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ABSTRACT This article discusses Turkey’s increasing role as a country of im-
migration by using the case study of Iranian migration to Turkey. While 
Turkey predominantly functions as a transit country for Iranians on their 
way to the West, this article will focus on a small group of Iranian mi-
grants who went to Turkey with the purpose of transit but eventually set-
tled down in the country. At the same time, the article investigates the 
concepts of “transit” and “settlement” among a growing group of Iranian 
students who entered Turkish universities in recent years. In which ways 
can these students be compared to other Iranian migrants in Turkey? And 
to what extent are Turkey’s institutions for higher education becoming an 
easy channel for migrants looking for ways to leave their home country?

Introduction 

“I don’t know what will happen in Iran after four years. So, I will make a plan for 
myself to go to America or somewhere else, like all Iranians want to. But I know I 
will not be able to do that, because you need to have money (….) So I said to my-
self: ‘Ok I will not be able to go to other countries, so I have two options: to stay in 
Turkey, or to go back to Iran.” (Farzad, 25, Iranian student at Boğaziçi University 
in Istanbul, Turkey)

The phenomenon of transit migration has become a central element in 
both scholarly and policy discussions since in the 1990s, when the Eu-
ropean Union introduced stricter border controls and imposed seri-

ous obstacles for legal migration into its territory.1 As a consequence, more 
migrants from the East and the South seemed to use overland and maritime 
routes in order to reach Europe and had to use several “stop-overs” on the 
way, such as Turkey, Ukraine, Libya, Egypt and Morocco. At the same time, 
large inflows of migrants and asylum seekers from the South and East have 
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transformed these so-called ‘transit countries’ into 
immigration countries in their own right.2 Howev-
er, few studies have investigated the settlement of 
migrants in locales that they only intended to tran-
sit. This article will try to fill part of that gap by pre-
senting the stories of several Iranian migrants for 
whom the perception of Turkey transformed from 
a transit location into a place of immigration. What 
factors were important in their decision to settle 
down in Turkey, and how can we relate that to Tur-
key’s changing modes of reception for foreigners 
from the Middle East? 

Secondly, I will show how current flows of Iranian students to Turkey are 
connected to Turkey’s development into a regional educational hub for an 
increasing number of students from the Middle East and Central Asia.3 The 
limited research done on this topic shows that some of these students would 
actually prefer to study in Europe or America, but their inability to do so led 
them to opt for Turkey as a “second best choice”.4 This article will discuss 
to what extent we can compare Iranian students at Turkish universities with 
other Iranian migrants that originally arrived to Turkey with the intention of 
transiting. 

In the next section, I will shortly discuss the theoretical framework on transit 
migration and student mobility, followed by a brief historical overview of Ira-
nian transit migration to Turkey. Afterward, I will present the findings from 
my fieldwork with a focus on two groups: those Iranians who first had their 
mind set on a Western country but eventually settled down in Turkey, and 
those Iranians who came to Turkey in the context of education. 

Theoretical Framework: Transit Migration and Student Mobility 

The concept of transit migration emerged in the 1990s, when stricter migra-
tion policies in the EU and other Western states induced people to take more 
dangerous routes to reach their destination or travel through a range of third 
countries in the vicinity of the EU. This attracted a lot of attention from in-
ternational policy makers, NGO’s and scholars.5 However, in recent years, the 
concept of transit migration has been thoroughly criticized as well. For exam-
ple on the basis of the flawed assumption that migrants in transit zones always 
want to move on to Europe.6 

On a theoretical level, the concept of transit migration is very difficult to grasp 
and it is even more challenging to define who a “transit migrant” is. Accord-

