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in every 10, made a reference to Kurdishness as a group identity at least once
by using terms such as Kurds, ethnic Kurds, or Turkish citizens of Kurdish ori-
gin. Until the 1990s, an uninformed observer monitoring the mainstream
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ian control over the public-political discourse. Thus, far from being self-
explained, the reasons for the changes in the mainstream social-political
discourse require critical exploration.

In response, this article analyzes how the discourse on Kurds changed in
the country’s largest daily newspaper from 1984 through 1998 and compares
the different subperiods to each other. The analysis demonstrates that the dis-
cursive changes occurred at least partly despite resistance from the state and
that the changes in laws and state practices often followed, rather than pre-
ceded, the shifts in the mainstream discourse.

This article then offers a causal narrative for the discursive transforma-
tion. It explores and theorizes the underlying social-political and cognitive
mechanisms and derives policy implications. In part, the explanation draws
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Kurdish identity within the mainstream discourse succeeded only when they
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way people openly write and talk—in this case, about ethnic identities—
when they cannot control their audience, that is, in the presence of people
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Suffice it to say here that until the 1980s, the state adopted an assimilation-
ist melting-pot ideology, which people internalized partially or fully through
education and other means of state and nation building. The existence of
Muslim minorities was officially denied, and the expression of the Kurdish
identity was heavily suppressed, to differing degrees in different subperiods.1

Education and broadcasting in Kurdish were prohibited, along with, in gen-
eral, giving children Kurdish names. At the same time, Kurds were readily
accepted as Turks and Turkish citizens if they embraced the Turkish language
and composite identity and kept their ethnicity in the personal realm. Pre-
sumably, a great deal of assimilation into as well as expressed or unexpressed
alienation from the Turkish identity occurred (Bruinessen, 2000; Somer,
2004). This era also featured transition to multiparty democracy in 1946, sig-
nificant industrialization and urbanization, and increasing geographical mix-
ing between ethnic Turks and Kurds in the western parts of the country. Tra-
ditional Kurdish elites joined mainstream political parties immersed in the
politics of patronage. Domestic politics in the 1960s generated new national-
ist ideas among Kurds, who were also inspired by Kurdish movements in Iran
and Iraq. Educationally mobile young Kurds initially sought political expres-
sion mainly within leftist movements with mixed Turkish-Kurdish member-
ship (Bruinessen, 2000; Yavuz, 2001). In the 1970s, many of them broke
away partly in response to what they perceived as these movements’ inatten-
tion to Kurdish concerns. They included Öcalan, the founder and leader of
the Kurdish-separatist Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK).
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sidered a different period (Somer, 2004). A detailed content analysis of the
mainstream-nationalist daily Hürriyet during the period serves to track the
changes in the civil discourse.2 The choice of Hürriyet fits the purpose of the
analysis particularly; it is a privately owned, center-right newspaper well-
connected with the political establishment.

All news and commentaries published in the paper during the period were
examined.3 Overall, 4,277 articles were identified as directly or indirectly
related to Kurds, and their contents were analyzed; 3,027 of these articles
were identified as being primarily on Kurds living in Turkey.4 The goal in col-
lecting the data was to answer the following questions: (a) How did interest in
Kurds evolve? How did the quantity and frequency of articles on Kurds
change over time? (b) How did the linguistic categories describing people,
places, and events change? How did the frequency with which code words
such as Kurd were used change? (c) How fast did the discourse change:
through gradual evolution or swift shifts? Were there any reversals? (d)
When did the major shifts occur? (e) How did the articles’ subject matter
change over time, in particular, with respect to the identity-related and social-
cultural dimensions of the Kurdish issue?

