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Abstract
In his recent article in Ethnic and Racial Studies, entitled ‘Curbing
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey’, Sarigil (2010) tests two rival
hypotheses regarding Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey and, using
data from the World Values Survey (WVS), finds that socio-economic
status (levels of income and education) better explains the individual
roots of Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey than does religiousness. In
this paper, I offer both a methodological critique of Sarigil’s research and
a replication of his model with a more appropriate sample. I first argue
that Sarigil’s research design lacks internal validity because it studies
Kurdish nationalism within a sample that predominantly consists of
Turks, which invalidates his findings. I then replicate and expand Sarigil’s
model within a specific sample of Kurdish-speaking people in Turkey.
The results show dramatic changes. Religiosity and political satisfaction
seem to be better predictors of support for Kurdish ethno-nationalism in
Turkey than do socio-economic factors.

Keywords: Ethno-nationalism; Kurds; Turkey; socio-economic status; religiosity;

political satisfaction.

Introduction

The January 2010 edition of Ethnic and Racial Studies published Zeki
Sarigil’s article entitled ‘Curbing Kurdish ethno-nationalism in
Turkey: an empirical assessment of pro-Islamic and socio-economic
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approaches’. In his article, Sarigil tests two rival hypotheses regarding
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey and, using data from the fourth
wave of the World Values Survey (WVS) (2006), finds that
socio-economic status (i.e., level of income and education) better
explains the individual roots of Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey
than does religiousness. In this paper, I offer both a methodological
critique of Sarigil’s research and a replication of his model with a more
appropriate sample. I first argue that Sarigil’s research design lacks
internal validity because it studies Kurdish nationalism within a
sample that predominantly consists of Turks, which invalidates his
findings. I then replicate Sarigil’s model within a specific sample of
Kurdish-speaking people in Turkey. The results show dramatic
changes.

Earlier empirical research: flawed methodology

Kurdish ethno-nationalism, in its both violent and non-violent forms,
has been an important element of Turkish political and social life for
the last few decades. Despite the abundance of theoretical and
conjectural arguments regarding the causes and consequences of
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey, empirical studies on Kurdish
nationalism in Turkey have been scanty. Sarigil’s (2010) empirical
study found that an individual’s socio-economic status better ex-
plained one’s inclination towards Kurdish ethno-nationalism than did
his or her religiousness. Yet, the sample Sarigil used in his paper to
analyse Kurdish nationalism included predominantly Turkish people,
not Kurdish ones. Rather than creating a sub-sample of Kurdish
people, Sarigil included in his analysis every respondent in the fourth
wave of the WVS for Turkey, conducted in 1999 and 2000. I believe
that this is a flawed methodology, because Kurdish ethno-nationalism
is an ideology that is adopted by (some) Kurds only. When the
question at hand is ‘what makes a Kurd support Kurdish ethno-
nationalism in Turkey?’, the sample should have included Kurds only,
not any Turkish citizen. There is simply no a priori reason to expect a
Turk to become a Kurdish nationalist.1 Thus, almost all cases of ethnic
Turks in Sarigil’s sample are ‘irrelevant cases’, which are advised to be
avoided in sampling (Ragin and Rubinson 2009, p. 16). In their
seminal study on ‘negative cases’, Mahoney and Goertz (2004, p. 653)
argued that researchers should include only those negative cases
‘where the outcome of interest is possible’ (emphasis in original). The
inclusion of so many irrelevant cases might produce results that are
not only confusing but also misleading. Just as it would be mistaken to
ask ‘what radicalizes Muslims in Britain?’ and then survey people in a
predominantly-Christian neighbourhood in London, it is misleading
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to gauge the correlates of Kurdish ethno-nationalism from the answers
of Turkish people.

Kurdish ethno-nationalism among Kurds

In this section, I replicate Sarigil’s analysis using a sample of Kurdish
people in Turkey. The fourth wave of the WVS, on which Sarigil’s
paper’s empirical analyses were based, included 3,401 respondents
from Turkey. The WVS has a question on the ‘ethnic group’ of the
respondent but it was not included in Turkish surveys. An alternative
proxy to ethnicity can be the question that asked respondents their
‘language at home’. Although not all Kurds speak Kurdish at home,
many do (Entessar 1989; van Bruinessen 1992) and ‘language spoken
at home’ was used as a proxy for ethnicity in some recent studies on
Turkey (Çarkoğlu and Toprak 2007; KalaycIoğlu 2009).2 However,
responses to this question were not helpful in the sense that of the
3,124 people who responded to that question, all of them said Turkish
was the language spoken at home (277 respondents left this question
unanswered). Thus, the fourth wave of the WVS in Turkey did not
allow us to create a separate sample of Kurds or Kurdish-speaking
people in Turkey.