Migrants often 
change their 
intentions and 
routes based on the 
conditions that they 
find in the transit 
country, which 
are influenced by 
various factors
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ing to Papadoupoulou (2008), transit migration is a phase in the migration 
process “that cuts across various migrant categories and all migrants may find 
themselves in the condition of transit at some point.” An additional difficul-
ty lies in the fact that a migrant’s ultimate destination is not always known 
from the outset and usually develops while ‘in transit.’7 Migrants often change 
their intentions and routes based on the conditions that they find in the transit 
country, which are influenced by various factors, such as policy changes and 
migrants’ perception of risks related with onward movement. The variability 
of these conditions can also result in migrants’ decision to settle down in what 
was originally only seen as a transit country.8 Therefore, it is not always pos-
sible to perceive the journey of a migrant simply as a movement from A (the 
origin) to B (the destination), but the phase in between A and B is of crucial 
importance for the outcome of the journey.9

Furthermore, the concept of transit migration is often associated with irreg-
ular migration and human smuggling, while many migratory movements 
(such as migration from Iran to Turkey) actually consist of mixed flows and 
include asylum seekers, refugees and legal labor migrants as well.10 Neverthe-
less, it has been observed that for migrants with higher levels of education and 
financial resources, it is easier to cross borders and thus their time spent in 
transit is shorter.11 As such, it is very important to conduct research on higher 
educated migrants, such as students, who find themselves in a “transit phase” 
within their larger migration process. Such studies have been rather scarce 
until now. 

One of the exceptions is formed by Berriane (2009), who did research on 
Sub-Saharan African students in Morocco and connected them to other (tran-
sit) migrants in the country. He found that the overwhelming majority (82 
percent) of Sub-Saharan students intended to move on to Europe or North 
America after graduation, instead of returning back home.12 In the case of Aus-
tralia, Ghim Thye Tan showed that 21 percent of Chinese and Indian students 
wanted to migrate onwards to another country, usually the UK or the United 
States.13 Lastly, studies suggest that also Russia is used as an important transit 
route for students. Since the 1990’s, many individuals from countries in Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East arrived to Russia with student visas and hoped to 
move on to Western European countries.14 

In recent decades, the rising importance of the global knowledge economy 
has actually led to an enormous expansion in international student mobility 
towards OECD countries. In addition to the increase in the number of inter-
national students worldwide (from 800.000 students in 1975 to 4.3 million in 
2011,15 there is also a significant proportion of students do not return home 
and transform from ‘students’ into ‘migrants.’16 This development is facilitat-
ed and sometimes even encouraged by Western governments, which need 
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highly skilled migrants in order to fill 
up certain labor shortages in the econ-
omy.17 At the same time, the tuition 
fees of international student present 
much-needed additional income for 
universities that are faced with increas-
ing privatization.18 Moreover, in light 
of the restrictions on the mobility of 
low-skilled and irregular migrants, 
using the “educational channel” often 
becomes the only legal possibility for 
young people from developing societ-
ies to move to other countries.19 

The attraction of international students has also become an important issue 
for universities in Turkey, as they are trying to keep up with the interna-
tionalization of education in the context of decreasing state funding.20 As a 
result, the number of foreign students in Turkey has more than quadrupled 
from 10,000 students in 2000 to 45,000 students in 2014.21 Turkey has been 
particularly active in recruiting students from Central Asia, the Caucasus 
and the Middle East. For these students, Turkey’s geographical and cultural 
proximity, low subsistence costs and Westernized system of education are 
important pull-factors.22 However, up until now, there have been no studies 
that investigate what happens after international students in Turkey gradu-
ate. For example, do most of them return to their home country, find a job 
in Turkey or move onwards to another nation? One study by Tekelioğlu et al. 
on 80 foreign medicine students in Ankara suggests that there is definitely a 
possibility that a proportion of foreign students will settle down in Turkey: 
in their survey, 48 percent of the students considered staying in Turkey after 
graduation.23 

Iranian Migration to the West via Turkey: A Background 

In order to contextualize the movement of Iranian students to Turkey, it is 
important to look at the broader history of Iranian migration to Western 
countries. This movement really took off in the 1960s and 1970s, when many 
wealthy Iranians went abroad to study in the United States.24 However, the 

Iranian refugee Behzat looks out of his 
kitchen window during an interview at 

his home in Nevsehir, on May 3, 2010. 

