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Abstract 

This article aims at providing a more definitive test of the effect of socio-economic status, 

religiosity, and political satisfaction on Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey. Earlier 

empirical research on Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey was marred by internal invalidity 

(Sarigil 2010) and small sample size (Ekmekci 2011). Using a recent survey by the KONDA 

Institute, I replicate Ekmekci’s logistic regression model in a larger sample of Kurds in 

Turkey. The results largely confirms Ekmekci’s findings: whereas higher levels of religiosity 

and civil freedom decreases Kurds’ support for pro-Kurdish parties in Turkey, socio-

economic factors (income and education levels) do not have any statistically significant effect 

on Kurds’ support for pro-Kurdish parties. Subsequent analysis of the data reveals an 

important caveat as to the relationship between religiosity and Kurdish-ethno-nationalism, 

though. Religiosity does not eliminate Kurdish ethno-nationalism in absolute terms, but 

increases the chances of Kurds’ refraining from certain forms of ethno-nationalism. I 

conclude with a discussion on how my findings relate to recent developments in and genuine 

solution of Turkey’s Kurdish issue. 
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Introduction 

This article provides a more definitive test of the rival arguments on Kurdish ethno-

nationalism in Turkey, a subject that is extensively debated but hardly studied empirically. 

Sarigil’s (2010) original empirical study on Kurdish ethno-nationalism had tested two rival 

hypotheses on Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey and found that socio-economic status 

(levels of income and education), rather than religiosity, better explains the individual roots of 

Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey. Arguing that Sarigil’s research design lacked internal 

validity since it studied Kurdish ethno-nationalism within a sample that consisted of Turks 

predominantly, Ekmekci (2011) replicated Sarigil’s model within a sample of Kurdish-

speaking people in Turkey and found that religiosity and political satisfaction were better 

predictors of support for Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey than were socio-economic 
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factors. Although Ekmekci’s replication and findings were valuable, his sample size was 

remarkably small (86 in one model 89 in another), which might have created some questions 

regarding the robustness of his findings.  

Using a more recent survey by the KONDA Institute (2011), this article replicates 

Ekmekci’s model in a larger sample of Kurds in Turkey (n=350) and confirms Ekmekci’s 

main findings: religiosity and political satisfaction decreases Kurds’ support for pro-Kurdish 

parties in Turkey, whereas income and education levels do not have any statistically 

significant effect on Kurds’ support for pro-Kurdish parties. Below, I first introduce the 

dataset I use in this study and create the dependent and independent variables from the 

dataset. Then, I present the results of the logistic regression estimates of support for pro-

Kurdish parties among Kurds in Turkey. Finally, I conclude with a discussion on how my 

findings relate to both recent developments in and genuine solution of Turkey’s Kurdish 

issue. 

The Data and Sample 

The data used in this study come from a respected Turkish public opinion and research 

institute, KONDA. KONDA carries out comprehensive surveys of public opinion on several 

aspects of Turkish politics. The specific survey I use is KONDA’s 2010 survey on identity 

and politics in Turkey, titled “Biz Kimiz? 2010” (“Who are we? 2010”). The survey sample 

includes a total of 10,393 Turkish citizens. Of those, 1,395 identify themselves as Kurds. For 

the sake of replication, though, I am able to use only 510 of these Kurds in this study because 

the question on religiosity was asked only in Kurdish-majority provinces in Eastern and 

Southeastern Turkey. After excluding the respondents who did not answer or answered “don’t 

know” the questions on party choice, age, gender, education, income, religiosity, and political 

freedom, the final sample size reduces to around 350.   

The Dependent Variable 
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As in Sarigil’s and Ekmekci’s studies, in this study, too, Kurdish ethno-nationalism is 

operationalized as support for pro-Kurdish parties. Thus, the dependent variable of this study 

is support for the major pro-Kurdish party in Turkey. There are two questions in the KONDA 

survey that asked respondents about their voting preferences. Whereas question 10 asked 

respondents the party they would vote for it there were elections at the time of the survey 

(July 2010), question 14 asked respondents the party they actually voted in the 2007 

parliamentary elections. I use both questions and run two separate analyses for actual votes in 

2007 and prospective votes in 2010. In both models, the dependent variable, Kurdish ethno-

nationalism, is a dichotomous variable and takes the value of 1 if the respondent voted or 

would vote for the major pro-Kurdish party, which was Democratic Society Party 

(Demokratik Toplum Partisi, the DTP) in 2007 and Peace and Democracy Party
1
 (Baris ve 

Demokrasi Partisi, the BDP) in 2010, and 0 otherwise. The cases with “did not vote”, “cast 

empty vote”, and “no answer” responses were excluded from the actual votes (2007) sample. 

