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Gothic Doppelganger: Goti and the Specters of a People in
Ereb Semo’s Dzmdim (1966)

Ali Eren Yanik

A decade ago, the publication of Glennis Byron’s Globalgothic (2013) was
considered a milestone in Gothic studies for acknowledging late twentieth-
and twenty-first-century attempts at moving beyond conventional
interpretations of the Gothic. Recently, however, the scholatly urgency for
turther acknowledgment and understanding of different ‘Gothics’ in specific
regional and national contexts has manifested itself through works such as
Karen Grumberg’s Middle Eastern Gothics (2022). The main aim of these later
projects has principally been to develop non-expansionist approaches to the
field, to problematize the question of its origin further, to take on a glocal
attitude instead of a global one, to seek out autonomous literary modes that
could be identified as gothic and, thereby, to move towards other Gothics
beyond the globalgothic.

But have we adequately contemplated the reactionary connotations of
globalist or even planetary terminology? Or have we reflected enough on our
constant attribution of accessible categories to the knowledge to which we
have access? In short, have we considered distancing ourselves from the
Gothic(s), from all of them, as a better way to frame our knowledge?
Reflecting on the concept of Iranian Gothic, Michael Beard asks: “If the word
‘Gothic’ had never existed, what else would have been lost?” (2022, 50). I
respond with another question: What else could have been found?

Building upon these new scholarly tendencies and the aforementioned
work on the Middle East, this paper traces the possibility of an uncanny
literary mode, a disturbing doppelganger to the Gothic in Kurdish literary
tradition—insofar as “a genre may travel incognito, disguised so that you only
know it by its accent or by its walk” (Beard 2022, 51). Examining the
twentieth-century novelist Ereb Semo’s Kurdish novel Dzzdim (first published
in 1966), I contend that the anxieties found in Kurdish socio-political and
cultural existence since the tenth century do not merely lend themselves to
such scrutiny but demand it. Dimdim, a historical novel based on a
seventeenth-century epic poem about the Battle of Dimdim (1609-1610),
provides intriguing ground for an investigation of how these anxieties have
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haunted and continue to haunt the Kurdish people—in the past, present, and,
likely, in the future.'

In the first section, “Gothic as an Untranslatable and its Kurdish
Doppelganger: Goti,” I offer a pathway for reconsidering the Gothic through
the lens of untranslatability, and, considering Kurds’ unique cultural and
geopolitical anxieties, 1 establish mythicization and orality as the theoretical
trameworks on which I conceptualize Gof7 as one of its doppelgangers. The
second section, “Dimdim,” follows with a treatise on the history behind the
novel as well as a critical analysis of the oral tradition that it takes as its raw
material. I end this section with a summary of the novel. The final section,
“Politics of a Hyena,” contains a close reading of the novel with Kurdish
identity and politics, as well as their relationship to the concept of Goz, as its
main focus. I conclude with a brief commentary on the epilogue of the novel,
which reiterates the vicious cyclicality of political, cultural, and epistemic
violence that the Kurds experienced in the seventeenth century.

This framing is not made in isolation: similar decolonial gestures have
been made in the field of film studies. For example, Rosalind Galt, in her study
of the pontianak figure in Southeast Asian horror, refuses to “situate horror
genre studies as a neutral set of concepts to be applied to a new set of films”
and instead seeks “to contribute to a decolonization of genre” (2021, 25). This
refusal is significant because such a decolonial project requires resisting the
flattening of difference under universalist genre designations and instead
toregrounding local figures and epistemologies that challenge a genre’s
coloniality. As Ciineyt Cakirlar puts it in his work on transnational horror, “if
one genuinely aspires to decolonise dominant understandings of folklore and
horror in the transnational settings of world cinemas, alternative genealogies
should be pursued—rather than making ‘folk horror around the world’ a
comparative supplement to a hegemonic film-historical canon” (2025, 12).
Taken together, these calls for alternative genealogies and against universalist
genre frameworks suggest that naming—especially through genre
attribution—can easily become a practice of epistemic containment. Naming,
then, such as in the case of the Gothic(s), is not merely classificatory but
always already political, a site of power that determines who theorizes and who
is theorized.

