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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

This study aims to understand how the children of the Syrian refugees, whose 

population is constantly increasing, are perceived by the Turkish citizens living in Istanbul 

and the reasons for these perceptions. In this research in-depth interviews were conducted 

with 25 participants who either encountered or had a contact with the Syrian kids. To this 

end, the participants consisted in individuals who live in districts with a dense population of 

Syrian refugees or those who use in their daily lives public transports that pass through such 

districts. 

In the interviews the Syrian kids are mostly described as “the beggar kids”, but the 

participants also include those who talked about kids who lead their lives as the kids in 

Turkey and those who talked about child workers. In this study the Syrian kids are defined 

as “Ghosts” because of three reasons: invisibility, fear, and denial. The Syrian kids are 

invisible because, although the participants expressed their feelings of pity and worry about 

the kids, this situation has lost its significance for them. Likewise, despite that they observe 

the violence against the children, the class difference among them—and among their 

families—and child labor, all of these have come to be regarded as ordinary by the 

participants 

The participants are afraid of Syrian kids, for even the very existence of these little 

kids bothers them. The perceived rate of danger increases as the age of the kids increases. 

The greatest reason for their fear is the possibility that the children may turn into criminals in 

the future. The participants noted that it is highly likely that this horror scenario will be 

realized. 

Another factor that makes the Syrian kids ghosts, denial, stems from the fact that the 

perception as regards the children is overshadowed by the perception as regards the adult 

Syrians, and that, for that reason, children’s condition and needs in the long term are being 

ignored. That is why, in the study, results were found about the perception regarding 

children as well as those regarding the perception of adults. 

The participants expressed mostly negative judgments when adults were in question. 

Behind these judgments chiefly lie economic and cultural concerns. According to the 

participants, the chief reasons for the Syrian refugees’ economic effects are that they pose a 

burden for the country’s economy and that they restrict the employment opportunities. 

Another concern of the participants’ relates to the cultural differences: they stated that the 

Syrians, who they think have difficulties in adapting to the social life, will cause problems for 
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Turkish society in the future. Personal stories and personal characteristics played a special 

role for creating and differentiating these perceptions. 

Although it was assumed at the initial stage of this study that the kinds of contact 

existing among these characteristics would be effective in forming positive or negative 

judgments, the results do not point to a clear relationship. It was seen, however, that the 

contact was effective in re-evaluating the hearsay. Moreover, the participants also noted the 

political aspects of the process about the Syrian refugees. 

When the question of how to be able to live together with the Syrians is discussed, 

two points come to the fore: for half of our participants, the Syrian kids should go back to 

their own country with their families, and what is to be considered, prior to how to live 

together in the future, is how to live together today. If living together is a necessity, then we 

must focus on children’s vital needs in the short term and their education in the long term. 

Education must be focused on   teaching as well as cultural adaptation. But the question of 

the education language is a matter of controversy. The demands, regarding the adults, for 

cultural adaptation/assimilation and economic employment are at the forefront. Learning 

the Turkish language is a prerequisite for both the children and the adults to embrace the 

society. In addition, it was acknowledged that the differences between the Syrians and the 

Turkish citizens cannot be resolved and the desire to live in separate places was also 

expressed. 

Our study has reached the conclusion that, the negative judgments that were voiced 

notwithstanding, the Syrian children have an important role to play in making it possible for 

the two groups to live together. 

All the same, our participants’ perceptions regarding the Syrian kids are positive, and 

they draw attention to the fact that the children can adapt, and that the horror scenarios can 

be prevented but that it requires effort. The transformation of the negative perceptions may 

start from children. Fulfilling the basic needs of the children and including them to the 

education process are important, but this education process must draw attention to 

multiculturalism. The process beginning with children must extend to adults and they must 

be included to the education process of the children as their parents. Furthermore, the 

employment opportunities for them must be increased. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 On May 1, 2018, a Syrian kid who was believed to be between 8-10 years old was 

killed by being run over by a metrobus.[i] Another Syrian kid, who was selling handkerchiefs 

in metrobus, overwhelmed by exhaustion, fell asleep on the knee of a passenger.[ii] Likewise, 

a man who beat a Syrian kid who was selling handkerchiefs was met with reaction by the 

citizens and this resulted in a heated debate between the passengers.[iii] In parallel with these 

successive events in daily life—when the news about the Syrian kids in the Turkish media 

are observed—it is seen that the kids are mostly described in terms of victimization and are 

the subject of the news about education.[iv] That they are mainly presented by means of the 

education and victimization dichotomy; that they are defended out of pity when they are 

subjected to reaction; and that they are helped while people also emphasize that they must 

be sent back to their own country, together point towards the fact that the condition of the 

kids of the Syrian refugees[v] in Turkey dwells in a very grey area. 

 It is not at all unlikely that among the readers of this research report is someone who 

was once startled in one of his or her local trips that a child who has been a subject of news 

was standing too close to him or her. It is also possible that the same person—despite all the 

news he or she encounters on a daily basis and his or her daily encounters with them in the 

urban areas—had not noticed these children’s existence until he or she felt disturbed by 

them. And perhaps for another reader, the Syrian kids are—even though inadvertently—

extremely visible. The attitudes, positive or negative, taken towards the Syrian kids 

constitute the reflection of the perceptions developed in regard to them. These attitudes and 

perceptions, in turn, give signals that may shape the future of the Syrian refugee kids in 

Turkey. Thus this study you are reading aims (1) to examine this perception in regard to the 

Syrian kids and its reasons, (2) to examine the differences in the local people’s short- and 

long-term apprehension of the Syrian kids, and (3) to make political suggestions specific to 

these issues. 

 The Syrian civil war now ongoing for seven years displaced more than 10 million of 

people—including those living in the neighboring countries and others who sought safety. 

Turkey is now the country with the highest refugee population. As of present, in Turkey, 

over 3.5 million of Syrians are registered under the “provisional protection regime”, where 

they have the opportunity to have access to facilities such as healthcare, work permit, and 

education.[vi] The fact that 92% of the Syrian refugees live in city centers reveals the 

importance of the difficulty of adaptation in the context of city life and of the demands for 
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adaptation. That the urban area is shared in daily life by the two parties; that the stay in 

Turkey has taken long due to the ongoing civil war in Syria and that the refugee problem has 

been subject to politization, have led to debates about the Syrians and effected a shift in the 

social perception towards the negative. In addition to the media reports about events 

involving tension and violence,[vii] public opinion polls and research[viii] also show that there 

are social dislike and negative perceptions/attitudes towards the refugees. However, there 

has not been a sufficient amount of extensive studies on the perceptions and attitudes 

towards the Syrian children. 

 When we look at the demographics of the Syrian refugees in Turkey, we see that 

more than 46% of the refugee population consists of children.[ix] Undoubtedly, these children 

are one of the groups that are most affected by the ongoing civil war in Syria and by the 

subsequent forced migration. These children whose number is constantly increasing by those 

who were born in Turkey are faced with problems such as forced labor, post-war traumas, 

abuse, and not being able to attend to school. For instance, though steps are taken by the 

government and non-governmental organizations for enabling their access to education, the 

rate of continuing the education among the Syrian children outside the camps was reported 

to remain at 26%.[x] One of the most important reasons for their not being able to continue 

their education is that they have to work in order to help their families. A research 

conducted in Kilis has revealed that the Syrian kids predominantly work in plastic and paper 

collecting jobs,[xi] whereas another research, conducted in Hatay and Urfa, showed that the 

children are working in harsh conditions, 12 hours per day and 6-7 days a week.[xii] In 

addition, the children who are selling handkerchiefs or begging for money in most used 

public transports such as metrobus increase their visibility and carries the issue of Syrians, 

which is already in a socially sensitive condition, to a more negative level. For this reason, 

the aim of this research is to tell a metropolitan story about the perceptions and attitudes 

towards the Syrian kids, drawing upon the kids encountered in public transports. 

 

PERCEPTIONS IN REGARD TO REFUGEES, IMMIGRANTS, AND EXPATRIATES 

 

 Although the scope of this research is restricted to the Syrian children, it is assumed 

that the attitudes taken towards the Syrians in general affect, directly or indirectly, the 

perception in regard to the Syrian children. Thus we will draw upon the theoretical 

background developed on this subject in the literature to examine the views of Turkish 

citizens about the short- and long-term existence of the Syrian children in Turkey, the 
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reasons for the negative perceptions regarding the children, and how these perceptions differ 

from each other. In the literature there are various explanations of the negative attitudes 

taken towards the immigrants, refugees, and expatriates. Theoretically speaking, the three 

most common approaches of these explanations are as follows: the contact theory, economy-

based explanations, the theory about the threat of competition among groups or for the 

resources. 

