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An Armenian Village in Turkey: An Identity Squeezed 
Between Inherited Memories and Future Prospects
Elif Kanca

Abstract  The last village still surviving out of the seven once Armenian villages of Musa 
Mountain, Vakıflı, is the only Armenian village in present-day Turkey. Being situated on the 
intersection point of Armenian and Turkish identities, whom recognize one another as “the 
other”, Vakıflı is full of deep symbolic meanings for both identities. This study is about the 
identity of the village Vakıflı of Musa Mountain, which is squeezed between the inherited 
memories and the future socio-economic and socio-cultural prospects and concerns of today. 

Introduction

Vakıflı, which is administratively tied to Samandağ district of Hatay in southern Turkey and 
is located on Musa Mountain, is an Armenian village with approximately 135 inhabitants. 
Being the last village still surviving out of the seven once Armenian villages of Musa 
Mountain, Vakıflı is the only Armenian village in present-day Turkey. Being situated on the 
intersection point of Armenian and Turkish identities, whom recognize one another as “the 
other”, Vakıflı is full of deep symbolic meanings for both identities. The “Turkish-Armenian” 
inhabitants of Vakıflı, who carry a sense of identity formed by a long historical process 
starting from 1915, have, with such inherited memories, the characteristics of a “symbolic” 
society. 

At first glance, the economic facilities in Vakıflı seem to depend on agriculture. The 
production of organic citrus fruits is outstanding in the agricultural field; the organic 
agriculture in Vakıflı is variously subject of the academic and communicational media press, 
and has been honored by various awards. However, according to the field studies done, 
tourism has turned to be a more effective income resource for the village than agriculture, 
which has fallen into disfavour because of several reasons. The main object of the local 
tourism trade is the “Armenian” identity of the village. The increase of financial incomes 
stemming from tourism is not only causing a transformation in the village’s production 
relations, but also in its spatial organisation owing to the tourist realities and in its social 
relations due to the contribution in the tourist facilities. 

This study is about the identity of the village Vakıflı of Musa Mountain, which is squeezed  
between the inherited memories and the future socio-economic and socio-cultural prospects 
and concerns of today. To observe the today’s situation of Vakıflı, along with my field work 
and interviews done in Vakıflı, the data of other studies are also regarded. Those studies are 
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done with the Armenians and the other identities communities with distinct identities that 
live in different regions (Samandağ, Antakya, İskenderun) of Hatay city. 

Understanding Today’s Situation of Vakıflı with Respect to the Cultural Memory 
and Spatial Relations

The Past

The date 1915 and the incident of massive exodus and exile of the Armenians from the 
Ottoman Empire and present-day Turkey are very critical in order to understand today’s 
situation of Vakıflı village. The inhabitants of seven villages on Musa Mountain—Vakıf 
(today Vakıflı), Yoğunoluk, Eriklikuyu (today Hacı Habip), Bitias (today Batıayaz), Kebusiye 
(today Kapısuyu), Damlacık ve Zeytun (today Süleymanlı)—decided not to abandon their 
villages given the “Tehcir Kanunu” (Tehcir Law—Relocation and Immigration Laws) and 
resist the Ottoman Army on the mountain. After this fight—which lasted 40 days according 
to the sayings (transmitted stories), yet 53 days according to the written sources—some of 
the Armenians were brought to Port Said harbour in Egypt via French ships. They lived there 
in a refugee camp for four years and returned back to their original place in 1919.

By all means, the exile and its consequences are very significant to the Armenians and their 
history. The bad things that happened on Musa Mountain and the “inherited memories” as 
conceptualised by Kharatyan-Araqelyan (2010: 84) have a crucial place in this history. When 
we consider “the writing of history as the zero point of all kind of legends” (Benjamin 1995: 
88), being both witness to and constituting the evidence of the incidents, Musa Mountain 
has turned to become a vital moment in Armenian history and became a door of the past 
which is continually opened to today, just as Ararat Mountain. 

