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If there is need for an apology on behalf of the state, if there is such a practice

in the books, I would apologise and I do (…) Dersim is the most tragic event

in our recent history. It is a disaster that should now be questioned with

courage.

Prime Minister Erdoğan, November 22nd 2011

On November 23, 2011, international news media reported an incident in the

Turkish Parliament on what seemed to be a breakthrough in Turkish politics:

‘‘Turkey’s PM Erdoğan apologizes for 1930s Kurdish killings’’!1 ‘‘Turkey’s PM

apologizes to Kurds’’!2 For those scrolling through the news on their Ipads or

smartphones, it may have seemed like that the Kurdish conflict had finally come to

an end, a resolution was reached, the Turkish state was taking reconciliatory steps

and even taking responsibility for its past crimes against its Kurdish population. Yet,

as we will show in this article, the opposite is at stake. We argue that not only did

Erdoğan not apologize to anyone in his statement, but the substance, context, and

form of his statement amount to injury and assault demonstrating, if not

exacerbating, the precarious and vulnerable position of minorities in Turkey.

Perhaps, the misleading and affirmative international reporting about this incident is
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related both to the generally enthusiastic reporting about Turkish politics ever since

it has been promoted as a democratic role model for the Middle East, as well as to

the rather complex and unknown history of the 1938 Dersim Genocide that is

referred to as the ‘‘1930 Kurdish killings’’ by the international news media.

Turkey is undergoing an important transformation process that is rather

paradoxical: on the one hand, a remarkable set of institutional reforms have been

adopted and implemented in the wake of Turkey’s efforts to achieve EU candidacy

status between 1999 and 2004, in particular regarding minority rights, cultural, and

religious freedoms. This process is accompanied by increasing public debates about

formerly taboo subjects such as the suppression of the Armenian, Kurdish, and

Alevi communities. Setbacks and limitations notwithstanding, there has never been

so much domestic public discussion about Turkey’s state violence, persecution of

minorities, and its denialist official narrative than in the last decade.3 Given that

institutional denial has been a key characteristic of Turkish politics, media, and

academia, the increasing recognition of Turkey’s minority populations and the

widening public discussion about their silenced histories are often credited to be one

of the AKP (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, Justice and Development Party) rule’s

most important liberal achievements. Parallel to the discursive widening of the

public sphere, on the other hand, the persecutions, killings, displacements, and brute

force against non-Turkish, non-Muslim, non-Sunni subjects continues to take place

as regular state practices showing that the AKP aligns very well within the Turkish

state tradition of suppression and mass violence.4 Following the argument that

recognition is one of the main idioms liberal states cunningly employ in the

governance of their minorities (Povinelli 2002), this paper explores on what grounds

and to what extent minorities indeed gain recognition.

The above-mentioned two parallel developments signal the emergence of a new

truth regime that the AKP government seeks to establish through rewriting the

Turkish state’s official narrative. For this purpose, the discourse of reconciliation

with past state crimes is effectively evoked by the AKP in its power struggle against

Kemalist state elites whose direct involvement in such crimes is exposed to the

public.5 Meanwhile, looms large the new protagonist of history, the AKP, that

discloses and condemns the orthodoxy of the official, denialist narratives. Not

3 This process has been exhaustively analyzed in Bayraktar’s (2010) work on how the Armenian

Genocide has been presented in the Turkish media between 1973 and 2005. She concludes that while a

liberalization of discourse has occurred since 2000, genocide denial continues in a more sophisticated

manner. Another compelling analysis of Turkish public debate has been put forwards by Erbal (2012)

with her critique of the ‘‘apology campaign’’ that was initiated by Turkish intellectuals in 2008. Ayata

(2008) has analyzed the compartmentalization of the Armenian, Kurdish, and Alevi issues in Turkish

intellectual debates as an effort to protect existing power asymmetries within the hegemonic discourse.

