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INTRODUCTION 
In the 1990s, satellite TV and the Internet brought contemporary Turkish culture right into 
Turkish living rooms in Germany. As a central part of popular culture, the only recently 
developed Turkish pop music spread throughout the immigrant community. German politicians 
and public media, however, did not share the enthusiasm for Turkish pop music. For example, 
Rita Süßmuth, former president of the German parliament and chair of the immigration 
committee founded by the German government in 2000, recommended preventing the opening of 
Turkish discotheques because they would hinder the integration of Turkish youths into German 
society. Yet, hardly anything is known about what a preference for Turkish popular music reveals 
about the migrants’ attitudes towards their lives in Germany. It is a widely held opinion that 
Turkish youths who listen to Turkish popular music uphold tradition and are neither able to 
emancipate themselves from the culture of origin nor willing to integrate. There is a concern that 
Turkish music in Germany might contribute to a walling off of Turkish youths or might spread 
unwelcome anti-democratic, Islamic or sexist ideas. The fact that certain aspects of the culture of 
origin might be upheld, taken up anew or modified, and that this can be an active and 
constructive means of harmoniously inserting oneself into German life, has been ignored.1  

 
A VERY SHORT INTRODUCTION TO TURKISH POPULAR MUSIC 
Since the founding of the Republic of Turkey, music has been a central aspect of Turkish cultural 
and modernization policy. The aim of this policy was to create a modern Turkish nation-state 
identity. Considering the ethnic and cultural diversity of the former Ottoman Empire, creating 
such an identity was a difficult task. The cultural policy was strongly influenced by the cultural 
theorist Ziya Gökalp. He regarded music as a very important element of cultural and 
modernization policies and addressed the issue in his keynote work Türkcülügün Esaslari (The 
Principles of Turkism) as follows: 
 
“Today, we are thus confronted with three kinds of music: Eastern, Western, and folk. I wonder 
which of them is our real national music? We have already noted that Eastern music is both sick 
and non-national, whereas neither folk nor Western music is foreign to us since the first is the 
music of our culture and the second that of our new civilization. I submit, therefore, that our 
national music will be born of a marriage between folk and Western music. Our folk music has 
given us many melodies. If we collect these and harmonize them in the Western manner, we shall 
have both a national and a European music.”2 
 

Turkish folk music was regarded as the original Turkish music that ought to constitute the 
basis for a modern and Western Turkish-European music. Action was taken against types of 
music such as the classical art music of the Ottoman court or its more popular counterpart, 
popular art music. They were regarded as representing the ethnic diversity of the Ottoman 
Empire, the detested Orient, and backwardness itself. By means such as closing down the only 



conservatory in the country in 1926, a radio ban on Turkish and especially Ottoman music in 
1934, and free lessons in Western music by European teachers, the Turkish government tried to 
eradicate the Eastern, Ottoman music and force a West-East synthesis blending Turkish folk 
music with Western music into a new and modern Turkish music.3 

The heavily-promoted music of the new composers educated in Western music and the 
Western classical music did not gain popularity among the Turkish population. The radio ban was 
lifted after 20 months and changed into a system of strict control. Due to a state monopoly of 
broadcasting, TRT (Türkiye Radyo Televizyon Kurumu, Turkish radio and television company) 
was the only station to broadcast the formerly banned music. Popular Turkish art music was 
played more often, as it was very popular among the people. The Classical art music was played 
at the hours with fewest listeners and fell into oblivion for decades.4 

After the lift of the radio ban on Turkish music, TRT attended to the Turkish folk music, the 
supposed ‘original’ Turkish music. TRT sent musicologists throughout the country to search for 
the ‘real’ Turkish music and record it. It was written down and at the same time ‘corrected’: 
Pieces were adapted to what was thought to be typical for the region and this way homogenized, 
as for example individual styles of performance were not preserved. The pieces were put into the 
archives and from 1948 on broadcast in the program Yurttan Sesler (sounds from the home 
country). Ironically, by this policy of preserving cultural material much of it was destroyed. 

The West-East synthesis failed, mainly because it was based on Western classical music and 
on music by composers with Western training, and not on any music popular with the people. 
Instead of developing the way the government wanted and getting used to the imposed new 
music, the people tuned to Arab stations when possible. 

The more the institutions of cultural policy became outdated in the 1960s and Western 
influences over the country increased, the more the popular music became differentiated. An 
important musical development of the 1960s is the Arabesk. The Arabesk is a synthesis of the 
rather stagnating art music of the 1960s and Western electronic musical instruments played the 
Arabic way. Orhan Tekelioglu, one of the few Turkish sociologists working on popular Turkish 
music, calls this development contrary to the above-described imposed West-East synthesis a 
“spontaneous East-West synthesis”.5 The Arabesk is predominantly associated with the 
experience of life in the gecekondu-districts of the Turkish big cities. These districts are illegally 
built overnight (gecekondu). They are the environment of countless internal migrants whose 
situation was dreadful in the past and still is today. The lyrics of Arabesk songs deal with 
unfulfilled love, yearning for home and desperation. The government and the cultural elite 
condemned the Arabesk as too oriental and an expression of resignation and fatalism, hence the 
term Arabesk, originally meant to dismiss this type of music. Although Arabesk was not 
broadcasted on national TV and radio up to the 1990s, it had enormous success and quickly 
became the most popular music of the 1970s and 1980s throughout the country regardless of 
differences of age or social background. 