Therefore, the sayings about Musa Mountain are as historical as they are legendary. The 
people I have interviewed said that after 1919, a stone ship had been constructed at the 
summit of the mountain, then it had been destroyed by the army in 1980. The foundation of 
this ship, however, still remains there. Barthes (1990: 30) prefers sayings over written 
documents for the “objective history” and relates the reason of this to be the “good 
conductivity of common sense”. For, every outcome of oral culture have, in fact, a “functional 
meaning” in life and “people create a functional relation by means of sayings” (Barthes 1990: 
180). 

The Noah’s Ark and the Flood, whose main symbols are the ship and the mountain, play 
fundamental roles in the construction of Armenian identity. The mountain (Musa 
Mountain) and the ship (French ships or the stone model built at the summit of the 
mountain) has appeared once more in the scene of history in 1915 and has charged the 
sayings with a sacred meaning.

Thus, having a sacred value in the social memory, Musa Mountain is symbolically 
regenerated during the times of being away from it. Assmann explains this situation as “the 
tendency of spatialization of the memory”. According to this “society and the spaces create a 
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symbolic common life together; although the society is away from its space, it keeps this 
togetherness alive by regenerating symbolically the sacred spaces” (Assmann 2001: 43).

According to Kharatyan-Araqelyan, the celebratory ceremonies that took place on Sunday 
after 20th of September in front of the Monument of Musa Mountain, which is 15 kilometers 
away from Erivan, is an example of how “old memories become holy and then they diffuse”. 
In the ceremonies, at Saturday night just before Sunday morning, the traditional food 
“harisa” was jointly cooked together. The inhabitants of Musa Mountain gathered around the 
monument with their Armenian relatives and friends surrounding the cauldrons, talking 
about old memories and remembering their survived or death relatives throughout the 
night. A participant recounts the ceremonies as follows:

We here (meaning Armenian residents of places surrounding the monument devoted to the 
rescue of the Armenian population of Musa Ler) wait the entire year for the Musaler Day 
and get prepared for that day. Everyone cooks harisa on that day, but we try to bring it from 
that place, because that one is sacred. People from Musa Ler collect money ... no, not from 
us ... and then we receive assistance from somewhere. They prepare more than hundred pots 
this way. The number increases every year, as well as the number of sacrificed animals. We 
do not know exactly how many pots; we just see them lined up. If you ask them they would 
say 100, 110 and 120. The number of pots depends on the age of Musa Ler. Initially 40 pots 
were being prepared in memory of the 40 days of resistance, but now the number depends 
on the anniversary date. The priest does not sanctify the meat during the slaughter; he 
comes in the afternoon between 1 and 1:30 when the harisa is ready and blesses it, and only 
after that the harisa is distributed. The celebration starts on Saturday evening and ends the 
next day, Sunday evening, because as soon as harisa is distributed an artistic performance 
starts, then those guests who have their own food with them sit under the trees and keep on 
celebrating until the late night ... they leave only when everything is over.” (Kharatyan-
Araqelyan 2010: 95). 

Immigration

Along with the proclamation of the Republic, the land of Turkey bears testimony of the birth 
of a nation-state. Indeed, “The belonging ideology of the nation-state is a negative ideology, 
based on to object and to cast out ‘the others’ ” (Somay 2004: 126). For Turkey, the process of 
becoming a nation-state, which was raised on the ruins of the multi-religious, multi-
linguistic and multi-ethnic arrangements that characterised the Ottoman Empire, has been 
an agonized one:

The identity in Ottoman Empire was mainly based on religion and although the preeminent 
religion was Islam, the non-Muslim societies had a noticeable freedom in their internal 
affairs … . The goal of the founders of the Turkish Republic was to create a ‘Turkish identity’ 
based on a unique language and a unique ethnic identity. Even though the Kemalist 
discourse was concentrated on a secular identity which is related to the illuminated values, 
Turkish identity was practically equated with a Muslim source. As a result of this, the non-
Muslim citizens, despite the fact that they are local people of Anatolia and they are Turkish, 
were accepted as second class people (Neyzi 2004: 196). 
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The national Turkish identity, which in practice is effectively equated with the Turkish 
language, Sunni-Muslim roots and a homogeneously designed Turkish ethnicity and which 
has a single character, excludes all identities remaining from the Ottoman Empire if these do 
not suit the definition of ‘Turkishness’ described above and thereby creates the fact of ‘the 
other’. Consequently, “This situation, as for the Kurdish and Alawite people, was valid for the 
Muslim groups which did not fit the new Turkish identity design. On the other hand, the 
important elements of Ottoman society such as Christians (and Jews) were totally cast out 
regarding the new identity” (Neyzi 2010: 15). In 1939, when Hatay became part of the Turkish 
Republic, the Armenians worried that the incidents in the past would repeat themselves. 
Thus they immigrated to Syria and Lebanon. The rest kept on living in Vakıflı village. 

