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Abstract
Since the 1960s, Germany has received millions of Gastarbeiter (guest ‑ 
workers), with Turkish migrants being the largest and most culturally 
distinct group. The persistence and transformation of Turkish practices 
reflect processes of collective memory and identity negotiation, especially 
among second-, third-, and fourth ‑generation Turks. After the Berlin Wall 
fell, the Turkish minority faced more xenophobic violence, heightening 
identity crises among youth. In the 1990s, Turkish ‘gangsta’ rap expressed 
and negotiated identity in response to racism. Since the early 2000s, 
Turkish folk dance has resurged among the youth, becoming a central 
means of cultural remembrance and endurance. However, a significant 
gap remains in understanding how traditional practices like Zeibek 
dancing transcend their origins to become national identity symbols 
across generations in a foreign land. This study addresses this gap by 
analysing intersections of homeland, memory, and identity in folk 
dance. It examines how Zeibek dance functions as a mechanism of banal 
nationalism and as a site for diasporic identity construction. The spiritual 
and affective aspects of Zeibek dance, along with its role as cultural 
resistance during identity crises, are explored through the experiences of 
dancers at Egetanz Ulm and Ravensburg. Thus, this study positions folk 
dance as both a repository of memory and an active site for renegotiating 
and performing Turkishness within the German diaspora.
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I am a tree
With roots in Anatolian soil
And with flowers under Germany’s ice sheet
Which are still bleeding red
Like the oriental roses…
Alev Tekinay, Der Schmerzbaum

1. Introduction

Since the 1960s, labour migration from Turkey has significantly transformed 
Germany’s social and cultural landscape. The so‑called ‘guest‑workers’ 
(Gastarbeiter), initially recruited for temporary employment, established endur-
ing communities. Subsequent generations have navigated complex identities 
situated between Germany and an ‘imagined homeland,’ particularly Turkey. 

While previous studies have examined identity formation through hip‑ 
hop and religious organisations, this paper contends that the transition from 
the rebelliousness of Turkish ‘gangsta’ rap in the 1990s in Germany (Kaya 
2015) to the resurgence of traditional Zeibek dance in the 2000s reflects 
a broader evolution in cultural expression. This shift is partially attributa-
ble to the socio‑political climate in Germany, where multicultural integra-
tion policies and heightened media discourse on cultural identity prompted 
a re‑evaluation of cultural and national affiliations among young people. By 
analysing Turkish folk dance as an embodied alternative cultural practice, 
this study demonstrates that dance plays an active role in shaping and sus-
taining identity negotiation across generations within the diaspora.

The Egetanz1 Ulm and Ravensburg cultural association serves as the pri-
mary case study for exploring how Zeibek (Aegean folk dance) functions 
as a lieu de mémoire (site of memory) and national identity builder for sec-
ond- and third‑generation Turkish‑Germans. This analysis demonstrates that 

1	 Ege: Aegean, Tanz: dance.
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dance practice constitutes a crucial means of constructing and performing 
diasporic identity, navigating transgenerational (post)memory, and articu-
lating a relationship with an idealised Turkish homeland.

Guided by an integrated theoretical framework, this study asks: How do 
the sensory experiences and embodied, ritualised practices of Zeibek dance 
within the Egetanz association – encompassing sound, fatigue, and exhil-
aration – help Turkish‑Germans in contemporary Germany negotiate and 
rearticulate cultural/national identity, belonging, and connections to an ‘im-
agined homeland’? To answer this, the research systematically applies con-
cepts of diaspora, post‑memory, and banal nationalism and examines how 
these frameworks shape participants’ experiences. This analytical roadmap 
links theory with empirical inquiry, clarifies the study’s aims, and outlines 
the methods used to analyse cultural practice within the diaspora. 

2. Theoretical Framework: Defining Key Concepts

To examine the role of Egetanz, this paper relies on four interconnected con-
cepts. Migrant generations refers to the division of Turkish migrants by the 
era of their arrival and experience; (post)memory denotes the way later gen-
erations inherit and embody memories of past events they did not directly 
witness; a diaspora is a collective of people sharing a common homeland but 
living in another country, and the term ‘Turkish’ functions as a self‑chosen 
identity marker for the participant group under study.

Migrant Generations: This study applies a common sociological model. 
The first generation is the original Gastarbeiter, whose identity is shaped by 
direct memories of the homeland and an initial, but often unrealised, ‘return 
plan’ (Clifford 1994). The second generation, often born in Germany, is seen 
as ‘museums’ preserving their parents’ legacy (Goertz 1998, 34). The third 
generation, which is the main focus here, is even more removed; their con-
nection to the homeland is mainly through inherited stories, images, and 
traumas – this is post‑memory. 

To provide a broader perspective and allow interdisciplinary alignment, 
we juxtapose this migrant‑generation schema with alternative typologies. 
Some scholars, such as Portes and Rumbaut (2001), categorise generations 
based on their hybridity and identity challenges, whereas others, such as 
Gans (1992), offer insights into assimilation and cultural retention patterns. 
The approach taken here to focus on the three generational schema is based 
on its ability to emphasise the progressive detachment and diverse identi-
ty experiences emerging from complex transgenerational interactions. This 
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choice allows us to better explore the unique challenges faced by the third 
generation.

(Post)Memory: Post‑memory is the experience of growing up surround-
ed by stories of past events. It means ‘remembering’ through stories, images, 
and behaviours learned in childhood (Hirsch 2008, 111). For third‑generation 
dancers, Zeibek is a way to reactivate and embody these inherited memories. 
It connects them to a history they did not experience directly.