Already from the 1950s on, in addition to various types of Turkish popular music the Western 
and youth-specific genres such as rock or pop music were popular in Turkey. But none of these 
genres was able to influence a whole generation in all spheres of life. Up to the 1980s Turkish 
youths basically listened to the same music as their parents. An independent youth culture could 
not develop for two reasons: Firstly, Turkish youths live very much integrated into their families. 
They share the daily routine of their parents and siblings to a high degree and often do not even 
have a room of their own. Secondly, the Turkish educational system is in a dramatic crisis and 
usually a lot of private lessons are needed in order to pass classes and the nationwide assessment 
tests necessary for attaining a place at university. Even for youths who are financially secure 



enough to live out a youth culture, leisure time is predominantly marked by studying and 
preparing for assessment tests.6 

In the 1990s the sphere of the Turkish media changed radically. Private broadcasting 
companies beamed their signals via satellite from Germany and other European countries in order 
to undermine the national broadcasting monopoly and open up the advertising market with its 
enormous earnings. It was only an unintentional side effect that this broadcasting also reached a 
broad Turkish audience in the rest of Europe.7 The strategy lead to a suspension of the monopoly 
in 1990 with two consequences: Firstly, the development of a broad youth-specific culture, and 
secondly a strong media interconnecting Turkey and the Turks living in Germany. The numerous 
newly-founded private television and radio stations on the one hand had an enormous need for 
popular music. On the other hand, they created the public spheres necessary for the development 
of a youth culture.8 In this situation, a popular culture and a type of music came into being that 
for the first time exclusively addressed youths. Soon, the popular music market could not be kept 
track of. The newly developed pop music (Turkish pop müzik or especially in Germany called 
Turkish Pop) based on a recipe that had been very successful in other countries before: catchy 
disco melodies, strong beats and easy-to-grasp Turkish lyrics. These were combined with 
Western but also Turkish instruments and references to older Turkish lyrics and music. Thus, 
Turkish pop music represents a synthesis of Turkish and Western influences. 

 
TURKISH POPULAR MUSIC IN GERMANY 
In the 1960s and 1970s, Turkish labor migrants brought Turkish music to Germany. From the 
1990s on, the music increasingly found its way to Germany via satellite TV and the Internet. 
Turkish labor migrants came mainly from Anatolia, though many of them had lived in bigger 
Turkish cities before they migrated abroad. Therefore, in the 1960s and 1970s, folk music from 
Anatolia was the predominant Turkish music in Germany. The migrants intended to save their 
money for a future in Turkey, so only few of them spent money on radios or record players. 
Rather, they sang or played instruments themselves in a private atmosphere. Minstrels (asik) 
living in Germany tackled the subject of migration in their music.9 From this situation, gurbetci 
music developed. It dealt with emigration, yearning for home and living abroad (gurbetci: a 
person being away from home, living in exile), but also with the peculiarities of Germany and the 
Germans. In the 1970s and 1980s, gurbetci music was increasingly replaced by the Arabesk. With 
its lyrics about separation from the beloved, yearning for home, etc. it was very appealing for the 
Turkish migrants in Germany. Also, Arabesk music was becoming available on cheap and 
widely-spread cassettes. Eventually, the musical reflection on the migrant situation in Germany 
died away and only came up anew in the 1990s in the form of German-Turkish rap music.10 

In 1973 the German government stopped the recruitment of foreign labor migrants in order to 
reduce the number of foreigners living in Germany. Migrants then feared they would not be 
allowed to bring their families to Germany in the future, so they brought them immediately. The 
structure of the Turkish population in Germany changed considerably. In the 1960s, mostly 
Turkish adults lived without relatives in Germany. From the 1970s on, this changed to whole 
families. The migrants now had to face completely new aspects of life in Germany, such as the 
schooling of their children or housing conditions. Niche economy and the need for entertainment 
grew. In the 1970s, the first restaurants and bars playing Turkish music opened and the first 
Turkish weddings were celebrated. Both needed musicians.11 Today, it is hardly possible to keep 
track of the number and quality of the musicians performing at Turkish weddings and bars. 



After the lifting of the national broadcasting monopoly in 1990 and the proliferation of cable 
TV and satellite antennas, the Turkish media landscape in Germany grew rapidly. This and later 
the Internet brought contemporary Turkey closer than ever before. Suddenly, migrants living in 
Germany could follow even the slightest trend in fashion developments. This was a major change 
in the transnational social space between Germany and Turkey.12 The flow of persons, money, 
goods and also symbols and cultural practices had existed long before, but not with such a density 
and never so near to the pulse of time. 

The fundamental question about transnational social spaces and culture is whether 
transnationalism leads to ‘more’ or ‘less’ culture, to a homogeneity or a heterogeneity of 
culture.13 Horror scenarios fear that a ‘McDonaldization’ will reach even the most remote original 
cultures and destroy them, diminishing all variety and leading to a cultural homogenization. But 
practices or objects are always embedded in social relationships and meanings that are not so 
much marked by themselves but rather by their respective context. What arguments of such a 
homogenization 

 
“fail to consider is that at least as rapidly as forces from various metropolises are brought into 
new societies they tend to become indigenized in one or another way: this is true of music and 
housing styles as much as it is true of science and terrorism, spectacles and constitutions.”14 

 
Using ‘imported’ symbols, music, etc. usually becomes an act of producing them for a second 

time. According to Ulf Hannerz, a cultural influx does not “enter into a vacuum, or inscribe itself 
on a cultural tabula rasa, but enters into various kinds of interaction with already existing 
meanings and meaningful forms.”15 This indicates that the Turkish popular music with all its 
implications in Germany is not simply an adoption of the music in Turkey, but a cultural 
phenomenon of its own. 

With a heavy focus on popular music, private Turkish television especially contributed to the 
spread of the new musical culture in Germany. Today TRT and several private TV stations 
broadcast in Germany, but Turkish radio is not widespread. While the program of TRT is 
adjusted to the Kemalist line, the private programs are of a predominantly entertaining, 
sensational character. Coverage of the lives of stars and starlets, talk shows presented by more or 
less popular singers, and video clips make up a huge part of the program. The following data are 
from a consumer research company specializing in the Turkish population in Germany. They are 
the basis for the calculation of the advertising prices of Turkish TV stations and their program 
planning, because these data only became interesting when the consumer potential of the Turkish 
population was recognized. Apart from these, hardly any reliable data exist referring to the media 
use of Turkish migrants. 

