
25

Rece�ved/Gel�ş Tar�h� 
16 December 2024 

Accepted/Kabul Tar�h�
26 December 2024

Publ�cat�on/Yayın Tar�h�
31 December 2024

 
Correspond�ng

Author/Sorumlu Yazar 
S�nem Arslan

PhD Cand�date at Boğaz�ç�
Un�vers�ty

s�nem.arslan9604@gma�l.com
 

C�te th�s art�cle 
Arslan, S. (2019). [Rev�ew of the

book Precar�ous Hope:
M�grat�on and the L�m�ts of
Belong�ng �n Turkey, by A.

Parla]. Journal of Internat�onal
Relat�ons and Pol�t�cal Sc�ence
Stud�es, 12(1), 25–30. Stanford,
CA: Stanford Un�vers�ty Press.

Content of th�s journal �s
l�censed under a Creat�ve

Commons Attr�but�on-
Noncommerc�al 4.0

Internat�onal L�cense.

PRECARIOUS HOPE: MIGRATION
AND THE LIMITS OF BELONGING IN

TURKEY
 

AUTHOR
AYŞE PARLA

STANFORD, CA: STANFORD
UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2019, 256 PAGES

ISBN: 9781503608108

Sİnem Arslan
Boğaz�ç� Un�vers�ty

E-ISSN 2792-0984 

Book Rev�ew - K�tap İncelemes�

mailto:sinem.arslan9604@gmail.com
https://journalirpols.com/?lang=en
https://dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/jirps
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9952-6752


26

Journal of Internat�onal Relat�ons and Pol�t�cal Sc�ence Stud�es – JIRPSS

December 2024 & Issue 12

M�grat�on stor�es are grounded �n two fundamental emot�ons: hope and fear.
Wh�le hope threads through these narrat�ves as a shared theme, �ts express�on
and exper�ence d�ffer w�dely among m�grants. In Precar�ous Hope: M�grat�on and
the L�m�ts of Belong�ng �n Turkey, Ayşe Parla reframes hope not as an �nd�v�dual
sent�ment but as a collect�ve cond�t�on shaped by econom�c and legal structures.
Th�s approach prov�des a nuanced lens for understand�ng the emot�onal and
structural complex�t�es of m�grat�on. Parla �llustrates these dynam�cs through the
case of Bulgar�stan m�grants[1], a group perce�ved as relat�vely pr�v�leged �n
Turkey due to the�r ethn�c t�es. She h�ghl�ghts how m�grants from var�ous ethn�c
and rel�g�ous backgrounds who come to Turkey encounter starkly d�fferent
capac�t�es for hope under �ts m�grat�on and c�t�zensh�p reg�mes. Her focus l�es on
post-1990 Bulgar�an m�grants who, dr�ven by econom�c concerns, often worked �n
�nformal sectors and—unl�ke earl�er waves of m�grants—were den�ed automat�c
c�t�zensh�p. Through th�s lens, Parla exam�nes the “precar�ty” of hope that
emerges from Turkey’s ethn�c-based m�grat�on and c�t�zensh�p pol�c�es, espec�ally
dur�ng the prolonged c�t�zensh�p appl�cat�on processes. As she notes: “Th�s book
thus �nv�tes the reader to reth�nk the l�m�ts of belong�ng �n contemporary Turkey
from the perspect�ve of those to whom legal and cultural pr�v�lege �s �nt�mated,
prom�sed, and occas�onally del�vered.” (p. 21).

Now ava�lable �n Turk�sh as Kırılgan Umut: Türk�ye’de Göç ve A�d�yet�n Sınırları
(2023)[2], translated by Yunus Çet�n and publ�shed by İlet�ş�m Yayınları, Ayşe
Parla’s book represents a remarkable scholarly contr�but�on to m�grat�on stud�es.
By seamlessly merg�ng ph�losoph�cal debates on hope w�th anthropolog�cal
methodolog�es, Parla offers both a h�stor�cal cr�t�que of Turkey’s m�grat�on and
c�t�zensh�p reg�mes and an �nt�mate, ethnograph�c explorat�on of the l�ved
exper�ences of Bulgar�an m�grants. Th�s �nterd�sc�pl�nary approach prov�des a
fresh and cr�t�cal perspect�ve on m�grat�on stud�es, challeng�ng the d�sc�pl�ne’s
trad�t�onal focus on nat�onal�sm wh�le open�ng new avenues for exam�n�ng the
�ntr�cate �nterplay of pol�cy, �dent�ty, and emot�on. The book �s thoughtfully
structured, featur�ng an �ntroduct�on, four r�chly deta�led chapters, and a
conclus�on, each of wh�ch weaves theoret�cal d�scuss�ons w�th emp�r�cal data to
analyze var�ous d�mens�ons of hope among Bulgar�stanlı m�grants. 

