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Performing Resistance: Horon Dance and Chanted Poetry 
in Turkey’s Transregional Environmental Activism1
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Abstract: This article examines how folk dance is deployed as an innovative tool of urban and rural 
contemporary protests in Turkey. It specifically focuses on horon, a popular folk dance genre across the 
country and a cultural heritage of minority communities in the eastern Black Sea region. I investigate 
how environmental activists transregionally circulate this dance during their coordinated protests in the 
city of Istanbul and the Rize province in the Black Sea region against a massive infrastructural project 
called the Green Road in the summer of 2015. The project has become a symbol of the state’s forced de-
velopmentalism, violent histories of ethnic and religious minorities and capitalist dispossession, against 
which multiple iterations of horon seek to create solidarity, social mobilization and political participation. 
Ethnographic and choreographic methods guide this study to explore the dance as a complex space of 
physical and social interactions. Its varying aesthetics, contested meanings, and forms of reproduction 
and circulation provide a lens through which to discuss how protesters negotiate their identities both in 
horon circles and protests. The improvisational quality of horon helps merge dance, music and chanted 
poetry together into political action and enables urban and rural protesters to find flexible ways of resis-
tance across the Black Sea. 
[folk dance, environmental activism, cultural heritage, performativity, Black Sea, Turkish studies]

In a YouTube video from August 2015, environmental protesters are shown holding 
each other’s hands and forming a circle to dance in front of the governor’s office in Rize, 

1 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers of this essay, the editors of this journal—especially 
Christoph Lange’s invaluable support throughout the process—Rurality and Future-Making conference 
participants who provided important feedback on the first iteration of this paper and Gabriele Alex 
for her editorial guidance. I am also grateful to Roii Ball and Jesse Sadler for their meticulous reading, 
intellectual stimulus and comments. 
      Despite the rapidly changing political atmosphere in Turkey and the prolonged state of emergency 
(2016—2018), I was able to conduct uninterrupted ethnographic fieldwork between December 2016 
and October 2017. My follow-up visits continued after the state of emergency in 2018 and 2019. 
During this period, my interlocutors in Istanbul motivated me to conduct another research project on 
the Black Sea and guided my initial research visits. I am extremely grateful for the generosity of every-
one who made this research possible in both Istanbul and Black Sea towns including Tonya/Trabzon; 
Hemşin, Çamlıhemşin, Ardeşen/Rize; Arhavi, Borçka, Şavşat/Artvin. All the names of my interlocutors 
have been changed in this text.  
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a town located in the northeast Black Sea littoral of Turkey.2 At the centre of the circle a 
musician accompanies the dancers with a tulum, a bagpipe-like instrument. Performers 
extend their arms forward and pull their knees backward, creating a bouncing gesture 
in a syncopated rhythm which is the backbone of horon, a folk dance genre rooted in 
the eastern Black Sea region. At the leader’s cue, performers alternately tap the ground 
with their right and left feet. In this sequence, colloquially called fora, participants 
sing songs in chorus and sometimes shout cries for encouragement. The shared rhythm 
and collective movement highlight inclusivity and accessibility, yet the leader changes 
movement phrases relatively frequently. Following the leader’s sign, participants ex-
ecute a running movement in three counts and stomp their right or left feet forcefully 
towards the centre of the circle on the fourth count. They repeat this sequence until the 
next cue. Rhythm and movement develop into a call-and-response through which the 
dancers invite Rize’s governor to ‘come down’ and join in the dancing. 

The call-and-response patterns turn the dance into a sustained activity that is also 
open to surprises. A kind of informality and everydayness to the dancing bodies en-
courages this openness. The two hands of a senior horon leader are taken by young 
women, who look decisive and ambitious as they bounce energetically in their sneakers 
while silver coins ornamenting their puşi3 jingle from the forceful movements of their 
bodies. A few participants are dressed in a red velvet dress with black aprons, while 
others are in jeans and T-shirts. Some hold signs and banners against the ongoing high-
way construction in the area’s mountainous highlands. Others dance while carrying 
plastic bags and backpacks containing a few everyday necessities. Many of the audience 
walk in and out of the moving circle and randomly join in the dance by separating 
the hands of two other dancers and positioning themselves in the newly created space. 
Despite this seeming randomness, the conditions of the public space, such as uneven 
pavements, changing weather conditions and the presence of the police, require pro-
testors to be constantly alert and consider alternative movement trajectories even while 
continuing to dance horon. 

This particular horon was being performed to urge Rize’s governor to stop the 
Green Road construction project, which was planned to connect the highland pla-
teaus along a 2600 km stretch through the mountains of the eastern Black Sea region. 
The construction company and state agents promoting the venture claimed that the 
road would create new job opportunities for the residents and expand the economy 
by increasing infrastructural capacities and making the plateaus more accessible for 
tourists. How ever, many inhabitants, as well as regional and national environmental 
organizations, had organized themselves against this ‘mega project’ with a wide range 
of objections. They argued that the green plateaus would be covered with concrete, that 

2 For the video, see Sırtlı 2015. 
3 A headscarf typically used by the Laz and Hemşin women in the eastern Black Sea region has two 
parts: The şifon is placed over the head and covers the neck, and the puşi circles the head, making an 
elegant knot in the forehead.
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motor vehicles would increase the pollution, that ecological diversity would be signifi-
cantly harmed, and that the road would threaten farmers’ livelihoods, as their access to 
grazing lands would be restricted. Supporters of the project, conversely, held on to the 
promised new income-generating opportunities and infrastructural improvements and 
accused their opponents of being against regional development. 