A crucial result of these studies that have been carried out since the early 1990s is time and 
again that the Turkish population in Germany predominantly uses Turkish media. According to a 
study in 2001, Turkish TV stations held 76 % of the market while German TV stations only held 
24 %. This relation, three quarters Turkish TV, one quarter German TV, is to be found 
continuously in the last years. Regarding radio use, such data are hard to establish. Until the 
1990s, at most a few Turkish radio stations broadcast in Germany via satellite. While more than 
50 % of the Turkish population of Berlin in 1996 declared they did not listen to radio programs, 
as early as in 2000 the first Turkish radio station in Berlin reached 70 % of the Turkish 
population, and only 12 % still declared they did not listen to radio programs. Apparently this 
preference for Turkish media does not depend on factors such as age, sex, income or present 
nationality.16 



What is extremely questionable in the context of Turkish media use is that the use of German 
media is understood as proof of integration while the use of Turkish media is understood as 
evidence of a ‘parallel society’.17 These conclusions are drawn although hardly anything is known 
about what attitudes media users have to certain programs or what kind of conversations they 
have when watching TV, etc. For example, many youths first of all show amusement at the 
journalistic standard and the strong sensational orientation of Turkish media and thus have 
developed a critical attitude towards these media, in spite of enjoying them. As there is a deficit 
of qualitative research on this topic, equations like ‘German TV = integration’ and ‘Turkish TV = 
parallel society’ have to be regarded as rash. 

With the fall of the national monopoly and the spread of popular culture, Turkish popular 
music experienced an enormous upswing in Germany. Pop music and folk music are the most 
popular Turkish music styles among Turkish youths in Germany. Arabesk is also very popular 
but controversial, and many youths disapprove of it. There are no reliable data on the commercial 
success of the different types of music. In Germany in 2000, an estimated five to six million 
cassettes from genres ranging from Arabesk to pop music or religious music were sold.18 And still 
a lot of cassettes are bought when on holiday in Turkey. Only very few Turkish artists such as 
Sezen Aksu are on a contract with international record companies and only these few are 
included in the German sales figures. 

 
CUSTOMS OF USING TURKISH POPULAR MUSIC 
The youths listen to music in every situation of life and at every time of the day: before or while 
getting up, on the way to school or university, when tidying up or doing homework, having 
dinner with friends or going to sleep. They use music to relax and to motivate themselves. 
Sometimes music serves to organize memories or even as a substitute for a family in the form of 
background noise. 

A remark of 22-year-old Alev gives a good impression of the multiple facets and functions of 
listening to music: 

 
“[I listen to music, M.W.] usually in order to get me in a good mood. Sometimes in order to 
remind myself of something, or of the past. I must admit that music is very, very important to me. 
I literally grew up with music. It really was an important part of my life. I always listen to music. 
No matter what I do, when I have to work for university or, in the past, when I studied for school. 
For years I couldn’t study without having music in the background. Especially when I moved out 
from home. I’m from a big family, we are five children. In the beginning it was very hard to live 
on my own, because suddenly there weren’t any noises around any longer. There was nobody 
left. I was on my own. I needed that. Voices in the background. Almost 24 hours a day I had 
music on. And I also need music when I go to sleep. It depends. Sometimes when I feel bad, I 
need songs that I only need to play and dance a bit, and then I feel better. And sometimes when I 
feel I’m in a bad mood and I don’t want to be in a good mood, than I listen to sad music and I 
allow myself to be sad. And then I spend the day taking time for myself and don’t try to cover it 
by listening to happy music or putting on an artificial mood.”19 

 
Alev uses music to create a quasi-social atmosphere. In such situations music has the 

character of a by-the-way medium. Her description impressively shows that statistics concerning 
listening and viewing habits have little validity. They only tell how many radio and television 
sets or stereos are switched on. They do not tell whether or how contents are perceived or 



whether the medium is ‘only’ used in order to chase away a feeling of loneliness or, rather the 
opposite example, in order to escape inner-family communication after a hard working day.20 But 
Alev thinks that she usually listens very consciously to music and chooses the music very 
selectively: 

 
“Sometimes I have music in the background only, for example when I’m in the kitchen or when 
talking to Mürvet [her flatmate, M.W.]. But most of the time I know exactly what I want to listen 
to and what music will serve my mood. Then I lie down and listen to the music and the words. I 
listen to the contents consciously. Then I think about what the artist is singing. Because Turkish 
lyrics are really beautiful. They touch your soul and make you think about them and all sorts of 
things. Then I do it consciously. Then I know: I want to listen to just this. At the moment I like 
Zara very much. Because she, so to say, peps up old Turkish folk songs. These are the songs 
when I sit down to listen consciously and say: Okay, I want to listen to this. Listen to what she 
sings, what she says. And then I think about it while listening to it.” 
 

Apart from listening to music, dancing is the most popular way of using music. The 
opportunity to dance comes up at weddings and private parties, in discotheques and, of course, 
also simply at home in one’s own room. The typical place or situation to dance is when going out 
to a discotheque. Contemporary Turkish discotheques demonstrate a major shift in the self-image 
of the Turkish youths in Germany. The first contemporary-styled Turkish discotheque opened in 
Germany in 1994 in Berlin. Soon more discotheques followed throughout the country. Different 
from the German-Turkish rap music, these discotheques with Turkish pop music as their central 
element did not raise much interest of journalists or researchers. 