Transnationalism and Diaspora: Transnationalism describes the stage 
when the Gastarbeiter actively maintained social, economic, and emotional 
ties with both Germany and Turkey, moving fluidly between the two. Over 
time, as stays became permanent, this morphed into a diaspora: a settled 
community marked by enduring displacement, collective memory, and multi‑ 
generational continuity (King and Christou 2010). Diaspora specifically re-
fers to a population living outside its homeland, sustained by shared mem-
ories and inherited cultural practices.

The term ‘Turkish’: While migration from Turkey to Germany has in-
cluded multiple ethnic and religious groups (e.g., Kurds, Alevis, Circassians), 
this paper uses ‘Turkish’ to denote the participants’ own self‑identification in 
this case study. Here, ‘Turkish’ specifically refers to the identity constructed 
and performed within the Egetanz association, which emphasises nationalist 
symbols (such as the Turkish flag) and the Zeibek dance – a practice strong-
ly associated with Turkish nationalist history (Kurt 2016). This defines the 
‘Turkish’ identity framework that this study focuses on.

3. Methodology

This study takes a qualitative, ethnographic case study approach focused on 
Ege Tanz und Kulturverein in Ulm and Ravensburg. The researcher’s exper-
tise in Turkish folk dance research informs the methodological design. The 
dual role as both a Turkish cultural researcher and folk dance instructor af-
fords unique access and contextual understanding, enhancing rapport and 
depth of insight. However, this positionality also introduces power dynamics 
that may influence participant responses. Maintaining ongoing reflexivity 
regarding these dynamics is essential for methodological transparency. The 
group was selected based on online videos showcasing performances with 
Turkish nationalist symbols, such as the flag and Atatürk’s audio, rendering 
them a compelling case for examining diaspora, nationalism, and performance.

The Ege Tanz und Kulturverein is a formal cultural association based in 
Ulm and Ravensburg, in the German state of Baden‑Württemberg. While 
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the group began its activities informally in 2002, it became an officially reg-
istered German organisation (Kulturverein) in 2018, providing it with a for-
mal legal framework. This case study was selected not because of the specific 
localities, but because the association’s prominent and nationalist‑themed 
online presence made it a potent and highly visible example for studying 
the research question.

During the 2022 fieldwork, the association consisted of approximately 
60 active members. The dancers are primarily second- and third‑generation 
German‑Turks, mostly in their late teens and early twenties. A defining 
characteristic of Ege Tanz is its exclusive focus. Unlike many other Turkish 
folk dance groups in Europe that perform a wide repertoire from different 
regions, Ege Tanz is dedicated almost entirely to the Zeibek dances of West-
ern Anatolia. This deliberate choice is central to the group’s identity, linking 
them directly to the specific nationalist and heroic histories associated with 
the Zeibek tradition, as will be analysed in upcoming sections.

Due to the researcher’s established public reputation in folk dances, the 
association’s leadership was already acquainted with his work and extend-
ed a formal invitation to conduct fieldwork. This facilitated unique access to 
the community. Fieldwork was conducted between June and August 2022.

Primary data collection involved semi‑structured interviews with approx-
imately 25 association members (all Germany-born), including dancers from 
the second and third generations as well as the lead choreographer, Q. Par-
ticipants were purposively selected to ensure a representative sample of the 
association’s membership. Deliberate efforts were made to achieve diversi-
ty in gender, age, and length of membership, thereby enriching the range 
of perspectives. Interviews were conducted in person and recorded using 
either audio or detailed handwritten notes, according to participant prefer-
ence. The semi‑structured interview format provided a consistent set of core 
questions while allowing flexibility to explore emergent themes related to 
identity, (post)memory, belonging, and the personal, spiritual, and political 
significance of Zeibek dance. Thematic analysis was subsequently employed 
to identify recurring patterns and narratives within the data.

Ethical considerations guided all aspects of the research. All partici-
pants were informed of the study’s aims and provided consent. Names and 
identifiers have been anonymised; female interviewees are designated as 
‘Y-number’ and male interviewees as ‘X-number,’ the lead choreographer 
as ‘Q.’ In‑text citations for these primary interviews are formatted with 
the participant’s assigned identifier and the year of the fieldwork (e.g., X-4, 
2022). As these represent unpublished primary data, they are not included 
in the bibliography.
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4. Historical Context: Turkish Migration to Germany

After the Second World War, Germany desperately needed a larger labour 
force. After signing agreements with Italy, Spain, and Greece, the Federal Re-
public of Germany concluded a 1961 treaty with Turkey to recruit semi‑skilled 
Turkish workers for German factories. Every year, thousands of Turks settled 
in Germany until 1973, when there were around 550,000 Turkish Gastarbeit-
ers working in the country. Until the 1980s, these workers’ families came to 
Germany, followed by political asylum seekers after the 1980 Coup D’état in 
Turkey (Yurdakul 2009, 23–26). However, the idea was that these migrants 
would return to Turkey one day; a whole second generation was raised with 
the expectation that their parents might decide to go back at any time.

Turks’ continuous migration to Germany, a country which had always 
been ethnically more homogenous compared to the other European coun-
tries, resulted in a Turkish community of between four and seven million 
people. However, the identity born of this migration is neither Turkish nor 
German, but something in between.

