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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This dissertation asks how practices of security and development intersect in the 

operation of political power in conflict and post-conflict zones. Recent investment in 

gendered development as a mechanism of conflict mitigation mark a historic shift in the 

security imperatives of Turkish policy towards the predominantly Kurdish Southeast. The 

visible growth in gendered education and welfare programs in post-conflict urban 

Southeast Turkey indicate that women are taking center stage in the social, economic, 

and cultural struggles underpinning the Kurdish Question. In other words, national 

security strategy and local political struggles for cultural legitimacy are increasingly tied 

to the intimate management of family, education, and livelihood decisions of Kurdish 

women. This substantive shift in policy necessitate a nuanced approach to the study and 

understanding of the Kurdish Question. This dissertation explores the complexity of 

state-society power relations unfolding in the day-to-day lives of impacted migrant 

neighborhoods in Diyarbakır, Turkey. Through the conversations and practices of 

development actors (administrators, teachers, doctors, security guards) and participants 

(migrant women), political narratives of national belonging (Turkish and Kurdish) are 

upheld and challenged against the differential distribution and access to resources, 

commitments to family and culture, and disturbing trends of domestic violence. To this 

end, the dissertation highlights persistent discrepancies between the security goals of the 

state and nation and the day-to-day security concerns of women and their families. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This dissertation argues that recent national and local government investment in social 

and economic development indicates a change in the long-standing security imperatives 

shaping Turkish policy towards the predominantly Kurdish Southeast region. This is 

happening in two significant ways: 1) through the incorporation of women into 

geopolitical concerns of the Turkish state and pro-Kurdish municipalities over territory 

and identity, and 2) through the implementation of biopolitical techniques of power as 

mechanisms of conflict mediation. Visible growth in gendered education and welfare 

programs in post-conflict urban southeast Turkey show that women are taking center 

stage in the social, economic, and cultural struggles underpinning the Kurdish Question1. 

Concerns over terrorism, cultural legitimacy, and national belonging are solvable to the 

degree that women can be incorporated within the national narrative as modern and 

liberal subjects. In effect, the Kurdish Question has become intimately tied to the Women 

Question. Collectively, these policy changes at the institutional level and their realization 

on the ground indicate a new chapter of state-society relations in Southeast Turkey, one 

that does not so much mark the replacement of sovereign security apparatuses of 

government, but their operation alongside biopolitical techniques of governance.  In other 

words, national security strategy and local political struggles for cultural legitimacy are 

                                                
1 The Kurdish Question as a term first appeared in the Turkish press in 1988 (McDowall, 2005) 
and has become formalized in policy, media, and popular terminology as a catch-all phrase 
describing issues of national sovereignty as they relate to the presence of a self-recognized 
Kurdish minority group within Turkish borders. 
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increasingly tied to the intimate management of the private day-to-day family, education, 

and livelihood decisions of Kurdish women. 

 

The Research Problem and Questions 

 

Until the early 2000s, Turkish state presence in the Southeast region consisted primarily 

of the sovereign arm of military power. In other words, the Kurdish Question was 

deemed solvable namely through extra-legal violence, kidnapping, murder, and forced 

displacement. The ethnopolitical dimensions of the Kurdish-Turkish conflict had yet to 

be formally identified in state and public discourse, and the region and its inhabitants 

were cast outside the formal jurisdiction of the state. Media outlets and public discourse 

identified Southeast residents as ‘terrorists’, ‘baby-killers’, and ‘threats’ to national 

security, and these images, in turn, came to justify a number of illegal military and 

paramilitary operations in the region. For this reason, the Kurdish Question is often 

reduced to single-plot narratives about ‘terror’, ‘ethnicity’, and competing ‘nationalisms’ 

(İçduygu & Şirkeci, 1999; Sezgin & Wall, 2006). Since the peak of violence 15 years 

ago, however, displaced families have rebuilt new lives in new homes and 

neighborhoods, they have had children, and their children are growing up enmeshed in an 

urban environment that bears little resemblance to village life. The immediate issues that 

migrant families face include access to education, work, and healthcare. These are social 

and economic needs, but the material and day-to-day negotiation and provision of these 
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needs are shot through with tensions over cultural rights and ethnic identity. The two 

cannot be separated. 

 

Beginning in 2001, following the capture of  PKK-leader Abdullah Ocalan and the 

subsequent ceasefire between the Turkish military and PKK, policy towards the 

Southeast region began to shift significantly. Over the next decade, the newly elected 

government of Prime Minster Tayıp Erdoğan and the Justice and Development Party 

(Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi- AKP) legislated renewed government investment in 

development programs in the Southeast region as mechanisms for peace-building (most 

notably the Southeast Anatolia Project or “GAP”). Simultaneously, what some would call 

a ‘democratization’ period in Kurdish society-state relations has lead to the creation, 

albeit still limited, of a space for activism and organization on behalf of the regional pro-

Kurdish municipality governments, administered by the Peace and Democracy Party 

(Barış ve Demokarsi Partisi- BDP), and associated civil society organizations. This 

means that state-led efforts at development and national integration are being met head to 

head with similar efforts, with often dissimilar goals, by a pro-Kurdish political agenda. 

These institutional changes have resulted in a proliferation of women’s education and 

support centers, established primarily in poor migrant neighborhoods, across the urban 

Southeast. Some neighborhood centers are affiliated with the pro-Kurdish party (BDP) 

and some with the national administration (AKP). The uneven distribution of 

development activities across different political affiliations demonstrates the fine scale at 

which the formal struggles between the Turkish and pro-Kurdish political apparatuses are 
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unfolding -- literally door-to-door and neighborhood-to-neighborhood. Through these 

projects, women, historically marginalized from geopolitical discourse and narratives of 

conflict, are emerging as important voices in debates about what it means to be a Turkish 

citizen and an ethnic Kurd. These debates work to define where the boundaries of 

national inclusion and exclusion are drawn. The struggle to create a legitimate and 

modern political voice both for the Turkish state and pro-Kurdish political movement 

has, in practice, become a project to create a body of modern and political female 

subjects. And these processes are not free from tension as women negotiate development 

goals in their home lives. 

 

Against the backdrop of recent reinvestments in gendered socioeconomic development in 

predominantly Kurdish Southeast Turkey, one large overarching theoretical question 

frames this project: How do development and security intersect in the operation of 

political power in conflict and post-conflict zones? Embedded within this question and in 

the regional context of Southeast Turkey are a set of three sub-questions: 1) What is the 

relationship of ‘national security’ to socio-economic gendered development goals 

deployed by the Turkish state in the Southeast Kurdish region?  2) How are migrant 

Kurdish women politicized as ‘security subjects’ in development practice? 3) How do 

development goals, as an explicit focus on human well-being, intersect with the everyday 

concerns of migrant Kurdish families? 
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This dissertation approaches the research problem from three angles. First, I describe the 

emergence of a development-security dialogue at the institutional and legislative level by 

the Turkish state and the explicit role for women in these efforts. As well, I show how a  

parallel gendered development narrative has been adopted by the local pro-Kurdish 

government(s). Second, I move to the realm of development practice. I explain 

development methods and sites - education centers and their activities - and associated 

concerns and goals. I show how education curriculum is filtered through the diverse 

voices of administrators, teachers, and doctors that often challenge the state-society 

divide. In turn, I focus explicitly on how women interact with the education process. 

Finally, I frame a discussion of human security in Southeast Turkey through a feminist 

analytic. By rescaling ‘security’ to the site of the body, I show how women traverse 

different zones of power - those of the productive and repressive state apparatus, local 

pro-Kurdish government programs and offices, and the strict patriarchy of the home - in 

complicated ways. In the disjuncture between the security concerns of the state and local 

government and the daily welfare concerns of migrant women, several important 

shortcomings of the current development policy are highlighted.  

 

Ultimately, this dissertation shows that the geopolitical goals of both Turkish and 

Kurdish political interests in the current post-conflict period work through the 

construction of a project of rights and belongings in the home and neighborhood. This 

dissertation takes as a given the evolutionary nature of state and political power. In so 

doing, the Kurdish Question is seen to be socially and spatially contingent, negotiated 
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and reworked in the daily practices of Kurdish and Turkish citizens. This research is 

relevant to understanding the contemporary experience of migrant Kurds in Southeast 

Turkey today (particularly in light of a recent growth in Kurdish studies scholarship), but 

it may also serve as point of departure for similar types of studies in other geopolitical 

contexts and conflict zones at the development-security nexus and at the scale of 

everyday politics. Geopolitics, as a practice, is always embodied. Policy and discourse 

both shape and are shaped by practice. To this end, this dissertation sets out to attack the 

Kurdish Question ethnographically and to challenge broad assumptions about the state, 

security, and identity in Southeast Turkey.  

 

Historical Background 

 

Situating the Kurdish Question Geopolitically 

 

Since the start of the Republic, national security concerns in Turkey have been 

primarily occupied with domestic efforts to solve the Kurdish Question. To date, this 

“Question” remains the largest political challenge to the Turkish national imaginary 

(Kirisci & Winrow, 1997; McDowall, 2005; Somer, 2007; Yeğen, 2007). In varying 

capacities, the Kurdish Question has served to both underpin the Turkish nationalist 
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project as well as remind citizens of the state’s inability to live up to its promises for 

modernity and democracy.2 

 

Historically, early Republic leaders considered widespread modernization reforms an 

imperative of the nation-state building process (Keyman, 2005). These far reaching 

reforms — extending into the most intimate corners of the home, mosque, and school —

were defined by a revolution of values broadly classified as Western and secular and 

imposed from the top down. They affected all areas of daily life: religious expression, 

dress, gender roles and social relationships. The Turkish modernization project thereby 

worked through similar methods employed by European colonial states that entailed a 

mass standardization of society—the homogenization of language and education, for 

instance—and the discursive construction of a set of ‘modern’ behaviors and values 

(Harris, 2008; Scott, 1998). The ‘paradox’ of these top-down Western reforms, however, 

                                                
2 Although Turkish Kurds today are primarily considered an ‘ethnic’ minority, the category of 
‘ethnicity’ (the meaning of ‘Kurd’, in other words) is constantly evolving to reflect history, 
policy, and practice. The Kurdish Question- the very identity of the Kurds themselves and their 
relationship to the Turkihs state- therefore, must be understood within the context of historically 
specific processes, thus as a “relationship” versus a fixed “property” (Bonine, 2002; Kirisci, 
1998).2 To this end, the particular ‘ethnopolitical’ element ascribed to the Kurdish Question in 
Turkey emerged only within the last 30 years under and in response to particular economic 
conditions and restrictive legislation on cultural rights (Gökalp, 2007; Icduygu, Romano & 
Sirkeci, 1999; Keyman, 2005; Kirisci, 1998). One can think about the dynamic nature of the 
Kurdish Question as a question of government, as it is continuously being reconstituted by the 
perpetually changing relationship between state and society (Keyman, 2005). Likewise, it is 
through the changing nature of the Kurds as a security that practices of social ‘liberalism’ in 
Turkey often found their limits (Aydinli, 2002). That is, the Kurdish Question historically tested 
and marked how willing and to what degree the state could trust its citizens with all the freedoms 
guaranteed in a healthy and modern democracy, including freedom of expression (religious, 
cultural, and otherwise).  
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was that they were branded by a particular cultural ideology termed ‘Turkism’. 

‘Turkism’, articulated in the writings of political intellectual Ziya Gökalp, justified 

Republican reforms by attributing their underlying value system to an immemorial 

Turkish past (Kadıoğlu, 1996). In this way, the reforms were naturalized as the 

organizing principles of an already pre-determined Turkish society.  The fact that they 

were specifically ‘Turkish’ in character meant that even the earliest kernels of citizenship 

in Turkey were ethnicized around one cultural and linguistic identity (Yeğen, 2004).  

Due to the political and religious fomentation among minority residents that followed in 

the wake of Turkism, Kurds in Southeast Turkey were marginalized with respect to early 

development processes. Rural areas across Turkey, too, were also excluded from these 

processes. “The discourse on tradition and modernity acquired a new dimension, and the 

civilizing gaze turned inwards. Tradition was no longer used to designate Ottoman mores 

versus the West, but those of the urban elite versus villagers and tribesman” (Kandiyoti, 

1995, 312). Thus, the modernization project in Turkey unfolded in a very distinct spatial 

pattern that resulted in an almost checkerboard array of infrastructural growth across the 

rural landscape with the exclusion en mass of the Southeast region (Harris, 2008). For 

this reason, until the 1980s, the Kurdish Question was largely framed as an issue of 

regional backwardness, one that pitted tradition against modernity and religion against 

secularism in the battle for a modern and secular Turkish state. The state actively 

“concealed” the ethnic and political nature of the Kurdish conflict in public discourse by 

blaming problems in the region on issues of underdevelopment, according to Yeğen 

(1996). This ‘development’ paradigm would continue into the 2000s with the 
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implementation of larger and more dramatic socio-economic development programs in 

the region, but a second paradigm emerged in the 1980s and 1990s in the face of a 

growing nationalist Kurdish movement.  

 

The Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) formed under the leadership of a Kurdish academic 

and a self-proclaimed Marxist schooled in Ankara in the 1970s, Abdullah Ocalan. The 

PKK struggle was initially a class movement targeting the elite group of wealthy 

landowners in the Southeast region. Formed in the 1970’s amidst widespread leftist 

unrest across Turkey, the political turbulence generated by the PKK and other emerging 

leftist movements instilled significant fear among Turkish military elites and was quickly 

brought to an end in a 1980 military coup, resulting in a 3-year period of military rule and 

a new and stricter constitution. It is that constitution that remains the central plank of 

state power in Turkey today. Many argue that the severe crackdown on political liberties 

following the coup was a primary catalyst in igniting a full blown Kurdish nationalist 

movement with the PKK at the helm. The PKK grew rapidly in popularity and numbers 

and most significantly began turning to violence as its key method of resistance. The 

Turkish military responded in turn. Between 1986-2005, approximately 35,000 civilians 

and soldiers were killed, 3000-4000 villages destroyed and estimates between 950,000- 4 

million people displaced in the Southeast region (Barut, 2002; IDMC, 2007).3 Between 

                                                
3 Numbers of IDPs vary by source. A population report commissioned by the Turkish government 
and administered by Hacettepe University Population Institute in 2006 finds that between 
953,680-1201200 people were displaced by conflict between 1986-2005. This counters official 
numbers of 378,000, and the Turkish state has yet to formally acknowledge the Hacettepe Report. 
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1987 and 2002 a state of emergency was declared in the region. Within this period, 

individuals tied to police and military units committed a number of atrocities against 

suspect PKK-affiliates (the detail of which are only recently surfacing). During the 

conflict, Kurds were divided along military and PKK lines, often through coercion as the 

Village Guard System of the Turkish state recruited Kurds from rural areas to aid in 

fighting and intelligence in exchange for monetary compensation.  

 

Simultaneously during these years other politically active Kurds began to mobilize within 

formal pro-Kurdish parties that took up Kurdish cultural rights as their primary platform. 

It is a bit ironic that this new institutional base for a pro-Kurdish political agenda was 

actually fostered by and within the stifling conditions of the Turkish political system of 

the time (Watts, 2006).4 The first Kurdish political party was the People’s Labor Party 

(Halkın Emek Partisi, HEP) formed in 1990 by expelled members of the Socialist 

Democratic Party (Sosyal Demokrat Halk Partisi, SHP). Since 1990, the party has been 

shutdown by the state and reopened under new names, not necessarily new leadership 

(DEP: Demokrasi Partisi, Democracy Party; HADEP: Halkın Demokrasi Partisi, 

People’s Democracy Party; DEHAP: Demokratik Halk Partisi, Democratic People’s 

Party; DTP:  Demokratik Toplum Partisi, Democratic Society Party). The most recent 

                                                                                                                                            
A report published by Mehmet Barut of the NGO GÖC-DER (Immigrants for Social Cooperation 
and Culture) in 2002 cites the numbers closer to 4-4.5 million.  
4 I use the term ‘pro-Kurdish’ to refer to a particular political platform focused on the organized 
struggle for Kurdish cultural and linguistic rights in Turkey. The pro-Kurdish political movement 
(institutionalized within the BDP) is in no way representative of the Kurdish population as a 
whole. Rather ethnic Kurds straddle a number of different parties and interests in terms of 
political support. 
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closure of the DTP by the Turkish Constitutional Court occurred during the first weeks of 

my research in December 2009 while I was residing in Southeast Turkey. This decision 

showed yet again that relations between the state, government, and Kurdish political 

parties remain tenuous in spite of recent resolution efforts by the Justice and 

Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP).  The pro-Kurdish party reformed 

after the closure and still operating in Turkey today is the Peace and Democracy Party 

(Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi- BDP). Similar to its predecessors, the primary agenda of the 

BDP is to bring a legal, and therefore legitimate, voice to the struggles for Kurdish 

language and cultural rights. Accusations of their involvement with the PKK persist, 

however, and this has resulted in the arrest of hundreds of BDP representatives since the 

party’s inception, many of which happened during my time in Diyarbakır. The exact 

nature of these ties is speculative, and to many Kurds and international organizations the 

BDP continues to represent a moderate, democratic, and legal voice for the Kurds.  

 

Since the entrance into power of the AKP in 2002, policy towards the Kurdish issue has 

shifted dramatically, and it is with these changes that my dissertation begins. While the 

AKP has made the most significant steps of any contemporary administration towards 

solving the Kurdish Question, political tension and violence has not necessarily decreased 

in the region (in fact, there was a serious escalation in violence during the writing stages 

of this dissertation). One the one hand, the last decade has witnessed the resurgence of a 

staunch Turkish nationalist movement embodied in the platform of the Nationalist 

People’s Party (Milliyetçi Halk Partisi- MHP). On the other hand, a growing pro-Kurdish 
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political movement, represented by the BDP and the still active PKK, continues to 

challenge many legislative attempts at conflict mediation  and is often just as resistant to 

compromise. In late summer 2009, for example, the AKP offered up the first major 

legislative initiative to address the Kurdish Question. The government drafted a broad 

roadmap outlining tentative reforms tasked to gradually lift a number of long standing 

restrictions on Kurdish cultural expression. The ‘Kurdish Opening’ (Kürt Açılımı), as it 

was titled, was a risky affair for the AKP. Over the next year, the process would spit and 

sputter and eventually see its demise against a wave of ultra-nationalist sentiment rolling 

across the country. There were those in parliament and among the general populace who 

adamantly opposed any reconciliation with the Kurds; likewise, similar feelings existed 

on the other side among certain pockets of nationalist Kurds against the Turks and the 

state. It is important to note that many of these sentiments are rooted in very personal 

experiences with war, poverty, and death. One is hard pressed to meet anyone in Turkey 

– Turk or Kurd – who has not in some way or another been negatively affected by the 30  

years of political struggle and violence. Ultimately, however, it was the key players 

themselves—the  AKP and the Kurdish DTP—who, to many, were the most to blame. 

The AKP had no clear plan on how to resolve the problem and any return effort by DTP 

members was hindered by a lack of consensus about how to forge constructive dialogue 

with the ruling elites in Ankara.  

 

In spite of the slow pace of legislative change and frustrating government inefficiency, 

the AKP has initiated some significant changes with respect to tolerance of Kurdish 
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cultural rights. In December 2005, Prime Minister Erdoğan made his first trip to 

Diyarbakır. While there, he made a speech that acknowledged for the first time in modern 

Turkish history the role the Turkish state had played in perpetuating the ‘Kurdish 

conflict’, specifying that ‘mistakes’ had been made by the government. Not only was the 

speech noteworthy for it’s recognition of the state’s active role in the conflict, it was also 

the first time in recent history that a ruling prime minister had identified the “Kurds” by 

name. In effect, Prime Minister Erdoğan had openly recognized the ethnic minority status 

of the Kurds. This moment was particularly remarkable given the fact that reference to 

anything “Kurdish” in the 1980’s and 1990’s meant immediate imprisonment. Against 

the predicted backlash by politicians, certain media outlets, and Turkish citizens, Erdoğan 

maintained a fairly low profile following his trip, but this relative invisibility could not 

take away from the lasting significance his visit made. What followed in the next few 

years were the introduction of the first state-controlled Kurdish language channel and the 

legalization of Kurdish language classes. Against a large distrust of the Turkish state that 

has accumulated over years of discrimination and violence, not all Kurds, however, are 

keen to embrace these gestures.  

 

Given the complex history and policy defining the Kurdish Question, general perceptions 

in Turkey regarding the Kurdish conflict and its solution vary dramatically. Altan Tan 

(2010) describes perceptions of the Kurdish Question through four different paradigms: 

1) as a problem of terror and separatism;  2) as an ethnic identity problem; 3) as an 

international problem; 4) and as a problem of economic development. What this list 
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indicates is that there is no consensus on what exactly the Kurdish Question consists of 

nor what kinds of solutions it requires, i.e. larger military efforts to quell violent terrorism 

and anti-state aggression, more ethnic and cultural rights, greater legitimacy of the 

Kurdish problem within international circles, or increased investment in regional socio-

economic development. The wide spectrum of questions and solutions underlying these 

perceptions demonstrates the contingent and relative nature of the problem.  

 

In a 2009 the Foundation for Political Economic and Social Research (Siyaset Ekonomi 

ve Toplum Araştırmaları Vakfı – SETA) published a report on Public Perceptions of the 

Kurdish Question.  In that report, 23% of the general population (with a breakdown of 

22% Turks and 27% Kurds) identified the primary source of the Kurdish conflict to be 

socio-economic.5 This was the most popular answer among the population in general but 

in particular Turkish respondents. Also of note was the fact that 55.6% of the general 

population believed that military involvement (as means of neutralizing the activities of 

the PKK) would not solve the Kurdish Question. This compared to 36% who responded 

positively to military involvement.  A more recent report published by the KONDA 

Research Group in June 2011 similarly polled Turkish and Kurdish citizens on their 

perceptions of the Kurdish Question.6 When asked the primary reasons for the conflict (or 

reasons that the conflict persists) responses between Kurds and Turks differed 

                                                
5 The SETA report is based off a survey of 10,577 Turkish and Kurdish participants across all of 
Turkey- 601 urban and rural areas, 2,497 locations, and 12 regions, including Istanbul and 
Southeast Turkey. (http://www.setav.org/Ups/dosya/8504.pdf) 
6 The KONDA report entitled ‘Perceptions and Expectations related to the Kurdish Issue’ 
similarly surveyed (10, ) across 57 provinces 
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dramatically on issues related to terrorism, discrimination, and separatism but found 

strong consensus in the area of socioeconomic development. Kurds overwhelmingly 

blamed issues of economic underdevelopment, restriction on cultural rights, and 

discrimination, while Turks primarily blamed economic underdevelopment and terrorism/ 

separatism. While opinions differ over the causes and solutions of the Kurdish Question, 

one thing remains consistent. There is a widespread view, across ethnicities and political 

alliances, that socio-economic development is central to forging productive connections 

between people and government (Bilgin & Yükseker, 2005). Even further, many 

recognize that the Kurdish problem cannot be solved through military intervention alone. 

At the crux of this argument is an evolving notion of security—as something that is 

inherently linked to the social and economic welfare of a people.  

 

In general, popular discourse about the roots of the Kurdish Question swings back and 

forth between two frameworks: recognition of the Kurdish Question as 1) a matter of 

ethnic identity and ethnopolitical violence (thereby necessitating an overhaul of 

historically rooted ideas of Turkish identity and citizenship); or 2) an issue of poor 

economic and technological integration (solved through liberal economic reform and 

increased regional investment). There is no consensus even at the upper echelons of 

formal politics and within individual parties. The AKP itself is constantly modifying its 

stance on the Kurdish issue depending on the political environment. The media, too, as I 

will discuss in a later chapter, also plays a significant and too often controversial role in 
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shaping public perceptions around the Kurdish Question.7 Many women and 

administrators who participated in this research complained of the negative images about 

the Southeast that are shown on news networks and television shows. Their complaints 

attest to the large responsibility the media has in perpetuating popular geopolitical 

imaginaries about the Southeast—often through images of poverty, domestic abuse, and 

political violence and unrest. These reports and statistics show that the Kurdish Question 

is comprised of a mix of perception and policy that changes across ethnicity and 

geography. And media, policy, and public discourse play an active role in shaping 

popular images about the Southeast. To this end, the Kurdish Question is both non-

locatable and locatable. It is locatable in the negotiations between and in places and 

relationships and non-locatable in the sense that discourses about the problem are in 

constant flux. In other words, it is only locatable as it emerges in different socio-spatial 

and temporal contexts. The near consensus on the relationship between development and 

conflict that is shared across ethnic lines provides some context to recent policy shifts.  

 

Development, Security, and the AK Party 

 

Early efforts of development in the Southeast region began in the mid-1970s with the 

initiation of the Southeast Anatolia Project (GAP). The project originated purely as a 

hydroelectric venture (involving the construction of 22 dams and 19 hydroelectric plants 

                                                
7 According to the Erdoğan and the AKP, it was the country’s largest secular media 
conglomerate, the Doğan Group, that was responsible for influencing state and public opinion 
over banning the AKP for it’s Islamist ties in 2008 (Economist, May 8, 2008). 
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on the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers), but has since grown into a major multi-faceted 

redevelopment project. The idea behind the project was simple: improve the economic 

viability of the region through land reform and agriculture, and social change will follow. 

The social reach of the project was limited, however, focused first and foremost on 

agricultural development. The onset of violent conflict between the PKK and Turkish 

military in the 1980’s and 1990’s put the project on the backburner, and it has only been 

since the late 1990s that there is a concentrated focus on issues of ‘human development’. 

This focus has its origins in a number of changes at the institutional level of domestic and 

international politic making in Turkey, but also reflects external policy changes and 

political dialogues. I elaborate these below. 

 

In the last 10 years, there has been a dramatic shift in government policy with respect to 

the Kurdish Question as well as the introduction of an established pro-Kurdish political 

voice in local government. More specifically, the pro-Kurdish parties have been very 

successful in the direct elections at the municipality level (city and district). The AK 

Party came into power in 2002 at the tail end of a particularly difficult period in modern 

Turkish history that included a sharp and deep economic recession in 2001. In spite of the 

fact that the formal military campaign in Southeast Turkey ended in 2002, violence 

continues in the rural areas, and cities in the East and West are still accepting large 

numbers of unemployed Kurdish migrants. Since 2002, however, Turkey has witnessed 

sustained economic growth under the AKP. This center-right political party continues to 

support a policy of economic liberalization and privatization, lifting government controls 
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on foreign trade and domestic industry. Diplomatically, the AKP has strengthened their 

ties with their Middle East neighbors while still managing to pursue a bid for European 

Union membership. Arguably, the AKP’s turn towards economic liberalization (and neo-

liberalization) since the 1980s, undeterred by several recessions in the 1990s and early 

2000s, and its adoption of a more open foreign policy has made  Turkey more visible 

presence on the world stage. The resulting increased transparency, alongside concerns 

over defense spending, a gradual shift in power from the military to civil state 

institutions, and continued poverty in Southeast Turkey, has spurred a change in domestic 

geopolitical strategy related to the Kurdish Question. In the meantime, the AKP’s mix of 

economically liberal and religiously conservative politics and their subsequent 

widespread appeal to the rural base, allows the current government to compete for the 

Kurdish vote more than any previous non-Kurdish party. Ultimately, it is becoming less 

possible to pursue the same policies of war and extra-legal violence seen in 1980’s and 

1990’s in Southeast Turkey that involved, among other things, murder, kidnapping, rape, 

torture, and the destruction of thousands of rural villages. 

 

Following the civil war (on the tail of Abdullah Ocalan’s capture in 1999 and the PKK 

ceasefire in 2001), the AKP began making socio-economic development a priority for 

national security, even going as far as coordinating development efforts with military 

officials (Hurriyet, September 11, 2008; Today’s Zaman, September 12, 2008).  
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Since 2005, there are several significant military and government activities that speak to 

these new security priorities: 

  
• The Turkish National Security Council (NSC) took up “internal migration” as a 

security concern in 2005. By doing so, they equated ongoing regional violence in 
the Kurdish Southeast Turkey with conditions of urban poverty, recognizing 
development as a mechanism for mitigating political agitation (Bilgin & 
Yükseker, 2005).  

 
• A 2008 visit to Diyarbakır by General İlker Başbuğ—acting Chief of the General 

Staff at the time—to  meet with civilians and heads of NGOs in the Southeast 
showed further the explicit interest the military has taken with issues beyond their 
traditional purview (Bianet, September 5, 2008; Vatan, September 13, 2008).  

 
• The 2008 publication of a new Action Plan by the GAP administration for the 

Southeast region identified areas of ‘human development’ as a priority of the 
project (GAP-RDA, 2008).  

 
• A 2008 historic visit to Diyarbakır by Prime Minister Erdoğan to unveil the new 

Action Plan helped to publicize his commitment to development as the new 
terrain for ‘peace-building’ in the wake of ongoing regional terrorist activity 
(GAP Action Plan, 2008).  

 
• In a 2009 speech to fellow AKP members at the launch of the ‘Kurdish Opening’, 

Prime Minister Erdoğan claimed that it is a priority of the Turkish government to 
bring ‘freedom and security’ to the Eastern and Southeastern regions. 

 

On the ground, what followed these political declarations were the visible renewal of 

large-scale agricultural reform projects in rural areas and the establishment of women and 

children’s education programs in migrant neighborhoods in urban areas. These ‘centers’8, 

offer literacy and family planning classes, physical education programs for children, and 

health seminars. They are also primary points of contact between resident men and 

                                                
8 Throughout the dissertation, I refer to the various programs and projects directed at migrant women in 
Diyarbakır (and throughout the Southeast) collectively as ‘centers’, in spite of the fact that their official 
titles and political affiliations will differ. 
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women and the government. That is, center employees serve as mediators between family 

and neighborhood needs and local and national government services. These services 

range from: securing a legal marriage license, applying for a ‘Green Card’ (a health 

insurance document for low-income families), qualifying for food and financial aid, 

making doctor’s appointments, interpreting government documents, etc.  Although these 

programs provide services for men in the form of government documentation and aid 

negotiation, the education component of the centers is solely focused on women and 

children, with predominant attention to gender equality and female empowerment 

programs (GAP- RDA, 2008). Identified as one of the most vulnerable and socially 

disadvantaged populations in the region (GAP-RDA, 2000), women are the categorical 

conduit and the home, the most promising site, for addressing widespread problems of 

poverty, urbanization, and inadequate social and economic infrastructure in the urban 

Southeast. In Chapter 2, I explain the significance of women to the development process 

and outline their physical and symbolic relationship to both the national Turkish and local 

Kurdish governments in Turkey. 

 

Development and the Pro-Kurdish Movement 

 

Beyond the increased role of the national government in matters of development, there is 

simultaneous investment on behalf of local pro-Kurdish politicians and affiliates (those 

working for the BDP-run Municipality and pro-Kurdish NGOs) in areas of gendered 
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development. 9 These programs draw upon similar resources (literacy and family 

planning programs) and sponsor similar activities (civil marriage ceremonies, document 

assistance, securing aid, etc), although their reach is much wider. The GAP and Turkish 

Governorship- sponsored centers are located in select lower-class migrant 

neighborhoods; while BDP and pro-Kurdish NGO sponsored programs operate across 

migrant and established middle class neighborhoods. The irony behind the emerging 

development-security paradigm at the national level is that it has simultaneously opened 

up space for pro-Kurdish factions for similar types of organizing (around not so similar 

political agendas). Watts (2009, para. 32) terms growing role of pro-Kurdish 

municipalities in matters of government the “institutionalization of resistance”. 

Throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s symbolic and political control of the Southeast was 

polarized between the PKK and the Turkish state. The 1990’s witnessed the emergence of 

a pro-Kurdish political platform within the Turkish political system (as described above), 

but it was not until the widespread election of pro-Kurdish politicians to local 

municipality offices across the Southeast in 1999 (and again in 2004 and 2009) that an 

pro-Kurdish voice found institutional roots. Since then, the Southeast has become host to 

a diverse set of political actors from within and outside of Turkey. For example, many of 

the pro-Kurdish municipality projects are funded by the European Union. It is primarily 

on the grounds of development that Kurdish political interests are finding ways to 

coalesce around pro-Kurdish rights agendas to challenge the Turkish state head to head 

on not only issues of social and economic development, but also cultural rights. As a 
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result, the relationship between Kurdish residents and the pro-Kurdish local government 

is strengthening and generating new struggles over national and ethnic identity. The 

multi-scalar and multi-institutional reach of the pro-Kurdish movement situates the 

development activities of the municipality in a fuzzy space between state and resistance 

(Watts 2009; Yücel, 2009). “They are on the one hand seen as governmental offices 

staffed by state actors, and, on the other, as part of the broader Kurdish national 

movement.” (Watts, 2009, para. 31). There were times when respondents would actually 

refer to the BDP-run municipality as the “other state” highlighting the indistinction 

between “state” power and “anti-state” resistance. Because gendered development 

projects serve as the primary means by which politicians communicate with residents in 

poor migrant neighborhoods, political affiliations of centers can often determine the 

political lines and ideologies along which residents identify. It is for this reason that the 

scale and scope of this research is so critical. A focus on the micro- practices of 

development and politic making in migrant homes, classrooms, and neighborhoods (the 

spaces where policy meets practice) displaces our vision of political struggle from the 

halls of parliament, the courts of justice, or the mountains occupied by Kurdish 

separatists to the banal spaces of everyday life.  In spite of their ‘banality’, these struggles 

are no less fervent and no less important. On the contrary, they are more important 

because they take as their referent object the production of life – the collective practices 

by which Turks and Kurds produce and reproduce their day-to-day existence and identity. 

As Turks and Kurds and AKP and BDP supporters look to education and economics over 

armed resistance and violence as an effective way to address ethnic conflict, spaces are 
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widening for the articulation of political voices that span a range of interests and 

geographies. These voices echo important and timely questions and emerging hopes and 

fears about Turkish and Kurdish identity and belonging. For example, the historically 

divisive and oft-violent political activities and policies that drew lines between 

‘Turkishness’ and ‘Kurdishness’ were also the very things that upheld them, informed 

both by popularized constructions in the media but also very real and visceral experiences 

with death and violence. One overarching question that lies in the minds of both Kurds 

and Turks, is: What happens to ‘Kurdish’ and ‘Turkish’ identities when they are no 

longer defined against an ‘Other’?; when policy shifts from destruction to integration? 

For Kurds, there are disconcerting questions about the salience of Kurdish culture in the 

coming decades.  What does integration mean for the transmission of Kurdish tradition, 

language, and culture to future generations? Likewise, the challenge for Turks or at least 

those that subscribe to a more traditional strong state imaginary, will be envisioning what 

Turkey looks like through a multicultural lens – when citizenship is no longer marked by 

ethnicity - and what role the military will play in the national narrative when its sole 

focus domestically for the past 90 years is no longer relevant? Naturally, answers to these 

questions spark a significant amount of fear for many. As a number of interviewees told 

me, not everyone desires peace. 

 

In consideration of these recent developments in policy and the ongoing work of the 

national government, local Kurdish government, and various NGOs in the field of 

education and health, there is a need to redress the Kurdish Question in Turkey.  
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Kurdish migrants are building a relationship with the government in expanding but also 

contradictory ways. At the same time as they are making claims as productive ‘citizens’ 

through development processes, they continue to experience the politically oppressive 

capacities of the state—political violence, imprisonment, and ongoing legal controversies 

over Kurdish cultural expression. The contemporary experience of Kurdish migrants, and 

in particular their experience with the state, is defined by these tensions. The body of this 

dissertation is devoted to exploring these experiences. I must first place this case study 

within a broader theoretical context. 

 

Theoretical Nexuses 

 

Practically speaking, this research problem concerns itself with the practice of security in 

Southeast Turkey. It is a problem of empirics (i.e. what are the national security policies 

of the state? How are they deployed? How are they challenged?). Equally so, it is a 

problem of theory. Embedded in empirical research are deeper questions about how we 

see the world which come to bear on the methods by which research spaces, participants, 

and questions are chosen. In other words, through what paradigmatic lens can we even 

understand concepts like the state and security to begin with? Ontologically, my research 

draws from a feminist post-structuralist reading of the socio-political world. Knowledge, 

rather than read through pre-determined categories and disembodied structures, is created 

through an ensemble of discursive and embodied material practices. I draw from thinkers, 

such as Foucault, to think through configurations of power and knowledge. According to 
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Foucault, power is knowledge, and power is produced in very material and mundane 

ways, whether through relationships (between family members, teachers and students, or 

governments and citizens), institutions (schools, government offices, media), and spaces 

(the built environment). A study of geopolitics and security at the nexus of development 

is necessarily concerned with how ideas about the state and government, security, and the 

very production and management of life are given meaning through day-to-day practices 

and encounters with space. I also draw on a feminist post-structural critique to think 

through the epistemological implications of research. In its desire to locate the sites and 

methods from which knowledge is produced, a post-structural analytic is also be 

concerned with how the construction of knowledge impacts individuals in differential and 

sometimes unjust ways (Mitchell, 2000; Pratt, 2008). Feminists bring a two-dimensional 

agenda to ethnographic research: deconstruction and reconstruction. For example, the 

feminist critique of critical geopolitics works to reintroduce issues of social justice and 

agency to the study of geopolitical policies and practices. “Feminist geopolitics is 

distinguished from critical geopolitics by adding a potentially reconstructive political 

dimension to the crucial but at times unsatisfactory deconstructionist political impulses” 

(Hyndman, 2004). In other words, feminist research is at all times concerned with how 

knowledge is a tool to marginalize as well as empower groups of people (Jones & Dixon, 

2006).  

 

At its core, this dissertation is concerned with theoretical and empirical questions at the 

intersection of ‘development’ and ‘security’, but to get at these larger concepts in the 
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context of gendered development in Southeast Turkey I draw on theories about state, 

subjectivity, and gender. Accordingly, this section is divided into three parts: 1) Security 

and Development, 2) State and Subjectivity, and 3) Gender and Geopolitics.  

 

Security and Development 

 

In the last few decades, the terms ‘development’ and ‘security’ have been increasingly 

linked in discourse and state and international policy. Military operations waged in the 

name of security are carried out on ‘humanitarian’ grounds and often pursued in tandem 

with a mix of economic, social, or environmental programs. Likewise, there are 

numerous development projects at regional, national, and international organizational 

levels that are deployed under the pretext of a certain set of ‘security’ concerns. The 

implication of the conceptual and political union of these two terms is that security now 

necessarily concerns itself with the production and reproduction of all facets of social 

life: cultural, economic, and political. As a number of scholars within geography and 

outside note, the degree to which governments intervene in the management of life, in all 

sorts of legal, extra-legal and ideological ways in the name of ‘security’, is historically 

unprecedented.   

 

In the current period of global interconnectivity and interdependency, a proliferation of 

definitions of security and threat challenges traditional notions of security tied to military 

might and armed borders. As concerns migrate more to areas of economic, 
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environmental, and social issues, there are those who argue that contemporary security 

concerns are exceptional for the fact that they transcend borders. A 1994 UN report 

published in the midst of the post- Cold War democratization period entitled ‘New 

Dimensions of Human Security’, identified contemporary security concerns to be “buried 

deep in growing socio-economic deprivation and disparities” and to be “becoming 

global” (UNDP, 1994, 2). This first conception of Human Security by the UN scaled our 

understanding of security both upwards and out to issues of global concern (human 

rights, access to resources, environmental sustainability, etc.)  but did so by displacing 

the referent object of security from the state to the individual. In this sense, our purview 

was also scaled down to the realm of activity of the human being. To this end, the 

deterritorialization of the traditional security paradigm was a central tenet of the human 

security doctrine. And, as the report also points out, development was identified as the 

necessary mechanism to ensure the well-being of individuals. Into the 21st century, an a 

positivist relationship between development and security continues to shape international 

discourse on conflict. A 2011 report by the World Bank on ‘Conflict, Security, and 

Development’ linked political conflict with socio-economic disparity and identified 

development as a chief security imperative of the 21st century (World Bank, 2011). 

Dialogue ongoing at the international level is reflective of similar discussions and policy 

changes also happening at national and regional scales. Southeast Turkey is but one 

example.  In Afghanistan, the US Military’s ‘Female Engagement’ operation deploys 

women soldiers to Afghani communities and homes to address the humanitarian 

dimensions of war-affected populations. Closer to home, the Merida Project, a 
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partnership between USAID and the US and Mexican Governments, is working to 

combat drug violence through education and economic initiatives in border communities.  

 

In spite of the ways that international actors articulate the contemporary concern with 

human development as a deterritorialization of security, this dissertation show rather that 

modern geopolitics is concerned more than ever before with the territorialization of 

people and places. At the intersection of geopolitics and development, the ability of 

government institutions to manage the intricacies of citizen’s daily lives continues to be 

of utmost importance to the operation of political power. Geopolitics, as the spatialization 

of politics, is always implicated in the construction of places (whether discursively or 

physically) around particular sets of beliefs, aspirations, and values. Dillon & Lobo-

Guerrero (2008) argue, “Geopolitical power/knowledge is not only concerned with the 

instruments of statecraft, it has also to concern itself with making the very subject or 

object to be secured transparent to knowledge: hence it’s allied and expanding concern 

with culture and identity as well as science and technology (267). Key to this argument is 

the notion of ‘production’-- the ‘making of subjects’ and the ‘expansion of concern’. Not 

simply concerned with knowing life, geopolitics is necessarily occupied with managing 

and producing life. Foucault defines security mechanisms as the regulatory controls on 

life that seek to ‘know’ and make legible a population while also managing its divergent 

and contradictory interests (Foucault 2008, 2007, 1978; Dillon, 2008). Thus, at the 

security-development nexus lays the productive apparatus of state power, or what  
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Foucault terms the ‘biopolitical’ – the disciplinary controls and regulations on the 

management of life.  