Fortunately, though, the respondents in the latest fifth wave of the
WVS (2009) in Turkey, which was conducted in 2007, were more
diverse in terms of the language spoken at their home. Ninety nine of
the 1,346 respondents (about 7.3 per cent) said Kurdish was the
language spoken at home. In the following section, I replicate Sarigil’s
empirical analyses within the sample of these ninety nine Kurdish-
speaking people.

Dependent variable

As in Sarigil’s study, the dependent variable of this study is support for
a pro-Kurdish party. HADEP, the Kurdish nationalist party in
Sarigil’s study of the fourth wave of the WVS, was banned by the
Constitutional Court of Turkey in 2003 and the Kurdish ethno-
nationalist mobilized under a new party, Demokratik Toplum Partisi

(DTP, Democratic Society Party).3 Thus, the dependent variable in the
following analyses is voting for the DTP, which equals 1 if the
respondent would vote for the DTP if there were elections at the time
when the surveys were conducted, and 0 otherwise. Fifty three of
the ninety nine respondents said they would vote for the DTP.

1610 Faruk Ekmekci

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

In
st

itu
tio

na
l S

ub
sc

ri
pt

io
n 

A
cc

es
s]

 a
t 0

2:
06

 0
8 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
1 



Explanatory and control variables

Three explanatory (income, education, and religiosity) and three
control (age, gender, and ideology) variables are created in ways
identical to Sarigil’s operationalizations.4 However, two of the control
variables in Sarigil’s model are not included in my replications.
Regional attachments variable is excluded from the models because
the regional identification question was not included in the fifth wave
of the WVS in Turkey. Nationalist variable is also excluded from the
models because its inclusion drops the number of cases from ninety
nine to forty. This is a significant loss of observations. Moreover, the
lost cases are disproportionately DTP supporters. Whereas of the
earlier ninety nine Kurdish-speaking people fifty three of them (54 per
cent) were supporters of the DTP, only eight out of forty (20 per cent)
of the remaining Kurdish-speaking people were supporters of the
DTP. Hence the inclusion of the nationalist variable distorts the
sample against the supporters of the DTP.5

Table 1 displays the results of the logistic regression estimates of
ethno-nationalism among Kurds in Turkey. Two socio-economic
variables (education and income) and religiousness fail to achieve
statistical significance in Model 1. The only substantive variable whose
effect achieves statistical significance in this model is ideology. Kurds
with a right-wing ideology are significantly less inclined towards
Kurdish ethno-nationalism than are Kurds with a left-wing ideology.

Table 1. Logistic regression estimates of ethno-nationalism among Kurds in
Turkey

DV: DTP Model 1 Model 2

Independent
variables Coefficient

Robust
S.E. p Coefficient

Robust
S.E. p

Age 0.0134 0.0193 0.484 �0.0070 0.0159 0.657
Gender 0.4696 0.5702 0.410 �0.0715 0.4714 0.879
Ideology �0.5156*** 0.1290 0.000
Education 0.0342 0.1628 0.833 0.0063 0.1308 0.961
Income 0.0497 0.2926 0.865 �0.0124 0.1608 0.939
Religious �0.6650 0.5002 0.184 �1.6592*** 0.5126 0.001
Constant 4.1045** 1.9845 0.039 6.6273*** 2.1220 0.002
N 87 96
Pseudo R2 0.3096 0.1287
Wald chi2 (6/5) 26.65 13.02
Prob �chi2 0.0002 0.0232

Notes

*pB0.1, **pB0.05, ***pB0.01.
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The results in Model 1 prima facie suggest that socio-economic
factors and religiosity do not have a significant effect on Kurdish
ethno-nationalism in Turkey. Yet, this suggestion should be treated
cautiously because the ideology variable in this model might be eating
up the explanatory power of other substantive variables. Indeed, one’s
ideology is to a large extent influenced by age, gender, religious belief,
education, and income (Lipset 1960; Layman 1997; Napier and Jost
2008). Hence, we can regard ideology as an intermediate variable and
avoid it to better assess the effects of independent variables on Kurdish
ethno-nationalism. To do so, I re-ran Model 1 without the ideology
variable (Model 2). In this model, whereas the socio-economic
variables remain statistically insignificant, the religiosity variable’s
negative impact on the likelihood of voting for the DTP achieves
statistical significance at 0.05 level. As such, we can tentatively
conclude that religiousness of a Kurdish individual does influence
his or her inclination towards Kurdish ethno-nationalism, possibly
through shaping overall ideology.

