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Abstract

This thesis seeks to contribute to the literature exploring the prospects and
obstacles to peace processes. The case study is based on the failed peace
process between the Republic of Turkey and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) during 2009-2015. It offers a conceptual analysis of the changes in
interests, attitudes and relationships that led to the emergence of a peace
process but also which influenced its collapse. In doing so, the study draws
from conflict resolution theories to analyse the case using the five transformers
framework: context transformation, structural transformation, actor
transformation, issue transformation, and personal and group transformation
(Ramsbotham et al. 2005; 2016). The study found that the conflict became
tractable not through external interventions or hurting stalemates as classical
theories would hold, but through powerful intellectual leadership that moved
beyond strict nationalist imaginaries to adopt different post-nationalist
frameworks that emphasised solving the Kurdish question non-violently. Little is
known about this type of endogenous peace process in the literature. Likewise,
the study also found that, contrary to conventional wisdom on hurting
stalemates, talks failed when parties reached near power parity following large
and rapid shifts in the distribution of power in the region due to war in Syria and
Irag. A substantially empowered PKK emerged, causing great Turkish fears and
uncertainty about implications to status quo, as well as PKK overconfidence
and disinterest in settlement. Adversaries resumed war in order to weaken each

other and gain more from future concessions.
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INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY

Problem statement

The persistent continuation of war has made it necessary to produce original
research on conflict resolution and peace processes, drawing important lessons
on how these conflicts can be resolved without resorting to violence in order to
avoid human tragedies. Yet, protracted social conflicts are extremely difficult to
solve or transform through dialogue due to the intricate and sensitive
complexities involved in civil war, which are rooted in state-society relations, in
addition to the context-specific elements to war (Azar 1990; Galtung 2002).
Despite great strides in the research, we still do not know enough about the
critical conditions and factors that spur peacemaking forward and end civil
conflict (discussed in next chapter). Despite the increase in external mediation
and peacekeeping operations since the early 1990s, including higher success
rates for peace processes (Wallensteen 2015), a negotiated solution to civil
conflicts has been rare (Hampson 1996: 5; Dayton and Kriesberg 2009: 3). It
therefore begs the question for what shapes progress in peacemaking, which at
first instance is focused on ending direct violence and bringing tranquillity to the
people affected by the armed conflict. Studies on peace processes can be
incredibly useful to help fill this gap in knowledge. Therefore, the purpose of this
study is to examine why peace processes can fail in order to better understand

how they can succeed.

This research inquiry takes the 2009-2015 Kurdish peace process in Turkey as
a case study. This peace process collapsed before any agreement was
reached. The thesis therefore focuses on the collapse of peace processes in
the pre-accord stage where a comprehensive agreement was never reached
rather than the more common approach to peace processes which focuses on
post-conflict, implementation stage failure (e.g. Werner 1999; Walter 2002; Mac
Ginty 2010; Westendorf 2015).



The Kurdish conflict in the Middle East remains a puzzling and interesting case
study due to its transnational complexity. Over a century old, this protracted
conflict can be traced back to harsh state-building and nation-building
processes of the 20" century that led to severe grievances and identity politics,
and eventually to the rise of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). Since 1984,
violent clashes between the PKK! and the Turkish State? have been ongoing,
resulting in the death of about 40 000 people, the burning and forced
evacuation of over 5000 Kurdish villages, severe environmental devastation,
and the internal displacement of over a million people. Strangely, the Kurdish
conflict remains immensely underexplored in conflict resolution literature.
Instead, research on conflict in the Near East or the Middle East has
overwhelmingly focused on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and to a lesser extent
Lebanon and more recently Iraq. For a conflict that involves four important
states in the Middle East and has been ongoing actively for the past four
decades, it is surprising that the Kurdish issue has received such scant
attention in conflict studies. This study therefore attempts to broaden conflict
resolution debate on the Middle East and attract scholarly interest for studying

the Kurdish conflict.

The peace process in question is an incredibly interesting and worthy case to
study because, as will be discussed later, the way both parties moved further
away from nationalist and polarising positions to adopting post-nationalist
frameworks was unusual behaviour which led to an endogenous peace process
developing — a rare phenomenon that we know little about. It was to the
surprise of many, including outside observers, when in the 2000s the Turkish
AKP Government initiated a peace process with the Kurdish movement. In 2009
the AKP Government announced the “Kurdish Opening”, which was the first real
hope of a political solution to the issue. Though the Opening abruptly ended in

2011, the process gained momentum once again in 2012 when a new, more

1 For simplicity, | use the term “PKK” to refer to both the movement’s military wings HPG and
YJA-Star as well as its political and military leadership. There are so many acronyms within the
Kurdish movement the reader risks getting confused unless well-versed with the Kurdish
conflict.

2 The thesis uses the term “Turkish State” to refer to the entire state apparatus, government,
bureaucracies, and intelligence services. The use of the term “Turkish Government” specifically
refers to the government (group of ministers and others) in charge of governing the state.
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public, more serious, and more formal peace process was announced by the
Government. The process had relied on two main elements: the ongoing talks
between State officials and the PKK and the implementation of reforms
ensuring democratisation and recognition of Kurdish cultural and political rights
(Yegen 2015: 2). But with the resurgence of violence and tensions, the peace

process officially collapsed in the summer of 2015.

There are very few scholarly studies on the underlying factors that shaped and
influenced Turkey’s peace negotiations with the PKK. This is partially because
the process is recent, partially because there is not enough global scholarly
interest as mentioned above, and partially because of the lack of academic
freedom in Turkey for last few years. Existing studies on the Kurdish conflict are
mostly focused on analysing the “Kurdish question” from a political, security,
gender, discursive or sociological lens. Some of the security and
counterinsurgency literature in particular were found to be unhelpful because
many hold that the conflict would simply be resolved if the PKK was militarily
defeated (e.g. Ozhan and Ete 2009; Kayhan Pusane 2015). Yet, we have
reached a point now, both academically and in the diplomatic world, where we
realise that such simplistic views are not only unhelpful but potentially harmful.
Such views reproduce regimes of knowledge (e.g. nationalism, state-building,

monopoly of violence) that contribute to conflict rather than resolving it.

Moreover, there are a few but quite helpful journal articles and a master’'s
dissertation available that touch upon the Turkish-Kurdish peace process,
especially on the first phase between 2009-2011. These have certainly been
appreciated but they are either limited in content or the epistemological and
theoretical approach is markedly different (Candar 2009; Candar 2012; Ercan
2013; Gunes 2014; Barkey 2015; Bezci 2015; Ercan 2015; Unal 2016; Baser
2017; Yarali 2017; Celik n.d.). Instead, this large and complex peace process
that the Kurdish case is requires more comprehensive studies to bring together
the disparate literature available, as well as to clear up misconceptions and
oversimplifications. At the time of writing and to the best of my knowledge, there
is only one other comprehensive academic study in English on the Turkey-PKK

peace process, which is in the form of a recent, unpublished PhD thesis
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completed in 2017 and written from a conflict resolution perspective (Kadioglu
2017). Though this study could not be accessed because of an embargo on the
thesis until 2020. However, the abstract is available and Kadioglu subsequently
published an article giving a glimpse into his study based upon which | can
assess some key differences from mine (Kadioglu 2018). Above all, Kadioglu’'s
approach is methodologically and theoretically different. His thesis is a
comparative case study between Northern Ireland and Turkey and judging from
the abstract does not include an in-depth analysis of the conditions that led to
dialogue in the first place. Unlike this study, he assumes the Kurdish conflict to
be “ethno-nationalist” and a “terrorism” issue, which therefore bears
consequences on the theoretical approach, analysis and conclusions.® This
thesis is probably more comprehensive as it is not a comparative study and it
brings together a dispersed body of material from various theoretical,
methodological and epistemological backgrounds to create a bigger picture of
the Turkish-Kurdish talks.

The thesis provides a conceptual account of events, starting from the fall of the
Ottoman Empire until 2015, in order to detail the key conditions, factors and
events influencing the emergence, management and collapse of the peace
negotiations. | investigate the transformation of key conflict actors and how they
approached resolving the key issues — the armed conflict and discrimination. |
also explore the changes in relationships between the parties, meaning how
each party perceived the conflict, the peace talks, and the power distribution
between them - through changes in goals, interests, and positions (Lederach
1995; Ramsbotham et al. 2016). Yet, it is not entirely clear in the literature on
what factors characterise the transformed relationship. According to Braniff, “To
assist in categorising a transformed or transforming relationship, it is helpful to
define a changed relationship as a change in the content and nature of
qualitative interactions and exchanges between adversaries” (2011: 135). The

thesis will therefore explore this aspect by looking into what changed the

3 For example, his main conclusion is that a third party is necessary for success, but | could not
conclude with some degree of certainty whether this was the case.
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interactions between conflict parties, or rather, what above all defined this new

relationship.

Research questions and objectives

In order to realise the aim of the thesis, the following key question is asked:

e Drawing from conflict resolution theories, can a conceptual analysis of
the 2009-2015 Turkey-PKK peace process contribute to knowledge on

how peace processes emerge and why they can fail?

Additional sub-questions to help guide the research were as follows:

« What are the main drivers and obstacles to peace processes according
to the literature on conflict resolution and civil war termination?

« What were the main protagonists’ goals and positions before the peace
process began and how did relationships change to pave the way for
exploratory talks?

e To what extent did relationships, power dynamics, and the conflict
situation change after the initiation of talks?

« What were the main factors influencing the emergence, dynamics and
eventual failure of the peace talks?

o What is the study’s contribution to knowledge?

The research objectives of the study were as follows:

e To provide an introduction that includes rationale, aim, objectives, and an
overview of available literature on the topic, as well as a methodology
section that includes philosophical underpinnings, positionality/bias, as

well as challenges faced during research.

o To systematically review conflict resolution literature in order to identify

the conditions necessary for peace negotiations to progress, including



understanding the complexities involved in peacemaking and the variety
of factors contributing to outcomes. This includes identifying a conceptual

framework suitable for a comprehensive and demanding analysis.

e« To contribute to knowledge on the factors influencing progress and
failure in peace processes by analysing the emergence, trajectory and
outcome of the Turkish-Kurdish peace process. This involves
understanding how the goals, positions, and interests of the conflict

parties changed over the period under investigation.

e To provide a discussion and some conclusions that summarises and ties

up the findings from the analysis to assess the contribution of the study.

The next section explains my research methods and design underpinning this

gualitative inquiry.

Qualitative research method

At the start of this study, | followed the general aim of Political Science, which is
to produce structured knowledge based upon systematic inquiry (Marsh and
Stoker 2002). The qualitative case study is an extremely useful approach for
systematic inquiry on a particular phenomenon, which, in the absence of
fieldwork, involves the use of descriptive documents and a thorough study of an
individual event/case (Coombes 2001: 43). This study was desk-based and was
researched through a conceptual analysis based on selecting and discussing
theories and concepts, as well as descriptive material. The phenomenon
analysed here is a peacemaking process/war termination, focusing specifically
on elite-level behaviour in the process. The case study approach enabled me to
explore the research question in myriad ways to examine concepts and
demonstrate patterns in the dynamics of actor behaviour, which is important for
furthering our understanding of obstacles to peace processes. Certainly,

disadvantages to the case study method have been noted. For example, it is



said to be limited in scope and therefore not suitable for generalisation, and

paradoxically, can lack control over important “variables” (Coombes 2001: 44).

The Kurdish peace process in Turkey was primarily chosen because, as
mentioned, the Kurdish conflict is so understudied in the field of Peace and
Conflict Studies and in academia in general. This was intriguing because |
imagined there could be some revelatory theory development from the
distinctive patterns and outcomes of this case that could contribute to
knowledge about peace processes in the field. The case was not chosen
according to a specific research question or purpose in mind, but instead it was

the other way around in that the case shaped the research question.

Normally, the comparative case study method is more popular and favoured for
its ability to detect important differences or similarities in outcomes based on the
independent and dependent variables used (George and Bennett 2005). Unlike
the single case study, prospects for generalisation are higher (ibid.).
Nonetheless, the single case study can offer richer insight into the complexity
and particularity of a case that the comparative case study usually can not (May
2011: 222-224), especially when there is word or space limit to the text.
Particularisation is a merited goal that can offer the similar rigour, validity and
explanatory value as comparative case studies aimed at generalisation. | chose
to do a single case study precisely because the Kurdish peace process is so
new and there is an enormous lack of information about it, meaning it needed
full attention, time and effort. Indeed, collective knowledge accumulation can be

achieved without typical theory testing generalisation (May 2011: 225).

The study started out as inductive in the sense that it was expected that the
initial literature review would shape the research and methodology to later help
me identify new factors or processes of influence. Though as the study
progressed it also became deductive because | was curious to understand
whether the Turkey-PKK case could “assess the validity and scope conditions
of single or competing theories” (George and Bennett 2005: 75), primarily
theories about external intervention and hurting stalemates (see Chapter 1 and
Chapter 7).



Secondary data research has its own methodological challenges from fieldwork,
though both have their advantages. Yet, desk-based research is a useful way of
discerning all the disparate material available and building a long story. The
power of cases as stories is a way of achieving collective learning, which is
partially why the inquiry follows a chronological narrative. It also helps readers
less familiar with the Kurdish conflict to follow more easily. It is anticipated that
the chronological structure of the thesis eases the reader’'s understanding of
this complex peace process that is analysed at multiple levels: the individual,
national, regional, and international. The date in the title of the study indicates
the time period for when the first peace initiative began with the Kurdish
Opening in 2009 and ends in summer 2015 to reflect time when the peace
process collapsed. Here, | follow Hoglund’s proposition that a peace process is
considered to have begun “when it is publicly known that the primary parties to
the conflict have signalled a willingness to solve the conflict issues through
dialogue” (2001: 5).

The chronological narrative also flows well with the conceptual framework of the
analysis. The conceptual analysis is framed around a framework drawn from
conflict transformation literature, namely the processes of “context
transformation”, “structural transformation”, “actor transformation”, “issue
transformation”, and “personal and group transformation” deemed necessary for
a peace process according to Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall (2016).
Using these five transformers, | outline macro and micro level changes that
impacted conflict dynamics since the late 1990s and then analyse them (i.e.
what caused them). In this way | am able to highlight points of convergence but
also competing and contradictory interests, needs, and positions between
conflict parties. Coincidentally, the five transformers follow a chronological
structure, which is why they are analysed separately in the chapters rather than
all together in each chapter because each transformation made a significant
impact on its own during a particular time. They can be considered a
“typological theory” in the sense that they provide a way to model complex
interactions (George and Bennett 2005: 147). So these transformers mainly

serve the purpose of clarifying the analysis and are not sufficient on their own in
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an explanation. Therefore, it was necessary to include additional conceptual
variables in order to explain the causal mechanisms better. This allowed me to
enrich the study by bringing in other theories and concepts rather than limiting

the study to these five transformers alone (see Chapter 1).

With regards to the secondary sources used, the vast majority of my sources
were written in the English language with just a few in Turkish. For my data
collection, | mainly made use of the University of Bradford's J.B. Priestley
Library’s physical and online resources and databases. These physical
resources were books, directories, theses, and a few reports, whilst the online
data such as eBooks and journal articles accessed via Summon. | also used the
Google search engine to search for news articles, magazines, policy briefs,

official statistics, video clips, and reports by various organisations and groups.