AFP / Bülent Kılıç
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1979 Islamic Revolution caused unprecedented numbers of Iranians to flee 
their home country in the face of increasing political oppression, censorship 
and human rights abuses.25 In general, it is accepted that the outflow of Iranian 
migrants in the 1980s was of a more political nature, while Iranian migrants af-
ter 1990 had more economic incentives to leave.26 Despite the mix of political, 
economic and social reasons to leave, many Iranians chose the “asylum route” 
and eventually obtained refugee status in the West.27 

Currently the majority of Iranians abroad reside in the United States, while the 
remainder can be found in other Western countries such as Canada, Germany 
and Sweden.28 It is important to note that a large proportion of the Iranians 
living abroad are generally well-educated, causing a significant and persisting 
brain drain in Iran. There are several factors that suggest that this “academic 
exodus” will continue in the next few years. For instance, Iran has a dispro-
portionally young population, a severe lack of good-quality higher education 
and a general absence of academic freedom. Iran’s constrained economy and 
isolation from other markets has led to high youth unemployment rates of 
25-30 percent, leaving many young university graduates without good job 
prospects.29 

These social and economic factors are exacerbated by the restrictive political 
climate in Iran. It is presumed, for example, that many young, educated Irani-
ans left Iran after the 1999 student protests and the 2009 ‘Green Movement,’ of-
ten using Turkey as a transit stop.30 In any case, it seems that Iranians’ reasons 
for leaving their home country result from a complex mix of economic and 
political motives – whether they move as students, asylum seekers, irregular 
migrants, tourists or legal labor migrants. 

Turkey as a Transit Migration Hub for Iranians 
It is estimated that since 1979 the majority of the Iranians who went west-
wards used Turkey as a transit route.31 Mirroring the general pattern of Irani-
ans moving to Western countries, Iranians’ passage through Turkey is heavily 
characterized by “mixed flows” of asylum seekers, irregular migrants and legal 
migrants. For most of these groups, Turkey is the most logical exit out of Iran, 
thanks to Turkey’s visa exemption for Iranian citizens and the long and loosely 
secured Iranian-Turkish border that facilitates human smuggling and irregular 
crossings.32

That many young, educated Iranians left 
Iran after the 1999 student protests and 
the 2009 ‘Green Movement,’ often using 
Turkey as a transit stop
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Until the 1990s, many Iranians 
perceived Turkey merely as a tran-
sit route and not as a destination 
country, partly due to the fact that 
Turkey adopted a “laissez-passer” 
attitude and encouraged the over-
whelming majority of Iranian mi-
grants and asylum seekers to move 
on to third countries.33 In addition, 

the Turkish government does not recognize Iranians and other asylum seek-
ers from outside Europe as refugees, due to its geographical limitation in the 
1951 UN Geneva Convention. As the UNHCR in Turkey only started to offer 
a systematic resettlement program for asylum seekers from the Middle East 
after 1986, we can assume that in the 1980s, many Iranians traveled further to 
Western countries and applied for asylum there.34

However, since the 1994 Turkish asylum regulation, a two-tiered system was 
introduced in cooperation with the UNHCR that gave the Turkish govern-
ment more control over the influx of asylum seekers. As a result, a growing 
number of Iranians have applied for asylum with the UNHCR in Turkey and 
have been resettled to Western countries.35 Nevertheless, not all asylum claims 
are accepted, and resettlement procedures can take up to several years. As a 
result, some asylum seekers live in liminal and precarious conditions for long 
periods of time, while others gradually settle down in Turkey.36 Rejected asy-
lum seekers and other Iranians who choose not to apply for asylum in Turkey 
sometimes try to find an irregular passage to other countries and lodge their 
asylum applications elsewhere, a process whereby asylum seekers are turned 
into “irregular transit migrants.”37

A Statistical Profile of Iranians in Turkey 
Despite all the contextual evidence, there are very few accurate statistics avail-
able on the numbers of Iranian migrants that have passed through Turkey in 
recent decades, and estimates vary from half a million to 1.5 million.38 We can 
nevertheless combine some statistics in order to get an image of the size of 
Iranian migration to Turkey. 