Contemporary discotheques differ very much from the Turkish music bars and restaurants of 
the 1970s and 1980s. According to Ayse Caglar, the latter used to be located in areas densely 
populated by Turkish migrants. The interior, the food, and the entertainment offered were highly 
folkloric and traditional.21 Contemporary Turkish discotheques present themselves completely 
differently. The names do not refer to traditional Turkish culture, but rather to metropolitan and 
urban places like the city of Bodrum or Taksim Square in Istanbul. They are located in the 
expensive inner cities and demonstrate the social rise of the owner and the guests of the place.22 
And just like the location, everything else about Turkish discotheques shows that Turkish youths 
have a self-image very different from that their parents had or still have. While their parents kept 
a low profile, they enjoy showing that they can afford things. As a Berlin German-Turkish 
marketing agency puts it: 

 
“The first generation of Turkish immigrants practiced extreme frugality – they were saving to 
send money home. But succeeding generations no longer have to ‘go without’ for a later life in 
the ‘Turkish homeland’. They are here to stay and they are intent on shedding the image of 
‘immigrant guest workers’. German Turks and Turks living in Germany want to be perceived as 
equal citizens, and acquiring status symbols is part of that. Brands like Mercedes, BMW, Nokia 
and hip designer clothing are de rigueur.”23 

 
Spending an evening at a Turkish club can be very expensive, as entrance fees and drinks are 

usually pricey. Also, a great deal of effort is made to present a fashionable or posh outward 
appearance. According to Ertan, manager of Rakkas (rakkas: oriental dancer), an agency offering 
disco-events at varying locations, this stems from the dress code of Turkish weddings which he 
thinks are the origins of the Turkish clubs and commercial disco parties. Turkish youths had 



difficulties getting admitted to German discotheques.24 Weddings were the only opportunity to 
dance or party. Now this has widened to the Turkish clubs, but the dress code has been kept. 
Rakkas reminds the would-be guests via a permanent notice on glossy leaflets and in the 
electronic newsletter: “Einlass nur in gepflegter Garderobe” - admission in dressy clothing only. 
Apparently this is not so much a tradition that is being upheld but rather another strategy to 
demonstrate social rise. Many youths see the high prices and the enormous importance of 
outward appearance increasingly critically. For them, they are the reasons not to visit such places 
or events. 

As hardly any Germans find their way into Turkish clubs, being Turkish is the norm. Being of 
Turkish origin does not need to be discussed, defended or even justified. This situation probably 
is of considerable recreational value for the youths. 

The clubs and parties usually only fill up after midnight. Malik has been disc jockeying since 
1993. In his opinion, the opening hours show an enormous emancipatory potential of Turkish 
discotheques: 

 
“Look at the development of the last ten years. The people, the young girls for example, had only 
one opportunity to amuse themselves: Turkish weddings. There was a wedding on Saturday and 
that was the only place where the Turkish girls could go. And nothing else. I remember very well 
when the first Turkish discotheque opened ten years ago. It opened at eight o’clock and it closed 
at one o’clock in the morning. See the development of the Turkish girls. Eight to one. And now 
it’s from one o’clock on. This is revolutionary. First it was eight o’clock, nine o’clock. Back than, 
it was with a secret boyfriend, now everybody knows about the boyfriend. This is sort of an 
opening. I think this is a real achievement of the Turkish scene.” 

 
In addition, Malik thinks that Turkish clubs and parties give the parents of young Turkish 

girls a sense of safety, so that they prefer to give permission to visit a Turkish place than to what I 
call a ‘conventional’ one. But an event agency such as Rakkas does not count on this. Ertan 
explains that many Turkish girls do not want to receive the postal leaflets so that their families do 
not find out about their activities. The agency now uses mobile phone short messaging services 
for promotion, so that parents are not confronted with the information. Irregardless, the 
proportion of the sexes in Turkish discotheques is well-balanced. Apparently the often mentioned 
damsiz girilmez (Entrance only in company of a lady) signs are a sort of modern legend, at least 
in North Rhine-Westphalia. If necessary, but not on principle, male guests without female 
company are denied admission in order to keep the proportion balanced and prevent an 
atmosphere uncomfortable for female guests. 

Turkish discotheques are quite popular among the youths, but not as popular as conventional 
German places. The youths that visit Turkish places visit conventional places more often, and a 
considerable number of Turkish youths visit conventional places but not Turkish ones. None of 
them visits Turkish places but not conventional ones. Apparently, Turkish places often lose their 
attraction for the youths as they grow older, while the attraction of conventional places persists. 
Former president of the German parliament Rita Süßmuth recommended preventing the opening 
of Turkish discotheques because they hinder the integration of Turkish youths into German 
society.25 With regard to the youths I encountered during field work, this assumption proves 
untenable. Turkish discotheques might theoretically offer the opportunity for a walling off of 
Turkish youths, but the youths do not take them as such, as their above-described habits show. 

The out of home use of Turkish music in Germany differs very much from its use in Turkey. 
In Germany, there are mostly bigger discotheques or commercial party events. In Turkey, small 



live music bars and clubs are much more popular. In these bars, single artists or bands play 
widely-known songs of popular artists that are often based on old popular poetry. In Turkish 
discotheques in Germany, mostly Turkish pop music is played and also Black-American music, 
R&B, and Soul. To a lesser degree, obligatory traditional music is played, for example halay. 
Halay is a traditional music of central Anatolia and a round dance, and youths dance it in the 
Turkish clubs in Germany. In discotheques in Turkey non-Turkish music is played and traditional 
dances like the halay are scorned as rural. 

Turkish DJs in Germany not only spin music in clubs but also produce music, mostly remixes 
of old as well as new songs from Turkey that are made more suitable for dancing. These remixes 
are played in the discotheques and sometimes published in Germany, for example on 
compilations of Rakkas. These do not usually find their way into the Turkish market. Also, a lot 
of Turkish bands have emerged. They give concerts all over Western Europe and get booked for 
weddings. Some of them have had considerable success in Germany but are mostly unknown in 
Turkey. Usually they earn some money when playing at family celebrations but mostly make 
their living from regular employment. Only few artists who have grown up in Germany like 
Tarkan, Candan Ercetin or Rafet el Roman are currently enjoying enormous financial success in 
Turkey. Up to now, the Turkish music of Germany had not influenced the music in Turkey. 