The correlates of Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey go beyond
socio-economy and religion, though. Indeed, for many, Kurdish
nationalism is driven more by political grievances than by anything
else (Ergil 2000; Yavuz 2001; Olson 2009). Although Sarigil acknowl-
edges the significant effect of political grievances on Kurdish
nationalism, he avoids including those grievances in his model. In
each of the next two models, I add a political satisfaction variable to

Table 2. Logistic regression estimates of ethno-nationalism among Kurds in
Turkey, including political satisfaction

DV: DTP Model 3 Model 4

Independent
variables Coefficient

Robust
S.E. p Coefficient

Robust
S.E. p

Age 0.0085 0.0223 0.701 �0.0050 0.0175 0.775
Gender �0.2639 0.5796 0.649 �0.4016 0.5089 0.430
Education 0.1423 0.1667 0.393 0.0996 0.1536 0.517
Income �0.1588 0.1923 0.409 �0.1014 0.2001 0.612
Religious �1.0691** 0.5344 0.045 �1.4593*** 0.4868 0.003
Democracy �0.4279*** 0.1253 0.001
Human rights �0.6429** 0.2827 0.023
Constant 5.9065*** 2.2746 0.009 3.9982* 2.1422 0.062
N 86 89
Pseudo R2 0.2706 0.1767
Wald chi2 (6) 16.02 15.42
Prob �chi2 0.0136 0.0172

Notes

*pB0.1, **pB0.05, ***pB0.01.
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the variables in Model 2. Model 3 includes a democracy variable,
which gauges an individual’s satisfaction with democracy in Turkey.6

Model 4 includes a human rights variable, which gauges an indivi-
dual’s satisfaction with human rights standards in Turkey.7 Both
variables come from the same WVS (2009).

Both of the political satisfaction variables in Model 3 and 4 had a
negative and statistically significant impact (pB0.05) on the likelihood
of voting for the DTP. In Model 3, Kurdish people with higher levels
of satisfaction with Turkish democracy were found to have a lower
likelihood of voting for the Kurdish nationalist party. Similarly, in
Model 4, Kurdish people with higher levels of satisfaction with human
rights standards in Turkey were found to have a lower likelihood of
voting for the Kurdish nationalist party. In both models, the impacts
of the two socio-economic variables were far from statistically
significant. By contrast, the negative impact of religiousness on
Kurdish ethno-nationalism was significant in both Model 3 and
Model 4 at 0.05 level. Thus, the results in Model 3 and 4 suggest that it
is political satisfaction and religiosity, rather than socio-economic
status, that curb Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey.

An alternate way to deal with the confounding effect of the ideology
variable is to regress ideology on all other variables in the model. If
political ideology is a major amalgam factor that influences support
for Kurdish ethno-nationalist parties in Turkey, then any substantive
effect of third variables on one’s political ideology will have an indirect
effect on one’s inclination towards Kurdish ethno-nationalism. Table 3
below presents ordinary least squares regression estimates of the
political ideology of Kurds in Turkey.

Table 3. OLS estimates of political ideology among Kurds in Turkey

DV: Ideology Model 5

Independent variables Coefficient Robust S.E. p

Age 0.0195 0.0160 0.228
Gender 0.9020* 0.4865 0.068
Education 0.0288 0.1208 0.812
Income �0.1719 0.2231 0.444
Religious 0.6638** 0.2576 0.012
Democracy 0.5517*** 0.0802 0.000
Constant �1.5702 0.9917 0.118
N 79
Pseudo R2 0.4998
F (6, 72) 21.59
Prob �F 0.0000

Notes

*pB0.1, **pB0.05, ***pB0.01.
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To start with, a high R2 (0.49) lends support to the earlier statement
that one’s ideology is to a large extent influenced by age, gender,
religious belief, education, and income. The six substantive variables in
Model 5 account for about half the variations in the political ideology
of Kurdish people in Turkey. Of the theoretical variables, whereas
education and income levels of Kurdish people in Turkey did not have
any discernable effect on their political ideology, both religiosity and
democratic satisfaction had positive and statistically-significant effect
on a Kurd’s likelihood of adopting a more right-wing ideology, and
hence a negative effect on his or her likelihood of voting for Kurdish
ethno-nationalist parties. Thus, Kurds who are more religious and
more satisfied with Turkish democracy have a lower likelihood of
supporting Kurdish ethno-nationalist parties than those who are less
religious and less satisfied with Turkish democracy. Again, religiosity
and political satisfaction seem to be better predictors of support for
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey than do socio-economic factors.