To answer these questions, detailed tables were generated classifying
each article in terms of three qualitative and quantitative variables: (a)
whether the article employed the ethnic (or national) term Kurd in reference
to a group or place, such as Kurd, Turkish Kurd, ethnic Kurd, citizens of
Kurdish origin, and Kurdish rebels, instead of using nonethnic terms such as
“citizens from the East” or “rebels”5; (b) whether the article was about
domestic Kurds, that is, Kurds living in Turkey (the discourses referring to
Kurds living in and outside Turkey can be subject to different dynamics.
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security forces) or nonsecurity, the latter including political (e.g., news on
Kurdish political parties), rights related (e.g., human rights violations), or
social-cultural (e.g., identity issues and economic development).6
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different from the 6-year period from 1993 to 1998 in terms of the visibility
and recognition of the Kurdish category. This can be inferred from the fre-
quency, content, and language of the articles. Comparing the periods of 1984
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For sure, the recognition of the Kurdish identity would have been unimag-
inable under the military regime; relative democratization made it possible
by enlarging the boundaries of legal politics and adding pluralism to it. A ref-
erendum in 1987 resulted in the return to politics of politicians banned by the
military. However, discursive shifts did not follow these and other steps of
democratization, and with respect to sensitive issues, democratization did not
involve a fundamental devolution of power from the military. Through con-
stitutional changes it introduced in 1982, the military-bureaucratic establish-
ment retained ultimate control over such issues even after the transition to
civilian government. This only began to change after 1999. Thus, DT2 can be
rejected.

However, as will be clear later, there were signs that elite beliefs regarding
the Kurdish issue were undergoing some change in the late 1980s. And
although substantive, participatory democratization was limited, the social-
political, and discursive-informational spaces became more plural and thus
less controllable. To have explanatory power, DT1 and DT3 need two modifi-
cations: (a) a distinction between different types of elite beliefs so that one
can explain what type of changes in elite beliefs occurred and (b) the identifi-
cation of the social-cognitive mechanisms that affect individual and collec-
tive behavior during discursive shifts so that one can explain how people
could change their discourse in a semi-democratic, yet legally and politically
repressive, environment.

THE THEORETICAL EXPLANATION

ELITE DIVISIONS AND CHANGING INSTRUMENTAL BELIEFS

The Turkish social and political-military establishment harbors two broad-
ly defined, rival belief sets regarding TurkeySal

-
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If this is not separatism, what is?”12 Because they expect identity politics to
evolve into separatism, people holding hard-line–nationalist beliefs oppose
the accentuation of ethnic categories within the civil discourse. They also
oppose exclusively Kurdish political movements, even if these only express
cultural-linguistic aspirations and denounce violence, because they consider
such aspirations as stepping stones to political-territorial demands. Accord-
ing to the interpretations of history that support these convictions, the Otto-
man Empire disintegrated in a way that hurt Turks because ethnic-religious
movements were not stemmed before they evolved into competitive
nationalisms.

The moderate-nationalist beliefs may also uphold national unity but de-
link the identity and security aspects of the conflict. Accordingly, ethnic
Kurds can have interests that can be accommodated without undermining
Turkey’s social, political, and territorial integrity; in fact, the accommodation
of Kurdish interests that pertain to culture and identity may diminish the sup-
port for political-territorial demands. The underlying strategic belief is that a
wholesale approach to Kurdish demands leaves to moderate Kurdish actors
no other choice than either to remain subordinate to radicals or to join them
(Barkey & Fuller, 1998; Watts, 1999). Thus, the moderate beliefs encourage
cooperation with moderate Kurdish actors, granting Kurds cultural-linguistic
rights and acknowledging the Kurdish identity. The moderate beliefs do not
necessarily disallow military measures against insurgents but renounce a
strictly security-focused approach.

One can speculate that the rivalry between these belief sets is rooted in the
rivalry between the etatist and liberal traditions of the late Ottoman times,
which continued to manifest themselves within the hardliner and moderate
wings of Kemalism.13 Compared to the etatist tradition, the liberal tradition
was more tolerant of diversity, more willing to delegate to society, and less
willing to embark on a radical and revolutionary-modernist mission. Among
other historically contingent factors, a Kurdish rebellion in 1925, which had
both antisecular and ethnic-nationalist motives and which appeared to vindi-
cate the hardliners’skepticism of ethnic-religious diversity, was instrumental
in helping the hard-line–Kemalists to prevail over the liberal in the formative
years of the Republic (Ahmad, 1993). However, at least since the 1960s and
1970s, Turkish politics has become too complex to be examined by using this
dichotomy (Bozarslan, 1996).
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12. Comments from the chairman of the Justice Committee, Alpaslan Pehlivanlí quoted in
FBIS (1991, pp. 41-42).