 
THE EXCEPTIONAL EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE OF TURKISH MUSIC 
A decisive reason for the enormous popularity of Turkish popular music among Turkish youths 
in Germany is the special emotional experience of Turkish music. But only little is known about 
the connection between music and emotions, especially in the field of cultural context for 
emotions in music. According to William M. Reddy, an emotion “is a range of loosely connected 
thought material” that exceeds “attention’s capacity to translate it into action or into talk in a 
short time horizon”.26 For the youths, there is a strong connection between music and emotions. 
They use the emotional effects of music in order to calculatedly influence their moods. 
Depending on the situation, the aim is to reinforce the mood or to reverse it. Usually, the youths 
try to gain a contrastive effect and get from a bad mood into a better one (although there is of 
course no guarantee for success). Another way to use music is to deliberately get into a sad mood 
or reinforce it. This can be very enjoyable, as Yasemin illustrates: 

 
“Then you can just let go nicely. [...] For example together with Filiz [a friend of hers, M.W.]. 
[...] We have a cassette that we especially love, a cassette of Ahmet Kaya. Then we sit down and 
put the music on. And then it’s just lovely melancholy and sad. And then we sit and we sing a 
little. And then, I don’t know, then you suffer an attack of sadness. And then you remember a 
thousand things. Things that happened when that song was playing or because of the lyrics. And 
then you talk about them.” 

 
Jack Katz encourages researchers to take expressions or metaphors literally that people try to 

express emotions with.27 In the case of Yasemin this means to look at where the music lets her go. 
This is often regarded as a sort of escapism. According to Rolf Oerter and Rainer Dollase, with 
the help of music, the listener can flee the daily routine and suppress problems, and find comfort 
and distraction in situations of a bad mood, aggression or problems in school.28 But in this 
example, for Yasemin the music opens the way to past incidents and enables her to take them up 
once more and come to terms with them, and not flee them. The term ‘escape’ is used very 
frequently in this context and has a negative connotation. In general, it is viewed as a lack of 



sense of reality and a sign of weakness when people seek refuge in a fantasy world. Ien Ang, who 
examined the use of the TV series Dallas, regards the term escape in this context as very 
misleading, “because it presupposes a strict division between reality and fantasy, between ‘sense 
of reality’ and ‘flight from reality’.” According to Ang, there is no such strict division but rather 
an interaction of the two: using fantasy is “not so much a denial of reality as playing with it.”29 
And the examples of the youths show that when listening to music, they do not flee reality or 
their personal problems, but rather use the music to tackle them and come to grips with them. For 
the youths, music is tightly connected with their reality, as they can see themselves in it. As Ajda 
describes: 

 
“When I’m sad, I want to listen to Sezen Aksu. Because she does the heart-rending songs. In such 
situations, you find yourself in the songs, in the lyrics. When she sings, roughly translated: This 
day will end, too, and some time there will be a light at the end of the tunnel and so on. Then you 
feel assured that it will turn out like this.” 

 
This way, songs or lyrics can become a motto or the key to personal experiences or situations, 

and give the comforting impression of not being the only one with these experiences or 
emotions.30 For Turks and non-Turks alike, music becomes the quite immediate and individual 
expression of a past, contemporary or anticipated emotional panorama, that can hardly be 
verbalized or expressed in another way. 

The crucial point about the emotional experience of Turkish music is that the youths 
experience the music as somehow more emotional than English, German or other music. Ien 
Ang’s study of the reception of Dallas offers a useful model of explanation for this. According to 
Ang Dallas is so popular because it is so very realistic. This needs some explanation, as at first 
sight, Dallas is not realistic at all. The problems and complications the characters have to face are 
of grotesque dimensions. Ang lists among others “adultery, alcoholism, rare disease, miscarriage, 
rape, airplane accident, car accident, kidnapping, corruption, psychiatric treatment, and so on.”31 
Comparing this to the reality outside Dallas means to follow an empiricist conception of realism 
rather than abstract from the denotative level of the text. But the concrete complications and 
problems the characters have to face can also be seen as “symbolic representations of more 
general living experiences: rows, intrigues, problems, happiness and misery.”32 According to 
Ang, people ascribe at a connotative level mainly emotional meanings to the text, and the realism 
of Dallas is an “emotional realism”.33 What the users recognize as real “is not knowledge of the 
world, but a subjective experience of the world: a ‘structure of feeling’.”34 The structure of 
feeling in Dallas is a tragic one, as the text is dominated by the idea that happiness is precarious 
and usually does not last or that life is mainly just a series of ups and downs. 

Structures of feeling can be recognized in music just as well as in other texts (‘text’ means not 
only lyrics but also entire songs, episodes of TV series etc.), even in instrumental pieces without 
any lyrics or only in parts of pieces. Which structure of feeling is recognized or whether a 
structure is recognized is highly dependent on the individual person, on the life history and the 
current personal situation, or the momentary mood. But apparently every piece of music, every 
song offers the opportunity to recognize a structure of feeling, and the qualities of the structures 
are countless. 

Regarding the study of emotions, cultural anthropology is still quite in its infancy.35 It 
considers emotions as largely learned. If emotions are thus considered, this applies for their 
contents, but also for their ‘wrapping’ and deciphering. This is why Western European listeners 
may have difficulties deciphering Turkish music in the appropriate emotional way. For example, 



an only slightly modulated Turkish song may seem monotonous, indifferent or boring to 
European listeners, while Turkish listeners have learned to see it as especially tender or touching. 