Concluding remarks

In critiquing the flawed methodology of an earlier empirical study on
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey (Sarigil 2010), which analysed
the individual correlates of Kurdish ethno-nationalism using a sample
that predominantly consisted of Turkish people, I have attempted to
empirically analyse correlates of Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey
by replicating and expanding Sarigil’s models within a sample of
Kurdish-speaking people in Turkey, which was created from the data
in the latest wave of the World Values Survey (2009).

The results in this study suggest that, unlike what was found in
Sarigil’s earlier study, the link between socio-economic status (levels of
education and income) and support for Kurdish ethno-nationalism
among Kurds in Turkey is either weak or nonexistent. By contrast, the
effect of political dissatisfaction on support for Kurdish ethno-
nationalism was found to be strong and consistent within Kurdish-
speaking people in Turkey. Together, these two findings suggest that
the sources of Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey are more political
than socio-economic. Without denying the importance of economic
and educational investments in the Kurdish-majority regions of
Turkey, this research suggests that political reforms and improvements
regarding the lives of people in those regions are very essential to curb
Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey. Lowering the 10 per cent
election threshold, which prevents fair representation of the Kurdish
electorate in the Parliament; removing bans on the use of Kurdish
language in all aspects of life including education and the media; and
fair investigation of human rights violations in Eastern Turkey are
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likely to increase the political satisfaction of Kurdish people in Turkey,
thereby curbing Kurdish ethno-nationalism.

The results of this study also suggest that the religiousness of a
Kurdish person does influence his or her inclination towards Kurdish
ethno-nationalism, especially through shaping political ideology. The
more religious people among Kurds in Turkey were found to have a
lower likelihood of both adopting a leftist ideology and supporting
Kurdish ethno-nationalism. Given the secular character of Turkey’s
political system, the finding that religious Kurdish people are less likely
to support ethno-nationalism is not very meaningful, prescription-wise.
A government-induced revival of religious consciousness to curb
Kurdish ethno-nationalism is simply out of the question. Nevertheless,
this finding might be very useful when it comes to analysing and
understanding the anti-religious discourse of some prominent figures
among Kurdish nationalists, who have argued in public that Islam has
‘degenerated’ the Kurdish people and kept them in the dark for ages.8

The fierce anti-Islamic stance of some major figures among Kurdish
nationalists might be driven by their appreciation of the fact that Islam,
or any other type of religious allegiance for that matter, does undermine
the social support base of Kurdish ethno-nationalism.9

Lastly, given the small size of the sample used in this study, I shall
end this paper by noting that we will have a better and firmer
understanding of the correlates of Kurdish ethno-nationalism in
Turkey when larger and more detailed surveys on the Kurds in Turkey
become available. Until then, all findings should be treated as
preliminary.

Notes

1. A recent study found that whereas 18.1 per cent of ethnic Kurds in Turkey supported

the pro-Kurdish Demokratik Toplum Partisi (DTP, Democratic Society Party) in 2007, the

percentage of ethnic Turks who supported the DTP was a meagre 0.8 per cent (Toprak, Uslu

and King 2009, p. 211). Even the marginal ethnic Turks who support pro-Kurdish parties are

either motivated by some democratic/civic ideals or vote for a specific candidate from pro-

Kurdish parties. Thus, support for pro-Kurdish parties among ethnic Turks is very rare in

Turkey and even those uncommon ethnic Turks who support pro-Kurdish parties are also

irrelevant to Kurdish ethno-nationalism as an ideology.

2. Turkey discontinued collecting national data on the mother tongue of Turkish citizens

in 1965. Estimates regarding the current Kurdish-speaking population in Turkey vary. The

2003 Turkish Demographic Health Survey (HUIPS 2004) found that Kurdish was the

mother tongue of 14.5 per cent of women in Turkey. Another recent survey (Milliyet-Konda

2007) estimated that the mother tongue of 13.4 per cent of adult Turkish citizens was

Kurdish.

