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OZET

TEKELI, Muhammed Refik. Describing the Phenomenon of "Living as a Refugee"
among Syrian University Student Refugees. Baskent Universitesi, Sosyal Bilimler

Enstitlsl, Sosyal Psikoloji Tezli Yiiksek Lisans Programi, 2023.

Bu caligsma, {liniversite 6grencisi miiltecilerin miilteci gegmisleri ve "bir miilteci olma"
olgusuyla ilgili deneyimlerine odaklanmistir. Amaci, miiltecilerin gé¢ deneyimleri,
kiiltiirel uyum siirecleri ve yerel toplum tiyeleri ile etkilesimleri sirasinda karsilastiklari
zorluklar1 kapsamli bir sekilde anlamak ve bu deneyimlere nasil tepki verdiklerini, hangi
stratejileri kullandiklarim1 ve bu deneyimlerden nasil faydalandiklarini belirlemektir.
Miilteci deneyimlerini 6znel agiklamalari tizerinden anlamak igin bir fenomenolojik
yaklasim tercih edilmistir. Bu amagla, 18 yas ve tizeri 10 liniversite dgrencisiyle yar1
yapilandirilmis goriismeler gerceklestirilmistir. Goriismeler 25-45 dakika arasinda
stirmistiir (Ort.=32.52, £8,08). Katilimcilar tiniversite miilteci 6grenci topluluklarindan
kar topu ornekleme yontemiyle belirlenmistir. Calismanin analizinde tematik analiz
yontemi kullamlmustir. {lk olarak, ses kayitlar1 yaziya gecirilmis ve ortaya cikan
metinler tekrar tekrar okunmustur. Daha sonra kodlama islemi gergeklestirilmis ve alt
temalar ile ana temalar ortaya ¢ikmistir. Temalarin olusturulmasinin ardindan, revizyon
gerektiren boliimleri tartismak icin iki uzmana danisilmistir. Daha fazla okuma
sonrasinda temalar son halini almistir. Yapilan analizlerin sonucunda, dokuz temel tema
belirlenmistir. Bu temalar sunlardir: (1) "lyi bir yasam siiremedik”- Gégiin zorluklari,
(2) "Sadece hayatta kalmak icin mucadele," (3) Tiirk¢eyi anlamamak giinliikk yasami
zorlastirtyor, (4) Suriyelilere karsi yabanci diismanligi, (5) Suriyeli kimligini gizleme:
Ayrimciliga karsi kendini koruma, (6) "Hapishanedeymisim gibi”- HuUkumet
politikalarmin ve hukuk sistemlerinin etkileri, (7) Mdultecilerin gelecek hedefleri, (8)
Zorlayici deneyimlerle basa ¢ikma yollarin1 bulma ve (9) zorlayici deneyimlere karsi
giiclenme ve eylemlilik. Olusturulan temalar var olan literatiir, strength-based (glc
temelli) ve the cycle of mutual constitution (karsilikli olusum) yaklasimlari ¢er¢evesinde
tartisilmistir. Bu c¢alisma, literatiirdeki var olan temalar1 netlestirmis ve daha Once

tizerine gidilmemis bazi temalar1 giin yiiziine ¢ikarmaistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Miilteci, deneyim, fenomenoloji, gii¢ temelli yaklasim, karsilikli

olusum dongusd.
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ABSTRACT

TEKELI, Muhammed Refik. Describing the Phenomenon of ""Living as a Refugee
among Syrian University Student Refugees. Baskent University, Institute of Social

Sciences, Master with Thesis in Social Psychology, 2023.

This study focused on university student refugees' experiences related to their refugee
background and the phenomenon of "being a refugee." Its objective was to obtain a
comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by refugees during their migration
experiences, acculturation processes, and interactions with local society members.
Additionally, it aimed to determine their reactions to these experiences, the strategies
they employed, and the benefits they derived from them. A phenomenological approach
was chosen to understand refugee experiences through their subjective accounts. To
achieve this, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 university students
aged 18 and above. The interviews lasted between 25-45 minutes (M=32.52, £8,08).
Participants were identified through snowball sampling from university refugee student
communities. Thematic analysis was employed in the study's analysis process. Initially,
audio recordings were transcribed, and resulting texts were repeatedly read.
Subsequently, coding was performed, and sub-themes and overarching themes emerged.
After the generation of themes, two experts were consulted to discuss sections requiring
revision. Following further readings, the themes reached their final form. As a result of
the analyses, nine fundamental themes were identified. These themes are as follows: (1)
"We couldn't live a good life" - The challenges of migration, (2) "Struggling just to
survive," (3) Not understanding Turkish makes daily life a struggle, (4) Xenophobia
towards Syrians, (5) Hiding Syrian identity: Protecting oneself against discrimination,
(6) It's like I'm in prison™ - Effects of government policies and legal systems, (7) The
future aspirations of refugees, (8) Finding ways to cope with challenging experiences,
and (9) strength or agency in the face of challenging experiences. The generated themes
were discussed within the framework of strength-based approaches and the cycle of

mutual constitution, drawing upon existing literature.

Keywords: Refugee, experience, phenomenology, strength-based approach, cycle of

mutual constitution.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Migration terminology in Tiirkiye contains interchangeable use of the terms such as
"migrant", "refugee", "asylum-seeker" for the migrants and, "international protection" and
“temporary protection status" for migrants’ statuses. This study prefers to use the term
"forcibly displaced persons" and the term “refugee” interchangeably.

In this study, I focused university student refugees’ experiences regarding their
refugee background. It includes 1) their experiences regarding “being a refugee” (inc.
interaction with the locals), ii) their perceptions of themselves (if they see themselves as
strong, capable, victim, weak etc.), iii) their coping mechanisms and iv) their future
orientation (how do they describe their future).

The primary research question of this qualitative study was formulated as follows:
“How refugees define themselves and their experiences? in general. Some complementary
research questions were created as "What are the strengths/ coping mechanisms of
refugees?”, “Do refugees use weak victim or strong agent narratives?”, “What are their
experiences regarding the interaction with locals?”. These questions seek to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the challenges refugees face during their migration
experiences, acculturation processes, and interaction with the local society, as well as to
determine how they react to these experiences, what strategies they employ, and what
benefits they derive from their experiences.

To do so, I implemented ten semi-structured interviews with university students’
refugees in Tiirkiye. I reached the participants with my personal contacts using snowball
sampling method. While implementing interviews, analyzing and interpretating the
qualitative data so called the strength-based approach, and the cycle of mutual constitution
were taken as the theoretical base.

In the following parts of the thesis, I will mention the definitions regarding the thesis
topic and then theoretical background of the thesis which is so called the strength-based
approach and the cycle of mutual constitution. Afterwards refugee situation in Tiirkiye and

related studies realized on refugees will be introduced.



1.1. Definitions

Migration is defined as the temporary or permanent movement of the population from
one region to another, either individually or collectively (Kofman, 2000; Toros, 2008).
According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), forced migration is "A
migratory movement which, although the drivers can be diverse, involves force, compulsion,
or coercion" (Glossary on Migration, 2019). Additionally, it is regarded useful to define the
term 'refugee'’. In addition to the general refugee definition in Article 1(2) of the 1951
Refugee Convention, the 1969 Convention of the Organization of African Unity (OAU)
defines a refugee in Glossary on Migration (2019) as

"A person who, owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of
race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country (...)".

It can be said that these two concepts have similar connotations, but compelled
displacement is used in a broader context. In the most general sense, the causes of migrations
(compulsory, voluntary), the type according to the characteristics of the migrant (individual,
mass), the naming due to the movement of the migration (internal migration, international
migration), and the statuses brought by political and legal distinctions (immigrant, refugee,
temporary protection, transit migrant) vary. The reasons for migrations are compulsory due
to natural events (earthquake, drought), social events (war, internal conflicts) and political
pressures; and voluntary due to concerns like economic reasons, educational opportunities,
and marriages (Tiimertekin and Ozgiig, 2004; William, 1958). It is also possible to classify
these reasons internally as push (avoided) and pull (desired) factors.

According to The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), at
the end of 2022, 108.4 million people are forcibly displaced worldwide. 62.5 million of this
amount is internally displaced and 35.3 millions are refugees (UNHCR, 2023). According
to IOM (2020) more than 6 million people were displaced both internally and externally
after the crisis in Syria; also, UNCHR (2023) describe it as refugee people who are need for

international protection.

1.2. Theoretical Baseline: Strength-based Approaches and The Cycle of Mutual
Constitution

Individuals' systemically marginalized identities have historically been seen in

different studies in psychology as obstacles to achievement and wellbeing (Martin et al.,
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2018). Systemically marginalized identities can be refugees, people who diagnosed with
mental diseases, people in color and people with fewer opportunities (e.g., low socio-
economic status). The strength-based approach is a theoretical framework employed to
comprehend and analyze individuals who possess identities that are systematically excluded
within society (Silverman et al., 2023). This acknowledges the various manners in which
individuals systematically marginalized identities and corresponding experiences can
provide advantages for both them and their society (Silverman et al., 2023).

Before continuing with the strength-based approach, it is necessary to understand
what deficit-based approach is. The deficit-based approach dates back to phrenology or
intelligence quotient (IQ) tests which aim to differentiate people, especially between
privileged and systemically marginalized groups, based upon some characteristics (i.e.,
André, 2018; Center for the History of Psychology, 2021). Inevitably, this led to the blaming
of the excluded people for their so-called "biological predisposition". As noted by Silverman
and collogues (2023), the results of these efforts caused several discriminative actions and
genocides all over the world. Therefore, the deficit-based approach supports documenting
structural inequality-related vulnerabilities while ignoring the variety of experiences and
ways of being among systemically excluded individuals (Silverman et al., 2023). As stated
by Silverman and collogues (2023), there are three main strength-based approach’s:

Universal strength approach: This is a perspective that concentrates on the positive
qualities that are inherent in all individuals. It emphasizes “signature strengths” all people
have such as kindness, honesty and bravery which aid individuals during difficult times in
their lives.

The difference-as-strength approach: Different than universal strength approach, this
approach is specifically focus on systemically marginalized identities and sees their
differences as strength as comparison with privileged people. It attributes these experiences
importance both for individuals and institutions. Also, it emphasizes societal structures
which are built to reward the privileged people and sustain the situation both sides are in.

The identity-specific strengths approach: This approach characterizes the strength of
systemically marginalized identities as a direct factor of their identity/ background, without
a need of comparison with privileged people. This approach acknowledges that individuals
with systematically marginalized identities and cultures possess inherent assets that may be
utilized to foster their overall well-being and thriving. It is also called as “background-
specific strength” (see Hernandez et al., 2021). This approach can be identified as “most

direct counter-narrative to deficit-based ideologies™.
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Especially speaking of the identity-specific strengths approach, its contribution to
psychology should be mentioned. The first thing is its opposition to deficit-based ideologies
which occupies very large place in psychology and in general in the society. Secondly, it
emphasizes that the identities or cultures of systemically marginalized peoples not deficient;
on the contrary, they are the sources of strength which will aid them through difficult
experiences. Thirdly, this approach provides psychologist and social scientists an alternative
to understand the meaning and consequences of systematically marginalization apart from
oppression and discrimination. Fourth, it can guide systematically marginalized people to
understand their identities better. Lastly, the results of recent studies (see Bauer et al., 2021;
Bauer, Job et al., 2023; Bauer, Walton et al., 2023) which applies the identity-specific
strengths approach are promising.

In the following paragraphs, the cycle of mutual constitution (Markus and Kitayama,
2010) will be assessed as a complimentary idea to strength-based approaches. The cycle of
mutual constitution is basically mutual completion of cultures and selves each other, which
means they define and build upon each other. This indicates that the self is molded by the
sociocultural environment in which it is immersed, and that the self, in turn, reflects and
reinforces the patterns that are found in the sociocultural context. The cycle is dynamic since
both culture and the individual are always evolving.

When Markus and Kitayama (2010) examine the research on self and culture, they
convey that these studies have contributed to psychology through two fundamental points.
The first of these is that these studies have renewed and expanded psychology's
understanding of self, identity, or agency. Agency is the most general or global term and
signifies acting in the world. Thus, they indicate that the experience is shaped socioculturally
and reflects the individual's relationship with the world, which is the source of this shaping.
Secondly, these studies emphasize the fact that one cannot separate the individual from their
socio-cultural context. They even highlight that these contexts are built upon each other.

Studies on self and culture focus on how the world, context, or sociocultural systems
in which people live shape psychological processes, rather than merely considering culture
as human societies. At this point, it is essential to carefully examine Markus and Kitayama's
(1994) approach, "The Mutual Constitution of Cultures and Selves ”. Looking at the Figure
1, it can be seen that self and socio-cultural structure continuously shape each other. In this
figure, four main clusters can be seen as:

Self: The "self" refers to an individual's identity, personality, beliefs, values, and

sense of who they are. It encompasses an individual's psychological and emotional makeup.
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In that context, the self is not viewed as a fixed or static entity. Instead, it is considered
dynamic and continually evolving based on interactions with one's cultural context.

Daily Situations & Practices: Daily situations and practices refer to the routines,
behaviors, and activities that individuals engage in as they go about their daily lives. These
include things like how people dress, what they eat, how they communicate, and how they
engage with others in their community or society.

Institutions & Products: Institutions are formal organizations or systems within a
society that shape social norms, rules, and behaviors. Examples include schools,
governments, religious institutions, and corporations. Products, in this context, refer to the
tangible and intangible cultural artifacts and commodities produced by these institutions,
such as laws, media content, education curricula, and consumer goods.

Societal Factors & Pervasive Ideas: Societal factors encompass the broader social,
economic, political, and historical forces that influence the culture of a society. These factors
include economic systems, power structures, and historical events. Pervasive ideas represent
the dominant ideologies, beliefs, and narratives that shape a culture's collective

consciousness. These ideas may include notions of gender, race, class, and morality.

Figure 1.1

The Mutual Constitution of Cultures and Selves (from Markus & Kitayama, 2010)
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In the past, like the deficit-focused approaches, studies on culture and the self have
mostly focused on middle-class North Americans. This has led scholars to collect
information about one type of person, middle-class North American and Western European
contexts, no matter how vast the body of knowledge (Markus et al., 1997). It can be clearly
stated that the set of psychological dispositions that have been uncovered does not describe
a universal human being (Markus & Kitayama, 2010).

Although the cycle of mutual constitution between culture and self are not yet well-
understood with the theoretical and empirical studies conducted, these studies play a role in
changing psychology's approach to understanding the individual. At this point, psychologists
and scientists are beginning to think that they cannot develop a comprehensive
understanding of human psychology by focusing solely on the individual. This change is
increasingly leaning towards the relationship between culture and self, examining the point
where humans create cultures and are then shaped by them.

In conclusion, psychological research has moved from deficit-focused to strength-
based methods. Contemporary frameworks, especially strength-based ones, highlight
systemically excluded identities' strengths and advantages, giving a new perspective on
deficiency narratives. The key insight is that cultural and societal interactions affect
individual experiences and identities, which cannot be universally defined or comprehended.
Culture and self are influenced and impacted by each other in a complex interaction.
Therefore, in this study, my focus changed from an individual-centric approach to one that
considers cultural and societal circumstances for a more comprehensive understanding of
refugee experiences. I saw the philosophy under strength-based approaches and cycle of
mutual constitution complementary and could be combined in a study. As much as [ wanted
to reveal the strengths of refugees in this study, I am aware that this is not a process without
social interaction. For this reason, in addition to the refugees' own experiences, I tried to

reveal how the society they live in shapes these experiences positively or negatively.

1.3. Refugee Situation in Tiirkiye

In this part, I will explain the refugee situation in Tiirkiye including historical
background, and interaction between refugees and local society. This part aims to develop a
better understanding regarding the theme of the thesis.

Tiirkiye has been intensively dealing with forced mass migration and refugee issues

since 2011, the beginning of the civil war in Syria. Tiirkiye continues to host the world's



largest refugee population, including over 3.6 million Syrians (UNHCR, 2023). Looking at
the number of migrants in Tiirkiye through the data of the Directorate General of Migration
Management (GIGM), it is seen that there are 3,298,817 registered Syrian migrants under
temporary protection status as of 2023 August. Considering the high number of refugees in
Tiirkiye, studies on interaction of refugees with local society members become more
important to resolve the problems which is occurred, or which can be occurred.

At this point, Murat Erdogan’s studies called Syrians barometer over several years
have important results which must be taken into consideration (Erdogan, 2022). Syrian
perceptions of cultural similarities between Turks and Syrians have changed significantly
over time. In 2017, 56.8 percent of Syrians believed the two cultures were similar. This
increased to 57.1% in 2019. In 2021, however, only 41.4% of respondents held this opinion,
a significant decline. By the end of 2021, this belief has fallen to an astounding 24.7%
(Erdogan, 2022).

From a different perspective, in 2017, 23.9% of Syrians believed that they were
distinct from Turks. This percentage decreased marginally to 21.9% in 2019, before
increasing to 24.3% in 2020 and 29.1% in 2021. Notably, 2021 was the first year in which
more Syrians perceived their culture to be dissimilar from Turkish culture (Erdogan, 2022).
This change over five years can be identified as radical; understanding these changes nature

is becoming crucially important.

1.4. Impact of Migration on Refugees

In a recent content analysis study conducted by Yoon and others (2023),
encompassing research conducted over the past 31 years pertaining to refugees, a total of
323 empirical studies were examined. Their primary findings revealed that individuals who
are university-educated, young, and English-speaking predominantly featured in these
studies. Additionally, it was observed that the most prevalent themes of investigation were
acculturation and enculturation. However, it was noted that after the year 2000, issues related
to racism and discrimination started to gain prominence.

In previous studies, it has been emphasized that the use of quantitative methods in
refugee studies has brought with it several limitations (see Miller & Rasco, 2004; Schweitzer
& Steel, 2008). To gain a better understanding of refugee experiences, there is a need for a
detailed understanding of the cultural, economic, and political contexts (Schweitzer & Steel,
2008). Therefore, qualitative studies provide a suitable foundation for the comprehensive

exploration of this field.



The presence literature reveals that the majority of studies have been conducted using
quantitative approaches. In the realm of refugee studies, most research consists of deficit-
focused studies, which involve the measurement of predetermined variables on refugee

samples (Shapiro & MacDonald, 2017).

1.5. Migration and Resettlement

Migration is a bilateral phenomenon that impacts both the host country and the
migrating individuals economically, culturally, and socially (Karakaya, 2020). Karasu
(2018) has asserted that migration affects societal identity formation, lifestyle, and urban
development. Migration, as noted by Castlest and Miller (2008), influences the entire
community in both the sending and receiving countries.

During the migration process, individuals often struggle to access food and clothing,
face the risk of infection with various diseases and exploitation by human traffickers (Isik,
2019). The perilous routes of migration expose individuals to the risks of drowning, exposure
to gunfire, physical violence inflicted by human traffickers, and adverse life events, all of
which can subsequently impact their psychological well-being (Cirakoglu & Kahil, 2019).

Refugee resettlement is described as a stressful and challenging experience
(Goodman et al., 2017). It is known that refugees encounter a wide range of issues during
their settlement process. These problems include unemployment, economic difficulties,
social integration issues, exclusion, and xenophobia (see Alam & Asef, 2021; Buz &
Dikmen, 2020; Sousa et al., 2023). Masarik and collogues (2022) emphasize that language
acquisition is the primary source of stress during the resettlement process. This is supported
by Komiircii and collogues (2011) study, which underscores that refugees often live in a
post-migration "survival mode," where immediate concerns such as providing for their
children take precedence (Sousa et al., 2023).

Recent studies indicate that refugees experience loneliness and despair, struggle to
obtain assistance from the government, feel anxiety and fear for those left behind, endure
poverty, fear of deportation, and face difficulties in communication (Isik, 2019). Moreover,
refugees living in urban areas, in particular, are often compelled to work in poor conditions
(Isik, 2019).

Furthermore, studies suggest that men, women, and children are affected differently
by migration and its subsequent consequences. Women migrants are reported to have
inadequate coping mechanisms for dealing with stress (Topgu, 2006), experience nutrition
problems, and reduce their physical activities (Bas et al., 2017). Tiirkles and collogues’
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(2013) study conducted in Mersin highlights that women migrants suffer more negative
psychological effects compared to men and encounter difficulties in emotional responses.

Among migrant children, a higher likelihood of psychopathology compared to their
parents and non-migrant peers has been identified (Kesebir, 2011). Adolescents who migrate
may exhibit school dropout, engagement in criminal activities, substance use, and suicidal
tendencies (Kaya & Hi¢durmaz, 2017). Additionally, it has been noted that parents bear
additional responsibilities and stress in protecting their children and preventing the possible
harm during the migration and resettlement period (Akesson & Sousa, 2020).

The entire migration processes of refugees are influenced by various variables. These
variables include socio-demographic factors (such as age, gender, marital status), the trauma
of pre-migration experiences and its intensity, challenges encountered during migration and
re-settlement, the presence of social integration and support mechanisms, among others (see
Bhugra & Gupta, 2011; Yilmaz Zambak, 2021).

The following section of the text will delve into the challenges faced by refugees in
their host countries after migration, which include xenophobia, language barriers,
reinterpretation of self, unemployment and economic issues, labeling, separation from

family, and mental health problems.

1.5.1. Xenophobia

Xenophobia originates from two Greek words: "Xenos" (foreigner) and "Phobos"
(fear) (etymonline.com, Online Etymology Dictionary). It is used to express the fear or
hatred directed towards a foreign or unfamiliar person. Hate speech, hostile attitudes and
behaviors, violence, and various forms of abuse can all be the result of this process
(Ojedokun, 2015).

The belief that things would improve with the advancement of ages has not
progressed in parallel. While legal slavery no longer exists in the world, we can still say that
xenophobia and racism persist and are even on the rise (Alam & Asef, 2021). A recent
example of this is the tendency in the United States to exclude many groups, including Black
people, Muslims, and Mexicans, from the concept of "real America" (Head 2018). In the
past weeks (starting on October 7, 2023), the approach of the United States towards Israel's
genocide against Gaza confirms its history.

Alam and Asef (2021) have studied the impact of xenophobia and anti-refugee
attitudes towards refugees during the Trump era. It is observed that Trump's preference for
a strict anti-refugee discourse and concrete actions (such as building a wall on the Mexican
border) increased hate crimes in America by 21% (Alam & Asef, 2021). This is a clear
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example of how political discourse, and the attitudes of a country's leaders can affect the

people living in that country or region.

1.5.2. Discrimination

Discrimination is classically defined by Goffman (1990) as subjecting an individual
or a group to unfavorable treatment based on their religion, gender, religious group, gender
identity, nationality, socioeconomic status, age, and race. Discrimination, which can also be
described as an "us" versus "them" division, may stem from biases, the presence of multiple
identities leading to the emergence of dominant and subordinate groups (with one group
perceiving itself as superior to the other), and political views such as nationalism (see
Sumner 2013; Vignoles 2011).

In countries like Tiirkiye, which is popular destinations for immigrants, the dominant
culture and its group members may perceive refugees as a threat to their country, identity,
economy, and comfort zones, leading to discrimination, exclusion, and stigmatization
(Hernandez et al., 2010). Considering that most of the participants in this study spent their
childhood in Tiirkiye, it can be assumed that they experienced exclusion and discrimination
both in childhood and early adulthood. Numerous studies indicate that refugee children and
youth frequently experience discrimination and exclusion (see Brabant et al., 2016; Demir
& Ozgiil, 2019; Hajisoteriou et al., 2017).

There are numerous studies demonstrating that refugees face discrimination and
exclusion for various reasons, including their clothing and appearance (Demir & Ozgiil,
2019; Kumar, 2019), their accents, skills, and proficiency in the host country's language
(Baiser & Hou, 2016; Haffejee, 2015; Uptin et al., 2013), their races, nationalities, and
cultures (Guo et al., 2019; Ziaian et al., 2018).

Furthermore, these forms of exclusion and prejudice can also manifest in the
environment of university education, resulting in negative outcomes for refugee students,
such as their inability to seek help when needed, a decline in academic achievements, and

disruption of their social integration processes (Sahin & Celik, 2020).

1.5.3. Language barrier

Language barrier is a recurring and significant issue that many studies have identified
as the primary challenge faced by refugees (see Earnest et al., 2015; Torun et al., 2018;
Yilmaz Zambak, 2021). It is characterized by refugees not understanding the language of
the host country, lacking the communication skills necessary to handle their daily routines

and perform tasks in that country (Earnest et al., 2015).
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Basar and collogues (2018) emphasized in their study that refugees face difficulties
in class due to their inability to understand what is spoken in the classroom, leading these
students to isolate themselves from the class. The language barrier is noted as the first and
most significant problem students experience in schools. Additionally, students transitioning
into the regular education process without receiving any language course struggle to benefit
from lessons and experience a decline in their academic achievements due to their language
limitations (Solak & Celik, 2018). Furthermore, Er and Bayindir (2015) found that teachers
also perceive themselves as inadequate in educating refugee students.

In many studies conducted in Tiirkiye, the language barrier has been identified as a
factor affecting students' academic success, social integration, and school attendance (see
Aydin & Kaya 2017; Celik et al., 2023; Tastan & Celik 2017). Additionally, a positive and
supportive relationship between teachers and students has a positive impact on students'
academic success and adaptation (Clark, 2017; Celik et al., 2023). Moreover, it has been
reported that due to the language barrier, refugees in Tiirkiye do not have sufficient access

to healthcare services (Demir, 2019).

1.5.4. Reinterpretation of the self

Bartholomew and colleagues (2015) conducted a qualitative study with Karen
refugees, and one of the key themes they generated is "redefined selthood." In their research,
refugees made self-assessments that they were inadequate, incapable, and worthless. The
authors attributed this situation to both the experiences of war and adversity that refugees
went through before becoming refugees and the treatment they encountered during the
settlement period and in the camps (Bartholomew et al., 2015).

Maringe and colleagues (2017) noticed in their study that refugees were reluctant to
participate in interviews. They attribute this reluctance to refugees' concerns about the
possibility of their identities being identified by the countries they came from, their desire
not to be known as refugees by their surroundings, and their wish to stay away from any
potential threats. Another reason for this reluctance is that refugees are aware that disclosing
their refugee status might subject them to various biases (e.g., being perceived as individuals
who receive government support) (Mangan & Winter, 2016). In another study, participants
expressed this situation as follows: "they never say this refugee did something good.
Everything they say about refugees is bad..." (Morrice, 2013b, p. 663). Additionally,
Mangan and Winter (2017) mentioned that refugees feel ashamed to admit that they are
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refugees and therefore refrain from discussing their past. They also highlight that disclosing

their refugee status becomes an additional source of stress for them.

1.5.5. Financial and occupational problems

Baranik and colleagues (2017) focused on the professional challenges experienced
by refugee participants in their study. Their key findings revealed that refugee participants
faced fundamental problems such as difficulty finding jobs, being employed at low wages,
and their skills and abilities acquired in their home countries not being recognized in the
countries where they lived as refugees. In a study conducted by Goodman and colleagues
(2017), refugee women were reported to be constantly concerned about whether they would
have enough income to support their families. Additionally, the study highlighted that
women without legal documents often had to work as sex workers.

Bullinger and colleagues (2022) examined the impact of visualization on refugees'
employment opportunities, which were limited due to employers' negative and prejudiced
attitudes. They found that organizations working to place refugees in jobs could mitigate
stigmatization through the methods they used. It is emphasized that not only employers'
perceptions but also how the issue is framed is crucial in this regard.

Furthermore, these financial difficulties often compel refugee children to start
working at a young age, drop out of school, or work while continuing their education (see
Cinkir, 2015; Saritas et al. 2016). For boys, this often results in child labor, while for girls,
it can lead to early marriages (Demir & Ozgul, 2019).

1.5.6. Refugee label

Ludwig (2013) has described refugee status as a "double-edged sword." Initially, the
refugee label provides individuals with financial support and assistance, but over time, it can
become a factor that hinders them from achieving sustainable economic conditions.
Discriminatory attitudes from employers based on a person's refugee background can reduce
their chances of finding employment. This situation is supported by the findings of Baranik
and colleagues (2017).

