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Abstract

The Turkish-Bulgarian border at the town of Kirklareli embodies different realities and
representations with respect to different subjects, namely, for those who reside there, visit regularly
from neighbouring countries via open and easy access, and for those whose paths traverse the town
to -illegally- cross over to Bulgaria, the European Union territory. This article aims at contributing to
border-studies by means of a study on how border residents in Kirklareli position two different
subject identities for the ‘others’ that they confront along the border, and how they construct a subject
identity for themselves in the process. Based on the findings of the fieldwork conducted through a
series of semi-structured interviews, we argue, the border crossings of the daily Bulgarian shopping
visitors and refugees or illegal immigrants moving in the opposite direction create a different
hierarchy of ‘self and ‘other’, complicated by the fact that this is also a border between the European
Union and Turkey. As members of the EU, Bulgarians crossing the border for daily shopping
represent an advantageous and welcomed European ‘other’ for the local population, particularly for
the local shopkeepers. However, in the process, they realize they themselves are Europe’s ‘other’.
Illegal migrants trying to cross the border, on the other hand, represent an uninvited ‘other’
condemned to a ‘Bare Life’, a definition bestowed by Agamben, the social theorist.

Keywords: The Turkish-Bulgarian border, ‘constructed others’, refugees, Bulgarian shoppers, ‘Bare
Life’
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Aym Simir, Farkli Ozne Yapilar:: Kirklarelimde Tiirkiye-Bulgaristan sinirindaki
glinliik alisveris ziyaretcileri ve miilteciler+
Oz
Kirklareli'ndeki Tiirkiye-Bulgaristan sinir1, orada ikamet edenler, komsu iilkelerden acik ve kolay
erisim yoluyla diizenli olarak ziyaret edenler ve yollar1 -yasadis1 olarak- Avrupa Birligi toprag: olan
Bulgaristan'a ge¢mek icin sehirden gecenler gibi farkli 6zneler acgisindan farkh gerceklikleri ve
temsilleri barindirmaktadir. Bu makale, Kirklareli'nde sinir sakinlerinin sinir boyunca karsilastiklar
'0tekiler’ i¢in nasil iki farkli 6zne kimligi konumlandirdiklarimi ve bu siiregte kendileri i¢in nasil bir
0zne kimligi insa ettiklerini inceleyen bir ¢calisma araciligiyla sinir calismalarina katkida bulunmay1
amaclamaktadir. Bir dizi yar1 yapilandirilmis miilakatla gerceklestirilen saha ¢alismasinin
bulgularina dayanarak, giinliik aligverige gelen Bulgar ziyaretciler ile ters yonde hareket eden miilteci
veya yasadis1 gocmenlerin sinir gegislerinin farkh bir 'ben' ve 'Gteki' hiyerarsisi yarattigini ve bunun
ayn1 zamanda Avrupa Birligi ile Tiirkiye arasinda bir sinir olmasi nedeniyle karmasiklagtigini
tartismaktayiz. AB iiyesi olarak, giinliik aligveris icin sinir1 gegen Bulgarlar, yerel halk ve 6zellikle de
yerel esnaf i¢in avantajli ve memnuniyetle karsilanan bir Avrupal '6teki'yi temsil etmektedir. Ancak
yerel halk bu siirecte kendilerinin de Avrupamin 'Gtekisi' olduklarimi fark etmektedirler. Sinir1
gecmeye calisan yasadisi gogmenler ise, sosyal teorisyen Agamben'in tanimiyla 'Ciplak Hayat'a

mahkum edilmis davetsiz bir 'Gteki'yi temsil eder.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Tiirkiye-Bulgaristan siniri, 'ingsa edilmis oOtekiler', miilteciler, Bulgar
aligverisgiler, 'Ciplak Hayat'

1. Introduction

In today’s so-called ‘global world’, people, refugees, immigrants, traders, smugglers, travelers, tourists,
or daily visitors across the world, try to cross borders for one reason or other. In the climate of
tumultuous clashes at different border sites, especially after the 1990s, the border problematic has begun
to be discussed extensively over permeability or lack of it thereof, vis-a-vis different contexts and
subjects. Moreover, today’s borders are being studied not merely on basis of territoriality of the states
as in legal or political studies, but also in the sense of Soja's definition of a thirdspace (Soja, 1996). That
is, through a new approach to space, associating it with issues of identity, and culture. Briefly, Soja
(1996) presents firstspace as real/material space, secondspace as referring to an imaginary space, and
thirdspace to personify the various cultural encounters between different communities (p.6).