Likewise, the cases with “undecided”, “will not vote”, and “no answer” responses were 

excluded from the prospective votes (2010) sample.     

Independent Variables 

I use the same independent variables Ekmekci used in his Table 2 (p. 1612): age, gender, 

income, education, religiosity, and political satisfaction.
2
 Gender is the sex of the respondent 

and takes the value of 1 if the respondent was a male and 0 if the respondent was a female. 

Age is the “age category” of the respondent. Unlike the standard surveys, the KONDA survey 

does not code the actual age of respondents, but rather categorizes respondents’ ages in three 

groups: 1) 18-28, 2) 29-43, and 3) 44 or more. Thus, the age variable is measured on a scale 

of three. The survey ranks monthly income using six categories: 1) less than 300 Turkish liras 

(TL), 2) 300-700 TL, 3) 701-1,200 TL, 4) 1,201-2,000 TL, 5) 2,001-3,000 TL, and 6) Over 

3,000 TL. Thus, the income variable ranges from 1 to 6 in ascending order. The survey uses a 
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six-category ranking for education levels as well: 1) illiterate, 2) literate with no formal 

education, 3) primary school degree, 4) secondary school degree, 5) high school degree, 6) 

college degree or above. Thus, the education variable ranges from 1 to 6 as well. On 

religiosity, the survey uses a somewhat questionable ranking: 1) atheist, 2) non-believer, 3) 

believer, 4) religious, and 5) ascetic/pious. Because there is no clear or justifiable difference 

between the first two categories, I merge the first two categories and rearrange the ranking 

with four categories (the number of respondents that were in the first category -atheist- and 

recoded as non-believer was four only). Thus, the religiosity variable ranges from 1 to 4, 4 

referring to highest religiosity. As for political satisfaction, I use a slightly different measure 

than the ones used in Ekmekci’s study. The KONDA survey has no direct question on 

political satisfaction but includes a question (Q27) on civil freedom, which reads “are you 

able to live your identity freely and peacefully?” The answers are ranked from least freedom 

to highest freedom as 1) “Absolutely no, there are legal obstacles”, 2) “I feel social pressure”, 

3) “I sometimes have problems”, 4) “I do not have many problems”, and 5) “Absolutely, I do 

not have any problems”. So, I employ civil freedom as a proxy for political satisfaction and 

use the responses to the above question in creating the freedom variable. The variable ranges 

from 1 to 5, with higher scores referring to higher personal enjoyment of freedom.  

Results 

Table 1 presents the results of the logistic regression estimates of the correlates of support for 

the pro-Kurdish party among Kurds in Turkey. The figures in Table 1 largely confirm 

Ekmekci’s earlier findings. In both models, neither of the socio-economic variables (income 

and education) has statistically significant effect on support for the pro-Kurdish party. By 

contrast, religiosity and freedom variables have negative and statistically significant (p<0.001) 

effect on the Kurds’ support for the pro-Kurdish party. The more religious Kurds were less 

likely to have actually voted in 2007 for the DTP and to potentially vote in 2010 for the BDP. 
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Similarly, Kurds with higher personal enjoyment of freedom were less likely to have actually 

voted and to potentially vote for the pro-Kurdish party. Thus, we can conclude more safely 

now that religiosity and personal freedom (or political satisfaction) are stronger predictors of 

Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey than are socio-economic factors.  

 

Table 1: Logistic Regression Estimates of Ethno-nationalism among Kurds in Turkey. 

 ACTUAL VOTES (2007) PROSPECTIVE VOTES (2010) 

   

Variables   Coefficient       Robust S.E.       p    Coefficient       Robust S.E.        p 

   

Age 

Gender 

Education 

Income 

Religious 

Freedom 

Constant 

0.1159 

-0.5869* 

0.1327 

0.0060 

-0.8275*** 

-0.8350*** 

4.4537*** 

0.1848 

0.2895 

0.1136 

0.1215 

0.1080 

0.2455 

0.9480 

0.530 

0.043 

0.243 

0.960 

0.000 

0.001 

0.000 

-0.0925 

-0.3938 

0.1364 

-0.1765 

-1.0935*** 

-0.9733*** 

6.1872*** 

0.2045 

0.3021 

0.1262 

0.1359 

0.2540 

0.1258 

1.1006 

0.651 

0.192 

0.280 

0.194 

0.000 

0.000 

0.000 

 

N 

Pseudo R
2
 

Wald chi
2
 (6/5) 

Prob > chi
2
 

 

350 

0.2385 

70.22 

0.0000 

 

345 

0.3045 

80.38 

0.0000 

Notes: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Two-tailed test.  