LAl quotations provided from the novel are my own translations from the original Kurdish. Where
clarification was necessary, I consulted the following Turkish edition: Ereb Semo, Dimdin: Kalesi, trans.
Edib Polat (Diyarbakir: Dara, 2021). For the sake of clarity, I have used anglicized versions of certain
historical figures’ names (e.g. Amir Khan, Shah Abbas) where available, while retaining others in the
original.
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The same applies to the term uncanny. While Freud’s classic reading of
the uncanny as “the return of the repressed” remains foundational, my usage
deliberately departs from this universalist, psychoanalytic model. I follow Bliss
Cua Lim’s critique, which demonstrates the presence of “traces of
untranslatable temporal otherness in the fantastic as wmiscible times—multiple
times that never quite dissolve into the code of modern time consciousness,
discrete temporalities incapable of attaining homogeneity with or full
incorporation into a uniform chronological present” (2009, 12). I approach the
uncanny in Go# not as a psychic disturbance, but as a temporal and historical
rupture that registers the violent disarticulations of Kurdish memory and
orality. In this framework, the uncanny is not a private return of the repressed,
but the visible, non-synchronous, and colonially disavowed time. In other
words, it is not merely what haunts an individual subject but history itself.

Gothic as an Untranslatable and its Kurdish Doppelganger: Got7

My resistance to using the term gothic in reference to the Kurdish literary
tradition does not lie in a type of literary chauvinism but has four principal,
carefully considered reasons: first, insofar as the Gothic can be treated as an
‘untranslatable’ in the sense that Emily Apter conceptualizes, such scholatly
attempts at its translation, essentially its importation, inevitably culminate in
yet another “endorsement of cultural equivalence and substitutability” that is
encouraged by the concept of World Literature (2013, 2). This endorsement
does injustice not only to multiculturalism but also to literary diversity while
underlining the homogenizing tendency that is inherently inseparable from it.

Second, the scholarship that aims to construct a dialogue between the
Gothic and the autonomous gothicness of the non-Western literary modes
found in diverse literary traditions rather than vaguely attributing them as
gothic, no matter how well-intended this may be, fails to detach itself from the
monopolizing violence of the homogenizing taxonomy of non-Western
literary modes. When Misha Kavka offers the concept of “Maori Gothic,” for
instance, she names the literary mode she observes in the Maori tradition,
which, just as any such mode, operates based on certain criteria that may be in
this case different from and/or similar to the Western Gothic, Gothic (2014,
225).

In another scholarly context, Timothy Jones elaborates on the
problematic nature of this sort of categorical engagement with the Gothic.
Jones argues that “the peculiar side-effect of the creation of these subordinate
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categories is that the superordinate category that is simply ‘Gothic’ has been
emptied of texts which are not usually further subcategorized, while retaining a
kind of fuzzy integrity and meaning nevertheless” (2009, 125). No matter how
fuzzy the integrity of this superordinate category of the Gothic becomes, these
torms of categorization, supposedly deconstructive, fail to prevent the Gothic
from retaining its superordinate, imperial status and integrity.

Having said that, some may still oppose, asking “what’s in a name?,”
but I contend that a practice of untranslatability by philosophizing in multiple
languages is necessary to counter epistemic violence. For Barbara Cassin, such
untranslatability is practiced when the translator “keeps on (not) translating”,
and it is “the way in which, from one language to another, neither the words
nor the conceptual frameworks can simply be superimposed” (2014, xvii).
Applying this practice of untranslatability to genres, I argue that, in the case of
the Gothic, we need to pay more attention to the genre’s untranslatability to
avoid superimposing it onto non-Western literatures. As Lim argues, fantastic
narratives “have a propensity toward temporal critique, a tendency to reveal
that homogeneous time translates disparate, noncoinciding temporalities into
its own secular code” (2009, 12). Others may argue that adopting the term
does not necessarily result in reactionary superimposition or reinforce the
homogeneous time Lim critiques. On the contrary, they might see it as a
strategic linguistic attempt at complicating the origin question surrounding the
Gothic. Such an attempt may be effective to a degree wherein its origin
question is concerned, although it counterintuitively risks the
underappreciation and even deprivation of a literary tradition’s autonomy as
well as of the idiosyncratic heterogeneity that it offers.

Thirdly, such scholarship contains an artificial philosophy of difference;
that is, these literary modes do not necessarily have to be examined in their
gothicness or non-gothicness, but often they are compared positively or
negatively to preconceived notions of what the Gothic is. More recently, this
approach has acquired a tendency to reconfigure these notions through
interventions that contribute to and consequently modify them.

Do these literary modes that invoke feelings of a certain uncanniness in
us have to contribute to the Gothic? Or would it make more sense to say that
these modes are appreciated independently and contribute as partners, not as
additions or collectibles, to what we call the Gothic with full autonomy rather
than being just another category under an umbrella term? The fourth and final
motive for my resistance to the aforementioned categorization lies within the
very idea of gothic-ness itself. If we are to philosophize not only in language
but also within the episteme of the Gothic, to what extent can we attach an
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uncanniness to these literary modes when we make them abstractedly
accessible to Western scholarship? What happens when a literary mode is not
fully accessible to, and even resisting, the Gothic? Is it not wondrous that the
Gothic literary mode itself possesses a degree of uncanniness because of the
presence of its own doppelgangers, which are biologically unlike, disruptive
harbingers of evil? And finally, is it not high time that the Gothic starts facing
its doppelgangers?

