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ilar to the Cold War years, we see that
“fear” has still been constructed, partic-
ularly for justifying foreign policy deci-
sions regarding such issues as the Cyprus
problem, the problems about European
Union membership, and terrorism. The
narratives about the decline of Ottoman
Empire and the Turkish independence war
are still being told. That said, the EU ac-
cession process has partly influenced the
civilianisation of the country. There is no
doubt that Ankara’s foreign policy deci-
sions are now more entangled with that
of Brussels. However, Turkish foreign
policy has started to place itself within the
EU’s broad foreign policy agenda without
changing its major courses.

Without a doubt, this book is a timely
contribution to the discussions about the
changing nature of Turkish foreign poli-
cy, particularly with regards to the Mid-
dle East and the so-called Arab Spring.
Yet, the author needs to be clearer on
how the EU has changed the broad pic-
ture of Turkish foreign policy, which
was strongly shaped during the Cold War
years. Finally, the author has to be more
convincing about how Turkey left aside
or transformed its security concerns that
are still greatly unresolved within its own
borders.

Levent Kirval
Istanbul Technical University
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As the Kurdish question in Turkey has
yet to be solved, the question itself does
not remain constant but rather it is dynam-
ic and revolves around the political, eco-
nomic, and social transformations within
Turkey. Metaphorically speaking, one of
the ‘bright’ sides of the ongoing conflict
between the Turkish state and the Kurd-
ish rebels has been that the violent conflict
between the two parties has been hitherto
secluded from the social space and it has
not spread into a societal conflict between
the civilian Kurdish and Turkish com-
munities. In other words, there has not
been a total and a systematic anti-Kurdish
campaign towards Kurdish communities
in western Turkey even in the most vio-

lent days of the conflict, such as in the
1990s. Is this ‘soothing’ dimension of the
Kurdish question changing nowadays?
Cenk Saracoglu turns our attention to this
societal dimension of the Kurdish ques-
tion in western cities of Turkey where he
observes the social transformations in the
urban space since the 1980s with regards
to the issues of neoliberalism, migration
and ethnic tensions.

In this ethnographic field study, Sara-
coglu conducts in-depth interviews with
90 middle-class people in Izmir. On the
basis that these interviewees express anti-
Kurdish sentiments, “this study seeks to
analyse how middle-class people in Izmir
construct and perceive ‘the migrants’ as
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a distinct and homogenous group, desig-
nate them as ‘Kurds’ and identify their
‘Kurdishness’ through certain stereotypes
and labels” and “the main objective of
this study is to trace the social roots of
this specific form of ethnicisation” (p. 9).
He coins the notion of “exclusive recog-
nition”, the central concept of his study,
which provides the theoretical framework
for the anti-Kurdish sentiments among
middle-class Izmirlis (people from Izmir)
within the specific form of ethnicisation of
migrants from eastern Turkey.

Exclusive recognition has four prem-
ises. First, Kurds are recognized as a ho-
mogenous and distinct community within
the anti-Kurdish sentiments of middle-
class people of Izmir. Second, the cog-
nitive world of middle-class Izmirlis ex-
cludes Kurds through the use of pejorative
labels such as “ignorant,” “cultureless,”
and “separatist people” . Third, the con-
struction of the pejorative labels used to-
wards Kurds occurs within the urban pub-
lic space through everyday interactions.
Last but not least, interestingly, middle-
class Izmirlis do not embrace antagonistic
sentiments to other ethnic groups in the
city (p. 26). Overall, “exclusive recogni-
tion is a social phenomenon; it expresses
a judgment about the social world, it is
shared by many people in similar social
settings, and it shapes the social practices
of individuals™ (p. 35).

Saracoglu’s research seeks to shed light
on the social origins of exclusive recogni-
tion in Izmir. Interestingly, he argues that
the anti-Kurdish discourse does not stem
from the nationalist discourses of the state
or any other mass political movement but
rather takes place in everyday city life
where middle-class Izmirlis and Kurds en-
counter each other. At first glance, his ar-

gument does not make sense since he seems
to neglect the structural factors which actu-
ally shape the cognitive world of middle-
class Izmirlis that make them stigmatize
Kurds with pejorative labels. However,
as he goes on in his argument, he actually
tries to place urban social life and its trig-
gering effect of exclusive recognition into
the larger historical and social context.
Accordingly, he addresses three na-
tional dynamics: the neoliberal transfor-
mation of the Turkish economy since the
1980s and its effects on social inequality,
the ongoing conflict between the PKK and
the Turkish army in southeast Turkey,
and the resulting migration from the east
where people suffer from economic and
physical insecurity. In the larger context,
the ethnicisation of the Kurds is not about
ethnicity or driven by official nationalist
discourses per se but is about the socio-
economic transformation of Izmir since the
1980s due to the infiltration of neoliberal-
ism. The neoliberal transformation of the
Turkish economy has led to harsher living
conditions in western cities where Kurd-
ish migrants could not escape from spa-
tial and socio-economic segregation. This
has shaped the perceptions of relatively
well-off middle-class (who have formal
jobs and pay taxes) people in Izmir in the
way that Kurds are seen as order-break-
ers, invaders, disrupters of urban life, and
benefit-scroungers. Overall, he argues that
“it is not migration per se, but internal mi-
gration within the context of neoliberalism
and political conflict, which contributed to
the emergence of exclusive recognition in
the everyday life of western Turkish cit-
ies” (p. 79). Besides, he does not argue
that urban social life is the main cause or
origin of exclusive recognition but rather
“urban social life is the ‘site’ or ‘locus’

INSIGHT TURKEY



BOOK REVIEWS

where ethnicisation of the migrant Kurds
takes place and is reproduced” (p. 69).

