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the soviet Union/Post-soviet Russia,  
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 By ŞeneR AktüRk*

The Puzzle of PersisTence and change in sTaTe Policies  
Toward eThniciTy

thIs article examines the dynamics of persistence and change in 
state policies toward ethnicity to answer the question: how do state 

policies that regulate the relationship between ethnicity and nationality 
change?

When mahmut erdem, a turkish citizen of kurdish descent and 
shiite-Davidic faith, who had lived in germany since the age of eight, 
was naturalized as a german citizen in 1989, he joined an exception-
ally small category of people who acquired german citizenship with-
out being ethnically german.1 As late as 1986, twenty-five years after 
germany began recruiting workers from turkey, only 7,986 turks were 
naturalized as german citizens, although nearly two million turks 
lived in germany. the situation was not different for the remaining 
4,512,679 nonethnic german immigrants who had lived in germany.2 
of turks in germany 99.5 percent were not german citizens, because 
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University. the field research for this article was made possible by the John L. simpson memorial 
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1 Wernicke 1989.
2 Bundesamt für migration und flüchtlinge 2004, 71, table 25.
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3 göktürk, gramling, and kaes 2007, 154. for an examination of this law’s origins, see Brubaker 
1992.

4 halm 2006, sent to the author by safter Çınar. 
5 seferoğlu 1982.
6 the usage of “mountain turks” for kurds dates back to the early republican period. elphinston 

1946, 101. 
7 ünsal 2002.
8 this thesis appeared in the “White Book” published by the turkish general staff after the 1980 

military coup. Dündar 2009.
9 constitutional court of turkey 1983.
10 martin 2001.
11 nekrich 1978; mukhina 2007.
12 Zaslavsky and Luryi 1979.

since 1913 german citizenship law had conceived of citizenship as the 
right, or privilege, of ethnic germans, allowing for the naturalization 
of nonethnic germans only under very restrictive conditions.3 from 
the 1970s to the 1990s attempts to grant citizenship to resident aliens 
failed. however, a new citizenship law was passed in 1999, and by 2004 
an estimated 840,000 turks held german citizenship.4 how did a 
change of such magnitude occur?

As late as the 1980s it was a crime in turkey to claim that “kurds” 
exist because such a claim was equated with “separatism” and “terror-
ism.” kurds were described in official publications as turks who had 
forgoten their origins and language5 or as “mountain turks.”6 the La-
bor Party was closed down in 1970 for declaring that a people called 
kurds lived in turkey.7 After the 1980 military coup it was argued that 
“kurd is a sound that your boot makes when you walk on the snow.”8 
Şerafettin elçi, a former minister of public works, was sentenced to 
two and a half years in prison for stating that “kurds exist, and I am a 
kurd.”9 yet in June 2004 turkish state television, TrT, began broadcast-
ing in kurdish and four other minority languages (Arabic, Bosnian, 
circassian, and Zaza). And in January 2009 TrT inaugurated an entire 
new channel, TrT 6, broadcasting only in kurdish. how did such a 
momentous change occur?

since 1934 soviet citizens had had internal passports that recorded 
their ethnicity, ostensibly for purposes of positive discrimination. Doz-
ens of ethnic groups indeed acquired autonomous territories and ben-
efited from affirmative action policies.10 however, “passport ethnicity” 
also made possible the deportation of all ethnic germans, chechens, 
crimean tatars, and other ethnic groups, resulting in the decimation 
of their populations.11 Passport ethnicity was also used to discriminate 
against Jews in politics and employment.12 Attempts to remove ethnic-
ity from the passport since the 1950s had failed. even after the dissolu-
tion of the UssR, ethnicity was preserved in the internal passports of 
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 regimes of eThniciT y 117

almost all the post-soviet states. yet in 1997 ethnicity was removed from 
the Russian internal passport. how did such a historic change occur?

In answering these questions, I will explain the dynamics of persis-
tence and change in state policies regulating the relationship between 
ethnicity and nationality, which I conceptualize as “regimes of ethnic-
ity.” I will explain the causes of the momentous changes mentioned 
above and elaborate a theory of ethnic regime change.

The argumenT: exPlaining PersisTence and change in  
regimes of eThniciTy

Why do states’ policies toward ethnic diversity often persist in very 
different national contexts and despite significant societal and politi-
cal challenges aimed at changing them? What are the conditions for 
changing these policies, if change is even possible at all? I explain the 
persistence and change in policies related to ethnicity and nationality 
in germany, the soviet Union/post-soviet Russia, and turkey since 
the 1950s by reference to the presence or absence of three independent 
variables: counterelites, new discourse, and hegemonic majority. I ar-
gue that if “counterelites” representing constituencies with ethnically 
specific grievances come to power equipped with a “new discourse” on 
ethnicity and nationality and garner a “hegemonic majority,” they can 
change state policies on ethnicity. these three factors are separately 
necessary and jointly sufficient for change. this finding is an improve-
ment on the studies of nationalism and policy-making in the field of 
ethnic politics because it provides a parsimonious causal explanation, 
based on a detailed structured comparison of three important cases, of 
persistence and change in state policies on ethnicity.

these three cases of substantive importance are examined through 
a combination of mill’s method of agreement and his method of dis-
agreement. the method of agreement is used across cases while the 
method of disagreement is used within cases. the analysis across cases 
is an example of “most different systems analysis,” with germany, the 
soviet Union/Russia, and turkey demonstrating significant differences 
in their dominant religious traditions, ethnic demography, population 
density, political systems, and levels of economic development. (see 
table 1.) moreover, state policies toward ethnic diversity are very dif-
ferent in these three countries. therefore, the observation of an analo-
gous process of transformation in state policies across these countries 
provides a robust confirmation of my argument that three elements are 
separately necessary and jointly sufficient for change.
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Three models of PoliTical communiTy along axes of  
membershiP and exPression: monoeThnic, mulTieThnic,  

and anTieThnic regimes

 In order to better comprehend the nature of political contestation over 
state policies toward ethnicity, I coined the term “regimes of ethnicity” 
and categorized states as having monoethnic, multiethnic, and anti- 
ethnic regimes. ethnicity regimes are defined along dimensions of 
“membership” and “expression.” If a state seeks to restrict membership 
in the nation to one ethnic category through discriminatory immigra-
tion and naturalization policies, then it has a “monoethnic” regime and 
the expression dimension becomes irrelevant because ethnic diversity is 
minimized through the construction of a monoethnic citizenry. ger-
many before 1999 is a very good example approximating the ideal type 
of a state with a monoethnic regime—Japan, too, has a monoethnic 

Table 1
mosT differenT sysTems analysis

 Turkey USSR & Russia Germany

Dominant religious 
tradition

Islam eastern christianity 
(orthodoxy)

Western christianity 
(catholic-
Protestant)

ethnic majoritya 76% 51% (UssR); 
 78% (Russia)

90%

second largest ethnic 
categoryb

15.7% 15.2% in the UssR;  
3.8% in Russia

2.5% 

Political system: 
freedom house 
scores (2005)

3.0 5.5 
6.0 (UssR, 1980)

1.0

Level of economic 
development: 
gdP per capitac $9,370 $10,030 $38,520

Population densityd 85 9 230
ethnic regimes antiethnic multiethnic monoethnic
Process of ethnic 

regime change
analogous analogous analogous

a the estimate for turkey is based on konda’s public opinion survey published in Milliyet (2007). 
Although 81.3 percent of the respondents identified as “turkish,” those administering the survey 
made adjustments based on language and family size that reduced ethnic turks’ share from 82 
percent to 76 percent. 

b second largest ethnic category is kurds in turkey, Ukrainians in the UssR, tatars in post-soviet 
Russia, and turks in germany.

c eIU 2010, 104 –6.
d Economist 2001.
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 regimes of eThniciT y 119

regime. If a state accepts people from ethnically diverse backgrounds 
as citizens (membership) but discourages or even prohibits the legal, 
institutional, and public expression of ethnic diversity (expression), 
then it has an “antiethnic” regime. turkey before 2004 is a very good 
example approximating the ideal type of a state with an antiethnic re-
gime—france, too, has an antiethnic regime. If a state accepts people 
from ethnically diverse backgrounds as its citizens (membership) and 
allows, encourages, or even participates in the legal and institutional 
expression of ethnic diversity (expression), then it has a “multiethnic” 
regime. the soviet Union and the post-soviet Russian federation are 
very good examples approximating the ideal type of a state with a mul-
tiethnic regime—canada and India, too, have multiethnic regimes. 
“Regimes of ethnicity” denote the constellation of state policies and 
institutions related to ethnicity. this new conceptualization connects 
the study of nation-building to studies of ethnic diversity and citizen-
ship, while providing a coherent typology of state policies on ethnicity 
that accommodates the full range of variation across cases.

the conceptual confusion in the study of ethnicity and the nation-
state is reflected in the terminology used. A commonly used distinc-
tion between “ethnic” and “civic” nationalism dating back to hans 
kohn is problematic because the two terms are not mutually exclusive; 
“civic” is a vague, empty category; moreover, “ethnic” and “civic” are 
derived from different roots.13 thus, the ethnic-civic dichotomy has 
been criticized by even some of its erstwhile proponents.14 further-
more, although labeling “ethnic” nationalism as “eastern” and noneth-
nic nationalisms as “Western” is derogatory of eastern nations, it is a 
disturbingly common practice.15 If we seek to articulate a relationship 
between nationhood and ethnicity, the terms describing the universe 
of cases must have “ethnicity” as their reference point. semantically, 
the route to precision is to derive adjectives from the root “ethnic” in 
differentiating notions of nationhood in their relationship to ethnic-
ity.16 Logically, one can deduce three distinct ideal types: monoethnic, 
multiethnic, and antiethnic.17 one can arrive at these ideal types in two 
steps through the deductive test of “membership and expression.” (see 
figure 1.)

13 kohn 1944. 
14 Brubaker 2006.
15 for many examples of using “ethnic” and “eastern” nationalism interchangeably, see smith 1986. 
16 In a similar vein, steven fish reclassifies political regimes as “monocracies” and “democracies” 

based on the ancient greek suffix –cracy, meaning “to rule”; in fish 2005, 20–27. 
17 one can split “multiethnic” into biethnic, triethnic, and so on, but these would be subsets of 

“multiethnic.” 
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 Membership in the political community is the most important out-
ward attribute of nationhood and has significant domestic implica-
tions. membership is denominated by “citizenship.” “nationhood” is 
empirically constituted by the sum of citizens; therefore, restricting the 
acquisition of citizenship to one ethnic group would be the most direct 
symptom of a systematic effort to create a monoethnic nation. 
 Expression of ethnic differences becomes the key question only if 
multiple ethnic categories are allowed membership. In such cases, there 
can be two different models for relating ethnic background to national 
identity based on the legal-institutional expression of ethnic categories. 
If multiple ethnic categories are legally and institutionally recognized, 
then we have a multiethnic regime. If ethnic categories are not legally 
and institutionally recognized, then we have an antiethnic regime. (see 
figure 2.)

The clusTer of Policies and insTiTuTions symPTomaTic  
of eThniciTy regimes: The difficulTy of changing  

even one Policy

Why do I use the term “regime” to describe state policies and institu-
tions regarding ethnicity? I borrow the notion of a regime from esping- 
Andersen’s understanding of welfare state regimes; when applied to 
state policies toward ethnicity, it indicates that “a complex of legal  
and organizational features are systematically interwoven.”18 state 

18 esping-Andersen 1990, 2, italics added. Unlike the current author, esping-Andersen, however, 
did not apply the concept of regimes to ethnic policies.

step 1: membership  step 2: expression
Limited to one ethnicity or not?  multiple ethnicities institutionalized or not?

 yes, monoethnic
 (germany) 

  no, antiethnic
 no. Proceed to the  (turkey)
 second Question

  yes, multiethnic
  (UssR, Russia)

figure 1 
deducTive TesT of “membershiP and exPression”
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 regimes of eThniciT y 121

policies on the ethnic background of subjects “are not linearly distrib-
uted, but clustered by regime-types.”19 these policies are mutually re-
inforcing since they seek to maintain a particular and coherent rela-
tionship between ethnicity and nationality in each regime type. for 
example, germany’s citizenship policy before 2000 discouraged and 
prevented the naturalization of immigrants of nonethnic german 
origin residing in germany, while its immigration policy encouraged 
ethnic germans from kazakhstan, Russia, Romania, and elsewhere to 
immigrate to germany by guaranteeing them automatic citizenship. 
While the two policies did not need to align this way, they did so in  
order to preserve and re-create a monoethnic german nationhood. 

the axes of membership and expression define an ethnicity regime, 
but what types of specific laws and regulations can be considered symp-
tomatic of ethnicity regimes? the membership axis of ethnicity regimes 
can be captured by citizenship and immigration policy and by ethnic 
minority status. (1) Is citizenship restricted to only one ethnic group? 
(2) Is there ethnic-priority immigration? (3) Are there officially codi-
fied ethnic minorities, indicative therefore of the existence and titular 
status of an ethnic majority? the expression axis of ethnicity regimes is 
a constellation of four institutions and policies: (1) recognition of more 
than one ethnicity in the constitution, census, and key official docu-
ments, (2) ethnic federalism, (3) multiple official languages, and (4) 
ethnically based affirmative action. 