13. A related distinction is that between the state-centered and society-centered models of
Turkish modernization (see Bozdog*an & Kasaba, 1997).
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Accordingly, the hardliner-moderate distinction here seems to crosscut
most modern cleavages of Turkish politics, such as leftist-rightist, center-
periphery, and (early) Kemalist and non-Kemalist. The possible exception to
this rule is the far-right, which has been more or less consistently hard-line
nationalist; meanwhile, Islamist parties of the Erbakan tradition have largely
bypassed the question of ethnic diversity by arguing that the overarching
Muslim identity should resolve any ethnic conflict (Yavuz, 2001).14

A similar hard-line–moderate distinction exists among different beliefs
held by ethnically conscious Kurdish actors. The key difference between the
two is beliefs regarding the legitimacy of the Turkish political system, and the
effectiveness of cooperation with political actors unwilling to recognize
Kurds as a separate nation. Öcalan’s views, which he expressed in a 1991
interview, exemplify the hardliner beliefs: He categorized all Kurdish actors
in Turkey, Iran, and Iraq who cooperated with these countries’regimes to dif-
fering degrees, even if they espoused Kurdish autonomy, as “collaborators.”
Furthermore, he denounced a 1990 report by the Social Democratic People’s
Party (SHP), which among other things advocated cultural-linguistic rights
for Turkish Kurds, because the SHP considered Kurds an ethnic group rather
than a separate nation (Ballí, 1991; SHP, 1990). In 1991, several newly
elected Kurdish parliamentarians refused to comply with the rules of the
oath-taking ceremony in Parliament, which included a pledge of allegiance
to the “indivisible integrity of the country and nation,” in Turkish. This event
had important consequences for the cooperation between moderate Turkish
and Kurdish actors, as will be elaborated on later.

By contrast, according to the moderate beliefs, Kurdish interests can be
advanced within the system. Actors holding moderate beliefs have existed
within the Turkish political system for a long time. The system was in fact
“competent and elastic enough to incorporate traditional Kurdish actors. In
turn, those actors played a key role in the legitimization of the system”
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weaken Kurdish hardliners and strengthen Turkey’s unity (moderate causal
beliefs). This individual may not express these views in his or her civil dis-
course if he or she believes that too few people are expressing them, and thus,
by expressing them, the individual may be perceived to be pro-Kurdish
(unfavorable equilibrium beliefs).

Shifts of beliefs regarding outcomes are more difficult and prolonged pro-
cesses because they require fundamental shifts in perceived identities and
interests; the Turkish discursive transformation might have been facilitated
because it initially involved instrumental beliefs, which are more malleable
but, once changed, can influence beliefs regarding outcomes over time.

CASCADES AND CHANGING EQUILIBRIUM BELIEFS

Suppose that some elites want to achieve discursive liberalization so that
previously taboo terms and concepts are openly expressed. According to cas-
cade theories, they can achieve this if they can successfully alter people’s
equilibrium beliefs regarding what the socially and politically dominant
majority of the society believes.18 Thus, they can produce a discursive cas-
cade by triggering bandwagon effects in people’s civil discourse after the ini-
tial users of a new discourse reach a tipping point. Earlier influential studies
suggested that the likelihood of an initial cascade reaching a tipping point is
more or less unknowable (Kuran, 1995). Later work has focused on identify-
ing the causal mechanisms that activate bandwagon effects and the facilitat-
ing conditions that increase the availability of these mechanisms and the like-
lihood of cascades. This increases the explanatory capacity of cascade
theories (Petersen, 2001; Somer, 2002).19

In relation to discursive shifts, the causal mechanisms that produce cas-
cades can be summarized under two headings: Interdependent Belief Change
and the Voicing of Held-Back Beliefs: Resurgence. The first mechanism gen-
erates remaking, whereas the second generates resurgence. I have identified
four facilitating conditions that increase the likelihood of discursive cas-
cades. Table 3 lists these conditions. Before discussing these, however, a dis-
cussion of the civil-private distinction is in order.

