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Introduction: on diversity within diasporas 

The term diaspora has gained much currency in cultural studies over the last 10 

years or so. The term is increasingly entering popular discourse as well. The amount of 

attention given to diaspora in recent music studies suggests that it has emerged as a new 

paradigm for music research, to the extent that Born and Hesmondhalgh could 

confidently announce in 2000 that "In contrast with ethnomusicology's former object of 

study — 'traditional musics' — it is diasporic music that has moved to the center of 

attention" (2000:25). The enthusiasm that has accompanied the "discovery" of diaspora 

by ethnomusicologists has, however, sometimes been accompanied by an uncritical 

application of the concept to musical communities. The old, discredited logic of 

homogenous ethnic groups, each having their own music, seems to have found new life 

in some scholars' discussion of diasporic contexts for music, such that diasporic social 

formations are paradoxically assumed, despite their transnational connections, to be 

coherently organized, bounded groups with stable identities based on an unambiguous 

relationship to the homeland, correspondingly and predictably reflected or expressed in 

their musical practices. 

A different perspective on diasporas is provided by researcher in cultural 

studies Ien Ang (2001, 2003), who has argued that the diaspora concept paradoxically 

maintains the very logic of the state which the concept is meant to critique. She has 

written: 
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While the transnationalism of diasporas is often taken as an implicit 

point of critique of the territorial boundedness and internally 

homogenizing perspective of the nation-state, the limits of diaspora lie 

precisely in its own assumed boundedness, its inevitable tendency to 

stress its internal coherence and unity, logically set apart from "others." 

Diaspora formations transgress the boundaries of the nation-state on 

behalf of a globally dispersed "people" … but paradoxically this 

transgression can only be achieved by drawing a boundary around the 

diaspora ... (2003:142) 

Ang continues this argument with the observations that  

… the language of diaspora is fundamentally proto-nationalist: it feeds into 

a transnational nationalism based on the presumption of internal ethnic 

sameness and external ethnic distinctiveness. Unlike the nationalism of the 

nation-state, which premises itself on a national community which is 

territorially bound, diasporic nationalism produces an imagined community 

that is deterritorialised, but that is symbolically bounded nevertheless. 

(2003:145, italics in original) 

For Ang, then, paradoxically "the politics of diaspora is exclusionary as much as it is 

inclusionary, just like that of the nation" (2003:144). 

 It is the tendency which Ang identifies to stress the "internal coherence and unity" 

of diasporic social formations that makes it possible for people to confidently speak and 

write about, for example, a "Turkish diaspora" (about 15,600 hits on Google for this 

phrase as of 27 September 2007) in popular and academic discourse. The problem 

emerges when this kind of analytic shorthand begins to take on a life of its own, as if it 

refers to a coherent thing out there in the real world that one can point to, rather than a 
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useful abstraction for what is actually a complex social formation full of internal tensions 

and contradictions, with multiple intersecting histories, discourses, and practices. While 

paying attention to the sounds of diasporic groups as echoes of diversity within their host 

societies, we should not forget to listen for the voices of diversity within diasporic groups 

themselves. 

Rap music in the "Turkish diaspora" in Germany  

By way of illustrating these points, I now turn to a brief case study of rap music 

in the "Turkish diaspora" in Germany. The cursory sketch I give here cannot do justice 

to the topic of Turkish rap or the complex transnational issues involved, but I hope it 

will at least serve as a starting point for discussion on how we approach diaspora in 

music studies. 

Turkish-language rap music, and Turkish hip-hop youth culture more generally, 

began not in Turkey but among Turkish youth living in Germany and other western 

European countries.1 Especially prominent within Turkish rap from Germany during 

the 1990s was a subgenre called "Oriental Rap," which combined African-American 

techniques of rapping and making beats with self-consciously "Turkish"-sounding 

melodic samples and motifs taken from Turkish folk and popular musics (Diessel 

2001; Greve & Kaya 2004; Kaya 2001:190-191,202). Turkish rap from Germany 

would thus seem to be a paradigmatic example of diasporic, hybrid cultural expression, 

in which  cosmopolitan diasporic youth imagine and explore their own hybrid identities 

by fusing the resources of globally circulating popular culture with cultural resources 

from the Turkish homeland (cf. Kaya 2001). 