Horon played a significant role in the demonstrations that broke out in protests 
against the Green Road. In the summer of 2015, the bulldozers reached the Çamlıhemşin 
district of Rize province, but they were stopped in their tracks by the local opposition. 
Environmental organizations from Turkey’s urban hubs such as Istanbul and Ankara 
also involved in the local protests, organizing nationwide campaigns to emphasize on 
the plan’s negative outcomes. However, construction work soon started again in another 
part of the planned road, the Samistal plateau. Accordingly, protesters staged a vigil 
in this area on July 11th that continued for fifty consecutive days. The day after the 
vigil in Samistal, hundreds of demonstrators began gathering in Istanbul in solidarity 
with the Green Road’s opponents (Haberler 2015). In both locations a large number of 
demonstrators danced horon. On July 13th, the court in Rize decided to stop the road 
works following a court appeal by the opponents’ lawyer. The national newspapers 
acknowledged the persistent struggle. They announced the court’s decision as ‘the First 
“Victory Horon”’ and published photographs of protesters dancing horon in downtown 
Çamlıhemşin (Hürriyet 2015). Despite the court ruling, construction resumed once 
again shortly afterwards. Protests in the Black Sea region and in Istanbul also resumed, 
highlighting horon as the collective voice of popular opposition against this top-down 
development project. Although construction had been continued in defiance of court 
orders, it was the opponents of the project who found themselves accused of violating 
the construction company’s freedom to work. Thirteen Green Road opponents endured 
a four-year court hearing, until they were finally acquitted in September 2020. 

Horon has become an omnipresent component of Turkey’s repertoire of protest 
particularly in the 2000s and has served as a metaphor for political participation and 
a bodily capacity of resistance against environmental degradation caused by capitalist 
energy projects. I suggest that the quintessential role of horon in recent urban protests 
invites us to revisit the dance’s widespread association with rural culture. The term 
‘folk’ is often linked with the ‘rural’, which is assumed to be timeless and stable, even 
‘residual,’ a reference to current practices that are shaped on the basis of previous social 
formations (Williams 1977:122). In this view, folk dances are presumed to be a cultural 
form that originates and is practised in rural settings. The transregional reproduction 
of horon through environmental protests invalidates such binary constructions and 
registers the dance as an urban as well as a rural genre. I argue that activists deploy 
horon choreography as a resource in order to bridge different environmental struggles 
and create a shared praxis of resistance between western Turkish cities and rural areas 
of eastern Black Sea region. 

Moreover, the efficacy of horon stems not only from its corporeal resourcefulness, 
but also from its ambiguity as an explicit political action. Horon narratives oscillate 
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between the dance as an everyday act, a divinatory process and an ecstatic ritual, and 
the dance as a form of resistance. In this ambiguous space, a set of aesthetic values are 
produced and circulated through improvised choreography, music and chanted poetry 
associated with the horon genre. These values are discussed and negotiated both locally 
and nationally through a complex set of bodily and oral interactions among protesters 
with diverse interests and from different backgrounds. The choreographic analysis I 
propose in this article provides a lens through which to view physical and spoken ways 
of interconnection and interactivity among protesters that are otherwise illegible in his-
torical and ethnographic accounts of the sea.

My framing of the Black Sea as a relational space contributes to and expands on 
new ways of looking at the Mediterranean from the position of its margins. This under-
standing of the Mediterranean provides not just a cartographic category but a form of 
relatedness that involves the mobilities and migrations of peoples, commodities, forms 
of cultural expression and political struggles across the sea (Ben-Yehoyada, Cabot, and 
Silverstein 2020). Similarly, the Black Sea not only denotes a geography in which pro-
testers travel between Turkey’s northeastern towns and Istanbul in the northwest, but 
rather a relational space that enables transregional processes of dispossession, economic 
precarity and cultural suppression, as well as forms of solidarity, social mobilization 
and political participation.

Figure 1 A horon circle in the eastern Black Sea region. Oce/Yeniyol Village, Ardeşen, Rize. Still from 
video © Sevi Bayraktar, 2017



Sevi Bayraktar: Performing Resistance 299

Nationalization of Horon 

Horon is not exceptional as an example of the use of dance and music to create forms of 
resistance against hegemonic cultures and centralizing political projects implemented 
by nation states. A substantial body of scholarship demonstrates the subversive poten-
tial of dance, music and poetry in a wide variety of genres (Morcom 2004; Manabe 
2016; Jankowsky 2010; McDonald 2013; Stokes 2010; Rowe 2011). Specifically in the 
Mediterranean and North African contexts, Algerian raï, Tunisian and Palestinian 
hip hop, Palestinian and Syrian dabke and the Turkish arabesk have been associated 
with the resistance of culturally and economically marginalized communities and 
their artistic products that have been omitted, mainstreamed or appropriated by the 
national repertoire. These genres have also been repurposed to subvert hegemonic dis-
courses. For instance, the poetry that accompanies dabke folk dance tunes in Palestine 
is used to express opposition to the Israeli government’s oppressive policies. Ethnomu-
sicologist David McDonald calls this genre ‘resistance poetry’ that revives pre-1948 
Palestinian ‘folk’ culture and history as a response to Israeli policies of cultural erasure 
and neglect (2013:127). Another ethnomusicologist, Anna Morcom, has shown how 
chanted poetry and music can be used as political tools for both state-promoted ethnic 
nationalism and minority cultures. Morcom’s study describes how the Chinese govern-
ment promotes spectacular performances for reasons of nationalist propaganda, where-
as Tibetan grassroots movements use singing as a way of protesting against Chinese 
nationalism and as ‘an expression of identity and solidarity for those without resources 
of political freedom’ (2004:137). In these competing projects, hegemonic and anti-
hegemonic expressions of culture are often legitimized through claims of authenticity. 
Folk dance and music, ideally associated with rural culture and traditions, is assumed 
to provide substantial proof of cultural authenticity and national belonging in various 
contexts (Bendix 1997; Giersdorf 2013; Öztürkmen 2001; Shay 2006).  