[1] As Ayşe Parla states �n the �ntroduct�on of the book, due to the v�olent ass�m�lat�on pol�c�es the
Turk�sh m�nor�ty �n Bulgar�a endured between 1984 and 1989, Bulgar�an Turks avo�d ethn�c
�dent�f�cat�on by us�ng the term “Bulgar�stanlı” (from Bulgar�a), wh�ch emphas�zes geograph�c
or�g�n rather than ethn�c�ty. Therefore, she uses the term “Bulgar�stanlı” throughout the book. For
�nstance: Bulgar�stanl� (of/from Bulgar�a), Bulgar�stan göçmen� (m�grant of/ from Bulgar�a), and
Bulgar�stan Turkü (Turk�sh from/�n Bulgar�a) (p, 10).

[2] Ayşe Parla, Kırılgan Umut Türk�ye’de Göç ve A�d�yet�n Sınırları (Çev.Y.Çet�n) İstanbul: 
İlet�ş�m Yayınları, 2023, s 312., ISBN: 978-975-05-3520-8
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Parla’s met�culous attent�on to deta�l sh�nes through �n the ep�logue, wh�ch
prov�des an �ns�ghtful reflect�on on her methodology, further enr�ch�ng the book's
academ�c depth. 

Follow�ng the collapse of the commun�st reg�me �n Bulgar�a �n 1990, an ensu�ng
econom�c cr�s�s catalyzed a new wave of m�grat�on to Turkey. In contrast to earl�er
m�gratory movements—those tr�ggered by the v�olent d�ssolut�on of the Ottoman
Emp�re and the subsequent soc�al eng�neer�ng processes of emerg�ng nat�on-
states—the mot�vat�ons beh�nd these more recent m�grat�ons were
predom�nantly econom�c. Th�s sh�ft �n m�gratory patterns engendered a h�erarchy
of acceptance, even among m�grants ha�l�ng from the same reg�on. In the
�ntroductory chapter, “Sh�eld�ng Hope”, Parla del�neates the overarch�ng
framework of the book, �llustrat�ng the l�m�tat�ons of Turkey’s m�grat�on and
c�t�zensh�p reg�me, wh�ch �n�t�ally embraced Bulgar�stanlı m�grants through the
rhetor�c of k�nsh�p but began encounter�ng �ts structural boundar�es by 1990. She
expl�c�tly outl�nes her a�m to cr�t�cally exam�ne the nat�on-state-dr�ven m�grat�on
and c�t�zensh�p pol�c�es of Turkey, pos�t�on�ng her work �n d�alogue w�th the
ex�st�ng academ�c d�scourse on the subject.

“The H�stor�cal Product�on of Hope”, opens w�th a deta�led exam�nat�on of the
transformat�on of Turkey’s m�grat�on and c�t�zensh�p reg�me, wh�ch, for much of
the 20th century, favored �nd�v�duals of “Turk�c or�g�n” and read�ly granted
c�t�zensh�p to groups w�th cultural aff�n�t�es to Turk�sh her�tage. However, th�s
preferent�al treatment culm�nated �n a s�gn�f�cant sh�ft w�th the enactment of the
C�t�zensh�p Law �n 2009. Parla uses th�s h�stor�cal juncture to establ�sh a nuanced
framework for understand�ng the relat�ve pr�v�leges embedded w�th�n Turkey’s
m�grat�on pol�c�es, part�cularly as they perta�n to the post-1990 �nflux of
Bulgar�stanlı m�grants. Draw�ng on both h�stor�cal and legal perspect�ves, she
�dent�f�es the “hope” that emerged from the relat�ve pr�v�lege these m�grants
exper�enced �n compar�son to prev�ous waves. Th�s hope, Parla argues, was
grounded �n the h�stor�cal cont�nu�ty of Turkey’s ethn�c-based pol�c�es, wh�ch,
although mod�f�ed by the chang�ng pol�t�cal landscape, cont�nued to offer
favorable treatment to those of Turk�sh descent. Through v�v�d personal narrat�ves
of Gülb�ye and Elmas, Parla underscores how reg�me v�olence and econom�c
depr�vat�on �ntertw�ned to fuel m�grat�on from Bulgar�a. Moreover, she traces the
establ�shment of m�grant assoc�at�ons by earl�er Bulgar�an m�grants, emphas�z�ng
the�r cr�t�cal role �n fac�l�tat�ng the c�t�zensh�p struggles of the�r more recent
counterparts. In do�ng so, Parla h�ghl�ghts the complex dynam�cs of m�grat�on as
both a legal and soc�al process, shaped by both state pol�c�es and the l�ved
exper�ences of �nd�v�duals nav�gat�ng these sh�ft�ng terra�ns.