606 COMPARATIVE POLITICAL STUDIES / August 2005

18. What matters is not numerical majority or dominance, as some demonstrations of cascade
models imply, but social-political dominance. The numerical majority of a society may embrace
the equilibrium beliefs of a socially and politically dominant minority.

19. Petersen (2001) discusses eight mechanisms that explain why people in one village will
rise up against an occupying force, whereas those in an adjacent, similar village will fail to reach
a tipping point.
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CIVIL-PRIVATE DISTINCTION

In comparison to the civil beliefs I defined earlier, private beliefs can be
defined as those beliefs that people express among others they know and
trust, with minimum fear of social or political correctness, and of legal conse-
quences. Earlier work suggests that one’s private beliefs tend to be more real,
stable, and consistent than one’s public beliefs, that is, those revealed to
strangers (Kuran, 1995). This is questionable. Take the assumption of private
beliefs’being more real than public beliefs in the sense of being more indica-
tive of one’s actual self. In fact, the opposite may also be true: People may
utter private beliefs that they later regret or feel embarrassed about. Consider
a person who only voices political opinions among her friends who are
poorly informed about politics. In the absence of potential criticism from
others, she will have little outside pressure to form private beliefs that are crit-
ically evaluated. Now consider that this person has to give a public talk in
front of strangers. Fearing being criticized and embarrassed, she forms civil
beliefs through careful deliberation. Civil beliefs may also be more real in the
sense that the person likes them and identifies with them more than she does
with her private beliefs. In this case, the person may change her private
beliefs in accordance with her “more civilized” civil beliefs through cogni-

http://cps.sagepub.com


http://cps.sagepub.com


ple, the remaining three speakers decide to speak against the war. Their
speeches convince more and more people in the audience to reveal their ini-
tially unexpressed reservations about the war. Note that in this example, peo-
ple’s private beliefs do not necessarily change. What generates the discursive
shift from the prowar to the antiwar discourse is the revelation of previously
unexpressed private beliefs. Also note that these beliefs could have remained
unexpressed if the speakers had been scheduled in a different order.

CAUSAL MECHANISM 2: INTERDEPENDENT CIVIL BELIEFS

When one lacks solid conviction on an issue, it makes sense to adjust one’s
beliefs to equilibrium beliefs by relying on others’knowledge or persuasive-
ness and thus subjecting one’s beliefs to interdependent change. Consider a
mayor scheduled to give a public speech in a conference on the legalization of
a new and controversial medical technology. Without any deep knowledge of
medicine, he decides to advocate it. Imagine that there are five other speakers
scheduled to speak and that only two, who are scheduled to speak first, are
planning to argue against legalization. During the first speech, the person in
our example begins to question his own civil beliefs. At the end of the second
speech, he determines that he was wrong and modifies his speech before he
takes the podium as the third speaker. Unknowingly, his speech influences
the speech of the next speaker also. Thus, all of the speakers may end up
opposing the technology, although they would have done the opposite if the
speakers had been scheduled in a different order. Note that unlike in the pre-
vious case, what causes the discursive shift here is interdependent belief
change through mutual persuasion, not the expression of previously held
back beliefs. Of course, both mechanisms can occur together as well.

FACILITATING CONDITION 1: SHALLOW BELIEFS

The degree to which one’s beliefs can be influenced by those of others
depends on how firm one’s beliefs are, that is, to what extent they are strongly
felt, deliberate, and embedded in self-interest. For example, many main-
stream Turkish journalists possessed firm beliefs regarding the Kurdish issue
as a result of the heated discussions within the radical-leftist movements they
had been involved in during the 1960s. If they avoided the Kurdish issue
within their civil discourse, the reason was either legal-political disincentives
or their internalization of the Kemalist ideology of homogeneous nation.20 In
comparison, a person whose only knowledge of Turkey’s ethnic diversity

Somer / RESURGENCE AND REMAKING OF IDENTITY 609

20. The aforementioned interview with Çandar.
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stemmed from the official education, which avoided both positive and nega-
tive references to Kurds, and from the civil discourse would lack firm beliefs
regarding Kurds: His or her beliefs would be malleable. After reading a hard-
line–nationalist column denouncing any Kurdish claims as falsities and pro-
PKK, the person could genuinely believe the civil expression of the Kurdish
identity to be divisive. After listening to his or her moderate–nationalist
friends, his or her beliefs may shift in favor of acknowledging Kurds. When
beliefs are shallow, they feel less credible to the holder of these beliefs as
soon as other people begin to express opposing beliefs. Firm beliefs have the
opposite effects. Overall, one can predict that the average person in Turkey
lacked firm beliefs opposing the recognition of the Kurdish identity before
the discursive transformation. One reason for this may be the rarity of
historical group conflicts involving ordinary Turks and Kurds.