I aim to offer one such doppelganger by introducing the notion of Go#/
in relation to Kurdish literary tradition. The word itself is a homophone in the
Kurdish dialect of Kurmaniji and is mostly known for its meaning as the past
participle of the verb go#zn, which means “what is said, told” and “to say, to
tell.”” Its other meaning is non-quotidian and refers to the language of the
Goths (as in gzmané goti or Goths’ language). This latter meaning shows that it
shares a common historical-linguistic root with the concept of the Gothic,
which in itself is arguably uncanny due to the looseness of the connection
between the Goths themselves and the literary term Gothic. However, its
former meaning as a past participle propounds an intriguing context of orality.
Even though it would be shortsighted to suggest that the Kurdish literary
tradition has exclusively depended on oral forms, it is undeniable that it boasts
a wealth of oral literature. Given this context, it is also unsurprising that both
Goti and mythos refer to mythmaking. These emphases on orality and
mythology characterize Go#/ since the source of the uncanny in Kurdish
literature has almost always been folktales, legends, and mythological creatures.

To contextualize this orality and its mythological implications as the
main characteristics of Go#Z, one needs to go no further than the very history
and politics which have been haunting the Kurdish people for centuries. With
a long history marked by coloniality and extreme marginalization, Kurds have
been denied agency and forced into a subaltern state wherein their very
identity and existence have been constantly negated. These circumstances have
had two major consequences in particular: one is that the Kurdish people
themselves were rendered into a myth—that is to say, they were
unacknowledged to such an extent that they could not claim a national
consciousness. Historically, the imperial rulers, most notably the Ottomans
and Safavids, subsumed the Kurds and imposed political embargoes on their
land and culture. These imperial forces have been the principal actors of
political violence, making the recognition of the Kurds—as a separate people
with their own language, identity, and culture—impossible. Kurds have
perpetually been written into a fairytale, becoming nothing more than fictive
characters that are “said” to exist.
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The second major consequence is that this cruel mythicizing process
has been inseparable from the cultural assimilation that is rigidly manifested
through the language question. The Kurdish language, having a subaltern
status itself, has inevitably suffered to find venues of expression as a
byproduct of this mythicizing process. The language was prohibited
intermittently throughout history with books frequently being banned or
burned. The violence against the Kurdish language, in turn, obliged the
Kurdish literary and cultural repertoire to exist and increase within the
cramped spaces of oral expression, where it was less vulnerable to material
destruction. Hence, although largely a covert and improvised form of
discourse-making, orality became the relatively available and safe mode of
limited literary production and circulation. I argue that this specific political
history not only haunts the Kurdish people but also their language and
literature, and justifies the idiosyncratic approach that one needs to take when
considering Kurdish literary representations of uncanniness, fear, haunting and
haunted-ness, and the specters of a people.

The Gorzi, then, embodies a double uncanniness that operates through a
dialectical logic. It becomes a mode for Kurds to speak of themselves, tell their
stories and fears, and communicate the very uncanniness of their
historical-political existence through a literary uncanny, which becomes the
unique superstructure of the base that forms their cultural and material reality.
This dialectical logic underlying Go#/ arises not from a Hegelian synthesis nor
tfrom a Deleuzian model of becoming, but from the tension between the
spectral and the material in Kurdish existence. Such existence unfolds in a
political and cultural reality that is constantly denied. This contradiction is not
resolved but inhabited. Go#/ emerges from this space as both a symptom and a
record of that condition. It resurrects forms shaped by imperial violence but
also reshapes them through orality.

This dialectical tension materializes in a brief episode where two
dervishes arrive at a citadel under the guise of spiritual visitors. Their presence,
initially insignificant, is later revealed to be a threat—they are imperial spies
sent to gather intelligence on the citadel’s defenses. Once discovered, they are
executed. This moment dramatizes the spectral logic at the heart of Goti—the
figure who seems to belong but turns out to be an instrument of domination.
The dervish-spies become uncanny not in the Freudian sense of the return of
the repressed, but in Lim’s sense of temporal intrusion. They carry with them
the ghost of imperial surveillance, destabilizing the autonomy of the citadel.
Their infiltration transforms knowledge into a haunting mechanism, and their
punishment underscores how Dimdim frames violence not solely in physical
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terms but also through epistemic vulnerability. This episode, despite being
minor in narrative weight, captures the spectral logic of Gof/ in a single
uncanny act.