Folk dance has been and remains crucial for the constitution of cultural identities 
in Turkey. As in China, it has been used to promote ethnic Turkish nationalism, as 
well as to manifest minority resistance to cultural assimilation and homogenization. 
Following the inauguration of the Turkish Republic in 1923, state elites and institu-
tions collected, codified and regulated folk dances as a corpus of tradition echoing a 
glorified Turkish culture and history. Many dances of religious and ethnic minorities 
in the Ottoman Empire, such as Greeks, Armenians and Kurds, were nationalized 
and their non-Turkish names, narratives, musical instruments, costumes and props 
replaced with ‘authentically’ Turkish counterparts. These codification and regulatory 
efforts fostered the nationalization of folk dance, a process of institutionalization that 
continued into the 1970s and 1980s (Öztürkmen 2002). 

Nationalism went hand in hand with the standardization of different folk dance 
traditions in Turkey. Some folk dance styles became part of the national repertoire, 
while others were suppressed or amalgamated under the rubric of a single genre that 
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became representative of their respective regions.4 In the 1960s, Turkish folklorist 
Cavit Şentürk choreographed a particular horon style to represent the Black Sea region. 
He selected and sequenced horon patterns from a rich variety of styles performed in 
Trabzon province, a city previously dominated by the Greek Pontian citizens of the Ot-
toman Empire. His choreography was institutionalized during the 1970s and became 
representative of Turkey’s standard horon genre (Bayraktar 2019). Consequently, other 
horon styles performed by ethnic minorities of the region such as the Laz, Hemşin 
and Georgians were excluded from the national repertoire or included only as ‘exotic’ 
components of provincial culture. 

Horon’s standardization alongside the continued presence of regional variations has 
made the folk dance an arena for the expression of a multiethnic identity, cultural 
activism and environmental protests from the 1990s until recently. The visibility of 
different horon styles in the public space has served to challenge the hegemonic horon 
choreography and the subjecthood it represents, which has usually been depicted some-
what ‘strange’—with ‘their frenetic, restless dances, their thin three-stringed violin and 
its nervous music, their accents, even their somber and fierce looking costumes [that] 
often strike an Anatolian audience as a little funny’— (Meeker 1971:326). In contrast, 
the performance of the Laz, Hemşin, Georgian and Pontian horons in public activist 
gatherings creates a new discourse of political participation that is based on cultural 
diversity.

Artistic engagement with a multi-ethnic diversity is one of the legacies of Kazım 
Koyuncu, an iconic rock musician and environmental activist from the Black Sea re-
gion.5 Singing in Turkish and the Lazuri and Hamşetsna languages, Koyuncu’s songs 
sought to establish a link between the region’s ethnic minorities.6 Koyuncu’s environ-
mentalism also helped regional activists create a close connection between horon and 
environmental struggle, using the dance to emphasize the shared cultural heritage of 
these communities. Young activists from the eastern Black Sea region participating in 
urban environmental movements primarily use this genre, referring to the unique con-
nection between horon and Koyuncu’s vision in the history of environmental resistance 
and minority rights claims in the Black Sea region. In this vein, horon performances 
have served to root participants in the land, expressing not only environmental claims 
but also their ethnic identities, which have long been suppressed by the violence and 
homogenizing discourses of Turkish nationalism. 

4 The country was divided into seven regions following the first Geography Congress in 1941. These 
regions came to be associated with different folk dance genres in the following decades. For example, 
zeybek, a solo dance style, is associated with the western region, while halay is identified with the east and 
southeast, and horon with northern Turkey.
5 After being diagnosed with cancer, Kazım Koyuncu died in 2005 at the age of thirty-three. His ill-
ness was popularly associated with the fatal radioactive contamination caused by the Chernobyl nuclear 
reactor incident in 1986. 
6 Among these, the Laz speak Lazuri, whereas the Hemşin speak Turkish and/or Hamşetsna, an Ar-
menian dialect, depending on the demographic politics of the given community’s cultural geography. 
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The association of horon with environmental, ethnic and political activism has not 
gone unchallenged. Some members of these communities argue that once horon is 
registered as a manifestation of anti-state positionality it may cause further margin-
alization of the ethnic groups and their forms of cultural expression. Many Laz and 
Hemşin claim horon is a ‘non-political’ activity, thus repudiating its association with 
dissent and protest. Fear of the politicization of the folk dance refers to shared histories 
of violence and subjugation in modern Turkish history. For instance, since the 1980s, 
the Kurdish folk dance—generically called govend in Kurdish and halay in Turkish—
was marginalized following its politicization as a manifestation of Kurdish identity and 
a reaction to the erasure of the Kurdish language and culture in the official discourse. 
Kurdish folk dance styles became visible in cities of western Turkey as an embodiment 
of resilience in the face of assimilationist nation-state policies in the 1990s. However, 
the state’s increasing authoritarianism and the failure of the recent peace process be-
tween the Turkish state and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdis-
tan, or PKK) in 2015 once again marginalized Kurdish folk dances in public spaces. 
Since then, govend dancers have become the targets of extreme police violence, many 
participants being prosecuted or taken into custody for alleged criminal charges as-
sociated with terrorist acts.

Horon shares choreographic similarities with govend that highlight the multiple 
meanings contained in the performance. Both dances are executed by groups form-
ing lines, semi-circles and circles; they both feature a leader-follower relationship; and 
both may present the spoken word and be accompanied by an instrument. Horon 
dancers notably register the dance as a quotidian activity, and so that its deployment 
emphasizes the continuity of everyday life in their cultural communities. Ayşe, a senior 
woman who is also an accomplished horon dancer in Çamlıhemşin, explained to me 
that in her village horon has been a normal course of life for centuries and that dancing 
as a protest is no different than dancing on other occasions.