Hakyemez and Çelik (2012) have provided a neoliberal critique of Turkish liberal’s engagement with the

Kurdish conflict. While these works analyze the role of liberal intellectuals and the Turkish public debate

regarding minorities, our focus in this piece is directed toward the official state narrative.
4 On a plain level, it suffices to point out that merely 1 month after Erdoğan’s ‘‘apology’’ statement, the

Turkish military carried out a brutal civilian massacre in Roboski in the province of Şırnak in December

2011, killing 34 Kurdish children and young adults.
5 A similar argument is pushed forward by Zırh (2012) in his comprehensive documentation on how

Dersim was debated in the Turkish press during 2009 and 2011.
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surprisingly the massacres carried out by Islamic and ultra-nationalist mobs that are

part of AKP’s electorate—such as the Maraş, Çorum, and Sivas massacres—have

no place in this rewriting of official history.6 As the Turkish state’s grim history

regarding its minority populations are selectively chosen for this new official

narrative, we will argue, the boundaries of the political for the repressed subjects are

drawn anew. In order to interrogate the form of political subjectivity this new

official narrative generates, this article will focus on the AKP’s account of

reconciliation with the past and in particular its leader Erdoğan’s ‘‘apology’’ speech

about the ‘‘Dersim Massacre.’’ We ask: what is the form of political existence the

latest protagonist of history promises for the minorities whose collective memories

are marked by massacres and genocides? Before we can explore this central

question further, let us first provide a short background on Turkey’s history in order

to set the context for the issue at stake.

A brief history of Turkish nation-making

Turkey, as the prominent novelist Yaşar Kemal once noted, is a cemetery of

cultures. In a vast effort, the Turkish state employed all of its available powers to

violently erase the multiethnic and multi-religious legacy of the Ottoman Empire in

order to craft a governable homogenous populace that was going to be called the

Turkish nation during the transition from Empire into Republic (Üngör 2011). The

first instruments of this erasure were genocide, dispossession, deportation, and

population exchange shortly before the founding of the Turkish Republic in 1923

and targeted the non-Muslim population. The genocide in 1915 annihilated not only

the Armenian community in Anatolia, but also the Assyrian, Yezidi and Pontic

Greek communities leading to more than 1.5 million deaths. A few years later, in

1923, the Ottoman-Greek population was decimated through the first legal

population exchange in world history during which over one million Greeks were

deported. If these violent policies were not carried out, it is estimated that the

number of Christians in present-day Turkey would constitute about 40 % of the

population. This estimate illustrates the scope of the violent erasure as the actual

number of non-Muslims in Turkey has been decimated to less than 1 %. The

unambiguous reference to modern Turkey as a Muslim country rests on this brutal

demographic engineering preceding the Republic (Ayata 2011).

Having diminished the non-Muslim population to an unthreatening number, the

next targets of homogenization policies were the Kurdish and Alevi populations.

The instruments implemented after the founding of the Republic, at work even

today, consist of displacement, military violence, denial, and various assimilation

measures that can be subsumed under the category of Turkification. Following the

suppression of several Kurdish uprisings between 1920 and 1925, the government

developed systematic assimilation policies when it became clear that brute military

force alone would not be sufficient to make Turks out of Kurds. In several reports,

6 See Erdoğan 2012, Mütemadiyen Ic Mihraklar available at http://azadalik.wordpress.com/2012/12/27/

mutemadi-ic-mihraklar-alevilik-uzerine-notlar-2/#_ftn1.
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government officials pointed out the dangers emanating from Kurdish mothers

teaching their children the Kurdish language, from Kurdish tribal leaders resisting

modernization and other ills (ibd.). The solution that the government sought was to

officially deny the very existence of a Kurdish language and identity, displace

rebellious tribe leaders, and design large resettlement plans to break the Kurdish

homogeneity in Southeastern Anatolia that had come into effect after the 1915

Genocide. Missionaries, soldiers, teachers, civil servants from Western Turkey were

sent to the East to ‘‘civilize’’ and assimilate the Kurdish population into the

nationalist project (Deringil 2003). Where resistance broke out, the military

employed excessive measures to extinguish it.

The Dersim Genocide

The peak of state violence in the early Republican years was reached in Dersim

during 1937–1938 when the Turkish military conducted airstrikes and sent troops

that indiscriminately murdered the locals after gathering them in certain points

(McDowall 2005). However, here the target of state violence was a little peculiar as

the region of Dersim was both ethnically and religiously different from the

neighboring Kurdish regions. The majority of the people in Dersim are Alevis

whose religious principles and practices are distinct from Sunni Islam.7 Further-

more, they overwhelmingly speak Zazaki, which demarcates them from other

Kurdish tribes in the region.8 At that point, Dersim contained not only the highest

concentration of Alevis in Anatolia but also was home to important seyyid ocaklari,
the religious leadership responsible for the religious and cultural teachings of