For the first‑generation migrant, memory had an indispensable role in 
their adaptation to the new country, but also secluded them from the rest 
of the society. In the 1960s, they would meet at train stations, which be-
came a fundamental symbol of nostalgia, and look for other Turks to talk to 
(Fındıkçı 2001, 211). They had two fears that motivated them to ‘survive.’ The 
first was the fear of doing something that could terminate their work permit; 
the second was doing something that would be a blot on the escutcheon of 
Turkishness (Başkurt 2009, 83). Their adaptation to Germany was traumatic 
for the first arrivals, but for the second generation born in Germany, it was 
not that harsh; they had the notion of ‘preserving’ Turkishness (Kütük 2010, 
115–17). However, ‘the second generation, with its degree of temporal sep-
aration from the event, feels that it has been given a particular task: mem-
bers of this generation are to be museums that preserve and transmit their 
parents’ legacy for posterity’ (Goertz 1998, 34).

The memory of Turkey and nostalgia were not destructive elements 
among Gastarbeiter Turks, but they helped them build a diaspora first as 
guest workers and then as Turks. Nostalgia, composed of nostos (return) and 
algos (pain, or suffering), was first defined as homesickness and then as a sen-
timental longing for the past. The nostalgia of first- and second‑generation 
Turks in Germany can be classified as restorative nostalgia, focusing on nos-
tos and aiming to reconstruct the lost home in the new home, and does not 
cause back‑migration (Legg 2004, 100). With the integral role of nostalgia, 
the identity of ‘guest workers’ began to shift to ‘Turkish workers’ as their 
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families also arrived in Germany and obtained residence permits. But mem-
ory, again, played a significant role in shaping Turks’ perceptions of their 
own identity. Because cultural memory preserves the store of knowledge 
from which a group derives an awareness of its unity and peculiarity. The 
objective manifestations of cultural memory are defined through “a kind of 
identificatory determination in a positive [We, Turks] or in a negative [They, 
Germans] sense” (Assmann and Czaplicka 1995, 130).

As migrant identity shifted from guest worker to Turkish worker, their 
gathering places changed from the train station to traditional Turkish coffee 
shops, where they played cards and backgammon and drank Turkish tea/
coffee. At first, they were not selective about the regional background of an-
yone they met; they were excited to chat about Turkey, but as the number 
of people from Turkey increased, they began to hang out with others with 
similar cultural backgrounds. Founding cultural organisations and associa-
tions was not taken too seriously because the migrants would ‘go back to 
Turkey soon when they save up enough money,’ which is why it was only 
in the mid‑80s that the first Turkish associations were founded. This directly 
corresponds to the shift from a temporary, transnational mindset to a more 
permanent diasporic one.

The adventure of ‘suffering’ for Turkish guest‑workers as transnation-
al labour communities evolved into a strong notion of diaspora, defined by 
‘historical continuity across at least two generations, a sense of the possi-
ble permanence of exile, and the broad spread and stability of the distri-
bution of populations within the diaspora’ (King and Christou 2010, 172). 
A nineteen‑year‑old third‑generation Turkish woman, Y-1, proves this shift 
by narrating:

Turkey is our homeland, our history. But we struggle with ourselves about our 
identity as Turks born in Germany. We are trying to find ourselves and find who 
we are. I am a Turk, but I do not belong to Turkey. When I go there, I also feel 
that I do not belong there. This is not the case with my grandparents; they feel 
that they belong there. They have one homeland. We will also go back when-
ever we are done here. But we still cannot figure out what we are. I only know 
that I was always a Turk and will always be. Being born here does not make 
me a German (Y-1, 2022). 

This quote illustrates the ongoing identity crisis and fragmentation experi-
enced by the third‑generation Turkish‑Germans. It underscores the discon-
nection from both Turkey and Germany, leaving younger generations strad-
dling two cultures without a full sense of belonging to either.
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Regardless of how strong the attachment to the homeland is, in the dias-
poric communities, one wants to be seen by others or wants to be in spac-
es where his/her identity is not ‘the other.’ The Turkish diaspora, later Ger-
man Turks, achieved this by gathering in associations, raising their voices in 
Turkish politics, crowdfunding for charities in their homeland, and reviving 
Anatolian folklore in Germany, both to remember and preserve their identity. 
Especially for the German‑Turkish youth, resistance and adaptation are two 
conflicting fundamental notions in their life because the third and the fourth 
generations are the ones who cannot go back and adapt to society in Turkey 
because ‘cultural identity of the German‑Turkish youth is formed on the ba-
sis of continuous dialogue between past and future, between homeland and 
country of residence, between different worlds of meaning, between various 
life‑worlds, between global winds and local resistance, between “roots” and 
“routes”, and between “here” and “there”’ (Kaya 2015, 174).

The first generation believed they would be there only for a short time, 
intending to save enough money to sustain a good life back in Turkey, and 
that they were just transnational communities. However, their families were 
allowed to settle in Germany, and the new aim was to wait a little longer 
so their children could complete their formal education and save a bit more 
money. For the second generation, it was not until their children got mar-
ried and settled in Germany that they might return to their homeland; with 
this generation, the first diasporic unifications began. For the third genera-
tion, there is no comeback, even though they idealise returning to Turkey. 
All these three generations shared the same things: “[…] a teleology of ori-
gin/return. A shared, ongoing history of displacement, suffering, adaptation, 
or resistance […]” (Clifford 1994, 306).