The border between Turkey and Bulgaria was drawn by the Istanbul Treaty on September 29, 1913, as
agreed upon by the Ottoman Empire and Bulgaria. Since then, throughout history, the border became

4 Bu calisgmanin hazirlanma siirecinde bilimsel ve etik ilkelere uyuldugu ve yararlamlan tiim ¢alismalarin kaynak¢ada
belirtildigi beyan olunur.
Cikar Catismasi: Cikar catismasi beyan edilmemistir.
Finansman: Bu arastirmay1 desteklemek icin dig fon kullanilmamistir.
Telif Hakki & Lisans: Yazarlar dergide yayinlanan ¢calismalarinin telif hakkina sahiptirler ve ¢alismalar1 CC BY-NC 4.0
lisans1 altinda yayimlanmaktadir.
Etik izni: Yildiz Teknik Universitesi Sosyal ve Beseri Bilimler Aragtirmalar1 Etik Kurulu tarafindan 01.02.2023 tarihli,
2023,02 sayili kararla etik izni verilmistir.
Kaynak: Bu calismanin hazirlanma siirecinde bilimsel ve etik ilkelere uyuldugu ve yararlanilan tiim ¢aligmalarin
kaynakcada belirtildigi beyan olunur.
Benzerlik Raporu: Alindi — Turnitin, Oran: %5
Etik Sikayeti: editor@rumelide.com
Makale Tiirii: Aragtirma makalesi, Makale Kayit Tarihi: 21.09.2023-Kabul Tarihi: 20.12.2023-Yaym Tarihi:
21.12.2023; DOI: 10.29000/rumelide.1406074

Hakem Degerlendirmesi: Iki Dis Hakem / Cift Tarafli Kérleme
Adres | Address

RumeliDE Dil ve Edebiyat Arastirmalar Dergisi | RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies

e-posta: editor@rumelide.com | e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,
tel: +90 5057958124 | phone: +90 505 7958124



RumeliDE Dil ve Edebiyat Arastirmalari Dergisi 2023.37 (Aralik)/ 1305

Aym Simr, Farkh Ozne Yapilari: Kirklareli'nde Tiirkiye-Bulgaristan simirindaki giinliik aligveris ziyaretcileri ve miilteciler /
Bulunuz, A. & Baykan, A.

permeable with population exchanges during Ottoman times and later by the migration of Turks living
in Bulgaria to homeland. However, starting around 1990s, as the respective nation-states increased their
influence, the permeability became quite limited. During the last decade, especially after Bulgaria
became a member of the EU, once again, it has become a random occurrence for Bulgarians to cross the
border for daily visits and shopping purposes, while thousands of refugees, who see it as a gateway to
Europe through Turkey, risk their lives trying to cross the same border in the opposite direction. In other
words, we deem it as imperative to “understand a border as a constant, contextual work in progress,
dependent not only from its material set-up but also from the everyday social construction of the here,
we and them” (van Houtum, 2021, pg.36).

From that perspective, the present study aims to analyze the Turkish-Bulgarian border as maintaining
a dynamic and contentious essence.5 Firstly, we analyze how this border is crossed every day by
Bulgarians within the frame of cross-border mobility practices such as cross-border shopping and
tourism. Secondly, in contrast, the study focuses on how this same border turns into a door of hope for
refugees coming from the Middle East, trying to flee to Europe. Therefore, we aim to read those crossings
at the border between Turkey and Bulgaria through its permeability and dynamics, in accordance with
different and conflicting subject positions of the border crossers.

2. Methodological framework

This study aims to reveal the meanings and experiences of the border between Turkey and Bulgaria,
which is either permeable or quite rigid depending on the time and relations of politics between Turkey
and Bulgaria-Europe, through empirical data gathered in Kirklareli. Qualitative research methods have
been the primary tool of analysis, since they offer the possibility of document analysis, participant
observation and in-depth interviews put together. We preferred to use semi-structured interviews with
open-ended questions during the one-to-one communications that took place with the participants.
Given the accounts of the participants, the Turkish-Bulgarian border in Kirklareli in this study is
presented as an example case of border-phenomenon, categorizing border people within typologies that
interact within the border zone, similarly to an approach taken by other studies (Clifford and Marcus,
1986; Gray, 2002; Saukko, 2003; Hamersley and Atkinson, 2007; Guazzo, 2007). Twenty-three subjects
from among the border landers, the border villagers, border crossers, shopkeepers, and Bulgarian
citizens coming to shop in town, were interviewed via voice recording, or sometimes by note-taking. In
some cases, some of the interviews were done in a group talk, especially the ones in border villages.

