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INTRODUCTION




The Kurds, who belong to the world’s largest nation deprived of its own state, live in the territories of the states of Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria. Following the 1991 Gulf War, the Kurdish question in the four regions became a particularly crucial issue within the Middle East and in international politics more broadly. Hence, issues around Kurdish nationalism and political problems have received considerably more attention than matters of culture, including literature. However, though studies on Kurdish literature have remained relatively peripheral, research (undertaken mainly in Europe and the United States) on their literature from all Kurdish regions and in both Sorani and Kurmanji dialects,1 has increased considerably in recent years.2 This book explores the way Kurds have experienced their ‘identity’ and ‘home-land’ through tracing themes of displacement and loss for both individual and collective history,3 analysing the representation of ‘home-land’ and how the search for identity of fictional Kurdish characters is embedded in the reconfiguration of Kurdistan as the national and ancestral ‘homeland’.4

Linguistic diversity and the lack of political and national unity have not only shaped the fragmented character of Kurdish novelistic discourse, but have also forced the displacement and voluntary migration westwards of many Kurds in search of freedom. While some Kurdish intellectuals have, because of political conflicts, chosen the path of exile in various Western countries and have had the opportunity to publish their novels in their native dialects (Sorani and Kurmanji), others, despite political conflicts, have not left their homeland; nevertheless those who remained have from time to time been obliged, or have sometimes preferred, to write in the official languages of the state, such as Persian, Arabic, or Turkish.5 In this context, a striking question arises: How is Kurdish identity and the idea of ‘home-land’,6 both as a symbol and as territorial space, constructed in Kurdish novelistic discourse in both Turkish Kurdistan and diaspora?

Homeland and Identity

This book examines what ‘home-land’ and ‘identity’ mean both for the narrative of ‘being at home’, and for the narrative of ‘leaving home’. In this context, one main question is posed: What are the differences and similarities in the perception of ‘homeland’ and ‘identity’ in Turkish Kurdistan and diaspora? Applying a conceptual framework based on ‘home’, ‘homeland’, ‘place’, ‘diaspora’, and ‘identity’, I investigate the geographical sense of Kurdistan, whether ‘symbolic’ or ‘factual’, in a selection of novels from Turkish Kurdistan and its diaspora. In this respect, I seek answers to two further questions: How is ‘Kurdish territory’ drawn? And what kind of meanings and values are attributed to Kurdistan?

In examining whether the Kurdish novel represents Kurdishness as a national entity connected to a particular region and community, I also discuss the textual representation of Kurdistan, and the novelists’ intentions in the way it is represented. Through comparative analysis, valuable insights can be obtained for understanding the geographical sense of Kurdistan. The differences or similarities that exist between novelistic discourse in Turkish Kurdistan and its diaspora demonstrate how statelessness and fragmentation affect the characters, society, themes, and world of the novels chosen.7 This is crucial, especially in the context of exploring the achievements of Kurdish narrative discourse in emphasising the reality and continuing damage of the statelessness that has been inflicted upon the Kurds in Turkish Kurdistan and in the diaspora.

Some secondary questions are also considered: for instance, acknowledging that the Kurds are a stateless nation and therefore fragmented, to what extent and in what way have Kurdish characters in the novels been influenced by this fragmentation and statelessness? And if fragmentation and statelessness have had a significant impact on the Kurds, has this influenced literary identities in different ways in Turkish Kurdistan, on the one hand, and diaspora, on the other?

Beyond Analysis of the Text

In this book, a ‘Kurdish novel’ is a Kurdish-language work written in any dialect of Kurdish.8 This also relates to the discussions on Kurdish national identity, in which the Kurdish language is regarded as one of the markers of Kurdish identity (Vali 2003: 100, McDowall 2004: 9). There is an opposing view concerning the various distinct dialects, to the effect that Kurds do not think of themselves as a group primarily along linguistic lines (Özoglu 2004: 17), since there are certain other cultural sentiments. Most importantly, the majority of the novelists examined in this book have also addressed the significance of Kurdish for the Kurds, both in their novelistic discourses and in their other publications, and often encourage the Kurds to read and write in Kurdish. Accordingly, an essential requirement when selecting the novels was that they were written in the Kurdish language.