In terms of asylum seekers and refugees, Iranians filed a total of 30,689 asylum 
applications with the UNHCR in Turkey between 2001 and 2012.39 Between 
1995 and 2010, Iranians constituted the largest group of asylum seekers in Tur-
key, responsible for 45.8 percent of all applicants, closely followed by Iraqis 
(39.2 percent). Iranians generally had a high recognition rate, with 61.4 per-
cent of all applications accepted and the majority resettled in Western coun-
tries, such as the U.S. (46 percent), Canada (22 percent) and Scandinavia (17 
percent).40

According to scholars there 
is a small group of 10,000 
Iranians that failed to transit to 
a Western country in the 1980s 
and 1990s and mostly live in 
Turkey undocumented
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We can also see a significant increase in the number of Iranians entering Tur-
key legally over the last decade, with the 327,000 legal entries in 2001 increas-
ing threefold to almost 1.2 million in 2013. From 2007 onwards, the number 
of Iranians entering Turkey started to surpass one million on an annual basis. 
However, these statistics comprise all legal entries by Iranian citizens, includ-
ing tourists, merchants, students, asylum seekers and individuals that plan to 
use to Turkey as a transit route to another country. 

	 2001	 2004	 2007	 2010 	 2013 

From Iran	 327,067	 631,522	 1,058,206	 1,885,097	 1,196,801

Total number of	 11,619,909	 17,548,384	 23,340,911	 28,632,204	 34,910,098
foreign entries

Table 1: Arriving number of foreigners and citizens (legal entry) of Iranian nationality

Source: Tourism statistics, Turkish Statistical Institute (TURKSTAT), 201441

Many of these Iranians are tourists who enjoy the visa-free travel between Iran 
and Turkey. They often come to Istanbul or to Turkey’s southern sea coast “to 
taste the freedom for a while,” purchase consumer goods and clothes that are 
difficult to find in Iran, and meet friends and family that reside as refugees in 
Europe and are therefore unable to go back to Iran for a visit.42 In addition, 
these statistics also include the increasing number of Iranian students in the 
past few years.43

At the same time, there seems to be a growing settled Iranian community in 
Turkey, although official statistics are incomplete and rather outdated. Nev-
ertheless, census data indicate that Iranians were among the top 13 new im-
migrant groups in Turkey between 1995 and 2000 and belonged to the top 13 
of foreigners in possession of a work permit in 2011.44 In addition, between 
2000 and 2004 Iranians were the third largest group in Turkey that obtained 
citizenship through regular acquisition, directly following Bulgarians and 
Greek ‘heimatloss.’45 However, as the academic literature on Iranian migration 
to Turkey mainly focuses on transit migrants and asylum seekers, there are 
very few indicators of a “settled” Iranian community. According to scholars 
like Kirişci and İçduygu, there is a small group of 10,000 Iranians that failed to 
transit to a Western country in the 1980s and 1990s and mostly live in Turkey 
undocumented.46 Nonetheless, findings by Danış (2006), as well as my own 
fieldwork from 2009, illustrate that many of these ‘failed migrants’ did acquire 
legal status or even Turkish citizenship. Most of them were educated middle 
class Iranians and often of Azerbaijani-Turkish background, making it easier 
for this group to acquire Turkish citizenship thanks to the Settlement Law of 
1934.47 
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From “Transit” to “Settlement”? Empirical Findings on Iranian 
Migrants and Their Choice of Turkey 

The aim of this chapter is to focus on Iranian migrants that have stayed in Tur-
key for a long period of time and show signs of settlement in the country. This 
group of migrants is formed by the “small residue” of a larger flow of Iranian 
transit migrants in the 1980s and 1990s and more recent groups of Iranian mi-
grants that often came to Turkey to study. In this chapter, I will first outline the 
methodology used and subsequently give a small overview of the Iranians that 
I interviewed in terms of their migration trajectories and their views toward 
staying in Turkey. 

