches as well. The view in advance was not fitting for the new conditions anymore; for example, I had planned long-term stays or wanted to reach a sampling through data collection after having a core portrait of the previous one. Due to these new conditions, I had to conduct short-term field research trips, one in November 2015 to Istanbul – in order to experience the socio-political sphere at first hand – and another in spring 2016, which was carried out in Van and Istanbul. Nonetheless, the analysis of the first three [27] interviews that I recorded in 2015 influenced the steps of theoretical sampling laying before me. After these trips, I have remained in contact with some of my interview partners. Through my gatekeepers, I even reached new people who were interested in my project. Under these terms, I worked with the theoretical sampling model of Grounded Theory as far as the field circumstances allowed.


To treat the multidimensional space of memory suitably, I have furthermore decided to continue my research with a multimethod approach: using ethnographic field research methods and the research concept of biographical interview. The methodology of biographical narrative interview helped me in exploring numerous facets of memory. For setting of narrative interviews provide the informant with a free space and the scholar with a data collection to be treated abductively. This open space gives the informant the chance to “differentiate, precise, and comment [their answers]” (Bertaux 2018, 39) [translated by E.Y.]. Remarks made by informants have the quality to clarify the boundaries of public discourses, memory frames and state of their actions.


Furthermore, biography as a phenomenon has its own temporal compartment parallel to the collective time as Bertaux (p. 90) points out “both time axes – historical and collective as well as the biographical time – function parallelly.” And biography is bonded to other social entities (like family, class background, milieu, et cetera), not only through determinants but also through interactions, and their time conceptions (for an in-depth discussion on the time question concerning memory, please see: Brockmeier 2015). In this regard, I view biography as a project – the biographical project – with a vision of and for the future, nourished by the past experiences.2


Concerning the multidimensional nature of the field, I gathered further data during my field trips and put it in comparison to contextualize the setting. The materials from the field, for instance, stories that are not spoken during an interview but under different circumstances; discourses that are “dominant” in society; pictures, places, and objects that are important in the collective mind; and text materials such as from digital platforms and/or exhibitions are treated based on focused ethnography methodology (Knoblauch 2005; Wall 2015; cf. Woermann 2018). These data were carefully analysed based on the very ideas of Grounded Theory. These were used in Chapter 5 to reveal the dynamics of recognition and denial debates in the socio-political spectrum.


[28] In sum, this chapter is assembled through three subchapters and contemporary discussions of two approaches that were fundamental to the sampling and analysis of the empirical material: focused ethnography and biography research. The subchapter on the biography research includes a brief portrayal of the steps that I followed. The concluding subchapter includes information about the research questions. Furthermore, it is about how the questions had to be and had been reformulated en route.


2.1 Focused Ethnography


In order to understand and interpret the biographical narratives, the study required an analytical portrayal of the context. Therefore, I decided to gather ethnographic data during my field trips in the early stages of my project. The field trips needed to aim at meeting possible autobiographers and, at the same time, to integrate images, stories, actions, and social scenes concerning the genocide memory from in situ into the research. The relation between the biographical projects and collective memories is, from my point of view, a reciprocal interplay. Thus, it required understanding these life stories in their given contexts and displaying the contemporary sociopolitical situation. In other words, the settings concerning the two research locations needed to be clarified and portrayed.


Inspired by sociologist Hubert Knoblauch’s concept (2001; 2005), the focused ethnography, which he has further developed into what he calls video-interaction-analysis or videography (2004; Knoblauch and Schnettler 2012; sequential analysis of video data was also proposed, please see, Woermann 2018), I started to prepare my field visits. In a glimpse, Knoblauch pinpoints that the long-term ethnographic studies’ struggle with time can be compensated through short-term field visits with an emphasis on data recording – audio, photographic, and audiovisual – and its subsequent intensive analysis. In these terms, I gathered visual and further textual data (such as from exhibitions) but not audiovisual material because I found it risky to have two huge data sets, biographies and videos – which could lead to a chaotic pile of materials. Furthermore, the confidentiality of participants could also come under risk.