The Turkish youths’ reception of Turkish and other music differs inasmuch as they describe 
Turkish music as more emotionally moving. But a music cannot be regarded as more emotional 
in an absolute way. Only the quality and intensity of the emotional implications differ according 
to the music, the situation, and the listener. Then why do many Turkish youths experience 
Turkish music as more intense emotionally than English or other music? The youths grow up 
with and from their earliest childhood know a rather natural separation of contexts. For example, 
home and family life belong to a Turkish context and are often connoted with emotional warmth. 
The outside world, often connoted with predominantly unfamiliar people etc. belongs to a 
German context.36 For the Turkish youths, everything Turkish or of Turkish context, the country, 
the people living there, the language, and the music is predominantly positively connoted. On the 
other hand, the German or English context is characterized by school or the job and connoted 
with experiences of rejection and alienation, even though the interviewees could not report any 
particular incident of discrimination. The extremely positive connotation of the Turkish context 
results in a better learning of emotions and a better recognizing of structures of feeling of the 
Turkish context and a positive reinforcement of them. This way, the emotional experience of 
Turkish music is reinforced.37 

 
TURKISH MUSIC IN GERMANY - A REASON TO BE ALARMED? 
As Turkish music is so very appealing to Turkish youths and creates this special emotional effect, 
one question poses itself: Is there a danger that unwelcome societal or political ideas reach the 
youth via the music or the artists? Popular music, just like many other mass media forms, is often 
reputed to be endangering for the youth or society at large. For example, according to the 
musicologists Reinhard Flender and Herman Rauhe, youths listening to music “crawl so to speak 
into the ‘magic uterus’ of the rhythmically pulsating sound world that unconsciously reminds 
them of the prenatal phase and by regression comforts them with cozy warmth and emotional 
security.”38 This de-socializing process may lead to “hedonic or narcissistic autism” and in the 
end to “mental immaturity and the inability to handle life”.39 Though the authors cannot present 
any empiric proof and do not hesitate to say so, they continue the scenario: The textual and 
musical stereotypes of pop music and its standardized role models and behavioral patterns 
contribute to a rigidity of perception and imposed conformity of aesthetics. This hinders self-
determination and self-liberation in the aesthetic and political sphere and in the end leads to the 
elimination of individuality, to alienation or even the loss of identity.40 

But it is not only the music itself that is somehow supposed to be dangerous for youths, it is 
also the performers. The public, the media and even researchers on the one hand very much 
regret that youths constantly lose positive role models, and on the other hand fear that they could 
be influenced by bad models. In the context of migrant youths, such supposed dangers of popular 
music gain special importance. What if Turkish artists or lyrics can stimulate anti-democratic, 
sexist, Islamic etc. opinions or behavior? 

Only few youths think that performers could be models, good or bad, for youths, and none 
speaks of regarding a certain performer as a personal model. Apparently Jürgen Zinnecker is right 
when he says that the lively discussion about models is more of an adults’ topic than a topic of 
interest for youths. According to Zinnecker, the strong pedagogical connotation of models results 
in their broad rejection. In addition to this, with the beginning of adolescence, youths refer to 
other persons not by identifying with them, but rather by differentiating and creating a positive 



self-image and distinguishing themselves. Individualization, for example via clothes, music or 
life style, becomes more and more important, and this forbids copying another person.41 

The youths have very high and diverse moral expectations of the artists and perceive in detail 
when they fail to meet these expectations. But instead of glossing over their shortcomings or 
excusing them so that they would meet their expectations, they allow themselves to be 
disappointed by them. They do not allow the artists greater tolerance just because they are stars, 
like Lila Abu-Lughod found when doing fieldwork on TV consumption in Egypt. Accompanying 
women watching TV serials, she found that they simply suspended their moral judgment. For 
these women, TV stars and characters do not belong to the local moral community. As they have 
completely different problems or situations of life, they may follow completely different rules 
that would never be accepted in their own moral community.42 

The Turkish youths in Germany, on the other hand, see a quite different ‘moral community’. 
Their moral claims are of a much more universal character and do not stop at prominent artists. 
Opinions of performers and their music can differ significantly. The youths are able to like the 
music of a performer whose character they do not like, but in certain cases a bad opinion of a 
performer can also lead to a dislike of his or her music. Ibrahim Tatlises is a performer who 
apparently does not have to fear the opinions his listeners have of him, as they like his music 
anyway. He is one of the most popular and controversial Turkish artists. Ibrahim Tatlises (tatli 
ses: sweet voice) was born in 1952 in a small city in Anatolia. Coming from a poor family, in the 
1970s he became very successful and is the most prominent artist of Arabesk. He also became a 
very successful show master, actor and entrepreneur. He is said to treat people and especially 
women very rudely and to be involved in the Turkish Mafia. Many youths say that they on the 
one hand are disgusted by him, but on the other hand like his music very much, just like Baris 
does: 

 
“He has a very interesting personal history when he says: I was born in a cave. It is really 
interesting to see what he used to be and what he is now. That is admirable. But the current 
incidents, he is so dictatorial and he, I don’t know, despises and hits women and whatever. Of 
course, I don’t like this side of him. But his voice is great.” 

 
Ibrahim Tatlises is not the only case in which Baris likes the music but dislikes the performer. 

But in the following case of the artist Yavuz Bingöl, the bad opinion of the performer led to a 
change of the opinion of the music. Yavuz Bingöl used to play the traditional Turkish instrument 
baglama for various artists, among them Ibrahim Tatlises, and was active in the field of protest 
müzik, a highly political genre of Turkish popular music that developed in the 1960s. Then he 
became commercially successful as a solo artist and performed in several movies, a blend of 
activities which is very common in Turkey. In the beginning, Baris was very enthusiastic about 
Yavuz Bingöl. He even bought several cassettes and gave them to friends in order to promote the 
performer. Today Baris’ opinion of Yavuz Bingöl is dominated by the artist’s private life. In 
contrast to the example of Ibrahim Tatlises, Baris can no longer like the music of Yavuz Bingöl. 

 
“I bought the album three or four times and gave it to friends, because I was sure he was that 
great that they had to listen to it. I thought he was just great. But then this change. He started with 
protest and folk music and followed the political track. And nowadays it’s nothing but pure 
commercialism. He has his own serial, he joins in every crap. And he has already been married 
six or seven times though he is so young. And I don’t like that. It’s important to me that the 



music and whatever the private person represents match. I don’t like it when he is an antisocial 
bastard in his private life but in his music everything is peace and happiness.” 