Dancing horon in front of the bulldozer means that these mountains are ours; we 
graze down our animals here, and we also dance horon here. This is something 
we’ve done for centuries, and even as they try to inhibit it, we will continue to do 
what we always do, which means to continue to dance horon […] we dance the 
horon whether there is a wedding, a celebration, or a festival. When the police come 
in Robocop uniforms, we also dance the horon.7 

By highlighting the quotidian nature of horon dancing, Ayşe is seeking to emphasize 
the resilience of the Hemşin in the face of erasure, homogenization and assimilation. 
Horon becomes a sign of belonging to the land, a claim for ownership of the mountains 
as part of one’s heritage. The dance is depicted as a persistent quotidian practice that 
continues despite challenging circumstances. Horon is also associated with a divinatory 

7 Interview with the author, Çamlıhemşin, 31.8.2017.
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practice from polytheistic times that dates back to the area’s pre-Islamic social and 
religious life. Three young activists who are based in Istanbul and come from dif-
ferent cultural backgrounds underlined this historical connection. Recalling the role 
of dance as ritual, one says ‘hora [horon] means yakarış [an appeal] in folk etymology 
of the Laz. Horon is a prayer having roots in the pre-Islamic and polytheistic times,’ 
and adds, ‘we [the Laz] dance horon at weddings, at funerals, and also in rebellion.’8 
So that there is no one meaning attributable to horon: it has a multiplicity of aesthetic 
codes and meanings, which change according to historical, political and social circum-
stances. As such, horon provides its participants with wide room to manoeuvre as a 
form of cultural heritage, a practice of everyday life, a special ceremonial act of ritual, 
and a praxis of resistance against hegemonic economic and cultural oppression. This 
productive ambiguity also prevents the dance from being seen as a mere signifier of 
anti-state activity and protects already vulnerable ethnic identities from becoming the 
easy targets of various accusations, particularly those associated with their being non-
national or even anti-national.

Politicization of Ecology and Regional Activism

A new generation of environmental activists has used horon as a kinesthetic space of 
shared knowledge in their urban and rural environmental protests against developmen-
tal projects in the Black Sea region. These activists were mostly born to the first- and 
second- generations of migrant families from the area. While raised in western Turkish 
cities, they still have extended family in the Black Sea towns and villages. I call this 
group ‘internal diaspora activists’, as its members normally travel between different 
contexts and locations and are able to access both rural and urban resources. These 
activists engage in political mobilization and organize transregional environmental 
campaigns in which synchronized events in western cities of Turkey aim to raise public 
awareness of ecological problems and to demonstrate solidarity with rural resistance 
movements. At times, rural community members are invited to visit environmental or-
ganizations in big cities such as Istanbul and Ankara to share their experiences of living 
and struggling in the Black Sea region, and sometimes activists from urban initiatives 
stay in rural sites to experience and support the resistance in situ. 

 This mobility has effectively registered forms of local cultural expression as a means 
of environmental resistance nationwide. The increasing popular support for environ-
mental struggles has posed a direct challenge to the state’s economic interests, and 
environmentalists have not been able to avoid charges ranging from violation of the 
freedom to work to aiding terrorism. In 2012 Veysel Eroğlu, the then-Minister of For-

8 Interview with the author, Istanbul, 20.6.2017.
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estry and Water Affairs of Turkey, declared a ‘war against environmental activists’ and 
claimed that energy companies were using environmentalists to harm the government 
(Cumhuriyet 2012). The Turkish media similarly targeted environmental activists in the 
Black Sea region, accusing them of aiming to undermine national unity (Star 2016). 
Some protestors were taken into custody, some lost their business licenses, and others 
faced heavy fines as a result of the environmental campaigns and protests in which they 
participated.

The protests of the 2000s are grounded in a reaction to developmentalist plans in the 
1990s that were carried out with no transparency or public discussion and caused sig-
nificant environmental effects (Şendeniz 2016). The early examples of poorly designed 
energy-production infrastructure through state concessions made clear the potential 
dangers of ongoing and planned projects. It was also at this time that environmental 
resistance in the Black Sea region developed in the wake of the wide-ranging implica-
tions of radioactive contamination in the area following the 1986 Chernobyl Nuclear 
Power Plant disaster. One of the first uses of horon as a political statement was against 
a hydro-energy project in the Fırtına Valley in the Rize province in 1998. To protest at 
the construction of the Dilek-Güroluk Hydroelectric Power Plant, Çamlıhemşin resi-

Figure 2 A bulldozer opening the ‘Green Road’ in the mountain behind the houses. Kavrun Plateau, 
Çamlıhemşin, Rize. Photo: Sevi Bayraktar, 2017
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dents danced horon next to the construction site.9 Local resistance was soon bolstered 
by a group of university students, who danced horon to protest against this project in 
the popular Kadıkoy neighbourhood of Istanbul. The students later went to Rize to 
support the residents’ struggle (Milliyet 1998). By 2000 the state council had cancelled 
plans for the hydro-power plant, making the project opponents relieved. 

Since the 2000s energy projects have been fortified by legal and administrative 
initiatives. Modern infrastructural projects began in earnest in the 1960s led by pop-
ulist governments (Kurtiç 2019). However, it was the victory of the Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP) in 2002 that placed hyper-developmentalist projects at the centre 
of governmental logic in Turkey (Evren 2014). In 2007 the state-administered East 
Black Sea Tourism Master Plan was introduced and laid the regulatory framework for 
resource-extraction and infrastructure projects by national and international compa-
nies. Erdem Evren’s analysis of a dam project in the eastern Black Sea region shows that 
the national techno-capitalist planning of these projects creates displacement and dis-
possession while promoting a future-oriented vision ensuring employment, high com-
pensation payments, and new and better town centres (2014:413). These promises have 
sharply divided the opponents and supporters of these projects, but they also paved 
the way for associating the environmental cause with the larger issue of dispossession. 