Overall, | did not encounter any major problems during the course of data
collection except for two issues. The first one was about the type of data
available. Due to high secrecy around the Turkey-PKK talks, there is little
information available on the negotiations and what was discussed. The second
issue was that there is some misinformation and misinterpretation of events in
the literature on the Kurdish issue, which | discovered after extensive reading
and cross-comparing sources. This is where | have to make a judgement and

compare the information to other resources or exclude it altogether.

| experienced some minor but familiar challenges during the data analysis as
well. The first one was to maintain a balance between important historical
description of the case and the development of theoretically-focused
explanation. To overcome this, | reluctantly had to reduce the detail in the
chapters or blend detail with analysis better. Another challenge lay in the
analysis of the two main actors — the government and the rebel group. They are
in an asymmetric power relationship and most of the time act according to
completely different beliefs. It was at times challenging to bring them both to a

level where | could examine them “equally”.



| would like to conclude this section by explaining why | did not conduct any
fieldwork. Originally, 1 had planned to conduct interviews in Turkey and Turkish
Kurdistan, especially seeking to spend significant time with Kurdish activists and
politicians. My plans for fieldwork were well-advanced, including the submission
of an application for an ethical approval form to the university. However, the
sudden resumption of war between the Turkish army and the PKK forced me to
cancel these plans in by the beginning of 2016 due to personal safety concerns
in Kurdish areas which became a no-go zone to outsiders and under state of
emergency. Even if | went to the both the Turkish and Kurdish sides in this
environment | did not believe | could obtain feasible data due to the tense and
fearful environment.* The quickly deteriorating political climate and increased
surveillance and repression in Turkey when the peace processes collapsed
meant that getting solid interview data would be extremely difficult as few would
be readily available to interview or too frightened of reprisals, potentially
imprisoned. The pro-Kurdish HDP was simply too occupied with trying to calm
warring parties down and fending off Government harassment. Government
officials or members of the AKP were unlikely to make constructive comments
or be interesting in talking to me since the official Erdogan line now was that the
peace process was a mistake. | waited for the war to settle down, but
unfortunately it did not. After some serious re-consideration, | had to revise my
research methods to focus on desk-based research instead. | reformulated my
main research aim, objectives and questions since access to physical location
and people there as now made almost impossible. Although | was disappointed
for not being able to conduct my planned fieldwork, | actually gained incredible

insight into the topic from my literature-based study.

In the next section | explain my personal motivations and philosophical
approach to the study.

4 The conflict did not only play out in mountains but also in the cities where Kurdish youth
clashed daily with Turkish police and special forces. Several curfews were put in place in in and
around Diyarbakir (Amed) metropolitan area and in neighbouring cities such as Sirnex and
Cizire.
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Philosophical underpinnings and positionality

It is common that case study research is thought to have a greater degree of
subjectivity and biasness (Coombes 2001; Berg 2009; May 2011). Indeed, | had
to make choices about what to leave out and what to include. These choices
are based upon what Mason (2002) calls the researcher’s “intellectual puzzle”,
that is, their various ontological and epistemological positions in relation to their
research. Clough and Nutbrown call this positionality, i.e. the particular
background, beliefs, and values of the researcher that affects their study.
Socialisation in different cultures, i.e. the acceptance of certain social nhorms,
traditions and values affects one’s outlook on the world (Mills 2000). If the
researcher does not lay out their intellectual puzzle and methodology, then their

research design will ultimately suffer from it (Mason, 2002: 13-22).

| am aware that my research methods and knowledge construction is influenced
by my researcher motives, positionality, and methodology (Clough and
Nutbrown 2002; Mason 2002; Maxwell 2005; Bolton 2010). Therefore, at the
beginning of my PhD programme | began to carefully reflect upon my motives
as a researcher and the implications these could have on my choice of methods
(Maxwell 2005). | also reflected upon my own ideological beliefs that could
affect the epistemological underpinnings of my research. | separated my
personal motivations (strong interest in the topic) from my practical motivations
(improving job prospects) and intellectual motivations (quest to learn) (Maxwell
2005: 16).

With regards to personal motivations, | am aware that my Kurdish background
has shaped my interest in the topic. However, | was born and raised in Sweden.
Despite my strong sympathies for the Kurdish struggle, | have not experienced
the oppression and marginalisation that marks the daily lives of many Kurds in
the Middle East. While | can relate to them in kinship, linguistic and cultural
terms, | cannot claim to fully understand the discrimination and exclusion they

experience. |, therefore, also have what philosophers generally refer to as
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epistemic privilege. Nonetheless, we can also use our positionality to assist our
research. For example, | identify as Kurdish, | understand the culture well, and

have a genuine interest in the resolution of the Kurdish question.

With regards to my intellectual motivations, | am particularly interested in
understanding the relationship between the dominant and the subordinated.
The puzzle for me and for Conflict Resolution is to answer the question for what
can be done to overcome these antagonisms to, in Hegelian-Marxian terms,
synthesise the thesis and the antithesis in order to create a more peaceful,
egalitarian and harmonious society? Lederach (1995) encourages us to look at
conflict from a dialectical perspective since conflict is based on a paradox of
seemingly irreconcilable positions. As such, a critical realist ontology is suitable
because it offers a synthesis of the two main philosophical ontologies:
positivism/objectivism and constructionism. In other words, | believed there was
an objective truth to the Kurdish reality and the outcomes of the peace process,
but at the same time | was aware that this truth is broad and multi-dimensional
and | cannot possibly learn all of it because of both metaphysical and physical
limitations. Also, what | take as “truth” today and in the past, is historically and
culturally situated (Burr 1995). Most of us are born into already established
meanings and perspectives on social life and reality, which differ according to

time and context. Critical realism acknowledges these limits to meaning making.

Peace Studies is an inherently critical field because it essentially seeks social
change. The study is not based on critical theory, but it is neither heuristic.
Interpretivist approaches simply seek to understand status quo, but critical
inquiry seeks to challenge it. Interpretivists typically view the situation in terms
of “interaction and community” but critical researchers see it in terms of “conflict
and oppression” and asserts research should be pursued to encourage change
in the world (Crotty 1998: 113). Critical social research, in questioning power
relations, can contribute to change or weaken unjust relations. In Peace

Studies, oppression is seen as ideological rather than a structural necessity. We
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do not have to live in unequal societies.® Hence, | do not shy away from
admitting that this study carries political meaning, but it is not a critical inquiry in
its narrower meaning. As Bourdieu expressed, “social science necessarily takes
sides in political struggles” (Swartz, 2013: 158). What | do is that | question for
whom and for what objectives status quo in Turkey is serving as well as
discriminating against and why it is difficult to overcome it, affirming that
intersubjective peacemaking will improve inclusion, equality and emancipation
(Linklater 1998; Dryzek 2000).

Acknowledging subjectivity does not free it from its complexities. Due to my
extensive knowledge and preconceived notions of the Turkish-Kurdish conflict
situation, | thought | knew what areas to focus on before beginning the
research. However, my principal supervisor recommended me to keep an open
mind when delving into research. It later appeared to me during the literature
review and the course of the research that not all my focus areas were actually
relevant or right. | realised how wrong many of my preconceptions of the conflict
were. As mentioned, when starting my research, | was aware that my own world
view would inevitably contribute to how | shaped my research design and how |
conducted my research. This became even more clearer to me as the PhD
progressed. | thought | had exercised caution in avoiding imposing value
judgements on my research, but actually | realised that | had skewed the inquiry
too much in favour of the subordinated group without properly understanding

why the dominant group was fearful of relinquishing or sharing power.

Therefore, | began a second period of reflective practice during the course of
my research. This involved more critically reflecting upon the influences of my
preconceptions, experiences, and biases, on my research. Bolton defines
reflexivity as the way of “standing outside the self’ to examine how our own

actions and behaviour affects social structures and practices, in this case,

5 The structural inequalities we experience today are a result of thousands of years of social
interaction that at some point in history developed into hierarchical relations and social classes
where society was gradually constructed to serve hegemonic or elite interests. Many peace
scholars actively challenge this form of society to advocate for reforming institutions and
develop human interactions that question hegemonic interests to instead foster a more equal
and just society regardless of religion, ethnicity, tribe, caste, class, disabled, gender, sexual
orientation, and so on.
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academic research. Reflexivity shows us the “limits of our knowledge”. It takes
us to a journey of uncertainty, to critically and flexibly change “deeply held ways
of being” (Bolton 2010: xix). Bourdieu writes about reflexivity as part of a
process aiming to exposing oneself (Bourdieu 2004: 4). | thought about how the
Western cultural outlook on the world dominates much of the research
produced today. The subaltern is generally excluded from the construction of
knowledge (not to say intentionally). As Marx famously held, ruling ideas are
those constructed by the ruling classes. How influenced is my consciousness by
these ruling ideas? To what extent do they affect me in my quest for “exploring”
and “investigating”? Can | ever step back and learn to fully distinguish and link
abstract concepts, like society with myself, to reach the “sociological
imagination” (Mills 2000: 11-12)?

Chapter outline

The thesis consists of an introduction and seven additional chapters. Chapter 1
reviews the key literature on conflict resolution, identifies a set of factors
considered important for peace processes, and describes the concepts used in
the analysis. The chapter explains the five transformers framework as the
overall analytical framework for the chapters, as well as the additional concepts

that aid each chapter’s analysis.

Chapter 2 offers a historical background to the conflict. It locates the Kurdish
conflict as rooted in historical inequalities and political, social, cultural and
economic marginalisation. The PKK emerged at a time when dissent was
brutally silenced and nonviolent channels to express grievances were non-
existent. The armed struggle continued as the Turkish State refused to concede

to any demands put forward by the Kurdish political movement.

Chapter 3 assesses the PKK’s ideological and organisational transformation,
including the impact from the international context following the end of the Cold
War. It also examines the internal changes of the PKK after the arrest of its
leader Abdullah Ocalan in 1999. Following these events, the PKK officially
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abandoned separatism and revolutionary nationalism in favour of a
communitarian, democratic discourse in the early 2000s, which was the result of
a deep internal debate led by Ocalan. The chapter argues that a personal and
group transformation, i.e. Ocalan’s change of heart about the primary means of
struggle and the PKK'’s changing goals, had a profound impact on the prospects

for peace.

Chapter 4 addresses the domestic changes in Turkey under the newly elected
AKP. Their introduction of political reforms that expanded Kurdish rights and
broke taboos were unprecedented for the country. Prime Minister Erdogan for
the first time in Turkey’s history acknowledged the Kurdish question. The post-
Islamist neoliberal AKP Government used EU conditionality to improve basic
democratic freedom, added by a more forthcoming attitude towards the Kurdish
population whom they saw as brothers in religion. This chapter argues that an
extremely significant actor transformation took place when the AKP came into
power because they wanted to solve the Kurdish conflict due to post-nationalist
concepts of globalisation, economic prowess, regional hegemony, and Islamic
unity. The AKP paved the way for a peace process through democratisation,

showing that improving minority rights would not lead to separatism.

Chapter 5 analyses the beginning of peace talks and looks at progress and
regress during the secret Oslo talks and the Kurdish Opening between 2009-
2011 to consider the extent to parties changed their positions on core conflict
issues. The chapter demonstrates that during the first phase of the peace
process, there was some degree of issue transformation because the political
nature of the Kurdish conflict was acknowledged. Yet, the issue transformation
was limited because of the mismanagement of confidence-building plans, lack

of commitment, and continued use of violent methods in parallel to talks.

Chapter 6 analyses the beginning of the main “resolution process” between
2012-2015. It especially considers the impact of the structural and contextual
changes on the behaviour of the actors and the extent of changes in positions.
The chapter shows that the Government's acknowledgement of Ocalan’s

centrality for a peace settlement was critical to push the process forward and
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Ocalan’s March 2013 call for the PKK to withdraw from Turkey was crucial in
this regard. However, the process suffered from disagreements over
concessions and later the Kobane crisis in Syria, breaking down and
commitment fast. Kurdish regional and domestic empowerment had created a
near power symmetry, which heightened Turkish fears rather than settling them.
With Turkey’s uncertainty and threat perception increasing and the PKK’s newly
emboldened status, the incompatibility in goals deepened and war was

resumed as each side attempted to weaken the other.
Finally, Chapter 7 reflects on the insights provided by the preceding chapters,

including a summary of findings, the contribution to knowledge, and limitations

of the study.
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1. Conceptual framework

1.1. Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to review key literature on peace processes in
order to identify some of the main factors and conditions necessary for
transforming intractable intra-state conflict. | review some relevant theories,
concepts and definitions drawn from the broad literature on conflict
resolution/transformation, civil war termination and bargaining theory. | also
discuss some of the key challenges involved in solving protracted conflict. In
addition, | present an analytical framework drawn from conflict transformation
theory (Ramsbotham et al. 2005; 2016). This framework aids in the application

of conflict resolution theory to the case under investigation.

The chapter adopts a thematic approach to aid conceptualisation, but it does
not claim to be all-encompassing with regards to peace processes or conflict
resolution mechanisms. The structure of the chapter is meant to clarify,
organise, and summarise diverse concepts emphasised by different scholars in
the field.

The chapter has four main sections. In section 1.2., | provide a general
overview of the literature on peace and conflict resolution, including some of the
challenges in the field. In section 1.3. | raise some critical conditions for peace
processes and identify some unclear questions which this thesis aims to help
answer. Then section 1.4. discusses. some of the main impediments to solving
intractable conflicts. Section 1.5. develops conceptualises the analytical

framework based on five transformers necessary for the progress of peace.

1.2.  Approaches to conflict resolution

Since its establishment in the 1960s under the aegis of Johan Galtung, the field

of Peace and Conflict Resolution Studies has made important contributions to

17



understanding the causes of conflict, how to analyse them and how to resolve
them. The creation of academic peace and conflict journals helped develop the
field in that they facilitated the exchange of ideas and the development of an
epistemic community around peace (Wallensteen 2015). Scholars have tended
to normatively, morally and rationally put forward diplomacy and negotiation as
the prominent way for resolving conflict as opposed to withdrawal, conquest,
domination, or military defeat (Arnson 1999; Walter 1999; Lederach 2003a;
Kriesberg 2007; Bercovitch and Jackson 2009; Fisas 2015; Olson Lounsbery
and Cook 2015; Wallensteen 2015). Drawing from the literature, negotiation is
defined as verbal or non-verbal communication typically between two or more
direct and/or indirect conflict parties and potential third parties aiming to stop
direct violence, discuss the dispute and interests with the aim of a mutual
signed agreement through a joint decision-making process (Morley and
Stephenson 1977: 7; Cochrane 2008: 75; Bercovitch and Jackson 2009: 20;
Mason and Siegfried 2013: 59).