5. Analysis: Dance, (Post)Memory, and Imagined 
Homelands

5.1. Back to Roots: Dance as Remembrance and Resistance

The Turkish community was evolving into a diaspora around the 1980s with 
family reunifications in Germany, but apart from all the traumas of migra-
tion, a series of xenophobic attacks on Turks began in these years. Every year, 
beginning with 1993 (Solingen Arson), many Turks were killed by German 
extremists, with the main slogan ‘Türken raus!’ This period marked a critical 
intersection of xenophobia and cultural revival, as these challenges served to 
enhance inter‑community relations and encourage Turks to maintain their 
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cultural and ethnic identity more resiliently than ever before. In particular, 
the xenophobic incidents of the 1980s and 1990s underscored the need for 
cultural preservation and resistance, catalysing the formation of new dance 
groups and reviving traditional performance arts as acts of pride and defi-
ance. Turks began openly representing their own culture and teaching their 
children about it. They did this via dance and music. Their cultural life en-
compassed an extremely active musical life, playing an important role for 
immigrants from the very beginning. In the diaspora, they developed a desire 
to maintain the musical traditions of their former homeland, thus maintain-
ing a connection to their roots and origins (Klebe 2009, 301).

With a fear of losing Turkishness or with a motivation to bring the 
homeland to Germany, Turkish folk dances have been an important means 
of challenging these fears and fulfilling these desires. This was not specific 
to the Turkish community in Germany and could be seen in many diaspo-
ras because ‘once separated from their homelands by geographical distance 
and political barriers, diasporic peoples find themselves in closer relations 
with their old countries […]’ (Clifford 1994, 304). Especially among the third 
generation, Turkish folk dances began to serve as a source of nostalgia – not 
pain, but soothing – for many third‑generation German‑Turkish individuals. 
‘Our families are encouraging us to dance. Especially, my grandfather was 
interested in my improvement in Turkish folk dances. We dance not to for-
get who we are and where we come from’ said X-4 (2022), proving the clos-
er relation of a diaspora with the old country, and X-4 supports this idea by 
saying, ‘Dancing Turkish folk dances in Germany is making us proud. Our 
dance is to keep history alive’ (X-4, 2022).

Ege Tanz only practices Western Anatolian Zeibek dances. The deliber-
ate choice of Zeibek offers a valuable insight into diaspora‑building and na-
tionalism among third‑generation Turks, as the dance was one of the most 
important elements of nation‑building in Turkey between 1925 and 1950.

5.2. Zeibek, Nationalism, and Lieux de Mémoire

Zeibek (tr. Zeybek) is a term used for the social bandits who dwelled in the 
Western Anatolian mountains. The earliest use of this term dates back to 
the seventeenth century, and since then, the banditry tradition in the region 
persisted until the foundation of the Republic of Turkey (1923). The brute 
gangs of Zeibeks were sometimes ‘hired’ by the Ottoman Empire as mer-
cenaries, but at other times they were the real enemies of the state, whose 
costumes and music were abolished several times. Although the term Zei-
bek was used for the brigands, it is now used for their dances and for the 
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musical tradition that narrates their heroic acts, with identical musical 
themes. Their dances became national dances of the Turkish nation because 
the fiercest battles of the Turkish Independence War (1919–1923) against the 
United Kingdom, France, Greece, and Italy took place in the region where 
Zeibek dances are performed. Zeibek gangs organised highly lethal guer-
rilla attacks against the invading Greek army in the Greco‑Turkish Wars 
(1919–1922) and were internationally known for their unmerciful battling 
tactics. And a famous sentence of nationalist discourse is always uttered, 
showing the imagery of dance and nationalism: A Turk kneels only when 
he is dancing Zeibek. (X-5, 2022)

Although their history is highly controversial, with many brutal cas-
es where they committed inhumane crimes (Balkan Wars 1912–13, Greco‑ 
Turkish Wars 1919–1922), the people tend to idealise the social aspect of 
their banditry. While the official records and victims’ retelling of how they 
were victimised by some Zeibeks tell a vicious story, the collective memo-
ry of people constructs an opposite one in many cases. Memory is a social 
practice, consisting of cultural practices in which people collectively hon-
our history and sometimes memory, dedicating figures or monuments to 
preserve the cultural importance of certain beings. It also manifests itself 
as a collective being within the individual memory, and even the individual 
memories give hints about social and collective memory. But all of these are 
‘selective,’ which distorts the memory, and every remembrance is an act of 
choice shaped by various elements in culture, as people only tend to remem-
ber the good sides of Zeibeks (Schudson 1995, 346–48). When this selective 
memory was accompanied by Turkish official historiography’s renarration 
of the contribution of Zeibeks to the Greco‑Turkish War, and the declara-
tion of Zeibek dances as national dances,2 the collective memory began to 
select ‘the best’ among the goods while it was selecting the ‘good’ among 
the ‘bad’ from the stories of Zeibeks.

Many dancers in Ege Tanz practice only Zeibek dances, setting aside 
other Turkish folk dances because of the cultural memory of Zeibeks. Their 
main motivation for dancing only this dance is the history of the Zeibeks, 
which was distorted in the first quarter of the twentieth century for nation‑ 
building purposes of Kemalist Turkey. One of the interviewees, X-6 (2022), 
explains the reason why he is obsessed with dance:

2	 It should also be noted that Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder of the Republic of Turkey, 
was known as ‘Zeibek the Blonde’ as he promoted the zeibek dance and danced it often and 
also involved Zeibek social bandits in the Greco‑Turkish War. 
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Turkey is our homeland. We always miss it. We always remember it, and when-
ever we miss it, we go there immediately. When I am dancing Zeibek, I am not 
simply following the steps and music. After knowing the history of Zeibeks 
and dancing with this knowledge, I revive Turkey here and relive the legacy of 
Zeibeks (X-6, 2022).