 

Continuous Internal and External Emigration

However, the (re)immigration of Armenians or any other people never ends. The reasons of 
the (re)immigration may be classified under two headings of internal and external 
immigrations: immigration directed by power i.e. political considerations and pressures in 
and from the home or host countries; and immigration related to social and economic 
reasons (Komsuoğlu and Örs 2011: 225). Komsuoğlu and Örs (2011: 231) state the particular 
causes of the immigration of Armenians living in Turkey from Anatolia to Istanbul and from 
abroad to Istanbul or elsewhere in Turkey as:

1. Not having enough schools and active churches outside Istanbul

2. The difficulty of getting married within one’s own community

3. Efforts by the [Armenian] Patriarchate to gather as many Armenians as possible in 
Istanbul, so as to have a concentrated community better able to resist assimilation 
efforts by the Turkish state

4. Social pressure: difficulties arising of being labeled ‘the other’

In recent years, the immigration has increased due to “globalization, the 1980 military coup, 
and the encounter in the south-eastern part of Turkey” (Neyzi 2004: 195). In my interviews, 
the dire financial situation emerges as the main reason for the recent and past immigrations. 

The immigration i.e. internal emigration started from Vakıflı because of financial 
insufficiencies, following a pattern of several stops: from the nearest point Samandağ, to 
Antakya, to Iskenderun and to Istanbul and then it continues abroad, thus eventually 
becoming a true emigration from Turkey.

Marriage is accepted as another reason to emigrate. The single young people in Vakıflı, 
having a prohibition of not getting married with 7th degree relatives, are open to ‘foreign’ 
marriages but in the village they are all relatives. There are women from different identities, 
but at this stage of the research there is no information about the ethnicity or other 
background traits of ‘foreign’ men. The same problem about marriage is valid among other 
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religious and ethnic groups in Antakya as well. Thus improving ‘marriageability’ forms the 
fundamental reason of internal emigration to Istanbul.

Today: Conserving and Regenerating

In Turkey, the impact of global transformation started in 1980; it politically started on 12 
September 1980 with a military coup with an outcome named the 1982 Constitution; it 
financially started with the decisions taken on 24 January 1980 to integrate the country with 
the global market. The consequences of those decisions did not only affect political and 
financial fields, but also different levels of social life. According to Neyzi, the impact on the 
national identity as an important part of the country’s political dimension and the historical 
understanding of it was:

Chiefly the fights between the Kemalists and the Muslims, the Army and the PKK [Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party, Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan (PKK)], the fights from 1980 on to today, have 
brought about discussions in the public arena related to recent history and national identity. 
While revisionist history writers inquire the nationalist history, the interest for the history of 
minorities has increased. In the field of civil society, individuals and groups have also started 
to discover alternative histories and identities. The continuity of the individual and local 
memory increases the access to different historical sayings (Neyzi 2010: 16). 

The query about one’s history and the identity, constructs the way of self-expression of 
individuals and communities outside the border of the homogeneous Turkish ‘us’, and they 
thus become ‘the others’. At the same time, “how the past was or will be remembered” 
appears in front of us as a critical question (Milas 2005: 22). 

The museums, the places to conserve and to remember the past as the “evidences of culture”, 
“constitutes the basic plans of the foundation of cultural legitimacy both in the national and 
universal manner” (Huyssen 1999: 25). With “their role of being memory guards, the 
museums and the archives are effective in constructing, conserving, legitimating and 
approving our information and perception about the political systems, social organisations, 
identities and generally speaking about the world” (Levi 2011: 131). 