Against this backdrop, small-scale local activist groups united under various rural 
and urban umbrella organizations, such as the Fraternity of Rivers Platform, the Net-
work of Rivers Movements, the Black Sea in Riot Platform and the Fırtına Initiative. 
These network-type groupings aimed to attract popular support and therefore high-
lighted their independent character and refused to be associated with any political 
organization (Knudsen 2016; Yavuz and Şendeniz 2013:55). Nonetheless, they have 
been pivotal in reorganizing dissenting politics on a larger scale. Cemil Aksu and Ra-
mazan Korkut describe the period between 2005 and 2016 as one in which Turkey’s 
grassroots movements registered ecology as a political problem (2017:9). These resis-
tance movements succeeded in linking environmental policy with general debates on 
developmentalism, cultural and gender identities, democratization, transparency in 
decision-making and citizens’ right to access information (Aksu, Erensü and Evren 
2016:11; Adem 2005). These discussions eventually changed the nature-conservation 
approach of earlier decades and politicized the environmental movement.10

In this context, horon became widespread among grassroots movements opposing 
developmental projects in the eastern Black Sea region. Once rural and internal dia-
spora protesters tactically repurpose the genre, horon could serve as a human barricade 

9 Interview with the author, Rize, 27.03.2019. 
10 Çiğdem Adem (2005) discusses that in the 1950s, Turkey’s environmental movement focused on 
the ‘beautification’ of cities. In the 1970s, environmental protection rather than ecological justice was 
prioritized. Turkey’s Green Party, established in 1988, focused on the conservation of the natural and 
historical heritage until its demise in 1994. The recent shift from ‘conservation’ to ‘participation’ there-
fore indicates a crucial change in the history of environmentalist approach.  
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against the movement of construction vehicles, as a call for participation to increase the 
number of the protesters, as an energizing form of bodily training to prevent fatigue 
and enervation, and as a leisure activity to create diversion during long hours and days 
of holding a vigil. While providing environmentalists with a resource to create a po-
litical impact, the choreography of horon also helps young urbanites make embodied 
connections with their cultural communities and their contested pasts.    

On Horon Choreography

In their demonstrations, internal diaspora activists frequently offer horon as a shared 
space of resistance between rural and urban publics. Horon introduces playfulness, 
spontaneity and responsiveness through its choreographic values, such as alternating 
leadership and followership positions, sequencing improvised movements and singing 
in a call-and-response scheme, together with flexibility in entering and exiting the 
group, and community support and interconnectedness through the formation of a 
dance circle.11 With these aspects, a horon performance enables participants not only 
to express political statements but also to discuss and negotiate their diverse political 
opinions, social status, age and gender by responding to each other as they dance. In 
protests, activists avoid the execution of complicated step patterns, yet in traditional 
iterations of the dance, complex movement sequences, syncopated rhythmic structures 
and bodily undulations based on suspension are popularly used. Below I will describe 
a set of choreographic elements that are mainly used in the fora segment of the horon 
that is danced to tulum tunes and during which dancers chant improvised poetry. I 
limit my choreographic analysis to the circular alignment, leadership model and tulum 
accompaniment to provide a glimpse of how a choreographic lens helps us analyse the 
ways in which participants interconnect and interact in horon as well as in protest. 

Forming the Horon Circle

Horon participants hold each other’s hands and align their bodies to create a circle, 
semi-circle or line. A circle potentially renders the group immune to outside inter-
ference, whereas semi-circle encourages more participation, and the dancers can move 
more flexibly as a group. A semi-circle may be rapidly extended with the addition of 
new participants and converted into a full circle, a spiral or a line, depending on the 

11 Although dancers align their bodies in varying forms, practitioners typically call the organization of 
the dance horon halkası (‘horon circle’). I also use ‘horon circle’ as a generic term to define any arrange-
ment of horon dancing bodies unless a compositional analysis is required. 
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conditions of the space and the number of participants. If dancers join in an ongoing 
horon, they proactively take the hands of two other dancers and adjust their step pat-
tern and pace. If they leave, they step back and bring together the hands of the dancers 
on either side. Despite the appearance of equality given by the horizontal structure of 
the circular form, participants’ familiarity with each other, their gender, age and their 
different degrees of competence in the dance technique result in strategic positioning. 
For example, some dance next to people they have no earlier acquaintance with, while 
others prefer to hold hands with those they already know. Some prefer to place them-
selves among only women or only men, while others seek proximity to skilful dancers 
from whom they might learn. The circle motif, while it represents egalitarianism and 
solidarity among group members, therefore also invokes difference and even internal 
hierarchies, rendering the dance a complex space of physical and social interactions. 

Leadership 

The leader (colloquially called horoncu, or horanci in Turkish) improvises movement 
sequences and determines the pace and energy of the dance, typically with the aim 
of creating maximum joy among the group members and pleasing the audience with 
dancers’ harmony and synchronization. The followers’ ability also defines the leader’s 
choice of movement sequences and styling. The leader is expected to pay close attention 
to the dancers’ various needs and communicate with the musician to find a fitting 
tempo for the group members. Cemal, an environmental activist and a retired profes-
sional dancer from Artvin, emphasizes the leader’s need to anticipate individual ob-
stacles in the dance.

A horon leader carefully observes who is in the group and gives cues accordingly. If 
there are old people who cannot squat, or those who cannot jump high due to their 
uncomfortable clothing, the leader should organize the movement sequences and 
consider the optimum comfort for each member of the group.12

Leadership requires the responsive observation of group members, even though being 
the leader is a temporary position. Ideally anyone can claim it, yet the elders are usually 
expected to take on the role in traditional iterations of the dance. Followers, for their 
part, are expected to be focused and attentive during the dance in order to adapt them-
selves to the leader’s frequently changing cues. For this purpose, inexperienced per-
formers, like children, typically practice the steps at the farthest point from the leader 
in linear formations. They may also form another circle until they are accepted into the 
adults’ horon. Being admitted to the horon is considered a transformative event, a rite 

12 Interview with the author, Artvin, 15.8.2017.
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of passage, through which the young prove that they are members of the public and 
political lives of their communities. 

Competence also plays a significant role in leadership, which can be negotiated and 
challenged on the spot by other dancers. Claiming the leadership may seem conten-
tious, but it is also supposed to be a playful contestation of internal power relationships, 
combining competition and cooperation. Some of my interlocutors emphasized that 
they dance next to a competent dancer to learn the steps, while others do so to experi-
ence the dance with more joy. Some prefer to lead, while others feel more comfortable 
if they dance at the margin. Constant awareness of not only the leader’s changing cues 
but also the shifting conditions of the space help dancers avoid easy injuries and stay 
alert about developments in their immediate vicinity. 