Knoblauch (2005, 1) adds that the idea of focused ethnography, however, “should not be construed as an opposition” to conventional ethnography. He proposes the way of research: organising short-field trips and an intensive analytical work on gathered data. The core idea of focused ethnography concerns the intensive data analysis. From my point of view, it resembles narrative analysis (Schütze 1983; 2008a; 2008b). 


[29] Over the course of time, I have realised that focused ethnography – which is not a programmatic, systematic technique but rather a modifiable approach or suggestion – offers researchers working with autobiographies, a profound ground to triangulate approaches since it concentrates on recording the processes. It strives to look into the resemblance and differences of actions in the micro or focused field (Knoblauch 2005, 4; 6–8). Moreover, the researcher’s role is questioned as well since the person comes to the research area with a possibly different role and disposition than the interviewee – also due to their background knowledge (2005, 3). Focused ethnography in this sense relies on the line of Schütz’ social phenomenology (Knoblauch 2001; 2005; cf. Woermann 2018, 8), so does biography research.3


Hence, I have approached the field inspired by the above-mentioned terms of focused ethnography: gathering a diverse data collection in a short time and concentrating on its interpretation and analysis. For clarifying the context, I focused on the social setting concerning the Armenian Genocide – including debates revolving around its denial and recognition. In these terms, the field research included the visual data I gathered – exhibitions on the Armenian Genocide for instance. Furthermore, it aimed to collect particular images of the urban area, and document narratives concerning certain buildings. Through that I aimed to scrutinise the context – the socio-political setting in Turkey – and the sub-context – the Kurdish remembrance and perception of violence.


2.2 Biographical Research


Considering biographical materials, autobiographies of well-known persons, biographies written by third party authors and/or (family) memoires have a long tradition in literature studies as well as media and social sciences. The profound and pioneering work The Polish Peasant in Europe and America by William I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki, published in five volumes from 1918 to 1920, has created a milestone in understanding the social dynamics of migration and migrant groups through an “upwards” lens on the one hand (cf. Rustin 2003). And on the other the above-mentioned study represents a starting point for the focus on biographical materials in social sciences. In spite [30] of the fact that the theoretical discussions regarding human interaction and its biographical meaning were carried out in the following years, for instance, by immigrant scholars from continental Europe in flight from Nazi perpetrators, like Alfred Schütz (cf. Schütz and Luckmann 2003) or Karl Mannheim (cf. Apitzsch 2003, 95 f); biography as a subject and focal point of social investigation has displayed its value first within the tradition of the Chicago School of sociology (Chamberlayne, Bornat, and Wengraf 2003b). The nourishment of those second generation discussions was based on contemporary social research traditions such as ethnomethodology, symbolic interactionism, and, of course, Anselm Strauss and Barney Glaser’s Grounded Theory (Apitzsch and Inowlocki 2003).


In the bygone forty years, since the 1980s, biography has been taken into consideration more and more by scholars internationally, for example, Daniel Bertaux (2018; first published in French 1997) in France with the life story approach; Paul Thompson (2000) in the UK with the oral history approach; and by scholars in Germany such as Martin Kohli (1981) with his early thoughts on biographical emphasis in its social realm; or Fritz Schütze (1983) with his concept of autobiographical interview, which Gabriela Rosenthal (1995) further conceptualised. And it has always remained as an approach to question, discuss, reconstruct and understand the processes occurring in the society, communities, and institutions from the perspective of the participants and people affected: the acting subjectivities (cf. Apitzsch and Inowlocki 2003).4