 The contact theory based on Allport’s work defends the thesis that the contact 

between the different target groups diminishes the prejudices, and also brings about the 

reciprocal understanding and integration, as well as developing the peaceful 

relationships.[xiii] Here the mutual goals and ends play an important role, because some 

studies show that, when there is competition, the contact between the groups does not 

necessarily diminishes the negative attitudes taken towards each other. More generally, the 

contact theory assumes positive effects on the condition that the parameters such as mutual 

goals, equal status, collaboration among groups, and the support of the officials are in 

place.[xiv] 

 When we look at the application of the contact theory, we see that there are lots of 

studies confirming Allport’s hypothesis.[xv] For example, Jackman and Crane (1986) show 

that whites who have Afro-American friends are more positive towards the other ethnic 

groups and the immigrants in their country compared to whites with no Afro-American 

friends. On the other hand, some studies argue that, even though Allport’s conditions are 

fulfilled, not every contact diminishes the prejudices.[xvi] For instance, Burns and Gimpel 

(2000) and Dixon and Rosenbaum (2004) argue that the contact with the minority groups due 

to spatial proximity—even under the same socio-economic conditions and equal status—will 

not reduce the prejudice against blacks.[xvii] This is because “the rivalry between the different 

groups living in the same neighborhoods is more intense.”[xviii] 

 One of the weakest sides of the applications of the contact theory is that they cannot 

conceptualize the type of contact. In view of the density of the contact/relationship and the 

types of contact—such as friendship, encounters in public transport, and neighborhood—

while Stein, Post, and Rinden (2000) make use of the frequency of contact,[xix] McLaren (2003) 

developed the concept of “sincere contact/intimacy” which defines a specific type of 

friendship.[xx] In this research, as we did in our previous research on perception,[xxi] for the 

purpose of conceptualizing, we will tackle with the contact theory in two dimensions: 

encounter and interaction. Encounter addresses the restricted and superficial situations which 

point to the low degree of contact of relationships or the lack of contact. The contexts like 
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being together with the Syrian refugees in public transports—especially metrobuses—in the 

neighborhood, and in the school are among the instances of this concept. Whereas interaction 

expresses the sincere contact/intimacy put forward by McLaren (2003).[xxii] This concept is 

used for situations where the participants deepen their relationships with the Syrian refugees 

in their professional and daily lives and establish direct communication with them. 

Friendships with colleagues and neighborhood can be cited as examples of interaction. Since 

the subject of this study is the perception with regard to the Syrian children, it is of utmost 

importance where the contact with the refugees falls in the dichotomy between encounter 

and interaction. As discussed below, the Turkish citizens’ views regarding the Syrian 

refugees and children are affected by the context in which they see or do not see these 

children. 

 A lot of studies in the literature contend that another problem about the effects of the 

contact on prejudice is the issue of causality.[xxiii] In more detail, this situation indicates that 

prejudiced people are more likely to avoid contact with other groups, whereas those who are 

less prejudiced and more open to interaction are more likely to have a relationship based on 

contact/intimacy. In this research conducting in-depth interviews are preferred in order to 

overcome a possible causality problem and also to better examine and control the other 

potential variables. Since they will provide more detailed information than do the 

questionnaires, in-depth interviews will help us make a more detailed analysis about 

Turkish citizens’ interactions with the Syrian children. 

 When we review the other research about the perceptions and attitudes towards the 

immigrants and refugees, we see that factors in addition to the contact also affect attitudes of 

different groups towards one another.[xxiv] For example, as the above-mentioned economy-

based approaches suggest, auxiliary factors such as the economic condition and the socio-

tropical concerns are also effective. Jolly and Digusto (2013) pointed out that Quinlan (1995) 

remarks in his study that individuals perceive the people from other groups as threats in 

terms of ethnicity or race, depending on the current economic conditions or the relative 

magnitude of the incoming population.[xxv] In addition to Quinlan’s work, there is a vast 

literature on the negative relationship between the economic threat/rivalry and the attitudes 

towards the immigrants.[xxvi] Economic explanations basically claim that the people will not 

welcome the immigrants, because of the worry about their negative effects and because they 

generally have negative perceptions about the immigrants. For instance, Citrin (1997) argues 

that the negative effects of the existence of immigrants on the employment opportunities 

give rise to negative attitudes towards them.[xxvii] In view of the high rate of unemployment 
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in the country and of the fact that the Syrians mostly work in unrecorded and low wage jobs, 

it should come as no surprise that the unemployed citizens, or those working in sectors such 

as textile or agriculture, where unrecorded employment is common, have negative 

perceptions regarding the Syrians.[xxviii] 

 In parallel with the economic determinants, competition (or rivalry) theory too 

speculates in general lines that citizens possess negative judgments about the immigrants 

because they see them as threats against their life standards and the country’s economic 

condition, e.g., taxes and rental housing prices. In addition to the rivalry in the labor market 

explained above, the people who are worried about the national economy or the taxes,[xxix] or 

those who consider the immigrants a burden for a welfare state are observed to have 

negative judgments.[xxx] For example, Esses, et al. (1998) showed that those who are less 

happy about the current economic conditions conceive of the immigrants as a threat for the 

national economy and so they exhibit exclusionist behavior.[xxxi] 

 But when the issue relates to the perceptions and attitudes towards the Syrian 

children, exactly how these economic explanations work is not yet known. Although the 

children do not seem to be regarded as a threat in terms of labor force and competition, local 

people’s negative prejudices about the parents appear to be transferred to the children as 

well. For this reason, the perception regarding the children too is affected by the economic 

variables. Lastly, in this study, in addition to the economic explanations and the contact 

theory, other factors, discussed in the literature, which are thought of as affecting the 

perceptions about the Syrians will be examined.[xxxii] It was observed, for instance, that 

graduates and youngsters[xxxiii] have more positive perceptions regarding the immigrants and 

refugees. 

 Previous research helped us understand the reasons for the citizens’ negative 

attitudes and the effects of the contact theory, but there are still gaps to be filled with respect 

to the public perception about the Syrians. Previous studies predominantly dwelled upon 

the ethnic and racial relationships and upon the immigrants officially recognized by Europe, 

thus having a certain status. That Turkey has a different context in terms of ethnicity and the 

minorities, and that the Syrians currently have an ambiguous status lying between being 

entitled to extended provisional protection and being mere guests, position the studies on 

perceptions regarding the Syrians differently. Also, the attitudes towards the Syrian kids, 

which is the focus of this research, renders this research valuable with respect to the long-

term adaptation plans and political suggestions. 
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RESEARCH METHOD 

 In this research “in-depth interview” was preferred as a data collection method and 

25 Turkish citizens were interviewed all of whom live in Istanbul. The research focused on 

the individuals who either encountered or had contact with the Syrian kids. To this end, we 

targeted the individuals who live in districts with a dense population of the Syrian kids or 

those who use the public transports passing through these districts. In view of the news 

covered by the media and of the results of the report[xxxiv] prepared by the writers of this 

study, the participants consisted of the individuals who either use Zincirlikuyu-Beylikdüzü 

metrobus route or live on this route. Due to the choice of samples, this research does not 

have the purpose of generalization. Furthermore, again due to the choice of samples, it is to 

be noted that the individuals who are not a part of the work force were not included in this 

research. 

 Although the participants were attempted to be chosen by “the snowball method”, 

since many of those who were asked to participate in the research declined, it has been the 

most difficult part of the research to have access to the participants. We think the reason for 

this is the June 24 elections, which coincided with the time of the research conducted in 

between May-June 2018. To collect enough information for the research, we visited the 

districts on the Zincirlikuyu-Beylikdüzü metrobus route, where the Syrian refugees mostly 

live, and there we talked to the shopkeepers or tradesmen. Here it may be noted that these 

people too showed some reluctance to participate in the research—though this has 

something to do with the research method. To cite one example, someone who has led the 

way to founding an organization for solidarity with the refugees and his friends strongly 

opposed to participate in our research and to answering our questions—though they did not 

shy away from expressing their views in daily conversation. In view of such sensitivity, 

though it was known to be an independent variable in the research, no questions were asked 

about the political views of the participants. 

 Among the 25 participants, 10 were women, 15 were men; 16 were undergraduates 

(degree candidate or holder) or graduates (degree candidate or holder) and 8 were either 

high school students, or elementary or primary school students. One participant, however, 

did not share his or her education status. The age of the participants varies between 19-66, 

but those between 25-35 years old constituted the majority. As the variety matters, it was 

made sure that the participants are from various sorts of occupation. 
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 We preferred a qualitative method of research in order to detect the factors that bring 

about the perceptions. In order to make sure that the questions were intelligible, the 

questions prepared by the research team were first tested by means of pilot interviews. The 

set of questions obtained as a result of the pre-interviews formed the basis of the half-

structured interviews. When the participants consented to it, the interviews were recorded 

and transcribed. Whereas when recording was not consented to, notes were taken. The 

material acquired was analyzed in the light of the coding scheme prepared by the research 

team to be made into the research report.  

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

 We have grounded the structuring of our interviews on some of our questions which 

revolve around the observations of our participants who use metrobus to go to work and in 

their private lives. Thus we have kicked off our conversations by the preliminary questions 

such as “whether there are any changes about the metrobus” or “whether they have 

experienced any interesting incidents in the metrobus”. Since we aimed to combine the 

participants’ metrobus trips with their daily lives in order to find out their perceptions 

regarding the Syrian kids and to test the validity of the contact theory, we thought it 

important to mention their experience and observations. 

