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Note of Introduction 

 

The current Syria crisis as well as refugee crisis, the current turmoil in Turkey, and the wars in the Balkans 
and Lebanon in the 1980s and 1990s, have a common denominator in the burden of a shared past. The 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1908-22 marked the culmination of a fragmentation process that had 
begun a century before, the consequences of which continue to reverberate today. From the ruins of the 
empire that encompassed the entire Eastern Mediterranean area, some fifteen nation states have 
emerged which from their very outset confronted the challenge of religious, ethnic, and other forms of 
social pluralism that remained but could not match the new, often nationalist forms of modern self-
perception.  

However, beneath the surface of inter-communal enmities, ethnic cleansings and even genocides, many 
local forms of coexistence and contact have persisted, communal cohabitation that eludes modern 
interpretations of societal bonds and fissures, and show us the outline of a pluralism that might 
tentatively tell us something about the future. Is it in fact possible to talk about an Ottoman social legacy 
in the post-Ottoman era, and if so, will it serve as a common framework for countering the prevalent 
discourses of violence and fragmentation? What can (re-)current intercommunal dynamics tell and teach 
us about newly emerging pluralist forms of co-existence? How do old and new forms of pluralism relate? 

This research program aims to create a platform of research and engagement that takes the continuity of 
pluralism in the geographical area that once was the Ottoman Empire – today’s Turkey, Levant and 
Balkans primarily – as its focal point of academic interest. Through interactively studying the empirical 
manifestations of continuity of pluralism in the past and present, we hope to provide powerful alternative 
perspectives on how these societies work socially throughout time. We plan to turn the prism from the 
dominant historical and social scientific perspectives which perceive these societies over the last century 
through a singular lens of a modern and often national break since the fall of the Ottoman Empire, and 
instead see these societies in the multi-coloured light of continued pluralism.  

One way of turning the prism back and focusing our research is on interaction at so-called ‘contact 
interfaces’, originally perceived as cities (Eldem; 1999), and by us more broadly perceived as organic 
pluralist alternatives to the prescriptive modern nation state. As such we start with a conference in 
Istanbul on Shrines as Places of Inter-Communal Connection & Contestation. In 2018 we plan to hold a 
second conference in Lebanon on Cities as Nuclear Interfaces. Following conferences will be held in 
Sarajevo and other cities in post-ottoman societies.  

Starting with a publication based on the contributions to the first conference, for which we are in contact 
with several publishing houses, we plan to produce further academic and other publications on research 
subjects pertaining to Recreating Pluralism. In Lebanon we also plan to expand the research program with 
a substantial educational component, in partnership with the University of Balamand. Something we hope 
will be the start of further such initiatives.  

In a region that is generally seen as just troubled by fragmentation and conflict, focusing on the actual 
positive continuation of pluralist interaction and recreation of interaction patterns, in new forms and 
shapes, we think might be the start of an important antidote.  

 

From the Initiators,  

 

Prof. Dr. Dick Douwes – Dean, Erasmus School for History, Communication and Culture (ESHCC), Erasmus 
University Rotterdam (EUR) 

Dr. Olof Heilo – Deputy Director, Swedish Research Institute Istanbul 

Ruben Elsinga – Program Manager Recreating Pluralism / PhD Candidate Erasmus University Rotterdam 

Prof. Dr. Leif Stenberg – Director, Institute for the Study of Muslim Civilizations, Aga Khan University / 
Former Director, Center for Middle Eastern Studies, Lund University 
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İstiklal Cad. 247  Beyoğlu, TR-34433 Istanbul 

Tel.: +90 212 252 41 19 

E-mail: info@sri.org.tr (www.srii.org) 
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http://www.srii.org/
http://istanbul.richmondint.com.tr/en/Oteller/RichmondIstanbul/default.aspx
http://istanbul.richmondint.com.tr/en/Oteller/RichmondIstanbul/default.aspx
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Academic Introduction General Research Program 

Recreating Pluralism: Socio-Religious Continuity in Post-Ottoman Societies                                                                                 

 

 

 

The Middle East and the Balkans were long treated as distinct areas, divided into another layer of 
separation, of nation states, considered the product of national and popular ambitions. In the post-
modern era, this static notion about nations became increasingly questioned and criticized. The 
detrimental effect of the fall of the Ottoman Empire upon the Middle East in particular has become a 
widely discussed topic (Fromkin 1989, Barr 2011) even if one should not fall in the trap of retrospectively 
imagining it as a more harmonious unit than it was: the popular term multiculturalism would give a 
somewhat euphemistic description of a coexistence that was also segregated and hierarchic. It would be 
equally anachronistic, however, to imagine – as many later nationalists have done – a world marred by 
pre-existing tensions between religions, languages and social strata of people whose horizons were, in 
practice, often spatially limited.  

In the Balkans the prevalent view of nationalism as a just or even necessary force has come under 
increasing scrutiny as a direct cause of the outbreak of the war in 1914 (Clarke 2012). Still more recently, 
the grand narratives about the rise of modern nation-states or the marginalization of the (Post-Ottoman) 
world in the global economy – which both often fall in the trap of a self-constituting dichotomy between 
East and West – have in turn given way to studies of the negotiations of power, space and knowledge that 
mainly took place on a local level (Barkey 2008, Emrence 2014). The Levant in particular has come into 
focus as a shared geographical space of Muslims, Jews and Christians (Mansel 2006 and 2011), with 
special attention given to cities like Thessaloniki (Mazower 2004), Smyrna (Milton 2008, Zandi-Sayek 
2012), Jerusalem (Montefiori 2011) and Aleppo (Mansel 2015). The interaction between external 
influences and local and regional practice in south-eastern Europe is a topic of study at the center The 
Many Roads in Modernity (modernity.ku.dk) in Copenhagen.  

The concept of an Ottoman social legacy into the post-Ottoman era in these areas lie at the core of the 
project in view of the promising ways in which this legacy serves as a common ground for countering the 
prevalent discourses of violence and fragmentation, to support research in the dynamics of 
(inter)communal dynamics and to back current initiatives to sustain multi-communality in the region 
(Pelham; 2015). We will be focusing on “contact interfaces” – originally conceived as cities and towns 
(Eldem 1999), but essentially places where people come together through networks and where they 
organize themselves through institutions. We focus on contact interfaces as places of shared worship and 
contention between communities and examples of a historical continuity of both conflict and negotiation. 
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Academic Introduction Inaugural Workshop Sub-theme 

Shrines as places of inter-communal connection & contestation 

 

 

 

For the inaugural summer workshop we are particularly interested in shrines as ‘contact interfaces’, since 
they represent a form of continuity of the past and of re-creation in the present for the future, in terms of 
meaning and communal interaction. They are places of negotiation of heritage and present-day agency. 
Many shrines in the Mediterranean have a history of intercommunal worship (Albera and Couroucli, 
2012). The most widespread network of shrines attracting a multi-religious audience are those dedicated 
to the connected and occasionally overlapping saintly entities of Nabi Khidr (Islamic), Mar Jurjus 
(Orthodox Christian) and Mar Ilyas (Jewish in origin, yet also Christian and Islamic).  

These and other saintly entities are the epitome of an awareness of a historically shared sacredness that 
transcends communal, as well as present day national borders. Many of these shrines continue to be 
popular places of worship, leisure and social gathering. In contrast to the more formal religious 
institutions of assembly, such as mosques, churches and synagogues, shrines also attract a more varied 
audience in terms of gender and age. The larger ones often function as community centers and 
institutions offering social services.  

However, the veneration of saints is contested, both by secular and fundamentalist voices, and in past 
and present war conditions many shrines in the Balkans and the Middle East have been damaged or 
destroyed by nationalists and/or Islamists. But saints and shrines, however contested, continue to offer 
space for communal and intercommunal exchanges, for alignment within and between, for outreach and 
reconciliation. Shrines are religious institutions that function next to, but also in association with more 
formal religious, social and other institutions, including those created by the modern nation-state.  