Alevism. In contrast to Sunni Kurdish tribes, who maintained good relationships due

to the Sunni–Islamic bond with the Ottoman Empire, the Alevis of Dersim were

already during the Ottoman Empire a thorn in the eye of the state.9 This view was

only crystallized and made more explicit under the young Republic. A government

report in 1926 described Dersim as ‘‘the abscess of the Republic that required a

surgery’’ due to their refusal to succumb to any state authority, be it in the Ottoman

Empire or the young Republic (Hür 2008). Already from 1930 onwards, government

7 Up until the Armenian Genocide in 1915, Dersim also contained a large Armenian population.
8 There is a heated debate among Kurds, Turks, and Dersimis whether Zazaki is a language of its own, or

merely a dialect of Kurdish. This debate is driven more by present political concerns than by an

engagement with the Zazaki language. Linguists have determined that Zazaki is a distinct language based

on its syntax, roots, and vocabulary (Blau 1989; Kehl-Bodrogi 1998). Within Dersim, some part of the

population identify themselves as Kurds, others identify themselves as Zazaki. Yet, what unites both

groups is the overarching Alevi identity. Due to their ethnic Kurdish and Zazaki identities, Dersim-Alevis

also differs from Turkish Alevis, which constitutes the majority among the approximately 10–15% Alevi

population in present-day Turkey.
9 From Ottoman Sultan Yavuz Selim (1515–1520) onwards, 108 military incursions by the Ottoman state

took place into Dersim, which was refusing to pay taxes and to be enlisted in the Ottoman army (Hür

2012). Particularly during the reign of Abdülhamit II (1876–1909), after failed attempts to assimilate

Alevis into Sunnis, Dersim was increasingly regarded as a ‘‘problem’’ and internal enemy by Ottoman

officials. In particular, their amicable relations with the Armenians were perceived as a potential danger

due to the fear that instead of becoming Sunnis, they could become Christians (Akpınar et al. 2010).
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reports were suggesting various plans on how to get rid of this ‘‘abscess’’ through

military means. In 1935, a law was passed to change and Turkify the name of

Dersim (meaning silver gate in Zazaki) into Tunceli (meaning iron fist/bronze land

in Turkish)10; this law also entailed measures to govern Dersim by special decree

(Beşikçi 1990). Indeed, soon after the law Dersim got to experience the iron fist of

the state during 1937–1938, a massive military incursion took place during which

the areas were bombed, tribes disarmed, girls kidnapped and given to Turkish

families or boarding schools, and the majority of the inhabitants resettled to Western

Turkey.

Estimates of the human toll of the military incursion vary between 10,000 and

70,000. Just like in the case of the Armenian Genocide in 1915, the official view

portrayed this violence up until 2009 as the state’s legitimate self-defense against an

uprising of disloyal subjects. In contrast, scholars and lawyers have documented that

there was an intent and systematic effort to destroy and disperse the populace, hence

qualifying the events in Dersim as Genocide.11 In the official narrative, however, if

there was ever a mentioning of the events of 1937–1938, they were framed as the

‘‘uprising.’’

The aftermath of the genocide

The erasure of the name of Dersim from the public language has been so effective

that the majority of the population in Turkey did not even know until recently to

which region Dersim referred, let alone discuss what had really happened there.

Until today, the official name of the province is ‘‘Tunceli,’’ while Dersim and the

collective memory of the Genocide remained a publicly shared secret and whisper

among the descendants of the victims, and witnesses, of the brutal events.12 For the

people of Dersim, and Alevis in general, the memory of the Genocide was kept alive

10 In Turkish, the word ‘‘tunc-eli’’ can mean both, as the word ‘‘el’’ means both hand and land. The

official account maintains that due to the natural resources in Dersim, the name bronze land was chosen,

while some historians interpret it also as iron fist. In this paper, we will use throughout the name Dersim

for the region and the province, unless we want to demarcate or highlight the official narrative. In those

cases, we will use Tunceli and put it in quotation marks.
11 Due to the institutional denial of this issue, there is little academic research on the subject so far. To

our knowledge, only one genocide scholar has systematically engaged with the Dersim Genocide (see

Üngör 2008), while a few other scholars within Kurdish Studies have sporadically written on the issue

(see, e.g., van Bruinessen 1994; Mc Dowall 2005). The first book that examined systematically the

Dersim events was by the sociologist Ismail Beşikçi, ‘‘The 1935 Tunceli Law and the Dersim Genocide’’