The early literature on conflict resolution was completely dominated by
European and North American scholars and was in the past often seen as
universal, i.e. applicable across cultures. The question of what are “Western
values” and what are “Eastern” or “Middle Eastern” values is debatable. At the
same time, the interpretation of these “Western values” that conflict resolution is
built upon may be understood differently depending on the context. Certainly,
some assumptions in conflict resolution literature may not be universally
applicable. Yet, much of it boils down to common sense with regards to respect,
tolerance, and dialogue as the hallmarks of resolution, which most cultures can
relate to and already have inbuilt into their own traditional resolution
mechanisms. Gradually though, the rise of student protests, civil rights
movements, feminist theories, and awareness of growing economic inequalities
and class struggles in the 1960s and 1970s began to shape research to
broaden focus areas (Wallensteen 2015; Ramsbotham et al. 2016). The
domination of Western assumptions and world views in the field began to be

challenged as the field grew larger
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In the early days during the Cold War era, much attention was given to nuclear
proliferation, military alliances, arms race, and interstate conflict, maintaining a
rather statist outlook that centred on interstate wars. After the Soviet Union
collapsed and the Cold War was officially over, the field dedicated more
attention to the study of civil wars and intrastate/civil conflicts. Civil conflict is
here understood as collective, organised armed violence for political purposes
between a state and an armed non-state rebel group (Oberg and Strom 2008:
3). Rebels/insurgents (used interchangeably) are weaker but well-organised
and highly disciplined groups with political and/or economic aims directly
engaged in or leading an armed resistance movement/group against an
established state government to seize power, territory (separatism), or
autonomy. A civil conflict involves a dispute between two or more groups
stemming from incompatible goals on political, economic, social, cultural, and/or
territorial questions - seen from individual perspectives as entirely just goals
(Cordell and Wolff 2010: 5). The incompatibility arises when the actors’
demands cannot be met using the same resources (e.g. natural resources,
political power, access, positions, territorial control) at the same time
(Wallensteen 2015: 17). Such domestic conflicts exist in various (especially
underdeveloped) parts of the world for reasons that are multiple,
multidimensional, universal and context-specific. The term civil conflict is used
interchangeably with “armed conflict” here, which according to the Uppsala

Conflict Data Program consists of at least 25 battle deaths per year.®

Suitable responses to the prevention, management, and settlement of conflict
were, and still are, debated in the literature. Civil conflicts have presented
themselves a real challenge for scholars as they tend to be protracted and
continue for decades seemingly with no end in sight. Complicating matters is
that every conflict is a unique event, shaped by different political, cultural,
social, economic and geographic conditions. Nevertheless, there are patterns
and commonalities that occur across different conflicts — such as the length and
contested issues involved - that allows us to discern, analyse and explain their

causes and dynamics. As conflict research evolved, three distinct but interlinked

6 See the Uppsala Conflict Data Program at http://ucdp.uu.se/. Accessed 24 March 2017.
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areas of research interest emerged: conflict management, conflict resolution,

and conflict transformation (not in a chronological fashion).

In the late 1980s, scholars such as I. William Zartman (1989) and Stephen
Stedman (1991; 1997) gave primacy to state-centric conflict management that
ignored non-state actors and espoused minimalist goals. The objective is a
negotiated agreement “not to end the conflict, but to continue it by nonviolent,
political means,” (Licklider 2005: 35). An agreement can be defined as a formal
understanding between parties, “a document signed under more or less solemn
conditions” though potentially accompanied by “more informal, implicit
understandings worked out between the parties” (Wallensteen 2015: 8). Conflict
management is centred on agency and tends to emphasise the design of the
negotiation process itself, which chiefly includes the importance of having an
agenda for talks, elite behaviour, commitment to the process, and confidence-
building measures (Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Maney et al. 2006; Mason and
Siegfried 2013). Major theorisations within this research brought to the fore

” 13 ” “

concepts such as “mutually hurting stalemates”, “ripe moments”, “spoilers” and
third-party leverage and mediation techniques as critical conditions for securing
a negotiated settlement in civil wars. Settlement typically refers to a point when
the militants begin transitioning into nonviolent political groups and deal with
their disagreements in a nonviolent manner using political channels available

(however limited). Laws and Leftwich broadly define political settlements as:

“...the informal and formal processes, agreements, and practices in a society that help
consolidate politics, rather than violence, as a means for dealing with disagreements
about interests, ideas and the distribution and use of power. Political settlements
evolve; they can include, but are not limited to, specific agreements like peace deals.
They include negotiations between leaders and followers, not just among elites. And

they can be sub-national or sectoral as well as national.” (2014: 1)

Then the debate shifted to focus more on conflict resolution in the beginning of
1990s with arguments about addressing the root causes of war and long-term
peace as influenced by Johan Galtung’s positive peace, John Burton’s (1990)

Human Needs Theory and Edward Azar’'s (1990) Protracted Social Conflict
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theory. Negative and positive peace are famous concepts coined by Galtung,
where the former indicates absence of war and the latter structural equality.
Structural theories also explain why the war becomes intractable by identifying
the substantial differences in power, inclusion and access between different
groups (Hampson 1996; Kissane and Sitter 2013). Burton’s needs theory holds
that choices to engage in violence are based on cognitive/emotional
motivations. Then Azar identified the deprivation of non-material human needs
and values as underpinning protracted social conflicts. Such needs above all
include security, identity, social and economic development, and political
access (Azar 1990: 9). Protracted conflict is in its core about fears as one side
feels its basic interests and/or needs are threatened and has to fight to sustain
them (Kriesberg and Dayton 2012: 202). By shifting focus on the root causes of
conflict, the debate moved beyond neorealist notions of state security to
individual and societal interests instead. As the influence of anthropology and
ethnographic methods spread in the field, questions were raised about the
appropriateness of interventions, mediation and peacekeeping missions
(Ramsbotham et al. 2016: 390-391). Consequently, civil society groups and
other non-state actors emerged as critical peacebuilding actors with bottom-up

peacebuilding approaches slowly gaining traction.

In the mid-1990s, John Paul Lederach introduced the theory of conflict
transformation. Lederach (1995) viewed peacebuilding as a long-term process
of systematic transformation of the personal, structural, relational and cultural
dimensions of conflict, which also necessitates multi-track engagements (ibid.).
One could argue that it was based on the idea that the ontology of agency and
structures are mutually constitutive (Kissane and Sitter 2013). Identity, interests
and power relations are continuously re-negotiated, but to change unjust
relations require profound transformations in both the structures and agents
perpetuating the conflict (Galtung 1996; Ramsbotham et al. 2005). The focus is
on transforming rather than solving conflict because a negotiated agreement
does not automatically mean the conflict is resolved and grievances addressed
but “real” conflict resolution or transformation actually takes a long time
(Lederach 2003b; Licklider 2005). This is where local and grassroots agency

and bottom-up peacebuilding play an important role. To move towards justice,
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parties create relationships based on equity and fairness (Lederach 1995).
Ramsbotham, Miall and Woodhouse understand conflict transformation as “the
deepest level of the conflict resolution tradition rather than as a separate
venture” (2016: 11), which others have also noted (e.g. Vayrynen 1991;
Lederach 2003b). However, Wallensteen points out that conflict resolution does
not necessarily include such larger values as “justice” or “cooperation” or

“‘integration” — it is very much dependent on the situation at hand (2015: 10).

The 1990s also saw the rise of the democratic peace theory and the
ascendance of a hybrid realist-liberal hegemonic peacebuilding policy in
Western and international organisations (Ojendal et al. 2017). This policy
constructs a top-down, state-centric, blueprint formula of liberal peace in post-
conflict societies that is rooted in liberal values and ideals such as democracy,
human rights, free market, and neoliberalism (Richmond 2006; Kriesberg and
Dayton 2012; Mac Ginty 2014; Ojendal et al. 2017). This version of
peacebuilding became the norm in many of the post-Cold War conflict settings
with mixed outcomes. It was registering far too frequent failures in terms of
doing little to end the various forms of violence and inequalities underpinning

the conflicts, thereby creating a no war, no peace situation (Mac Ginty 2010).

In the 2000s, critics unimpressed by the performance of the liberal peace,
argued for a turn to the local level instead. They advocated for taking agency
from national elites and placing it with locals instead so that peace reaches the
people who are mostly affected by conflict in their everyday lives (Mac Ginty
2014; Ojendal et al. 2017). Recognising local agency, knowledge, and power,
they sought to improve the legitimacy and effectiveness of peacebuilding
initiatives. Related to this is the theory of “everyday peace”. Considered a
paradigm shift from a research focused on formal institutionalised peace
building approaches to non-institutionalised, informal and everyday peace at the
local level, it is presented as an alternative site of knowledge for peace building
and an emancipatory form of peace that recognises difference (Richmond 2006;
Mac Ginty 2011). Though it has been acknowledged that there is lack of
discussion on the role of local actors and hierarchies in local contexts

(Richmond 2006). Making it local does not make it problem-free.

22



Despite the progress and new developments in research, the field of Peace and
Conflict Studies is impeded in a number of ways. Studying peace is complicated
by the fact that conflict resolution is situated at “a bridge between a very narrow
concept of peace (no war) and a very broad one (justice)” (Wallensteen 2015:
11). Whether the process is limited to ending direct violence (negative peace) or
includes some structural/institutional and cultural transformations (positive
peace) is debated, as stated earlier. Even though scholars have identified
several functional/instrumental, structural, and cognitive mechanisms meant to
facilitate dialogue, prescriptive theories remain weak as it is difficult to make
solid claims about phenomena so incredibly dynamic as violence and peace.
Additionally, each conflict has its own history, patterns, dynamics, and the
actors involved, in turn, have their own distinct history, behaviour, and attitudes.
Political settlements (not equated to a peace agreement) are not isolated
events occurring at a precise moment in time, but they emerge differently
depending on the context and the variables at play and can take years before
deemed “successful”’. The conditions under which civil war actors are ready to
accept dialogue and move forward are not easily identified due to the dynamic
nature of the conflict process based upon human behaviour and the uniqueness

of each conflict influenced by cultural norms and other particularities.

Alas, there are no universal solutions or conceptual frameworks for ending
violence. The literature on conflict resolution/transformation is diverse,
paradoxical, and uneven. Peace and Conflict Studies still has a long way to go
in determining how modern interstate, intrastate, transnational, and communal
conflicts can best be resolved in the current world economic and political

system without resorting to violence.

However, research on civil conflict and peace processes has developed
considerably in terms of theory, methodology, and empirical studies. Studies on
peace processes have grown since the early 1990s with prime case studies
including Northern Ireland, South Africa, Sudan, Angola, Israel-Palestine, Sri
Lanka, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Aceh (Indonesia), Mindanao (Philippines), and a

few in Latin America. These studies have looked at one or more conflict cases
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from different angles and drawn from their diverse research and/or practitioner
experiences to see what lessons can be learnt and applied elsewhere. They
have intrepidly problematized the complexity of peace processes and dynamics
of conflict, knowing that identifying factors and conditions most important to
resolving protracted conflicts is methodologically difficult given the complexity of

intractable conflict

The next section therefore assesses unresolved questions in the study of this
phenomena and identifies some critical factors for favourable outcomes in

peace processes.

1.3. Research on peace processes

From reviewing the literature, | suggest that a peace process is a publicly
announced, complex, and multidimensional phenomenon that includes a
number of actors, issues, and activities that aim to bring an end to armed
confrontation by touching upon some of underlying issues of dispute (Arnson
1999; Hoglund 2001; Villaveces 2003; Fisas 2015). A peace process normally
follows a ceasefire, which according to Fisas, can be defined as the “military
decision to stop any fighting or use of weapons for a specified period while
‘cessation of hostilities’ includes, in addition to a ceasefire, a commitment not to
kidnap, harass civilians, threaten, etc.” (2015: 40). Components of a peace
process can defy strict categorisation and peace processes are certainly not
linear events, but oftentimes quite messy. The following quote offers a broader

definition of peace processes as:

“...encompassing several key issues (e.g. amnesty for and reintegration of political
prisoners, policing, economic development, fair employment, return of refugees,
cultural recognition, restructuring of political institutions, redrawing territorial
boundaries, decommissioning of weapons) as well as several types of activities (e.g.
Track | and Track Il diplomacy, agreeing to a ceasefire, negotiating a settlement,
ratifying and implementing an agreement, third-party interventions, holding truth and

reconciliation hearings).” (Maney et al. 2006: 183)
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According to Darby and Mac Ginty, a peace process refers to a number of
persistent nonviolent initiatives rather just one isolated peace initiative, involving
the main antagonists in a conflict (2003a: 2). It may or may not be endorsed by
the public (endorsement does not equate participation though). And often,
settlements are negotiated by men, making peace processes are
overwhelmingly male (Darby and Mac Ginty 2003b: 3; Brewer 2010).

Although many use the term “success” as opposed to failure in relation to peace
processes, it is avoided here as it difficult to measure and conceptualise.
Instead such terms as progress, prospects, and advancement, are used. These
define the emergence of pre-negotiations and negotiations, leading to minor
agreements but certainly a major (maybe final) mutual agreement on some of
the contested issues. However, it does not imply a resolution of the conflict, but
rather a transformation (Lederach 1997; 2003b). By “failure” | refer to the
withdrawal of either one or more parties from the negotiations and an end to the

ceasefire (Villaveces 2003).

Moving on the challenges in the research, to begin with it should be noted that
the evidence base for research on peace processes is limited and selective.
The main reason for this is that the literature on peace processes is quite
fragmented because it is usually part of different sets of literature, for example,
on civil war, bargaining models, insurgencies, rebel transitions, etc. Rational
choice theorists and realists tend to dominate in these literatures with their
econometrics and statistical analysis that say very little about interparty,
intraparty, and structural changes. There is also a strong bias towards studying
direct violence. In addition, research (particularly journal articles) is hampered
by repetitive narrative and ideas (sometimes just different academic jargon) or a
small pool of case studies on repeat. It is also problematic that these studies

often relate relatively little to each other.

Another issue is that scholars have tended to focus on the influence of one
particular factor on the onset of war or the peacemaking process. This includes

for example mediation, external intervention (Regan 2000), ethnicity (Kaufmann
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2001; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Young 2003), natural resources (Ross 2004),
economic/profit motivations (Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Zartman 2004; Regan
and Norton 2005; Koktsidis 2012), ripeness (Zartman 2001), spoilers (Stedman
1997), power-sharing (Hartzell 1999; Hartzell and Hoddie 2003; Tonge 2014).
Locating singular explanations to such complex phenomena as peace
processes is tempting but can be dangerous because of the multitude of issues
involved with making peace. On the contrary, this study takes a holistic
approach, looking at multiple levels and angles of both actor and process-based
interactions and events — which is what Peace and Conflict Resolution as a field

is said to represent (Ramsbotham et al. 2016: 10).

In addition, there are few studies that pay attention to the dynamics during
peace negotiations or before agreement is reached, i.e. the breakdown of talks.
Much research has overwhelmingly focused on the causes of civil war (Fearon
1995; Wimmer 2002; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Collier and Hoeffler 2004). Others
have researched issues in post-conflict peacebuilding/reconstruction, such as
reconciliation (Knox and Quirk 2000; Jarstad and Sisk 2008; Mac Ginty 2011,
Reychler 2015) or specifically the resumption of violence in the post-agreement
stage (Walter 1999; Werner 1999; Hartzell and Hoddie 2003; Dudouet et al.
2012; Westendorf 2015). Included are many studies focused on intercommunal
conflict, tensions and violence, such as in Northern Ireland, South Africa, Israel-
Palestine, etc. These studies do not apply to Turkey where there has not been
any intercommunal violence with Kurds (instead the conflict is between a state
and a large minority). Several studies, sometimes in cross-disciplinary fashion,
have focused on the interactions between a government and a rebel group in
weak or fragile states, particularly on sub-Saharan Africa (Fritz and Menocal
2007; Powell 2013; Brosche and Hoglund 2016). Although important studies of
course, their conclusions are not entirely relevant to the case under study where

we are dealing with a very strong state and a highly resilient rebel movement.