The valorisation of Zeibeks extends beyond individual inspiration among 
dancers, functioning as a collective mnemonic device through their rep-
resentation as national heroes and martyrs within the staged choreogra-
phies of Ege Tanz. Ethnographic observation reveals that these approxi-
mately ten‑minute dance performances are frequently punctuated by the 
conspicuous display of the Turkish flag, symbolically anchoring the cho-
reography within a narrative of national identity. While the integration of 
national symbols such as flags is prevalent in diasporic cultural practices, 
their recurrent use in Ege Tanz’s repertoire actively materialises concepts of 
banal nationalism, as theorised by Billig (1995), within the context of dias-
poric performance. This phenomenon supports Firth’s (1973, 356) argument 
regarding the flag’s function as a condensation symbol, embodying societal 
sentiments and reinforcing the sacralisation of national identity. The ethno-
graphic data thereby concretely demonstrate how the intersection of perfor-
mance, symbolism, and collective memory operates to reproduce and pub-
licly affirm diasporic Turkishness.

The national flag today performs a symbolic function, being a condensation 
symbol and a focus for sentiment about society. According to Firth, the nation-
al flag symbolizes the sacred character of the nation […]. It carries no informa-
tional message, although, as Firth points out, the manner of a flag’s display can, 
on special occasions, provide a signal (Billig 1995, 39).

The choreographer of these performances also unconsciously attributes 
a fundamental value to the flag; moreover, externally, the group’s impor-
tance is projected through its role as a cultural ambassador via flags, as the 
choreographer says:

We have attended many festivals around Europe as a Zeibek dance group. Ger-
many, Austria, Switzerland… At these festivals, we represent Turkey; we go 
there in Turkey’s name. One day at a festival, we arrived at our hotel and saw 
that the organizers had hung a Turkish flag on our door and written ‘Turkey’ on 
it. We were extremely happy and proud to see this. We are among many other 
nations and there for Turkey with Turkish flags (Q, 2022).
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Aside from the national symbolism surrounding Zeibeks, their traditional ban-
ditry heritage and rituals have been incorporated into dance choreographies. 
Nearly all social media images of this dance group feature the nineteenth‑ 
century Zeibek pistols, which signify the continuity of their ‘fierce’ char-
acter in modern dance practices. The dancers both emphasise the national 
aspect of these historical figures and, in some staged performances, repeat 
the Zeibek Oath.3

The dancers use the Zeibek dances as a sphere of remembering the past, 
rearranging their cultural space in Germany to form an intangible Turkey. 
While doing this, they do not distort the ‘national’ and ‘heroic’ storytelling 
around the dances and banditry; on the contrary, they elevate the symbolism 
of the dance through their act of remembering, inheriting transgenerational 
trauma, and creating a space for the visibility of their identity. However, what 
they are doing is to create an invisible monument, an act of commemoration 
and lieux de mémoire, sites of memory. As Nora says, ‘lieux de mémoire are 
simple and ambiguous, natural and artificial, at once immediately available 
in concrete sensual experience and susceptible to the most abstract elabora-
tion. Indeed, they are lieux in three senses of the word: material, symbolic, 
and functional’ (Nora 1989, 18).

Dance as material (especially thanks to the costumes) becomes a lieu de 
mémoire in Ege Tanz’s case when ‘the imagination invests it with a sym-
bolic aura’ (Nora 1989, 19). A young dancer cannot hide his awe for Zeibek 
costumes and says, ‘The costume… This is something else. Amazing. Its col-
our, its vanity… I always wonder how I will look in this costume, as I have 
not had the honour of wearing it. Think that I wear this costume and walk 
on the stage… Everybody falls silent and watches me in awe’ (X-7, 2022). 

And the dance hall compounds the functional aspect of lieux de mémoire 
as ‘it is also the object of a ritual’ (Nora 1989, 19), a diasporic ritual that re-
lieves the dancers from the burdens of ‘being a Turk in Germany’ as anoth-
er young dancer, X-8, says, ‘We are enchanted by Zeibek dances. We lose 
ourselves while dancing. When we gather every week for rehearsals in the 
dance hall, the melodies of the zurna scatter life around. When we hear it, 
the hall is no longer a German land, this is a Turkish space’ (X-8, 2022). The 
dances are also seen as a space for trance, ecstasy, and a secure area for losing 

3	 The oath defines a brave person as one who keeps their word and dies with their leader, while 
a coward breaks promises and begs for mercy. It states humans are born to die, and those who 
fear death will suffer restlessly. The oath addresses punishment for those who refuse to share 
their wealth, notes that brave warriors lack mercy, and contrasts cowards (who process olives 
at tree bases) with warriors (who render fat in tyrants’ bellies).
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themselves while dancing, and this is ‘literally breaking a temporal continu-
ity’ (Nora 1989) and fitting into the symbolic sense of the lieux de mémoire.

Whereas these lieux de mémoire had a profane character for the first gen-
erations, the generations born in Germany imagined a sacred space where 
they would find an explanation or answer for their identity and satisfy the 
nostalgia for Zeibek dances among Ege Tanz dancers. Accordingly, ‘the sa-
cred centres of the homeland draw the members of the [German‑Turks] 
to it or inspire them from afar, even when their exile is prolonged. Hence, 
a [German‑Turk] may persist, even when long divorced from his/her home-
land, through an intense nostalgia and spiritual attachment’ (Smith 1991, 23).