FACILITATING CONDITION 2: VERTICAL RESTRICTIONS
AS THE DOMINANT CONTROL MECHANISM

A civil discourse can be maintained by two major control mechanisms.
Vertical restrictions are enforced by actors who have highly unequal power
over those who are subject to the restrictions, for example, the judicial
enforcement of antiseparatism laws and the use of coercion by state. Hori-
zontal restrictions are enforced on and by actors who have similar power, for
example, peer pressure and political name-calling. The discourse can shift
more easily whenever the dominant mechanism is vertical. First, people feel
less need to adjust their private beliefs to their civil discourse if the dominant
control mechanism is vertical, as already discussed. Second, once the restric-
tions are fully or partially lifted, coordination for change is relatively easy;
signals from a few actors with sufficient authority are often sufficient. By
contrast, when horizontal restrictions are the dominant control mechanism,
change requires coordination among numerous actors. Consider a town in
the American South prior to the Civil Rights revolution. Many people feel
that segregation is wrong, but individual Whites speaking up against it face
horizontal pressures. Change is obstructed by several factors. First, although
individual opponents sense that they are not the only opponents, they do not
know the actual number and strength of the other opponents because the
expression of antisegregation views is suppressed. Second, even if they knew
about each other, opponents need focal places and events that enable them to
act simultaneously. It is risky to criticize the equilibrium social-political
norms individually. Third, when prosegregation civil beliefs are maintained
primarily through peer pressure, it is likely that many people will have inter-
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nalized these beliefs in order to reduce cognitive dissonance. Consequently,
change requires long-term changes in internalized social and political norms.

FACILITATING CONDITION 3: NETWORK EFFECTS

Network effects influence the social-political meanings of linguistic cate-
gories and the effectiveness of vertical restrictions. As more and more people
employ a social category and it becomes part of the conventional way of
framing an issue, the potentially provocative effects of using the category and
the effectiveness of any vertical sanctions against using it are drastically
reduced. Consider a labor movement in which the dominant discourse does
not include gender as a social category that is ordinarily invoked in framing
workers’ rights: The only ones who invoke gender are those (a) who feel
strongly about both gender-specific and general-labor issues and (b) those
who aim at exclusively pursuing gender-specific issues. Because it is not
easy to distinguish the two, the first people who try to shift the discourse by
highlighting gender issues can divide the movement as they can be perceived
as belonging to the second group. The group may thus use vertical and hori-
zontal restrictions to regulate the discourse. However, once the network of
the first group employing the gender category reaches a critical mass, the
divisive effects and the restrictions’ effectiveness are drastically reduced:
those invoking gender can no longer be believed to belong to the second
group, and the leadership would deplete its resources if it were to apply
vertical restrictions.

The first people to use the Kurd category in Turkey could produce divisive
effects. They could be perceived as extremists; their perceived support for
Kurds could fuel anti-Kurdish feelings, Turkish-nationalist extremists, and
social conflict among Turks and Kurds. They could also face legal and extra-
legal prosecution. Knowing this, journalists watched the language of other
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segregation. There would be few held-back antisegregation beliefs waiting to
be expressed; interdependent changes in civil beliefs would be difficult when
civil beliefs are embedded in private beliefs. An integrationist government
could succeed in suppressing the expression of prosegregation beliefs by
using vertical restrictions. However, the discourse could easily revert to rac-
ism as soon as a prosegregation government came to power and lifted the
restrictions. Weak private belief resistance has the opposite effects.