3. The DTP was also banned by the Constitutional Court in late 2009 and the Kurdish

ethno-nationalists this time mobilized under BarIs ve Demokrasi Partisi (Peace and

Democracy Party).

4. Income is measured on a scale of 1 to 10. Education is measured on a scale of 1 to 8,

with 1 referring to incomplete or no primary education and 8 referring to university degree.

Understanding Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey 1615
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Religiosity measures self-declared ‘importance of religion in life’ and has a scale of 1 to 4,

with 1 referring to ‘not at all important’ and 4 referring to ‘very important’. Age is the age of

the respondent. Gender is the sex of the respondent. Ideology measures self-positioning on

the left-right scale and has a scale of 1 to 10, higher scores indicating a more right-wing

ideology.

5. A similar distortion occurs within Sarigil’s sample as well. The inclusion of the

nationalist variable results in the loss of fifty additional cases, twenty three of which

are supporters of HADEP. A data loss which is less than 2 per cent within the overall sample

results in losing over 20 per cent of the Kurdish nationalist cases. Whereas in Sarigil’s overall

sample the percentage of Kurdish nationalists (HADEP supporters) was a mere 3.2 per cent,

this percentage was 46 per cent among the lost observations. What is interesting is that when

the nationalist variable is excluded from Sarigil’s models, the effect of religiousness on

Kurdish ethno-nationalism becomes highly significant statistically (pB0.01). It seems the

inclusion of the nationalist variable distorts the statistical results against religiousness. This

suggests that Sarigil’s empirical findings are highly model-specific.

6. On democratic satisfaction, the WVS (question V163) asked: ‘And how democratically

is this country being governed today? Again using a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 means that it

is ‘‘not at all democratic’’ and 10 means that it is ‘‘completely democratic’’, what position

would you choose?’

7. On human rights, the WVS (question V164) asked: ‘How much respect is there for

individual human rights nowadays (in our country)?’ and asked the respondents to choose

one from the following: 1) There is a lot of respect for individual human rights (recoded as

4); 2) There is some respect (recoded as 3); 3) There is not much respect (recoded as 2); 4)

There is no respect at all (recoded as 1). I recoded the scores to make higher values reflect

higher levels of satisfaction.

8. See, for example, Akyol 2007.

9. The rise of Islamist parties and proliferation of Islamic lifesyle in the Kurdish-majority

regions even led some prominent Kurdish leaders such as Aysel Tuğluk (former MP from the

DTP whose membership in the Parliament was terminated by the Constitutional Court in

2009) to call for an alliance with Kemalists to curb the rising power of Islam(ists) in the

region. Among the things Tuğluk complained about in her open letter to the Kemalists was

the fact that the early morning greetings among Kurdish businessmen was shifting from the

secular ‘Good Morning!’ to the Islamic ‘As-salamu alaykum!’. See Tuğluk 2008.
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TUĞLUK, AYSEL 2008 ‘Geri Dönüş’ (‘The Return’), Radikal, 2 February, http://www.

radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek�r2&haberno�7948 [Accessed 5 May 2010]

VAN BRUINESSEN, MARTIN 1992 ‘Kurdish society, ethnicity, nationalism, and refugee

problems’, in: Philip G. Kreyenbroek and Stefan Sperl (eds), The Kurds: A Contemporary

Overview, New York: Routledge, pp. 33�67

WORLD VALUES SURVEY 2006 European and World Values Surveys four-wave

integrated data file, 1981-2004, v.20060423, 2006, http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVS

Data.jsp?Idioma�I [Accessed 18 April 2010]

*** 2009 World Values Survey 2005 official data file v.20090901, 2009, http://www.

wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma�I [Accessed 18 April 2010]

FARUK EKMEKCI is Assistant Professor in the Department of
International Relations at Karadeniz Technical University.
ADDRESS: Department of International Relations, Karadeniz
Technical University, Trabzon, Turkey, 61080.
Email: fekmekci@hotmail.com

Understanding Kurdish ethno-nationalism in Turkey 1617

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

In
st

itu
tio

na
l S

ub
sc

ri
pt

io
n 

A
cc

es
s]

 a
t 0

2:
06

 0
8 

A
ug

us
t 2

01
1 

http://www.konda.com.tr/html/dosyalar/ttya_tr.pdf
http://www.konda.com.tr/html/dosyalar/ttya_tr.pdf
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.radikal.com.tr/ek_haber.php?ek=r2haberno=7948
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I
http://www.wvsevsdb.com/wvs/WVSData.jsp?Idioma=I