In Go#i terms, this episode signals how even sacred forms and oral
figures can become vehicles of betrayal when history intervenes through
disguise. In doing so, it reflects empire as much as it speaks through its
wounds. Walter Benjamin’s idea of the “dialectical image,” a moment where
trauma and its telling collide, offers one way of seeing this, but even Benjamin
assumes that trauma can be framed by historical representation (1999, 475).
Goti unsettles that frame. It does not just haunt history but also reveals how
deeply the empires have shaped the genres and languages we use to tell it. And
still, through land, speech, and myth, it speaks as the only system of
representation that is available, just like a language used when the actual
language is silenced, to enable the portrayal of political anxieties.

In anti-Deleuzian terms, it showcases, albeit in an inevitably flawed
manner, the impossibility of #ot writing in the face of the impossibility of
writing in Kurdish.” The im/possibility of the notion of a Kurdish novel, for
instance, provides evidence for the dialectics of Gozi. If we have established
that the very idea of a Kurdish language and literature, through the fragmented
linguistic consciousness, presents a sense of spectrality, it follows that the idea
of a Kurdish novel inherently emerges as a specter because it has not been
allowed to develop its full potential as a literary genre.’” This spectrality,
concordantly, is also communicated by and within novels like Dzzdinz insofar
as their form and content highlight, in writing, the spectrality of the
aforementioned historical-political realities while emerging out of an oral
literary tradition. Therefore, the Kurdish novel itself, its material existence, is
Goti and conveys its Goti-ness through its conventions. In short, Go#7 within
the novel and of the novel is found in a dialectical dialogue.

* By ‘anti-Deleuzian,’ I refer to a conceptual resistance to Deleuze’s flattening of
temporality and his emphasis on flows and becomings that often bypass or
understate questions of historical violence and imperial domination.

? One example is the case of Semo’s Sivané Kurmanca i Kurdén Elegezé [The Kurdish
Shepherd and the Kurds from Alagyaz]. Published in 1935, it is considered to be the
first Kurmanji novel. While Kurmanji has been around for centuries, the first novel
in this widely known dialect does not emerge until the twentieth century.
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Dimdim

It should be evident by now that it would be impossible to engage in an
informed reading of Semo’s Dimdim without acknowledging its historical
context, the plot’s backstory, and, most importantly, the oral tradition that lies
at its heart. Also known as the Epic of Xané Cengzérin [the Khan with Golden
Claws] among its many other names, Dimdim has been circulated by dengbejan
(minstrels, bards), who, similar to the Western bards, embodied a repertoire of
stories which enabled them to travel across the region, untl the
mid-nineteenth century. Ordixané Celil notes that the dengbejan who performed
the epic needed to be endowed with a special mastery of rhetoric. For
instance, Sheikh Ismail, the dengbej from whom Semo heard the epic for the
first time, “would become enraptured and physically demonstrate the events in
the epic, employing gestures and mimics, for which he was called ‘mad wizard
Ismail’ (K'ocek Ismaile Din) by many” (Celil 2016, 34). This idea of enchantment
during the performance of Dimdim not only provides evidence of supernatural
power in relation to the epic but also shows another dimension of how orality
is a principal component of the Go#i.

Moving on to the subject matter of this enchanted and enchanting epic,
Dimdim 1s broadly based on the Kurds’ heroism in the Battle of Dimdim and
narrates their resistance and defense of their land, symbolized by the castle-city
Dimdim, against the Ottoman and Safavid imperialists. According to the most
famous oral accounts on which Semo partly draws, Amir Khan from the
Kurdish Beroderan tribe, as a reward for his service, asks for a portion of land
from the Safavid ruler Shah Abbas I that is equivalent to an ox hide. But he
then makes a belt out of the hide with which he surrounds that land in order
to claim it in accordance with the feudal structure of the time.* Meanwhile,
Shah Abbas wants a new castle to be built in order to strengthen his empire in
the war against the Indians, and employs a famous architect (whose identity is
disputed) to that end. When the castle is built, the Shah is impressed but asks
the architect whether they would be able to build a better one. The architect
answers positively, and the Shah not only dismisses them but also condemns
them to execution. Once this news reaches the architect, they escape and find
Amir Khan, who offers them protection if they build a better castle on his
land. The architect agrees and this second castle is named after Mt. Dimdim

*The ‘service’ here is never specified while it is likely that it refers to military service
considering that Amir Khan later becomes the commander of the Kurds in the Battle
of Dimdim.
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while Amir Khan, thanks to his generosity to the workers building it, is named
Xaneé Cengzeérin [the Khan with Golden Claws].