19 esping-Andersen 1990, 26.

 
    Axis of membership

 Monoethnic
 monoethnic 
 

  Antiethnic  Multiethnic
     multiethnic  
 
                                                 not expressed                        expressed
 

Axis of expression 

figure 2 
Three eThniciTy regimes: monoeThnic, mulTieThnic, and anTieThnic
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how are these seven policies and institutions systematically inter-
woven? for example, in a monoethnic regime, ethnic-priority immi-
gration is complemented by preferential naturalization for immigrants 
who share the titular ethnic background. this identifies them as the 
titular, state-bearing ethnic majority, and other ethnic categories are 
codified as ethnic minorities. Recognition of multiple ethnicities in the 
constitution, ethnic federalism, multiple official languages, and affir-
mative action are therefore not to be expected, because of the iden-
tification of the political community with one ethnicity. these seven 
policies together constitute a “regime.” (see table 2.) I focus on im-
migration and citizenship policies in germany, demands for ethnic and 
linguistic rights in turkey, and attempts to remove ethnicity from the 
internal passport in the soviet Union and post-soviet Russia, because 
these are the policies where political contestation over the relationship 
between ethnicity and nationality coalesced in each country, respec-
tively. An explanation of persistence and change in these policies is 
substantively and theoretically crucial for understanding the dynamics 
of ethnic politics in these countries.
 It is significant that even after more than half a century of attempts at 
reform, in each of the three countries that I examine significant change 
in policy occurred in only one of the seven policy areas that together 
constitute ethnicity regimes. Russia removed ethnicity from the inter-
nal passport, which is a movement away from a multiethnic regime 
toward one that is antiethnic, but other features of a multiethnic re-
gime, such as ethnic federalism, remained in place. turkey established 
new public television stations broadcasting exclusively in kurdish and 
Arabic, which is a movement away from an antiethnic regime toward 
one that is multiethnic, but turkey did not become an ethnofederal 
state, and other features of an antiethnic regime remained.  germany 
allowed the granting of citizenship to immigrants from different ethnic 
backgrounds under certain conditions, which is a movement away from 
a nonethnic regime toward one that is antiethnic, but ethnic germans’ 
privileged claim to citizenship and ethnic minority status remained. 
What does the limited nature of the change, limited in each case to one 
policy area, suggest about regimes of ethnicity? 

first, after these changes were made, both turkey and Russia be-
came hybrid regimes falling along the continuum somewhere between 
antiethnic and multiethnic regimes. these instances of change and 
continuity demonstrate the extreme difficulty of changing state policies 
on ethnicity. even the alignment of the proverbial stars—counterelites, 
new discourses, and hegemonic power—sufficed to change only one 
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 regimes of eThniciT y 123

significant state policy on ethnicity. And even the exceptional coin-
cidence of three conditions for change in state policies on ethnicity 
might not be enough for a wholesale change in ethnic regime that en-
compasses all or most state policies on ethnicity. 

second, an entire ethnic regime change is very rare in modern his-
tory. Bolshevik counterelites, for example, armed with new socialist, 
marxist-Leninist discourses on ethnicity and political community, as-
sumed hegemonic power over their opponents after a very violent and 
protracted civil war and established the soviet Union as a multieth-
nic federal state with affirmative action policies and passport ethnic-
ity.20 A similar process occurred with turkish nationalist counterelites 
who fought against the ottoman sultan and the european occupation. 
they took power, armed with a new, kemalist discourse on ethnic-
ity and nationhood, with a hegemonic power against their opponents, 
and they established an antiethnic regime in turkey based on assimila-
tion.21 such radical change occurs very rarely and is often preceded or 
accompanied by war and violence.
 third, the policy areas where change occurred (citizenship in ger-
many, passport ethnicity in Russia, and minority languages in turkey) 
were also where the political struggles for changing the ethnicity regime 
coalesced in each country. there was never as much political struggle 
around the idea of abolishing the existing ethnofederal structure in 
Russia or establishing an ethnofederal structure in turkey as there was 
around the issue of removing ethnicity from the internal passport in 
Russia and allowing broadcasting and publishing in ethnic minority 

20 martin 2001. 
21 Zürcher 2004, esp. 133–205.

Table 2
seven symPToms of eThnic regime TyPe: membershiP (1–3) &  

exPression (4–7)

Policies / Ethnic Regime Type Monoethnic Multiethnic Antiethnic

1. ethnic priority in citizenship? yes no no
2. ethnic priority in immigration? yes no no
3. ethnic minority status? yes no no
4. multiple ethnic categories in the  

constitution? In personal identification 
documents?

no yes no

5. ethnic territorial autonomy? no yes no
6. multiple official languages? no yes no
7. ethnic affirmative action? no yes no
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languages in turkey. In the soviet case there is only one source sug-
gesting that yuri Andropov, who led the UssR for fifteen months in 
1982–83, entertained the idea of abolishing ethnic federalism by reor-
ganizing the soviet Union as a nonethnic federal state.22 even if one 
believes that Andropov indeed entertained such an idea, which I do, it 
is clear that such a singular episode pales in comparison with the re-
peated efforts to remove ethnicity from the internal passport. Likewise, 
although some kurdish nationalists might have aspired to ethnofeder-
alism in turkey, 23 the right to speak kurdish, Zaza, and other minority 
languages has been a more widespread and persistent demand of much 
greater magnitude. the same is true of the demands for employment 
quotas for immigrants in germany—the issue is incomparably less cen-
tral to identity politics in germany than is the issue of citizenship.24

modes of accommodaTing diversiTy in differenT regimes of 
eThniciTy: assimilaTion, segregaTion, and consociaTion

the antiethnic regime is premised on the malleability of collective 
identities: ethnic identities are supposed to give way to a national iden-
tity through a process of assimilation. In contrast, segregation, which 
entails the sustained separation of ethnic categories from the titular 
ethnic group, is the approach to ethnic diversity in a monoethnic re-
gime. finally, consociation is the approach of the state to ethnic diversity 
in a multiethnic regime. (see figure 3.) some argue that consociation 
and “multicultural citizenship” are morally and philosophically supe-
rior forms of political organization, as well as better for the survival 
of democracy.25 I do not argue here for the moral, philosophical, or 
functional superiority of one ethnicity regime over others. All ethnicity 
regimes generate both resentment and support among different seg-
ments of the population. i now turn to the ethnicity regimes in ger-
many, the soviet Union/post-soviet Russia, and turkey

germany has been cited as the paradigmatic case of ethnic nation-
hood.26 the german citizenship law of 1913 crystallized the definition 
of the citizenry as a “community of descent.”27 “Before 1913 german 

22 In his posthumously published memoirs in a newspaper, Arkadii Volskii suggested that An-
dropov asked him to redraw the map of the UssR as a nonethnic federation with forty-one states, 
based on economic and functional needs; Volskii did this with the help of evgenii Velikhov. Zavada 
and kulikov 2006.

23 for example, güçlü 2007.
24 Die Zeit 2006.
25 Lijphart 1977; kymlicka 1995.
26 kohn 1944; Brubaker 1992.
27 Brubaker 1992. 
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citizenship law was internally inconsistent” because “it stood between 
two models—an older model of the citizenry as a territorial commu-
nity, and a newer model of the citizenry as a community of descent, 
the former the product of the absolutist state, the latter of the emerg-
ing national state.”28 the law of 1913 survived the Weimar Republic 
and the national socialist dictatorship. Indeed, the citizenship law was 
preserved after 1945, and the new Bundesvertriebenengesetz (1953) and 
its reformulations, such as the Kriegsfolgenberechtigungsgesetz (1993), 
ensured that all ethnic germans from eastern europe and Asia could 
immigrate to germany and receive citizenship.29 there remained a few 
historical autochthonous nonethnic german populations in germany: 
Danes and frisians in schleswig-holstein, sorbs in Brandenburg and 
saxony, and Roma/sinti. together they constituted 0.3 percent of the 
population and were recognized as “ethnic minorities,” to be distin-
guished from the “ethnic majority.” (see table 3.) In contrast, millions 
of nonethnic german residents of germany, who were of immigrant 
origin, were not citizens.30 In terms of expression, germany does not 
have multiple ethnic categories in the constitution, multiple official 
languages, ethnic federalism, or ethnically based affirmative action. 
Until the new citizenship law in 2000, germany approximated the  

28 Brubaker 1992, 115.
29 Bundesvertriebenengesetz 2009. 
30 Limiting ethnic minority status to these four ethnic categories sometimes creates the illusion 

that germany is extremely homogenous. the following news article, for example, refers to the sorbs 
as germany’s only ethnic minority. Deutsche Welle 2005.

 
    Axis of membership

 Monoethnic
 monoethnic                  (segregation)
 

  Antiethnic  Multiethnic
     multiethnic        (Assimilation)                   (consociation)
 
                                                 not expressed                        expressed
 

Axis of expression 

figure 3 
modes of governing eThnic diversiTy in The Three eThniciTy regimes
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monoethnic regime type. therefore, the immigrants’ struggle for citi-
zenship created the central political fault line with ethnic connotations 
in postwar germany.

the soviet Union (UssR) was the leading example of a multieth-
nic regime in the world. the extent of multiethnic recognition and 
institutionalization achieved in the UssR was unprecedented. Just as 
germany stood for a particularly monoethnic formula for modern na-
tionhood, the UssR was the model for a multiethnic political commu-
nity. membership was not ethnically restricted, and neither was there 
ethnic-priority immigration. there were no ethnic minorities, because 
all ethnicities together constituted the soviet people. 
 Expression of ethnic differences was paramount. the UssR was 
structured as a multiethnic federation. the soviet constitution men-
tioned dozens of ethnic categories, together constituting the UssR. 
there were 191 ethnic categories codified in the census of 1926 and 
recorded in internal passports issued to individual citizens.31 Dozens 
of ethnic territorial autonomies existed at different levels: union re-
publics, autonomous republics, autonomous oblasts, krais, and okrugs. 
ethnic groups received their own territories, flags, official languages, 
cultural institutions, and parliaments. ethnically based affirmative ac-
tion was used on so massive a scale—and so systematically for the first 
time in modern history—that a leading historian labeled the UssR 

31 slezkine 1994; hirsch 2005.

Table 3
official eThnic minoriTies and The largesT eThnic grouPs in  

germany (1997)

Name Population Citizenship? Official Minority Status?