(1990). Even though the Turkish state keeps its archives closed in this regard, several government reports

and official documents are publicly available as well as oral accounts of generals and military officials

who participated in the incursion. Particularly, the abduction of girls has been well documented, which

already qualifies these actions as genocide according to the Genocide Convention of 1948. A group of

lawyers in Turkey compiled a file with all available official documents and accounts of survivors and

submitted it to the International Criminal Court in November 2012, with the intent to legally establish that

Dersim 1938 qualifies as a genocide and to seek legal remedies (http://www.bik.gov.tr/uluslararasi-ceza-

mahkemesi-ne-dersim-basvurusu-haberi-16853/).
12 The book title of a recent edited volume on Dersim captures this very well: ‘‘Dersim-the secret shared

by all’’ (Aslan 2010).
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with the repeated Alevi massacres in Maraş in 1978, Çorum in 1980, and in Sivas in

1993.13

The violence and discrimination against Alevis up until now shows that it is the

ruling power, whether Kemalist secular as in the CHP14 or Islamic moderate as in

the AKP, resting on a Sunni hegemony that often demonizes Alevism as a heresy.

The notable distance of the Alevi population from rightwing or moderate Islamic

parties of Turkey, including the AKP, finds its explanation in the long-standing

history of the persecution and discrimination of Alevis by Islamic and nationalist

forces. Yet, it is a puzzle to many Turkish intellectuals why Alevis, in particular the

people from Dersim, have been traditionally fervent supporters of the CHP and

Kemalism itself, leading to explanations such as that they have fallen victim to the

‘‘Stockholm Syndrome.’’15 During the decade long rule of the AKP, Dersim has

been the only province where the AKP did not manage to win a single seat.

Similarly, at the constitutional referendum in July 2011, Dersim followed the CHP’s

call to reject the referendum with a record high of 56 % voting ‘‘no.’’16

Traditionally a radical-leftist hub, the reasons why the progressive people of

Dersim still support the CHP, the party that ordered and administered the Dersim

Genocide, remain an enigma for many.

The question became more salient when for the first time in Turkey’s history, an

Alevi politician from Dersim, whose own father was resettled in 1938, Kemal

Kılıçdaroğlu was elected to the CHP leadership in 2010 and thus became the main

opposition leader to Erdoğan’s government.17 Kılıçdaroğlu had been a high-

ranking civil servant until he entered active party politics in 1999. During his two

terms in Parliament for the CHP, he became known by the Turkish public for his

disclosure of corruption scandals that AKP MPs were involved in. Yet, there is

another aspect of Kılıçdaroğlu’s biography that only the Dersim community was

familiar with until it leaked out to the Turkish public in 2010. In 1986, utilizing his

access to the state apparatus, Kılıçdaroğlu interviewed a retired state official, İhsan

Sabri Çağlayangil, who had been sent by Ankara in 1937 and 1938 to Dersim in

order to oversee the executions of tribe leaders resisting the military, such as Seyit

Rıza. It is in this interview where this former state official (who held several

ministerial posts in his career) among many other things admitted for the first time

13 For a short overview on the situation of Alevis visavis the Turkish state today, see Alemdar and

Çorbacioglu (2012).
14 The CHP was the first political party of the Republic founded in 1923 which ruled by an authoritarian

single-party regime Turkey until the transition to a multiparty system in 1945.
15 Many Turkish columnist and intellectuals have employed this metaphor, just to mention one example:

In 2010, Tunceli University organized a Dersim Symposium, during which the political scientist Prof.

Baskin Oran who gave the keynote brought up the Stockholm Syndrome issue; see http://

baskinoran.com/makale/BASKIN_ORAN-Dersimsempozyumu.pdf. The use of this pathologizing term

for people from Dersim shows the degree of ignorance toward genocide survivors living under a regime

of denial.
16 For an excellent analysis of how the AKP has been using the Dersim issue for electoral reasons during

2009–2011, see Zırh 2012.
17 http://www.economist.com/node/18621453.