 In reviewing the interviews, we observed that, generally, the Syrian refugee kids and 

adults were reported to be more visible to our participants who travel within the European 

side of Istanbul. Some of those whom we have interviewed express their general awareness 

and observations about Turkey in terms of the visibility of the Syrian refugees in the 

metrobus. Interviewees noted that the Syrian refugees have been seen more often in recent 

years, saying that there are now more “foreigners” across Turkey. So it turns out that 

metrobus trips and living on the Zincirlikuyu-Beylikdüzü route—as a projection of the 

personal experience—give rise to the perception that the number of “foreign” groups 

(foreigners) in Turkey has increased. On the other hand, many interviewees stated that they 

feel themselves like foreigners in their own country. Those who believe that the number of 

the refugees (foreigners) in Turkey is constantly increasing feel like they are the foreigners 

themselves. The same feeling is shared by those who have come to settle in Istanbul by 

domestic migration and have been living there for long years. In the light of the data 

summarized above, we have begun our journey to find out the perceptions in regard to the 

Syrian refugee kids who are reported to be more visible. 
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Perception in regard to Children 

 Perception in regard to children, which we have put to the center of our study, shows up 

in the first place via “the beggar kid” narrative. The participants in general mentioned the 

Syrian kids they encountered in metrobus and in the streets in terms of the fact that they beg 

for money. At this point, we believe that it is important to point out that they describe the 

children begging for money as Syrians, though they do not actually know whether these 

children are Syrians or not. When asked, “How many of the Syrians in Turkey do you think 

are working and how many of them are begging for money?”, a participant answered that he 

or she thinks approximately 1 million children are begging for money. 

 Although our research is focused on the people using metrobus and/or those living 

on the metrobus route, we also scrutinize whether or not the participants encounter the 

children outside the metrobus or its vicinity. The reason for this is to attempt to find out 

whether the children are visible or not except when they are begging for money, and 

whether the participants have direct contact with them or not. These we wanted to find out 

because it is highly probable to come across with people who express their need for help or 

beg for money in the vicinities of the metro and metrobus. Still, to avoid a definition based 

solely on location, we preferred to ask our participants their likelihood to come across with 

the children in different locations. 

 When we examined the participants’ reports, we found out that almost all of those 

who say the Syrian children do nothing other than begging for money are out of direct 

contact with the Syrian children and the Syrian refugees in general. Furthermore, it turned 

out that the same people express the children’s behavior in terms of begging for money. 

Some of our participants noted, based on their own experience, that the Syrian kids who beg 

for money are “disturbing”. It was observed, moreover, that those of our participants who 

live in the same neighborhood with the Syrian kids and their parents have more severe 

criticisms regarding the children. On the other hand, the participants with Syrian families in 

their neighborhood and who have contact with them also mentioned the existence of the kids 

going to school and having a daily life, as well as the child workers. Lastly, it should also be 

emphasized that, despite that almost all our participants have come across with the Syrian 

kids, only two of them have had a direct contact with them. 
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Ghost Kids: Invisibility 

 When asked of their feelings about the Syrian refugee kids, our interviewees mostly 

answered, rather expectedly, with feelings of pity and sadness about the kids. Our 

interviewees’ feelings of pity are associated with the conditions under which the children 

live, their having deficient and torn clothes, their being in the streets instead of school, and 

their not being able to enjoy their childhood. One of our participants’ explanation serves as a 

summary of the situation: 

“I mean, in need of help... When I think about the children what comes [to my mind] is being 

in need of help. Uneducated comes [to mind]. One who is deprived of education rights comes 

[to mind]. One who couldn’t be children comes [to mind]. One who had to grow up... When I 

look at my kid and the one outside, they are as different as chalk and cheese. Like one who was 

forced to grow up... Or maybe now they are not aware of what they are doing, either. Well, I 

mean... They might be going through things that may cause great harm in the long term. That 

is why  when I look at those kids I look with pity. I look with sadness.” (Female, 27) 

The first distinction that strikes us between the Syrian children and the Syrian adults 

is that there is a feeling of pity for the children and that their parents are blamed for the 

conditions to which the children are subject. Nevertheless, it is possible to say that, when it is 

examined in Turkey’s political, economic, and social context, the feeling of pity is decreasing 

or has disappeared. Although the children’s life conditions give rise to a feeling of pity in the 

participants, the fact that there are too many children gives rise to discontent due to 

economic reasons, and the parents with a high number of kids are criticized. A 24-year-old 

participant, who drew attention to the realistic possibility that the families have their kids 

working out of necessity, noted that their unclear condition in Turkey may be pushing them 

to such choices, and said these about the kids’ being used as beggars: 

“Monetary aids are provided so that these kids wouldn’t have to work like this [i.e. as 

beggars], educational aid is provided. But I have found out that the Syrian families don’t 

accept this, that they are able to make more money by that [i.e. by their kids’ begging for 

money], so they put obstacles to this [i.e. this policy of the provision of monetary and 

educational aid so that the kids will not have to work]. Here there is actually deliberate 

administration too, I shall tell you. I mean, for one, I myself know in person that, however the 

municipalities are trying to help—at least for this group—they don’t accept it, that even the 

rich Syrians complained to the police about the Syrians begging for money and thereby 

harming the Syrians’ reputation.” (Male, 24) 
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The fact that the feeling of pity is expressed so frequently notwithstanding, when we 

examine the interviews in more detail, we see that “begging for money” has been reduced to 

banality in our interviewees’ narratives. The first reason why we describe in our study the 

children of the Syrian refugees as “the ghost kids” is this act of reducing to banality. The 

report of one of our participants, who is using the metrobus for six days a week, is a clear 

example of banality—of not being able to be recognized albeit being seen: 

“Well, to be honest, at first I used to have pity, but now we got used to it. We got used to the 

situation. 2 million 3 million in Istanbul... Whatever the number is... Everywhere is filled with 

the Syrians. Everywhere was filled with beggars anyway. Now it is also the Syrians. The 

situation being like this, I mean I don’t know now. Okay, it is a pity about these kids, they are 

little; on the other hand, these are all men who escaped war. We hear they are having lots of 

kids. I mean I don’t understand it.” (Male, 29) 

One of our participants who migrated to Istanbul from a little city for work said that 

he or she was first surprised that the things like these were being reduced to banality by the 

natives of the cities, but that later he or she himself or herself got used to this situation as 

well. Another participant, a graduate who have just returned to Turkey, said that he or she 

thinks the children are “a lost generation.” And another one expressed his feelings as 

follows: 

“I feel somewhat sour, but after a while you start to get used to it in urban life. Unless it is a 

very peculiar situation. For instance I now remember the first time I’ve seen a barefooted kid 

in the street. But if I saw [him or her] now, I would probably forget it the next day.” (Male, 

26) 

It is obvious from the citations of our participants that, in addition to the existence 

and condition of the children, violence against them has also come to be regarded as 

ordinary. In reporting that the children were subjected to violence and were kicked out of a 

place by being “pushed”, the participants did not describe their observations as 

extraordinary incidents. It has been also observed by the participants that such incidents 

occur more often in restaurants and cafés. Alternatively put, the children begging for money 

or “misbehaving” in the metrobus and, for that reason, being subjected to violence have lost 

their visibility with respect to there being any reaction against the violence they are exposed 

to in a city where they strive to stay alive, and with respect to there occurring any change in 

this situation. Despite mentioning the kids who sell handkerchiefs in addition to those 

begging for money, the participants stated that there were poor kids in the streets and in the 

public transports already in the past. That the Syrian kids are outside begging for money, 
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exposed to violence, and get kicked out of various places, and that people in general do not 

react to this is, as manifested in the testimonies of the participants, another indication of the 

fact that the Syrian kids in Istanbul are “ghosts.” For example, 

“The man beat the kid as if pushing him. Towards the door... And the kid began to cry. A 

bigger chaos came about. The kid began to shout, began to cry; because he was hurt. The man 

beat him really bad. It happened just before my eyes. A guy next to us—about 20-25 years 

old—walked up to the man. He asked how would you feel if it were your own kid; but only 

that guy reacted so much. People are in the mood of ‘I shall keep my nose clean in the 

metrobus’.” (Female, 26) 

And another of our participants reports her observation during his trip as follows: 

“This is what generally happens: they [i.e. the Syrian kids] get on the bus—and they never ask 

for permission to get on the bus—and the security doesn’t pay attention to it; they try to sell 

handkerchiefs or things like chewing gums or what not; when people don’t accept (the things 

they are selling) they put those things on the people to whom they are going to sell; they try to 

force people to buy; and when people don’t accept this either, then they prefer the way of 

touching and licking; and so I have seen fights picked out such as might lead to serious 

physical violence against the children.” (Male, 24) 

Aside from these, the narratives underlining the class difference between the low 

wage laborer kids and refugees are due more to those of our participants who share the same 

living space with kids. What is surprising in these narratives is again the fact that these 

situations are reduced, in the narratives, to banality and internalized so much so that they 

are no longer visible. To the question, “Have you encountered a Syrian kid with a different 

profile?”, two participants have given the following answers: 

“I mean, when we go to Nişantaşı we can see in the shopping malls there rather a different 

family type. Types of children, types of families... We also know of course Syrian kids who are 

always in Burger King, but if we generalize I think this is what mostly constitutes the 

generalization.” (Male, 24) 

“A great part of the children is babies. I haven’t seen many studying kids. In clothing 

industry, however, there are kids working as ironers, in addition to the adult Syrians.” (Male, 

27) 

Ghost Kids: Fear 

 Another reason why the Syrian kids are characterized as “ghosts” in this report is that 

there are various reasons for the fear they awake in adult Turkish citizens. One fear can be 
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categorized as “the fear of the existence of kids”, triggered by the prejudice towards them. 