In a study conducted by Groutsis and colleagues (2023), they focused on Bella, a
banker who went from Syria to Australia as a refugee. As the title of the study, "I'm Not a
Refugee Girl, Call Me Bella," suggests, it is evident that being a refugee is a label that can
overshadow a person's professional competence, personality traits, and even their sense of

self. In combating this, the agency of refugees plays a significant role.
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1.5.7. Being separated from family

Goodman and colleagues (2017) emphasized in their study that refugees experience
intense stress due to being separated from their families and not being able to see them in
cases of irregular migration. Various reasons for this separation are mentioned, such as being
undocumented migrants, financial inadequacies, or the fear of punishment in the country
they came from. It is also noted that this concern is not limited to families left behind but
also affects family members who are with them (such as children), leading to worries about
their futures.

In a study conducted by Griswold and colleagues (2021), it was revealed that
refugees often experience emotions such as fear, anxiety, regret, and worry due to being
separated from their families, leading to a decrease in their coping skills when dealing with

challenging situations.

1.5.8. Mental health

Witnessing war and being forced to migrate due to violence and political reasons is
a common experience that often leads to trauma in both family members and children.
Additionally, losing one's homeland and possessions can result in individuals losing their
sense of identity and roots. Furthermore, individuals who are physically and psychologically
threatened may experience significant anxiety. As a result of all these factors, refugees
constitute a community that is susceptible to mental health problems (Kizmaz, 2018).

It is noted that the region where refugees settle also affects their mental health.
Studies have found that refugees living in urban areas experience higher rates of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and depression compared to those living in camps. This
situation has been associated with difficulties in accessing healthcare services in cities,
challenging living conditions, communication barriers, and the associated feelings of
loneliness and social isolation (Isik, 2019).

In a study conducted by Unver and colleagues (2021), various mental health
problems were identified in refugee children, including PTSD, autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), bedwetting, psychosis, speech and language disorders, attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), and oppositional defiant disorder (ODD). Furthermore, in a study
comparing refugee and settled students, depressive symptoms were found to be significantly
higher in refugee students compared to settled students (Atag et al., 2018). Also, Griswold
and colleagues (2021) reported in their study that refugees experience various memory

problems, difficulty in concentrating, and a constant state of preoccupation and distraction.
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Recent meta-analyses, such as the one conducted by Bogic and colleagues (2015),
which included 29 studies involving 16,010 war-affected refugees, found that the
psychopathological findings from these studies were not uniformly distributed. However,
the average prevalence of anxiety disorders, depression, and PTSD was found to be 20%. In
conclusion, it is widely accepted that the refugee sample experiences higher clinical
problems compared to the non-refugee sample, but this varies depending on factors such as
the refugees' countries of origin, migration processes, adaptation to the host society, and the

challenges they face (see Bhugra & Gupta, 2011; Yilmaz Zambak, 2021).

1.6. Positive Aspects of Migration

As Yaylac1 (2018) has pointed out, refugee studies often tend to focus more on
deficits. However, it is well-known that individuals do not all react to their experiences in
the same way, and this is where the concepts of resilience and coping come into play. Rutter
(2012) defines the concept of resilience as the ability to cope with challenging situations and
transform them into positive outcomes. Despite exposure to adverse circumstances, it is
possible to effectively manage and result in growth through resilience. Given that resilience
is believed to be shaped by a wide range of contexts and variables, it is emphasized that a
multi-stage and multi-dimensional approach is necessary for its assessment (Pieloch et al.,
2016). Understanding this requires the evaluation of various factors, including the
community, its institutions (such as education and healthcare), an individual's family, the
environment in which they were raised, and their living conditions, all together (Pieloch et

al., 2016).

1.6.1. Coping mechanisms and resilience

Research studies (see, Ai et al.,, 2003) have revealed that hope, religiosity, and
education play significant roles in the coping mechanisms of refugees. Additionally, gender
has been identified as an important factor in coping, with women being more likely to cope
through family and home-related strategies compared to men (Renner & Salem, 2009). The
importance of religiosity and faith-based social support groups in facilitating the social
integration of refugees and their acquisition of the host country's language has also been
emphasized (Griswold et al., 2021).

Numerous studies conducted over the years have consistently highlighted the
significance of social support in the coping processes of refugees and migrants (see Alfadhli

& Drury, 2018; Shisana & Celentano, 1987; Simich et al., 2005). Another coping strategy
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worth mentioning is making an effort to learn the language of the host country (Baranik et

al., 2017).

1.6.2. Post traumatic growth

Post-traumatic growth refers to the profound development experienced by
individuals following challenging life events. Those who undergo post-traumatic growth
may become more open to recognizing new opportunities and may regain functionality in
their lives to a greater extent than before (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Post-traumatic growth
manifests particularly in five areas: a greater appreciation for life and changes in priorities,
the establishment of warmer relationships with others, a heightened sense of personal
strength, spiritual development, and new possibilities (Ramos & Leal, 2013).

Experiencing post-traumatic growth can be associated with certain personality traits,
such as extraversion and openness to experience. Managing challenging emotions and
having supportive elements in one's life are also other factors that influence post-traumatic
growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). In a study conducted by Altinisik (2020) with Syrian
refugee adolescents, a significant positive relationship was found between post-traumatic
growth and social support, thus supporting the existing literature. Additionally, the use of
positive religious coping strategies and the frequency of trauma are other significant factors

that impact post-traumatic growth (Altinisik, 2020).

1.7. Related Studies in Tiirkiye

In the Turkish thesis database (YOKTEZ), it is evident that there are 865 master's
and doctoral thesis studies related to refugees in October 2023 (see YOKTEZ database). Out
of these, 811 were conducted from 2011 onwards, and from January 2023 to October 2023,
60 theses have been written. Furthermore, when examining the data, it can be seen that there
has been a significant increase in the number of theses related to refugees in the past five
years (see YOKTEZ database). In the field of psychology, since the first thesis on refugees
was written in 2014, a total of 87 theses have been completed. In the following, the most
relevant quantitative and qualitative research related to this study will be discussed.

The aim of the study conducted by Yildiz (2021) was to examine the predictive
effects of assumptions about the world and posttraumatic growth on anxiety in Syrian
refugees. In the study, it was determined that there was a significant relationship between

assumptions about the world, posttraumatic growth and anxiety. It was discovered that
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assumptions about the world and posttraumatic growth have a significant predictive capacity
for anxiety in Syrian refugees.

The thesis conducted by Bekdas (2021) investigated the relationship between post-
traumatic growth, post-traumatic stress symptoms and spiritual coping in Syrian refugee
university students who migrated to Tiirkiye. A statistically significant positive relationship
was found between posttraumatic growth, spiritual coping, and posttraumatic stress
symptoms in this cross-sectional study.

Akbay Safi (2021) examined posttraumatic growth and related concepts in a
descriptive thesis study. As a result of the study, growth was found most intensely in the
field of individual strength and new opportunities. Economic status, education level, number
of children, self-efficacy, level of Turkish language proficiency, and an active, religious
coping style were identified as protective factors that significantly explained growth at the p
0.05 level, whereas post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms and self-blame behavior were
identified as risk factors.

In her doctoral study, Yilmaz Zambak (2021) conducted an examination of the
interpretative phenomenological analysis of the experiences of young adult Syrian refugees
through the lens of forced migration. She conducted a total of 18 interviews, with 15 of them
being conducted with the assistance of an interpreter. Her research revealed eight main
themes: Living with war in Syria, leaving the homeland behind, building a new life, ongoing
challenges and losses, coping mechanisms, changing family dynamics, evolving self-
perception, and future expectations. The researcher evaluated the findings from a clinical
psychology perspective and in the context of refugee mental health.

Cavusoglu (2020), in her thesis, aimed to investigate the phenomenon of meaning in
life among refugees who had experienced the war in Syria. He conducted interviews with
six individuals, three women, and three men, who had experienced the war for at least two
years. The analysis resulted in the identification of four core themes: experiences of war and
being a refugee, coping mechanisms, the meaning and purpose of life, and future plans.

In her cross-sectional study, Acar (2020) sought to investigate the factors influencing
post-traumatic growth in Syrian refugees and develop a model incorporating these variables.
In this context, she examined the following wvariables: previous multiple traumatic
experiences, difficulties experienced after asylum, symptoms of post-traumatic stress, and
coping attitudes. Based on their measurements, they determined that 33 percent of

posttraumatic growth could be attributed to these independent variables.
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The research conducted by Yeken (2019) investigated the impact of factors such as
social support, coping skills, and resilience as well as post-migrational living difficulties on
mental health outcomes such as posttraumatic growth and posttraumatic stress
symptomology. The researcher used vulnerability and resources perspectives which means
strengths and weaknesses of the refugees which will affect their lives.

Cantekin (2019), in a qualitative study, focused on the experiences of refugees during
both the pre-migration and post-migration phases. They found that pre-migration
experiences were characterized by war and traumatic events, while post-migration
experiences included themes such as separation from loved ones, economic challenges, and
adaptation difficulties.

In conclusion, while there is a considerable body of research on refugees, particularly
concerning issues such as mental health, education, and family dynamics, a recurring theme
generated: refugees are portrayed as passive victims or merely affected individuals. This
viewpoint appears to dominate the majority of studies, overshadowing the resilience and
tenacity that refugees may exhibit. However, a deeper examination of particular theses
reveals a more nuanced comprehension. These studies highlight the significance of social
support, coping strategies, resilience, and even post-traumatic growth. The works of
researchers (see Acar, 2020; Akbay Safi, 2021; Bekdas, 2021; Yeken, 2019; Yildiz, 2021)
illustrates the multifaceted nature of the refugee experience, whether they are examining the
roles of prior traumatic experiences, post-migration difficulties, or the impact of worldview
assumptions. Their findings highlight the need for a more comprehensive approach that
recognizes the inherent strengths and growth opportunities within the refugee community,
in addition to identifying problems. However, due to the quantitative nature of some of these
studies and the limitations imposed by predetermined variables, it is hard to examine the

experiences of refugees from a strength-based perspective.

1.8. Purpose and Research Questions

In this study, I focused university student refugees’ experiences regarding their
refugee background. It includes 1) their experiences as a refugee (inc. interaction with the
locals), i1) their perceptions of themselves (if they see themselves as strong, capable, victim,
weak etc.), iii) their coping mechanisms and iv) their future orientation (how do they

describe their future).
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The primary research question of this qualitative study was formulated as follows:
“How refugees define themselves and their experiences? in general. Some complementary
research questions were created as "What are the strengths/ coping mechanisms of
refugees?”, “Do refugees use weak victim or strong agent narratives?”, “What are their
experiences regarding the interaction with locals?”.

These questions seek to gain a comprehensive understanding of the challenges
refugees face during their migration experiences, acculturation processes, and interaction
with the local society members, as well as to determine how they react to these experiences,
what strategies they employ, and what benefits they derive from their experiences. As stated
before, strength-based approaches and cycle of mutual constitution will be employed to

discuss the results of the study.
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2. METHOD

The primary goal of this study is to explore and understand university student
refugees’ experiences as refugees, self-perceptions, coping mechanisms, and future
orientations, with a particular focus on identifying the narratives they use to define
themselves, the challenges they encounter during migration and acculturation, and the
strategies they adopt to overcome these challenges, all framed within the context of strength-
based approaches and the cycle of mutual constitution.

This study was chosen as a qualitative study to ensure that participants were not
restricted in their responses when asked about the theme of "being a refugee" and to obtain
answers from a broader spectrum. Qualitative studies are very suitable for an in-depth
examination of experiences.

In this study, a phenomenological approach, one of the qualitative research
techniques, is preferred. Phenomenology, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), "aims to
describe the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept
or phenomenon." As a result, the phenomenological technique utilized to comprehend
refugees' experiences regarding processes they overcame and strengths which helped them
in those processes.

The primary objective of adopting this approach is to give refugees the opportunity
to express their experiences directly in their own words and to delve deeper into these
experiences. This is one of the main reasons behind the research adopting a qualitative
approach. Qualitative research focuses on allowing participants to share their own
experiences, emotions, thoughts, and perspectives.

Semi-structured interviews were performed to do this, allowing direct access to the
refugees' experiences. Semi-structured interviews are defined as a flexible question style that
allows particular data from participants to be collected without the use of a pre-determined

questionnaire (Merriam, 2018).

2.1. Design and Working Group

When selecting participants, I made sure to meet the following criteria: being 18
years and older, being undergraduate students, identifying themselves as refugees, having a
legal refugee status (temporary protection in Tiirkiye), and being able to communicate in

Turkish. University students aged 18 and over who have been forcibly displaced from Syria
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were included in this study. Equal numbers of men and women were included in the study
to ensure balanced gender representation.

As can be seen in the table below, the average age of the participants is 21.2 (M=21.2,
1+2.1). The average duration of their stay in Tiirkiye is 8.9 years (M=8.9, £2.23). The average
duration of the interviews conducted with the participants is 32.52 (M=32.52, £8.08)

minutes.

Table 2.1

Participant Information Table (n=10)

Year of Province Duration of

Sex Age Grade arrival in lived in the
Tiirkiye Tiirkiye Interview

Participant 1 Woman 23 2 2013 Gaziantep 46.29
Participant 2 Man 20 1 2015 Hatay 29.43
Participant 3 Man 23 4 2012 Antakya 38.00
Participant 4 Woman 19 1 2013 Nizip 36.08
Participant 5 Woman 19 1 2013 Sanliurfa 22.11
Participant 6 Woman 18 2 2012 Reyhanli 27.38
Participant 7 Man 21 3 2018 Hayat 28.36
Participant 8 Man 24 3 2014 Gaziantep 43.55
Participant 9 Woman 23 4 2013 Istanbul 24.50
Participant 10 Man 22 3 2018 Istanbul 29.54
Mean - 21,2 - 8,9 - 32.52

The Snowball Sampling Method utilized for selecting the participants. When
determining the sample size and identifying possible participants is difficult, the snowball
sampling method was used to contact other participants through the initial participant
(Bastiirk & Tastepe, 2013). This approach is described as the detective method by Bastiirk
and Tastepe (2013), in which the sample steadily increases like a snowball, akin to how a
detective solves a case step by step.

However, as stated by Bal (2001), this strategy may induce bias by predominantly
contacting persons with similar ideas. Multiple beginning places (participants) were chosen
to alleviate this. For this reason, contact was made with the leader of the Atatiirk University
refugee students' community. Information about the study was provided to him, and his
support was requested. Through this individual, refugee students studying at Atatiirk

University and meeting the criteria were reached.
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2.2. Material

2.2.1. Semi-structured interviews

This questionnaire consisted of ten open-ended questions designed to acquire a better
understanding of refugees' experiences with processes they surrounded and the strengths that
assisted them in those processes. The questions aimed to understand the experiences of the
refugees regarding difficulties they faced, strengths and accomplishments they had, coping
mechanism which are important in their life, hosting society member’s reflections and
reaction to them. These questions were developed in response to the findings of the literature
review and the researcher's personal experience (see Reflexivity section below). The
questions were designed to deeply understand participants' experiences regarding "being a

refugee" within the framework of a phenomenological approach.

2.2.2. Sociodemographic questionnaire

This form included questions regarding sociodemographic information of the
participants such as sex, the duration of participants’ stays in Tiirkiye, their grade, and field
of study.

2.2.3. Informed consent form

Before the research begins, participants were given an informed consent form. This
form specified that the research's goal is to gather academic data. All data collected will be
specific to this study and will not be shared with anybody except the researcher. The study
will not include names or personal information. Using anonymous codes, data will be
assembled and evaluated. The study is completely voluntary, and individuals can leave at
any time. Participants can contact the researcher if they have any questions about their
participation. To ensure accuracy, participants will be asked to consent to audio recordings
that will only be used by the researcher. The information on the permission form

communicated both verbally and written. The informed consent forms were signed digitally.

2.3. Procedure

Initially, I identified a channel to connect with forcibly displaced individuals through
a university student community founded by Syrian refugee students. Subsequently, I held
introductory meetings with the community's representatives. They expressed their support
for the study and agreed to promote it on their social media and other communication
platforms. Before proceeding, 1 shared the set of questions with the representative of the

student community to ensure clarity and received feedback. Additionally, three colleagues
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reviewed the questions prior to a pilot study. The feedback from colleagues were gathered
and questions were revised accordingly. The pilot study was conducted with one participant
to verify if the questions were clear and if any modifications were necessary. For the pilot
study, a participant who met the selection criteria used in the main study was included. All
the questions were posed to the participant as planned, and it was determined whether the
participant understood the questions and where they encountered difficulties. This helped us
identify the type of changes we could make in the sentence structure and sequence of these
questions. Based on feedback from the pilot study, minor adjustments were made to the
language and wording of the questions.

I reached ten people to realize the semi-structured interviews. I created appointment
for each of the participants as an hour time slot. The interviews were online and carried out
individually, with a duration of around 25 to 45 minutes per session (see Participant
Information Table). One day before the interview, the hyperlink for the online meeting was
sent to participants by researcher. During the interviews, there were no notable internet
connection instability or technical problem encountered. The researcher assumed the
responsibility of conducting the interviews. Participants were adequately briefed about the
research and were given an "Informed Consent Form" before to the interview. The provided
document contained a request for consent about the recording of audio for the purpose of
conducting thematic analysis. The participants were provided with the guarantee of their
entitlement to withdraw from the study at any given point, and they will be duly notified that
their data will be assessed in an anonymous manner.

The interview began with an introductory prompt, stating, "We will now start the
interview," in order to spark the discourse. In instances where participants experience
challenges in comprehending the questions, the same inquiry restated or reformulated in an
alternative manner to assure understanding. None of the participants requested a translator,
as their proficiency in Turkish was adequate for communication. After the interview, the
socio-demographic questionnaire was performed. Upon the completion of the study,
participants were reminded of their entitlements and expressively acknowledged for their
active involvement in the research endeavor. Lastly, participants were thanked and their

participation fee which is 150 Turkish Liras were sent their preferred bank accounts.

2.4. Analysis
This study utilized a thematic analysis approach, which is a qualitative analytical
method. Thematic analysis may be defined as the systematic process of identifying and
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interpreting patterns or themes within a dataset. According to Braun and Clarke (2006),
thematic analysis is a systematic approach used to find, analyze, and present patterns or
themes within collected data. The process involves the comprehensive organization and
detailed description of the dataset, as well as the interpretation of numerous facets pertaining
to the study issue. Braun and Clarke (2006) mentioned all analyses are essentially thematic
analyze, therefore in this study, thematic analyze was used.

The model of thematic analysis proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was employed.
The model had six sequential processes, namely: (1) data familiarization, (2) code
generation, (3) theme generation, (4) theme review, (5) theme definition and naming, and
(6) reporting. These measurements, which support the researcher in anything from
familiarizing themselves with the data to effectively presenting their conclusions, are
extensively relied upon. This process outlines a methodical approach for analyzing and
summarizing research findings, directing researchers through the steps required to do so
successfully. Before the analysis, the interviews were transcribed by the researcher. After
transcription, the resulting text was read and checked several times. Subsequently, the steps

mentioned above were applied to generate themes, subthemes, and codes.

2.5. Validity and Reliability

To assure the integrity of the data coding process, the method of peer review, also
known as member checking, is utilized. The approach outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1986)
entails sharing of data and research methodologies to an external researcher who is not
actively engaged in the study, with the aim of soliciting their opinion. We conducted a 60-
minute online discussion with two external researchers in that we had reviewed the themes,
subthemes and codes. Based on their feedback, some parts of the analysis double checked,

renamed, and changed.

2.6. Reflexivity

Reflexivity is an important component in qualitative research studies. This concept
involves the researcher being aware of how their subjectivity influences the qualitative
research process (Willig, 2013). It seems unlikely that researchers can completely exclude
their subjective contributions during the process of interpreting qualitative research data.
Therefore, it is important for researchers to be aware of their biases, preconceptions, and

related effects. In this study, I am also aware of my reflexivity. It is important for the reader
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to have information about the researcher's experience, motivation for the study, and
processes that may influence the research before delving into the research findings.

[ am a 26-year-old man who has spent half of my life in rural areas and the other half
in urban centers. I am a psychologist and currently pursuing my master's degree in social
psychology. Due to my education in social sciences during high school, I developed an early
interest in research, reading, and writing. Following the projects I conducted during my high
school years, I became actively involved in various non-governmental organizations. These
organizations primarily focused on working with disadvantaged groups. In these
organizations, I had the opportunity to work with refugee women from countries such as
Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan. I conducted various projects aimed at empowering refugee
women socially and economically and facilitating their integration into society.

Subsequently, I deepened my research on risk assessment in disadvantaged groups.
Currently, I am researching issues such as employment problems among people who have
an addiction, addiction risk in refugees, and language barriers among refugees. During this
process, I had the opportunity to work with refugees for an extended period. In this process,
I had the opportunity to have firsthand experiences of refugees before, during, and after
migration and their interactions with the host society. Additionally, I observed how refugee
women can strengthen themselves economically, socially, and psychologically when given
sufficient opportunities and how they can become role models for their children. I should
also mention that due to my background as a descendant of Balkan and Crimean migrants, I
am particularly sensitive to the problems of migrants and refugees.

During this process, I realized how complex and multifaceted the refugee experience
is. The refugee experience significantly affects individuals psychologically, economically,
and socially. Pre-migration exposure to war and traumatic experiences, the challenges during
migration, and the negative consequences that arise during the acculturation process have a
shaping effect on a person's life. In this thesis, I aimed to gain a more detailed understanding
on the experiences of refugees and how they see themselves and their experiences. I believe
that, based on the results of this study, it will be possible to develop prevention and
intervention programs as further research.

When conducting interviews, not having major language issues with the participants
has been a significant advantage for me. Knowing their cultural backgrounds based on my
previous experiences has also been another advantage. Participants sometimes shared
experiences that were challenging for me during the interviews, and the intensity of these

experiences has been also challenging for me in this process. Participants tended to share
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their traumatic experiences, even if not explicitly asked, so I tried to listen what they wanted
to share and gently and carefully bring the interview back to its focus. This is because these
experiences should be discussed in a therapeutic session, and participants need to share them
in a planned and safe environment. Apart from these challenges, I did not encounter any
major issues during the interviews. Considering all these past experiences and cultural
background, I made an effort to distinguish what the participants were saying and my own

thoughts and feelings.
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3. RESULTS

In this thesis study, refugee experiences have been comprehensively addressed, and
an attempt has been made to unveil a structure where this complex issue is examined in
depth. The responses provided by the interviewed refugees to questions designed under the
phenomenon "being a refugee" have presented with the table seen below. After briefly
touching upon the themes and subthemes in this table, these themes and subthemes will be
examined in detail through the codes they built on. As a result of the conducted analyses, 9
fundamental themes have been generated.

While this study aimed to focus on the strengths of refugees, the participants
primarily and predominantly recounted negative experiences when discussing the
phenomenon of "being a refugee." Responses related to positive experiences were also
obtained from the participants in various questions. These responses are provided under the
relevant themes. However, predominantly negative themes have been generated regarding

the phenomenon of "being a refugee."

Table 3.1

Master table of themes and sub-themes

No Themes Subthemes
1 "We couldn't live a Adapting to a different country/culture
good life" - The Leaving your own country
challenges of Being compelled to work
migration
2 "Struggling just to "First and foremost, we are human" - Right to flee from
survive." war

Living alone and separated
Inaction (Not defending oneself / not retaliating)
Fear of being sent back
Living with insecurity due to refugee identity
Exposure to physical violence and insults
Increase in anti-refugee rhetoric
Fear of harm / concerns for personal safety
Fear of mistreatment
Living with prejudices
Misconception of easy and free access to university
Misconception of receiving a lot of aid from the
government
Misconception that "ESAD will give money and start
businesses for returnees.”
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Not understanding
Turkish makes daily
life struggle

Xenophobia towards
Syrians

Hiding Syrian identity-
Protecting oneself
against

discrimination

“It's like I'm in
prison”- Effects of the
government policies
and legal systems

The future aspirations
of
refugees

Finding ways to cope
with challenging
experiences

Strength or agency in
the face of challenging
experiences

Being seen as responsible for the war / accusatory attitudes
Negative impact of social media

Desire to drop out of school
Decline in academic performance
Struggling with government institutions
Delay in learning Turkish
Preference for Arabic-speaking regions
Receiving education in Arabic schools

"Are you Syrian?"- Their only crime is being a Syrian
Xenophobia in the neighborhood
Xenophobia in the educational environment
Attitudes of teachers/academics
Attitudes of classmates
Xenophobia among government officials

"No Arabic!"- Not speaking Arabic within the community
"I'm from Mardin"- Not revealing that you're Syrian
Trying to dress/look like a Turk

"Sharp as a knife glances - Being subjected to accusatory
and hostile looks

Desire not to be a refugee/have citizenship

Restrictions on the right to travel

Inability to work in public institutions
Difficulty in acquiring Turkish citizenship
High fees in higher education

"Always dark"-Hopelessness about the future
"There is light somewhere"- Being hopeful about the
future

Family support

Support from Turkish teachers/academics
Support from Turkish friends/neighbors
Support from faith

Empowerment through language learning

Getting to know people- Being able to distinguish who
might cause harm

"Swimming against the current”- Resisting difficulties,
putting in more effort

Learning to advocate for one’s rights

Taking on responsibilities at a young age

The first theme presented on the Table 2 is "We couldn't live a good life," reflecting

the difficulties refugees experienced in adapting to a different country and culture, the
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decisions to leave their own countries, and sometimes the hardships such as forced labor.
This theme consists of key thoughts that participants mentioned regarding being a refugee.

The second theme presented is "Struggling just to survive,” highlighting the refugees'
struggle for survival and the threats to their human rights. Under this theme, challenges such
as the right to flee from war, living away from relatives and acquaintances, experiencing
physical violence, and discrimination have been examined in detail.

Another theme discussed is "Not understanding Turkish makes daily life difficult,"
which examines how not understanding Turkish affects daily life. The advantages of
understanding Turkish and the explanations of participants have been considered in the light
of this theme.

The fourth theme that generated is "Xenophobia towards Syrians," shedding light on
different aspects of xenophobia towards Syrians. Participants mentioned experiences of
xenophobia and discriminatory behavior when discussing the theme of "being a refugee".
This section has separately addressed contexts associated with xenophobia, such as
education, neighborhoods, and public institutions.

Another theme is "Hiding Syrian identity: Protecting oneself against discrimination,"
which explores refugees' efforts to conceal their identities and protect themselves from
discrimination. Refugees have developed various methods to protect themselves from
discriminatory and xenophobic experiences, which are examined in this theme.

The sixth theme, while bearing the title “‘I feel like I'm in prison’- Effects of
government policies and legal systems" explains the impact of government policies and legal
systems on refugees, emphasizing how these factors limit refugees' freedom of movement
and job opportunities.

The seventh theme, titled "The future aspirations of refugees," reflects the hopes and
despair of refugees regarding the future. Participants' views on how being a refugee shapes
their expectations for the future are included in this theme.

The following theme, "Finding ways to cope with challenging experiences,"
addressed the support and dealing mechanisms. This theme details the methods and
strategies used by participants to cope with negative situations, including those extensively
examined in previous categories, and highlights who provided support during challenging
times.

Finally, under the title "Empowerment or agent in the face of challenging

experiences," the theme delves into the strengths that refugees have developed due to their
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challenging experiences. It explores which skills have improved and whether "being a
refugee" contributes to becoming a stronger individual.

Each of these themes lays important foundations for a more in-depth understanding
of refugees' experiences. In the following sections, these categories will be explored in

greater detail, and a deeper analysis of these experiences will be provided.

3.1. Theme 1: ""We couldn't live a good life"- The challenges of migration

"There is both bullying and kindness from the teachers towards us. That's how it is for a
refugee. There's always goodness, and there's always badness.” (Interview 5)*

In this theme, it is reflected that migrants experience difficulties in adapting to a
different country and culture, making the decision to leave their own countries, and
sometimes facing hardships such as forced labor. Participants generally begin by discussing
their experiences in general when talking about the phenomenon of "being a refugee,"
focusing on the challenges of the migration process and resettlement. The difficulty of "being
a refugee" has been mentioned by all the participants. This sentiment is expressed in
Interview 2 as "Being a refugee, experiencing that feeling, enduring the weight of their evil
is difficult,"? and in Interview 9 as "It means leading a difficult life, it means putting in a lot
of effort."