B. Ayata, S. Hakyemez

123

http://baskinoran.com/makale/BASKIN_ORAN-Dersimsempozyumu.pdf
http://baskinoran.com/makale/BASKIN_ORAN-Dersimsempozyumu.pdf
http://www.economist.com/node/18621453


that the military used poisonous gas in order to kill people who were hiding in caves

to flee from the military’s violence during 1937–1938.18 Based on this interview

Kılıçdaroğlu made as early as in 1986, we can conclude that he not only has a strong

interest in the history of Dersim, but most likely has also an extensive insight into the

perpetrators of the Dersim Genocide even though he publicly refrains from speaking

about this issue. An exception occurred in 2009 when his party colleague Onur

Öymen brought up the ‘‘suppression of the Dersim uprising’’ as an exemplary state

practice for Turkey’s current war against terrorism. A huge uproar broke out among

the Alevi community to which Kılıçdaroğlu responded by asking Öymen to pay his

dues—implying resignation—for bleeding the wound of the people of Dersim.19 This

vocal stance he has taken regarding Dersim, however, is less evident since he became

the leader of CHP in May 2010. Nevertheless, PM Erdoğan and the newspapers close

to the AKP keep highlighting Kılıçdaroğlu’s ethno-religious identity in a derogatory

manner, pointing to the irony that someone from ‘‘Tunceli’’ was leading the party,

which was responsible for ‘‘Dersim massacre.’’20

Apology and genocide: turning the victim into the perpetrator

It is within this context of the main opposition leader being an Alevi from Dersim

that PM Erdoğan gave a speech on ‘‘Dersim Massacre’’ which the mainstream

news media framed as the ‘‘Dersim apology,’’ and the international media as an

apology to the Kurds. In 2009, the prime minister had already initiated a heated

debate when during a parliamentary meeting he referred to ‘‘Dersim Massacre,’’

which was until then known as an ‘‘uprising,’’ thereby instigating a paradigm shift

in the official narrative. What appeared as a major taboo break, however, sets

another discursive limit, as the expression of ‘‘massacre’’ forecloses a debate

about Genocide.21 Yet, nevertheless, the statement in November 2009 was indeed

a momentum as for the first time, an official representative of the state conceded

that in 1938, the state had not suppressed an uprising, but had committed a

massacre. After this statement by Erdoğan in 2009, newspapers and scholars

began slowly to discuss not only what happened in 1938, but also started using

occasionally the term Dersim instead of ‘‘Tunceli’’ when talking about the

historical events in the early Republic. Thus, already in 2009, the silence about

Dersim cracked at the official level and the whisper turned into a murmur, until,

which Zırh (2012) demonstrates, Dersim became a popular topic for the AKP’s

electoral politics after 2009.

18 While the content of this interview was circulating for at least two decades, it was only in 2010 that a

journalist revealed that it was actually Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu which had conducted this interview.

(http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/yazarlar/15608090.asp).
19 http://www.milliyet.com.tr/Siyaset/SonDakika.aspx?aType=SonDakika&KategoriID=12&ArticleID=

1162470&Date=16.11.2009&b=Kılıçdaroğlu:%20Oymen,%20geregini%20yapsin.
20 For a more detailed account in this regard (see Zirh 2012).
21 For a lucid analysis of this paradigm shift and the ensuing debates in Turkey, (see Kahraman 2010).
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Erdoğan’s speech in November 2011 is unprecedented in the sense that for the

first time, a head of the Turkish state announced that he would apologize for the

‘‘Dersim Massacre,’’ which was presented in the domestic and international press as

a factual apology. For days, this ‘‘apology’’ was celebrated, discussed, and overall

approved as the right step forward.22 However, Erdoğan’s performance of apology,

we argue, fails on several registers. Not only does this apology speech not qualify as

a proper apology, but also his recognition of past state violence comes with another

form of formidable violence he inflicts on the addressee of the apology—that is the

imposition of the state’s authoritative voice upon the people of Dersim. Looking

closely at Erdoğan’s 2011 speech, this last section of the paper explores what it is

that the speech of apology is doing if it is not actually apologizing. For this purpose,

three acts that Erdoğan’s speech performs will be highlighted: (1) effacement of the

victims of the ‘‘Dersim Massacre,’’ (2) redefinition of its perpetrators, and (3) re-

infliction of the genocidal violence on the silenced victim descendants.

Erdoğan’s apology: naming, shaming, and executing the victim

Standing in front of a gigantic Atatürk poster and Turkish flag, Erdoğan gave the

speech on ‘‘Dersim Massacre’’ in an auditorium in Ankara packed with his party

members and the press. The highlight of his 1-h-long speech, which was greeted

with a massive round of applause by his party members rising to their feet, occurred

when he said: ‘‘If there is need for an apology on behalf of the state, if there is such

a practice in the books, I would apologise and I do.’’ Yet, as the literature on speech

acts and political apology compellingly shows, to apologize is not just to utter the

words ‘‘I apologize.’’23 To have successfully brought off an apology, a good many

other things have to go right besides the mere utterance of the words of apology

(Erbal 2012). In Erdoğan’s apology speech not even the words uttered were right.