As expected with any form of oral literature, the innumerable accounts
of this backstory offer extensive variations. In all these accounts, Celil
underlines, “the epic’s characters and their identity, how Xano became the
Khan with Golden Claws, and how he took the citadel’s land from the Iranian
Shah are told differently” (Celil 2016, 34). For the purposes of this paper, I will
only mention those that significantly contribute to our understanding of how
Goti operates in this backstory” One of these variations is that Amir Khan
becomes the Khan with Golden Claws not because of his generosity but
because he loses his arm in battle and replaces it with an artificial golden arm.

Another variation, arguably more significant, does not even mention
the unnamed architect, implying that the architect is actually Xano. In this
well-known version, which is also the one that Semo’s novel is based upon, the
dispute surrounding the architect’s identity leads us to their uncanny ambiguity.
Semo addresses this dispute when he has the Armenian Simon tell a part of
the citadel’s backstory in the novel. Simon notes that “some said the citadel’s
architect was Armenian, while others said that they were Ottoman” (Semo
2021, 126). The uncanny ambiguity surrounding the architect and
consequently the citadel itself is also present in Ottoman and Safavid accounts
of Dimdim’s history. For instance, according to Cafer Acar’s extensive study of
the Safavid chronicles concerning the citadel’s history, famous
seventeenth-century Ottoman explorer Evliya Celebi underlines that “its
original architect is Shah Yazdegerd, who was the Shah of the Sasanian
Empire. But the Sasanian Empire had three Shahs with the same name, and it
is unclear which one Celebi refers to in his chronicles” (2019, 20).

This unidentifiable architect further extends their uncanniness to the
novel as a whole. Simon continues, asserting that this architect “accumulated
the gold they had found undersoil when they were excavating for the former
castles that they had built” (Semo 2021, 127). Considering Simon’s accounts
and the other versions that do not mention an architect, could Amir Khan be
the architect who became prosperous with all the gold he accumulated and
was declared the Khan with Golden Claws? Maybe, or maybe not, we do not
know, and the very fact that we do not know renders this figure into a specter.
They not only disturb us with their presence/absence but also make us feel
uncomfortable regarding the origin of this citadel, its inhabitants, the land it is

> The variations that I consider here are discussed extensively in Ordixané Celil’s Kiirt
Rabramaniik Destans: Dumdun |Kurdish Heroie Epic: Dimdim](20106).
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built on, and, by extension, the Kurdish people and their tale. Even if we
assume for a moment that the architect’s unknown identity in these oral
accounts is merely an unconscious omission, does this peripheral erasure not
manifest in itself the deceptive nature of the orality that makes these works
Goti?

The architect, when we reconsider their role through a metaphorical
lens, is portrayed as an authorial figure at the heart of this story. Let us assume
what Simon tells readers to be true: that the architect is a separate figure from
Xano, and that they are either Ottoman or Armenian or someone whose
identity we can never access. Had they not built the citadel for the Kurds,
would Xano have been able to find another architect good enough to
construct one like Dimdim? Would there have been a battle called the Battle of
Dimdim? Would Semo, as a novelist, have been able to write this novel as it is
written now? I will abstain from articulating an infinite chain of
historical-ontological causality. It is important, however, to note that this
architect-author figure, insofar as they symbolically represent Kurdish ancestry,
problematizes the question of the origin of the Kurds and demonstrates how
their constant erasure from history and cultural assimilation portrays them as a
people with an uncanny existence.

On the other hand, if we assume the other version of the story and
regard this architect-author as Xano or his doppelganger, then the Kurdish
national origin and identity appear to be more unified than in the case of the
unknown architect figure, albeit deceptively and in a utopian manner. We can
also interpret these two versions as the two major political narratives
surrounding Kurdish identity: the claim that it does not exist autonomously
against the assertion of its autonomous existence. While the latter imagines a
firmly unified national consciousness that proves to be utopian with a sense of
historical determinism, the former reiterates and reinforces the process of Go#/
mythicization; their dialectical synthesis mirrors the Kurdish historical reality
that is doomed to this spectral purgatory. Overall, an unstable orality and
textuality coupled with deceptions surrounding authorship and origin, on the
one hand, and the violence of mythicizing and assimilating Kurds, on the
other, culminate in what I have called the Go#/ spectrality of these
“non-people.”