Methodology 
The empirical findings presented in this article are the result of three months 
of fieldwork in Turkey and the Netherlands in 2009. The research was con-
ducted as part of a Master’s thesis project that was qualitative and, due to the 
limited number of studies on the topic, exploratory in nature. In addition to 
a literature review and interviews with a number of organizations and insti-
tutions in the field, I conducted 19 semi-structured interviews with Iranians 
who were living or had lived in Turkey in either a regular or irregular manner 
between 1987 and 2009. I have stayed in touch with most of these respondents 
and paid them follow-up visits in 2013-2014. 

Most interviews took place in Istanbul and Ankara and were conducted in 
either English, Dutch, Persian or Turkish. Respondents were found through a 
combination of organizations in the field, my own personal network of Irani-
ans and Turks in Turkey and the Netherlands, and snowballing methods. The 
sample included 15 Iranians of (partly) Azerbaijani origin (78 percent), as they 
seemed to be overrepresented in Turkey thanks to linguistic and cultural simi-
larities and their easier reception by the Turkish host population. 

Moreover, as I was a university student myself, the snowballing method prob-
ably led to the inclusion of a higher number of (PhD) students and graduates, 
who were living in major urban centers in Turkey. Although there were also a 
high number of Iranian asylum seekers awaiting the outcome of their proce-
dure in one of Turkey’s “satellite cities,” I did not include these asylum seekers 
in my sample. Finally, the sample is male-dominated as it was more difficult 
to find an equal number of Iranian men and women living in Turkey at that 
time. 

Although the empirical research dates from 2009, since then there have been 
almost no studies on Iranian migrants in Turkey, while most research focuses 
on asylum seekers.48 This research therefore reveals important patterns on Ira-
nian (transit) migration to Turkey that are still valid today.
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Migration Trajectories 
In total, I conducted interviews with 19 Iranians 
that had either lived or were living in Turkey. Half 
of these respondents came to Turkey for the pur-
pose of transit. Four of them had passed irregularly 
through Turkey in the 1980s and 1990s and were 
eventually accepted as refugees in the Netherlands, 
where I met and interviewed them. Three people 
came to Turkey during the same period with the 
intention of transiting to a Western country, but 
they eventually settled down in Turkey. Two people 
had been in Turkey for only 10 months and consid-
ered themselves to be “in transit.” The second half 
of the respondents came to Turkey with a stronger 
intention to stay, at least for a while: one woman 
migrated to Turkey to join her partner already liv-
ing there, and two men came to work. The remain-
der consisted of seven people who came to Turkey with the intention to study 
or to do a PhD. 

The Iranians in my sample had diverse and mixed motivations to leave Iran: 
seven migrants mentioned that they had been forced to leave Iran because 
they had an altercation with the police, four of them eventually obtained ref-
ugee status in Europe, and the other three chose to study or do a PhD in 
Turkey. The other 14 Iranians mentioned that they had left Iran in search of 
better opportunities and to enjoy more academic, political, social or cultural 
freedom. 

The respondents also held various ideas about their intended length of stay in 
Turkey and possible onward movement, which seemed to change over time 
and could by no means be called “definite.” Therefore, it is challenging to cate-
gorize the individuals in my sample as “transit migrant,” “refugee” or “irregular 
migrant,” as many of them fell into various categories throughout their entire 
migration process. In terms of their intended destinations, most respondents 
in the sample mentioned Canada, the U.S. or various European countries as 
their original goal. Most believed that they could find better educational and 
work opportunities and more cultural and political freedom there. They saw 
the West as a place “where human rights are respected and everyone is taken 
care of.”49 

Iranians Arriving in Turkey in the 1980s and 1990s
Almost all the respondents stated that they originally did not have the inten-
tion to move to Turkey for a long time, either because they perceived Western 
countries as their ultimate destination or because they hoped to return to Iran 