The repeated recourse to the if-clause makes it obvious that his statement at best

lays out the conditions under which he would deliver an apology. Moreover, the

conditionality posited by Erdoğan (‘‘if there is a need for an apology on behalf of

the state’’) rests on the fundamental doubt about whether it is necessary for the state

to apologize for a massacre it previously committed. If it is not the state, who is

supposed to apologize? To seek an answer to this, the focus needs to be extended to

22 For an overview of Turkey’s liberal intellectuals enthusiastic approval, see http://www.todaysz

aman.com/columnist-263818-Erdoğans-apology.html. Opinion makers of the old state elite, however,

were raising the rather accurate question that if Turkey’s PM describes Dersim as a massacre, how would

he term the ‘‘other thing,’’ referring to the Armenian Genocide; http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/

default.aspx?pageid=438&n=if-dersim-was-a-massacre-how-about-the-other-2009-11-20.
23 In How To Do Things With Words ordinary language philosopher J. L. Austin lists the utterance ‘‘I

apologize’’ among the performative sentences that ‘‘do things by saying’’ Yet, he stresses that ‘‘it is far

from being usually, even if it is ever, the sole thing necessary if the act is to be deemed to have been

performed.’’ (1975: 8). Apology is a convention that could be accomplished only if it follows the rules

that govern this convention and is uttered in appropriate circumstances. There is a substantial literature on

apology speech that could not be covered within the limits of this paper. See for sociolinguistic analysis

of apology Olshtain and Cohen (1983), Scher and Darley (1997). For an overview on the politics of

apology (see Erbal 2012).
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the entire plot in which Erdoğan names, shames, and executes the ‘‘real’’ perpetrator

of the ‘‘Dersim Massacre.’’24

Under the pretext of releasing the archival documents and the truth pertaining to

Dersim, at the beginning of his speech, Erdoğan takes in his hand the last literary

work of late Necip Fazıl Kısakürek—an icon of political Islam in Turkey—whom

he highly praises for giving an accurate account of all human tragedies lived under

the rule of the early Republic. Following Kısakürek, who subsumes various kinds

and degrees of state violence inflicted on Armenians, Kurds, Alevis, and Sunnis

under the name of ‘‘tragedy of humans,’’ Erdoğan replaces the notion ‘‘Alevi’’ with

‘‘human,’’ which he uses as a rhetorical device to collapse the tragedy of one ethno-

religious group into another. With no surprise only once, thus, does Erdoğan utter

the term ‘‘Alevis’’ during his 1-h-long speech on the ‘‘Dersim Massacre.’’ When the

victim is called humans rather than Alevi, the dreadful persecution that the Alevis

have historically experienced at the hand of the Sunnis has been swept under the

carpet. The only remaining persecution to be condemned pertains to the ‘‘old dark

times’’ of the Kemalist secular elites who, Erdoğan argues, oppressed all religious

groups ubiquitously.25 In other words, the conflation of ethno-religious identities of

the victims erases not only the name of the victims of the Dersim Genocide but also

the perpetrators defined thereby.

The long-standing state discrimination of the Alevi population makes it obvious

that the persecution, stigmatization, and assimilation of Alevis go beyond the

confines of the secular–religious conflict. In fact, it is not the secularist project of the

Republic but the endurance of a Sunni hegemony even within the secular order that

constitutes the main threat to the Alevis. By concealing the identity of the victim,

Erdoğan’s speech glosses over the dormant threat that his hegemonic Islamic

politics poses to Alevis, while at the meta-discursive level, his speech exemplifies

how such political rhetoric could turn Alevis into the perpetrators of their own

murder. Let us zoom further in on Erdoğan’s apology speech to elaborate not only

the perplexity but also the perversity26 of this argument.

In the proceeding plots of Erdoğan’s speech, the CHP’s leader is put on the spot

whose honor Erdoğan puts under scrutiny. Through a couple of lines enunciated

from a Dersim report that is found at the Office of the Prime Minister Archives,

Erdoğan establishes the connection between individual military commanders who

committed the ‘‘Dersim Massacre’’ and the ruling party of the time, the CHP.