Semo’s novel begins 7z medias res wherein the Kurds and people from
other nations are living in relative peace in the castle-city of Dimdim despite
the persistent Safavid and Ottoman threats; the novel covers the pre-war
period as well as the war and its aftermath. Xano and the Beroderan tribe, in
the midst of their quotidian lives, are trying to unite with other Kurdish tribes
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while attempting to defend the castle against an unexpected invasion by the
two empires around them. Meanwhile, the Safavids and Ottomans are plotting
against Xano and the Kurds of Dimdim. This passive-aggressive pre-war
period is marked by minor disputes and contflicts, two Ottoman spies, strategic
meetings on both sides, betrayals, and side-switching, all of which culminate in
the war.

While observing these developments in hindsight, we learn more about
the characters and minor plots. For example, Qurstt, a rich merchant, pursues
Dilber, a damsel who wants to marry Sebab. Readers also encounter the stories
of important soldiers supporting Xano’s cause (most notably Sergeant
Hemze), learn about the relationships between the Kurdish tribes, and
confront ambiguous depictions of pastoral elements that please and disturb us
simultaneously. After readers are introduced to this society as a whole, the war
breaks out and the Kurds valiantly fight against the Ottoman and Safavid
imperialist soldiers and die defending their homeland. The land is destroyed,
the occupiers take the castle, and the few Kurds who survive hide in the
mountains. A sense of grimness lurks over Dimdim. The ending, however, is
not really an ending, since the war against the Ottoman and Safavid
imperialism in the region begins again several years later. This time, readers are
told, the honorable cause is taken up by Bedir Xan, Ezdin§ér, and Seéx
Ubeydulah, among many others.

Politics of a Hyena

While Got#i operates on many levels and assumes very different forms
throughout Semo’s novel, there are particular instances where it creates
discomfort regarding the centuries-old “Kurdish question.” Two of these
instances, which I analyze here, deal with the un/dead—the un/dead of
Kurdish identity, culture, and politics. The first is when Dilber’s brother Sebab
is walking through the cemetery in the citadel: “he encountered a tomb with a
large vault and a dome. He did not know what this meant. Much as he forced
his memory, and pondered upon it, he could not remember anything” (Semo
2021, 104). A Kurdish youth who is not able to identify or remember anything
about the tombs of his ethnic ancestry symbolically demonstrates the
aftereffects of the politico-cultural violence exercised against his people. His
memory fails at making sense of who his people were, showing the fragmented
nature of the Kurdish agency and identity. This damaged collective cultural
memory problematizes Sebab’s identity. What is the relationship between the
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dead Kurd in the tomb and Sebab as a sociological un/dead? Does the dead
Kurd represent a mythos for Sebab, a story that was once told to him and is
now forgotten, much like Sebab himself, who is a fictional character to his
readers? This scene and the questions it raises clearly demonstrate the process
of mythicization or the effects thereof, and the aforementioned dialectical
double uncanniness that it creates.

The second, and far more significant, instance of the Kurdish un/dead
concerns a hyena, whose present state is nothing more than a decoration on
the Divan’s wall while its past represents a turbid and impenetrable darkness.®
When Ebdilrezaq and $Séx Zade, among other Kurds from the Semzinan tribe,
arrive at Xano’s Divan to request his aid against the Ottoman invasion, they
observe and discuss its walls:

There were big heads of several game animals within circles hanging
over the tapestry across the weapons. Amongst them, there was one
unusual head different from the others. No one knew the animal it
belonged to. They asked a youth there:

“So, to what animal does this one belong?”

“This is the head of a hyena. In the past, this hyena would
exhume the freshly buried dead, take them away, and eat them
somewhere. Then, with time, this hyena grew accustomed to
eating the living, as well. It would kidnap little children and eat
them. Many shed tears for their missing children. Hunters
pursued this hyena day and night. But to no avail. People
complained about it to Xano, and he personally went after this
hyena, although he could not find it at first. It was one of the
last days of autumn. Some women told Xano that they saw the
hyena. On a snowy day, Xano went after the monster . . . At the
end of the day, he found it and killed it. Thereafter, people were
freed from that monster.” (132)

Considering the ritualistic value of hunting as a political performance, the
mystery surrounding this animal at first is significant. Why is it unidentifiable?
As a dismembered part of a body, there is an overt uncanniness to it—but
could that uncanniness have a more complex significance? Why do we even
have this narrative digression concerning a hyena? Does it have a function?

% The word used in the original text is &eftar, which refers specifically to a ‘striped
hyena’ and the fact that these species have a habit of feigning death when threatened
arguably makes the hyena metaphor uncannier.
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The political context around this brief story reveals some answers to
these questions: Semzinan’s Kurds are under attack by the Ottomans and they
ask Xano and the Beroderan tribe for help. The juxtaposition of this political
situation with the hyena story is necessary, I contend, and indicates one
manifestation of Got# the hyena represents Ottoman invaders who have been
terrorizing Kurds for centuries until they ask for help from Xano, who not
only kills the monster in the story but also leads the victory against the
Ottoman occupation of Semzinan’s lands.”