Participants mentioned that when they are forced to leave their own countries, they
grapple with homesickness, and adapting to a new country or culture emerges as a significant
challenge. Overcoming language and cultural differences further complicates the process of
social integration. Additionally, refugees express the difficulty of feeling unwanted or
undesired in the host country, as expressed in the following way: "You are forced to
encounter someone who doesn't want you or doesn't like you. You don't want to stay in the
same place, but you have to. You have no other choice.” (Interview 9)*

Furthermore, the necessity of working is emphasized. Migrants find themselves

working for lower wages, and they mention taking on responsibilities at a young age and

! Turkish original: “Yani hem zorbalik oluyor hem de hocalardan bir bize kars: iyilik oluyor yani.
Miilteci boyle iste. Hep iyilik var hep kotiiliik var.” (Goriisme 5)

2 Turkish original: “Miilteci olmak, o duygu yasamak, onlarin kétiiliigiine agirhgma katlanmak kotii.”
(Goriisme 2)

3 Turkish original: “Zor bir hayat yasamak demek, ¢ok ¢abalamak demek.” (Gériisme 9)

4 Turkish original: “Istenmeyen ya da sizi istemeyen biriyle karsilasmaya mecbur kalirsmiz. Yani ayni
yerde durmak istemiyorsunuz ama mecbursunuz. Baska bir ¢areniz de yok”. (Goriisme 9)
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providing support to their families. This makes it difficult for them to continue their

education and develop their own abilities.

3.1.1. Adjusting to a different country/culture

This subtheme fundamentally emphasizes the challenging experience refugees face
when adapting to a different country or culture. In Interview 6, one participant succinctly
summarized this situation, saying, "We are starting to build a new life. It's not as easy as you
might think. Starting from scratch. Meeting new people. Speaking a new language." These
are encountered in the process of adapting to the host country.

Participants expressed that they are foreigners in a new country and struggle to fully
integrate, stating in Interview 1, "We are in a foreign country. That country is not our country.
So, no matter what we do. We just arrived; you know."”® The integration process involves
both refugees and the host country. It is also expected that both sides will adapt to this process
over time. However, refugees' frequent need to relocate can complicate this process. This
was articulated in Interview 5 as follows: "I was always moving from one place to another.
But it changed when I left there and came here. (...) It was always like this. I never stayed in
the same place. It's tough for people."’

Adapting to a new country also involves acculturation into the culture of that country.
The difficulty brought about by the displacement of norms refugees have been accustomed
to with the norms of the host country is explained in Interview 2 as follows: "I think getting
used to the new life is hard. I used to live in a different country or in a different culture. 1
crossed over to Tiirkiye, a different culture and language. You know, it's heavy.” 8 These
experiences highlight how challenging it can be to achieve acculturation and learn a new
language.

3.1.2. Leaving your own country

Refugees experience multiple challenges simultaneously and must strive to cope with

them concurrently. While trying to adapt to the language, culture, and norms of the host

country, they also have to contend with the pain of leaving their own country behind. In

5 Turkish original: “Yeni bir hayat kurumaya basliyoruz. O da diisiindiigiiniiz gibi hi¢ kolay degil. Bir
insanin sifirdan baglamasi. Yeni insanlarla karsilagmak. Yeni bir dil konugmak.” (Goriisme 6)

® Turkish original: “Biz yabanci bir iilkedeyiz. O iilke bizim iilke degil. Yani ne yaparsak yapalim.
Daha yeni geldik yani.” (Goriisme 1)

" Turkish original: “Hep degisiyordum bir yerden bir yere. Ama ¢ok yani orada biraktiktan sonra
buraya gelmek, o arada bir degisiklik oldu. (...) Hep bdyle oldu. Yani aynmi yerde kalmadim. Zordur yani
insanlar igin.” (Goriisme 5)

8 Turkish original: “Yeni hayata aligmak zor bence. Ben farkli bir iilkede yasiyordum veya farkl1 bir
kiiltiirde yasiyordum. Tiirkiye gectim, farkli bir kiiltiir veya dil. Biliyorsunuz, agir bir sey.” (Goriisme 2)
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Interview 6, a participant described this situation as follows: "Being a refugee is a tough
thing. It's really tough. Because, firstly, you are away from your homeland. I'm someone who
loves his homeland very much. ... I'm far from my home."

Participants emphasized their love for their own countries and the fact that they had
good lives in their home countries before the war. However, they explain that they were
forced to leave their homeland due to the denial of basic rights such as dignity, security,

peace, and education. These statements align closely with the internationally recognized

definition of a refugee.

3.1.3. Being forced to work

This subtheme focuses on the challenges refugees faced in the workplace and the
perception that they must always work as refugees. The necessity of work is a significant
part of refugees' lives, and various experiences and emotions related to this topic have been
expressed in this study.

Firstly, some individuals mention that they are compelled to work for low wages in
the host country. This stems from being a refugee and often results in economic hardships.
This is articulated in Interview 1 as follows: "I work constantly. I've been working since 1
came here; you know. They pay us less because we are refugee.” °A similar sentiment is

echoed in Interview 9: "We receive lower salaries for the same reasons because we are

refugee."*

Furthermore, some refugees expressed that they had to work at a young age and, as
a result, could not experience a “normal childhood”. In Interview 2, a participant state:

"I was 14 years old. So, I was forced to work because my father was 52 years
old. I'm the only male at home. We are three girls and one boy in our family.
I always had to work, even though I was small. I was forced to work." 12

In Interview 1, a participant also described the situation, saying, "Taking

responsibility at a young age is very difficult. We felt like we were grown-ups already, and

9 Turkish original: “Miilteci olmak zor bir sey. Bayag1 zor bir sey. Ciinkii birincisi vatanindan uzak
duruyorsun. Ben ¢ok vatanimi seven bir insanim. ...evimden uzak oluyorum.” (Goriisme 2)

10 Turkish original: “Ben siirekli ¢calistyorum. Buraya geldigimden beri calistyorum yani. Iste yabanci
oldugumuzu i¢in bize az iicret veriliyor.” (Goriigme 1)

11 Turkish original: “Daha az maas altyoruz aym sebeplerden yabanci oldugumuz i¢in.” (Gériisme 1)

12 Turkish original: “14 yasidaydim. Yani ¢alismaya mecbur kaldim. Ciinkii babam 52 yasindaydi.
Ben de evde tek erkegim. Yani ti¢ kiz ve bir erkek bizim aile. Hep mecbur kaldim. Calistim, kii¢iik olduguma
ragmen. Mecbur kaldim ¢aligmaya.” (Goriisme 2)
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we never really felt like children. We immediately felt like adults."*® This situation leads to
refugees not being able to experience a normal childhood and being exposed to high levels
of stress at an early age.

However, some participants mentioned that they work to support their families and
take on economic responsibilities. This is a common situation for migrants who bear the
responsibility of providing support to their families. Additionally, the reasons why some
participants had to work as child laborers at a young age include being the only man in the
family, the death of their father, and leaving behind all their belongings and property when

coming to Tirkiye.

3.2. Theme 2: "Struggling just to survive."

"We work extremely hard just to survive. We make tremendous efforts, just to live. We put in
so much effort, solely to survive. We are trying to establish some order."” (Interview 8)

This theme highlights the difficulties and emotional burdens associated with being a
refugee and living in another country. It consists of eight main subthemes that describe the
fundamental problems encountered while living as a refugee. Being a refugee has become a
part of the participants' lives, and this situation has labeled them as "refugees," a label that
shapes their identities and is often imposed on them by societies. This is expressed in
Interview 4 as follows: "No matter how much time passes, you remain Syrian. If something
happens, they'll say, 'Oh, she's Syrian.""*

Participants express that they work and strive just to survive. This indicates that
refugees struggle with economic hardships and expend significant effort to meet their basic
needs. The uncertainty and insecurity associated with being a refugee are significant factors
that shape their lives.

Furthermore, this perspective sheds light on how being a refugee affects people's
identities and perceptions. Being recognized as a refugee means that one's experiences have
become a part of their identity, and this label is often emphasized by others. This illustrates

that being a refugee entails not only physical challenges but also emotional and identity-

13 Turkish original: “Kiiciik yastan sorumluluk almak da ¢ok kétii. Yani biiyiigiimiizii hissettik yani,
¢ocuk oldugumuzu hi¢ zaten higbir zaman hissetmedik. Direkt bdyle biiyiik olarak kendimize hissettik.”
(Goriisme 1)

14 Turkish original: “Ne kadar zaman gecse de gegsin, sen Suriyeli kalirsin. Bir sey olursa aa Suriyeli
derler.” (Goriisme 4)
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related difficulties. Refugees face various factors that have significant effects on both their

survival and their identities and perceptions.

3.2.1. ""First and foremost, we are humans”- Right to flee from war

This subtheme signifies that the participants fled from the war in Syria and used their
right to seek asylum in another country. Therefore, the concept of "we are all human first"
emphasizes the human rights and the right to protect their lives of those escaping the conflict.
The participants described the difficulties and dangers brought about by the war in Syria.
These challenges are particularly emphasized in relation to the impact of the conflicts on the
lives of their close relatives. It is understood that they had to migrate in an environment
where war threatened human life and security, even leading to the deaths of their relatives.
This situation is conveyed in Interview 1 as follows:

"There were some difficulties, you know, there was a war. There were even a
lot of conflicts with our people. (...) What we saw was the belongings of our
relatives. They cut off their heads and hung them. I saw that. It's the same
with my friend and my uncle's son. I watched his death too."*

At the same time, those who fled the war expressed that their freedoms in Syria were
limited, and they had to live their daily lives under the shadow of the war. This not only
points to the physical dangers of war but also highlights its negative effects on people’s way
of life. Our participant in Interview 3 described this situation as follows:

“Now, when we were in Syria, you know, there was a war, you're not free
there. You can't do everything as you wish. [ mean, that was our country, but
we felt like foreigners there. We no longer had a say. After that, we stayed in
the war for quite a while. We stayed for a long time. We left Syria early, but
we survived. "8

In addition, Interview 10 mentions this:

"I came here by escaping the war. (...) There was a region on the outskirts of
Damascus. We were trapped in the war for a while. From 2013 to 2018. We
were stuck there, couldn't get out. Then, when the Esad regime entered our
areas, we had to leave. After that, we had to come here."’

15 Turkish original: “Biraz sikintilar olmustu yani, savas olmustu. Hatta bizimkilerle ¢ok ¢atisma falan
yasandi. (...) Onlar mesela gérdiiglimiiz sey bizim akrabalarimizin seyleri. Kafasi da kesip onlar aslilar. Onlart
gordiim. Benim arkadasimin ve amcamin oglu ayni sekilde oluyor. Onun 6liimiine de izledim.” (G6riisme 1)

16 Turkish original: “Simdi Suriye’deyken biliyorsunuz yani savas var, orada 6zgiir degilsin. Istedigin
gibi her seyi yapamazsin. Yani orasi iilkemizdi ama biz yabanci gibi duruyoruz orada. Yani artik bizim bir
soziimiiz yoktu. Ondan sonra savas i¢inde kaldik. Baya kaldik yani. Suriye’den erken ¢iktik ama yasadik.”
(Goriisme 3)

17 Turkish original: “Savagtan kagarak geldim. (...) Sam'm kenarinda bir bélge vardi. Bir siire mahsur
kaldik savasta. 2013°ten 2018'e kadar. Orada yani bdyle bir siire mahsur kaldik, ¢gikamazdik. O zaman sonra

33



The decision to migrate became a necessity for the participants who wanted to cope
with the effects of the war in Syria and ensure the safety of their families. It is emphasized
by the participants that making this decision was not easy. Therefore, the use of the right to
migrate by those fleeing the war should be seen as a step towards protecting their lives and
seeking a better future. Another participant in Interview 8 tragically conveyed that nobody
is aware of what they went through, how difficult the war was, and that children couldn't
endure it:

"None of them talks about the civil war we experienced. They say you escaped
from the war and such. For example, we didn't have the capability to fight
when we were children. They had no knowledge about these matters. Besides,
it wasn't like a war for us. Brothers were fighting against each other. Some of
them are very ignorant about these matters."®

3.2.2. Living alone and separated

This subtheme highlights the experiences of refugees feeling a sense of loneliness
and the challenges brought about by being separated from their families. Refugees have been
unable to refugee with their families or relatives, thus having to live apart from them in a
foreign country. In Interview 2, one participant described the situation as follows: "Now, my
family came to Tiirkiye, but our relatives stayed in Syria. I mean, uncles, aunts, cousins.
Relatives are there."*® The same participant in Interview 2 continued to define this situation
as follows: "Our relatives went far away, and no one was left with you. Now in Tiirkiye, there
are only two families. We and our uncles live together. Other relatives are in Europe, Jordan,
Syria. But we don't see them."?°

The separation of families has created both emotional and practical difficulties for
migrants. Emotionally, not being with their families has caused them to miss them and feel
lonely. Additionally, relatives living in different countries can weaken family ties and limit
social support networks. Furthermore, it is expressed that migrants who are separated from

their families feel lonely and, therefore, are more vulnerable. Being without family support

bolgelerimize Esed rejimi girerken, ¢gikmaya mecbur kaldik. Ondan sonra buraya gelmeye mecbur kaldik.”
(Goriisme 10)

18 Turkish original: “Higbiri bizim i¢ savas yasadigimizdan bahsetmiyor. Siz savastan kagtiniz falan
diyorlar. Bizim gocukken savasacak halimiz yoktu mesela. Oyle hicbir bilgilileri yoktu bu konularda. Hem
bizde savas gibi degildi. Kardes kardese savas ediyordu. Sanki bu konularda ¢ok cahiller bazilar1.” (Goriisme
8)

1 Turkish original: “Simdi ailem Tiirkiye’ye geldiler ama akrabalarrmiz Suriye'de kaldi. Yani
dayilarim, amcalarim, halalarim. Akrabalar orada.” (Goriigme 2)

2 Turkish original: “Akrabalarimiz uzaga gitti sonra, kimse kalmadi yanimizda. Simdi Tiirkiye'de
sadece iki aileyiz. Biz ve amcamlar yasiyoruz beraber. Diger akrabalarimiz. Avrupa'da var, Urdiin'de var,
Suriye’de var. Fakat gdrmiiyoruz onlar1.” (Goriisme 2)
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in a foreign country can pose challenges in terms of security and social integration. This
situation is emphasized by the participant in Interview 8 with the sentence, "Because we
were weak, you come, you hit, we can't do anything. Everyone is already living separately.
Relatives are far away. There's nothing to fall back on. That's why they used to beat us in the
beginning. "%

3.2.3. Inaction (not defending oneself / not retaliating)

This subtheme reflects the experiences of refugees engaging in inaction that can be described
as not defending themselves or not responding. Participant mentioned that they sometimes
prefer to remain silent when faced with mistreatment or even harassment. This silence can
arise for various reasons, but it is associated with the fear of not being safe, the belief that
responding could create more problems, or the concern that harm may come to their families.
This situation is conveyed by a participant in Interview 1 as follows: "I would stay silent. I
never did anything. Because... If I engage with someone who is very angry. They will get
angrier. When someone treats me poorly, for example, I remain silent."?

This situation indicates that refugees are hesitant to use their ability to defend
themselves or assert their rights against bullying or discrimination. Refugees tend to
postpone taking action, believing that defending themselves or responding may lead to
dangerous or harmful consequences. This is clearly seen in the response provided in
Interview 3: "I've gotten used to these things; I don't argue with anyone. I sometimes

experience these difficulties, but I never argue with anyone."?

3.2.4. Fear of being sent back

Refugees live with the constant fear of deportation in many situations, and this fear
adversely affects their daily lives. The fear of deportation is believed to lead refugees to live
in uncertainty about their safety and future. This is clearly reflected in the response provided

in Interview 6: "Right now, I'm talking to you. I mean, they could send me back to Syria in

2L Turkish original: “Boyle bizimkiler zayif oldugu igin, sen gelirsin, vurursun higbir sey yapamuyor.
Herkes zaten ayri yasiyor. Akrabalar uzak. Oyle bir sey yani arkas1 yok. O yiizden zayif gordiikleri igin
doviiyorlardi yani ilk zamanlarda mesela.” (Goriisme 8)

2 Turkish original: “Ben susuyordum. Ben hicbir zaman bir sey yapmadim. Yani... Ciinkii... Cok
sinirli bir kisiyle eger muhatap olursam. O daha ¢ok sinirlenecek. Bana kars1 mesela birisi kétii davrandiginda
ben susuyorum.” (Goriisme 1)

2 Turkish original: “Ben alistim bu seylere, hi¢ kimseyle takismryorum yani. Yani bazen yastyorum
bu sikintilar ama hig tartismiyorum kimselerle.” (Goriisme 3)
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an hour, we see certain incidents. You can't even think about your future."** Another
supporting point is the statement shared in Interview 1:

"I know a family. Their kids had a fight with a Turkish person. Then, they
come home at 11 o'clock at night. They deported them on the same day, at 11
o'clock. They didn't even allow them to take anything. They just took them and
deported them like that. It was over a very minor fight. The whole family's life
was ruined."?

Moreover, this fear can limit the efforts of some immigrants to integrate into the host
country because uncertainty about their future makes it difficult to make long-term plans.
Refugees live in a state of constant uncertainty due to the fear of deportation, which affects
their future planning. In Interview 7, this situation is described as follows:

"I'm in my second year here. [ was afraid of something. Are we not going to
go back, or are we going to go back? Because there are no universities in
Syria, I mean, there are, but it's not like here. If I go back, I will waste these
years; it will be pointless for me. That's why I'm afraid."?®

3.2.5. Living with insecurity due to refugee identity

Refugee identity can lead refugees to face discrimination and prejudice in society.
This will be further discussed as a separate section in this study. Therefore, refugees carry
concerns that they may be unfairly accused or harassed by the police or other authority
figures. This can make immigrants feel less safe in society and lead to many negative
experiences. This situation is explained by a participant in Interview 3 as follows:

"When an incident occurs, the police don't look at who is right and who is
wrong. If someone is a refugee, they are automatically considered guilty. 1
witnessed these incidents. They happened right in front of me. That's why I
think there is no trust left for refugees. Otherwise, it's quite safe for Turks."*’

24 Turkish original: “Simdi ben simdi konusuyorum ya sizinle. Yani bir saat sonra beni Suriye’ye
atabilirler, yani baz1 olaylar goriiyoruz. Diisiinemezsin gelecegini falan.” (Gorlisme 6)

25 Turkish original: “Benim tanidigim bir aile var. Cocuklari, Tiirk biriyle kavga ediyorlar. Sonra saat
gece 11°de evlerine geliyorlar. Onlari sinir dis1 ediyorlar ayni giin, saat 11°de. Hicbir sey almalarina bile izin
vermediler. Direkt aldilar ¢iktilar boyle. Cok kii¢iik bir kavgadan bdyle bir sey. Tiim ailenin hayati mahvoldu.”
(Goriisme 1)

% Turkish original: “Ben ikinci senedeyim burada. Ben seyden korkuyordum. Dénmeyecek miyiz,
donecek miyiz? Ciinkii Suriye’de liniversiteler yok yani. Var da burasi gibi degil yani. Ben dénersem bu yillar
kaybedecegim, bos olacak benim igin. O yiizden korkuyorum.” (Goriisme 7)

27 Turkish original: “Bir olay oldu, polis geldigi zaman kim hakli, kim haksiz bakmiyor. Yabanc1 kimse
o suglu direkt. Ben bu olaylara sahit oldum. Yani 6niimde oldu. O yiizden giiven hi¢ kalmadi bence miilteciler
icin. Yoksa Tiirkler i¢in bayagi giivenli yani.” (Goriisme 3)
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The perception of being automatically considered guilty or less trustworthy due to
their refugee status can have a significant impact on refugees' sense of security and well-
being.

3.2.5.1. Exposure to physical violence and insults

This study has identified instances where some refugees have been subjected to
physical violence and harassment. Particularly, young refugees may face physical violence
and verbal abuse at school or in public spaces. Participants in this study have reported
experiencing serious incidents of violence, especially during their middle school and high
school years (when they first arrived in Tirkiye). Participant in Interview 2 recounted an
incident as follows:

"We were playing football, as I said. Three or five young people who were
drunk came. They even had knives. They came at us with knives. They started
hitting us, they kept hitting us. Then, [ don't know what happened. An old man
came, started shouting, and we ran away. Thankfully, nothing happened. We
ran away, and they ran away too."?

One participant in Interview 8 mentioned being randomly attacked by local people
in their neighborhood or the areas they went to school:

"We were coming out of school. Some troublemakers were waiting in the park
or gathering there. They caught a Syrian kid and started beating him up. Such
situations used to happen a lot, it used to happen a lot in the past. There's
nothing like that now. They've gotten used to it."?®

Additionally, it has been found that acts of violence occurring in school have had
significant negative effects on students and their families, leading students to refuse to go to

school. This situation is described in Interview 6:

"In high school, they started bothering me a lot. They said, 'Go back to Syria;
we don't want you. You're a troublesome person for us.' I couldn't stand
hearing those words at all. I told my mom that I wanted to quit. She said you
can't quit, but I said [ would quit. I quit for a period. Then, when the pandemic
hit, they let everyone passed. So, I returned to the same class."°

28 Turkish original: “Biz dedigim gibi futbol oynuyorduk. Sarhos 3-5 geng geldi. Bicakla geldiler
hatta. Bigakla geldiler. Bize vurmaya bagladilar, vurdu vurdu vurdu. Ondan sonra bilmiyorum nasil oldu. Bir
adam geldi, ihtiyar bir adam. Bagirmaya baglad1 da biz kagtik, cok siikiir bir sey olmadi. Kagtik, onlar da kacti
yani.” (Goriisme 2)

2 Turkish original: “Biz okuldan ¢ikiyorduk. Bazi serseriler parkta falan bekliyor, toplaniyorlar. Bir
tane Suriyeli cocuk yakalayip ddvmeye basliyorlar. Oyle durumlar oluyordu, eskiden ¢ok oluyordu. Su an 6yle
bir sey yok. Artik alistilar.” (Gorlisme 8)

30 Turkish original: “Lisede ¢ok fazla iistiime gelmeye basladilar. Suriye’ye don, biz sizi istemiyoruz.
Siz bizim igin ¢ok sikintili insanlarsiniz. Hi¢ de tahammiiliim yoktu o sdzleri duymaya. Anneme dedim,
birakmak istiyorum. Dedi ki birakamazsin, dedim birakacagim. Bir donem biraktim. Sonra iste korona olunca
herkesi gecirdiler. Sonra onunca sinifta dondiim.” (Goriisme 6)
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Not only in the neighborhood but also within the school, violence incidents have been
reported. Participants have stated that they experienced verbal attacks and physical violence
from classmates or older students. This is mentioned in Interview 3 as follows: "I had more
problems with the students. Due to racism. Racism wasn't very common back then. But
nevertheless, I experienced racism. Some of them would speak nicely, and some would hit

me. There were quite a few incidents."

3.2.5.2. Increase in anti-refugee rhetoric

This subtheme highlights the increasing anti-refugee rhetoric and its impact on
refugee experiences. The growing prevalence of such rhetoric negatively affects perceptions
and relationships with Syrian refugees within society. As stated by a participant in Interview
4:

"For example, if you were to ask me now, I would prefer to stay. I would like
to graduate and get a job here. But as time goes by, problems between Turks
and Syrians are growing even more. If you notice, there are more problems
now. Initially, about 30% of the people didn't like Arabs, now I can say it's
70%." %2

The participant noted that attitudes towards refugees have become increasingly
negative. Especially, recent incidents of violence and negative perceptions can increase
refugees' security concerns. This situation leads Syrian refugees to believe they must bid
farewell to their families every time they leave home. This is described in Interview 3:

"I don't know, it's been really difficult to stay here. Especially recently,
incidents have increased. Just two days ago, they killed a Syrian in Adana.
He was a phone repairman. These people are probably idiots. They entered
the shop and demanded a free phone. When he didn't give it to them, they shot
him with a gun. It was on the news. The day before that, it happened in
Istanbul. They attacked a restaurant with guns. It's hard now, you have to say
goodbye to your family every time you leave home. You don't know if you'll
come back or not. Will someone kill you, will the government deport you? It's
not clear anymore."*

31 Turkish original: “Ogrencilerden daha sikinti gekiyordum. Irk¢iliktan dolay1. O zaman rkgilik gok
yoktu yani. Ama her seye ragmen vallahi irk¢ilik gérdiim. Yani bazilart giizel konusurlardi. Bazilart vururlardi
bana. Bayag1 olaylar oldu.” (Gortisme 3)

32 “Yani mesela simdi bana sorsan ben kalmak isterim. Diplomay1 alip iste atanmayi isterim. Ama
zaman gegtikce Tiirklerle Suriyeliler aralarinda sorunlar daha da ¢ok biiyiiyor. Fark ettiyseniz daha fazla sorun
oluyor. Once mesela Araplar1 sevmeyen %30'du su an %70 diyebilirim.” (Gériisme 4)

33 Turkish original: “Bilmiyorum yani gergekten burada kalmak bayagi zor oldu. Ozellikle son
zamanlarda yani olaylar artt1. Simdi iki giin 6nce Adana’da bir Suriyeliyi dldiirdiiler. Adam telefoncu. Herhalde
aptal yani bunlar. Girdiler diikkana. Bedava bir telefon istediler. Vermedigi igin silahla siktilar. Haberlere de
¢ikt1. Ondan dnceki giin Istanbul'da oldu. Bir lokantaya saldirmislar silahla. Artik zor yani insan evinden ¢1kti1
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Increase in anti-refugee rhetoric can also be triggered by different societal events.
For example, participants cited election periods. In Interview 1, a participant described the
increased incidents of violence during election periods: "They damaged a lot of Syrians’
cars. My dad hid his car in the garage, that's why we didn't experience anything like that.
But many people's cars and businesses were damaged."** This type of language used during
election periods is criticized by participants for making Syrians a political tool. Moreover, it
exacerbates tensions in society and makes hate incidents against refugees more likely. This
frustration is expressed by a participant in Interview 8: "Honestly, this has affected us a lot.
For example, you're walking on the street or taking a shared taxi. You see a big sign, 'Syrians

should leave.' What does our leaving have to do with your success?"®

3.2.5.3. Fear of harm / concerns for personal safety

In parallel with the increasing anti-refugee rhetoric, participants expressed concerns
about their personal safety and fear of harm. Specifically, when walking alone at night or in
certain areas, they stated that they are worrying about their safety, negatively impacting their
quality of life. Some participants have shared their fear of random attacks or threats while
walking on the streets, highlighting the seriousness of this concern. As mentioned in
Interview 10, one participant shared a strategy he developed in response to this situation:

"There are some incidents in Tiirkiye. Sometimes when you walk alone at
night, a young guy comes up and asks, 'Brother, do you have a cigarette?' You
say, 'No, I don't smoke." Sometimes, they might be drunk or troublemakers,
and they might pull a knife on you. So, what did I do, for instance? I don't
smoke, but I always carry a pack of cigarettes in my pocket. When a young
guy comes up to me alone at night, I immediately take them out and say, 'Here,
brother, can I light it for you?' I'm afraid. Why should I die for no reason?
Why should I die? I have a future ahead."®

zaman ailesiyle bir daha vedalagmasi lazim yani. Bilemiyor, donecek mi, donmeyecek mi? Birisi mi 6ldiirecek,
devlet mi gonderecek artik belli degil.” (Gortisme 3)

34 Turkish original: “Bir siirii Suriyelinin arabalarina zarar verdiler. Babamin arabasim garaja
sakladilar onun i¢in dyle biz boyle bir sey yagamadik yani. Ama ¢ogu kisinin arabasi, is yeri falan zarar gordii.”
(Goriisme 1)

% Turkish original: “Vallahi bizi ¢ok etkiledi aslinda bu... ... mesela sokakta gidiyorsun ya da dolmusla
gidiyorsun ya da arabayla gidiyorsun... ... bliyliik bir yaz1 goriiyorsun, Suriyeliler gidecek. Peki, bizim
gonderilmemizle senin bir yere gelmenin ne alakasi var?” (Gorlisme 8)

36 Turkish original: “Baz1 olaylar oluyor Tiirkiye'de. Gece tek basina yiiriirken bir geng gelir mesela
"Abi sigaran var m1?" diye sorar. "Yok, kullanmiyorum." dersin. Bazen sarhos ya da serseri bigaklar seni. O
yiizden ben ne yaptim mesela? Ben sigara kullanmiyorum ancak cebimde hep bir paket sigara tasiyorum. Tek
basima ylirlirken gece bir geng geliyorsa hemen c¢ikartiyorum "Buyur kardesim ates vereyim mi?"
Korkuyorum. Niye dleyim yani sebepsiz, niye dleyim. Daha gelecegim var.” (Goriisme 10)
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Furthermore, similar to the previous subtheme, participants have mentioned that
going out becomes riskier during election periods or times of social tension. They emphasize
the impact of societal events on refugees. Such situations seem to lead refugees to prefer

staying at home and being cautious when interacting with the outside world.