This analysis elides, however, the complexities of just exactly who is making this 

music. Kurds, Alevis,2 Germans, and members of other nationalities/ethnic groups have 

been important in the creation of "Turkish rap" in Germany. For example, a DJ often 
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credited with popularizing the use of samples and motifs from Turkish folk music on a 

rap record, DJ Derezon from the (now-defunct) group Islamic Force, is the son of a 

German mother and a Spanish father (Kaya 2001:194). He was born in Kreuzberg, a 

district in Berlin especially known for having a high concentration of Turkish migrants, 

but also home to migrants from many other countries. "Turkish rappers" in Germany 

who do have roots in Turkey may in fact prefer to engage with local multi-ethnic hip-hop 

communities where German is the lingua franca, rather than privilege their 

"Turkishness," and so, like rappers Kool Savas (whose father is Turkish and mother is 

German) and Eko Fresh (born in Köln of Turkish parents, grew up in Mönchengladbach 

near Düsseldorf), rap primarily or only in German, even if they are claimed by others as 

belonging to the community of "Turkish rappers" in Germany. Still others may 

selectively perform their "Turkishness" only on occasion as it suits their agendas at that 

moment, like Berlin rapper Bektaş, who started his career rapping in German, but 

switched to Turkish for a high-profile duet project with rapper Sırtlan (also from Berlin) 

on the Turkish-language album Satırlarımıza Başlamadan, released in 1996 by Sony-

BMG in an intended (but ultimately unsuccessful) breakthrough into the music market 

back in the homeland in Turkey. 

 A number of prominent "Turkish" rappers in Germany are Kurds who choose to 

be "Turkish" in their public personas and rap in Turkish and/or German. [I do not 

mention their names here, since they have chosen not to reveal this publicly, though for 

most of them, that they are Kurdish is a well-known "secret" to those familiar with the 

scene.] When someone "outed" some of these rappers as Kurds by posting (in German) 

a message to the "forum" section of their record label's web site, the web master 

promptly deleted the message and closed down the forum, showing how serious the 

issue is. These choices of how to publically identify oneself and perform that identity 
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should be understood in the context of the civil war in the predominantly Kurdish 

region in southeast Turkey during the 1990s, and the Turkish state's repression of any 

public expression of Kurdish identity during that period. To sing publically in the 

Kurdish language — even expressly non-political music — during this period was to 

court state harassment, including arrest (Yurdatapan 2004). For Turkish Kurds resident 

in Germany who wanted to be able to freely travel back and forth between Germany 

and Turkey, calling too much attention to their Kurdishness (as, for example, by 

rapping in Kurdish) may have created problems for them "in the homeland." 

One the other hand, people who have been lumped into the category of "Turkish 

migrants" in Germany because of the country of origin of themselves or their parents 

(or grandparents), and who may for practical reasons have at one time accepted the 

designation "Turk," are since the 1990s finding it increasingly useful to assert new 

identities such as Kurd, Alevi, or Zaza (Greve 2000; Kaya 1998; Neyzi 2002, 2003). 