Both the tradesmen in the city and visitors from Bulgaria coming to shop daily were interviewed on the
permeability of the border, which has become a significant economic tool for all. The narratives obtained
from the in-depth interviews with the tradesmen are compared to the interviews with Bulgarian
shoppers coming on daily basis. However, discussions with the Bulgarian shoppers took a longer time,
and was more challenging than interviewing local people working in various sectors in Kirklareli. As
Bulgarians came mostly on day trips or for short-stays to shop, eat, drink, and spend leisure-time, they
were less willing to spare time to contribute. In their words, they “don't have time for research” and
were highly focused on their shopping activity. They often rejected corresponding by stating “you see;
we are in a hurry because we are shopping right now”. Another obstacle was the language barrier. Most
of the Bulgarians could speak neither Turkish nor English, hence, they stated “we can't help you because

5 This study is based on the PhD dissertation of Aysun Bulunuz, titled “At the Border Between Turkey and Bulgaria: A
Multifaceted Study On the Town of Kirklareli”. Present article aims to offer the findings of the study on the two ongoing
processes of cross border movements, namely, by the economically motivated daily crossers and the trespassing refugees,
and constitutes a section of the larger study undertaken within the dissertation.
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we speak very little Turkish”. Nevertheless, Turks living in Bulgaria but coming to the Turkish side for
their shopping were more willing to talk, and young Bulgarians who spoke English fluently have
contributed as well.

Naturally, this study remains quite limited in terms of interviews with irregular immigrants who are
trying to cross the border ‘illegally’. As it is asserted by Icduygu and Sert (2015), it was challenging to
gather data, especially on the issues like irregular migration “due to its clandestine nature” (pg.146). As
Aras (2020) asserts in his study on smugglers on the eastern border of Turkey, that limitedness was
because of the fact that both smugglers and irregular migrants tend to “cross the border during the dark
nights”, which “reinforce(s) ontological ambiguity and hiddenness” (pg.142). They, in a way, become or
try to become invisible because of illegality of their operations and fear of being apprehended and sent
to the removal center immediately after they are pushed back at the border by Bulgarian forces. In
addition, the tight control of the gendarmerie in the region greatly reduced our opportunity to talk to
and interview with these subjects. For these reasons, we came across only one singular case of an
irregular immigrant who had been in the Pehlivankéy Removal Centre for a short duration, a Turkmen
woman, Giilnaz. In the interview, which we arranged as a phone call after her release, as she is still
enrolled as a student at Kirklareli University, she told us how she was apprehended and taken to the
removal center and what she experienced there. The information provided by Giilnaz was significant, in
the sense that, it raised questions on the arbitrariness of border management and the legal status of
immigrants in the country. Also, the accounts of those living in border villages on encountering the
trespassers of the border and the interviews with the employees of the Kirklareli Migration
Administration were very informative on illegal migrants.

3. Theoretical foundation: selective permeability of the border

As stated earlier in introduction, we presented our approach to border as a case of thirdspace, as termed
and explained by Edward Soja, the renown Social Geographer. In that direction, to assert the multiple
meanings that the border gains in Kirklareli, we offer an image of two side-by-side posters on billboard,
advertisements at the entrance of the market square in the city center (see Figure 1). On the first
billboard, we see a poster of the municipality of Kirklareli, which is a municipality of the Cumhuriyet
Halk Partisi (CHP), i.e. the Republican People’s Party. It is in Bulgarian language and advertises for a
high-end covered market® to be set up every Sunday beginning the 27t of November 2022, clearly
targeting the Bulgarian cross-border shoppers.

AVRUPA BIRLIGININ SIGINMACI AMLASMALARIMDAN CINACAGIZ

@ Nossp coCiETs e

OTxpusane wa 27 woomspn,

SIGINMACILARA |
VEDA EDECEGIZ

| = e - S PP —_h—g—--—l_-—k 5

Figure 1: Two billboard advertisements in the marketplace of Kirklareli (photo taken by us).