3.2.5.4. Fear of mistreatment

This subtheme reflects the concerns of Syrian refugees about experiencing
mistreatment or discrimination. Refugees have difficulties for integrating into Turkish
society or making Turkish friends because they fear feeling excluded or discriminated
against. A participant mentioned this in Interview 1:

"They don't make friends. Because they say, if we become friends with them,
they will treat us very badly. You are a refugee. I have seen that they never
approach Turkish friends. I have seen this in most of my friends. They never
interact with Turkish friends."’

Especially due to the fear of being revealing refugee identity, some Syrian students
avoid making Turkish friends. As explained by a participant in Interview 4:

"For example, when I first arrived, we didn't do much with Turks. For
example, in another class, there were 3-4 Arab students, and we were always
with them. Neither the Turks were trying to mingle nor were we. Ninth grade
passed like that."®

Additionally, in some quotes, Syrian students are mentioned to be hesitant about
attending Turkish schools or learning Turkish, which indicates that language barriers and
discrimination concerns make integration more challenging. As a participant in Interview 9
explained: "At that time, there were Syrian schools. I didn't want to go to Turkish schools. 1
was a bit scared because I didn't know Turkish. So, I went to Arab schools and studied there.

That's how I finished high school."*®

37 Turkish original: “Arkadashk edinmiyorlar. Ciinkii sey diyorlar. Onlarla arkadas olursak bizi ¢ok
dislayacaklar. Iste miiltecisiniz. Cok kotii bir sekilde davranacaklarmi diisiindiikleri igin higbir zaman
yaklagmiyorlar. Ben bunu cogu arkadasimda gordiim. Yani hicbir zaman Tiirk arkadaslarinla muhatap
olmadiklarimi da goérdiim.” (Goriisme 1)

38 Turkish original: “Mesela ben ilk gegtigimde Tiirklerle cok sey yapmiyorduk. Mesela diger bir
sinifta 3-4 tane Arap dgrenci vardi, hep onlarla birlikte oluyorduk. Hani ne Tiirkler kaynagmaya calistyordu ne
de biz. Dokuzuncu smif o sekilde gegti.” (Goriisme 4)

39 Turkish original: “O zaman Suriye okullar1 vardi. Direkt Tiirk okullara gitmek istemedim. Yani
korktum biraz, Tiirk¢e bilmiyorum diye. O zaman Arap okullara gittim, orada okudum. Qyle bitirdim liseyi.”
(Goriisme 9)
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3.2.6. Living with prejudices

This subtheme focuses on the fact that Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye face prejudices and
how these prejudices can negatively impact their lives. Prejudices commonly held against
Syrian refugees further complicate their relationships within society, hindering the
establishment of a healthy communication. In Interview 1, the participant described this
situation as follows: "Many people look at me or approach me with prejudice. After they
learn that I am Syrian, they either approach with a lot of prejudice or distance themselves."
40 The same participant continued as:

"When we first arrived, people used to ask me things like, 'Do you have
water?' 'Do you have a house?' 'Or do you live in a tent?'I saw a lot of that.
They think we are ignorant and poor. (...) Once, I was eating grapes on the
street, and a woman asked me, 'Do you have grapes?' I said, 'No, we don't
have grapes."**

Syrian refugees expressed that the Turkish community does not approach their
experiences empathetically, which leads prejudices based on misinformation. In Interview
10, a participant conveys this situation with the following words: "Let's be fair. I mean, a
Turkish youth can say such things because they don't know what's happening in Syria, what
we're going through." *?

Additionally, it is mentioned that some people approach Syrian refugees with
prejudices and accuse them of various actions (lying, fraud, theft, etc.). Interview 6 described

this situation as follows:

"Some understand when you explain our situation to them. They understand
that we are never happy, that we don't want such things. Some, on the other
hand, don't understand at all. They get angry with us. Why? They think we
are liars. They think we speak falsely."?

40 Turkish original: “On yargil1 bir sekilde bana bakan, bana yaklasan insanlar cok. Suriyeli oldugumu
ogrendikten sonra ¢cok 6n yargili bir sekilde yaklasiyorlar ya da uzaklastyorlar.” (Gortisme 1)

41 Turkish original: “Bana sey soruyorlard: ilk geldigimizde "Sizde su var mi?", "Sizde ev var mi?"
"Yoksa ¢adirda m1 yastyorsunuz?". Bunlart da ben ¢ok gordiim. Sey bizi cahil ve fakir saniyorlar. (...) Bir kere
yolda iiziim yiyordum. Bir kadin “Sizde tiziim var m1?” dedi bana. Dur bak yok, bizde {iziim yok.” (Goriisme
1)

42 Turkish original: “Insafli olalim. Yani Tiirk genci, Suriye'de ne oldugunu, bizim ne yasadigimizi
bilmedigi i¢in dyle seyler soyleyebilir.” (Goriisme 10)

43 Turkish original: “Bazilar1 anhyorlar, anlattigimz zaman anliyorlar durumumuzu. Bizim hig¢ mutlu
olmadigimizi, dyle seyler istemedigimizi anliyorlar. Bazilar1 da hi¢ anlamiyorlar. Bize sinir oluyorlar. Neden?
Bizim yalanci oldugumuzu diisiiniiyorlar. Yalan konustugumuzu diisiiniiyorlar.” (Goriisme 6)
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3.2.6.1. Misconception of easy and free access to university

Particularly noteworthy are the explanations regarding misconceptions about
university education and tuition fees for Syrian refugees. Many Syrian refugees indicate that
they have to take the Foreign Students Exam (YOS) and pay tuition fees to attend university.
Consequently, there is misinformation based on the false belief that Syrian refugees can enter
university for free or without exams. In Interview 1, a participant explained this situation
with the following sentences: "For example, we pay tuition fees. The amount I mention is
quite substantial. When I tell people, they are shocked. There's no such thing. You are
studying for free. Or there are beliefs like you are living for free."** A participant in Interview
2, supporting this notion, conveyed: "Some people say that you enter universities without
exams. That's not true. There were YOS exams for foreign students. We take that exam, and

based on the score, we go to universities."*

3.2.6.2. Misconception of receiving a lot of aid from the government

Another misconception prevalent in society concerns the amount of support provided
to refugees and the misconceptions about aid programs. Support given to Syrian refugees is
generally in low amounts and aims to cover their basic needs. These supports help refugees
meet their basic living expenses but are often insufficient and hinder them from building a
better life. These misunderstandings serve to reinforce the prejudices of the host community
towards refugees. In Interview 4, a participant explained this situation as follows: "For
example, the issue of assistance. They think we receive a lot of money every month. There's

nothing like that. For instance, per person, it used to be 150, now it's 200."

3.2.6.3. Misconception that "Esad will give money and start businesses for
returnees"
Participants emphasized that the host community holds misconceptions that Syrian

refugees will receive substantial financial incentives and support from the Esad Regime if
they return, and these beliefs are prevalent. It is also noted that such misconceptions are

spread through social media. Despite Syrian refugees are aware that this is not true, the host

4 Turkish original: “Mesela ben, benim gibi ¢ok kisi iicret 6diiyoruz. Dedigim iicret de cok.
Soyledigimde herkes boyle sok oluyor. Yok oyle bir sey. Siz bedava okuyorsunuz. Ya da siz bedava
yastyorsunuz gibisinden dyle seyler de var.” (Goriisme 1)

% Turkish original: “Baz1 insanlar diyorlar ki, siz smavsiz giriyorsunuz iiniversitelere. Oyle bir sey
yok. YOS smavlari vardi, yabanci 6grenciler igin. Ona giriyoruz, sonra puana gore ne kazaniyorsan gidiyorsun
okullara.” (Goriisme 2)

4 Turkish original: “Mesela yardim konusu. Her ay para aliyoruz ya g¢ok fazla para aldigimizi
diistiniiyorlar. Kisi bas1 bilmem kag¢ ama hig dyle bir sey yok. Mesela kisi bagi dnceden yiiz elliydi, su an iki
yiiz oldu.” (Goriigme 4)
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community's lack of awareness about this fact deepens their prejudices against refugees. In
Interview 2, a participant explained this issue with the following sentences:

"They, some people, believe what they see on social media. They say, 'Assad
will give you $10,000, he will open shops, why aren't you going, what are you

still waiting for?' Even though they know it's a lie, they still want to believe
it."

3.2.8. Being seen as responsible for the war / accusatory attitudes

Syrian refugees expressed that they have been subjected to accusatory attitudes, with
others perceiving them as if they are the culprits of the war. A participant explained this
situation in Interview 9 stated: "It's like they treat us as if we are guilty, but we haven't done
anything to anyone. It's very unsettling."*

Furthermore, the words of a participant in Interview 2 complemented the sentiments
of the first participant: "(...) Some people here, you know. They say, 'You should fight there,
you can't escape.’ But I don't argue with these people at all. I mean, they say, 'Why did you

run away, why did you come?""*®

3.2.9. Negative impact of social media

This subtheme draws attention to the negative impacts of social media on the lives
of refugees. A participant explained this situation as follows:

"(They think that) we misbehave, we commit rape. They have prejudices from
social media, from the pages on social media. They follow them and believe
what they say. For instance, you ask them, 'What have you witnessed from
Syrians?' I haven't witnessed anything, but a friend told me this, told me that,
and so on."° (Interview 1)

Syrian refugees are negatively affected due to misinformation encountered on social

media and the prejudices that spread within society. Furthermore, malicious propaganda

47 Turkish original: “Onlar yani bazi insanlar sosyal medyada gordiikleri seylere inaniyorlar. Esed size
10.000 dolar verecek, diikkan agacak neden gitmiyorsunuz, neyi bekliyorsunuz hala diyorlar. Yalan oldugunu
bilmelerine ragmen hala inanmak istiyorlar.” (Goriisme 4)

48 Turkish original: “Yani sanki sugluyuz gibi davraniyorlar ama biz hi¢ kimseye hicbir sey yapmadik.
Cok rahatsiz edici bir sey bu.” (Gorligme 9)

49 Turkish original: “(...) Baz1 insanlar burada biliyorsunuz. Bize orada savasacaksiniz, kagamazsiniz
diyorlar. Ama hig tartismiyorum bu insanlarla ben. Yani dedigim gibi niye kagtiniz, niye geldiniz? Biz olsaydik
kagamazdik, dyle diyorlar.” (Goriisme 2)

%0 Turkish original: “Sey yaramazlik yaparlar. Tecaviiz ederler. Sosyal medyadan &én yargilari var,
sosyal medyadaki sayfalardan. Onlar1 takip edip ne sdyledigine inanirlar. Mesela sen sorarsin. Hocam peki
Suriyelilerde ne gordiin? Hi¢ gérmedim ama bir arkadagim boyle sdyledi, boyle sdyledi bilmem ne.” (Goriisme
10)
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against refugees deliberately organized by certain groups can spread to wide audiences
through social media. In Interview 8, a participant characterized this situation as follows:

"They catch one, whose Turkish is not good enough to express himself. They

grab him and say, 'Syrians are like this, or we hate Syrians.' Let's try to

portray them in a bad light. They are not Syrians, some of these people are

actually Turkish. (They proofed that some paid) them just tell them in front of

the camera that we are Syrians."*

Especially on social media platforms, the dissemination of content that promotes
discrimination against Syrian refugees or is based on misleading or false information can
have a negative impact on social cohesion and integration. This situation is explained by a

participant in Interview 4 as follows:

"For instance, when [ watch YouTube on my phone, I see them doing street
interviews. They talk about Syrians. As I watch these, I feel bad. When I go
out, I look at everyone, thinking, 'Do they also think like that (as others in the
YouTube videos)?' After that, I tried not to mention that I am Syrian too
much."?

3.3. Theme 3: Not Understanding Turkish Makes Daily Life Difficult

"The mistake they (other Syrians) made is not learning Turkish properly. That was a big
problem. I used to tell them, 'All our problems here stem from not learning Turkish
properly." (Interview 8)°3

This theme addresses the difficulties caused by not understanding Turkish in daily
life. It includes issues such as the desire to drop out of school, declining academic
performance, challenges in dealing with government institutions, and delays in learning
Turkish. Not knowing the Turkish language can create barriers to communication, finding
employment, accessing healthcare services, education, and meeting other basic needs.

However, the process of learning a language requires time and effort. Some Syrian

refugees make efforts to improve their language skills. Still, there are challenges in this

®1 Turkish original: “Bir tanesini yakaliyorlar, Tiirkgesi kendini ifade etmeye yetmiyor. Onu ¢ekip
‘Suriyeliler bu sekilde’ ya da ‘zaten artik biz Suriyelilerden nefret ediyoruz’ de diyorlar. Onlar1 yakalayip kotii
gostermeye calisalim diye para ddiiyorlar. Suriyeliler bu sekilde zaten. Zaten su an agiklandi. Bu kisilerin
bazilar1 Suriyeli degil Tiirk’miis. Sadece bunlara kamera karsisinda biz Suriyeliyiz deyin. Bunu sdyleyin. Bu
sekilde soyleyin demigler.” (Gorligme &)

52 Turkish original: “Mesela ben telefondan Youtube izledigimde goriiyorum sokaklarda rdportaj
yapiyorlar. Hani iste Suriyeliler hakkinda konusuyorlar falan. Ben bunlari izledikge kotii oluyorum. Gittigimde
herkese bakiyorum, boyle acaba bunlar da m1 o sekilde diisiiniiyorlar diye. O sekilde o seyden sonra ben
Suriyeli oldugumu fazla séylememeye calistim yani.” (Goriigsme 4)

% Turkish original: “Onlarin (diger Suriyelilerin) yaptiklar1 hata Tiirkgeyi dogru diizgiin
o6grenmemeleri. Bu da biiyiik bir sikinti oluyordu. Ben bunlara séyliiyordum. Burada biitiin sorunlarimiz zaten
Tiirk¢e 6grenmemekten.” (Goriisme 8)
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process, and coping with the difficulties caused by not knowing the language can be tough.
While participants mentioned struggling to learn Turkish, they also highlighted the
advantages of knowing Turkish. In Interview 4, a participant described the difficulty they
faced when learning Turkish as follows: "When we first arrived, of course, we faced many
difficulties. It took 3-4 years to learn Turkish."™* Additionally, in Interview 10, a participant
mentioned how knowing Turkish helped them to handle many tasks: "My Turkish is
considered good, and that's why. If I didn't know Turkish, it wouldn't work. It wouldn't get

done."™®

3.3.1. Desire to drop out of school

This subtheme reflects the difficulties Syrian refugees face in adapting to the Turkish
education system and how these challenges can lead to a desire to discontinue their
education. Participants expressed that they are struggling due to language barriers. The
difficulty of students who do not speak Turkish in understanding and following lessons
negatively impacts the educational process. In this study, it is evident that many refugees do
not continue their education due to these challenges, but some are able to continue with the
support they receive. A participant in Interview 3 vividly illustrated this situation:

"They closed this school (the one that is Arabic school) and said we had to
go to the religious (imam hatib) school. We told the teachers that we don't
know Turkish, that we just arrived. We said, 'Let us learn Turkish
systematically through a course.’ (They told us) It's not our fault. They said
whoever wants can go to the religious school, whoever wants can quit school.
Some students dropped out. I went to the religious school. I learned Turkish
there on my own. I mean, I didn't attend any courses."®

Refugees drew attention to the difficulties they face during the process of adapting
to school. Initially, some students have a feeling of not wanting to go to school but gradually
start to adapt. This indicates that migrant children can develop the skills to adapt to a new
educational environment over time. However, strong motivation is required for a student to

return to school after deciding to drop out. In Interview 2, this motivation is highlighted as

54 Turkish original: “Yani ilk geldigimize tabii ki ¢ok zorluklar yasadik. Tiirkgeyi dgrenene kadar 3-4
yil gecti.” (Goriisme 4)

5 Turkish original: “Tiirkcem iyi sayilir, ondandir. Tiirkce bilmeseydim olmazdi. Hallolmazdi.”
(Goriisme 10)

% Turkish original: “Bu okul kapattik, imam hatibe gitmeniz lazim dediler. Hocalara biz Tiirkge
bilmiyoruz, yeni geldik dedik. Yani bir kurs olsun, planli Tiirk¢e 6grenelim. Bizim sugumuz degil dediler.
Isteyen imam hatibe gitsin, isteyen okulu biraksin. Baz1 dgrenciler okulu biraktilar. Ben imam hatibe gittim.
Tiirkgeyi orada dgrendim tek basima. Yani herhangi bir kursa falan gitmedim.” (Goriisme 3)
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a family decision: "I came from Syria to Tiirkiye, and I didn't understand anything in classes.
After that, I got very exhausted. I said, 'l will quit school." My family didn't accept it. They
said, 'No, you will go to school."™’

Alternatively, in Interview 6, a participant mentioned that during the pandemic, they
had the opportunity to return to school through remote education. Some external events also

contributed to their return to school:

"[ thought about it and quit. I quit in the third grade. My mom was saying,
'Don't do it, my daughter.' But my mom knew why I wanted to quit. I quit for
a whole year. Yes, like that. I even quit in high school. I quit in the 9th grade.
There were some incidents. I quit for a semester. In the 3rd grade, COVID
happened. When COVID happened, my situation got better because classes
were online. I came back."®

3.3.2. Decline in academic performance

The impact of the Turkish language barrier on the academic achievements of refugees
was clearly mentioned by the participants. Students’ expressed difficulties in understanding
lessons, solving questions, and comprehending course content due to the inadequacy of their
Turkish language skills. A participant in Interview 5 explained how challenging the first year
was for them due to not understanding the language: "I started to get used to it in the ninth
grade. But the first year was very tough for me. I couldn't do the lessons because I didn't
understand. We couldn't do the lessons in the first year."®

Students mention that understanding terms and course content takes time, and as a
result, exam times are not sufficient for them. Additionally, the language barrier slows down
their learning process. This is stated in Interview 2 as follows: "Of course, it affects a lot
because of the language. Especially, some terms are very difficult. It happens through
understanding or grasping them. (...) Time runs out before you understand and solve the

questions. "

57 Turkish original: “Suriye’den Tiirkiye'ye geldim, higbir sey anlamiyordum derslerde. Ondan sonra
cok yoruldum. Artik okulu birakacagim dedim. Ailem kabul etmedi. Yok okula gideceksin dediler.” (Goriisme
2)

%8 Turkish original: “Diisiindiim ve biraktim. Ugiincii sinifta biraktim. Annem yapma kizim falan
diyordu. Ama annem biliyor niye birakmak istedigimi, tam bir yil biraktim. Evet. Oyle. Hatta lisede de
biraktim. 9. sinifta olaylar oldu biraktim. Bir donem biraktim. 3. smifta Korona oldu. Korona olunca isim
halloldu. Ciinkii dersler uzaktan oldu. Dondiim.” (Goriisme 6)

% Turkish original: “Dokuzuncu smifta alismaya basladim. Ama birinci sene ¢ok kotii gecti benim
i¢in. Yani anlamadigin i¢in dersleri yapamadim. Dersleri yapamadik birinci seneden.” (Goriisme 5)

60 Turkish original: “Tabii ki dilden kaynakli ¢ok etkiliyor. Ozellikle mesela bazi terimler ¢ok zor
geliyor. O da iste bunlart anlayarak ya da kavrayarak oluyor. (...) Sorulari anlayip da ¢dzesiye kadar zaman
biter.” (Goriisme 2)
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However, some students mentioned that they began to understand Turkish better over
time, and their academic achievements improved. This demonstrates that migrant students
can overcome the language barrier if they continue their education with determination and
effort. A participant in Interview 5 explained this situation as follows: "At first, the first year
was very tough. In fact, I graduated with a 95 (from Arabic school), but here I stayed back;
1 even failed in the 8th grade with a 45. It was very bad. " To support this, a participant in
Interview 3 continued:

"Of course, I pushed myself a lot. But when I got home, I translated all my
lessons. That's why my average (grade) was a bit low. When I went to high
school, my average (grade) was 50 or 51. I didn't fail, thank God, but my
grade was low. I started to improve slowly. When 1 finished the 12th grade,
my grade was 80."%?

3.3.3. Struggles in government institutions

This subtheme reflects the difficulties and discrimination faced by Syrian immigrants
due to the language barrier when dealing with government institutions in Tiirkiye. Refugees
mentioned that they have difficulties while expressing their problems in hospitals or other
official institutions because they do not speak Turkish. This is explained in Interview 2 as
follows: "Now my father and people like my mother sometimes struggle because they don't
know Turkish. They can't explain their problems to the doctor. Our only problem is language
in that regard. In hospitals, health centers."?

Additionally, in some cases, officials do not understand the language barrier or show
prejudice against immigrants. This discriminatory situation is described in Interview 6 as
follows:

"They are very harsh with them because they don't know Turkish, especially
in Reyhanli. They all speak Arabic but don't speak it deliberately. Okay, I'm
a student, you can speak Turkish to me because I know Turkish, and you know
Turkish too. You also know Arabic, and I know Arabic. Some of them don't
understand this."®*

61 Turkish original: “Ilk basta, yani 1. sene ¢ok zordu. Hatta ben orada 95 ile mezun olurken burada
kaldim, hatta 8. Sinifta 45°te kaldim. Cok kotii oldu yani.” (Goriisme 5)

82 Turkish original: “Tabii zorladim bayag1. Ama yani eve déndiigiim zaman tiim derslerimi terciime
ediyordum. O yiizden ortalama biraz diisiiktii. Yani lise bire gittigim zaman ortalama 50 ya da 51'di. Yani
kalmadim siikiir ama notum diisiiktii yani. Yavas yavas gelismeye basladim. 12. sinifi bitirdigim zaman notum
80'di yani ortalama.” (Goriisme 3)

8 Turkish original: “Simdi babam ve annem gibiler Tiirkge bilmedigi i¢in bazen zorlanryorlar. Orada
doktora dertlerini anlatamiyorlar. O konuda sadece dil agisindan sikintimiz var. Hastanelerde, saglik
ocaklarinda.” (Goriisme 2)

84 Turkish original: “Onlar Tiirkge bilmedigi icin ¢ok sert davraniyorlar onlara, Reyhanli'da mesela
hepsi Arapga biliyor ama konusmuyorlar, bilerek yapiyorlar onlar. Tamam ben 6grenciyim benimle Tiirkge
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3.3.4. Delay in learning Turkish

Two fundamental factors can explain the delay in Syrian refugees' process of learning
Turkish. One of these factors is the existence of Arabic education institutions in several
education levels which opened under the assumption that the refugee status of Syrians would
be temporary. The second reason is the geographical proximity to Syria, which results in
refugees settling in or choosing regions where Arabic-speaking Turkish citizens are
predominant (e.g., Antakya, Hatay, Kilis).

3.3.4.1. Receiving education in Arabic schools

Firstly, some refugees mentioned that they received education in Arabic schools
instead of Turkish. They point out that it limited their opportunities to learn Turkish and
subsequently turned the process of learning Turkish into a challenging one, impacting their
academic and social lives. In Interview 4, this situation is conveyed as follows:

"When we first started, we didn't go to Turkish schools. We didn't go to regular
schools. They opened schools in the condolence’s houses, and there, Arabic
teachers started providing Arabic education. (...) In middle school, we never
integrated with Turks. I started in 5th grade there. They were teaching both
Arabic and Turkish. "

In the following years, Interviewee 8 mentions that these schools were closed, and
they were replaced by mixed schools that only provided education in Turkish: "No, they
closed those schools after I graduated. There were only Turkish high schools. It became
mixed after that. But during our time, it wasn't mixed. Arabs were in separate schools, Turks

in separate ones. "

3.3.4.2. Preference for Arabic-speaking regions
Secondly, migrants living in Arabic-speaking regions continue to reside within

Arabic-speaking communities, and as a result, they did not feel the immediate need to learn

Turkish. This has been observed as a barrier to their acquisition of Turkish and has made the

konusabilirsin, ¢ilinkii ben Tiirkce biliyorum, sen de Tiirkge biliyorsun. Sen de Arapga biliyorsun, ben de Arapca
biliyorum. Bazilar1 bunu anlamiyorlar.” (Goriisme 6)

8 Turkish original: “Biz ilk basladigimzda Tiirk okullarina gitmedik. Normal okullara gitmedik.
Taziye evlerine okul agtilar ve orada Arap 6gretmenler, Arapga 6gretim vermeye bagladilar. (...) Orta okulda
Tiirklerle hi¢ kaynasmadik. 5. Smifa orada basladim. Oyle hem Arapca dgretiyorlardi hem de Tiirkge.”
(Goriisme 4)

8 Turkish original: “Yok bizden sonra ben mezun olduktan sonra artik o okullar1 kapattilar. Sadece
Tiirk liseleri vardi. Artik karmaydi o zamandan sonra. Ama bizim zamanlarimizda karma degildi. Araplar ayri,
Tiirkler ayr okullardaydi.” (Goriisme 8)
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integration process more challenging. The participant explained this situation in Interview
7:

"In Reyhanli, people mostly speak Arabic. I couldn't speak Turkish very well
there because people mainly spoke Arabic. In Hatay, they generally speak
Arabic. We struggled a bit, but we learned Turkish after entering high school.
Yes, it was challenging to learn Turkish."’

3.4. Theme 4: Xenophobia Towards Syrians
"I really hate that question, 'Where are you from?""® (Interview 10)

This theme focuses on the existing xenophobia against Syrians in Tirkiye, which
manifests in various ways within the neighborhood, educational environments, the attitudes
of teachers and academics, the behaviors of classmates, and government officials. Our
participants have shared instances where refugees have encountered xenophobia in various
areas where they interact with the host community. In Interview 8, one participant mentioned
that even the criterion of being Muslim, which was previously sufficient motivation for
staying in Tiirkiye, is now questioned in the face of the xenophobia they experience: "But
now, with racism, that's why everyone started thinking about going to Europe. Because

people used to say, 'We want to live in a Muslim country,’ before."

3.4.1. "Are you Syrian?" - Their only guilt is being Syrian!