 

Graph 1 below displays the changes in the probability of a Kurd’s voting for the pro-

Kurdish party in Turkey.
3
 The graph demonstrates that the effect of religiosity on Kurdish 

ethno-nationalism is not only statistically significant, but also very substantial. Increasing 

religiosity of a Kurd results in a sharp decline in the probability of voting for the pro-Kurdish 

party both in 2007 (DTP) and in 2010 (BDP). Whereas the probability of an average non-

believer Kurd to support the pro-Kurdish party was 65-75 per cent, the probability of an 

average religious Kurd to support the pro-Kurdish party was less than 30 per cent. 

The substantive effect of civil freedom on Kurdish ethno-nationalism was very large 

as well (Graph 2). The probability of an average Kurd to support the pro-Kurdish party 
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declined sharply along with  increases in his personal enjoyment of freedom – from over 80 

per cent when he felt “absolutely restrained” (1) to less than 10 per cent when he felt 

“absolutely free” (6).
4
 Thus, enhancing civil liberties (hence political satisfaction) seems to be 

a very effective way to curb Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey. 

 

Graph 1: Religiosity and Kurdish Ethno-nationalism in Turkey. 

 

 

Graph 2: Civil Freedom and Kurdish Ethno-nationalism in Turkey. 
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Conclusion and Discussion 

This article aimed at providing a more definitive test of the effect of socio-economic status, 

religiosity, and political satisfaction on Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey. Earlier research 

on Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey was marred by internal invalidity (Sarigil 2010) and 

small sample size (Ekmekci 2011). This article used a more recent survey by the KONDA 

Institute (2011), and replicated Ekmekci’s model in a larger sample of Kurds in Turkey 

(n=350). The results largely confirmed Ekmekci’s findings: higher levels of religiosity and 

political satisfaction decreases Kurds’ support for pro-Kurdish parties in Turkey, whereas 

socio-economic factors (income and education levels) do not have any statistically significant 

effect on Kurds’ support for pro-Kurdish parties. Thus, we can conclude more safely now that 

religiosity and personal freedom (or political satisfaction) are stronger predictors of Kurdish 

ethno-nationalism in Turkey than are socio-economic factors. 

      The results of this study regarding the effect of religiosity on Kurdish ethno-

nationalism can help us understand some of the recent developments in Turkey. As Ekmekci 

noted earlier, ‘the fierce anti-Islamic stance of some major figures among Kurdish nationalists 

might be driven by their appreciation of the fact that Islam… does undermine the social 

support base of Kurdish ethno-nationalism’ (2011, p. 1615). Indeed, members of the ruling 

Justice and Development Party (AKP), too, seem to have been cognizant of the negative 

effect of religiosity on Kurdish ethno-nationalism. In the last few years, government officials 

including Prime Minister Erdogan capitalized on the pro-Kurdish parties’ traditional anti-

Islamic stance and publicly condemned current BDP members as Zarathustrian, with the aim 

of denigrating them in the eyes of religious Kurds. Strikingly enough, after eventually 

appreciating the strength and resilience of Islam among Kurds, since 2011 the pro-Kurdish 

politicians have changed their traditional policy of aloofness with Islam and started a more 

religion-friendly policy, which included street performances of congregational Friday prayers, 
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communal reading of the Qur’an, and co-optation of some notable religious Kurds like Altan 

Tan (Marcus 2012; Satana 2012).  

There is an important caveat as to the relationship between religiosity and Kurdish-

ethno-nationalism, though, which has to do with how we define and measure ethno-

nationalism. Empirical evidence indicates that religiosity significantly decreases chances of a 

Kurd’s “voting for pro-Kurdish parties”. However, Kurdish ethno-nationalism is more than 

“voting for pro-Kurdish parties” and most religious Kurds possess characteristics of ethno-

nationalism in the sense that they are strongly attached to Kurdish identity and culture. 