The broad category "Turks in Germany" or "the Turkish diaspora in Germany" thus 

masks an huge internal diversity in this group, which can include ethnic Turks who are 

Sunni Muslims or Alevis as well as people who self-identify as Kurds, Circassians, or 

Laz (Kaya 2000).3 Even the category "Kurd" is not transparent, as it also includes 

significant overlapping sub-groups based on linguistic or sectarian identities, including 

Kırmancî speakers and Zazakî4 speakers (Kırmancî and Zazakî are not mutually 

intelligible languages); speakers of both of these languages may be Sunni or Alevi, and 

the latter of these may privilege their Alevi identity over their "Kurdishness," feeling 

they have more in common with Turkish-speaking Alevis than with Kırmancî- or 

Zazakî-speaking Sunnis. If keeping all this dizzying array of identities straight is 

confusing, that's part of the point. And these are not just sociological categories 

imposed by the outside analyst. They are subjectivities constructed, lived, and 
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performed by the actors themselves in different ways. Understanding these different 

possible subject positions is important for making sense of the media texts rappers 

produce and insert into the flow of public culture. For example, rappers Boe-B and 

Killa Hakan from the group Islamic Force were Turkish Alevis. Knowing this helps 

one interpret the intentionally ironic name of the group (they were not "Islamist" at all), 

the universalist messages in the group's early English-language, and later Turkish-

language raps, and the use of a quotation (in German translation) from 13th-Century 

Sufi poet Yunus Emre on the cover of their 1997 CD Mesaj. 

Exploring diasporic consciousness through rap music 

 While I would argue that the complexities of diasporic identity formation can best 

be studied through an ethnographic approach to exploring diasporic consciousness that 

privileges interviews and participant observation in the communities researchers study, I 

want to also briefly present an example of how diasporic consciousness can be explored 

through the reading of the texts of public culture. My example is a 1997 cassette titled 

Halay-Çocuklar by a group called K.W.B. The musicians performing on the cassette are 

based in Germany, but the cassette was commercially released only in Turkey, by a small 

record company based in Istanbul. This cassette has generally been considered by fans 

and some academics to be representative of "Turkish rap" from the Turkish diaspora in 

Germany. The group's name K.W.B. stands for "Kanacks with Brain" (Kanack being a 

racial epithet used against foreigners in Germany), and is meant to be analogous to name 

of the African-American rap group N.W.A (Niggaz with Attitude). The visual design of 

the cassette also clearly evokes hip-hop, as the performers are pictured, on the front 

cover and in an inside photo, in front of a wall covered with hip-hop-style graffiti. 

 German ethnomusicologist Dorit Klebe (2004) has discussed this cassette in the 

context of her discussion of the Kanak Attak movement as a multi-ethnic political and 
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cultural intervention against racism and xenophobia in Germany. Klebe notes, for 

example, how the musicians hybridize the genre of rap music with Turkish folk music, 

using Turkish musical instruments and Turkish melodies in songs with rapping and 

hip-hop style beats. Klebe places the cassette in the context of a "multi-ethnic" artistic 

milieu, noting that both Turks and ethnic Germans perform on it. I would like to push 

this discussion a little further by considering how diversity and tensions within the very 

category "Turk" are also embodied in the music on the cassette. One area this diversity 

is audible is in the language(s) to be heard on the cassette. In addition to raps in 

(modern) Turkish, German, and English, the cassette also includes songs in Zaza-

Kurdish and medieval Azerbaijani Turkish (the latter a rapped setting of a poem by the 

16th-Century Azeri poet Fuzûlî). 

 The song "Zazanâme," with lyrics written by Yusuf Ergün and music composed 

by Kemal Kahraman, is the second song on side B of the cassette. While a whole paper 

could be written on just the musical aspects of the song, which include among other 

things a parodic use of a human beat-box, for reasons of space I will restrict myself 

here to discussing a few aspects of the text and style of vocal delivery. The song has a 

quasi-rapped text in the Zazakî language. Zazakî is often grouped together as "Kurdish" 

with other Kurdish "dialects" like Kırmancî and Sorani, even though Zazakî and these 

other dialects are not necessarily mutually intelligible (Kırmancî and Sorani are much 

closer to each other than either is to Zazakî). The song is explicitly concerned with the 

tensions between Zaza, Kurdish and Turkish identities in the diaspora in Germany. The 

text describes Zaza youth who come to live in Germany and adopt hip-hop culture, 

using slang expressions from (African-American) English like "yo yo!" and "cool," and 