 

By way of his large body of work on the historical practice of government, Foucault 

contends that the ‘biopolitical production of life’ is foundational to the principles of 

liberal government (Foucault, 2008; Dillon, 2001).10 For this reason, he understood 

security to be a primary technique of government. He distinguishes between two tactics 

of security (2007): disciplinary power works to fix and constrain movement around a 

norm, while security mechanisms work to expand regulatory power over the production 

and circulation of deviations from the norm. To this end, state power into the 18th century 

no longer concerned itself solely with “the fixing and demarcating of territory, but of 

allowing circulations to take place”- good and bad (65). In other words, government was 

conceived as the practice of ‘risk management’. This notion of risk was tied closely to 

notions of ‘freedom’ associated with social and economic life within the liberal mode of 

government. Sparked largely by Adam Smith’s laissez-faire economic theories, a 

rationale around the relationship between freedom and capitalism emerged in the 18th 

century. While the unfettered flow of capital and goods presented a risk to the stable 

                                                
10 Liberalism can be broadly defined as a rationality of government that “encourages the 
autonomous existence and self-regulating freedoms of a population” (Dillon & Reid, 2001, 47). It 
does so through two key “constitutive elements”: 1) it takes the individual as its referent unit of 
political analysis, and, 2) individuals are accorded a set of rights and freedoms that provide the 
basis around which a population is governed (Brown, 1995). Liberal states of past and present 
have held varying degrees of direct and indirect control over social life, from Welfare states that 
actively regulate labor conditions, access to social services, and the infrastructural development 
of cities to Neoliberal states that promote the full privatization of social and economic activity. 
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practice of government, the natural ebb and flow of the market ensured optimal 

production and ultimately a higher quality of life for the individual and state. For 

example, the reinvestment in development by the Turkish government accompanied by a 

thinning military presence has essentially placed the fate of the nationalization project in 

the hands of the Kurds themselves, as administrators, teachers, and students. While 

development spaces and class curriculum act as disciplinary techniques of power (they 

order and translate knowledge), the transfer of knowledge to the home, neighborhood, 

and community ultimately resides in the calculated choices of individual participants 

against a number of other competing concerns. With increased contact to the state 

through health and education programs, the government is working to gradually ensure 

the successful circulation of knowledge. However, the adoption of similar development 

mechanisms - the deployment of state-sponsored education to Kurdish women and efforts 

to incorporate women within – by the pro-Kurdish political movement shows that 

mechanisms of state power can be turned on themselves to challenge the very 

foundations of state power.  

 

The mutually constitutive relationship between development and security that has 

emerged in policy at the institutional level in the last two decades marks a visible concern 

with the governance of life. A deepening of economic privatization beginning in the 

1980s in Turkey resulted in the growth of non-governmental agencies and organizations 

assuming the role of caretakers and provisioners throughout much of the country. 

However, an intensifying conflict beginning in the 1980’s in Southeast Turkey prevented 
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the same kind of civil society development there. This is clear if we look at the 

exponential growth in the presence and number of women’s oriented NGOs in Turkey 

during the economic liberalization period of the 1980s, influenced largely also by 

channels of feminist thought out of Europe. Southeast Turkey remained excluded from 

these developments for two key reasons: 1) the strong restrictions on political and social 

organization placed on the region by the state and military, and 2) the exclusionary nature 

of feminist debates that did little to reflect the ethnicized experience of Kurdish women. 

In the last decade, concurrent with renewed economic liberalization and national 

development efforts, Southeast Turkey’s isolation from larger identity movements 

happening domestically and abroad has greatly diminished. The multitude of education 

centers, women’s shelters, clinics, and cultural centers popping up across Diyarbakır, for 

example, bear witness to a kind of emerging security governance whereby a multitude of 

regional, national, and international state and non-state actors are taking an active role in 

community and nation building.  

 

For Foucault, the sites of governance (hospitals, banks, schools) are essential tools of the 

liberal model of government, as they take on the task of guaranteeing the conditions 

under which capital, people, and practices circulate freely. Because of this ongoing 

diffusion of power to other spaces—essentially the politicization of space—liberalism is 

considered an “intensification and extension of a great economy of power” (Dillon & 

Reid, 2001, 41). “In the liberal art of government, freedom of behavior is entailed, called 

for, needed, and serves as a regulator, but it also has to be produced and organized” 
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(Foucault, 2008, 65). This is not solely a project of the state (in a traditional sense), but of 

a variety of institutions, spaces, actors, and practices, (Rose, 1999; Ingram & Dodds, 

2009; Jeffrey, 2009), as identified in the previous section. It is the “manufacturing of 

freedom” that Foucault identifies as a problem of security (65). In fact, he calls strategies 

of security liberalism’s “other face” (next to- or in contradiction to- the face of freedom). 

Liberalism as a political rationality is enacted through a constant play between freedom 

and security. 

 

State and Subjectivity 

 

Some political scholars similarly argue that, like security, the state institution has 

undergone a deterritorialization  process in the last several decades as an effect of 

globalization. Yet, I maintain in this dissertation that the ‘state’ continues to be the 

fulcrum of geopolitical theory and policy in the modern era. In Turkey in particular the 

state has held a strong referential role in social, economic, and political life as far back as 

the Ottoman Empire. Heper (1985) terms this Turkey’s ‘strong state tradition’ whereby 

the historical division between state and society prevented the organic development of a 

democratic element at the level of civil society. Historically, the state was embodied in 

the military, designated the role of safeguarding the Turkish nation from threats that lay 

without and within. But the state in Turkey has always been defined as a metaphysical 

element, often cast as a disembodied father figure - Devlet Babası - operating outside the 

realm of society (Heper, 1985).  Given the traditional role of the state in global 
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geopolitical relations and it’s marked importance in Turkey, I devote this section to 

providing a definition of the state as I see it appear in my dissertation work and the way 

individuals and ‘states’, as such, form attachments to one another through a discussion of 

subjectivity.  

 

In order to define the state, I draw again on Foucault and the work of political 

geographers on the ‘everyday state’. Foucault’s thoughts on the state were more often 

read through his theories on power. For Foucault, it is the great extension of power into 

the crevasses of everyday life- place, space, and practice- that characterize liberal 

governance. This means that individuals are inextricably tied to the production of the 

social structures and institutions around them. Thus the state is defined through an 

expansive network of relationships, conversations, and activities. Arguably formal policy 

has little resonance in the material world until it is enacted through practices of policing, 

officiating, teaching, administering, and learning (Painter, 2006). It is in these everyday 

practices that post-structural state theorists define and study the state (Aretexga, 2003; 

Brown, 1995; Mitchell 1991; Painter, 2006). Accordingly, the state is described as an 

“idea” (Abrams, 1988), an “effect” (Mitchell, 1991), a set of “prosaics” (Painter, 2006), 

or a “fantasy” (Navaro-Yashin, 2002) but never as singular unit operating over and above 

society. In other words the state is only ever the sum of a complex network of 

effectuating parts.   
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In Southeast Turkey, the ‘everydayness’ of the state is clearly visible in the disparate way 

that development policy is unfolding. As the security concerns of the government become 

more occupied with the personal (the day-to-day work and living conditions of people), 

perceived divisions between state and society- between the seemingly politically affective 

and the politically affected- are blurred. The geopolitical imaginaries that often divide 

Turks and Kurds into simplified categories of ‘oppressors’ and ‘terrorists’ are also 

interrogated everyday by both Turks and Kurds, AKP and BDP supporters, who 

implement development goals in conflicting but also collaborative ways.  

 

If we define the state as ‘practice’, then we must also define state actors in similarly 

variable ways, across a number of spaces. In the current decade of state intervention in 

Southeast Turkey, the Turkish government has identified a whole host of non-traditional 

actors (educators, doctors, scientists) alongside police and military representatives as 

critical mediators of state work.  In a 2008 speech in Diyarbakır to unveil the GAP’s New 

Action Plan, Prime Minister Erdoğan said the following: 

 
We have supported our Eastern and Southeastern provinces through public 
investment, especially in the areas of education, health, and social aid… 
With the support of the peace and protection of our brothers who are 
doctors and engineers, alongside our brothers who serve as police and 
soldiers we will bring peace to the East and Southeast. (P.M. Tayyip 
Erdoğan, Speech, Diyarbakır, May 27, 2008) 

 

Erdoğan’s statement shows that the production of political life is facilitated through all 

kinds of “knowledge producers”, so to speak. In this regard, Rose (1999) suggests that 

the training of experts (teachers, doctors, scientists) is an essential tool of government.  
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 In Southeast Turkey, these experts are designated the task of “producing” the conditions 

for different kind of life. To this end, they play a critical role in the national security 

imperative as mediators of the security state. As well, the subsequent education programs 

on motherhood, gender, and citizenship work to position Kurds in a different kind of 

relationship to the state – one that serves to produce and reproduce, not threaten and 

undermine, the nation. Thus, Kurds are cast as ‘laborers’, ‘mothers’, fathers, ‘voters’ over 

and in conjunction with ‘terrorists’, ‘baby-killers’, etc. According to Dillon and Reid 

(2002), the changing  ‘expansion’ of liberal government and geopolitics relies on these 

kinds of processes of subject- making. “One of the distinguishing characteristics of global 

liberal governance is the variety of ways in which populations are defined as the 

subject/objects of all kinds of global biopolitical power/knowledge concerns” (48).  

 

As the mode by which the relationship between state and citizen is formed, subjectivation 

- the making of subjects -,  and subjection – the becoming a subject -  are key 

components in the theory of state power. Althusser (1971) describes subjection as the 

‘hailing’ of the self by the state, a process of ‘interpellation’ by which individuals 

recognize themselves as political members vis-à-vis the ideological apparatuses of power: 

schools, churches, banks. In the scenario put forth by Althusser, a police officer calls 

“hey you there!” across a crowded street. A person (or many) turn in response. That turn 

signifies recognition by the ‘turner’ of their relationship to and within the political 

community of the state. In that turn is recognition, not only of the call of the police 

officer and guilt of a transgression unknowingly or potentially committed, more 
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importantly it is an affirmation of the existence of one’s self. Subjectivity is a complex, 

‘already happened’, ‘still becoming’ construction and reconstruction of the self. How 

individuals understand their being in relation to the outside world as is largely formed 

through repetition in practice and exposure to knowledge. One reaffirms their relationship 

to the state by responding to the call of a police officer, but also through the most 

mundane acts of civic and personal responsibility: taking off one’s shoes in the security 

line at the airport, mowing the lawn, bathing your child, treating an illness. These are all 

activities that have in some form or another (whether through education, force, etc.) been 

‘problematized’ as necessary to the production and reproduction of a particular kind of 

life (Rose, 1999). The practice of government is the practice of problematizing for this 

reason (Dillon & Reid, 2001; Miller and Rose, 2008). Regarding security, as a state 

project, Dillon and Reid (2001) assert: “the history of security is a history of the changing 

problematizations of what it is to be a political subject” (51). Security as a state project, 

therefore, involves both a process of expansion (collecting knowledge about a 

population) as well as one of problematizing (identifying practices that hinder the 

production and reproduction of national life and community). This dissertation shows 

how certain kinds of behaviors are problematized, that is, made into problems to be 

solved. A woman’s health choices about her body, the number of children she chooses to 

have, her type of schooling, or even the language she speaks are some examples from the 

field site.  In these instances, one glimpses how intimate the relationship between state 

and subject can be. In the production of one, there is the production of the other.   
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But to evaluate the state in only in terms of its productive capacities would be 

incomplete. For there are innumerous instances in which the state altogether fails to live 

up to its liberal promises to foster and protect life. It is in this regard that I also want to 

recognize the ways the sovereign apparatuses of state power have a continual, even 

deepened, presence alongside biopolitical techniques of government in the production 

and destruction of life. I turn to Agamben to theorize state power at the biopolitical-

sovereign nexus. 

 

The Exception  

 

Because of the uneven ways that the state emerges in practice and discourse, categories 

often used to describe the state such as “liberal”, “democratic”, and “modern” are 

inherently misleading. Their underpinning rationalities are actualized in contradictory 

ways on the ground (Brown, 1995; Painter, 2006; Secor, 2004). Rather, their respective 

discourses about justice and social equality often mask the very real inequalities and 

differential access to rights that characterize state power (Martin, 2004). For this reason, a 

definition of the state would not be complete without also recognizing that state power is 

exercised in both productive and repressive, or “biopolitical” and “sovereign” ways. The 

state is productive in its ability to form communities of shared beliefs and values by way 

of the production of knowledge; it is repressive in its deployment of violence and 

physical force to coerce, threaten, and exclude populations of people. For the purposes of 

this dissertation, I define ‘security’ from these two ends. I primarily draw on the work of 
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Foucault to understand the productive apparatuses of state power that I see at play in 

development activities in Southeast Turkey. But I do not limit my discussion of security 

here, as I believe an adequate reading of the ‘sovereign’ arm of state power is equally 

important in understanding the relationship between state and security in the Southeast 

region. In other words, the spatial practices of the modern nation-state are concerned both 

with the production and prevention of life. State power is defined by tensions and 

contradictions between these two apparatuses. I highlight these contradictions throughout 

the dissertation. For example, in Chapter 5 I describe the protocol in certain programs and 

centers that prevents the open expression of the Kurdish language by women participants. 

Yet a significant portion of migrant women speak only Kurdish, severely limiting their 

ability to access and understand development materials (literacy and family planning 

curriculum, healthcare pamphlets, etc.) and ultimately their ability to participate within 

the national narrative as Turkish citizens.  The inherent contradiction in the practice of 

the state lies at this impasse between the biopolitical production of life (through 

education) and the sovereign rule over life (through law and regulation).  

 

For Agamben (1995, 2003), this contradiction, or rather “catastrophe”, signifies a critical 

component of modern political power. Citing Foucault’s work on biopolitics and 

Arendt’s work on human rights (in her seminal work, Rights of Man), Agamben (1995) 

reintroduces a juridical component into the theory of state practice and power. Although 

Foucault does not deny the existence of sovereign power as a mechanism of modern 

government, it is greatly under-developed. In Security, Territory, and Population (2007), 
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he claims that security mechanisms necessarily work through a triangulation three types 

of power: sovereign (the extension of law across a territory), disciplinary (the self-

regulated mechanization of the body), and biopolitical (the management of species-life). 

What goes unrecognized in this tripartite formulation is the differential ways that power 

acts upon the body (across race, gender, sexuality, religon, etc.), and the role law plays in 

the very ‘abandoment’ of life (Agamben, 1995, 1998). In spite of the ways that security is 

conceptualized in the liberal framework as the promotion of life, or the inclusion of life, 

security practices of government have also necessarily entailed the exclusion of life. 

According to Agamben, the “catastrophe” of modernity is constituted in the way that 

modern politics has both politicized the body as site of power (through biopolitics) and 

marked it as something that can be abandoned by law (Agamben, 1995, 6). That is, 

modern governing practices are characterized by the ability to suspend the law and 

recourse to the law when deemed necessary. Above all, this suspension is significant for 

the fact that it is no longer an exception in the exercise of sovereign power, but a rule; the 

exception has become the rule according to Agamben.  

 

In the context of Turkey, ‘abandonment’ is an experience resident Kurds know well. The 

state of emergency placed over the region between 1987-2002 marked a complete 

suspension of the law and any recourse to the law by residents of the region (Secor, 

2006). From informal political gathering to speaking Kurdish on the streets to displaying 

the colors red, green, and yellow (the colors of the Kurdish flag) in dress or print, the 

everyday practices of Kurdish residents were cause for immediate imprisonment. As my 
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translator and research partner, Saadet would sometimes say to me: “Can you imagine 

Jessie, one morning a whole population woke up and no longer existed.” And indeed the 

Kurds have largely been voiceless in recorded history, in politics, but literally through the 

restrictions on speaking Kurdish. For many years only until the last decade, Kurdish 

music, naming, language, clothing- could all be cause for immediate imprisonment. 

Because the suspension of law (of rights to identity, culture, and communication) was 

over the years justified as necessary means for rule, a pervasive in-distinction between 

the norm and the exception grew to characterize encounters between the state (police, 

soldiers) and individual Kurds. In other words, the “exception” was an implicit part of the 

very order by which the juridical arm of the state functioned (Agamben, 1995). The 

ongoing trials of individuals affiliated with ‘Ergenekon’, JITEM, and the “deep state”11 in 

Turkey are bringing to light the details and the degree to which the Turkish state has at 

various times and at various scales functioned through a suspension of law that blurred 

the division between “exception and rule”, “illicit and licit”, and that entirely rendered 

“subjective right and juridical protection” irrelevant (170).  

 

But it is important to note, however, that the exception is not a spatially fixed condition. 

Rather, Belcher, et al. (2008) argue that the exception is topological, enacted in socially, 

                                                
11 The ‘deep state’ is a state within a state essentially in Turkey. It is a term used by Turks to 
describe the extra-legal activities of extreme nationalist groups and individuals with linkages to 
offices of the military and state. These activities have involved assassinations, kidnappings, and 
torturing of individuals found to be in opposition to right-wing nationalist interests (journalists, 
judges, leftist thinkers). The activities of the ‘deep state’ have been going on since roughly the 
1970’s. The ongoing trials of members of a clandestine group called ‘Ergenekon’ and affiliate 
‘JITEM’, identified as disjointed facets of the ‘deep state’, is revealing in pieces the extent of the 
transgressions committed within the realm of deep state activity (White, 2007).  
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spatially, and temporally contingent ways. “The exception is emergent, which is to say 

that it is not a preformed category but a dynamic set of techniques of power” (499). The 

zone of exception that renders individuals outside the law is in essence a mobile 

condition felt in intermittent and diverse ways. Watts (2009) draws on these ideas when  

she describes the way state-society relations in Southeast within the last decade have 

entered a “post-exception” phase. “The fact that the southeast has been a kind of space of 

exception does not mean this is a permanent status or that the state-society relationship is 

not under negotiation” (para 28). The post-1999 institutionalization of the pro-Kurdish 

movement and the political turn towards development by national and local governments 

challenge the uniform exceptionalism of the Southeast region. Not least because 

sometimes the very apparatus of power that facilitates the destruction of life also enables 

its production. Bilgin and Yükseker (2005) note “military considerations played an 

important role in the promotion of the goal of development in the Southeast, just as they 

did in the evacuation of rural areas.” At a much finer scale, I discuss in Chapter 4 how 

development actors and participants engage with the state through ‘performance’; how, 

for example, one’s dress choices can mean the difference between qualifying and not 

qualifying for government aid. The exception is enacted in often very superficial, 

sometimes fleeting, and irrational ways. In its management of both life and death, one 

finds the paradox of state and security (Aretexga, 2003).  
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Gender and Geopolitics 

 

In different ways and to different ends, both the national government and the local 

Kurdish government have focused the majority of their development attentions on 

women and children. Essentially, women are the new ‘soldiers’ in the struggle over 

issues of nationalism and identity wherein the home is the primary stage. Education in the 

form of literacy, citizenship, family planning, and parenting classes are the primary 

mechanisms by which varying governmental and non-governmental organizations are in 

communication with women. The major Kurdish nationalist organizations (BDP, PKK) 

and a variety of smaller pro-Kurdish parties (HAKPAR, etc.) have made sustained efforts 

in the last few years to incorporate the issues of women’s rights and empowerment within 

the party platform. This attention on women, in the case of the AKP and Turkish state, 

and Kurdish women, in the case of pro-Kurdish faction, indicates the central importance 

of the household and processes of social reproduction as the site of political change. 

 

I began my Masters research in Southeast Turkey in 2005 with a very different set of 

research questions centered on non-gendered issues of labor and economic development. 

On my first visit to Diyarbakır with a colleague in fall 2005, however, I realized that 

there was a different kind of story going on. By far, the largest state and government 

presence in urban southeast Turkey was and continues to be in areas of gendered 

development. Women remain the most significant (and some would argue, only) focal 

point in the fight against unemployment, ethnic unrest, and lack of education. In the three 
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years between the masters and dissertation research, there was an explosion in women-

oriented sponsored programs throughout the city of Diyarbakır. From non-governmental 

sites geared towards Kurdish language classes for women to local government sponsored 

laundries offering health and literacy classes via free laundry services, women’s 

education and health centers dominant the urban landscape. It is hard to explain the 

strong connections between gender and security when nothing of this sort exists in the 

US. To do so I draw on theories of social reproduction and feminist geopolitics.  

 

Social reproduction is the informal and oft-considered ‘private’ life practices that work to 

sustain the conditions of production in a capitalist state. Mitchell, Marston & Katz (2004) 

call this “life’s work”: the labor of parenting, cooking, cleaning, schooling, etc. and 

various kinds of informal wage-earning tasks that largely get ignored in Marxian theories 

on capitalism. “Life’s work” comprises the mechanisms that foster the production and 

reproduction of life, not just as the ‘labor behind the labor’ but also as the values and 

ideas that make labor (and life) meaningful. For example, through their work in the home 

(and outside in the fields), Kurdish women were able to produce the conditions at home 

to support the political struggles beyond. In conservative migrant neighborhoods in 

Southeast Turkey today, the social reproductive role of women has increased. In addition 

to daily domestic work, many women have also become the primary income earners for 

their families against an absent working-age male population and severe 
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unemployment.12  It is also the case, however, that because codes of honor are very strict 

in poor and conservative neighborhoods, women do not have full time formal 

employment. They are active instead in securing financial and medical aid for their 

families through neighborhood centers and participating in seasonal work on farms. 

Beyond the physical labor of securing material needs, women are the primary decision 

makers when it comes to raising children, keeping relationships with family members, 

and building community networks with neighbors.  

 

Popular geopolitical stories about the Kurdish Question have historically concealed the 

female voice, in spite of the way it is entrenched in all social practices around war, 

displacement, and urbanization (Mojab, 2009; Yükseker, 2006). As the development 

process unfolds around women, this is changing. The government is recognizing the vital 

role women play in the social reproduction of their homes, their neighborhoods, their 

cities, and the very nation itself. This new development discourse and its engagements 

with individuals in the Southeast poses challenges to old geopolitical narratives about the 

Kurdish Question, not least because it gives these women an active and public role in the 

security concerns of the state. 

 

                                                
12 In Chapter 5 I discuss the degree to which men play a decreased role in the production of the 
household- both as wage-earners and as father and husband figures- in the post-migration urban 
environment. Some are entirely absent from the home due to imprisonment and even death (by 
health or violence). Some have turned to drugs and alcohol in the face of extreme unemployment. 
Some have intentionally abandoned their families to make life elsewhere. 



 

 

56 

Alongside this expansion and substantive shift in geopolitical policy, state theory has 

been employed to re-scale geopolitical inquiry to the spaces of everyday life, where 

policy meets practice. This has largely come about through the work of feminist political 

geographers who have called for a ‘grounded’ reconciliation of geopolitical discourse and 

practice. Dowler & Sharp (2001) state: 

 
In order to start to think in terms of a feminist (or post-colonial feminist) 
geopolitics, it is necessary to think more clearly of the grounding of 
geopolitical discourse in practice (and in place) geographies of everyday 
life; to understand the ways in which the nation and the international are 
reproduced in the mundane practices we take for granted.” (171)  
 

More recently O’ Tuathail (2011) described a “ground-level critical geopolitics”, which 

focuses “on the disjunctures and contradictions in the relationship between the grounded 

local and the policy discourse and practices of the major powers” (264). As critical and 

feminist geopolitical scholars have pointed out, a focus on ‘localized’ political 

engagements works to break down popularized (and often inaccurate) narratives of 

national and international geopolitical relations that conceal difference. 13 As described 

above, the Kurdish Question has largely been interrogated as a question of terror, 

ethnicity, and underdevelopment. Yet, each of these narratives fails to capture the 

nuances of everyday life lived in the Southeast as a Kurd, a Turk, a mother, father, child, 

teacher, student, etc. Processes of subjection around these different identities and the 

practices of social reproduction they shape are the material realm in which territorial and 

                                                
13 Massey (1994) defines the ‘local’ as “a particular constellation of social relations”. Thus, the 
local is not a bounded space but a broad network of forces and relationships that coalesce in a 
particular time and place.  
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border struggles unfold (Dowler and Sharp, 2001, 2004; Mitchell, Marston & Katz, 2004; 

Secor, 2007; Wastl-Walter and Staeheli, 2004). For example, ideas about family practice, 

values, and rights proffered by development education programs in Southeast Turkey as 

well as the visible references to the nation within development spaces (flags, illustrative 

histories of the Republic) are implicated in a ‘territorialization’ process that cognitively 

demarcates a boundary, or border, around who and what is excluded from national 

belonging.  

 

Beyond the substantive work on difference and marginalization, they also attend to issues 

of social justice. Given contemporary transformation in the field of security theory and 

policy, feminists are rethinking definitions of security with more attention to the idea that 

security is as much about national boundaries as it is about the household and the person. 

In work on violent conflict, feminist geopolitics has adopted the concept of ‘human 

security’ as a tool to circumvent masculinist accounts of war and conflict. Hyndman 

(2004) asks “how can dominant scripts of geopolitics be both displaced and re-situated in 

order to foreground the security of people on the ground, those subjects efface by realist 

geopolitics and international relations?” (311). A base assumption underpins the concept 

of ‘human security’ with respect to the abilities of the state to protect its citizens. In other 

words, in spite of the way that the liberal security state has made the individual its 

‘referent’ object and worthy of protection, it is never fully able to secure the day-to-day 

needs of the individual. A feminist interpretation of human security takes into account  

“spaces of violence that traverse public/private distinctions” (Hyndman, 2000, 223) by 
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drawing attention to scale. For example, while we can acknowledge that Kurdish women 

have been unfairly burdened by the impacts of Turkish-Kurdish nationalist conflict as 

well as the patriarchal structure of both state and family (Mojab, 2001), their day-to-day 

encounters with these different structures of violence (political and domestic) have been 

little analyzed. At this scale, we also see the ways that the development concerns 

advanced by liberal governmental and non-governmental organizations (the very same 

concerns that underpin liberalist definitions of ‘human security’) can efface the daily 

worries of women and even perpetuate danger and fear.   In Chapter 5, I draw on feminist 

notions of ‘human security’ to interrogate these experiences through discussions of the 

way that women feel fear across different spaces. More specifically, I trace the way that 

women traverse different zones of power- those of the state and government and those of 

the strict patriarchy of the home. By displacing the focus of security from the 

disembodied and abstract state onto the mobile site of the body, we can better understand 

how individuals are made secure and insecure in disparate and variable ways. The 

feminist critique of security points to the way that power is not just felt and produced in 

the relationship between women and the state, but rather through a whole host of 

embedded relations within the home and neighborhood adjacent to those of the school, 

government offices, and prisons. 
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The Site and Methods 

 

Diyarbakir, Turkey 

 

 

Fig. 1.1 Turkey, Southeast Turkey, and the city of Diyarbakır 

 

Considered by many Kurds to be the ‘unofficial capital’ of Kurdistan, the city of 

Diyarbakır (Fig. 1.1) was a traditional stronghold for Kurdish rebellion forces during the 

1980-1990s conflict. Tensions between Ankara and the local Kurdish government still 

run high, and there is no mistaking the general wariness of the state among residents.  As 

the largest city in the immediate region, Diyarbakır received the bulk of the poorest 

refugees who could not afford to escape the region altogether. Between 1990 and 2005, 

the population of the city nearly doubled in size to a million people, structurally 

weakening under the weight of so many new residents. In the last decade, a great deal of 
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effort on behalf of the local municipality has gone towards rebuilding the urban 

infrastructure through parks, transportation, road construction, and neighborhood 

expansion. 

 

Considering the heavy handed suppression of cultural expression (Kurdish and Armenian 

primarily) marking the Southeast’s 20th century history, the city of Diyarbakır still 

maintains a strong cultural and historical identity. The original city center is surrounded 

by large basalt walls, built during the Roman Empire, that are a lasting witness to the 

centuries of wars and population movements that have shaped the city’s history. From the 

rise of Syrian Christianity, Roman occupation, and Armenian displacement, to the 

Ottoman-Republic transition period and the recent ethnic violence, these walls bear 

witness to stories rarely seen in textbooks.  

 

Beyond the east and south walls, the Tigris River waters feed small cotton and fruit 

fields. To the north of the walls, is the modern business center lined with banks and chain 

clothing stores and middle class apartment complexes. And to the very far north are the 

new housing developments of the wealthy. The migrant neighborhoods that I speak of in 

this dissertation are primarily located within and on the outskirts of the old city walls and 

directly north of the business center. Housing in these neighborhoods consist both of 

multi-story apartment buildings and single room housing units. In the mornings, the city 

echoes with the sounds of simit (‘bagel’) sellers and azan prayers, interspersed with 

church bells on Sunday. In the evenings, the streets are uncomfortably crowded with the 
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sounds and smells of vendors, shoppers, beggars, and street children. While a majority of 

the violence during the war took place in rural and mountainous areas, Diyarbakır saw its 

fair share of conflict in the peak years. Several women present in Diyarbakır during those 

years describe the frequent riots and clashes between PKK supporters and the Turkish 

Jandarma. Additionally, Diyarbakır was home to the Turkish Islamic terrorist group, 

Hezbollah, during that same period14. When the war ended in 1999, tension in the city 

remained high. The trust that comes with change is a slow process. Despite the poverty 

and its telling faces, Diyarbakır has clearly undergone some positive changes in recent 

years (and since I first visited the region in 2003). Important has been the shift in state 

policy towards the region and reinvestment in public works projects by the municipality.  

Perhaps equally crucial is the coming of age of the first post-war generation of children.  

 

In terms of political administration, the city Diyarbakır is the center of the ilçe (‘district’) 

of Diyarbakır and il (‘province’) of Diyarbakır. Turkish administrative units are divided 

into 81 provinces and 923 districts, each of which is run locally by an appointee of the 

ruling national administration (in this case, the AKP). 15 As the provincial center, 

                                                
14 Turkish Hezbollah has no affiliation with the Lebanese group. During the late 1980’s and 
1990’s, the group, based mainly in Diyarbakır, committed thousands of political murders. As later 
admitted by several Turkish politicians, including former prime minister Tansu Ciller, the 
Islamist-leaning group worked with the Turkish government against the PKK. Later, the group 
began to target the Turkish government and Turkish state interests, after which they were 
officially declared a terrorist group.   
15 The Turkish political system is a secular parliamentary democratic republic whose members are 
appointed by way of a proportional representational electoral formula. Legislative power is vested 
in both the Turkish Grand National Assembly and the government. Citizens may vote for the 
party of their choice and those parties with a minimum of 10% of the national vote may be 
represented in the Assembly. Representation is proportionate based on the number of votes. The 
dominant party then elects the prime minister.   
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Diyarbakır houses the office of the Valilik (‘Governorship’) run by a Vali (‘governor’) 

who acts as the local representative of the AKP. During my research, the serving 

Diyarbakır Vali was Mr. Hüseyin Avni Mutlu, but Mr. Mustafa Toprak assumed office in 

July 2011. 16 Provinces are also run by way of smaller regional municipality (‘belediye’) 

assemblies and larger metropolitan municipalities. Diyarbakır is one of 15 metropolitan 

municipalities in Turkey. It is currently run by the pro-Kurdish BDP and elected Mayor 

Osman Baydemir. In contrast to the system of proportional representation at the national 

level that requires voters to cast their vote to a party and not a specific leader, 

municipality representatives are directly elected every 5 years, and it is for this reason 

that many Kurds consider the locally elected BDP to be the true ‘peoples’ party’. In the 

most recent general election in 2011 in Diyarbakır, BDP politicians running as 

independent candidates garnered 58.74% of the vote versus 32.9% for the AKP, winning 

them seven seats in parliament. The province and city of Diyarbakır remains widely in 

support of the pro-Kurdish BDP, although the AKP has claimed historic popularity as a 

national Turkish party . 

 

Methodology 

 

Decisions over where to situate this research were made in preparation for my master’s 

research conducted in 2005-2006. At that time, the city of Diyarbakır seemed the best 

place to locate a study of the effects of government-sponsored development. As the 

                                                
16 The next smallest administrative units are the koy (‘village’) and the mahalle (‘neighborhood’) 
which also have their own systems of representation. 
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Southeast city that received the greatest influx of migrants during the 1990’s, much of the 

initial groundwork and deployment of new development programs is happening in 

Diyarbakır. As well, Diyarbakır is the informal headquarters of the pro-Kurdish political 

party and movement and has therefore witnessed a large investment in development on 

behalf of pro-Kurdish governmental and non-governmental agencies. The unfolding of 

two parallel development narratives (one Turkish and one distinctly pro-Kurdish) within 

migrant communities in and around Diyarbakır, has made the city a highly contested 

place.  

 

I focus my work on the spaces and sites in which development policies and agendas are 

produced and unfold: women’s education centers and laundries, the households of female 

participants, and governmental offices. Data for this study was collected over an eight-

month period (six months in Spring 2010 and two months in Fall 2010) using participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews. The data collection was conducted in three 

municipality-sponsored laundries/education centers (located in the neighborhoods of 

Benusen, Hasırlı, Seyrantepe), three governorship-sponsored centers (located in the 

neighborhoods of Fatih Paşa, Şehitlik, Yenişehir), and the central Social Services 

complex of the Municipality, Sümer Park   (Fig. 1.1). Neighborhoods varied in 

demographic makeup from those consisting primarily of recent migrants to those that 

were a mix of new migrants and ‘eski Diyarbakırlılar’ (‘old Diyarbakırans’). All but one 

of these neighborhoods can be categorized as poor, where the majority of families we 
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spoke with had no stable income. Nearly all neighborhoods are located on the outskirts of 

the central core of the city (Fig 1.2).  

 

Fig. 1.2. Map of Research Sites. Source: http://maps.google.com 

 

In total, 52 interviews were conducted with women, administrators, teachers, and doctors. 

Twenty-one of these interviews were with administrators and teachers; thirty-one were 

with female participants. In addition, I participated in three literacy and two family 

planning classes and attended numerous seminars and center activities, which I detailed 

in notes. Two sets of interview questions were used: one for female participants and one 

for development workers. Questions were designed to elicit, on the one hand, information 
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about the nature of women’s relationships to the government and, on the other, the 

perceived goals, successes, and obstacles of the development process. Respondents were 

female participants and ranged in age between 19 and 62. The majority was recent 

migrants from villages in the rural Southeast (relocating to Diyarbakır within the last 15 

years); several, however, were native Diyarbakır residents. Interviews with older migrant 

women tended to be in Kurdish, and I relied on a Kurdish-Turkish interpreter for 

translation, Saadet Altay. Saadet served as my translator during the Master’s research as 

well and, over time, became a critical part of the research process. She would accompany 

me on regular site visits and built lasting relationships with many of our informants. I 

reference her presence, contributions, and thoughts throughout the dissertation. 

 

The post-structural and feminist theoretical foundations of this research project are 

reflected in the methods I employed in the field and how the data were analyzed in the 

next four chapters. Semi-structured interviews and participant observations provided a 

forum for critical discussions about development practice and family life with those 

individuals most intimately tied to the development process. In this format, I was able to 

observe the differential ways that people talk about and experience the state, government, 

development, and family through interactions with facilities, activities, and curriculum.  

Similarly, in the write-up, I use these notes and interviews to reveal ongoing and 

sometimes conflicting conversations and narratives over the state and development. What 

these narratives serve to do is unhinge popular perceptions of the Kurdish Question – 

both its definition and solution - , to reveal oft-concealed social injustices, and to 
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highlight acts of political agency by marginalized Kurds. Just as I could not remove my 

presence from the field- every interview, conversation, and interaction in the field was 

shaped by a dynamic relationship between myself as the researcher (or an American, a 

woman, etc.) and the respondent – I did not remove my self from the analysis that 

follows. I switch between first and third person narratives often and cite from my field 

journal regularly. In this way, I aim to show that research is an ongoing dialogue between 

partners and friends; it is a conversation that is continuously rewritten by the active role 

of the researcher in the construction of the field site. The work that follows, then, should 

be read as a self-reflexive conversation with the field. At all times, I strive to portray this 

conversation in a way that is accountable to and  respectful of the trust that was 

generously given to me by the many people I met in Diyarbakır. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

WOMEN AND THE POLITICAL LEGITIMACY OF THE KURDISH 
QUESTION 

 

When I first arrived in Diyarbakır in 2005 to conduct Master’s research, I was little 

prepared for the kinds of interrogations from new acquaintances (usually men) over my 

research intentions. Given the recent history of conflict in the region, this suspicion was 

more than justified. Trust is something that does not come quickly between outsiders and 

the migrant populations of Diyarbakır (and those most affected by displacement, 

violence, imprisonment, etc.).  I learned fairly quickly to speak only to my interests in 

women and “women’s problems”- often in reference to issues of literacy and domestic 

violence- when asked the nature of my research. Framed in this way, the project appeared 

innocuous and more believable because I was a woman myself.  Ironically, I was 

employing the same kinds of tactics that state and government organizations use to 

diffuse perceived threats to the national security imperatives of the state. By way of 

‘gender’, development has become a neutral stage upon which state and local 

governments can enact the ideals implicit to their mutual political projects.  

But the relationship between gender, development, and security is anything but a-

political. Women play a central role in the home as primary caregiver and parental unit. 

Thus, they are a critical link between government and home, between public and private 

life, and, as of late, between the identified security concerns of and threats to the security 

state.  
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In the next several chapters, I will discuss in detail the ongoing dialogue between women 

and development agents, curriculum, and the activities and practices of development 

centers. I preface these discussions with this chapter examining the institutional linkages 

between gender, development, and the Kurdish Question. Through an examination of the 

historical and contemporary construction of the Women Question in Turkey, I argue that 

the Women Question serves as a backdrop against which geopolitical imaginaries about 

the Southeast region and perceptions, strategies, and solutions regarding the Kurdish 

Question are formed. The data in this chapter draw from my field observations on the 

institutional connections between women, nationalism, and development in Diyarbakır as 

well as from historical narratives about the role of women in projects of national building 

and modernization. I end this chapter with detailed descriptions of the specific sites in 

Diyarbakır in which I conducted research. This chapter is divided into 3 parts then: 1) I 

discuss the gendering of national security and counter nationalist concerns of the Turkish 

state and pro-Kurdish movement to explain how women are embattled in geopolitical 

struggles over national belonging; 2) I trace the historic importance of women to the 

Turkish and Kurdish nationalist projects as historical foundation to current gendered 

development initiatives in Southeast Turkey today, and; 3) I describe the seven sites in 

Diyarbakır in which I conducted research. 
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The Kurdish Question as the Women Question 

 

On March 8, 2010 in celebration of International Women’s Day, Prime Minister Erdoğan 

gave a talk at a conference in Şanliurfa on “The Southeastern Anatolian Project (GAP) 

and Strengthening of Women”. He stated: 

On the occasion of International Women’s Day, I ask once again from all 
the women and mothers of our country to set their hearts on the end of this 
pain. I am also appealing to the mothers who lend support to the separatist 
terrorist organization: Please put yourselves in the shoes of mothers who 
lost their sons in the fight against terrorism. Please prevent your sons from 
going to the mountains as terrorists. Let’s unite as the 72.5 million citizens 
of this country. It is firstly the women and mothers who will remove the 
seeds of discord sown among us. (Today’s Zaman, March 09, 2010) 

 

On that same day, back in Diyarbakır thousands of Kurdish women marched in red, 

green, and yellow (the colors of the Kurdish flag) holding banners from different 

government and non-government pro-Kurdish organizations chanting slogans of freedom 

in Kurdish. Nearly all prominent female pro-Kurdish politicians participated (Fig. 2.1), 

including BDP Co-Chair at the time Gültan Kışanak who later claimed in her own 

speech: 

We women, we see our struggle equal with the struggle for peace in this 
country. It is this struggle for peace in which women are always at the 
forefront. (Bianet, March 09, 2010) 

 

I was at the pro-Kurdish women’s demonstration and witnessed the very visible ways that 

the discourse over women’s rights and Kurdish cultural rights are enmeshed. From afar, 

the march was only a sea of green, yellow, red, and purple. For both politicians (Erdoğan 

and Kışanak) situated on very opposite sides of the political spectrum, women are seen as 
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crucial to the struggle to bring peace to the Southeast region and to Turkey as a whole. 

One year later at a similar march in Şanliurfa in celebration of the 2011 International 

Women’s Day celebration, Leyle Zana17 stated “There is no freedom without women’s 

freedom”(rojwomen.com, 2011). In other words, freedom from the patriarchy of the 

home is implicit to the fight for freedom from the patriarchy of the state.  The importance 

of women as a political cause and face for both Turkish and Kurdish government 

apparatuses is great and growing. Women have taken central stage in the geopolitical 

battles over belonging, rights, and the very production of life itself.  