REEVALUATING TURKEY’S KURDISH CONFLICT

Vertical restrictions prevailed over the civil discourse from the beginning
of the period of analysis. The military left power voluntarily and was able to
do so under its own conditions and after instating a restrictive legal-institu-
tional framework. The new constitution was specifically designed to restrict
the legal space for ethnic and religious politics and institutionalized the mili-
tary’s involvement in governing by establishing the National Security Coun-
cil. It legitimized a variety of laws restricting the freedom of expression.
Although the ostensible target of these laws was separatists, because they
were also enforced against people whose involvement in separatism was tan-
gential at best, mainstream actors were compelled to self-censure their
discourse also.

Shortly after the PKK’s first raids on two army posts in 1984, wide-scale
military operations began in the Southeast. The military became agitated
over the media’s coverage of the operations. It held a briefing at which it
explained to members of the media what it thought the proper language and
content of their reporting should be. In particular, the military criticized the
media’s use of the Kurd category. It argued that Kurd was “their term,” that is,
the rebels’ term of choice, and that the media’s usage of this term was giving
the impression that the security forces were fighting Kurdish communities
rather than “Marxist-Leninist rebels.” In 1987, a state of emergency was
declared in southeastern provinces, providing further legal backing for direct
and indirect censuring of the press. In an off-the-record meeting in 1990,
attended by President Özal and high-level military officials, media represen-
tatives were warned against “irresponsible coverage and language” (Cemal,
2003, pp. 74, 101-111). The pinnacle of formal restrictions was the 1991
antiterror law, which made any separatist propaganda a crime punishable by
prison sentences.22 Thus the discursive transition clearly occurred when

612 COMPARATIVE POLITICAL STUDIES / August 2005

22. These restrictions hampered the “discussion of the Kurdish issue, as any discussion per se
[was] in danger of being persecuted as [separatist] propaganda” (Gürbey, 1996, p. 11).
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hardliners were intensively trying to control the discourse. Short of actual
enforcement of laws, for mainstream political actors, including journalists,
the threat of being stigmatized as pro-PKK or a bölücü, which means “one
who stirs up divisions,” was often sufficient to make them self-censor their
discourse. It is revealing how prominent politician Ecevit retrospectively
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means to engage and demystify the “enemy” (Randal, 1999, pp. 277-283).
Part of his strategy was to subtly encourage establishment journalists to break
taboos such as interviewing Öcalan. Such an interview by mainstream and
well-known journalist M. Ali Birand was a strong signal to other journalis
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Özal’s gestures had a strong psychological impact as observers have noted
(Kinzer, 2001; Pope & Pope, 1997). However, the content analysis data
reveals that the major discursive shift occurred later, from 1991 to 1992. In
fact, the immediate impact of Özal’s statements was to diminish the use of
Kurd because they had raised fears of legitimizing the PKK. Özal’s impact
had to be combined with two other factors in order to cause a discursive
transformation.

THE BREAKUP OF COOPERATION AMONG MODERATES, 1991-1992

Alongside the discursive shift, which included Premier Demirel’s recog-
nition of the Kurdish identity in 1991, we observe the breakup of the coopera-
tion between the moderate Turkish and Kurdish actors. In 1989, seven SHP
members were ousted from their party for participating in a Kurdish confer-
ence in Paris. This did not spell the end of cooperation. The expelled formed a
new, explicitly Kurdish party, the People’s Labor Party (HEP). Prior to the
November 1991 general elections, the SHP and the HEP formed an electoral
coalition. For the first time in Turkish democracy, the cooperation between
moderates was extended to include a political actor with an explicitly
Kurdish agenda. The SHP carried the day in the Southeast, and 22 Kurdish
deputies entered Parliament under the SHP umbrella.