This fear is clearly observed in what a participant has to say about a kid who she says was 

trying to touch people and about this kind of behavior: 

“(How does it make you feel that they are trying to touch?) It troubles me. I don’t know what 

was taught to him. Maybe he is up to something, maybe he is trying to steal. I mean I can’t 

approach this in an optimistic way anymore. Maybe the kid is touching just out of curiosity, 

but I can’t stay optimistic after the things we have heard.” (Female, 24) 

When we looked a bit more closely at the things told about the kids begging for 

money or selling handkerchiefs, as well as the Syrian kids, we have observed—as will be 

seen in the quotation below—that people distinguish between the little kids and older kids 

and youngsters (not adults). In other words, as they get older children are more perceived as 

“dangerous” and this perception of “danger” makes them feel more “insecure”. This 

situation—again due to prejudice—effects a fear that is a result of the perception as to the 

potentiality of the children’s involvement in crime. The feeling of pity expressed regarding 

the younger kids transforms into an expression of fear as the kids grow and these kids are 

regarded as “the source of danger”. For instance: 

“(What does come to your mind with “Syrian kid”?) As a little kid, with “Syrian kid” what 

comes to my mind isn’t little kid. It is the children between 10-18 years old and I don’t quite 

like them. Little ones I like because they are little, but since the older ones harm the 

environment... —You must have heard of it—that they harm the animals, the environment. 

Cats, dogs... Sexually abusing the young girls... My sister reportedly experienced it in a 

minibus. That they sexually abused a woman. Then it was reported to the driver. Then the 

driver stopped the minibus. They beat that guy [i.e. the alleged abuser] and threw him out. It 

happened in Gebze-Harem.” (Male, 19) 

The cardinal source of fear relates more to the future of the Syrian children than to 

their present. Svendsen’s (2008) arguments[xxxv] to the effect that fear as a feeling arises in 

relation to what has not yet been experienced and the threat-danger being perceived are 

supported by the findings of this study. What we see here is that the threat not yet occurred 

fuels the fear due to the possibility that the Syrian children may settle in Turkey. 

Alternatively put, the questions we have asked our participants about the long-term 

conditions of the Syrian children reveals this fear. Some of our participants pointed out that 

the Syrian kids—even though they might have been born in Turkey—must return to their 

country with their parents, and almost all of them said that they think the Syrian children 

and adults will stay in Turkey. When we asked their opinions about the future of our 
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country, the great majority of them claimed that, unless the measures are taken, these 

children will be pushed into crime. Moreover, there were even those who spelt out the 

alleged possibility that new terrorist organizations will be formed. Additionally, they 

remarked that the course of events is not well managed and so the horror scenarios are more 

likely to occur in the long term. 

“It doesn’t necessarily need to show itself as beggary. Though I don’t think it will, for I don’t 

think a child if he or she is healthy will beg for money—especially boys. In general, they 

mostly turn to different crimes. There are various studies about this in the criminology. 

Generally, children who grew up outside and without any family education have recourse to 

those practices/crimes, after begging for money: theft, robbery, and rape. And naturally they 

will incline to them unless they are inspected, and there is, as I said, no plan, project as to how 

to forestall this.” (Male, 24) 

In addition to these, the participants laid stress upon the potential harm that the 

children may do to the country’s economy and to the social order, unless they are 

employed—due to associating them with crime and occasionally seeing them as a source of 

fear. These statements have shown once again that the “zeitgeist” in Turkey is reflected on 

the interviews as well, and that the conditions of the refugee kids is very much associated 

with the economy. These kids stand out, in the eyes of the citizens, as an element of fear for 

Turkey’s economy. 

“Maybe not much can be done for those who have come at the age of 20-30. Maybe sheltering 

and nourishment can suffice, but for the kids education is also important. In the end sooner or 

later they will become the citizens of our country. They are going to live with us. They aren’t 

always going to remain as beggars. Maybe when living with us they will even be the criminals 

of this country. While many of us study and have a profession, they won’t be able to do that. 

They won’t be able to get admission to a certain job, because they are Syrians. Maybe they will 

have to steal. Actually for the condition of the country too they need to be educated.” (Female, 

23) 

A participant who noted that not getting employed may push individuals into crime 

said the following: 

“I don’t think there will be any change from now on. I don’t think the government has these in 

its program. What we see as more important, we have things that we see more important than 

the lives of children. Why is the dollar rising in value? Why is the fuel price so high? Maybe 

the reason for this is that these people just play the role of consumers without involving in 

production. Frankly I think they should in some way be involved in employment.” (Male, 19) 
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A similar scenario is expressed by a graduate in the following way: 

“(What do you think is going to happen to these Syrian children?) They are going to get 

citizenship over time, they will grow up, will be employed in subsidiary jobs. And if that 

doesn’t happen—if they don’t go back to their countries either—they will either become thieves 

or murderers. This is a situation that will not lead to anything else. They will be convicted 

individuals.” (Male, 33) 

Also, a 25-year-old participant said that the children who, while growing up, are 

rejected and excluded by the other members of the society in which they live will be filled 

with hatred and that this hatred will in the future direct them into crime. It must also be 

emphasized that the participants who share this view noted that in Turkey there is a 

prejudice against the Syrian kids (and adults) and that some approach them with hatred. 

These statements, while addressing the difficulties that the Syrian refugees in Turkey are 

going through, makes their future uncertain. Here it should be noted once again that some of 

the participants did not speak of the Syrian children’s criminal tendency just because of their 

being Syrians; on the contrary, they underlined that this horror scenario can be forestalled. 

 

Ghost Kids: Denial 

As pointed out above, the questions we have used in our study were prepared with 

the aim, in the first place, of evaluating people’s perceptions in regard to the Syrian kids in 

the short term, and then of making the participants think about what kind of future is 

possible with the Syrian refugees in the long term and of learning about their opinions. 

Nonetheless, during the interviews, the participants were inclined to answer the questions 

about the children in terms of the adults. Moreover, they tried to somehow build their 

answers on the problems about today’s adults and answered even the questions about future 

with reference to today’s adults. The researchers strived to keep the interviews centered on 

the children and observed, in the analysis process, that the perceptions regarding the 

children are affected by those regarding the adults. And this supports the assumptions made 

in the beginning of this research with findings. This situation is another indication of the fact 

that, in spite of being encountered everyday by the individuals living in Istanbul, the Syrian 

kids are barely existent before their eyes. This attitude of the participants’ reveals that the 

Syrian kids are not at the forefront of attention and that the participant perception is 

restricted to the short term. 
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Others 

 In this section of the study we shall talk about the above-mentioned perceptions 

regarding the adults and the arguments that the participants put forward to justify their 

views. 

Economical Others 

 Majority of our participants have expressed negative views when the adults were 

under discussion. The most notable of the arguments put forward by the participants are the 

“economy-based” ones. Some of our participants perceive the Syrians as “economical 

threats”—especially as “competition-oriented” and “burden-oriented”, as mentioned in the 

section on the literature—and this perception also influences the approach towards the 

Syrian kids in virtue of the fact that their future in Turkey is considered. The quotations 

below serve as examples of how economy-based negative views can deepen: 

“I mean in real life they don’t act like they are needy at all. Because of them the work force has 

become, well... They are working for very low wages. We are having a lot of problems (like) 

employment. We are not a perfect country either. Because of them we are getting even worse. 

Hearing such things inadvertently generates hatred. Against children... Yes, I’m seeing them 

as kids, but I’m not looking at the adults in the same way. I’m at the point of saying they must 

get the hell out of our country.” (Female, 26) 

For example, a 53-year-old male participant gives utterance to the perception of threat 

which causes him to have a negative approach towards the Syrians and which is shaped by 

being a burden: 

“Aside from this there is a burden that can be carried and there is one that can’t be carried. 