 

 

                                                
17 Leyla Zana, a prominent pro-Kurdish politician, is one of the most public faces of the Kurdish 
struggle in Turkey. During her inauguration into Parliament in 1992, she ended her oath of office 
by saying in Kurdish “I take this oath for the brotherhood between the Turkish people and the 
Kurdish people.” Her public use of Kurdish resulted in ten years of imprisonment. She was 
nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1995 and 1998 for efforts at Turkish-Kurdish solidarity. 
She was reelected to parliament during the June 12, 2011 national elections, and gave her oath of 
office in October 2011. She is currently facing a separate charge for accused ties to the PKK ,and, 
if convicted, she faces another three years in prison. 
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Fig 2.1. Women at the 2010 International Women’s Day March, Diyarbakır, Turkey. 8 
March 2010. 
 

Beyond the visible displays of women’s solidarity through public marches18, it is in the 

expansion of the reach of the Turkish state and pro- Kurdish local government into the 

day-to-day lives of women where the meaningful political negotiations are taking place. 

In interviews with development administrators and teachers, respondents constantly 

highlighted the importance of the intimate spaces of home and neighborhood. Merdem, 

an administrator at the laundry, said “you would not believe the things that happen 

behind closed doors”.  In a similar discussion across the city at a governorship-run center, 

                                                
18 It should be noted, however, that many of the women I worked with in migrant neighborhoods did not 
attend the marches because of their concern with leaving the neighborhood – whether that be because their 
husbands did not permit this or they did not feel comfortable venturing into strange parts of the city. The 
spatial mobility of women is something I will discuss in further detail in a Chapter 5. 
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a Husna Hoca, a literacy teacher, described “the backstreets of Diyarbakır” as 

“Diyarbakır’s other face”, the places that house stories of immense suffering. For them, 

the spaces of the home and neighborhood that are coined with phrases like “behind closed 

doors” and the “back streets” are spaces hidden from public view both literally and 

figuratively. Beyond their physical location, they are also the places that bear witness to 

practices concealed from public knowledge - practices which development projects are 

working to change. An overt recognition of the physical and metaphoric private/public 

divide exists alongside a hope that government intervention in these neighborhoods will 

eventually make the private public. In spite of a growth in dialogue at the institutional 

level, however, there remains a persistent lack of awareness among the local population 

in Diyarbakır and the national populations in Turkey more generally of the conditions 

poor migrant families live and work under.19 There are major steps being made by 

governmental and non-governmental organizations to begin to understand the unique 

relationship between gender and conflict. 

 

Relocating geopolitical inquiry and policy to the migrant Kurdish home (away from the 

Turkish “West” and the halls of parliament)  “places human practice and cultural logics at 

the center of discussions about the state and recognizes the social reproduction as 

inseparable from those practices and logics”’ (Mitchell, Marston, & Katz, 2004). For both 

local and national governments and non-governmental organizations, the success of 

                                                
19 During the research, my translator Saadet would confess to me her shame for having little understanding 
prior to our work of the conditions of migrant neighborhoods (several of which were only 10 minutes from 
her home). Conversations with other center and laundry volunteers also revealed similar dismay the first 
time they encountered these neighborhoods. 
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development programs is marked by the ability of women to access and achieve 

education and then implement classroom lessons into their home lives. Central to these 

goals are: teaching literacy both as means of accessing information and increased 

mobility; increased participation and integration within government programs (schooling, 

healthcare, marriage); and dissemination of knowledge about reproductive rights, 

parenting, and gender relations. The underlying goals of the programs reflect the 

disparate agendas of different government apparatuses. For example, changes sought by 

development coordinators are not unlike those of reforms implemented during the early 

Republic in the realm of family life and gender roles/relations nor of most modernizing 

nation-states. However, the ethnic character of the Southeast region and its recent history 

of conflict make the motives of development questionable for some and deeply political 

for all. This is particularly true in the face of a growing pro-Kurdish gendered 

development initiative that is working similarly to modernize its female Kurdish 

population through education but conversely to create a population of citizens that is 

actively aware of their Kurdish ethnic identity.  

 

In many ways, the Kurdish Question has become a formative part of the Women 

Question and vice-versa. As the central focus of socioeconomic development efforts by 

both Turkish and pro-Kurdish government and non-government affiliates, women’s 

bodies are part of what Dowler and Sharp term “making the international”(2001, 169). 

Women - their bodies, their behavior, and even their vote - constitute an emerging and 

important terrain of struggle over political power and national belonging in the Southeast. 
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For the Turkish state, women represent the historical struggles between a modern and 

urbanized Turkish “West” and a backward and rural Kurdish “East”; for the pro-Kurdish 

movement, women represent the struggles between an archaic and repressive Turkish 

nation-state and a modern and internationalized Kurdish population. Thus, to speak of the 

category of “women” is to speak of a particular process of political subjectivization. 

Subjectivazation refers to the process by which material practices (education, work, 

family making) and spaces (centers, government offices, the home) shape women’s 

entrepreneurs, Turks, Kurds, etc. These kinds of self-actualizations ongoing through the 

development process are what Althusser (1971) terms “interpellation” – the making of 

subjects - , and they are critical components in the practice of government. But 

subjectivization is also characterized by contradiction, confusion, and outright resistance 

as information is filtered through a variety of life experiences (a history of conflict, 

displacement, poverty, complication in securing state documents, raising children, getting 

married or divorced, domestic violence).  

 

To understand why women in particular play such a prominent role in the development 

process today, we need to establish some context for the role of women in national 

building processes historically and in the specific case of Turkey. In the case of Turkey, 

this role also worked to shape a discourse about the Southeast region. Feminist 

geographers have long argued, “the personal is political”.  In the mundane choices about 

home life, family, and work, the values underpinning the cultural boundaries of the 

nation-state are forged (Brown & Staehli, 2003; Dowler & Sharp, 2001; England, 2003). 
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Early feminist post-colonial scholarship explored in detail the multivariate connections 

between gender and nation that shaped 18th and 19th century colonial projects in the 

developing world abroad and pointedly in the Middle East. Chatterjee (1990), for 

example, argued that women were the primary “mechanism” through which colonial 

programs of cultural change took place across a number of different spatial and temporal 

contexts. This preoccupation with women in their role as citizens and family and 

community members marked a significant expansion of government into the domain of 

domestic life (Abu-Lughod, 1998; Jayawardena, 1986; Yuval-Davis, 1991). In the pre- 

and early Republican era in Turkey, both Turkish and Kurdish nationalist movements 

turned to gender as means to secure national legitimacy. Their mutual narratives are 

foundational to current development practice and policy unfolding in Kurdish Southeast 

Turkey. I trace both narratives – Turkish and Kurdish – in the next two sections. 

 

The Turkish Women Question: Narrating the Southeast through 
(Under)Development 

 

Development curriculum promotes the interests of the Turkish state in very overt ways 

showing that government intervention in gendered identity making is not simply about 

making modern women, but modern Turkish women. This is implied through the dual-

focus of literacy and family planning classes on citizenship education with units that 

teach women about their national rights, the national voting process, and Republic 

history. For this reason, there is a fairly large contingent of nationalist-leaning Kurds and 

pro-Kurdish affiliates who argue that the GAP project and its counterparts are blatant 



 

 

76 

attempts to erase the cultural identity of the Kurds (KHRP, 2009). My experiences, 

however, challenge the certainty of this claim, as I consistently found that the curriculum 

and development practice were produced and interpreted for a variety of interests. 

Development initiatives today are not so different from those first implemented in the 

early years of the Republic under the cloak of the Turkish nation-building project. They 

are not only foundational to the substance and scope of current programs and policy, they 

are also central to ongoing struggles over the Kurdish Question. 

 

The adoption of the 1926 Civil Code three years after the start of the Republic 

represented the first serious insertion of government into private life in Turkey.  The 

Code legally demarcated the boundaries around marriage and gender relations. Among 

these new policies were the abolishment of polygamy, advancement of equal rights for 

women in matters of divorce and inheritance, and the legalization of monogamous and 

secular marriage. Central to the Code’s enactment was the ability of women to physically 

perform and symbolically represent the moral tenets of the new Turkish nation, and the 

government and popular media did not underplay these responsibilities. Whether through 

education programs in rural areas to images in literature and popular media, women 

quickly became a visible marker for the moral legitimation of a nation. “The 

emancipation of women could be presented as part and parcel of a national regeneration 

project articulated in the language of moral redemption” (Kandiyoti, 15). A statute of 

equal rights between men and women, including property rights, suffrage, and mandatory 

education, transformed women into political pawns in the fight for modernity and 
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progress by an arguably still patriarchal state. By naturalizing in law and pubic discourse 

a new model of modern living, Republic reforms constituted a “project of ‘degendering’ 

and ‘regendering’” replacing Islamic gender codes with the secular and liberal values of 

an pre-Islamic Turkish past  (Durakbaşa, 1998, 141).  

 

As law and education progressively dictated family life during the early years of the 

Republic, nationalist literature and popular dialogue about gender relations and Turkish 

family making highlighted a stark binary between a ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ family 

model that was also strongly polarized along an urban/rural binary (Kandiyoti, 1995).  A 

modern family was urban and nuclear, while a traditional family was rural and extended. 

Stycos’ (1965) article on the relationship between family planning and modernization in 

Turkey investigates the “cultural” difficulties posed in teaching family planning to 

women in Eastern villages in the mid-20th century. The fact that rural areas were marked 

by academic and popular literature as inadaptable to modern practices reveals their 

increasing marginalization to the nationalizing project in the eyes of urban elites. In 

addition to identified concerns over the size of families, there arose a whole slew of other 

problematic behaviors typified by the rural way of life, including polygamy, religious 

conservatism, intra-family marriage, and early marriage.  

 

Despite a fairly prominent and growing urban population in Eastern Turkey, images of 

the East and the Southeast were historically and still today associated with this kind of 

traditional, conservative, and sometimes barbaric image. In tracing the discursive roots of 
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citizenship in Turkey, Mesut Yeğen  (1998) argues that the Kurdish Question has 

historically been framed as one of socio-economic underdevelopment. In this way, 

political elites could avoid openly discussing its ethno-political dimensions. The inability 

so to speak of the Southeastern regions to modernize was symbolized first and foremost 

in gendered images of family and dress. Review of policy and curriculum today shows 

that the socio-economic narrative still underpins many of the motivations behind 

gendered development goals. A GAP document identifies the primary motives of the 

project as creating  “conditions for an advanced social structure and a contemporary way 

of life”, thus entailing “the change and replacement of traditional structures together with 

their corresponding institutions and modes of relationship” (GAP, 1997, 11). ‘Traditional 

structures’ refers to the religious and social structures that governed life in the rural 

Southeast historically, namely the Ashiret system. Popular perceptions of the Ashiret 

system have also served to substantiate the idea that Kurds are a violent and barbaric 

people. Combined with gendered tropes of family making, these images of tribal violence 

also formulate the rationality behind socio-economic development initiatives.  

 

The Ashiret system, withered in size and influence over the last several decades, was the 

defining social structure under which tribal Kurds were organized for centuries. The 

Ashiret was governed under a tribal hierarchy of communal land use and ownership, and 

it was not uncommon for disputes over land to lead to violence between tribes.  In 

addition, because maintaining bloodlines was of utmost importance to tribal character, 

marriage was mandated to be among members of the same tribe. Thus, secret marriages 
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between members of different tribes or ‘kidnappings’ of young brides by opposing tribes 

were reasons for inter-tribal conflict. Owing to this history and the way the Ashiret has 

been portrayed in public discourse, a number of racist narratives associating Kurds with 

barbarism and violence exist throughout Turkey today. Beyond the work that they do to 

ethnicize ‘violence’, these narratives also gender violence by calling into question the 

practice of Kurdish family and community making with women as their central symbolic 

figure. Erhan (1997), for example, alleges that regional blood feuds are the result of 

resentments over division of land into smaller and smaller pieces as families grow 

through inter-family marriage, polygamy, and high birthrates. 

 

Unfortunately, prevailing thoughts on the relationship between Kurdish culture and 

violence have found a voice in the contemporary warscape. Images in the media coming 

out of the Southeast of protests and stone-throwing children support and even perpetuate 

the narrative of cultural violence. And whether or not women participate as perpetrators 

of this violence (the majority of the women I spoke with had no past involvement in 

political violence), they are nonetheless hailed as peacemakers (see P.M. Erdoğan’s quote 

in the previous section). As the delegated representative of the household, they bear 

responsibility for both the private work of family reform and the public work of conflict 

mediation. The two are inextricably linked in development dialogue.  
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The Kurdish Women Question: Modernizing the Cultural Stuggle 
 

What is less discussed today, due in part to a void in literature, is the way that the early 

Kurdish nationalist movements during the late Ottoman Empire and Early Turkish 

Republic similarly used the face of women for their nationalist endeavors. In the years 

immediately leading up to the creation of the Turkish Republic, Kurdish women played a 

short-lived (and primarily a discursive) but not insignificant role in legitimizing the 

nationalist aspirations of the Kurdish people. During this time, the emerging dialogue 

about the rights of Kurds to statehood and self-determination contributed to the 

environment of political unrest and competing demands over post-World War I land 

allocations. The Society for the Advancement of Kurdish Women was formed as an arm of 

the Society for the Advancement of Kurdistan in 1919 indicating the first time Kurdish 

women had been cast as national actors: 

In 1913, the ‘Women Question’ was introduced in the Kurdish press as an 
important social issue- a problem whose solution would bring the Kurds 
progress, modernity, prosperity, and ultimately, nationhood. As one writer 
put it, ‘one of the yardsticks of civilization is woman’s place in society 
and the success she has attained’. (Klein, 2001, 28) 
 

Producing educated female subjects who could not only embody the pure traits of 

Kurdish culture but more importantly impart them to her children, would serve to give 

the Kurdish movement political legitimacy in the eyes of the colonial powers. The status 

of women became the primary marker for the modernism of Kurdish society as a whole. 

”Whereas before, writers advocated the modernization and the education of the Kurds as 

a means for promoting a healthier Ottoman and/or Islamic polity/society, now the view 
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began to emerge on how education and other aspects of ‘modernity’ were to be developed 

with the goal of establishing and claiming Kurdish nationhood” (Klein, 2001, 30). 

Women were key to this movement and “their freedom(s)” quickly adopted as a 

conceptual tool to herald in the freedom for all Kurds. 

 

With the foundation of the Republic in 1923 and the series of laws established shortly 

thereafter restricting non-Turkish cultural expression, any attempt at national unification 

by prominent Kurdish society members was squashed. Beyond record of select violent 

uprisings (the 1925 Sey Sayid and 1937 Dersim rebellions most notably), largely 

religious in nature, the category of  ‘Kurdish woman’ all but disappeared. The silence in 

scholarship and political dialogue on Kurdish women extends through to the 1970’s, even 

as the Turkish feminist movement found a foothold.  Early Turkish feminists were 

strongly committed to the tenets of Turkish republicanism, in effect marginalizing all 

non-Turkish feminine experience (Mojab, 2001). “[Turkish] feminists generally do not 

deviate from the state’s politics of denial of the ethnic and national diversity of Turkey. 

Turkish feminists have faithfully followed the doctrine of the nation-state: there are no 

Kurds; there are no Kurdish women; all women are Turks” (Mojab, 2006, 5). The non-

acknowledgement of the concerns of minority women worked as a further mechanism of 

ethnic exclusion.  

 

It wasn’t until the 1970s with the nationalist movement launched by the PKK and the 

resulting waves of ethnic violence in the 1980s and 1990s that women were once again 
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inscribed into the Kurdish nationalist movement. This time it was as workers and 

fighters20 in the socialist motivations of the PKK, a Marxist-leaning organization that 

sought to distance itself from past nationalist efforts that were religious in nature. In fact, 

the PKK had little tolerance for Islamic family and community structures that still 

governed social life in the Southeast region, as they upheld, according to Abdullah 

Ocalan, the very class hierarchy he fought to eradicate. Ocalan theorized his opinions on 

the status and role of women and their place in the armed struggle against the Turks in his 

early writings. His ideas echoed anti-colonial Marxist movements elsewhere at the time 

(Palestine, Algeria, and Basque country to name a few). Ocalan’s thoughts on capitalism 

and gender were foundational to the major tenets of the PKK movement. He believed 

capitalism to be a form of female slavery, and he often referred back to ancient 

matriarchal societies as a kind of benchmark. It is interesting to note similarities in the 

way that Ocalan invoked the past to lay claim to the present in much the same way that 

Turkish nationalists have done so throughout the life of the Republic. To this day PKK-

supporters continue to highlight the important role women play in the movement, evident 

from a number of discussions with PKK supporters and soldier’s families in my research. 

Several women would show me pictures of their daughters, telling me proudly that they 

were dağlarda (“in the mountains”).21 

                                                
20 Estimates are that there were approximately 2000 Women PKK fighters (15-20%) during the 
peak conflict years of 1993 and 1994 (Grojean 2008: 526-27; Kutschera 1993: 220; Galletti 2001; 
Beran,D. 1995). 
21 The ‘mountains’ refers to the Kandil mountain range in Northern Iraq which is where the main 
PKK bases are located. To “go to the mountains” means to go fight for the PKK. Several PKK-
supporters described Kandil as “their Pentagon”, as the location where the logistical planning of 
warfare happens. 
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In spite of the PKK’s active recruitment of women and efforts to laud the movement as 

one of female empowerment and gender equality, the degree to which the average 

Kurdish woman can disengage from her responsibilities and expectations in the family 

and join the PKK fight is still limited. On the other hand, since the early 1990s formal 

and legal political participation by female Kurds in the pro-Kurdish movement has grown 

alongside women’s civic role in the public sphere. Beginning with Leyla Zana, the first 

female Kurdish politician to be voted into office, in 1992 (resulting subsequently in a ten-

year prison sentence), the pro-Kurdish parties and constituents have made a concerted 

effort to elect women into offices in the last 15 years. Their efforts have paid off, as the 

BDP currently has highest percentage of female parliament members of all Turkish 

political parties.22 Beyond the sphere of politics, Kurdish women began to form their own 

feminist associations and journals in the 1990’s, such as Roza and Jujin in 1996. While 

the Turkish feminist movement fragmented in the 1990’s into particularist threads, a 

distinctly Kurdish strand of feminism found its voice in the 1980s and 1990s and has 

continued to grow in the last decade. It was quite remarkable to observe this energy 

during my time in Diyarbakır through my observations of public marches, women’s 

rights campaigns, and the widespread publication of Kurdish feminist literature.  

 

                                                
22 At the time this dissertation was written, 31% of BDP officials were female. This is compared 
to 28.5% for independents (many of whom are also Kurdish),14% for AKP and CHP, and 5.7% 
for MJP. 
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Contrary to the pre-Republican period of Kurdish nationalist organizing, today it is 

women themselves who are some of the more active members of the Kurdish political 

movement, “gendering” the cause by bringing distinctly female concerns to the political 

agenda. As an example, I attended a conference on “Kurdish Women” (‘Konferans Jinen 

Kurd’) at Sümer Park, the Social Services Branch of the BDP-run municipality, in April 

2010. Conference attendees consisted of prominent female Kurdish politicians, scholars, 

writers, and activists from across the Kurdish world- Syria, Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and parts 

of Europe. Among the participants were Leyla Zana and BDP representative Aysel 

Tuğluk. The conference proceedings were simultaneously translated into English, 

Kurmanji and Soorani (two dialects of Kurdish), and Turkish. At the opening of the 

conference, a statement was read: “Women are always in the foreground of the Kurdish 

struggle…We must achieve the freedom of women so that Kurdish society can also do 

the same.” Presentations over the course of those two days consisted of discussions about 

the role and status of Kurdish women in the home, society, and in the struggle for cultural 

rights. There were those who echoed the socialist doctrines of the PKK, linking women’s 

oppression to the capitalist state system; on the other hand, many identified micro-credit 

and entrepreneurship programs as a prescription for women’s oppression. Some 

discussed issues of education, naming illiteracy and traditional gender relations as major 

impediments to the development of a democratic and modern Kurdish society. Growing 

rates of domestic violence and honor killings were also discussed in the same vein. While 

solutions to these acknowledged problems varied, there was consensus over the 

significant role women have and would continue to play in the Kurdish struggle. What 
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these conversations mean for the project of development is that pro-Kurdish government 

and non-government organizations are using women to counter prominent geopolitical 

narratives of a backward Southeast. The Women Question is very much unfolding as a 

larger geopolitical question about nation, identity, and belonging. Not only is it through a 

gendered political agenda that the Kurds are giving their struggle momentum and 

justification; it is also through development interventions that they are creating new pro-

Kurdish constituents. Likewise, the same can be said of the Turkish nation-state.  

 

Women’s Education and Social Service Centers: Programs and Priorities 

 

As described in Chapter 1, I worked regularly in seven centers across the city of 

Diyarbakır. These included: three laundries (municipality-sponsored), three women and 

children’s education centers (local government-sponsored), and one non-governmental 

women’s education organization. Briefly, I want to summarize the structure, sponsorship, 

and funding of these various sites. This information is critical to understanding the 

political relations between both centers and centers, and centers and participants (See 

Appendix A). 

 

The hallmark projects of the municipality government (under the administration of the 

pro-Kurdish Peace and Democracy Party- Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi, BDP) are the 

laundries (Fig. 2.2). The çamaşırhaneler (‘laundries’) are located in poor migrant 

neighborhoods primarily on the outskirts of the city. They provide free use of washers, 
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dryers, and detergent to impoverished families; they also usually house two or three 

rooms that serve as classrooms and daycare centers. Launched in 2002, there are four 

laundries in operation today in Diyarbakır catering to approximately 3000 families a 

week in terms of laundry services alone. The laundries are organized and run through the 

office of the ‘Diyarbakır Women's Problem Research Center’ (Diyarbakır Kadın 

Sorunları ve Uygulama Merkezi- DİKASUM), a wing of the Social Services Branch of 

the municipality (Sosyal Hizmetler Dairesi). DİKASUM was established in 2001 as an 

intermediary organization between the local government and community members to 

address the problems of local women, focusing specifically on education, poverty, and 

domestic violence. Funding for many of the municipality-sponsored projects comes from 

the European Union and non-governmental European-based organizations. In this way, 

the municipality is often able to circumvent the dense bureaucracy and heavy oversight of 

the Turkish government.  

 

The ‘governorship’ (valilik), the local representative arm of the ruling national party 

AKP, runs the ‘Women and Children’s Education Centers’ (Kadın ve Çocuk Eğitim 

Merkezler-GAP-KCEM) (Fig. 2.3).  Funding for these projects was initially allocated 

through the national government under a World Bank-sponsored project entitled the 

‘Social Risk Mitigation Project’.23 In 2010, the program was re-encompassed under the 

                                                

23 The Social Risk Mitigation Project is a World Bank funded project initiated after the 2001 
economic crisis in Turkey in order to a) reduce poverty in Turkey and strengthen the institutional 
environment for monitoring poverty; and b) strengthen social protection for vulnerable groups 
through new social assistance initiatives, including introducing new targeted social assistance 
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Southeast Anatolia Project’s (GAP) ‘Back to the Village and Central Rural Development 

Project’, a program focused on the development of rural areas.24 A mix of both 

multilateral and bilateral donors, including the World Bank, EU, and the governments of 

France, Sweden, and the United States, fund the GAP. At the local level, the centers 

themselves are managed through the Social Services Department of the Diyarbakır 

Governorship (Sosyal Hizmetler İl Müdürlüğü). Similar to the laundries, they are located 

in impoverished migrant neighborhoods. It is important to note, however, that a number 

of the neighborhoods, while largely migrant in character, were also home to significant 

populations of old Diyarbakır residents.25  

 

                                                                                                                                            
programs for groups affected by the economic crises. Special attention is given to women and 
education.  

24 There was confusion over why a GAP-funded project on rural development was funding an 
urban development project. When I asked this question to center managers, most did not have an 
answer. However, it was quite commonplace for administrators and teachers to refer to the 
‘village-like’ state of the migrant neighborhoods. As underdeveloped areas in the urban core, the 
neighborhoods that host the ‘Women and Children’s Education Centers’ implement similar 
initiatives to ongoing programs in rural areas and therefore share resources. 
25 In addition to the identified sites above, I also visited and interviewed administrators working 
in ‘Multipurpose Community Centers’ (Çok Amaçlı Toplum Merkezi- ÇATOM). Similarly, these 
centers provide education classes and services for women. They are also funded by the GAP, but 
they are run through the GAP-Regional Administration and are not tied directly to the local 
governorship and the AKP. The multi-faceted GAP project is run out of central offices in Ankara 
and nearby Şanliurfa and is more of a “state” organization in the fact that its structure and staff do 
not change with each new national government. Employees within the GAP-KCEMs are not only 
directly appointed by AKP officials, they also carry out the more the particularistic goals of the 
AKP.  
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Fig 2.2. A BDP-run Laundry in a migrant neighborhood 
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Fig 2.3. A GAP-KCEM in a migrant neighborhood located in the ‘Old City’ (housed in an old 
medresa) 
 

 

In terms of specific programs, both the laundries and the GAP-KCEM’s house an array of 

educational programs for women and children. For children, activities and classes 

include: tae-kwon-do, folk dancing, preschool education, arts and crafts, and computer 

literacy. The two cornerstone classes for women are Turkish literacy and family 

planning/mother’s support. In spite of the fact that the municipality and governorship are 

of different political leanings, they utilize the same teachers and curriculum for these 

classes. The Literacy and Mother’s Support classes are primarily taught by volunteers 

from the local branch of the Mother and Children’s Education Foundation (Anne ve 

Çocuk Eğitim Vakfı – AÇEV), an Istanbul-based NGO serving the educational needs of 
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non-traditional students in Turkey. Teachers from the Ministry of Education teach the 

more advanced levels of literacy for the few women who can and are willing to continue 

beyond introductory courses. Teachers from AÇEV are typically volunteers from the 

local community that are trained by representatives from Istanbul. After a one-week 

training session, teachers are deployed to various governmental and non-governmental 

organizations throughout the community equipped with textbooks and yol parası 

(‘transportation money’). Although AÇEV is ostensibly an independent institution, the 

curriculum is designed in conjunction with the General Directorate of Apprenticeship and 

Non-formal Education under the Turkish Ministry of National Education. In other words, 

the program operates directly under the scope and direction of the national government. 

 

Finally, I made regular visits to the new offices of the Social Service Branch of the 

Municipality, Sümer Park, a large complex located on the outskirts of the commercial 

downtown (Fig. 2.4). DİKASUM (mentioned above) is housed here as are all the central 

Municipality Social Services offices. The complex is divided into several buildings, 

including: one central structure housing the main offices, classrooms, a cafeteria, and 

basketball courts; a large conference hall; a library of Kurdish texts; and a marriage 

ceremony hall. A large park surrounds the complex with several public sculptures 

commemorating Kurdish folklore. Funding for Sümer Park has come primarily from the 

European Union. Classes offered at Sümer Park for women include: çocuk bakımı (‘child 

care’), dikiş nakış (‘sewing’), and kuaför (‘hairdresser’). These courses focus on 
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cultivating marketable skills, and participants tend to be younger, single, and from less 

conservative middle class neighborhoods. Kurdish classes are also taught at Sümer Park. 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 2.4. Sümer Park, Municipality Branch of Social Services 
 

The sites that I chose to explore through my research are in no way comprehensive of all 

women-oriented programs in Diyarbakır. A number of other non-governmental 

organizations and neighborhood-scale projects co-exist within the growing landscape of 

women-targeted development in Diyarbakır. However, they tend to operate generally 
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under the same structure and utilize the same-shared resources (AÇEV curriculum, 

psychological services, etc.).26  

 

Turkish Literacy and Mother’s Education Programs 

 

The two primary classes offered at the laundries and centers (with Sümer Park being the 

exception) are literacy and parenting/family planning. During my time in the field, I 

participated in 3 three month long literacy courses, one as an actual student and two as an 

observer. I also participated in two parenting/family planning programs for 

approximately one month each. Some of the most informative and substantive data I 

recorded were in the literacy courses. These classes were held more regularly (four times 

per week versus two), they were longer in duration (three months versus two), and I did 

not encounter the same kind of distrust with literacy teachers that I did in other cases. 27  

Literacy numbers are a major development indicator for countries and a longtime concern 

of the development goals of the modern Turkish state. Approximately 17-20% of the 

                                                
26 I also conducted work in one non-governmental center, the Gazelle Women’s Organization 
(Ceren Kadın Derneği). Like many NGOs in Diyarbakır, this program is funded by the European 
Union by way of the pro-Kurdish municipality. The major non-governmental women’s 
organizations in Diyarbakır (Ka-MER, SELIS, EPİDEM, and Ceren) have strong affiliations to 
the pro-Kurdish government or the pro-Kurdish movement in Europe. The growth in these centers 
in recent years, speaks to a serious and substantial emergence of a civil society presence and 
dialogue around Kurdish cultural issues. At Ceren, as in the case of SELIS and EPİDEM, Kurdish 
language classes are offered in addition to English. Ceren was the only site I worked in that was 
located in a middle-class neighborhood. This location indicates that the ‘women’s project’ for the 
pro-Kurdish movement is not geared simply around impoverished migrants but around Kurdish 
women of all generations and socio-economic status.  
27 Due to concern over my research motives, AÇEV representatives from Istanbul would not 
allow me to attend the Mother’s Support classes beyond the first month. This is one of a number 
of roadblocks I would encounter due to a large distrust of outsiders in the region (on both Turkish 
and Kurdish government sides). 
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population in select provinces in the Southeast, including Diyarbakır, is illiterate 

(KONDA, 2011). Of those numbers, the majority are women. In the Southeast region, 

38% of women are illiterate. Compare theses numbers to 0-8% illiteracy rates in the 

western provinces of Turkey. This regional discrepancy in literacy indicates importantly a 

significant gap in education levels between Turks and Kurds with women occupying the 

largest portion of this gap.28  

 

The Functional Adult Literacy Program and Women’s Support Program (FALP) is a two-

part program. The first portion of the course addresses the basics of reading and writing 

(alphabet, phonetics, sentence construction) and was created in 1995. The ‘Women’s 

Support’ program was introduced as a second component of the literacy course in 2002, 

around the same time the Turkish government began the intensive campaign of socio-

economic development in the Southeast region and the PKK declared ceasefire in 2001. 

Together, the course teaches literacy skills through a substantive concentration on ‘life 

skills’. For example, the introduction of new letters is paired with stories about a social or 

political issues deemed relevant to the concerns of poor migrant women. AÇEV’s target 

audience is “women who have migrated to urban centers and find it difficult to participate 

in societal life due to being illiterate” (AÇEV, 2011). While this description excludes 

regional or ethnic references, it is quite clear by the start date of the program (2002) and 

its overt emphasis on ‘migrant’ women that the majority of participants are likely to be 

Kurdish.  The program is implemented primarily in the provinces of the Kurdish 

                                                
28 Literacy rates, along with all other state-appropriated statistical information, are not categorized 
by ethnicity. 



 

 

94 

Southeast and in (predominantly Kurdish) migrant neighborhoods in Istanbul and 

Ankara. The curriculum itself consists of 120 hours of class time taught by trained AÇEV 

volunteers. This usually amounts to 3 months of work for the volunteers.  

 

The main objective of literacy courses is as follows: 

 
The program aims for participants to gain skills that would boost women’s 
status in society and the family, such as using literacy skills in daily life, 
benefiting from the right to lifelong education as an informed citizen, and 
understanding the importance of educating female children. (AÇEV, 2011) 

 

Literacy is considered an essential tool in living a better life. Undergirding the focus on 

literacy- the mere words themselves- are important intercessions into “life’s work”, or the 

values and practices that shape the very production and management of life (Mitchell, 

Marston, & Katz, 2004). According to AÇEV, “Literacy is functional only to the extent 

that it facilitates daily life and increases the quality of life” (2011). Literacy, thus, does 

work to create meaning, understanding, and self-expression around life itself. Fig. 2.6 

lists the topical units covered during the course. The unit titles offer us a rather 

comprehensive look at the kind of life women are invited to participate in as Turkish 

citizens. Units range from health and hygiene and parenting to labor (within and outside 

the home) and gender relations and domestic violence in the family to voting and 

citizenship education. They are as extensive as they are intensive.29  

                                                
29 I do not spend a significant amount of time in this dissertation deconstructing the literacy 
curriculum, although I foresee this as a future project, alongside a comprehensive exploration of 
the institutional side of program and curriculum development (work that would most likely take 
me to government offices in Ankara and Istanbul). 
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While the FALP program addresses the general concerns of women - young and old, 

mothers, daughters, and wives- AÇEV’s Mother’s Support Program serves as a 

mentorship program for mothers of younger children (typically between the ages of 3 and 

11). The program’s objective is to “provide mothers with information and support on 

child development and education, and strengthen the relationship between children and 

their mothers.” (AÇEV, 2011). The topical units covered are listed in Fig. 2.7. 

With explicit focus on parenting, the Mother’s Support program places priority on the 

welfare of children and the rights of children more so than the FALP program.  
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FALP’s 25 Units: 
 
• Our Personal Characteristics and Our Rights 
• Girl’s and Women’s Right to Education and Gainful Employment 
• Questioning Gender-Based Division of Labor –  

             I: For Women to Make Time for Themselves 
• Health and Hygiene 
• Questioning Gender-Based Division of Labor – II: The Right to Travel 
• Gossip and the Right to Life 
• Selecting a Spouse, Early Marriage, Marriage between Relatives 
• Official Wedding Ceremony and Divorce 
• Local Administrations 
• Division of Labor at Home and Supporting the Education of Girl Children 
• Nutrition and Health 
• Preventive Child Healthcare 
• Women’s Inheritance and Property Rights 
• How Sex is Determined 
• Pregnancy, Childbirth, Nutrition for Infants and Infant Health 
• First Aid 
• The Right to Motherhood and Family Planning 
• Women and Reproductive Health 
• The Harms of Beatings and Punishment as a Method of Discipline  
• How Turkey is Governed, the Right to Vote and Be Elected 
• Violence Against Women 
• Inter-Family Relations and Healthy Communication  
• Child Labor and Children’s Rights  
• Child Abuse and Neglect 
• Preparing for School 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2.5. FALP Literacy Curriculum Units 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

97 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

Fig. 2.6 . AÇEV’s Mother’s Support Program Curriculum Units 

 

One can see from this list that the ‘women’s support’ component of the curriculum is 

quite comprehensive in its coverage of family life issues (gender relations, parenting, 

discipline, violence) and citizen life (rights, Republic history, government structure, and 

these two types of ‘belonging’ (to family and nation) the latter of which are not mutually 

exclusive. In fact, the pairing together of lessons on citizenship rights/responsibilities 

with family rights/responsibilities shows the degree to which the two are interconnected 

both by law and by a kind of national moral code. On the first page of our literacy 

booklet, a photo of Atatürk  next to a chalkboard of letters is framed with this quote: 

Okuma- yazma bilmeyenleri öğrenmeye teşvik etmek yurtseverlik görevidir (“It is a 

patriotic duty to teach the illiterate to be literate”). Education, the very act of reading and 

writing is, not surprisingly, a very politicized process. “To attend to modern educational 

institutions is to be interpellated into new discourses about the training of minds and 

characters and new practices of disciplining the body” (Abu-Lughod, 1998, 13). Because 

Mother’s Support Program’s 12 Units: 
 
• Child Development and the Role of the Family: 
• Physical and Cognitive Development in Children: 
• Social and Emotional Development in Children: 
• Listening to Children and Self-Expression for Mothers: 
• Instilling Desirable Behaviors in Children 
• Reducing Undesirable Behaviors in Children 
• Instilling a Sense of Responsibility in Children: 
• Sexual Education: 
• School-Family-Community Relationships in Child Development: 
• The Contributions of Play to Child Development: 
• Reproductive Health and Effective Contraceptive Methods: 
•    Women’s Reproductive System, Early Diagnosis in Breast Cancer and  
       Sexually Transmitted Diseases: 
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national projects rely heavily on the embodiment of a shared system of values with the 

family as a central space for the installation and practice of these systems, women, in 

turn, are given the task of representing and reproducing (socially-reproducing) these 

moral codes. In their enactment, literacy and mother support lessons are constructed by 

identifying characteristics of their target populations that are deemed ‘inappropriate’ or 

contradictory to the laws and moral codes foundational to the Turkish nation.  

 

These expanded efforts to ‘know’ a population and then to ‘create’ a set of ‘problems’ to 

address happen through daily encounters between government and individual. 

Institutionalized curriculum is the product of an assemblage of various interactions and 

attachments between places and people. Interviews and observations with administrators 

and teachers in the classroom (six of the seven sites that I worked in offered these 

programs) speak to the praxis of education, and the way that development lessons are 

translated from the book to home and vice-versa. These connections are part of a larger 

circulation of knowledge, learned and lived, that shape and reshape new problems about 

the way life is lived. According to Foucault (2007), circulation, fundamental to the liberal 

mode of government, is a process by which risk is mitigated through constant flows of 

information that inform new problems and solutions. One advantage of having conducted 

both masters and dissertation work in the same field site is that I was able to witness over 

time the ways knowledge was circulating between the government and Kurdish migrant 

families through education. Since 2006, the social education component of the FALP 

program has been significantly altered in accordance with what AÇEV researchers are 
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finding to be emerging problems. The range of topics addressed today are much more 

expansive than those only 5 years ago. For example, the topic of marriage between 

relatives was not addressed in the old curriculum.  

 

As the AÇEV literature outlines, the primary goals of their programs are to serve as a 

social support in the transition of family life from rural to urban areas. This was the 

identified goal of all the sites I worked within both Turkish and pro-Kurdish. As 

explained above, the terms ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ are infused with historically constructed 

meanings about life choices and practices. A clear distinction is drawn between a rural 

and an urban type of living in curriculum content.30 

 

Documentation 

 

Beyond education, the KCEMs and laundries serve the bureaucratic ends of the state in 

ensuring that migrant families are properly documented with the government. Because 

village life operated through social rules that adhered more to religious doctrine than state 

                                                
30 While there have been great investments in Kurdish language education across the city (Sümer 
Park and a number of non-governmental organizations for example offer Kurdish classes to 
women), Kurdish literacy as a core part of curriculum in migrant neighborhood education centers 
is still underdeveloped. This is not without some contention. There are those who argue that it is 
more important for migrant women to learn Turkish reading and writing first, as this will benefit 
them most when accessing state services and traversing the city (visiting hospitals, signing 
documents, etc.). In contrast, many pro-Kurdish politicians see Kurdish engaged education as 
critical to the nationalist project and critical to solving the Kurdish Question. At the time of my 
departure from Diyarbakır, there were still no Kurdish classes in migrant neighborhoods. Their 
growth and popularity in middle class neighborhoods and more commercial districts is greatly 
increasing, however. 
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and civil laws, many women and children were not registered with the state at marriage 

and birth. While course curriculum on citizenship and rights provides the ideological 

avenue for women to become members of the Turkish political community, 

documentation provides the legal means. For women, documents are literally the tickets 

by which they can access needed resources (financial aid, healthcare, food). The 

complications encountered in the city from the absence of these documents are vast. A 

DİKASUM-Municipality publication identifies a lack of formal documentation as a 

significant problem for migrant families in the urban Southeast. “We face those who have 

never had a civil marriage license and even those who do not have a national identity; 

masses of women do not exist on paper” (Coşkun, 2006, 22). Marriage status is of 

particular concern to development actors. A civil marriage license – an instrument for 

legal recognition by the state - acts as a critical gateway to state services. Without this 

legal channel of recognition, women and children face serious barriers in accessing basic 

resources of financial aid and education. Education about marriage, both its legal and 

religious definitions, occupies a large portion of literacy and family planning curriculum 

due to the character of marital arrangements and practices that are prevalent in the region. 

The DİKASUM document continues: “Many women are confined to older types of 

marital arrangements with no freedom”. By “older types” of marital arrangements, this 

publication is referring to polygamous arrangements wherein men may have up to three 

wives (this was the largest number I saw). The first wife may or may not be wed through 

civil law while the second or third wives are bound only to their husband through a 

religious union. Of course the legal jurisdiction on marriage in Turkey is such that 
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religious and polygamous unions are not recognized by the state. Thus the legal status of 

second and third wives, called kuma, is non-existent. Some of the various complications 

incurred by the non-recognition of kuma(s) include: children of unregistered couples 

cannot attend schools nor can they, along with second and third wives, qualify for family 

healthcare (this is a barrier that is sometimes skirted if all children in the family are listed 

under the name of the first wife); second and third wives cannot seek legal aid in cases of 

domestic abuse nor do they have any legal recourse in terms of spousal and child support 

should their husbands leave or be killed. I encountered all of these cases during my time 

in Diyarbakır. 

 

Because of the legal capital civil marriage offers women, an annual report of one KCEM 

describes marriage as sosyal bir güvence (‘social security’) (Celik, 2005, 26), a critical  

instrument by which the state can ‘protect’ its citizens. For this reason, the governorships 

and the municipality both sponsor bi-annual civil marriage ceremonies for undocumented 

couples (those who can legally bind their union). Included among the new buildings in 

the Sümer Park complex is a grandiose ceremony hall that provides a space for the 

marriage ceremonies. As yet, there is no standard method to aid kuma(s) and their 

children, and many women remain entangled in a sticky web of legal jurisprudence, stuck 

always at a crossroad of legality and illegality. 