24 The analysis of Erdoğan’s speech is based on the media recordings of his entire speech that is available

on Internet: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Er-d6piTO8I. The quotes are based on our translations.
25 This placing of the single responsibility for all evil on Kemalism is part of a larger rescue effort to

promote Islam and the Ottoman Empire as an example of tolerance (Ayata 2012). The repeated remark by

PM Erdoğan that ‘‘our ancestors do not commit genocide’’ in response to international demands to

recognize the Armenian Genocide may thus eventually result in an ‘‘Armenian apology’’ similar to the

‘‘Dersim apology’’ by the AKP government. As long as the AKP does not view Muslims capable of mass

violence, it can be generous toward apologies for past crimes as it does not require any self-critical

confrontation by the AKP. The explicit satisfaction of PM Erdoğan that the trial against the perpetrators

of the Sivas Massacre—some of them key party functionaires within the AKP—was dropped in 2012

demonstrates this point further.
26 This notion is drawn from Marc Nichanian’s Historiographic Perversion (2009) in which he provides

a cutting-edge analysis of the discourse of the Armenian Genocide.
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Regarded as the locus of ‘‘truth,’’ Erdoğan invites the leader of the CHP to the state

archives to overcome his ‘‘ignorance’’ about the ‘‘Dersim Massacre.’’ The archives

would disclose, Erdoğan argues, that the real perpetrator who is obliged to apologize

is the CHP and hence it falls on the shoulders of Kılıçdaroğlu, the leader of the CHP

from Dersim, to deliver his official apologies for the decimation of his own people.

By posing this argument, Erdoğan’s speech does not only efface the victims from

the history of their genocide, but by addressing Kılıçdaroğlu (who has become a

symbolic figure for those Alevis who feel threatened by the AKP’s espousal to

political Islam) as being responsible of the Dersim Genocide, he reconfigures the

victim as the perpetrator of his own murder.

The act of shaming follows the act of naming the perpetrator. Every 5 min in his

speech, Erdoğan takes a pause, calls out to Kılıçdaroğlu and asks in the second

person singular: ‘‘are you disturbed by the truth,’’ ‘‘why do you hide the truth’’,

‘‘hey, where do you run away,’’ and ‘‘how would you cleanse your hands off from

this [the massacre]?’’ Kılıçdaroğlu’s silence about the Dersim Genocide is thereby

reenacted by Erdoğan’s performance in which his monologue morphs every now

and then into an imaginary dialogue between himself and Kılıçdaroğlu. While the

voice of the state in which Erdoğan claims to talk comes out at the highest pitch,

complete silence is granted to Kılıçdaroğlu’s voice in this performance. The apology

speech delivered in this perverse play is no more than a double silencing of the

descendants of Dersim Genocide.

The symbolic impossibility for Kılıçdaroğlu to verbally respond to his

prosecution for genocide is predicated upon another impossibility—that is to

pursue a Dersim-Alevi political subjectivity within the spectrum of mainstream

Turkish politics. The knowledge of the genocide is a poison27 that he has to swallow

in order to pursue politics in the party he leads. Kılıçdaroğlu’s enduring silence that

neither denies nor accepts the ‘‘Dersim Massacre’’ is itself the expression of the

poisonous knowledge of genocide (Das 2007). By persistently attacking this silent

expression, Erdoğan forces Kılıçdaroğlu to make a choice between explicit

acceptance or explicit denial—both of which amount to a destruction of the self as a

political being. Thus, the double bind in which Kılıçdaroğlu is put in could be called

re-infliction of genocidal violence on a Dersim-Alevi subjectivity. Nevertheless,

silence does not fall outside of politics. On the contrary, it might become a powerful

political response pushing the limits of politics, which is predicated upon speaking

loudly, as Kılıçdaroğlu himself states right after Erdogan’s speech: ‘‘My silence

infuriates him [Erdoğan].’’28

Erdoğan’s domestically and internationally well-received apology speech could

thus be viewed as naming–shaming–executing of a Dersim-Alevi political subject

by forcing him to denounce either his ties to Alevis and Dersim or his leadership

position in the CHP—the highest political position a Dersim-Alevi in Turkish

politics has ever attained. Let us return one last time to a section in Erdoğan’s

speech which illustrates very bluntly the bloodless execution of Kılıçdaroğlu who

27 The metaphor of poison is drawn from Veena Das’ work on Language and Body in Life and Words
(2007).
28 Cited in http://www.evrensel.net/news.php?id=18006.
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symbolizes the possibility of an Dersim-Alevi political subjectivity: ‘‘If it is an

honor for you [Kılıçdaroğlu] to belong to Dersim, save your honor!’’—the honor

Erdoğan strived to shame by reminding how life-annihilating genocidal violence

could be, but also what a terrifying ‘‘truth’’ it is to be executed for committing one’s

own genocide.

