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Abstract

Focusing on the dominant group’s (Sunni-Turks) attitudes towards the largest ethnic and religious
minorities (Kurds and Alevis, respectively) in the Turkish social landscape, this study investigates the
determining factors of ethnic and religious prejudices in intergroup relations. The study draws several
hypotheses about out-group rejection from social identity and ethnic competition theories and tests
them utilizing new, original public opinion survey data. The empirical findings confirm the presence
of a substantial degree of ethnic and religious prejudices in the Turkish social setting. Furthermore,
statistical analyses show that unlike economic factors, political and cultural variables, such as ideo-
logical orientations, nationalist tendencies, and religiosity, perform much better in terms of predicting
Sunni-Turks’ exclusionary attitudes towards ethnic and religious out-group members. Thus, inter-
group prejudice or intolerance in the Turkish setting is deeply ingrained in cultural and political divi-
sions rather than in economic factors. The study also discusses some major theoretical and practical

implications of the empirical findings.

Introduction

This study investigates the determining factors of ethnic
and religious prejudices in the context of intergroup rela-
tions. Ethnic and religious prejudices usually include nega-
tive or antagonistic attitudes towards out-group members.
In Allport’s (1979: p. 7) words, prejudice is ‘an avertive or
hostile attitude toward a person who belongs to a group,
simply because he belongs to that group, and is therefore
presumed to have the objectionable qualities ascribed to
the group’. The author further notes that prejudicial atti-
tudes involve “feelings of scorn or dislike, of fear and aver-
sion, as well as various forms of antipathetic conduct:
such as talking against people, discrimination against
them, or attacking them with violence’ (Allport, 1979:
p. 7). Similarly, Brown (1995: p. 8) defines prejudice as
‘the holding of derogatory social attitudes or cognitive

beliefs, the expression of negative affect, or the display of
hostile or discriminatory behaviour towards members of a
group on account of their membership of that group’. As
these conceptualizations suggest, prejudicial beliefs and
attitudes have major consequences for intergroup relations
and interactions. Such attitudes often lead to social
exclusion, inequality, and discrimination and so promote
intergroup tensions, hostilities, and conflicts. As these
processes eventually undermine social peace and har-
mony, a better understanding of the determinants of
prejudicial and exclusionary beliefs and attitudes is vital
in terms of containing or reducing intergroup tensions and
conflicts in social and political domains.

With such motivations, this study focuses on inter-
group attitudes and relations in the Turkish social land-
scape and empirically examines the attitude of members
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of the dominant group (i.e. a Sunni-Turkish majority)
towards the largest ethnic and religious minorities (i.e.
Kurds and Alevis, respectively). Sunni-Turks constitute
the ethnic and religious mainstream or dominant group
in almost all spheres of social and political life in the
Turkish setting. That said, the Turkish social landscape
has a highly heterogeneous structure, with several ethnic
and religious divisions and cleavages (e.g. Turks vs.
Kurds; Alevis vs. Sunnis). Hence, the Turkish case pro-
vides an ideal socio-political context in which to exam-
ine the mechanisms of social closure and of out-group
prejudice. Theoretically speaking, this study enhances
our comprehension of the determinants of social closure
and prejudice in general. Empirically, by conducting a
systematic comparison of the dominant group’s attitudes
towards suppressed or disadvantaged ethnic and reli-
gious minority out-groups in Turkey, this study contrib-
utes to our knowledge of intergroup relations and
tensions in the Turkish social setting. Furthermore,
examining social closure and out-group prejudice in
Turkey, a Muslim-majority context, would also shed
light into ethnic and religious prejudices in other
Muslim societies, which have been plagued with several
sectarian and ethnic divisions and cleavages.

Thus, focusing on ethnic and religious exclusionism
in the Turkish social context, this study explores the fol-
lowing questions: How do the members of the dominant
group (Sunni-Turks) view Kurdish and Alevi minority
out-groups? Is there any difference in the dominant
group’s social distance from ethnic and from religious
minorities? For instance, is the religious prejudice of
Sunni-Turks stronger or is their ethnic prejudice stron-
ger? What factors might account for the variance in the
majority group’s intolerance and prejudice towards reli-
gious and ethnic minorities? What can we learn from
this particular case (i.e. Sunni-Turkish majority’s social
closure vis-d-vis major ethnic and religious minority
groups) about the factors that might shape intergroup
prejudice in general?

To answer such questions, this study utilizes new
data derived from a public opinion survey conducted in
2015 with a nationally representative sample. Empirical
analyses show that in the private realm, Sunni-Turks are
socially more distant towards ethnic and religious mi-
nority groups than in the public domain, which implies
that both ethnic and religious social boundaries appear
to be relatively brighter, thicker, and so less porous or
permeable in the private sphere. A more striking finding
is that across Kurdish and Alevi out-groups, Sunni-
Turks have a higher degree of social distance from
Kurds in the public sphere but from Alevis in the private
sphere. In other words, in the private sphere, religious

prejudice is relatively stronger, while ethnic prejudice is
stronger in the public realm. Furthermore, the empirical
findings indicate that compared to economic variables,
cultural and political variables and factors such as ideo-
logical orientations (i.e. a left—right division), religiosity,
and nationalist tendencies perform much better in terms
of predicting Sunni-Turks’ exclusionary and antagonis-
tic attitudes towards ethnic and religious out-groups.
These findings suggest that prejudicial and exclusionary
attitudes in the Turkish social setting appear to be deep-
ly rooted in cultural and political conditions and divi-
sions rather than in economic factors.

The rest of the article proceeds as follows: the theor-
etical section (next) utilizes social identity and ethnic
competition theories and advances some propositions
about the possible impact of ideology, religiosity, and
nationalism on the dominant majority group’s social
distance from major ethnic and religious minority
out-groups in the Turkish social landscape. This section
is followed by the research design, which introduces the
data, key variables, and measurement. The empirical
results section presents both descriptive and multivariate
analyses and findings, and the final section discusses the
theoretical and practical implications of the findings.

Theoretical Perspectives

This study analyses the majority group’s social distance
and prejudice in Turkey towards the country’s largest
ethnic and religious minority groups through the lenses
of two major theoretical perspectives: social identity the-
ory (SIT)! and ethnic competition theory (ECT).