 

In addition to the civil marriage license, development centers also work to help secure 

healthcare for neighborhood residents in the form of the Yeşil Kart (‘Green Card’). For 
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low-income populations, this is a green booklet that allows its owner to have free 

coverage for most doctor’s visits and prescriptions.31 Nearly all families I spoke with 

owned or were in the process of applying for a Green Card. Qualifying for a Green Card 

can be complex process not only due to the bureaucratic maneuvering and performance 

required, but also due to the general discrimination and discrepancy by which cards are 

distributed. In most cases, police must come to an applicant’s house to inspect the 

material conditions of the household – that the household is in fact ‘needy’ - and confirm 

the identities of each member of the family. However, as numerous families informed 

me, decisions by police are at best arbitrary, at worst very discriminatory. Administrators 

at neighborhood centers often act as interlocutors between the ‘state’ and neighborhood 

residents when it comes to negotiating these documents. Migrant education centers and 

laundries are usually the first site that people go to apply for cards and get information. 

Even still, kuma(s) are again at a severe disadvantage as only those individuals belonging 

to the family legally can qualify to participate in the benefits of the Green Card. This is a 

point that will be taken up again in Chapter 5. 

 

 
                                                
31 Health care in Turkey has undergone dramatic transformations in the latter half of the 20th 
century. In 1961, the health care system was nationalized with the aim of providing free and equal 
healthcare to all Turkish citizens, as well as extending primary health care coverage to rural areas. 
In 1992, the Ministry of Health initiated the green card program. A green card is a health 
insurance document given to individuals earning less than the minimum level of income (530 
YTL per month or approx. 370 USD) (Federation of European Employers, 2007). Green card 
holders qualify for free coverage at specific medical facilities for the cost of most medications.  
Since the inception of the program, nearly 12,000,000 people have received green cards. In 
Diyarbakır, 578,564 people own a green card and there is a special bureau devoted to the 
distribution of green cards and resources for applicants and current card members.  
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Family Visits 

 

Administrators and teachers regularly participate in aile ziyaretleri (‘family or household 

visits’) and surveys in order to procure statistical information about families, including 

demographic data, family composition, education levels, and historical background. On 

weekday evenings, I would regularly accompany Adem Hoca, KCEM Administrator on 

his tours around the neighborhood with a clipboard in hand. Questionnaires are 

comprised of questions on family composition – number and age -, education levels, 

birthplace, and age at marriage. These exercises are designed to garner quantitative 

information about the household characteristics of neighborhoods. The data are compiled 

into an annual report, which ultimately serves as a way to chart the impact of 

development activities on the immediate region as well as address certain weaknesses 

that fall short of the standard.  

 

Field educators employed by AÇEV also conduct household assessments to gather 

information about reproductive practices. While family visits at KCEMs  serve the basic 

needs of the survey, these neighborhood tours are much more interactive and extensive. 

Educators are able to distribute information about the proper use of birth control as well 

as a variety of forms of contraceptives, including condoms and birth control pills. 

Knowledge about various contraceptive methods and their use is still very new in a 

number of families and migrant communities. Therefore, household assessments may 

involve a series of visits to ensure the continued and appropriate use of contraceptives. 
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These surveys are vital instruments of government in the collection of data about migrant 

neighborhoods and the composition and character of migrant families. Collectively, 

house visits, subsequent surveys, and documentation (above) work as the biopolitical 

apparatuses of security. Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero (2008) suggest: 

 
The epistemologies associated with the biopoliticized securing of 
populations are those concerned with surveillance and the accumulation 
and analysis of data concerning behavior, the patterns which behavior 
displays and the profiling of individuals within the population. (267) 
 
 

Household visits, surveys, and practices of documentation are, in effect, biopolitical 

techniques of government. They form the basis for the apparatuses of government and 

governance associated with the contemporary security state. They produce, they 

problematize, they discipline, and they locate individuals within the ever-expanding (in 

size and definition) body politic of the state. Given the states very limited access to the 

productive capacities of home life in Southeast Turkey prior to and during the period of 

conflict in the 1980’s and 1990’s, these activities are quite monumental in their scope and 

meaning. They introduce a new face of state power. More importantly, they indicate new 

possibilities for civic engagement in the Southeast region, for as Foucault (1985) reminds 

us, as much as biopower expands and multiplies the site of state work, it is at all times 

infused with multiple nodes of resistance.  
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have illuminated the historic and contemporary ways that women are 

incorporated as central figures of the Turkish and Kurdish nation-building projects. I 

began by recounting observations of the ongoing dialogue by both AKP and BDP 

politicians around women and their role in peace and conflict mediation. This was 

highlighted on the occasion of International Women’s Day on March 8 through speeches 

given by P.M. Tayyip Erdoğan and BDP representative Gültan Kışanak. Their words 

show that even across political divides (Turkish and pro-Kurdish) women are cast as 

mechanisms for regional stability and political legitimacy. 

 

I subsequently trace the historical, primarily discursive, centrality of women to pre- and 

early Republic nation building exercises by both Turks and Kurds. I do this to emphasize 

the significance of women to the ethnic and national concerns of the Turkish state and the 

counter Kurdish political movement, but also to stress the parallel ways the Turkish and 

Kurdish nationalist movements are gendered.  Discourses about gender and national 

belonging have extended into the futures and are embodied now in the various kinds of 

development projects emerging across the urban Southeast landscape. The role of women 

to the development projects of the Turkish state and local pro-Kurdish municipality is 

large and growing. In many ways, struggles over issues of ethnic and cultural legitimacy 

and socio-economic development fundamental to the Kurdish Question are redressed 

through discourses and efforts that circulate around the Women Question. The 
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incorporation of women within the national imaginary (Turkish and Kurdish) as modern 

and liberal political subjects is central to the political goals of both the Turkish and pro-

Kurdish governments. From education (in the form of literacy and family planning 

classes) to the advising of document applications, civil marriage ceremonies, and regular 

household visits, the tasks of development programs and their networks of administrators, 

teachers, and counselors indicate that women have been marked as the drivers for social 

change. In the next chapters, I scale these conversations to the city of Diyarbakır and the 

centers and homes in migrant neighborhoods to show how ongoing debates over 

development goals, impediments, and utility for women’s lives are unfolding. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

“JUST ONE DROP”:  
EDUCATION AND THE PRODUCTION OF SECURITY SUBJECTS 

 
 

So, as Evans (2010) asks, “What happens to security discourses and practices 

when life itself becomes the principle object for political strategies?” (416). In this 

chapter, I begin to assess this question by evaluating the kinds of subject positions 

emerging out of the development process. In so doing, I show how debates at the 

intersection of the Kurdish Question and the Women Question unfold, are tested and 

negotiated via the development process. Drawing on Althusser (1971), I evaluate the 

processes of subjectivization by which women are ‘interpellated’ as development subjects 

(and security subjects); drawing on Foucault and work on biopolitics, I show too how 

these subjectivities are both upheld and challenged in the relational work of power.  

 

In addition to the ‘hailing’ of subjects through curriculum, workers and supporting 

institutions of education centers and laundries labor to foster deeper relationships with 

women through community events, seminars, and assistance applying to government 

offices for aid. Discussions between and among administrators, teachers, doctors, and 

women are also avenues through which women self-identify in new ways. Women’s 

education centers and laundries act as the first and only point of contact in migrant 

neighborhoods between families and the government. Given the familial restrictions on 

women’s mobility, the centers are often the central sites in which women and children 
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engage with government services and party ideologies. As Merdem Hanım32, an 

administrator at the BDP-Laundry says: “These are the first places people come for help. 

Those of us who work here apply for help to the Municipality and Governorship, and 

these families know that.”  

 

The education process is inherently malleable, communicated within a range of diverse 

interests and experiences. Kandiyoti argues that gendered nationalist movements are 

efforts to “invite women to participate in collective life by interrelating them as ‘national’ 

actors: mothers, educators, workers, and even fighters.” (1991). Thus, while education 

programs “invite” women to be part of a national narrative about rights and belonging, 

these narratives materialize only to the degree that women, teachers, and managers find 

relevance or take some value within their daily lives. One will notice that 

‘administrators’, ‘teachers’, and ‘doctors’ are just as personally entrenched in the project 

as participants, and their positions relative to the state reflects this.  At times, ‘teachers’ 

are faces of state work, they are the interlocutors of state power; at other times, they 

                                                
32 When quoting from interviews and observation notes, I cite respondents under different names 
and follow the first name with an honorific to distinguish their position in the family and age. 
Hanim  means ‘Ms.’ or ‘Mrs.’ and I use this term mainly in reference to the female administrators 
that I  interviewed; Hoca means ‘Teacher’ or ‘Mentor’ and is a common term of respect for 
individuals who hold senior positions or work as teachers and professors- I used this term to 
connote male administrators and teachers working within the centers and laundries; Teyze means 
‘Aunt’ and refers to older women; Abla means ‘sister’ and is used for younger women; Amca 
means ‘Uncle’ and Agbey means ‘brother’, and both are similarly used to identify older and 
younger men. Throughout the dissertation I identify respondents by a first name and honorific. I 
do this both to accurately represent how I verbally identified respondents in the field,  but also to 
give readers a sense of the relative position and age of those cited. I do not identify specific ages, 
as age was not one of my research parameters and there were many cases in which women did not 
know their exact ages. A majority of women born and raised in the village did not even register 
with the state until years later (sometimes not even until moving to the city). It is quite common 
for these individuals to simply make up a birthdate.  
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facilitate conversations that may challenge the rigidity of national values embedded 

within curriculum. For this reason, the straight-forward goals of education and the 

mechanisms by which women are interpellated by the state are deployed through a 

gauntlet of interests, values, and experiences that simultaneously uphold, negotiate, and 

challenge development narratives. More so, they challenge the very narratives by which 

the Turkish state and the Kurdish nationalist movement are legitimated.  

 

This chapter draws on conversations with women participants and educators in the 

classroom and is divided into three parts. First, I discuss outlined goals of the program 

according to development literature and interviews conducted with administrators and 

teachers.  Second, I look at the way curriculum and in-class discussions enfold women in 

a process of  subject-making.  More specifically I evaluate three kinds of ‘self-awareness’ 

around which women and their bodies are politicized: as 1) ‘mothers’, 2) ‘individuals’, 

and 3) ‘citizens’.  Finally, I discuss how women perceive and talk about these 

subjectivities and their ability to translate them into their home lives. The conversation 

between book, teacher, student, and classroom is an interactive process, always 

emerging; therefore I do not divide these last two parts into separate sections. I present 

the institutional and discursive side of education in so far as it was addressed in the 

classroom and processed by teachers and students. 
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Problematizing Life at the Margins of Urban Living 

 

As identified in the previous chapter, the primary goal of AÇEV and the GAP projects 

are to provide social support for migrants transitioning from the rural to urban 

environment. The process of rural-urban migration and it’s impacts on urban life both in 

the East and West has played a large role in shaping cultural perceptions about the Kurds 

as a population and the geopolitical goals of socio-economic development. To 

summarize, there were two key periods of westward and rural-urban migration in Turkey 

aside from the population exchanges of the early Republic. The first wave came in 

response to the agricultural mechanization that occurred under the economic policies of 

the Democratic Party beginning in the 1950’s and 1960’s (McDowall, 2005). The second 

wave occurred in response to violent conflict between the Turkish Military and the PKK 

during the 1980’s and 1990’s. It is this latter wave of migration that created the dense 

squatter neighborhoods around the city (where I worked) and the over-crowded high-rise 

apartment complexes in the city center. Those Kurds moving to urban centers during the 

recent conflict lacked the necessary resources to adequately build and sustain a home life 

(Gökalp, 2007). This is due in part to the fact that the majority of those displaced were 

working on land owned by wealthy landowners and many lacked a toolset to find work in 

the city. On the other hand, there is very little work to offer newer migrant families. In 

addition, the 1980 neoliberal economic policies amplified poor conditions of recent 

migrant communities in cities across the country. Decreased state welfare programs and 

limited employment in the formal sectors of industry has led to a noticeable 
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intensification of urban poverty in recent years (Buğra & Keyder, 2006). What wealth 

there is, is concentrated in the Western cities where fear of ‘terror’ has not deterred 

financial investors. In the absence of social services, women have carried the heaviest 

burden, working both in and outside the home (Bodur & Franceschet, 2002; Kandiyoti, 

1995; Yükseker, 2006). Moreover, the nature of available work has shifted to informal, 

menial, part-time and temporary positions. Women migrants in the Southeast region face 

the tasks of finding work when many lack the formal documents and permit to do so 

(Erturk, 1995; Gökalp, 2007). Nearly all the women I spoke with were recent migrants, 

coming to Diyarbakır in the latter wave of migration. 

 

Against the kinds of urban migrant poverty sprung up in the last two decades, there are a 

whole slew of cultural associations with migrant life that shape the way people feel about 

neighborhoods and regions. Laundry and center administrators, teachers, and doctors, 

echo the goals of the AÇEV program almost verbatim: 

 
The main goal is to raise the social and cultural status of women, as 
women adjust from village life to city life. (Mehmet Hoca, Administrator, 
GAP-ÇATOM) 
 
The primary goal of the program are transitioning families into urban 
living, helping the process of urbanization, getting used to life in the city. 
Village and city life are so different. Because of this, in addition to the 
core curriculum [learning letters], we have to give social education, 
another kind of education, about how to live life. (Adem Hoca, 
Administrator, GAP-KCEM) 
 
There was so much migration, but there is no work. Before this there 
wasn’t all these problems- life in the city is so different than the village, 
and people have not learned to adapt. Old Diyarbakırans are not the 
problem. (Elif Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM)  
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The contrast discussed in these interviews between urban and rural living are rooted in 

the same kinds of discourses that characterize the AÇEV literacy program. Both Mehmet 

Hoca and Adem Hoca’s words highlight the explicit emphasis on ‘life’ and the 

production of life that is critical to the development process. The biopoliticization of life, 

or the processes by which life is incorporated within a larger political collective happens 

through the variety of ways women are interpellated as national subjects.  These kinds of 

subjectivities are multiple, varied, and sometimes contradictory. Elif Hoca’s words call 

attention to the economic problems that migration induced and the lack of infrastructure 

of the city to economically support the influx of new migrants. In contrasting the ‘Old 

Diyarbakırans’ (established residents) to the new migrant community, it is clear that it is 

the migrant lifestyle, so to speak, that is the prime object of change. We get a sense of 

what this kind of lifestyle looks like in another interview:  

 
The most terrible problems in the neighborhood are drugs and alcohol. 
There are big problems with pick-pocketing and crime, and women getting 
married too early. People are continuing village behavior. You will notice, 
for example, that they bring everything to school in pocetler (‘plastic 
bags’). (Mehmet Hoca, Administrator, GAP-ÇATOM) 

 

While Mehmet identifies marital age and the use of a pocet33 (‘plastic bag’) as distinct 

signifiers of the village lifestyle, he also touches on characteristics of the migrant 

neighborhood that are not necessarily indicative of rural life, but of the transition from 

                                                
33 Pocet means ‘bag’ in Turkish and more specifically refers to a ‘plastic bag’. Nearly all 
migrant women would carry their belongings (literacy books and documents) in plastic 
bags collected from clothing stores or kirtasiyeler (shops that supply writing materials). 
The quality of one’s bag was a regular topic of conversation in class, and we would often 
compare our respective bags. 
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the rural to urban environment (unemployment, poverty, and crime). Elif Hoca (above) 

also mentions the lack of work. But it is interesting how there is a slippage in equating 

rural culture with crime. Saracoğlu (2009), for example discusses the way that urban 

Turkish residents in the West (and even in the East) have come to identify crime with a 

particular way of living that is, for them, characteristically Kurdish. This is in spite of the 

fact that a majority of urban poverty today (across the Eastern and Western urban 

landscape) is due economic policies extending back to the 1980’s and the political 

conflict of the 1980’s and 1990’s. I perceived a similar discrimination among Old 

Diyarbakırans towards their migrant neighbors, not necessarily because they ‘ethnicize’ 

poverty and crime the way urban residents in the West have done (after all, Mehmet 

himself is Kurd), but in the way that they associate crime with the migrant and rural 

lifestyle. 

 
10 years ago, these people were living the village life. They would have 
many children. In the village, this wasn’t an issue. But in the city it is. 
There is no one to look after the children. And so there is missing love in 
the child’s life; they look for this love in friends and sometimes bad 
friends in the street. This is how they get into crime and drugs. (Ahmet 
Hoca, psychologist, GAP-KCEM) 

 

Some do openly recognize the root political causes of migration in their explanation of 

the problems associated with migration (issues that I should add are never addressed in 

curriculum content): 

 
The city changed so much since migration because of terror. Village 
people came and are trying to adapt to city life - for example, they try to 
dress in the latest fashions, they wear more modern colors like pink- but 
the zihniyet (‘mindset’) doesn’t change. They can change in appearance, 
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but perceptions/behavior must change. This is the problem. (Nacile 
Hanım, Administrator, SDYV) 

 

Nacile is an administrator working at the Sosyal Yardımlaşma ve Dayanışma Vakfi (‘The 

Social Assistance and Solidarity Fund’)34, a wing of the national government working on 

issues of poverty. In her words, she actively recognizes the political causes of migration 

as a product of ‘terror’. In our conversation, she reveals herself to be an ‘Old 

Diyarbakıran’ (her family has lived in the city proper for generations), and she talks 

fondly of the city before migration while reflecting on some of the negative changes the 

city has incurred since. She identifies the ways migrants are adapting to city life in ‘non-

productive’ ways- adopting new fashion trends (specifically, the color ‘pink’, which is 

not a color worn regularly in the villages). The changes required to make the city better, 

to alleviate poverty, etc. must come first and foremost in the ‘mindset’ of people; 

essentially, requiring a reconstitution of the self.  

 

Have Hoca, a teacher with the National Education Ministry who teaches a more advanced 

level of literacy classes35, highlights the spatial dimensions of development practice, its 

focus on specific neighborhoods.  

                                                
34 The Social Assistance and Solidarity Fund is a government program designed to 
alleviate poverty by providing basic services to poor communities across Turkey (food, 
fuel, shelter, etc.). Provincial offices are established within each province head, and they 
actively work with the local governor and governorship on projects, etc. The Diyarbakır 
branch was in regular contact with administrators from the KCEM programs and the 
ÇATOMS. 
35 There is an option after finishing the ACEV program of continuing on in a second 
class. At this more advanced level, the curriculum (published by the Ministry of 
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There are big differences between the neighborhoods, the women here and 
the women there. The women here are more modern [referring to the 
Şehitlik neighborhood- a mix of migrant and Old Diyarbakır residents]. 
But in Benusen, it’s like a village. So different. (Hava Hoca, Literacy 
Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

I often heard people describe certain migrant neighborhoods as ‘villages’ expressed 

through ironic awareness over the existence of a ‘village in the city’. For working class 

and long time city residents, the psychological distance between the ‘modern’ working 

center of the city or the wealthier residential neighborhoods to the north and the migrant 

neighborhoods on the outskirts of the city (and sometimes the overcrowded high rise 

apartments within the city) far exceeded the physical distance. Most migrant 

neighborhoods I visited (primarily Benusen, Fatih Paşa, and Seyrantepe) lack basic 

infrastructure; there are no bus lines and no formal commercial activity to speak of. They 

are nearly excluded from the day to day functions and services of the city.36 

 

In spite of the ways that some classify migrant neighborhoods as ‘villages’, Merdem 

Hanım, an administrator at one of the laundries, counters that migrant neighborhoods are 

not nearly as representative of village life as outsiders think. Rather, residents here are 

                                                                                                                                            
Education) is more focused on reading and writing and less on ‘life skills’. The textbooks 
are those used in elementary and middle school classes. 
36 Even among members of the family that I lived with, I was ‘mocked’ and ‘chastised’ 
(in jest of course) over my work in these neighborhoods. The average working class 
Diyarbakıran has never nor would consider venturing into these communities. The 
neighborhoods were often discussed in a similar fashion to the way American urban 
residents might discuss ‘ghettos’ and the danger of certain neighborhoods. This is one 
reason that teachers and administrators are so motivated to make their efforts public, and 
to shine light on the practices and needs of women and families that live here. 
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caught in a weird space of tension between city and rural life. She speaks mainly of 

migrant children in this context.: 

 
The children are being influenced by television and magazines, things that 
were not in the village - with images of sex and sexuality and material 
goods. They are going to Ofis and Dağkapı [two commercial centers], and 
they want to ‘own’ [sahip olmak] the life that they see there- the clothing, 
the makeup. But they don’t feel that the city is theirs, but nor do they feel 
that they are part of a village either- there are psychological problems 
because of this split life. This leads to bad things: prostitution, drug use, 
crime. (Merdem Hanım, Administrator, BDP-Laundry)  

 

Merdem Hanım echoes similar thoughts to Nacile Hanım about a kind of top down or 

superficial adoption of city life by both women and children and fears over their lack of 

psychological tools to deal with the moral challenges that come with city life compared to 

a more conservative and isolated village environment. 

 

In these excerpts from interviews with administrators, teachers, and psychologists we can 

identify some of the most worrisome concerns on the development end over their target 

populations: from larger structural issues of crime and drugs to the cultural production of 

family (having to many children, getting married too early) down to day-to-day choices 

over clothing and accessories (wearing pink, carrying a pocet, putting on makeup). This 

general list of characteristics is by no means comprehensive; thoughts and sensitivities 

concerning the reasons for and impacts of migration on the city and community and the 

degree to which behaviors and lifestyles are problematized vary from person to person. 

One thing that is interesting to note throughout these conversations is that the most 

visible and perceptible indicators of ‘rural’ and ‘migrant’ life are associated with women, 
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ie. marital age, having children, wearing makeup and the color ‘pink’. Even local Kurds - 

teachers and administrators- subscribe a fairly large representative role to women visibly, 

morally, and symbolically. This is indicative of the marked importance women are given 

within efforts for social and economic change in the Southeast urban and regional 

landscape. 

 
 

Lessons from the Classrooms: State and Subject Making 
 
 

With Turkey’s turn towards development efforts as means of integration and peace-

making, the ‘Kurdish Question’ in the 21st is changing in scope and scale, and individuals 

previously and still named “terrorists” and “threats to the state” are also being recast 

discursively as “mothers”, “fathers”, “citizens”, and “workers”. They are the new liberal 

subjects, at once family members given the task of socially reproducing the moral codes 

of national belonging, and laboring bodies producing the material conditions of society, 

political beings exercising a set of rights and freedoms. At the heart of liberalism lies its 

referent unit- the individual- and it is only through a defined set of ‘rights’ and 

‘freedoms’ (guaranteed by the state) that ‘individuals’ are capable recognizing 

themselves as such (Brown, 1995). This is where the inherent paradox of liberalism lies: 

that the further one becomes entrenched in the idea of a rights-bearing autonomous self, 

the deeper they become attached (one might say ‘dependent’) on the guarantor of those 

rights (‘the state’). “No subject emerges without a passionate attachment to those on 

whom he or she is fundamentally dependent” (Butler, 1997, 7). This is why the practices 
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of subjectivization (the processes through which people are hailed as subjects)- education 

being a prime example- are so crucial to the security state. The biopoliticization of life 

means securing a mutually constitutive bond between state and subject (Brown, 1995). In 

other words, literacy and family planning classes aim to create ties between the state and 

migrant families as means to mitigate political and ideological unrest.  

 

However, because subjection is a mutually productive dialogue between ‘subjector’ and 

‘subject’ (and the two are interchangeable), the state is upheld and reproduced through its 

own self-subjectifying practices. ‘State workers’ (in the offices of AÇEV, the Ministry of 

Education, the laundries, and the education centers) are all implicated in an expansive 

project of self-creation. Recalling Foucault’s life work on power, we know that power is 

productive in relationships between people and people and people and places. Thus, 

when he talks about the disciplinary spaces of the school, prison, clinic, etc. and Rose 

(1999) the training of experts (teachers, doctors, scientists) as essential tools of 

government, it is understood that they are no less entrenched in the process of self-

creation than their intended targets.  In this section, I discuss in deeper detail (drawing 

largely on literacy curriculum and in-class discussions) the kinds of ‘problems’ identified 

in development literature. The range of ‘practices’ so to speak covered in the literacy 

course is broad and they work to perpetuate the rural/urban and traditional/modern 

binaries. More to the point, they aim to create at once an autonomous but dependent 

liberal subject.  
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In general, desired outcomes of education programs espoused by administrators and 

teachers circulate around the idea of women “finding themselves”. The very first unit of 

the literacy course is titled “Our Personal Characteristics and Our Rights” (Fig.). The 

theme of self-awareness runs central to the curriculum and lies at the heart of many of the 

activities within the classroom, laundry, and center spaces. “Liberal subjects are 

conceived as bundles of power, as origins of power, rather than as effects of power; 

socialized rather than socially constructed” (Brown, 1995, 145). Thus, a woman ‘finding 

herself’, ‘recognizing her rights’, and understanding her ‘identity’, is considered to be a 

return to some innate state of being. While subjectivization is a nuanced and varied 

process (one can become a subject around a number of conflicting discourses and 

attachments), I identified three types of subject positions that are articulated in 

curriculum, classroom discussions, and interviews: 1) ‘mothers’, 2) ‘individuals’, 3) 

‘citizens’. Each category carries with it a set of ‘problems’ to be addressed. In 

problematizing the foundations by which people produce their lives, however, narratives 

are invariably met and contested by conflicting life experience experiences and value 

systems. At these moments of resistance or non-recognition there lay what Dillon (2007), 

drawing on Foucault, term ‘contingencies’, an always present challenge to the uni-

directional flight of knowledge, the ebb in the flow, the chink in the chain.   

 

Becoming ‘Mothers’ 

 
Absolutely these programs effect women’s lives- they begin to notice their 
kişilik (‘personality’)- they seem themselves as people, they recognize 
how important they are. And they become aware of their children’s 
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futures. They are coming to talk to us about their children, and we give 
advice. We tell them, your child is smart, we can help send them to 
different and better schools, we can give them shoes and clothing. (Husna 
Hoca, teacher, GAP-KCEM) 
 
The children come to us not knowing how to behave. They swear a lot, but 
they learn how to speak better here. We teach them. Mothers need to 
understand the concept of the family. The family is so important, and we 
are trying to improve this, make people aware of this. (Elif Hoca, teacher, 
GAP-KCEM) 
 
They cook food; they have to look after their spouses…all these things 
that they do in the home. But with literacy, they will learn how to look 
after their homes better. For example, they will see their home as theirs. 
They will think, ‘my children are mine, they are important, nutrition is 
important’. (Husna Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM)  

 

In these quotes, women are primarily talked about via their roles as ‘mothers’ and as 

caretakers of their children. Recognizing themselves as women comes primarily through 

recognition of their responsibilities to their children as mothers. This focus on the 

domestic sphere of a woman’s life is highlighted through certain units of the literacy 

course and the Mother’s Education class. For Husna Hoca, literacy and Mother’s Support 

programs help to define the role women serve as mothers and as the primary educators 

and value-producers in the home. Here, the focus is less on the welfare of the woman 

(and even less so on the welfare of her spouse) and more so on her children in the always-

revolving process of shaping future ‘citizens’, a process that is not bereft of a certain 

moral imperative. Arten Hoca, an AÇEV Mother’s Education teacher, draws on this 

discourse: 
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“Being a mother is hard, but your children are your most valued things in 
the world. For our city, for our memleket [‘country’ or ‘homeland’]37 it is 
important to raise good people. Bir damla olsun [‘let it be just one drop’]. 
Your children are lucky because you are here.” [Arten Hoca, AÇEV 
Teacher, BDP-Laundry] 
 

Women nod to this statement. They know that their children are a priority; this is not 

new. In conversations and interviews with women, children were discussed always as 

their primary concern and source of their greatest fears (in their potential inability to 

provide adequate housing and food, education, and protection from street violence). The 

most impassioned negotiations with government representatives and development 

workers over food packets, financial aid, and documents were to do with children. But 

there is a kind of policitization of ‘motherhood’ ongoing in Arten Hoca’s words that 

extend the responsibilities of motherhood beyond the scope of just their children to the 

city, country, and wider political community. At the same time that women have 

responsibility towards their children, they simultaneously have a responsibility to ensure 

the production of a ‘good society’. Their parenting behaviors are but ‘one drop’.  

 

Suudet Hoca, an AÇEV Literacy teacher at the KCEM, echoes the sentiments of Arten 

Hoca in class one day: 

 
What is our most important work? Taking care of our families. Dressing 
our children. They should not be coming to school with dirty clothes. If 
you are an ev hanım [‘house wife’], this is your job. Your most important 
job is to raise your children. While we should and do care about the 

                                                
37 The term memleket ranges in definition depending on context. It can be used to 
describe a country (delimited by a bounded space) or the general region or area of 
someone’s native homeland. In all cases, it denotes a sense of belonging to place.  
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hundreds of faces out there, what we can do is look after our children in 
reality. Children follow everything; they notice everything. Eymanetir 
[‘they are entrusted to your safe keeping’]. (Suudet Hoca, Teacher, GAP-
KCEM) 

 

Caring about the “other faces out there” (our memleket) is tied back to the care for 

women’s immediate families. This parallel relationship highlights an important 

component of political subjectivization, in that the relationship between state and subject 

is actually rooted intimately in the physical relationships between people and places. This 

is why attachments to the state are often felt in deeply emotional ways. By intervening in 

the personal decisions over parenting a whole set of ‘problems’ are identified that call 

women are called into account as good parents and as good citizens. 

 

Understanding the important role that women are given as mothers within the 

development curriculum must be understood against the collection of ‘problems’ by 

which current practices are defined. The specific practices that development literature and 

administrators identify as impediments to good parenting range from large family size to 

scientifically poor health and hygiene and family restrictions on education for children 

(particularly girls). For example, having fewer children is equated with being a ‘good 

mother’, as described in the following quotes (including Ahmet Hoca’s quote already 

cited above): 

 
[Women] would have many children. In the village, it wasn’t an issue, but 
in the city it is. There is no one to look after the children. And so there is 
missing love in the child’s life, they look for it in friends- and sometimes 
bad friends in the street. (Ahmet Hoca, Administrator, GAP-ÇATOM) 
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There would be families with 9-10 children, and they don’t know that 4 
would be better; they could look after their children better. (Merdem 
Hanım, Adminstrator, BDP-Laundry) 

 

Ahmet Hoca and Merdem Hanım’s express concerns over the number of children women 

bear connotes a larger problem about the ability of women to raise good children in the 

urban environment and keep them protected from street activities (crime, drugs, ‘stone-

throwing’). The problematization of ‘large families’ is not without rational and scientific 

justification, as lessons about motherhood are often paired with units on caring for the 

body. The parallel discussions of motherhood (and the capability of women to be good 

mothers) with lessons on health and biology are indicative of the liberal commitment to 

rational science. During a unit on fertility and early infant care at the laundry, a nurse 

from the neighborhood clinic visits class to discuss reproductive health. During our 

discussion, she touches on family planning and the health risks posed to women’s bodies 

by having too many children. Among those cited are: cervical cancer, exhaustion, and 

psychological stress. This clear commitment to science and biology as a mechanism of 

government, a logic around which life is managed, is central to the expanding concerns of 

the security state (Dillon and Lobo-Guerrero, 2008):  

 
Geopolitical power/knowledge is not only concerned with the instruments 
of statecraft, it has also to concern itself with making the very subject or 
object to be secured transparent to knowledge: hence it’s allied and 
expanding concern with culture and identity as well as science and 
technology” (277).  

 

These regimes of knowledge that produce and regulate life shape and are shaped in the 

spaces we live and work and the activities we labor over. Foucault identified disciplinary 
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spaces of the school, prison, and clinic to name a few, and Rose (1999) the training of 

experts (teachers, doctors, scientists) as essential tools of government. They work to align 

the needs of the state with the needs of the body, family, and community, such that the 

choices made by individuals everyday embody the cultural values of the nation. It is 

within these sites that the linkages between the macro-practices of geopolitical statecraft 

and the micro-politics of identity formation are made. They are two sides of the same 

coin.  

 

One of the more memorable classes addresses a unit entitled ‘How Sex is Determined’ 

(Fig. 2.6). The following excerpt from my notes details our class discussion around this 

topic: 

 
The topic today was about having boy or girl babies. The first questions is: 
‘why is it important in our region and in our neighborhoods to have boys 
over girls?’ Yasemin says she wants a girl, because she wants a friend, 
someone to talk to. Sevdet laughs and says ‘I want boys. I like boys 
better’, then catches herself realizing that this is probably not the point of 
the lesson. ‘Vallahi! I don’t know why. I just like them better’. Some of 
the older women say, ‘bir şey olmaz’ (‘it doesn’t matter what you have’). 
Most say that it is more important to have boys, because boys can work 
and make money and be educated. Adile Hoca says our goal is to make it 
so girls can get on their feet and do the same thing, so it shouldn’t matter 
if you have a boy or a girl. (Excerpt from Field Notes) 
 

The discussion then moves onto the science of determining the gender of a ‘boy’ or ‘girl’:  

 
Adile Hoca asks: ‘yapabileceğimiz bir şey varmı?’ (‘is there something 
that we can do to help determine if it is a boy or girl?’) One woman says 
she heard that if you eat more sweets and less salt, you will have a boy. 
She laughs, ‘but I had a girl!’. Adile reads the process by which the gender 
of the baby is actually conceived, discussing chromosomes and eggs and 
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sperm. The man has x and y chromosomes, she explains, and the woman 
have x and x. There are 46 chromosomes total in cells, 23 pairs. The sex 
chromosomes are one of these. There are binlerce, she emphasizes 
‘thousands’, of sperm that can give chromosomes, but only one will enter 
the egg. ‘It is not up to the woman to determine the sex of the baby, but 
the man’s sperm. It is pure science. Out of our control,’ she says. We play 
a game in which I am the female chromosome and the rest of the women 
are the chromosomes from the male sperm, different types. The first 
woman to reach me will determine if our resulting baby will be a boy or 
girl. It is hysterical. Merdem Hanım [the laundry administrator] takes 
pictures. At the end, I have 5 children: 3 boys and 2 girls. Sevdet laughs 
and asks knowingly, ‘how do we teach our husbands this?’ Adile says, 
‘Take them to the doctor- any doctor will tell you the same thing.’ 
(Excerpt from Field Notes) 
 

Through these discussions (and game) we learn that ‘mothers’ are not responsible for 

determining the sex of a baby (a very common misconception among families and a 

significant reason why women will continue to give birth to so many children if they do 

not produce enough boys). The idea that women do not have control over the biological 

process of determining a baby’s gender is a surprise to some and in most cases not easily 

translatable knowledge to the home. Sevdet’s reference to her husband highlights an 

important and reoccurring theme in this dissertation over the persistent gaps in 

development goals and lived practice that continue to place women in a precarious 

position at the crossroads of two sets of expectations. Lessons about the biology of 

having babies compete against established cultural expectations in the home and 

community. In other words, just because women come to understand the biological 

processes of determining a baby’s sex, will this then lessen expectations they face in the 

home to continue to produce boy babies? Not likely, as Sevdet suggests, at least not until 

men can readily access, understand, and accept this information as well. Critique over the 
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obvious absence of men in the development process would arise time and time again 

throughout this work.  

 

Lessons on baby-making also sparked self-critique by many women. Some were very 

vocal about their regrets at not having followed the more  “modern” practices of 

parenting and family-keeping identified in the life skills literature of Literacy and 

Mother’s Education classes. Specifically, several women expressed regret over having so 

many children.  Sevdet has seven children, five girls and two boys. She says: 

 
If God gives permission, my children will be taught. I am working, and I 
do not let them quit their studies...my daughter can even read the Koran 
now!... It is hard to take care of this many children, though. I am regretful 
that I had so many. I first started having girls, then more girls. But my 
husband kept wanting a boy. Sometimes I wish I had just stopped… 
(Sevdet, Student, BDP-Laundry) 

 

Garip Abla, a literacy student at the KCEM, makes a connection between education and 

her past choice to have so many children. She says: “I didn’t know anything else. Maybe 

if I had had okuma yazma [‘literacy’] I wouldn’t have had so many children.” The praise 

that women would assign to Literacy and Mother’s Education lessons was sincere and 

reflected an appreciation for the commitment to their own well being they saw reflected 

in teacher’s lectures and curriculum. This sincerity is mirrored in the way a number of 

mothers speak of their desire to ensure a decent education for their children with the hope 

that their children will not make the same mistakes they did. Rukiye Teyze, a literacy 

student at the KCEM, invites me to her home for lunch one afternoon and gives me a 

brief tour of her three room home (shared by eight). She is proud when she shows me the 



 

 

127 

back room that she has designated as a “study room” for her eldest son to prepare for 

university entrance exams. There is a table and an old computer. The fact that one out of 

three total rooms is devoted solely to his lessons signifies the strong commitment mothers 

have to securing better futures for their children in an urban environment that, for them, 

offers better opportunities for education and work, even as life is still greatly affected by 

poverty and violence. 

 

There were many moments, on the other hand, (some of them humorous) in which the 

women would actively refuse lessons.  

 
We talked about having children today. Hediye Hoca [AÇEV teacher], 
showed a collection of hand-drawn pictures. One depicted a pregnant 
woman cooking over an open fire with many (maybe five?) children 
running behind her playing and crying. A fourth child clung to while she 
stirred a pot. Drops of sweat were visible on her brow. Hediye circled the 
room slowly so the women could get a good view of the image. A few 
laughed. She then showed us a drawing of a woman in a modern kitchen 
cooking over a stovetop with two children sitting at the table working 
(most likely on homework). We discussed the differences between the 
images and which one was “better”. In spite of the fact that we all knew 
the answer (clearly, the second image was the most ‘ideal’ of the two), 
several women chuckled and shrugged their shoulders, and said “we 
know…but we like children.” We laughed. So did Hediye. (Excerpt from 
Field Notes) 

 

Not several weeks later in a conversation with the then pregnant Hadime Abla, a literacy 

student at the laundry, I encountered a similar response to a conversation about her 

pregnancy. She has one child in addition to the growing baby in her belly (at the time 5 

months matured). I ask if she wants more children after this one, and she looks at me a bit 

sheepishly as if already anticipating what she should say to her “modern” American 
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friend: “Çok seviyorum cocuklar” (‘I love children’). When I was single I didn’t think I 

wanted them, but after I got married everything changed. I really wanted children.” Again 

she says, “I love children”. 

 

On another day, partnered with a local researcher to conduct family visits in a KCEM 

neighborhood, I stop to see Remziye Abla. She and I are already friends through the 

literacy class. My companion says to Remziye “Aferin, az çocuğu yaptın (‘good for you, 

you don’t have a lot of children’)”.  Remziye smiles and tells us that she did want more 

cannot because of health problems. “Your husband wants more?” “Yes”, she responds. I 

jump in at that point, “But, do you want more?” She laughs and says, “Yes, I wish I could 

give my children another brother or sister.” The assumption by my fellow researcher that 

women desire a small family was quickly reproached with the gentle honesty of Remziye 

and others who speak of family size as personal choice and a commitment to a set of 

values that counter identifiably modern and liberal practices. Administrators and teachers 

alike preach the benefits of smaller families often under the assumption that women do 

not understand the benefits of keeping smaller homes. In fact, women often expressed 

perfectly clear comprehension of the rational reasons for family planning, made all the 

more rational when they connect these to the geographic restrictions that living in the 

urban environment places on space and recreation. But in many cases, established reason 

did little to outweigh the personal and cultural affinity that many women feel for large 

families. In the ongoing discussions I would have with my research partner, Saadet, about 

the content of our interviews and my general observations of Kurdish life, I was able to 
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place these comments and convictions within a larger narrative about community and 

‘Kurdishness’. Having large families is a source of pride for women, and, in particular, 

having children that can carry on family value and loyalty. While scholars can describe 

the economic character and function of the Ashiret system and its place as remnant of an 

archaic past, being a part of these communities historically was about more than just 

tilling the land, earning a wage, and carrying on the family name. The historical 

development of Kurdish society in its various forms is inscribed with meaning about 

what family should look like, ethical codes by which marriage and parenting should be 

practiced, and, most importantly, a deep-seeded devotion and loyalty to family and 

community. The liberal economic narrative depicted in education  does little to account 

for these stories. 

 

Becoming ‘Individuals’ 

 

In this vein, there is parallel, and often conflicting, dialogue ongoing through curriculum 

and the goals of administrators and teachers about the ‘individualization’ of women. In 

other words, a great deal of effort is made through development efforts in the ideological 

incorporation of women within the national development project as ‘individuals’. In spite 

of the disjuncture between, on the one hand the dependent and constrained figure of the 

mother and, on the other, the independent and unconstrained image of the individual, 

Brown (1995) argues that the very foundations of liberalism are prefaced on this gap. For 

this reason, women are always already caught in a tension over how to translate multiple 
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and sometimes conflicting sets of expectations into their lives. These tensions are two-

fold, stemming from: 1) competing and incongruous subject positions imparted within the 

classroom, and 2) the competing subject positions associated with the home and wider 

cultural traditions of the community.  