On the other hand, according to Huyssen, “the restoration of old city centers in accordance 
with the past, the villages transformed to museums, the increase in oddments markets, 
nostalgic movements, the obsessive self-cataloguing works done by video records” show that 
the museum can no more be defined as a single constitution; it has turned out to be one of 
the key paradigms of modern cultural identity formation (Huyssen 1999: 25, etc.). 

In the village of Vakıflı, having the internal emigration due to financial and political 
pressures, just one member of nearly all families remain in the village. On the other hand, 
the people who have gone to live and retire outside the village, permanently turn back to 
their villages or come there to pass their summer holidays. The old structures had been 
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restored for personal or public purposes. The village is being transformed in order to provide 
the visitors with daily or nightly accommodation needs with its cafes, churches and 
pensions. 

Nevertheless, the idea of building a museum could not be realised among these spatial 
transformations. The reason for this is shown in the unwillingness of the villagers in giving 
away their folkloric objects which would be collected and exhibited in the museum, owing to 
these being family heritages. The distinction made by the villagers between a family heritage 
and a museum object is quite important. The choice of not exhibiting the objects is a choice 
for life. 

Hence, the transformation of folkloric objects to catalogued ones is based on “the attitude of 
linear collection which illuminates the past and gathers it” and this understanding expresses 
an attitude for “life and renewing” contrarily to the understanding of a museum which can 
only collect and present its objects by ‘freezing’, ‘killing’ these in time (Baudrillard 1998: 21).

In one reported instance, while an inhabitant was telling about the history of a church in the 
village, he was mistaken for a tourist guide by the excited tourist groups. With his 
expressions, when everybody was talking at the same time and there was a lot of noise, the 
way he acted by saying “calm down! I am human” shows a superior way to the typical attitude 
of the (bored) museum guide or surveyor. 

The villagers are denying the museum, however they cannot show the same attitude towards 
the tourist transformation happening to their local economy. The character of the village in 
having a spatial memory from past to present is the reason for this. Another equally 
important reason is that tourism, contrary to diminishing agricultural incomes, turned to be 
a noticeable money source. 

In a small kiosk in the garden of the church, under the brand of Village Vakıflı Women’s 
Branch, the women exhibit home-made liquor, colorful marmalade and lacework with 
needles for selling. The ‘awarded’ organic citrus fruits of Vakıflı are taken to the tourist bazaar 
by means of women’s works. The share earned by the women is fair. Around 80% of the 
revenues is given to the producer, the remaining 20% is given to the Women’s Branch. The 
men proudly and clearly say that the money the women earn means a great deal for their 
families. This shows how different Vakıflı is from the surrounding villages.

The money collected is being used for the old buildings in order to transform them into 
tourist spaces. The statements of Komsuoğlu and Örs about Armenian women in their works 
about Armenian identity and emigration seem to be valid also for Vakıflı: “The Armenian 
women, regenerating the social togetherness, identity and the culture of the society, are the 
main support in the transformation of the culture which is a living concept. Hence the social 
communication of Armenian women is much more than [that] of men” (Komsuoğlu and Örs 
2011: 237).

The extroverted appearance of the village due to tourism, increases the examples of “the 
perception of themselves exactly as ‘the others’ ”. For instance, before a football match 
between Armenia and Turkey, the answer “may the best men win” to the question of TRT 
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(Turkish Radio and Television Corporation) announcer “who you think will win?” is in fact a 
deliberate reaction. When cameras and microphones are directed to the village anytime 
there is an issue with Armenia, this is being perceived as “the recall of being ‘the others’ 
” (citation from my field work data). The local Armenian reaction to such treatments is to say 
that “we are Turkish citizens like you”. And then one shows the identity card on which only 
the ‘religion’ part is different.  