Related to this is the literature on spoiling which is state-centric and often
portrays rebels as instigators of violence (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Stedman
2003; Blaydes and De Maio 2010). Perhaps with the exception of the IRA,
cases like the PKK, ETA, and the LTTE have mostly been examined through
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the lens of state security, political violence and terrorism where they are
portrayed as spoilers (as rebel groups often are) (Hoglund and Svensson 2002;
Conversi 2006; Aydinli and Ozcan 2011). Spoilers refer to when not all actors
are committed to a settlement as some have more cynical motives that either
intend to sabotage the process or avoid blame for a failure they precipitated
(Cochrane 2008: 87). Indeed, even in conflict resolution literature, insurgencies
are often treated as anomalies. Attempts to understand the rationale behind
their aims and ideology are uncommon but it is becoming more popular. The
academic literature is also weak in understanding the role played by elites and
leaders in instigating violence to wreck the peace talks (Ramsbotham et al.
2016: 135). There are actually few studies that explicitly deal with moderation in
the political ideology of secessionist or ethno-regionalist movements (Massetti
and Schakel 2016; Sindre 2018), but to which this study aims to contribute to.
Thus, this thesis investigates the role of both rebel leaders and government
leaders in either spoiling the process or working towards peace, contributing to

a more balanced research.

One of the most dominant ideas in conflict resolution is that third party
intervention is the principal strategy to initiate a peace process and maintain
interparty commitment, contain antagonisms and insecurities, and help enforce
agreements through security guarantees or peacekeeping missions (Hampson
1996; Walter 1999; Crocker et al. 2005; Talpahewa 2015; Dawod 2016).
Studies have generally presented peace processes as initiated through external
intervention, rather than emanating from within. This is understandable since
from the end of the Cold War third party intervention and mediation became
increasingly common (Hartzell 2016), almost the norm. The field is therefore
highly dedicated to investigating the degree of effectiveness of external third-
party intervention (particularly UN or former colonial powers), which is related to
the spread of the liberal peace paradigm. Critics, on the other hand, argue that
external intervention could fail to transform the conflict and even carries the risk
of undermining the process entirely (Mac Ginty and Darby 2002; Kriesberg
2005; Cochrane 2008; Talpahewa 2015). Roger Mac Ginty (2010; 2011) locates
the failure of peace processes in the liberal peace paradigm, which is usually

introduced by Western external mediators. Others have framed conflict
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transformation as based upon internal changes rather than external mediation
(Miall 2004: 163).

In spite of much scholarly work on the topic, it is actually not known whether
third party mediation shortens civil war duration (Licklider 2005). The case
under study here is in a unique position of comparison because the first phase
of the process was mediated by external parties, but the second phase did not
include any external mediation. This study may contribute to shedding some
light on the effectiveness of third-party mediation. Additionally, as emphasised
by Lounsbery and Cook (2015), we do not know enough about the role
unassisted talks play in resolution efforts and under what conditions it may
work. In this respect, the thesis also explains why the Turkish-Kurdish case was
an organic peace process and how parties were ready to talk, not due to
outside pressure or intervention, but through their own initiatives and incentives
to de-escalate. Endogenous peace processes in civil conflict are uncommon
and little is known about them. In this regard, the thesis helps to make a rare

but significant contribution to the literature.

Another popular idea in the field is ripeness theory, which has been both
applied and questioned extensively in the field. Ripeness generally addresses
the structural characteristics of the conflict and parties’ power relationships. The
theory argues that the “ripe moment”, i.e. when parties start considering
dialogue rather than violence as a means to resolving issues, emerges when
the perceived benefits of peace is seen as outweighing the perceived benefits
of war (Hampson 1996; Pruitt 1997; Stedman 1997; Zartman 2000). The ripe
moment emerges under certain conducive pre-conditions that affect a change in
perceptions, but especially after a “mutually hurting stalemate” and a sense that
a negotiated solution is possible (a Way Out) (Zartman 2001; 2003). A
stalemate develops when all parties suffer setbacks simultaneously and conflict
parties arrive at a perception that the opponent cannot be beaten through
unilateral means and the military approach is seen as too costly (not necessarily
in financial terms). It has been argued that this was the case in for example
Northern Ireland (Mac Ginty and Darby 2002; Clarke and Paul 2014), Mindanao
(Abubakar 2004) and Rhodesia and Lebanon (Preston 2004). Then the parties
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look for a way out when they are “convinced that their present course of action

constitutes and ‘impending catastrophe” (Jeong 2008: 188). Ripeness rarely
occurs spontaneously but outsiders such as powerful states or the United
Nations (UN) often have to help parties recognise stalemate and a way out,

which is where it links to the literature on intervention and mediation.

Critics, however, say that it is difficult to spot ripeness and if the process fails,
then according to ripeness theory it was because the moment was not ripe (e.qg.
Hampson 1996: 210-214). Others have pointed out that some hurting
stalemates have not led to fruitful negotiations and there is a lack of evidence
for how long a stalemate has to last or hurt before it triggers fruitful negotiations
(Ramsbotham et al. 2016). However, Zartman (2000; 2001) counters that
ripeness is not identical to its results; seizing a ripe moment does not guarantee
success. Then (again) how would we know if the moment was ripe or not? It is
worth re-thinking the meaning of ripeness. Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall
fittingly interpret ripeness as “a complex process of transformations in the
situation, shifts in public attitudes, and new perceptions and visions among
decision-makers” (2005: 167). If this type of ripe moment is seized upon and a
political will to end the conflict develops along with a change in the direct actors
key values, goals, identities and interests then this can potentially pave the way
for entering pre-negotiation stage (Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Kriesberg
2005; Ramsbotham et al. 2005; Cochrane 2008). Yet, does a peace process

always begin at a state of symmetry or fail because of asymmetric relations?

Kriesberg (2009) notes that existing research has not exhausted the need to
further specify and expand findings on symmetry and asymmetry as well as to
look at how they change over time. The literature on bargaining models have
generally contributed with quantitative analyses on the role of power
relationships and how asymmetric information, zero-sum games or commitment
problems have resulted in civil war termination. A handful of these studies argue
in ways that contradict or cast doubt upon the idea of the mutually hurting
stalemate (Fearon 2004; Findley 2012; Powell 2012; Powell 2013). Among
these is the work of Robert Powell (2006; 2012), who argues that large and

rapid shifts in the distribution of power create commitment problems which can
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lead to fighting between a government and a rebel group in order to stop the
adverse shift in power. This can happen despite a perceived stalemate, but
intentionally or not, Powell's work contradicts traditional stalemate theory. This
study attempts to analyse the conditions under which shifts in the distribution of
power towards symmetry occurred during talks and how this affected parties’
motivations to discontinue talks, hence building on Powell’s research. However,
Powell (2013) also recognises that many studies are limited in thinking that the
government alone has the ability to shift the distribution of power and therefore
calls for more symmetric research that examines each actor’s efforts to shift the

distribution of power in its favour. This study examines this aspect as well.

1.3.1. Critical factors for peace processes

After having discussed the main approaches to peace and conflict resolution
and then identified some of the unclarified areas in the debates in peace
processes, it is now appropriate to narrow down the factors for peace as

identified in the literature on peace processes.

In an early comprehensive study on the failure of peace agreements titled
Nurturing Peace: Why Peace Settlements Succeed or Fail (1996), Fen Osler
Hampson identified four factors to explain “success and failure in bringing about
an end to civil strife and to recurring patterns of violence” (1996: 8). These were
i) third party intervention, ii) structural characteristics of conflict processes
(focusing on ripeness), iii) regional and/or systemic power relationships, and iv)
finally the peace agreement itself. These are relevant but perhaps too few and
simplistic, though understandable given that he wrote in the early days of

research on peacemaking and peacebuilding.

In the book on Lessons from Northern Ireland Peace Process (2013) edited by
Timothy J. White, the editor draws from the diverse chapters in the book and
identifies a wide range of conditions thought to have been essential in leading
to the Good Friday Agreement. Excluding those factors specifically focused on

peacebuilding, these are i) redefinition of identities and interests, ii) inclusivity,
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iii) few preconditions as possible, iv) security sector reform, v) intense
engagement and committed leadership, vi) supporting moderates and
marginalise spoilers, vii) structural conditions and changes in the international
context, viii) money and the economic situation. It is interesting that White does
not mention mediation and external intervention nor clarifies why this is

excluded.

In her newly published book Ceasefire Agreements and Peace Processes: A
Comparative Study (2017) Malin Akebo empirically compares ceasefire
agreements by taking Sri Lanka and Aceh (Indonesia) as case studies.
Examining the literature, she in turn identifies six essential factors that might
influence changes in actors’ attitudes, behaviour and relationships: i)
recognition, status and legitimacy, ii) trust and confidence, iii) claims being met,
iv) external intervention, v) contextual changes, and vi) intraparty dynamics.
However, the first factor — recognition and legitimacy — is not as often

mentioned but explored in this thesis as well.

In his elaborate dissertation Factors Affecting Peace Negotiations in Resolving
Armed Conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa (2011) Tumuranzye presents seven
factors as necessary for effective resolution: i) mediation, ii) character and
capacity of negotiating teams’, iii) external actors influence, iv) leadership, v)
pre-negotiation conditions (ripeness), vi) management of the negotiation
process, and vii) financial resources to support the process. His findings are
quite consistent with the general literature. Except it can be quite difficult to
judge the character of negotiating teams when little is known about what goes
on in those negotiation rooms, even if interviews are conducted with them.
Tumuranzye also refers to financial resources to uphold the peace talks, which
is relevant in Sub-Saharan Africa where sometimes even the most basic

facilities are lacking but less so in a Middle Eastern context.

"1t is helpful to separate negotiators from decision-makers. Often the negotiators are appointed
by the key decision-makers and refer back to them for important decisions. Representatives
from the wider constituencies can be included as negotiators but quite often negotiations are
elite-driven processes that exclude the public and civil society.

31



All the above are findings that overlap in many ways, particularly the more
recent studies, but some are also distinct, which is likely a result of the different
cases examined. Studies that suggest factors necessary for resolution such as
“ipping points”, “humility in goals”, “allow for free expression of emotions”, and
so on are excluded in this review as they are exceptionally hard to measure
(Coleman 2011). However, the above lessons are not as easily applied to other
contexts. Each conflict case has unique features that add to the puzzle of
understanding how to move forward in peacemaking. Certainly though, as Adler
(1998) critically notes, there are really no sufficient conditions for peace. The
process of peace is incredibly complex, especially considering there is no single
definition of peace. Nevertheless, we have to start somewhere. And a great
place to start is with Darby and Mac Ginty’s five essential factors for peace

processes.

Primarily focusing on interparty interactions, Darby and Mac Ginty in
Contemporary Peacemaking: Conflict, Violence and Peace Processes list five
factors crucial for any peace process (though not guaranteeing success). These
are i) negotiating in good faith, ii) inclusion of the main actors, iii) addressing the
key issues of dispute, iv) the disavowal of force, and finally v) a prolonged
commitment to a sustained process (2003a: 2). From reviewing the literature, |
found these factors to be the most comprehensive and sound but narrow
enough to capture the dynamics of interparty negotiations. Therefore, | applied

these to Chapter 5 and 6 where | analyse the trajectory of the peace talks.

To clarify, negotiating in good faith means parties are willing to explore
negotiations and are sincere to the extent that they want to resolve the conflict
(Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Stedman 2003). Inclusion generally means that
as long as the primary protagonists are included, others with a stake in the
matter (e.g. a neighbouring country) can be included too. Inclusivity strengthens
and legitimises a resulting comprehensive peace agreement (Maney et al.
2006). While the aim is to minimise the risk of spoilers by achieving as broad a
public consensus as possible, too many participants are however generally
seen as impeding elite consensus. This is why initially secret talks between

maximum two or three actors are preferred in order to make it simpler to create
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a more intimate, amicable, and relaxed atmosphere as well as to build trust.
Stephen Stedman’s famously defined acts aimed at disrupting the peace

process as “spoilers”, meaning:

“...leaders and parties who believe that peace emerging from negotiations threatens
their power, worldview, and interests, and use violence to undermine attempts to
achieve it. By signing a peace agreement, leaders put themselves at risk from
adversaries who may take advantage of a settlement, from disgruntled followers who
see peace as a betrayal of key values, and from excluded parties who seek either to
alter the process or to destroy it.”

(1997: 5)

Addressing the key issues underlying the conflict is a point emphasised widely
in the field, particularly with regards to positive peace (Galtung 1996).
Disavowal of force is as it sounds, i.e. that violence is not used a tool to achieve
goals during the peace process. Commitment refers to sustained and genuine

loyalty to the process.

Critics point out that very few peace processes would fit into Darby and Mac
Ginty’s restricted and idealist theoretical framework (Aggestam 2006). The
authors are seen as overly optimistic about the nature of the relationship
between parties during peace processes where mistrust overshadows
negotiations and violence does actually occur despite a ceasefire (ibid.).
Determining “good faith” can be hard when leaders move back and forth in their
commitment to the process. Yet, Darby and Mac Ginty do not claim that peace
processes are problem-free or that they are linear processes. They do not rule
out adversaries’ attempts at manipulation, deception and lying or that some
violence takes place during the process. Rather, as | understand it, parties
should strive to achieve these conditions to a viable or sustainable extent;
enough to develop some level of trust in the process (not necessarily in each
other). As long as the violence does not spiral out of control and is maintained,
the peace process can still progress. As experiences in Northern lIreland

showed, to stop violence from filling the vacuum left by the absence of talks can
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be done using different methods, particularly by ensuring “inclusive dialogue at

every level” (Hayward 2011: 196).

The following section raises some of the main complexities involved in
intractable conflict in order to better grasp why peacemaking is so difficult of a

process.

1.4. Complexities of intractable conflict

Intractable conflict are conflicts that “appear impossible to solve” (Coleman
2006: 534). They can be understood as protracted conflicts, waged in what is
perceived as destructive ways, and where negotiations have failed to end or
transform them (Kriesberg 2005: 66). They result in “defiance” against
settlement “because parties believe their objectives are fundamentally
irreconcilable” and they are more interested in “hot war or cold stalemate” than
any other situation (Crocker et al. 2005: 5). Parties view the conflict as a “zero-
sum game: what their opponent gains, they lose” (ibid.). These intractable
conflicts vary in their level of intensity, number of deaths and injuries, as well as
in expressions of animosity and hatred. Protracted social conflicts, especially
those containing ethnic and nationalist elements that challenge the very identity,

sovereignty, and boundaries of the nation-state, are hardest to resolve.

In the literature on intractable conflict, one can find a multitude of reasons as to
why conflict resolution is so arduous to attain and maintain by decision-makers,
negotiators, mediators and other participants. Guelke, for example, mentions
that causes of failure in negotiations in protracted conflict most commonly
includes “the pursuit of irreconcilable aims by the major antagonists, obdurate
political leadership, and the stage of the conflict” (2003: 53). To capture the
major, overarching challenges to conflict resolution, Zartman’s (2005) five
interlinked characteristics of intractable conflict become useful categories of
reference, i.e. protraction, identity denigration, profitability, absence of ripeness

and solution polarisation.
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To start with, protraction means that the longer the conflict endures, the more
institutionalised it becomes within society and individually (Azar 1990; Kriesberg
2005; Ramsbotham et al. 2005). As time passes, parties internalise reasons for
fighting each other and the causes of the conflict do not necessarily remain the
same as the factors that sustain the intractable conflict (Licklider 2005). Thus,
obstacles to settlement stem not only from prior existing grievances, but also
consequences of vicious spirals of violence following years of armed conflict
add to grievances. Memory of loss, injuries, humiliations and trauma linger and
enlarge grievances as well as fuelling desire for revenge and retribution. An
existentialist dimension to conflict justifies death, pain, suffering and other
material and non-material costs associated with the violent struggle. Not only
does this prolong the conflict by justifying violence and creating a sense of
commitment/loyalty to the fight, but it changes perceptions which affect cost-
benefit calculations. Due to the conflict being interpreted as one of survival, it
adds to protraction without any side experiencing much significant internal or
external protest. This can blind parties to particular crucial moments or events
which could change the trajectory of the conflict to a more constructive path.
Instead parties might seek out opportunities to escalate the conflict in order to
tip the balances in their favour (Zartman 2005: 49). However, Kriesberg notes
that conflict actors are in different phases of intractability at any given time. The
direction of the conflict may alter when changes occur in the relative size and
influence of these “moderates, hard-liners, spoilers, and various other factions

within each camp” (Kriesberg 2005: 76).