 

Immediately, issues of limited spatial mobility (‘the right to travel’) and the practice of 

marrying only through a religious union (versus civil) are highlighted as key 

impediments, or “problems”, for women to become individuals. Marriage without legal 

recourse and an inability to travel outside the home are understood as restrictions on their 

ability to live life freely. For example, many literacy teachers I spoke with identified a 

lack of individual mobility and ‘freedom’ under the strict surveillance of spouses and the 

spousal family network as the most worrisome situation in need of change. 

 
These classes try to teach women to be able to do things on their own 
without their husbands- go to hospital, use phone, sign papers, for 
example- think of that, they can’t even sign their names! (Müge Hoca, 
AÇEV Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 
Women want to communicate, they want to go and come comfortably 
from the hospital- this is a huge trouble. Things like writing (‘signing’) the 
bill, normally men have to do this. (Adile Hoca, AÇEV Teacher, GAP-
KCEM) 
 
Women need to stand on their feet. Even if you’re old, you can go back [to 
school]. If we give respect to ourselves, we can give respect to others. 
(Meral Hoca, Teacher, Sümer Park) 
 
 

Education (through literacy) is seen as a tool to circumvent the dependence that women 

have on their families, particularly their spouses. With basic knowledge of reading and 
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writing, they will, for example, be able to travel around the city, communicate, and claim 

a formal and documented identity. Beyond the simple day-to-day necessities of 

paperwork and communication, there is also hope that women will someday be able to 

work in the formal sector of the market and away from their homes: 

 
The situation of these women is terrible- they cannot do anything on their 
own in spite of the fact that they desperately want to- go to the bazaar, 
hospital [she looks at me in disbelief.] And they definitely cannot find 
work or take a salary. (Adile Hoca, AÇEV Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

Becoming an ‘individual’ is undergirded by a desire for women to envision themselves 

outside the home, as laborers. The number and reach of technical classes for women (in 

sewing, hairstyling, and childcare) offered at the KCEMs and Sümer Park are growing. 

These trade classes tend to be popular with younger women and particularly women that 

come from middle class neighborhoods; in other words, for women with more personal 

and financial mobility. On our last day of the Literacy class, we are given an exam. In 

addition to writing letters and words, there is a group oral exam given by Adile Hoca. In 

her first question, she asks us to write down the kind of career we will one day choose for 

ourselves. The second question asks where we will continue our training for our 

identified career (university, trade school, etc). The questions cause an energized 

discussion. Leyla Teyze says, “I don’t understand, I work in the house.” Adile responds, 

“Of course, but what did you want to be when you were young?” Leyla asks Adile to 

write the word öğretmen (‘teacher’) on the board so she can copy the letters on to her 

paper. Some of the younger girls write down ‘police’ and ‘hair stylist’. Everyone laughs. 

It’s a fun game – realistic perhaps for only a few young girls – but fun nonetheless. 
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Most administrators and teachers recognize that poor migrant (and tending conservative) 

women have strict family constraints on their ability to work. For this reason, the Literacy 

curriculum devotes significant focus to issues that pertain to daily tasks and chores, such 

as the ‘Right to Travel’ (Fig. 2.6): 

 
In a literacy unit entitled Seyahat Hakları (‘Travel Rights’), Adile Hoca 
asks the class, “can you go to the market by yourself?” Some say yes, 
some say no. When asked outright if they have these rights, all say no.  
One woman responds, “women do not here; only men have this freedom”. 
Adile is passionate about this topic. Yes, she insists, women should be 
able to travel alone. Some say they do not trust other people and are scared 
to leave the home. They are even scared to stay in the house alone. She 
points to me and tells the women that I am the biggest example- “our 
friend from America”. She asks me about my experience: if I was 
dependent on a boyfriend or my father, if they gave me permission to be 
here, if I was scared when I came to Turkey and Diyarbakır and we reflect 
on some of the cultural differences between America and Turkey. (Excerpt 
from Field Notes) 

 

A second problematized area of concern within the curriculum pertains to marriage and 

divorce rights, covered in different units. We spend a large chunk of one morning in class 

comparing civil and religious marriages and discussing the legal necessity of a civil 

marriage. Marital status varies among the women. Some have both (a religious and civil 

marriage); some only recently partook in a civil marriage ceremony (sometimes years 

after their original religious celebration); some will not ever be able to apply, as they are 

second wives, kumas, and legally not recognized by the state. There are also those 

women who are widows to men killed during the war or wives of husbands imprisoned 

who hold no legal ties to that union. Adile Hoca discusses the benefits of a civil marriage 

in class: 
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You must get a civil marriage. Only in this way can you get a divorce, Yes 
it is true that, according to our religion, a religious ceremony is enough. 
Mutlaka, ama olmalıdır biz Müslümanız (we are Muslims, after all), but..... 
with a civil marriage, men and women are equal- you have equal 
ownership over possessions, you can divide things equally if you get 
divorced, such as a house or a car. (Adile Hoca, AÇEV Literacy Teacher, 
BDP-Laundry) 

 

Beyond the legal constraints placed on kumas in qualifying for a civil marriage, Kübra 

Abla, a literacy student at the KCEM, points out the cultural restrictions on marriage and 

divorce: 

 
In Istanbul, people divorce right away- you know, in the West. But here it 
is different. Even if your husband beats you, you have problems; you don’t 
divorce. It’s just not acceptable. (Kübra Abla, student, GAP-KCEM) 
 

Kübra lived in Istanbul for three years while her parents worked. She only returned to 

Diyarbakır the previous year to be married to a cousin. Her cross-cultural and geographic 

perspective on the differing gendered controls on women’s lives highlights an ongoing 

cultural gap in development literature and lived experience. It is the overt contrast of the 

emphasis on the ‘individual’ capabilities of women alongside their roles as ‘mothers’ and 

keepers of the home that highlights the substantive disparities in education. On the one 

hand, ‘individual’ is interpreted against a kind of liberal feminism preoccupied with the 

life of the woman (her capacities as a ‘traveler’ or a ‘worker’) separate from, or even in 

spite of, her ties to her male spouse. On the other hand, education is also aimed at shaping 

good ‘mothers’ and highlighting the importance of relationships in the home. The quote 

below highlights this discrepancy: 
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Family culture needs to change; there is no respect in the family for each 
other and for society, there are no manners. Women are scared of their 
husbands; children are scared of their fathers. Did you notice? When we 
walked into the restaurant, the women were scared- because men were 
there. I told them we were sitting at our own table. I was in a restaurant in 
Muş- when I worked for Halk Eğitim (‘People’s Education Center)38- the 
said we couldn’t eat there, but I insisted- we were spending money. – I am 
stubborn about this. (Müge Hoca, AÇEV Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

Müge speaks to what she sees as a lack of civility in the home, a lack of respect between 

family members, and ultimately the lack of respect between sexes in the community. She 

says this prevalent lack of respect prevents women from being independent in society to 

the point where they cannot even go to a public space without being scared. But the 

social change required to ‘individualize’ women also requires a change in the structure of 

family (meaning a change in the relations between parent and child and husband and 

wife). Given the previous discussion about subject-making around motherhood, there is 

an irony in this process. Brown (1995) identified this irony in her analysis of the 

philosophical foundations of liberalism that takes both the individual and the family as its 

referent unit. In a discussion liberalism and family values, she suggests (86) that the 

logics of liberalism lie in the discursive circulation of images of the individual both as a 

‘self-interested’ subject (alienated from the family) and as a ‘selfless’ subject (depended 

on and dependant upon the family). Through language and lessons that ask autonomy of 

women as individuals alongside a deeper entrenchment in the family as ‘mothers’, there 

exists a disconnect that does not go unnoticed by women. Given the hard lined focus on 

gender equality and rights, the complicated nature of the relationship that women have 
                                                
38 Halk Eğitim Merkezleri are education centers run by the Ministry of National Education that 
offer programs in practical training for non-traditional students. 
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with their husbands is never really addressed. It is almost assumed that ‘individualism’ is 

as a-political as it is a-historical. The consequence of this disconnect both within the 

literature and, more importantly, within law and policy underpinning the literature, is that 

women become embroiled in two conflicting narratives about what life should look and 

act like. Women are invited to be legal subjects of the state and accorded a set of rights; 

on the other, social constraints at home and legal constraints on the practice of family and 

culture work to negate these pathways to citizenship. This disjuncture, between 

development goals and the home life, and consequences for the wellbeing of women, 

their human security, is examined in detail in Chapter 5. 

 

However, there is a recognition and active negotiation between these two subject 

positions. While on the one hand women were often able to attend Mother’s Education 

classes without protest from their husbands, literacy classes were in many cases forbade. 

This did not necessarily stop women from attending. In fact, in my class at the laundry 

four out of sixteen students came in secret. Sevdet Abla and Leyla Teyze were two of 

these women. 

 

One morning after class Adile and I are invited to eat breakfast with Sevdet in her home. 

A loud, boisterous woman, Sevdet never went anywhere without at least three of her 

seven children- two on either hand and one curled around her leg. We spend mealtime 

taking lots of pictures of her children. Two days later, she rushes into the classroom late 

laughing hysterically. One of her younger daughters had accidentally let it slip that Adile 
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and I had been visitors to their home (without the permission of Sevdet’s husband). In a 

moment of brilliance, Sevdet told her husband that we were the müdür (‘superintendent’) 

and the müdür yardımcısı (‘assistant superintendent’) from school coming to talk with 

parents about an upcoming field trip to Çanakkale.39. She laughs, claiming proudly, “he 

bought it”. Then she turns to me still riding a wave of enthusiasm and asks, “What’s 

Çanakkale?”. It was a name she remembered her son mentioning prior to this little white 

lie. I cried from laughter. After class that day, Adile says to me “these women, they are 

so smart”.   

 

In a later interview, Sevdet explained her commitment to attend classes even at the risk of 

being caught by her husband. In fact, she identified her husband as her primary reason for 

wanting to learn how to read and write: 

 

One day I will learn, one day I will show my husband. I come so that one 
day I can show him! [she laughs] Learning reading and writing is so 
important, though- to go to the hospital, to sign my name, pay a bill- now I 
am free, for real. In the village, my mother wouldn’t let me- we were in 
the village and the school was in another village- too far. No girls n the 
village went. But then we came here. All three of my sisters read and 
write, one is writing a novel, she took her diploma. (Sevdet Abla, Student, 
BDP-Laundry) 

 

Leyla, the oldest of the literacy students I worked with, also came to class in secret.  For 

Leyla, not coming to class was never an option. But she was very careful about being 

                                                
39 Çanakkale is the site of the most famous battle of WWI between the allied Australian troops 
and Turkish troops aligned with the Central Powers. It is a place held in great reverence by the 
Turks.  
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discreet. Whenever there was a camera around, she and several others were quick to get 

out of the shot. There could be no record. Her commitment to attending class stems from 

a sincere regret about her lack of education as a child. This was a common feeling among 

women:  

 
I only went to school for one week but quit when I was 7 years old. I did 
not have a choice, because my father forbade me. But I am so regretful for 
this. Then I married when I was 13…my period had not even come yet… I 
did not know what was happening; I didn't know what I was doing. It was 
all arranged by my uncle. (Leyla Teyze, Student, BDP-Laundry) 
 

 

Leyla’s story was similar to many other women I spoke with who were also married and 

making babies at very young ages. By all accounts these were always sad stories to hear, 

but I was often surprised at the incredible love and devotion by which some women 

spoke of their relationships with their husbands in spite of this tough background. Leyla 

Teyze would talk about her husband with genuine love in our interview, in class 

discussions, at her home over tea.  It was that afternoon in her home where she proudly 

pointed to his picture on the wall, leaned over and whispered, “Yakışıklı değil mi?” (‘He’s 

handsome, isn’t he?’). “Who’s more handsome- my husband or Sevdet’s?”. This was 

careful ground I was treading. Beyond the visible esteem she placed upon her husband, 

she showed at times a great degree of stubborn resistance. During one class discussion on 

“women and education” and equal rights to education for women and men, she loudly 

cried, ”I’ll tell him! I don’t care what he does to me”. Her shouts were almost inaudible 

against her heavy laughter, and we all laughed. 
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Leyla’s story reveals the relationship between wives and their husbands to be incredibly 

complicated. The physical constraints some men place on their wives are not always 

incongruous with romance and respect. And this reveals that the challenges posed in 

transforming knowledge to practice in the home stems less from a non-recognition by 

women about their “rights” and societal “expectations” and more from cultural 

expectations on family and community embedded in countering value systems. As Sevdet 

points out:  

 
I don’t know…they say women and men are equal, but our women labor 
under burden, they experience many troubles…Of course, we understand 
our rights. We know. (Sevdet, Student, BDP-Laundry) 
 

 

Becoming ‘Citizens’ 

 

Finally, education curriculum and KCEM and laundry activities place great emphasis on 

making women aware of themselves as political actors, to the benefit of conflicting 

motives. The subjectivization of women as mothers and individuals are in their own right 

responsible for a kind of politicization of family and work that is fundamentally linked to 

ideas of citizenship and national belonging. But emphasis is also placed on the practice 

of politics and government. Several units of the literacy class are devoted to 

understanding the Turkish voting process, Republic history, and the rights of Turkish 

citizens. Women are encouraged to negotiate their rights as individuals and their 

responsibilities as mothers through increased inclusion within the political system. While 

women’s roles as mothers and right-bearing individuals are portrayed as a naturalized 
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state of being, they are contextualized geographically within the political system of the 

Turkish nation-state. The state is viewed as the guarantor of those rights.  “In the liberal 

art of government, freedom of behavior is entailed, called for, needed, and serves as a 

regulator, but it also has to be produced and organized.” (Foucault, 2008, 65). According 

to Foucault, freedom is not an intrinsic state of being, but an actively produced and 

governed concept and a vital tool of government. Not only does it underpin the logic of 

liberal philosophy, but it represents a network of problems necessitating governance.  

 

In one GAP-KCEM literacy class, Feride Hoca poses a question to her students: “Who is 

it within the family that teaches and should teach children”. Some women answer: ‘ben’ 

(‘me’), others ‘baba’ (‘ their father’), still others ‘birlikte’ (the father and mother 

‘together’). Feride probes further: ‘Who else’, she asked. ‘Who in the neighborhood, who 

in the city, who in the state?’ She makes a list: ‘prime minister’, ‘mayor’, ‘neighborhood 

administrator’, ‘school superintendent’. From this list, women are encouraged to think 

about the ways that the state in its official and legal capacity can serve the needs of 

women and their families. Similar to the discussion (above) with Arten Hoca about 

‘being one drop’ in a bucket, women are taught to think about themselves as one 

component of the larger body politic of the nation. Upholding the nation is the mutual 

relationship of responsibility and benefit between state and citizen; while the state can 

guarantee the rights of its citizens (at least rhetorically), citizens are supposed to act 

appropriately in turn. Husna Hoca hints at this relationship when she describes the 

importance of teaching women how to behave around government officials:  
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At formal events, women learn how to behave. They don’t know how to 
act in such situations. For example, when you go to the Governorship or 
the Municipalty, you have to take permission. You should knock on the 
door first.  (Husna Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

In the KCEMs, the legitimacy and existence of the Turkish state is upheld through the 

celebration of Republic holidays, decorative Turkish flags lining the walls, the singing of 

the İstiklâl Marşı  (the ‘Independence March’- Turkey’s national anthem) at special 

events, and the regular negotiations between women and government offices in the 

securing of documents and financial aid. As well, there is regular contact between KCEM 

administrators and women and politicians and workers from the governorship office. On 

several occasions, the governor (at the time, Hüseyin Avni Mutlu) and the assistant 

governor (Suat Seyitoğlu) would make appearances at the centers for special 

performances and ceremonies to celebrate national holidays. These events were very 

formal, and women and children would be prepped in advance about respectful behavior, 

a task that Husna Hoca identifies as critical to development goals (above).  Like the 

literacy and ‘Mother’s Support’ curriculum, these collective activities actively work to 

enfold women into the development process as political subjects part and parcel of a 

larger national body. They are a necessary part of the state’s work. 

 

The emphasis on documents and the utility of the written word in official matters of 

government (through signatures and applications for financial aid, for example), 

encourage women to build relationships with political institutions. Sometimes women 

find real relevance for their own lives, as they can use newfound skills of reading and 
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writing to negotiate their precarious positions with the law as Kurds. Meliha Abla, a 

student at the laundry, tells Saadet and in Kurdish that she speaks very little Turkish, but 

she was able to learn enough letters to recognize her husbands name on a list when she 

visited him in prison (he was jailed for participating in a protest): “I was able to recognize 

the ‘n’ [the letter ‘n’ in his name] and go through”. She also tells us she was able to sign 

her name for the first time signing in to the visitors at the prison.  

 

Kurdish nationalists take issue with the fact that Turkish literacy classes are taught in 

migrant neighborhoods. But in learning Turkish, women are also learning tools to help 

navigate a complex legal and political system that has historically marginalized them as 

Kurds.  In this vein, classroom discussions and activities provided avenues always to 

challenge the legitimacy of the Turkish state. The very nature of the open-ended 

discussions and engagements with curriculum allow for women to voice opinions that 

undermine the coherence of a benevolent and rights-giving state. Adile Hoca brought in a 

newspaper article one morning entitled “The Governorship will Help the Poor” 

explaining the details of a new program launched by the Diyarbakır Governorship for 

poor families. There was an immediate and angered response from Remziye Hanım who 

shook her fist in the air and yelled: “Yalan soyluyor!” (“[the Governorship] lies!”). Others 

agreed. Some disagreed. The article led to a heated discussion of how the governorship 

services and disservices the needs of women and their families. Ironically, on that same 

day there was a visit from a representative of AÇEV to evaluate the class. At the end of 

class, she gently reprimands Adile Hoca for initiating an overtly political discussion.  
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Discussions that cast the state in a negative light are (in theory) to be a strictly avoided, 

and AÇEV volunteers are told this in their initial training sessions. On another occasion 

during a unit on Atatürk , Adile Hoca quickly silences a woman who calls out the founder 

of the Republic as being: “şerefsiz, namussuz” (‘dishonorable’). 

 

Clearly, in spite of the clear nationalist tone of the curriculum and the effort by 

instructors to minimize political critiques of the government, education is mutual 

dialogue between lesson and learner, and it was often the case that units overtly ‘Turkey’ 

and ‘Turkish’-focused invited women to participate in energized discussions about 

politics. These discussions about citizenship, rights, and Turkish government and history 

were opportunities to engage not only with the reach of the state, but more importantly 

with its limits.  Indeed, modern practices of security are defined by a preoccupation with 

the borders of states, borders that serve not only to divide land and regulate the physical 

flow of people and capital, but also to ideologically define citizenship and belonging 

(Wastl-Walter & Staeheli, 2004). Knowledge is often policed around a security 

imperative, but knowledge (as power) is produced in the relationships in and amongst 

diverse people and places (Foucault), leaving always an ‘excess’, or a contingent 

variable, that impedes the flow and stamina of ideas. 

 

Aside from personal political opinions (rooted often in visceral memories of violence and 

hardship), education programs in Turkish were met with resistance on very utilitarian and 

practical terms. If anything, lessons in Turkish literacy are reminders for many women of 
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historically restrictive state policies on language and the present lack of educational 

resources in their own native tongue. And this was a common critique of the program by 

both students and teachers. One of my interview questions asks women to identify the 

resources they felt were missing from their current lives. Dilan Abla, a literacy student at 

the laundry, immediately identifies Kurdish okuma yazma (“Kurdish literacy”). Another 

student, Fathoş, from Sümer Park says of her observations of fellow students: 

 
Because resources are not in their mother tongue, they cannot understand; 
as a people, we cannot free ourselves. For everything here - in order to 
work and learn - there is a certificate or a document that is necessary. And 
you must know Turkish to get that certificate. We are hoping to start 
providing more services in Kurdish- this is why we are here, and our party 
[BDP] recognizes this. There are people in these neighborhoods that have 
never seen Diyarbakır, never left their homes, and yet we all live in the 
same city. If we can change this identity problem, we can change the 
economic problem. (Fathoş Abla, Student, Sümer Park) 
 
 

Fathoş’s quote weaves together some of the competing narratives have come to define the 

Kurdish Question discursively- that it is 1) a problem of culture, or 2) a problem of socio-

economic underdevelopment. When women struggle to access services (whether from the 

Turkish state or local pro-Kurdish municipality) because of language barriers, we can 

clearly recognize the relevance of both. As I will describe in the next chapter, the 

competing political paradigms of the Governorship KCEMs and the Municipality 

laundries that excessively focus on one narrative over, and often at the expense, of the 

other makes national belonging and processes of political subjectivization sometimes 

incommunicable to women for the very fact that curriculum is not in their native tongue. 

 



 

 

144 

Conclusion 

 

Education serves as the primary mechanism by which women are incorporated within 

national narratives regarding their community, their families, and their own identity. The 

two primary courses offered at KCEMs and laundries are Turkish Literacy and Mother’s 

Education (Family Planning) courses. Both sponsored by AÇEV, the curriculum is 

underpinned by a commitment to Turkish Republican and liberal ideals about the 

production and management of life. Literacy and Mother’s Education classes represent 

one node in an always already circulating body of knowledge about what it means to be 

modern, liberal, political, and in certain cases Turkish or Kurdish. Lessons work to 

subjectivize or self-constitute women as: 1) mothers, 2) individuals, and 3) political 

subjects. Education regarding the seemingly private practices of health, motherhood, 

marriage, divorce, etc. is politicized as an imperative to the welfare of women’s lives but 

also that of the larger national community. Biopolitical constraints on life uphold a 

geopolitical imaginary about nation and citizenship that marks the boundaries of national 

belonging, but not in a traditional sense. Up until the late 1990’s and early 2000’s, the 

national boundaries of the Turkish state were physically policed through military 

operations, violence, and torture- techniques of power that sought to essentially to destroy 

life. The emergence of a state security development apparatus in the last decade in 

Southeast Turkey has introduced a set of power mechanisms that, on the contrary, 

actively work to produce life, or to make life live. Through education programs, life is 

deemed something to produce but also to manage in its most intimate details. Ultimately, 
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the politicization of life is cloaked underneath a larger security imperative aimed at 

stabilizing the relationship between the Kurds and the Turkish state and government.  

This process begins firstly in the classroom where migrant women are building 

relationships to teachers, administrators, and the national curriculum from whence they 

can situate themselves as citizens, part and parcel of a larger collective.  

    

Subjection, however, is at best a porous process as it is constantly challenged by intimate 

and cultural knowledges from the home and community and day-to-day choices and 

practices. Foucault (2007) knew this as he was formulating his thoughts on security; his 

lectures (Security, Territory, and Population) are, in fact, attempts to account for the 

uncoded and unpredictable elements of life that challenge the security of the state. It is 

these freedoms, the Real of life (Dillon, 2007) that makes modern government the 

practice of “governing contingency”.  The collective actions of the state to make life 

transparent to knowledge are coupled with efforts to regulate its diverging characteristics. 

Dillon (2007) terms the ensemble of potential, emerging, and active counter practices 

‘contingencies’: “The economic and political preferences and choices, for example, came 

to be regarded as contingent on their own calculations of utility. Similarly, those 

contingent calculations of utility re-injected a contingent uncertainty back into economics 

and politics” (Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2008). Women make calculated choices to 

recognize, accept, apply, ridicule, or refuse classroom lessons against their perceived 

utility. This, in turn, serves to challenge the utility of the development process, the very 

coherence of the state itself to ultimately find resolution to the Kurdish Question.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

 “THE STATE KILLS, WE KILL…EVERYONE KILLS”:  
THE EVERYDAY GEOGRAPHIES OF DEVELOPMENT PRACTICE 

 

“Subjects are hailed in multiple ways through the institutions of society…these 

institutions and the uneven social relations that uphold them are the sedimented outcome 

of material practice” (Mitchell, et al., 2004, 10). About the only thing ‘static’ in 

development practice is the curriculum, which as I showed in the previous chapter is 

communicated through a number of competing and collaborating interests. Beyond the 

words on a page, development is practiced by and for individuals who are invested in 

social change to various ends. Understanding security as a biopolitical engagement with 

power requires that we understand not only the subjects development targets but also the 

institutions and stakeholders who work to ensure the successful outcome of development 

goals. In this chapter, I turn my attention to the institutionalized side of development 

practice in urban Diyarbakır by examining the political affiliations and associated 

practices through which development activities are deployed neighborhood to 

neighborhood. Gendered development programs in Diyarbakır operate through network 

of government offices, officials, administrators, and teachers with different political 

philosophies. Institutions, then, are the produced ‘effect’ (Mitchell, 2001) of individuals 

who are entrenched personally and professionally in the development process. The 

practices through which this ‘effect’ is manufactured work to both construct and 

deconstruct the stable coherence of the institution itself, namely the state. Up to this 

point, I have not fully addressed nor theorized the nature of the ‘state’ and ‘government’ 
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in Turkey and in the context of Southeast Turkey. I do that in this chapter through an 

evaluation of development spaces, their political alliances, and the individuals that work 

to forge relationships between the state, government and migrant Kurdish residents.  

 

In this chapter, however, I am not just concerned with the activities of the Turkish state 

per say; I also discuss the ‘effect’ and legitimacy of the local pro-Kurdish government 

(the BDP), as the sponsor of four of the seven sites where I conducted research (three 

laundries and the Municipality- run Social Services complex). As identified in the 

Chapter 1, the widespread election of pro-Kurdish political representatives to 

municipality offices since 1999 has created what Watts (2009) refers to as a movement of 

“institutionalized resistance”. Collectively, the presence of BDP officials in parliament 

and local offices represent a concerted effort to bring a distinctly pro-Kurdish legislative 

agenda to formal politic-making in Ankara. Notwithstanding these ongoing efforts, pro-

Kurdish parties and representatives are simultaneously accountable to the institutional 

rules and constraints that regulate the functions of the state (Gramsci, 1971). Through 

their mere existence within the formalized structure of government, they provide leverage 

to the Turkish state. Practically speaking, they compete for power through the same 

mechanisms that national Turkish parties do (the AKP, for example) even as they 

challenge long rooted cultural policies towards the Kurds. Yücel (2009) suggests that the 

domain of activities of the pro-Kurdish government occupy a “space inbetween”; at 

times, enacting policies and supporting projects that uphold the political legitimacy of the 

Turkish state, at times engaging with legal (and allegedly illegal) channels of government 
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to challenge the state. The very fact that National government-sponsored Literacy and 

Mother’s Education courses constitute the central activity of pro-Kurdish BDP-sponsored 

laundries indicates the degree to which political alliances and the spaces through which 

the state operates are mutable.  

 

Both the political apparatuses of the Turkish national and Kurdish local governments 

labor to ‘develop’ the lives of migrant women and families in similar ways.  Not unlike 

the ‘state’ (as in, the nation-state), the legitimacy of the ‘municipality’ is upheld through 

practice and discourse. The ways that competing political ideologies are unfolding within 

the urban landscape through women’s centers and laundries reveal starkly that 

state/society divisions are constantly in-flux. Administrators and teachers - Turk and 

Kurd - share similar development goals that span dissimilar political ideologies. In this 

chapter I explore these contentions in an effort to deconstruct the state. In so doing, I 

challenge popular notions that the Kurdish Question is a fixed and stable set of problems. 

This chapter is divided into three sections: 1) I conceptually define the state in Turkey 

(historic and present) through theories of the ‘everyday state’ and explain the habitual 

slippage between state and society that characterizes the development process,  2) 

Through a “grounded” geopolitical analytic, I explain the spatial characteristics of  

Turkish and pro-Kurdish women’s centers and laundries to show how political alliances 

are produced visually across the landscape, 3) Finally, I explore how the state (as the 

practice of diverse political interests) is destabilized through frustrations with 

bureaucracy by administrators and women alike. I then discuss how women challenge the 
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legitimacy of government and the political strategies of the state by through performance 

as they maneuver across different political organizations (KCEMs, laundries, and 

government offices) to secure resources for their families. 

 

Defining the State Conceptually in Southeast Turkey 

 

There has traditionally existed a symbolic division between state and society in Turkey, 

whereby the state was often not so much embodied by the revolving faces of politicians 

or parties, but by a set of ideals in the minds of the people (Heper, 1990).40 Historically, 

the military was tasked with protecting these ideals - the values and principles 

foundational of the Republic - and has intervened in government at various times when it 

sensed a threat to the integrity of the state. The military therefore, has historically acted 

as the representative of the state, as the ‘protector’ of the nation, over and above the 

government. In effect, this formed a clear distinction in the minds of Turkish residents 

between the state (as the military) and government (as the administration).41 Because of 

                                                
40 During the early years of the Republic, the lower social strata played little role in democratic 
development, in part because the general populace held no horizontal ties to government, and the 
popularity of political parties was based more on how they dealt with “state-society 
confrontations” than how affective their policies could be. Therefore, while other new European 
states came to re-equilibriate democracy in the state-building process based on negotiations 
between interest groups at the ground level and the government, Turkey’s political system 
through much of its life has failed to do so. The responsibility of ensuring a democratic 
environment inline with Kemalist ideology has often fallen on the military.  Thus, the three 
military interventions in 1960, 1971, and 1980 “were not conceived as an anti-democratic act. 
Rather, the military stepped in to “save democracy from itself.” (Heper, 1990) 
41 This ‘state’/’government’ distinction is changing in recent years as the current administration 
(AKP) calls to task certain military activities through legislation that undermines the historical 
powers of the military. In this dissertation, I often use the terms ‘state’ and ‘government’ 
interchangeably in reference to a broad assemblage of national ministries, government offices, 
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the great trust, and therefore power, placed in the hands of the military by Turkish 

citizens, the military was responsible for numerous political operations throughout 

history that ran counter to democratic ideals (three coups in 1960, 1971, and 1980 among 

the more notable). More disconcerting, however, was a lack of transparency and 

accountability over the latter half of the 20th century of the operation of paramilitary and  

secret intelligence groups in the Southeast. During the 1980s, 1990s, and continuing into 

this decade, these extra-legal wings of the military were complicit in murders, 

kidnappings, and acts of torture against Kurdish journalists, politicians, and anyone (and 

their families) accused of cooperation with the PKK. The clandestine actions of these 

groups are collectively termed the ‘deep state’, referring to the ‘state within the state’ that 

perpetrated unimaginable acts of violence in the name of national preservation. Only 

recently have some the ‘deep state’ atrocities come to light in response to demands by 

family members for knowledge about their missing loved ones. Women have actually 

been at the forefront of this movement, many having lost husbands, sons, and daughters 

during the conflict.42  

 
                                                                                                                                            
and military apparatuses that have aligned around socio-economic goals. I also use ‘state’and 
’national government’ interchangeably at times to contrast the local pro-Kurdish government. 
However, as I show in this chapter, the activities of the pro-Kurdish local government are not 
always an exception to state power nor stand in opposition to the policies and practices of the 
state. Rather, the local BDP-muncipality draws on Turkish state resoures at times and deployes 
similar state-like technologies of power. Ultimately, as highlighted in this chapter, definitions of 
the ‘state’ are diverse and vary in meaning across populations. 
42 As well, the AKP has made civil-military reform a priority of its administration, bringing to 
trial a number of former and current security personnel over the actions of the ‘deep state’. 
Tensions between the staunchly secular and nationalist military and Islamist government run 
high, culminating in the resignation of all major military heads in July 2011.  
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The presence of the ‘state’ is particularly strong in Southeast Turkey - where the 

activities of the ‘deep state’ were most concentrated, where the military continues regular 

although diminished operations, and where the AK Party and BD Party have invested 

visible efforts in development programs. In spite of the ongoing reshuffling of power 

between the government and military, the ‘state’ as an idea and as a signifier of Turkish 

Republican ideals, remains strong in the minds of Kurdish residents, not simply in the 

way that it regulates and produces life, but also in the ways that it destroys life. The 

ability of a state to govern relies both on the existence of a legal and institutional 

framework as well as a civil enactment of values and affinities upheld in the recesses of 

all kinds of public and private affairs. It is this definition of the state, as an idea – more 

importantly, an idea sustained through material practice – that is my conceptual starting 

point for an evaluation of development spaces and institutions. Recognizing the state as 

such serves to unhinge popular geopolitical narratives that draw rigid lines between state 

and society, in this case, the Turkish state and Kurdish society. These kinds of simplified 

narratives further strengthen the figurative and literary distance between the Southeast 

region and the rest of Turkey. And this distance complicates the ability of both Turks and 

Kurds to achieve cross-cultural and regional peace. Time and time again, respondents 

told me that the largest barrier to peace in the Southeast was cultural misunderstanding.   

 

In the introduction to a 2009 special themed issue of the European Journal of Turkish 

Studies, Nicole Watts suggests:  
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…The ‘southeast’ has indeed been constructed through war, discourse, 
and imagination as a kind of zone of exceptionality, resistance, and 
contestation, but it is not immune to the same gritty dynamics of real-life 
state-society relations that exist almost everywhere: an incoherent and 
often-divided state that usually lacks the resources to execute policies 
effectively; social groups that co-opt local officials and penetrate state 
institutions in various ways; blurred boundaries between public and 
private that complicate the idea of a state space distinct from a social one; 
all sorts of non-hostile and in fact mutually beneficial relations that form 
on all sides; resistances that not only undermine state authority on many 
different levels but sometimes reproduce its power. Moreover, state-
society relations in the southeast, just like in other places, are dynamic and 
changeable. (para.3) 

 
 

Popular geopolitical imaginaries of the predominantly Kurdish Southeast region are often 

couched in binaries that cast Turks and Kurds into categories that obscure the complexity 

of identity and practice, in turn always formed and reformed through encounters with 

political institutions, people, and processes. As Rukiye Teyze, a student at the laundry, 

told me during my first trip to Diyarbakır, “The state kills, we kill…everyone kills”. She 

was describing a blood feud between her family and a neighboring clan that had erupted 

two years prior. There was an obvious irony in this statement, though, as we had just 

finished a conversation about an attack on her village by Turkish soldiers and the Village 

Guard. But this irony was not lost on her. She laughed and we chuckled ourselves, in 

some ways grateful for the bit of comedic relief she offered. This quote did not hit me as 

particularly significant at the time, but it was over the course of 8 more months of 

research in Diyarbakır that I could fully appreciate its significant. In effect, Rukiye Teyze 

was pointing out the arbitrary line consistently drawing divisions between people and 

places both ideologically and geographically (‘the big bad state’/ ‘the resistant Kurds’,  

‘the modern West’/ ‘the backward East’). In the action of murder by the state and the 
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killing of her loved ones by members of her own community, Rukiye was expressing a 

horror for violence that transcended political boundaries.  

 

At the other end, state/society divisions are deconstructed through the contrasting but 

sometimes collaborating development work of the national governorship KCEMs and 

pro-Kurdish BDP-laundries. On the one hand, the distinct Kurdish-nationalist agenda of 

the pro-Kurdish party (the BDP) serves as a counterpoint to the referential power of the 

Turkish state and traditional Republic ideals.  In fact, one interviewee termed the BDP 

municipality “the other state”. As Adile Hoca, an AÇEV teacher at the laundry, said, 

“The mayor [Osman Baydemir] is looked at as a president for so many people. The 

municipality has a great responsibility of taking the lead, and being an example for 

Kurdish people”. BDP investments in gendered development constitute an alternative 

narrative to the relationship between women, development, security, and national 

belonging. Pro-Kurdish efforts signify an active movement against the popular ‘socio-

economic’ narrative of the Kurdish Question that casts the Southeast region as backward, 

tribal, and sometimes rural. At the same time that these efforts are recognized and lauded 

within pro-Kurdish and pro-democratic and human rights circles (the European Union, 

Kurdish and human rights agencies, and international media), they work within the same 

institutional channels and deploy the same technologies of power as the Turkish state and 

government. As described in Chapter 2, the work that development programs do to 

produce modern, liberal, and politically engaged female subjects is work that both 

Turkish and Kurdish political facets have identified important to their national 
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community narratives. And both deploy shared sets of discursive constraints around the 

production of life. This is why there are collaborative efforts across political lines in 

terms of women’s education (for example, AÇEV works in both governorship-sponsored 

KCEMs and municipality-sponsored laundries). For this reason, I evaluate the mutual 

activities of Turkish and pro-Kurdish development activities through the same theoretical 

tools. I show that the state, through various institutions, is upheld because of the way 

citizens perform, undermine, and embody these institutions in material and spatial 

practice (Navaro-Yasin, 2002; Secor, 2004). These practices, or “prosaics”, constitute the 

‘everyday state’ (Painter, 2006). Seeing the state through the lens of the everyday, so to 

speak draws our attention, according to Painter, “to the intense statization of social life”, 

of daily life. If the last chapter can tell us anything, it is that even the most mundane 

choices about how to feed your children and take care of your bodies are incredibly 

politicized actions that mark our membership in the community of statehood. 

 

But migrant women and administrators and teachers, as state and government subjects, 

are not mute a-historical subjects. In the last chapter, I also highlighted how the 

politicization of security subjects - constituting this deep “statization of life”- affirms but 

also challenges dominant national narratives about citizenship and belonging (Painter, 

2006). This indicates that the ‘state’ is produced in all kinds of divergent and 

contradictory ways. In this regard, Foucault’s work on biopolitics and security shows that 

power is always modified by the contingency of human choice and experience, making 

efforts to code the body through law and discipline always incomplete. Liberal 
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government is not only concerned with “the fixing and demarcating of territory, but of 

allowing circulations to take place” (2007, 65). The recognition of deviation brings an 

element of reality into an otherwise homogenous national security narrative. Dillon and 

Lobo-Guerrerro (2008) state that “The biopolitical understanding of the real- its 

experience of the real of living things- is played back into refinding the technologies 

designed to regulate and capitalize upon it.” (17) Development centers in Southeast 

Turkey, for example, are open and transitory points in a circulation of events, people, and 

processes. While they work to fix new ideas about family form and practice and 

citizenship, inline with a national ideal, they are also spaces that confront the complicated 

realties of life in Southeast Turkey- restrictions on Kurdish cultural rights, counter ideas 

about constitutions of family, entanglements with state law, to name a few. 

 

Development Practice and the Territorialization of the Neighborhood Space 

 

Single-plot narratives of ‘terror’ and ‘tribal backwardness’ (İçduygu & Şirkeci, 1999; 

Sezgin & Wall, 2006; Watts, 2009), have rendered the Southeast region a conflict zone, a 

space of ethnic separatism, and a seat of cultural and economic depression. For this 

reason, there is a distinct spatiality to geopolitical perceptions of Kurdish Question, 

which ultimately feed into policy. Popular geopolitical imaginaries about the Southeast 

obfuscate the network of diverse identities, loyalties, and subjectivities that produce and 

reproduce place. As a tool to circumvent the entrapments of popular and formal 

geopolitical spatialities, O’ Tuathail (2011) suggests a “ground-level critical geopolitics” 
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focused “on the disjunctures and contradictions in the relationship between the grounded 

local and policy discourse and practices of the major powers.” Similarly, feminist 

geopoliticians also call for a ‘grounded’ reconciliation of geopolitical discourse and 

practice (Hyndman, 2007; Secor, 2001). Dowler & Sharp (2001) state:  

 
In order to start to think in terms of a feminist (or post-colonial feminist) 
geopolitics, it is necessary to think more clearly of the grounding of 
geopolitical discourse in practice (and in place) – to link international 
representation to the geographies of everyday life; to understand the ways 
in which the nation and the international are reproduced in the mundane 
practices we take for granted.  

 

Both look to the ‘everyday’ as the place where activities underpinning and challenging 

the national imaginary unfold. To this end, gendered development spaces are active in 

reproducing a specific set of politics that uphold an institutional coherence of the state 

and government. And this politicization of development spaces is also happening 

alongside a territorialization of surrounding neighborhoods.  

 

As one can see from the map of development sites (Fig. 4.1), also shown in Chapter 2, 

there is distinct spatial element to the way development is unfolding in urban Southeast 

Turkey that is invisible in the predominant narratives about the Kurdish Southeast. 

Spatially, ethnic and national struggles are literally playing out neighborhood to 

neighborhood as both the AKP-governorship and the BDP-municipality fight for political 

influence over migrant families. Because the KCEMs and laundries are the primary 

places where the relationships of women (as potential constituents and political subjects) 

to the government are first formed, migrant neighborhoods are highly contested places. 
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One immediately notices the close proximity of the GAP-KCEMs and BDP-laundries, 

often times within walking distance of one another. Both governments have staked out 

pieces of territory within each migrant or set of migrant neighborhoods.  In spite of this 

closeness, the coordination between the two is often wanting, and many ascribe this to the 

stark ideological differences between them.  

 

 

Fig. 4.1. Map of Research Sites. Source: http://maps.google.com 

 

Conducting house visits one evening with Adem Hoca from the Fatih Paşa KCEM, we 

come to a street south of the center at which point we turned around. According to Adem 
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Hoca, the area beyond this street is “outside his jurisdiction”. Rather, the BDP- laundry in 

the Hasırlı neighborhood claims influence over these homes. Sometimes, even without 

previous knowledge of the political affiliation of centers and laundries, one just had to 

look around. There were quite distinct landscape differences between neighborhoods 

housing the KCEMs and the laundries. For example, walking through the one laundry-run 

neighborhood one encounters pro-Kurdish political messages scrawled across house and 

apartment walls. Some just read: “PKK”. Others are more poignant: “Where is the State? 