In order to draw a comprehensive picture of the Kurdish novelistic discourse and to ensure an accurate outcome, I have included all the 100 novels published in Turkish Kurdistan and its diaspora between 1984 and March 2010. It is not my intention to discuss every novel that might conceivably be treated as proposing the same social, political, and cultural ideas. My point of departure for limiting myself to one region is primarily that identities and perceptions of ‘home-land’ have developed differently in relation to contextual and political differences in each of the nation states (Chaliand 1993, Natali 2005, Romano 2006). The situation of the Kurds from Iraqi Kurdistan or Iranian Kurdistan is different from the circumstances of those in Turkey,9 owing to the different socio-political and cultural contexts of these non-Kurdish nation states. Being dominated by different nations means that the Kurds are confronted by different policies, which causes them to create different literary discourses.

This does not necessarily assume the lack of a common Kurdish literature; rather, it attempts to reach an accurate comparative analysis of literary texts within the same dialect and related to the same political, social, and ideological environment. Moreover, to include novels from different regions would require research on all these regions and their diasporas, which would be impractical for a literary analysis based on diverse methodological approaches. First, the novels from other regions are written in different dialects (Zazaki or Sorani) and different scripts (Arabic). Secondly, due to the number of novels, a comprehensive focus on one region is more feasible. This is why the scope of this book is limited to novels written by authors from Turkish Kurdistan and its diaspora.10

Essentially, the novels are divided into two categories, those written by novelists living in Turkish Kurdistan (36 novels, from 1988 to 2010), and those written by novelists in the diaspora (64 novels, from 1984 to 2010). In categorising these groups, it is the location of the novelist (whether in Turkey/Turkish Kurdistan or in Europe) that is taken into consideration rather than the place of publication. For various reasons, but mainly because of the ban on Kurdish publishing in Turkey until 2002, certain novels, such as those by Nurî Şemdîn (official name: Naci Kutlay) and Îhsan Colemergî, were published in Stockholm, even though their authors were not in exile. Additionally, there has been a striking increase since the year 2000 in the number of exiled writers, such as Hesenê Metê and Firat Cewerî, who have preferred to publish inside Turkish Kurdistan and in Istanbul. A novelist who lives in Turkish Kurdistan but who has chosen, or was obliged, to publish his or her book in Europe, is regarded as quite unusual in Turkish Kurdistan.

Similarly for novels published in Turkey or Turkish Kurdistan by exiled novelists. In this case, the place of publication does not determine the category, since the place of publication will have been determined by the writer’s conditions and the socio-political restrictions of the sovereign state.11 I evaluate both the personal and the contextual factors behind the portrayal of the literary ‘home-land’ and ‘identity’ of the novelists, and how these factors have shaped their literary productions.

Broadly speaking, there were no novels published in Turkish Kurdistan before the 1980s. During the 1980s the only novel produced was Zeviyên Soro (The Lands of Soro, 1988) by Nurî Şemdîn (Naci Kutlay).12 Although Kutlay (Şemdîn) was not an exile, he lived for some time in Sweden, and his novel was published in Stockholm in 1988 because of the ban on Kurdish publications in Turkish Kurdistan. Even though there was an easing of restrictions on publishing during the 1990s, just two novels were produced in that period: Îhsan Colemergî’s Cembelî Kurê Mîrê Hekaryan13 (Cembeli, the Son of Mir Hakkari, 1995) and Îbrahîm Seydo Aydogan’s Reş û Spî (Black and White). Like Kutlay’s novel, Colemergî’s Cembelî Kurê Mîrê Hekaryan was first published by Apec in Stockholm, then a few years later by Avesta in Istanbul. This means that Aydogan’s Reş û Spî was the only novel published during the 1990s in Turkish Kurdistan.14