Danes 50,000 yes yes
frisians 50,000 yes yes
sorbs 60,000 yes yes
Roma 70,000 yes yes
turks 2,014,311 no no
yugoslavs 662,691 no no
Italians 586,089 no no
greeks 359,566 no no
Poles 276,753 no no
spanish 132,283 no no
Portuguese 125,131 no no

source: compiled from schmalz-Jacobsen and hansen 1997. schmalz-Jacobsen (fdP), who was the 
commissioner for foreigners’ affairs in the cdu/fdP coalition government, remarkably titled her book 
Lexicon of Ethnic Minorities in Germany, although the overwhelming majority of those cataloged in 
the book are officially not ethnic minorities. 
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an “Affirmative Action empire.”32 “the unprecedented and unparal-
leled nature of the soviet system of institutionalized multinationality 
is worth underscoring,” another one commented.33 Recording ethnicity 
in internal passports enabled the state to systematically discriminate 
against many ethnic groups. “the internal passport system acted as a 
powerful instrument of social control but undermined the development 
of a common soviet identity.”34 the Russian federation continued so-
viet practices, including passport ethnicity, until 1997. the UssR and 
Russia approximate the ideal type of a multiethnic regime very well. 
(see table 4.) therefore, attempts to remove ethnicity from the inter-
nal passport created a central fault line in soviet and post-soviet Rus-
sian identity politics.35 
 turkey maintained an antiethnic regime vis-à-vis ethnic diversity 
since the founding of the Republic in 1923. Its antiethnic regime had 
been more extreme and hence closer to the ideal type than even that of 
france, which is often considered the quintessential assimilationist an-
tiethnic regime. turkey does not have monoethnic citizenship laws or 
ethnic-priority immigration. on the contrary, turkmenistan and cen-
tral Asia, where ethnic turks are believed to originate, accounted for 
less than 1 percent of the immigration to turkey in the twentieth cen-
tury.36 turkish citizenry is ethnically diverse, with estimates of kurds 
and Alevis37 at around 15 percent each and with dozens of other ethnic 
categories.38 there are also up to three million kurdish-speaking Alevis 
(approximately 4 percent of the population).39 nonetheless, at least 76 
percent of the population self-identifies as “turkish.” (see table 1.)40  
there is no ethnic minority status and membership is not limited to 
one ethnicity.
 In terms of the expression of ethnic diversity, turkey does not have 
multiple ethnic categories in its constitution, does not record the ethnic 

32 martin 2001. 
33 Brubaker 1996, 26. 
34 sakwa, 1998, 252.
35 Very few countries could approach the ideal type of a multiethnic regime as much as the soviet 

Union did. yugoslavia, India, and canada come to mind in their far-reaching institutionalization of 
ethnic diversity.

36 Dündar 2007; ülker 2007.
37 Alevis are an ethnoreligious group. Although they are usually defined by their religious-sectarian 

belief, a heterodox version of shiite Islam, they also have a subjective belief in common descent and 
until recently maintained very high levels of endogamy. According to max Weber, whose definition of 
ethnicity (“subjective belief in common descent”) I adopt, Alevis definitely qualify as an ethnic group. 
see yaman 2007a; yaman 2007b; yıldırım 2007; and Aktaş 2007.

38 Dündar 1999.
39 Immigration and Refugee Board of canada 1995.
40 turkish self-identification might mean having turkish citizenship (the official definition in the 

constitution), speaking turkish, or being muslim, without necessarily having an ethnic turkish identity.
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background of its subjects in official registers, and does not have mul-
tiple official languages, ethnic federalism, or ethnic affirmative action. 
officially, that is, ethnicity is invisible. the constitution states in Ar-
ticle 66 that “every person who is tied to the turkish state through citi-
zenship is turkish.” the goal is the assimilation of people from many 
different ethnic backgrounds into a common national culture informed 
by turkish language. turkey approximates the ideal type of an anti-
ethnic regime. therefore, demands for the recognition of ethnic di-
versity created a central fault line within turkish identity politics. (see  
table 5.)

the consequences of state policies for ethnicity, ranging from affir-
mative action to ethnic territorial autonomy, are enormous, and these 
consequences provide a major motivation for seeking explanations of 
persistence and change in these policies. nonetheless, my goal is not to 
assess the consequences of state policies. the causes of persistence and 
change in state policies constitute the missing link in the causal chain 
that connects otherwise disparate clusters of research and theory in so-
cial sciences. (see figure 4.)

immigranT, auTochThone, or The greaTesT eThnic  
demograPhic challenge?

some scholars may criticize the current endeavor, which compares 
turks, Italians, greeks, and other “immigrants” in germany with “au-
tochthonous” tatars and Jews in Russia, and kurds and Alevis in tur-
key, since some consider ethnic diversity resulting from immigrant and 

Table 4
regimes of eThniciTy in germany, sovieT union / russian federaTion,  

and Turkey

Policies/ Cases 
Germany

(Monoethnic)
USSR/Russia
(Multiethnic)

Turkey
(Antiethnic)

ethnic priority in citizenship? yes no no
ethnic priority in immigration? yes no no
ethnic minority status? yes no no
multiple ethnic categories in the 

constitution? census?
no yes no

ethnic territorial autonomy? no yes no
multiple official languages? no yes no
ethnic affirmative action? no yes no
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autochthonous groups as being incomparable. this would be missing 
the entire point of this effort. When seen from the vantage point of 
the state, both immigrant and autochthonous minorities have a direct 
bearing on the nature of the nation. therefore, “seeing like a state”41—
from the perspective of a state—the ethnic diversity that is more rel-
evant for the constitution of the nation might be immigrant in one 
context and autochthonous in another, depending mostly on ethnic 
demography. In germany the four autochthonous official minorities 
have never been the primary challenge to the monoethnic conception 
of german nationhood.42 If anything, their symbolic “ethnic minority” 
status and demographic marginality reinforced the status quo. ethnic 

41 the allusion is to scott 1999.
42 schurmann 2007. 

Table 5
challenges To The sTaTus Quo and issue-areas of conTesTaTion in 

eThnic PoliTics

Country Status Quo Main Challenger Fault Line Issue-Area

germany monoethnic antiethnic (e.g., 
immigrants)

membership citizenship

turkey antiethnic multiethnic (e.g., 
kurds, Alevis)

expression minority languages

UssR/
Russia

multiethnic antiethnic (e.g., 
Russians, Jews)

expression passport ethnicity

figure 4 
linking naTion-building, eThniciTy, immigraTion, and ciTizenshiP

implicated through
language

ethnicity

Immigration

citizenship

Regimes of ethnicity
modern 
state- and 
nation-
Building

operates 
through

regulates

regulates the 
expression of

regulates the 
         limits of membership

redefines  
nationality/political community
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diversity resulting from the immigrants has been the primary challenge 
to the monoethnic conception of german nationhood. By contrast, in 
the soviet/Russian and turkish cases, autochthonous groups such as 
the tatars and the kurds were more numerous than the immigrants.

The key Policies of conTesTaTion

each ethnic regime type activates a particular kind of political con-
flict. therefore, ethnic regime type is a good predictor of the nature 
of political debates and contestation. Issues of membership, such as 
citizenship and immigration, would occupy center stage in monoethnic 
regimes, since people who do not share the titular ethnic background 
are excluded from membership. one would expect issues of expression 
to occupy the center stage in antiethnic regimes, where membership is 
ethnically diverse but institutional expression of ethnic diversity is not 
allowed. one would expect the ethnically specific allocations to occupy 
the center stage in multiethnic regimes, where ethnic diversity is al-
ready given institutional expression. for every ethnicity regime, change 
is possible in two directions, generating six possible transitions. (see 
figure 5 and table 5.)

alTernaTive exPlanaTions: sTaTe collaPse, border change, 
inTernaTional acTors, norms, and global waves

Although state policies on ethnicity have not been previously conceptu-
alized as regimes of ethnicity, a few works offered explanations for per-
sistence and change in particular state policies on ethnicity. A promi-
nent opinion in nationalism studies is expressed in ernest gellner’s  
argument that ethnic minorities in nation-states have the option of 
changing their “culture” only by assimilating into the national culture 
or by changing the borders of the political unit by seceding and es-
tablishing their own nation-state.43 critics can thus argue that state 
collapse or border change explains change in state policies toward eth-
nicity. I do not find this explanation convincing, however. first, one of 
my cases, turkey, did not experience state collapse or border change. 
second, although West germany experienced border change by incor-
porating east germany in 1990, this did not help but arguably hurt 
the prospects for reform. Indeed, reunification of West and east ger-
many reinforced the ethnic conception of nationhood, followed as it 

43 gellner 1994, 108.
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was by a rapid rise in xenophobic attacks against immigrants; further, 
since east germany was more than 99 percent ethnic german, re-
unification increased the demographic weight and political significance 
of ethnic germans relative to immigrants. Post-soviet Russia saw the 
most pronounced border changes of the cases under consideration and 
there border changes were likely to influence state policies on ethnic-
ity. I agree that the dissolution of the UssR helped reformers seek-
ing to remove ethnicity from the passport by removing the strongest 
political opponents of such a reform, the elites of the Union repub-
lics. Although Union republics were gone, however, twenty-one ethnic  
autonomous republics remained within Russia and were in general neg-
atively disposed toward such a change. moreover, coincident with the 
collapse of the UssR some of these ethnic autonomous republics, such 
as tatarstan, Bashkortostan, and chechnya, became as powerful and 
assertive vis-à-vis moscow as some Union republics had been in the 
UssR. finally and most importantly, that passport reform came about 
not in 1992 but in 1997 casts doubt on the assertion that state collapse 
and border change were the sole or primary reason for change.
 Another set of explanations attributes change in state policies on 
ethnicity to external, international pressures, for example, from the 
european Union. I find this explanation, too, unconvincing. It is true 
that the eU takes a negative view of indicating ethnicity in individual 
passports: “the european Union has determined . . . that the existence 
of such identity markers in id cards is discriminatory and therefore 

 
     Axis of membership
 

 Monoethnic
 monoethnic                  (segregation)
 

  Antiethnic  Multiethnic
     multiethnic        (Assimilation)                   (consociation)
 
                                                 not expressed                        expressed
 

Axis of expression 

figure 5 
six Possible TransiTions beTween eThniciTy regimes
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incompatible with a european conception of human and civil rights.”44 
however, none of my interviewees in Russia referred to the eU or 
other international organizations in talking about the reform. most 
importantly, the eU has very little if any power over Russia. In the case 
of germany, the european Parliament had criticized germany’s re-
strictive, ethnic conception of citizenship already in the late 1970s, al-
most a quarter of a century before the citizenship reform, and yet even 
more restrictive anti-immigrant measures were adopted throughout the 
1980s. the case of turkey, where the eU argument is most prominent, 
suffers from a similar empirical and temporal mismatch: european in-
stitutions have condemned turkey’s treatment of its minorities in the 
harshest of terms since the 1980s. since the end of military rule in 
1983, fifteen democratically elected governments have came to power, 
all of which aspired to make turkey part of the eec and the eU, 
starting with turgut Özal’s first application for eec membership in 
1987. yet it was in 2004 and 2008–9 that minority language reforms 
were implemented. moreover, the greater reforms of 2008–9 occurred 
at a time when popular support for eU membership had dipped and 
fallen off the government’s agenda.45 
 some scholars argue that international norms and global waves exert 
influence on state policies and push them in a similar direction. chris-
tian Joppke argued that there is an international trend in favor of aban-
doning ethnic-priority immigration schemes, adducing his evidence 
from eight liberal democratic states.46 for Joppke, there was conver-
gence on a “universalistic” position47 on immigration and citizenship 
in democratic states, which entailed a “retreat from multiculturalism”48 
and an agreement upon “civic integration” and “antidiscrimination” as 
the guiding principles of immigrant integration.49 In contrast, checkel 
showed that “emerging ce[council of europe]-sponsored norms have 
had minimal constitutive effects in germany to date,” and that the 
diffusion of these norms through “elite learning” and “societal pres-
sure,” including “the liberal media, churches, trade unions, grassroots 

44 Arel 2001, 2.
45 In 2007, only 50 percent of the people surveyed in turkey said they would vote for turkey’s 

membership in the eU. this was the lowest percentage ever in this decade-long survey. support 
dipped to a new historic low in 2009 with only 46 percent supporting eU membership. Aktürk 2007, 
347; ergin 2010.

46 Joppke 2005, 49. 
47 Joppke 2005, 91. 
48 Joppke 2004.
49 Joppke 2007.
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citizens’ initiatives, and the commissioners for foreigners’ affairs,” has 
been limited.50 

I find explanations based on the primacy of international norms and 
global waves unconvincing because my three cases do not exemplify 
a movement in the same direction. While turkey moved away from 
an assimilationist position, germany and Russia moved toward an as-
similationist position. even in these latter two cases, their movement 
was in opposite directions, since for germany it was a “liberalization” 
to grant citizenship to immigrants’ children born in germany, while in 
Russia representatives of many ethnic groups protested against the re-
moval of ethnicity from the passport. I do not observe a “convergence” 
in my three cases, let alone a convergence facilitated by the diffusion of 
an international norm. furthermore, the wide variation still observed 
in the naturalization rates of immigrants and their ethnic, cultural, and 
religious freedoms in Western europe casts doubt on arguments based 
on convergence to international norms.51 

a Theory of eThnic regime change: counTereliTes,  
new discourse on eThniciTy and naTionaliTy, and PoliTical 

hegemony exPlain change in key Policies

my argument about persistence and change in ethnicity regimes is 
based on the interdependence of three elements, as follows: countere-
lites, once armed with a new discourse on ethnicity and nationality and as-
suming hegemonic political power, can bring about change in the ethnic-
ity regimes. these three elements are separately necessary and together 
sufficient for change. the change in the citizenship law in germany, 
the removal of ethnicity from the internal passport in Russia, and the 
reform of minority languages in turkey indicate a change in the eth-
nicity regime. there had been attempts to achieve these very changes 
since the 1950s, but these efforts had failed until a successful reform at 
the end of the century. 