The first and fundamental methodological notion of the biographical narrative interview is that the informant, the autobiographer has to be asked to tell their life story. It provides the autobiographer with an unframed and unrestricted setting. The whole interview context can be partitioned into three phases: the main narrative, the questions concerning this main part and the questioning of the arguments. Schütze (1983; 1984; 2008a; 2008b; cf. Apitzsch 2003) advocates that the main narrative – or in his words, the extempore narrative – of the autobiographer follows this elementary and only pre-structured question “to tell their life story”. This part, according to him, marks the core material for further interview and analysis as a sovereign part. With the end of the main narrative, or with the first coda, the researcher starts posing questions to fill in the gaps. First questions are related to the narrator’s experiences – the [31] narrative units – expressed in the main part. Following this step, descriptions and arguments made by the informant will be considered and questioned by the researcher (Schütze 2008b, 11). It is indeed important not to argue with the narrator, which is against the nature of this very methodology. In this sense, the questions to be posed are based on the delivered narration, are inscribed by the interviewer whilst the narrator talks, and reformulated to disclose further information in this regard. Instead of “why” questions, the research asks whether the narrator could tell in more detail about the time they experienced the given situation. Thus, the biographical interview method gives the informants the chance to express themselves freely and without being judged. It also gives the researcher the chance to theorise the particular social condition through the participants’ eyes.


But what is the goal of such an approach? What does it bring us when people find a free space to reconstruct their experiences? Prue Chamberlayne, Joanna Bornat, and Tom Wengraf (2003a, 3) frame the biographical methods as “engaging with personal accounts meant valuing and finding ways of eliciting and analysing the spoken and written words of people who, earlier, had been seen as marginal to history making or to sociological explanation …” Similarly, Ursula Apitzsch and Lena Inowlocki (2003, 55) point at the focus of the biographical methods on margins as “not presupposing social normality” and the significant point of understanding the social processes through biographies “during times of social transformation and in moments and times of crisis.” With regard to the question of what biography research aims to investigate, Michael Rustin (2003, 49) puts it that “ethnography and biography explore process, rather than merely structure” through accepting individuals’ agencies which he calls “biographical point of view” (p. 46).


Based on these points, we can say that biography is to be approached with a sense of process-analysis in an abductive way. Biographies show their embeddedness and entanglements in social and socio-political organisations – such as institutions and family – and developments and changes – such as unemployment, sickness, catastrophe, war, or insurgency. These show individuals’ actions in dominant socio-political settings. In this sense, the life story of an individual appears as an active part of collective trajectories shedding light onto “number of cases and, furthermore, how sociological theory can emerge from the analysis of individual cases”(Apitzsch and Inowlocki 2003, 55). In these terms, the focus on intergenerational relations (Bertaux and Thompson 2005; Rosenthal 1997) or one’s educational course (von Felden 2008) have also been research subjects.


In Schütze’s terms, the “autobiographical recollection” is an act of retrospective reconstruction by the informant (or autobiographer) in “shaping her or his own biographical identity: but the task of the meaningful ordering of pieces [32] of biography originally evolves from life historical experiences” (2008a, 9 f). The criticisms vis-à-vis biographical methods made in the past targeted the relation of researcher to informant’s reconstruction, namely that a recollection would include falsely marked veins of storytelling such as lies or finely tuned narratives due to the current position(ing) of the informant; or that an account built and provided by the autobiographer cannot reflect the social phenomena because of its collective patterns (Apitzsch 2003, 98 f). Nevertheless, the reconstruction of several accounts which is performed by the scholar has been the core point of the whole concept since the early years of this very research tradition. Schütze (2008b, 15) points out that “the verbal representations and interpretations of the interaction partners and biography incumbents” should be considered in-depth and not to be taken “at face value”. Bertaux (2018, 85), in these terms, argues that the job of the researcher is keeping distance from “two extreme positions”, one that claims everything that is told by the informant is right, and the other insisting everything is false.