Briefly stated, SIT, which focuses on the role of
self-conception in group membership and in intra- and
intergroup processes and interactions (Hogg, 2006), sug-
gests that in the context of intergroup relations, in-group
members have a tendency to differentiate themselves by
augmenting similarities within the in-group and differ-
ences from out-groups (accentuation principle). Another
key proposition of SIT is that in intergroup settings,
group members desire favourable self-esteem, self-
enhancement, and a favourable self-concept. Hence, in-
group members try to achieve and maintain a positive
social identity by evaluating in-group members much
more positively or favourably than out-group members
(also known as in-group bias, in-group positivity, or
in-group favouritism) (see Tajfel, 1981, 1982; Brewer,
1986, 2001; Tajfel and Turner, 1986; Hewstone, Rubin
and Willis, 2002; Hogg, 2006). One way of maintaining
a positive social identity is identified as ethnocentrism.
For Sumner (2002: p. 13), this notion refers to the belief
that ‘one’s own group is the centre of everything, and all
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others are scaled and rated with reference to it ... . Each
group nourishes its own pride and vanity, boasts itself
superior, exalts its own divinities, and looks with con-
tempt on outsiders’.

As a complementary approach to SIT, ECT expects
that processes of competition among ethnic groups for
the same economic resources are likely to increase the
salience of ethnic boundaries and so trigger ethnic mo-
bilization, tensions, and conflicts. For instance Olzak
contends that

when competitive forces among ethnics are released, eth-
nic boundaries become highly salient during periods of
intense competition over resources ... [E[thnic competi-
tion intensifies ethnic boundaries when two or more eth-
nic populations try to acquire the same valued resources,
such as jobs, housing, or marriage partners
[Clompetition processes spark ethnic conflict [and] do
so when ethnic groups attempt to occupy the same re-
source environment and compete for the same limited
set of resources (emphasis in original). (1992: p. 28; see
also Okamoto, 2003)

The ECT approach tends to limit ethnic competition to
economic or material resources such as jobs, security,
wealth, and/or power. However, ethnic groups might also
compete over relatively more ideational or symbolic val-
ues, such as prestige, status, and/or legitimacy (see
Schneider, 2008). In the case of competition between an
advantaged ethnic majority and a disadvantaged ethnic
minority, clashes over material and/or symbolic resources
and values are likely to escalate threat perceptions among
the members of the ethnic majority. For instance, members
of the advantaged ethnic majority would view improve-
ments in the ethnic minority’s social, economic, or political
status as a threat to their dominant position (Olzak, 1992:
p- 42). Heightened threat perceptions are likely to induce
negative or antagonistic attitudes towards the members of
the ethnic minority, decreasing interethnic trust and toler-
ance (see Brewer, 2001; Hewstone, Rubin and Willis,
2002; Scheepers, Gijsberts and Coenders, 2002; Savelkoul
et al., 2011). Interethnic prejudice, intolerance, and hostil-
ity, in return, reinforce social closure and exclusion among
ethnic groups and so strengthen ethnic boundaries.

Hypotheses

This study is particularly interested in the impact of
ideology, religiosity and nationalism as the most rele-
vant factors shaping the Sunni-Turkish majority’s exclu-
sionary and prejudicial attitudes towards ethnic and
religious minority out-groups in Turkey. Utilizing the

SIT and ECT theories presented briefly above, this sec-
tion constructs hypothetical expectations about the im-
pact of ideology, religiosity, and nationalism on ethnic
and religious exclusionisms and prejudices.

Ideology: One might expect Sunni-Turks’ ideological
orientations to shape their attitudes towards Kurdish and
Alevi out-groups simply because Kurdish and Alevi move-
ments in Turkey both have leftist roots and orientations.
Historically speaking, during the extreme ideological po-
larization and political violence between the ultranation-
alist right and the socialist left in Turkey in the 1970s, the
majority of Alevi and Kurdish social and political groups
sided with the socialist camp. Beyond such historical lega-
cies and memories, the majority of Kurdish voters have
been voting for leftist, pro-Kurdish political parties in the
last four general elections (June 2011, June 20135,
November 2015, and June 2018). Regarding Alevis, em-
pirical analyses confirm that they have also been more
likely to vote for left-oriented, secular political parties
(see Garkoglu, 2005). Thus, given that these minority
groups have been associated with leftist movements and
ideologies, one might expect to see a greater degree of
Othering directed towards them from right-oriented
members of the Sunni-Turkish majority. For instance, al-
though openly socialist or communist political move-
ments and formations in contemporary Turkish society
and politics remain rather marginal and such political
parties fail to receive substantial Kurdish and Alevi sup-
port, Kurds and Alevis are still occasionally viewed and
referred to as ‘Communists’ in rightist political discourses
(see also Celik, Bilali and Igbal, 2017). Such statements
can also be interpreted as one of the consequences of the
legacy of ideological polarization, enmity, and violence
from the 1960s and 1970s. In brief, one might hypothe-
size that:

H1: Right-oriented Sunni-Turks should be socially more
distant to both Kurds and Alevis.

Religiosity: Like ethnicity and nationalism, religion
is ‘a mode of identification, a mode of social organiza-
tion and a way of framing political claims’ (Brubaker,
2012: p. 4). Hence, as a basic source and form of social
and cultural identification, religion is an important re-
source not only for individual and collective meaning
making but also for social closure and boundary-making
processes (Brubaker, 2012; Dahinden and Zittoun,
2013). As Brubaker (2012: p. 4) further notes, similar to
ethnicity and nationalism, religion is a way of ‘identify-
ing oneself and others, of construing sameness and dif-
ference and of situating and placing oneself in relation
to others’.
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In terms of the role of religion in social closure proc-
esses at the individual level, one might expect that among
relatively more-religious individuals, religious loyalties
and attachments would be more salient in self-
identification practices (see also Trittler, 2017). As these
feelings might generate a favourable attitude towards reli-
gious in-group members, they would likely increase social
distance from members of a religious out-group. In other
words, a strong degree of religiosity is likely to generate
thicker social boundaries between in-group members and
outsiders, constituting a major barrier towards intergroup
relationships. For instance, in their analysis of the role of
in-group identification, religious group membership, and
intergroup conflict in moderating in-group and out-group
affect, Cairns et al. (2006) find that those who identify
highly with their religious in-group display more in-group
bias and stronger out-group negativity.

In the Turkish setting, the Sunni version of Islam has
enjoyed a privileged position in Turkish society and pol-
ity.” Promoting and upholding Sunni Islam, the Turkish
state has rejected official recognition of the Alevi minor-
ity, known as a heterodox, syncretistic Muslim commu-
nity. Rather, Alevis have been discriminated against and
suppressed in social and political domains in Turkey.?
As a result, Alevis have remained socially, politically,
and economically marginalized and peripheral (see
Shankland, 2003; Erdemir, 2005; Poyraz, 2005; Celik,
Bilali and Igbal, 2017). For instance, in the 1960s and
1970s in particular, Alevis were treated as one of the
three major threats to the Turkish state, together with
Communists and Kurdish nationalists (Erdemir, 2005).
Moreover, the Turkish state has promoted Sunni Islamic
understandings through the Directorate of Religious
Affairs (Diyanet) as well as through public education. It
is well known that the compulsory religious courses
introduced in the early 1980s are based on Sunni beliefs
and practices. In addition to social and political margin-
alization, Alevis have also been the target of sporadic
violence in urban centres, such as in the Marag (1978)
and Sivas (1993) massacres. Finally, given certain differ-
ences between Alevi and Sunni religious teachings and
practices (e.g. Alevis pray in cemevi, while Sunnis attend
mosques; Alevis fast during Muharram month, while
Sunnis in Ramadan; also Alevis attribute much more im-
portance to Ali, cousin, and son-in-law of prophet
Muhammad), many Sunnis do not really consider Alevis
as true Muslims. Hence, the Alevi minority constitutes a
religious out-group for a substantial number of Sunnis.
Hence, one might expect that:

H2: Relatively more-religious Sunni-Turks are socially
more distant to Alevis.