Subsequently, a series of decisions on both sides led to the breakdown of
cooperation. Some newly elected HEP deputies made the aforementioned
risky decision or, according to state prosecutors, were ordered by the PKK to
send a provocative message to the public while taking their oath in Parlia-
ment. According to who is reporting, they either refused to recite the parts of
the oath that committed the deputies to “preserve the indivisible integrity of
the state and the nation” or “added a few remarks in Kurdish at the end of their
oath” (Gürbey, 1996, p. 26; Kiris 7çi & Winrow, 1997). The event created a
public uproar in which HEP members were accused of separatism, under-
mining the SHP’s ability to accommodate the HEP without committing polit-
ical suicide. HEP proposals such as the lifting of the state of emergency in the
Southeast and discussing cultural rights bore little fruit, even if they were
endorsed by the SHP (1990). The HEP was later shut down by the Constitu-
tional Court. Were these actions and their consequences inevitable? Would it
have made a difference if HEP members had been more patient or if the pub-
lic reaction had been more level headed? Suffice it to say here that my
answers to these questions are cautiously affirmative. Because these events
could have transpired differently, I also argue that they are part of the
explanation.

Somer / RESURGENCE AND REMAKING OF IDENTITY 615
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The consequences of the moderate-moderate breakup were significant,
undermining the trust between moderates and exacerbating the tension
between hardliners on both sides. Former HEP members founded a more
hard-line party, the Democracy Party (DEP), in 1993. The DEP portrayed the
PKK as a political organization and was seen by the government and the
mainstream media as a PKK extension (Gürbey, 1996, p. 27). Moderate
Turkish nationalists who had reservations about using the Kurd category
because they saw ethnic Kurds as part of the Turkish nation began to distance
themselves from Kurds, reducing their resistance to the use of Kurd as a
marker of the ethnic other. Simultaneously, hard-line nationalists felt that
their suspicions of Kurds as the untrustworthy other had been vindicated and
felt more free to use the Kurd category.

Özal’s death in April 1993 led to a general deterioration of the conflict. A
unilateral ceasefire that the PKK declared in March had reinforced the main-
stream debate and elite rethinking on the Kurdish issue (Barkey & Fuller,
1998, pp. 122, 199). The ceasefire collapsed when a PKK detachment massa-
cred 33 unarmed soldiers in May. HEP deputies chose not to condemn the
attack, interpreting it as part of “the war on Turkish colonialism” (Cemal,
2003, p. 69).26 Öcalan threatened to escalate the violence. The new premier,
Çiller, first promoted a moderate agenda. She traveled to the East and catered
to Kurds’ sense of identity in her speeches, discussing the possibility of edu-
cation and broadcasting in Kurdish. However, she soon adopted a hard-line
stand in the face of the escalating violence and strong opposition from the
military. The military was then given carte blanche to combat the PKK.
Demirel announced that “unless terrorism is solved, cultural issues cannot be
debated” (Kiris 7çi & Winrow, 1997, p. 139).

The death knell of cooperation between moderates came in 1994 with the
Turkish parliament’s decision to repeal the parliamentary immunity of
the DEP parliamentarians. They were subsequently arrested and tried and
received lengthy prison sentences. The DEP was outlawed, but before its clo-
sure, the People’s Democracy Party (HADEP) was established in its place.
Between 1994 and 1998, the hard-line–nationalist agenda prevailed. The
security forces militarily isolated the PKK in the Southeast, albeit at a high
cost in terms of spending and human rights violations and at the expense of
the increasing politicization and internationalization of the Kurdish issue.
The hardliners’ total war strategy included cracking down on all Kurdish
nationalists, moderate or not, as potential PKK members. The civil discourse
on the Kurdish question was suppressed by using legal and extralegal means;
accordingly, Figure 1 displays new dips in the numbers of articles on Kurds.
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However, unlike the situation in the 1980s, the Kurd category was used
whenever talk on the Kurdish issue gained momentum. The predominant
object of the vertical restrictions was no longer the Kurdish category per se,
but Kurdish rights.

EXTERNAL SECURITY ENVIRONMENT AND THE GULF WAR

Table 4 demonstrates that the years when the usage of Kurd surged coin-
cide with the years when the numbers of articles on Kurds outside of Turkey
surged; 1988 was the first year in which the percentage of articles on external
Kurds, and the usage of Kurd in articles on domestic Kurds, surged, followed
by 2 years, when both figures diminished. The years 1991 to 1992 featured
another increase in news on external Kurds.