6 ‘Sosyete pazar’ in Turkish which can be defined as a marketplace where counterfeits of many expensive brands are sold
at affordable prices.
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The second poster next to it is also prepared by CHP, which is the main opposition party in Turkey. This
poster, on the other hand, emphasizes the ‘disturbing’ effect of illegal immigrants and asylum seekers
who are frequently caught on Turkey’s borders. We see the image of party's chairman Kemal Kiligdaroglu
and a quote representing his political view on the border, promising “(W)e will withdraw all the refugee
treaties imposed on Turkey by the EU and we will take back the control of our borders”. In the headline
of the banner, he declares, “We will say good-bye to all refugees in two years”.

To be more precise, the first poster gives the message that the border is very flexible, that you cross it on
a Sunday just to shop at the town marketplace. On the other hand, the billboard next to it claims they
will tighten the borders so much so that no one can slip over. The two side by side advertisements
regarding the border represent the different meanings and representations of the border for different
subject positions. First and foremost, this image declares that the border is apparently selective in terms
of its permeability. Furthermore, it is an example for two ongoing contradictory arguments on the state
of the world, on the one hand, the idea of a “borderless world” in the era of globalization, and on the
other, increased security for borders against migrants. Hence the question remains as to for whom the
borders are permeable (Paasi et al., 2019; Paasi and Ferdoush, 2023).

As clearly demonstrated in Figure 1, certain borders are quite permeable for the citizens of one state,
while they are no-passing zones for the citizens of others. Acording to van Houtum and van Naerssen
(2002), bordering, ordering and othering have become intertwined concepts: “this paradoxical
character of bordering processes” reinvents “new or latently existing differences in space and identity”,
while trying to remove “territorial ambiguity and ambivalent identities in order to shape a unique and
cohesive order” (van Houtum and van Naerssen 2002, pg.126). Border is where simultaneously existing
spaces of inclusion and exclusion are located. The modes of bordering between Turkey and Bulgaria
similarly are becoming diverse and selective and the residents indispensably categorize the border
crossers in a hierarchy of othering. In those terms, the border presents a space of freedom and inclusion
for Bulgarian daily shoppers, the category of the global citizen, but is a space of exclusion for the refugees
or irregular and transit migrants. Hence, the two categories are respectively categorized hierarchically.
The border has had different effects on the identities of the locals as well. This study aims to demonstrate
how the othering process has a transposing effect on the border landers on the Turkish-Bulgarian border
in Kirklareli. To put it shortly, how they recreate their ‘self depends upon how they relocate their
constantly changing ‘other’.

4. The space of one border town: a different place for different subjects
4.1. Border crossings of Bulgarian daily visitors coming to shop

Through a series of concepts and occurrences, such as border trade, cross-border shopping, and border
city as a tourist destination, we will discuss the implications for the local community how they define
themselves as “us”, and how they distinguish themselves and Bulgarians as “them”. These distinctions
will be obviously quite different from the distinctions they make vis-a-vis the illegal immigrants. To start
with, cross-border shopping tourism develops and thrives if borders are sufficiently permeable both
physically and psychologically (Timothy&Butler, 1995; Makkonen, 2023). In this context, the Turkish
side of the border has taken a step that will significantly affect both the physical, psychological, and
paperwork permeability of the border for Bulgarians. On July 27, 2022, by the rule that came into force
by the dictate of the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Bulgarian citizens gained the right to
enter Turkey even without a passport, but only with their IDs.

Elements of familiarity and similarity that exist between Turkey and Bulgaria have contributed
historically for the resulting cross-border movements. However, during the last decade, economic
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factors have become especially important in determining the direction of border mobility. In other
words, economic differences between two neighboring countries are today, in general, the main
determinants of border openness. According to Boehmer and Pena (2012); “The larger the income gap
between neighboring states, the less open the wealthier states will be to the people of the poorer
neighbor, but the more open the poorer state will be to people from the richer nation” (pg.279). Hence,
the direction of mobility between two neighboring countries that use different currencies might well be
explained by which country's currency is more valuable. For instance, in December, 2023, one Bulgarian
Leva (BGL) corresponds to about sixteen Turkish liras. As the value of BGL increased, Turkey became
more attractive for the Bulgarians for economic and recreational purposes, especially at the border
provinces of Edirne and Kirklareli. Therefore, the residents and tradesmen in Kirklareli are gaining
familiarity with Bulgarian shoppers who cross the border by cars or buses, in local supermarkets, corner
stores, jewellery stores, greengrocers, and in malls. The interviews conducted among residents pointed
to similar observations regarding this process. As Ozlem, the store manager of a clothing brand, states:

The depreciation of the Turkish currency has greatly affected our business. During the pandemic we
worked only for the Bulgarians ... There are the sales targets given to us by the firm, thanks to the

Bulgarians, we reach these targets. The local people complain, but we are very satisfied.