Despite the fact that only one third of them vote for pro-Kurdish parties, religious Kurds 

overwhelmingly share the political demands of the pro-Kurdish parties regarding Kurdish 

language and identity. For example, 86 percent of the Kurds who identify themselves as 

religious in the KONDA survey “agree” or “absolutely agree” with the statement that “Kurds 

must have the right to education in their own language.” Thus, so far as ethno-nationalism of 

religious Kurds in Turkey is concerned, there is a weak correspondence between ethno-

nationalist characteristics and voting patterns. The explanation of this weak correspondence 

might lie in the fact that pro-Kurdish parties in Turkey represent (or are associated with) a 

specific form of Kurdish ethno-nationalism rather Kurdish ethno-nationalism per se. Given 

the pro-Kurdish parties’ historical association with the militant Kurdish organization, the 

PKK, which is associated with “separatism” (independence) and “violence” (terror), two ideas 

that are frowned upon by mainstream Islamic perspectives for being “divisive” and “illicit”, 

religious Kurds might be refraining from voting for pro-Kurdish parties even if they share 

their agenda regarding Kurds’ cultural and linguistic rights. Thus, we can posit that religiosity 

does not eliminate Kurdish ethno-nationalism in absolute terms, but increases the chances of 

Kurds’ refraining from certain forms of Kurdish ethno-nationalism.  
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The results of this study are also helpful in guiding Turkey as to what it ought to do to 

resolve its Kurdish issue and “curb” Kurdish ethno-nationalism. Traditionally, the Turkish 

Republic chose to view and frame the Kurdish issue as a socio-economic problem, which 

could be eliminated by addressing problems like poverty, unemployment, and illiteracy. In the 

words of a former Prime Minister of Turkey, which were also shared by the overwhelming 

majority of the Turkish elite, there was ‘no Kurdish problem in Turkey but the problem of 

feudalism and economic backwardness’ (Yavuz 2001, p. 20). In reality, though, the Kurdish 

issue in the Turkish Republic has been a political and cultural one from the very outset, as the 

Kurds’ major demands and aims have centered on Kurdish identity, language, and local 

governance (Ergil 2000; Olson 2009). In line with this historical reality, the results of this (as 

well as Ekmekci’s earlier) study suggest that a policy that prioritizes socio-economic 

improvements over political reforms is very unlikely to satisfy the Kurds in Turkey and curb 

Kurdish ethno-nationalism.  

Indeed, the Kurds’ changing support to the ruling AKP between 2007 and 2011 

testifies to the fact that it is not the economy that feeds Kurdish ethno-nationalism. Despite a 

striking 220 per cent increase in public investments in the Kurdish-majority provinces
5
 

between 2007 and 2011, which was more than triple the national rate of 69 per cent (Graph 

3), and establishment of new public universities in almost each one of them, the AKP’s vote 

share vis-à-vis that of the pro-Kurdish party (BDP) declined considerably from 2007 to 2011 

in those provinces (Yegen 2011).
6
 Thus, in terms of curbing Kurdish ethno-nationalism and 

reaching a genuine and lasting solution to the Kurdish issue, the right policy, it seems, is one 

that aims at increasing political satisfaction of Kurds in Turkey and prioritizes political 

reforms such as enhancing freedom of speech, allowing education in minority languages, 

improving fairness in the electoral system, and empowering local governments.    
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Graph 3: Public Investments in Turkey, 2003-2011. 

 

Notes: Y-axis (left): Total public investments in the 12 Kurdish-majority provinces. Y-axis (right): Total public investments 

in the rest of Turkey. 

Source: Turkish Ministry of Development, 2012 Yili Yatirim Programi: Kamu Yatirimlarinin Illere Gore Dagilimi (2012 

Investment Program: Distribution of Public Investments across Provinces), July 2012. 
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Notes 

                                                           
1
 The DTP was banned by the Constitutional Court in 2009 and members of the party regrouped around the new 

Peace and Democracy Party. 
2
 As in Ekmekci’s Model 2, ideology variable is not included. The KONDA survey also did not include a 

question on ideology. 
3
 When calculating probabilities, I assumed that the respondent was a middle aged male with a primary school 

degree and a monthly income between 701-1,200 TL and had ‘some’ problems in freely living his identity. 
4
 The same assumptive values in Endnote 3 were used in calculations, with the only addition of a “believer” (2) 

for religiosity. 
5
 The 12 Kurdish-majority provinces are Agri, Batman, Bingol, Bitlis, Diyarbakir, Hakkari, Mardin, Mus, Siirt, 

Sirnak, Tunceli, and Van (BILGESAM 2011).  
6
 For example, in Diyarbakir, the most-populated Kurdish-majority province of Turkey, the vote share of the pro-

Kurdish independents increased from 47 percent in 2007 to 62 percent in 2011, whereas that of the AKP fell 

from 41 percent in 2007 to 33 percent in 2011. 
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