The Syrians are a burden that Turkey can’t carry.” (Male, 53) 

The Syrians pictured above as “burden” are emerged as the group that is considered 

the most distant among the other differing groups. In addition to the perceptions of rivalry 

and burden, the expression “being employed instead of Turkish people” is also common 

among the participants’ replies. In other words, it is considered inappropriate that the 

Syrians have jobs in Turkey—in comparison with Turkish citizens. Moreover, they 

emphasized that they give the right to get employed within their society above all to their 

own group (i.e. Turkish citizens) and that the Syrians are a heavy burden: 

“The homeland is not in a good condition. The bread is shared. Unemployment has risen. And 

so the shopkeepers hire them. Instead of hiring and providing insurance for those in Turkey, 

they hire the Syrians.” (Male, 64) 
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 The most important among the economic concerns, which are at least as much 

mentioned as the perception of burden regarding the Syrian refugees, is the idea that they 

pose a threat by causing unfair competition in the labor market. Our participants expressed 

their discontent about the highly populated and needy Syrian refugees’ working without 

insurance and with low wages; but that the refugees are exploited by the Turkish employers 

was mentioned in the interviews, too. That is to say, while the fact that they are employed as 

low wage laborers was told as an economic threat, it was at the same time emphasized that 

this is perpetuated as a problem in Turkey and that the Syrians are forced to the conditions 

in this economic system. When the Syrians or rather “the foreigners” are in question, the 

business sector most complained about is the textile business. A young participant who is a 

textile worker said these: 

“Right now for instance where I’m working Turkish workers used to get paid more. Now since 

the amount of workers has risen they are paid less. Work force has become, well... It is getting 

unqualified.” (Male, 20) 

 One of our participants, the owner of a textile factory who said that the economic 

condition has been affecting the course of things, evaluates, from the perspective of an 

employer, the participation of the Syrians to the work force as follows: 

“I would employ a Syrian if I wanted to. Why? While I’m paying one 2.5 lira, were the Syrian 

to come, he would say he could work for 1.5 lira. But am I supposed to fire the man working? 

Of course there are those who fire them. In this work both the employer and the employee must 

be secured.” (Male, 29) 

It should be noted at this point that we observe that the socio-economic status of our 

participants has an effect in shaping their perception of the Syrian refugees as economic 

“threats”. This situation was expressed by a participant who is a university graduate: 

 

“... they [the Syrian refugees] cannot get ahead of white-collars but they may well get ahead of 

blue-collars. They are the first to be preferred as blue-collars. They can never be white-collars, 

[but] they have long since defeated the blue-collars.” (Male, 33) 

The participants noted that the Syrians bring about high cost of living in the districts 

with a dense population of them and pointed out that the increase in rent harms the local 

people’s subsistence. Another participant, who is a real estate agent in one of these districts, 

talked about the homeowners’ difference in attitude towards the Syrians in renting their 

houses. He or she noted that there are homeowners who rent their house to the crowded 
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Syrian groups for far more than their actual worth, as well as those who want to help them 

and those who never rent their house to crowded families. 

A male participant who is a shopkeeper in one of these districts said that these 

districts are mostly inhabited by poor people who arrived there by domestic migration and 

that these districts now host Syrians after the former got economically better and moved into 

different districts. Here it may be claimed that the socio-economic hierarchy in Turkey has 

changed and that in time the Syrians have begun to remain at the bottom. One of our 

participants who noted that mostly the foreigners now stay in workers’ dormitories has 

linked his own domestic migration story with the stories of the Syrians. We also observe a 

continuity between the economic migration stories of our participants who underlined the fact 

that there were children begging for money before the Syrians too and the permanency of the 

situation and the Syrian refugee stories. However, what a participant, who lives in the same 

district with the Syrians and shared his own family’s migration story, had to say shows that 

this situation does not always result in a positive perception: 

“My father is very hard on Syrians. I was once robbed in the neighborhood. They had robbed 

me of my phone. When I got home he asked if it was the Syrians for instance. My father is a bit 

hard on the foreigners. (Male, 26) 

Cultural Others 

 Another factor that shapes the negative perception regarding the adult Syrians is 

cultural justification. Although it is claimed that the two societies share mutual cultural 

values, have historical links and common religious values and that these have a positive 

effect on the perception; it is observed in this study that some cultural values and the cultural 

features ascribed to the Syrians in general lead Turkish citizens into forming negative 

perception, and that most of the time this perception is attempted to be legitimized. The 

participants were observed to establish hierarchies in their references to the Syrians’ culture. 

Moreover, it was noticed that, by ascribing negative features to the Syrian refugees whom 

they defined by means of their cultural features, they both differentiate them within the 

society and extend the distance between the borders by legitimizing the differentiation 

between the two societies. In parallel to this, in some of our interviews, the participants, in 

speaking of the cultural discord, made use of statements like “they smell bad, speak loudly, 

are making noise”. The quoted passage below can be given as an example: 

“As Turks how do we behave, how do we live? Well we are benevolent, respectful for the 

elderly, there is a sense of cleanliness, though not in everybody, there is in general such a 
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sense. What I know, to this day I have never seen an Arab or Middle Easterner to be clean. 

About the respect given to women in the society... You don’t know with what mentality a man 

does it but he gives his place to a young woman. I don’t know if they are in the mentality of ‘I 

have come from war’. They have the mentality of ‘I’ve come from another country, I can do 

everything’. It shouldn’t be like this. I don’t suppose Turkish people are like this in Germany? 

I don’t suppose so.” (Female, 33) 

When asked how the Syrians behave in the metrobus, one of our participants replied 

thus: 

“I will say lack of manners because of being of Middle Eastern origin, not educated enough, 

not having become acquainted with higher culture communication means.” (Male, 66) 

An interviewee, noting that there are differences, stresses that there must not be 

cultural differences and behavioral differences due to culture when living together: 

“I’m no longer discussing the employment. Let them live without producing, still let them 

consume; but I don’t want to get harmed by that consumption. I don’t want a Syrian 

throwing litter to the ground. I’m giving an example: Doesn’t one behave attentive when he is 

a guest? I mean I don’t know... When opening the closet, holding the glass, when you are 

eating you try not to spill it. They should at least develop this much respect. Even if they are 

idling, they should at least develop this.” (Male, 19) 

 It was also observed that the cultural difference caused concern for some participants. 

The emphasis laid on cultural differences is reported with ambiguity and thus “fear” 

resurfaces. We had mentioned that the children are regarded as a factor of fear for the future. 

When the adults are under discussion—when their settling in Turkey is at issue—we see that 

this fear is recurring. That is to say, when it is told that the Syrian children may be 

“dangerous” in the long term, it becomes clear that the adults too—on the condition that 

they continue to live in Turkey—will be regarded as an element of this “being dangerous”. 

Still, the difference in perception as regards the children and the adults is conveyed in 

relation to the hope that the children may transform. That is, even though—under the 

influence of the perception regarding the adults—comments are made about the children 

such as “naughty, noisy, lacking in family training”, children’s transformation is seen 

possible. The possibility of the children’s transformation makes it likely, for the participants, 

to live together. It must be noted that the putative “transformation condition/requirement” 

is considered plausible by our participants. A participant, who wants the Syrians to return to 

their country, not only emphasized the cultural difference of the Syrian refugees, but also 

added that this difference might exert a negative influence on the values of the Turkish 



 
 
 

 
22 

 

Istanbul Political Research Institute - IstanPol 

 

 

society. Despite no direct influence by the Syrians is seen, people complain about the 

increasing corruption in Turkey, and complaints are voiced about more and more “becoming 

like Syrians”. 

“(Why must they go back, though? Because they can’t contribute economically?) Rather than 

economic contribution, because of nullifying the spiritual values of Turkish society. In a way, 

though it is not only the Syrians who are doing sexual harassments, within the last five years 

it has begun to increase too much. I think the reason for this is the social corruption. Logically 

speaking, normally in a society the majority’s culture is supposed to influence the minority’s 

culture; but since these Syrians have a very narrow culture they cannot unfold it and as it 

can’t be unfolded, even those with a little something inside have begun to be like them. And we 

too have begun to look like the Syrians. We have begun to consider the same our conservative 

fractions with the Syrians. People cursing at the Syrians curse the others, too and I take this as 

the social corruption of certain fractions.” (Male, 19) 

Similarly, it is possible to say that the participants are prejudiced because the Syrians 

belong to a different culture and of the geography of where they come from; and moreover, 

that they are defined as “the dangerous Other”. This situation shows us that the distrust of 

and, in relation to it, the fear of the individuals/groups known for their differences can be 

observed in Turkey over the Syrians. 

“We were actually neighbors in the apartment building we used to live in. To the first floor—

in the entrance floor—before the event of July 15 occurred approximately three or four Syrian 

family came, left. And unfortunately on the walls ‘fight for the Free Syrian army’, ‘We must 

protect our land in Syria’... They are writing these in Turkish, they were writing on the walls 

of the entrance of our apartment building. Of course it is hard to live with them as well, 

because I have witnessed this: The main door of the house is always open and the men and 

women coming and leaving are innumerable. Is there perhaps an illegal organization there? Is 

there perhaps a man with four wives, maybe more than one such man? Is there a social 

structure? You can’t analyze it, and one inevitably gets scared. Especially after the things 

they’ve written on the walls. I mean, as a somewhat conscientious man, I can cope with such 

things within; but for instance, my mother, my sister may not be able to cope with such 

things. Just think how easy it is. Of course I’m putting aside the perception of the media. But 

we could more or less know what was happening there. I mean so many suicide bombing 

incidents occurred, terror incidents occurred. Assassination attempts occurred. What not... 

