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Abstract 
This article briefly investigates the evolution of Turkish diaspora 
over the course of history and pays particular attention to major 
diaspora formation approaches. Then, the focuses on the Turkish 
Diaspora within which, before all else, emigration and changing 
borders are considered major components for diaspora formation. 
This paper also demonstrates that the history of Turkish emigrant 
communities began in the 19th century during the Ottoman era 
and dramatically increased after WWII, during the Turkish 
Republic era. This study, in particular, focuses on autochthonous 
aspects of the Turkish diaspora, which came into existence as a 
result of the Ottoman State’s territorial losses.
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Introduction
Diaspora discourse in Turkish public opinion has transformed from having a negative connotation 
into a positive one that acknowledges the complexities embedded within the communities living 
outside the Turkish State borders. Although the concept of the Turkish Diaspora is widely used 
by scholars, politicians, bureaucrats, and the media, they hardly concur on the same definition. 
The boundaries of the Turkish diaspora, for this very reason, vary in different discourses. 
Turkish communities in Western European countries, North America, and Australia can be 
considered the main body of the Turkish Diaspora. The Turkish Diaspora widened with later 
emigration waves to the Balkans, Eastern Europe, Central Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. 
Recent literature, although limited, deepened and expanded the Turkish diaspora by adding 
long-term native communities living in countries that formerly belonged to the Ottoman State. 

The dispersion and historical background of Turkish communities outside the territorial 
borders of the Turkish State clearly reflect the complexities and a variety of perspectives on the 
borders of the Turkish Diaspora. In this framework, this study seeks explanations about the 
formation of diaspora by looking into the historical trajectories of emigrations and analyzing 
the contribution changing state borders have on diaspora formation.  

While investigating the formation of the Turkish diaspora over time, it does so under two 
main categories: through emigration of people and through geopolitical changes. First, peoples’ 
movement, as in most cases, from homeland to new lands for a variety of reasons, discussed in 
later sections, pave the way for understanding the Turkish diaspora, from the last centuries of 
Ottoman State through to the Turkish Republic. Second, changes in borders due to the shrinking 
boundaries of the weakening Ottoman State in the last two centuries, left some parts of the 
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millet as minorities. Millet is defined as religious community irrespective of ethnicity during the 
Ottoman time, and Aktürk claims that there is clear evidence that the concept of the Turkish 
nation is inherited from the Muslim Millet (Aktürk, 2009).

Historical and Conceptual Background
Lately, diaspora has become a popular term to describe a nation’s trans-border communities, 
however it is not the only term to describe this concept. Transnational communities, migrant 
communities, minorities, or kin societies are some major terms employed to define similar 
communities. All of these concepts are, more or less, related to the nation-state paradigm, 
which has prevailed throughout the international political system over last two centuries. The 
recent surge in globalization also has transborder, trans-state communities a major component 
of international political systems. In this sense, the concept of diaspora is very much related 
to nation, state, and the global political system. The definition of the nation and people of the 
state draw the framework for transnational communities. By looking into the usage of diaspora 
throughout history and by considering changes in the global political system, it is possible to 
categorize the development of diaspora, as a concept, into three periods. 

In the first period, during the Greek pre-classical era, diaspora was first used to describe 
Athenian settlements around Asia Minor and the Mediterranean Sea. Population increases and 
limited resources led people to seek new settlements, arable lands, natural resources, and trade 
opportunities. These new Athenian settlements around Asia Minor and the Mediterranean Sea 
kept social, cultural, and economic ties with the mainland.  (Osborne, 2009; Dufoix, 2008; Cohen, 
2008). The next usage of the term is more related to religious communities, beginning with 
Jewish communities living as minorities. Christian literature also touches on the discourse to 
define Christians dispersed throughout Roman Empire as diaspora, until the Empire embraced 
Christianity and they were no longer prosecuted. Towards the end of the Middle Ages, Protestant 
and Catholic minorities within Catholic and Protestant majorities, respectively, also were called 
diaspora (Ages, 1973; Dufoix, 2008; Baumann, 2000). Throughout the Middle Ages, diaspora 
overwhelmingly referred to religious communities. In the same period as Islam’s ascendance, the 
status of Muslim minorities under non-Muslim rulers was also discussed in Islamic Literature. A 
majority of Muslim scholars advised that if Muslims could freely live and practice their religion 
as minority under a non-Muslim majority, that land could still be considered Dar-al Islam  
(Albrecht, 2018; Özel, 2012), and they would still be considered to be within the Muslim nation, 
regardless of territorial sovereignty. In the opposite situation, where Muslims were not free or 
not allowed to live according to their religion, they were urged to migrate, as it was seen by the 
practice (Sunna) of the Prophet Muhammed. It is likely that this paradigmatic distinction led 
to the absence of the use of the diaspora concept in Muslim Literature during the Middle Ages.  