We should remember that the personal memory pops up during an autobiographical interview not in a chronological order but as parts of puzzle(s). In reconstructing this ensemble of narratives, the researcher takes the social space and trajectories into account (Apitzsch 2003, 98 ff). The approach aims not only to “solve” the whole puzzle of one (or several) person(s), but also to understand the sociological case within the radius of actions thoroughly. Reconstructing several accounts, bringing the resemblance and differences of those into discussion and enabling typologies (for example, of trajectories) for critical reflection that represent a social state or mode are parts of this process (Apitzsch 2003; Bertaux 2018; Rustin 2003; Schütze 1981; 1983; 2008b; 2008a; Wengraf 2003).


In these terms, the researcher’s life-world is much more significant and critical than the autobiographers’ positioning of themselves. The lack of critical self-review would lead to a non-critical case reconstruction. A reflective approach means, on the one hand, a continuous questioning of researcher’s standing vis-à-vis and in relation to the empirical cases. It involves the critical consideration of their efforts on the other. A self-review would enable the person to reconstruct the social case – through disassembling the so-called face values.


However, it does not imply that the self of the researcher has to be avoided in the study. Contrarily, it does pin down pulling this self under reflective terms into the research as a substantial part of it, as Tom Wengraf (2003, 143) puts it “We cannot evade our specific inheritances and our training, and they are valuable cultural capital when properly used, but we can avoid giving them a false ontological inevitability which blocks any critical self-review.” This should cover (or accompany) the analysis as well as the data gathering steps [33] of the study.5 One of the options to reach this critical self-review, apart from individual moments of thinking, are interview analysis panels and specific groups established only to discuss such interviews gathered by peers, as it was the case for this present study (Bertaux 2018, 96; Wengraf 2003, 145). Such groups established in order to analyse interviews or even only some segments make it possible to experience different angles of interpretation. For various backgrounds in the group would influence the interpretation process and make the researcher or the project team aware of potential biases.


2.2.1 Biographical Narrative Interviews: Overview of some Terms


Subsequent to field research, the recorded interview is to be entirely transcribed and anonymised (Bertaux suggests, for instance, transcribing the first three or four interviews: 2018, 83). The transcribed interview can be then considered as a text data. Before the analysis, the text should be segmented.


The first step of the analysis involves the structural description: the story units will be interpreted by means of indicators, narration forms, and language markers. The main objective is to reconstruct these units within the biographical project and to analyse person’s interaction to the social setting(s) in different occasions and time periods. In this phase, the researcher further develops the sensibility that started to emerge whilst hearing and reading the interview several times. Following the structural description, the suprasegmental elements are to be taken into consideration. These can be content-based or narrational linkages. Through the interpretation of such elements, the biography is reconstructed in its own complexity as a sociological subject. This part of the analysis and reconstruction is called the analytical abstraction. A further aim of the analytical abstraction is to pull out possible indicators for the theory building from the segments and locate these into the (relational) context of biography and society. The last analytical stage is then the comparison of such indicators. But what are the elements to be studied, reflected and interpreted in such a text material? What features, that are to be found in the interview, help the researcher to reconstruct the biography? What is the relation between content and language mechanisms?


The narrative mode of the interview provides the informant, as said before, with a space to “shape own biographical identity”(Schütze 2008a, 9). It is [34] important to keep in my mind that the life story of an informant would not be told in a “linear and coherent” way (Bertaux 2018, 88), so shaping it in a diachronic way is the target of the reconstruction (or the researcher’s job). Concerning this feature of providing the free space, Schütze first defines the life story as a narrative “gestalt” that is fashioned through one’s own experiences in segmental and sequential form. He points to four process structures that he has discovered to be “the most important ordering principles” in biographies (2008a, 11 f; 1981; 1983; 1984, 92–98). In a nutshell, these are: a) biographical action schemes; b) trajectories (of suffering); c) institutional expectation patterns; and d) creative metamorphoses of biographical identity.


Under the biographical action scheme, the person takes initiative to change, shape, design, and/or influence their own life course. Under the second term, the trajectories of suffering, the events taking place in the primary or secondary zone of the individual’s social attendance (Schütz and Luckmann 2003, 80) do grasp their life or the given situation with tongs so that the person cannot overcome the suffering, only counters it, acts up and starts to be alienated from own identity in a cumulative process (cf. Riemann and Schütze 1991; Schütze 1981, 88–103; 1995).