I observed such an identity card demonstration in Hatay for many times with different 
names as a cliché. This obvious attitude towards the authority and being branded the ‘other’, 
is based on another authoritarian (especially military) relation formed in the Ottoman and 
early Turkish Republic past: the identity card requirement in which “being the other” 
depended on one’s religion and then the city where one was registered. The military 
memories of men provide numerous examples from an earlier period in which the borders of 
“being the other” was clearly understood and the authority of the state was directly felt.

The Future

Two examples that I witnessed remarkably tell the perception of the future among the 
inhabitants of Vakıflı. Firstly, the positive change in the appearance of funds and associations 
owing to the changes of political atmosphere in Turkey creates an ‘easiness’ in the use of 
“minority” rights. For instance, nowadays it has become possible to build a school where the 
medium of instruction is the mother language, Armenian. However, the number of children 
in the village is not enough to open such a school. 

The second example is the silence of the mothers to the questions about their children’s 
future. Why do the mothers keep silent? What is it that they are avoiding to tell? It seems to 
be about the following dilemma that they are facing: Should the children go and make a life 
for themselves elsewhere, or should they stay and try to keep the village alive? More research 
is needed to ascertain whether this dilemma is indeed silencing the village’s mothers—and if 
so, what steps could be undertaken to resolve this dilemma. 

Every story of internal and external emigration can be found and told by a woman who 
remains behind. 

Conclusion

This study, instead of being a study presenting all the gathered data about the village Vakıflı, 
constitutes a first step in order to understand the today’s situation of Vakıflı. Although the 
content of this “othering” continuously changes due to political and financial changes during 
historical phases of transformation, both the Turkish and Armenian identities are located in 
the borders of one another. The last Armenian village of Musa Mountain, Vakıflı, forms a 
symbolic feeling of “belonging” over remaining spaces to construct its identity. 
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The internal and external emigration has been an inseparable fact of Vakıflı life from past to 
present. On the base of these immigration patterns, there lie social instabilities created by 
political and financial problems, which adds more pressure on the Armenian ‘other’. The 
sensitivity of this Armenian identity forms one of the main causes of the population shifts 
away from the village. Besides these social causes, other ones such as the need to study and 
get married, increase the rate of internal and external emigration. 

While the traditional economy based on agriculture in Vakıflı is losing ground, the tourism 
trade becomes the new economic field getting its reference from the presented and imagined 
identity of the local society. Even though tourism seems to be a good financial source, it 
almost compels the village to transform into a museum. This fact engenders different 
reactions from the villagers, ranging from hostility against presenting a simplified image of 
their identity to outside, transient visitors, to welcoming the attention and incomes 
generated by such visitors. Fortunately, these reactions provide evidence of the liveliness of 
the village.

Dr. Elif Kanca is Assistant Professor, Department of Anthropology, Faculty of Literature, 
Yüzüncü Yıl University, Van, Turkey.   elifkanca@gmail.com 
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Critique on the article ‘An Armenian Village in Turkey’

(First Critical Response to Elif Kanca’s “An Armenian Village in Turkey: An Identity 
Squeezed Between Inherited Memories and Future Prospects”)

The topic of this article is undeniably important. The history of the Armenian villages of 
Musa Mountain is one of the most famous cases during the Armenian Genocide, as a 
dramatic and successful self-defense against massacres and deportations. This historical 
event is not only part of the memory, identity and historiography of the Armenian Genocide, 
but also is described in European literature.  The Austrian writer F. Werfel presented these 
events in his famous book 40 days of Musa Dagh (1934). The Armenians of this village are the 
descendants of survivors of the Genocide and the tragic events on Musa Mountain during 
this time. I would like to recommend this book to the author of this article. 

The date 1915 and the massive exodus and exile of the Armenians from the Ottoman Empire 
and present-day Turkey are very critical in order to understand today’s situation of Vakıflı 
village. However, these tragic events involved planned massacres, and thus are rightly called 
the Armenian Genocide; it did not just concern “massive exodus and exile”. Therefore, I have 
the following criticisms: 

1. The author of this article does not make any mention of the Armenian Genocide, let 
alone call the entire tragedy a genocide. It is strange, because this village and the events at 
Musa Dagh are the part of the Armenian Genocide. This genocide is the part of 
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