Further, exhuming the dead and consuming them is undoubtedly Go#/
given the horror and repulsiveness it creates. However, the horror increases as
it acquires another dimension through the historical contextualization of this
scene. Seventeenth-century Ottoman imperialism, just like the hyena, exhumed
the freshly buried Kurdish dead and ate them. The historical imperialist
violence in this context, as one would expect, has not been merely physical but
has rather manifested itself multidimensionally. Insofar as the Kurdish dead
symbolize the Kurdish past, ancestry, and linguistic as well as cultural memory,
all of which constitute Kurdish identity, it is important to consider the
question of assimilation as a principal murder weapon.

Such consideration also foreshadows the nineteenth-century imperial
ideology of Ottomanism. Mele Mihemed, a wise and educated member of
Xano’s Divan, vividly portrays this ideology in the novel. When Semzinan
Kurds propose to send Mele to seek Xano’s help against the Ottomans, Qadi,
Semzinan’s commander, opposes on the grounds that “Mele Mihemed is an
enemy of the Kurds. Since he was educated in the Ottoman Empire, he always
claims that ‘the Ottoman Sultan is the Sultan of Islam. It is sinful of us Kurds
to fight against them and not accept their laws. The whole world is under the
rule of the Ottoman Sultan.” Now this man is an Ottoman spy among us”
(117).

When Kurds accept Ottoman rule and laws, they risk their autonomous
identity. The assimilationist violence here is not different from the Western
epistemic violence I describe at the beginning of this article insofar as the

’ For a related but inverted figure, see Rosalind Galt’s work on the pontianak in
Southeast Asian horror cinema. Galt argues that “dominant accounts of Malay racial,
religious, and national identity are disturbed by the appearance of the pontianak”
(2021, 158). While the pontianak disrupts nationalist myth from within and haunts
power from below, the hyena in Dzmdim performs a reversed spectral role: it
reinscribes imperial violence through myth and allegorizes the devouring of Kurdish
futurity. Both figures disturb narrative cohesion but one does so in service of
resistance, the other as a symbol of structural assimilation.
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former mirrors the latter as a manifestation and an extension of global
imperialism, politically and culturally. Once the Kurds’ identity is molded into
a monopolizing Ottoman identity through assimilation, even the dead of the
Kurdish people are no longer Kurdish as their identity becomes Ottoman. They
become essentialized; neither their diversity nor that of the other nations of
the Ottoman Empire survives, and these autonomous identities are
mythicized, rendered spectral, or in some cases completely forgotten in the
process.

This is why this Go# violence, represented by the hyena, kidnaps the
Kurdish children, signifiers of the Kurds’ future, and destroys it. This
homogenizing politics restlessly haunts the Kurds and its next manifestation in
the novel is in the climactic war against the Safavids. Xano kills the hyena in
the tale and the Ottoman hyena in the war, but his victory against this monster
is temporary, as the Safavids are coming “with such a big army since they want
to eradicate our roots, execute a massacre, and confiscate all of our lands”
(214). In a way, the Go#/ resuscitation of the hyena represents how
seventeenth-century Ottoman and Safavid imperialism shapeshifted into the
nineteenth-century assimilatory ideologies such as Ottomanism, presenting a
continuum of political-cultural violence. The fact that the novel ends where it
begins, in the same cycle of imperial aggression, once again evokes the
Benjaminian dialectical image, wherein historical trauma is neither resolved
nor transcended, but made visible in its repetition.

Conclusion

After the long and arduous battle against the Ottomans and then the Safavids,
Xano refuses to surrender and blows the citadel up with all the Kurds in it.
This reflects a resistance to political oppression and an uncanny welcoming of
death rather than losing one’s identity, which is intriguing insofar as the death
drive is inseparable from life. In fact, the violence of and resistance against this
hyena, and the uncanny cyclicity that accompanies it, have haunted both the
Kurds and the other peoples that have been subjected to imperial rule in the
Middle East. However, we learn that, even after the fall of Dimdim, “the war
for Kurdish freedom began again,” and the uncanniness of the hyena is
constantly feeding the reader’s eerie impression that there will always be Kurds
who are respawning and resisting it (265). This, then, is a war of the un/dead,
the un/dead Kurdish identity that is resisting assimilation and the un/dead
imperialist hyenas that are h(a)unting it.
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Considering this endless political and cultural battle, I conclude by
restating that Go#, as a literary mode, reflects how Kurds have been
mythicized and obliged to exist within oral tales since the presence of their
identity has been denied by the imperial forces. This very mythicization
process, constant disregard and hostility toward the Kurdish identity renders it
uncanny in turn: the Kurds are a people with their own language, culture, and
politics but these have perpetually been denied them, and many do not even
have knowledge of who they are. Just like any oppressed minority, they are
doppelgangers of those who can claim and impose major imperial identities, in
this case the Ottoman and Safavid Empires. Similarly, Go#Z, or a different
literary mode that could be proposed in another cultural, linguistic, ethnic, or
national context, faces the violent hegemony of the Western Gothic and its
generic configurations, and operates as its doppelganger with its disturbing
similarities and differences to its Western counterpart.