Subsequently, the concomitant local and extra-local networks attached to these institutions, both formal 
and informal, connect to various (including more secular) networks. Shared sacred spaces and coexistent 
religious and social practice as a given historical condition, constitute important elements for 
empowerment of those who seek to recreate the common ground, countering the, at times, dramatic 
consequences of social and political fragmentation, and enhance processes of communal, national and 
regional reconciliation (see for Iraq: Sarkin and Sensibaugh 2009). 

The inaugural workshop is intended as the starting point for a broader academic collaboration between 
Swedish, Dutch, further international and regional academic institutions in Turkey, the Balkans and the 
Levant, on the general theme set out – Recreating Pluralism – while at the same time exploring shrines as 
contact interfaces in depth, as particular instances where pluralism is recreated. We also intend to spend 
a day in engagement with the direct environment of Istanbul in relation to Recreating Pluralism and 
Shrines as places of inter-communal connection and contestation.  
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Schedule – Sunday 18 - Friday 23 June 

Overview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sunday 18 June  
Welcome Swedish Research Institute Istanbul 

 
17:30 – 19:00 Welcome Reception SRII 
19:00 – 21:00  Welcome Dinner 
 

Monday 19 June   
Opening Addresses & Lectures – Empirical and 

Theoretical Perspectives 
 

10:00 – 11:00 Opening address initiators: Dick 
Douwes, Olof Heilo, Ruben Elsinga 

11:00 – 11:30 Discussion & Questions 
11:30 – 13:30  lunch break 
13:30 – 14:30  Lecture prof. Hayden 
14:30 – 14:45 coffee break 
14:45 – 15:45 Lecture dr. Arolda Elbasani 
15:45 – 16:00 coffee break 
16:00 – 17:00 Lecture dr. Jens Kreinath 
 
 
 

Tuesday 20 June 
Excursion  

Recreating Pluralism and Shrines in Turkey 
 
09:30 – 17:00 Excursion Recreating Pluralism & 

Shrines in Istanbul – meeting in 
front of Swedish Institute / 
Consulate 

 

Friday 23 June 
Final presentations & Farewell Reception 

 
Presentations Parallel focus groups 
10:00 – 11:15 Regional perspectives: Levant, 

Balkan, Turkey and cross-regional 
11:15 – 11:30 coffee break 
11:30 – 12:45 Theory and Practice: Modernity, 

Social sciences and History 
 
13:00 – 15:00 farewell lunch 
 
15:00 – 17:00 meetings publication / further 

development program 
 
18:00 Final boat tour on Bosporus with 

Human Rights students (voluntary) 
 

Thursday 22 June 
Presentations participants & Working groups 

 
10:00 – 12:00 presentations participants 
 
12:00 – 13:30 lunch 
 
13:30 – 15:00 presentations participants 
 
15:00 – 15:30  coffee break 
 
Parallel Focus Groups 
15:30 – 16:30 Regional perspectives: Levant, 

Balkan, Turkey and cross-regional 
16:30 – 17:30  Theory and Practice: Modernity, 

Social Sciences and History 
  
20:00 – 21:00 Final Dinner 

Wednesday 21 June 
Regional Perspectives & Panels 

 
Morning: Levant  
09:30 – 10:15 prof. Dick Douwes  
10:15 – 11:00 dr. Elias Al Halabi 
11:00 – 11:15 coffee break  
11:15 – 12:00 prof. Paulo Pinto 
 
12:00 – 13:30 lunch 
 
Early Afternoon: Balkan  
13:30 – 14:15 prof. Catherina Raudvere  
14:15 – 15:00 dr. Isa Blumi 
15:00 – 15:15 coffee break 
15:15 – 16:00 prof. Martelius & Lejla Hadzic 
 
16:00 – 16:15 coffee break 
 
Late afternoon: Panels 
16:15 – 17:00 Shrines in cross-regional 

perspective 
17:00 – 17:45 Theory & Empery: Recreating 

Pluralism and Shrines in historical 
perspective the social sciences and 
in relation to modernity 
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Schedule Sunday 18 June – Welcome 

 

17:30 – 19:00 Welcome Reception at Swedish Research Institute Istanbul – Swedish Consulate Istanbul 

19:00 – 21:00 Welcome Dinner with Recreating Pluralism Conference Participants 

 

Schedule Monday 19 June – Opening Addresses & Lectures 

Recreating Pluralism; Empirical and Theoretical Approaches                                                                                 

 

10:00 – 11:00  Opening Address Initiators: dr. Olof Heilo – Deputy Director, Swedish Research Institute 
Istanbul; prof. Dick Douwes – Dean, Erasmus School of History, Culture and 
Communication (ESHCC), Erasmus University Rotterdam (EUR); Ruben Elsinga, Program 
Manager Recreating Pluralism / PhD ESHCC, Erasmus University Rotterdam 

11:00 – 11:30 Discussion & Questions 

11:30 – 13:30  Lunch Break 

13:30 – 14:10  Lecture prof. Hayden – Pittsburgh University 

Shrines and Places of Inter-communal Connection & Contestation in Post-Ottoman and 
other Post-Imperial Spaces; A Social Historical Approach 

14:10 – 14:30 Discussion & Questions 

14:30 – 14:45 Coffee Break 

14:45 – 15:25 Lecture dr. Arolda Elbasani – EUI / NYU  

Muslim Majority and Plural Societies: Religious Freedoms, State Involvement & 
Historical Legacies; A Socio-Political Approach 

15:25 – 15:45 Discussion & Questions 

15:45 – 16:00 Coffee Break 

16:00 – 16:40  Lecture dr. Jens Kreinath – Wichita State University  

Re-Invention of Tradition and Religious Coexistence in Hatay; On Shrines and Modernity  

16:40 – 17:00 Discussion & Questions 

 

 

Schedule Tuesday 20 June – Excursions 

Recreating Pluralism & Shrines in Istanbul & Turkey                                                                          

 

9:30 – 17:00 Excursion Recreating Pluralism & Shrines in Istanbul 

 Meet up at 9:30 in front of the Swedish Consulate, proceed to the Galata Tower and visit 

the Neve Shalom synagogue. After a common lunch we will take the boat to Eyüp, Balat, 

Fener and Fatih. From the Fatih Mosque, the participants will be free to proceed on their 

own, return to the hotel or explore other parts of the city. 
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Schedule Wednesday 21 June – Lectures 

Recreating Pluralism & Shrines                                                                             

 

10:00 – 12:30 Levant 

discussants: prof. Jens Kreinath 

10:00 – 10:45  Lecture prof. Dick Douwes –  Dean, ESHCC, EUR 

Shrine Politics in the Middle East: Holy Sites and Public Space 

10:45 – 11:30  Lecture dr. Elias Al Halabi – Deputy Director, Nahayan Center for Arabic and Intercultural 
Dialogue, University of Balamand, Lebanon  

The modernizing impact of the Tanzimat on the Greek Orthodox Church of Antioch and 
its culmination in the constitutional law of 1955 

11:30 – 11:45 coffee break 

11:45 – 12:30 Lecture prof. Paulo Pinto – Director, Center for Middle East Studies, Universidade Federal 
Fluminense, Brazil  

Pilgrimage and Sacred Topografies at Saiyda Zaiynab (Syria) and Najaf (Iraq) 

12:30 – 14:00  Lunch 
13:30 – 16:00 Balkan 

discussant: dr. Arolda Elbasani 

13:30 – 14:15 Lecture prof. Catherina Raudvere – University of Copenhagen 

After the War, before the Future. Remembrance and Public Representations of Atrocities 

in Sarajevo 

14:15 – 15:00 Lecture dr. Isa Blumi – Stockholm University 

Pluralism on Whose Terms?: The Dangers of Post-Ottoman Regimes of Religious 

Tolerance in the Balkans and Turkey 

15:00 – 15:15 coffee break 

15:15 – 16:00 Lecture prof. Johan Mårtelius, Director, Swedish Research Institute Istanbul / Lejla Hadzic 

– Cultural Heritage Without Borders 

Preservation and Restoration of Ottoman Cultural Heritage in Albania and the Balkans 

16:00 – 16:15 Coffee Break 

 