  Third period began with the invention of the territorial state in the 17th century, followed 
by the nationalization of the state starting with the 18th century and laid the groundwork for 
current diaspora discourse.  Multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, multi-religious, and multi-linguistic 
empires turned into nationalized states that successfully or not aimed to homogenize society by 
imposing a single language and identity. Changes in the formation of the global political system 
and the triumph of the modern nation system, led to a renewed surge in diaspora discourse, as 
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well as the expansion of the term. Territorial states, societies, and human movements gained 
new sociological and political meaning (Kurubaş, 2017). Ethnic/cultural/religious/linguistic 
minorities, trans-border communities, trans-nation people, refugees, emigrants, migrants, labor 
migrants, expatriates, expellees, and diasporas also emerged as the outsiders of nation states. This 
brought about territorial particularities, in which the boundaries of modern states began not to 
coincide with the boundaries of the new nations (Kurubaş, 2017). The re(de)territorialization 
process and a dramatic increase in international migration played a vital role in increasing in the 
number of these kinds of communities throughout the world. 

The concept of diaspora evolved with socio-political changes and expanded its 
characterization. The usage of the term began to increase in the early twentieth century with 
increasing academic and political interest. Practicality led to the use of the term diaspora as 
replacement for all others (Tölölyan, 2012; Vertovec, 2006; Clifford, 1994). The complexities and 
diversities in historical and societal experiences are also reflected in the definitions of the diaspora 
concept. Diaspora conceptualization is not even close to having an agreed upon parameter any 
time soon, as Grossman states in his article, in which he challenges the diaspora concept, through 
almost 200 cited  articles defining diasporas between 1976 and 2017 (Grossman, 2018). Based 
on this selected literature Grossman identifies “6 core attributes”: transnationalism, community, 
dispersal and immigration, outside the homeland, homeland orientation, and group identity. 
However, these 6 criteria are only the ones that remained above the 50 % threshold out of the 32 
criteria that were identified in different concepts. 

The proliferation and variety of concepts reflect the distinctions in diaspora experiences. 
Each diaspora may have a distinct formation closely related to the nation building process. But 
each diaspora’s experience may reflect similarities with other diasporas in some ways. Inductive 
definitions of the concept of diaspora, whose main focus is the Jewish diaspora, may lead to 
narrow conceptualizations, which leaves many other diaspora communities out of scope. Many 
concepts developed by scholars of Jewish identity reflect their own readings of the Jewish diaspora 
experience. To conceptualize one’s own experience is not wrong, but to claim an ideal status and 
benchmarking position is not right. Forceful expulsion from the homeland was considered vital 
part of diaspora conceptualization by leading (mostly Jewish) scholars (Safran, 1991; Tölölyan, 
2012). Although, the involuntary movement of the people is common for the formation of 
diasporic communities including modern cases, voluntary movement is also dominating factor, 
as in the case of Jewish people’s migration to Alexandria and other developed cities known 
in the literature (Ages, 1973). On the other hand, in the modern Israeli state era, close to 1 
million people left for other countries with no coercion (Solomon, 2017). With the dramatic 
increase in international migration, attempts to define diaspora also multiplied during the 
twentieth century, in which nation states and borders became more apparent. The motivation 
of international migration varied, including trade, job opportunity, economic prosperity, 
education, political, or religious reasons. The proliferation of causes for international migration 
caused coercive emigration to drop off from most diaspora definitions (Sheffer, 2003; Miller, 
Haas, & Castles, 2013; Dufoix, 2008; Vertovec, 1997; Butler, 2001). 