Schütze (2008a, 11) explains the third process structure as follows, “Institutional expectation patterns, in which persons are following up institutionally shaped and normatively defined courses of life” which includes career ideas as well as family modes. The creative metamorphoses pattern, contrary to the latter two processes, is a flourishment of an inner development of the autobiographer that was/is discovered by the same (Riemann 1987, 29).6


According to Schütze, the biographical recollection would be built up through “sequential combinations” of such process structures. In this sense, a biographical narrative interview as a text data should be analysed, as the first step of the reconstruction, through employing a segmental, sequential disassembling of the text (2008a, 12). In other words, the text structure (or the transcript) is to be partitioned from one story to another story considering if the one or other sequence represents a narrative, descriptive, or argumentative scheme (Schütze 1983; 2008a, 15; cf. Ochs and Capps 1996).7


These three language forms utilised in narrations differentiate themselves from each other (cf. Schütz and Luckmann 2003, 286–304).8 While the narrative [35] sections convey incumbent biographical concepts – the (somehow) rendered past experiences, the descriptive sections of the narration, according to Schütze, consist of explanations of social setting(s) and “unknown phenomenon”. And when an interpretation is required, it occurs in arguments built on the informant’s perspective (Schütze 2008a, 57 f). Again Schütze points out that goal of both forms – description and argumentation – is to clarify the subject matter for the interviewer and elucidate the possible vagueness in the self-presentation. The argumentative passages of a story involve features of biographical identity of the informant due to its interpretative nature (2008a, 59 f; cf. 1983, 286).


Continuing with the steps of the analysis, the fundamental aspect in partitioning the text data is the determination of the language activities such as forms of narration, discourse markers, speech acts, verbal and non-verbal reactions, and conjunctions and formulations pointing to temporal and causal changes in one’s biography. The informant might utilise these in order to fade-in or fade-out another story, change the topic, mute certain experiences, or prepare an argument. Concerning the aforementioned biographical process structures, the narrator would employ language markers, such as “and then I thought” (Schütze 2008a, 26f; 1981; 1984). Parallel to the consideration of language-based forms and codes used by the narrator, the researcher elaborates the content.


Concerning the descriptive and argumentative forms, Schütze (1983; 2008a; 2008b) reports that these find place mostly at coda or in pre-coda moments to end the interview with a self-theoretical assumption. He (2008b, 42) then adds [36] that self-theorisations are like double-edged swords, they can be central as well as intervene in the biographical storytelling. Of course these argumentations do not necessarily occur at the end of the main narrative, for instance, when the informant wants to comment on a specific trajectory, they would break the narrative flow for a brief moment (Schütze 1984, 98). An argument around coda would be employed to summarize certain biographical processes, like the trajectory of suffering in relation to the biographical complexity (p. 103) – the balancing of biographical account at juncture of the informant’s interpretation (p. 107). In this sense, Schütze underscores the argumentative motive of remarking the crisis and biographical curves for the individual that echoes in one’s life even afterwards (p. 103).


Reflecting Schütze’s point, Bartmann and Kunze (2008) point out that argumentative passages can appear as metaphorical descriptions, like in Iranian films, in which prohibited images, ideas, and actions are reconstructed through metaphors. They set in their paper three further argumentative forms: the argumentation with the aim to lead the narration to a biographical narrative unit; the argumentation that subsumes substantial life historical elements and their reconstruction in post period; and the argumentation that follows the autobiographical narrative unit to, for example, underline self-positioning (pp. 185–90). Furthermore, since argumentations represent core – and perhaps raw – self-theoretical reconstructions of past experiences, these can be the modes of displaying the “nonexplicit [biographical] narratives” (p. 180). These are also “highly reflexive” biographical moments instead of “deficits” (like the intervention of self-theoretical actions in Schütze’s terms), according to Sylke Bartmann and Katharina Kunze (p. 190).