Border crossers tend to behave rationally and buy goods that are at lower prices than in their home
country. They are well aware that their savings outweigh the actual costs of their travel expenditures
even if they purchase common consumer goods (Makkonen, 2023, pg. 272). In interviews, shoppers who
came from Bulgaria pointed to the fact that the reason they crossed the border for shopping was because
border crossing is easy and advantageous for them. Besides, a larger variety of products here were
cheaper for them, or because they were not able to find those products in Bulgaria, and maybe because
they just wanted to spend their leisure-time doing shopping. For instance, in the words of Rositsa, a
Bulgarian shopper who came with her husband and daughter to the mall:

Crossing the border is so easy and it is an advantage. We do not have any problems crossing the
border, we can cross with an ID... To Kirklareli, we usually come for shopping, we buy food, cheese,
vegetables, fruit, dairy products, baklava, etc. When we eat dinner and dessert, for the three of us

here it costs only fifty Leva, which is very advantageous for us.

The Bulgarians were also aware of the advantages of improvements in both visa regulations and cross-
border infrastructure such as roads, and paperwork at the gates. The husband Svetoslav agreed with his
wife Rositsa:

There is a very big change in the border. Previously, the border was too strong, and the documents,
the people, no one could speak English. Now it is easy, they speak English and help us...We come to

shop here in Kirklareli mostly for food and cleaning products. Prices here are lower than in Bulgaria.

Apparently, cross-border shopping in Kirklareli is motivated by a combination of factors. These factors
range from lower prices, lucrative currency exchanges, and broad product selection, to being at a familiar
and within a proximate distance, and/or to feel a sense of excitement due to having the chance to spend
leisure time in the authenticity of the other side (Prokkola, 2010; Gelbman and Schweitzer, 2023;
Makkonen, 2023). Therefore, it is necessary to consider the potential impacts of one-way cross-border
shopping on the locals in Kirklareli in particular. In the following section we aim to discuss the issue
through the lens of local merchants, customers and residents who feel disadvantaged and as outsiders
in their own place, and how they position their ‘self’ in comparison to the Bulgarian ‘others’ coming from
the European side of the border.
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4.2. Reactions of the locals to the European ‘other’: “We don't want to be the A1017 of
Europe”s

While cross-border shopping is supposed to appear as a tool of economic development and help create
dynamic lines of integration where people, histories and economies meet, here at the Turkish-Bulgarian
border along the town of Kirklareli, it has created a huge contrast between the two neighboring
communities in terms of ‘economic ability to travel’ and ‘the right to travel’. The main reason for this,
according to the interviews with locals and Bulgarian shoppers, is Bulgaria's accession to the European
Union. They indicated that Bulgaria's EU membership has inevitably made this border an EU border
and it has all the characteristics of a typical EU border. Since the EU maintains an “asymmetric
conditionality” by providing free movement only among member countries, the border between Turkey
and Bulgaria refunctions as unequal lines (Paasi et. al, 2019, pg. 13). For instance, in her interview,
Yasemin who works as a store manager in a household store, states:

Being a border city and not being able to cross the border as we wish is a big disadvantage. Actually,
being close to the border is an advantage if you have a visa and passport. However, they (Bulgarians)
are much more advantageous, I'm jealous, frankly...Of course, imports and exports are good things,
and the inflow of money is a very good thing, but it should be on equal terms.

Clearly, the one-sided mobility makes a distinction, in locals’ sayings in Kirklareli, between ‘our’ poorer
country for the locals in Kirklareli and ‘their’ wealthier country of ‘Bulgarians’ and causes the feeling of
inequality to be more visible between communities. That’s to say, like other cases across the world, Paasi
reflects (Paasi et al. 2019), border is so penumbral that it seems invisible and soft for Bulgarians and yet
it appears hard and significant for the locals in Kirklareli. Interestingly, at the start of this study, we
assumed the locals and shopkeepers would categorize Bulgarians as the 'other', but through this
ethnographic study we observed that the locals’ feelings are rather directed to themselves, constructing
themselves as constituting and as becoming the 'other’ in respect to a more advantaged group. In other
words, the conclusion can be drawn that, the locals do not actually exclude the Bulgarians as outsiders,
foreigners or, as ‘others’, but rather feel themselves as excluded. In contrast to the exclusionary attitude
by the local community towards other categories of foreigners such as refugees and illegal immigrants,
it is possible to see the feeling of exclusion of the insiders due to the existence of a more advantageous
European ‘other’ in their territory. As Paasi (1996) asserts in his article on inclusion, exclusion, and
territorial identities, “even if boundaries are always more or less arbitrary lines between territorial
entities, they may have deep symbolic and historical meanings for social communities, and they may
also generate action” (pg.3). For instance, in her interview, Seyma, the store manager of one of the
biggest clothing stores in the city centre in Kirklareli, implied that the one-way mobility on this border
was due to the economic and political differences between the two countries and that she felt like a
foreigner in her own place:

In fact, they (Bulgarians) only come for shopping...but we never go there, because everything is
expensive for us, they ask for a visa, passport, and stamp fee, I want to go there, but right now it is
very difficult... Think about it, we live in Turkey, but we can neither dress well, eat good quality food
nor do good quality social activity as they (Bulgarians) can do here. Soon they will be locals and we
will be foreigners.

Bulgarian shoppers, as the advantageous group from the other side of the border, make the locals aware
of their alienation in their own community. Apparent, inequality in terms of mobility and shopping

7 A101 is a discount retailer market that provides cost-effective consumables at affordable prices throughout Turkey.
8 Avrupa’nin A101’i olmak istemiyoruz.
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between the two neighboring countries results in causing resentment and frustration on this side of the
border. In interview, Hiilya, a shop assistant in a furniture store, states:

Excuse my French but, my country has turned into a ‘yol gecen han1’9, and I am the one who provides
service. It would be ridiculous to expect the opposite to happen. I mean, no one should hope that they
(Bulgarians) will give us visa exemption as well. Fundamental changes are required here that will take
at least 20 years. I don’t think that we have any ties other than shopping. They are making use of
Turkey now and, at least they are thanking us for the service.

Likewise, that feeling of inferiority, or being marginalized as the ‘other’ of Europe appears in Filiz's
statement, who is the manager of a supermarket in the mall. In her words:

Beyond the economic gain that we get thanks to the Bulgarians, I would like to express my discomfort,
not only as a supermarket manager but also as a citizen. We don't want to be the A101 of Europe.

In fact, the statements above clearly demonstrate the emergence of the marginalization of those who fall
outside of desirable categories among the communities separated by a border line. Paasi (1996) in his
work offers the concept of “mental maps”, that’s, maps that exist in the mind, where there are different
conceptions of the border by the individuals living on either side of it (pg.22). The other side of the
border, though it is physically proximate, can be mentally distant by the “discriminatory practices of
mobility regimes that still render many people immobile in a supposedly interconnected global village”
(Paasi et al, 2019, pg.154). Aynur, the shop assistant in the furniture store, emphasized the inequalities
between ‘them’ and ‘us’ by stating: “I've never been there, for example, but I would like to go while
they're coming and going like this”.

Free mobility and right to travel were issued as rights to EU citizens especially since the 1993 Maastricht
Treaty and the declaration of the Schengen common travel area in 1995. However, the right of non-EU
citizens in terms of mobilities and travel and visa and passport regulations to cross EU borders have
become restrictive, differentiated and unequal (Paasi et al, 2019, pg.127-133). The exclusionary
practices and unequal power dynamics found at the threshold between the EU and non-European
countries are of special importance for Kirklareli which rests on the border between Turkey and
Bulgaria, a member of the EU.

4.3. The bare life of refugees along the border

There have as well been many ‘others’ trying to cross the border, but they are identified differently
altogether. That’s to say, while the locals feel themselves as foreigners in their own land due to the
existence of more advantaged European ‘others’, the illegal immigrants encountered at the border, most
of whom from Syria or Afghanistan, are positioned at a different level in the hierarchy of otherness
altogether. To express the ingrained social, political, and ethical complexity of the situation, it is best to
offer a more theoretical analysis first.