28

Journal of Internat�onal Relat�ons and Pol�t�cal Sc�ence Stud�es – JIRPSS

December 2024 & Issue 12

The second chapter, t�tled Ent�tled Hope, explores the sense of ent�tlement
among Bulgar�stanlı m�grants, exempl�f�ed by Neban�ye, who bel�eves that, unl�ke
m�grants from reg�ons such as Georg�a, Uzbek�stan, or Afr�ca, her ethn�c
connect�on to Turkey as “k�n” guarantees her �nherent r�ght to c�t�zensh�p (p. 69).
Desp�te the legal challenges they face, Bulgar�stanlı m�grants cont�nue to
perce�ve themselves as more pr�v�leged due to the�r ethn�c t�es to Turkey, even
though they share the same legal status as other m�grant groups �n the post-1990
per�od. By exam�n�ng the transformat�on of Turkey’s m�grat�on and c�t�zensh�p
reg�me, Parla underscores how the h�stor�cal legacy of k�nsh�p-based pr�v�lege
shapes the self-percept�on of these m�grants, desp�te the evolv�ng legal
landscape. Th�s sense of pr�v�lege stands �n stark contrast to the precar�ous
exper�ences of other m�grant groups, such as Festus Okey, a N�ger�an footballer
whose trag�c and myster�ous death �n pol�ce custody h�ghl�ghts the stark d�spar�ty
�n treatment compared to the relat�vely favorable recept�on extended to
Bulgar�stanlı l�ke Nurcan and Hoşgül. 

The th�rd chapter, t�tled Precar�ous Hope, presents a deta�led analys�s of the
precar�ousness �nherent �n the exper�ences of Bulgar�stanlı m�grants, w�th a
part�cular focus on gender and generat�onal h�erarch�es of vulnerab�l�ty. Through
Ayşe Parla’s extens�ve f�eldwork, the chapter exam�nes how the �ntersect�on of
gender and ethn�c�ty shapes the exper�ences of Bulgar�stanlı m�grant women,
who, desp�te the�r relat�ve pr�v�lege due to the�r ethn�c k�nsh�p, are nonetheless
subjected to gendered v�olence and marg�nal�zat�on. The chapter also explores
the vulnerab�l�t�es faced by ch�ldren, who, l�ke women, occupy the lower rungs of
the h�erarchy of precar�ousness w�th�n m�grat�on. Parla reveals how, �n the 1990s
and early 2000s, Bulgar�stanlı ch�ldren were smuggled across borders by
"channelers" and faced uncerta�n access to educat�on �n Turkey. Th�s chapter
underscores how state and assoc�at�ve mechan�sms �nteract w�th m�grants’
c�t�zensh�p struggles and how these m�grants' l�ves are framed w�th�n both
gendered and ethn�cally �nflected d�scourses.

The fourth chapter, t�tled Nostalg�a as Hope, cr�t�cally exam�nes the rhetor�c
fram�ng m�grat�on from commun�st Balkan countr�es, part�cularly Bulgar�a, as an
escape by soydaş[3] from commun�st persecut�on between 1950 and 1989. W�th
the fall of commun�st reg�mes, th�s just�f�cat�on for m�grat�on lost �ts relevance �n
Turkey. Parla explores how the sh�ft �n m�grat�on and c�t�zensh�p pol�c�es, along
w�th the trans�t�on to a free-market economy, has reshaped m�grants' memor�es
of commun�sm. 