Almost all the 
respondents stated 
that they originally 
did not have the 
intention to move to 
Turkey for a long time, 
either because they 
perceived Western 
countries as their 
ultimate destination
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when the political situation improved. Neverthe-
less, all the respondents mentioned the geographical 
proximity of Turkey to Iran as an almost “logical” 
factor in their decision to migrate to or via Turkey. 
Especially the Azerbaijani-Iranian students that I in-
terviewed noted the cultural and linguistic closeness 
between the two countries as an important factor in 
their choice of Turkey.50 However, there are some 
interesting differences in the perception of Turkey 
for various groups of migrants and this influenced 
their decision to stay or to move on. It is possible to 
identify two groups who both arrived to Turkey in 
the late 1980s and 1990s: the transit migrants that 
passed through Turkey irregularly and obtained 
refugee status in the Netherlands; and the migrants 
that came to Turkey with the purpose of transit but 
eventually settled down. 

The first group – the four transit migrants that settled down in the Nether-
lands – all mentioned that they had never considered staying in Turkey and 
always had their minds set on moving onward to a Western country. Most 
of them perceived Turkish society as conservative and thought that Turkish 
people experienced the same lack of cultural freedoms and human rights as 
the people in Iran. For them, Turkey was merely a transit route because they 
lived in constant fear of the police and did not see applying for asylum in Tur-
key as a viable option – as expressed by Sattar, who transited illegally through 
Turkey in 1999: 

“If someone would have done that (apply for asylum in Turkey) they would have 
sent them back (to Iran). There was an agreement between the Iranian government 
and Turkey to send back, deport Iranians immediately. That’s why I never tried that.” 
(Sattar)

This pattern seems to be in line with Jefroudi, who notes that in the 1980s and 
1990s, the UNHCR did not systematically accept and resettle refugees in Tur-
key and a portion of them were deported back to Iran.51 Therefore, we can infer 
that those migrants that were forced to leave Iran did not feel comfortable ap-
plying for asylum in Turkey, as it was so “close” to Iran. Besides, their negative 
perception of Turkey was an important factor that augmented their motivation 
to move on to the West.

Secondly, my sample included three respondents who solely came to Turkey 
with the purpose of transit, but decided to stay in Turkey shortly after their 
arrival. These Iranians had been living in Turkey for a long while at the time of 

For many migrants 
in transit, it is often a 
combination of their 
financial resources, 
the possibility to 
work en route, 
possession of travel 
documents and the 
reliability of their 
social contacts that 
facilitates their 
onward journey
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the interview (i.e., 13, 22 and 23 years). Below, I will focus on three respondents 
from my sample, who all stated that there original destination was a Western 
country but that their plans changed when they arrived in Turkey. Meryem 
(49) followed her husband to Turkey, and envisioned the country merely as a 
step-on-the-way towards Canada. However, when she arrived there with her 
children, her husband stated that he liked Turkey and he wanted to stay here, 
and Meryem complied. Setareh (27) came with her mother to Turkey with the 
plan to move to Sweden from there, as Setareh’s uncle was living there as a ref-
ugee. Unfortunately, after a few months it became clear that the uncle was not 
in a position to help bring them over to Sweden, so they stayed in Turkey and 
Setareh’s mother went back to school. Finally, Faramarz (43) came to Turkey to 
transit to Canada and spoke to several smugglers that could help him get there. 
However, he did not consider any smuggler to be reliable. From his nephew 
who was living in Turkey, he heard about the possibilities to study in Turkey 
and decided to stay and go back to school. After four years, Faramarz brought 
over his wife Mina from Iran, and he has been working and living in Ankara 
for the last 13 years. 

Thus, it seems that the Iranians in my sample who have been residing in Tur-
key for the longest period of time can be considered a “small residue” from 
the large flow of Iranians that passed through Turkey in the 1980s and 1990s. 
Should these cases be viewed as “failed transit migrants” because they lacked 
the necessary financial resources or social contacts to overcome the legal ob-
stacles in their passage to the West? 