This subtheme elaborates on the discrimination and xenophobia that Syrian refugees
face solely due to their Syrian identity. It is important to understand the severity of these
situations through the incidents narrated by three different participants:

"Sometimes we stay after class to study. There were laptops there, and I was
using one by myself. There was a security guard. He came over and saw my
notebook. I was translating my courses from Turkish to Arabic to understand
better. He asked me ‘Where are you from?’I told him that I'm Syrian. Then he
replied 'Well, you guys are going to leave for sure. Tayyip Erdogan will leave,
and you will too. It came out of blue. Why are you telling me this? I'm a
student, studying here. I haven't done anything wrong. I don't know. He'll
come to his senses. He'll ask. There's nothing to be done." (Interview 10)™°

87 Turkish original: “Reyhanli’da ¢ogullukla Arap¢a konusuyorlar. Cok Tiirk¢e konusamadim orada.
Ciinkii cogullukla Arapga konustular. Hatay’da genelde Arapca konusuyorlar. Zorlandik biraz ama liseye
girdikten sonra Tiirkce 6grendik. Evet zorlandik Tiirk¢e 6grenmekte.” (Goriisme 7)

6 Turkish original: “Ben gercekten yani su nerelisin sorusu var ya. Nefret ediyorum bu sorudan.”
(Goriisme 10)

8 Turkish original: Ama simdi 1rke¢ilik olunca, o yiizden herkes Avrupa'ya gitmeyi diisiinmeye baslad.
Ciinkii insanlar eskiden Miisliiman bir tilkede yasamak istiyoruz diyordu.” (Goriisme 8)

0 Turkish original: “Ders bittikten sonra smifta bazen kaliriz, ¢alisiriz. Orada laptoplar falan var.
Orada onu kullaniyordum tek bagima. Giivenlik gorevlisi vardi. Geldi. Bir sey yok yani. Geldi dyle. Benim
notlarimi gérdii, Tiirkgeden ¢eviriyordum Arapgaya. Dedi ki, "Oglum sen nerelisin?" Tamam, séyleyelim abi.
Suriyeliyim. E, gideceksiniz. Kesin gideceksiniz. Bir giin gideceksiniz. Tayyip Erdogan gider, siz de gidersiniz.
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"One day, we went to a restaurant. There weren't many people there, just one

family. We sat a bit far from them. Then, after 5-10 minutes, a woman from
that family came to us and said, 'lf you want, come sit over here, there's air
conditioning here.' I talked to her without anyone else, my mom or anyone
else, talking. 'Alright, we'll come,’ I said. She thought we were Turks, we
moved closer to them. When we moved, we started speaking in Arabic. We
were already talking there, but our voices weren't reaching them. After a few
sentences, the woman turned and looked at us, her eyes widened. She asked
if we were Arabs, and I said yes. Then, her face changed, and she stopped
talking. After that, they just got up and left."” (Interview 4)™

"[ think it was when [ was in high school. I was in the 9th grade. My Turkish
was good. My friends didn't know that I was Syrian at that time. They found
out when I showed my ID, and they got pretty angry. They asked, 'How could
you not tell us?' I said, 'Why should I tell you? First of all, you didn't ask.
Second, what difference does it make? Whether I'm Syrian or Turkish or
Christian, what difference does it make?'" (Interview 6)?

These incidents highlight that the group facing refugee hostility did not do anything
to provoke it; in fact, they were treated well before their Syrian identity was revealed.
However, upon learning that they were Syrian, hostile attitudes and remarks were directed
toward them without any apparent reason.

In some instances, there are statements suggesting that when Syrian refugees attempt
to conduct transactions by revealing their identities, they are denied certain rights that are
offered to others. This exclusion leads to some daily services being denied solely because
they are Syrian. This situation is conveyed in Interview 1:

"I had just asked if they offered installment payment. They answered me 'No,
we don't offer it to Syrians. Go somewhere else.’ That day, we were going to
buy a broom. I had only asked if there was an installment option. They said,

Tamam abi. Benim ne igim var seninle? Niye bana soylilyorsun bunu? Ben 6grenciyim, burada okuyorum.
Sana bir sey yapmadim. Yani bir kotiiliik etmedim. Bilmiyorum. Kendi kendine gelir. Sorar. Yapacak sey yok.”
(Goriisme 10)

™ Turkish original: “Bir giin lokantaya gittik. Fazla insan yoktu orada sadece bir aile vardi. Biz de
onlardan biraz uzak oturduk. Sonra aradan 5 -10 dakika gegti. Oradaki aileden bir kadin yanimiza geldi sey
dedi "Isterseniz gelin bu tarafta oturun", orada klima var dedi. Ben de onunla konustum annem falan hig kimse
konusmadan, tamam geliriz dedim. Hani bizi Tiirk sanmuisti, biz onlarin yanina gectik. Gegtigimizde Arapga
konusmaya basladik. Zaten konusuyorduk orada da ama sesimiz gelmiyordu. Birkag¢ ciimle sonra kadin boyle
bir dondii bakti, gdzlerini boyle agti. Siz Arap misiniz dedi, ben de evet dedim. Sonra kadinin bdyle surati
asildi. Soru soruyordu bana, surati asildi ve hani boyle hi¢ konugsmamaya basladi. Zaten sonra kalkip gittiler.”
(Goriisme 4)

2 Turkish original: “Sanirtm bir ara liseyken ben. 9. smiftaydim. Benim Tiirkgem iyiydi. Yani
arkadaglarim o ara Suriyeli oldugumu bilmiyordu. Kimligimi ¢ikarttigim zaman gordiiler, iste baya kizdilar.
Sen nasil sdylemezsin falan. Dedim iste niye sdylememe gerek mi var. Zaten birincisi siz sormadiniz. Tkincisi,
yani ne fark eder ki? Suriyeli ya da Tiirk oldugum ya da Hristiyan olsam yani ne fark eder ki?” (Goriisme 6)
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'No, we don't offer it to Syrians. You're all thieves,' and similar statements
were made.""

3.4.2. Xenophobia in the neighborhood

Xenophobia against Syrian migrants are also encountered in the neighborhood. When
refugees in the neighborhood disclose their Syrian identity, some neighbors react negatively,
leading to unpleasant incidents. This situation is described in Interview 3: "Now, when I go
out, our neighbor, for example, used to come. 'Why are you looking at me?' he says. So, for
no reason, arguments used to start that way. 4

Some neighbors make efforts to evict Syrian immigrants from their homes or refuse
to communicate with them. Such negative behaviors make immigrants feel excluded from

their social surroundings. This situation is narrated in Interview 9:

"We had only one neighbor in the building. He always tried to evict us from
the house. But he couldn't. (...) Because we were Syrian, and once he asked
my father for something. He wanted to marry a girl. He wanted a Syrian girl
he didn't know. My father didn't help with this, so he got mad at us and tried
to evict us."™

In another example, immigrants claim that they were criticized by their neighbors for
placing umbrellas in front of their businesses, citing that it spoiled the neighborhood's
appearance, and even the police became involved. If the person you are dealing with in any
event is a refugee, the non-refugee party tends to develop a belief that they can do anything
they want, as conveyed by the participants. In Interview 10, this situation is explained
through an incident:

"My father has a shop, and our neighbor had just opened a new shop. We
were putting up an umbrella outside so that the sun wouldn't come in. He told
us to take it inside, saying it was spoiling the view. I said, 'Alright, we have
customers right now.' Can I take it inside in half an hour? He said okay. [ was
10 minutes late. He came and said, 'Are you kidding with me?' Why didn't you
take it inside? He argued with us, and the police came. I mean, we can legally
place an umbrella in front of our door. The police came because we're Syrian,

3 Turkish original: “Bir tanesi sey yapabilir. Siz Suriyelere artik hesap agmiyoruz. Hadi gidin buradan.
Mesela bir giin stipiirge falan alacaktik. Ben sadece soru olarak taksit var m1 diye sormustum. Yok, Suriyelilere
vermiyoruz biz. Siz hirsizsiniz gibi ciimleler kuruldu.” (Goriisme 1)

" Turkish original: Simdi oldu ben yola gectifim zaman komsumuz mesela geliyordu. Niye
bakiyorsun lan diyor. Yani dyleyse sebepsiz. Evet Oyle tartismalar bagliyordu.” (Goriisme 3)

S Turkish original: “Yasadigimiz binada bir komsumuz vardi sadece. Hep bizi evden kovmaya ¢alisti.
Ama beceremedi. (...) Suriyeli oldugumuz i¢in ve bir kere babamdan bir sey istedi. Bir kizla evlenmek istedi.
Ya tanimadig1 Suriyeli birini istedi. Babam bu konuda yardime1 olmadigi i¢in bdyle rahatsiz oldu bizden ve
kovmaya caligti.” (Goriisme 9)
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saying it spoils the view. Okay, whatever you say, we don't have anything to

say."®

3.4.3. Xenophobia in the educational environment
This subtheme examines the xenophobia experienced by Syrian refugees in the
educational context through the attitudes of teachers and academics. In addition, classmates

have also been included in the educational setting.

3.4.3.1. Attitudes of teachers/academics

Participants reported that some teachers hold biases towards Syrian refugees and
express these biases within the classroom. Specifically, when teachers learn that students are
Syrian, they exhibit unfavorable attitudes, as stated. Many students express that their
teachers hinder their participation in classes or receiving special assistance, citing their
exclusion due to being Syrian. This issue is articulated in Interview 3: "Now when I go to
school, I am the only Syrian. There is no one else. But despite this, I faced difficulties. For
example, the teachers did not pay attention.”"’

Another example is presented in Interview 4: "For example, I was good at
mathematics, really good. When I raised my hand to participate in the class, they said no,
you sit down. Not you, let the Turkish students solve it." "® Students mentioned that this
situation particularly affects their grades and negatively impacts their academic
performance. It is even noted that these issues escalate into administrative problems,

harming students’ further education, as described in Interview 6:

"When I went to school, I had a teacher who did not like Syrians at all. I asked
why, and at one point, he said to me, '"You are so different.’ But in the end, we
are all human. I told him, "You have no right to do that.' As a result, I received
a suspension."®

76 Turkish original: “Babamin bir diikkani var, komsumuz yeni agt1 diikkan1. Biz digartya bir semsiye
koyuyorduk, yani giines gelmesin diye. Bunu igeri alin dedi. Manzaray1 bozuyormus. Tamam hocam, su an
miigterimiz var dedim. Yarim saat sonra ¢ikarsam olur mu? Tamam dedi. 10 dakika ge¢ kaldim. Geldi, Lan sen
benimle mi oynuyorsun? Oyun mu oynuyorsun? Niye ¢ikartmadin? gibi laflar etti. Tamam hocam, sakin ol.
Tamam. Cikartryorum, miisterilerim vardi. Olmadi yani tartistik, polis de geldi. Yani bizim kapimizin 6niinde,
kanuna gore koyabiliriz semsiye. Polis Suriyeli oldugumuz i¢in gelir, tamam alin bunu manzaray1 bozar.
Tamam ne dersen o deriz, diyecek bir sey yok.” (Goriisme 10)

" Turkish original: “Simdi okula gitti§im zaman, yani Suriyeli olan tek benim. Baska yok. Ama bunu
ragmen zorluklar ¢gektim. Mesela hocalar 6nem gostermiyorlardi.” (Goriisme 3)

8 Turkish original: “Mesela benim matematigim iyiydi, giizeldi yani. Elimi kaldirip derse katilmak
istedigimde yok sen otur dediler. Sen degil, Tiirk 6grenciler ¢ozsiin.” (Goriisme 4)

9 Turkish original: “Ben okula gittigzim zaman bir 6gretmenim vardi. Suriyelileri hi¢ sevmiyordu.
Nedenini sordum, bir ara bana dedi ki "Iste siz ok farklisimz". Ama sonugta hepimiz insaniz. Sizin dyle
yapmaya hakkiniz yok dedim. Bunun i¢in uzaklastirma aldim.” (Goriisme 6)
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Some students claim that they face discrimination even at the university level solely
because they are Syrian. In Interview 7, it is conveyed that the attitude of academic’s changes
when they learn that the student is refugee: "Now, in university, there are some professors.
When you mention foreign nationality, their attitude changes, frankly. We can't speak openly
with them. We are afraid because they know we are of foreign nationality.”®® The
discriminatory behavior of academics is observed to translate into actions and negatively
impact students' academic success. Interview 8 illustrated this with an example:

"It affected me, as I mentioned, my GPA could have been 3.09 instead of 2.96.
I had done a project, for instance. Because our teacher did not like us, I tried
to do it better. Just to get an 'AA’ grade. I was trying to raise my GPA to 3.00
because I wanted to get an honor certificate. The teacher asked us for a
project and an assignment. One girl had only done the project. I saw her
project and did it better than hers. She got a 'BA," and I got a 'CB." She had
only done the project."*

It is stated that in this case, grading was not based on the effort put in, and a student
who had not fulfilled all responsibilities received a higher grade than a refugee student who
had fulfilled all responsibilities. This situation may lead refugee students to develop a belief
that, no matter how hard they try, they cannot achieve good grades, damaging their sense of
justice, as explained in Interview 9:

"Both in terms of studying, if I look at it from a studying perspective, [ work
harder than the Turks, put in more effort. I put in effort, but I can't achieve
the same results. I don't get the same things from the teachers."®

Some academics are reported to exhibit biased behavior towards Syrian students and
create difficulties rather than helping them. In Interview 9, it is noted that an academic helped
non-Syrian students find internships but avoided assisting Syrian students:

"[ tried to find an internship in the summer, but I couldn't find one. So, my
internship was postponed to the next summer. When I asked the professor for

8 Turkish original: “Simdi {iniversitede bazi hocalar var. Yabanci uyruklu dediginde dyle bakist
degisiyor acikcasi. Yani tam konusamiyoruz onlarla. Korkuyoruz agik¢asi, yani bizi biliyorlar ya yabanci
uyrukluyuz. Bazi hocalarin 6yle bakis1 degisir bize kars1.” (Goriisme 8)

81 Turkish original: “Yani etkiledi s6yledigim gibi, benim ortalamam 2.96 iken 3.09 olabilirdi. Sadece
cok stikiir ki o kadar etkiliyor. Ben mesela bir proje yapmistim. Hocamiz bizi sevmedigi i¢in ben daha iyi
yapmaya c¢alismistim. Sadece AA harfi almak i¢in. Ortalamami 3.00 yapmaya calistyordum. Ciinkii onur
belgesi istiyordum. Hoca bizden bir proje ve bir 6dev istiyordu. Bu kiz sadece proje yapmistt. Yani ben de
projesini gordiim. Ondan daha iyi yaptim. Ona BA vermisti, bana CB verdi. Kiz sadece proje yapmustt.”
(Goriisme 8)

82 Turkish original: “Hem ders ¢alismak icin, eger ders ¢alismak acisindan bakarsam, Tiirklerden daha
fazla ¢aligiyorum, daha fazla emek veriyorum. Emek veriyorum ama ayni neticeye ulasamiyorum. Hocalardan
ayn1 seyi almiyorum.” (Goriisme 9)
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help, the professor was helping those who couldn't find a place. I told him,
'Professor; I couldn't find a place.’ He answered me ‘Look for yourself”.""?

3.4.3.2. Attitudes of classmates

To better understand the xenophobia experienced in the educational environment, it
is important to comprehend the experiences of Syrian students regarding the attitudes of their
classmates. Classmates are considered the individuals with whom the participants received
their high school and university education together. Two different incidents recounted by
participants shed light on these experiences:

"In a history class, the teacher was talking about something unrelated to the
lesson. He was saying how people outside are always idle, and not to become
like them. The teacher never mentioned Arabs or Syrians specifically; he was
speaking in general terms. Then one student said, 'They are all Arabs,
Syrians." Of course, back then, I couldn't respond. I felt really bad that day, 1
got angry. But I couldn't say anything." (Interview 4)%

"There was a guy who looked at me and said, 'When are you going back to
Syria?' I said, 'Only God knows."' 'Even if I don't go back, what will happen?
Why do you care? What harm do you see in us?'" I asked. He said to me, 'We
don't like you; we don't want anything to do with you, but you don't
understand.’ (...) The teacher had asked him to apologize, but he didn't. He
came up to me and said, 'l won't apologize, I hope you leave."" (Interview 6)%°

These two incidents highlight the xenophobia experienced by participants in the
educational environment. Participants mentioned that they were emotionally affected by
these incidents. Classmates may exhibit discriminatory and racist attitudes toward Syrian
students. Some students express feeling excluded and ostracized due to being Syrian. These
students report being ridiculed for being Syrian within the classroom and state that some
classmates avoid interacting with them. A participant in Interview 8 described this situation

as follows: "When 1 first came to the classroom, I would greet my classmates. None of them

8 Turkish original: “Ben yazin staj bulmaya calistim bulamadim. Yani stajim kald1 gelecek yaza.
Hocadan yardim istedigimde, hoca bulamayan arkadaglara yer buluyordu. Dedim hocam ben yer bulamadim.
Bak kendin ugras falan dedi.” (Goriisme 9)

8 Turkish original: “Tarih dersiydi. Hoca ders dis1 bir seyler anlatryordu. Disaridaki insanlar hep bos,
siz de onlar gibi olmayin diyordu. Hoca asla Araplar falan demiyordu. Hani genel olarak konusuyordu. Sonra
bir tane 6grenci “Hepsi Araplar, Suriyeliler” dedi. Tabii ben o zamanlarda cevap veremiyorum. Ben o giin
gercekten ¢cok kotii oldum, sinirlendim yani. Ama bir sey diyemiyordum.” (Goriisme 4)

8 Turkish original: “Iste bir erkek vardi. Bana bdyle bir bakt: “Siz ne zaman Suriye’ye déneceksiniz”
dedi. Allah bilir dedim. Dénmesek ne olacak, yani ne oluyor? Siz bizden ne zarar goriiyorsunuz? diye sordum.
Bana “biz sizi sevmiyoruz, sevmiyoruz dyle. Sizinle hi¢bir sey yapmak istemiyoruz ama siz anlamiyorsunuz”
dedi. (...) Hoca ondan rica etmis 6ziir dilesin diye. Oziir dilemedi. Yanima yaklasti ve dedi ki ‘oziir

5 9

dilemeyecegim, ingallah gidersiniz’.” (Goriisme 6)
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would respond or greet me. I didn't do anything wrong. They had wrong ideas about Syrians.
But they all changed, of course. "

Additionally, Syrian students noted that their classmates cast doubt on their
achievements, even when they receive high grades. This situation arises from discrimination
directed towards Syrian students' accomplishments. In Interview 10, a participant conveyed
this situation: "Some friends would ask us, 'How do you, as Syrian students, get such high
grades?' They would say, 'How do you get 'AA," 'AB," and such grades?""®

These experiences shed light on the challenges faced by Syrian students not only from
teachers and academics but also from their peers within the educational environment.
Understanding these dynamics is crucial for addressing and mitigating xenophobia in
educational settings.

3.4.6. Xenophobia among government officials

This subtheme reflects the negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviors of civil
servants in government institutions towards Syrian refugees. Some civil servants working in
government institutions may display biased and discriminatory attitudes towards Syrian
refugees. These attitudes can exacerbate the difficulties that Syrian refugees face in
accessing various public services. Examples have been provided where civil servants in
government institutions, such as immigration authorities, hospitals, or schools, make
decisions based on negative stereotypes about Syrian refugees.

For instance, in Interview 1, a participant stated:

"Before it was my turn, the doctor had an argument with a Syrian person. [
entered and was talking to him in Turkish, explaining my issue. Then, he
looked at my name in the system and asked, 'Are you also Syrian?'I replied,
"Yes.' He said, 'Okay, you're fine. You can go.""®

Here, it is indicated that the doctor treated other refugees poorly based on a negative
experience with other refugees. In another example, both the change in refugees' access to
their rights based on the attitudes of civil servants and discriminatory behaviors in schools
are discussed. In Interview 3, a participant explained the situation through an incident:

"Attitudes vary depending on the civil servant. Wherever you go: immigration
authorities, hospitals, or schools. After the earthquake, we moved to Bingél.

8 Turkish original: “Ben smifa ilk geldigim zaman arkadaslarima selam veriyordum. Higbiri selam
veya cevap vermiyordu. Ben simdi bir sey yapmadim. Onlarin da yanlis fikirleri vardi Suriyelilere karsi. Ama
hepsi degisti tabi ki.” (Gorlisme 8)

87 Turkish original: “Baz1 arkadaslar bize “Suriyeli 6grenci olarak nasil bu kadar yiiksek bir puan
alirsiniz?” diyorlardi. Diyorlar ki nasil AA, AB falan diye notlar aliyorsunuz. Nasi1?” (Goriisme 10)

8 Turkish original: “Benim siram gelmeden 6nce doktor Suriyeli biriyle kavga etmis. Ben de girdim.
Onunla Tiirk¢e olarak konusuyordum. Derdimi anlatiyordum. Sonra benim adima bakti sisteme. "Sen de
Suriyeli misin?" dedi. "Evet" dedim. "Tamam bir seyin yok. Hadi ¢ik." dedi.” (Goriisme 1)
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We went to enroll my siblings in school. They wouldn't admit them to the first
school. The officer said, 'They don't know Turkish. I can't take them. Are they
decent or indecent?' He was speaking like this initially, without knowing us
or asking us. We said, 'They know Turkish, don't worry. If they're indecent,
you can expel them from school later." He didn't want to register them, despite
everything. We went to another school. We got them enrolled immediately,
within 5 minutes. Both my siblings were registered."®

3.5. Theme S: Hiding Syrian Identity -Protecting Oneself Against Discrimination

"I never speak Arabic on the bus, for example. If my phone rings, I never speak Arabic. |
speak Turkish. I mean, I don't know, I do it to avoid bad experiences.” (Interview 1)%

"Well, sometimes, I feel ashamed to say I'm Syrian. Some people don't mention that they're
Syrian. Some have reached this point. (...) To prevent people's behavior from changing. For
example, they say, 'I'm not Syrian, I'm Palestinian,’ or something like that.” (Interview 8)%

This theme addresses efforts to conceal one's Syrian identity as a means of self-
preservation against discrimination. This encompasses behaviors such as refraining from
speaking Arabic within the community, not disclosing one's Syrian origin, and attempting to
dress like a Turk. It also includes the reluctance to endure refugee status any longer and the

desire to become a citizen of any country in order to avoid accusations and hostile glances.

3.5.1. "No Arabic!" - Not speaking Arabic within the community

Syrian refugees may employ different strategies to avoid mistreatment or
discrimination within society. One of these strategies involves exhibiting certain behaviors,
such as refraining from speaking Arabic in the community or public transportation and
speaking Arabic quietly while on the phone. Additionally, they try to conceal their Syrian
identity by practicing speaking Turkish. A participant in Interview 7 explained this situation
as follows:

"I do not speak Arabic. Actually, I don't like speaking Arabic. I prefer
speaking Turkish. When I speak Turkish on the street or on the bus, they can't

8 Turkish original: “Tutumlar memura gore degisiyor. Nereye gidersen git: gd¢ idaresi, hastaneye ya
da okul. Deprem olduktan sonra biz Bingd!’e tasindik. Kardeslerimizi okula kaydettirmek i¢in okula gittik. Ilk
okula almadilar. Adam diyor ki, "Tiirk¢e bilmiyorlar. Ben bunlar1 alamam. Ahlakli mi, ahlaksiz mi1?" i1k basta
bdyle konusuyor. Yani bizi tanimadan, bize sormadan. Dedik ki, "Tiirk¢e biliyorlar, merak etme. Ahlaklilar,
ahlakli degillerse okuldan atabilirsin." Her seye ragmen kaydmni yapmak istemiyordu yani. Baska bir okula
gittik. Direkt kaydini yaptirdik, direkt. Yani 5 dakika i¢inde iki kardesim kaydedildi.” (G6riisme 3)

9 Turkish original: “Hicbir zaman Arap¢a konusmam otobiiste, mesela telefon gelirse Arapca hig
konusmam. Tiirkge konusurum. Yani bilmiyorum kotii seylere maruz kalmamak igin bdyle yapiyorum.”
(Goriisme 1)

91 Turkish original: “Yani bazen Suriyeliyim demekten utanma oluyor. Bazilar sdylemiyor Suriyeli
oldugunu. Bazilar1 bu duruma geldi. (...) Insanlarin davramislar degismesin diye. Sey diyor mesela, ben
Suriyeli degilim, ben Filistinliyim falan.” (Goriisme 8)
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recognize me. They usually don't realize I'm Syrian when I speak Turkish.
When you speak Arabic, you get those harsh looks. You can't get those when
you speak Turkish. "

Refugees in this study expressed feelings of embarrassment and apprehension about
speaking Arabic. Participant in Interview 10 addressed this issue: "Homnestly, when I first
arrived, I suffered a lot. I felt embarrassed to speak Arabic with friends. You know how it
is. "3

These strategies aim to help Syrian refugees manage their daily lives while mitigating
the challenges and discriminatory attitudes they encounter. Simultaneously, it is evident that
this behavior has become a norm, with other refugees cautioning those unaware of it not to

speak Arabic in public spaces. Interview 8 provided a concrete example:

"I was in Istanbul recently. I was speaking Arabic. It was my first time in
Istanbul. My friend told me not to speak Arabic on the metro, subway, or
anywhere else. Speaking Arabic can cause problems right away. Sometimes,
I accidentally speak Arabic, but my friends warn me. They have been living
there for 10 years. They warn me. I never speak Arabic. It could lead to
trouble. There is a possibility."*

This situation led refugees being afraid to use public transportation and behaving as
if danger could strike at any moment in public spaces. Besides speaking Arabic, reading
Arabic, thereby exposing Arabic to the local population, is also considered problematic.
Participant in Interview 9 explicitly explained this:

"We started to fear taking public transportation. I was going to work, and I
started reading a book on the metro. The book was written in Arabic. Some
people were looking at me very angrily just because I was reading a book in
Arabic. We don't speak Arabic anyway. We can't speak Arabic on the streets
or buses. There's a limit; there's no freedom."®

92 Turkish original: “Arapga konusamiyorum. Arap¢a konusmayir sevmiyorum aslinda. Tiirkge
konusmayi tercih ederim. Sokakta ya da otobiiste Tiirkge konusunca seni taniyamiyorlar. Genelde Suriyeli
oldugumu anlamiyorlar Tiirk¢e konustugumda. Arapca konustugunda sana dyle kotii bir bakis geliyor. Tiirkce
konusunca sen dyle yapamiyorlar.” (Goriisme 7)

9 Turkish original: “Valla hocam ilk geldigimde ¢ok ¢ektim. Arkadaslarla Arapgayr konusmaktan
utantyordum. Yani bilirsiniz bdyle.” (Gortisme 10)

% Turkish original: “Ben gecen Istanbul'daydim. Arapca konusuyordum. Ben ilk defa Istanbul'a
gitmistim. Arkadasim dedi ki sen metrobiiste, metroda falan hi¢c Arapca konusma sakin. Arapca konugma
hemen sorun ¢ikartabilirler. Bazen yanliglikla sey yapiryorum Arapga konusuyorum. Ama arkadaslarim
uyariyorlar. Onlar zaten 10 yildir orada yasiyorlar. Beni uyartyorlar. Yani hi¢ Arap¢a konusmam. Bir sorun
alabilir. Bir ihtimal olabilir.” (Goriisme 8)

9 Turkish original: “Ulasim araglara binmeye korkmaya basladik. Ise gidiyordum ben, metrodayken
bir kitap okumaya basladim. Kitap Arapga yazili bir kitapti. Birkag kisi bana ¢ok sinirli bir sekilde bakiyordu.
Yani sadece Arapga bir kitap okudugum i¢in. Arapca zaten konusmuyoruz. Yani sokaklarda ya da otobiislerde
Arapga konusamiyoruz. Sinir var, 6zgiirliik yok.” (Gorlisme 9)

57



3.5.2. "I'm from Mardin”- Not revealing that you're Syrian

This subtheme focuses on Syrian refugees’ efforts to conceal or alter their Syrian
identities. This behavior emerges as a strategy aimed at avoiding discrimination or negative
reactions and seeking better acceptance and treatment within society. Particularly in
countries with a high concentration of Syrian refugees, such as Tiirkiye, openly expressing
one's Syrian identity can sometimes lead to adverse consequences.

This situation does not occur when a Syrian refugee presents themselves as coming
from a different country (e.g., Lebanon, Palestine) or identifies themselves as Turkish (e.g.,
from Mardin, Urfa). In Interview 10, a participant recounted an incident to illustrate that
even belonging to another Arab group can be safer than identifying as a Syrian:

"When I came to Erzurum, I introduced myself as Lebanese. To avoid racism.
I say I'm Lebanese. Lebanon? Where is that? They don't know where it is.
Alright, what language do you speak there? We speak Arabic. I know Arabs,
but Syrians are the worst. May God be pleased, I'm glad I didn't say I'm
Syrian. "

In parallel, a participant in Interview 3 mentioned a tendency to identify as Turkish
or from the Eastern Anatolia Region, especially due to not being fluent in Turkish:

"I have to do that, or else I could get into trouble. Yes, to that extent. So,
sometimes I say I'm Turkish, or I say I'm from Mardin or Urfa, or I say I'm
from Hatay. That's because they don't notice that my Turkish isn't good."’