Most diaspora concepts understand that diasporas are formed by the movement of people 
across borders. Changing borders are considered to be another major way that diasporas have 
formed, particularly after the dissolution of multi-ethnic, multi-nation, multi-cultural, and 
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multi-religious empires. The dissolution of multi-religious/cultural/ethnic empires and the rise of 
nationalized states left many people around Europe and the globe stranded as others/minorities 
in the new nation states. With Treaty of Versailles, the German Empire lost 7 million of its 
German people to new nation states (Harriman, 1973), which was conceptualized as “accidental 
diasporas” by Brubaker.  Brubaker’s “accidental diasporas” and Laitin’s “beached diaspora” 
conceptualize the communities who have ties to the nation but were left outside the territorial 
borders of the German and Russian states after the dissolution of the German Empire and the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (Laitin, 1998; Brubaker, 2000). This conceptualization could 
be attributed to most multi-ethnic/religious/nation/cultural states who left the political scene 
and led the flourishing of many nation-states. Similarly, millions of people are socio-culturally 
tied to the people of Turkey yet remained within other nation states throughout the last two 
centuries, which largely ended with the Treaty Lausanne in 1923.  The Turkish Republic inherited, 
as such, diaspora communities from its multi-nation empire Ottoman State predecessor. I prefer 
to call this type of diaspora autochthonous diaspora, since they were or became native to their 
place of residence. The communities defined as autochthonous are considered native residents 
of their countries and in this way, they are differentiated from recently migrated diasporas.

The question of the Turkish Diaspora
The concept of the Turkish diaspora began to gain ground with increasing emigration and 
settlement in the West in the post-WWI era. Early literature on Turkish emigration in this 
period did not employ the concept of diaspora, instead it used migrant community to describe 
these settlements (Abadan-Unat, 2017; Gitmez, 2019; Martin, 2019). The attribution of the 
diaspora concept to Turkish migrant communities appeared in the literature a quarter century 
after the post-WWII emigration and was mostly linked with labor migration (Cohen, 2008; 
Safran, 1991; (Aydın, 2016)). The Turkish Diaspora concept was expanded in recent literature 
by adding “co-ethnics” that remained outside the borders of the dissolved Ottoman State and 
“kin-state” relations (Aksel, 2014; Okyay, 2015). The complexity and ambiguity of the question 
of the Turkish Diaspora is reflected in the literature. Where to draw the line between migrant, 
minority, and diaspora community, as well as how diaspora are formed, being member of the 
diaspora, and continuation of being part of the diaspora are a few of the many questions that 
remain today. 

Although there has been an increase in the use of the term Turkish Diaspora, there are 
also ambiguities involved with this usage. The blurring comes from misreading the semantic 
meaning and grounding definition of the diaspora concept, developed mainly by the Jewish 
experience, as mentioned earlier. Semantically, the Turkish Language Society (TDK- Türk Dil 
Kurumu) prefers to define the term diaspora as kopuntu (fragment), breaking from motherland. 
TDK additionally, conceptualizes diaspora in reference to Jewish people who live outside their 
homeland and national and religious minorities living outside their homeland. Because of this 
definition, the Turkish Diaspora as a concept, does not reflect a holistic picture of the actual 
Turkish Diaspora. 

This definition mainly disregards previous cross border movements, which goes back to 
last centuries of the Ottoman State. Furthermore, almost none of the literature studies address 
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the communities that were part of the Turk/Islam millet but remained outside the borders 
of the modern Turkish Republic, despite the fact that some of these communities were the 
subject of bilateral and multilateral agreements. Turkish guest labor migration played a vital 
role in the building and institutionalization of the Turkish diaspora. Another critical issue 
with conceptualizing the boundaries of the Turkish Diaspora simply as the mobility of people, 
disregards the impact of the border changes and nation-state formations, which also created 
trans-border/trans-national communities. This research, thus, contends that the movement of 
borders and the movement of people have formed the Turkish Diaspora through the separation 
of people. The movement of the people, Turkish migration, will be analyzed in two periods: 
from the early 19th century in the Ottoman State period to the 1950’s and the post WWII in the 
Republic period. The changes in the borders that resulted in the creation of diaspora will be 
investigated under the concept of autochthonous diaspora.

Formation of Emigrant Diaspora 
Migration waves of people with Turkish/Muslim identity began in the early 19th century in 
the Ottoman Empire and continued through to the modern day in Turkey. The density of the 
waves was volatile due to home and host country policies, as well as regional and global political 
upheavals. It should be highlighted that the demography and profile of migrants in the Ottoman 
State and Turkish Republic period reflect opposing pictures. Migration during the late Ottoman 
time was mostly destined for the American continents, while there were small number of 
migrations to Europe. On the other side, during the Turkish Republic period, mass migration 
was bound for Europe, mainly Germany. The emigrant profile was also opposite in these two 
periods. Ottoman emigrants to the Americas were mainly unskilled workers and mostly non-
Muslims, while the Republican period migrants were, relatively speaking, educated and white 
collar, especially in the first decades. Emigrants to Europe during the Ottoman era were mainly 
for the purpose of education and training, but during the Turkish Republic time were low-
skilled workers. Socio-economic and socio-cultural groups prevailed and the migrants showed 
distinct pictures in these two periods.