Compared with the 1990s, however, the first decade of the 2000s saw a striking increase in numbers, with 33 Kurdish novels being published, but Europe played a bigger role in the publication of Kurdish works up to 2002.15 The increasing number of Kurdish refugees and immigrants in European countries after the 1980 military coup in Turkey led to the development of Kurdish publishing. Therefore, the selection of novels from the diaspora also covers the post-1980s period. Six novels were published in the 1980s (by Mehmed Uzun16 and Mahmut Baksî), and the number increased to 13 during the 1990s. As in Turkish Kurdistan, the first decade of the twenty-first century in the diaspora was very fruitful for novelistic discourse, and the number of published novels increased to 49.

Together with the form and content of the novels, authorship or socio-political contexts are tools for reaching a better understanding of the text. The various criteria employed draw attention to the different symbolic, political, and social meanings of the novels, and illuminate the meaning of textual portrayals within an understanding of the social and political arrangements surrounding them. Most importantly, I have employed a humanistic geography approach to literature, arguing that literature, and the novel in particular, constitutes an instrument of geographical inquiry into a society or a nation (Lowenthal 1961, Pocock 1981, 1988, Porteous 1985, Bordessa 1988, Cosgrove and Daniels 1989). Thus one should take the contextualisation of the novels/novelists into consideration in order to shed light on how the nation/society is constructed, and why. In this respect, I have benefited from both contextual and textual approaches.

Although I adopt textual analysis, because of the large number of novels chosen I will not seek the stylistic and linguistic analysis invoked by the textual approach. The texts are interpreted mainly from their socio-political and cultural subtexts, since it is essential to keep the historical, political, social, and cultural contexts in mind in the analysis of the Kurdish novelistic discourse.

It is worth mentioning that I found the contextual approach indispensable for this particular book after reading those novels in which the dominance of authorial intentions is explicitly reflected in the texts. Throughout the book, I argue that the meanings of Kurdish novels are mainly shaped in relation to factors such as the setting and ideology of the novelist and the period in which the novel was written. In this regard, what is apparent within the Kurdish novelistic discourse is the dominance of the real or imagined socio-political context of Kurdistan, which undoubtedly affects the way ‘home-land’ is perceived and narrated.

Theoretical Considerations

There are various ways to analyse literary works, but my approach here is to consider novelistic discourse as a literary sphere that represents nationhood and national territory. This implies a modernist understanding of the relationship between literature and nation. By tracing developments in the study of nation-building, national identity, and literature from Benedict Anderson (1983) to Frederic Jameson (1988) and Homi Bhabha (1990, 2004), I affirm the connection between the making of national identity and the making of literary texts. However, I also underline the territorial aspects of literary works, which contribute to the constructing of national identity. In this context, I argue that the settings and literary expression of places in the novels can provide data for territorial reality and geography.

There are various theoretical approaches to the literary works. For example, on the one hand, is a ‘text-oriented approach’ that includes philology, rhetoric, formalism and structuralism, new criticism, semiotics and deconstruction in literary studies; it is ‘concerned with questions of the “materiality” of texts, including editions of manuscripts, analyses of language, and style and the formal structure of literary works’ (Klarer 1999: 78). On the other hand, there is an ‘author-oriented approach’ covering biographical criticism, psychoanalytic criticism, and phenomenology, in which the stress is on the author attempting to link his or her biography to the text (Klarer 1999). In the ‘author-oriented approach’, details in the form of dates, facts, and events in the author’s life are crucial contributions to the analysis. Hence, I argue that an author’s mode of perception of space and places, and thus his or her treatment of space and places is culturally, socially, and politically conditioned, reflecting the culture and ideology to which the author belongs. In this case, the engagement between geography and literature appears in the way they are described as a depiction of a specific ‘space’ and ‘place’; in terms of the cultural context of people’s notions and views of a particular place, this can offer insights into the nature of their spatial relations.