Tulum Accompaniment 

Among the Hemşin and the Laz, a typical horon consists of several segments and is 
performed to a bagpipe. In the fora segment, one person begins singing, and others join 
by echoing the singer’s verses, or responding to them, using funny, ironic or sarcastic 
words. Fora, the singing segment, allows dancers to use the spoken word and oral ex-
pressions while the dance is proceeding at its slowest pace. Here the dancers hold hands 
and walk anti-clockwise as their upper bodies undulate with a bottom-up momentum. 
They sway in slow motion, allowing a moment of rest as their arms relax on both sides 
of the body. Participants face the centre and step parallel once to the right in two 
counts and once to the left in three counts, which adds a limping quality to the walk-
ing movement. This pattern can be executed by a large number of people, as it requires 
minimum mastery. Relatively simple step patterns make the dance accessible to those 
who do not have previous experience of the form. 

Dancers may create a closed circle at the centre where the tulum player is located. The 
tulum player energizes the crowd with up-beat rhythms and often works closely with 
the leader to find the best sequence in order to set the circle in motion. Whereas official 
iterations of horon are typically accompanied with the kemençe, a string-bowed instru-
ment common in horon styles performed in the Trabzon area, the tulum, a crucial part 
of the Hemşin and Laz cultural heritage, is under-represented in the national repertoire. 
When tulum is performed in protests, it signifies minority identities—their erasure, as-
similation, exclusion, and struggle for resilience under oppression—and claims space in 
the national discourse by registering the instrument as central to the community’s life.

By bringing tulum into a central position in the choreography of both horon and 
protests, environmentalists not only render marginalized ethnic and cultural identities 
visible, they also evoke images of their living in the Black Sea region under the challen-
ging conditions of the landscape. Ali, a professional tulum musician and an environ-
mental activist, says that the tulum 
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reminds me of the tough conditions of the mountainous Black Sea landscape. I 
blow the tulum once and do many other things simultaneously as I walk in the hills, 
accompany flocks, and carefully observe the surroundings in order to move safely in 
nature. For that tulum provides me with quick breaks to look around, engage with 
others, and take a breath while walking together with the flocks in steep areas.13

The pastoral role that the musician plays in the rural community relates to the duties 
of the tulum player in political protest, especially when musicians are placed in front 
of the marching group or at the centre of a spontaneously created horon circle. The in-
strument’s centrality in protest is neither solely an aesthetic nor a practical choice, but 
a reiteration of its prominence in the horon composition and in the cultural life of the 
region’s inhabitants. 

Tulum’s centrality is also related to its ability to facilitate the call-and-response pat-
terns that are a key feature of horon. The instrument’s high-pitched sound quality en-
courages participants to shout louder in order to be heard by others. Saliha, an activist 
from an Istanbul-based environmental group, explained that ‘Because the sound of 
tulum is already powerful, we have to shout louder to make our cries heard from out-
side. To me, the shouting resonates a war-cry; it encourages us while threatening the 
others.’14 In this particular case, the others to which she is referring are the police or 
other authorities. Tulum helps the protesters make themselves louder for purposes of 
encouragement and togetherness, here specifically through their opposition to others. 
Its high volume can compete with and even dominate the mechanized sound of the 
amplified police announcements, and once accompanied by the chorus singing, it con-
tributes to the powerful articulation of the chants. 

The instrument is nevertheless somewhat controversial in urban grassroots move-
ments because of its use of an animal skin. The tulum ‘bag’ is made from the whole skin 
of a goat. The openings at the neck and forelegs are tied up firmly or used for holding 
the pipes. The bag is inflated by blowing air into it and is played with a wooden pipe 
called a nav. To produce sound in the pipes, the player presses upon the inflated bag 
with one arm, thus controlling the wind in the bag with a virtuosic skill. Animal rights 
activists, who often demonstrate in alliance with environmental groups, typically dis-
agree with the use of tulum in protests. Alex, a Green Road opponent, states that she 
can understand vegan activists avoiding joining in demonstrations involving a tulum in 
Istanbul. Nonetheless, she appreciates the emotions that the sound of the instrument 
evokes and enjoys its public visibility as a cultural signifier.15 Through its loudness and 
reassuring directness, tulum produces an aesthetic quality of resistance which resonates 
with activists coming from diverse contexts. It also participates in the improvisation of 
choreography through bridging bodily movements and oral poetry. 

13 Interview with the author, Çamlıhemşin, 28.7.2017.
14 Interview with the author, Istanbul, 12.4.2017.
15 Interview with the author, Istanbul, 21.7.2017.
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Activist Remaking of Improvised Poetry

Oral literature with a focus on improvised poetry has been constitutive in the re-
making of horon as a transregional resistance genre. Historical narratives, as well as 
emotions such as love, longing and sorrow, are typically conveyed in poetry, which 
enables dancers to interact orally through the recitation of a chanted poem. In protests, 
demonstrators improvise the content of the accompanying poems, while the traditional 
rhyming scheme and compositional logic remain the same. A call-and-response pattern 
of chanted poetry invites the chorus, thus anonymizing the lyrics and collectivizing the 
act of chanting.

Horon dancers use the performativity of the dancing body and poetry to create 
corporeal and verbal agencies. Dancers ‘cite’ and ‘recite’ or resist and negotiate variously 
in order to construct, challenge or re-choreograph their social identities through their 
physical acts. Performativity, in this sense, works as a discursive force in which vulner-
able identities can open up spaces of resistance both within and against the dominant 
structures (Butler 1993; Sedgwick 1990). For example, ethnomusicologist Roshanak 
Kheshti (2015) employs the concept to analyse rooftop chanting as an act of dissent 
during the 2009 presidential elections in Iran. Kheshti examines how the Allah-O-
Akbar sound, a well-known religious utterance that was used to support the regime, is 
deployed by the masses to show discontent with the government. Iranians chanting the 
utterance on their balconies and rooftop terraces performed a pro-government sound-
ing to generate potency for its subversion with the aim of democratic politics. Similarly, 
performative constructions of political identity create a context for the examination of 
horon choreographies that are potentially subversive. 