16:15 – 17:45 Panels 

16:15 – 17:00 Shrines in cross-regional perspective 

 Panelists: Prof. Dick Douwes; Prof. Paulo Pinto; Prof. Catharina Raudvere; Dr. Elias Al 
Halabi 

17:00– 17:45  Theory & Practice: Recreating Pluralism and Shrines in historical perspective, the social 
sciences and in relation to modernity  

Panelists: Dr. Arolda Elbasani; Dr. Jens Kreinath, Dr. Isa Blumi, Dr. Olof Heilo  

 

19:00 Film: Shadow in Baghdad, screening by Human Rights course (voluntary) (trailer: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTTH4NCOxnk) 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LTTH4NCOxnk
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Schedule Thursday 22 June – Participant Presentations                                                                                 

 

10:00 – 12:00 Morning 

10:00 – 10:30  Dr. Hande Sozer – Middle East Technical University Northern Cyprus  

Does Religious Plurality indicate an Unproblematic Religious Pluralism? Alevi Bulgarian 
Turks’ Relation to Alevi and non-Alevi Religious Sites in Bulgaria and Turkey 

10:30 – 11:00 Dr. Nour Farra-Haddad – Universite Saint-Joseph, Beirut, Lebanon 

Shared pilgrimages, living together and national identity: a look over a natural 
dialogue, an interfaith experience in Lebanon 

11:00 – 11:15 Coffee break 

11:15 – 11:45  Gunvald Axner Ims – PhD Candidate in Turkic languages, Uppsala University, Sweden 

Post-Ottoman Pluralism Through Depictions of Sufi Practices in 20th Century Turkish 
Literature 

11:45 – 12:15 Anna Zadrożna – PhD Candidate, University of Oslo, Norway 

Ethno-nationalization of religion and pluralism of practices in western Macedonia 

12:30 – 14:00 Lunch 

14:00 – 16:00 Afternoon 

14:00 – 14:30 Dr. Dima de Clerck – IFPO, ALBA / Universite Saint Joseph, Beirut, Lebanon 

A profane territorial marking for a sacralized land: the case of the Druzes of Southern 
Mount Lebanon 

14:30 – 15:00  Kseniia Trofimova – PhD Candidate  / Research Fellow, Institute of Philosophy, Russian 
Academy of Sciences  

The holiness tradition: tekija/tekke and the sacred landscape of Romani neighborhood 

15:00 – 15:30 Alexandros Oikonomou – MA in History, Panteion University, Athens, Greece / UNHCR 

Pluralism Re-created at Leros: How a refugee reception center reverted what borders 
did Coffee Break 

15:30 – 16:00 Coffee Break  

16:00 – 17:30 Panel Discussions 

15:30 – 16:30 Focus Group Regional perspectives: Regional and cross-regional perspectives 

16:30 – 17:30  Focus Group Theory and Practice: Modernity, Social Sciences and History 

20:00 – 22:00 Final Dinner 

 

Schedule Friday 23 June – Focus Session & Farewell 

 

10:00 – 11:15 Focus Session Shrines; Regional and Cross-Regional perspectives 

11:15 – 11:30  Coffee Break 

11:30 – 12:45 Focus Session Recreating Pluralism; Theory and Practice: Modernity, Social sciences and 
History 

13:00 – 15:00 Farewell Lunch served in the garden of SRII 

15:00 – 17:00 meetings further development program / publication 

18:00  Final boat tour on Bosporus with Human Rights students (voluntary) 
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Abstracts Monday 19 June      

Recreating Pluralism & Shrines – Empirical and Theoretical Approaches 

 

Muslim Majority and Plural Societies: Religious Freedoms, State Involvement and 

Historical Legacies; A Social Political Perspective 

Dr. Arolda Elbasani, PhD Center for European and Mediterranean Studies, NYU 

How do Muslim-majority and plural polities balance between majority’s demands for privilege and the 

requirement of an all-inclusive opportunity structure for all during the course of democratization? What is 

the role of the state in enabling an equal play field among competing alternatives of good life? How do 

historical precedents facilitate relevant institutional solutions?  

Muslim majority and plural polities face challenging dilemmas between accommodation and restriction of 

religious alternatives so that various groups can perceive the state as a home for all. The comprehensive 

nature of religious ‘truths’ makes it particularly challenging to reach a common denominator among 

competing and often exclusive contenders of good life. States’ historical concern with national we-ness, 

and the specific privileges it entails, is also commonly at odds with egalitarian-universalist principles. 

Democratic openings put such dilemmas forefront to the extent they mobilize religious groups’ demands 

for privilege and equality during the reshuffling of the institutional order. Hence, safeguarding an 

‘overlapping consensus’ and even more so consensus on an equal play field for all hinges on institutional 

balances between inclusion and exclusion, rights and constraints, separation and collaboration, equality 

and privilege.  

This paper compares the institutional trade-offs to governing Islam and religious pluralisms in 

democratizing, Muslim-majority and plural religious polities – Albania, Bosnia and Turkey. All cases have 

seen the explosion of religious demands in the context of ongoing democratization. They have also 

resorted to a formal redefinition of the scope of religious freedoms, the protection of third party rights, 

and the input of the state to discipline the religious sphere. Finally, they have also made use of 

historically-driven templates to legitimize new choices and validate ‘overlapping’ consensus.  

We adopt a historical comparative methodology and use process tracing to analyze the evolving 

institutional solutions to pluralism in each country. Such a methodology is not only more attuned to 

capture the complexity of institutional choices, but it also enables us to move back and forth between 

conceptual definitions of state-church relations and de facto transformation of this relation, promising 

new venues of empirical validation of contingent and historically driven interpretations of secularism in 

our cases. Although the analysis necessary delves into the broader redefinition of state relations with all 

the religious communities, the main units of analysis are the centralized religious hierarchies in charge of 

the religious and administrative affairs of the respective Sunni majority in each country.  

The analysis proceeds in four sections. Section one elaborates the theoretical framework and identifies 

institutional tools to govern pluralism – scope of religious freedom, the role of the state, and past 

legacies. Section two traces the evolution of religious freedom in each case. Section three investigates the 

role of the state in disciplining the religious activity. Section four evaluates how country-specific historical 

legacies inform institutional choices.  

Outline of the presentation  

1. Contingent Models of Secularism and specific Institutional Devices  

2. The Scope of Religious Freedoms: Individual and Organizational Rights  

3. States’ Role in Framing and Maintaining the ‘Overlapping Consensus’  

4. Historical Legacies and Nation-Specific Traditions 
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Abstracts Monday 19 June 

  Recreating Pluralism & Shrines – Empirical and Theoretical Approaches 

 

Shrines and Places of Inter-communal Connection & Contestation in Post-

Ottoman and other Post-Imperial Spaces; A Social Historical Perspective 

Prof. Dr. Robert M. Hayden, Pittsburgh University 

 

We are very pleased to be invited to address this workshop, because for the past decade we have been 

involved, along with an interdisciplinary and international group of colleagues, in researching long-term 

patterns of interaction between peoples who reliably and routinely classify themselves as “Self” and 

“Other” communities, and have lived intermingled (but only very rarely intermarried) for generations.  

The communities we studied were both present-day and historical, in territories ranging from southern 

India through Anatolia and the Balkans, to Iberia; we also extended into Peru and Mexico.   

The post-Ottoman space in Anatolia and Europe, at least, formed part of a continuum of territories that 

from the 7th century CE through about 1650 had increasingly become mainly Muslim  polities, from 

Bijapur and Bengal to Budapest and Bosnia, with non-Muslims often still forming the majority populations 

in the territories.  The expulsion of the Ottomans from Hungary, then Greece and Serbia, then Bulgaria, 

Bosnia and Cyprus, then Crete, then Macedonia and finally the rest of the Balkans and the Middle East –

largely coincided with the establishment of colonial rule in southern Asia, a process also largely at the 

expense of Muslim rulers.  In most cases, though, colonial rule and even the nationalizing states in post-

Ottoman Europe remained multi-confessional, though the forms varied. 