A counterelite is the political elite that is linked with, and repre-
sentative of, constituents with ethnically specific grievances against 
the continuation of the ethnicity regime. Immigrants in germany, 

50 checkel 1999, 106, 99. 
51 koopmans et al. 2005, 72: “It is sometimes posited that there is a general trend in europe—or 

even worldwide—toward a convergence of conceptions of citizenship. . . . the other way to approach 
the issue is by looking at the range of variation among the countries. In this case, there are no signs 
of significant convergence. . . . on the cultural dimension, there are by contrast signs of increasing 
divergence.” 
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ethnolinguistic minorities in turkey, and ethnic groups negatively af-
fected by passport ethnicity in the UssR and Russia would be such 
constituencies. In the empirical analysis I focus on political parties in 
germany and turkey and political factions in the soviet Union and 
Russia that had the support of such constituencies as the counterelites. 
my interviews and electoral analysis identify the political parties that 
had the support of constituencies with ethnically specific grievances, 
as well as the political elites who entertained changes in the ethnicity 
regime. 

A new discourse on ethnicity and nationality is a comprehensive new 
formulation of the link between ethnicity and the nation that provides 
justification for specific changes in ethnicity regimes I examine in each 
country but goes beyond this change in its implications. It is the for-
mulation of a new ideology of nationality. Multiculturalism represents 
one such big idea about ethnicity and the nation. Melting pot repre-
sents another. And brotherhood of nations (druzhba narodov), a marxist 
formula, is yet another. my overview of new discourses on ethnicity, 
or lack thereof, is drawn from a review of parliamentary proceedings, 
party programs, and other key documents in germany and turkey, a 
review of Kommunist, the official journal of the communist Party of 
the soviet Union (cPsu), and publications of the Institute of ethnol-
ogy and Anthropology, writings of key personalities in ethnic politics, 
all supplemented with my interviews.

Political hegemony refers to disproportionate political power over the 
opposition. It is not enough for the counterelites to be in power, armed 
with a new idea about ethnicity and the nation; they also need to be 
disproportionately powerful vis-à-vis the opposition. change in the 
regime of ethnicity does not come about with razor-thin majorities. 
I trace political hegemony by examining the parliamentary balance be-
tween the government and the opposition in germany and turkey and 
the president’s power over his opponents in the soviet/Russian cases. 

Whenever these three factors were aligned, the ethnicity regime was 
changed. If any one of these factors was missing, change did not occur, 
and we witnessed continuity. Paul Pierson labels as “earthquakes” those 
processes whose outcomes unfold in a very short period of time, while 
their underlying causes are extremely slow moving, as evoked by the 
metaphor of earthquakes and seismic shifts.52 ethnic regime changes 
certainly resemble political “earthquakes.” 

52 Pierson 2003; Pierson 2004.
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my project follows a long tradition of comparative historical analysis 
in the social sciences, “defined by a concern with causal analysis, an 
emphasis on processes over time, and the use of systematic and contex-
tualized comparison.”53 the founders of modern social sciences, such 
as smith, tocqueville, and marx, and some of the recent groundbreak-
ing and award-winning research in the social sciences employed com-
parative historical analysis (cha).54 

While “comparative historical analysts are decidedly pluralistic 
in their use of overarching theories,” there is an affinity with the ap-
proach of historical institutionalism in their work.55 Jack goldstone 
lauds the virtues of cha and notes that “[l]arge-n studies that seek 
to understand the causes of revolution (and nonrevolution) by ignor-
ing the differences between the soviet Union and Burundi, or between 
cuba and cambodia, and by treating all of these as equivalent ‘cases,’ 
seem bound to founder.”56 this observation holds true for the study 
of ethnicity regimes. one cannot fruitfully pursue a variable-oriented 
large-n study—taking a snapshot of one variable’s global distribution 
at one point in time, assuming equivalence between all the cases, ig-
noring their context—and derive a causal inference that explains the 
variation or change over time in ethnicity regimes.

the structure of my argument is what gary goertz labeled as the 
“necessary and sufficient condition concept structure,”57 with three 
necessary conditions generating eight possible configurations. there-
fore, my argument is entirely falsifiable, and the following seven con-
figurations, if they hold, would falsify my theory of ethnic regime 
change. (see table 6.) 

In the dichotomy between “variable-oriented” and “case-oriented” 
research, where “there is an inverse relation between the number of 
cases and the number of aspects of cases (or ‘variables’) that research-
ers study,” one can strengthen the causal inference by making multiple 
observations based on temporal subsections of each case.58 While this 
study focuses on three countries, each country in the analysis is subdi-
vided into periods defined by the different governments in power, and 
these usually correspond to different configurations of variables. these 
periods are distinctive enough to be considered as different “cases.” 

53 mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003, 6.
54 mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003, 2–3. Refer to the books cited here for examples of recent 

social science research employing cha.
55 mahoney and Rueschemeyer 2003, 21, 15.
56 goldstone 2003, 43. 
57 goertz 2006, 40.
58 Ragin 2000, 23.
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why These elemenTs are seParaTely necessary  
and TogeTher sufficienT for change: The significance  

of inTeresTs, ideas, and consTrainTs

counterelites provide the actors with the motivation, interests, and 
preferences necessary to initiate a reform on behalf of their constituen-
cies who have grievances against the status quo. the new discourse on 
ethnicity and nationality performs multiple indispensable functions. It 
provides the cognitive frame and ideas necessary for action and a new 
vision of the nation with which to counter the defenders of the status 
quo in debates and propaganda. It also links the ethnic grievances of 
an otherwise minority/lobby group to a nationwide ideology. finally, 
political hegemony is necessary to overcome institutional inertia mani-
fest in the bureaucracy, the military and the security apparatus, the in-
telligentsia and academia, and other nonpolitical actors that have an 
interest in the reproduction of the status quo. not only does a potential 
reformer need to battle his/her political opponents in the parliament, 
but he/she also has to overcome the resistance of other key institutions 
with significant power. therefore, not a razor-thin majority but a wide 
margin of power and political hegemony is necessary for bringing about 
ethnic regime change.
 Is this explanation significant, or does it border on tautology by argu-
ing no more than that policy change occurs when a group that wants it to 
happen appears and gains the power to do it? I argue to the contrary, that 
the argument presented here is counterintuitive, significant, and even 
surprising. I suggest that “being in power” (that is, being in govern-
ment) and wanting to change state policies on ethnicity are not enough 
to change them. this is demonstrated more than once in different case 
studies. the sPd-fdP coalition government that ruled germany for 

Table 6
seven configuraTions ThaT would falsify The Theory of  

eThnic regime change PresenTed in This arTicle

   Ethnic Regime
Counterelite New Discourse Political Hegemony Change

         + - - + 
         - + - + 
         - - + + 
         + + - + 
         - + + + 
         + - + + 
         - - - + 
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thirteen years (1969–82) had every reason to change the citizenship law 
or at least rapidly naturalize immigrants but was successfully prevent-
ed from doing so by the cdu/csu opposition and the then-dominant 
discourse.59 the shP-dyP coalition government in turkey (1991–95) 
even had it in its official coalition Protocol (1991) that publishing, 
broadcasting, and education in the native languages of citizens (that is, 
kurdish and other minority languages) would be allowed, and yet these 
promises were not realized.60 Being in government with a simple ma-
jority in parliament was not enough. In turkey successful change came 
under akP, which controlled two-thirds of the parliament (365 of 550) 
in turkey, and the new german citizenship law also passed with a two-
to-one vote in favor (365 to 182) in the Bundestag. these are significant 
findings that redefine what it means to “be capable” of changing state 
policies on ethnicity. 
 A similarly counterintuitive outcome with an element of surprise 
exists in the case of a government that commands an overwhelming 
majority in the parliament—in part the result of the support given to 
it by constituencies with ethnically specific grievances—yet does not 
change any of the state policies on ethnicity. A striking example of this 
phenomenon is the Democratic Party (dP) in turkey, which won nine 
of the ten kurdish-majority provinces in the 1954 elections and gained 
93 percent of the seats in parliament (502 of 541), yet did not change 
state policies on ethnicity.61 I suggest that the reason was the lack of a 
new discourse on ethnicity and nationality within the dP. kurdish or 
other ethnolinguistic diversity was not even mentioned by the dP in any 
programs of the five governments they formed between 1950 and 1960. 
surely this testifies to dP’s full acceptance of the logic of assimilation 
and the official discourse that “there are no kurds in turkey.” this sur- 
prising and counterintuitive outcome is neither banal nor tautological. 

the parsimonious nature of the explanatory framework allows other 
scholars to test the argument by seeking cases where state policies on 
ethnicity changed without the three conditions I hold to be separately 
necessary and together sufficient for change.62 conversely, there cannot 

59 heinz kühn, the government’s federal commissioner of foreigners, openly demanded the rapid 
naturalization of foreigners in his famous report in 1979.

60 see Tbmm 1991, Appendix 3.
61 the kurdish-majority provinces that dP won were Ağrı, Bingöl, Bitlis, Diyarbakır, hakkari, 

mardin, muş, siirt, and Van. the only kurdish-majority province dP lost was tunceli. the list of 
kurdish-majority provinces is based on mutlu 1996.

62 A similar process of knowledge accumulation occurred in the study of social revolutions, starting 
with the works of Barrington moore and theda skocpol. skocpol’s argument that social revolutions in 
france, Russia, and china happened because of the coincidence of peasant rebellions and state break-
down precipitated by relative decline in international military competition was parsimonious enough to
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be, and are no, cases where elites are electorally and ideologically mo-
tivated, willing to change state policies on ethnicity, and armed with a 
hegemonic majority in the political arena, and yet do not change state 
policies. 

overview of failed and successful challenges To The  
eThniciTy regimes in germany, The sovieT union/PosT- 

sovieT russia, and Turkey since The 1950s

germany, 1949–2005
the first governments of the newly constituted federal Republic of 
germany after the second World War were the christian Democrat-
ic (cdu/csu) governments led by konrad Adenauer until 1966. cdu/
csu cannot be considered a counterelite, because it did not represent 
constituencies with grievances against the monoethnic regime. on the 
contrary, cdu/csu represented conservative constituencies whose views 
on ethnic cohesion were rooted in the citizenship law of 1913. these 
constituencies included the ethnic german expellees from eastern eu-
rope and the UssR, whose inclusion in the german nation was based 
on their ethnicity.63 however, by signing the “foreign worker recruit-
ment treaties” starting with Italy in 1955, and continuing with spain, 
greece, turkey, and others, the cdu/csu government facilitated the in-
flux of a nonethnic german population to germany.64 since workers 
were linked to the sPd through the labor unions, it was the sPd that 
became the counterelite. Immigrant workers were highly unionized, 
very active, and flexing their political muscle in workers’ council (Be-
triebsrat) elections where they could vote.65

 The sPd-fdP coalition government governed germany for thir-
teen years (1969–82). this represents the period when a counterelite 
was in power, but without a new idea about ethnicity and nationality. 

be tested in the case of future revolutions. moore 1966; skocpol 1979; keddie 1995; goldstone 
2003.

63 Interview with a scholar of ethnic german Aussiedler descent from Poland.
64 for the ethnic tensions between immigrant workers and germans, and the reception and reac-

tion to ethnic diversification in politics and the media from the 1950s to the 1970s, see schönwälder 
2001; and schönwälder 2007.