going to the discotheque to dance. The text is entirely in Zaza, except for one crucial 

line in German, the question "Was ist denn überhaupt ein Zaza?" ("Just what is a 
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Zaza?"). The disparaging tone of the text suggests not the creation of a new form of 

cosmopolitan diasporic Zaza identity, but a loss of identity as the young people 

ineffectually try to emulate European youth culture. The performers deliver the text in a 

quasi-rapped style that contrasts with the text delivery in the other songs on the 

cassette, which mostly feature a rapping style much closer to what could be described 

as old-school, East Coast rap from the U.S.  

Zazanâme    Song of Zaza5 
Lyrics: Yusuf Ergün 
Music: Kemal Kahraman 
 
Zazakî (as printed on cassette J-card) English 
 
Ax minin ne domane europa  Oh these children of Europe 
Xo wira kerde zone ma   They've forgotten our language 
Ame alemanya vane lo papa6  They've come to Germany, they say "what's up?" 
Was ist den überhaupt ein zaza  But just what is a Zaza? 
 
Taye inu vane ma tırki me   Some of them say "We are Türks" 
Taye inu vane ma kırdi me   Some of them say "We are Kurds" 
Taye inu vane ma zazai me  Some of them say "We are Zaza" 
Tayek vane wulle ma almen bime  And by God, some even say "We have become German" 
 
Sone diskoteku xo tadane   They go to the disco and wriggle around 
Yoyo vane cool vane   They say "yo, yo!" they say "cool" 
Xo bers kene dane war   Acting like hot stuff, they make fools of themselves 
Wile ne domaní péro biye hari  These kids have gone wild, by God! 
 
Taye inu vane ma tırki me   Some of them say "We are Türks" 
Taye inu vane ma kırdi me   Some of them say "We are Kurds" 
Taye inu vane ma zazai me  Some of them say "We are Zaza" 
Tayek vane wulle ma almen bime  And by God, some even say "We have become German" 
 

A "happy hybridity" (see Jacqueline Lo 2000) analytical approach would 

probably celebrate the hybridity embodied in K.W.B.'s cassette as a cultural 

intervention, as "Turkish migrants" in Germany fuse the globally circulating styles of 

rap music and hip-hop youth culture with "Turkish" cultural elements, as in Klebe's 

analysis of how certain songs on the cassette exemplify the "oriental rap" genre. In that 

analysis, issues of "ethnicity" and "diaspora" remain at the level of "Turks in 

Germany." A closer listen to the cassette, however, uncovers that there are multiple 
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levels of hybridity and diaspora embedded in the various songs on the cassette, and that 

the song "Zazanâme" in particular exposes some of the tensions and contradictory 

experiences embodied in these multiple levels. The song appears on a cassette whose 

visual design and musical content largely appropriate rap music and hip-hop's visual 

style as a strategy for cultural intervention, using the "resistant" position associated 

with this style to make statements against racism and other social problems both in 

Europe and in Turkey. Other songs on the cassette, for example, are about child 

laborers in Turkey and about the "Cumartesi Annerleri" [the "Saturday Mothers"], a 

weekly protest action of mothers and other relatives who gathered during the mid- to 

late 1990s at a well-trafficked point in the Galatasaray neighborhood in Istanbul 

holding pictures of their loved ones who went missing while in police custody, similar 

to the internationally better-known Madres de la Plaza de Mayo during the "dirty war" 

in Argentina; both of these songs are performed entirely in Turkish, with sung choruses 

and rapped verses.  

But "Zazanâme" makes use of the rap idiom to problematize diasporic youth 

culture, actually questioning the way Zaza youth have adopted hip-hop style in their 

diasporic identity constructions, and asking at what price these youth have embraced 

hip-hop and global popular culture, if it means losing contact with what the author of 

the song's lyrics discursively constructs as an essential Zaza identity, now put in flux in 

the condition of diaspora. The style is not-quite-rap, a sing-song vocal delivery that 

borders on parody of the more familiar-sounding rap style used on the other songs on 

the cassette. 