All of the dancers mention feelings of this ‘sacred’ ecstasy or ‘trance’ as 
Y-3 (19) says, ‘My mind goes somewhere else other than my body. I get re-
ally emotional seeing all the others are dancing, and also me accompanying 
them’ (Y-3, 2022) or X-8 (2022) says, ‘The dance is so beautiful that we nat-
urally lose our minds while dancing.’ There is no English term for this ex-
hilarating feeling, but Greeks and Turks use the same word: keyif. It can be 
explained as leaving the profane space and losing the self‑consciousness via 
dance, but at the same time, it is also too communal to be just an individu-
al feeling, and it also creates the same sense of timing and meaning as the 
dancers may cheer simultaneously (Grau 2015, 242–43).

While the dancers are creating the intangible spheres of lieux de mémoire, 
they define a totally different Turkey, tearing it away from its cultural/po-
litical reality, and idealise life and the dances in/of Turkey. They see it as 
a source of energy, happiness, and a sacred being. X-9 believes that dancing 
the same dance in Turkey is way different than dancing it in Germany, as he 
says, ‘I dance on the soil where Zeibeks once danced. I learned their history 
in Germany, and with my knowledge, I dance better in Turkey because I re-
live their history with my dance’ (X-9, 2022). Another dancer points to a dif-
ferent aspect and says, ‘Turkey is our everything. It is our home, our father-
land. When I dance, my mind is always with Turkey; I always keep it in my 
mind. Turkey, inside me, overflows to dance and becomes Zeibek’ (Q, 2022).

Within the Ege Tanz case study, the tendency among German‑Turks to 
portray Turkey in romanticised and idealised terms emerges as a recurrent 
theme in participant narratives. This idealisation of the ancestral homeland 
often yields reductive depictions of the German host society, reinforcing 
notions of cultural incommensurability. For example, Y-4 (2022) asserts that 
Turkey possesses a richer environment and cultural heritage than Germa-
ny, while X-9 (2022) emphasises what is perceived as Germany’s lack of tra-
ditional communal practices, such as folk dance by stating: ‘Even Turkey’s 
water or air is very different than here, more beautiful. Germans do not have 
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a culture. They do not have a big culture. We have amazing traditions, folk-
lore, and history. I cannot see these in Germans. That is why we are standing 
out in Germany.’ These perspectives align with Rushdie’s concept of ‘imag-
inary homelands,’ wherein diasporic communities construct symbolic geog-
raphies imbued with affective significance (Rushdie 1992, 10).

However, analysis of interview data reveals substantive internal counter-
points that complicate this romanticisation. Several participants articulate 
critical perspectives, directly interrogating these idealisations by referencing 
current socio‑political challenges within Turkey, such as economic volatility 
and political polarisation. One participant (Y-7) notes, ‘When I visit, I see that 
not everything is as perfect as I imagined. There are problems, too, and it is 
not always easy for people living there,’ thus evidencing a reflexive stance 
toward nostalgic constructions. Moreover, additional voices within Ege Tanz 
recognise and even valorise the diverse cultural and intellectual opportuni-
ties present in the German context, viewing them as sources of enrichment 
often marginalised in dominant diasporic narratives.

They also find the dance performances they conduct in Turkey more mean-
ingful than they are in Germany. This is also related to imagined homelands 
because the dances they perform in Turkey are ‘intense, immersive, multi-
sensory experience involving smell, sound and touch, as people attempt to 
re‑experience the past and seek to re‑discover the signs of their forebears 
in the landscape’ (Marschall 2015, 879) where their imagined homeland sits 
on a physical basis giving a sense of identity, connectedness, and dignity.

The dances, with these imagined and romantic ideas, are not just the rep-
resentations of the inner world but the performances of Turkishness. Turk-
ish flags and the embodiment of roots through Turkish folk dances resist the 
new identity of German‑Turks. The dancers ‘sculpt diaspora within rugged 
dancescape, their performances epitomize physical mobility and personify 
emotional and political mobility’ (Zami 2020, 127).

The Zeibek dance among Turkish folk dancers can also be an element that 
resists gender- and religion‑related stigma. Y-5 says, ‘Turkish women more 
often encounter prejudice and phobias. For Germans, the Turkish woman 
is someone who has no right to speak at home, and I have to work twice to 
prove this wrong. If you are wearing a hijab, you are an imbecile from the 
Middle Ages, for them’ (Y-5, 2022). She dances both male and female danc-
es, which is rare and is a ‘sign’ of the image of a ‘strong woman’ in a patri-
archal group. But the female dancer experiences a double identity dilemma 
here, first between German and Turkish identity; second between pride and 
prejudice as a Muslim because the women have to ‘negotiate the precari-
ous balance between the tenacious forces of integration and the desire to 
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maintain a sense of their cultural identity as a strategy of self‑preservation 
in their country of adoption’ (Agnew 2005, 29).