Geography is part of the literary project of some authors. Humanistic geography, defined as ‘humanistic conceptualization of place’ (Rose 1993: 41), is interested in literature and describes the place as a ‘centre of meaning constructed by experience’, thus confirming the fact that authors might somehow accurately represent the experience of ‘place’ (Brosseau 1994). In the context of geographical interpretation of literature, Thomas O. Beebee (2008: 1) focuses in his Nation and Region in Modern American and European Fiction on ‘the role of literature in the production of national, regional, local, global, and local mental maps’. He concentrates on such significant geographical ideas as mental maps and ‘heterotopias’, deriving the term ‘heterotopia’ from Michel Foucault’s article ‘Of other spaces’ (1986 [1967]).17 Heterotopias are described as ‘the “counter-sites”, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which […] all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested and inverted’ (Beebee 2008: 24). In response to Foucault’s definition, Beebee also argues that ‘heterotopia’ refers to a ‘true imaginary place’, in which ‘place’ is endowed with imaginary qualities, ‘again using “imaginary” in the sense of imaging something rather than perceiving it, as in the act of remembering’ (2008: 3–4). Foucault states that a mirror embodies the concept of ‘heterotopia’: it includes both the unreal, due to illusion, and reality, due to the reflection of the image.

Concerning a humanist approach to the geographical interpretation of literature, Porteous (1985: 117) notes that, ‘within the broad realm of imaginative literature, geographers have again been highly selective. Plays are not considered, poetry is but occasionally used, the novel reigns supreme.’ Thus, novels have become the leading genre as documentary sources that depict the ‘geography of the text’ (Brosseau 1995: 96). Porteous further explains that the advantages of the novel ‘lie in its length (meaty), its prose form (understandable), its involvement with the human condition (relevant), and its tendency to contain passages, purple or otherwise, which deal directly with landscapes and places in the form of description (geographical)’ (1985: 117). In light of Brosseau’s argument, novelistic discourse emerges as the most convenient genre for analysing literary geographies as sources of ‘geographical data’ (Darby 1948, Jay 1975), and in this respect Brosseau (1994) coins the term ‘novel-geographers’ for those investigating people’s experience of space through novelistic discourse. In other words, novels can be analysed for their construction of a geography that explores the interaction between people as a group, and particular places.18 The location or space that is drawn as geography in the novel becomes clearer and more visible with the personal sentiments projected onto it, and this personifies the landscape.

Novels also enable individuals to establish a bond with each other across different contexts. Novelistic discourse, like national projects, produces national places, geographical territories, and identities that appear as a nation. So, in adopting a constructivist view of the nation, the peculiarity of the novel closely matches the processes of nation-building. This being the case, one can state that the nations fictionalised in novels are ‘imagined communities’. In this regard it can be argued that, through combining fiction and reality, novelistic discourse contributes to constructing ‘true imaginary places’, and in this context, the figuration of ‘true imaginary places’ parallels the representation of the nation and issues of national identity constructing what Jameson (1988) calls a ‘national allegory’.

Taking the above discussion into consideration, I argue that this constructive imagining of ‘territorial reality’, ‘nation’, and ‘identity’ occurs in Kurdish novels; however, taking note of humanistic approaches to geography and literature, I also consider Kurdish novels as ‘stimulating data, information, and suggestions about individual and social perceptions of places and landscapes’ (Fabio 1996: 4). Through fictionalising literary landscapes, transferring the attitudes, values, and responses of the characters to the place and landscape experience, and by narrating the histories and myths that create an outline of a nation, the literary text may challenge, support, and preserve certain ideologies based on national identity and homeland.