3.5.3. Trying to dress/look like a Turk

This subtheme focuses on Syrian refugees' efforts to dress and appear like Turks.
These behaviors may reflect Syrian individuals' aspirations to gain more acceptance within
society or to minimize exposure to discrimination. One's style of clothing and appearance is
a significant factor that creates initial impressions about a person's identity in public, and as
a result, some Syrian refugees may attempt to control these factors. For example, a

participant in Interview 1 stated this situation as follows: "I appear as if I'm not Syrian. 1

% Turkish original: “Erzurum'a gelince kendimi Liibnanli olarak tanittim. Irk¢ilik gérmemek igin.
Liibnanliyim derim. Liibnan m1? Neresi Liibnan? Bilmiyoruz neresi. Tamam ne konusursunuz orada? Arapga
konusuyoruz. Araplari biliyorum, fakat Suriyeliler en kétiisii. Ya Allah razi olsun iyi ki Suriyeli oldugumu
sOylemedim.” (Goriigme 10)

9 Turkish original: “Oyle yapmazsam zarar gorebilirim yani. Evet o derece. O yiizden bazenleri
Tiirkiim diyorum, Mardinliyim ya da Urfaliyim diyorum ya da Hatay diyorum. O yiizden Tiirk¢emin iyi
olmadigini fark etmiyorlar.” (Goriisme 3)
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haven't experienced many problems.”® This sentiment is echoed in Interview 4, where the
following remarks were made: "When we first went there, like I said, my mother and I

dressed just like Turks. Our Arab identity wasn't very apparent.”®

3.5.4. "Sharp as a knife glances"- Being subjected to accusatory and hostile
looks

This subtheme highlights the accusatory or negative glances that Syrian refugees
may face when speaking Arabic or revealing their Syrian identity. In situations where they
speak Arabic or exhibit any behavior that discloses their Syrian background, they can
encounter disapproving looks and negative reactions within society. This can be a distressing
experience that negatively affects the daily lives of Syrian refugees.

Regarding the accusatory looks faced when speaking Arabic in public spaces, a
participant in Interview 7 explained it as follows: "4 person is speaking Arabic on the phone.
This happens a lot in Tiirkiye. People look at them like, how can you speak Arabic? You
should speak Turkish;, you can't speak Arabic. You should only speak Turkish."'®
Additionally, a participant in Interview 3 conveyed this situation with the following

sentences: "When [ speak Arabic, people look at me, so I'm hesitant. I mean, people give me

dirty looks. That's why. "™

3.5.5. Desire not to be a refugee and to have citizenship

Among refugees, it is observed that the common sentiment is the increasing inability
to tolerate the difficulties associated with refugee status, leading to a desire not to be a
refugee or to acquire the citizenship of a country. These desires reflect the aspiration to evade
the restrictions associated with refugee status.

Some refugees readily accept that they possess a refugee identity, acknowledging it
as a given aspect of their lives. In Interview 1, a participant explained this situation as

follows:

9 Turkish original: “Suriyeli degilmisim gibi gdziikiiyorum ya. Cok bir sorun yasamadim.” (Gériisme
1)

9 Turkish original: “Biz oraya ilk gittigimizde dedigim gibi mesela annemle ayn1 sekilde Tiirkler gibi
giyiniyoruz. Yani bizim Arap oldugumuz fazla belli olmuyor.” (Goriisme 4)

100 Turkish original: “Bir kisi telefonla Arap¢a konusuyor. Bu ¢ok oluyor Tiirkiye'de. Byle insanlar
ona bakiyor ki yani nasil konusuyorsun sen Arapga. Tiirkce konugsmalisin, Arap¢a konusamazsin. Sadece
Tiirk¢e konusacaksim.” (Goriisme 7)

101 Turkish original: “Arapga konustugum zaman millet bana bakiyor, o yiizden ¢ekiniyorum. Yani
millet ters ters bakiyor. O yiizden.” (Gorlisme 3)
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"We have at least an identity. Because I left at a young age, I don't even have
a Syrian identity. I'm just a girl written down when leaving. But I don't have
an identity; at least I have one now, even it's a refugee identity."*%?

However, at the same time, they expressed a desire to live like a ‘regular person’
rather than under the banner of a refugee identity. This is an expression of their avoidance
of being labeled as refugees. Seeking to move beyond refugee status to gain more freedom
and opportunities is a significant source of motivation for Syrian individuals. This sentiment
was expressed in Interview 5 with the following words:

"I am comfortable as a refugee, but no one wants to stay under the title of a
refugee. We want to live like normal people. I don't want to be a refugee in
the future. (...) Maybe I'll become a citizen of any country, or my own country,
I don't know. 103

3.6. Theme 6: "I feel like I'm in prison'- Effects of Government Policies and Legal
Systems

"Because my registration is in Hatay, I can't leave the Hatay province, for example. It feels
like I'm in prison, you know. I feel this way." (Interview 3)

This theme addresses the impact of government policies and legal systems on
refugees. It encompasses challenges mentioned by participants, such as restrictions on the
right to travel, the inability to work in public institutions, the difficulty of obtaining Turkish

citizenship, and high tuition fees for higher education.

3.6.1. Restrictions on the right to travel

This subtheme highlights a series of restrictions and challenges affecting the lives of
refugees in Tirkiye. Specifically, factors such as travel restrictions and the requirement for
travel permits appear as significant barriers that limit their freedoms.

The participants mentioned that they cannot even freely move within Tiirkiye and
encounter bureaucratic obstacles when trying to travel to different provinces for any reasons.
This situation is explained in Interview 1 as follows: "Especially because we have refugee

identity, it is only valid where our identity is registered. Since I lived in Gaziantep, it's there.

192 Turkish original: “Yine bir kimligimiz var. Ciinkii ben kiiciik yasta ¢iktigim icin benim Suriyeli
kimligim bile yok. Sadece ayrilirken yazilmis bir kiz. Ama kimligim de yok, su anda en azindan bir kimligim
var.” (Goriisme 1)

103 Tyrkish original: “Yani ben rahatim miilteci olarak ama yine insan miilteci ad1 altinda kalmak
istemez. Normal insanlar gibi yagamak ister. Miilteci olmak istemiyorum gelecekte o kadar. (...) Yani herhangi
bir tilkenin ya da kendi iilkemin vatandast olurum belki, bilmiyorum.” (Goriisme 5)
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Let's say I want to go to a different city. I have to get a travel permit."** It can be inferred
from the participants' statements that traveling from one city to another, even for tourist
purposes, involves procedural processes. This is highlighted in Interview 3, where a
participant states: "In Tiirkiye, for going from one city to another, you need to get a travel
permit. Sometimes they don't give it, for example, they never give it to Istanbul. Now, I can't
go to Istanbul. "%

Refugees do not seem to have the option to leave the province they are registered in
if they lose their jobs or cannot find a new one. Even if they find a better job in a different
province, participants mentioned that they cannot settle there. This is explained in Interview
&:

"As a Syrian, you live in Gaziantep, for example. If you can't find a job in
Gaziantep. You can't go anywhere. I mean, the rules are like that, you have
to stay in the city you live in. You can't move anywhere. "%

Furthermore, they expressed disappointment at being deprived of opportunities such
as traveling abroad or pursuing higher education. In Interview 9, a participant expressed the
desire to participate in the Erasmus program but is unable to do so due to not being a Turkish
citizen: "I wanted to go abroad with Erasmus before or do my master's abroad. But I can't
do that because I'm not a citizen."%

Taking it a step further, even refugee students are required to obtain permission to
travel from the cities where they study to where their families reside. It is uncertain whether
this permission will always be granted, and it is common to encounter various problems and

difficulties in this process. This situation is described in Interview 10:

"For example, I wanted to go from Erzurum to my family’ city last week. To
be able to go there, I need to get a travel permit. I have to apply to get it. |
applied, and then I received a message from the immigration directorate.
'‘Come to our office.’ I went. They said, "You are asking for too many travel
permits." 'Why?' 'Okay, I added the documents for you.' 'I'm going to visit my
family." It's getting harder. They can postpone it easily."*%®

104 Turkish original: “Ozellikle bizim kimligimiz miilteci oldugu igin, kimligimiz nerede kayitliysak
orada gecerli. Ben Gaziantep'te yagsadim i¢in, orada. Diyelim mesela farkli bir sehre gidecegim. O sehre gitmek
icin illa ben yol izin belgesi almam gerekiyor.” (Goriisme 1)

105 Turkish original: “Tiirkiye'de sey var. Bir ilden baska bir ile gitmek icin yol izni belgesi almak
lazim. Bazen vermiyorlar mesela, Istanbul'a hi¢ vermiyorlar. Istanbul simdi ben gidemem.” (Gériisme 3)

196 Turkish original: “Yani bir Suriyeli olarak sdyleyeyim, sen diyelim Gaziantep'te yasiyorsun.
Gaziantep'te is bulamadin. Higbir yere gidemiyorsun. Yani kurallar 6yle, sen yasadigin sehirde kalacaksin.
Higbir yere hareket edemiyorsun.” (Goriisme 8)

107 Turkish original: “Ben Erasmus'la yurt disina gitmek istedim daha dnce ya da yiiksek lisanst yurt
disina yapmak istedim. Ama vatandas olmadigim i¢in bunu yapamiyorum.” (Goériisme 9)

108 Turkish original: “Mesela Erzurum'dan ailemin yanina gelmek istedim. Gegen hafta. Gelebilmek
icin yol izin belgesi ¢ikartmam gerekiyor. Cikartmak i¢in bagvuru yapmam gerekiyor. Basvurdum, ondan sonra
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3.6.2. Inability to work in public institutions

Another important issue for refugees is the limited opportunities for employment in
the public sector. Refugees face career obstacles such as not being hired in public institutions
or being unable to take important exams like KPSS (Public Personnel Selection
Examination) due to not being Turkish citizens. This leads to the perception that refugees'
education and skill development have limited value when it comes to finding employment
in public institutions. This is articulated by a participant in Interview 1 who says, "For
example, as a refugee, if [ don't become a citizen, I won't be assigned here. I can't even take
the KPSS. "% Furthermore, a participant in Interview 3 questioned the value of the education
they receive, stating, "After finishing school, there's no appointment for us, non-Turkish
citizens. I'm not a Turkish citizen. If I'm going to study for 5 or 6 years, and there's no

appointment afterwards, then it seems like I've studied in vain."*°

3.6.3. Difficulty in acquiring Turkish citizenship

While obtaining Turkish citizenship is an important goal for refugees, it is considered
a challenging experience due to the complexity and uncertainty of the process. As a
participant in Interview 1 stated, "Getting Turkish citizenship is important, of course. To
advance in a career or to achieve better positions in work. [ want to get it, of course, but it's
not available now. "

The absence of a clear and specific path to become a citizen in Tiirkiye can create
uncertainty and disappointment among refugees. This lack of clarity can limit refugees'
aspirations to build a career or a better life in the country. This sentiment is expressed in

Interview 3 as follows:

"There are no specific requirements for Turkish citizenship in Tiirkiye. So, the
Turkish citizenships being granted now are exceptions. When [ say
exceptions, I mean there are no specific conditions. It's not like Europe. In
Germany, for example, after staying for 5 years, you have the right to acquire
German citizenship. I've been in Tiirkiye for 10 years now. I haven't

goc ilerisinden bir mesaj geldi. Midiirliigiimiize gelin. Gittim. Dedi ki, "Sen ¢ok fazla yol izin belgesi
istiyorsun. Niye?" "Tamam artik, ben sana belgeler ekledim." "Ailemin yanma gidecegim." Oyle. Yani daha
zor. Ya da obiir giin gel, yarin gel. Sonra gel. Siirekli erteleme.” (Goriisme 10)

109 Turkish original: “Miilteci olarak mesela eger ben vatandas almazsam burada tayinim olmaz.
KPSS'ye de giremem.” (Go6riisme 1)

110 Turkish original: “Okul bitirdikten sonra atanma yok bize, Tiirk vatandasligi olmayanlara. Ben
Tiirk vatandagi degilim. Ben mesela 5 yil, 6 y1l okuyacagim, ondan sonra atanma olmayacaksa bosuna okudum
demek ki.” (Goriisme 3)

11 Turkish original: “Tiirk vatandaslig1 almak tabii ki 6nemli. Yani kariyer yapmak ya da iste daha iyi
bir yerlere gelmek i¢in. Almak istiyorum tabi ki ama su anda yok yani artik verilmiyor.” (Goriisme 1)
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committed any crimes, for example. No problems. I always go through the
official process, submit applications. But it still hasn't come."*?

From the participants' accounts, it is evident that the process of acquiring citizenship
in Tiirkiye is more complex compared to other countries, and it may take several years for

some refugees.

3.6.4. High fees in higher education

Many participants clearly expressed the difficulties that refugees face in accessing
educational opportunities in Tiirkiye due to the high cost of higher education. Refugees
encounter economic barriers stemming from their inability to afford high tuition fees, which,
in turn, prevents them from pursuing the education they desire. This is explained by a
participant in Interview 3 who couldn't study the desired field due to financial constraints:

"There are semester fees now. If there were no semester fees, I would have
studied dentistry. I really wanted to study dentistry. But I can't study it. Why?
Because of money. I can't afford to pay 20,000 TL every year, excluding
dormitory fees and other personal expenses. That's why I'm studying
Arabic."*3

They mentioned the obligation to pay more due to their foreign nationality, and they
express that this situation reflects a reality where they would have had a different experience
in their own countries or if they weren't refugees. This sentiment is conveyed in Interview
5: "For example, we pay for university differently. So, in this regard, I'm saying that if  were
in my own country or if I weren't a refugee, I wouldn't be going through this."*'* In this
context, it is evident that the financial barriers in higher education restrict refugees' access

to education and career opportunities.

3.7. Theme 7: The Future Aspirations of Refugees

"There is no such thing as the future, we cannot know it because it is dark.” (Interview 3)

112 Turkish original: “Tiirkiye'de belirli bir sart yok Tiirk vatandashg icin. O yiizden simdi alinan Tiirk
vatandasliklari istisna. Istisna derken yani belli bir sart yok. Avrupa gibi degil. Simdi Almanya’da 5 y1l kaldigin
zaman Almanya vatandagligir hakki kazanryorsun. Simdi ben burada 10 yildir Tiirkiye'deyim. Higbir sug
islemedim mesela. Sikint1 yok. Her zaman resmi bir sekilde gidiyorum, bagvuruyorum. Ama hala gelmedi.”
(Goriisme 3)

113 Turkish original: “Simdi dénem iicreti diye bir sey var. O dénem iicretleri olmasaydi, ben dis
hekimligi okuyacaktim. Dis hekimligi okumay1 ¢ok isterdim. Ama ben bunu okuyamiyorum. Neden? Paradan
dolay1. Yani ben her yil 20 bin TL 6deyemem. Daha yurt paras1 hari¢. Kendi masrafin harig. Odeyemem yani.
O yilizden Arap dili okuyorum.” (Goériisme 3)

114 Turkish original: “Mesela biz iiniversiteye 6diiyoruz, farkli olarak. Yani bu noktada diyorum ki
kendi iilkemde olsaydim ya da mesela miilteci olmasaydim, ben bunu yasamazdim.” (Goriisme 5)
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"Because I have a goal. (...) I will be a good person. I won't let others experience what I've
been through. I'm building something good. And I believe it will happen.” (Interview 6)
This theme explores the future aspirations of refugees, delving into the emotional
experiences that oscillate between hopelessness and hopefulness. As discussed in previous
categories, refugees can experience feelings of despair following challenging experiences
they have endured. However, alongside these hardships, there are also refugees who

maintain high expectations for the future and exhibit strong motivation.

3.7.1. “Always dark” — Hopelessness about the future

This subtheme delves deep into the uncertainty and hopelessness that refugees feel
about their future. These individuals are grappling with significant uncertainty regarding
how they will shape their future lives, primarily due to the tragic events in Syria, the
challenging migration experiences they have endured, and the difficult times they have faced
in the host country. As one participant expressed in Interview 10:

"Honestly, [ won't lie, I'm telling the truth. Right now, I can't see the future.
The future is always dark, I see it like night. I don't know where we will go,
what will happen. I can't think about it. I can't even imagine it."*°

Participants expressed a desire to pursue education or continue their careers, but they
find it challenging to fulfill these aspirations and face difficulties along this path. In this
regard, a participant in Interview 7 said: "Now, I don't know what will happen in the future,
but I'm waiting to graduate from university first. After that, I honestly don't know what will
happen. "6

Additionally, due to the recent rise in anti-refugee discourse and violence in Tiirkiye,
refugees mention feeling hopeless about the future. This hopelessness is related to the
perceived insecurity and uncertainty in Tiirkiye. Furthermore, the uncertainty surrounding
the situation in Syria complicates the prospect of return. Participants expressed that they
have no idea what the future holds for Syria. They found it challenging to predict their future
lives and, as a result, described a prevailing sense of despair and a bleak outlook on the

future. This is closely tied to the fear of being forcibly returned to Syria, as seen in Interview

8: "Of course, if Syria gets better and we have confidence in it, I'll return to Syria. But

115 Turkish original: “Vallahi hocam, yalan sdylemeyeyim, dogru sdyliiyorum. Su an, gelecegi
goremiyorum. Gelecek hep karanlik yani, gece gibi goériiyorum yani. Nereye gidecegimizi, ne olacagini
bilmiyorum yani. Diisiinemiyorum iste. Hayal bile edemiyorum.” (Goriisme 10)

116 Turkish original: “Simdi bilmiyorum yani gelecekte ne olacagim ama énce iiniversiteden mezun
olmay1 bekliyorum. Sonra bilmiyorum agikg¢asi ne olacak.” (Goriisme 5)
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whether Syria will improve or not is uncertain."*’ Additionally, in Interview 3, a participant
articulated the situation further:

"Even if I had money now, I can't work here, I can't establish anything. Even
if I want to study, that desire slowly fades away. I think, if I study and they
deport me to Syria before I get a diploma, then I would have studied in vain.
People can't think. (...) People don't know what they want to do, what they
don't want to do anymore. "8

3.7.2. “There is light somewhere” — Being hopeful about the future

This subtheme reflects the hopes and positive expectations of refugees for the future.
Despite their challenging migration experiences, these individuals evaluated their futures
positive and looking forward with hope.

Refugees discussed their future plans for education and careers, including those who
aim to complete their undergraduate studies and then pursue master's and doctoral degrees.
This reflects a focus on personal and professional development. This is clearly articulated in
Interview 6:

"Because I've gotten used to it here, because I have friends here, because ['ve
learned some Turkish, I can't go to another country now, I mean I've gotten
used to it here. I'm here now. Hopefully, good things are coming. Right now,
I'm planning to finish my undergraduate degree. After that, I'll do a master.
I'll take a little break, work. After that, if it's possible, I'll do a doctorate."*®

Furthermore, in this quote, the participant's ability to learn Turkish, make Turkish
friends, and adapt to life in Tiirkiye contributes to their positive outlook and ability to make
plans. Similar optimism can be observed in other refugees as well. Despite facing
difficulties, some refugees believe in a bright future and expect to have a good profession.
Moreover, there is a clear expression of the desire to start their own businesses and help
others. A participant in Interview 8 explained this with the following words: "Honestly, my

expectations for the future are very high. To start my own company or my own business.

117 Turkish original: Tabii ki, Suriye diizeltilirse oraya da giiven gelirse, Suriye’ye donerim yani. Ama
Suriye artik diizelecek mi, diizelmeyecek mi belli degil.” (Goriisme 7)

118 Turkish original: “Simdi param olsa dahi. Ben burada is yapamam, kuramam yani. Simdi ben
okumak istesem bile o istek kayboluyor yani yavas yavas. Diyorum ben okursam diploma almadan beni Suriye
atarlarsa ben bosuna okumus olurum yani. insan diisiinemiyor. (...) insan neyi yapmak istiyor, neyi yapmak
istemiyor artik bilemiyor.” (Goriisme 3)

118 Turkish original: “Burada alistigim icin arkadaslarim oldugu i¢in, Tiirk¢eyi biraz 6grendigim igin,
baska iilkeye gidemem simdi, yani buraya alistim. Su an buradayim yani. Insallah giizel seyler geliyor. Su anda
ben lisans1 bitirmeyi planliyorum. Ondan sonra yiiksek lisans yagacagim. Biraz ara verecegim, ¢aligacagim.
Ondan sonra olursa doktora yapacagim.” (Goriisme 6)
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Sometimes I even think, going abroad to save money and then coming back to Tiirkiye, doing

projects here, starting a company."*?°

3.8. Theme 8: Finding Ways to Cope with Challenging Experiences

"I came back from school. I told my mother that I couldn't do it, that I was going to quit
school. I said, 'l won't go anymore.’ You know how families react. They say, 'You can't quit.
You'll go for a while. You'll learn in a few years.' Yes, in the end, I did learn a few years
later." (Interview 2)'?!

"At school, the teachers had changed. All of them. Good teachers had come. They used to
chat with me. We even had meals together. I asked them, 'Why are you such good people?’
They replied, '"Maybe because you're a good girl?' That's when I realized there are good
and bad people." (Interview 6)'%

This theme explores ways of coping with challenging experiences, encompassing
support mechanisms such as family support, support from Turkish teachers/academics,
support from Turkish friends/neighbors, and support stemming from faith. Coping strategies
for dealing with challenging experiences can vary widely. What is important for refugees is
to know how to access support from their environment and resources while dealing with
these difficulties. Social support, especially emotional support, can be provided through
family, friends, and neighbors.

Furthermore, integration into the local community can be facilitated through Turkish
teachers, academics, and neighbors who can guide newcomers. Similarly, faith and spiritual
support can be an important coping mechanism for some refugees. These support
mechanisms can assist refugees in better coping with challenging experiences.

While previous discussions have emphasized the negative aspects of refugees'
interactions with the host population, as highlighted by many participants, the refugee
experience can be characterized by both positive and negative interactions with the people
they encounter. This theme particularly focuses on the positive aspects of refugees'

interactions with individuals they come into contact with.

120 Turkish original: “Vallahi gelecek hakkinda benim beklentilerim ¢ok yiiksek. Kendi sirketimi
kurmak ya da kendi isimi kurmak. Hatta bazen diisiiniiyorum mesela yurt disina gidip orada para biriktirip
sonra Tiirkiye'de donmek, burada projeler falan yapmak, sirket kurmak.” (Goriisme 8)

121 Turkish original: “Okuldan déndiim. Anneme yapamiyorum ben birakacagim okulu dedim. Artik
gitmeyecegim. Iste biliyorsunuz aile nasil tepki verir. Yok, birakamazsin. Biraz gideceksin. Birkag sene sonra
ogrenirsin. Evet, sonunda birkag sene sonra 6grendim.” (Goriisme 2)

122 Tyrkish original: “Okulda 6gretmenler degismisler. Hepsi. Iyi 6gretmenler gelmis. Benimle sohbet
ediyorlardi. Hatta yemek yiyorduk beraber. "Neden siz 6yle ¢ok iyi insanlarsiniz? dedim". Onlar da "¢iinkii sen
iyi bir kiz oldugun igin olabilir mi acaba?" O zaman iyi insan var k&tii insan var anladim.” (Gorlisme 6)
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3.8.1. Family support

Family support can be a crucial factor in how refugees cope with challenging
experiences. This subtheme focuses on how families support refugees in the face of
difficulties. When refugees decide to drop out of school due to the challenges mentioned
earlier, the importance of family support in returning to school is emphasized by the
participants. Families help refugees maintain their hopes for the future. This can be clearly
seen in the words of a participant in Interview 3:

"I was going to drop out of school in high school because of racism. I said to
my father that I couldn't do it, I mean learning is one thing, but racism is
something else, it's even worse. I didn't go to school for three days. My mother
cried because I quit school. My father studied law in Syria. He said there's no
other way, you have to study. He said you need to be patient. After that, I came
back to school. I continued my education."?

In this account, the family directly prevented the refugee from dropping out of
school. Another participant in Interview 6 talked about how their family convinced them to
return to school and sorted out the legal processes after they had dropped out and not
attended school for a while:

"My mother started persuading me. She said, 'You're a strong girl. You have
a big dream. You want to be a designer. If you quit school, nothing will
happen. You won't have friends. You won't be able to go abroad.’ I wanted to
go abroad, like Dubai. When she started saying that I began to understand. |
said they won't accept me again. ‘No, they will accept you. I will talk to the
principal,’ my mother said. After it was resolved, I returned."?*

When faced with challenges such as xenophobia, the family's supportive and morale-
boosting influence has a significant impact on continuing education among refugees.
Another participant in Interview 7 explained this situation as follows: "I worked, I worked

hard. And my family helped me. I somehow passed."*

123 Turkish original: “Irk¢iliktan dolay1 okulu birakacaktim lisedeyken. Yani dedim babama ben
yapamiyorum, yani okul ayr1 6grenmek ayri ama irk¢ilik apayri, yani o daha beter. Hatta ii¢ giin okula
gitmedim. Annem agladi okulu biraktigim i¢in. Babam Suriye’de hukuk okudu. Ondan, yani okuldan baska
caren yok okuman lazim dedi. Sabretmen lazim dedi. Ondan sonra geri geldim okula. Okumaya devam ettim.”
(Goriisme 3)

124 Tyrkish original: “Annem beni ikna etmeye baslad1. Sen gii¢lii bir kizsin demeye basladi bana. Iste
senin biiyiik bir hayalin var. Tasarimc1 olmak istiyorsun. Okulu birakinca higbir sey olamazsin. Arkadasin
olmaz. Yurtdisma ¢ikamazsin. Ben yurtdisina ¢ikmak istiyordum. Iste Dubai falan. Oyle demeye baslayinca,
anlamaya bagladim. Bir daha kabul etmezler ki beni dedim. Hayir, kabul ederler. Ben miidiirle konusacagim
dedi annem. Iste hallolunca déndiim.” (Goriisme 6)

125 Turkish original: “Yani galistim, ¢ok ¢alistim. Hem de ailem bana yardim etti. Gegtim bir sekilde.”
(Goriisme 7)
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3.8.2. Support from Turkish teachers/academics

This subtheme reflects the positive role played by Turkish teachers and academics in
the education and adaptation processes of refugees. Previously, we discussed the xenophobia
present in the educational environment towards refugees. This subtheme emphasizes how
the support of teachers and academics has helped refugees develop coping skills. As
participants have pointed out, some teachers have not only provided education to students
but also offered emotional support. This has helped refugee students feel more welcomed
and comfortable. In Interview 3, a participant described this by saying:

"When I moved on to the third year of high school, we had a teacher from
Aksaray, the Arabic teacher. He helped me a bit. None of the other teachers
helped. He showed me some importance. He supported me and didn't allow
racism. God bless him, we still talk."*?®

Additionally, there have been teachers who, even if their expertise was not in the

field, helped students learn Turkish. In Interview 6, it is mentioned: "I didn't know Turkish;
1 didn't understand it. There weren't many Syrians back then. Then my mother said there's a
teacher who knows Arabic. He really liked Syrians. He taught me."?’

This support has also helped refugee students integrate into the local community.
Students have formed closer relationships with Turkish teachers and classmates, thereby
strengthening their social bonds. A participant who remembers both friends and teachers
with fond memories described it in Interview 5: "There was only kindness towards me. I was
the only one there. For example, diligent students used to make me study as a project.
Diligent students gave me private lessons. Then, teachers would give them extra points."?®

The support provided by Turkish teachers and academics has made significant
contributions to refugees' ability to cope with challenging experiences and adapt to a new
life. During the interviews, it was observed that as participants shared these memories, their

posture straightened, their excitement increased, and their voice tone rose. This indicates

that the impact of the support they received has had a lasting effect on them.