While there has been a lot of writing in the social sciences and humanities about ethno-religious conflict, 

and the places we studied have certainly seen periods of violence, our research on long-term patterns of 

relations showed that actually, the kinds of interactions between Self- and Other-defining communities in 

these regions was usually peaceful and even facilitated by formalized relationships of respect and mutual 

acknowledgement.   

The key factor for such peaceful interaction, however, was that the communities were not competing for 

control over the territories in which they reside, either because one of them was firmly in power (e.g. 

Muslims in the Ottoman Empire) or a larger colonial power controlled all groups (e.g. the British in India).  

During such periods, the communities existed in a state of what we define as “Antagonistic Tolerance” 

(AT): antagonistic because the members of each community generally see the interests as being 

competitive with the other(s), but tolerant in that they rarely engage in violent challenges to each other, 

or at least, not on a large scale. 

 

As the Preliminary Program notes, many forms of coexistence and contact have continued even after 

some of the most dire episodes of violence that accompanied the breakup of the Ottoman Empire – and 

we would add, of the British Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the first (1919-41) and second 

(1945-1991) Yugoslav states. Indeed, some of these imperial withdrawals overlapped, in 1878 the British 

having taken over Cyprus and the Hapsburgs Bosnia, both from the Ottomans; with Yugoslavia gaining this 

last territory from Austria-Hungary after World War 1.   

The focus of this workshop is on shrines, and the AT project itself started out with two major grants each 

entitled in part “A Comparative Analysis of Competitive Sharing of Religious Sites,” one focusing on 

Turkey, the other on the Balkans, India and Portugal.  We studied such shared shrines in all of these 

places, historically in some cases, ethnographically in others.   In some places we were following up on 

work done by others (and in one place in India, on work that Hayden had done in 1976 and 1992, 

revisiting in 2013).   
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So we know that such sites are common – but we also learned that it is crucial to understand sites as they 

have developed through time, rather than see any one time as somehow expressing the essence of the 

place. For example, the site in India just referred to had clearly been a mainly Muslim site in 1927, but 

was seen by ethnographers in 1975 as equally shared between Muslims and Hindus; by 1992 it was a 

mainly Hindu site and by 2013 almost all signs of the earlier Muslims presence were gone – yet the place 

was still important to both communities, and members of both still participated in events there.  What 

had happened was that dominance had changed, sometimes with brief outbursts of violence, followed by 

years of peaceful interaction under the new conditions of dominance. 

Thus one of our crucial theoretical finds through this research was that it is important to study what we 

term the intertemporality of sacred sites, and the long-term trajectories of interactions at them. We 

believe that a punctuated equilibrium model is useful for understanding the nature of intercommunal 

interaction at sacred sites, of long periods of peace punctuated by brief episodes of violence. Approaching 

sites in this way can give us clues to better understand and analyze the variables under which peaceful 

coexistence can be manifested – but also when it may be disrupted. 

   

Since this workshop is in Turkey, we will explore the intercommunal dynamics at two major Anatolian 

shrines, those of Hacı Bektaş in Nevşehir, and of Mevlana Celaleddin Rumi in Konya. We note that the 

competitive interactions in these places are between communities that profess different forms of  Islam, 

one of which (Sunni) has had much greater support from the Ottoman and Turkish states than has the 

other (Alevi – Bektashis).   

We will thus be discussing what many might see as sectarian disputes, as well as the role of the state as 

an independent actor in defining the nature of interactions at each site.  On the other hand, the 

discussions, debates and conflicts that have taken place over the conversions of the three Hagia Sophias 

in Turkey, from museums back into mosques, will provide us with examples of how proposing changes to 

such emotionally charged, major shrines can bring forth tensions within societies, at both local and 

international levels. 

 

After considering long trajectories of intertemporality at sacred sites, where both peace and conflict, 

coexistence and violence are equally possible, we will look at cases where coexistence and sharing take 

place, and outline the conditions which facilitate this.  Here we will focus on two different models: 

Invisible Pluralism, and Enacted Pluralism. 

We define invisible pluralism as cases in which communities coexist and share sacred spaces, without the 

authorities knowing of the sharing.  We will focus on sharing of shrines between Orthodox Greek 

believers and Muslims on both sides of the border in Cyprus, and explore how Alevi-Muslims continue 

their lives in Bulgaria.  In those cases, pluralism exists precisely because it is under the radar of the 

authorities, thus invisible to all but those who participate in it. 

 

Enacted pluralism refers to situations where religious communities are enabled to take part in particular 

rituals and make themselves visible.  This is particularly interesting for minorities living in a state where 

the religious affiliation of the authorities is different than theirs.  A good case is the Hannukah Celebration 

in Ortaköy, Istanbul over the last two years, following the rapprochement between Turkey and Israel.  

Ortaköy is traditionally considered to be a place where three major religions meet, as there is a mosque, a 

synagogue and a church in close proximity.  However, of these three only the mosque is easily visible and 

audible in the Ortaköy Square.   
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The Jewish community in Turkey has suffered multiple violent attacks over the last few decades, including 

a massive bombing of their temples in 2003.  Yet, the improvement of political ties between Turkey and 

Israel enabled the Jewish community to open up, and host Hannukah celebrations in the Ortaköy Square, 

with the participation of political dignitaries. Similarly, annual symbolic liturgies are hosted at the Greek-

Orthodox Sumela Monastery and Armenian Akhtamar Church since 2010.  These annual liturgies were in 

part enabled by Turkey’s aspiration to gain membership at the European Union, by showing more 

tolerance to its minorities.   

Thus, certain political conditions may enable pluralism to be more visible, and by extension, may prepare 

conditions to provide a better context for intercommunal coexistence.  However, as calculated and 

political as these acts may be, the political context actually presented a positive outlook on the presence 

of Armenian and Orthodox Greeks in those spaces, fostering feelings of empathy. Thus, we expect 

enacted pluralism to have a lasting positive affect on coexistence in multi-faith societies. 

Even when minority practices are officially enacted, however, they are not likely to be visible equally with 

those of the majority.  Another element of the AT project was to develop indicators of relative dominance 

and subordination, between sites of differing communities, and within shared sites, of the displays of 

features linked to each religion.  We noted above that only the mosque is visible in Ortaköy Square, which 

reflects the overwhelming dominance of Sunni Islam in Turkey.  We discuss other such features of 

marking comparative dominance. 

Finally, we want to end with the case of Surp Giragos, the Armenian church in Diyarbakır.  This is a 

wonderful case of the potential of enacted pluralism for the future stability and coexistence in the region, 

but also demonstrates that these conditions are fragile, and can turn into conditions of violence. 
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Abstracts Monday 19 June                                                                                            
Empirical and Theoretical Approaches 

 

Re-Invention of Tradition and Religious Coexistence in Hatay;                                 

On Shrines and Modernity 

Dr. Jens Kreinath, Wichita State University 

 

For the last few decades Hatay, as the southernmost province of Turkey, has been celebrated as a place of 

interreligious tolerance and cohabitation. Representing a blend of Turkish-Arab culture, and hosting the 

world’s biggest mosaic collection in its Archaeological Museum, Hatay is commonly described by locals 

itself a type of cultural mosaic, where different ethnic and religious groups each contribute to a whole, 

with a considerable tradition of religious cohabitation. As the last province annexed to Turkey in 1939, 

Hatay became in recent times a role-model for cosmopolitanism, and the peaceful mingling of different 

religious and ethnic groups, the heritage of the Ottoman Empire.  

As an almost forgotten marginal border region Hatay has developed, over the last decades, into a self-

conscious hub of multiculturalism with a unique outlook of diversity. Continuing that tradition, in 2005 

Antakya also hosted the event titled “Meeting of Civilizations: an initiative to support religious tolerance 

and coexistence.” Funded by the Turkish Government, authorities from all major religions in the region 

participated in this event that marked a branding of Hatay as a destination for religious tourists through 

re-appropriating the rich religious heritage of sacred sites. Since the last years Hatay has been a major 

destination for Middle Eastern, European, and North American pilgrims and travelers visiting Antakya 

(formerly Antioch). With the Church of St. Peter (Saint Pierre Kilisesi) in Antakya, and the ruins of the 

Monastery of St. Simon, the Younger, in Samandağ, it boasts some of the most prominent religious 

heritage sites of Christianity.  