65 Alpbek 2007; Baran 2007; Çınar 2007; keskin 2007; kolat 2007. hakkı keskin was an immi-
grant leader, formerly sPd politician, member of the Bundestag from the Left Party (2005–9). safter 
Çınar is a former president of türkische gemeinde in Deutschland (Tgd) and is currently the com-
missioner of migration in Deutscher gewerkschaftsbund (dgb). kenan kolat is the current president 
of Tgd. Rıza Baran was the president of the friedrichshain-kreuzberg local council, a kurdish- 
german politician, in the green Party. mehmet Alpbek is a representative of migrationsrat. 
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Between 1969 and 1971 the sPd-fdP government had a majority not 
only in Bundestag but also in the Bundesrat; that is, it enjoyed a hege-
monic majority.66 Immigrants were overwhelmingly positioned on the 
left and linked to the sPd through labor unions throughout this period 
and beyond.67 Why would the sPd not seek to naturalize these immi-
grant workers and their families, who would most likely then vote for 
the party? the answer lies in their inability to provide a new discourse 
about german nationhood that could justify reforming the citizenship 
law.
 the Bund Länder commission of 1977 revamped the monoethnic 
definition of german nationhood by declaring that “germany is not a 
country of immigration.”68 this became a new catchphrase and refer-
ence point in defending the status quo, leaving immigrant activists to 
struggle against this mantra for the next two decades.69 Although the 
debates in the Bundestag during this period show a different empha-
sis in the sPd-fdP government and the cdu/csu opposition, with the 
former taking a sympathetic position vis-à-vis immigrants and asylum 
seekers, both sides pledged not to turn germany into “a country of 
immigration” (Einwanderungsland) and not to naturalize foreigners  
(Ausländer) living in germany.70 Both parties initiated proposals to re-
strict family reunification, the only remaining means of de facto immi-
gration after the 1973 moratorium on foreign labor recruitment.71 
 Against this background, the recommendations and proposals of 
heinz kühn, the first commissioner of foreigners’ affairs of the govern-
ment, fell on deaf ears in 1979. kühn recommended naturalizing im-
migrant workers and their families and embarking on a comprehensive 
project for integrating them into german society through educational 
and cultural programs.72 he recognized that the so-called guest work-
ers were in fact immigrants. however, the sPd-fdP elite’s commitment 
to the discourse of status quo, manifest in the recommendations of the 

66 Wehling 1989, 59.
67 Çınar 2007; kolat 2007.
68 “Vorschläge der Bund-Länder-kommission zur fortentwicklung einer umfassenden konzep-

tion der Ausländerbeschäftigungspolitik.” summarized in herbert 2003, 245.
69 Çınar 2007; kolat 2007. 
70 Among many examples, see Dr. Penner (sPd) and Dr. Wendig (fdP), confirming their belief that 

germany is not a country of immigration, in Bundestag 1980, 18530–18533.
71 Çınar 2007: “While kühn was speaking about opening new opportunities, schmidt government 

made family reunion more difficult by lowering the age of children (qualified for family reunion) from 
18 to 16 in 1981. (the government passed new laws stipulating that) you need to be married in turkey 
three years before in order to be able to bring your spouse (to germany). the constitutional court 
reversed this law.”

72 kühn 1979. 
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blk and encapsulated in the idea that “germany is not a country of 
immigration,” made them unable to follow through on citizenship and 
naturalization reform in accordance with kühn’s recommendations. 
 the cdu/csu-fdP coalition government (1982–98), while it wit-
nessed a conservative government’s spectacular attempts to reinforce 
the monoethnic regime, also provided a gestation period when new 
ideas about ethnicity and nationhood developed in opposition. Upon 
assuming the chancellorship, helmut kohl announced that cutting the 
number of “foreigners” by half would be one of the three major goals of 
his administration. to this end, his government offered 10,500 dm to 
any foreigner/immigrant who left germany. even though this policy 
succeeded in sending away only about three hundred thousand immi-
grants, or about 7 percent of the immigrant population at the time, 
it was hailed as a success by the government.73 further to the right 
of cdu/csu, a group of german scholars expressed their concern that 
“[m]any germans already feel foreign in their own neighborhoods, 
workplaces, and homeland in general.”74 Liselotte funcke, the com-
missioner of foreigners’ affairs from the fdP, resigned in June 1991 in 
opposition to cdu/csu’s restrictive policies against foreigners.75

 In stark contrast, the newly emergent green Party decisively broke 
with the prevailing discourse, denounced germany’s treatment of im-
migrants as being reminiscent of south African apartheid and a legacy 
of nazi dictatorship in parliament, and conceptualized ethnolinguistic 
and cultural diversity as a foundation of democratic pluralism within a 
discourse of multiculturalism.76 Also in the 1980s immigrant organiza-
tions publicly demanded civil rights, including citizenship.77 In 1986 

73 minister of Labor Blüm wrote to chancellor kohl that about three hundred thousand foreigners 
were sent back to their countries of origin, and, as such, an important goal of the government had been 
fulfilled. herbert 2003, 255. 

74 Bambeck et al. 1982; english translation in göktürk, gramling, and kaes 2003, 111. see also 
hennessy 1982, 637. the signatories of the heidelberg manifesto were Prof. Dr. Bambeck (frank-
furt), Prof. Dr. R. fricke (karlsruhe), Prof. Dr. W. haverbeck (Vlotho), Prof. Dr. J. Illies (schlitz), 
Prof. Dr. P. manns (mainz), Prof. Dr. h. Rasch (Bad soden), Prof. Dr. W. Rutz (Bochum), Prof. Dr. 
th. schm.-k. (Bochum), Prof. Dr. k. schürmann (mainz), Prof. Dr. f. siebert (mainz), and Prof. Dr. 
g. stadtmüller (munich).

75 funcke 1991. funcke also emphasized that the xenophobia in the five new (east) german states 
is sending out alarm signals. this is another indication that the border change exemplified by german 
(re)unification did not help but possibly hurt the prospects of ethnic regime change.

76 speech of Joschka fischer (greens) in Bundestag 1984.
77 In 1981 a group of immigrant activists of turkish origin, established the Working group for 

equal Rights and Integration in Berlin and published a pamphlet provocatively titled “foreigners’ 
Views on the Policies on foreigners.” igi 1981. see also Der Tagesspiel 1981. After the murder of 
a young turk, Ramazan Avcı, on December 25, 1985, by skinheads in hamburg, a group of turk-
ish activists led by hakkı keskin established the Union of turkish Immigrants (Bündnis türkische 
einwanderer) in 1986, deliberately defining themselves as “immigrants” rather than “guest workers,” 
hence contributing to a new discourse. keskin 2007. 
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immigrant workers organized under the german trade Union (dgb) 
succeeded in passing a resolution declaring germany a “country of im-
migration.”78 the civil rights movement of immigrants had begun in 
earnest. People of immigrant origins assumed political posts, mostly 
in the green Party.79 the sPd was gradually pressured from below by 
foreign workers to adopt the position that germany is a country of 
immigration. mostly left-liberal german scholars and intellectuals, 
exemplified in the Rat für migration, lobbied for easing of naturaliza-
tion and granting citizenship to immigrants.80 sPd’s approach to ethnic 
diversity distinguished it from that of the greens, by maintaining that 
only active foreigners who had contributed to the german economy 
for a long time and demonstrated significant progress in integration/
assimilation processes should be considered potential members of the 
political community, hence attributing a merit-based distinction to 
resident foreigners that asylum seekers did not deserve.81

 A counterelite consisting of greens and some social Democrats, 
armed with new ideas on ethnicity and nationality, was formed in op-
position throughout the 1980s and the 1990s. this historic bloc as-
sumed power in 1998 with a clear majority. (see table 7.) moreover, 
both the fdP and the Pds, two of the three parties in the opposition, 
favored extending citizenship to most immigrants, which gave the sPd-
green government a hegemonic majority for changing the citizenship 
law. however, within the government, the sPd had a more assimila-
tionist orientation, whereas the greens were divided between multi-
culturalist and assimilationist camps. the first draft law on citizenship 
in 1998 reflected this compromise.82 the anti-immigrant signature 

78 Çınar 2007. 
79 ceyhun 2007; mutlu 2007; Öney 2007; holzberger 2007; mesghena 2007. ozan ceyhun, 

currently sPd, formerly green politician, member of the european Parliament (1998–2004); Öz-
can mutlu and Bilkay Öney, members of the house of representatives of Berlin, green Party; mark 
holzberger, green Party adviser for migration, refugees, and integration policies in the Bundestag; 
mekonnen mesghena, senior officer, migration Policy and Intercultural management, heinrich Böll 
foundation.

80 Leggewie 2007; schiffauer 2007; münz 2007; Şenocak 2007; Brenner 2007. claus Leggewie, 
Werner schiffauer, and Rainer münz were members of the Rat für migration. Zafer Şenocak is a promi-
nent turkish-german novelist and public intellectual. michael Brenner is a professor of Jewish history at 
the University of munich. see, for example, Leggewie 1990; and Leggewie and Şenocak 1993.

81 for example, thomas schröer’s (sPd-müllheim) speech in the Bundestag 1990, 15028.
82 Beck 2007; Bürsch 2007; Laurischk 2007; John 2007; Demirbüken-Wegner 2007; klepp 2007. 

marieluise Beck, member of the Bundestag (greens, 1983–85; 1987–90; 1994–present) and the 
federal commissioner of foreigners’ affairs (1998–2005); michael Bürsch, member of the Bundestag 
(sPd, 1997–present), speaker of the sPd Working group on Migration and Integration; sibylle Lau-
rischk, member of the Bundestag (fdP, 2002–present); Barbara John, cdu politician, commissioner 
of foreigners’ affairs of the Berlin senate (1982–2003); emine Demirbüken-Wegner, cdu politician, 
member of the house of representatives of Berlin; Volker klepp, rapporteur for the federal office of 
foreigners’ Affairs under cornelia schmalz-Jacobsen (fdP) and marieluise Beck (green); and previ-
ously cited interviews.
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campaign and the loss of the elections in hessen in 1999 forced these 
differences into the open and led to the redrafting of the new citizen-
ship law strictly around the idea of assimilation. the new citizenship 
law passed in the Bundestag on may 7, 1999, with 365 members vot-
ing in favor, 182 voting against, and 39 abstaining.83 on July 27, 2002, 
minister of Interior otto schily (sPd) famously declared that the best 
form of integration is assimilation, and since then assimilationism has 
been the hegemonic reformist position. the sPd, the fdP, most greens, 
and some christian Democrats together constructed a hegemonic ma-
jority around the assimilationist position. monoethnicist csu and some 
members of the cdu who wanted to defend the status quo were side-
lined, along with the multiculturalist members of the greens and the 
Left Party (formerly Pds). Unsurprisingly, naturalized nonethnic ger-
man immigrants voted overwhelmingly for the sPd and the greens.84

The sovieT union and The russian federaTion, 1953–97
In the soviet Union and post-soviet Russia, recording ethnicity on 
internal passports benefited some ethnic groups but harmed others. 
those ethnic groups that had ethnic autonomous territories and ben-
efited from affirmative action policies, such as kazakhs, kyrgyz, ta-
tars, Bashkirs, by and large favored registering ethnicity on the internal 
passport and opposed removing it. those ethnic groups that did not 
have ethnic autonomous territories and were harmed by discrimination 
due to their ethnicity—such as Jews and germans, as well as ethnic 
Russians who lived in ethnic autonomous territories and who felt that 
affirmative action policies benefited minorities—by and large favored 
the removal of ethnicity from the internal passport. 

83 Bundestag 1999, 3466.
84 Wüst 2004, 341–59.

Table 7
unsuccessful and successful aTTemPTs To change The monoeThnic 

regime in germany, 1949–2005

Germany Counterelite? New Discourse? Hegemony? Change?

cdu-fdP, 1949–66 no no yes no
cdu-sPd, 1966–69 yes no no no
sPd-fdP, 1969–72 yes no yes no
sPd-fdP, 1972–82 yes no no no
cdu-fdP, 1982–98 no no yes no
sPd-green, 1998–2005 yes yes yes yes
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 following stalin’s death in 1953, khrushchev repudiated many stalin-
ist policies, most famously in his “secret speech” in 1956. With his lan-
guage reform of 1958,85 increased antireligious campaigns and the cre-
ation of new rituals,86 Virgin Lands project, and administrative initiatives 
such as “cadre rotation” and “sovnarkhozy” reform,87 khrushchev aimed 
at linguistic, (anti)religious, administrative, and economic homogeniza-
tion in order to create a supraethnic soviet community. Based on some of 
his actions, such as the amnesty of most ethnic groups deported by sta-
lin, khrushchev could be said to have been more representative of those 
ethnic groups that suffered from the stalinist policies, especially the use 
of passport ethnicity as a discriminatory tool. 
 khrushchev entertained the idea of removing ethnicity from the in-
ternal passport and replacing it with “soviet.”88 Working groups were 
established to discuss this possibility.89 however, the anticipation of 
opposition from the Union republics led them to conclude that the 
time was “not right” for this reform.90 given the stalinist ideological 
establishment built around the idea of passport ethnicity and institu-
tionalized multinationality, khrushchev’s initiative was weak on the 
ideological front. he also did not wield hegemonic political power over 
the opponents, the titular elites in the Union republics. the idea of a 
soviet People/nation (sovetskii narod) was popularized in official pub-
lications as a supraethnic identity, especially after khrushchev’s speech 
to the 22nd Party congress in 1961, where he declared the soviet na-
tion to be a “new historic community of people” formed through so-
cialism.91 he was ousted a few years later, in 1964. 
 the discourse of sovetskii narod gestated for decades, reaching the 
peak of its popularity in the late 1970s and early 1980s.92 “During the 
preparation of the new passport reform [of 1974] an even more radical 
proposition was considered: the complete deletion of registration of 
nationality from the internal passport.”93 “Liberals” are often identified 
as supporters of reform at this time.94 moreover, “many representatives 

85 Bilinsky 1962, 138–57.
86 sadomskaya 1990, 94-113.
87 miller 1977, 3–36; cutler 1980, 15–35.
88 Burlatskii 2007. fyodor Burlatskii was one of khrushchev’s advisers and speechwriters.
89 Burlatskii 2007.
90 Burlatskii 2007.
91 References to sovetskii narod in khrushchev’s speeches can be found, for example, in kPss 1961, 

1/4/89, 26, 28, 29, 222, and 1/4/90, 14, 82, 90, 96, and 1/4/91, 15, 142, and 1/4/92, 33.
92 Among many examples in the journal Kommunist, the official journal of the cPsu, see Rogachev 

and sverdlin 1963; editorial 1965; editorial 1966; editorial 1972; editorial 1976; Ignitkhanian 1971; 
Iovchuk 1973; Zimanas 1965; kommunist 1977.