This short case study of one song from a cassette opens up a number of issues 

about the different subjectivities constructed by "Turks" living in Germany. While I don't 

have space to explore all these issues, I think the example at least makes the basic point 
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that we should not assume a one-to-one correspondence between diasporic communities 

objectively defined in terms of citizenship or other external criteria, and the subjective 

identities people create for themselves in diaspora. People may be from the state 

"Turkey," but not necessarily participate in the state-of-mind of being Turkish. 

 

Notes 

1. For further discussion of Turkish rap and hip-hop both in Turkey and in the Turkish 
diaspora, see Solomon (2005a, 2005b, 2006, i.p.). 
 
2. The Alevi are a heterodox Islamic sect and quasi-ethnic group in Turkey. Like Shi'a, 
they regard Ali as the first rightful successor to the prophet Muhammed. But their form 
of Islam incorporates numerous heterodox religious practices, with devotional rituals 
including music and dance, sometimes claimed to have their origins in old Central 
Asian Turkic pre-Islamic shamanistic practices (Bozkurt 1998:86; Markoff 1986, 1993, 
1995, 2002; Mélikoff 1998:3; Seufert 1997:173; Vorhoff 1998:27,33). For these and 
other reasons, Turkish Alevis are often regarded with suspicion by the majority Sunni 
(Mandel 1990, Markoff 1986, Seufert 1997). Estimates of the number of Alevis in 
Turkey vary widely, from 9-10 million, or 15-20% (Shankland 2003:20), to 20-26 
million (Clarke 1999:2), including a sizeable number of Kurdish Alevis (Çelik 2003, 
Leezenberg 2003, Neyzi 2003, Seufert 1997, White 2003). Alevis are proportionally 
over-represented in the Turkish migrant diaspora in Germany (Mandel 1990:165), 
where they find "an environment conducive to expressing their Alevi identity free from 
what they perceive as the pressures of a Sunni-dominant, repressive, hegemonic order 
in Turkey" (Mandel 1990:163). 
 
3. Circassian (Çerkez or Çerkes in Turkish) is a blanket term for several distinct groups 
of peoples originating in the northwest Caucasus, many of whom migrated to various 
parts of the Ottoman Empire when expelled from their homeland by Russia in the late 
19th Century. See Kaya (2004, 2005) for a discussion of the Circassian diaspora. The 
Laz are an ethno-linguistic group on the northeastern Turkish Black Sea coast. Both of 
these groups are represented in the "Turkish diaspora" in Germany. An example of a 
musician from the Turkish diaspora in Germany who has cultivated a self-consciously 
Laz identity is Fuat Saka. 
 
4. Linguistic and historical research suggests that Zazakî may actually not be a 
"Kurdish" language at all, but rather represent a separate branch of the Indo-Iranian 
language family that came into Anatolia as the result of a migration from an area 
outside of historical Kurdistan in what is now northern Iran (Leezenberg 2003, White 
2003). The "Kurdish" identity (or not) of the Zazakî-speaking Alevis is a politically 
charged topic (White 2003). 
 
5. Note on procedure for translating the song text: I do not speak Zazakî. The cassette 
J-card includes the Zazakî lyrics with a Turkish translation. I sent a copy of the Zazakî 
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lyrics with the Turkish translation to native Zazakî and Turkish speaker Mesut Özcan 
in Ankara. He made some clarifications of the Turkish translation so that it more 
closely reflected the meaning of the Zazakî original. I then made an English translation 
from the Turkish translation. Thanks to Mr. Özcan for his help, and to Tunca Arıcan for 
making some further suggestions to improve the English translation from the Turkish. 
A partial English translation of the song also appears in Neyzi (2003). 
 
6. "Lo papa" is a stereotypical informal greeting in Kurdish, used especially by youth. 
An English equivalent might be something like "what's up, dude?" 
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