Chapter Overview

The first three chapters concentrate on the historical and political identity of Kurds and Kurdistan, and the development of Kurdish literature is described in order to contribute to the analysis of the Kurdish novels. The fourth and fifth chapters are structured according to the two categories of novel, those originating in Turkish Kurdistan and those originating in its diaspora. The analysis adopted to establish the similarities and differences between these categories is elaborated on in the fourth chapter. Because of the large number of novels and because the first Kurmanji novel from Turkish Kurdistan was written in the diaspora, the initial focus is on analyses from the diaspora. Chapter Four sheds light on the multi-layered characterisation of cultural geographies of ‘home-land’ and the ambivalent articulation of ‘identity’, as a result of diasporic experiences intertwined with changing visions and evolving political relations. Informed by diverse discussions on ‘diaspora’ and ‘diasporic identity’, the chapter reveals these diverse constructions of ‘home-land’ and Kurdish national identity through the textual and contextual analysis of 64 novels, ranging from the first novel published in Europe, Mahmut Baksî’s Hêlîn,19 up to Silêman Demîr’s recently published Kassandra (Cassandra, 2010).20

Chapter Five, which covers 36 novels from Turkish Kurdistan, uses rural/urban space, regions, and landscapes as a framing device to show the re-creation of symbolic or real Kurdistan, and how the idea of Kurdistan as an ancestral homeland contributes to the formation of Kurdish national identity in novelistic discourse created in Kurdistan. The textual analyses show that the real geographical sites and imaginary locations presented in the novels can offer a useful context for understanding Kurdish national and cultural identity.

In Chapter Six, based on a comparative analysis of 100 novels, I argue that the contexts of ‘homeland territory’ and ‘non-homeland territory’ are influential factors in creating different images and identities for Kurdistan. In addition I suggest that, apart from territorial differences, political awareness, and ideological differences in relation to the Kurdish national struggle also contribute to producing different discourses for the portrayal of Kurdistan and identity.

Chapter Seven draws together the final arguments based on the analyses of the novels. It concludes that overall the analysis has revealed a division. In the diaspora, the meanings of ‘home-land’ and ‘identity’ are effectively altered by detachment from the territories of Kurdistan, involvement in the environment of the host countries, and prevailing global conditions. On the other hand, in Kurdistan itself, proscriptive socio-political contexts such as having to confront statelessness in daily life, and being of a younger generation compared with the writers in the diaspora, are factors that have a crucial impact on the literary expression of the recurrent themes outlined in this book.


CHAPTER 1

KURDISTAN AND BEYOND:

THE SEARCH FOR A HOMELAND


Kurds, as a distinct group in the Middle East, have not created a state identity through tools such as nationalist parties, literary advances and the intelligentsia, but have managed nevertheless to create a distinct national identity.1 The main components of this identity include territory/homeland, shared experiences and memories of past times, national symbols, and language (Smith 1991). When reflecting on what constitutes a person’s national identity, special attention should be given to territory, since this plays a major role in the development of group identity. Every group, especially at the level of ethnicity, requires a territory with which members can identify themselves. Shared territory among group members is a crucial component in the process of identity formation. For Smith (1996), nations have ethnic roots, and the history of ethnic communities is defined in fundamental ways by an ancestral ‘homeland’ or territory.

Kurdish identity is tied very closely to a territory that was called Kurdistan, revolving around a ‘core area’ that has been referred to as territory–Kurdistan. Like ‘identity’, ‘territory’ itself is subjected to changes and new formations through the years, so the perception of Kurds regarding the territory of Kurdistan changes as their socio-political and cultural context alters over time.

Referring literally to ‘the land/homeland of Kurds’, the term Kurdistan has been in use for at least six centuries.2 Kurdistan’s demographic structure has frequently changed due to both local and international factors. The current territory of Kurdistan, delineated after World War I by the Allies, consists of ‘a generally mountainous expanse of some 200,000 square miles straddling the present state boundaries of Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran, and the former Soviet republics of Armenia and Azerbaijan’ (Dahlman 2002: 271). It is located in Eastern Turkey (Turkish Kurdistan), Northern Iraq (Iraqi Kurdistan), North-western Iran (Iranian Kurdistan) and part of Northern Syria.3 It covers an area of some 550,000 square kilometres (Hassanpour, Skutnabb-Kangas, and Chyet 1996: 368) and more or less encompasses the Zagros and the eastern Taurus mountain ranges.

