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Abstract

This study aims to compare the film Wall by Yilmaz Guney and the novel
The Nickel Boys by Colson Whitehead in light of Giorgio Agamben’s ideas.
To this end, the researcher draws on Agamben’s famous statement that the
paradigm of the modern world is the concentration camp, discussed,
elaborated, and revisited in his books Homo Sacer and Remnants of
Auschwitz, to examine how it emerges in Turkey and the United States. The
lives of Kurds in Turkey and African Americans seem to follow the same
trajectory that Agamben had described through his example of the
concentration camp, as they are characterized by inclusive exclusion; the
suspension of the law on many occasions by the sovereign to exercise the
violence necessary to force them into submission; the creation of the figure
of the Muselmann, whose life is marked by complete submission and whose
death is not possible because he is homo sacer; and, finally, the impossibility
of a meaningful death as the sovereign’s final technique for negating the
meaning of the Muselmann’s life and death. The two works manifest the
materialization of what Agamben had identified as the paradigm of the
modern age, showing how Turkish Kurds and African Americans have been
going through situations similar to those experienced by prisoners at
Auschwitz. This very form of ‘life’ still awaits Turkish Kurds and African
Americans and will characterize their lives in the future, in line with what
Agamben had argued would potentially happen to all people around the
world.
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1. Introduction

Directed by Yilmaz Giiney, a Turkish Kurdish filmmaker, The Wall (Duvar, its original
Turkish title) depicts the lives of prisoners in a Turkish prison shortly after the 1980 coup
d’état, a watershed event in Turkish history. The film portrays prison wards occupied by
women, adults, teenagers, and so-called “anarchists,” but focuses particularly on a ward
housing boys between six and fourteen. Although the film can be interpreted as depicting the
lives of people in Third World countries where violence, exclusion, and killing prevail, its
central focus is on the lives of Kurds, who are marginalized and treated as human beings
while being excluded from political life.

Winner of the 2020 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, Colson Whitehead’s novel The Nickel Boys
(2019) depicts the experiences of African American teenagers at Nickel Academy, a reform
school in Florida inspired by a real institution and its history of abuse. Ostensibly established
to reform young people with criminal records, Nickel Academy functions as a site of
enslavement, torture, humiliation, and the systematic destruction of Black lives, all under the
guise of reform and discipline. Elwood, the novel’s protagonist, enters the institution
believing that he can improve himself and become someone like Martin Luther King Jr. He
ultimately discovers, however, that the school functions not as a place of rehabilitation but as
an institution of humiliation and violence.

2. Methodology

This study draws on Giorgio Agamben’s theory of the camp, particularly his argument that
the concentration camp has become the paradigm of the modern world. Building on Michel
Foucault’s theory of the panopticon as a model of modern disciplinary power, Agamben uses
the concepts of homo sacer, the state of exception, and the Muselmann to explain how human
beings are deprived of political life and reduced to bare life. Drawing on the experiences of
prisoners in Auschwitz, Agamben argues that the camp is not merely an historical anomaly
but a paradigm of modern political power, in which the state of exception becomes the rule,
and individuals are stripped of political agency. This study applies Agamben’s theory of the
camp to the film The Wall and the novel The Nickel Boys. It argues that both works depict
Kurds in Turkey and African Americans in the United States as marginalized groups who are
included within the political order yet excluded from meaningful political life. Using the
concepts of the state of exception and bare life, the study examines how these groups are
represented as included-excluded subjects.

3. Discussion

In both Turkey and the United States, politics and law are intertwined, making the political
realm a space of exception. This, in turn, demonstrates how both countries have sought to
establish sites for the oppression and extermination of minorities. To this end, both states have
resorted to law to create states of exception, placing Kurds in Turkey and African Americans
in the United States in a position in which they are simultaneously included within the
political order and excluded from it. This process enables the sovereign to distinguish
between those deemed worthy of life and those to be stripped of political life altogether,
thereby reducing them to homo sacer.

Throughout the twentieth century, Turkish Kurds were marginalized through labels such as
“Turkish Kurds” and “southeastern citizens” rather than being recognized as Kurds and non-
Turks. Their lives have been characterized by states of exception, particularly following the
1980 coup d’état, when a state of emergency was declared in 14 provinces, most of them
predominantly Kurdish, for an initial period of six months. This measure was subsequently
reinstated 46 times, lasting nearly 23 years in total. For the Kurds, this prolonged state of
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exception meant the transformation of law into exception and exception into law, allowing the
sovereign to treat them as it saw fit in the name of order, security, and defeating the enemy.
Guney depicts this condition in The Wall, where the prison becomes a place in which Kurds—
children, teenagers, adults, women, and even people with paralysis—are forced to spend their
lives. Life outside the prison is no better, as the state of exception effectively transforms
Kurdish provinces into open-air prisons.

A similar pattern characterizes the lives of African Americans in the United States, where
Black people are marginalized and rendered invisible through exclusion. In this condition, the
boundary between law and violence becomes so blurred that Black people are reduced to
“walking dead.” The Nickel Boys depicts how Black people are killed without anyone being
held accountable, turning the school and its surrounding area into a graveyard for Black
people.

Reduced to the condition of the Muselmann, prisoners in both works are stripped of
political life. Their survival depends on begging for food in The Wall or enduring violence
and sexual abuse while relinquishing their dreams and aspirations in The Nickel Boys. Worse
still, after being deprived of the possibility of living, the prisoners are also deprived of the
possibility of dying. Rather than being killed outright by prison guards, they are repeatedly
tortured and abandoned to die meaningless deaths, with no one held responsible. Neither
permitted to live nor allowed to die, the prisoners are rendered as “walking dead”—figures of
the Muselmann—and left abandoned.

4. Conclusion

Turkish Kurds and African Americans appear to share a similar fate: they are included as
citizens and human beings only to be excluded and abandoned. Governments employ various
means to deprive them of a meaningful life, including the denial of basic necessities, violence,
and sexual abuse. At the same time, the prisoners in both works are deprived of the possibility
of a meaningful death, a condition that Agamben presents as particularly horrifying.
Agamben’s conception of the camp as the paradigm of the modern world is reflected in both
works, which highlight the precarious lives of minorities in societies where they are regarded
as unwanted and, consequently, disposable.
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