Regarding the role of religiosity in Sunni-Turks’ atti-
tudes towards the largest ethnic out-group (i.e. Kurds),
it is an empirical fact that Islam in the Turkish social
landscape is not a main boundary marker among ethnic
groups because the vast majority of Turks and Kurds
self-identify as Sunni-Muslim. In other words, being
Muslim constitutes a religious superordinate identity or
category among Turks and Kurds. One might expect
that among more-religious individuals, the notion of an
Islamic brotherhood would be stronger. A strong attach-
ment to a shared, overarching Muslim identity might, in
return, promote more tolerant attitudes between
Muslim ethnic in-group and out-group members. For in-
stance, Hindriks, Coenders and Verkuyten (2014: p. 56)
hypothesize that ‘when individuals identify more strong-
ly with their religious group, they can be expected to
regard those who have the same faith more strongly as
in-group members’. Indeed, in their analysis of intereth-
nic minority relations among immigrant groups in The
Netherlands, the authors find confirming evidence for
the claim that more-religious Muslims are more positive
towards Muslim out-groups (i.e. Turkish and Moroccan
immigrants). Hence, in the Turkish context, relatively
more-religious Sunni-Turks should be more likely to
have a positive attitude towards coreligionists (i.e.
Muslim ethnic out-groups such as Kurds). Thus, one
might postulate that:

H3: Relatively more-religious Sunni-Turks should be so-
cially less distant to Kurds, most of whom are Sunni-
Muslim.

Nationalism: Another main explanatory variable for
a majority group’s negative attitudes towards ethnic and
religious minority groups is (ethno)nationalist orienta-
tions. With competing or conflicting ethnic or national
groups, one might expect ethnocentric orientations or
in-group favouritism and out-group derogation or nega-
tivity to be more potent among in-group members with
stronger attachments and loyalties to a given ethnic or
national group (i.e. high identifiers).

In addition to promoting positive in-group evalua-
tions, strong national in-group identification and loyalty
(i.e. feelings of national in-group superiority and domin-
ance) are likely to increase prejudice and intolerance to-
wards members of competing ethnic or national out-
groups (see also Cairns et al., 2006; Verkuyten and
Yildiz, 2006; Celebi, Verkuyten and Smyrnioti, 2016;
Tasdemir and Oner-Ozkan, 2016). In other words,
under conflictual circumstances, a positive evaluation of
one’s national or ethnic group might be related to a dero-
gation of other national or ethnic groups. For instance,
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Verkuyten and Yildiz (2006) provide evidence that
increases in Turks’ ethnic identification reduce their sup-
port for Kurdish minority rights. Similarly, Celebi,
Verkuyten and Smyrnioti (2016: p. 1037) expect that
‘those individuals with high in-group identification are
more worried about the status and position of their in-
group than [those with] lower identifiers. This is particu-
larly the case when the value of the group identity is
threatened and group interests are at risk’. The authors’
empirical findings support such an expectation: strong
national and ethnic identification among Turks decrease
support for Kurdish language rights. In the context of
Northern Ireland, Cairns et al. (2006) show that in-
group bias is stronger for high in-group identifiers than
it is for low in-group identifiers. In their research on
the nexus between national identification and out-group
rejection in the German and British contexts,
Mummendey, Klink and Brown (2001) show that in
intergroup comparison conditions, national identifica-
tion, and positive in-group evaluation are linked to out-
group rejection or derogation.

In the Turkish context, citizenship and the official
understanding of national identity have been based on
Turkishness. As is widely known, the Turkish Republic
was established in the early 1920s as a centralized
nation-state based on strong Turkish nationalism. The
newly established state imposed Turkishness as an over-
arching identity on society, despite several other ethnic,
linguistic, and cultural groups residing in the country.
Expecting every individual to identify herself or himself
as a Turk, the state pursued assimilationist and/or re-
pressive policies towards other ethnic and cultural iden-
tities in the public sphere (e.g. Kurdish identity and
culture) (Kirisgi and Winrow, 1997; Yegen, 2004,
2009). Therefore, the majority of ethnic group (i.e.
Turks) has enjoyed a privileged status in social and pol-
itical domains in the Republican period.

Furthermore, since the early 1980s, the Kurdish eth-
nopolitical movement in both peaceful and violent forms
has posed a major challenge to the Turkish state and the
official understanding of national identity, which has
been based on Turkishness (see Kirisci and Winrow,
1997; Bruinessen, 2000; Yegen, 2004, 2009; Marcus,
2007; Watts, 2010; Gunes, 2012; Romano and Gurses,
2014; Aydin and Emrence, 2015; Sarigil and Karakoc,
2016). As the dominant or hegemonic group, Sunni-
Turks might consider the Kurdish challenge a major
threat to their dominant status in the public realm and
so develop a relatively stronger negative attitude to-
wards the Kurdish ethnic out-group. In other words,
Kurdish deviation from and challenge to the superordin-
ate identity (i.e. Turkishness), as well as Kurdish

demands for cultural and political rights, are likely to
empower a perceived threat among Sunni-Turks and so
promote their social closure and distance towards the
Kurdish ethnic minority (see also Celebi, Verkuyten and
Smyrnioti, 2016; Tasdemir and Oner-Ozkan, 2016).*

Given the above factors, more-nationalist members
of the dominant group (i.e. Turks) would likely be more
concerned with Turkish national identity and interests,
such as the unity and survival of the Turkish state, than
less-nationalist members would. As a result, nationalist
members of the Turkish in-group would likely consider
the Kurdish ethnic identity and Kurdish demands for
cultural and political rights (e.g. official recognition of
the Kurdish language and ethnic identity and power
sharing arrangements such as regional autonomy) as
major threats to national and state interests. In addition,
as the existing research also indicates, members of the
dominant group may reject minority rights and demands
because they are perceived as a threat to the dominant
group’s culture, identity, and privileges (see Scheepers,
Gijsberts and Coenders, 2002; Verkuyten and Yildiz,
2006). In the context of competitive intergroup relations
and interactions, all these dynamics would generate
stronger out-group derogation and antagonistic atti-
tudes among nationalist in-group members towards eth-
nic out-groups. Thus, one might postulate that:

H4: Relatively more-nationalist Sunni-Turks are socially
more distant to Kurds.