The concept of ‘Bare Life’ by Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben (1998) represents the situation of
those who try to cross the border illegally in the best possible way. Agamben asserts that there are two
forms of lived life as we understand it today. The first one is ‘bio’, a qualified life, and the second is ‘zoé’,
the natural life. Zog, is the life of homo sacer, that is the 'Bare Life', not qualified as in citizenship or
humanity, but left in the realm of sovereign power to be regarded in exception (to humanity and law),
hence within the domain of right to eliminate or kill. The case of the illegal immigrants who, half-naked,
pushed to-and-fro, off the Turkish-Bulgarian border may thus be regarded as an example of ‘Bare Life’
as such. When illegal immigrants caught by the Bulgarian border police at the border are looted off their

9 A Turkish idiom which means a place where passengers frequently stop by all the time.
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possessions, then pushed back to the Turkish side of the border (see Figure 2), it seems, all that remains
for them is life at the level of zoe. The fact that they are left for dead, half-naked in a forested land where
the temperature drops to minus degrees at midnight reveals the fact that they can be killed and this is
not seen as a murder, or as in Agamben’s perspective, not as a “homicide”, and hence reveals the
excessive harshness of the conditions of treatment of illegal migrants and the magnitude of the refugee
crisis on the border (1998, pg.71).

Figure 2: “84 illegal migrants caught at Kirklareli’s border”©

Reading from Agamben’s perspective, the “unlocalizable zone of exception” is becoming a permanent
and visible place for the refugees or the illegal immigrants, unlike the homo sacer' of Roman times who
were sent out of the polis (1998, pg.19-20).

The villagers living close to the border hold a strong opinion concerning the presence of the illegal
immigrants with a view that they constitute a burden for the country at large, but not without feelings
of pity and empathy. A first-hand account of coming across immigrants is offered by Emine, a woman
who lives in a border village:

Among Bulgarian border security, there are not only Bulgarians. There are also other European
soldiers. They catch the refugees at the border, take their money and belongings and ‘throw’ them
back here. Nearly naked, groups of men pass by here. Once we saw them covering their bodies with
leaves and branches of trees. These things happen so often that we're tired of them. There are those
who want food, or clothes, sometimes we can help them, and sometimes we can't.

Within the villagers' discourses, it is easy to hear a tone of pity. The illegal migrants emerging at the
border have created a new category of 'them' who are different from 'us' for the residents of the villages.
This feeling of pity mixed with empathy is in fact a way in which the villagers position their ‘self’ contrary
to and in relation to those uninvited ‘new others’, the ‘homo sacer’. Take the young man, Fatih, for
instance, who runs a coffeehouse in one of the border villages:

For sure, most of the immigrants can't cross the border, they come back after they are beaten up by
the Bulgarian police, they don't come back without a beating. They are well going from here, but on
the way back, they come back without their shoes, pants, and shirts on. They come and ask for help.
We try to help as much as we can, because what if one day it happens to us?

In another interview Belgin, a 49-year-old woman in a border village, states that she had seen these
people (illegal immigrants) for years, some of whom were found by a villager when they were about to

10 https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/gundem/kirklarelinde-sinir-hattinda-yari-ciplak-halde-84-duzensiz-gocmen-
yakalandi/2566135, 18 April 2022
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freeze in the forest, and some were found dead in the forest. Once again, Agamben’s notion of ‘homo
sacer’ comes to mind, for they are the ones who are sent away from the ‘polis’ and are allowed to die
(1998, pg.71). -When asked whether they had a security concern about confronting those immigrants
around their villages, Belgin answered:

No, we have no fear of them. Since they are miserable as it is, they don’t have anything with them to

hurt us. Sometimes, villagers find one in the forest when he is about to freeze or die. They even find

some who were dead. One day, my husband brought one (a refugee man) to our home, he was not in
good condition, so we gave him food and tea. He thanked me and prayed for me all the time...

In Emine’s words:

We don't have any security problems... But there are petty thefts, for example, the fruits on our trees.
We wake up one morning and see that none of the fruits are there. They broke into my neighbor's
house over there once. Although they didn't take many things; they took his sack of walnuts.

The Bulgarian side of the border, by tracing the readmission agreement between the EU and Turkey
signed in 2013, pushes back incoming immigrants and confiscates most of their documents, even their
money, and personal belongings. Since Turkey did sign a readmission agreement with the EU, she must
comply with the non-refoulment principle in the contract. The immigrants apprehended on the Turkish
side by the gendarmerie, are sent to the Removal Center built in 2016 in Pehlivankdy in Kirklareli. Here,
they are seen as living beings with no legal and political rights or identities. - Just as Agamben states,
they can be neither liberated nor sacrificed (Agamben, 1998, pg.9). - They are kept in this center where
their life needs are met at a basic level, where they live a ‘Bare Life’, but are not deemed worthy of a bio,
‘a qualified life’. Regarding the physical structure and living conditions of the removal center, Giilnaz, a
Turkmen woman and one of the illegal immigrants who stayed in that center for a short time, offered
the following picture:

It was a prison-like place...There were bunkhouses, there was a mess hall and a grocery store. The

food comes in bulk, they give you plates, you take your food and everyone eats in their own room.