Migration from the Early 19th century to the 1950’s
The push and pull factors are important to highlight in order to understand the migration from 
the Ottoman State to the American continent in the last century of the Ottoman State. During 
the last century of the Ottoman State, migrations occurred for economic, cultural, political, 
and geopolitical reasons. While wars, economic hardships, and political situations were the 
major push factors for emigration from the Ottoman State.  Industrialization and economic 
developments in North America and agricultural opportunities in South America were important 
pull factors in the selection of countries for migration (Karpat, 1985). Most emigrations from 
the Ottoman State occurred from the Levant region and the Balkans. Emigration from within 
current Turkish borders did not occur in large numbers. Emigration from Levant was caused by 
famine/poverty and inter-sectarian conflict, as well as population increases in the region because 
of incoming migration from other regions and lack of economic capacity to feed this population 
(Baycar, 2016). Pioneering emigrants belonged to low-income level groups followed by high 
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income groups. The economic prosperity of the first migrants motivated the latter groups. Most 
emigrants were Christian citizens of the Ottoman state. Some Muslims also joined this journey 
to avoid compulsory military service (Genç & Bozkurt, 2010).

The total migration to South and North America from the Ottoman State between 
1860 and 1914 was about 1.2 million. Of these migrants, 600,000 from Levant, 450,000 from 
Albania, Macedonia, Thrace, and Western Anatolia, with the rest from other Anatolian regions 
(Karpat, 1985).Among all these ethnic and cultural groups, there were 22,085 registered as 
Turkish by the American immigration authorities between 1900-1925 (Bali, 2004). The number 
of Anatolian Muslims that joined the American migration was small and they mostly resided 
in industrial cities like New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, and Massachusetts (Halman, 
1980). 

Low participation of Muslims in this emigration process was because of public policy and 
perception. The Ottoman State’s policy was to prevent the Muslim population from diminishing 
within the country. Continuous wars and the need for manpower had major impact on 
participation in migration.  Muslim citizens’ emigration to non-Muslim countries might have 
caused the Islamic Khalifah to have negative image, so that was considered another factor to 
explain Muslim people’s low emigration rates (Dinçer, 2013). In 1888, the Ottoman government 
forbade non-professional migrants from leaving the country based on the news they were in 
a vulnerable situation in the Americas (Dinçer, 2013). Protestant missionaries’ activities to 
convert Muslims, poor treatment of Muslim citizens, and having to change their names to hide 
themselves were the reasons for this decision. Upon these developments, the government made 
the decision to provide financial support for those who wanted to return, but there was not 
too much interest in accepting this offer (Ekinci, 2008). The involvement of the Ottoman State 
in WWI alongside Germany worsened the situation. Muslims and Turks were included in the 
“enemy alien” group, lost their free environment, and faced the risk of losing their jobs (Acehan, 
2009).

With the demise of the Ottoman State, most of the Ottoman emigrants left for America and 
other countries. They lost their ties with the Ottoman State and Turkish Republic and became 
the diaspora of newly established independent states or mandated nations of occupying powers. 
This also applies to the Armenian and Greek nations who initially migrated from today’s Turkish 
borders and joined their ethno-cultural relatives in the new nation-states. Ethno-cultural ties 
played critical role in the new diasporic identity. They became the diaspora of Armenia, Greece, 
Syria, Lebanon, or Albania.  Muslim Turkish, Kurdish, and some other Muslim ethnic groups 
became the citizens of the newly established Turkey. 

Although there was not a large number of Anatolian Muslims, more than half of them 
returned to their homeland before and after World War I. Some returned to the country 
with financial and logistic support provided by the government. Turkish migrants could not 
successfully establish a sustainable community in their hostland. A number of factors may 
explain the failure to establish a community: (1) a low population level comprised of mostly 
of single people without their families with them, (2) the inability to establish community 
institutions, (3) the aim to return home after saving enough capital to buy land or establish 
business. (Akgün, 2000; Ekinci, 2008). 
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Overall migration to the Americas did not lead to the establishment of a strong 
community. However, pioneering Turkish diaspora institutions were established by members 
of the community and descendants of these first migrants.  Even with this small population, the 
American Muslim Turkish community succeeded in initiating a Turkish Journal and charity 
organizations to support the Ottoman State during WWI (Acehan, 2015). They continued to raise 
funding during the Turkish Liberation War and transferred a quite substantial amount of money 
to Turkey (Acehan, 2015). The Turkish Welfare Association (Osmanlı/Türk Teavün Cemiyeti), 
Protecting Children (Himaye-i Etfal), Red Crescent (Kızılay), and the Turkish Cultural Union 
(Türk Hars Birliği) are well known organizations (Akın, 2004; Acehan, 2015; Çelik B. , 2008). 
Some community organizations established in the early 1920s-30s are still active among the 
Turkish diaspora in the USA, such as the Türk Hars Birliği.