Regarding the impact of nationalist orientations of
the Turkish majority on their attitudes towards the
Alevi religious minority, as discussed above, Alevi iden-
tity constitutes the ‘Other’ of religious members of the
Sunni majority in Turkey (see also Celik, Bilali and
Igbal, 2017). However, since the majority of Alevis in
Turkey are of Turkish origin, one might expect that na-
tionalist orientations among Turks should not cultivate
a negative attitude towards members of the Alevi minor-
ity. In other words, the shared ethnicity between the
Turkish majority and the Alevi minority should prevent
or at least dampen any negative attitude among nation-
alist members of Turks towards Alevis. Thus, another
hypothesis to test is as follows:

HS5: Nationalist orientations among Turks should not
have impact on their social distance from Alevis.

Data, Variables, and Measurement

To investigate the determining factors of ethnic and reli-
gious prejudices in the Turkish setting and to test the
hypotheses presented above, I employ original data
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provided by a new public opinion survey. As part of a
broader research project on Turkish public opinion, a
nationally representative survey was conducted in April
20135. Professional interviewers of a public-opinion re-
search company, based in Istanbul, carried out the field-
work. The survey involved face-to-face interviews
with 7,099 adult participants (18 years and older) from
12 NUTS-1 statistical regions, 50 provinces, 174 dis-
tricts (ilce), and 398 neighbourhoods (mahalle) and vil-
lages. Respondents were selected using a multi-stage,
stratified, clustered random sampling procedure. Once
households were selected randomly, age and gender
quotas were applied in selecting one respondent from
each household.” The survey included questions about
the attitudes towards the largest religious and ethnic
minorities, and this study utilizes participants’ responses
to those questions to measure Sunni-Turks’ ethnic and
religious social closures and prejudices (see below).

As this study examines members of the majority
group’s (i.e. Sunni-Turks) attitude towards Turkey’s
largest ethnic and religious minorities (i.e. Kurds and
Alevis, respectively), the statistical analyses below were
conducted with data provided by a Sunni-Turkish sub-
sample (4,745 participants, corresponding to 67 per
cent of the overall sample). To measure participants’ re-
ligious and ethnic origins, the survey included questions
about ethnic and religious backgrounds. In other words,
I relied on individuals’ self-identification to measure eth-
nic and religious origins.

Dependent Variable

Intergroup prejudice constitutes the dependent variable
in the statistical analyses. Regarding the measurement of
the dependent variable, prejudice by definition involves
creating distance from and exclusiveness towards out-
group members. Naturally, strong prejudice vis-a-vis a
particular out-group implies a higher degree of social
distance from that particular group. As Allport (1979:
p.14) also notes, prejudice ‘leads the individual to avoid
members of the disliked group, even perhaps at the cost
of considerable inconvenience’. Hence, I use professed
attitudes towards intergroup social distance as a proxy
for prejudicial attitudes towards out-group members,
the main variable of interest in this study.

The concept of social distance, first coined by
Bogardus (1925), simply refers to whether individuals
from one social category (e.g. ethnicity, religion or class)
are open to associating with those from another social
category (see also Smith, McPherson and Smith-Lovin,
2014). Similarly, Alba and Nee (2003) suggest that so-
cial distance refers to a subjective feeling of nearness or

closeness to certain individuals or groups. In terms of
measuring social distance, Borgardus (1925) constructs
a social distance scale by using individuals’ responses to
questions about their desire to engage in social contact
of different degrees of closeness with out-group mem-
bers, such as marriage, friendship, and neighbourliness
(see also Qian and Lichter, 2007; Fox and Guglielmo,
2012; Celik, Bilali and Igbal, 2017). Following a similar
strategy, I use individuals’ attitudes towards having a
neighbour, tenant, business partner, and son/daughter-
in-law from ethnic and religious minority out-groups to
capture Sunni-Turks’ social distance comfort with Kurds
and Alevis.

Expecting that the determining factors of social dis-
tance are likely to differ across the public and private
spheres, I analyse the category of son/daughter-in-law
separately. Statistical analyses of the responses to the
remaining three survey items (i.e. attitudes towards hav-
ing a neighbour, tenant, and business partner from eth-
nic and religious minority out-groups) indicate that they
are strongly related. The test for scale reliability gener-
ated high scores, indicating high internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alphas are 0.84 and 0.83, respectively). In
addition, principal component analyses reveal that these
three items have high factor loadings on one single di-
mension, which T label social distance in the public
realm. Thus, using those three items (i.e. attitude to-
wards a neighbour, tenant, and business partner from an
out-group), I constructed an additive index of the social
distance of Sunni-Turks from each out-group in the pub-
lic realm. This variable ranges from 0 to 3, a higher
score indicating a stronger degree of social closure and
distance from the relevant out-group. Attitude towards
son/daughter-in-law from an out-group is used as an in-
dicator of social distance in the private realm. This is a
binary variable, which ranges from 0 to 1.

Independent Variables

As stated above, ideology, religiosity, and nationalism
constitute our three main independent variables. In
measuring ideological orientations, I rely on respond-
ents’ self-placement on a left-right continuum. The
ideology variable ranges from 1 (strong leftist orienta-
tion) to 5 (strong rightist orientation).

Regarding the measurement of religiosity, existing
empirical research treats religiosity as a complex concept
with multiple dimensions such as belief, practice/wor-
ship, and attitude (Carkoglu and Kalaycioglu, 2009;
Yesilada and Noordijk, 2010; Phalet et al., 2013). As a
result, multiple religion-related items were included in
the questionnaire. Using those survey items, I conducted
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principal component analyses, which helped identify
two dimensions of religiosity: faith and attitude/practice.
Since almost all survey participants expressed a belief in
God and an afterlife, the faith index, which had almost
no variance, was excluded from the models. The remain-
ing attitude/practice index is composed of the following
six items: daily praying (five times), fasting during
Ramadan month, support for wearing headscarves for
primary students and public employees, support for
Sharia law, and opposition to financial interest. This
variable is an ordinal variable, ranging from 0 to 6.
High values represent stronger religiosity.

With respect to nationalism, due to a lack of better
indicators, this study utilized support for the ultrana-
tionalist Nationalist Action Party (Milliyet¢i Hareket
Partisi, MHP) as an indicator of Sunni-Turks’ national-
ist orientations. Although using support for the MHP to
measure nationalist orientations might be considered a
limited measurement strategy, Sunni-Turk voting for the
MHP, a party that articulates and mobilizes strong
Turkish nationalist sentiments in society and politics,
would be a useful proxy for the strength of (ethno)na-
tionalist identifications and orientations of the members
of majority group. This indicator would be quite useful
at least in terms of identifying those who have strong
attachments and loyalties to the Turkish nation and na-
tionalism (i.e. high identifiers). This variable ranges
from 0 (vote for other parties) to 1 (vote for the nation-
alist MHP).