Conclusion

By publicly addressing former official taboos, the AKP might appear to be shifting

the state discourse from denial to reconciliation regarding the state persecution of

the non-Turkish and non-Sunni/Muslim population. However, in fact, only 1 month

after Erdoğan’s ‘‘apology’’ statement, in December 2011, the Turkish military under

the rule of the AKP government killed 34 Kurdish civilians in an airstrike, most of

whom were children and young men from the village Roboski in the province

Şırnak. Thanking the Chief Commander who gave the order of the Roboski airstrike

for his Army’s dedication to fight terrorism, Erdoğan has so far refused to apologize.

In smooth conformity with the state tradition, his government not only refused to

apologize but also admonished at several venues human rights activists and other

civil society actors for keeping the issue alive and demanding justice, in other

words, for not letting people to forget.

The analysis of Erdoğan’s speech shows how apology can be utilized as a

convenient and powerful political tool by liberal states in their make-believe

reconciliation with the past. Its mere utterance finds grateful resonance not only in

Turkish society and among domestic opinion makers, but also within international

observers of Turkey, without much questioning of the content, context, and

consequences of the apology. As long as a progressive change in the state discourse

or democratization is the only reference point, such grateful resonance is not

surprising. Yet what this myopic focus on apology/recognition misses is the

position, perspective, and claims of the so far neglected and violated ‘‘other’’. The

lifting of the veil on formerly denied state crimes does not merely open a political

space for suppressed minorities, it also opens new domains for manipulation, injury,

and re-victimization, as PM Erdoğan’s cunning employment of the ‘‘Dersim

massacre’’ illustrates. In his hands, the use of terms that were previously forbidden

in the official discourse, such as massacre and Dersim, become part of an effort to

establish a new truth regime (‘‘it is not the state but the party CHP responsible for

the suppression of minorities’’). We showed in this analysis how his apology speech

is given at the expense of Kılıçdaroğlu’s dignity, whose Dersim-Alevi identity has

become the main target of Erdoğan’s contesting of his opponent. We showed how

he employs the apology as a symbolic gun pointed at Kılıçdaroğlu that forces him to

betray either his party or his Dersim-Alevi identity. The only option that Erdoğan

leaves him is betrayal, no matter what Kılıçdaroğlu does. With this effacement of

Kılıçdaroğlu, we argued, Erdoğan humiliates not only him but also all those Alevis

and Dersimi people, for whom Kılıçdaroğlu became a symbolic figure that even an

Alevi from Dersim could potentially become a Prime Minister in Turkey without

hiding his identity.
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Another conclusion that can be drawn from Erdoğan’s several initiatives

regarding Dersim is that if his utterance of the secret word ‘‘Dersim massacre’’ in

2009 has not won the hearts of the people of Dersim for the AKP as much as the

person of Kılıçdaroğlu whose election to the CHP leadership has drastically

increased the votes for the CHP in Dersim and among Alevis elsewhere, then this

only means that the descendants of genocide know their perpetrators rather well. In

this vein, we can conclude that when intellectuals or politicians of any color portray

the Dersim-Alevis’ support to the CHP as a pathological paradox, they fail, if not

resist, to understand what Alevis in Dersim and beyond have been clinging to—that

is not the CHP, but the political order of secularism as their only option to coexist in

a country with a Sunni majority whose violence they continue to experience,

irrespective of which party rules the country.

What space and recognition promises the new truth regime of the AKP for the

other persecuted minorities in Turkey apart from Alevis? Given that the same Prime

Minister who broke an official taboo by addressing the ‘‘Dersim Massacre’’

repeatedly declares that ‘‘our ancestors do not commit genocide’’ when responding

to the demands to recognize the Armenian Genocide, it seems not much. This

washing oneself clean from Genocide while blaming the Kemalists for all state

violence—hence ignoring not only the mass violence against Christians and Alevis

during the Ottoman Empire, but also effectively suppressing present massacres and

murders of Alevis, Christians, and Kurds under the rule of the AKP—is a poignant

example of the approach toward minorities in present-day Turkey, who remain at

the brink of violent excess of the state.
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