Where is justice? If it exists, where is it? Do your duty.” (Fig. 4.2) These kinds of 

references to ‘the state’ and ‘the PKK’ are not seen to the same degree in the KCEM-

managed neighborhoods. The neighborhood space itself is marked in line with the 

political goals of nearby development centers and laundries. This shows that the 

expansion of power over life is also a very spatial and territorializing project, not only in 

the way that it territorializes the private space of the home but also in its ability to track 

movement between and across physical spaces. For example, evening house visits and 

walks through the neighborhood by administrators are methods of surveillance. They are 

efforts to keep tabs on the social and economic conditions of the neighborhood, and, in 

the particular case of KCEM administrators, to monitor anti-state political activity. 

laundry workers also conduct regular visits in the neighborhood to check in on families.  
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Fig. 4.2. Graffiti in a neighborhood that houses one a BDP-run laundry. 

 

The political influence of the AKP and the BDP over their respective migrant 

neighborhoods is seen most visibly in the way that both parties pander to these 

neighborhoods during election time. For example, during the 2007 national elections, 

both the AK party (via the local governorate office) and the BD party distributed beyaz 

eşyalar (‘white things’) - primarily refrigerators and washing machines - to migrant 

families. These efforts to essentially “buy” votes work alongside education programs to 

encourage political participation among migrant women, who vote far less than their 

male counterparts (husbands, brothers, etc.) in elections. The lack of political 

participation by women in the electoral process is due to documentation difficulties and 

limited mobility to get to the polls. These barriers are alleviated somewhat by KCEMs 

and laundries. Campaign efforts are many times coordinated through the KCEMs and 
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laundries, as center administrators have a much deeper knowledge of the material needs 

of resident families. In addition, transportation is arranged on Election Day for those 

residents who would otherwise not be able to travel to the voting sites. 

The conflicting political interests of the sponsors (municipality/BDP and 

governorship/AKP) of each set of centers (laundries and KCEMs) are also quite apparent 

in the production of the development spaces themselves. In the laundries,  illegal Kurdish 

newspapers are strewn across tables while satellite Kurdish television glows in the 

background.  KCEMs on the other hand are governed by a protocol restricting any public 

cultural references to ‘Kurdishness’. As well, irregular non-classroom activities such as 

seminars and visible (sometimes communal) holiday celebrations further work to 

politicize spaces. At the KCEMs, these celebrations honor major Turkish holidays. At the 

laundries, special events usually celebrate Kurdish-related commemorative days. Two 

notable events that passed while I was in Diyarbakır were the anniversary of Abdullah 

Ocalan’s capture43 (the laundries were closed on this day) and Nevruz, the Kurdish ‘New 

Year’.44 Many Kurdish families, even very poor families, attend the large Nevruz 

celebration in the park north of the city, but there are also numerous neighborhood 

Nevruz celebrations that occur beforehand staged at the laundries. On important Turkish 

                                                
43 February 15th marks the anniversary of Abdullah Ocalan’s capture by the Turkish state in 1999. 
The day is commemorated every year by Kurds in the form of protests and building closures. 
44 Nevruz (or ‘Newros’ in Kurdish) is the Zoroastrian New Year, celebrated on March 21 to 
celebrate the arrival of Spring. Every year in Diyarbakır, thousands of Kurds gather to celebrate 
Nevruz. In the last 30 years in Turkey, Nevruz has become popular symbol for the nationalist 
Kurdish struggle. For many years, bloody clashes between Turkish soldiers and Kurdish 
protestors marred the celebration, but gatherings have been more peaceful in recent years. Still, 
the state has a visible presence among the festivities. In 2010 when I attended, there were police 
barricades around the event and military helicopters regularly hovering above.  
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holidays, KCEM’s organize singing and folk dance performances by neighborhood 

children for local government officials. International Women’s Day was one event shared 

by both KCEMs and laundries, but the manner in which they were celebrated was quite 

distinct. The KCEMs bus women to a large modern wedding salon where tables are 

arranged for the governor and his staff. Women and their children sit around circular 

tables eating nuts and drinking pop bottles and watching neighborhood children perform 

folk dance and song routines. The ceremony ends with a mock wedding as young couples 

parade around the dance floor in contemporary wedding clothes - large ornate white 

gowns and formal suits.  Down the street, the women from this laundry along with other 

pro-Kurds gather in traditional Kurdish clothing holding red, green, and yellow flags 

intermixed with streams of purple, the color of the international feminist movement. They 

chant “women” and “freedom” interspersed with “Apo” [‘uncle’], a Kurdish pet name 

used for imprisoned leader of the PKK, Abdullah Ocalan. 

 

The diverse spatial expression of politics manufactured and performed by government 

officials, administrators, and teachers means that neighborhoods are “developing” in 

different ways. While women are incorporated as “modern” and “liberal” subjects in 

analogous ways through shared curriculum, the political ideologies produced in each 

development space are different. Ironically, nationalist Turkish literacy courses offering 

units on “The Right to Vote” can in fact be used as a tool to promote an opposing 

political loyalty. Essentially, women are being told: “Yes, you can vote. But here is 

where your vote should go.” This manipulation symbolizes all too well the inherent ‘risk’ 
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that Foucault described in security technologies that work to manage the contingencies of 

life lived. There is always an excess of life that cannot be coded that then counters the 

dominant national narrative.   

The spatial and ideological divisions between neighborhoods and their consequences for 

the development process are revealed in interviews with development administrators and 

teachers.45 For example, Adem Hoca overtly identified the governorship-run 

neighborhoods as the ‘safest’. He says: “The stone throwing children…80% come from 

the municipality [BDP] neighborhoods”.46 He follows this by saying, “We are reaching a 

lot of people- for example, normally these children would be in the streets- crime, drugs- 

but they are here [at the center] learning folklore.”  For him, there is a noticeable absence 

of street kids and ‘stone throwing children’ (the two are used interchangeably) in the 

governorship-controlled neighborhoods and this indicates a level of order and security 

that does not exist in other parts of the city. This also infers that ‘neighborhood security’ 

is analogous to ‘national security’; if neighborhood centers can provide children with 

                                                
45 They were also revealed during the research process itself, sometimes threatening my ability 
to move back and forth between development spaces with different political bents. For example, 
I let it slip to a teacher at one KCEM that I had been barred from participating in the ‘Mothers 
Support’ class at one of the laundries. She immediately told the administrator, and he later 
addressed this with me, asking me about “my big problem”. He told me not to got to the 
laundries anymore and that they are “not good places”.  This polarization between places most 
certainly made the research an incredibly tedious process. 

46 “Stone throwing children” (tas atan cocuklar) is the general term for children participating in 
political protests (who often throw stones at police and soldiers). Like the image of stone-
throwing children in Palestine, the image and the act has similarly taken on symbolic meaning for 
the Kurdish struggle. Unfortunately, with the passage of the Anti-Terror Bill in 2005, hundreds of 
children have been tried as adults and imprisoned for just such acts, which are considered ‘crimes 
against the state’. The Bill was reversed in 2010 but many children remain behind bars. 
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productive activities, such as folklore, they will not become involved in political 

activities and ideologies that contradict those of the nation-state. 

 

The ‘political ideologies’ of BDP-run programs (the laundries and Sümer Park, the 

complex that houses the BDP municipality Social Services Branch) and certain NGO’s 

tied to the BDP (KAMER, KADER) were mentioned more than once in interviews with 

KCEM administrators.  

 
Sometimes the financial support is not enough for us in Diyarbakır. In 
Ankara and Istanbul they have ‘Education Villages’- mothers, fathers, and 
children go to different classes at the same place (like Sümer Park). But at 
Sümer Park [the BDP municipality Social Services Branch], they are using 
ideology. There is a specific politics at Sümer Park that has more to do 
with ideology. And that isn’t good. (Adem Hoca, Administrator, GAP-
KCEM) 

 
GAP was here first, but then later places like KAMER and KADER were 
opened. These are places that have a political bent- an ideology, you 
know, they use feminist terminology and they act more political. (Mehmet 
Hoca,  Administrator, GAP-ÇATOM) 
 

 
While neither Adem Hoca nor Mehmet Hoca mention the specific ideologies they are 

referring to, it was quite clear during the interviews that they are those associated with the 

pro-Kurdish movement. Mehmet Hoca’s reference to ‘feminism’ indicates the great 

degree to which the BDP has been active in advancing a national-feminist agenda (see 

Chapter 2), and the degree to which this is considered dangerous to the work of the 

Turkish state. I think it is noteworthy that in my discussions with KCEM administrators, 

the work of the BDP services and laundries was identified as being “political” or having a 

“specific politics”. In other words, the work of the Turkish state and government through 
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KCEMs and ÇATOMs is considered by its practitioners  to be a-political, work that 

brings to fruition one’s awareness of a pre-ordained membership within the Turkish 

national community. Ferguson (2000) refers to development projects as ‘anti-politics 

machines’ for the fact that they perform “extremely sensitive political operations 

involving the entrenchment and expansion of institutional state power almost invisibly 

under cover of a neutral, technical mission to which no one can object” (256).  ‘Gender’, 

then, as a ‘neutral’ category, becomes the mechanism through which complicated 

political tensions defining the Southeast region are depoliticized. This is the primary 

reason why the Kurdish Question has emerged as a Women Question in the last ten years. 

Yet, the historical experience of the Kurds and issues of ethnicity run central to ideas of 

gender and identity in southeast Turkey.  Political participation as a woman and as a Kurd 

has different meanings but is also informed by each; they are not homogenous categories 

(Yuval-Davis, 1991). And recognition of the ethnic dimensions of conflict and 

development (both in their exclusion and inclusion) has become a priority of the pro-

Kurdish movement.  

 

The non-recognition of the ethnic dimensions of the surrounding conflict within socio-

economic development narratives and activities has not gone unnoticed by pro-Kurdish 

affiliates. A discussion with an administrator at Sümer Park, Çiğdem Hanım, highlights 

this point of contention between the two simultaneously emerging development 

paradigms (Turkish and pro-Kurdish). She along with a contingent of members of the 

Yerel Gundem 21 project (‘Local Agenda 21’), a UN funded democratization and 
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community development project47 spearheaded by the BDP-municipality, submitted a 

petition to the Governorship in May 2010 complaining of the “anti-democratic, 

hierarchical, centralized, non-participatory and non-solution-oriented approach towards 

internally displaced people” (Diyarbakır Municipality, 2010, 1). The petition came in 

response to concerns over socio-economic rehabilitation programs implemented in 

migrant neighborhoods in urban areas in the Southeast. Immediately noticeable in the 

report is the use of the term “internally displaced persons” or “IDPs”.48 In spite of the fact 

that recent Kurdish migrants do qualify under the formalized definition of ‘IDP’, this is a 

term never used in official literature regarding socio-economic conditions in Southeast 

Turkey. For the Turkish government, it is a term heavy with political meaning. If used, it 

would signify an admission of responsibility by the state for incurred human rights and 

social justice abuses.  As of today, the state is nowhere near such an admission. The 

petition claims that the socio-economic problems of the region cannot be solved without 

sensitivity towards the ethnic and historical dimensions of conflict. Rather, the Turkish 

government’s approach to the problem of displacement have treated it as “a security issue 

                                                
47 Local Agenda 21 is an international UN-sponsored program aimed at building community 
involvement in local politics. The project places particular emphasis on the increased 
participation of women in local decision-making. Under the provision of Local Agenda 21- 
Diyarbakır, a Women’s Council was established in 2010 to bring together representatives from 
local government and non-government women’s development agencies. Because the municipality 
is spearheading the program (receiving direct funding from the UN to do so), little collaborative 
work is done with the governorship on this project. From conversations with Local Agenda 21 
participants, this seems to stem from a lack of willingness on the part of the governorship versus 
municipality.  
48 The UN officially defines IDPs as “persons or groups of persons who have been forced or 
obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of 
or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of 
human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally 
recognized State border” (Deng, 1998). 
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and used a palliative approach that deepens the problem, relying on such policy tools as 

“project” and “action plans” ((Diyarbakır Municipality, 2010, 1). According to this 

argument, the Turkish state’s development program (or ‘approach’) is undergirded by a 

one-note agenda to curb terrorism, not to address in a comprehensive manner 

fundamental issues over cultural rights. This is a critique I heard again and again from 

pro-Kurdish government and non-government representatives. This is why, for a number 

of pro-Kurdish activists, the Kurdish Question is centrally a question of identity. Only 

until questions over identity (language rights, naming rights, etc.) are finally solved will 

the social and economic solutions follow. 

 

The Shifting Boundaries of the Everyday State 

 

While the divisions between Turkish and pro-Kurdish development programs are strong 

and getting stronger, administrators and teachers show that the daily practice of 

development is not so divisive. As clearly demonstrated above, in spite of common 

misconception, political party support is not drawn along ethnic lines in the Southeast. In 

fact, the AKP has fared well as a national Turkish party in the Southeast, receiving 32-

68% of the vote within Southeast provinces in the June 2011 general elections.49 All but 

two teachers that I interviewed and worked with during the research were Kurdish. Most 

                                                
49 The AKP received 32% of the vote in Diyarbakır province, which was about average for the 
provinces in the deep Southeast (excluding the Iraqi border provinces of Sirnak and Hakkari 
which only gave the AKP 16% and 21% vote respectively) . Just north in Elazig, the AKP 
received 67% of the vote. The pro-Kurdish BDP increased its votes  from the 2007 elections in a 
number of provinces, however.  (http://www.google.com.tr/intl/tr/landing/elections/2011/) 
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had families from the southeastern region and all in some capacity or another have been 

negatively affected by conflict. More to the point, all have been on the receiving end of 

the repressive military and legal operations in the Southeast. Thus, across “ideological” 

boundaries, many identified similar political impediments to the development process. As 

well, there were shared frustrations about the way the competing interests of traditional 

party politics disrupted the flow of goods and services to migrant families. These stories 

uncover what Hyndman (2007) calls, “[the concealed] narratives of violence and loss that 

do the work of taking apart dominant geopolitical scripts of ‘‘us’’ and ‘‘them.’’ 

(Hyndman, 2007). Just as women are critical to various elements of development goals 

(see Chapter 3), so too are the very practitioners of development themselves. Their messy 

and emotional experiences in the deployment of development goals works to undermine 

and dispute political loyalties. And their collective frustrations over institutional politics 

across the political spectrum speak to disillusionment with the limits of state power, as 

the effectiveness of policy is often lost amidst the tangled web of bureaucracy and petty 

party politics.  

 

Indeed, the devlet (‘state’) changes in definition from person to person and place to place. 

In many of the laundries, discussions referencing the ‘state’ ranged from stories about 

police brutality and military operations to AKP-sponsored policies. For most nationalist 

Kurds, the AKP is akin to the state. The military, the police, and revolving government 

administration all represent the interests of the Turkish nation and, therefore, constitute 

the ‘state’. For example, Adile Hoca and Müge Hoca, both AÇEV literacy teachers (one 
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assigned to a laundry and the other to a KCEM) and both BDP supporters, termed the 

AÇEV program devletçi, cumhuriyetçi, or Atatürkçi (‘statist’, ‘republican’, and ‘Atatürk -

an’- in other words, ‘nationalist’) due to the fact that education is strictly in Turkish and 

contextualized within uncritical lessons on Turkish history and government. When Adile 

Hoca and I discuss the primary goals of the AÇEV literacy programs, she looks me in the 

eye and firmly says: 

 
 For AÇEV, everyone who does not know Turkish must know Turkish 
[emphasis on ‘Turkish’]…Do you understand?... (Adile Hoca, AÇEV 
Literacy Teacher, laundry) 

 

I understood.  

 

For Adile and Müge, though, the advantages of teaching a literacy program (even a 

Turkish one) that is also paired with life skills about raising children, seeing doctors, and 

applying for documents and aid outweighs the disadvantages. Their recognition of the 

clear benefit of literacy programs speaks again to the way that program methods and 

goals can unfold under the guidance of contradictory political visions and beliefs. 

 

In addition to seeing the ‘state’ in curriculum, Adile, Müge, and other self-identified pro-

Kurdish affiliates often identified the ‘state’ in the policies and activities of the AK Party 

and Prime Minister Erdoğan, evident by numerous political discussions I participated in 

during my time at the laundries with BDP supporters. In fact, it took a considerable time 

before the laundry workers and administrators finally warmed to Saadet as my translator. 



 

 

169 

Because she wore a headscarf in the tesettür style, she was usually cast as an AKP 

supporter and therefore considered a supporter of the ‘state’.50 On our morning walk to 

class one day, Adile Hoca easily sums up this distinction: “The governorship is the devlet 

[‘the state’], and the municipality is the halk [‘the people’]. That’s how it is here.” For 

pro-Kurdish supporters, the BDP is the “people’s party”. Adile Hoca justifies this point 

by explaining the political system to me. “We directly vote for our mayors and our 

municipalities. It’s not like the state.” And by the state, she means the national 

government - the AKP - who, in Diyarbakır, is embodied by the governorship. It is 

interesting to note here that, while the legitimacy of the ‘state’ is questioned everyday by 

counter political and cultural affinities, the pro-Kurdish BDP is given ‘legitimacy’ by 

Kurds because it is legally recognized within the Turkish political system and general 

state apparatus. In effect, the BDP is upheld because of its place alongside other state 

institutions and for its ability to do state work.  Adile Hoca’s disassociation of the BDP 

from the ‘state’ shows that the ‘state’ is defined contextually.  

 

                                                
50 For the most part, female workers in the laundries did not cover their heads, whereas women in 
KCEPs did. These dress choices are tied to the political affiliations of each type of center.  The 
KCEP’s operation under the Islamist-AKP means that the headscarf is welcome, if not 
encouraged, part of center decorum. On the other hand, laundry workers generally embody the 
socialist and staunchly secular roots of the pro-Kurdish movement by not wearing a headscarf. 
For women who do cover their heads and support the pro-Kurdish movement, such as many of 
the female students and residents in migrant neighborhoods, scarves are predominantly white and 
tied in a style many would categorize as ‘rural’ or ‘village-like’ (usually fastened under the chin 
or at the nape of the neck in a simple knot). Saadet, on the other hand, wears her scarf in the 
‘tesettur’ style: her scarf is name brand and fastened in a more elaborate style around her head. It 
was for this reason that men and women working in the laundries were initially suspect of her 
political ties. Saadet is in fact a BDP-supporter. For a deeper discussion of Islamic fashion and 
the politics of veiling, see Banu and Secor’s article (2010) titled “Between Fashion and Tesettur”.  



 

 

170 

One the other hand, for those working in the GAP-KCEMs (who tend to be AKP 

supporters51), the ‘state’ was usually defined separately from the AKP administration. 

While interview discussions with GAP-KCEM administrators and teachers tended to 

avoid overt discussions about the state, focused more on discussions concerning the AKP 

administration (‘the government’), sometimes the ‘state’ did appear in conversation. 

These conversations were usually in reference to the military and the ‘deep state’, and 

many times shed negative light on the ‘state’. While definitions differed as to what the 

‘state’ actually consists of, definitions were usually cast in negative terms across the 

political lines of the development centers and laundries, reflecting the general negative 

experience Kurds, all Kurds, in the Southeast - whether AKP or BDP supporters, whether 

KCEM or laundry workers - have had with the Turkish ‘state’. And the ‘state’ in these 

terms was also seen as an impediment to the development process.  For example, Adem 

Hoca contends that the actions of the ‘deep state’ will ultimately prevent the Southeast 

region from developing. 

 
“Nobody wants to work. The ‘deep state’, Ergenekon..they don’t want this 
region to develop. There is the drug trade, the gun trade…all things that 
give people power. If the problem [referring to the ‘Kurdish Problem’] is 
solved, they won’t be able to do their politics.” [Adem Hoca, 
Administrator, GAP-KCEM] 
 

I did not explore his claims about the drug and gun trade (although I do discuss the 

noticeable increase in drug availability and use in migrant neighborhoods in Chapter 5). 

                                                
51 The KCEMs work under supervision of the governorship that, in turn, works directly for the 
AKP administration. As mentioned in a previous chapter, many public offices and positions in 
Turkey (from heads of ministries down to elementary school principals) are revolving positions 
that often change with the entrance of new government administration into office.  
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This quote, however, is significant for the fact that Adem Hoca recognizes that there are 

deep fundamentalist national leanings in Turkey that affect all Kurds in negative ways. 

Meral Hoca, a teacher at Sümer Park and a BDP supporter,  reinforces the reality of this 

statement. 

 
My father is a soldier. And one of the women here, her brother works at 
the emniyet [‘police station’]; another one works at the ceza evi [‘jail’]. It 
doesn’t matter if you are a Kurd or a Turk, we are all brothers and sisters, 
but it is the nationalists that we don’t like.’ [Meral Hoca, Teacher, Sümer 
Park] 

 

Meral Hoca clearly identifies the “police station” and the “jail” as ‘state spaces’. As 

apparatuses of the sovereign state, they represent mechanisms of force and violence. Yet, 

even the uniformity of these spaces is deconstructed through the words of those 

individuals who are relatives of those employed in these sites. The words of Adile Hoca 

and Müge Hoca, literacy teachers working for a “nationalist” project (in their words) who 

are simultaneously yurtsever [‘patriotic’] Kurds52 and the parallel critiques of Turkish 

nationalists by Adem Hoca and Meral Hoca who work in different political spheres (the 

AKP- run KCEM and the BDP-run Sümer Park) show that people of very different 

backgrounds can and do work across political divides. More to the point, they show that 

‘the state’ is anything but fixed. As Painter suggests, formal policy has little resonance in 

the material world until it is enacted through practices of policing, officiating, and 

teaching by individuals (Painter, 2006), and these practices are unevenly enacted.  

 

                                                
52 Yurtsever means ‘patriotic’ and is a common term used to describe pro-Kurdish Kurds. 



 

 

172 

Center administrators and teachers highlighted similar sentiments on the state in 

discussions over bureaucracy and coordination. A number of managers and educators 

within centers (governorate, municipality, and NGO sponsored) complain about  

bureaucratic barriers to the development process, as well as a lack of coordination 

between governorate and municipality offices on shared concerns and goals. Fatih Hoca, 

an administrator at one KCEM, says: “There is no coordination with the municipality- the 

governorate office does not want to work with the municipality. It is all so political.” 

Hearing these words from someone who is in all appearance outwardly aligned with one 

political ideology and affiliation – Fatih hangs Turkish flags on his windows, spends hour 

preparing for the visit of the Governor to his center, teachers his children to recite the 

İstiklâl Marşı (‘Independence March’) – indicates that political divides are porous in the 

day to day unfolding of development. More importantly, Fatih’s words locate this 

porosity in the gap between political ideology and material needs and expectations. And 

development administrators often find themselves caught in this gap. They are the 

mediators between an abstract state and government and the very real needs of 

neighborhood residents, and this task is heavy. Abdullah Hoca, for example, says: 

 
The expectations on us are heavy. We have given 10,000 families help so 
far through the Valilik. We are always writing names, but they want more 
and more, as if I am the state. There is a limit, and there is a lot of 
bureaucracy. It’s as if they want you to bring bread to their homes every 
evening. These are the hardest problems- the bureaucracy and the 
expectations. If the people in charge want to, and if they can, they will 
give that day. But I have to answer to everyone everyday, and if I can’t 
answer, I am a bad person. (Abdullah Hoca, Administrator, GAP-KCEM) 
 
There is not a lack of support- all the time the state is giving money- the 
governorship, the municipality- they get used to this in this neighborhood- 
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especially here [Fatih Paşa], since this is where the first center was put in 
and all the money was directed here. It’s just the way it goes- sometimes 
to attract women to the programs you have to give them money or clothes- 
rüşvet [‘bribe’]. (Elif Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 
 

They worry about the dependency that development builds in the wake of staggering 

unemployment rates, and to this end the dependency that is then placed on them as the 

physical representatives of the state. Work (or lack of) is something that comes up often: 

 
During the bayram [‘holiday’], Baydemir did five house visits. We try to 
apply to the municipality when there are issues of violence if we can’t talk 
to the families ourselves.  Now the problem is not so much a lack of 
washing machines- the Valilik distributed many, but there is a lack of 
work. I think they will try to build a workshop here. (Tahire Abla, 
Teacher, BDP- Laundry) 

 

As explained earlier, work is scarce in the Southeast stemming from economic policies in 

the 1980’s that decreased state welfare programs and employment opportunities in formal 

sectors (Buğra & Keyder, 2006). In effect, the nature of available work today for poor 

migrants is informal, menial, part-time and temporary (Erturk, 1995; Gökalp, 2007).  

The availability of government-funded financial support for the unemployed and their 

families is complicated by the fact that the amount of money and the source of money 

flowing into social service programs in the Southeast are, again, differentially based on 

political sponsorship. The local governorate programs have fared better in many ways 

than those sponsored by the municipality, as there is regular flow of funds from the state. 

The municipality, however, must look outside of Turkey for financial aid coming in the 

form of grants from the European Union or European-based Kurdish NGOs:  
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The financial support is not enough from the state. They want to build a 
tandir evi [‘bread house’] here, but nothing is happening. We can’t even 
support the laundries; only two working machines are left. If we allow 
those to be used, they will be overused and the women will fight. Belediye 
uğraşamiyor [‘you can’t reach the Municipality’]. (Merdem Hanım, 
Administrator, BDP-Laundry) 
 
 

At the time this interview with Merdem Hanım was conducted, laundry services 

had been temporarily shut down because of the number of inoperable machines. 

The inefficiencies and inadequacies on the ground, so to speak, in the laundries 

and centers, are reflections of struggles above in the government offices that are 

the nodes through which capital flow and data are crunched. Adem Hoca echoes 

many others in his position when he speaks of the lack of coordination within the 

governorship offices.  

 
Things need to be more systematic. The Vali and the müdürler 
görüşmüyorlar [‘do not communicate’]. There is no systematic way of 
keeping data. There is also an overlap; some families are not getting 
anything and some are getting it twice. We need to be able to share 
information in a systematic way. (Adem Hoca, Administrator, GAP-
KCEM) 

 

Conversations about ‘expectations’ and ‘coordination’ were usually rife with emotion. 

Many administrators and teachers talked about their frustrations over not being able to 

help to the extent they wish they could- stemming from bureaucratic barriers, lack of 

funding, and incidents of domestic violence behind closed doors. Interview questions 

concerning the personal investment and experience of KCEM and laundry workers 

reveals a side of ‘state production’ that is rarely recorded. In the pauses caught between 

words, half finished sentences, and occasional tears, by and large administrators express a 
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collective disappointment in the lack of ability of the state (the Turkish ‘state’ and the  

BDP as the ‘other state’) to meet the needs of its citizens.  On both sides, there is a 

sincere need to improve people’s lives, but this is not always a realistic end:  

 
The most difficult thing in this work is the bureaucracy… and that I can’t 
really tell people what I see everyday. You can’t understand the problems 
here, the psychological stress. There was a woman up there on the hill 
who had cancer. She was very sick and losing all her teeth. I went to the 
Municipality everyday to try to find her help. By the time something 
came… it was too late. This is the bureaucracy…My husband would get 
so mad at me and tell me not to work..to quit this. I get so stressed out, but 
I can’t quit. (Merdem Hanım, Administrator, Laundry)53 
 

Halime Hanım also spoke in very emotional language about her concerns and 

frustrations: 

 
The psychological stresses on women are probably the worst. We 
sometimes can take them to EPİDEM for psychological treatment [a 
nearby women’s NGO], and sometimes they come here from the 
municipality. But it’s not enough. They don’t come enough. There were 
these two children who were having problems. They needed counseling, 
but the man from the municipality would not come because there was not 
car. He did not want to come on foot. (Halime Hanım, Administrator, 
Laundry) 
 

Administrators sometimes refer to neighborhoods as ‘forgotten spaces’, as they are 

located off public transportation lines and lack formal commercial activity (discussed in 

Chapter 3). They blame the limited reach of government services to these neighborhoods 

on their spatial isolation. Along these lines, Merdem Hanım has pointed comments about 

the work of the Municipality in her neighborhood: 

                                                
53 Merdem Hanim’s husband passed away seven months prior to this interview.  
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It is interesting that the biggest support for the Belediye probably comes 
from these neighborhoods but they have been the least impacted. (Merdem 
Hanım, Administrator, Laundry)  

 
There is the ÇATOM nearby, and the laundry, but it’s not enough. I 
proposed that we work together, the ÇATOM accepted but the 
Municipality refused. At the Municipality everyone is a ghost- before, we 
were neighbors, sisters and brothers- but people don’t really want to work 
for the main problems. The works of the Municipality are yüzeysel [‘on 
the surface’]. Nobody is researching, trying to address the problems. They 
are not reaching the children here, so they turn to drugs and crime. I wish 
a place like Sümer Park could be in this neighborhood. There should be 
another partnership agency- you just can’t do everything alone…There is 
not even a dolmuş [‘minibus’] stop here. (Merdem Hanım, Administrator, 
Laundry) 
 

 

Interviews with administrators and teachers affiliated with both sides of the political 

divide of development often revealed a great deal of sadness and disappointment not only 

towards the stories about poverty and domestic violence they hear day in and day out, but 

by a lack of institutional support to service women and families in dire situations. Their 

words show that the ‘state effect’, beyond its construction through the production and 

translation of knowledge (as discourse), is also felt in deeply emotional ways. Navaro-

Yashin (2002) refers to the state as a fantasy in her ethnographic work on Turkish state 

practices, drawing on Lacanian psychoanalytic discussions of state and subject. Belief in 

the state persists in spite of the ways that it so rarely lives up to its promises to take care 

of its members. This is because the very idea of the state is embedded in how people 

identify themselves; it is always reified through emotions, obsessions, and great feelings 

of cynicism. 
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Need and the Performance of Stateness  

 

Cynicism is a feeling migrant women know well, as they maneuver everyday in and 

between two political apparatuses, one distinctly Turkish and one pro-Kurdish. In many 

cases, their stories show that the pressing and immediate concerns over family, food, and 

shelter often subvert government attempts to code, regulate and manage. In spite of the 

ways that women in Southeast Turkey have been unfairly burdened by the impacts of 

Turkish-Kurdish nationalist conflict as well as the patriarchal structure of both state and 

family (Yükseker, 2006), they are also actively involved in the political (and spatial) 

maneuvering through and against these difficulties. Uncovering their role, as the 

marginalized and often hidden voices of political practice, is a primary goal of feminist 

geopolitics (Dowler & Sharp, 2001; Hyndman, 2001, 2004).  

 

One trend that became apparent right away in interviews and discussion with women was 

the degree to which they have an understanding of local politics. Nearly everyone I spoke 

with could easily identify the party and institution through which their neighborhood 

center or laundry was aligned, in spite of the fact that education courses (AÇEV Literacy 

and ‘Mother’s Support’ classes) are deployed across political lines. This familiarity  of 

sponsorship speaks to the regular infusion of party politics in development activities: 

seminars, conferences, government-sponsored events. But, more so, it speaks to the keen 

awareness of women about the capacity (or lack thereof) of different government 

institutions to adequately address their needs. In much the same way that Saadet and I 
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had to learn how to play a sensitive game of cross-party loyalty to be able to work in both 

AKP and BDP-sponsored centers, so too did the women. This became most noticeable in 

the interviews I conducted with Kurdish families (fathers included). Men, more often 

than not spoke to the ideological tenets of a particular party as reason for their support. 

Women, on the other hand, primarily discussed specific parties in terms of their ability to 

provide them with day-to-day needs (money, food, healthcare). As was the case for 

certain administrators (above) working closely with the problems of women and their 

families, women were much more sensitive to the kinds of effective services the national 

and local governments were and were not providing. There recognition of the ‘use-value’ 

so to speak of the state and local governments undermines the subjectivizing practices of 

the development state. Women know to trust the state and government only to the extent 

that they can service day-to-day needs.  

 
Everything we have is thanks to the Vali. We applied to the Sarmaşık54 [a 
Municipality-partnered organization providing social assistance to poor 
families], but didn’t receive anything. [she laughs] Maybe it is because we 
take things from the Governorship- I don’t know….(Zeynep Abla, 
Student, GAP-KCEM) 

 
Benusen a long time ago was so terrible- all of this was water and mud, 
and people were so dirty. There was even more crime. Then the 
municipality came, they built all this- the laundry, the grass. It is much 
better. (Seyda Abla, Student, Laundry) 

                                                
54 The SARMASIK foundation (Yoksullukla Mucadele ve Surdururebilir Kalkinma Dernegi- 
‘Association for the Struggle Against Poverty and Sustainable Development’) is the 
Municipality-associated counterpart to the Turkish state-sponsored Sosyal Dayanisma ve 
Yardimlasma Vakfi (‘The Social Assistance and Solidarity Fund’), described in the footnotes of 
Chapter 2. SARMASIK similarly provides financial and material assistance to poor families. 
They highlight on their website that the organization responds to the lack of assistance on behalf 
of Turkish state organizations 
(http://www.sarmasik.org/default.aspx?ctrl=d&gurupid=kurumsal&id=dernekbildirgesi). 
SARMASIK works closely with the Diyarbakır Municipality in coordinating efforts. 
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Because the flow of funds into neighborhood development programs is divided along 

party lines, women would make a point of expressing their gratitude in exaggerated terms 

toward ‘the vali’ or ‘the belediye’, etc.  

 

The exaggeration of this ‘thanks’ was part and parcel of a kind of performance that some 

women have learned to enact. A number of women, in fact, would move between 

organizations of different political affiliation. For example, Remziye Hanım, a mother of 

five whom I interviewed during both the Masters and PhD research, discussed how she 

travels between the KCEM and the laundry that operate in adjacent neighborhoods. She 

feels that the municipality does better work, and she professes to me that “they care more 

about Kurdish people”, but she takes literacy lessons at the KCEM and a Mother’s 

Support class at the laundry. She will also regularly use the KCEM when she needs help 

on issues pertaining to documents and healthcare. Gülistan Habla comes to a sewing class 

at the KCEM, but also travels to Sümer Park to take a course on babysitting. The 

movement of women across the political divides of development practice shows that 

women circumvent the disciplining power of development spaces in order to secure 

resourcs and access government services. As Secor (2004) shows, citizenship is a 

collection of spatial practices by which individuals traverse across and perform within 

different zones of influence and power.  
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Securing this assistance sometimes requires a performance of political affiliation or 

status. Seyda Abla tells me she tries not to speak a lot of Kurdish at the KCEM, and when 

her son waves the peace sign on his fingers (a recognized symbol of Kurdish nationalism) 

at a KCEM event, she quickly holds his hand down scolding his behavior. Similarly, 

Perigül, a student at the Municipality-run laundry, described her trips to the 

Governorship-partnered Social Assistance Fund to request food. She waves her hand at 

her skirt and says they turned her down b/c she “looked too nice”, i.e. not needy enough. 

Having spent three months in one classroom with this young woman, Saadet and I both 

knew that the skirt she was wearing was one of only a few she owned. Nonetheless, every 

morning she arrived to class in a cleanly pressed outfit with nothing to betray her 

financial struggles but an old pair of red pajama pants that would occasionally stick out 

from under her skirt when she sat down. She told us that she has to be careful with her 

appearance when she visits government offices. She tells us she knows now “to look bad” 

next time she requests something. There is noticeable derision in her voice as she says 

this. Effectively, the difference between food and no food has come down to a skirt. Or, 

in the case of Seyda, a peace sign. Such is the nature of the state in all its various forms. 

Encounters with state power are uneven, often discriminatory, and incredible personal. 

As Gülistan Abla said to me one day: “All these problems come from politics.”  

 

Even development workers learned how to perform a certain kind of politics, sometimes 

at the expense of their personal political loyalties. Müge Hoca, for example, is an AÇEV 

Literacy teacher working within one of the KCEMs. In contrast to the political alliance of 



 

 

181 

the KCEM with the Turkish national government, Müge is a strong supporter of the pro-

Kurdish movement. She says to me: 

 
I keep my mouth shut there [the KCEM]. I don’t say if I went to Nevrus 
and I don’t speak Kurdish…but even he [the KCEM administrator] doesn’t 
know perfect Turkish. I don’t even tell him my brother’s real name, Fırat. 
(Müge Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

‘Fırat’, meaning ‘Euphrates’, is a popular name among the Kurds, made more so by the 

prominent Kurdish newspaper titled by this name. For Müge, even mentioning her 

brother by name is a politically loaded act that she fears will incite consequences for her 

job in the Turkish-run KCEMs. Ironically, and unbeknownst to Müge, those workers at 

the KCEMs are also caught up in a very conscience act of performance. Adem Hoca grew 

up in Diyarbakır (he is an ‘eski Diyarbakırli’), but his family originates from a village in 

the district of Dicle, to the east of the city. During the war, this village was burned, 

several men were executed in public, and his family was forced to flee to the city. In 

2006 when I conducted research in his center, he showed me a photo of his village that he 

keeps hidden in his desk drawer. We did not speak of that conversation again, even after 

my return to Diyarbakır in 2009, but it was easy to gather his love for the Kurdish culture 

through the Kurdish songs that would softly play on his computer and his commitment to 

improving the conditions of the old neighorborhoods of Diyarbakır where he was raised.  

His experience with the “deep state” in no way diminishes the pride he takes from his 

current work with the “development state”, particularly his work with women and 

children. Just like its participants, Adem Hoca engages with the state through 

development as a means to service the needs of the community around him.   
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The overt ways that development activities discipline space and work to discipline the 

bodies within those spaces is often destabilized by the way that individuals reproach 

these efforts through conscious performance. Sometimes the outward expression of 

political loyalty is the reflection of a calculated internal commitment or belief; sometimes 

it is not. Sometimes the state (the collection of government offices, policies, and practices 

shaping development efforts) imparts its power only to the extent that it can meet the 

utilitarian needs of its citizens – whether that be in the effort to secure financial aid or a 

paycheck. While this means that the state is still able to shape the activities and practices 

of day-to-day life, it is never able to fully encode loyalty, belief, values, or. These stories 

of active and conscience ‘performance’ critique and undermine the subjectivizing power 

of the state. In late night discussions with Saadet on the balcony, we would talk about the 

‘state’ and its meaning and role in the lives of Kurds. When pro-Kurdish party members 

and supporters talk about the Kurdish Question as an identity question, this is under the 

assumption that the state cannot engage with its Kurdish citizens until it can foster a 

community of multiculturalism and belonging. When Saadet asks me to “imagine waking 

up one morning and no longer existing”, as was the case for self-identified Kurds in the 

late 1920’s, we are to envision a reality in which a whole population of people was 

rendered invisible to the nation, excluded from the start from an imagined community 

committed to democracy and freedom.  Subjectivization - the ability of individuals to 

become subjects – is an always-incomplete process when and where the state fails to live 

up to its promises.  
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Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I drew on state theory to analyze the institutional ends of development 

practice. I evaluated specifically the geography and political affiliation of migrant 

education centers to show how the competing political ideologies of the nationally-run 

KCEMs and the pro-Kurdish supported laundries are playing out across migrant 

neighborhoods in the urban Diyarbakır landscape. The uneven ways development is 

unfolding politically challenge dominant geopolitical narratives that map a uniformity 

across the Southeast. Rather, pro-Kurdish and Turkish gendered development efforts and 

their reach across the migrant urban landscape have a distinct spatiality. This means that 

development spaces and surrounding neighborhoods are implicated in an expanding 

politicization- essentially a territorialization- process. And this spatialization of 

development is a visible process- seen in the protocol against Kurdish expression and the 

enthused celebration of Turkish national holidays in KCEMs in contrast to anti-state 

graffiti, Kurdish television, and Nevruz parties in the laundries. Collectively, these 

practices work to construct the institutions by which they claim sponsorship. They work 

to create a “state effect” (Mitchell, 1991). “The state is able to perform its power through 

the materialized daily practices of agents who are part of the state apparatus – through its 

bureaucracies and agencies – or who interact with the state as clients, claimants, or 

inmates” (Mitchell et al., 2004, 18). The visible displays and performances of state power 

are rendered through the ways teachers, administrators, and students define the state. 

Often these definitions were conflicting- some seeing the ‘state’ in the work of the 
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military and the “deep state”; others, in the current national administration, the AK party. 

But even the physical partitioning of neighborhoods into different spheres of political 

influence is challenged by development actors who, on the one hand perpetuate – 

sometimes through conscience performance - processes of territorialization, while on the 

other acknowledge their mutual skepticism over the inefficiency and sincerity of 

government offices. These conversations reveal that the line dividing the state from 

society is in constant flux as it perceptually changes within different socio-spatial 

contexts. In this way, the legitimacy of the state is tested through feelings of frustration 

and cynicism over the ways the bureaucratic ends of state work do not fully service the 

needs of citizens. Complaints by administrators and teachers reveal that the state is 

destabilized by the very limits of its reach. It was in these moments of destabilization that 

the breakdown of party lines, and the very institutions of the state itself, is most apparent. 