The topography of Kurdistan is quite distinctive, and its mountainous scenery is often emphasised in Kurdish cultural and folkloric materials. Three main mountain chains are considered to constitute Kurdistan – the Armenian or Eastern Taurus, the Inner Taurus, and the Zagros – while the numerous high uplands and large river basins such as the Tigris and the Euphrates are physical features characterising Kurdistan (Jwaideh 2006: 4). Due to the lack of a state, there are no internationally recognised Kurdistan territories. In Turkey even the term ‘Kurdistan’ itself has been banned since the early 1920s and people using this term have been convicted. On the other hand, large areas of the Kurdish regions in Iran are officially called ‘Kurdistan’. Despite international recognition of the existence of the federal Kurdistan region in Northern Iraq, the Turkish state authorities avoid using the term Kurdistan but still refer to the region as Northern Iraq.

The Kurds’ homeland has undergone two main divisions in its history. First, following a treaty between the Ottomans and Safavids in 1639, the first official border line was drawn between the two empires. Secondly, following World War I, the Ottoman Empire had to negotiate with the Europeans, and in 1923 the Treaty of Lausanne divided the Ottoman part of Kurdistan between four countries, the Republic of Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and the Soviet Union.

Divided thus between several states, Kurds have been dominated by various differing socio-political and cultural systems, and have been culturally, politically, and linguistically fragmented. The building of nation states in the region led to the dispersal of the Kurds into four territories, resulting in the imposition of varying socio-political and cultural conditions upon them. Hence, while being a Kurd in origin is of central importance, the course of Kurdish identity formation has differed from one region to another depending on the shifting of political spaces. This negates the possibility of a fixed and essentialist Kurdish identity (van Bruinessen 1992b, Kirisci and Winrow 1997, Özoğlu 2004). This sense of fluidity certainly applies to the origin of the Kurds as delineated by the map of Greater Kurdistan.4 On the one hand, Kurds usually regard themselves as the descendants of the ancient Medes (whose power collapsed after a succession of defeats), who settled 2,000 years ago inside the boundary of current Kurdistan. On the other hand, through reference to ancient manuscripts, researchers have attempted to link the name ‘Kurds’ with geographical terms in order to determine the origin of the Kurds. The various factors leading to differing views on the development of the origin of the Kurds mainly revolve around the division of territory between several nations, the lack of written historical sources stretching back to ancient periods, and diverse political ideologies.

Kurds as Descendants of the Medes: The Building of a Myth

Kurdish identity, because of internal and external change, has been unfixed and shifting throughout history. Alterations in the historical and political context of Kurdistan have been the major factor in this fluidity, with Kurdish identity constantly readjusting itself to the requirements of a changing context. In relation to the diverse internal and external factors shaping Kurdish identity, Kedourie (1996: 226) argues, ‘the politics of Islam, the autonomous political structures of tradition, and the resistance of the “periphery” to an integrated national economy were all the components of the Constitution of Kurdishness’. The common discourse on Kurdish identity centres on the idea that the exclusion and denial of this identity is very much part of the Turkish political project of creating a modern and secular nation state, and that this has increased the politicisation of Kurdish identity. Therefore, the fluid and unfixed structure of Kurdish identity should be seen as a consequence of the Kurds’ fluid and unfixed historical, socio-political, and cultural contexts, mainly characterised by the nature of the regime and by the ideological changes in the political apparatus.

In fact, images of the ‘imagined territory of Kurdistan’ in nationalist discourse have become one of the unifying elements of the Kurdish imagined community, in both ‘homeland’ and ‘diaspora’ (Anderson 1983). Gupta and Ferguson (1992: 11) point out
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