For many migrants in transit, it is often a combination of their financial re-
sources, the possibility to work en route, possession of travel documents and 
the reliability of their social contacts that facilitates their onward journey.52 In 
addition, someone’s socioeconomic position also influences the amount of risk 
a migrant would have to take in order to cross borders irregularly.53 This was 
very clear in the case of Faramarz, who renounced moving onwards in an ir-
regular way and simultaneously perceived Turkey as a country where he could 
lead a comfortable life. We can therefore argue that these migrants stayed and 
settled down in Turkey because they viewed Turkey as a “second best option” 
and preferred it over returning to Iran.

However, it should be noted that these three settled migrants – Meryem, Far-
amarz and Setareh – did not leave Iran because of political persecution and 
therefore did not consider it a problem to remain in a country so close to 
home. This is in contrast to the transit migrants who traveled on to the Nether-
lands: they mentioned a constant fear of deportation in Turkey and were thus 
willing to take more risks to reach Europe in an irregular way. Considering the 
estimated one million Iranians that moved on to the West in the 1980s and 
1990s, this group of approximately 10,000 Iranian migrants who settled down 
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in Turkey are likely to be the exception to the rule. Nevertheless, as the border 
restrictions and entry regulations of the European Union and other Western 
countries continue to become stricter, it is likely that an increasing number of 
Iranian migrants will refrain from taking further risks to move onwards and 
choose to prolong their stay in Turkey. 

“Academic Migration” to Turkey After 2000
Based on my research findings, it is also possible to identify a new pattern of 
more academically-inclined migration from Iran to Turkey, especially since 
the 2000s. My sample consisted of seven Iranian males who came to Turkey to 
study or do a PhD: three people were more or less forced to leave Iran because 
of their political activities and/or because they were unable to study or teach at 
university. More than half of the sample deliberately chose to study in Turkey 
and not a Western country and had been living in Turkey for eight to 10 years. 
They did not have any concrete plans to move to another country, although 
they did hope to return to Iran one day if the situation improved. Here I will 
shortly discuss the trajectories of four (PhD) students: Farzad, Arash, Hossein 
and Ashkan.

“Before, when I was 16, my father just organized to send me to Germany. Most of our 
family members are in Germany, America, etc. And we had good connections there, 
everything was fine, but in the goodbye part I just cried, I said: ‘No I am so young, I 
have to stay here.’ And my father said: Yeah, you are too young, so you have to stay 
more and move to a country nearby Iran so we can just come and see you.’ So we chose 
Turkey.” (Farzad, 25, graduate student in Istanbul)

Farzad is an interesting example of an Iranian student who had the opportu-
nity to move to a Western country, but decided to study in Turkey. In Farzad’s 
case, his parents orchestrated for him to leave Iran for various reasons, such 
as evading military service and having an “easy exit” in case his family wanted 
to get out of Iran. Due to Farzad’s young age, he chose to stay close to Iran so 
his family could visit him now and then. Farzad studied International Trade at 
Boğaziçi University in Istanbul, where he still lives today. 

The three other Iranian students in my sample mentioned explicitly that 
they had the chance to go to Western countries too, but they intentionally 
decided to move to Turkey. Thirty-year-old PhD-student Hossein had been 
increasingly confronted with the lack of academic and political freedom in 
Iran, and was eventually banned from his university. He therefore decided 
to leave Iran and pursue his academic career elsewhere. Hossein had been 
accepted at universities in the UK and the U.S., but wanted to stay close to 
his family and preferred to live in Turkey, a country that was culturally more 
like Iran. Ashkan, a 27-year-old PhD-student, had applied to universities in 
Europe and Canada as well, but had to leave Iran suddenly to avoid military 
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service and chose Turkey as a quick and easy to reach destination. PhD-stu-
dent Arash (38) left Iran after being arrested for his political activities and 
came to Turkey as a student. However, after two years he discovered he was 
unable to return to Iran and decided to apply for asylum with the UNHCR 
in Turkey. He was resettled to Canada several years later, but returned to 
Turkey because he wanted to be more closely involved in his political and 
cultural activities for Iran. Especially in the case of Arash, we can see how 
the distinction between ‘refugee’ and ‘academic migrant’ is often blurred and 
changes over time. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that the three PhD students mentioned 
above already had (academic) contacts in Turkey. Moreover, as they be-
longed to the Azerbaijani minority in Iran, they were already familiar with 
Turkey’s language and culture. Thus, their stories challenge the assumption 
that migrants from outside the EU always want to move to Europe. Instead, 
they often prefer to go to a country culturally and geographically close to 
their own.