And just think maybe your neighbor in the first floor... is such a person.” (Male, 24) 
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 But it should also be noted that, although we have come across with the perception of 

“dangerous” and “criminal” Syrians, these issues were not mentioned as much as cultural 

discords and economic concerns. Thus, in shaping the negative perceptions the role of the 

other two factors were observed to be far more important. 

  The participants, in speaking of the cultural differences with respect to the Syrian 

refugees, are at the same time building the “us and them” distinction, both culturally and 

morally. We see that two camps are being created: “compassionate, clean, pure, and 

hardworking” Turkey, and opposed to it, “dirty, abusing, and emotionally exploiting Syrians 

with their naughty kids.” The “us and them” distinction expressed by the interviewees 

conveys, at the same time, what Turkey’s and its people’s priorities must be. Alternatively 

put, our participants are saying, “we shall first worry about ourselves”, and are pushing the 

Syrians, characterized as foreigners, outside their borders. This shows that a hierarchical 

relationship is established with the Syrians. In this established hierarchy, while those 

included in “us” constitute with their positive features the superior interior group, the 

Syrians as “them” are conceived as being on a more inferior level: 

“Well, like this: the comparison with the Syrian seems to me ridiculous. We’ve tolerated, 

accepted [them]. We are a reasonable country, but we too have cultural differences among 

ourselves. We can also accept the culture but as I said provided it is within the limits of respect 

there won’t be any problems.” (Female, 27) 

 On the other hand, it was also observed that a comparison was made between the 

Turkish citizens and the Syrians, in view of the values and manners. In this comparison, 

while those with “inappropriate” behaviors are referred to as the Syrian refugees, those 

having “right and appropriate” behaviors describe the society which they feel as belonging 

to (Turkish society) in more positive terms: 

“However a Turkish person behaves, however we behave they must also get used to behaving 

like that.” (Male, 33) 

 Furthermore, the ethnic backgrounds of the refugees coming from Syria have an 

impact on culture-oriented perception differences and the ideas about future. For example, a 

participant who noted that he has Turkmen Syrian friends and that there are no serious 

cultural differences between them and the Turkish, answered thus our question about living 

together in the future: 

 “When you consider the Syrians as a whole, you can’t live [together with them]. For as in 

Turkey here, there too are very complicated things... and when you think of the people of this 

geographical area you can’t live with them all of course. There are those close to us, for 
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instance: The real Syrian Arabs. Those who are not Bedouin, there is also Turkmen. I mean 

you can live with them.” (Male, 34) 

Associations of them with Politics 

 When we looked at the participants’ answers in the interviews, we observed a 

perception to the effect that, in addition to that the Syrian refugees are associated with 

external actors/organizations, they are used as “pawns” for the interests of the politicians 

and their political goals. The participants give voice to the claim that the problems in Turkey 

relating to the Syrians are the results of administrative problems and that to raise the voting 

rate the Syrians were given the right to vote. The participants associate the policies and the 

administrations with the Syrian refugees, and because of these associations they assess 

negatively their existence in Turkey and the lives they are trying to sustain. A participant 

who linked the Syrians’ stay in Turkey to two types of “opportunism”, and who said that she 

is herself a Turkish that lived in Germany for a while, pointed out that the refugees are going 

to prefer staying here because they have a feature of “freeloading”, at the same time that 

they are allowed to stay here because “it suits well with the interests of the political arena in 

Turkey.” The same participant, despite having had a similar experience as a “foreigner”—

though not in the conditions of war—speaking of the issue of “double opportunism”, 

suggests that first the Syrian refugees must adapt. Moreover, the same participant used the 

expression “part of the imperialist powers” for the Syrian refugees and added: 

“Yes, there are many [Syrians] around. But I’m not happy with their being here. I think they 

are abusing our good emotions and grace. Besides, these things that have happened and that 

the Syrians are here, I see them as the last phase of GMEI [The Greater Middle East Initiative] 

executed by the imperialist powers.” (Female, 58) 

 

A participant who stated that there are a lot of Syrian refugees around him, and that he does 

business with them, said that he is not happy living with them, and associated the existence 

of the Syrians in Turkey with the imperialist powers and led us into the narrative of 

“external forces”. 

Assessments over Contact and Hearsay 

 Contact and its types, though not ranked among the main factors for generating the 

perception, are one of the important mechanisms that play a role in shaping the perception 

and its transfer to the refugees. Additionally, contact with the refugees is not altogether 
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independent of the main factors discussed above; it is, on the contrary, usually intertwined 

with them. Moreover, this study took into consideration also “encounter” and “interaction” 

as the types of contact. Rather unexpectedly, no regular correlation is detected between 

encounter and interaction, on the one hand, and positive or negative perception, on the 

other; and the number of the participants who expressed positive judgments is very small. In 

the statements of the interviewees in general, unwillingness to be present in the same place is 

noticed. The participants stated to the researchers that, despite being neighbors, they do not 

prefer to communicate with the Syrians, or that they do not want to enter the stores of the 

Syrians in their neighborhood. 

 This attitude serves as an important example for the causality problem in the contact 

theory, too. To put it precisely, does the host society avoid contact with the refugees because 

of having prejudices or negative perceptions, or does it have prejudices because of 

establishing superficial contact? In other words, does it establish intimate contact by 

interacting with them because of having no prejudices, or is it that it forms positive 

perceptions after this interaction? Although this research does not provide a general answer 

for this causal relation, it showed that interaction with the Syrians and establishing intimate 

contact help at least to reduce the prejudices and to question the false information before 

accepting it. For instance, a participant with friends in the textile factory he works in said 

this: 

“But I think the people begging for money here are beggars in their countries too. For instance 

I’m working in factories at holiday. Mostly Syrians... I have a friend too, doing his own 

business. Never begging for money... But there are some [doing it]. So it means they were 

there before as well. Not like I’ve come here so I shall beg for money... No one can do this I 

think. Therefore they were like this before too.” (Male 21) 

 

 Here, the fact that the participant has established friendships with the Syrians and 

that there are Syrians as working people in his private life prevented him from generalizing 

over all refugees. Likewise, this participant had this to say about what sorts of rights they 

have: 

“I, for one, have heard many things... I don’t think all of these are done. My Syrian friends 

take [monetary help] too. It is said to be given to people with children, so far as I’ve heard. And 

also for instance it varies with the age of the children. We don’t actually know exactly. We are 

saying like why they aren’t also giving us money, but maybe it is not like as we think we know 

it. (Male, 21) 
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Again, the fact that he has interaction with the Syrians helped him question the 

speculations about the Syrians before believing them. In sum, it was observed that contact 

and its types, though they do not have a regular effect on the perception regarding the Syrian 

kids or adults, are effective in shaping this perception positively or negatively. 

 On the other hand, participants’ views about the “rumors” which they do not know 

to be true show similarity with the results of other studies. These rumors are generally 

expressed as the rights of the Syrian refugees in Turkey and are described by our 

interviewees as “opportunity, facility, and priority”. In general, it was observed that they 

make negative comments based on the things they have not experienced themselves and on 

the testimonies of their friends or on what they have heard from close connections. Among 

these rumors that were reported were not statements such as that the Syrian refugees “live 

comfortably enough” or that “Turkish citizens are being treated unjustly”. Among the oft-

repeated statements are that the Syrians “do not wait in the queues at hospitals”, “get 

money/payment from the state”, “do not pay for medicine”, and “get easier admissions to 

the universities”, and the facilities are enumerated which they do not know to be true. For 

example: 

“Anyway they are now everywhere already given more rights and opportunities. They have 

the priority at hospitals. They earn money with priority. They don’t go to military service, 

[now Turkish] citizen Syrians. Facilities are provided for them. It doesn’t make sense that they 

are here. The number of their kids is too much. We have neighbors, downstairs and upstairs. 

In our apartment building there are more Syrians than Turkish anyway. They are raucous, 

making noise. There are 8 children. The children of these neighbors are going to school. They 

are having monetary help for books.” (Female, 32) 

 

What Can Be Done for the Children? How to Live Together? 