Since religion and nationalism can become entangled
or intertwined (see Brubaker 2012; White 2014), one
might expect that the interaction between religiosity and
nationalism might also mould intergroup social distance
and prejudice. In other words, the effect of religiosity on
social distance from ethnic and religious out-group
members might be different across nationalist and non-
nationalist individuals. Thus, taking that possibility into
account, I added an interaction term to the models to
capture the possible impact of the interaction between
religiosity and nationalism on out-group rejection.

Control Variables

The existing research suggests that individuals’ demo-
graphic and socio-economic characteristics (e.g. educa-
tion, income, social class, and gender) are also likely to
influence intergroup social distance and prejudice. For
instance, studying core discussion networks among
Turkish and Moroccan immigrants in The Netherlands,
van Tubergen (2015) finds that as the socio-economic
status of these groups increases, the likelihood of having
a Dutch confidant increases. In other words, a higher

socio-economic status tends to weaken Turks and
Moroccans’ social closure towards individuals of Dutch
origin. Similarly, in their research on opposition among
European citizens to granting civil rights to legal
migrants, Scheepers, Gijsberts and Coenders (2002)
show that ethnic closure and exclusionism are stronger
among less-educated and lower-income groups, as well
as among manual workers and unemployed people.
Hence, in this study, I also take into account the role of
in-group members’ basic demographic and socio-
economic circumstances and so control for factors and
variables such as income (household income), employ-
ment, education (highest obtained level of education),
age, gender, and area of residence (rural-urban). In
measuring the controlled variables, I use corresponding
questions in the survey (for descriptive statistics of all
variables, see Table 1).

Results

To begin with descriptive findings, Figure 1 indicates
that as we move from a social relationship that involves
a relatively lower level of interaction and intimacy with
out-group members (e.g. being a neighbour) to a social
relationship that requires a higher level of interaction
and intimacy (e.g. family member), Sunni-Turks’ nega-
tive attitudes towards ethnic and religious out-groups in-
crease. As a result, Sunni-Turks’ opposition to having a
family member (i.e. son/daughter-in-law) from those
out-groups is the highest of the relationships, and their
opposition to an out-group neighbour is the lowest. This
finding suggests that compared to the public realm,
Sunni-Turks’ ethnic and religious social closure is rela-
tively stronger in the private domain. In other words,
Sunni-Turks are socially more distant towards ethnic
and religious minority groups in the private domain,
which implies that ethnic and religious social boundaries
appear to be relatively thicker, brighter, and so less por-
ous or permeable in the private sphere. This finding is to
be expected because ‘preferences to establish and main-
tain ties with similar others are stronger when it comes
to more intimate, expressive and long-term relations
compared to more superficial, instrumental and short-
term relations’ (van Tubergen, 2015: p. 106).

A striking finding, however, is that in the public
sphere, a negative attitude towards ethnic out-group
members is stronger than a negative stance towards reli-
gious out-group members. The descriptive statistics pre-
sented in Table 1 also confirm that Sunni-Turks’
average social distance from Kurds in the public realm is
relatively higher than their average distance from Alevis
(t=8.0615, df = 4667, P-value = 9.493e-16). This
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of variables

Variables N Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum
Dependent
Index of social distance from Kurds (public realm) 4,730 0.99 1.206 0 3
Social distance from Kurds (private realm) 4,722 0.50 0.500 0 1
Index of social distance from Alevis (public realm) 4,680 0.85 1.144 0 3
Social distance from Alevis (private realm) 4,678 0.56 0.496 0 1
Independent
Ideology (left-right) 4,708 3.36 0.918 1 N
Religiosity (index) 4,706 3.64 1.816 0 6
Nationalism 4,727 0.18 0.381 0 1
(Religiosity)* (Nationalism) 4,726 0.63 1.537 0 6
Control Variables
Gender (0: female; 1: male) 4,745 0.49 0.500 0 1
Age 4,745 39.59 13.706 18 97
Education 4,716 4.39 1.229 1 7
Unemployment 4,728 0.08 0.228 0 1
Household income group 4,588 2.54 1.314 1 10
Residential area (0: rural; 1: urban) 4,745 0.66 0.474 0 1
60+ 56:2 more distant from the Alevi out-group in the private
‘ —&— Kurds . sphere (t = —7.0675, df = 4659, P-value = 1.812¢-12).
501 ——&i—- Alevis 8 = This finding indicates that in the private domain, Sunni-
E 20 — - FL Turks’ religious closure appears to be relatively stronger
3 e 382 than their ethnic closure. To put it differently, in the pri-
5 30 = i i > i
Z 10 i vate domain, the dominant group’s attitude towards the
Z 20- Lt L religious out-group is relatively more exclusionary and
e 182 prejudicial than its attitude towards the ethnic out-

101 group.

o Overall, Figure 1 indicates the presence of a substan-
£ H ;:”:: £ tial degree of prejudice and intolerance of Sunni-Turks
ﬁn = é % z towards religious and ethnic minorities, which consti-

% g_ tutes a serious problem for social integration and har-

Figure 1. Sunni-Turkish majority’s social distance to Kurds and
Alevis

finding implies that the dominant group’s ethnic closure
appears to be relatively stronger than its religious clos-
ure in the public sphere. In other words, in the public
domain, ethnic prejudice appears to be relatively more
powerful than religious prejudice, which implies the
presence of relatively brighter ethnic boundaries. This
result might be one of the consequences of the three dec-
ades of bloody Kurdish conflict in Turkey.

Finally, while around half of Sunni-Turks would re-
ject having a family member (i.e. son/daughter-in-law)
from an ethnic out-group (Kurds), a majority of Sunni-
Turks (56 per cent) would disapprove of a family mem-
ber from a religious out-group (Alevis), suggesting that
the members of the majority group appear to be socially

mony in the Turkish context (see also Garkoglu and
Toprak, 2007). Furthermore, it is striking that ethnic
homophily is the dominant tendency in the public
sphere, while it is religious homophily in the private
space. Given these intriguing findings, we should raise
the following question: How can we explain the vari-
ance in Sunni-Turks’ social closure and distance towards
the largest ethnic and religious minority groups in the
public and private social arenas? The following section
provides multivariate models of Sunni-Turks’ exclusion-
ary and prejudicial attitudes towards Kurds and Alevis.