During the last century of the Ottoman State, the main motivation for immigration to 
Europe was education and training (including internships and vocational trainings). During 
the last half century of the Ottoman State and many students were sent to Germany, France, 
and other European countries. The Ottoman State sent students on scholarships to Europe to 
get tertiary education (Kulaç & Özgür, 2017). To develop the capacity for industrialization, 
they planned to send 10,000 young people between the age of 12-18 to Germany, but this plan 
was only partially implemented because of WWI. Also during WWI, different ministries sent 
apprentices for vocational training (Toprak, 1981). 

Migration for education to Europe did not result in strong communities during the late 
Ottoman Empire, mainly because most of them were either trainees or university students. 
Their study was sponsored by the State and they were expected to go back to their homeland 
and contribute to the industrialization of the homeland. However, the population of Turkish 
community in Germany reached 12,000  in the early 20th century, working in Mercedes, 
Bosch, etc. (Çelik, 2009). Close political relations between Germany and the Ottoman State 
also encouraged the establishment of the Turkish-German Friendship Society with branches in 
major German cities (Çelik, 2009).

The Post-WWI era witnessed new migration policies by western countries, in particular 
the USA; free migration was abandoned and tight policies were introduced to control the 
demography. New visa rules and quotas for migration were introduced in the early decades 
of the 20th century. Changes in how migrants were accepted had a negative impact on Turkish 
emigration to the USA. The total number of migrations from Turkey was 2,081 between 1930-
1949 (HomelandSecurity, 2011). Two World Wars in the first half of 20th century, the rise of 
nationalist states, and the concentration on building nation states also had an impact on Turkish 
emigration. However, it should be noted here, this period witnessed many population transfers 
and exchanges around the world, including Greece-Bulgaria, Turkey-Greece, and Germany-
Poland. So, Turkish emigration was very limited between 1920-1950. 

Though emigration came to standstill in the 1930’s, irregular migration from Mardin to 
Beirut was an exception. They used informal routes through the Hatay province. The economic, 
social, and political situation in the region pushed people to migrate. Language and job 
opportunities in Beirut pulled most Mardinians. Arabic speaking citizens of Turkey from Mardin 
survived in Beirut for over 90 years, through unrest and civil wars. They are concentrated in 5 
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quarters of Beirut with estimated population of 30,000. Most of them have already obtained 
Lebanese citizenship and remained in close contact with Turkey. In recent years, community 
institutions organized Turkish language courses for younger generations and they are able to 
vote in Turkish elections with increased turnover (Algan, 2018; Nas, 2017; Özdemirci, 2017).

Post-1950 Migrations 
After the Second World War (WWII) migration policies and international migration saw new 
changes and directions. Western countries loosened the restrictive migration policies of the 
interwar period and allowed new migrants, but with controlling regulations. In this period, 
Western European countries turned into immigrant destinations from being sources of 
emigration, to the USA and Australia as well. Over a century, the migration profile of western 
countries has changed due to population losses to the new world and wars, including declining 
population growth and increasing demand for labor power. Post-WWII rebuilding efforts in 
Europe and big economies’ need for skilled labor migration attracted Southern European as 
well as Turkish migrants to these new destinations (Börtücene, 1967; Gökdere, 1978). Economic 
growth in western countries was major pull factor; Germany’s GDP grew from 74 billion DM in 
1950 to 240 billion DM in 1961.  That growth trend projected the need for another 2 million in 
the labor force until 1970 (Börtücene, 1967).

In the same period, economic hardships and political instability in Turkey were major 
push factor for the growing population. Economically, 2.3% growth in agriculture and 0.4% 
growth in industry were not so promising in their ability to absorb the growing active labor 
force (SBB, 2015). The Turkish population increased from 13 million in 1927 to 27 million in 
1960 through immigration from Balkan countries and high birth rates (Gökdere, 1978; İçduygu, 
Erder, & Gençkaya, 2014). Almost half of this 27 million population belonged to the active labor 
force and 75% of it was in agriculture, while 1.5 million was jobless (Pehlivanoğlu, 1967). 