93 Zaslavsky and Luryi 1979, 149.
94 khrushchev 2009. sergei khrushchev is the son of nikita khrushchev.
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of Jewish and german national groups who see in the passport system 
the last impediment to their assimilation” are also cited as supporters of 
reform.95 however, this attempt at removing ethnicity from the pass-
port under Brezhnev also failed. 
 As neither khrushchev’s nor Brezhnev’s government openly declared 
an intention to remove ethnicity from the passport, their efforts take on 
the appearance of phantom attempts. this is not at all surprising, since 
soviet governments could never declare that they would remove eth-
nicity from the passport without being absolutely sure that they could 
do it. In conformity with the principle of “democratic centralism,” the 
central committee of the cPsu would take up these matters in secret 
meetings, where differences could be aired. In public, however, only 
one view would be presented and that would be defended unanimously. 
this is a crucial difference between what one observes in the nondem-
ocratic, authoritarian one-party regime of the UssR and what one sees 
in post-soviet Russia, germany, and turkey. 
 A structural problem that made the central government’s attempts at 
reform an uphill battle was the diffusion of power from the center to the 
Union republics.96 After stalin, the titular leaderships in the Union re-
publics gradually gained power vis-à-vis the center, which made achiev-
ing hegemonic power behind the project of abolishing passport ethnic-
ity less likely in the 1970s than it had been in the 1960s. (see table 8.)  
the dissolution of the UssR played a role in improving the chances of 
passport reform in Russia by removing the Union republics from the 
domestic political calculus; but the collapse also strengthened ethnic 
republics within Russia.97

95 Zaslavsky and Luryi 1979, 149–50.
96 the interviews for the soviet and Russian cases included tishkov 2007; kuvaldin 2007; naum-

kin 2007; Drobizheva 2007; Arutyunov 2007; guboglo 2007; shnirelman 2007; Pain 2007; Lipman 
2007; miller 2007. Valery tishkov, former minister of nationalities, currently the director of the In-
stitute of ethnology and Anthropology (iea) and a member of the Public chamber; Viktor kuvaldin, 
speechwriter for mikhail gorbachev; Vitaly naumkin, president of International center for strategic 
and Political studies; Leokadia Drobizheva, head of the Institute of sociology; sergei Arutyunov, mi-
hail guboglo, and Viktor shnirelman, members of iea; emil Pain, adviser to President yeltsin; masha 
Lipman, carnegie moscow center; Alexei miller, scholar of Russian nationalism. 

97 moreover, the collapse was interpreted in part as being a result of the ethnofederal, multieth-
nic structure of the state and this interpretation stigmatized expressions of multiethnic nationhood, 
which included passport ethnicity. multiethnic nationhood began to be perceived as a liability. this 
is a radical contrast to the Bolshevik elites’ interpretation of the habsburg and ottoman collapse 
during World War I. Bolsheviks thought that the habsburg and ottoman collapse demonstrated the 
inevitability of the emergence of modern nations; and in order to fight fire with fire, they decided to 
overcompensate ethnic communities within the former Russian empire with territorial autonomy, of-
ficial languages, affirmative action, national flags, and the like, in order to keep the territorial integrity 
of this multiethnic landscape within a socialist state structure, a program that succeeded for another 
seven decades. martin 2001; hirsch 2005. 
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 A counterelite came to power under yeltsin’s presidency, represent-
ing constituencies with ethnically specific grievances against passport 
ethnicity, including Russian Jews. Jews were disproportionately rep-
resented in yeltsin’s governments, such that up to a dozen people of 
Jewish origin served in his cabinets, and Jewish citizens overwhelm-
ingly supported yeltsin in various elections.98 By contrast, in 1984, only 
one out of one hundred leading soviet officials was of Jewish origin.99 
of the Jewish members of yeltsin’s governments, several had responsi-
bilities directly linked to the role of ethnicity in state-society relations, 
including yevgeny sapiro, minister of nationalities, and emil Pain, 
an adviser on interethnic and regional problems. Jews were also over-
represented among the wealthiest businessman of post-soviet Rus-
sia, the so-called oligarchs, who overwhelmingly supported yeltsin.100  
A person of Jewish origin even became prime minister toward the end 
of yeltsin’s tenure.101 Jews were also the most commonly mentioned 
ethnic group for their suffering as a result of the policy of passport eth-
nicity.102 Among other ethnic groups that suffered significantly from 
this policy, one can count germans. their Volga german AssR was 

98 Jewish members of yeltsin’s governments included the following: emil Pain, Boris Berezovskiy, 
Boris nemtsov, yakov Urinson, Alexander Livshits, mikhail komissar, ephim Basin, Zinovy Pak, ev-
geniy yasin (Aron 2000, 723). Another source adds Anatoly chubais, sergey kiriyenko, Pyotr Aven, and 
yevgeny sapiro (krichevsky 2005). According to the Russian census of 2002, there were only 229,938 
Jews in Russia, corresponding to 0.16 percent of the total population, which highlights the unusual over-
representation of Jews within the political and economic elite under yeltsin (Perepis Naseleniia 2002). for 
the rise and fall of Jewish prominence in early soviet politics, see slezkine 2004.

99 Rahr 1984. that one person was Veniamin emanuilovich Dymshits, deputy chairman of the 
UssR council of ministers and a full member of the central committee of the cPsu. 

100 Aron 2000, 528, 594–97, 609–10, 624; colton 2008, 403–4; goldman 2000; hoffman 2002.
101 goldman 2000, and personal communication. this person was Primakov.
102 hoffman 1997; tishkov 1997a.

Table 8
average Time in office of naTive ParTy secreTaries in  

eThnic rePublics

             In Office in the Year
1955 1960 1965 1970 1975

Average number of years 
 already in officea 4.0 5.0 6.6 8.2 9.6

source: Adapted from miller 1977, 21, table 4.
 a “Already in office” refers to the length of time that the native party secretaries have already 

been in office; for example, in 1960 the average party secretary in ethnic republics has been in office 
for 5.0 years, that is, since 1955.
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abolished before World War II, they were deported en masse to ka-
zakhstan to live in “special settlements” under terrible conditions, and 
their ethnic identification continued to function as a disadvantage.103 
Political representation of germans also improved under yeltsin, in 
contrast to the early 1980s, when there was not a single ethnic german 
among the top one hundred officials of the UssR.104 
 In addition, a few prominent public intellectuals, such as staro-
voitova and tishkov, suggested that the ethnic Russian majority, which 
constituted 78 percent of the population, was disadvantaged in political 
appointments in the ethnic republics.105 Russians, Jews, germans, and 
other ethnic groups who suffered from passport ethnicity, then, were 
perceived to have interests in conflict with the interests of titular eth-
nic groups in the autonomous regions such as chechens, Ingush, ta-
tars, kabardins, Balkars, and others perceived to benefit from passport 
ethnicity.
 yeltsin adopted a liberal form of territorial nationalism, according 
to which inscribing ethnic origins in passports was anathema. Already 
in the last months of the UssR, removal of ethnicity from the inter-
nal passport was proposed in the UssR supreme soviet prepared by 
the parliament’s Joint committee on Legislation and Law and order. 
It met with spirited resistance, however, especially from the central 
Asian deputies.106 Valery tishkov, the minister of nationalities and the 
director of the Institute of ethnology and Anthropology, provided the 
yeltsin elite with much-needed intellectual justification and a new lib-
eral nationalist discourse on this issue. tishkov strongly and publicly 
advocated removing ethnicity from the passport.107 It is revealing, how-
ever, that this change came in 1997 and not in 1992, when tishkov was 
the minister. yeltsin’s power over his opponents was most dispropor-
tionate in 1997. he had already destroyed the communist-dominated 
Russian supreme soviet in 1993, and he defeated his communist ri-
val, Zyuganov, in the presidential election of 1996. he thus had a year 
without a serious political rival in this period, before the 1998 Russian 

103 mukhina 2007.
104 for the early 1980s, see Rahr 1984. ethnic germans in yeltsin’s cabinets included Alfred kokh, 

minister for privatization, and georgii Boos, minister of taxes. eduard Rossel, the governor of yeltsin’s 
home province, sverdlovsk, and an ally of yeltsin, was also ethnic german. yeltsin appointed Viktor 
kress, another ethnic german, as governor of tomsk in 1991, a position that kress held since then. 
In the 2002 census, ethnic germans numbered 597,212 people, corresponding to 0.4 percent of the 
population. Perepis Naseleniia 2002.

105 tishkov 1997a; evangelista 1999, 287.
106 stepovoi and chugayev 1991. 
107 Among others, see tishkov 1997a; and tishkov 1997b.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

10
00

03
04

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887110000304


 regimes of eThniciT y 147

economic crisis eroded his popularity. the yeltsin period, and in par-
ticular 1997, was therefore the time when all three elements of ethnic 
regime change finally coincided.
 neither the 1996 presidential elections nor any other political cam-
paign in Russia revolved around the removal of ethnicity from the 
passport, which was never as central a political issue as citizenship was 
in germany or as minority languages were in turkey. hence, pass-
port reform is completely absent from yeltsin’s autobiographical writ-
ings and from almost all of his biographies in english.108 Instead, the 
1996 elections pitted a virulently ethnic Russian nationalist, Zyuganov, 
against a more civic nationalist, yeltsin. not only did yeltsin receive 
overwhelming support from Jewish voters, as well as financial, intel-
lectual, and political support from prominent Russian Jews throughout 
his campaign, but even in the ethnic autonomous republics he received 
an 8 percent larger share of the votes than Zyuganov.109 
 on march 13, 1997, yeltsin eliminated ethnicity in the internal 
passport with a presidential decree (no. 232), “on the Basic Document 
certifying the Identity of Russian federation citizen on the terri-
tory of the Russian federation.”110 this decision alleviated the ethnic 
grievances of Jews and other discriminated minorities, but, as expected, 
it was greeted with protests by the political leadership in tatarstan, 
Bashkortostan, Ingushetia, and some other regions.111 nonetheless, the 
reform was successfully implemented. (see table 9.) 
 the most articulate spokesperson on behalf of the reform was tish-
kov, not yeltsin. In tishkov’s words: “Russia faces the problem of 
achieving general civil allegiance and overcoming the rigid official divi-
sion of citizens into ethnic categories, which provokes conflicts.” he 
considered removal of ethnicity from the passport to be, “a modest but 
important step” in solving the problem.112 for tishkov, a supraethnic, 
civil allegiance to the new Russian state was considered a sine qua non 
of state- and nation-building. In urging the government to implement 
the reform despite protests from some republics, tishkov argued that 

108 yeltsin 2000 and colton 2008 do not mention passport reform at all. An exception is Leon 
Aron, who briefly discusses the sense of relief and joy among Jews upon the removal of ethnicity from 
the passport but who does not discuss what, if anything, yeltsin has thought, written, or said on this 
issue. Aron 2000, 723–24.