Aside from discussing the role preservation of these sites play in the recreation of religious pluralism, and 

the subsequent enhancement of religious tourism, specifically exemplified by the interreligious Antakya 

Choir of Civilization, this lecture will discuss the role religious festivals and the visits to shrines play in the 

maintenance of religious tolerance and coexistence. Its primary focus will be placed on the spring 

celebration of Hıdrellez, on May 5/6 in Samandağ and Iskenderun, the festival of St. Peter and Paul on 

June 28/29 in Antakya, and the Ascension of Virgin Mary on August 14/15 in Vakıflı. In each of these 

festivals, members of the different communities participate, represent, and ultimately embody local 

forms of religious multiculturalism. Each of these sites of celebration is part of the heritage of sacred sites 

with shrines still visited today for prayers and vows.  

Despite the image of continuations of peaceful coexistence, and its resulting communal celebration, this 

lecture will argue that most of these sacred sites of cohabitation and the visitation of shrines were at 

some point in the past also sites of violent conflict and massacres. While considering the ruptures in the 

social and political relations of local communities, this lecture will address the continuities and 

discontinuities in the maintenance and preservation of local heritage and focus on the visitation of shrines 

as shared sacred sites. In discussing different notions of modernity and postmodernity, this lecture aims 

to propose a model to explain the shifts in recreating pluralism by analyzing the changing dynamics of 

interreligious relations in the plural context of Hatay as inheriting a Post-Ottoman legacy. It focuses on the 

infrastructure of shared sacred sites, and the endurance of traditions of shrine visitation that cut across 

the doctrinal differences of religious communities to create a presence of the past by the reinvention of 

tradition.  
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Abstracts Wednesday 21 June – Morning                                                                                          
Regional Focus: The Levant 

 

Pilgrimage and Sacred Topografies at Saiyda Zaiynab (Syria) and Najaf (Iraq) 

Prof. Dr. Paulo G. Pinto, Professor of Anthropology /  

Director of the Center for Middle East Studies, Universidade Federal Fluminense, Brazil 

 

This paper focuses on the continuous process of construction of Saiyda Zaiynab shrine in Syria, and the 
Imam ‘Ali shrine and other shrines and tombs in Najaf as a Shi‘i holy sites, and their appropriation and 
resignification thorough practices of pilgrimage and visitation. The pilgrimage (ziyara) to shrines, tombs 
and holy places allows pilgrims from various parts of the world to experience a close and direct contact 
with the places and figures of sacred histories that are constructed as Islamic/Universal; Shi‘i; Arab; or 
specifically Iraqi.  

The multilayered religious experiences produced through pilgrimage rituals or visitation practices allow 
the various religious and national identities of pilgrims and visitors to be articulated to transnational 
religious or political imaginaries through their attachment to these shrines and holy places, which are 
invested with multiple layers of religious meanings, creating a tense connection between the plurality of 
identities among the pilgrims and visitors and the religious imaginaries that are invested in these shrines. 
The ethnographic data analyzed in this article were collected during fieldwork research done at Saiyda 
Zaiynab between 2000 and 2010, and in Najaf during the ziyara arba‘iyyn in December 2012 and January 
2013. 

 

Abstracts Wednesday 21 June – Morning                                                                                          
Regional Focus: The Levant 

 

Shrine Politics in the Middle East: Holy Sites and Public Space 

Prof. Dr. Dick Douwes, Dean, Erasmus School of History, Culture and Communication,  

Erasmus University Rotterdam, the Netherlands 

The destruction of the ancient Ba’al Temple in Palmyra, Syria, by the Islamic State (IS) in 2015 caused 

consternation internationally, also in Western countries having a tradition of archaeological excavation 

and preservation in the area. The destruction of this shrine was in line with the symbolic acts of violence 

perpetrated by IS, signalling a profound contempt of what is valued and held sacred by others. The Ba’al 

Temple did not serve as religious space, but ‘secularly’ it was sacred. Many other shrines have been 

damaged or destroyed over the last years in Syria and Iraq, not only by the IS, but also by other Islamist 

groups as well as by national armed forces and associated militia. The destruction of shrines is closely 

connected to today’s sectarian politics in which ‘sectarian engineers’ seek to create and build upon 

intercommunal tensions and mobilize support along sectarian lines.  

As a result the Ottoman – and pre-Ottoman – heritage of shared sacredness is under attack. Shrine 

culture was at the heart of traditional devotion; shrine buildings, next to mosques and churches, 

represented in stone and spirit the various religious traditions in public space; shrines were – and still are 

– frequently shared in the sense of being held sacred and visited by members of various communities. 

Attempts to destroy shrines or, contrarily, to have shrines defended by devotees while fostering 

privileged access, impacts upon intercommunal relations, also over national borders. In post-war Lebanon 

attempts have been made to ‘restore’ the notion of shared sacredness. Sacred spaces dedicated to saintly 

entities that transgress communal borders such as Mar Ilyas, Mar Jurjus and Khidr, may serve as spaces of 

both reconciliation and contestation. In either way, sacred space continues to matter in both urban and 

rural settings. 
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Abstracts Wednesday 21 June – Morning                                                                                          
Regional Focus: The Levant 

 

The modernizing impact of the Tanzimat on the Greek Orthodox Church of 
Antioch and its culmination in the constitutional law of 1955 

Dr. Elias Halabi, Associate Director, Nahayan Center for Arabic Studies and Intercultural Dialogue 
/ Coordinator of Cultural Studies, Unversity of Balamand, Lebanon 

 

 The Imperial Reform Edict  of Khati Hamayun of 1856 promised equality in education, government 
appointments, and administration of justice to all regardless of creed. Nevertheless, the decree imposed 
on each of the millets the establishment of its own constitutional law, that had to be ratified by the 
Sultan.  
 
This paper will analyze the impact of the Tanzimat period on the emancipation of the peculiar identity of 
the Greek Orthodox church of Antioch in the emergence of an active laity, the culture of laws and 
constitution that found its way into the life of the church and the orthodox community. The 
modernization effect of Tanzimat was expressed in the form of a laity eager to create checks and balances 
facing an orthodox clergy that had thus far monopolized all the power over the orthodox community as 
part of the Ottoman millet system.  
 
The paper will also study the main components of the church’ constitutional law of 1955 as an example of 
church administration in conformity with the principles of power sharing, constitutional checks and a 
secular approach to church administration.  
 

Abstracts Wednesday 21 June – Afternoon                                                                                          
Regional Focus: The Balkans 

 

After the War, before the Future. Remembrance and Public Representations of 

Atrocities in Sarajevo 

Prof. Dr. Catharina Raudvere, University of Copenhagen 

This presentation discusses four memorials sites of varying sizes in Sarajevo which all refer to incidents 

during the war in the 1990s. The examples are of differing character and design, initiated by different 

actors and interests. But they all invite people who pass by to approach and reflect. In the course of their 

daily movements in the city, a large number of people in Sarajevo are frequently confronted with 

memorials referring to the war, all of which have been integrated in the cityscape over more than 20 

years. The inhabitants of the city and its visitors alike come with individual experiences and 

interpretations, and the recently dead are hereby connected with a long history and constitute a 

continuation of burial grounds, public spaces and references to specific ethno-religious group. 

The paper discusses how declared ambitions to establish memorials accessible for people with different 

experiences nevertheless carry implicit inclusions and exclusions through the narratives they transmit and 

the means by which they reproduce categories and classifications deeply embedded in contemporary 

politics. 
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Abstracts Wednesday 21 June – Afternoon 

Regional Focus: The Balkans 

 

Pluralism on Whose Terms?: The Dangers of Post-Ottoman Regimes of Religious 
Tolerance in the Balkans and Turkey 

Dr. Isa Blumi, Associate Professor of Turkish Studies, Stockholm University 
 
Among the factors contributing to the transformations in the late-Ottoman Balkans has been the rupture 
of patterns of social, economic, and political interactions among "diverse" peoples. The process itself, I 
have argued elsewhere, has led to asserting that "diversity" relies on and operates in specific ethno-
national, sectarian, and ideological (as opposed to social/economic class) terms. The resulting violent 
methods of assuring, reinforcing, and the institutionalizing these distinctions have reordered the manner 
in which we today study pluralism, democracy, and inter-faith relations.  
 