126 Turkish original: “Lise 3'e ge¢tigim zaman bir hocamiz vardi Aksarayli. Arapga 6gretmeni. O bana
biraz yardimci oldu. Diger hocalarin hi¢biri yardimei olmadi. O bana biraz 6nem gosterdi. Destek verdi, irkeilik
yapana izin vermiyordu. Allah'im ondan razi olsun, su an kadar konusuyoruz.” (Goériisme 3)

127 Turkish original: “Tiirk¢e bilmiyordum, anlamiyordum. Fazla Suriyeli yoktu. Sonra annem dedi
ki, bir hoca var. Arapga biliyor. O da Suriyelileri ¢ok seviyordu. O 6gretti bana.” (Goriisme 6)

128 Turkish original: “Sadece iyilik vardi bana karsi. Tektim zaten ben orada. Mesela caliskan
ogrenciler, proje 6devi olarak beni ¢aligtirirlardi. Caligkan 6grenciler bana 6zel ders veriyorlardi. Sonra hocalar
onlara ek puan veriyordu.” (Goriisme 5)
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3.8.3. Support from Turkish friends/neighbors

This subtheme focuses on helping Turkish friends and neighbors cope with the
challenging experiences of refugees. The assistance from neighbors is primarily evident in
their support for refugees in terms of household items and basic needs. In Interview 1, a
participant described this situation as follows:

"For example, when we first arrived, we had nothing in our home. There were
no curtains either. Our neighbor across the street saw us. Such a lady went,
brought curtains, brought a rug. She was a great grandmother. We call her
'nene' (grandmother). "

At the same time, it is observed that neighbors make efforts to intervene in situations
that could create problems and prevent negative situations for refugees in the neighborhood.
This is conveyed in Interview 3:

"There weren't many refugees in that area, but we still encountered racism

from some neighbors. We had good and kind neighbors who intervened. They
sorted it out, like, 'This shouldn't happen, we shouldn't harm them, this is
shameful, it's not right, it's a sin." They resolved it this way."**°

This support has helped refugees feel safer while dealing with the difficulties they
face. As seen above, refugees have encountered not only material support but also a warm
approach from their neighbors and friends to the extent that they could be seen as family
members.

With the support of Turkish friends and neighbors, refugees have had an easier time
learning the language and integrating into the local community. Their language skills have
improved, and they have had the opportunity to communicate better and adapt to society.
This is expressed in Interview 5: "It was good, you know. They tried to teach me Turkish a
lot. So, I learned Turkish with their help.” *3! In addition, the statements of the participant in

Interview 7 also highlighted the nature of this support: "Well, I've been living here for a

129 Turkish original: “Mesela ilk geldigimizde evimizde higbir sey yoktu. Perde falan da yoktu. Bizim
kars1 komsu bizi gérmiistii. Boyle kadin gitti, perde getirmisti, hali getirmisti. O biiylik bir neneydi. Biz ona
nene diyoruz.” (Goriisme 1)

130 Turkish original: “Fazla miilteci yoktu o bolgede ama bazi komsulardan irk¢ilik goriiyorduk yine.
Giizel iyi komsularimiz vardi, onlar miidahale ediyorlardi. Hallettiler yani iste bu olmaz onlardan zarar
gormedik, bu ayiptir, olmazdir, giinahtir. Yani bu sekilde hallettiler yani.” (Goériisme 3)

131 Turkish original: “Iyiydi yani. Bana da Tiirkge dgretmeyi calistilar gokga. Yani onlardan yardim
alarak zaten Tiirk¢e 6grendim.” (Goriisme 5)
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while, and I have Turkish friends. I started talking to them. Just one word, a single word.

Then I started talking about other things. Then I learned, you know. "

3.8.4. Support from faith

This subtheme examines how faith serves as a support element in the process of
refugees coping with challenging experiences. There are expressions among refugees
indicating the significant role faith plays. Despite the difficulties their families face, they
believe in "what God wills," which is stated to contribute to their strength and motivation to
help others. This is articulated in Interview 6 as follows: "For example, for us, for our family,
we believed in what God willed. We believed in it to be strong. We started from scratch with
such a life. It applies to everyone, you know. "33

Furthermore, in Interview 6, it is noted that faith emphasizes the brotherhood and
human values among people. This has reinforced refugees' love and respect for people of
different backgrounds and contributed to social harmony. It is conveyed with these words:
"Turkish, English, Syrian, whatever it may be, I love them all. Because, in the end, we are
all brothers and humans. God also said this. People are brothers, He said."3

Faith helps refugees perceive the challenges they face as a test. This perspective has
been observed to help refugees place their negative experiences in a more meaningful

context and cope better. This is stated in Interview 9:

"I try to remember this to myself: no one chose where they were born, their

family, and so on. What happened in the world, what people went through, no
one had control over it. After all, we didn't come here willingly. We didn't
choose to live this way. I consider it as a test."3®

These accounts demonstrate that faith provides emotional and spiritual support for
refugees in coping with challenging experiences. For many refugees, faith has been a source

of strength and resilience.

132 Turkish original: “Yani biraz yasadim da Tiirk arkadaslarim var. Onlarla konusmaya basladim.
Anca bir kelime, tek kelime. Sonra neler konusmaya basladim. Sonra 6grendim yani.” (Gorligme 7)

133 Turkish original: “Mesela bizim icin, bizim ailemiz i¢in Allah istedi diye inandik. Buna giiclii
olmak i¢in inandik. Boyle bir hayatla, sifirdan basladik. Herkes i¢in 6yle gegerli yani.” (Goriisme 6)

13 Turkish original: “Tiirk mii, Ingiliz mi, Suriyeli mi, her neyse seviyorum ben. Ciinkii hepimiz
sonucta kardesiz ve insaniz. Allah da boyle dedi bunu. Yani insanlar kardestir dedi.” (Goriisme 6)

135 Turkish original: “Kendime bunu hatirlamaya calistyorum: hi¢ kimsenin nerede dogdugunu,
ailesini falan segmedi. Diinyada neler oldugu neler gectigi hi¢ kimsenin elinde degil, biz sonucta isteyerek
buraya gelmedik. Bunu isteyerek yasamadik. Bunu bir imtihan olarak diisliniiyorum.” (Goriisme 9)
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3.9. Theme 9: Strength or Agency in the Face of Challenging Experiences

"[ became a different person, strengthened by those hardships.” (Interview 8)*3¢
"I think being a refugee gives strength to a person. Because not everyone can accept such
things." (Interview 5)%¥

"I wrote down the difficulties I experienced. Then I realized how many hardships I had
faced. When I saw all these difficulties together, I started to look at myself as if  were a
very different person, as if [ were very strong.” (Interview 1)1

This theme explores the role of personal empowerment or agency due to challenging
experiences. Empowerment or agency in the face of adversity involves important aspects for
refugees, such as resilience against the difficulties encountered and taking steps towards
creating change. This theme encompasses topics such as empowerment through language
learning, acquiring the ability to discern potentially harmful individuals, resilience in the

face of challenges, and advocating for one's own rights.

3.9.1. Empowerment through language learning

Empowerment through language learning seems to have played a significant role in
refugees' ability to be stronger facing after challenging experiences. The ability to
communicate by overcoming language barriers has enhanced refugees' capacity to find
employment, access education, and engage more effectively with the community. Language
acquisition contributes to refugees' better understanding of their own potential and allows
them to seize new opportunities.

Among refugees, it is emphasized that learning a new language empowers them.
Learning a new language provides individuals with the opportunity to improve themselves
and engage in positive endeavors. The process of language learning can contribute to
individuals better understanding their abilities and potential. In Interview 5, a participant
addressed this with the following statements: "So, being a refugee has contributed me

something beautiful. Now, when I go to countries, I can learn their languages directly and

136 Turkish original: “O zorluklar beni farkli insan yapti, giiglendirdi.” (Goriisme 8)

137 Turkish original: “Bir miilteci olmak insana kuvvet katar diye diisiiniiyorum. Yani ciinkii herkes
kabullenemez bdyle seyleri.” (Goriisme 5)

138 Turkish original: “Ben yasadigim zorluklar bir kagida yazdim. Sonra ne kadar ¢ok zorlukla
karsilagtigimi fark ettim. Bu zorluklari bir arada goriince kendime sanki ¢ok farkli bir insanmisim gibi ¢ok
giiclitymiisiim gibi bakmaya basladim.” (Goriisme 1)
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integrate into their societies. Because ['ve experienced different things before, I can easily
learn different things and adapt. "™

Refugees who believe that they have been empowered through learning Turkish
mention that it makes them feel more comfortable in places like hospitals or immigration
offices. The ability to speak the language helps individuals feel stronger and more
independent. This is emphasized in Interview 2:

"Of course, I learned a new language. They say to know another language is
to have a second soul. So, when I go to hospitals or immigration offices with
my mother or father, I feel comfortable because I know Turkish, I feel strong.
Because I understand what they want from me, I know. Yes, I feel strong."**

Lastly, it is noted that learning Turkish can increase individuals' job opportunities
and enable them to build more relationships. In Interview 10, this is explained as follows:
"When I learned Turkish, I had a better chance of finding a job. In fact, I achieved a high
score in school here. That's how it is. There were connections with people. More

relationships were formed."**!

3.9.2. Getting to know people - Being able to distinguish who might cause
harm

Understanding people involves the ability to distinguish who can offer assistance
and who may pose a threat. Refugees can seek support by connecting with trustworthy
individuals and, at the same time, protect themselves by recognizing potential dangers. This
can help them feel safer in the face of challenging experiences.

Refugees expressed that they are now able to distinguish between good and bad
people because they have interacted with many people. Being able to predict people's
behavior is seen as an empowering experience. These experiences have helped refugees
improve their social skills and relationships. In Interview 1, a participant explained this as

follows: "Because I've met so many people, I can now distinguish. Good people, bad people,

139 Turkish original: “Yani miiltecilik bunu bana bdyle giizel bir sey katti. Artik iilkelere gittigimde
direkt dillerini 6grenirim, toplumlarina da girerim. Ciinkii farkli sey yasamisim dnceden, farkli seyleri kolay
Ogrenip uyum saglayabilirim.” (Goriisme 5)

140 Turkish original: “Tabii ben yeni bir dil 6grendim. Yani diyorlar ki bir dil bir insan. Yani annemle
veya babamla gittigimde hastanelere veya gog¢ idaresine ben Tiirk¢e bildigim i¢in bdyle rahat hissediyorum,
giiclii hissediyorum. Ciinkii Tiirkgem var yani anliyorum benden ne istedigini, biliyorum. Evet giiclii
hissediyorum.” (Goriisme 2)

141 Turkish original: “Tiirk¢e 6grendigimde daha iyi bir is bulma firsatim oldu. Hatta burada okulda
yiiksek bir puan alabildim. Oyle yani. Insanlarla iligkiler oldu. Daha fazla iligkiler oldu.” (Goriisme 10)
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they will treat me like this. It really empowers a person."**? This sentiment is echoed in
Interview 10, where a participant summarized the situation with the following words: "After
that, I look at people to see if they are good or bad. Whether they are troubled or not. 1
differentiate them now.” 43

Refugees also expressed that they now have a better understanding of who they can
communicate with and how. Being able to assess people's behavior can help refugees feel
safer and better manage negative situations. The ability to recognize negative behaviors such

as xenophobia can also help refugees protect themselves. This is conveyed in Interview 9:

"We can now perceive who we can talk to and how. When I sit in front of
someone, I can easily answer whether I can work with this person or not. [
can tell if someone seems to be exhibiting racism or not. (...) Now, when we
encounter such situations, we know what to do or how to behave."**

3.9.3. "Swimming against the current” - Resisting difficulties, putting in more
effort

“Swimming against the current” signifies resisting difficulties and putting in extra
effort. Refugees can struggle to achieve their goals by resisting the challenges they face and
putting in more effort. It can be a process that requires determination and resilience, but it
can ultimately empower them and lead to greater success. Refugees expressed that when
they encounter difficulties, they try to change prejudices. It is noted that changing people's
prejudices is a challenging process, but refugees continue to make efforts in this regard. In
Interview 2, this is conveyed as follows: "Then gradually I try to change these prejudices. I
do my best. Still, what's inside them doesn't change."* Whether or not something changes
seems not to affect these efforts. A participant in Interview 3 also made the following
statement about facing challenges: "Now, as people experience difficulties, that's when they
become real people."*4®

Challenges seem to have helped refugees develop and grow. This can be exemplified

by a person's determination to achieve their goal of going to university, despite some people

42 Turkish original: “Cok kisiyle tanistigim igin artik ayirt edebiliyorum. Iyi insanlar, kotii insanlar,
bunlar bana bu sekilde davranacaklar. Bunlar artik bdyle davranacaklar gibisinden, bu seyler gergekten insani
cok giiglendiriyor.” (Goriisme 1)

143 Turkish original: “Ondan sonra insanlara bakarim iyi bir insan mu, kétii bir insan m1? Sikintili biri
mi degil mi.” (Gortisme 10)

144 Turkish original: “Kimlerle nasil konusabiliriz artik onlari algilayabiliyoruz. Baktigim zaman insan
karsisinda oturdugum zaman bu kisiyle ¢aligsabilir miyim diye kendime sordugumda buna kolaylikla cevap
verebilirim artik. Yani irk¢ilik falan yapan birine benziyor mu anlarim. (...) Artik bdyle durumlarla karsilasginca
ne yapacagimizi ya da nasil davranacagimizi biliyoruz.” (Goériisme 9)

145 Turkish original: “Sonra git gide ben degistirmeye calistyorum bu 6n yargilari. Elimden geleni
yapiyorum. Yine illa onlarin i¢indeki seyler degismiyor.” (Goriisme 2)

146 Turkish original: “Simdi insan zorluklar yasadik¢a o zaman adam oluyor yani.” (Goriisme 3)
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belittling and making fun of it. This example illustrates that determination and persistence
in the face of challenges can have an empowering effect. In Interview 3, this situation is
described as follows:

"In the 12th grade, my friends said, 'Do you want to go to university? You
can't, we can't even go.' They teased me. That strengthened me. I insisted and
said I would definitely get in. I was the first one from our class to enter
university, the first one to win. That's why all the teachers came to our house
to visit. They congratulated me."*'

Dealing with challenges is said to make refugees more disciplined and hardworking.
Refugees express that they had to put in effort to develop themselves and prepare for the
future in the face of difficulties. A participant in Interview 8 described this situation as
follows:

"Of course, this, like studying in the morning, working in the evening, and so
on. If these difficult situations didn't exist, maybe I could have been an empty
(useless) person. I mean, I'm saying this for myself, these difficulties were
good for me. It didn't feel bad."*®

3.9.4. Learning to advocate for one's rights

Learning to advocate for their rights involves refugees developing the ability to stand
up for their own rights and actively engage in seeking justice. This may include resisting
injustice and protecting human rights. Refugees can initiate a process of empowerment by
advocating for change within their communities.

Refugees express that they have learned to advocate for their rights by not remaining
silent in the face of misconceptions. The ability to confront misconceptions and unfair
behaviors develops over time and with education. In Interview 4, this is conveyed as follows:

“Before going to university, I couldn't respond to the racism and hurtful
words directed at me. For example, my mom used to come to me and say,
'Don't cause trouble; we are refugees, let there be no problems,' and I used to
get very affected and upset. But after going to university, it became somewhat
different. When something happens, I can speak up now."**

147 Turkish original: “12. simftayken arkadaslarim "Universiteye mi gitmek istiyorsun, gidemezsin biz
zaten gidemiyoruz" dediler. Dalga geciyorlardi. O beni giiclendirdi. Inat ettim, dedim illaki girecegim.
Universiteye simifimizdan ilk giren benim, ilk kazanan kisi benim. O yiizden tiim hocalar evimize geldiler,
ziyarete. Tebrik ettiler.” (Goriisme 3)

148 Turkish original: “Tabii bu, yani sen sabah okumak aksam calismak falan. Bu zor durumlar
olmasaydi belki ben bos bir insan olabilirdim. Yani ben kendim i¢in séyliiyorum bu zorluklar bana iyi geldi.
Yani kotii gelmedi.” (Goriisme 8)

149 Turkish original: “Ben 6nceden iiniversiteye gitmeden 6nce bana karsi1 yapilan irkgiliga ve kotii
sozlere hi¢ karsilik veremiyordum. Mesela annem yanima geliyordu. Kizim sorun ¢gikarma miilteciyiz, sorun
olmasin falan diyordu. Yani ¢ok etkileniliyordum ve kotii oluyordum. Ama iiniversite gittikten sonra biraz daha
farkli oldu. Hani bir sey oldugu zaman konusabiliyorum artik.” (Goriisme 10)
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Additionally, a participant in Interview 1 expressed that they have learned to defend
themselves with the following words: "In a way, I don't stay silent. I listen and try to defend.
1 try to turn those misconceptions into correct ones."*>°

Refugees expressed their determination to defend themselves and assert that
problems cannot be solved by remaining silent. Determination to advocate for one's own
rights can help refugees in their struggle against adverse situations. This can be seen in
Interview 6 with the following statements: "I am a strong girl, and I have to be. I silence
those who talk; I don't let them speak. Yes, I have started defending myself a lot because
nothing gets resolved by remaining silent."**

Finally, participants indicated that after learning about their rights, they can use this
knowledge to carry out the necessary procedures. Refugees who are aware of their rights can
protect themselves better by advocating for these rights. This is evident in Interview 10,
where a participant actively advocated for a friend and said:

“I learned exactly what my rights were. After that, my friend from Jordan and

I went to Ziraat Bank the last time. We wanted to open a new bank account.
They told us it wouldn't work. I said, 'Legally, you can do it. It's his right.
Otherwise, we can go to the prosecutor and file a complaint.' He said, 'Okay,
let me handle it. Come, I'll take care of it.""?

3.9.5. Taking on responsibilities at a young age

Lastly, taking on responsibilities at a young age can empower refugees to shape their
own futures. Young refugees can progress towards empowerment by assuming responsibility
for their education and contributing to their communities. This allows young people to
develop leadership skills and make positive contributions to their societies.

Refugees noted that when they had to take on significant responsibilities at a young
age, they see these experiences as opportunities for personal growth and maturity. They
express that taking on big responsibilities at a young age forced them to learn and
communicate more, which has encouraged them to change and mature. This is expressed by

a participant in Interview 1:

150 Turkish original: “Bir sekilde ben susmuyorum. Hem dinliyorum hem de savunmaya ¢alistyorum.
O yanlis diigiinceleri dogru diisiincelere ¢cevirmeye ¢alistyorum yani.” (Goriisme 1)

151 Turkish original: “Ben giiclii bir kizim ve olmaya da mecburum. Konusanlari sustururum yani. Hig
konusmasina izin vermiyorum. Evet, bayagi savunmaya basladim kendimi. Ciinkii susarak hicbir sey
hallolmaz.” (Goriisme 6)

152 Turkish original: “Benim haklarimi tam olarak ne oldugunu dgrendim. Ondan sonra gecen sefer
Urdiinlii bir arkadasimla Ziraat Bankasi’na gittik. Yeni bir banka hesabi actirmak istiyorduk. Bize olmaz
dediler. "Kanunen yapabilir. Onun bir hakki var. Yoksa sey, Savci'ya gideriz ya da sikdyet ederiz” dedim.
Tamam dedi tamam, halledeyim. Gelin, halledeyim." (Goériisme 10)
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"Of course, it strengthened me a lot. The sense of responsibility, the idea that
I live here, and I have to take responsibility for it, strengthened me. (...) It's
like we went directly from being small to becoming adults. And we have to
take responsibility for something big. We need to learn. We need to
communicate with new people. It's a very different life, but we gradually tried

to improve it."*%

It is emphasized that taking responsibility can help refugees become more successful
and mature individuals. The sense of responsibility contributes to their success in both
education and their careers. In Interview 8, a participant expressed it as follows:

"I mean, the difficulties changed me. I was a different person, and now I'm a
better one. Responsibility changed me a lot. It made me a better person. Even
in university, as a successful student, most of my professors like me. I was
very good at my job, thanks to God."™>*

158 Turkish original: “Hocam tabii ki ¢ok giiclendirdi. Yani sorumluluk hissi, ben burada yasiyorum,
bunun sorumlugunu almam gerekiyor diisiincesi giiglendirdi. (...) Sanki kii¢iikten direkt biiylik bir yasa geldik.
Ve biiyiik bir seyin sorumlulugunu alacagiz. Iste 6grenmemiz lazim. Yeni insanlarla iletisim kurmamiz lazim.

Boyle ¢ok farkli bir hayat ama gittikge onu diizelmeye c¢aligtik.” (Goriisme 1)
1% Turkish original: “Yani zorluklar1 nasil diyeyim beni degistirdi. Ben farkli biriydim simdi.

Sorumluluk beni ¢ok degistirdi.. Daha iyi biri yapti. Hatta mesela {iniversitede basarilt bir 6grenci olarak,
hocalarimin ¢ogu beni seviyor. Isimde de ¢ok iyiydim, ¢ok siikiir.” (Goriisme 8)
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4. DISCUSSION

This study aimed to comprehend and analyze the strong and capable aspects of the
identities of systematically marginalized groups in society, rather than focusing on their
weaknesses and vulnerabilities due to the deficit-based approach. The refugee experience is
widely acknowledged as a difficult and demanding one, as indicated by previous research
(see Cantekin and Gengdz, 2017; Yilmaz Zambak, 2021) and the findings of this study.
During this study, participants were asked a series of questions with the explicit aim of
uncovering both the advantages and disadvantages, as well as the positive and negative
facets of their refugee experiences. In response to these inquiries, participants predominantly
focused on the negative aspects and disadvantages. Consequently, the themes and subthemes
that generated in the study predominantly lean toward the negative side. Nonetheless, it's
important to note that participants highlighted alongside their challenging experiences, they
also encountered numerous positive aspects. These positive experiences, shared by the
refugees, revolved around areas where they felt resilient and displayed effective coping
mechanisms.

In addition, when participants were asked about future-related questions, it was
observed that they primarily provided responses related to economic processes. For example,
responses included finding jobs, building careers, or moving to different countries for better
economic conditions. This can be explained through Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs. At this
point, Maslow's first level of physiological needs stands out. Maslow (1943) in his original
study emphasized that a person at this stage, who lacks basic physiological needs, would
primarily focus on fulfilling those needs and might not be able to think beyond them. He
explained that someone in this stage would dream and fantasize about food. He stressed that
it's crucial not to skip this stage in a healthy progression towards higher levels of needs.
Considering this explanation, it is understandable that refugees who struggle to sustain
themselves economically would prioritize their basic needs. In a scenario where refugees
have no concerns about their basic needs, it is believed that the responses to future-related
questions would cover a broader range of possibilities.

In the following section, the results of this study will be evaluated separately based
on the themes generated. Finally, the results of this study will be assessed within the context

of "The Mutual Cycle of Culture."
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4.1. Discussion by themes

"We couldn't live a good life”. The difficulties experienced by the refugees
examined in this theme highlight the complexity of the migration process. Similar to
previous studies (Cantekin and Gengdz, 2017; Yilmaz Zambak, 2021), mental health of
Syrian refugees affected by the pre-migration period where they witnessed war, loss of loved
ones and aggression. When individuals are forced to leave their own countries, they
encounter both emotional and practical challenges. As complementary to previous research
(see Akesson & Coupland, 2018), refugees hoped that the situation in Syria get better and
they can remain in their homeland. As the situation got worsen, they had to flee from their
countries with leaving everything behind without preparing. This was followed by the
process of adapting to a new country and culture and it becomes complex as they strive to
overcome language and cultural differences. Furthermore, refugees find themselves in an
environment where they feel unwanted and compelled to work continuously.

Moreover, a greater risk should be considered in this manner that refugee children
start working at a young age, drop out of school, or work while continuing their education
(see Cinkir, 2015; Saritas et al. 2016). For boys, this often results in child labor, while for
girls, it can lead to early marriages (Demir & Ozgul, 2019). For boys, we had such results in
this study, but for girls, as we focused on university students, it was not observed. However,
it is a critical topic which should be focused more in the future studies.

However, the determination and effort to cope with these challenges demonstrate
how resilient refugees are. Despite having to leave their home countries, these individuals
show great resilience in adapting to a new life. They navigate challenges such as supporting
their families, taking on economic responsibilities, and balancing education with work, all
with unwavering determination.

"Struggling just to survive''. This theme, by examining refugee experiences, clearly
underlines the challenges and emotional burdens that refugees face. It demonstrates that
being a refugee entails not only physical hardships but also emotional and identity-related
challenges. Our findings are parallel with the existing literature (see Griswold, 2021). Also,
in the literature (Tirkles, 2013) stated that refugee women struggle more emotional
problems than men. In this study, we did not realize any differences between men and women
based on their explanations. Additional to that, one of the findings of this study refugees are

being separated from their families. This is a stress, fear and anxiety source for the refugees,
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and it is supported by the several studies in the literature (Griswold et al., 2021; Goodman
et al., 2017).

Refugees are not just struggling to survive; they are also contending with numerous
factors that have significant effects on their identities and perceptions. As Sousa and
collogues (2023) stated refugees have a survival mode" in which they just try to focus on
meeting their basic needs and protecting themselves and their families. This situation has
become a part of their lived experiences, constantly labeling them as "refugees." This label
appears as a description that shapes their identities and is frequently affixed to them by
societies. As stated in the literature refugee status is a "double-edged sword." which refugees
need to carry lifelong (Ludwig, 2013).

The uncertainty, feelings of insecurity, and the constant fear of deportation that come
with being a refugee are significant factors that shape the lives of these individuals. At the
same time, being recognized as a refugee reflects a situation in which one's experiences have
become a part of their identity, and this identification is often emphasized by others. This
study highlights the impact of these labels on refugees' identities, perceptions, and daily
lives. This is supported by several studies in the literature (Baranik et al., 2017; Groutsis et
al., 2023). These studies also showed that refugee label overrides personal characteristics,
individuals’ professional competence, personality traits, and even their sense of self.

Despite these challenges, it is important to emphasize that refugees have the right to
respect for their human rights and the right to protect their lives. Despite the difficulties of
being a refugee, these individuals are striving to survive, secure their families' safety, and
seek a better future. Communities should make efforts to support refugees and advocate for
their rights. Understanding the challenges faced by refugees and providing assistance is a
shared responsibility of humanity.

""Not understanding Turkish makes daily life difficult". The process of learning the
Turkish language by Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye emerges as a crucial factor deeply affecting
their daily lives. This language barrier has a significant impact on various important areas.
This is one of the common themes found in several recent studies (see Earnest et al., 2015;
Torun et al., 2018; Yilmaz Zambak, 2021). Firstly, not knowing Turkish can create serious
obstacles when it comes to finding employment, accessing healthcare services, education,
and meeting other basic needs.

Furthermore, the language barrier, especially in education and academic
achievement, poses a major challenge. Syrian students may struggle to understand lessons,

solve problems, and grasp the course content due to not having a sufficient command of
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Turkish. This can lead to a desire to drop out of school. This is also supported by several
studies (see Sahin & Celik, 2020; Solak & Celik, 2018) which underlines the effects of
prejudices and exclusion based on language to students desire to drop out of school and
decreased academic achievement. However, efforts, motivation, and time have shown that
these students have the potential to learn Turkish.

Lastly, the language barrier in government institutions makes it difficult for refugees
to convey their concerns and can, in some cases, lead to discrimination. These findings are
supported by the literature (see Baiser & Hou, 2016; Haffejee, 2015; Uptin et al., 2013)
which emphasizes refugees are discriminated and excluded in the society they live in just
because their language competences or accents. This can limit refugees' access to official
services and further complicate their integration processes (Y1lmaz Zambak, 2021).

In conclusion, the process of learning the Turkish language stands out as a crucial
factor deeply affecting the lives of Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye. Making efforts to overcome
this language barrier, along with motivation and support, can enhance refugees' integration
processes and provide them with a better future.

""Xenophobia towards Syrians". In this theme, the focus has been on the xenophobia
against Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye and how this hostility manifests itself in different aspects
of life. Participants' experiences indicate that discriminatory attitudes and behaviors towards
Syrian refugees deeply impact their daily lives. It is understood that this hostility takes shape
in various negative experiences encountered in education, neighborhood life, government
institutions, and other social spheres. Also as mentioned by the previous studies (see
Thommessen et al., 2015; Yilmaz Zambak, 2021), the most challenging period for the
refugees the years they arrived at Tiirkiye. In this study, it is also observed that the first peak
for the violence and xenophobia against Syrian refugees was the first years of the migration
flow. Additionally, the election atmosphere in Tiirkiye and increased anti-refugee discourse
and attitudes has a significant effect on violence and xenophobia against Syrian refugees in
Tiirkiye. Also, this situation stated by the Alam and Asef (2021) during the era of Trump,
because of his anti-refugee attitudes and policy hate crimes increased in America by 21%
which is very huge.