 
These examples show that the youths perceive in every detail when artists fail to meet their 

expectations. What they regard as moral shortcomings, for example several changes of marriage 
partners or accusations of child abuse, applies universally for the prominent artists just as well as 
for themselves. Ordinary people like themselves as well as prominent people belong to the same 
universal moral community. This moral community is universal in one more sense: The value 
system the Turkish youths apply to their moral community is not of a specifically Turkish or 
Muslim nature. What they find irritating does not differ from what causes offense in Germany. 
For example, when Gerhard Schröder assumed office as German chancellor, the German public 
was irritated by the fact that he had been married and divorced several times. 

The youths differentiate strongly between the person and the music of an artist and do not 
make the artists objects of admiration or even emulation. They rather accept being disappointed 
in all the varying expectations they have. When they are disappointed by the artists or when the 
opinion of the performer and the music differ from the beginning, the youths negotiate this in 
every single case. In this they do not follow a general policy but rather are highly flexible. In one 
case one decides not to listen to the music any longer, in the next one decides to listen to it 
irregardless. 

There is no apparent danger of influence from the performers, and it is the same with the 
lyrics. Politically motivated popular music has a distinct tradition in Turkey. It predominantly 
supports Alevi or Kurdish issues and belongs to the left, but there is also right wing, nationalist or 
Islamic music.43 According to the youths, politically motivated music is of an enormous symbolic 
importance, but of no effect. The explanations given for this vary. Güven thinks that certain 
contents may reach certain groups of people who agree with these contents, but at the same time 
these contents confirm other people in the opposite opinion. 

 
“I think it’s only important to people who agree with the contents. It’s never the case that one 
person reaches everybody, no matter whether belonging to the minority or the majority, and that 
they all agree with the lyrics and the political opinion. Unfortunately, it’s just not like that. When 
people belong to a minority, then they promote ideas for this minority and against the majority. 
Then the minority agrees and the majority disagrees, of course. Because of this I doubt that 
politically motivated music is effective.” 

 
Derya appreciates politically motivated music and especially socio-critical contents. He 

thinks a lot about lyrics and the potential meanings of songs. But he considers himself an 
exception. In his opinion most people do not think about the contents and therefore he considers 
politically motivated music not to be effective. 

 
“People don’t concern themselves with music, they just switch it on when driving, so that they 
don’t hear the noise of the engine. They don’t interpret. [...] If a hundred people listen to 2Pac, 
five percent listen to him the way I listen.” 

 
According to Derya, especially youths of his own age (17) are not able to understand music 

but only to follow the rhythm. He is not the only one who thinks of himself as being able to 
handle music while others aren’t. This seems quite arrogant, but research on similar topics shows 



a widespread confidence in one’s own abilities to handle media and at the same time the fear 
others might not be able to do so.44  

Anthropological research on media shows that people can and do read media texts very 
differently from the author’s intention. And some of the youths give exactly this explanation for 
the assumed lack of effectiveness of politically motivated music. Yasemin thinks that artists and 
music cannot influence her as it is totally unpredictable what she does with the music or the 
lyrics. To support her opinion she tells about one of her favorite songs, Seviyorum seni (I love 
you). The lyrics consist of a poem by Nazim Hikmet (1902-1963), who is one of the most popular 
poets of Turkey. Hikmet wrote this poem when he was in exile in Russia. He did not dedicate it 
to a woman, as the title might suggest, but rather to his home country Turkey. Yasemin did not 
know this and developed her very own and personal connotations. Today she knows that the 
poem renders homage to the country Turkey. But Yasemin can keep her personal connotations. 
What Nazim Hikmet wanted to express with the poem is of no relevance to her: 

 
“I don’t think they can reach the masses or cause anything to happen. I really think everybody 
listening to music follows her or his own thoughts. I think nobody is interested in what the 
authors had in mind when they wrote a certain piece. You yourself find it politically motivating 
or you don’t. [...] I didn’t know that Nazim Hikmet wrote Seviyorum seni when he was in exile. 
And I wasn’t interested in this fact. And to me the song doesn’t mean that I miss Turkey, as he 
intended to describe in the poem. For me it is something very personal that has nothing to do with 
his intention. And I think it is generally this way. They write it, but everybody understands it the 
way she or he wants to.” 

 
Of course, then influence on the listener is still possible. But a calculated and controlled 

influence becomes improbable. 
According to Reinhard Flender and Hermann Rauhe, popular music contributes to a deficit of 

self-determination and self-liberation in the aesthetic or political sphere (see above).45 The youths 
and their dealing with music leave a very different impression. On the one hand they differentiate 
very much between the music and the performer and handle their opinions of artists in a highly 
sophisticated and flexible way. On the other hand they appreciate politically motivated music, as 
long as it corresponds with their political attitude. But they think it is ineffectual for themselves. 
In addition, the example of Yasemin and the song Seviyorum seni underpins results of 
anthropological media research showing that interpretations or connotations of texts are primarily 
the products of the users and not so much the authors. 

 
TURKISH YOUTHS AND THEIR NON-AFFILIATION TO GERMAN YOUTH 
CULTURE 
Let me exaggerate for a moment: If Turkish youths in Germany do not visit Turkish discotheques 
in order to cut themselves off from society and if artists and lyrics have no considerable influence 
on the youths is there any reason left to bother about Turkish music in Germany? There is. Many 
Turkish youths experience their situation as migrant youths as very uncomfortable. Their use of 
Turkish music is not the reason for but rather a symptom of this experience. This becomes 
apparent when the focus on the use of music is extended to the youths’ affiliation or rather non-
affiliation with the youth cultures existing in Germany. 