In addition to the history of the conflict and interparty relations, protraction is
affected by the external environment of the conflict, specifically its geopolitics,
geography, transnational nature, global interests, and the role played by
external actors (Zartman 2005: 55-58). To exemplify, the Kurdish conflict spans
four key states (Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria) where the transnational nature of
the conflict based on cross-border ethnic ties complicates prospects for
settlement in one country as it makes it difficult for the government to achieve a
military victory (Licklider 2005; Cederman et al. 2013; Gurses 2014). The
different national interests of these four states often lead them to pin different

Kurdish factions against each other, further adding to the intractability. In regard
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to geography, the nearly impenetrable Kurdish mountains have provided
protection and sanctuary to guerrillas and civilians alike but can be seen as
contributing to protraction (Buhaug et al. 2009). Like transborder kinship ties,
rough terrain can also make it difficult for the government to militarily defeat the

rebels, who can be concentrated in and around particular geographic locations.

Identities (not necessarily ethnic or religious) in intractable conflicts are
polarised and reliant on the moral denigration of the Other and a perceived
moral superiority of Self (Kriesberg 2005; Zartman 2005; Deutsch 2014). Both
sides believe they are morally right and perceive the Other as lying, evil, and
ignorant. As constructivists hold, there is an ongoing “reproduction and
transformation” of the identities and interests within which perceptions of the
Other are created and redefined (Wendt 1994). The longer the conflict
continues, the narrower and more exclusive each opposing identity becomes
(Kriesberg 2007: 309). Years of sacrifice becomes intertwined with each party’s
consciousness, sense of identity, and direction. Direct violence in particular
causes traumatic experiences among civilians that feed cycles of hostility,
severe stereotyping, fear and suspicion towards the Other (Lederach 1997: 23).

As Crocker, Hampson and Aall explain:

“Each side sees itself as a victim and creates or reinterprets key cultural and religious
symbols that perpetuate both the sense of resentment and the conflict. In intractable
conflicts, violence enters the everyday world of thousands of people and becomes a

way of life.” (2005: 7)

As decades pass enemy images develop through such socialisation, either
perpetuated by elites or because of real threats, and contribute to intractability
(Kaufmann 2001; Kriesberg 2005). Such problems significantly affect social
cohesion and integration between different ethnic groups, contributing to social
and political polarisation that vary in extremities but can pose a serious obstacle
to settlement. Prominent examples include Northern Ireland, the Balkans,
Cyprus, Sri Lanka and Sudan. Influenced by socio-psychology, Human Needs
Theory emphasises overcoming emotional barriers (fear, mistrust, insecurity,

hate, etc.) in achieving a mutually beneficial solution by satisfying frustrated
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basic human needs (Azar 1990; Burton 1990; Fisher 1990; Kelman 1990;
Coleman 2006).

The third characteristic is profit. In some conflicts rebels make significant
financial profit through the illegal sale of particular resources which initially
sponsors their fighting but later turns into a motivation to keep the fighting going
(Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Zartman 2005). Examples of such cases include
Angola, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Colombia, etc. What is more relevant to the
Turkish-Kurdish case is not financial profitability but political and military
profitability. The military or the rebel leadership may find that the conflict gives
them in addition to a sense of meaning or purpose of existence, status and
legitimacy. The conflict may also serve to justify increased military spending and
thus boost the status of the military institution. Further, politicians might use the
conflict to enhance domestic prestige and maybe even win elections based on
campaigns promising to eliminate “terrorism”. The antidote is committed and
united leadership and preparedness to deal with potential spoilers (Maney et al.
2006). Leaders have a duty to educate their supporters about the “costs of
having fears manipulated by opponents of peace processes” as well as about

“the strategic advantages of concessions” (Maney et al. 2006: 196).

Ripeness has been mentioned earlier. It refers to a period when all parties are
“seriously interested in exploring their political options and finally commit
themselves to resolving their differences through negotiation rather than force
of arms” (Crocker et al. 2005: 10). However, the absence of ripeness means
parties prefer a “stable, soft, self-serving” stalemate in which both sides can
claim they have not been defeated, thus able to avoid potential risks associated
with dialogue (Zartman 2005: 52). Dialogue generates fear because both sides
are afraid of risking their core interests. For the dominant group, this often
involves the preservation of their dominant position and fears of territorial
disintegration in cases involving separatist demands. The interests of the
disempowered group tend to revolve around political, cultural, social and
economic equality, access, and inclusivity. Negotiations involve trade-offs and
concessions to opponents, therefore making peace processes in themselves

disempowering and threatening (Maney et al. 2006: 193). Political leaders may
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believe they risk embarrassment or being accused of betrayal, treachery of
capitulation, especially when those categorised as “terrorists” are invited to the
negotiation table — potentially risking a nationalist backlash that risks shutting
down the entire peace initiative. In Northern Ireland, initially paramilitary Irish
groups were excluded from talks but later invited to the negotiation table,
provided they ended their violent campaign (i.e. ceasefire). It was argued that
this would help de-radicalise those on the political extremes and to exert some
level of influence on them (Mac Ginty and Darby 2002: 21-22). Overall, though
significant pressure, motivational readiness and a rising cost of fighting make it
more likely for parties to sit down and talk (Zartman 2000; Pruitt 2007; Jeong
2008).

A final characteristic Zartman identifies is solution polarisation. Essentially, each
side has their own preferences for how the conflict ought to be solved,
generating two salient solutions and a cooperation problem (Zartman 2005: 53).
How to overcome this problem by creating one solution is an especially
challenging question, especially if external intervention is absent Zartman
argues. Many peace processes have been criticised for failing to address the
underlying causes of conflict to instead focus on the different manifestations of
conflict (Werner 1999; Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Nagar and Maoz 2014). As
mentioned, scholars have argued that dialogue must address the root causes of
the dispute (Lederach 1995; Galtung 1996; Lederach 2003b; Ramsbotham et
al. 2005). Though as Cochrane (2008: 75) puts it, “every event in these
negotiations that takes place, every statement made, every nuance alluded to,
will be scrutinized by all of the conflict parties. Concessions that involve

withdrawal from long-held positions are usually bitterly resisted.”

Even agreeing on a single solution is by no means a straightforward path (e.g.
unification for North-South Korea). Competing positions will have to be
negotiated though. For negotiations to take place both parties need to

acknowledge the narrative of the opponent to a “reasonable” extent and

8 States typically do not negotiate with those they perceive as being terrorists. For example, the
guestion of amnesty for political leaders and members of a guerrilla group is seen as necessary
in negotiations but controversial as this could anger the general public (Wallensteen 2015: 10).
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recognise the opponent’s “wishes” as equally valid to one’s own (Danielsen
2005: 14; Maney et al. 2006).

The ability to cooperate is exacerbated by the pervasive mistrust between the
parties in terms of post-accord exploitation. An agreement would require
surrender of power between competing groups, creating vulnerability for
surprise attacks after laying down arms and sending soldiers home (Walter
1999; Crocker et al. 2005; Licklider 2005). Particularly for the insurgents,
disarmament is an extremely sensitive matter since their arms are their primary
bargaining chip and source of power. It is therefore important to tread carefully
in negotiations; otherwise breakaway factions can form (e.g. Northern Ireland,
Mindanao-Philippines). According to Walter (1999), cooperation between
parties is possible, but wilingness to do so depends on the extent of
guarantees found in agreements with regards to the long-term benefits of peace

and power-sharing. She explains “commitment problems” accordingly:

“If combatants can significantly reduce the possibility of a surprise attack and the
possibility of permanent exclusion from power, they will sign and implement peace
settlements. If they cannot, they will hold on to their arms and continue to fight.”
(Walter 1999: 135)

Adding to this, Wallensteen underlines that even though disarmament or
decommissioning can make rebels feel vulnerable, it is important for a durable
peace agreement (2015: 11). To reduce the sense of anxiety, the agreement
may allow them to keep some of their weapons and gradually decommission as

was the case in Northern Ireland for example.

Overall, it is important to bear in mind that negotiations involve many rounds of
intense, long, and stubborn talks that take years or even decades to give fruit.
To Ramsbotham, Miall and Woodhouse, what is important is to “keep the
obstacles in proportion” and remember that conflicts can be solved “given
political vision, engaged peacemakers, moderation and the right conditions”
(2005: 162). Below | explain what the authors mean by this by presenting their

five generic transformers.

39



1.5. Five transformers framework

Eventually, even intractable conflicts transform or become tractable enough
through the various phases they move through (Miall 2004; Kriesberg 2005;
Ramsbotham et al. 2005; Dayton and Kriesberg 2009; Wallensteen 2015).
Processes of conflict de-escalation “occur within each adversary, in the
relations between the adversaries, and also among parties in the social
environment”, reflecting intraparty socio-psychological and organisational
processes®, interparty relationships, and contextual changes (Kriesberg and
Dayton 2012: 177). Indeed, the core assumption of conflict transformation is
that conflict can be transformed peacefully if the attitudes, values and
perceptions of actors are transformed, thereby affecting changes in
relationships (Lederach 1997). In other words, the transformation of an
intractable conflict requires appropriate changes in “identities, grievances,
goals, and means of struggle” among parties, such as leadership changes,
conciliatory gestures, Track Il diplomacy, signed agreements, and mediation
(Kriesberg 2005: 91-92). Conflicts are not static — issues, actors and interests
change over time as consequences of social, economic and political dynamics
of internal, external and relational nature (Vayrynen 1991; Kriesberg 2007;
Dudouet 2015).

This section of the chapter therefore lays out a framework that helps us
recognise processes of transformation by considering the major elements
involving tractability — specially to analyse changes in relations between Turkey
and the PKK. Drawing from Burton, Azar, Vayrynen, and Curle, the scholars
Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall posit in Contemporary Conflict Resolution
(2005; 2016) that a peace process involves a series of vital transformations in
the elements which would normally perpetuate an ongoing violent conflict.

Building on Vayrynen’s (1991) typology, the authors present the five

9 Though the authors are not entirely clear what they mean by organisational processes.
Somewhat confusingly, first they refer to leadership changes and next to stalemate and war
fatigue, and then bring a set of other examples.
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transformers framework as context transformation, structural transformation,
actor transformation, issue transformation, and personal and group
transformation. These transformers cover both micro (attitudinal and

behavioural) and macro changes (structural, contextual).

Context, structural and issue transformations focus on the system and
contradictions that lie at the centre of conflict, whereas actor and personal
transformations address attitudes, behaviour, memory and relationships
between parties (Geukjian 2014: 30). The framework captures such factors as
leadership, commitment, mediation, confidence-building measures, inclusivity,
resolution of core issues, structural characteristics, external environment, and
systemic power relations. It is not to say that any one of these variables have an
independent effect on civil conflict settlement. Instead, there has to be several
(if not all) factors moving in a positive direction through the phases of
intractability in order for talks to bear fruit. In other words, transformations do
not necessarily move in a benign direction (Ramsbotham et al. 2016: 207). The

transformation of conflict may be either intended or forced by the situation.

Capturing this complexity requires a holistic approach, which conflict
transformation theory offers. Using a broad framework to organise a narrative
for the thesis allows me to interpret the framework according to the conflict
under study, applying my extensive knowledge on the conflict to frame it
appropriately. Additionally, the framework moves away from assumptions that
paint conflict resolution as a harmony of interests between actors or that third

party mediators can solve the issue by appealing to reason alone.

Although the framework is not without its limitations. Ramsbotham, Woodhouse
and Miall (2016) briefly attempt to apply the framework in three case studies,
but this is not done clearly. For example, in one case study they refer to the
transformations but in others they do not. They also do not conceptualise the
transformers enough and how they can be applied (ibid.). Instead, | attempt to

contribute to this below and in the next section.
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1.5.1. Context transformation

Contextual factors have a prominent influence on peace processes (Hampson
1996; Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Kriesberg 2007; Akebo 2017). Context
transformation refers to how the continuation of conflict is affected by socio-
political and economic changes in the regional and international environment.
Examples include the end of the Cold War or the global “War on Terror” after
9/11 (Zartman 2000; Ramsbotham et al. 2005; Kriesberg 2007). Towards the
end of the Cold War and afterwards, the social, political, economic and/or ethnic
roots of civil conflicts became more prominent as ideological differences
became less noteworthy. These global events impact the balance of power or
resources between protagonists as allegiances shift or disappear. The
geopolitical impact of the end of the Cold War reduced armed and ideological
support for rebel groups (for example, ElI Salvador, Northern Ireland,
Mozambique and Cambodia) with global occurrences of civil war (or proxy
wars) falling sharply as a result (Snyder 2013; Hartzell 2016; Ramsbotham et al.
2016). What is less understood though is the type of internal debate these
changes generate and the impact on rebel transformations.

1.5.2. Structural transformation

It has been stated earlier that it is important to think about peace processes not
just in their content, design and process but also situate them in the wider
domestic political context and in the structural process. The second
transformation therefore addresses the underlying structural causes of dispute
that breed violence, that is, the power relations and power distribution in the
conflict setting (Galtung 1996; Hampson 1996; Lederach 1997; Ramsbotham et
al. 2005). This is more profound than limited changes in actors, issues or rules
(Vayrynen 1991; Olson Lounsbery and Cook 2015). Even though there is no
broad consensus on the role of inequality as a root cause of conflict, the
literature generally agrees that inequality may not necessarily be the catalyst for

violence but still crucial to the organisation of collective violence (Azar 1990;
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Bertrand 2004; Ostby 2008; Justino et al. 2013; Stewart 2013; Nagar and Maoz
2014).

Civil conflicts are marked by power asymmetries. Normally the state is the
stronger party and the insurgent group the weaker party. Here we can elaborate

on insurgency as characterised by:

“...protracted, asymmetric violence, ambiguity, the use of complex terrain (jungles,
mountains, urban areas), psychological warfare, and political mobilization — all designed to
protect the insurgents and eventually alter the balance of power in their favor.”

(Metz and Millen 2004: 2)

In asymmetric conflicts, a structural transformation would imply a change in the
power relationship between the dominant party and the weaker party, whereby
the weaker group becomes more empowered through for example recognition,
material growth, democratic reforms, electoral wins or simply dissociates itself

by withdrawing from the relationship (Ramsbotham et al. 2005; Kriesberg 2009).