Additionally, as indicated by the participants in this study and in the research
conducted by Erdogan (2022), conflicts between the Turkish and Syrian communities have
been on the rise. Another reason for this is believed to be the increase in the refugee

population and the economic downturn in Tiirkiye. Turks perceive that refugees have taken
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away their resources, leading to an increase in hostility between the two groups. Conflicts
over the sharing of limited resources are on the rise (see, Haase et al., 2019).

In the educational environment, the negative attitudes of teachers and classmates
towards Syrian students adversely affect their academic achievements and motivation. This
situation leads to questioning fairness in education and an increase in discrimination among
students.

In neighborhood life, the display of xenophobia towards Syrian refugees by
neighbors makes migrants feel excluded in their social circles. This negatively affects the
process of social integration.

Discriminatory attitudes of government officials in public institutions make it
difficult for refugees to access public services. This can hinder refugees from exercising their
rights and deepen their sense of exclusion within society.

In conclusion, the xenophobia against Syrian refugees in Tiirkiye leads to many
negative experiences in different life domains. In the most recent study on this subject,
Yilmaz Zambak (2021) reported that one-third of participants, in the same age group with
the present study, experienced discrimination. In contrast, in this study, 90% of the
participants stated that they had experienced discrimination in their daily lives. It has also
been pointed out with numerous examples that these discriminatory behaviors occur in
various contexts such as education, neighborhoods, or government institutions. Despite a
short period of time, the changes in the participants' declarations of experiencing
discrimination are noteworthy. It is thought that the reason for this may be the recent rise in
anti-refugee rhetoric and actions, especially during the elections.

To reduce this hostility and contribute to a more tolerant environment, education,
awareness campaigns, and efforts to combat racism can be crucial steps. Additionally,
supporting policies based on principles of justice, human rights, and equality can play a
significant role in addressing this issue.

"Hiding Syrian identity: Protecting oneself against discrimination"". The strategies
adopted by Syrian refugees to conceal their Syrian identities and protect themselves against
discrimination reflect a series of measures taken under challenging living conditions and
societal pressures. Behaviors such as not speaking Arabic and practicing Turkish are a result
of these individuals' efforts to manage their daily lives. This issue is not frequently
mentioned in the related literature, however some studies (Mangan & Winter, 2016; Maringe

et al, 2017; Morrice, 2013) support these findings with some nuances. Also, these studies
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found out refugees concerns for disclosing their refugee status might subject them to various
biases, extra stress and trouble.

However, these strategies may lead individuals to deny their natural identities or
experience identity confusion. This is stated by Bartholomew and colleagues (2015) in
which refugees redefine their selves and see themselves less favorable. Additionally, Syrian
refugees' desire to move away from refugee status and obtain citizenship reflects their
aspiration to avoid the limitations imposed by refugee status. This reflects the difficulties
they face and their need for self-protection as a result of societal norms and acceptance.

In conclusion, Syrian refugees' strategies to protect themselves against
discrimination should be seen as a complex balancing act. These strategies reflect the
measures they take to increase their social integration and avoid negative reactions.
However, these measures may also lead to the concealment and denial of personal identities.
Therefore, greater social tolerance and understanding towards Syrian refugees can help them
gain acceptance without the need for these strategies, ultimately promoting healthier identity
development in the long run.

""[ feel like I'm in prison"- Effects of government policies and legal systems'. The
effects of government policies and legal systems in Tiirkiye on the lives and futures of
refugees are quite pronounced. Factors such as restricted freedom of travel, limited
employment opportunities in public institutions, the complexity of acquiring Turkish
citizenship, and the high cost of higher education impact the daily lives of refugees and limit
their future opportunities. Refugees face challenges such as being unable to leave the
provinces where they are registered, inability to find jobs in public institutions, facing an
uncertain process to obtain citizenship, and being unable to afford higher education tuition
fees.

As Baranik and colleagues (2017) stated refugees face difficulties finding jobs, being
employed at low wages, and their skills and abilities acquired in their home countries not
being recognized in the countries where they lived as refugees. This is one of the findings of
this study that refugees unable to work in governmental institutions even though because of
they are refugees they have to work for low wages or uninsured. Even Goodman and
colleagues (2017) mention that refugee women tend work as a sex worker, because they
could not find any other jobs. This is an important topic in Tiirkiye to work on in the future.

These challenges may restrict refugees' desires to build better lives and careers in
Tiirkiye. Moreover, these factors can adversely affect refugees' educational and professional

development. Therefore, providing more support to refugees and developing fair and
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accessible policies on issues such as freedom of travel, job opportunities, citizenship
processes, and higher education tuition fees is crucial. This can help refugees have a better
future and encourage them to contribute more to society.

"The future aspirations of refugees'. Refugees' emotional experiences regarding
the future are indeed quite diverse. Some individuals, due to the challenging experiences
they have gone through and the uncertainty they face, are feeling hopeless and see the future
as bleak. These people struggle to predict what the future holds, given the tragic events in
Syria, the difficult migration experience, and the challenges they face in the host country.
They believe that achieving their educational and career goals is difficult, and the option of
returning to Syria has become complicated due to the uncertainty of the situation.

However, on the other hand, despite the difficulties, some refugees are looking
forward to the future with hope and have positive expectations. They aim to complete their
education, develop their careers, and even establish their own businesses. These individuals
view the process of adapting to Tiirkiye, learning the language, and making new friends in
a positive light. They have confidence in their own potential and future. Also, like previous
studies (see, van Heelsum, 2017) these future orientation seems to regain of their life in Syria
(i.e., trying to remedy losses and build a better life).

Refugees' emotional experiences regarding the future can be complex and varied.
Understanding these differences between hopelessness and optimism is important to provide
better support to refugees and help shape their futures. By offering education and career
opportunities, we can support these individuals in self-improvement and help them build a
better life in the future.

"Finding ways to cope with challenging experiences’. This theme has examined
various ways of coping with challenging experiences and has helped us understand how
refugees deal with these experiences. It has highlighted the importance of support
mechanisms such as family support, support from Turkish teachers/academics, support from
Turkish friends/neighbors, and support from faith. It's important to note that Syrian refugee
participants did not mention their in-groups as being supportive. Additionally, similar
findings were reported in other studies (Safak-Ayvazoglu et al., 2021; Yilmaz Zambak,
2021)

Yilmaz Zambak (2021) stressed that these strategies employed by the refugees to
support their resilience; also mentioned that peer and family support are most imported
factors in developing resilience. Family support has helped refugees cope with difficult

decisions such as dropping out of school and has contributed to keeping their hopes alive.
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The emotional support provided by Turkish teachers and academics has facilitated the
education and adaptation processes of refugees. The material and emotional support from
Turkish friends and neighbors has facilitated refugees' better integration into society and
language learning. These finding are supported by several studies in the literature (see
Alfadhli & Drury, 2018; Shisana & Celentano, 1987; Simich et al., 2005). Faith has helped
refugees view their difficulties as a test and has provided spiritual support. As Griswold and
colleagues (2021) stated faith and religiosity are important coping strategies for refugees.

These findings provide valuable insights into how we can help refugees build
resilience and improve their integration into society. These various support mechanisms for
coping with challenging experiences can assist refugees in adapting to a new life and
experiencing positive outcomes. Therefore, it is important to increase refugee communities'
access to these support resources and promote their strengthening. This can contribute to
refugees moving towards a more stable and hopeful future.

""Empowerment or agent in the face of challenging experiences"'. Within this theme
of examinations, it becomes evident how refugees empower themselves and take action to
navigate challenging experiences. A crucial aspect of this empowerment is their engagement
in language learning, which not only enhances their communication skills but also opens
doors to new opportunities while facilitating their integration into society.

Moreover, refugees' ability to recognize individuals and discern potential harm plays
a significant role in helping them feel secure and effectively manage adverse situations.
Several previous studies (Shakya et al., 2014; Suerbaum, 2017) have highlighted that the
challenges faced by participants in this context, along with the responsibilities they assume
at a young age, can profoundly impact their self-perceptions.

On one hand, participants noted that these processes accelerate their transition to
adulthood. On the other hand, they also suggest that a somewhat slower transition might
provide them with the necessary time to make independent decisions regarding their agency.
Nonetheless, it is evident that taking on responsibilities empowers participants and boosts
their self-confidence.

Resilience and unwavering effort in the face of adversity enable refugees to not only
achieve their goals but also emerge stronger from their experiences. Their newfound ability
to advocate for their rights empowers them to stand up for justice and work towards changing
negative behaviors within their communities.

Recent studies published in the literature (Ersahin, 2020; Simsir et al., 2021), which
have been thoroughly examined in this study, support the ongoing debate by demonstrating
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that exposure to trauma and challenges can lead not only to psychopathological outcomes
but also to positive new developments and changes among refugees.

In conclusion, assuming responsibilities at a young age contributes significantly to
the growth and positive contributions refugees make to their communities. These findings
narrate an inspiring story of refugees' empowerment and resilience, illustrating how they

become stronger when confronted with life's challenges.

4.2. Discussion by The Mutual Cycle of Culture

The evaluation of the results of this study through the previously mentioned "The
Mutual Cycle of Culture" approach is indeed important for a better understanding of the
nature and experiences of refugees. The experience of "being a refugee" is a process that
mutually shapes a person's identity, the culture of the host country, and the cultural baggage
brought by the individual. In the continuation of the general discussion, the sub-dimensions
of the approach will be examined based on themes of the study, along with the key findings.

Self. Under this heading, it is possible to examine the self-perceptions of immigrants
and refugees and how this perception is affected by migration, refugee status, and the process
of adapting to a new society. Additionally, we can understand how these individuals preserve
and transform their personalities and values. For example, questions like “How do refugees
define their identities? How does the migration process and their interactions with the new
society shape their sense of self?”” can be addressed under this heading.

In this study, it is found that refugees conceal their Syrian identities, are not speaking
Arabic in public, practicing Turkish to protect themselves against discrimination. Moreover,
they dress and try to be seem like Turks. In this context, it is observed that refugees' identities
change after settling in Tiirkiye due to factors such as the social environment they live in,
the political attitudes of the host community, and concerns about acceptance into society.
The prevailing idea in this approach is that one's self-identity and socioeconomic conditions
mutually influence each other. This mutual interaction has become visibly apparent within a
short time frame in the context of refugee experiences. Refugees no longer find their own
personalities as desirable as before, and they even carry a fear of harm and exclusion if their
identities are revealed. It is important to highlight this change, even if it occurs within a short
period.

Additionally, refugees' inability to tolerate being a refugee for longer periods and

their desire to obtain the citizenship of any country indicate that individuals are not satisfied
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with the identity they have acquired due to socio-economic conditions and want to change
it. This situation can serve as an example of the results that emerge from mutual interactions.

Daily Situations & Practices. Under this heading, we can examine how refugees
behave, carry out their daily routines, and practice their daily lives. For example, it can be
observed that how cultural differences and similarities shape these individuals' daily lives.

Behaviors, activities, routines, and the relationships refugees have with the host
community in places where refugees' daily lives unfold, such as school, home, work, and
neighborhood, are examined at this point. As previously mentioned, when talking about the
"refugee experience," refugees emphasize the negative aspects. Therefore, conflicts between
refugees and the host community in their daily lives and practices will be more exemplified
in this theme.

Xenophobia towards refugees has generated as a fundamental theme in this study. In
contexts such as the neighborhood, educational environment, and state institutions, refugees
have declared that they face discrimination due to their refugee identities. Therefore, they
have had to deal with many problems in their daily lives. For example, when refugees first
came to Tiirkiye, they experienced a lot of violence, but this has gradually decreased over
time. These individuals, who define themselves based on different cultural norms (Turks and
Syrians), have come to accept each other over time. An important observation that needs to
be mentioned at this point is that participants have stated that refugees feel more comfortable
and safer in areas where they are less concentrated. It is thought that the reason for this is
that more frequent and prolonged exposure to an out-group can trigger more negative
attitudes. It is known that negative and unplanned contact can lead to alienation between
groups (Allport, 1967).

Due to these negative experiences, it is thought that refugees' acculturation processes
may be harmed. Thus, the situation arises where refugees avoid displaying signs and routines
that represent their own culture and identity within the society. This, in turn, increases the
likelihood of creating a subculture in the long run.

Institutions & Products. Under this heading, it can investigate that how refugees
interact with institutions in the society they reside in, as well as the products of these
institutions. Specifically, we can discuss their relationships with education, healthcare,
employment, and other official organizations, and how these institutions impact their lives.
For example, we can examine the integration processes of refugees into the education system

or their interactions with local governments.
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In this study, refugees' relationships with institutions are discussed under the theme
of "It's like I'm in prison." In this theme, the refugees' opinions about how host country laws
and policies affect them are presented. Refugees believe that existing regulations restrict
certain rights. One of these restrictions is the requirement to obtain a travel permit to go to a
city other than the one where they are registered. It is understood that even if a person is a
student in another city, they must obtain this document to visit their family. Otherwise, it can
lead to consequences that may even result in the deportation of the individual and their
family. It can be particularly emphasized that refugees feel as if they are confined like
prisoners due to this document, as they turn to the "self" in this context. Additionally,
refugees not considering themselves as "normal people" indicates that their perception of
self 1s changing due to institutional and political structures, and it may further differentiate
in the future.

Another key theme is the high tuition fees that refugees have to pay for their
university education. Refugees believe that if they were not refugees, they could pursue the
education they want more easily. In this case, even though their scores qualify them for
higher-cost programs, they mention that their economic situation does not allow them to
study in these programs, forcing them to study in fields they do not prefer. While this
situation is a general issue for all foreign students in Turkey, it makes refugees feel even
more disadvantaged. The effects of these systems, which constantly reinforce each other,
cannot be separated from one another.

Finally, language is an important factor in mutual constitution. It is observed that
refugees make an effort to appear as Turkish, and this is particularly evident in their tendency
to speak Turkish. As mentioned earlier, relevant literature also emphasizes that language
acquisition has a facilitating effect on the refugee experience. Language acquisition makes
the acquisition of the culture in which the language is spoken inevitable. This situation is an
explanation of the mutual constitution of cultures and selves.

Societal Factors & Pervasive Ideas. Under this heading, it can be explored that how
refugees interact with broader social, economic, political, and cultural factors within the
societies they are a part of. For example, we can assess how they perceive the dominant
ideologies, beliefs, and narratives of these societies and how these ideas affect their own
identities and integration into the community.

When considering the entire refugee experience, we often encounter an active
refugee who grapples with these challenging experiences. A refugee is not a passive recipient

but an active agent. Their ability to cope with the challenging experiences and their assertion
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of becoming stronger as a result clearly convey this. Regardless of how challenging their
experiences may have been, the majority of refugees discover ways to cope and emerge from
this process empowered.

Migration has been a phenomenon that has existed throughout history, driven by
various social, economic, and geographical reasons. The adaptability of migrants or
refugees, such as in the case of migration, is a part of the instinct for survival. Therefore,
refugees are influenced by and, in turn, influence all the factors and systems at both macro
and micro levels with which they interact. This study has shown that everything from societal
structures to migration policies, interpersonal relationships, and economics affects refugees'
migration experiences. The phenomenon of refugee, in itself, is a powerful force that
influences and transforms these systems.

The collective findings of this study suggest that the concept of cultures and selves'
mutual constitution is applicable in the context of refugee. Conducting more detailed studies
on this mutual interaction and using this approach in identifying problems and solutions will
lead to a more comprehensive understanding. This study does not aim to blame or support
either the host community or refugees but focuses on recognizing the situation and
understanding the refugee experiences. It discusses approaches that can be used to identify
the situation. There is a need for more comprehensive efforts in the areas of refugee and
cultural adaptation, not limited to situation analysis alone, but involving active prevention

and intervention.

4.3. Research’s Contribution, Implications, and Limitations

This study primarily focuses on the strengths of refugee university students, thus
contributing significantly to the literature that predominantly employs deficit-based
approaches. However, despite this, the strength-based approach, which plays a significant
role at the core of the study, was not adequately understood by the participants. Questions
aimed at examining participants' strengths and their processes of post-traumatic growth were
often left unanswered. Therefore, it is not believed that the study has adequately achieved
its goal of focusing on the identification of refugees' strengths. In order to help participants
better understand the question and its purpose, it was rephrased using different words and
sentence structures. However, participants often emphasized negative situations in their
narratives. This is considered a fundamental limitation of the study. While some of the
findings of this study directly align with existing literature, the tendencies of refugees to

conceal their identities and act like Turks have been included as a new finding to the
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literature. The overlapping aspects of this study with existing literature have been observed
to enrich these topics by addressing different events and occurrences.

I believe that the findings of this study will serve as a fundamental input for future
research. This study is important for a better understanding on the phenomenon of "being a
refugee," a detailed examination of the issues associated with this phenomenon, the
identification of potential adjustments that can facilitate the adaptation of refugees to the
society they live in, and a profound understanding of the areas where refugees need support.
This goes beyond problem identification and extends to the thoughts of refugees about their
strengths and the processes that empower them, which is crucial for future research.
Intervention and prevention programs aimed at addressing identified issues or risks can be
made more effective by utilizing the outputs of this study. Furthermore, I believe that by
implementing the recommendations mentioned in the next section, refugees and host
community members can move closer to living in a more harmonious society.

One of the limitations of this study is that all participants are university students,
which may imply a higher socio-economic status, higher educational levels within their
families, and greater awareness of societal issues compared to other refugees on the same
age. In other words, the sample of this study may not represent the entire refugee population,
even they are at the same age group. Additionally, the fact that none of the participants had
any difficulty in communicating in Turkish suggests that they may have a positive and
advanced understanding of social integration, and of the importance of knowing Turkish in
the society. For these reasons, it can be argued that this study only examines the experiences
of one layer of the refugees related to phenomenon of "living as a refugee." However, another
limitation of this study is that participants may not have been able to express themselves as
they wished due to their first language not being Turkish. Furthermore, participants, despite
giving permission for audio recording, reported that they wanted to share more but felt
restricted due to the recording, which indicated that the act of recording had a constraining
effect in conducting a qualitative analysis, given the sensitivity of the study group. Another
limitation to consider is that participants' experiences may have varied significantly due to
differences in their durations of stay in Tiirkiye, ages of arrival, and the cities where they

settled after arriving.
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4.4. Suggestions

When considering the results obtained from this study, below are recommendations
provided for both practical and academic fields:

Support and Empathy: In general, efforts should be made for societies to show more
empathy towards the challenging experiences refugees go through. Empathy is believed to
arise from being aware of the other person's situation, understanding their difficulties, and
having knowledge about them. It is thought that by enhancing empathy, a supportive and
understanding approach towards refugees can also be developed.

Language Education and Integration: Learning Turkish for Syrian refugees holds
significant importance in various crucial areas such as finding employment, accessing
healthcare services, education, and meeting basic needs. Opportunities for learning Turkish
should be provided to refugees of all age groups, and assistance should be given to overcome
this language barrier.

Combatting Xenophobia and Discrimination: Combating xenophobia and
discrimination against Syrian refugees is the responsibility of society. Education, awareness
campaigns, and increasing opportunities for mutual interaction can be steps taken in this
regard, which should also be actively pursued on social media.

Decent Government Policies: Government policies in Tiirkiye that affect the daily
lives and future of refugees should be reviewed and improved. Particularly, more equitable
and accessible policies should be developed concerning issues like freedom of travel and
higher education fees for students.

Identity and Self-Esteem: Understanding strategies for refugees to preserve their
identities and protect themselves from discrimination is important. Societies should display
more social tolerance and understanding to enable refugees to maintain their self-esteem and
develop their identities in a healthy manner. Achieving this goal is possible by implementing
the previous recommendations, but efforts should also be made to support refugees' self-
esteem and self-confidence.

In addition to these, it is important for researchers to conduct descriptive studies on
refugee experiences and strive to understand the mechanisms that trigger these processes.
However, going a step further and designing inclusive and real-world prevention and

intervention programs in this regard is even more essential and prioritized.
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These recommendations can be considered as steps that can assist refugees in coping
with their challenging lives. Respecting the rights of refugees and supporting them is a

humanitarian responsibility and a task that requires collaboration among societies.
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5. CONCLUSION

This study primarily focused on university student refugees' experiences related to
their refugee background and the concept of "being a refugee." Its objective was to acquire
a comprehensive understanding of the difficulties refugees encounter throughout their
migration experiences, the process of acculturation, interactions with members of the local
society, as well as their responses to these experiences, adopted strategies, and the
advantages they derive from such encounters. The analysis conducted resulted in the
generation of nine fundamental themes. These themes are as follows: "We couldn't live a
good life" - Challenges of migration, "Struggling just to survive," Difficulty in daily life due
to the lack of understanding of Turkish, Xenophobia towards Syrians, Concealing Syrian
identity: Self-protection against discrimination, "It's like I'm in prison" - Effects of
government policies and legal systems, Refugees' future aspirations, Strategies for coping
with challenging experiences, and resilience or agency in the face of adversity.

The findings of this study align with the outcomes of existing literature. It both
solidified previously established themes in the literature and brought to light some
previously unexplored themes. Furthermore, this study contributed to a deeper
understanding of themes already present in the literature by enriching them with detailed
sub-themes. Given the inherent nature of qualitative studies, while similar themes may
emerge, the significance lies in the specific details included in the study and the examples
provided by the participants. Therefore, this study has made a substantial contribution to the
discussions surrounding "being a refugee" and "refugee experiences" in the literature.
Additionally, the study's reliance on strength-based approaches and the cycle of mutual
constitution framework has paved the way for a broader and more productive discussion of

the findings from various perspectives.
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APPENDIXES

APPENDIX 1: CONSENT FORM

BILGILENDIRILMIS ONAM FORMU

Hos geldiniz!

Bu tez calismasi1 sadece zorla yerinden edilmis kisilerin katilimina aciktir. Bu tanim
miiltecileri, gecici koruma statiisiinde olanlari, uluslararas1 koruma statiisiinde olanlar1 ve
siginmacilar1 kapsamaktadir. Ben yapacagim tez calismasi deneyimleriniz hakkinda daha
fazla bilgi edinmek istiyorum. Liitfen sorulari i¢ten ve gergcege uygun olarak yanitlayin.
Katiliminmiz goniilliiliik esasina dayanmaktadir ve ¢alismadan istediginiz zaman herhangi bir
olumsuz durum yasamadan ayrilabilirsiniz. Bu ¢aligmaya katilarak yanitlarinizi
aragtirmamizin amaci dogrultusunda kullanabilecegimizi ve yanitlarin analizi amaciyla ses
kaydinizin alinmasini kabul etmis olursunuz. Bu tez calismasi Baskent Universitesi Psikoloji
Béliimii’nden Dog. Dr. Zuhal Yenigeri Kokdemir danismanliginda ve Viyana Universitesi
Motivasyon Psikolojisi Anabilim Dali’dan Dr. Christina Bauer’in es-danismanliginda
yiiriitiilmektedir.

Katiliminiz i¢in simdiden tesekkiir ederim.

Sorulariniz i¢in: Ars. Gor. Muhammed Refik Tekeli

Katilimec1 Ad Soyad:

Katilmay1 kabul ettigine dair imza:
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APPENDIX 2: DEMOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION FORM

SOSYODEMOGRAFIK SORULAR
- Cinsiyetiniz: Kadm, Erkek, Diger, Belirtmek Istemiyorum
- Yasmmz:
- Sumfimiz:
- Boliimiiniiz:

- Tiirkiye’de kals siireniz (24 Ay, 2 Y1l, 15 Ay gibi):
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APPENDIX 3: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW FORM

YARI YAPILANDIRILMIS GORUSME SORULARI

- Miilteci olmak sizin i¢in nasil bir sey?
o Simdiye kadar ne gibi deneyimler edindiniz?
o Miilteci olarak deneyimleriniz sizi nasil etkiledi/hayatinizda neler degistirdi?

- Miilteci kimliginizden dolay1 yasadiginiz olumsuz deneyimler nelerdi? Olumlu
deneyimler nelerdi?

- Deneyimlerinizin sizin iizerinizdeki olumsuz etkileri nelerdi? Olumlu etkiler
nelerdi? (6rn., kampiis icerisindeki arkadas iliskileri, akademik basari, romantik
iligkiler).

- Geleceginizi diisiindiigiiniizde neler hedefliyorsunuz? Nelerin sizi bekleyebilecegini
diisiiniiyorsunuz?

- Universite egitiminiz siiresince yasadiginiz miilteci oldugunuz i¢in yasadigmizi
diisiindiigiiniiz  olumsuz deneyimler nelerdi? Dislanma, G&tekilestirme ve
damgalamaya maruz kaldiginizi diisiindiigiiniiz oldu mu?

- Tirkiye’de devlet kurumlar1 ve politikalar sizi nasil etkiliyor?

- Daha oOnce miiltecilerin yasadigi deneyimlerin genellikle c¢ok zor oldugunu
duymustuk; ayn1 zamanda bazi miilteciler bize gii¢lii yonler ve 6nemli beceriler
gelistirdiklerini de sOyliiyorlar; bu konuda ne disiiniiyorsunuz? Siz de

deneyimleriniz sayesinde bu tiir gii¢lii yonler gelistirdiniz mi?
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APPENDIX 5: MIND MAP OF THE THEMES AND SUBTHEMES

Hiding Syrian
identity: Protecting
oneself against
discrimination

"Ne Arabic!” - Not speaking
Arabic within the community
« T'm from Mardin" - Not
revealing that you're Syrian
« Trying to dress/look like a
Turk
« “Sharp as a knife glances’-
Being subjected to
accusatory and hostile looks
« Desire not to be a
refugee/have citizenship

“| feel like I'm in
prison”: Effects
of government

policies and legal
systems

Restrictions on the
right to travel
Inability to work in
public institutions
Difficulty in acquiring
Turkish citizenship
High fees in higher
education

"We couldn't live
a good life": The
challenges of
migration.

A

Adjusting to a different
Country/culture

. Leaving your own Country
Being forced to work

ot understanding
urkish makes dail

BEING
REFUGEE

Empowerment or
activism in the face
of challenging
experiences

Empowerment through
language learning
Getting to know people -
Being able to distinguish
who might cause harm
‘Swimming against the
current” - Resisting

dif ficulties, putting in more
effort

Learning to advocate for
one’s rights

Taking on responsibilities
at a young age

Finding ways to
cope with
challenging

experiences

Family support
. Support from Turkish
teachers/academics
« Support from Turkish
friends/neighbors
Support from faith

The future
aspirations of
refugees

“Always dark’ -
Hopelessness about the
future

+ “There is light
somewhere” - Being
hopeful about the
future

Xenophobia

life difficult

Desire to drop out of

“Struggling just to survive”

towards Syrians

“Are you Syrian?" - Their

school

Decline in academic

performance

Struggles in government

institutions

Delay in learning Turkish

o Preference for
Arabic-speaking
regions

s Receiving education

in Arabic schools

flee from war
+ Living alone and separated

+ Fear of being sent back

o Fear of mistreatment
+ Living with prejudices

university

“First and foremost, we are humans” - Right to

+ Inaction (not defending oneself / not retaliating)

+ Living with insecurity due to refugee identity
o Exposure to physical violence and insults
o Increase in anti-refugee rhetoric
o Fear of harm/concerns for personal safety

o Misconception of easy and free access to

only guilt is being a Syrian!
+ Xenophobia in the
neighborhood

« Xenophobia in the educational
environment

o Attitudes of

teachers/academics

o Attitudes of classmates
Xenophobia among
government of ficials

o Misconception of receiving a lot of aid from
the government
o Misconception that ‘ESAD will give money
and start businesses for returnees’
« Being seen as responsible for the war /
accusatory attitudes
+ Negative impact of social media
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