The dancers’ families are proud of their children’s dancing. ‘My grandfa-
ther would call me after every dance practice and ask what I had learned and 
how I liked it,’ X-11 says, and adds, ‘Our families are so proud of us. When-
ever a Zeibek song is played, they force us to dance. This is a source of pride 
for them that the others are watching us.’ The dances become here a good 
way to please the ancestors for the dancers, and while evoking the cultural 
memory, they act as the elements of post‑memory which ‘strive to reactivate 
and reembody more distant social/national and archival/cultural memorial 
structures by reinvesting them with resonant individual and familial forms 
of mediation and aesthetic appreciation’ (Hirsch 2008, 111).

5.3. Whose Dance Is It? Authenticity and Ownership

To clarify the analytic orientation of this case study, it is necessary to ex-
amine how Ege Tanz’s self‑conceptualisation surrounding Zeibek dance il-
luminates broader dynamics of identity construction and boundary mainte-
nance within the Turkish‑German diaspora. As identified by Grau, territo-
rial claims to authenticity frequently emerge in postcolonial and diasporic 
dance communities, with groups staking exclusive ownership over the per-
formance and transmission of certain cultural forms (Grau 2008, 202). Ege 
Tanz exemplifies this pattern by positioning authentic Zeibek performance 
as contingent upon ancestral ties to Western Anatolia, a stance repeated-
ly articulated by group members. For instance, Y-5 asserts that only those 
with an Aegean background can achieve an authentic rendition of Zeibek, 
stating, ‘Our blood knows what a Zeibek is’ (Y-5, 2022). This sentiment is 
echoed by X-12 (2022), who says, ‘We tend to dance Zeibek better because 
we are Aegean people.’ X-12 (2022) uses the same logic to evaluate other 
dancers: ‘He is from Central Anatolia. But watch his dance, you would not 
say that he is from there. He dances Zeibek as if he were from the Aege-
an region.’

Although they have spent two to three weeks per year in Turkey and 
their parents were born in Germany, they identify as Aegeans and claim 
ownership of this dance, thereby creating a requirement to master it based 
on origin. For them, it is nearly impossible to do this dance masterfully if one 
is not from the Aegean region, and they are more than proud about being 
‘Aegean’ in this sense, and the homelands are ‘important in the construc-
tion of the identity. Images of the lost homeland […] can be passed down 
generations, summoning up loyalties and nostalgia. In some cases, this may 
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produce a strong identification with the parents’ lost physical environment, 
as nostalgia, or as a charge: to go back’ (Hodgkin and Radstone 2003, 12).

Their identification with the grandparents’ birthplaces may also have 
been caused by the recurring narrations of return. This narration always oc-
cupies a great place in their daily life. With every death in their family, re-
gardless of their age, the deceased is now mostly flown back to Turkey to be 
buried in his/her homeland village. It is because ‘the collective memory of 
migration, exile and the homeland produces both a profound sense of eth-
nic consciousness and identity and a narrative of return which is shared by 
the community (all or some members) and is transmitted across the gener-
ations’ (King and Christou 2011, 457).

This transgenerational migration and stigma‑related heritage are evident 
in some of the dancers’ remarks. They, knowing that returning to Turkey is 
not an economically wise decision, are waiting for the day when they will 
pass away. 23-year‑old X-13 says:

My grandpa came here in 1970. After he retired, he began to visit Turkey often. 
He died here in Germany, in the bitterland4. And what happened in the end? He 
was posted to Turkey. He returned to Turkey, which he had always wanted to 
do. He lived, worked, and died here. But where is he now? In our homeland’s 
soil. I am just a guest in Germany. When my death comes, this sojourn will end 
and I will unite with my country (X-13, 2022).

While most Turkish folk dance groups in Germany do not impose exclu-
sive regional ancestry as a condition for the authentic performance of Zei-
bek, their staged interpretations are routinely subject to critical appraisal by 
practitioners and connoisseurs in Turkey. These diasporic renditions are fre-
quently challenged for perceived deviations from established conventions, 
with allegations of inauthenticity or exaggeration featuring prominently in 
such critiques. Nevertheless, the case of Ege Tanz complicates this narrative, 
as the ensemble has achieved notable recognition among Turkish folk dance 
specialists, primarily through the visible participation of Turkish‑born chore-
ographers who serve dual roles as cultural transmitters and tradition‑bearers. 

Importantly, the debate surrounding authenticity cannot be divorced from 
broader developments within Turkey, where the continual stylisation and re-
contextualisation of folk dance have engendered what Hoerburger (1968, 31) 
conceptualises as a ‘second existence,’ signalling a departure from strictly 

4	 Bitterland, or ‘acı vatan’ in Turkish, functions as an exonym used by Turkish guest workers 
to refer to Germany.
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rural origins. Thus, the maintenance of a rigid dichotomy between authentic 
and non‑authentic forms in the diaspora proves theoretically unsustainable. 

This is evident within the case study, as some Ege Tanz members engage 
reflexively with external criticisms by emphasising their commitment to his-
torical research and community consensus, while others express ambivalence 
about the very notion of ‘purity’ in folk practice, citing their own hybrid cul-
tural realities. Building on Giurchescu (2001, 117), authenticity emerges not 
as an objective property but as a product of social negotiation, shaped by 
collective memory, the interpretive priorities of communities, and the sit-
uated expectations of audiences. Accordingly, Zeibek performances within 
the diaspora do not merely function as an exercise in preservation but be-
come a forum for the active reworking and contestation of identity claims. 