109 for Zyuganov’s virulent anti-semitism and overwhelming Jewish support for yeltsin in the 
1996 presidential elections, see Aron 2000, 579–633. for the election results in ethnic autonomous 
regions, see marsh and Warhola 2000, 33–34.

110 sadkovskaya 1997.
111 hoffman 1997; Aksyonov and gulko 1997.
112 tishkov 1997a.
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“it’s absolutely clear that there should be no ‘nationality’ line in the 
Russian passport. If the authorities give in on this matter, Russia will 
spend another 30 or 40 years trying to build a state, and the outcome 
will be uncertain.”113 tishkov was drawing an implicit parallel with the 
perceived failure of soviet state building witnessed by the dissolution 
of the UssR along ethnic federal lines; Russia had to avoid this out-
come. this was most consistent with tishkov’s advocacy of a new, civic 
Rossian nationhood and nationalism that would transcend ethnic dif-
ferences.114 his discourse was a justification for Russia’s transition from 
a multiethnic to an antiethnic regime, and the passport reform was a 
successful undertaking in that direction. 

Turkey, 1950–2009
the Democratic Party that swept to power with the first free and fair 
elections in 1950 was a counterelite. the dP repudiated many aspects of 
kemalism, and it represented ethnic constituencies, such as the kurds 
and the Alevis, that resented kemalist policies on ethnicity. the party 
included among its ranks many kurdish and Alevi notables115 and had 

113 tishkov 1997b.
114 tishkov 1997c.
115 Interviews include Akşener 2007; Aktaş 2007; Ateş 2007; Bekaroğlu 2007; Belge 2007; Bucak 

2007; Çamuroğlu 2007; ekinci 2007; İlhan 2008; kutlay 2007; oran 2007; yaman 2007; and yıldırım 
2007. meral Akşener, turkish nationalist politician, member and deputy speaker of the parliament (mhP, 
2007–present); minister of interior (dyP, 1996–97); mehmet Bekaroğlu, Islamist politician, member of 
the parliament (rP, 1999–2002), and deputy chairman of the felicity Party (sP); Reha Çamuroğlu, Alevi 
member of the parliament (akP, 2007–present); sertaç Bucak, chairman of the kurdish nationalist Party 
of Rights and freedoms (hak-Par); tarık Ziya ekinci, kurdish socialist, member of the parliament 
(TiP, 1965–69), representing Diyarbakır; naci kutlay, kurdish socialist public intellectual and politi-
cian, deputy chairman of Democratic People’s Party (dTP); Baskın oran, socialist public intellectual and 
independent candidate for Istanbul in 2007 elections; toktamış Ateş, kemalist public intellectual and 
columnist; murat Belge, socialist public intellectual and columnist; Ali Aktaş, Ali yaman, Ali yıldırım, 
and faysal İlhan, Alevi scholars and activists of different political orientations.

Table 9
unsuccessful and successful aTTemPTs To change The mulTieThnic 

regime in The sovieT union and The russian federaTion, 1953–97

USSR/RF Counterelite?
New  

Discourse? Hegemony? Change?

khrushchev, 1957–64 yes no no no
Brezhnev, 1964–82 no yes no no
Andropov, 1982–83 yes yes no no
gorbachev, 1985–91 no yes no no
yeltsin, 1991–96 yes yes no no
yeltsin, 1997 yes yes yes yes
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disproportionate power over its opponents throughout the decade, even 
capturing 93 percent of the seats in the parliament (502 out of 541) in 
its second term (1954–57). however, the dP was ill equipped ideo-
logically to provide any new thinking about ethnicity and nationality. 
though it made some symbolic gestures toward the kurds and carried 
the traditional kurdish and Alevi leadership into the parliament, it did 
nothing in the way of recognizing ethnic minorities and their cultural 
differences. 
 following the military coup of 1960, there emerged several new par-
ties that relied on ethnic electoral support from those who resented 
state policies on ethnicity. the new turkey Party (yTP), the Unity Par-
ty (TbP), and the Labor Party (TiP) are the most prominent examples 
of this type, with kurdish and Alevi electoral support. the rhetoric 
of TiP candidates from eastern provinces such as tarık Ziya ekinci 
popularized the (soviet) socialist idiom, “brotherhood of peoples,”116 
highlighting turkey’s ethnic diversity and breaking the official taboo 
against using multiple categories in discussing turkey’s population.117 
this period was akin to the ideological gestation period in germa-
ny (1982–98) and in the soviet Union (1953–80), when new ideas 
on ethnicity and nationhood developed. Alevis and kurds articulated 
the problems they faced due to their ethnicity and formulated their 
claims for recognition in ideological terms. In the 1960s and 1970s this 
ideological discussion occurred mostly in leftist politics, as part of the 
marxist-Leninist analysis. In the 1970s Islamists developed their own 
critique of kemalism, including of its ethnic policies, and articulated 
an Islamist vision of multiculturalism. these parties were either in the 
opposition or at most junior partners in coalition governments; hence, 
they did not have much power to act on their critiques. the 1980 mili-
tary coup then destroyed the political left and to a lesser extent dam-
aged political Islamism.
 ethnic politics in the post-1980 period were strongly influenced by 
the terrorist guerrilla insurgency of the Pkk, which raged for fifteen 
years (1984–99) until its leader was captured and imprisoned, and then 
continued in a muted fashion. the Pkk’s impact on the prospects of 
reform has been regressive: the formation of its political wing led to the 
segregation of kurdish representatives in turkish politics and doomed 
them permanently to be a small opposition party with no access to 

116 the kurdish translation of this slogan (biratiya gelan) was also popularized by socialists.
117 Burkay 1969: “If our Western laborer brothers are oppressed once, our eastern brother is op-

pressed twice, or thrice. oppressed because of his language, and belief system. When it comes to 
the east, governments . . . treat the people like a colonial people. . . . Long live the brotherhood and 
freedom of peoples!” see also ekinci 1969.
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executive power. moreover, the Pkk’s use of terrorism stigmatized any 
multiculturalist reform as a concession to terrorism, making change 
even more difficult. In the 1980s and early 1990s the social Demo-
cratic Populist Party (shP) represented ethnically assertive kurds and 
Alevis and as such was a counterelite. the shP also engaged in a leftist 
ideological rethinking of ethnicity and the nation and became a junior 
partner in a coalition government with the dyP (1991–95). the shP 
proposed far-reaching reforms in the areas of publishing, broadcasting, 
and education in minority languages.118 however, the party thoroughly 
failed, and none of its promises were realized. moreover, their govern-
ment witnessed the worst fighting between the turkish military and 
the Pkk. the shP failed because it lacked sufficient political power to 
push through a change in the ethnicity regime: it was only the junior 
partner in a coalition government, controlling about one-fifth of the 
parliament, without even a simple majority, let alone a hegemonic ma-
jority. Likewise, the Islamist Welfare Party’s (rP) short-lived coalition 
government with dyP (1996–97) did not lead to change in state policies 
on ethnicity. Although rP was the larger coalition partner with erbakan 
as the prime minister, dyP and other parties in the parliament were 
positioned against reform.
 the 1990s witnessed heightened activity among Islamist public in-
tellectuals articulating a vision of a pluralist society with Islam as its 
guiding principle.119 the debate surrounding the “medina contract,” 
wherein the Prophet mohammed guaranteed the freedoms of Jews and 
christians in the first muslim society of medina, involved not only 
Islamists but also liberal and leftist intellectuals.120 the rP’s vision of 
an Islamic ummah (Islamic community/nation) promised to grant the 
cultural and linguistic rights of kurds, Arabs, Lazes, circassians, and 
other ethnic groups. the rP leader, erbakan, argued that “the estab-
lishment of Islamic brotherhood is the first step in the solution [of Pkk 
terrorism].”121 speaking in the heavily kurdish populated province of 
Bingöl, erbakan claimed that, “even though for centuries children of 
this country began school with besmele [in the name of god . . . ], you 
removed besmele. What did you put instead? ‘I’m a turk, I’m right, I’m 

118 Tbmm 1991, Appendix 3.
119 Bulaç 1992.
120 Bulaç 1992; ege 1993; sarıbay 1993.
121 Refah Partisi n.d., 42. speaking about the roots of kurdish separatist terrorism, erbakan con-

tinued: “Why this [terrorism] did not exist throughout history and yet exists today? Because through-
out history there was a fundamental component binding us together, Islamic brotherhood. this was 
abandoned, and materialist politics were chosen, and vacuum of belief could not be filled. today’s 
suffering and pain is the result”; emphasis in the original.
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hardworking.’”122 saying this entitled a muslim child of kurdish origin 
to reply, “Is that so? then I’m a kurd, I’m more right, and I’m more 
hardworking.”123 the rP’s approach to the ethnic question was a frontal 
attack on the kemalist ethnicity regime premised on assimilation. 
 the akP came to power in november 2002. having Islamist roots 
and a leader who was imprisoned for reciting a poem, the party was a 
counterelite: it repudiated many aspects of kemalism and represented 
ethnic constituencies, mostly kurdish, that resented state policies on 
ethnicity. moreover, the akP provided an Islamist multiculturalist new 
thinking about ethnicity.124 finally, it had a two-thirds majority in the 
parliament. In 2004 akP initiated broadcasting in Arabic, Bosnian, 
circassian, kurdish, and Zaza, the five largest minority languages, fol-
lowed by an entirely state-funded kurdish-language television channel 
in January 2009. (see table 10.)125 this was accompanied by measures 
that amounted to semiofficial recognition of the Alevi belief system in 
the process of the akP’s “Alevi opening.”126

 there was also substantial input from liberal scholars to the akP’s re-
form effort.127 however, the party’s massive grassroots support for mi-
nority reforms, in particular the “kurdish opening,” was clearly based 
on Islamic brotherhood, not Western liberalism.128 It is also true that 
the interests of the akP and the eU coincided on minority reforms, 
but the decisive and differentiating factor in this episode was the akP’s 
interests and not those of the eU. two comparisons across parties and 
over time illustrate this point: in both the 1999 and the 2002 elec-
tions, all major political parties that cleared the 10 percent threshold 

122 A famous saying of Atatürk.
123 Çalmuk 2001, 8.
124 Among countless examples of the Islamist multiculturalist discourse among columnists supportive 

of akP’s minority reforms, see Albayrak 2007a; Albayrak 2007b; Armağan 2007; and kaplan 2007.
125 Hürriyet 2009.
126 Çamuroğlu 2007. see also ntvmsnbc 2009; and Radikal 2009. akP organized multiple and 

highly publicized Alevi workshops aimed to understand and solve the problems Alevis face. In De-
cember 2009, during the muharram fast of the Alevis, state television broadcast a documentary series 
exploring the beliefs, rituals, and historical development of Alevis.

127 Prominent among them were the self-identified advocates of a “second Republic” (İkinci 
Cumhuriyetçiler), who demanded a more liberal approach to the economy, culture, and religion. for a 
description of this movement, see their Web site, <http://www.ikincicumhuriyet.org>, accessed may 
19, 2010. 

128 In a spectacular illustration of the Islamist discourse supporting the kurdish opening, a daily 
newspaper supportive of akP suggested in its headline that the “roadmap” and inspiration of akP’s 
kurdish opening is the farewell Address of the Prophet muhammad in 632, in which he condemned 
racism and ethnocentrism [kavmiyetçilik ] (Vakit 2009). Although Vakit is an Islamist newspaper that 
is not fully representative of akP’s position, it nonetheless represents an important segment of religious 
conservative supporters of akP at the grassroots level. for similarly Islamist sentiments expressed about 
kurds and ethnic diversity in other, more popular newspapers sympathetic to akP, see the references 
from Yeni Şafak and Zaman cited in the previous footnotes.
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for entering parliament, with the partial exception of the national-
ist mhP, were supportive of eU accession as a general rule. If there 
was an overlap of eU demands and the programs of political parties, 
this was also true of some parties other than akP, including those that 
formed previous governments. even the nationalist mhP undersigned 
many pro-eU reforms, including turkey’s acceptance of international 
arbitration, but resisted broadcasting and education in minority lan-
guages.129 second, akP undertook the most radical and far reaching of 
its minority reforms, including the opening of TrT 6, after 2007, when 
public enthusiasm and belief in the possibility of turkey’s accession to 
the eU was at an all-time low.130

 the Pkk’s behavior changed after the capture of its leader, Abdullah 
Öcalan, in kenya in february 1999. Öcalan has been serving a life sen-
tence since then. compared with the early 1990s, when the Pkk con-
trolled large swaths of territory, by the time of Öcalan’s capture it was 
already militarily defeated; having no safe haven in turkey, it operated 
out of Iraq and syria. nonetheless, the Pkk declared a unilateral cease-
fire on August 1, 1999, which lasted until June 2004.131 these major 
changes in the Pkk’s behavior occurred under the minority government 
of ecevit’s dsP and the dsP-led coalition government that ruled between 
1999 and 2002. however, the kurdish and other minority reforms on 

129 for turkey’s acceptance of international arbitration under mhP government in 2001, see Tbmm 
2001. for mhP’s resistance to eU demands on minority reforms and in particular kurdish language, 
see neşe Düzel’s interview with Şevket Bülent yahnici, the deputy chairman of mhP (Düzel 2001). 
yahnici specifically argues that granting the cultural rights that the eU demands would lead to tur-
key’s territorial dissolution.