1.5.3. Actor transformation

Actors can operate at various levels of society as individuals, groups,
communities, nations, states, and regions (Bercovitch and Jackson 2009: 5). In
this study, actors refer to the conflict parties (the government, state, rebels,
political parties) and therefore an actor is understood an organisation made up
of material interests and mental formations, shaped by its environment but also
shaping its environment (Miall 2007). Actors as groups are held together by a
shared sense of purpose and interests, as well as a distinct sense of identity,
which creates an “us-vs-them” mentality (ibid.). Actor transformation may refer
to internal changes among major parties or the emergence of new parties to the
conflict, such as a change in leadership and/or simply through the embrace of
new aims and beliefs (Vayrynen 1991; Miall 2004; Kriesberg 2005;
Ramsbotham et al. 2005).
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New actors might need to redefine, abandon or adopt new strategies, values,
goals, interests and positions, which may develop political will for peace
(Kriesberg 2005; Akebo 2017). Skilful and strong leadership can be crucial to
progress as leaders can deliver party compliance to initiate negotiations or to
conclude positively (Welsh 1993; Zartman 2001; Kriesberg 2005; Zartman
2005; Maney et al. 2006). Contradictory leadership is to be expected but does
not per se imply a spoiler alert (Stedman 1997). Talented political leadership
and skill can not only manage intraparty pressure from opponents and
hardliners, but also balance the shifting impact from state, international and
regional contexts. This would be an extraordinary feat with great implications for
a conflict’s intractability (Kriesberg 2005: 78).

The question is what explains the potential motivations behind new or old actors
adopting different goals and changing attitudes that loosens the intractability of
the conflict? It is different from case to case and this study will give important

insight in this regard.

1.5.4. Issue transformation

As mentioned earlier, conflict issues and actors’ interests are not given but can
change over time. Issue transformation concerns the positions parties take on
core contested issues such as territory, sovereignty, independence, autonomy,
legitimacy, security, identity, and so on (Vayrynen 1991; Ramsbotham et al.
2005). When conflict parties significantly depart from at least one central
political issue or when certain conflict issues become less salient or new ones
emerge, the political agenda changes and an issue transformation can occur
since the incompatibility is closer to resolution (ibid.). Reframing of issues can
take a long time and is therefore considerably important for tractability. At the
same time, issue transformation will remain shallow if the primary protagonists,
including those insurgents labelled as “terrorists”, are not involved in the

process.
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Issue transformation can occur when parties address trust issues, which stem
from uncertainty regarding the adversary’s intentions. In order to overcome the
deep lack of trust, the state of fear, and secure engagement with the peace
process both parties need to take action to enhance the security of the
adversary through what is commonly known as “confidence-building measures”
(Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Zartman 2004; Mason and Siegfried 2013).
Mason and Siegfried define confidence-building measures as “a series of
actions that are negotiated, agreed and implemented by the conflict parties in
order to build confidence, without specifically focusing on the root causes of the
conflict” (2013: 58). Examples of these include legalising conflict parties,
recognising terrorist groups, releasing political prisoners, announcing
ceasefires, as well as simpler, positive acts such as shared cultural celebrations
or humanitarian assistance. These measures are not aimed at getting parties to
like each other. Instead the idea is to “help build a working trust” by first
discussing “easier” issues and later addressing the underlying issues of the
conflict through substantive dialogue, usually with the help of mediators (Mason
and Siegfried 2013: 57). Other measures to strengthen the process exist too,
such as signed documents like accords, treaties, declarations, agreements
and/or new constitutions, but can also be “verbal agreements and unspoken
understandings” (OECD 2011: 15).

1.5.5. Personal and group transformation

Finally, personal and group transformation refers to a situation where individual
leaders or small groups simply change their minds about pursuing the armed
struggle. Reasons could be loss of popular or international support or reaching
a realisation that warfare is too costly. This can, for example, refer to a guerrilla
leader calling for an end to armed struggle for the sake of national and political
reconciliation, or when an oppressive government decides to offer amnesty or
power-sharing (Ramsbotham et al. 2005; 2016). This can also imply a rebel
transition from an armed struggle to a nonviolent resistance or political party,

though this usually occurs post-agreement.
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1.6.  Applying the framework

If we understand conflict transformation or even conflict resolution involving a
fundamental change in relationships that involves bringing a halt to the negative
cycles causing or perpetuating conflict, then we need a framework that can
address the multi-level changes in relationships (e.g. individual, group,
structural). This in order to properly ascertain how this is happening, through
what phases, and why it is important. The five transformers framework precisely
shows us the sequential phases that transformation needs to go through (albeit

not in a particular order).

The typology by Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall outlining five important
ways in which transformations occur, intersect in different ways. The five
transformers depend on each other and work together to empower the weak, to
moderate negative or unproductive behaviour and attitudes, and to ease the
incompatibility. In addition, to group-level changes, the framework also
highlights changes at the individual/personal level, which is seen as the most
important (though rare) transformation, yet many other conceptual or theoretical
frameworks do not include the personal. Moreover, there is considerable
overlap between the five transformers (e.g. personal/group and actor
transformations as well as structural and context transformations), and it can be
challenging to separate them clearly. Also, it is difficult to imagine any issue
transformation without proper structural transformation, that is, addressing
inequalities at a deeper level rather than just negotiating terms for resolution.
Furthermore, a significant rupture in the external context could reignite conflict,
despite personal, actor, issue or structural transformations. But the strength or
weakness of each transformer is not well understood. Do they all carry equal
weight in terms of outcome? Which of them matter more? There are no answers
to these questions by the authors, except that the personal transformation is
considered the most powerful one, but some comments are made the final
chapter of the thesis. The five transformers framework is not therefore not free
from criticism. Additionally, it lacks the cultural dimension, i.e. an exploration of

changes in the intercultural understandings and responses to conflict through
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various activities and measures. Also, it overlooks the local or grassroots level
because it is quite elite/leader and context focused. It works here for the

purposes of this study, but it may not be suitable for other studies.

The choice of this framework was weighed against alternatives such as
Lederach’s “top, middle, and bottom” level analytical model and Galtung’s
conflict triangle — both commonly used to understand and trace changes in
conflict. Like the framework used here, these alternatives also attempt to
capture the complexity, fluidity and wide spectrum of peace and conflict to
examine the changes in interests, goals, and identities and adjacent conflict
resolution responses. However, these alternatives were not considered as
suitable for analytical purposes here. Although popular among experts as well
as beginners, Galtung’s conflict triangle is too generic of a model in terms of
application. Its ABC components are covered by the five transformers
framework anyway, which offers a clear of description of what transformation is

and where it takes place.

Attitudes

Behaviour Context or contradiction

On the other hand, Lederach (1997; 2003) is clearer about what, where and
how transformation might work by linking it to the personal, relational, structural,
and cultural dimensions (also reflecting Vayrynen’s 1991 typology). Lederach’s
(1997) pyramid model identifies three levels of society — top, middle, local — to

be active in short and long-term conflict transformation.
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1) Top leadership includes the elite and mediators, negotiating an end to
violence;

2) Middle-range leadership includes professionals, intellectuals, religious
leaders;

3) Grassroots leadership includes local leaders, camp leaders, activists and

officials.

The pyramid is a useful model but not exactly suitable to apply to a peace
process that was largely elite-led, which is why the study focuses on changes at
the leadership level. It is not that middle and local leadership were not involved
or passive, but that exploring all three levels would mean sacrificing the depth
of either one, especially the top level which was leading the process. It would
mean an entirely different thesis in terms of structure and content and would
also necessitate a wide-range of interviews which, as explained previously,

there was limited opportunity for.

The transformers have their unique marks and the framework is broad and
flexible, meaning it can be applied in various ways. | decided to apply it by
exploring each transformer in a separate chapter, except for structural and
context transformation which | analyse them together. One could argue that
there can be multiple issue transformations and structural transformations and
that some of these transformers overlap which means separate analysis is not
the right way forward. However, we have to focus on the biggest changes. The
word “transformation” itself indicates a significant change process. Also, if we
are going to put forward the argument that x, y or z transformations occurred,
we need to be able to explain how exactly these happened without confusing
them or mixing them up. Otherwise, this can risk jeopardising the validity of the

argument.

To explain the rationale of each chapter with regards to the application of the
framework, in Chapter 3, | explore the personal and group transformation of
Abdullah Ocalan and the PKK in order to understand how and why exactly they
changed their position on the conflict, their interests and goals in and with

Turkey, and why Ocalan wanted to build a new relationship that would
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transform enmity into friendship. In Chapter 4, | examine the actor
transformation of the Turkish Government with the purpose of understanding
how the new AKP Government began to shift their attitude towards the Kurdish
guestion and democratisation at large. The chapter attempts to analyse why a
change in of the two main actors to the conflict was so critical in reducing the
incompatibility of the conflict. Moreover, in Chapter 5, | examine the extent to
which an issue transformation took place by looking at how issues were
reframed and whether this caused shifts in positions. In this chapter | try to
understand how the parties’ conflict interests and views were negotiated
around. Finally, in Chapter 6 | look at both context and structural transformation.
Ramsbotham, Woddhouse and Miall uncommonly distinguish context from
structure, which are often used interchangeably in the literature. As explained in
the previous section, context refers to the external setting in which the conflict is
situated whilst structure can be both internal and external and generally implies
adjusting unequal power relations. However, in this study | analyse context and
structure together in one chapter because, in this case, they are interwoven in
terms of power structures (the global, the regional and the national) which

makes separation unfeasible.

1.7. Conclusions

This chapter has reviewed the main literature on conflict resolution and
conditions for peace processes. It has identified certain gaps in debates that
need further illumination. | also reviewed a number of challenges to resolving
intractable conflict. Further, the chapter presented the five transformers
framework by Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall as a guide for the thesis and
to frame its analytical chapters but not in a prescriptive way. The key point from
this chapter is that the difficulty in reconciling incompatible goals between the
conflicting parties, in addition to the complexities and dynamics of civil conflict
itself, make these protracted conflicts extremely difficult to transform or solve,
but not impossible given the right conditions. This will be the focus of the

analytical chapters that follow Chapter 2.
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2. Historical overview of the Kurdish conflict in Turkey

2.1. Introduction

This chapter’s purpose is to trace the origins of the Kurdish conflict in Turkey,
focusing specifically on the political dimension and, to a lesser extent, the socio-
economic causes of the conflict. Understanding the causes and dynamics of a
civil conflict is crucial because these are “likely to affect the origins, trajectories,
and outcomes of peace processes” (Maney et al. 2006: 186). Scholarship on
the origins of the Kurdish conflict is diverse; there is largely a lack of consensus
regarding the aspect of Kurdish nationalism but there is general agreement
about the conflict being rooted in political, structural, and socio-cultural
inequalities and discrimination (Kreyenbroek 1992; Van Bruinessen 1992;
Gunter 1997; Ergil 2000; McDowall 2004; Gunes 2012a).

The chapter is divided accordingly: Section 2.2. provides a brief background to
the Kurdish people. Subsequently, section 2.3. describes the ups and downs in
Turkish-Kurdish relations from the late days of the Ottoman Empire to the early
days of the Republic of Turkey. Following this, section 2.4. describes the
increasing tensions and rise in Kurdish grievances which led to the creation of

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party and its armed struggle.

2.2. Who are the Kurds?

The Kurds are an indigenous group to the Eastern Mediterranean and
composed of diverse people in terms of language, religion, tribal affiliation and
certain cultural practices. Their origins are undefined but they are thought to be
descendants of different Indo-European tribes that settled in the region 4000
years ago (Gunter 2011: 3). Historically, Kurds were largely mountain-dwelling
nomadic and semi-nomadic people who relied on livestock, herding and

agriculture with little spatial restrictions compared to the period after the creation
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of state borders. Kurds mainly occupy the border areas where Turkey, Syria,

Irag, and Iran meet.

There are no precise numbers regarding the Kurdish population, but modern
estimates suggest it approximately 30-35 million. According to some estimates,
there are approximately 15 million Kurds living in Turkey, comprising 20% of the
total Turkish population and accounting for roughly half of the total Kurdish
population (Galletti 1999; Zircher 2004: 170; Park 2012: 82; Council on Foreign
Relations 2018). In Turkey, the Kurdish birth rate is almost double that of Turks
in the western parts of the country.°

There are roughly 5 million Kurds in Iraq (about 17-20% of Iraq's population)
and about 8 million in Iran, although Kurds constitute a smaller minority in Iran
(10-11%) (Park 2012; Council on Foreign Relations 2018). Lastly, there are
about 1.7 million Kurds in Syria (Council on Foreign Relations 2018). The
Kurdish diaspora in Western Europe is estimated to be over 1 million (Gunter
2011: 2). Additionally, there are smaller populations in Lebanon, Israel,
Armenia, Russia, and a few other states in the former Soviet Union. The
Kurdish languages (Kurmanji, Sorani, Zazaki, Feyli, Gorani, etc.) belong to the
Indo-European language tree and are not all mutually intelligible. A majority of
Kurds are Sunni Muslim, with a considerable number of Alevis! in Turkey and

smaller numbers of Yezidis, Yarsanis and Jews (almost all emigrated to Israel).

In the 16™ century, all of the Kurdish regions except for the area in modern day
Iran fell under Ottoman rule. This lasted until 1922 when the Empire was

officially dissolved. When the Ottoman Empire collapsed, the Kurds were

10 Between the 1980-1990s, the Kurdish provinces in the east of Turkey had a population
increase rate of above 30%. Between the 1940s and the 1990s, Turkish Kurdistan has been
leading in terms of population increases according to a study conducted by Riya Kasarci
http://tucaum.ankara.edu.tr/wp-content/uploads/sites/280/2015/08/tucaum5_11.pdf (Accessed 2
May 2016).

11 Alevis are mostly Turkish but there are a significant number of Alevi Kurds as well, of which
many are politically active and well-educated. They are officially considered Muslim but their
faith differs significantly from mainstream Sunni Islam in many ways. It is true that they adhere
to some Shia Islamic tenants but it would be misinformed to claim that they are a Shia minority
(they should not be confused with the Alawis in Syria). The Alevi faith has mixed origins but is
very much connected to the Anatolian heartland and Turkish folk culture.

51


http://tucaum.ankara.edu.tr/wp-content/uploads/sites/280/2015/08/tucaum5_11.pdf
http://tucaum.ankara.edu.tr/wp-content/uploads/sites/280/2015/08/tucaum5_11.pdf

divided into the aforementioned four states by the imperial powers France and
Britain.!?2 The collapse of the Empire was a huge turning point in modern
Kurdish history and for many other groups in the region. Suddenly “national
borders” appeared and while most major ethno-cultural groups in the region
eventually secured a state of their own, the Kurds did not.’® They instead
became a transnational minority in all four states, a fact that has had
implications for their subsequent resistance struggles. The “Kurdish question”
(as it is often referred to in the academic literature) has been a transnational
issue since the fall of the Ottoman Empire and is rooted in “the global
phenomena of decolonization, state creation, nation building and the

emergence of the principle of national self-determination” (Park 2012: 82).

Geographically, Kurdistan is landlocked. Its mountains stand out prominently,
having protected Kurds during wartime and prevented full cultural assimilation.
However, this aspect also isolated them from each other, strengthening tribal
ties instead of providing a sense of nationhood. These differences “ensured that
Kurdish society remained fragmented and fractious” (Park 2012: 82). Therefore,
they do not always act in a unitary fashion in political and economic terms.
Despite the lack of political unity, many Kurds identify as “Kurdish/Kurd” and
share a sense of collective grievances, memory and consciousness as an
ethnic group with a distinct ethnic identity. Certainly though, many Kurds
possess overlapping identities. A “Kurd” may identify ethnically as a Kurd but
might also claim different national or civic identities, such as Turkish, Syrian,
Iraqi, Iranian, Lebanese or Russian. The Kurdish ethnicity today has very much
become a “politicised ethnic identity” (Wolff 2004). That is, being Kurdish is
always political and the ethnic community is translated into being a political
actor through its ethnic identity. This, in turn, has contributed to the growth of

Kurdish nationalism, especially during the past four decades.