There is a bathroom and toilet in every room. Since we didn't have phones and money to buy a
telephone card, we didn't know how to call our families and friends.

Just like the concentration camp, the refugee camps, detention centres or removal centres, as Giilnaz
defines it, the Pehlivankdy Removal Centre is “a prison-like place” for the contemporary homo sacer’.
Hence, the refugees or illegal immigrants along the border represent a group that is not entitled to a
humane life, are more disadvantaged than the disadvantaged non-European locals, and thus are further
down in the ranking of ‘otherness’. They are positioned in a hierarchy of otherness that is apparently
more marginalized and unwelcomed, compared to the perceived otherness that the residents of the town
of Kirklareli feel for their ‘selves’ or towards the Bulgarian daily shoppers.

1 To resolve the migration crisis between them, Turkey and the EU signed an agreement called Visa Liberalisation Dialogue,
the so-called EU-Turkey Readmission Agreement, on 16 December 2013. The main objective of this agreement is to
establish, based on reciprocity procedures, the rapid readmission by Turkey the persons who do not meet or no longer
fulfil the conditions for entry to the European Union, hence to Greece and Bulgaria as well, the neighbours of Turkey and
members of the EU. The agreement includes provisions related both to the readmission of the nationals of the EU Member
States and Turkey, and to the readmission of any other persons (including the third country nationals and the stateless
persons) that entered, or stayed on the territory of either side, directly arriving from the territory of the other side. In
order to fulfil the requirements of this agreement, thirty removal centres have been established in Turkey. In this context,
PehlivankGy Removal Center was established in Kirklareli, under the Ministry of Interior of the Turkish Republic in order
to provide refuge and to carry out asylum procedures for the ones who are apprehended as ‘illegal immigrants’ along the
borders between Turkey and Europe. The center with a total construction area of 17.000 m2 consists of dining halls, sports
and conference halls, the offices of the General Directorate of Migration Management personnel, 126 accommodation
rooms with a capacity of 756 people as well as technical facilities, such as a recycling building, and a wastewater treatment
plant. The center is to carry out works and procedures related to the deportation of illegal immigrants from Turkey, and
of the victims of human trafficking according to General Directorate of Migration Management, Law No. 6458 on
Foreigners and International Protection.
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Arguably, it appears that, being and becoming a European constitutes a standard criterion for the
ranking of otherness. For some of the visiting Bulgarians, illegal immigrants in Turkey constitute a
threat for the country as well. In one of the interviews, Rositsa, a Bulgarian woman, claimed that it was
difficult for Turkey to be accepted into the European Union because of those unwelcomed others:

Maybe in a few years, when Turkey enters the European Union, the Turkish people can also come to
Bulgaria easily. However, Europe is very strict on the entry of countries into the Union, it is hard I
know. Because of irregular immigrants and refugees around the Turkish borders, even though Turkey
stops them, the European community would not accept Turkey to the EU in that way.

5. Conclusion

The residents of the border city of Kirklareli, and its surrounding villages, uphold strong views for and
against those who pass through or reside in their town. The Bulgarian shoppers, as daily visitors with
easy access are welcomed, as they are generating a ‘positive border effect’ through their contribution to
the economy. Whereas, illegal migrants and refugees crossing the border, passing through the town to
flee to Europe, on the other hand, are seen as persona non grata or as ‘homo sacer’, whose lives are
redeemed to ‘Bare Life’ by both sides of the border.

In this study, it has come to light that, local people living on the Turkish side of the border, in their
encounters with the visiting Bulgarians as wealthy Europeans with liberal access and visas, are
constantly confronted by the unevenness of their relationship, consequently situating themselves as the
‘other’ of the space that is across their border.

To conclude, the hierarchies of otherness along the Turkish-Bulgarian border in the town of Kirklareli,
demonstrate the failure of the ideal of globalization and the dreams of a borderless world for all, the
possibility of open borders and no borders (Paasi et al., 2019). Consequently, as presented in this study,
while the border serves as an entry point for affluent tourists and shoppers who are EU citizens, it
persists as an increasingly impenetrable obstacle for migrants from third-world countries first and for
Turkish citizens as non-Europeans second. In consideration of all these complexities that our study has
unearthed, we might, once again, argue that borders are complex spaces with entangled realities of
physical space, political, ethical limitations and overlapping cultural and social realities.
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