Feelings of frustration and cynicism are expressed through emotion, performance, and the 

movement of women across political lines to account for the deficiencies of government. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 

“MY LIFE IS LIKE A NOVEL”:  
HUMAN SECURITY AND EMBODIED ENGAGEMENTS WITH POWER 

 

In the last chapter, I discussed how KCEM and laundry administrators and teachers 

challenge the coherence of the state through emotional interventions. Like development 

targets - women and children - , they too are emotionally entrenched in the successes and 

sometimes failures of the development process in very material ways. Their 

disappointment, frustrations, and cynicism with bureaucracy and mismanagement show 

that one’s relationship to the state (both the Turkish state and the “other state”) is 

characterized by a constant tension over the repeated failure of the state to live up to its 

promises to protect its citizens.55 In Southeast Turkey, people have experienced these 

failures on a number of levels: 1) the historical denial of the existence and rights of the 

Kurds; 2) the physical violence perpetrated against Kurdish families in the 1980s and 

1990s during the ‘fight against terror’; and, now, 3) the inability of the government to 

service the needs of its most vulnerable populations post-conflict. These examples show 

us that the state takes on many forms. At times, it exerts power through repressive means 

(murder, rape, torture); at other times, through productive means (feeding, clothing, 

educating). But the state’s limits are also shaped by the territorializing and limiting 

effects of other zones of power. 

 

                                                
55 I use the ‘state’ here in general reference to both Turkish and pro-Kurdish bureacractic and 
political apparatuses. 
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In this chapter, I further explore and reveal the unevenness of state power through the 

stories of migrant women. I also show how experiences with the state are shaped and 

undermined by other regimes of power that are marked by their own forms of 

subjectivizing and repressive techniques.  

 

To do so, I employ Agamben’s theories of abandonment to interrogate first the repressive 

exercise of sovereign state power (that which ‘destroys’ life). Modern and liberalizing 

expressions of power are marked by both biopolitical (productive) and sovereign 

(repressive) techniques of power. They delineate the ‘good’ state from the ‘bad’ state, but 

the two are often indistinguishable from one another as they are bound in a singular 

relationship. But power, in its capacities to simultaneously create and destroy life, is 

expressed in other kinds of social structures that operate alongside those of the state or 

government. Here, I refer to the family. I rely on the feminist notions of ‘human security’ 

to explore the multivariate ways power is expressed and felt by migrant Kurdish women. 

Rather than analyzing security from the perspective of the disembodied and disjointed 

state, I begin at the site of the body where women confront power and politics in mobile 

and horizontal ways. An ‘embodied’ examination of security recognizes differential (and 

often conflicting) experiences with multiple zones of power (Staehli & Koffman, 2004). 

The chapter is divided into three parts: 1) I lay out a feminist critique of Agamben’s 

concept of ‘abandonment’ by way of the feminist notions of human security and 

embodiment; 2) I draw on personal stories from women and administrators to show how 

women encounter fear (and insecurity) in their daily interactions with family members 
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and government through experiences of violence, family fragmentation, and poverty; 3) 

Finally, I reflect on where there are gaps in the security concerns of state and local 

government and how the development process has failed to account for, and, in certain 

cases, even perpetuated these gaps. 

 

A Feminist Critique of Security and Insecurity 

 

In this dissertation, I have largely been concerned with the ‘productive’ capacities of state 

work—that is, how the state makes life live. Here, I do not refer to physical life, but to the 

politicized life of the self  (as one’s identity, one’s relationship to their loved ones, one’s 

values). Through Foucault, we understand the politicization of the self, as ‘subject’, to 

happen through the disciplinary and biopolitical management of life “in all its finest 

points and details” (107). Development projects work to create new subjectivities that 

define and secure the relationship between state and citizen. They do this in circumvential 

ways: by creating new types of relationships between mothers and children, the body and 

self, women and men, citizen and government (see Chapter 3). The meaning and 

materiality of these attachments root the meaning and materiality of the state. Thus, it is 

in very personal and deeply emotional ways that the state forges a paternal presence in 

the lives of its citizens, lending the relationship between state and subject deep 

vulnerability should those ties ever be severed. It is in this last point that Foucault’s 

theories on power are incomplete. He fails to account for the continued and, in some 

ways, intensified exercise of the sovereign arm of political power within modern and 
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liberal modalities of government. Agamben (1995), rather, argues that the fundamental 

characteristic of the liberal political experience in the contemporary era is not the 

politicization of the body as a central site of power, but the ability of the state to render 

that body outside its juridical protection, or abandoned. This, he calls the great 

“catastrophe” of modernity (Agamben, 1995, 6). Citing such incidents as Abu Graib, he 

argues that the ability of sovereign power to suspend law in certain ‘exceptions’ and cast 

individuals outside the state’s protection is commonplace practice of the contemporary 

state (2005). In this regard, it is not exceptional at all. Belcher, Martin, Secor, Simon, and 

Wilson (2008) argue that the exception is constantly emerging, not only in its enactment 

but in its potential for enactment anywhere and at anytime (Belcher et al., 2008). To this 

end, the state of exception operates under a topological condition. Hyndman (2004) hints 

at the topological nature of exceptionality and abandonment by highlighting the uneven 

practices of citizenship and security across different populations of people. The degree to 

which a state guarantees life the right to live may in fact be decided by minute details of 

skin color, name origin, language, a piece of paper: 

 
If citizenship is asymmetrical in practice, then the security of nationals 
within the territorial borders of the state is also likely to be asymmetrical. 
Aboriginal groups, minorities, and migrants with different legal status 
enjoy or endure different degrees of security often within the same 
state.”(Hyndman, 2004, 312) 

 

More to the point, it is the uneven and contradictory ways that the two types of state 

power (bio- and sovereign) function in and upon citizens and individuals that work to 

include some, exclude others, and make ‘belonging’ an always precarious state of being. 
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For Aretexga, the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ of state power works often indiscernibly on the 

body such that ‘inclusion’ is always experienced through a possibility for ‘exclusion’ as 

two sides of the same coin.  

 
The state is split into good and bad state, triggering an imaginary of the 
state in which desire and fear are entangled in a relation of misrecognition 
from which one cannot be extricated. Such inextricability from the state as 
law rests on an imaginary relationship with the state, which presupposes a 
passionate attachment to the law (Aretexga, 2003, 393). 

 

Residents in Southeast Turkey know the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ of the state well; they 

experience both the productive and repressive capacities of political power everyday and 

in diverse ways. Kurdish women especially are most vulnerable to these incongruities. 

Not only are they continual witnesses to a broader range of violence than men (political 

and domestic) often without public recognition and legal recourse, they are also the 

primary point of departure for the biopolitical interventions into society through 

development. It is through their politicization as mothers, individuals, and political 

subjects that they come to bear the responsibility of social change while still 

simultaneously cast as exceptional to the law (whether through their identification as 

Kurds, their illegal marriage arrangements, or their pleas for protection from domestic 

abuse that fall on deaf ears). To this end, modern security strategies, increasingly 

biopolitical in nature, are to an extent far more disconcerting. The process of creation and 

inclusion is shadowed always by the perpetual possibility of destruction and exclusion.  
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In considering the specific relationships between abandonment, exceptionality, and 

gender in the Southeast, one must also address the other kinds of power structures that 

render women vulnerable to harm. While Agamben sets out to understand the operation 

of political and institutional power, abandonment – its roots in the process of subject-

making and its psychological implications - is best thought of as general condition or 

effect of all forms of subjectivity. To this end, abandonment is felt across a number of 

zones of power. In migrant neighborhoods in the Southeast, the home has undergone 

enormous stress in the face of migration, poverty, and cultural tensions at the nexus of 

urban/rural living. These factors alongside a strict structure of patriarchy continue to 

work against development goals in very violent and material ways. The expectations and 

values governing the home space are often incongruent with those proffered in 

development lessons. Understanding the kinds of power networks that discipline and 

control the bodies of women across different spaces requires a more nuanced approach to 

ideas of security that begin firstly at the site of the body- where encounters with power 

are mobile, horizontal, temporal, and spatial. Hyndman (2004) asks “how can dominant 

scripts of geopolitics be both displaced and re-situated in order to foreground the security 

of people on the ground, those subjects efface by realist geopolitics and international 

relations?” (311). Focusing “on the ground”, the meeting points and places between 

citizens and government and women and families, reveals the ‘insecurities’ and 

‘securities’ that shape everyday life. The immediate concerns of individuals for their 

bodies, their families, and their communities often challenge and escape liberal narratives 

about ‘rights’, ‘democracy’, and ‘justice’. A feminist analytic of human security is 
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concerned most importantly with scale – one that is “accountable to people, individuals 

and groups” - and with understanding the political connections between different kinds of 

spaces – “spaces of violence that traverse public/private distinctions” (Hyndman, 2000, 

223).  

 

Indeed, I was constantly reminded of these feminist lessons on scale, space, and social 

justice during the research process. My initial interview questions about ‘women’s 

concerns’ were three-tiered: asking women about day-to-day problems, the problems they 

think women in their city and region face, and then those within the nation. To these 

latter questions, I often received puzzled looks. What I quickly realized is that the 

‘concerns’ of women do not necessarily extend beyond their immediate environments. 

While development programs aim to cast women through disciplinary and biopolitical 

techniques as individuals within a larger ‘population’, their overarching material needs 

and perhaps even their continued spatial isolation to home and neighborhood have 

prevented this from happening to some degree. Not only was this an insight into the 

development process, but it was also a productive intervention into my methodology. My 

initial approach to the research was shaped by spatial references beyond the migrant 

neighborhood to the city, the region, nation, and globe; yet, in many cases they were not 

references that bore much relevance to the stories women told. Letting the site speak 

meant ultimately letting some of these preconceived notions go. As Marston, Jones & 

Woodward (2005) assert, “we can talk about the existence of a given site only insofar as 

we can follow interactive practices through their localized connections.” In this regard, 
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my analysis of human security centers on the connections between different spaces – 

development centers, the home, government offices – through which women are 

negotiating their needs and confronting conflicting sets of expectations. 

 

Their stories reveal a tenuous and contradictory relationship with their families, the 

Turkish and Kurdish nationalist projects, and the state and local governments. They 

reveal too that women are not passive witnesses to the political projects around them. 

Rather, they recognize themselves at the crossroad of different narratives about 

community, nation, belonging, and security. They bear the responsibility for serving as 

the representatives and moral markers of those communities: as modern Kurds, modern 

Turks, and honorable wives; as well they are the primary mechanisms by which the 

geopolitical goals of the Turkish state and the counter goals of the pro-Kurdish 

movement will come to fruition. And the three circulating discourses and expectations 

have limits in the extent to which they can protect women. Women are caught negotiating 

these positions with very material consequences- violence, psychological trauma, poverty 

and an inability to access resources.  But we only understand these challenges when we 

understand the material connections – spatial and temporal – between these discourses. 

For example, what happens when new ideas about rights, citizenship, gender roles, and 

motherhood, are introduced into the home? What happens when a kuma [‘second or third 

wife’] travels to the doctor for a health concerns or seeks legal aid to leave her husband? 

What happens when a woman who knows only Kurdish attends a lesson on ‘rights’ that is 

only taught in Turkish? The discrepancies between different narratives of family, 
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community, and nation are everywhere and they are not simply ideological. At these 

gaps, lie real challenges to the operation of day-to-day life. As yet, however, there have 

been no real inroads made institutional or otherwise, to not only understand them, but to 

address them.  

 

Defining Security in the Stories of Migrant Women 

 

Popularized- one might even say ‘sensationalized’- narratives of Kurdish separatism and 

political unrest have long concealed the feminine voice. As Mojab (2007) has argued, the 

stories of Kurdish women in Turkey are subsumed under the patriarchy of the Turkish 

state and Kurdish nationalist political projects, as too are their experiences with violence. 

As my translator Saadet would often say: “In Turkey it is hard to be a woman, but it is 

even harder to be a Kurdish woman.”  

 

In interviews with women, I did not use the term ‘security’ (güvenlik) to inquire about 

their personal security concerns; rather, I chose to ask questions about their daily 

‘troubles’ or ‘worries’ (sıkıntı or dert). Through these answers, I was able to piece 

together (and map) a fairly comprehensive story of what human security means in the 

lives of migrant women in Southeast Turkey and then the degree to which the national 

and local governments account for these concerns both through the development process 

as well as through government services to women.56 Women scrupulously recognize their 

                                                
56  
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personal stories to be meaningful and, most importantly, worth telling and making public, 

even as their fear of strangers and the ‘state’ often makes this task difficult. A number of 

women began interviews with the same phrase: “my life is like a novel…the things I have 

seen (tsk, tsk, tsk)”. Discussions with women about their lives- the intimate details of 

their relationships with their family members, violence, health and financial concerns- 

were not always easy to initiate for this reason. However, once a degree of trust was 

established, words would flow- su gibi akiyordu [‘flow like water’]- and many were 

eager to talk.57 In this section, I evaluate two central concerns of women expressed in 

interviews regarding physical violence and family fragmentation. 

 

Gendered Violence and Honor 

 

Violence – both domestic and political – continues to be a main concern of women, and 

much of this chapter is concerned with understanding confrontations with violence. When 

one thinks about violence in the context of Southeast Turkey and Turkish-Kurdish 

tensions, it is more often the images of protests, the stories of terrorist and military 

attacks, the photos of dead PKK and Turkish soldiers, or the descriptions of burned 

villages and armed village guards that come to mind. These are the pictures of war and 

unrest with which most of us are familiar. But they are incomplete. While the PKK has 

                                                
57 Trust was and continued to be a hard fought battle. Women, particularly older migrant women, 
trust very few people let alone foreign strangers. Researchers are something they are quite 
familiar with ironically. It is commonplace to encounter an NGO representative, a researcher, 
and/or a journalist who will stay for a few days, at best a few weeks, to conduct a short survey or 
collection of interviews in migrant neighborhoods.  
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successfully incorporated women soldiers into their nationalist project, a majority of 

Kurdish women, particularly those originating from rural areas, were not active fighters 

in the war. For the most part, their primary role was to care for their homes and children: 

from the rural villages that served as ground zero for battles between Turkish and PKK 

soldiers to the transition from village communities to urban gecekondu neighborhoods, to 

the daily struggles with violence and poverty in the city. These events have not unfolded 

without consequence. Women suffer from elevated psychological stress, which has lead 

among other things to some of the highest suicide rates in the nation and even world in 

recent years.58  

 

In the Southeast region, historically and still today, gendered violence (whether political 

or domestic) is concealed behind masculine images of war or cast as a private matter of 

tradition and family culture and largely ignored. Only in the last 10 years or so, since the 

end of formal conflict and the intensification of development work, are academics, 

politicians, and various non-governmental stakeholders recognizing and addressing the 

relationship between gender and conflict. This recognition has entailed among other 

things a heavy focus on the home, particularly in regards to its role in spatially 

constraining the mobility of women. Significant efforts on behalf of the KCEMs and 

laundries (within the local government offices of Diyarbakir) are working to decrease the 

rates of domestic violence through education about women’s rights and social services, 

                                                
58 Suicide rates in the Southeast region of Turkey have risen 50% since 1993. Nearly 80% of 
these suicides are by women, 75% of which are women between the ages of 13-25 (Merari, 
2010). 
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but they are not enough and they too have their institutional limits particularly when they 

come up against the domestic constraints of homelife. Administrators often used 

geographical metaphors such as “back streets” and “behind closed doors” to reference the 

private spaces of the home and removed migrant communities that are witness to quite 

terrible stories of murder, rape, and abuse: 

 
Behind every door there is another story, a bad situation. For 24 hours a 
day women experience torture- they suppose this is normal. All the 
children and women have psychological problems…(Merdem Hanım, 
Administrator, BDP-Laundry) 
 
 
This is Diyarbakır’s other face. These are the back streets. Bad things 
happen.  (Husna Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

In many ways, women have experienced intensified violence since moving to the cities. 

The past and still ongoing political violence has positioned women in a tenuous place 

between two regimes of violence. Selman Ağbey, a security guard at the laundry, says to 

me one day: “The women here are acı çeken kadın  [‘women who have suffered’]… 

[T]hey have seen political violence, and they have seen violence in the home”. 

 

Perigül, a literacy student from the laundry, highlights the dual-nature of gendered 

violence in our interview. She describes her childhood memory of the day her house was 

burned during a military-sponsored raid on her village in the 1990s. Her family originated 

from the township of Lice in the province of Diyarbakır, an area that experienced some of 

the most intense fighting, all but emptied by forced evacuations at the end of the 1990s. 

Not much further into the interview, she tells us of the burning of a second home just one 
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year ago. This time it is the home she shared with her husband and 4-year-old daughter in 

the city. During a particularly heated argument, which among other things dealt with the 

issue of ‘jealousy’, her husband set fire to their home incinerating the structure and all her 

possessions. She fled with her daughter to her parent’s neighborhood where she is 

currently living. She travels every few months to the courthouse to testify to a judge in an 

effort to divorce her husband. It is for the most part the only time she allows herself to 

leave this neighborhood for fear of running into him on the streets and away from the 

protection of her home and parents.  

 

Her story- and that vivid image of two houses burning- almost too perfectly reflect the 

both the physical and mental trauma many women in these migrant neighborhoods 

undergo. On the one hand, their political relationship to the state is rooted in very visceral 

and violent memories and still ongoing experiences of political violence- village burning, 

rape, murder, imprisonment of family members (including young children), and regular 

encounters with the discriminatory policies of the Turkish state. On the other hand, 

Kurdish women in Southeast Turkey experience a disproportionately high rate of 

domestic violence. A growth in women and violence-related research in Turkey by 

government and non-government organizations is revealing discouraging statistics about 

domestic violence rates.59  These efforts have focused particularly on the high rates of 

                                                
59 Most recently, the General Mudurlugu completed a report on ‘Domestic Violence Related to 
Women’ claiming that 41.9% of women in Turkey have experienced some form of physical or 
gender-based violence. Of those women who had never finished primary school, 55.8% had 
experienced domestic abuse. And among those women coming from low-income families, 
approximately 54.1% versus 37.5% from higher income families experience domestic violence. 
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incidents in the Kurdish regions (Southeast Turkey and Kurdish neighborhoods in urban 

centers) that are often linked to namus or ‘honor’.60 Literacy classes address ideas of 

‘honor’ by way of units on: ‘Gossip and the Right to Life’, ‘Selecting a Spouse, ‘Early 

Marriage, and Marriage between Relatives’, ‘Official Wedding Ceremony and Divorce’, 

and ‘Violence Against Women’ (see Fig. 2.1). 

 

Namus [‘honor’] is a complicated concept that refers to the moral code by which a 

woman lives her romantic and sexual life. Namus, while measured by the physical 

behaviors of women, is marked symbolically on the family as a whole. As Ahmetbeyzade 

(2011) describes: “While this conception of honor is housed in the chaste and obedient 

body of a woman, it is carried on the face of her male kin, the larger kinship group, and 

the tribe”. The concept of ‘honor’ couches a number of connotations, some religious, 

some arguably not, about what it means to be a good woman, a good mother, and a good 

daughter. Women sometimes term this Hanımefendi61. Men are not excluded from these 

moral expectations, as beyefendi, but they do not share the same responsibility towards 

the community nor the same repercussions should they fail to fulfill their roles. Adile 

Hoca remembers a woman she met in her husband’s village several years back who 

always wore a scarf to cover the lower half of her face. Adile learned later that the scarf 

concealed her missing nose, cut off in a fit of rage by her husband years prior. She tells 

                                                                                                                                            
The number of reported domestic deaths annually increased from 66 in 2002 to 953 in 2009.  
 
61 Hanımefendi means ‘gentlewoman’ and Beyefendi means ‘gentleman’ in Turkish. The terms 
are used in reference to individuals who act respectably in society. For women, this means being 
good mothers and patient and supportive wives.  
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me: “Namus, it’s only for women. Kadının kanı, erkeğin kiri [‘A woman’s blood is dust 

on a man’s hands’]”. In other words, a woman’s life has no meaning.  

 

I had several disturbing encounters with stories and neighborhood ‘gossip’ that highlight 

the seriousness and continued relevance of concern over honor crimes:  

 
The big gossip at the laundry today is that Perigül’s neighbor’s wife was 
caught sleeping with the next-door neighbor by her husband. This is the 
worst possible violation of honor, according to Seyda. She is usually 
talkative and chipper, but she removes herself from the picture-making 
and sits in the front of the classroom alone. “I am so sad. The man will kill 
his wife and the two children- kanlı temizliyor [‘you clean with blood’]. In 
our religion, this is what we must do. Our whole neighborhood knows.” 
The girls whisper about this as they continue their project- çok namusuz, 
serefsiz [‘how dishonorable’]. Adile Hoca tries to hush them- “lets focus 
on ourselves” she says.  Saadet, too, overheard two women talking about 
this on the way to the laundry. (Excerpt from Field Notes) 

 

From the woman who wears her hair in a high bun under her scarf so that her husband 

won’t “rip it out”- to the woman whose daughter was killed 15 years ago by her husband, 

the butcher, for eloping with the neighbor boy- to the woman who was raped and 

impregnated by her brother and then kicked out of her home by her father- stories of 

domestic violence and ‘honor’ violence and killings did read like novels. The campaign 

against honor crimes is central to the pro-Kurdish feminist and gender development 

project and rightfully so. References in marches and conference to the ‘freedom’ of 

Kurdish women are often linked to ideas of honor. For example, the walls of Sümer Park 

are lined with purple posters that read: “Honor is no one else’s but ours”.  
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While issues of violence related to ‘honor’ remain a concern of the Turkish governorship, 

the campaign has not been embraced quite to the extent of those in the pro-Kurdish 

government and movement. Perhaps this is indicative of the thin laws and legal practices 

regarding the protection of women from domestic abuse and, some speculate, the 

Islamist-leaning tendencies of the current administration. Many pro-Kurds recognize, 

however, that the select stories about honor crimes that come out of the Southeast are 

often painted on the Kurdish population as a whole. Creating a modern and politically 

legitimate face for the Kurds (not only in Turkey, but even more importantly abroad), 

means fighting against images that perpetuate deeply rooted and problematic images of 

barbarism and tradition. 

 

Literacy and Mother’s Education curriculum, however, does focus on issues of ‘honor’, 

and it is a topic that comes up often. I recall a specific unit on dedikodu [‘gossip’]. 

During our talk, we consider the social ramifications of sharing private information about 

neighbors. As an example, Remziye Teyze, a student at the laundry, offers up the 

scenario of riding in a car with a man who was not her husband and what that would 

mean to her neighborhood community and her relatives if anyone were to know. The 

incident described above about Perigül’s neighbor was my closest encounter with honor 

crimes and the first time I realized why a lesson on such a seemingly mundane topic 

(‘gossip’) was so important. 
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Family Fragmentation Twice Over 

 

It is tradition to hang portraits of the family patriarchs- grandfathers, husbands, and older 

sons- on the walls of Kurdish households. In interviews held in women’s homes, the 

portraits were one of the first things we discussed, often leading to detailed conversations 

about the whereabouts of those pictured. For some, these framed photos are the only 

remnants of their loved ones- lost to prison, lost to drugs, lost to death.  

 

The fragmentation of families is a well -recognized effect of the forced displacement 

incurred in rural Southeast Turkey during the 1980s and 1990s. Whether through death or 

migration, many lost loved ones during the war. Several women I interviewed spoke of 

their deceased or missing husbands, brothers, and sons.62 What is less recognized today, 

however, is the perpetuation and exacerbation of fragmentation that has happened within 

the post-migration urban landscape. In addition to the way that rural violence and 

migration fragmented families, the poverty and lack of employment in the city has 

worked to further fragment families, particularly relationships between women and their 

husbands and women and their children, both physically and emotionally. 

 

Adile Hoca, a teacher at the laundry, describes the varying ways women experience some 

form of abandonment by their husbands (physical, financial, emotional) by referencing 

some of her students (two of which I also interviewed).   

                                                
62 I heard very few stories of ‘daughters’ being killed during the conflict, although this most 
certainly happened. 
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This is a big problem- they use drugs, they leave their wives. Horrible 
things. For example, a man will leave his wife and children and marry 
another, just like that.  Meliha Hanım had that happen to her- her husband 
does not look after them anymore. They remain married but the father [her 
husband] won’t even look after his children. Leyla’s daughter also left, 
and her husband said he would no longer work and provide money for the 
family as a punishment. (Adile Hoca, AÇEV Teacher, BDP-Laundry) 

 

In addition to those women who endure sustained physical abuse from their male 

relatives in the home, there is a large number of Kurdish migrant women living in 

households with no primary male caregiver. Whether they live with their husband’s 

family, under the supervision of an overbearing kaynana63 [‘step mother’], or by 

themselves, these women are burdened with raising their children and keeping home 

without a male figure. Of the  43 women I talked with (in conversations in class and 

interviews), 16 did not have a husband present in the house. Six others were missing 

older sons. Reasons for their absences ranged: some spouses and sons disappeared or 

were killed during the conflict in the mid-1990s, some are currently imprisoned for 

political or street crimes, others spend time away in Western Turkey or other cities in the 

Southeast working. Not only do these women have little extended family support post-

conflict, they also exist with a broken nuclear unit, raising their children in single parent 

homes. The socioeconomic and cultural conditions of urban life have exacerbated this 

situation.  In order to meet the financial needs of the family, men must often travel 

                                                
63 Kaynana means ‘mother-in-law’ in Turkish. In more traditional Kurdish and Turkish 
households, the kaynana holds a great degree of power and, in cases where the new bride lives 
with her husband’s family, is the primary matriarch of the household. Women often described 
very tense relationships with their mother-in-laws, and there is a small but not insignificant 
number of women have also experienced domestic abuse at the hands of their kaynana.  
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outside Diyarbakır for days (sometimes months) at a time to work. There are those men 

who have not been so fortunate to find work, and, instead, escape the stress through 

gambling, drinking, drugs, and sometimes even other women. The stories of some of the 

women I interviewed can attest to these varied experiences. 

 

Zeynep’s husband is gone during the week, working out of Batman as a truck driver. He 

only returns on the weekend: 

I don’t like coming…I get embarrassed. Besides, there is too much work 
for me at home. I have three children and no husband. [“where does he 
work?”] He works in Batman [a city south of Diyarbakır]. He only comes 
home once a week. I don’t like it. I get scared staying at home alone 
because of the robbers. My old neighbor had 6 milyar [TL 6,000] worth of 
gold stolen. The robber came through the bedroom. I don’t have gold but 
I’m still scared.” (Zeynep Abla, Student, BDP-Laundry) 
 

Stories like these are numerous: Seyda Abla’s husband spends a month at a time in 

Istanbul bartering for clothing to bring back to Diyarbakır to sell. Gözde Abla’s husband 

lives in Istanbul almost permanently laboring as a construction worker. 

 

And then there are those many who do have husbands who for some reason or another 

cannot provide any financial support or have left altogether. Against pervasive poverty 

and unemployment, some men find ways to escape financial pressures through drugs and 

gambling- they come home for food, and then they are back out on the streets. There 

were numerous other stories about husbands (and sons) serving time in jail either for 

political activities, violent crime, or theft. Others had simply left.  They find new women 

to marry or they begin adulterous affairs. More than the drugs or the crime, it was this 
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situation that surprised me the most, both for its frequency and its lack of legal attention. 

In these interviews, women would say: “beni bıraktı” [“he left me”]. In most cases, 

“being left” meant more than just physical abandonment; it also referred to the departure 

of any financial support and the absence of any form of legal recourse. Those women 

who do not have a civil marriage license have no right to financial support from their 

husbands. The law stops here. Arten Abla, a literacy student and a mother of five, works 

simultaneously as a temizleyici [‘cleaner’] at the KCEM in her neighborhood. She cooks 

and cleans for the administrators and teachers (most centers and laundries employ at least 

one ‘cleaner’).  She describes her broken marriage: 

 
We didn’t love each other in the beginning, but we began to grow to love 
each other. After 6 years of marriage, he began an affair with the widowed 
neighbor. He began coming and going. Sometimes he would be at her 
house until four in the morning. They were married, and I didn’t even 
know. This woman stayed 6 months with my Uncle before they moved to 
[another neighborhood].  They left when I was 7 months pregnant. He’s a 
yufkaci [‘filo dough maker’]. Up until 6 years ago he would still come to 
see me- they had there last child 6 years ago. My uncle paid for the 
wedding for her husband and new wife, and I felt so betrayed….but what 
can I do? This is my fate. (Arten Abla, Cleaner and Student, GAP-KCEM) 
 

 

Because Arten’s marriage was religious and thus no recognized by the state, she has no 

rights to any form of financial aid for her and her children. At best, there are whispers at 

centers and laundries about the dishonor of such men. But little can be done. 

 

Like Arten Abla, Perigül Abla (whose husband burned her home, as described above) has 

similarly witnessed the dissolution of her family. Unlike Arten, she works tirelessly to 
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keep her abusive husband away from her home and to secure a divorce from the local 

court system. Ironically, even though Perigül has a civil marriage license, the state is 

failing on a number of accounts to protect her and her children. She is mangled in the 

slow and chaotic bureaucracy of the justice system and the slow and weak capacity of 

protective services.   

 

Unfortunately, children are not immune to the kinds of political violence that adult men 

and women also endure. Children have fallen victim to similar psychological stresses, 

violence, and various forms of ‘abandonment’. In our interview, Perigül reflects on how 

her four-year-old daughter has also been ‘abandoned’: “She’s four- she does not love 

him. He never looks after us. He says ‘she is not my child’.” Far above and beyond their 

own wellbeing, children are the primary concern of the women I interviewed. When 

asked what their fears and hopes were for the future, they by and large spoke of the safety 

and education of their children. Safety ranged anywhere from providing their children 

with sufficient food and education to keeping them off the streets and out of prison. Their 

fears for themselves are easily supplanted with their fears for their children. Most 

disturbingly in recent years, following the passing of the 2005 Anti-Terror Bill in Turkey, 

a number of Kurdish mothers have witnessed the imprisonment of their children for 

‘crimes committed against the state’- these are often defined as anything pertaining to 

participation in anti-government or pro-PKK protests to verbal proclamations against the 

state. Under the Anti-Terror Bill, juveniles are tried as adults. In many cases, proof of 
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one’s guilt is subjective and unclear. Even being in proximity to a protest can suffice for 

incriminating evidence for terrorist activity.64  

 

While I did not directly talk with any women who had young children convicted under 

the Anti-terror Bill, I was well aware of the degree to which it is a general concern among 

mothers, as well as a point of contention between the Turkish state and Kurdish 

community. When asked to describe some of the contemporary problems that Kurdish 

women face, Fathoş Abla, a student at Sümer Park, explains: 

 
Women here don’t want their children to go to prison or be killed- they are 
scared of this. They worry about them participating in political activities. 
The conditions are so bad in the prisons. There are cases of serious 
illnesses like tuberculosis, and, in order to be treated, you must be able to 
leave and go to a hospital but they won’t allow it. (Fathoş Abla, Student, 
Sümer Park) 
 

 

I recall the images of protests in the streets of Diyarbakır broadcast on national news the 

evening of the anniversary of Abdullah Ocalan’s death. Two panic-stricken mothers were 

shown pleading with a police officer to release their children caught throwing stones. 

That day, they were released. Others are not so fortunate.65  

                                                
64 The most publicized story of such a case was that of Berivan, a 15-year-old girl from Batman, 
Turkey, a province southeast of Diyarbakır. In late 2009, she was arrested for allegedly 
participating in a pro-PKK protest and sentenced to eight years in prison. She claimed she was 
just a bystander, on her way home from seeing friends. A campaign demanding her release was 
launched called “Free Berivan”, and her story quickly became a publicized symbol of the struggle 
of other young Kurds in similar situations. She was released after nine months with the passage of 
new legislation that reversed the original ruling, allowing children to be tried as juveniles. 
65 In July 2010, the Turkish parliament passed legislation that would allow minors to be tried in 
the juvenile court systems and reduced minimum jail sentences from 18 to 6 months. In spite of 
the reform, however, some children remain behind bars, and they continue to be at risk for 
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Like their continued vulnerability to the repressive capacities of the security state through  

political imprisonment, children, like many men, are increasingly involved in street crime 

and drug use. Rates of drug use among children have increased right along with the high 

numbers of unemployment. This was one concern that Adem Hoca (previous chapter) 

identified, linking a growing drug trade to the lucrative business of the ‘deep state’. I 

have no verification whether there is in fact a significant drug trade and how it operates, 

but I was reminded time and time again of the growing problem of drug use among 

children (in addition to men). 

 
“Marijuana, heroin…it’s all here now. And they use it in public. They 
don’t care” (Elif Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 
 

 
Five years ago, you didn’t see anything. Now they use marijuana openly in 
the park. I can’t tell to the state, but I’ve told the municipality- nothing 
happens. It was never like this. Now it is everywhere. Somebody is 
delivering it intentionally, but we don’t know who or how. (Tahire Abla, 
Administrator, BDP-Laundry) 
 

Tahire Abla highlights the visible use of drugs in public places as indicative of a larger 

and disturbing trend over time. Interestingly, she also notes how she keeps these 

observations from the ‘state’ (here, she is referring to the ‘police’). When asked further 

about this statement, she explains that the ‘police’ would not be kind to criminal activity 

in this neighborhood. Distrust of the police is common among all Kurds, as the police 

force tends to be predominantly Turkish and non-local. Working in a laundry-operated 

neighborhood that is affiliated with the pro-Kurdish government could mean a stronger 

                                                                                                                                            
imprisonment if caught participating in anti-government protest. This possibility is a very real 
concern for mothers.  
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response from the nationally-operated police force against already fomenting fears over 

the imprisonment of children. 

 

Finding the Limits of the State: Disenchantment and Detachment 

 

Tahire Abla’s comments on the ‘state’ highlight at least one of many institutional barriers 

to development, in spite of governmental efforts to create trusting relationships with 

women. Sometimes the political concerns and ethnicized biases of both the state and 

municipality overshadow the daily concerns of women in ways that do ultimately have 

consequences to the successful operation of development projects. As one example 

regarding the topic of drug use and children, Adem Hoca similarly agrees with the 

evaluation of other laundry administrators about the problem of drug use among youth. 

When asked if there were any institutional programs on drug education for children, he 

says: 

 
There are some things for kids organized through the police (meetings and 
presentations)… but these are mainly focused on terror, not drugs. [he 
pauses] No, there is nothing that is being done. (Adem Hoca, 
Administrator, GAP-KCEM) 
 

Adem Hoca is referring to seminars that are organized occasionally by the local police 

through the school system to talk with children primarily about issues of ‘terror’.66 Adem 

                                                
66 The youngest daughter of the family I lived with explained in more detail the annual 
presentations or ‘anti-terrorist’ seminars put on by the police for high school aged children. These 
seminars focus primarily on how to choose good friends and stay away from illegal political 
activities and organizations, or “terrorist gangs” (Today’s Zaman, 21 July 2007). 
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Hoca’s telling comment on the nature of these seminars points to the discrepancy 

between state security concerns over ‘terror’ and the day-to-day experience of urban 

Southeast residents with drug use. Women feel these discrepancies most intimately in 

regards to their home lives and experiences with abuse and physical and emotional 

abandonment by both family members and the government. At the gaps, when the 

pressures and expectations of family culture meet those of the state (complicated by the 

stresses of urban life post-conflict- unemployment, confined spaces, etc.) feelings of 

‘abandonment’ are compounded. On the one hand, women experience abandonment at 

home through the loss of loved ones- whether by death, drugs, or adultery. On the other, 

there is a lack of institutional support and legal recourse to address problems in the home.  

 

Because of the pervasive rates of violence (domestic and self-imposed) - psychological 

stresses weigh heavy on the shoulders of migrant women. This is why several of the 

centers and laundries employ either permanent or traveling psychologists. Yet, as 

administrators point out in Chapter 4, these services are intermittent at best. There are not 

enough counselors to meets the needs of the KCEMs and laundries, and those that are 

able to work prefer to work in neighborhoods that are easily accessible. In addition to 

poor staffing and neglect of some neighborhoods by support services, the legal system is 

also not set up to protect women in situations of domestic violence. The ability of the 

state to protect women from domestic abuse in the home is limited, in part because 

women are afraid to report abuses. But there is also a legitimate reason for this fear 

because the institutional support does not exist to guarantee that battered women receive 
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sufficient protection and that perpetrators, likewise, receive just punishment.67 In spite of 

the passing of the 1998 Family Protection Act and subsequent reforms in 2007 to 

strengthen and expand legal resources for abuse victims, in reality the law has been 

poorly implemented. A Human Rights Watch report (2011) describes appalling 

dereliction of duties by police, prosecutors, and judges. Even more disturbing, the law 

excludes certain groups of women who are divorced and unmarried, or, in the situation of 

many women in the Southeast, are kumas [‘second wives].  

 

Yet another indicator of the low priority of abuse protection in Turkey is the low number 

of women’s shelters across the country. According to Municipality Law 5393, 

municipalities in Turkey of 50,000 persons or more are required to build shelters. 

Currently, there are 64 operating shelters in Turkey out of the roughly 1400 mandated by 

law (HRW, 2011). At the education centers, efforts are made to educate women about 

their rights as women and as Turkish citizens to seek legal counsel, press charges against 

the abuser, or apply for divorce. But the inability of women to register (literally) these 

problems in their daily lives is a large problem. For example, against the strong 

behavioral codes that dictate relationships between men and women in more conservative 

families, there is a consistent hesitancy of state and government officials to intervene in 

domestic conflict. A primary complaint of women’s rights organizations in Turkey, both 

                                                
67 In 1998, the Family Protection Act was passed in Turkey, the first serious effort by the Turkish 
government to provide civil mechanisms for victims of domestic abuse. The law outlined more stringent 
punishments for perpetrators and guaranteed state protection for victims of abuse. In 2007, the law was 
amended to allow victims to apply to a local prosecutor for a restraining order, which, among other things, 
can mandate the abuser leave the home, surrender weapons, or maintain a certain distance from the victim. 
(HRW, 2011) 
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Kurdish and Turkish, is the disregard, sometimes blatant, of existing laws against 

domestic violence and the very leniency of the laws themselves. Fathoş Abla, a teacher at 

Sümer Park says: “There is no one to protect women; the state doesn’t protect; the police 

don’t protect; the husband doesn’t protect…” Ahmetbeyzade (2011) suggests that the 

historically close relationship between the state and local tribal leaders has set a 

precedent for state inaction regarding domestic and “private” practices. She refers to the 

state’s quiet acceptance of localized gendered moral codes by placing lenient 

punishments on violators of honor crimes: 

 
The sovereign state’s exercise of juridical power over the individual and 
the judges’ decisions to minimally sentence the criminals in the case of 
honor crimes defends the criminal in order to protect the implicit terms of 
the contract with the Kurdish tribal power. (152) 

 

The flow of resources from the state and government is also complicated by the 

historically messy, secretive, and corrupt relationship between the state and Kurdish 

tribal powers. Yet again, we are confronted with an altogether muddled and confused 

state presence – on the one hand implementing development strategies to work against 

“traditional practices”, on the other failing to fulfill its legal obligations to this end. 

 

Examples are numerous. 

 

The parallel stories that Perigül described (above) of her burned home in the village and 

city and her efforts to divorce and seek protection from her husband give us a sense of the 

complicated relationship women have with the state. Ironically, it is to the state that 
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Perigül now turns to find relief at home through divorce. She seeks legal protection from 

the government from her abusive husband and the place from which she applies for 

financial aid for her family. In this situation, the state is the ‘protector’ and offers 

solutions to problems in the home. The degree to which the state can live up to these 

promises is incredibly inconsistent, however, given lenient and poorly implemented laws.  

 

Betül Abla’s story demonstrates the fear some women have of the judicial system, and 

their hesitancy to turn their lives and the lives of their children over to the protection of 

the state. Betül, a literacy student at the KCEM, has been married 17 years and has two 

children. Her husband had decided to take on a second wife, but she was adamantly 

opposed. One morning, she points to her eye and tells me she argued the previous night 

with her husband after he found out that she met with a divorce lawyer. Her eye is 

swollen. She tells us that he sells and uses marijuana. One woman suggests she turn him 

in. She shakes her head immediately: “Yapamam [‘I can’t’]. I’m too scared. During the 

winter I saw a news story about a woman who had turned her husband in, and, after 6 

years, he was released and killed her with a knife. I have to think hard. I have children. 

My parents would take care of me but not my children.” I ask if she can go to a shelter. 

She responds: “there is nothing secret with the state…”  

 

I recall one of the more emotional Literacy classes. The unit was on Official Marriage 

and Divorce. The discussion prompts asked the students to define marriage and to list 

traditions around marriage. Among answers like oynama [‘dancing’] and aile ziyaretleri 
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[‘family visits’], one girl talked about the process of obtaining a marriage license. This 

was the point of the discussion and the following story we read- that a ‘marriage’ is not 

valid until it is recognized by the state. Only at this point, can women then apply for 

services in cases of domestic abuse and divorce. As we progressed into a deeper 

discussion of marriage and divorce, the gap between the legal doctrine on family and 

lived experience became quite apparent. Gülsem Abla, a mother of two, started quietly 

talking about her situation. – several months back her husband decided to marry a second 

wife, and like many women in this situation with whom I spoke, Gülsem refused. They 

fought one day- she told him she wanted a divorce, and he pulled a gun on her. Shortly 

afterwards, both sides of the family met and agreed to the divorce. But Gülsem’s son 

protested, saying “babam kotu. Sende kotu olacaksin” [‘My father is bad. You will be bad 

too’]. She couldn’t go through with the divorce. She looked down and cried quietly as she 

told us that she has tried to commit suicide. Nothing more is said beyond that simple 

confession other than a kind of summary statement while she pulled herself up: “benim 

kaderim…ne yapalim” [‘this is my fate…what can I do?].  