130 In response to the question of whether they would vote for turkey’s eU membership in a refer-
endum, only 50 percent of turks said they would in 2007, the lowest ever in this decade-long survey. 
After a slight upsurge in 2008, this support dipped to a new historic low in 2009 with only 46 percent 
of turks supporting turkey’s eU membership. Aktürk 2007; ergin 2010.

131 Uslu 2007.

Table 10
unsuccessful and successful aTTemPTs To change The anTieThnic 

regime in Turkey, 1950–2009

Turkey Counterelite?
New  

Discourse? Hegemony? Change?

1950–60 (dP) yes no yes no
1960–90 (various) no no no no
1990–96 (shP, rP) yes yes no no
1997–2002 (dsP-led  
 coalitions)

no no no no

2002-2009 (akP) yes yes yes yes
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which we focus here occurred between 2004 and 2010 under the akP 
governments (2002–present), in particular in 2009, with precedents in 
2004. hence, changes within the Pkk, which preceded the akP govern-
ments by about four years, cannot account for the reforms. 
 following Öcalan’s imprisonment and the Pkk’s military defeat, 
turkey’s defense expenditures declined from 10.5 percent of the to-
tal budget in 1997 to 8.8 percent in 2000 and 6.8 percent in 2001, 
and they have continued to fluctuate in the 6–7 percent range since 
then.132 Already by 2000 the military-economic costs of kurdish sepa-
ratist terrorism were significantly lowered. A scholar of comparative 
politics and kurdish nationalism concluded that “[i]n the late 1990s, 
the turkish state defeated the insurgent organization Pkk militarily, 
without making any important concessions to kurdish nationalism,” 
demonstrating the success of a military solution.133 It was almost six 
years after Öcalan’s capture that turkish state television began broad-
casting in Arabic, Bosnian, circassian, kurdish, and Zaza, and it was 
only in 2009 that an entirely new state channel exclusively broadcast-
ing in kurdish was inaugurated. In short, the timing and the nature 
of reforms implemented by the akP government cannot be plausibly 
explained by differences in the cost of repression over time.

The limiTs of my argumenT: The origins of eThniciTy  
regimes and The PrecondiTions of change

In this article I have argued that the coincidence of three factors ex-
plains change in ethnicity regimes. (see table 11.) my argument traces 
continuity and change in certain state policies on ethnicity in three 
countries over time, but I do not claim that it would also explain the or-
igins of the ethnicity regimes in these or other countries. It is tempting 
to make precisely such an argument, since a cursory look at the origins 
of ethnicity regimes in turkey and the soviet Union in particular seems 
to support the argument that radically new counterelites (Bolsheviks  
and kemalists) opposing the ancien régime, armed with new discours-
es on ethnicity and nationhood (Leninism and kemalism), assumed 
disproportionate, hegemonic power over their opponents in domestic 
politics for many decades and radically overhauled state policies on 
ethnicity. I neither favor nor oppose such a characterization, but the 
limitations of this article do not allow for a detailed examination of 

132 hürriyet 2010.
133 kocher 2002, 1.
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the founding period of ethnicity regimes in these cases. suffice it to 
say, however, that military conflict, violence, and repression related to 
World War I and its aftermath played a much greater role in these 
founding moments than has been the case in the failed and success-
ful attempts to change state policies on ethnicity in the second half 
of the twentieth century that I have focused on. this difference ren-
ders a comparison with the relatively peaceful and democratic process 
of change later on somewhat problematic. Lenin and Ataturk did not 
need an electoral mandate for their radical overhauling of state policies 
on ethnicity in the transition from the tsarist and ottoman empires to 
the soviet Union and the turkish Republic, respectively. It is difficult 
to say that their political “hegemony” was of the same nature as the ex-
ceptionally large parliamentary majorities that gerhard schröder and 
tayyip erdoğan commanded eight decades later. 
 the contrast between undemocratic origins and democratic evolu-
tion over time in germany, turkey, and Russia highlights another point 
made earlier in this article: it is very difficult to change multiple aspects 
of the ethnicity regime at once in a democratic context; hence, change 
occurred primarily in one key policy area of interest in each case. In 
the view of the current author, it is almost impossible under demo-
cratic conditions to change as many state policies on ethnicity and as 
radically as Lenin and Ataturk did in the 1920s. this brief historical 
contrast sheds some light on the question of why the historic changes 

Table 11
successful change in sTaTe Policies on eThniciTy: germany, russia,  

and Turkey

Country Counterelite New Discourse
Hegemonic  
Majority

Content of the 
Reform

germany sPd-green 
government 
(1998–2005) 
supported by 
fdP and Pds

assimilationism 
(“germany is 
a country of 
immigration”)

sPd (298) 
+greens(47)  

+fdP(43) +Pds(36) 
= 424 cdu/csu = 
245

citizenship 
reform 
(passed by 
365 to 182) 

Russia yeltsin  
presidency 
(1992–2000)

Rossiian 
nationalism

58% (yeltsin) vs.  
40% (Zyuganov) 

passport 
reform 

turkey akP government 
(2002–present)

Islamic multi- 
culturalism

akP = 365 vs.  
chP = 177 mPs

minority 
languages 
reform
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on state policies that occurred after half a century of failed efforts have 
nonetheless been limited in their nature. 
 the conditions, if there are any, that facilitate the coincidence of 
the three necessary and sufficient elements of change (counterelites, 
new discourses, hegemony) are likewise beyond the scope of my ar-
gument. It is tempting to suggest that international shocks, such as 
World War I or the end of the cold war, facilitate the coincidence of 
these three elements. however, the second World War and the onset 
of the cold war, too, are massive international shocks, especially in the 
german and soviet cases, and yet a change in the german citizenship 
law and soviet passport ethnicity is conspicuously absent in the im-
mediate aftermath of World War II. It is also tempting to suggest that 
single-member district (smd) electoral systems are more conducive to 
change because of their propensity to yield large parliamentary majori-
ties, but this contradicts the turkish experience, since turkey had an 
smd electoral system until the 1960 military coup, yet that is not when 
change in the ethnicity regime occurred. It is impossible to discuss all 
the potential external and domestic preconditions that might facilitate 
the coincidence of counterelites, new discourses, and hegemonic ma-
jorities, but the comparative political historical analysis provided in this 
article suggests that what brings these three elements together is his-
torical contingency. 

PersisTence and TransformaTion in regimes of eThniciTy:  
conTribuTions To PoliTical science and comParaTive  

PoliTics of eThniciTy and naTionhood

this article has provided an institutionalist account of nationhood 
by conceptualizing state policies on ethnicity as “ethnicity regimes.” 
As such, its main conclusions pertain to the debates on institutional 
change and persistence. the nature of key concepts of new institution-
alism such as “path dependence” and “critical junctures” acquire new 
meaning through this study. When new “clients” with different ethnic 
backgrounds and interests enter the institution of nationhood through 
education, employment, and politics, and when these new clients have 
a different, critical, revisionist perspective towards these policies than 
their predecessors, and when this critical outlook is joined with a new 
ideology, the only obstacle to transforming those institutions is a large 
enough margin of victory against opponents of change. In this sense, 
critical junctures do not just happen but, rather, they are constructed 
by the conscious actions of political actors over long periods of time as 
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134 gellner 1994, 108.

part of a deliberate strategy, with the hope of creating that very critical 
juncture. however, one political organization usually cannot control all 
the processes whose coincidence creates the critical juncture; they can, 
however, work to coordinate with other actors to that end.
 ethnicity regimes are one of the most path-dependent bundles of 
policies and institutions. It is surprising that they attracted a smaller 
share of the attention in the studies on path dependence than, for ex-
ample, welfare state regimes. my study has attempted to fill that gap. 
once put in place in the early twentieth century in germany, the so-
viet Union, and turkey, a set of policies on ethnicity persisted for eight 
decades, despite significant political challenges, elite initiatives, and 
societal demands for reform. this side of the story has significant im-
plications for political science. 

the other side of the story indicates that, although very difficult and 
rare, these institutions can change. this is an important corrective to 
the belief, implied or explicitly stated by many scholars of ethnicity and 
nationalism, that the nation-state has certain policies on ethnicity and 
that these policies are an immutable part of its existence. the implica-
tion of such a depiction is that the state has to collapse or disintegrate 
in order for these policies to change. this is false. Likewise, this study 
demonstrates the falsehood of a dichotomous view of the choices that 
ethnic minorities have in a nation-state, expressed by gellner among 
others, between “assimilation” and “secession/border change”:

Under the new social regime, this [condition of minorities] became increasingly 
uncomfortable. men [of minority backgrounds] then had two options, if they 
were to diminish such discomfort: they could change their own culture, or they 
could change the nature of the political unit, either by changing its boundaries 
or by changing its cultural identification.134

the study of ethnicity regimes in germany, Russia, and turkey 
demonstrates that this dichotomy is false and misleading, as there is 
another option: one could change the policies and institutions of the 
state regarding ethnic diversity, as opposed to changing the “boundar-
ies” of the state (nature of the political unit) or “assimilating” its minor-
ities. It is surprising that scholars such as gellner, who knew of coun-
tries such as the United kingdom and canada, which accommodated 
ethnic, linguistic, and religious diversity to varying degrees including 
ethnic federalism (for example, scotland and Quebec), could suggest 
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135 fossum, Poirier, and magnette 2009.
136 for the transition to democracy and the devolution, see conversi 1997, 141–61.
137 mcDonald 2007.
138 however, the creation of new states along ethnolinguistic lines in an already ethnofederal state 

alone does not amount to a change in the ethnicity regime. mawdsley 2002.
139 graham 1992.
140 Approaching these issues from a different vantage point, kuru 2007 also attributes causal im-

portance to “ideological struggles,” which is akin to my emphasis on “new discourses on ethnicity and 
nationhood,” in explaining the dynamics of “persistence” in state policies toward religion in the United 
states, france, and turkey.

only the two options—of boundary change and assimilation—for the 
minorities.135 

the explanatory framework of change and persistence in ethnicity 
regimes that constitutes my main argument, based on the coincidence 
of counterelites, new discourses on ethnicity and nationhood, and po-
litical hegemony, can be employed, tested, and modified in studying 
other comparable cases of significant change in state policies toward 
ethnic diversity. spain, during its transition to democracy in the late 
1970s and the early 1980s, went through a radical reorganization of 
its administrative structures to give wider autonomy and ethnic, cul-
tural, and linguistic rights to its subnational units including catalonia  
and the Basque country.136 Britain, under the leadership of tony Blair’s 
Labor Party in the late 1990s, went through some of the most radical 
changes in its recent history with the “devolution” of powers to scot-
land and Wales.137 India went through changes in its federal structure 
by creating new federal units along ethnolinguistic lines.138 the United 
states moved away from a classical antiethnic regime based on assimila-
tion (“melting pot”) toward a more multiethnic regime with affirmative 
action policies since the 1960s.139 further research on other countries 
that went through significant changes in state policies toward ethnic-
ity would enrich our understanding of the dynamics of persistence and 
change in regimes of ethnicity.

Despite the changes occurring at the end of the twentieth century, 
the extreme difficulty of bringing about those changes through pro-
tracted struggles, major setbacks, and multiple failures demonstrated 
the resilience of ethnicity regimes rather than their malleability. for all 
the many debates on superseding the nation-state through processes of 
globalization, one observes that most turks in germany do not have cit-
izenship rights while most Algerians in france do; and while muslims 
in switzerland, slovenia, or greece faced significant obstacles when 
they wanted to build a mosque with a minaret, muslims in england  
and the United states did not.140 Persistence, more than change, cap-
tures the overall spirit of ethnicity regimes across cases and time. 
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