12 Realised by the secret Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916.

13 Although a Kurdish national consciousness did not emerge until pretty much after Kurds were
divided into four states, an understanding of Kurds as a cultural group or an “apolitical Kurdish
ethnicity” was recognised by Kurdish poets stretching back to at least the 16th century (Yavuz
1998: 9)
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In economic terms, the Kurdistan region had a lively micro-economy during
Ottoman times as it was strategically located on major Eurasian trade routes.
However, once state borders were imposed, the rural economy was destroyed
and the region’s producer and consumer ties were suddenly cut off, prompting
some to resort to smuggling — a practice still in existence today but with high
risks to personal safety as border soldiers shoot at them (TESEV 2008: 23). In
addition, the most fertile lands in Turkey, Syria and Iraq are found in the
Kurdistan region. The rivers Euphrates and Tigris run through Kurdistan and
there are extensive oil resources, particularly in Iragqi Kurdistan. Kurdistan
therefore has high economic and geostrategic importance (Gunter 2004). Yet,
while the Kurdistan region is rich in water and energy resources, as well as
subterranean and terrestrial riches, the profit made from these riches has not
been flowing back into the region as a deliberate policy of the Turkish state
(TESEV 2008).

The current predicament of the Kurds can only be understood against a
backdrop of events starting in the early 1900s when the Ottoman Empire began
to crumble, and nation-states began to form in the Middle East. The following

section describes these events.

2.3.  From the Ottoman Empire to the Republic of Turkey

Kurdish relations with the Ottoman Turks were amicable during Ottoman times
as Kurdish tribal leaders enjoyed extensive autonomy in a relatively
decentralised but hierarchical social structure and where status in the Empire
was based on religion rather than ethnic affinity. However, relations began to
change when Kurdish feudal lords initiated widespread protests against the
Ottoman Sultan’s centralisation policies (Tanzimat reforms, 1829-1879) as part
of his efforts to tighten the grip over a crumbling Empire. In the late 1800s,
nationalism was spreading rapidly across the Ottoman Empire, especially in the
Balkans and among Arab elites. However, ethno-nationalist consciousness
made little difference to daily Kurdish life, perhaps due to the nomadic and tribal

confederal structure of Kurdish society. Nevertheless, at least five major
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Kurdish revolts took place in the 19™ century but it is widely agreed that these
revolts were not instigated for nationalist reasons but for the loss of power (Van
Bruinessen 1992; Nezan 1993b; Yegen 1996; Barkey and Fuller 1998: 8;
Rugman and Hutchings 2001: 25; McDowall 2004: 29-30).1# The revolts were
mostly local and did not contain wider political ambitions or coherent political
organisation. By 1879, the Kurdish emirs (i.e. lords or chieftains)!® had lost

every power tied to their principalities after 300 years of relative autonomy.

In 1909, the Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid Il was finally overthrown. This led to
the gradual collapse of the Ottoman Empire from 1909-1922.1¢ Seeking
opportunities for colonial expansion, European and Russian forces were moving
in quickly to Anatolia with Ottoman forces being unable to stop their advance.
Historically, Anatolia has been at the crossroads of the Caucasus, the Balkans,
Europe and Asia and was therefore of great geopolitical strategic importance
then, as it is now. On 10 August 1920, several European powers, along with
Turkish and Kurdish representatives, met for the Sévres Conference in
Switzerland. The conference resulted in a signed treaty that was humiliating to
Ottoman Turks, who were left with virtually no territory to govern. Interestingly,
however, the treaty contained a clause relating to a hypothetical future
Kurdistan. This clause is often invoked by Kurdish nationalists as an example of
international recognition of Kurdistan. The treaty merely raised a “hypothetical”
option for a Kurdistan that covered just “a quarter of Kurdish territory” (Nezan
1993b: 34-35) and if “capability of independence” was shown (McDowall 1992:
33; Rugman and Hutchings 2001: 25). However, the humiliating terms of the
Treaty of Sévres became unacceptable to the Turkish leadership and even to
some of the Kurdish leadership, who objected to the “hypothetical Kurdistan”

scenario.

14 1n the Ottoman Empire, Kurdish leaders governed their own semi-independent emirates. The
Ottoman Sultan and his counterpart in the Safavid Empire had maintained a laissez-faire
approach towards Kurdish tribes in return for guarding the Ottoman-Safavid border.

15 Many tribal leaders were large landowners and had acquired great economic and political
power over the peasantry. Their main followers were the peasantry, urban craftsmen, workers
and tribesmen.

16 When the Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid 1l was overthrown in 1909, Kurdish uprisings occurred
in what is today northern Iraq, most notably that of Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji and later under
Sheikh Abdusselam.
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The Kurdish leadership was divided at the time; some were pro-Caliphate and
others were pro-independence.!’ The former decided to join Mustafa Kemal
Pasha,'® the now famous Ottoman Turkish military general, and his resistance
movement, which aimed to expel European forces. In what came to be known in
Turkey as the “War of Independence” (end 1923), Kurdish support was deemed
crucial since Kurds comprised approximately 20% of the Anatolian population
and inhabited 30% of the Anatolian territory (Barkey and Fuller 1998: 9; Zircher
2004: 170; Natali 2005: 71). Mustafa Kemal’s resistance united many Turks and
Kurds under the banner of Islam to fight “infidels” who sought to lay claim on
Muslim land (Barkey and Fuller 1998: 9; Natali 2005: 71). In return for their
support, Kurds were promised that in the newly formed state, Turkish and
Kurdish people were to be recognised on an equal footing as the “constitutive
elements of Anatolia” with Kurdish cultural rights safeguarded (Yegen 2007:
127) and socio-political autonomy would follow, similar to what they had been
accustomed to during the Empire era (Nezan 1993a; Ciment 1996; Park 2012).
Many sources claim that Mustafa Kemal Pasha (later Atatirk) promised some
form of Kurdish autonomy in a future state (Gunter 1997: 5; Kilic 1998: 96;
Mango 2000: 7-8; Rugman and Hutchings 2001: 26; Somer 2004: 240; Zurcher
2004; Natali 2005: 72) and comfortably used the word “Kurdistan” in doing so
(Mango 2000: 7-8). Consequently, during this period, Turkish and Kurdish

interests converged, and positions were largely similar.

The Turkish-Kurdish alliance won the War of Independence, symbolised by the
signing of the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923. European powers, worried about the
close relationship the Turks had developed with the new Bolsheviks in Russia,

now favoured Turkish independence.’® However, the Turks lost the

7 The Kurds that were pro-Caliphate were mostly concerned with preserving the Sunni Islamic
Caliphate and Ottoman traditions, which Mustafa Kemal promised to achieve. Other pro-Allies
tribes and Kurdish intellectuals relied externally on Britain, thinking it would help them gain
either autonomy or independence.

18 Mustafa Kemal Pasha - later known as Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk, an honorary surname given
by the Turkish National Assembly, meaning the “Father of the Turks” — was born in
Thessalonica, Greece in 1880/81 and died in 1938. During the war, he took on the leadership of
the Turkish independence movement and later became the Turkish republic’s first president.

19 Interestingly, the same worry exists today in the post-Syria civil war period.
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predominantly Kurdish vilayet?® of Mosul when the British decided to attach it to
Iraq because of the region’s extensive oil resources. With resources exhausted
after World War |, the Turks could do little but verbally protest. Moreover, after
pressure from European powers the Treaty included a clause for the protection
of non-Muslim minority rights in Turkey, i.e. Greeks, Armenians and Jews.
Kurds were not mentioned at all because the Turks had argued that Kurds were
equal to Turks, as they had been during the war, and therefore did not require
any specific reference or safeguarding. The European powers did not care to
object. Although the Lausanne Treaty did state that citizens of Turkey shall be
equal by law “without distinction between birth, nationality, language, race or

religion”, this was never upheld (Rugman and Hutchings 2001: 25).

In 1923, the Republic of Turkey was founded. The Ottoman Sultanate had been
abolished in 1922 and the Caliphate was abolished in 1924. The new Turkish
bourgeoisie sought to open a new chapter filled with European republican
ideals and to follow a rigorous process of Western-style modernisation to
replace the Ottoman Empire’s conservative Islamic political ideology. The new
Turkish state began to develop a centralist, secular and ethno-nationalist
character — encapsulated within the principles of Kemalism — and therefore
caused major concern among Kurdish leaders (Yegen 1996; Kilic 1998; Yavuz
and Ozcan 2006). Kemalism, as an ideological framework,?! is defined as “a
state-centered, elite-defined and illiberal modernization project” (Cinar 2006:
471), which has demarcated Turkish policy-making on security, foreign policy
and human rights for decades. In fact, Kemalist principles became embedded
into state institutions and processes, making non-compliance unthinkable
(Zzaras 2013: 347). What is often referred to as the “Kemalist-secularist
establishment” was comprised of the military, judiciary, presidency, upper levels
of bureaucracy, the Higher Education Board (YOK), some prominent

intellectuals, and political parties such as the Republican People’s Party (CHP).

20 The Kurdish vilayets (provinces) of the Ottoman Empire were Bitlis, Dersim (today Tunceli),
Diyarbekir (Amed), Mamuret ul-Aziz (today Elazig), Van (Wan) and Mosul (today located in
northern Iraq).

2! Initially, Kemalism was not a fixed ideology but gradually became that way, especially due to
Kurdish protests that followed in the Republican era and the increasing role played by the
military.
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Furthermore, the new Turkish elite (mainly former Ottoman officers and
bureaucrats) was not as concerned with creating a new social and economic
order as they were with creating a secular and nationalist state founded on
exaggerated notions of Turkishness (Mango 2000; Park 2012). Increasingly
aggressive Turkish nationalism began to pervade every sphere of life through
both coercion and consent. Educational reading material, official documents,
military training, media and mosque sermons were “all replete with intensely
nationalistic material” (Park 2012: 24). This largely persists today. Early Turkish
nationalism?? of the 1920s and 1930s even took racist and xenophobic forms,
closely akin to the fascism reigning in Europe at the time (Ciment 1996; Park
2012). An extreme “Turkish History Thesis” developed among the founding
fathers of Turkey and even taught in schools. For example, it suggested that
Turks migrated to Anatolia before Greeks and others were late comers; that all
languages derived from Turkish; and that Kurds were actually Turks who had
developed a different culture and a skewed language?® comprised from Turkish,
Persian and Arabic vernacular due to their geographical isolation in the
mountains (Nezan 1993a; Ciment 1996; Park 2012; Foss 2014)

Turkey was founded upon an ideology that developed a national mentality
based on the supremacy of the Turkish language, culture, education and history
at the expense of other identities (Aydin 2005). Cultural differences among
various groups including Kurds, Circassians, Albanians, Chechens, Laz,
Armenians and Greeks had “all been silenced under the new national category
of Turkishness” (Guvenc-Salgirli 2010: 185) because of an obsession with

creating national homogeneity (Yavuz 1998: 12). The new Kemalist regime

22| do recognise modifications in Turkish nationalism or nationalisms; the shifts throughout the
decades ranging (broadly speaking) from more inclusive (civic) to exclusive (ethnic) nationalism,
including militaristic-Kemalist, ultra-right, left-leaning and neoliberal nationalism, and so on.
Different manifestations of Turkish nationalism is elaborated well in the book Symbiotic
antagonisms: Competing nationalisms in Turkey (2011) edited by E. Fuat Keyman and Ayse
Kadioglu.

2 Some of these nationalists, until at least the 1970s, used the word “Kurd” (Kurt in Turkish)
and the language Kurdish (Kirtge in Turkish) as “kart-kurt’. “Kurt” was not an identity but
actually the sound the mountainous people in the East made when they walked on the snowy
hills of the eastern regions (referring to Kurdistan’s heavy snowfall in the winters). This is an
example of the absurdity and extremeness Turkish nationalism reached.
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instigated a strict policy of denial, assimilation and repression against minorities
as part of its Turkification process. Even before the Republic was founded,
Turkish nationalists were keen to realise two goals: “Turkification of public
space and fortification of centralization in administration” (Yegen 2007: 124).
Turkish nationalism, therefore, became a tool for political and national
integration in a rapid project of state and nation-building. Turkey is an excellent
example of how the state produces and reproduces an ethno-cultural national
identity over time which is based on the dominant group’s culture and
preferences, instigating disputes over such issues as “official language,
educational curriculum, national symbols, religious practise, or formal

representation in political institutions” (Bertrand 2004: 18).

During this period, Kurdish civil society groups were becoming more vocal and
better organised. Several different cultural and press associations were
established by Kurdish intellectuals and aristocracy (many descendants of large
landowners) with hundreds of members among Sunni and Alevi Kurds (Zurcher
2004: 170). However, this Kurdish nationalism was confined to a small circle of
intellectuals which only began to emerge at the end of the 19" century (Nezan
1993b: 26). To borrow Gramscian terminology, they did not manage to play the
role of “organic intellectuals” to create a popular liberation struggle (Buttigieg
1995). They were disconnected from local people and instead expected
liberation to result from the intervention of European powers. Still, after the
establishment of the Turkish Republic, pro-Kurdish activities began to seriously
worry the Turkish Government (Mango 2000: 7). In 1924, the same year as the
Caliphate was abolished, Turkey issued a decree banning all Kurdish
education, associations, publications and Islamic fraternities?* (Nezan 1993a:
51).

The abolition of the Caliphate and the fierce construction of a distinctly Turkish
nation at the expense of the Kurdish identity caused a major rift between

Turkish and Kurdish leaders. Ultimately, dozens of Kurdish peasant uprisings

2 Note that the fraternities (tarikat) had previously been instrumental in leading Kurdish
rebellions.
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and rebellions occurred in the 1920s and 1930s in both Turkey and Iraq, with
some leaders seeking autonomy and others independence. All of these
rebellions were brutally crushed (Gunter 2011: 12-13; Yegen 2016: 367).
Foreign powers were accused of being behind some of the rebellions; indeed,
absurd conspiracy theories concerning foreign nations seeking to divide or
weaken Turkey still exist today.?® In quelling the uprisings, the Turkish
government became responsible for “massacres, executions, deportations,
incarcerations, destruction of villages and the imposition of martial law”,26 thus
creating “a pattern that was to recur throughout the following decades” (Park
2012: 82). Tens of thousands of people were killed, women raped, villages
burnt to the ground, and many (including ordinary Kurds, landowners and tribal
chiefs) were forcibly exiled to the central and western parts of Turkey on
multiple occasions until at least the 1950s (Nezan 1993a: 53, 58; Zurcher 2004:
172; Ensaroglu 2013: 47).?” Kurdish peasants in particular suffered great
trauma and hardships. The memory of these experiences would linger on

among future Kurdish generations to come.

Turkish fears of Kurdish need for identity and recognition translated into the
State adopting a second pillar after secularism, namely unitarism (with the
military its guardian). According to Efegil, Kemalist homogenisation policy
required the elimination of ethnic elements and any demands to maintain local
cultures were perceived by the Government as threats to territorial integrity and
unity (2011: 29). The Turkish concept of the unitary state or the so-called
“indivisible unity” of the state became firmly entrenched among ordinary citizens
as well as within state bureaucracy. It has had a profound impact on
subsequent governments’ perception of diversity and Kurdish rights per se. Until
today, the idea that recognising Kurdish cultural and linguistic rights might lead
to separatism is taken as an almost unquestionable truth — but also constitutes

the key issue in the Kurdish conflict. Certainly, peace researchers are among

2 Turkey's paranoia about external powers targeting Turkey is commonly referred to as the
“Sévres Syndrome”, in reference to the Treaty of Sévres. A 2006 survey showed 72% of Turks
believed some states (not specific which) sought to divide Turkey (Guida 2008).