X-14, for example, admits that he is highly impressed by Zeibek perfor-
mances in soap operas and says, ‘I have seen Zeibek on TV and in soap operas 
and promised myself to try this. My surname is also Zeybek. I thought I was 
a total fit for this dance.’ (X-14, 2022) The choreographer Q is also aware of 
the mediocrity of Zeibek performances in Germany and explains the caus-
es with several factors: ‘Germany‑born dancers cannot dance well, but they 
still think they dance beautifully. They are bad at this dance because they are 
stuck between two cultures and two languages. Sometimes they need a Ger-
man translation for my Turkish instructions. How can this student be a good 
dancer if he cannot get to know the Zeibeks’ stories?’ (Q, 2022)

Q’s initiative to travel to Turkey and conduct ethnographic research on 
a previously undocumented Zeibek dance in his village of origin exemplifies 
insider autoethnography, wherein the researcher investigates and documents 
aspects of their own cultural heritage. This approach reflects a process of re-
cuperative engagement with ancestral traditions, motivated by a desire to re-
affirm distinctiveness in relation to other diaspora dance groups in Germany. 

Q’s position as a practitioner who blurs the boundary between participant 
and observer foregrounds the role of nostalgia and personal identification in 
shaping research trajectories for individuals navigating the complexities of 
diasporic, hyphenated identities where authenticity of ethnicity is blurred 
(Radhakrishnan 1996, 211). While his project can be understood as an at-
tempt to transcend the limitations imposed by transnational dislocation by 
privileging ‘Turkish’ over ‘German’ identity through in situ documentation, 
it is important to acknowledge that such acts of insider research are deeply 
shaped by subjective motivations and positionality. Critical reflection as an 
academic researcher alongside Q’s autoethnographic engagement highlights 
the necessity of interrogating both the insider‑outsider dichotomy and the 
co‑production of ethnographic knowledge. This reflexive stance underscores 
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how power relations, personal investment, and cultural proximity jointly in-
form the production and interpretation of data, ultimately enriching the an-
alytical dimensions of the ethnographic narrative and challenging conven-
tional hierarchies of expertise.

Critiques of German‑Turkish folk dance practices must be contextualised 
within the distinctive social dynamics shaping performance traditions in Tur-
key and the diaspora. Notably, while folk‑dance competitions in Turkey are 
characterised by intense intra‑group rivalry – manifesting in disputes over 
adjudication, accusations of choreographic plagiarism, and heightened com-
petition, particularly within Zeibek performances – the Turkish diaspora in 
Europe exhibits a markedly different ethos. Empirical evidence from the Ege 
Tanz case demonstrates that Turkish folk dance groups in the European di-
asporic settings display a pronounced sense of intergroup solidarity. Rather 
than engaging in antagonistic rivalry, as recounted by both participants and 
observers, these groups prioritise collaborative engagement through recipro-
cal visits, shared workshops, and collective transmission of dance repertoires. 

The competitions are not different from these workshops for them. The 
competitions serve as ‘community‑building social activities for immigrants 
and their children, reconnection with homeland culture for the first gen-
eration, art instruction that could provide a potential identity anchor for 
second and subsequent generations, a venue for performance, a base for 
making pan‐ethnic alliances’ (Wong 2010, 7). These competitions are good 
opportunities for grandparents to watch their grandsons dance the ‘au-
thentic’ dances of their country of origin and evoke a sense of national 
pride, and they are also great for folk dancers to stay in touch for future 
collaborations.

6. Conclusion

This study asked how the sensory and embodied practices of Zeibek dance 
help Turkish‑Germans negotiate cultural identity, belonging, and connec-
tions to an ‘imagined homeland.’ The ethnographic research with the Egetanz 
association demonstrates that folk dance operates as a central, active mech-
anism for this negotiation. For the second and third generations, the dance 
functions as a powerful lieu de mémoire, allowing them to embody a selec-
tive, heroic version of Turkish history and perform their identity through 
‘banal’ nationalist symbols like the Turkish flag.

The findings show that the dance hall is transformed into a sacred ‘Turk-
ish space,’ where the ecstatic, spiritual feeling of keyif provides a profound 
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sense of collective belonging. This embodied practice serves as a form of 
cultural resistance to the racism and stigma experienced in Germany. This 
identity is further solidified through claims of ancestral authenticity, with 
dancers asserting that their ‘Aegean blood’ grants them an inherited mas-
tery of the dance, reinforcing their connection to a homeland they may have 
never lived in.

This process reflects the pillars of cultural memory as conceptualised by 
Assmann (2008). The historical component is paramount, as dancers show 
‘emphatic reverence’ for a selective history of the Zeibeks, who are revered 
as national heroes in line with official Turkish politics. Art, as embodied by 
the dance, becomes the primary locus for negotiating belonging and address-
ing the uncertainties of diasporic life. It is a ‘clear resistance’ through which 
feelings of displacement and empowerment are translated into meaningful 
performance, using elements like the Turkish flag and flamboyant costumes. 
Finally, the dance itself takes on a sacred aura, embodying a spiritual cathar-
sis that sanctifies the rituals and the historical figures they evoke.

The third generation, in particular, has evolved from the transnation-
alism of their grandparents into a distinct diaspora, using folklore to build 
a community. As seen with Ege Tanz and other associations across Europe, 
Zeibek dance has become an inspirational and national source of identity.

To extend the scholarly agenda initiated in this study, future research 
should pursue systematic, comparative analyses of Zeibek dance practices 
across different diasporic contexts. This approach would benefit from explor-
ing the specific mechanisms by which traditional dance mediates processes 
of identity formation, intergenerational memory transmission, and commu-
nity cohesion among multi‑generational migrant populations.
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