The demand in the labor market in Western Europe and the immigration policies to attract 
skilled professionals in North America triggered Turkish migration in the 1950s. Engineers, 
medical doctors, and professionals began to migrate in 1956, followed by workers in 1957, 
through individual and private initiatives (Kurtuluş, 1999; Mortan & Sarfati, 2011; Unat, 2017). 
Brain and labor migration started in the same period. Furthermore, governments embraced non-
professional labor migration as a policy and signed bilateral agreements with Germany (1961), 
Austria (1964), Belgium (1964), Holland (19654), France (1965), Sweden (1967), and Australia 
(1967) to send Turkish labor migrants to these countries. Although there was no agreement, 
direct and secondary migration to Switzerland, Norway, and Denmark also occurred. 

Western European countries allowed official labor migration until the mid-1970s, by that 
time the Turkish population in the West reached over a million, overwhelmingly to Germany 
(DB, 1973). Compared to the 6,700 Turkish population in Germany in 1960 (Unat, 2017), this 
mass migration was critical in paving the ground for the creation of the Turkish diaspora over 
a decade. Temporary emigration at the beginning turned into long-term residence through 
the second decade and migrants remained in their countries of residence for a longer period 
(Gitmez, 2019). With the changing of the migrant profile from temporary guest workers into 
long-term migrants, the community of Turkish residents gradually built up.
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Although most European countries stopped official migration during the early 1970s 
with the economic crisis, the Turkish population in Western Europe continued to grow through 
family reunification, unofficial migration, and asylum seekers. After migration from Turkey 
with the motivation of family reunification, the composition of the Turkish diaspora shifted 
from a male dominant worker population to a more gender balanced Turkish population with 
children.  This happened by being able to bring their families from Turkey. When the second 
generation became of marriage age, they preferred to choose their spouse from Turkey, mostly in 
the second generation but less so in the third generation. Newborn children to Turkish families 
also played critical role in the population of Turkish diaspora. 195,000 children were born in 
Germany alone between 1961-1976 (YİS, 1976). 

Irregular migration and asylum seeking were also in practice after the mid-1970s. There 
were only 809 asylum applications to West Germany in 1976 but it went up to 57,913 in 1980. 
Disorder and the 1980 military coup triggered political asylum seekers destined for Western 
European countries. Two out of five migrants were asylum seekers between 1980-2000 (İçduygu, 
Erder, & Gençkaya, 2014). Although some of these people met the criteria of political migrant, 
some used asylum seeking to migrate without meeting the criteria.

The 1980s were interestingly difficult for the Turkish migrant community in Europe. Host 
countries such as Germany openly embraced policies aimed at reducing the number of foreigners 
(İçduygu, Erder, & Gençkaya, 2014; Martin, 1991).  Some influential German intellectuals 
(initiated by Theodor Schmidt-Kaler) publicly warned of the risk of foreign cultures and foreign 
languages undermining German identity, soul, and Christian culture (Circle, 1982). These years 
witness a significant increase in racist attacks towards Turkish migrants.

In the same period, a military coup in Turkey had a critical impact on Turkish migration. 
The military government asked western governments to impose visas for Turkish citizens 
to control outflow of people (T24, 2021).The military government also tried to convince 
host governments to take state responsibility for religious and cultural education away from 
community organizations. Interestingly, while the military government attempted to exert its 
power over the nation beyond its territorial borders, at the same time, it also initiated some 
political lobbying activities that used diaspora communities.

While economic stagnation in the West changed the policies of western governments 
toward migration, on the other hand, the oil boom in the Middle East opened new doors for 
Turkish migrants. This was second major labor-motivated Turkish migration movement in 
the post-WWII period. Beginning with Libya, Turkish construction companies were awarded 
contracts in the region, which also catalyzed labor exports to these countries. Libya was followed 
by Saudi Arabia and other gulf countries. Turkey signed bilateral labor agreements with Libya 
(1975), Jordan (1982), Qatar (1986), and Kuwait (2008). 400,000 Turkish workers went to Middle 
Eastern countries between 1970-1986 (Gül, 1992).  In the 1990s, official labor emigration was 
overwhelmingly destined to Middle Eastern countries (DPT, 1994). Although most went as 
contracted labor, the service sector also followed. Starting with the first Gulf War, conflicts and 
internal wars interrupted Turkish migration. However, due to the contract bounded nature of 
Middle Eastern migration, it did not result in building a diaspora community as seen in western 
bound migration. 