Germany shows a manifold landscape of youth cultures. Klaus Farin identifies more than 400. 
According to him, youths between the ages of 11 and 19 pass through six to eight of them and 



often belong to two or three at the same time.46 This wide range of youth cultures cannot only be 
attributed to changing possibilities of leisure time and consumption. According to Johannes 
Moser, an increasing individualization of life situations leads to new processes of group 
formation. As people no longer belong to a class or milieu, contexts, necessities, and needs 
decide which scene or network to refer to.47 Having lost traditional obligations and ways of group 
formation, the artificial creation of frontiers becomes necessary to keep a distance to the outside 
world and at the same time experience affiliation and safety.48 Music can be a useful leitmotif 
here. 

Turkish youths hardly show any affiliation with youth cultures existent in Germany. The 
reasons given for this vary. Derya, for example, regards individualism as a very high goal, and 
affiliating with a youth culture would undermine this. And as affiliation with a diffuse group is 
easily accomplished, it is of no value for him. He illustrates his opinion with the example of 
youths wearing T-Shirts with Che Guevara on them: 

 
“So many youths wear shirts with Che Guevara on them and don’t know who he really was. They 
do so just so that they can say they belong to something, whatever. Just so that in public people 
say: Look, that one is wearing a communist T-Shirt. He is cool. But that is rubbish. It’s only 
important what you think of yourself. And not what others think of you. And as I don’t care what 
others think, such a category never was a topic for me.” 

 
Derya regards himself as independent of given styles while he regards people following 

certain styles as unreflective and conformist. Like Derya, many youths show a disapproval of 
categorizations and frequently emphasize that they themselves are especially not typically 
Turkish. Apparently many of them experience being Turkish as a stigma. 

The youths especially consider youth cultures with an outward appearance aimed at irritating 
or shocking the mainstream critically, as they suspect it leads to disapproval and exclusion. They 
themselves do not want to cause such exclusion. As Filiz explains: 

 
“These punks, for example [...], just because of their outward appearance they are written off 
somehow. I don’t want to judge whether they are stupid or not, I don’t know. [...] Just because I 
think one shouldn’t wall oneself off from society and only hang around with your own kind of 
people that doesn’t mean that I’m a follower or want to suck up to people. I just think people 
keep their distance from such people. Would parents like their daughter to have a boyfriend 
wearing, I don’t know, torn or leather clothes? I just wouldn’t like to be in the situation that I 
come to people’s places and they say: Son, we don’t want you to have contact with this girl.” 

 
For the youths, the central aspects of youth cultures are the differentiation from others on the 

one hand, and affiliation with others on the other hand. These aspects are not attractive for them. 
They do not want to dissociate from society, and the negative implications of such dissociation 
cannot be compensated by the experience of affiliation with a certain group. 

A third aspect of youth cultures is the provocation of or rebellion against society, especially 
elder generations. The Turkish youths do not show any attempt to provoke, especially not via an 
irritating outward appearance. The youths rather leave the strong impression that they want to be 
as unobtrusive as possible. They have the feeling of always being recognized as Turkish and as 
different, and they do not want to aggravate this. While German youths might feel the need to 
actively distinguish themselves, Turkish youths rather find themselves involuntarily and 
unintentionally exposed, just like Filiz does: 



 
“I haven’t felt indigenous in my whole life. Neither in Germany nor in Turkey. You always 
know. No matter how well you’re integrated. I don’t think that I get rejected just because I have 
black hair. I speak German and I think I behave German. But I always have the feeling that I’m 
foreign, because people give me the feeling that I’m not like them. Sometimes I wonder what it’s 
like to be in a German’s position, what it’s like to feel indigenous. I’d love to be normal, just for 
a single day, either in Turkey or here, just to know what it’s like.” 

 
Apparently the youths neither see themselves affiliated with a certain Turkish youth culture or 

subculture, for example a ‘Turkish pop culture’ (in contrast to the Berlin hip-hop culture Ayse 
Caglar describes).49 The existence of such a culture is not even mentioned. Dissociation and 
provocation are unwelcome. The youths want to see themselves as non-resistant and unobtrusive 
and design a deliberate and conscious mainstream. This Turkish mainstream offers distinction 
from other Turkish youths, for example the hip-hop youths, but is not meant to be distinct from a 
general German mainstream. For the youths, there is no contradiction in listening to both, Turkish 
and German or rather English music, just like a Turkish and a German mainstream do not exclude 
each other. Both are natural and equal components of their situation in Germany and blend 
smoothly. 

This Turkish mainstream cannot be regarded as a subculture aimed at dissociation with the 
most negative implications of the term. For the Turkish youths, a mainstream of their own offers 
them the opportunity to gain distinction and to express their self-image: On the one hand, the 
Turkish mainstream opens a field where they can prove competency, good taste, and insider 
knowledge. By this, the youths gain distinction without putting special emphasis on standing out 
against other, German groups of youths. On the other hand, the Turkish mainstream offers the 
youths the opportunity to minimize targets for rejection or exclusion by the German majority and 
to regard themselves as the least deviant as possible, and they take the Turkish mainstream as a 
means to present themselves as such. 

The youths have the strong impression that they will be regarded as different no matter how 
“German” they behave. They respond with great competency to the demands of a life in 
Germany: They speak fluent German, get high educational degrees and know the legal and social 
systems. To speak frankly, they do not know what else to do, and still have a strong feeling that 
they will never really be welcome in Germany. Apparently, steps must be taken so that the 
migrant youths are no longer denied the possibility of developing a closer emotional connection 
to Germany, but these are tasks of the German majority, not the migrant youths. In this situation, 
the use of Turkish music is neither the expression of a backwardness that would hinder migrant 
youths from fully participating in life in Germany, nor of a parallel society not willing to 
integrate into German society. On the contrary, Turkish music is one cultural resource among 
others the youths make use of in order to design a self-image as migrant youths in Germany and 
to locate themselves in a society they do not feel accepted by but nevertheless live in. 
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