My presentation will briefly retell the process by which violence begat a new order of Ottoman/Post-
Ottoman societies to the extent that the shrine, be it a Sufi order's tekke, or a Catholic and/or Orthodox 
Christian church, retroactively since the turn-of-the-century defined difference in anachronistic  terms. 
Once providing a brief historical review of these different regimes of difference, my presentation moves 
to explore how post-conflict Kosova, and present-day Turkey (with its large numbers of IDPs, many from 
the war-torn 1990s Balkans) is shaped by this constantly evolving understanding of plurality.  
 
Plurality will prove to be a project that, in the hands of certain agents, representing very different 
interests, upset the ability of the very peoples expected to live under these conditions of assumed 
"tolerance" to relive their faiths as ecumenical, dynamic, and adaptive. Instead, the Balkans, and its 
inhabitants (including those who have settled in Turkey) have been subjected to a regime that invests 
heavily in reaffirming difference within this larger ideological, post-Ottoman frame of pluralism/tolerance. 

 
 

Abstracts Wednesday 21 June – Afternoon 

 Regional Focus: The Balkans 

 

The Preservation and Restoration of Ottoman Cultural Heritage in Albania and 
the Balkans 

Prof. Johan Mårtelius, Director,  SRII / Lejla Hadzic, Director of Cultural Heritage Without Borders 
 
 

Cultural Heritage Without Borders (CHWB) is a non-governmental organisation dedicated to the rescue 
and preservation of cultural heritage affected by conflict, neglect or human and natural disaster. It 
cooperates with civil institutions in restoration and education projects aiming to promote cultural 
heritage both as a right and as a resource in itself. Especially in areas where the past is contested, and 
where historical narratives often serve to fuel and perpetuate conflicts, it struggles to build trust and 
reconciliation, and to promote cultural freedom and diversity.  
 
Among its recent restoration initiatives in the Balkans can be mentioned a Muslim praying place 
(Namazgah) in Buzez, Kosovo, and an Ottoman Hamam in Kruja, Albania. In this presentation, Johan 
Mårtelius, one of the initiators to the CHWB and now director of the SRII, together with Lejla Hadzic, 
current director of the CHWB, will both address the general demands and challenges of the mission, and 
bring up some concrete examples of how the preservation of the past can serve as a reconciling force in 
the present. 

 

 

 



18 
 

Abstracts Thursday 22 June                                                                                          
Participants  

 

A Profane Territorial Marking for a Sacralized Land: The Case of the Druzes of 
Southern Mount Lebanon By Dr. Dima de Clerck 

 

The Southern part of Mount Lebanon or "Mountain of the Druze", as it is still considered by many Druze, 
is a region of historical Druze-Christian cohabitation, commonly called “the Mountain” (al-Jabal). It is 
punctuated with monuments to the Druze dead from war deeds. Some were erected in the middle of the 
Lebanese war (1975-1990), before knowing that a conflict was going to oppose Druze and Christians in 
the Mountain in 1982-84 and that the Druze would emerge victorious. Others were established in the 
post-war era (between the years 1990 and 2000), during the Government sponsored reconciliations which 
inaugurated a hypothetical return of Christians in the Mountain and thus well after the Druze victory of 
1984.  

In her book published in 2010, Lucia Volk proposes the following hypothesis: "Lebanon's political elites 
have actively used a politics of memory that makes this compromise formula possible: they build 
memorials to honor joint Muslim and Christian martyrdom, thereby creating narratives of Muslim and 
Christian parity”1. It is necessary to bring some nuances to her remark. Apart from the square of Baq'âtâ 
that Volk describes with subtlety, the Mountain clearly illustrates the displayed will of a sectarian 
territorial mark, behind a profane appearance. The majority of recent monuments and memorials attest 
to this. To the Druze, monuments can only have a profane aspect, in connection to the political parties. 
An exception however is the display of the five branch-five color Druze star, the typical religious symbol. 
The esoteric character of the Druze doctrine and the ignorance of its religious rituals by its adepts (the 
juhhal or “uninitiated” in particular) give them the possibility to commemorate their war dead mainly 
through profane practices. 

Masters of the territory of Southern Mount Lebanon for many years, the Druze were able to profit from 
the absence of the expelled Christians to erect monuments glorifying their "martyrs" and celebrate their 
victory and bravery. The main recipients of this practice would however be the Christians returning to 
their villages in the Mountain. 

A tour in Southern Mount Lebanon shows us the importance of monuments and plaques to 
commemorate deaths in order to maintain a Druze social memory. On the other hand, we are struck by 
the absence of such monuments in large mixed boroughs such as ‘Aley and Hammâna. The still 
heterogeneous character of these large Druze-Christian towns makes it more difficult to erect 
monuments to the sole glory of the Druze. The outcome of the conflict and the expulsion of Christians 
from the Mountain, on the other hand, explains the absence of monuments to the Christian dead, apart 
from the Ma'âsir al-Shûf village stelae erected inside the church restored in 1995 as a condition, prior to 
the Druze-Christian reconciliation. 

This paper will try to explain how the profane territorial marking of Southern Mount Lebanon hides a 
perfect sacralization of the “Druze Mountain”, a sacralization which has transformed profane monuments 
into sacred shrines for the Druze and deterrent territorial marks for Christian returnees. 

Dima de Clerck is a PhD candidate in History at the Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne. She also holds 
an MBA, and an MA in Middle Eastern Studies. Her thesis subject is the sectarian memories of Christians 
and Druze in post-war Lebanon. She is also a researcher at the Institut Français du Proche-Orient and the 
author of several published and forthcoming articles. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Lucia Volk, 2010, Memorials and Martyrs in Modern Lebanon, Indiana University Press, p. 23. 
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Abstracts Thursday 22 June                                                                                          
Participants  

 

Shared Pilgrimages, Living Together and National Identity: A Look over a Natural 
Dialogue, an Interfaith Experience in Lebanon By: Dr. Nour Farra-Haddad 

 

Popular pilgrimages have spread beyond their orthodox Christian and Muslim forms, expressing people’s 
piety and their need to create a relationship between their daily existence and their problems. Muslims, 
Christians and Druze are found at shared worship sites. In contrast with the codified religiosity of the 
mosque and church, believers have developed a less constraining religiosity, which some characterize as 
“popular” through the "ziyarat" (visits to religious sites, to saints). Given the density of the number of 
worship sites in Lebanon as well as the volume of visits by the faithful of different communities, many 
pilgrimages go beyond that which can be classified as monolithically religious. 

 

The paper will provide a quick synopsis of the phenomenon of shared individual pilgrimages and rituals 
and how through these devotions an intersectarian conviviality is experienced that is favorable to the 
construction of local and national identities, in which so many Lebanese have trouble investing 
themselves.  

 

A pilgrimage is a path towards a sacred place that leads to an encounter with a saint, experienced through 
a series of rituals and devotional practices. Even if it is not the initial objective of the actions performed, it 
is still an encounter with “the other” - for the Christian with the Muslim, and for the Muslim with the 
Christian. Saint worship and shared pilgrimages seem to have contributed to maintaining a dialogue 
amongst the faithful even during very difficult and tensed situations. 

 

Nour Farra-Haddad is a senior researcher and teaches at St-Josef University of Beirut (Lebanon) and at the 
Lebanese University. She has a development and management with strong business consultancy 
background and in-depth experience in the Middle East tourism industry. As a specialist in pilgrimages and 
religious tourism, she founded Lebanon Roots, the travel agency of the Lebanese Maronite Order, which 
she has managed for the last five years. In addition she manages her own travel consultant company 
NEOS. Her credentials include a PhD in Religious Anthropology, a master in Anthropology and two BS 
degrees in archeology and anthropology. She is a certified tourist guide from the Ministry of Tourism and 
she is also a founding member of the Association for the Development of Pilgrimages and Religious 
Tourism affiliated to the Maronite Patriarchate in Lebanon. 
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Abstracts Thursday 22 June                                                                                          
Participants  

 

The Holiness Tradition: Tekija/Tekke and the Sacred Landscape of Romani 
Neighborhood. By: Ksenia Trofimova 

In recent decades, numerous private and communal shrines (tekija) devoted to the “saints” emerged in 
Romani settlements, usually in urban landscape. These shrines are built by common people (thanks to 
dream revelation), who describe themselves as Muslims. At the first sight these shrines and the 
veneration of saints reminds of the worship of saints common in certain Muslim traditions and possess 
invariant local features. The detailed analysis of this practice shows new meanings and forms the “old” 
tradition gains in new conditions. 