74 M. Köse

Despite the policies implemented by host countries and increasing barriers to migration 
and family union, the Turkish migrant community continued to grow in western countries. 
Along with labor workers in the Middle East, the Turkish migrant community passed 3 million 
in the early 1990s. Turkish migrants in western countries showed a new direction in this period; 
interest in gaining host country citizenship, this reassured the creation of Turkish diaspora 
community. Turkey also responded by changing the citizenship act and allowed dual citizenship. 
According to the Federal German Statistics department, only 14,500 Turks received German 
citizenship between 1972-1990, this figure went up to 410,000 between 1990-2000 (DİYİH, 
2015). 

The third wave of Turkish Migration came with end of Cold War. Although Turkish 
construction companies began to take up some contracts in Russia based on bilateral agreements 
just before the collapse of the Soviet Union, with the independence of 14 new republics, Turkish 
businesses, workers, civil society activists, and students poured into the newly independent 
countries. This new destination widened from the Balkan countries to the far east of Central 
Asia.  153,000 workers were officially sent to these countries, although most went independently 
between 1989-2007 (İçduygu, Erder, & Gençkaya, 2014). The Turkish migrant community 
seeded in this region, though it is not comparable with the first wave in size. The profile of the 
community may be composed of small and medium enterprises, civil societies, students, and 
mixed marriages. 

The fourth destination, albeit nascent, began with the African Opening policy by the 
Turkish government in the new millennium. The Turkish community is slowly increasing in 
Africa, alongside the diplomatic presence of the country. The number of Turkish Embassies 
increased from 12 to 42 in Africa and Turkish Airlines began to fly 60 destinations in Africa. The 
African Opening policy encouraged small, medium, and large enterprises, as well as civil society 
organizations and both skilled and unskilled workers set foot in the continent. Investment by 
Turkish companies reached 6 billion USD.

After half a century since the beginning of mass migration in 1950s, Turkish communities 
spread around the world and built community institutions. Migration formed the Turkish diaspora 
overwhelmingly concentrated in western countries including North America and Oceania. Post-
Soviet, Middle East, and African countries harboring Turkish migrant communities are dotted 
in different parts of the world in small numbers. 

Movement of Borders: Autochthonous Turkish Diaspora
Turkish Diaspora literature rarely includes the autochthonous Turkish diaspora. I believe this is 
caused by transferring diaspora concepts from other experiences, without further assessing and 
looking into the history of the formation of the Turkish nation and its trans-border communities. 
When the Ottoman State began to withdraw from its territories in the 18th century, the trans-
border part of the Turk/Islam millet was created; in most cases their rights mentioned in 
bilateral and multilateral agreements. The end of multi-nation Ottoman State and the creation 
of new states with a new nation idea enforced the “other” status of the diminishing Islam/Turk 



75Turkish Journal of Diaspora Studies

population outside of the new Turkish Republic1. 

The rush to build nations and create homogenous societies led to mass deportations, 
cleansing, and in some cases exchange of populations. 1.8 million Muslim Crimeans left their 
land between 1783-1922 (Akgündüz, 1998), up to 2 million north Caucasian Muslim people 
were expelled, (Güngör, 2006) and 2 million left Balkans between 1878 and 1913 (Karpat, 
2010), gradually towards modern day boundaries of Turkey. A smaller group of people from 
North Africa migrated to Ottoman territory after their lands became occupied by European 
countries. Whether they directly lived under the Ottoman State or not, under the occupation 
or threat by foreign forces, Muslim communities in these regions found safety by migrating to 
Ottoman lands. People who lived directly under Ottoman rule with a shared culture and values 
understandably choose to migrate to the borders of Ottoman State (Karpat, 2010). However, 
despite mass migration of these people, some of their neighbors, relatives, and compatriots 
chose not to leave their native land, remained as minority, and continued to maintain close 
contact with relatives in Turkey and preserved their culture and identity.