The employment of chanted poetry in horon yet requires an examination of the per-
formativity of language (Austin 1962; Bauman 1977). In this context, performativity 
involves utterances that do not merely describe an action but accomplish it, what J.L. 
Austin calls a ‘performative utterance’ (1962:5–6). These types of utterance, sometimes 

Figure 3 The ‘Green 
Road’ protest horon in 
Çamlıhemşin, Rize. 
Photo courtesy of the 
Fırtına Initiative, 2015
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described as ‘speech acts,’ create events or relations in the world; these are the words 
that are constitutive of the act. While Austin argues that a performative utterance has 
no force in an aesthetic milieu, the application of improvised poetry and rhyming 
chants in public protests blurs the distinction he makes between ‘art’ and ‘everyday life’ 
and demonstrates the efficacy of the performative in this scenario. In horon, activists 
convert traditionally improvised song lyrics into political chants and statements by 
using performative language as they denounce corporations, curse the agents of dis-
possession and promise a better future. 

A popular rhyming poem used in horon is türkü, a quatrain which is often called 
atma türkü, ‘a thrown song’, if it is composed of couplets. The most common style of 
atma türkü is call-and-response, performed by two individuals or groups, each pro-
voking the other to respond with another couplet. If the respondent of the call is not 
publicly known, they may disclose themselves by responding with improvised verses, or 
they stay silent so as not to draw attention. In türkü singing, each verse can be repeated 
by the chorus. The participants may sing a well-known türkü to different tulum mel-
odies, or else one melody can be used to accompany several different türküs, some of 
which are composed in the düzme technique, a colloquial term used in Rize to describe 
couplet improvisations on the spot. This musical form is called giydirme (‘dressing’) in 
Turkish literature and is also used in the religious music of the Jewish, Christian and 
Muslim populations in Anatolia (Uslu 2012:152). In his study of Alevi music, Ulaş 
Özdemir shows how music-makers use this mode in religious ceremonies, noting that 
the musicians usually define their practice as ‘throwing ritual songs [aşk atmak] with 
improvised rhythms’ (2016:181). In another study of women’s lamentations in Trabzon, 
research participants called this form yakıştırma (‘fitting’), since a well-known quatrain 
is spontaneously tailored to a known melody (Doğuş Varlı 2007:105). 

This complex terminology becomes even more complicated when an elaborate sin-
ging style is involved. The verses of atma türkü in Rize horons typically follow an A-B-
C-B structure. In other cases, A and B as well as C and D can be read together, each 
making a full sentence. The overall rhyming scheme then turns into an A-A couplet 
structure. My analysis below is based on how the genre is executed in public events 
and demonstrations and its emic vocabulary of meaning-making that is explained to 
me by its practitioners. According to the internal logic of a traditional stanza, the first 
line defines the location of the event by providing the names or signifiers of the place. 
The second line depicts a memorable scene that occurred in this place. The last two 
lines make a statement, reveal a feeling, or disclose an unpleasant or desired situation. 
The atma türkü sung for Rize’s governor in August 2015 reflects this compositional 
structure. 

A Samistal’den geçiyor Passing through Samistal
Chorus
B Alageyiğin izi Trace of the deer
Chorus
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C Sana sesleniyoruz  We are calling you
Chorus
B Vali duy sesumuzi! Hear us oh Governor!
Chorus

A Samistal’un deresi  River of Samistal 
Chorus
B Aksun aksun çağlasun Should run and gurgle
Chorus
C Yeşil yoli yapanlar Those who build the Green Road
Chorus
B Cehennemi boylasun Should go to hell
Chorus

Although they are recited one after the other, each quatrain performed during the 
fora segment has an independent narrative, and both follow the traditional rhyming 
scheme. The first line defines the location of the event that is the Samistal plateau where 
the environmentalist vigil was held to protest against the road construction. The second 
line provides important facts about this place, such as its wild nature and strongly 
flowing river. In the third and fourth lines of each quatrain, the participants ask for a 
political demand and a wish from the God respectively. The first calls for the governor 
to stop the construction work, while the second calls on the divine power to punish 
those who are in charge of the construction. By using these two lines interchangeably, 
protesters ensure that those who are responsible for the devastation will be punished if 
the secular power fails to administer justice. 

Sometimes a style of poetry which is not very common in horon dancing may 
be repurposed to assist and circulate local protest statements. One example of this is 
destan, a genre of long epic recitation that is composed of seven or eleven syllables and 
tells of major historical events, accounts of heroism and stages of human life. Destan 
registers oral history in the way it conveys individual concerns and political criticism 
in order to question the validity of the official account. For example, a group of young 
rural and regional diaspora activists mobilized this genre and wrote Yeşil Yol Direniş 
Destanı (Green Road Resistance Destan). The verses create a link between a communal 
past, land ownership and resistance, while activists play with the words to paint the 
‘Green Road’ as a ‘pink lie’ on the part of the construction company. A ‘pink lie’ aims 
to please the opponents of a contested issue, acting ‘as if ’ the project is in advantage of 
the inhabitants. The ‘truth’ behind the lie about development, however, is disclosed by 
the poem.16      

16 See video, Fırtına İnsiyatifi, 2015.
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Uzaklardan geldiler  They came from far away
Almaya yayleları To take our yaylas17 away 
Zannetmeyom veruruz I don’t think that we will give 
Bu güzelum daglari These darling mountains away
Chorus
Yeşil yol deduğunuz What you call Green Road
Pembe bir yalan gibi Seems like a pink lie
Dedelerden kaldı hep They remain from our grandfathers
Biz dağlarun sahibi We are the owners of these mountains
Chorus
Bu gençluk direnecek These youth will resist
Dağlar bizim evumuz Mountains are our home
Çekun ellerunuzi Keep your hands off
Bunlardur son sözumuz These are our last words
Chorus