 

Hakime’s husband did take another wife, and, without warning, packed his bags and left 

their home four years ago. Hakime Abla, a literacy student at the KCEM, refuses to let 

him in the house. Even her children know to lock the door. She tells us that she has a big 

knife- “I’ll use it if I have to”. In spite of her stoicism, she was visibly sad, reflecting on 

the limits of her ability to ‘woo’ her husband back but more largely the cultural 
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boundaries on her own behavior as a wife and mother (negating the image of a ‘modern, 

liberal and secular’ subject): 

 
What should I do? Put on makeup, take off my scarf and go to the market? 
I can’t…that’s a sin [she grabs her scarf from her head dramatically, 
shakes out her long brown hair, and walks around nose in the air shaking 
her head]. (Hakime Teyze, Student, GAP-KCEM) 

 

Abandonment can be felt in many ways. Not all women had stories of abuse. As 

described above, the physical absence of husbands whether through death or arrest, also 

lent an incredible stress to the household: 

 
There was a woman whose husband was in jail, and she lived with her 
kaynana. She was cutting her wrists, and attempted suicide four times. I 
would visit her continuously- for four months she didn’t come, and I 
would go see her. She did get better and found work- now she works in 
one of the workshops.68 (Merdem Hanım, Administrator, BDP-laundry) 

 

Against difficulties in the relationships and non-relationships with their husbands, their 

children, even their mothers-in-law, there was great concern over their ability to deal, in 

turn, with providing for their families. This meant nurturing a reliable relationship to the 

government via the neighborhood centers and laundries and being mobile in the city to 

visit Social Assistance offices or the hospital. Relationships at home are often 

exacerbated when there are institutional barriers to accessing resources. These come in all 

forms: illiteracy, poverty, and lack of sufficient documents. Altındağ et al. (2005) identify 

                                                
68 There are several workshops in Diyarbakır sponsored by the governorship and the municipality 
that teach women marketable trades. I visited one of these workshops on a regular basis. 
Sponsored by the governorship, it employed women to learn how to make Hasir jewelry- 
traditional Diyarbakır jewelry- and then sell their crafts at fairs. 
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“language difficulties”- Turkish illiteracy- and the traditional values placing holds on 

women’s mobility as specific reasons for the high female suicide rates in the region 

(480). Because of the ongoing physical and emotional fragmentation of family ties paired 

with state policies that have amplified urban poverty and unemployment in the East 

(Buğra & Keyder, 2006), financial concerns continue to be a prominent concern of 

women. As described above, women are in some cases the sole income earners for their 

families. The networks of social capital and extended family support that sustained 

communities in the village no longer exist as a supplemental resource, especially in cases 

when the state cannot sufficiently support its populations. As described in Chapter 4, 

women work tirelessly to negotiate aid between and across political lines. But it is never 

enough. Often, the processes by which women are able to obtain necessary resources are 

tainted by bureaucratic and political discrepancies. As Zeynep Abla, a student a the 

KCEM, described in the previous chapter, receiving aid from a KCEM (AKP-affiliated) 

disqualified her from simultaneously receiving aid through the BDP-run municipality. 

The political divisions that spatially fragment the city also serve to fragment the flow of 

goods to families in need.  

 

But it is a point of development curriculum to paint a co-dependent relationship between 

state and citizen.  The fact that there simultaneously exists a state that commits violent 

atrocities against women in their capacity as Kurds while enfolding them within a project 

of citizenship and rights through development is the great irony of the state. Against these 
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discrepancies in the security of women, I find two substantive critiques of the 

development agenda, both Turkish and pro-Kurdish. 

 

The Case of the Missing Kurd 

 

Although there are insufficient data to compare the rates of domestic violence pre- and 

post-conflict (and the high numbers today reflect better techniques and a more concerted 

effort to track incidents), many believe that the stress of migration and urban living have 

increased the level of domestic violence tenfold, in spite of closer proximity to state 

services including legal aid. The transition to city life - the physical loss of space and 

little opportunity for work - have weighed heavy on everyone in the household. The high 

suicide rates of women (up 50% since 1993) and, in particular young women age 13-25 

(Merari, 2011) show that incidents are primarily among women who are growing up in a 

conflict and post-conflict urbanized landscape. This indicates that, in fact, the high rates 

do not entirely stem from ‘traditional’ practices but are historically and politically 

situated. The Municipality and Local Agenda 21-initiated petition (March 4, 2010) 

criticizing state and governorship approaches to development (as cited in the previous 

chapter), exposes the lack of political and historical ‘links’ between issues of 

development concern. Specifically, it argues that the Turkish government has “always 

and only treated internal displacement as a security issue and pursued a palliative 

approach that deepened the problem.” Further, it cites the verbal non-recognition of the 

“Kurdish Question”, “armed conflict”, and “Kurdish language” as an impediment to a 
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comprehensive solution for migrant populations; rather, internal displacement is seen as 

an “abstract issue” (Diyarbakır Municipality and associated pro-Kurdish municipalities 

and NGOs, Petition, 2010, 1).  

 

Harris contends “aspects of cultural sustainability are not central to the GAP [Southeast 

Anatolia] programs since language, lifestyle, and social organization of previously 

nomadic populations (all fundamental aspects of ‘culture’) are being radically 

transformed (or eliminated) through the project” (Harris, 2002, 753). For many, the non-

recognition of the ethnic and cultural character of Kurdish populations within curriculum 

and program protocol is a tremendous barrier to the improvement of living standards for 

migrant families. Not only does it symbolize the continued and explicit denial by the state 

of the ethnic dimensions of conflict, but also it stands square in the way of changes that 

development programs claim to be working towards. This is seen most clearly in the 

inability of Kurdish-only speakers to understand and access work training programs. 

 
The biggest problem facing Kurdish women in particular is a problem of 
identity. Because resources are not in their mother tongue, they cannot 
understand; they cannot free themselves. For everything here- to work for 
example there is a test or a certificate that is necessary. How will women 
get these certificates if they can’t understand the training? We are hoping 
to start providing more services in Kurdish- this is why we are here. Our 
party [BDP] recognizes this. (Müge Hoca, Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

For Müge, resolving the Kurdish Question means resolving the issue of rights (or, as 

many pro-Kurds termed kimlik, ethnic “identity”. For her, this means allowing certain 

services and education to be offered in Kurdish. When it comes to women and 
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development and its associated links to poverty, unemployment, domestic abuse, and 

political violence, the Kurdish Question is ultimately a question about servicing the 

essential needs of Southeast residents.  

 

Fathoş Abla argues similarly that cultural rights trump economic development, as the first 

is a necessary prerequisite to the latter, a fact which the state continues to ignore.: 

 
If the ‘Kurdish problem’ is solved, the economic development will follow. 
Look, Demirbaş was arrested for distributing children’s books!...in 
Kurdish. It’s not a legitimate reason to be arrested, but, in Turkey, if the 
state wants to arrest you they will find a reason. (Fathoş Abla, student, 
Sümer Park) 

  

Abdullah Demirbaş, mayor of the Sur Municipality, a sub-district in Diyarbakır proper, 

was sentenced to ten months in prison in September 2010 for distributing free educational 

activity books for children in Kurdish. Charges were brought against him in 2007. One of 

the laundries I worked in is under his jurisdiction, and it was during my Masters research 

in 2006 that some of these books were distributed. I received a copy as well. His arrest in 

2009 and subsequent sentencing in 2010 have been followed by the arrest of thousands of 

BDP representatives, Kurdish journalists, and pro-Kurdish activists in 2010 and 2011.69 

                                                
69 Since April 2009 (amid the tensions over the proposed ‘Kurdish Opening’ by the AKP) 7,748 
people were taken into custody and 3,895 arrested within the scope of ‘anti-terror’ operations by 
the Turkish state (bianet.org, October 7, 2011). It was in the Spring of 2010 that a number of pro-
Kurdish mayors were arrested. Billboards across the city depicted the image of these individuals 
lined up outside the Diyarbakır courthouse handcuffed with white plastic ties. The billboards 
read: Dün Halepçe bu gün kelepçe [“Yesterday Halabja, Today hand cuffs”]. Halabja is the site of 
Sadaam Hussein’s 1988 gassing of 5,000 Kurds in Northern Iraq. A campaign of ‘Civil 
Disobedience’ began in March 2011 setting off a wave of protests throughout the Southeast and 
larger cities in the West against the incarceration of pro-Kurdish activists. On October 18, 2010 
during my return trip, a high profile trial began for 152 accused Kurds. Every afternoon from that 
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Some of these individuals have played critical roles in development and women’s 

protection efforts. The continuous police crack down on pro-Kurdish political activities 

has even trickled down to the development spaces themselves. When I returned to 

Diyarbakır in fall 2010 for two more months of research, Helin Hanım, an assistant at one 

of the laundries, was gone. She had been arrested only a week earlier for political 

reasons.70 Tahire Abla says of the arrest: “who knows why anyone is arrested anymore?” 

Most of the women gathered at the laundry expressed their disappointment but not 

surprise. Encounters with the police happen on a regular basis, particularly within 

migrant neighborhoods, as these are spaces high on the radar of the sovereign security 

apparatuses of the state. Thus, stories like Helin’s are not uncommon. 

 

The Case of the Missing Man 

 

The weekend before International Women’s Day on March 8, one laundry hosted a 

celebration. Workers from the other laundries gathered, as did teachers, and several BDP 

representatives.  

 
There, I see a number of women from class. I sit next to Leyla Hanım and 
her neighbor Fathoş. I also see Özgür’s wife and children and Durdane 
Hanım from the Mother’s Support class. The event starts with long 
speeches from representatives from DİKASUM about women’s freedom 
and liberation. Most speak in Kurdish and there is the occasional chant: 
Kadın, Yaşam, Ocalan (‘Women, Life, Ocalan’). A teacher from the 
laundry hands out pamphlets- one of which is an invitation to the 

                                                                                                                                            
day on, large groups of protestors would gather outside the courthouse sporting large green, 
yellow, red, and even purple signs. 
70 For confidentiality purposes, I cannot elaborate on the background of Helin’s arrest. 
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Women’s March on Monday. Leyla Hanım starts practicing her reading. 
She is proud that she can read the main heading. Fathoş looks at the other 
pamphlet that has the symbol of Venus [the international symbol for 
feminism] printed on the bottom. She points to it and asks Leyla, “What is 
this?”. Leyla answers, “I don’t know…”. She touches it.  “It looks like 
there’s a sun…” (Excerpt from Field Notes, March 6, 2010) 

 

When I left the laundry that afternoon, I thought about that interaction. What do these 

abstract ideas about ‘feminism’ mean to women who will return home in an hour to 

multiple children waiting to be fed, little money to buy food, and an abusive husband? 

 

A week later, I attended another Women’s Day celebration sponsored by the 

governorship. All the KCEM administrators and many of the female students were in 

attendance. The ceremony was held at a formal wedding salon and attended by the 

Diyarbakır Governor who gave a speech about ‘honor’, rights, and freedom (this time, 

however, they were ‘freedoms’ bequeathed by the Turkish state). As we rose to leave 

after the two-hour long program, an angry woman ran over to Husna Hoca, a teacher at 

the KCEM, and handed her a note. “Give this to the governor”, she snapped. The note 

read: Sayin Vali, 6 tane çocuk [“dear governor, six children”]. She returned to the KCEM 

the next day to make sure the note had been given to the Governor. She expressed in 

much anger her disappointment over the lavishness of the event. “I don’t need a talk. I 

need money; this is Women’s Day- not HIS day [referring to the Governor].” 

 

On the one hand, there is non-recognition of the larger ‘ideological’ meanings behind 

events like ‘Women’s Day’ and Women’s ‘Rights’ and ‘Freedoms’; on the other, there is 
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anger that political discourse (and in this case, masculine political discourse) can trump 

the most immediate needs of women. In my interview with Merdem Hanım, we discussed 

how (or, rather, to what effect) the project of feminism and the category of ‘woman’ have 

been incorporated within the pro-Kurdish movement. She glances at a purple folder on 

her desk from the Kurdish Women’s Conference (discussed in Chapter 2). It is marked 

with the same symbol of Venus. She says: 

 
They forgot something in the women’s movement… the base problems. 
It’s too political. We need to be addressing the specific needs of each 
family member and the needs of different families. Each problem within 
the family is different- mothers, fathers, stepmothers, stepfathers, 
daughter-in-law- if we don’t, these problems will never be solved. The 
problem lies in the family as a whole. We are causing violence in the 
home a second time around by only focusing on women- when they come 
home and tell their husbands about what they are learning, they are beaten 
again. (Merdem Hanım, Administrator, BDP-laundry)  

 

Merdem Hanım’s criticism of the pro-Kurdish feminist project, in particular, hints at a 

larger critique of the gendered politics shaping development projects. The broad 

international discourse about women’s rights and liberalism is actually working to detach 

women in dangerous ways from their relationships with family members. Where the 

informal code of law about honor and the formal code of law about ‘rights’ meet, women 

suffer consequences. The irony is not lost on administrators and teachers. At the same 

time that migrant Kurdish women are being interpellated as political subjects, sewing 

attachments to the government, their resulting intensification of violence at home is left 

unaddressed by both the development agenda and the law (Ahmetbeyzade, 2011). This is 

violence twice over, but, more than that, this is a deeply felt psychological abandonment.  
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For this reason, administrators and teachers alike bring productive critiques to the 

development process, recognizing the contradictory moral codes and that women are 

traversing need to be acknowledged and addressed with sensitivity. Yuval-Davis (1997) 

argues that the “distance which often exists between organizational gender discourses and  

‘gendered relations’ are not always necessarily consistent with each other” (39). Suudet 

Hoca, a teacher at the KCEM, echoes the sentiments of Merdem Hanım and says of the 

development process:  

 
Change will not come with only women, and it will not happen through 
emulation of the West. It is the family unit that matters most- this is our 
culture, our religion. Trying to change this is wrong. (Suudet Hoca, 
Teacher, GAP-KCEM) 

 

Similar to arguments by the pro-Kurdish movement that Turkish state development 

approaches ignore the historical, ethnic, and cultural dimensions of the Kurdish Question, 

some would argue (Kurds themselves) that alternately both the Turkish and Kurdish 

political apparatuses are implicated in the practice of a-historicism. Eser Hoca suggests 

that the preoccupation of Kurdish feminists with Western theories of gender and 

femininity has discredited “traditional” ways of family making in Kurdish society. 

According to her, Kurdish culture has traditionally been very respectful to women, and it 

was a woman’s roles within the family and community that were the most regarded.: 

 
Women were so powerful; they played a big role in the blood feuds. It’s 
about the society, not the individual. Women weren’t a part of the plan 
initially during the Kurdish movement in the 90s- only now have they 
become this way. In traditional culture, women secretly controlled 
everything. When there was a problem, you would tell your mother first, 
and she would tell your father. Behind a secret curtain, they would control 
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things politically. They acted ‘balanced’, they were the stable ones. You 
can’t just change one side, but have to change all the roles in the family. 
(Eser Hoca, Teacher, BDP-Laundry) 
 

As Eser identifies, Kurdish women have traditionally held powerful and well-respected 

roles in the family and community. While literature on gender relations and Kurdish 

women pre-1980s is unfortunately sparse - and what is out there is the work of western 

researchers- ‘Kurdish women’ have held an identity prior to the nationalist movement of 

the 1980s that, as well, was shaped by the surrounding political and cultural climate. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, the category of ‘Kurdish woman’ into the 1980s, 1990s, and 

today has been constructed through various nationalist-oriented political projects and 

discourses. A useful feminist perspective on security takes into accounts the multiple 

meanings and practices of ‘gender’, of ‘woman’ in relation to their relevant socio-spatial 

conditions. Brown & Staehli (2003) claim that central to feminist political geography is 

the effort to capture “the multiplicity of the category ‘gender’” (253). The universalist 

liberal (and, in some case, socialist) gendered bent of socioeconomic development in 

Southeast Turkey, has largely failed to do this. Merdem Hanım and Suudet Hoca’s words 

highlight the ways that ‘women’s security’ is often maintained through relationships 

between people and places, and therefore adequate attention should be paid to these 

relationships. 

 

One perhaps unforeseen consequence to the strict women-only liberal development 

narrative is that men have not been given adequate attention in the development process. 

One psychologist at the KCEM, Rıdvan Hoca, discusses his concern that men have been 
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forgotten within the overarching discourse on women and development (on both sides of 

the political spectrum): 

 
I also believe that men have a lot of troubles too. The leave the house, but 
there is no work outside. The stress of not having work and being able to 
provide for their families leads to psychological problems. (Rıdvan Hoca, 
Psychologist, GAP-KCEM) 
 

During my first few months in Diyarbakır, I became particularly hardened to the 

patriarchal culture of life in Diyarbakır. These feelings were amplified after talking with 

women about abuse and violence. Yet, over time I came to understand that men too 

undergo an enormous amount of stress- through political violence, forced migration, and 

unemployment. The inability of a man to provide for his family, while not as culturally 

stigmatized as women’s acts ‘against honor’, was in its own right considered 

dishonorable by the family and community.  While I do firmly believe there is never an 

excuse for violence, I did come to recognize that the story of migrant women is actually 

one among a number of other gendered experiences in post-migration and post-conflict 

urban Southeast Turkey that require sensitivity and attention.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I brought an empirical and feminist critique to the notion of security. 

Through a careful look at the stories of migrant Kurdish women- their daily concerns, 

troubles, and fears over providing for their families and protecting their psychological 

and physical wellbeing- I showed there to be gaps in the way that government programs, 
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sponsored at both national and local government levels, account for the security of 

women. I drew on a feminized notion of ‘human security’ that displaces the concerns of 

state security, whether through military or development efforts, on the embodied 

experience of women. From this perspective, we learn that women encounter fear at the 

margins of multiple zones of power- the strict patriarchy of the household, the sovereign 

exercise in power of the state through violence and imprisonment, and the simultaneous 

inclusion within development processes and exclusion from legal protection from 

domestic abuse. Ironically, the suspension of (and an exclusion from) the law occurs 

simultaneously along side an inclusion into development processes that work to 

biopolitically invest new ideas about family, reproduction, and citizenship – essentially 

life itself- within the practices of family by migrant women. I first described the ways 

that women have experienced domestic violence and family fragmentation in post-

conflict urban living. While many have analyzed the immediate impacts of forced 

displacement, I showed that many of the processes associated with this event have been 

perpetuated by conditions of urban poverty and decreased mobility by women. I then 

highlight how the state- in all its varying forms and appearances- has failed to fully 

account for these experiences. I critiqued the development methods of the Turkish 

nationalist project, firstly, for a lack of recognition of the ethnicized dimensions of the 

Kurdish Question. I also showed that programs focused on the interpellation of 

independent female subjects by both pro-Kurdish and Turkish government ignored the 

complex power relations that women traverse in their home and family lives. Where the 

contradictory knowledges of development and home meet, women are experiencing a 
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second wave of violence. This is neither solely domestic nor political violence, but a 

combination of the two. The complex and differential ways that the state protects its 

citizens renders some lives livable and others exceptional (and sometimes these are 

marked on the same body). Gendered development efforts on whole need to account for 

these discrepancies with increased sensitivity. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

“YOU COME TO DIYARBAKIR CRYING; YOU LEAVE DIYARBAKIR 
CRYING” 

 

Two of the first questions I was often asked by new acquaintances, both recent and old 

residents of Diyarbakır, were: 1) “Is Diyarbakır güzel, (‘beautiful’)?”, and 2) “Is it more 

beautiful than America?” The diplomat in me would always reply: “They are both 

beautiful”. We would laugh, and some would say: Diyarbakır’a ağlayarak geliyorsun, 

ağlayarak gidiyorsun (“You come to Diyarbakır crying, you leave Diyarbakır crying”). 

Diyarbakır residents know that the image of their city portrayed through protests and 

poverty on the nightly news and the sporadic violence that still plagues their region 

leaves most outsiders fearful to visit the city. Few come by choice, and when they do, 

“they come crying”. But time spent in Diyarbakır quickly displaces images of terror and 

fear with familiar images of a bustling and everyday more vibrant and energetic city. And 

when you finally must go, “you leave crying”. The redundancy that became this phrase 

during the research indicates the clear recognition of Southeastern Kurds that their day-

to-day lives, the production of their city and neighborhoods, and their work is little 

reflected in popular geopolitical narratives about the Southeast. Diyarbakır is a place that 

is highly politicized. As the “unofficial capital of Kurdistan”, it has been the site of 

resistant politics, protests, and bombings. It is the headquarters for the BDP while also 

hosting the largest Turkish military base in the region. It is a city defined by political 

tension, symbolic on one end as a site of political activism and struggles over cultural 

freedom, and on the other as a place of pain over loved ones lost in war, secessionism, 
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and underdevelopment. But it is home now to more than one million residents, nearly all 

Kurds. And, as much as there is a desire and a need still to remember and memorialize 

the past, there is also a strong desire to determine what kind of role the city will play as a 

voice for peace and multiculturalism in the future for Turkey and for Kurds.   

 

My time in Southeast Turkey and the work in this dissertation is a glimpse into one small 

and short-lived piece of a constantly evolving story, one that crosses abstract borders, 

ethnicity, gender, class, and culture. It is the mobile, contested, day-to-day narratives that 

underpin the Kurdish Question. The Kurdish Question, often still referred to as the 

‘Kurdish Problem’, refers to the varied conceptual tools and methods by which different 

interest groups have problematized the presence of Turkey’s largest minority group. 

Throughout much of the life of the Republic, the Turkish state has dealt, so to speak, with 

the Kurdish Question through policies of non-recognition and forced ethnic assimilation. 

When the PKK brought the Kurdish struggle for rights to the table with a paramilitary 

operation against the state in the 1980’s and 1990’s, the state responded with a network 

of linked and non-linked intelligence agencies, police, military, and clandestine ultra- 

Turkish nationalist groups (‘the deep state’) to essentially place the region on lockdown. 

Millions of Southeast residents were forcibly displaced from their villages and 

approximately 40,000 Turks and Kurds killed.  

 

With the capture of PKK-leader Abdullah Ocalan in 1999, a ceasefire in 2001, and the 

election into national office of a new administration, the AK Party, policy towards the 
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reason has changed dramatically. In this dissertation, I sought to show how the 

contemporary Kurdish Question is changing face against increased development 

investments by national and local government offices in the Southeast Turkish region. 

This shift in policy signifies the entrance of a biopolitical element into the expression of 

state power within a region that has until recently experienced the state largely through its 

repressive capacities- police, military, legal restrictions on Kurdish cultural rights, etc. 

Rather, today the government is systematically deploying programs and methods that 

work to make life live. While these techniques of government are not new (Foucault, 

2008), their scope- both extensively across the region and intensively within the private 

practices of home and family- and the degree to which they are aligned with discourses 

about security is momentous. The Southeast region has long been cast outside the scope 

of social and economic reforms, and it remains a marginalized region in more ways than 

one. And, today, the degree to which Kurdish families are building relationships with the 

government is historically unprecedented. These current events necessitate a more 

nuanced approach to the study and understanding of the Kurdish Question, one that takes 

into account the multi-directional ways that power operates within the Southeast.  

 

The majority of this research focused on the specific experiences of Kurdish migrant 

women as they negotiate the urban environment, poverty, domestic violence, and political 

trauma all in conjunction with their experiences with education and government services.  

I focused on women for two primary reasons: 1) Women are identified as the primary 

mechanisms through which the social and economic development goals of the state and 
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local government will be reached. This is marked by the large and growing landscape of 

education centers, laundries, and NGO’s targeted explicitly at women. 2) Scholarship on 

Kurdish women, particularly Kurdish women in Turkey, is scarce. Unfortunately, there is 

little literature on the cultural and economic production of the household and the gender 

relations that characterized Kurdish societies throughout the Republic years. The void of 

literature reflects several trends: 1) the non-recognition of Kurds as a distinct ethnic 

group throughout much of the life of the Turkish Republic, 2) the ways the ‘women’s 

voice’ has historically been subsumed under both Turkish and Kurdish nationalist 

projects, and 3) the larger way that the experience of women is often discluded from 

recorded history about nationalist movements, rural life, village feuds, or war, in spite of 

the ways that the female voice is entrenched in all types of social practices around war, 

displacement, and urbanization (Mojab, 2001; Yükseker, 2006).  Ahmetbeyzade (2000) 

argues that the exclusion of women from formal narratives about the Southeast region 

and Kurdish culture has rendered them as voiceless victims. “As a result, the ways in 

which Kurdish women acted and reacted to historical changes taking place in the region, 

the tactics they developed to secure the survival of Kurdish life, and the means by which 

they negotiated their position within their own societies are hardly considered”.  

 

This dissertation attends to both of these observations, one at the level of policy and the 

other of scholarship.  
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In Introductory Chapter 1, I elaborated the national and local government activities at the 

development-security nexus prefaced with a discussion of the history of the Kurdish 

Question.  Through a discussion of popular perceptions of the Kurdish Question, I 

highlighted two key trajectories that shape common perceptions about the nature of the 

Kurdish Question and it’s solvability: 1) that the Kurdish Question is a problem of socio-

economic underdevelopment (and therefore solvable through economic investment in the 

region and, in regards to women, through the creation of productive Turkish citizens), 

and 2) that the Kurdish Question is an issue of ethnic identity and recognition of cultural 

rights (and solvable firstly through processes of democratization and minority 

recognition). I laid out three theoretical concerns rooted at the junction between: 1) 

development and security, 2) state and subjectivity, and 3) gender and geopolitics.  At the 

security-development theoretical nexus, I explored the growing dialogue around the 

relationship between development and security within an international and Turkish 

context and it’s impacts on policy. I drew largely on Foucault to explain the biopolitical 

character of state security policy channeled through development. I focused on state and 

subjectivity to explore theories of power- to define power, understand how it is deployed, 

and analyze its effect on development actors and participants. I relied on a discussion of 

gender and geopolitics to introduce a feminist critique of geopolitical policy, practice, 

and security and to theorize the role that women play in the construction of nationhood. I 

argued that security should be analyzed firstly in the way that it is embodied. That is, how 

is the day-to-day quest to live life made secure? Mapping our security analytic onto the 

mobile path of the body, we can understand the way individuals encounter different zones 
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of power in consecutive and sometimes simultaneous ways. Simply focusing on the 

security of a nation masks these moments of fear or worry that prevent citizens from 

feeling safe within their borders. I finished this section with a look at the site of 

Diyarbakır - the largest and most politically contested city in the Southeast region  - the 

institutional layout of development centers, and methods and methodology.  

 

In Chapter 2, I showed how the Kurdish Question has been framed as the Women 

Question. Part background, part empirical analysis, I explained how women have 

historically served as conduits for both Turkish and Kurdish nationalist movements. With 

early Republic legislation prohibiting any recognition and rights for Kurdish citizens, the 

Kurdish voice was essentially silenced (aside from select resistance movements in the 

Southeast that were largely religious in nature) throughout much of the Republic. The 

specific voice of Kurdish women was never really rendered audible. As Turkish feminists 

gathered around a statist feminist politics and later a liberal universalism, the ethnic 

experience of Kurdish women was never captured or adequately understood by scholars 

and policy-makers. Because of this void in literature, the Southeast region, and, in effect, 

the Kurdish Question, was cast chiefly through backward and traditional images of 

family and community life with women as the central symbolic figure (Yeğen, 2001). 

Not until the 1980’s did a distinctly Kurdish feminist project emerge. Since then, there 

are a growing number of female politicians in the pro-Kurdish movement alongside a 

political dialogue that has placed women squarely at the center for struggles over political 

rights and legitimacy.  The result has been a proliferation of women’s education and 
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service centers (laundries and social service offices) established across the urban, namely 

migrant, landscape.  In adjacent neighborhoods, the Turkish national government has also 

constructed similar kinds of women-targeted centers as they work to incorporate female 

constituents within their nationalist project. Both political apparatuses are looking to 

women as the means to political legitimacy. 

 

Chapter 3 begins the bulk of my empirical analysis. I examined the education process in 

development centers within migrant neighborhoods around Diyarbakır. Specifically I 

focused on two key classes sponsored by the Mother and Child’s Education Foundation 

(AÇEV), a Turkish National Education Ministry-funded organization to promote 

education among disenfranchised populations. I discussed how women are 

‘interpellated’, or recruited, by the state as liberal security subjects and national actors, 

through and against their roles as mothers, individuals, and politically engaged citizens 

(Althusser, 1971). I recounted discussions around particular units that address the varying 

ways migrant Kurdish women and families complicate a distinctly geopolitical Turkish 

paradigm. That is, the curriculum works to problematize sets of  ‘traditional’ behaviors 

and values that counter those of a legitimate modern nation-state. Conversations around 

issues such as having children, the biology of pregnancy, the legality of marriage and 

divorce, and the distinctly nationalist language of curriculum (through units on Republic 

history and national rights) are challenged by women’s day-to-day experiences, beliefs, 

needs and desires for themselves and their families. As an exercise in ‘subjection’ and 

‘subjectivization’, Chapter 2 explored the methods by which individuals are cast as 
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Turkish subjects but also highlighted the porosity and variability of this process. In-class 

discussions and activities sparked by the curriculum worked to affirm, but more so to 

destabilize, the reach and effect of state power. 

 

Chapter 4 focused on the organization and political affiliation of development spaces. 

Laid out originally as an evaluation of the ways development is institutionalized across 

the Diyarbakır landscape, I ultimately showed that ‘institutions’ are upheld by a diverse 

range of individuals with competing and collaborative interests. The state is nothing more 

and nothing less than a collection of discourses and practices that work to uphold the 

perceived coherence of a political system. These interests are unfolding spatially across 

the city, as both BDP and AKP-sponsored laundries and centers work to politically 

territorialize migrant neighborhoods. In effect, the seemingly abstract debates unfolding 

in newspapers and parliament sessions about ethnicity, cultural rights, education, and 

development are being negotiated in very material ways neighborhood to neighborhood 

and door to door in and among urban Southeast neighborhoods. For example, the BDP-

run laundries are spaces that sponsor and proclaim an overtly Kurdish nationalist politics  

– they close on account of the anniversary of Abdullah Ocalan’s capture, they organize 

Nevruz parties, they sponsor Women’s Day celebrations with a distinctly Kurdish flair.  

Governorship and GAP-sponsored KCEMs, on the other hand, hang Turkish flags in the 

windows, they organize events for the local governor, and they mandate a protocol 

preventing any references to and in Kurdishness and Kurdish. However, both share a 

similar vision for women and their respective role in the nationalization project, and both 
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draw from the same educational and government resources at times meet these goals (see 

Chapter 3). The sharing of development resources across political lines underscores the 

way that pro-Kurdish government workers and offices move across a fuzzy state-society 

line, at times working within formal channels of government, at times espousing politics 

that challenge Turkish Republican ideals. I ended this chapter by showing how both BDP 

and Turkish affiliated administrators and teachers experience similar frustrations with the 

bureaucratic ends of development. While these concerns are addressed towards different 

institutions- parties and offices- they represent a collective disenchantment with the way 

the ‘state’ (as the compilation of these institutions) cannot always account for the needs 

of its citizens; in this case, for the needs of migrant residents and development services. 

At the Chapter’s end, I turn to women to explain how they work to actively account for 

these discrepancies in care by “performing” the state across political divides and by 

drawing on resources from both pro-Kurdish and nationally sponsored programs.  

 

I continue my analysis of the relationship between women and power (institutional and 

within the family) in Chapter 5 by reflecting on the security concerns of women. I do this 

byway of a feminist geopolitical analytic, displacing the focus from state security to 

human security. Relying on feminist commitments to geopolitical research that highlights 

social injustice at the power-knowledge nexus (Hyndman, 2007), I trace how women 

experience fear and worry on a number of different levels. Kurdish migrant women in 

Southeast Turkey are caught in the crossfire of different sets of power relations. In 

addition to experiencing the limits of state power- the limits on the ways the national and 
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local government can service their needs- they experience compounded violence and 

psychological trauma at home. And the two are intertwined in sometimes detrimental 

ways. I explain how the “private” space of the home and family fared under forced 

displacement in the transition from rural to urban living and, more importantly, how the 

family dynamic has changed in the last 15-20 years since moving to the city. While many 

are keen to focus on the immediate causes and impacts of displacement, I argue that 

women experience family fragmentation in perpetuated ways in the post-conflict urban 

landscape. Death, disappearance, imprisonment, drugs, physical and emotional 

abandonment by loved ones are some of the varied reasons why a number of women have 

no stable male figure in the home. Many others have also watched their children fall 

victim to some of these experiences, and the safety of children remains the largest 

concern for women. I also showed how women experience intensified rates of domestic 

violence by recounting select stories about abuse. Conditions of violence are amplified 

under the stresses of intense poverty and limited space and mobility. I argued that the 

state has failed to protect women from these processes –through weak legal 

accountability in cases of domestic violence to the lack of resources that are 

communicable in the Kurdish language. Drawing on Agamben and the critique of 

Belcher et al. (2008), I showed that ‘abandonment’ is a topological condition and not 

simply expressed by and for the state. Women experience ‘abandonment’ at the margins 

of overlapping zones of power. I ended this chapter with two critiques of the 

development process: 1) The Turkish state by ignoring the ethnic dimension of the 

Kurdish Question in development literature and practice creates roadblocks to the 
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translation of development ideas to the home. One can see tension between the different 

ways that development actors (divided between Turkish and pro-Kurdish nationalist 

projects) place importance on “identity” or cultural rights in contrast to others who 

problematize the social and economic underdevelopment of the region. And then there 

are those who see that the two are intertwined. For example, a Kurdish speaking woman 

will have minimal access to healthcare education material that is only offered in Turkish.  

It is in these mundane moments that tensions between the sovereign arm and the 

biopolitical arm of state power are most clear, highlighting the incredible contradiction 

that is the state. 2) The liberal narrative about the role and status of women as individuals 

(subjectivized exclusive of their relationship to their families and husbands) has failed to 

account for the very real power relations that continue to set controls on women’s lives at 

home. This has resulted in, as one administrator says “a second wave of violence” 

(Merdem Hanım, Administrator, BDP-Laundry) as women come home talking about 

‘rights’, essentially threatening the play of power within the home. To this end, the 

development process must come at social change with careful attention to these 

sensitivities. Just as the Turkish nationalist project fails to recognize the historically 

rooted ethnic elements of the Kurdish Question, both the pro-Kurdish and Turkish 

development efforts have failed to attend to the historically rooted cultural and socio-

spatial constraints on the production of Kurdish community and family.  

 

These chapters expose the everyday stories of development practice through the words of 

administrators, teachers, doctors, and women. They tell too the story of a growing 
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network of sites of government and governance that serve as avenues for productive 

debate and dialogue. Since the end of formal conflict in 1999, a large number of political 

actors have emerged alongside the military and the PKK that are vested in finding a 

solution to the Kurdish Question. This includes the European Union, Kurdish and human 

rights organizations, development agencies, and new branches of the state and local 

governments. Most importantly, however, are those individuals described in this 

dissertation- the government officials, administrators, teachers, doctors, migrant women 

and their families- who will continue to challenge the narrative of war and violence that 

has for so long tainted images of the Southeast through their stories and day-to-day 

engagements with government. 

 

Final Thoughts 

 

During my nights away from my Diyarbakır family, I often escaped the stresses of 

research with mindless reality TV shows on the Internet or one of the few novels I 

brought from home or sent by friends. One of those books was The Help (2009). At the 

time, it was not the sensation nor movie franchise it has become today, and it has since 

been on the end of criticism over it’s white portrayal of a uniquely Black experience 

(which makes me hesitant to even mention it in an academic analysis), but it was a book 

that, at the time, spoke to my experiences with Kurdish women, not only as a researcher 

but as a woman myself. Not coincidentally, many Kurds look to the Black experience in 

America as reflective of their own struggles for rights and social justice in Turkey. 
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Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X are names people know all too well, even 

children. But it wasn’t the descriptions of the racial politics of law and the state that 

resonated with me. It was the reflection on a reflection, albeit fictional, of the particular 

experience of women working and living in a time when systemic racism was 

experienced most prolifically in the quiet corners of the home. There was one passage 

from the book that I hung on: 

 
And I know there are plenty of colored things I could do besides telling 
my stories or going to Shirley Boon’s meeting- the mass meetings in town, 
the marches in Birmingham, the voting rallies upstate. But truth is, I don’t 
care that much about voting. I don’t care about eating at a counter with 
white people. What I care about is, if in ten years, a white lady will call 
my girls dirty and accuse them of stealing the silver. (Stockett, 2009, 258) 

 

The struggles over race, ethnicity, nationalism, and gender are struggles to make life 

better; they are struggles to live. They are struggles to educate our children, to protect our 

bodies, to feed our families. If anything, that is what I intended to show in this 

dissertation- that the large stories that have come to popularly define the Kurdish 

question- development, terrorism, ethnic conflict- often overshadow what is 

fundamentally at the root of the Kurdish Question- the struggle to live. And while the 

state struggles to make life live in the context of biopolitical mechanisms of education 

and documentation, they are imbued with their own constraints about what life should 

look and act like. Women struggle to work within and around these constraints just as 

they struggle to do the same in their home lives against poverty and domestic violence. 

But after numerous conversations about school, work, and life with women, visits to 

homes for tea and dolmas, and long conversations with my research partner Saadet, I like 
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to think that, where there are gaps in the discourse and practice of government, there are 

also possibilities. Where the “utility” or “realness” of life (Dillon, 2008; Foucault, 2007) 

appear to challenge discursive constructions of state and citizen, they also work in small 

and often mundane ways to shine light on the limits of state power. As the Turkish state 

becomes increasingly embedded within the production of socio-cultural, economic, and 

political life in Southeast Turkey, it will necessarily have to accommodate a certain 

degree of difference. This difference will continue to challenge dominant national 

security narratives and, ultimately, state policy towards the Southeast region. As well, 

with the careful, concerned, and committed work of administrators and teachers, the 

individuals that uphold but also contest the limits of state power, it is my hope that 

women will move more to the forefront of public concern. 
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EPILOGUE 

 

During the writing of this dissertation (Summer and Fall 2010), tensions between the 

national government and the local pro-Kurdish government escalated significantly.  In 

response to these tensions, the PKK has increased the frequency and scope of operations 

within the Southeast and parts of Western Turkey. The national government has 

responded in turn. The recent wave of violence began in mid-July 2011 when the PKK 

attacked a military base in the Silvan township killing 13 soldiers, but tensions have been 

on the rise for some time since the failed legislative reform package of the “Kurdish 

Opening” and the mass-arrest of pro-Kurdish journalists, activists, and politician 

beginning in 2009. During this last year, there has been a sustained civil disobedience 

campaign by pro-Kurds throughout the Southeast via protests, voting boycotts, and most 

recently the refusal of BDP (pro-Kurdish) representatives to enter parliament following 

the national elections in Summer 2011 (their boycott ended in September 2011). While 

incidents of violence remain predominantly located in rural and mountainous areas closer 

to the Iraq border, a growing number of attacks in urban areas are troublesome. During a 

November 1, 2011 phone call with my research partner, Saadet, she described two recent 

attacks within the city of Diyarbakır: one, a Molotov cocktail explosion in Şehitlik, one 

of the neighborhoods housing a KCEM, and a similar explosion at the Department of 

Theology on the campus of Dicle University, Diyarbakır’s only university. Fortunately 

no one was injured or killed. As I write, Iraqi Kurdish leader Massoud Barzani is 
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scheduled to meet with Prime Minister Erdoğan in Ankara in the coming week to discuss 

collaboration on an offensive against the PKK camps in the Kandil mountains of 

Northern Iraq.  

 

The most recent rise in violent clashes between the Turkish military and PKK forces and 

attacks by the PKK are all too reminiscent of the events of the 1980’s and 1990’s for 

resident Kurds in the Southeast. Backed by the contents of this dissertation, however, I 

believe there to be a stark difference between the sustained period of violence in the 

1980’s and 1990’s and escalating tensions today. The still ongoing and strengthening 

national and local government investment in development is key to this difference. Due 

to intensified development efforts by the national government in the last ten years, the 

Turkish government is more intimately involved with the daily lives of its Kurdish 

citizens than ever before. These efforts signify the still strong and active role of the 

paternal and productive state in Southeast Turkey. In spite of the way that failed attempts 

at legislative reform devolved into political squabbling and heightened the still pervasive 

feelings of racism existing in Turkey today, it brought the Kurdish Question, and, most 

importantly, the Kurdish campaign for cultural rights, to the forefront of Turkish political 

concern for a brief time. This resulted in the creation of the first ever Kurdish television 

station (monitored by the state) and the lifting of some legal restrictions on Kurdish 

language education. Although peppered with roadblocks, the current Turkish 

administration and local pro-Kurdish governments have made inroads within a very 

complicated process of peacemaking, and I believe they will continue to do so.  
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APPENDIX A: INSTITUTIONAL SPONSORSHIP AND FUNDING 
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