Both the Ottoman government and the Ankara TBMM government entered negotiations 
bilaterally or multilaterally to protect the rights of the remaining millet within non-Muslim 
majority states. The first its kind, the treaty of Küçük Kaynarca  (Kuchuk Kainarji), in 1773 
included an article that explicitly mentions the right of the Tartar Muslim nation and their 
nativity, signed between the Ottoman State and Russia. The minority status and the rights of 
Western Thrace’s Muslim Turkish community have been built up through conflicts and a series 
of agreements. After the independence of Greece, the 1830 London Protocol, the 1881 Treaty 
of Istanbul, the 1913 Treaty of Athens, the 1920 Greece Treaty of Sevres, and the 1923 treaty of 
Lausanne gave the responsibility to observe the rights of minorities, which was applied to the 
Ottoman and Turkish Republic to maintain its responsibility for the Muslim minority under the 
Greek control. Each agreement, with varying articles and details, mentions the cultural, religious, 
social, educational, economic, and civic rights of the Muslim communities. It was signed by the 
host government and the Ottoman and Turkish governments. The sovereignty was also shared 
in the appointment of the head of the Muslim community through these agreements. Turkey, 
as the successor state of Ottoman state, has authority to approve shortlisted Baş Mufti by Greek 
authorities. This is an important point, to the extent that sovereignty crosses the territoriality. 

The Muslim/Turkish community in Bulgaria was the subject of the 1878 Treaty of Berlin, 
the 1908 and 1913 Istanbul conventions, and the 1925 friendship agreement. Political rights, 
representation, economic rights, religious freedom, and protection of private and waqf properties 
were defined in the treaty of Berlin. Subsequent agreements and their application to domestic 
regulations, reiterated the rights of the Muslim/Turkish community as well as the relationship 
with the authorities in Istanbul. The Kars and Moscow agreements regarding the Muslim people 
of Batum/Acara, which was signed by the Parliamentary Government of Ankara, also have 
similar articles for the rights of Muslim communities and guarantee authority to Turkey. 

1 This discussion could indeed be extended with the literature on Ottomanism, Islamism, and nationalism debates in the late 
Ottoman Empire, which are mainly about how the Ottoman ruling elites have turned to Islamism, after the loss of Balkan 
territories, and then nationalism based on Sunni Muslim identity, with the rise of Itthihad Terakki, but I leave this to further 
studies. 
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As a result, the last centuries of geopolitical upheavals and border changes led to the 
creation of a Turkish autochthonous diaspora. These communities are very much linked with 
the socio-cultural identity of the Turkish Nation. State boundaries were erected and respected, 
but the socio-cultural and ethno-linguistic ties survived and built trans-border spaces.  The 
few aforementioned autochthonous diaspora community examples are the most known Turkish 
cases. Two World Wars and the subsequent Cold War, as well as the political priorities of 
governments interrupted contact between these communities until the 1990s. Most countries 
embrace more of a cooperative approach, eased the tension, and deemed these communities as 
catalyst for economic, cultural, and political relations between countries.

Concluding Remarks
Diasporas globally, and in particular case the Turkey’s diaspora, are increasing their weight in 
academic discourse, policy circles, and the wider public agenda. The imposition of territorial 
states and the long struggle to create a nation embedded with that territorial state, ironically 
led to the proliferation of nations beyond borders, trans-nations, and diasporas. This was the 
latest phase of the usage of the diaspora concept, which dispersed dramatically compared to 
two previous usages during the time of city states and the Middle Ages. The twentieth century 
witnessed hundreds of hyphenated diasporas; Irish Diaspora, German Diaspora, Palestinian 
Diaspora, Moroccan Diaspora, Colombian Diaspora, Nigerian Diaspora, Japan Diaspora, 
Pakistani Diaspora, Lebanese diaspora, and so forth. They all have distinct experiences in most 
cases, but a lot of commonalities too, and are all very much linked to their states’ history of 
nation building. 

Borrowing from major diaspora literature, I categorized the formation of Turkish diaspora 
in two major subsets: international migrations that created migrant diaspora and geopolitical 
changes that formed autochthonous diaspora. While the Turkish migrant diaspora has continued 
to extend its boundaries since the 19th century, the autochthonous diaspora is static and has 
even diminished, in some cases, after the establishment of the Turkish Republic. It is also worth 
mentioning, that migrating autochthonous diaspora members sometimes join Turkish migrant 
diaspora communities in the diaspora, such as Western Thrace Muslim Turks in Germany and 
Australia, as well as Muslim Turks from Bulgaria in different European countries or Caucasian 
and Crimean Tatar Turks in USA. 

This article traces the concept of the Turkish diaspora back to the late Ottoman period 
to understand the boundaries of the Turkish Diaspora. The future studies should further offer 
clarifications on the concept and boundaries of the Turkish Diaspora to contribute to long 
overlooked but nascent Turkish diaspora studies.
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