The very practice of making such holy sites, especially communal shrines, and conducting rituals there is a 
recent one for the Romani communities and is unpopular in the wider Muslim milieu in this region (except 
mausoleums devoted to the late sheikhs, dervishes and their families built at tekkes belonging to different 
Sufi orders). Simultaneously the veneration of emerged shrines shapes a micro-local sacred landscape and 
integrates into the multifaceted vernacular religiosity.  

However, the process of integration of this practice with local Muslim culture and social field generates 
certain tensions between divergent actors in the milieu: caretakers of the shrines, local religious 
authorities and “common believers”. The contestation over the authenticity and therefore legality of the 
beliefs and rituals takes place during the sermons, in public religious meetings and private discussions. In 
many cases, such a kind of vernacular veneration of holy sites is considered by authorities to be 
“heterodox” and “marginal”. The images of “proper”, “heterodox”, “other” Islam are constructed in 
temporal dimension: in the course of drawing and comparing of the images of the past and present state 
of local and micro-local (i.e. developed in Romani milieu) religiosity.  

Based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out in Serbia, Macedonia, Kosovo I will describe and analyze the 
mechanisms of the ongoing processes of localizing or (re)inventing of “wider” regional Islamic tradition of 
“ziyarat” in culturally and confessionally plural milieus. I will explore the ways “holiness” is constructed in 
“lived” religious practice of Romani Muslim communities. In this context, I will focus on the relation 
between the case of worshipping private and communal shrines, the emergence of Sufi tekkes in Romani 
settlements and the widely-spread practice of visiting “shared” sites (Orthodox and Catholic churches) 
conducted by local Muslims.  

 The seminar would be very helpful for my research as it invites to exchange observations, ideas and 
approaches to study different discourses related to the practice of pilgrimage in a quite heterogeneous 
social and cultural milieu.  

Ksenia Trofimova is a Research Fellow in the Department of Philosophy of Culture at the Institute of 
Philosophy in Moscow, Russia. 
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Abstracts Thursday 22 June                                                                                          
Participants  

 

Post-Ottoman Pluralism Through Depictions of Sufi Practices in 20th Century 
Turkish Literature. By: Gunvald Axner Ims 

 

Through my research on 20th century Turkish literature, I have come across depictions of various religious 
practices, revealing a greater degree of pluralism than what history books tell of in the heydays of 
secularism. One who points out the need for more research on the relation between secularism and 
religion in this period is Erdağ Göknar. “Secular Sufism” is a term he uses to cover a mechanism of how 
religion would adapt to secularism.1  

With the upheaval of the Sufi organizations in 1925, the traditional parallel arrangement of mosques and 
courts, representing the orthodox side of Sunni Islam, alongside with the Sufi orders, conducting their 
heterodox rites, 2 was uprooted, with consequences for Turkey to this day. From early Republican time 
there are several novels that criticize the role of Sufi leaders, the most well-known of these is Nur Baba 
(lit. “Father Light”), written by the prominent author Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu and first published in 
1922.  

Slowly, criticism gave way to more positive applications of religion, paving way for the “Sufi novels” by 
Orhan Pamuk, published around 1990: The White Castle, The Black Book and The New Life.3  For instance, 
the 1948/49 novel Huzur (lit. “Peace” or “Tranquility”) by Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, is full of references to 
semi-religious practices in a story set in Istanbul 1938-39. The protagonists stroll through shrines, and use 
them as an “archive” to dig into the Ottoman and pre-Ottoman history.4 Interestingly, Huzur also presents 
two performances of a semi-public dervish ritual, namely the same composed Mawlawi ayin5, one before 
and one after the ban on Sufi orders.6 Literary depictions like these give us valuable insights both as to 
how certain strata in Istanbul would continue various religious practices in the late 1930s, and how 
shrines, music and ceremonies could evoke religious thinking stretching centuries back. 

Gunvald Axner Ims is a Ph.D. student in Turkic languages at Uppsala University doing research on Turkic, 
mainly 20th century Turkish, literature. His Ph.D. thesis is about irony and westernization in Turkish novels. 
while his M.A. thesis was about Orhan Pamuk’s autofiction. He’s also a translator of Turkish fiction to 
Norwegian, and has translated works by contemporary Turkish novelists, Aslı Erdoğan, Zülfü Livaneli, and 
Orhan Pamuk as well as a modern classic by the 20th century modernist, Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Erdağ Göknar. Orhan Pamuk. Secularism and Blasphemy. The Politics of the Turkish Novel, p. 12.  
2 For the distinction orthodox vs. heterodox Islam, see Annemarie Schimmel. Mystical Dimensions of Islam. Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 
2011. 
3 One early use of the term Sufi novel, is seen in the afterword by Bernt Brendemoen to his translation into Norwegian of Orhan Pamuk’s Kara 
Kitap. Orhan Pamuk. Svart bok. Oslo: Gyldendal, 1994. 
4 For a discussion on Tanpınar’s establishment of Istanbul as an archive, se Erdağ Göknar. Orhan Pamuk Secularism and Blasphemy. The Politics of 
the Turkish Novel. London and New York: Routledge, 2013, p. 10. 
5 Hammamizade İsmail dede efendi’s ayin in ferahfeza, first conducted at the mevlevi house in Beşiktaş, April 3, 1839, according to the ayin list 
given by the Mawlawi society in Konya at http://www.konyamevlevi.com/?p=39, visited January 14, 2015.  
6 For this and similar reforms in the first two decades of the Turkish Republic, see Erik J. Zürcher, Turkey. A Modern History. London: I.B. Tauris & 
Co, 2004. 

http://www.konyamevlevi.com/?p=39
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Abstracts Thursday 22 June                                                                                          
Participants  

 

Does Religious Plurality indicate an Unproblematic Religious Pluralism?:         
Alevi Bulgarian Turks’ Relation to Alevi and non-Alevi Religious Sites in Bulgaria & 

Turkey By: Hande Sozer 

Does the historical religious plurality in a setting indicate an unproblematic religious pluralism? Can we 
automatically infer religious pluralism from the absence of “intercommunal enmities, ethnic cleansing and 
even genocides” or from the presence of “many forms of coexistence, contact” of religious communities? 
The existing literature presents “shared religious sites” as one “contact interface” to understand the 
relations among various religious communities. Some scholars portray sharing a site is a marker of 
peaceful co-existence in multi-religious settings (e.g. Bowman 2001, 2011) while others show that such 
sharing is “competitive” and it indicates an ongoing “competition over controlling that site or its aspects” 
(Hayden 2002, 2013).  

This paper follows the second intellectual trajectory and engages with following broader questions: What 
characterizes “pluralism” in multi-religious settings where some communities have remained structurally 
disadvantaged in accessing political, economic, and social resources? How do relatively powerless 
communities collectively handle, accommodate and even subvert their relatively disadvantageous 
position? How do such communities relate to religious sites of their own group and others, specifically the 
surrounding majority communities within the context of permanent power asymmetry?  

The paper focuses on Alevi Bulgarian Turks’ conditions and experiences as a historical minority within a 
(disfavored Turkish) minority in Bulgaria and a minority within the disliked (Bulgarian Turkish) migrant 
community in Turkey.  Alevi Bulgarian Turks have remained a double minority in relation to different 
national and local majorities, under varying minority-majority configurations and historically changing 
political and social circumstances in Bulgaria and Turkey (Sozer 2014). They have remained invisible, 
disempowered and marginalized due to historical, structural, and social factors; yet, paradoxically they 
have  not sought to achieve visibility but for to remain invisibilities.  