 The last part of our research questions is built upon what can be done for the Syrian 

children in the short and long term, and upon how to live with the Syrians in case they stay 

in Turkey. As the research is focused on children, “today’s children, future’s adults”, some of 

whom were born here in Turkey and thus are already Turkish citizens, were taken into 

consideration in designing the questions. But when we were in the field of research, concerns 

were raised as regards living together today before thinking about the future—concerns 

which we had not considered but were expressed by some of our participants. The sources of 

these concerns were discussed above. Moreover, as sometimes mentioned above too, first in 



 
 
 

 
27 

 

Istanbul Political Research Institute - IstanPol 

 

 

our discussions about future, when we asked our participants whether they want the Syrian 

kids and their parents to return to their own country, half of them said they want them to 

return. A participant, himself with a domestic migration story, stated that the Syrian children 

must return to their country even though they may have been born here, and added the 

following: 

“I hadn’t wanted to leave the city in which I was born, either; but I did. Well, you might say: 

you haven’t gone to Syria from Turkey. But I know that sense of leaving. But the hometown of 

the children of that age becomes wherever the parents are. I mean they can get devastated, they 

will. But so long as they have their parents with them, there won’t be a problem.” (Male, 26) 

The answers to the question of what can be done for the Syrian children in the short 

term usually concentrated on the necessity of fulfilling the basic needs. It was emphasized 

that shelter and food aids need to be provided first by the public institutions and then by 

civil initiatives. A participant who underlined the individual responsibility as well, stated the 

following: 

“I don’t know if there is a charity foundation for this. I don’t know if there is a program, 

either; but even if there isn’t it must be launched immediately. Maybe a few people thinking 

like I do can accrue and help, do something. One can even teach at schools, I think. After all, 

many graduates in the country are capable of teaching at schools. We may as well teach like 

that, help. Maybe money can be raised for their need for shelter and food; but first someone 

must start it, a public organization [governmental or non-governmental].” (Female, 23) 

Another participant, who stated that she prefers not to come across with the Syrian 

kids in where she lives, said the following when asked what she would like to change for 

them: 

 

“They shouldn’t live in the streets, they should have shelter, I shall not see them in the street 

in winter. Just a living space... I would like them not to starve.” (Female, 24) 

In both cases we see that the participants’ statements are shaped by themes of pity 

and worry. Hence, in our research, which is trying to make people think about the future of 

the children, the participants stated that the basic needs of the children are still lacking and 

that things must be done to make up for this. 

 Although the participants’ statements focused on aid for the short term, they offered 

different criteria to live together in the long term. Cardinal among them are that the kids and 

the adults are to learn the Turkish language and the cultural adaptation/assimilation. The 

necessity of learning Turkish was stated by even the mildest participants. 
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“In order to live together, people must learn how to live. These people must merge with the 

Turkish society. How they will merge is important. A certain education... they must have. 

They must [be able to] speak in Turkish, learn the culture. I mean it’s not working. After all, 

there [where they come from] is a different place. Okay, Syria is our neighbor; but we have 

different cultures, different histories, different languages. Of course, this being the situation, 

conflicts may arise. There are a lot of people here who don’t like the Syrians. How will you 

speak to them? You can tell from his look that he is a Syrian. They must learn how to live.” 

(Male, 29) 

 All the participants underlined the necessity of education in the long term. The 

quoted passage below can be considered an example of the significance of education for the 

participants and of the fact that they have hopes more for the children than for adults: 

“(What do you think we can do for these children?) I can say the solution, but I don’t know 

how we can do it. We can integrate. Of course there are not so many schools but if you put 

three to five children to every school, they will be integrated into society. After all they are 

children. They don’t come as firm as the older ones. They will be integrated in any case. 

[Though] they have grown to this age closed [and] firm, they will change, learn various 

differences. And they will speak the Turkish language fluently.” (Male, 19) 

The participants, who regard education as a means, in addition to teaching, of 

cultural adaptation, differs over what kind of education the Syrian children must be given. 

For example, a participant, while he maintains that they must have equal education rights 

with Turkish citizens, emphasizes that the Syrian children must be given more morality 

classes than the Turkish: 

 

“It is definite how many have come, it is definite how much they have missed. They are not 

going to be like a minority. There will be education. As a Turkish child is educated, so they 

must be done, too. As Turkish citizens take religious and ethical education classes, so they 

must be... given this ethical part more. Turkish citizens are not given enough, either; but they 

must be given more. The perception on women in their own country is not the same as the 

perception on women in our country; the perception on children in their own country is not 

the same as the perception on children in our country. We also have some improprieties, but 

not that much. They find strange everything here. For instance, looking at a woman wearing a 

skirt, a man with long hair, a person with earrings, tattoos... They have to get used to these.” 

(Female, 33) 
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 The question of how to provide the education is another topic problematized by the 

participants. For example, a participant who works voluntarily in non-governmental 

organizations talks about the problems she observed in the schools she attended for 

education programs: 

“... what a bad practice in an education program I attended: they spread the kids out to all the 

classrooms. The teachers were complaining a lot, for is he or she to give education in the 

classroom convenient for the Syrian kids or for the Turkish kids? Such an out-of-order system 

of education exists... If they were to gather the Syrian kids in a classroom, give them education 

via an Arabic-speaking teacher... For they are at a level, ours is at another level. If there is 

going to be a practice of integration between the Turkish and the Syrians, this must be done in 

the form of a [separate] study time. You can’t have this harmony in a mathematics, Turkish, 

social studies, science class. For they have no background. There is a difference in terms of 

level.” (Male, 66) 

Another participant, who has Syrian students in her class and directly witnesses the 

students’ experience, reported her observations as follows: 

“For instance, when the Syrians first came they were put in unmixed classes [i.e., consisting 

only in Syrians], instead of separate classes. These classes were dismantled because the kids 

constantly inflicted violence on each other. Swearing, violence, quarrels, fighting... Or now the 

following project is on: After school, now, the Syrian kids are taking two extra hours of class, 

as supplementary education. But the teachers in these classes say they are getting very tired. 

For they [the kids] are very aggressive. Because of the psychological condition they are going 

through... In view of these things, I predict a troubled youth five years from now; but if 

opportunities of job and education (for) these kids are provided maybe it will be better. Besides, 

instead of forcing them to study in Turkish schools, they may be allowed to attend to schools 

with Syrian kids and educating in Arabic. But they must learn language [Turkish], too. I 

don’t know.” (Female, 48) 

As can be seen in both of the quoted passages, it is a matter of debate among the 

participants how the teaching and education must be given, as well as in what language it 

must be given. For instance, another participant, who mentioned the children’s potential to 

transform into criminals, said that the children should be educated according to their talents, 

and shared with us his personal story of helping the citizenship-owner Syrians build their 

own school. The dialogue below between our researchers and two participants after 

mentioning the importance of education forms a good example of this: 
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“(What must be done for them to adapt to the society? Should the language of education be 

Turkish or Arabic?) 

P1: I think Turkish must be mandatory. If they are living here, they have to get used to here 

anyway. 

P2: They will be assimilated after 10 years anyway, because they won’t have turned back to 

their country. Since Turkish is the official [language], they will give up [speaking] Arabic. 

Maybe they will be given identity cards 10 years later, they may change. 

(Would you like them to be assimilated?) 

P1: Not being assimilated, I think... They shouldn’t forget about their own society, either. I 

mean we don’t want to forget ours. Maybe they won’t, either.” (P1: Male, 20; P2: Male, 21) 

Although the issue of assimilation was quite often addressed in the interviews, some 

participants stated that the Syrian refugees—in addition to learning Turkish and first of all 

the children—have the right to speak their own language and to preserve their culture; but 

the confusion regarding this issue was reflected on the answers they gave. For instance, a 

participant, who noted that in Turkey’s history the preservation of the language and culture 

caused problems with regard to the Kurdish people, gave the following answer when 

evaluating this situation in relation to the Syrian children: 

“(You want them to speak the language. Well, they want to exist in this country by preserving 

their language and culture. Do you think this would be possible?) Yes. Well, I mean... They 

have the right. I don’t know. They have a right to live. I don’t believe it would be a problem for 

me.” (Female, 27) 

 On the other hand, the participants who adopt the view of assimilation/resembling to 

the Turkish especially lay emphasis on values and lifestyle. If the differences were not to 

lessen, our participants state that they would live separately and away from the Syrian 

refugees: 

“We would of course live together if need be. I would live in accordance with my own values, 

they with theirs; but I would distance myself [from them] as much as possible. And there is 

nothing else I could do.” (Female, 26) 

For our participants, another condition for living together is based on economy. It is 

noted that the accord in Turkey can be established provided that the Syrian refugees 

contribute to the economy. Previously, it was mentioned that the Syrians working for low 

wages give rise to competition in economy, but in most of the interviews the refugees who 

“contribute” are perceived as “plausible”. Thus at this point we see the economy-based 

explanations of the differentiation of refugees in the context of Turkey as well. In other 
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words, the distinction of the refugees as “good” and “bad”, or “liveable” and “unliveable”, is 

narrated in terms of economic contribution. For example, a participant, who witnessed the 

external migration stories in the city in which he grew up, and expressed his positive 

perception regarding the Syrian refugees, described the situation thus: 

“I think this has economic basis. Their contribution to the economy or the shopkeeper’s 

expectations from them... These are ugly things but those people whom you would call 

nationalists would live quite peacefully when they had no economic problems.” (Male, 33) 

 A participant who offers a solution for the Syrians who are considered “burden” and 

“threat” says they must overcome the difficulties they are going through within. In addition 

to claiming that the Syrians are a “burden” for Turkey and the Turkish citizens, it is stated 

that the rich Syrians do not help enough the poor Syrians: 

“They predominantly live in the suburban areas. We have many rich Syrians as well. Syrian 

restaurants, Arabic stores... They have rich and poor people, too. Virtually there is no middle. 

Why don’t those rich people look after the poor? Why does it a become burden for me? Why am 

I paying the penalty for it? (Male, 66) 

 On the other hand, it is seen that living together is possible, provided that job 

opportunities for the Syrians are created, instead of forming expectance from the Syrian 

refugees. That is, when we look at the interviews we have conducted, while there are 

participants arguing that the Syrians must contribute economically, it also appears as a 

solution that Turkey’s politics and institutions must provide employment for the Syrians. 