Finally, most of the Iranian students in my sample did not know if they want-
ed to stay in Turkey, move back to Iran or migrate to another country in the 
future. Despite this, there also 
seemed to be clear signs of “settle-
ment” among them: some respon-
dents had brought over their wives 
from Iran and applied for Turkish 
citizenship. During the time of the 
research, Farzad still had a plan in 
the back of his mind to go to Can-
ada or Europe, but he also accom-
modated himself to life in Turkey 
and adapted his career on the basis 
of that. Farzad still lives and works 
in Turkey today. The same goes for 
Hossein, who deliberately chose to go to Turkey and not to a Western country. 
In the cases of these students, we can see how academic mobility can trans-
form into more permanent forms of migration and settlement. 

Nevertheless, it should be mentioned that I only conducted interviews with 
students that were still in Turkey at the time of the research. To get a more 
accurate picture of how Iranian students might use Turkey as a springboard to 
Western countries, just like other Iranian transit migrants and asylum seekers 
in earlier decades, research should also be done among students who studied 
in Turkey and moved on to another (Western) country afterward. This phe-
nomenon is the subject of my ongoing research.

The geographical proximity  
and cultural similarities 
between Turkey and Iran make 
Turkey a convenient hide-out  
to escape the daily limitations 
of Iranian society, while  
staying close to home at the 
same time
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Discussion and Conclusion

In this article, I demonstrated that Turkey played a crucial role as a transit 
country for Iranian migrants and asylum seekers in the 1980s and 1990s. How-
ever, over the course of time, several factors have caused a drastic change in 
Turkey’s position towards migrants. First of all, the EU’s increasingly restric-
tive policies have made direct legal entry into Europe more difficult, leading 
migrants to take higher risks, changing their trajectory, or prolonging their 
stay in a non-EU country. Because of its’ candidacy for EU membership, Tur-
key is also being pressured to increase its own border controls and fight against 
irregular migration, thereby making previous seemingly “laissez faire” prac-
tices towards migrants more difficult.54 This development might increase the 
likelihood that migrants who are attempting to move on to Europe may find 
themselves unable to do so. What is more, instead of returning back home, 
they might opt to stay in Turkey. 

Migrants’ increased propensity to stay in Turkey should be seen in the light 
of Turkey’s changed attitude towards foreigners in recent decades. During the 
earlier period of Iranian migration to Turkey in the 1980s and 1990s, for ex-
ample, stories of police harassment and fear of deportation abounded. This 
allegedly caused many Iranians who fled their home country for more political 
reasons to move onwards to other countries. Nevertheless, there was also a 
small group of Iranians who were generally looking for a better life and found 
a legal pathway to stay in Turkey, although they were the minority. 

For the Turkish government, the mobility of highly educated Iranian students 
is a more desired form of migration for several reasons. Accepting foreign 
students from Iran does not only mean a much-needed additional source of 
income for Turkish universities, but student mobility is also much less politi-
cally sensitive than the reception of Iranian asylum seekers. However, although 
Turkey expects the influx of Iranian students to be temporary, this study has 
shown that there is a likelihood that Iranian students might not return after 
graduation, but gradually end up staying in Turkey. The geographical proximi-
ty and cultural similarities between Turkey and Iran make Turkey a convenient 
hide-out to escape the daily limitations of Iranian society, while staying close 
to home at the same time. 

Although this is a subject that needs more research than I have been able 
to do in this article, student mobility from Iran does points to a potential-
ly significant factor in Turkey’s gradual transition from a sending and tran-
sit-country into a country of immigration. Turkey’s system of higher educa-
tion might be thereby be an increasingly important channel which Iranians 
use to leave their home country behind and move on to a new life with better 
opportunities. 
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