2.2.2 Data Collection


Prior to Interview


The interview preparation contained three main steps: a) the preparation of the open stimulus question and the preparation of the explanation of the study and the personal research interest for the possible informants; b) finding interview partners/informants/autobiographers and/or possible gatekeepers and contacting them via different channels such as key persons (siblings, family, friends, et cetera) prior to field research; and c) approaching interview partners, explaining the research, research perspective and its objectives in common codes instead of using an abstract research language. All of these steps should contain an openness on the part of the researcher vis-à-vis partners, which means that the researcher would not cover any specific interest. The last patterns also include specific technical information to be given such as how long an autobiographical [37] interview takes, what the informant expects, and that the confidentiality of the narrator will be assured and protected through anonymisation. At this first step, it becomes clear if the possible informant wants to take part or if they reject providing the research with their life story. Due to the conditions in Van and its surrounding area, for instance, I often encountered people who rejected to be narrators. I also made mistakes such as utilising a complex research language while expressing my interest, which led to rejections.


Interview Situation


As aforementioned, my informants chose the place for the interview, some of them were conducted in a café, some in their flats, or office. Every interview could be recorded thanks to my informants’ agreement. I was able to keep in touch with three of my informants after our first meeting. Unfortunately, no follow up interview – with recording – could take place. Most of the interviews took approximately 90 to 120 minutes, with a main narrative of 30 to 45 minutes in most cases. Yet, I have also collected some interviews with a duration of one hour in total or one of them around three hours. Moreover, one of the interview partners did not provide any biographical information and talked instead about history and current conditions ruling in the Kurdish society.9


The first round of questions I posed after the autonomously structured main narration was based on my notes that I took whilst they were providing their main narrative. The aim was to extend my knowledge for the reconstruction of the relevant situation. Following the first round of questions, I pointed at their descriptions or arguments concerning different topics they highlighted. However, it is important to specify that this sort of “chronological flow” of questioning was not always the case. Questions, for instance, related to their arguments also followed some of the questions concerning biographical narrative units in order to reach a proper understanding.


After every interview, I returned to the step of finding my next narrator who would “fit” into my research project in terms of viewpoints, contrasts and resemblances. The questions I asked myself concerned, for instance, the age, gender, and political background. In this regard, I had the chance to receive the help of my gatekeepers of course. Nonetheless after my field research in Van,  [38] I realised I could not conduct any interviews with the women there. Unfortunately, the hope of getting back to Van anytime soon (for another attempt) did not come into question anymore. In this sense, the sample – especially from Van – is not gender-balanced.


2.2.3 Analysis


To begin with, the interviews were transcribed and certain parts were masked such as the names or certain towns where the informant lived. In order to secure the anonymity of the informant, some story segments that could result in the evident identification of the person were deleted from the text too. For the transcription I also used my field notes and notes from the interview situation in order to take into consideration non-verbal activities for instance.


The first step of the analysis is differentiating segments of the narration or how Schütze calls it the text sort differentiation (2008b, 17 f). After that, the analysis consists of the reconstruction, interpretation, and sociological theory building through the comparative discussion of several interviews. Under these very terms, the interview was then treated as an autobiographical text material a) within its certain context; b) following the question of how the interaction parties – the researcher and autobiographer – viewed the interview situation; c) looking after and marking the communicative schemes such as narration, description, and arguments; and d) elaborating the “direction of” the textual- ization and the material itself (ibid.). In other words, what the material tells us during its editing procedure.


With the third sub-step, marking the non-narrative sequences, the next part of the analysis starts: the structural description. At this step, I partitioned the text material thoroughly into sequences based on the stories told. Every story has a beginning and an end in different forms. Due to this fact, the text has to be differentiated into its sorts and the narrative, descriptive, and argumentative units have to be marked. These units tell us thanks to their very nature how the experience is processed and reconstructed. This is also why the transcription would be partitioned into its various segments.
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