 “The demand for living in separate places”, which is among the findings of this 

study, appears in the following way. A participant, who expresses the view of being in 

separate places, says that job opportunities for the Syrians must be created—depending on 

whether it will make it possible to live together—but that it will become possible within 

“certain” limits—that is, without them being visible everywhere: 

“As I said, I would like the difference to be secured. I would like the children to live like 

children... and [the young people] would be employed or they would be employed in certain 

places.” (Female, 26) 

Securing the Borders 

 Although some of our participants expressed their views as to what can be done for 

the children and how to live together, some others stated that the Syrian refugees must live 

in separate places that belonged to themselves and that not living together would be better 

for the future of Turkey. There are disagreements, however, as to how the separation is to be 
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done. To increase the number and the quality of the refugee camps and to establish a buffer 

zone are among the options stated by our participants. A participant who stated that, despite 

living in the same neighborhood with the Syrians, they maintained the borders shared his 

views in the following way: 

“Yes, we are living together but our social borders are still preserved. And I certainly know 

that neither the Turkish nor the Syrians want to combine [i.e. with each other by lifting the 

borders]. For I think both sides are afraid of and abstain from each other—though they have 

got used to each other.” (Male, 24) 

The differentiation of the living and working places between the Syrians and the 

Turkish citizens was demanded by a participant, with her explanation that it is “less 

disturbing”: 

“Its differentiating a bit... I mean with respect to the quality of where we live and the quality 

of where they live... I mean there being a difference. With their capabilities within certain 

places, in certain conditions... In a place where they can both live and use... And we in our 

own place... This (must) be differentiated.” (Female, 30) 

Similarly, another participant stated this: 

“Well, maybe I may be thinking a bit [like a racist]. ... I mean I don’t want my child, when I 

have one, to be in this environment. I don’t want him or her to be in the same environment 

when he or she is using the public transport, or when he or she goes out. They are now 

everywhere. There are some in the street, also some are living in the same apartment building. 

I mean... I have [her neighbor upstairs] Syrian acquaintances, intimates. I don’t want. I 

wouldn’t want my intimates, or my own child, to adopt their culture, understanding of 

cleaning. So I support [the view that] they should go back.” (Female, 24) 

When the researcher who conducted the interview asked the question, “Are you 

talking about living in separate places?”, our participant has confirmed. As the quoted 

passage has also shown us, in addition to the emphasis on “the difference in the quality of 

life”, the participants think it necessary that there be a hierarchy between the Syrians and the 

Turkish citizens in social and economic domains. In addition to the negative perception 

regarding the possibility of living together, due to the differences between the two societies; 

it was noted (by the participants) that, in order to make it possible, differences must be 

reduced as much as possible, or the differences must be kept separate and the similarities 

must be brought together. Thus some participants demanded that the Syrians live uniformly 

in certain districts, “together with those who are like them”. While our study detected 

negative perceptions regarding the Syrians, it also noticed the emphasis on unity via some 
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participants. Some ideas of unity come out with demands for hierarchy, and some others 

with an emphasis on cooperation. To put it alternatively, the formulae for living together are 

stated as follows: a hierarchical relationship where the Turkish citizens are superior to the 

refugees, or a scenario in which the differences between the two parties will disappear as 

much as possible, or a social formula where the emphasis will be put on the similarities. To 

give an example: 

“After all, we live together, east and west. We can probably live with these too. After all, it’s 

not a distant geography. After all, [they are] the people of our own geography, in a way. If you 

visit, say, Hatay, or Antep, there are lots of similarities [with the Syrians]. If we are thinking 

in terms of the borders of Syria, they might as well live on the border, I mean.” (Male, 34) 

 

“First of all, this thing they call buffer zone... First of all, they shall build an area of life there. 

A city center shall be built. If the people living there want to come towards the west, they must 

first live there for a while and be sent to the west after they got used to [life] there. There shall 

be a canton[?] region. There a language education must be given and there must be an 

elementary education; but I’m against giving them citizenship.” (Male, 33) 
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CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

 We carried out our study based on the in-depth interviews with 25 participants who 

share, in different ways, the same places with the Syrian child and adult refugees. 

Consequently, we have arrived at the conclusion that the Syrian children are “ghosts” in the 

eyes of our participants. The bad conditions that these children, who are usually 

remembered as the “beggars” encountered in public transports, are under and the violence 

they are exposed to are reduced to banality in the eyes of our participants, and the latter’s 

personal awareness of them has seriously become blunt. Another factor that makes the 

children “ghosts” is what is described by our participants as the factor of fear. Albeit drawing 

upon prejudice, our participants classify the Syrian children as an element of fear, by 

considering the physical existence of the children in social areas and the assumption that that 

they can cause problems of public security as they grow older. Moreover, the participants are 

inclined to deny the children’s existence in the social domain and the problems they are 

experiencing. And their views and concerns about today’s adults overshadow the perception 

regarding the children and impede a long-term scenario of “a future together”. And this is 

the third feature that makes the children “ghosts”. 

 The great majority of our participants stated generally negative views (or revealed 

having negative perceptions) about the Syrian refugees, and justified these views (or 

perceptions) by addressing the chief economic and cultural concerns. In addition, political 

reasons and hearsay are the other factors that the people referred to as the reasons for their 

negative perceptions. The “us and them” perception, which was frequently present in our 

participants’ statements, has shown itself in the answers given to the questions about living 

together, and they voiced the demands for assimilation and living within separate borders. 

Furthermore, the participants emphasized the importance of education and employment for 

the Syrians, in the first place for the Syrian children. 

 One of the many sources that have inspired this research was Selçuk Şirin’s (a 

professor of applied psychology) TEDxIstanbul talk, named “İtiraz Et, Hayal Kur, İlerle!” 

(Object, Dream, Move Forward!), that contains a discussion of the Syrian children.[xxxvi] In the 

talk’s part on the Syrian children, the importance of children’s ability still to dream was 

emphasized. And we have seen that, in spite of the negative perceptions pointed out by our 

participants and derived from various sources, the children who have come to Istanbul at a 

very early age and have struggled to survive or those who were born in Istanbul and have 

come to see it as “home” may together be a light of hope. We think that, for this to become 
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possible, first the children must cease to be regarded as “ghosts” and must be individuals 

with hopes for the future and whose hopes are acknowledged by the society. On the basis of 

the contribution provided by the in-depth interviews within the scope of this study, we 

believe that all the differences and the difficulties can be overcome and so we can/must live 

together. As we have seen with the participants who started the conversations talking about 

the children and continued with giving references to the adults, “today’s children who are 

the adults of the future” can realize a transformation in Turkey. In our view, the fact that 

there are positive perceptions in regard to their inclusion to the society gives us reason to 

think it possible to establish a bond with the Syrians, by beginning with children. However, 

as our participants quite often noted, this transformation is possible only on the condition 

that the institutional and the individual initiatives come together and take responsibility. 

Otherwise, the narratives of our participants point to a horror scenario—which was also 

alluded to in Professor Şirin’s talk. For that reason, first the living conditions of the Syrian 

children must be improved and preparations must be made so as to enable their adaptation 

in Turkey. 

 The psychological condition of the children who have experienced the trauma of war 

and were deprived from their families and the cities they lived in is important—as our 

interviewees also noted. As our teacher participant reported to us, it is no surprise that the 

children who are asked to draw happy pictures draw war equipment and conditions, instead 

of flowers or colored objects. Therefore, more organizations should be interested in 

supporting projects that include the provision of psychological support for children. 

Although some institutions have been conducting projects for improving the children’s 

psychological conditions, it should not be forgotten that there are still unreachable “ghost” 

kids. On the other hand, it is also of importance that this kind of non-governmental 

organizations have insufficient number of “employees”. Thus, we think the support may 

increase with improving the bond of volunteering. As, among this kind of volunteer projects, 

art, drama, dance, and games are included in the children’s daily life, they will perhaps be 

able to dream about a new life. For instance, one of our participants noted that summer 

camps and trips need to be arranged for the children so that, by means of observing the 

alternative lives, they can better adapt to the country in which they live; and he or she 

emphasized the significance of local governments. 

 That education stands out in the answers given by the participants induces us to 

consider new practices in education and to think that these practices must be developed 

based on the concept of contact. Though no certain conclusion has been reached in this study 
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as to the effect that contact bears on the relationship between individuals, to recognize the 

existence of these children in a way to create policies specific to them will at least save them 

from being “ghosts”. Cultural adaptation is a point much addressed by our participants. It 

carries import to organize the projects so as to support multiculturalism. Moreover, the 

children’s parents—that is, the adults—must also be included to this process. Another way of 

social accord (or adaptation) is to provide employment for today’s and future’s adults—to 

open the way for job opportunities—and thereby to enable the individuals to sustain their 

lives. Furthermore, it is also possible to pave the way for the commingling of societies thanks 

to the contact that will be established in the workplace. 
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