Therefore, underlining the epistemic violence of the Western Gothic
and proposing counter-alternatives to the hegemony of such major epistemes
becomes a necessity not only for Kurdish literary scholarship but also for
genre theory at large. This aligns with Cakirlar’s call for “critical
transnationalism as anti-canonisation” rather than “parallel canonisation”
(2025, 14). Gozi, then, is not merely a peripheral subgenre but a rigorous
epistemological intervention in its own right. Such practices of critical
transnationalism may well constitute some of the most vital steps in
contributing to minorities’ legitimate struggle against the major political and
literary-cultural hegemonies, especially when the most contested front in this
struggle is that of language and literature.

Ali Eren Yanik is a doctoral student in Comparative Literature at the University of Texas at
Austin, where he researches necropolitics, place, comparative colonialisms, contemporary
testimonial narratives, and Age of Revolution literatures across the Middle East, Latin
America, and the British Isles. He has published reviews in the E3W Review of Books and
presented at major conferences, including MLA and ACLA. An eatlier version of this article
was presented at the 2023 SFU-IGA conference Progression, Regression, and Transgression in
Gothic World Literature & Film. 1t critiques genre expansion as epistemological imperialism
and proposes a decolonial reimagining of the Gothic.



177
MONSTRUM 8.1 (June 2025) | ISSN 2561-5629

References

Acgar, Cafer. 2019. Safevi Kroniklerinde Dimdim Kalesi Kusatmast ve Emir Han
Bradosti. Avesta.

Apter, Emily S. 2013. Against World Literature: On the Politics of Untranslatability.
Verso.

Beard, Michael. 2022. ““The Iranian Gothic and Its Parts.” In Mzddle Eastern
Gothics: Literature, Spectral Modernities, and the Restless Past, edited by Karen
Grumberg, University of Wales Press.

Benjamin, Walter. 1999. The Arcades Project. Translated by Howard Eiland and
Kevin McLaughlin. Harvard University Press.

Byron, Glennis. 2013. “Introduction.” In Globalgothic, edited by Glennis Byron.
Manchester University Press.

Cassin, Barbara, Emily Apter, Jacques Lezra, and Michael Wood, eds. 2014.
Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon. Princeton University
Press.

Celil, Ordixané. 2016. Kiirt Kahramanlik Destanz: Dimdim. Translated by Ibrahim
Kale. Avesta.

Cakurlar, Cineyt. 2025. “Introduction: Curating Folk Horror.” In Transnational
Horror: Folklore, Genre, and Cultural Politics, edited by Cineyt Cakirlar.
Liverpool University Press.

Galt, Rosalind. 2021. _Aluring Monsters: The Pontianak and Cinemas of
Decolonization. Columbia University Press.

Grumberg, Karen. 2022. “Introduction: (Re-)Orienting the Gothic.” In Middle
Eastern Gothics: Literature, Spectral Modernities, and the Restless Past, edited
by Karen Grumberg. University of Wales Press.

Jones, Timothy. 2009. “The Canniness of the Gothic: Genre as Practice.”
Gothic Studies 11 (1): 124-133. https://doi.org/10.7227/GS.11.1.12.

Kavka, Misha. 2014. “Haunting and the (Im)possibility of Maori Gothic.” In
The Gothic and the Everyday: Living Gothie. Palgrave Macmillan.


https://doi.org/10.7227/GS.11.1.12

178
MONSTRUM 8.1 (June 2025) | ISSN 2561-5629

Lim, Bliss Cua. 2009. “Introduction: Clocks for Seeing: Cinema, the Fantastic,
and the Critique of Homogeneous Time.” In Translating Time: Cinema,
the Fantastic, and Temporal Critigue. Duke University Press

Semo, Ereb. 2016. Dimdim. Lis.
——. 2021, Dondim Kalesi. Translated by Edib Polat. Dara.

- 2025 -

MONSTRUM is Published in Montréal, Québec by the Montréal Monstrum Society.
Copyright and intellectual property rights are held by the individual author(s).

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

(https:/ /cteativecommons.otg/licenses/by/4.0/).