The destan verses promise resistance to protect the mountains as part of the ancestral 
land. The young people urge the authors of destruction and dispossession, who are 
foreign to the area, to keep their hands off the land. This foreign enemy has no specific 
identity, as it is not explained whether they are state representatives coming from the 
capital city of Ankara or business owners based in another large city. Protesters claim 
the land and demand an equitable allocation of resources against this distant adversary. 
This destan also contains some elements of türkü, particularly in its chorus. The women 
chant the first quatrain in the chorus, which the men then echo. In the last quatrain, 
the singers add a third repetition which men and women sing together. By adding 
the chorus to every stanza, destan as a typical solo performance is anonymized and 
collectivized. The poetry constitutes collective potency by combining different artistic 
styles, such as destan and türkü, with the protest contexts. 

The improvised poetry also allows participants to develop forms of resistance 
through conveying feelings and languages which are considered subversive. Lila Abu-
Lughod (1990) gives the example of Awlad ‘Ali Bedouins’ chanted a poetry style called 
ghinnawa, ‘little song’ or a lyric poem, which is sung on public occasions, where women 
improvise and recite poetry to talk about their emotions without being condemned by 
other community members. The poetry hence acts as a form of resistance against the 
social norms of the prevailing patriarchal ideology. In a similar vein, Susan Slyomovics 
(2014) examines the subversive and dissenting potential of the improvised poetry of 
women in Algeria. By scrutinizing the shifting social and political meanings of the 
women’s būqālah poetry in the twentieth century, Slyomovics shows that this form of 
oral literature emerged as an expression of feminine cultural protest against the domi-

17 High plateau or mountain pastures where residents of nearby villages used to graze animals during 
summers. 
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nation of language policies under French colonialism. While French colonialists made 
generic and idealized ritual descriptions of the poetry, they were inattentive to its im-
provisational practices, which were fundamental to the women’s agency and resistance 
to the settler colonialism of everyday life.    

Horon poetry too can perform cultural resilience and resistance through its every-
day life iterations in the eastern Black Sea region, but it also productively and directly 
serves to develop a collective voice in public political protests. While singing, pro-
testers produce the group’s manifesto together, and they do so progressively, with each 
repetition of the chorus. This collective embodiment of sound through the non-me-
chanical amplification of marginalized, anti-hegemonic voices make these recitations 
emblematic of the group’s political statements. A similar amplification technique called 
the ‘human microphone’ was used during the anti-nuclear rallies of the 1980s in the 
United States and repeated more recently in global social movements such as the Oc-
cupy Wall Street and Egypt’s Tahrir Square movements (2011), as well as in demon-
strations in Istanbul’s Gezi Park (2013). The human microphone technique is based 
on the delivery of an individual speech or a chant spoken in short segments in front 
of a large audience. The participants repeat each sentence after the speaker so that the 
speech is anonymized. According to Laura Kunreuther’s study of the soundscape of 
protests in Kathmandu, the human microphone emphasizes the ‘collective voice’ and 
thus works as an enactment of democracy (2018:2). Lilian Radovac (2015) also exam-
ines the modern history of amplified sound systems in the US public space and sees 
in the human microphone an innovative attempt to subvert technologies of policing 
and control in American society. Deployment of the non-mechanical amplification of 
the sound allowed New York’s Occupy activists to bring ‘political life [from in-door 
venues] back to the street’ (2015:47). In Turkey’s grassroots protests, horon’s chanted 
poetry also utilizes the qualities of the human microphone by allowing anonymity, 
collectivity, repetition and amplification of the sound. With these features, the poetry 
both calls attention to a regional cultural heritage and serves inventively in contempo-
rary urban and rural protests.

Concluding Remarks

Horon has provided urban and rural environmental protesters with a way to come 
together and find a common voice while negotiating their own social, political, ethnic 
and generational differences. The dance oscillates between an activity of everyday life, 
the residue of an ancient ritual and a contemporary form of political resistance. Its 
multivariate nature creates an ambiguity in its meaning that makes the genre a potent 
political tool for resisting dispossession and state violence. Its choreographic qualities, 
such as having no fixed leader, the horizontal placement of bodies in a circular shape, 
the encouragement of individual expressions within a collective and its use of call-
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and-response patterns, provide activists with the bodily resources to use against the 
manoeuvres of the state and business interests intent on development projects. The 
strategic positioning of individuals constantly questions leadership roles in the dance, 
while the interchangeability of the dancers helps them adapt to the rapidly shifting 
conditions of the protest. The casual patterns and everyday qualities of movements 
render the dance accessible to non-professional dancers and show inclusivity, inviting 
greater participation by society at large. Meanwhile, horon’s improvisational structure 
helps merge dance, music and poetry together into a coherent and potent political 
action. Through improvisation, protesters convert traditional forms of poetry into po-
litical chants whose chorus model, lyrical anonymity and vocal amplification create a 
collective voice of popular opposition, complementing its choreographic qualities and 
also turning them into performative political actions without leaving any room for 
ambiguity between its shifting meanings. 

Internal diaspora activists use the horon genre as a shared space of cultural knowl-
edge between Turkey’s western cities and its eastern Black Sea rural areas to innova-
tively create a transregional circulation of information, dances, protesters and political 
struggles. Its migration and mobility across the Black Sea coast as a dance of environ-
mental resistance has paved the way for the development of new aesthetic values and 
political identities. These developments have left some anxious and others proud of a 
horon style that has long been suppressed in the national repertoire but now won vis-
ibility and recognition in the national public space. Despite criminalizing and margin-
alizing accusations of ‘terrorism’ and the legal pressure heaped upon them, protesters’ 
use of various constellations of dance, music and poetry continue to suggest non-violent 
forms of interconnectivity and effectively register folk dance as transcending binary 
constructions of the rural and the urban, the past and the present.
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