Multivariate Analyses

Table 2 presents the results of logistic regression analy-
ses around Sunni-Turks’ social distance from Kurds.
Before specifying and estimating the models, I conducted
some multicollinearity tests to see if there were any
strong associations among the ideology, religiosity, and
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Table 2. Logistic regression analysis of Sunni-Turks’ social distance from Kurds
Predictors Public realm® Private realm®
Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 2a Model 2b Model 2¢
Ideology 0.191%*** 0.228***
(0.032) (0.033)
Religiosity —0.087%*** —0.102%#* —0.087%*** —0.087%#*
(0.016) (0.018) (0.017) (0.019)
Nationalism 0.928%*** 0.648*** 0.856*** 0.863***
(0.072) (0.160) (0.084) (0.202)
(Religiosity)* (Nationalism) 0.080* —0.002
(0.041) (0.050)
Gender —0.016 —0.057 —0.060 —0.056 —0.073 —0.073
(0.058) (0.058) (0.058) (0.061) (0.062) (0.062)
Age —0.002 —0.0006 —0.0008 —0.0007 0.0004 0.0004
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Education 0.069* 0.014 0.011 0.114%*** 0.063* 0.063*
(0.028) (0.029) (0.029) (0.030) (0.031) (0.031)
Unemployment 0.036 0.085 0.085 0.116 0.173 0.173
(0.127) (0.128) (0.127) (0.138) (0.139) (0.139)
Income —0.028 —0.025 —0.025 —0.029 —0.031 —0.031
(0.024) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.026) (0.026)
Residential area —0.284*** —0.263*** —0.271%** —0.405*** —0.408%** —0.408%***
(0.062) (0.063) (0.063) (0.067) (0.067) (0.067)
Log likelihood -5,325.904  -5,222.056  —5,220.153  —3,068.912  —3,013.902  —3,013.902
(df=10) (df=11) (df=12) (df=8) (df=9) (df=10)
Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) 10,671.81 10,466.11 10,464.31 6,153.8 6,045.8 6,047.8
N 4,510 4,492 4,492 4,503 4,486 4,486

Notes: *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P <0.001.
?Ordinary logit model.

bBinary logit model.

Standard errors are in parentheses.

nationalism variables. The results indicate that there is
not really a multicollinearity between religiosity and
nationalism; however, there is some degree of multicolli-
nearity among the ideology and religiosity and national-
ism variables. Thus, I decided to estimate the effect of
the ideology variable separately. The multivariate analy-
ses confirm almost all of the hypothetical expectations
presented above. To begin with the impact of the ideol-
ogy variable, the results suggest that the political orien-
tations of Sunni-Turks matter in terms of out-group
rejection and  hostility: compared to left-oriented
Sunni-Turks, right-oriented Sunni-Turks have a more-
exclusionary attitude towards the Kurdish ethnic minor-
ity in both the public and private spheres. This result is
probably because the Kurdish ethnonationalist move-
ment in Turkey has been presenting itself as a leftist
movement, and it appears that such a political stance
boosts right-oriented Sunni-Turks’ exclusionary atti-
tudes towards Kurds. This interesting finding implies

that ideological and political orientations might play a
substantial role in intergroup relations in the social do-
main. In other words, ideological cleavages matter not
only in the political domain but also in the social sphere
(see below as well).

Regarding the impact of religiosity on Sunni-Turks’
social distance from the ethnic minority, as religiosity
increases, social distance from Kurds in both the public
and private realms decreases, and this relationship holds
across various model specifications. In other words,
more-religious Sunni-Turks have a relatively more posi-
tive attitude towards Kurds, who constitute the largest
Muslim ethnic out-group in the Turkish social land-
scape. This finding provides supporting evidence for the
Muslim-brotherhood argument. As stated above, being
Sunni-Muslim constitutes a shared, superordinate iden-
tity among Turks and Kurds. A superordinate Sunni-
Muslim identity appears to cultivate a positive attitude
among relatively more-religious members of the
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majority group towards other Muslim ethnic groups.
This finding, however, does not mean that the same rela-
tionship holds for members of the minority out-group.
The existing research shows that religious members of
the ethnic minority group (i.e. Kurds) do not have a
more positive attitude towards the members of the
Turkish majority (see Sarigil and Karakoc, 2017).

Regarding nationalism, as expected, increases in na-
tionalist orientations augment social distance from
Kurds across public and private spheres alike. In other
words, nationalist members of the dominant group have
stronger social closure and prejudice towards the ethnic
minority out-group (see also Dixon and Ergin, 2010;
Celik, Bilali and Igbal, 2017). This finding is in line with
previous research, which suggests that in the case of
competitive and conflictual situations, as in Turkish so-
ciety, in-group identification ‘fosters in-group solidarity
and activism on behalf of one’s group, and high identi-
fiers tend to be more concerned about the continuity
and rights of their group’ (Celebi, Verkuyten and
Smyrnioti, 2016: p. 1037; see also Verkuyten and
Yildiz, 2006; van Zomeren, Postmes and Spears, 2008).
It appears that nationalist members of the dominant
group (Sunni-Turks) consider the Kurdish ethnic identity
and Kurdish demands for political and cultural rights as
a major threat to their own group’s identity and domin-
ant status, as well as to national and state unity. This
outlook, in return, breeds a negative stance among na-
tionalist Sunni-Turks towards the Kurdish ethnic
minority.

With respect to the impact of the interaction effect,
the coefficient of the interaction term in Model 1c is posi-
tive and statistically significant, which indicates that the
interaction between nationalism and religiosity appears
to matter in terms of out-group rejection in the public
sphere. In other words, the impact of religiosity is likely
to be conditioned by nationalism. When we convert the
coefficients (i.e. log odds or logits) into odds ratios, we
see that among non-nationalist religious Sunni-Turks, a
unit increase in religiosity reduces the odds of social dis-
tance from Kurds by 10 per cent. However, in the case of
nationalist religious Sunni-Turks, a unit increase in religi-
osity reduces the odds of social distance from Kurds by
2 per cent. This finding suggests that nationalism appears
to confine or limit the negative effect of religiosity on so-
cial distance from Kurds.

Interestingly, unlike political and cultural factors and
divisions such as ideology, religiosity, and nationalism,
socio-economic factors such as education, income level,
and unemployment either do not matter or have limited
impact on Sunni-Turkish majority’s anti-Kurdish atti-
tudes. This finding contrasts with the findings of

Scheepers, Gijsberts and Coenders (2002) and of van
Tubergen (2015). This surprising result suggests that
competition over material resources may not be the only
source of ethnic threat perceptions. Rather, competition
over political and cultural values and over norms and
identity might also feed perceived ethnic threats and so
breed prejudice and exclusionism towards competing
ethnic out-groups (see also Schneider, 2008). Practically,
this finding suggests that improvements in the socio-
economic status of Sunni-Turks may not necessarily
contain or weaken their hostility or antagonism towards
the Kurdish ethnic minority.