The last two chapters of the book deal
with the larger picture of Saracoglu’s
analysis stating that exclusive recognition
is an ideology and a form of cultural rac-
ism which is more class-based than eth-
nic-based. Within that context, one of the
major questions is whether exclusive rec-
ognition is a reflection or extension of the
official nationalist discourse of the Turk-
ish state. Yet, Saracoglu claims that ex-
clusive recognition and nationalism have
external and contingent relationship: they
can exist without one another (p. 181).
He explains that Turkish nationalism has
denied the existence of Kurds, while ex-
clusive recognition considers Kurds a
distinct and homogenous ethnic group.
Besides, the interviewees do not express
any antagonistic sentiments to other mi-
nority groups in Izmir such as Greeks and
Jews. Therefore, he concludes that “ex-
clusive recognition is qualitatively differ-
ent from the positions of the state or exist-
ing nationalist parties, which are based on
‘non-recognition’ and ‘assimilation’” (p.
5).Thus, the social origins of exclusive
recognition cannot be linked to the nation-
alist discourses of the state.

Thinking about the counterfactual rea-
soning, I wonder whether middle-class
Izmirlis would still ethnicise the Kurdish
migrants the way they do without the exis-
tence of an internalized framework of the
official nationalism of the state. I would
agree that the urban social space is the site
where exclusive recognition occurs and is
constantly produced and that such produc-
tion is embedded within the specific social
and historical context. However, I believe
that Saracoglu neglects the structure with-
in structure. If exclusive recognition is

fed by his argument of the three national
factors (the structure), he does not see
that those three national factors come into
being within the larger structure, which
is the top-down national construction of
the modernist, westernized, secular and
Turkish-oriented (both culturally and lin-
guistically) image of society and citizen.
The city of Izmir where he conducts his
ethnographic study well reflects of such
values as Saracoglu points out that “the
majority of people living in Izmir have
embraced modernist and secular values of
the republican era” (p. 142). Such values
are all embedded within the official na-
tionalist discourse of modern Turkey. In
other words, all the links of causation that
Saracoglu draws are materialized within
those idealized images of Turkish society
as a project of the Republican Kemalist
intelligentsia. Therefore, I am still not
convinced that exclusive recognition and
the official nationalist discourse are mu-
tually exclusive phenomena. Rather the
way I see their relationship is mutually
complementary. This raises the question
of whether Izmir would be a case of sam-
pling error in which some other western
cities might show different results. For
instance, there is a growing segment of
the middle-class among observant Mus-
lims in Turkey, especially in Istanbul.
Would those middle-class people from Is-
tanbul express different views from those
in Izmir? Would secularism be a variable
in the rise of exclusive recognition? My
question is that it would be more illumi-
nating if we could know about the reli-
gious background of the interviewees.
Overall, Saracoglu’s study is very in-
sightful where the Kurdish question is con-
sidered at the intersection of changes in po-
litical economy and migration circles from
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east to west. One of the important contri-
butions of this study to the literature of the
Kurdish question would be that it shifts the
attention from a nationalist perspective to
cultural racism. This means that we are

not experiencing nationalist antagonisms
in western cities of Turkey but that instead
cultural racism might be on the rise.

Serhun Al, The University of Utah
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Most of the recently published books
on the Kurdish problem in Turkey focus
on the armed struggle and the Kurdistan
Workers Party (PKK). Watts, however,
offers a much-appreciated alternative ap-
proach. “Pro-Kurdish political parties” (p.
xvii), or what she also calls “challenger
parties” (p. 16), “have made themselves
matter and... have impressed their ideas
and agendas on reluctant and often repres-
sive states” (p. x). “The central argument
of this book is that... pro-Kurdish elected
officials and party administrators engaged
[as]... ‘loudspeaker systems’ for the trans-
mission of highly contentious information
politics that challenged the narratives of
security, identity, and representation pro-
moted by Turkish state institutions....
They [also] tried to construct a compet-
ing ‘governmentality’ and new collective
Kurdish ‘subject’ in cities and towns in
the southeast” (p. 13).

Following a wuseful introduction,
Watts’s first chapter examines how Kurd-
ish activists in the 1960s and 1970s initial-
ly began to use electoral politics to further
Kurdish cultural recognition and political
reforms. “The passage of the new 1961
constitution led to fractures within the rul-

ing elite and the granting of new rights
and freedoms that expanded the range of
permissible politics” (p. 31). This was
the era of the 49ers such as Musa Anter,
Yusuf Azizoglu’s New Turkey Party,
and, most seminally, the Workers Party
of Turkey (TIP) and “its promises of so-
cioeconomic reform and its more open
stance on the Kurdish issue” (p. 38). “TIP
helped a new generation of Kurdish po-
litical elites learn how to play the political
game, provided them with a network of
alliances and contacts, and gave them ac-
cess to an array of material, ideological,
and human resources they could use to
mobilize popular support” (p. 49).
Serafettin Elci served as minister of
public works in one of the Ecevit cabi-
nets and famously ‘defamed’ himself by
‘revealing’ that “there are Kurds in Tur-
key. I am also Kurdish” (p. 44). Mehdi
Zana, the husband of today’s famous Ley-
la Zana, was elected as the independent
mayor of Diyarbakir in December 1977.
“His campaign and tenure in office con-
stitutes one of the most important early
examples of the use of local government
to promote a Kurdish rights agenda and
to assert a new kind of local representa-
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