External developments made it hard for Turkish elites to ignore the
Kurdish element in the region and thus the Kurdish identity. In 1988, Saddam
Hussein launched the infamous Al Anfal military campaign against the Iraqi
Kurds, gassing thousands of them to death. Tens of thousands of Iraqi Kurds
escaped to the Turkish border. Their agony found widespread coverage in the
Turkish media, which undertook what can be called discursive engineering
by referring to the refugees as peshmergas without using the term Kurd.27
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27. For example, Hürriyet, August 31, 1988.

Table 4
External Developments and the Usage of Kurd as a Domestic Category

Articles on External Kurds/ The Usage of Kurd Within Articles
Year Total Number of Articles on Domestic Kurds

1984 0.14 0.11
1985 0.00 0.14
1986 0.17 0.20
1987 0.16 0.22
1988 0.55 0.29
1989 0.17 0.15
1990 0.10 0.14
1991 0.38 0.51
1992 0.25 0.44
1993 0.19 0.32
1994 0.24 0.29
1995 0.34 0.30
1996 0.38 0.25
1997 0.40 0.12
1998 0.35 0.20
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Özal’s gestures to Kurds were linked to his foreign policy vision.28 Fore-
seeing the potential disintegration of Iraq, he was, similar to the hard-line
nationalists, concerned that Kurds would emerge from the crisis as major
actors.29 However, unlike the hardliners, Özal determined that the best Turk-
ish response to the possibility of a U.S.-backed Kurdish entity in Iraq was to
sponsor Iraqi Kurds. Thus he broke a long-time state policy by building for-
mal relations with the Iraqi Kurdish leaders. Finally, the changing percep-
tions of Özal and other elites coincided with the end of the cold war. Turkish
policy makers were involved in a process of deliberation as to how the coun-
try should adjust to the changing global environment, which was giving rise
to new ethnic and nonethnic actors.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Pending research covering more newspapers and other media outlets, this
article argued that during the 1990s, the Kurd category both resurfaced and
was remade within the Turkish civil discourse. In terms of causal mecha-
nisms, this meant both the revival of a known yet suppressed category and its
mental and discursive reconstruction via intersubjective persuasion and
belief change. Both internal and external dynamics played causal roles. One
cannot understand this transformation from the perspective of a simple, state-
or military-dominant understanding of the state-society relations in Turkey; a
proper analysis should include intra-elite divisions and the complex dynam-
ics of a restricted, yet competitive and partially autonomous, discursive and
informational space.

What are the consequences of this transformation? The acceptance of an
ethnic category within a civil discourse can be used for inclusion and equality
as well as for exclusion and differentiation. The new visibility of the Kurdish
category facilitates the expression of Kurdish interests and the bargaining,
deliberation, and voting processes that are necessary for democratically
determining Kurdish rights in a context of liberal democracy. But this visibil-
ity can also be used to promote exclusionary values. This could happen, for
example, if Turkey’s relations with the Iraqi Kurds were to take a downward
turn or if Turkey’s integration process with the European Union came to a
halt (Somer, 2004). Finally, the new discursive environment removes a major
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28. The aforementioned interview with Çandar, who closely worked with Özal during the
period in question.

29. Articles regarding the American “intentions” in Iraq reflected these suspicions, with typi-
cal headlines such as “Americans Are Pleasing the Kurds” (see Hürriyet, June 12 and 16, 1988.
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object of criticism of Western democracies and increases the country’s
potential to play a constructive regional role. For example, Turkey would
have had a hard time reconciling a policy of contributing to the rebuilding of
Iraq, where Kurds constitute a major component of the population, with her
past policy of discounting its own ethnic diversity.

To what extent can one expect further transformations of the Turkish civil
discourse so that it becomes fully “liberal,” whereby not only the expression
of the Kurdish category but also the promotion of Kurdish rights is consid-
ered normal? The improvements in the quality of democracy and in Kurdish
rights via legal reforms since 1999 mean that the main restrictions limiting
the civil discourse may now be horizontal. Insofar as this is true, and from the
point of view of liberal democracy, a major weakness of the current discur-
sive environment is its lack of genuine and all-inclusive civil discussion on
minority issues. With vertical restrictions, elite deliberation and actions may
be sufficient to initiate discursive change. But with horizontal restrictions,
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