Finally, the type of residential area also matters.
Among Sunni-Turks living in urban areas, we see a rela-
tively lower degree of social distance from Kurds. This
finding is probably because the likelihood of
Sunni-Turks’ interaction with members of the Kurdish
out-group is higher in urban centres. Hence, a high de-
gree of familiarity with the Kurdish out-group appears
to reduce Sunni-Turks’ prejudice and intolerance. This
finding is in line with the famous social-contact hypoth-
esis, which postulates that intergroup contact tends to
limit prejudice towards out-group members and so limit
hostility among social groups (see Allport, 1979; Brown,
1995; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2008; Schneider, 2008;
Frolund Thomsen, 2012; Hindriks, Coenders and
Verkuyten, 2014).

Moving to the dominant majority group’s social clos-
ure towards the Alevi minority, Table 3 displays the
results of logistic regression analyses of Sunni-Turks’ so-
cial distance from Alevis. The ideology variable has a
similar impact on the majority group’s social distance
from the religious out-group: compared to a left-
oriented Sunni-Turk, a right-oriented Sunni-Turk has a
stronger exclusionary attitude towards members of the
Alevi out-group in the both public and private realms.
This finding indicates that in addition to ethnic preju-
dice, religious prejudice is also stronger among right-
oriented members of the dominant group. All these find-
ings indicate that ideological and political orientations
and divisions can be a major factor in both ethnic and
religious social closure and boundary-making processes.
In other words, the results confirm that political divi-
sions and antagonisms can easily spill over into the so-
cial domain and trigger or empower out-group rejection
and thus social tensions and conflicts.

Regarding religiosity, in line with the expectations,
increases in religiosity empower Sunni-Turks’ exclusionary
and prejudicial attitudes towards Alevis in both the public
and the private realms. In other words, more-religious
members of the Sunni-Turkish majority are socially more
distant to members of the religious out-group. This finding
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implies that more-religious Sunni-Turks tend to draw
thicker social boundaries vis-a-vis the Alevi minority
across the public and private spheres. This result is prob-
ably because, as discussed above, many religious Sunni-
Turks view Alevis as almost non-Muslims or the religious
‘Other’, and so are less willing to develop relations with
them.

Unlike the expectations, nationalism appears to em-
power negative and prejudicial attitudes towards Alevis.
The statistical results in Table 3 indicate that stronger
nationalist orientations among Sunni-Turks are associ-
ated with a higher degree of social distance from the reli-
gious minority in both the public and private domains.
This striking finding indicates that relatively more-
nationalist members of the dominant group are socially
more distant from not only the ethnic out-group but also
from the religious out-group. In other words, ethnic and
religious closures are both stronger among relatively more-
nationalist members of the dominant majority group.

In terms of the interaction effect, nationalism
appears to condition the positive effect of religiosity on
social distance from Alevis in the private realm. For
non-nationalist religious Sunni-Turks, a 1-unit increase
in religiosity increases the odds of social distance from
Alevis by 20 per cent, but among nationalist religious
Sunni-Turks, it increases the odds of social distance
from Alevis by 0.3 per cent. This finding shows that the
interaction effect operates uniformly across attitudes to-
wards ethnic and religious out-groups. In both cases, na-
tionalism suppresses the impact of religiosity. However,
in the Kurdish case it weakens the negative impact of re-
ligiosity on anti-Kurdish attitudes, and in the Alevi case
it weakens the positive impact of religiosity on anti-
Alevi attitudes. Thus, nationalism conditions the impact
of religiosity in favour of Alevis but not in favour of
Kurds. This difference suggests that nationalist members
of Sunni-Turks perceive the ethnic out-group (i.e.
Kurds) as much more threatening than the religious out-
group (i.e. Alevis). Again, this situation should be inter-
preted as a result of the protracted and violent Kurdish
conflict in the Turkish setting since the early 1980s.

Regarding the control variables, one notable finding
is that more-senior Sunni-Turks appear to be socially
less distant to the Alevi minority across public and pri-
vate spaces. However, similar to the Kurdish case, socio-
economic factors either do not matter or have an incon-
sistent impact on Sunni-Turks’ social distance to Alevis.

Predicted Probabilities
To have a better sense of the substantive impact of the
variables of interest (i.e. ideology, religiosity, and

nationalism) on exclusionary and prejudicial attitudes
towards ethnic and religious minorities, I calculated the
predicted probabilities of social distance from Kurds
and Alevis in the private realm based on Models 2a and
2¢, and 4a and 4c, respectively. Regarding the effect
of ideology, Figure 2a and b shows that moving from a
leftist Sunni-Turk to a rightist Sunni-Turk increases
the predicted probability of distance from Kurds by
22 per cent and from Alevis by 50 per cent, holding
other independent variables at their mean values. These
findings also confirm that ideological orientations in
the political realm might be highly consequential for
intergroup relations and attitudes in the social realm.
In other words, political cleavages might spill over into
social realm and substantially affect intergroup relations
and dynamics.

With respect to the effect of religiosity, Figure 3a and b
confirms that religiosity has a contrasting impact on social
distance from Kurds and Alevis. Moving from the lowest
to the highest level of religiosity decreases the probability
of social distance from Kurds by 13 per cent and
increases the probability of social distance from Alevis
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Figure 2. The effect of ideology on social distance from Kurds
and Alevis in the private realm (predicted probabilities)
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Figure 3. The effect of religiosity on social distance from Kurds
and Alevis in the private realm (predicted probabilities)

by 22 per cent, holding other independent variables at
their mean values.

Finally, with respect to the effect of nationalism,
Figure 4a and b indicates that nationalism has a similar
impact on social distance from ethnic and religious mi-
nority out-groups. Moving from a non-nationalist
Sunni-Turk to a nationalist Sunni-Turk increases the
probability of social distance from both Kurds and
Alevis in the private domain (by 21 and 11 per cent, re-
spectively). In other words, relatively more-nationalist
members of the Sunni-Turkish majority have a higher
degree of social closure vis-a-vis the ethnic and religious
out-groups alike. Nationalist Sunni-Turks’ relatively
stronger out-group rejection implies that the former
tend to contract ethnic and religious boundaries in the
private realm.