This collective strategy of self-imposed invisibility is self-named as ‘dissimulation’ and has been done by 
hiding their religious identity from “outsiders” or pretending to be members of the majority. Interestingly, 
at a first glance, the dissimulating community publicly appears as blending within the majority; yet, it does 
so for protecting and thriving its distinct collective identity in the privacy of gathering with its own 
members. Therefore, dissimulation is such marginalized religious communities’ last resort for collective 
survival when other collective strategies, such as “dissimilation” as a minority’s emphasis on their 
separate identity, or “assimilation” as a minority’s blending within the society, are unavailable (Sozer 
2014).    

In the light of these collective strategies, this paper focuses on Alevi Bulgarian Turks’ involvement during 
visits at various (Alevi and non-Alevi) religious sites within the broader framework of their interaction with 
the surrounding majorities in Bulgaria and Turkey. The empirical case studies come from my NSF 
supported ethnographic fieldwork in 2009-2010 in Bulgaria and Turkey. Among several others, I discuss 
cases such as involuntary construction of Sunni mosques in Alevi villages by the states and voluntary 
construction of Sunni mosques in Alevi villages by the Alevis’ themselves with seemingly different 
implications yet revealing a similar defect in assuring pluralism in multi-religious communities.  

Thereby, my presentation invites to re-think the risks of inferring a mystified notion of pluralism from 
peaceful coexistence, in our attempt to “re-create pluralism.”  

Hande Sozer’s academic trajectory has been marked by her interest in inter-group relations with a focus on 
political borders and ethnic frontiers. To pursue these interest she enrolled in the Anthropology Program 
as a PhD Candidate at the University of Pittsburgh as the advisee of Prof. Robert M. Hayden where she has 
been focusing on cross border movements of Bulgarian Turks across the Bulgaria-Turkey border. Following  
she ended up in Bulgaria for NSF supported research to find out the retained Muslim religious sites from 
the Ottoman Period in Bulgaria as part of my advisor’s Antagonistic Tolerance project.  
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Ethno-nationalization of religion and pluralism of practices in western Macedonia                   
By: Anna Zadrożna 

Following the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, communist regimes and subsequently emerging 
nation-states, religious communities in the Balkans have been subjected to secularization and 
ethnonationalization (Merdjanova, 2013). Today, Muslim communities in the Balkans are politically 
represented as ethnic or national minorities (e.g. the Turks in Macedonia), and boundaries between 
different ethnic groups, however blurred and porous, are re-constructed through political involvements 
and everyday practices. Although religious associations aim to unify all Muslims regardless of their 
ethnonational belonging, ethonationalization and vernacularization of religious practices and spaces 
prevail. This tendency is materialized in new mosques that emerge in villages and neighborhoods to 
gather local communities to perform their prayers. 

At the same time, historical mosques, old monasteries, churches and other sacred spaces are visited by 
Muslims from different villages and regions, and of different ethnic belonging. It is believed that by 
visiting such spaces one may receive healing or blessing. Frequently interpreted as a consequence of 
conversion and as a sign of religious syncretism, such practices might be a consequence of a long history 
of coexistence in pluralistic societies.  

In this paper I explore the ways in which Muslims in Western Macedonia engage with different sacred 
spaces: mosques, churches and monasteries, and natural shrines. Which of the sacred spaces visited by 
Muslims become “contact-interfaces” for intercommunal interaction and exchange, and which of them 
gather exclusively local communities and consequently strengthen group boundaries? What is the 
relationship between local politics, economies, and peoples` involvements with these spaces?  

Anna Zadrożna, is a doctoral candidate in Social Anthropology at the University of Oslo, close to finishing 
her PhD dissertation about identifications of Macedonian-speaking Muslims in the context of 
transnational relations and migration between Macedonia and Turkey. She has carried out ethnographic 
fieldwork in Macedonia (since 2007), and in Turkey (since 2011), where she currently lives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24 
 

Abstracts Thursday 22 June                                                                                          
Participants  

 

Pluralism Recreated at Leros: How a Refugee Reception Center Reverted What 
Borders Did. By: Alexandros Oikonomou 

Leros is a small Greek island, few nautical miles away from the Turkish coast, which just a century ago was 
under Ottoman rule, has since seen Italian rule for some 2 decades, until it was turned over to the Greeks 
after World War II, and arguably today its refugee community which I studied is in part governed / 
supported by the UNHCR for which I worked to provide aid to trapped refugees during most of 2016.  

Having been UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) focal point of Communications with Communities and 
Education Coordinator of Leros island, I had the opportunity to get actively involved in the formation, 
regulation and delimitation of the communities as well as the implementation of a non-formal 
educational space. I would like to share my experience in terms of ‘democratic’ and educational 
challenges that a ‘recreated pluralist’ mini-society such as I found on Leros encompasses and how religion 
and shrines feature in the process. My study is mostly empirical in nature, but in interaction with other 
participants of the conference, I am looking forward in engaging different theoretical approaches.  

Nowadays, there is little physical sign left indicating four hundred years of Ottoman / Muslim presence. 
Still on the former grounds of the levelled mosque, Lerians used to dance every Easter day. Till about a 
century ago, the ‘Muslim’ presence was mostly limited to a garrison of soldiers, while most inhabitants 
were Christian. After the ‘Italian intermezzo’ of rule, the Catholic church became Orthodox. Subsequently 
the Greek government transformed numerous monumental buildings into institutions serving the political 
and religious re-education of children whose parents were communists; as detention centers for political 
exiles; and later as a notorious mental institution for patients with severe mental impairment.  

Then the refugees came to the Leros shores. At the peak of the refugee crisis, seven thousand locals 
shared their place with up to four thousand refugees and migrants mostly transiting to the mainland and 
the promised land: Almania. The EU-Turkey deal stranded some six hundred refugees and migrants on the 
island. As the months were passing by and the initial escapism was giving place to pragmatism, the 
individuals started self-organizing into versatile communities, covering among others communication with 
authorities and other communities, conflict-resolution, education and religious practices.  

‘Religion’ in this refugee context was often used to lobby for food and explain and institute social norms 
and primary justice, as well as an imperative for harmonious coexistence. The first mosque started 
operating by Syrian Sunni Muslims in an empty container few days before the holy month of Ramadan, an 
Erytrean Orthodox church, Pakistani mosque and a Yazidi temple followed.  

A contrario with the spontaneous creation and maintenance of single-faith religious space, “Le Vaisseau 
fantôme”, a high-concept art project erected by Leros municipality intended to serve as a collective 
memorial or shrine, for the people lost at sea, remained rather overlooked by the refugee and migrant 
population of the island. Nevertheless, this shrine in contrast to other small orthodox Christian shrines, 
Kandilakia1, was not vandalized. 

People, whose most ancestors were once living within or nearby the Ottoman Empire, together with 
religious spaces, mahalas, dragomans, elder councils, community schooling and a distant state unwilling 
to interfere with the everyday life of the asylum seekers created a new miniscule modern-day 
multicultural or pluralist society similar to the one of the Ottoman empire. Although challenges were not 
unknown, as long as there was no overpopulation and adequate recourses, there was little tension and 
animosity, given the fact that so many diverse ethno-religious-linguistic groups,2  lived in such little space.  

Alexandros Oikonomou (1983) studied Political Science and History at Panteion University, Athens. His 
Bachelor thesis was on the war crimes committed by the Greek army in Asia Minor in the aftermath of 
WWI. He continued his research on the topic, including on the atrocities on the Turkish side, pursuing a 
Masters. Later he was then granted a scholarship and studied Arabic in prewar Syria. His last duty station 
was on the Greek island of Leros working for the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR). 

                                                           
1 Small wayside shrines used in Greece to commemorate those who have died in a tragic accident 

2 Around 200 Syrian Sunni Muslims; 120 Yazidis from North Iraq; 100 Muslim Pakistani; 40 Erytrean Orthodox Christian; few families of Muslim 

Dari speaking Afghans; An Iranian Christian family and a Syrian Druze 