[3] The rhetor�c of soydaş �s a d�scourse used by Turkey dur�ng the Cold War to leg�t�m�ze the
m�grat�on of Turk�sh and Musl�m m�nor�t�es from commun�st Balkan countr�es by emphas�z�ng
the�r shared ethn�c and cultural t�es.
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She �nterrogates th�s rhetor�c wh�le also delv�ng �nto the pers�stent nostalg�a for
komun�zma (p.138) wh�ch cont�nues to shape the memor�es of m�grants desp�te
the v�olence they have exper�enced. The recollect�ons of Bulgar�a’s commun�st
past are mult�faceted, espec�ally regard�ng women’s part�c�pat�on �n the labor
market. Wh�le some v�ew th�s �nvolvement as an attempt to erase Turk�sh and
Musl�m �dent�t�es and �mpose a double burden, others �nterpret �t as a step
toward women’s emanc�pat�on (p.143-150). Through the personal stor�es of
m�grant women, Parla demonstrates how these �nd�v�duals reconstruct the�r
memor�es of commun�sm cons�der�ng the�r current m�grat�on exper�ences. Th�s
chapter, therefore, reveals the complex �ntersect�on of h�stor�cal memory, gender,
and m�grat�on w�th�n sh�ft�ng pol�t�cal landscapes.

In the conclus�on, t�tled Troubl�ng Hope, Parla beg�ns w�th a d�alogue about hope
between Gülcan, who has l�ved undocumented for three years, and her s�ster
Nef�ye, who st�ll holds a val�d res�dence perm�t, as they wa�t �n l�ne at the
Fore�gners’ Department. Gülcan, w�th l�ttle chance of benef�t�ng from the 2011
amnesty, says to her s�ster, who has no chance at all: “But don’t say th�ngs l�ke that
aga�n to make my hope empty.” (p. 164) After th�s po�gnant moment of unfulf�lled
hope, Parla sh�fts the focus from Bulgar�stanlı m�grants to a broader �ntellectual
d�scuss�on of hope. In the ep�logue, A Note on Method, or Hopeful Wa�t�ng �n
L�nes, reflects on the methodolog�cal cho�ces that shaped the f�eld research for
th�s book. Th�s research �s a successful example of the anthropology of wa�t�ng,
explor�ng how the exper�ence of wa�t�ng becomes a space of ant�c�pat�on,
powerlessness, and, often, prolonged uncerta�nty for m�grants. Wa�t�ng �s an
�ntegral part of the m�grant exper�ence, deeply shap�ng the�r narrat�ves of hope,
frustrat�on, and surv�val. Through the lens of wa�t�ng, Parla exam�nes the soc�o-
pol�t�cal and emot�onal d�mens�ons that def�ne the precar�ous l�ves of m�grants,
emphas�z�ng how wa�t�ng �s not s�mply a pass�ve moment, but a s�gn�f�cant s�te
where �dent�t�es, power dynam�cs, and asp�rat�ons are cont�nuously negot�ated. 

Parla’s study �s based on a well-structured three-phase ethnograph�c research.
The f�rst phase �s her doctoral research, conducted between 2002 and 2003, wh�ch
explores how Bulgar�an Turks, expelled from Bulgar�a �n 1989 and m�grated to
Turkey, were both embraced as “ethn�c k�n” and marg�nal�zed as “Bulgar�an
m�grants.” The second, and most s�gn�f�cant, phase of the f�eldwork spans 48
months from 2008 to 2013. The th�rd and f�nal phase cons�sts of an add�t�onal 12-
month f�eldwork conducted �n 2013 (p. �x-x��). 
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Dur�ng her ethnograph�c research, she also v�s�ted Bulgar�a w�th her �nterlocutors.
Her observat�ons of everyday l�fe �n Bulgar�a dur�ng these v�s�ts helped her better
understand why these m�grants cont�nue to nour�sh hopes of obta�n�ng Turk�sh
c�t�zensh�p. However, Parla does not fully address the northern-southern d�v�de
among Bulgar�stanlı Turks, even though she ment�ons �t �n the methodology
sect�on. Most of her �nterv�ewees are from the northern reg�on, wh�ch means the�r
exper�ences are shaped by greater �nfluences from commun�sm and Bulgar�an
culture. Th�s d�st�nct�on �s not cons�stently reflected �n her analys�s, as all the
women whose stor�es are presented �n the chapters are from the northern reg�on.