Implications

Utilizing social identity and ethnic competition theories,
as well as original survey data, this study examines the
dominant majority group’s social closure and prejudice
towards the largest ethnic and religious minority groups
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Figure 4. The effect of nationalism on social distance from
Kurds and Alevis in the private realm (predicted probabilities)

in Turkey, a Muslim-majority country. The current
study, which provides a comparative analysis of ethnic
and religious prejudices in the Turkish social landscape,
has major theoretical and practical ramifications. To
begin with the theoretical implications, ECT focuses on
the role of competition over economic resources in inter-
group tensions and conflicts, as summarized above.
Having such a limited focus, the theory remains general-
ly ‘asocial’. The empirical findings of the current study,
however, imply that competition over relatively more
ideational or symbolic values, such as prestige, status, le-
gitimacy, norms, and identity, might also aggravate eth-
nic threat perceptions and so breed prejudicial and
antagonistic attitudes in interethnic relations (see also
Schneider, 2008). Thus, ECT should not treat competi-
tion over ideational or symbolic values and resources as
epiphenomenal. Rather, cultural and political cleavages
and competitions might exert a substantial autonomous
causal impact on exclusionary and prejudicial attitudes
towards out-groups.

Another possible extension of ECT would be having
greater room for the role of historical legacies and mem-
ories. In addition to being asocial, the theory’s current
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versions appear to be largely ‘ahistorical’, in the sense
that the legacy of past cultural and political competi-
tions, conflicts, and enmities is ignored. This orientation
constitutes a limitation. The Turkish case, for example,
evidences that such historical factors are likely to endure
and drive threat perceptions and so shape prejudicial
and antagonistic attitudes and behaviours in intergroup
relations in contemporary times.

Regarding the practical implications of this article,
many conservative or pro-Islamic social and/or political
movements and actors advocate promoting religion and
religious values and norms in social and political realms.
For instance, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the unchallenged
leader of Turkey’s conservative Justice and Development
Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP), which has
dominated Turkish politics since the early 2000s, has
stated several times that the party’s goal is to raise pious
generations.® Indeed, AKP governments have been trying
to promote Sunni Islam in Turkish society through vari-
ous channels, such as by increasing the number of reli-
gious schools (i.e. Imam and preacher schools) and
adding more courses on religion to the curriculum of
secular national education. However, such a policy
appears to be a double-edged sword in Turkey. This
study’s empirical findings display that while promoting
religiosity among the Sunni-Turkish majority might em-
power positive attitudes towards the Kurdish ethnic mi-
nority, it might also strengthen the Sunni-Turkish
majority’s negative and prejudicial stance towards other
minority groups, such as the Alevi minority.

Similarly, since relatively more-nationalist members
of the dominant majority group in Turkey have stronger
antagonistic attitudes towards the ethnic and religious
minority out-groups alike, promoting Turkish national-
ism in the political and social domains is likely to gener-
ate implicit or explicit tensions between the Turkish
majority and Kurdish and Alevi minority groups. Indeed,
although we have not seen mass-scale communal violence
between the Sunni-Turkish majority and minority groups,
we have witnessed in the past decades increasing anti-
minority attitudes and discourses in the social and polit-
ical realms, as well as a growing number of cases of spor-
adic violence against minority groups in urban settings
(e.g. marking Alevi houses with crosses, and physical
attacks on Kurdish seasonal workers, buildings of pro-
Kurdish parties and Kurdish businesses in Turkey’s west-
ern and central Anatolian provinces). One recent and
quite telling example is that a Turkish nationalist mob
prevented the burial of the body of Aysel Tugluk’s
mother in Ankara’s Golbasi district in September 2017.
A pro-Kurdish politician, Aysel Tugluk, was a deputy co-
chair of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party

(Halklarin Demokratik Partisi, HDP) and is on trial for
terrorism charges. Tugluk was allowed to attend her
mother’s funeral with special permissions and accompa-
nied by gendarmerie units. To avoid a possible nationalist
reaction, the funeral was conducted at night; however,
during the burial process, a group of nationalist protesters
gathered at the cemetery. Chanting highly racist slogans,
the mob threatened that her mother’s body would be dug
up if interred at that cemetery. Tugluk’s family had to
take the body from the grave and transfer it to Tunceli,
her hometown.”

Although political elites’ discourses and policies based
on a conservative-nationalist worldview (i.e. Turkish-
Islamic understandings) might resonate well with Sunni-
Turks, such policies and discourses are likely to enhance
that dominant group’s prejudice and intolerance towards
ethnic and religious minority out-groups. As Figure 1 indi-
cates, exclusionary and prejudicial attitudes towards mi-
nority groups have been quite powerful among members
of Sunni-Turkish majority. Also, as the multivariate analy-
ses presented above indicate, political divisions seem to
have a substantial impact on out-group rejection and ex-
clusionary attitudes in the social realm. In addition, polar-
ization along ethnic (Turks vs. Kurds) and religious lines
(secular vs. Islamic) has increased in Turkish politics in the
past decades. Given these factors, political elites’ exclu-
sionary discourses and actions are highly likely to encour-
age the Sunni-Turkish masses to demarcate brighter,
thicker, and more rigid social boundaries in their relations
with ethnic and religious minority groups, which would
likely then promote feelings of alienation and resentment
among ethnic and religious minority groups towards the
dominant group. In brief, political elites’ exclusionary and
antagonistic discourses and actions towards ethnic and re-
ligious minorities may sharpen the existing religious and
ethnic divisions and tensions in the social realm.

Notes

1 The notion of social identity refers to ‘that part of an
individual’s self-concept which derives from this
knowledge of his membership in a social group (or
groups) together with the value and emotional sig-
nificance attached to that membership’ (Tajfel,
1981: p. 259).

2 In terms of the demographic structure, Sunni-Turks
also constitute the majority of Turkish society (cor-
responding to around 65-70 per cent of the total
Turkish population).

3 Itis, however, important to acknowledge that at cer-
tain periods, the Turkish state has also been discrim-
inatory towards Sunni-Muslim groups. For instance,
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banning wearing headscarves in public institutions
and buildings such as schools was discriminatory
and suppressive towards conservative Sunni-Muslim
women (see Guveli, 2011).

4 In the European context, Scheepers, Gijsberts and
Coenders (2002) also find that the perception of eth-
nic threat is the most important predictor of ethnic
closure and exclusionism.

5 Regarding the gender quota, data provided by the
Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK) on gender distri-
bution across the country were followed. Thus, na-
tional gender balance was maintained in the sample.
With respect to the age quota, only individuals aged
18 years and older were included in the survey.

6 See for instance, ‘Dindar genclik yetistirecegiz’,
Hiirriyet, 2 February 2012, available at http://www.
hurriyet.com.tr/dindar-genclik-yetistirecegiz-19825231
(accessed 6 November 2016).

7 See ‘Mob attacks funeral of mother of jailed HDP
deputy co-chair Tugluk in Ankara’, Hiirriyet Daily
News, 14 September 2017, at http://www.hurriyet
dailynews.com/funeral-of-mother-of-jailed-deputy-
hdp-co-chair-tugluk-attacked-by-group-in-ankara.
aspx?pagelD=517&nID=117952&NewsCatID=509
(accessed 23 September 2017).
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