26 After the 1925 uprising, the Government promulgated the Law for Maintaining Order which
essentially introduced military rule.

27 1t is worth mentioning that during the revolts of the 1800s Kurds had been deported to
western and central parts of Anatolia, such as Konya, Ankara, Kirgehir and Yozgat.
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the first to recognise that conflict resolution is a tremendously difficult process
because any challenge to the majority group’s ethnocratic rule is interpreted as
a threat against the perceived identity, sovereignty, and boundaries of the state,

which is definitely the case in Turkey.

At the same time, the rebellions left a permanent mark in the memory of the
Turkish state towards Kurds in general (Yavuz and Ozcan 2006: 105),
intensifying the assimilation efforts and suppression of Kurdish culture over the
years. From the 1930s onwards, any socio-cultural, linguistic and political
expressions of Kurdish identity were banned and almost became equivalent to
treason; these measures also had a detrimental effect on Kurdish economy,
language and identity (Ciment 1996; Manafy 2005; Gunter 2011).28 The official
policy was to deny the existence of any Kurdish element within Turkey’s borders
(Ciment 1996; Yegen 1996). Kurdish birth names were forbidden and even
cities and villages received new Turkish or Turkified place names. Kurdish
identity and culture became excluded from the public-political realm (particularly
in media) to the extent that it was defined as “Kurdish”; however, this did not
apply when it was portrayed as an extension of Turkish culture. Kurds were
included if they assimilated into “Turkish identity” such as speaking only Turkish
(at least in public) and avoiding mentioning their Kurdish heritage which was
taboo (Somer 2004: 248). In this way, many Kurds even reached top

governmental positions.

The oppression of Kurdish identity was not ethnic-based group differentiation
and discrimination, but was on the basis of trying to turn Kurds into Turks
(Yegen 2007). In the past and today, on a collective level, Kurds are oppressed
and discriminated, but on an individual level they are encouraged to assimilate
into the Turkish mainstream (Esman 2004: 208). Oppression is defined by
Deutsch (2014) as the experience of repeated, widespread, systemic injustice
and is not necessarily extreme or violent. Today, there are many Kurds that no

longer speak Kurdish but have adopted Turkish in their homes. The State aided

28 Laws against writing in the Kurdish Kurmanji and Zazaki languages endangered their future
survival, inhibiting their development and linguistic adaptation to the modern world.
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this by, for example, establishing regional boarding schools for Kurdish children
(Kilic 1998: 97). Many Kurds gradually assimilated and began internalising the
oppression, not just denying their Kurdish identity and pretending to be Turks,

but shunning “Kurdishness” as backward, irrelevant and tribal.

In the following decades, the suppression of Kurds and their culture continued
not only in Turkey, but also in neighbouring countries (McDowall 1992; Kirisci
and Winrow 1997; Barkey and Fuller 1998; Kilic 1998; Ergil 2000; Yegen 2007,
Guvenc-Salgirli 2010). Turkey was not alone in fearing Kurdish nationalism as a
threat to their territorial integrity; for a long period, Iran, Iraqg and Syria
suppressed Kurdish aspirations and cooperated in suppressing Kurdish
movements. Cross-border ethnic kinship linkages have undoubtedly further
added complexity to the Kurdish question. The “regional security complex” that
exists between these states meant they also played the Kurdish card against
each other. The consequences of their Kurdish politics have been cross-border
spillover, deeper levels of hostility and violence, increased group frustration and

a highly elevated Kurdish ethno-nationalism.

The following section describes how the Kurds reignited their armed struggle via
the PKK after 46 years. In the 1980s, the “Kurdish question”?® emerged more
strongly as a question of identity politics (Keyman 2012). The key difference this

time was an ethnic claim for recognition and independence.

2.4.  Therise of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)

The 1940s, 1950s and 1960s were relatively quiet in terms of pro-Kurdish
activities and mobilisation in Turkey (Yegen 2016: 367-368). The brutal force in
which the Turkish army silenced Kurdish uprisings in the 1920s and 1930s still
echoed in the memory of many, creating an atmosphere of fear and
victimisation. However, dissent and activism were not completely absent. In the

1950s, a few apolitical grassroots groups tried to raise awareness of

2 |In academia the “Kurdish question” refers to the ongoing political tensions that originate from
the issue of the status, recognition and rights of the Kurds (Saragoglu 2014).
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underdevelopment in the “East™® but these were accused of disguised
separatism and therefore shut down. In the 1960s and 1970s, Kurdish students
and educated professionals were at the forefront of Kurdish resistance through
participation in the broader Turkish left (Yegen 2007: 132-133; Yegen 2016:
369). Concurrently, however, Turkish ultra-right nationalism was on the rise and
mobilising as a political movement, regularly clashing with both Turkish and

Kurdish left-wing protestors on the streets.

A military coup d’état occurred in 1960 and around 500 Kurdish politicians,
notables and intellectuals were arrested and some 55 Kurdish tribes forcibly
displaced to western Turkey (Ciment 1996: 48; Kilic 1998: 97; Aydin 2005: 238;
Gunes 2013: 251; Yegen 2016: 368). Kurdish nationalism grew stronger during
this time but was largely limited to the middle class (Aydin 2005: 238). Events in
neighbouring Iraq also contributed to this. Across the border, the Kurds were
still actively fighting the Iragi government, despite successive defeats. In 1960,
a major Kurdish uprising commenced in Irag under the leadership of Molla
Mustafa Barzani. Fearing a spillover effect, Turkish General Giirsel issued a

strong warning against Kurds in Turkey:

“If the mountain Turks3! do not keep quiet, the army will not hesitate to bomb their
towns and villages into the ground. There will be such a bloodbath that they and their
country will be washed away.” (Ciment 1996: 48)

Nevertheless, the Iraqi Kurdish uprising had proved to both the Turkish State

and Turkish Kurds that the days of armed struggle were not over.

In 1971, Turkey’s second military coup occurred and the military leadership
once again came down hard on Kurdish and Turkish leftist activists as well as

Kurdish nationalists, with 75% of Kurdish detainees accused of belonging to

30 Eastern” or “Southeastern” as in eastern/southeastern Turkey is today largely inhabited by
Kurdish people. Using the term “Eastern” reflected the Turks’ discomfort or Kurdish fear of using
terms such as “Kurd”, “Kurdish”, or “Kurdistan”. Using the term “Kurds” would mean that such a
distinct people actually existed.

3! The Turkish State would in the past absurdly denote the Kurds as “mountain Turks”; a
reference to their mountainous land as well as an indication of the denial of Kurdish identity.
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Kurdish political parties coming from the countryside and likely not middle class
(Ciment 1996: 49). Simultaneously, both Kurdish nationalism and leftist ideas
were becoming more visible in public life. In 1980, a third military intervention
occurred in Turkey which was much more violent and vicious than previous
coups. It included indiscriminate and systematic torture and widespread human
rights’ violations, extrajudicial killings, with over 33 000 Kurds arrested and over
100 Kurdish nationalists sentenced to death (Ciment 1996: 50; Gunes 2013:
249). Coup leaders regarded Kurds as a “divisive and destructive force” (Yavuz
1998: 14). The military leadership introduced a new constitution in 1983 that
targeted the Kurdish language. The use of any language that was not an official
language of any state in expressing, disseminating and publishing opinion was
forbidden (including in the home), which essentially meant Kurdish
(Kreyenbroek 1992: 75; Kilic 1998: 99; Yavuz 1998: 14). Yegen articulates why

“Kurdishness” represented everything the Turkish state tried to leave behind:

“In Turkish state discourse, the Kurdish question was identified with 'the past' (of which
the Caliphate and the Sultanate were the representations) in opposition to 'the present'
(for example, the Republican regime); with ‘tradition’ (autonomous political structures,
for instance) in opposition to 'modern' (centralist republican politics); and with 'the
political and economic resistance of the 'periphery' (smuggling and resistance to
taxation and military recruitment)' in opposition to ‘'national integration' (an integrated

national market economy).” (1996: 226)

In short, Kurdishness was the past and in the future Kurds would be Turks.
Otherwise, the prevailing understanding was that if Turkey “relented even
slightly in its anti-Kurdish stance, the situation would escalate into the eventual
break-up of Turkey itself, as happened to its predecessor the Ottoman Empire”
(Gunter 2000: 853).

In a democratic society, basic needs would be fulfilled through, for example,
constitutional recognition, political inclusion, an open society, institutional
assurances, and separation of powers. Conflict is much less likely to erupt in a
democratic state that offers formal or informal channels for grievances to be

peacefully heard and settled than in a state that suppresses or ignores them
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(Bertrand 2004; Babbitt 2009; Justino et al. 2013). Yet, the 1980 coup
destroyed any prospects for a peaceful and legal way for Kurds to resist, and
contributed to the rise of more radical Kurdish elements (Romano 2006).
Attempts to voice grievances had become extremely dangerous and life-

threatening.

In reaction to the State’s oppression and assimilation policies, the Kurdistan
Workers' Party (PKK)3? was formed in 1978 by both Turkish® and Kurdish
Marxist-Leninists in Turkey with the armed struggle commencing in August
1984. After a 46-year pause, Kurds took up arms against the State once again.
If a state fails to meet a particular community’s needs and attempts to impose
its own values and identity, there is a strong risk that tensions will rise and
serious conflict will erupt, unless there are legitimate, political channels to voice
those grievances (Azar 1990; Fisher 1997; Jeong 2000; Crocker et al. 2005;
Justino et al. 2013; Gutaj and Al 2017). A resort to violence was seen by the
PKK as a legitimate reaction against what they perceived to be oppression,
discrimination, colonisation, domination, exclusion, and economic exploitation of
Kurdish people, labour and land. Hence, when non-dominant groups are denied
the same opportunities as the dominant group, i.e. their needs are “frustrated
and suppressed”, aggression is easily provoked if there is a sense of injustice
although the level of aggression may vary (Burton 1990; Fisher 1990; Kelman
1990; Burton 1998). Nonetheless, secessionist claims inevitably mean resorting
to political armed struggle because the road to outright independence is

normally via military victory.

Certainly, in addition to the political dimension, the economic aspect to the
Kurdish conflict cannot be overlooked. Elaborate studies have found that socio-

political and socio-economic exclusion of minorities®* increases the likelihood of

32 The PKK is the Kurdish acronym for Partlya Karkerén Kurdistan, which translates into
Kurdistan Workers’ Party.

3 To this day, the top leadership of the PKK consists of Turks, notable among them are the
“hawks” Duran Kalkan and Mustafa Karasu.

34 Jennifer Jackson Preece examines various definitions of the term “minority” and ends up
defining a minority as: “a group numerically inferior to the rest of the population of a state, in a
non-dominant position, well defined and historically established on the territory of that state,
whose members - being nationals of the state - possess ethnic, religious, linguistic, or cultural
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rebellion and civil war (Gurr 1993; Regan and Norton 2005; Stewart 2013) as
well as its duration (Aydin 2005). The largely Kurdish east is a poor region that
is to this day significantly underdeveloped compared to non-Kurdish regions of
Turkey (Kilic 1998; Somer 2004; Bilgel and Karahasan 2017). The region is
plagued by weak infrastructure, a lack of manufacturing, and limited
investments. As Yalcin Mousseau puts it: “Economic insecurity and inequality
along ethnic lines may increase the likelihood of politicization of ethnicity and
mobilization of ethnic groups, especially when economic disadvantages spread
out disproportionately among territorially concentrated ethnic populations”
(2012a: 49). Therefore, when subordinate groups begin to reflect upon the
injustice in their marginalisation and disempowerment, they may mobilise
collectively to “break the silence of subordination” (Wimmer 2002: 4, 10). In
Vayrynen’s words, “violence may send unilaterally a message of the actor’'s
grievances or its effort to break out of isolation. The destruction of life and
property is intended to force social changes that have not been achieved by
nonviolent methods” (1991: 2).

The PKK’s fundamental aim was to challenge the State’s conceptualisation of
Kurds as Turks or Turks-to-be (Yegen 2007). It has been argued that many civil
or ethnic wars are rooted in the repression of the need for autonomy,
recognition and identity in order to gain group rights and reduce group fears
(Jeong 2000; Bertrand 2004). The movement framed a national liberation
discourse which elevated ethnic consciousness®® and characterised the Kurds
as a colonised people and Kurdistan as a colony (Gunes 2013; Yegen 2016).
For the PKK, leading a revolutionary armed struggle was the only path to an
independent socialist Kurdistan where justice and equality would be found. To

those resisting, violence becomes a way of acquiring, maintaining and

characteristics differing from those of the rest of the population and show, if only implicitly, a
sense of solidarity, directed towards preserving their culture, traditions, religion or language”
(1998: 28).

%5 Ethnic consciousness takes form when “emotive properties of ethnicity and the cognitive
frames it provides lend themselves to the historicization of the collective self” (Young 2003: 14).
Once “sufficient” ethnic consciousness exists it is easier to build a larger oppositional
organisation. Organisation here refers to the systematic recruitment, selection, and training of
members, resulting in functional roles and hierarchical structures (Waldmann 2004: 101).
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challenging power, being an instrument of both repression and empowerment.
Violence is secondary in that the political objectives are primary (Vayrynen
1991).

Initially, clashes with security forces occurred mostly in rural areas, particularly
in the provinces of Sirnex (Sirnak), Colemerg (Hakkari) and Siirt (a mountainous
area referred to as Botan by Kurds). PKK guerrillas went so far as reaching the
Black Sea region, Hatay and Antakya. In fighting the PKK, the State introduced
the extremely controversial village guard system in 1985.36 Local Kurdish
farmers were armed, often forcibly, as a paramilitary force against PKK fighters.
Refusal often meant forced displacement from the village with little chance of
returning (Morvaridi 2004: 731). The village guard system has been severely
criticised by Kurds and international human rights groups for sowing deep

divisions within Kurdish society because the system became:

“...entangled with the centuries-old tribal conflict and became a source of instability,
terror and corruption in the region. Favouritism and patronage became decisive on the
distribution of village guard positions. The village guards were involved in kidnapping,
torture and tribe based revenge-killings. The PKK started attacking those villages
which agreed to join the village guard system. People’s hesitation to join the system on
the other hand, was seen as a sign of their support of the PKK by the government
forces, which put the Kurdish people in the region between two fires.”

(Kilig 1998: 102)

In its early years, the PKK did not only target security forces and village guards
but also killed or kidnapped civilians. Among them were Kurdish aghas (wealthy
local landowners) for their cooperation with the State and exploitation of Kurdish
labour through feudal relations. At the time, approximately 8% of Kurdish
families owned over half of the land in the east and southeast region (Findley
2010: 367). A majority of Kurds were illiterate, had limited access to economic
resources, and lacked the skills to pursue economic ventures of their own

(ibid.). The aghas are still large commercial landowners with close ties to the

% As of time of writing there still exists between 60 000 — 70 000 village guards in Turkish
Kurdistan.
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central government (Morvaridi 2004). Economic poverty and unequal
distribution of wealth in both rural and urban Kurdish areas have fuelled the
conflict by providing the Kurdish national movement with rhetorical ammunition

as well as ample recruitment from poor populations of society.

The PKK was also responsible for the killing of certain civil servants like
teachers whom they saw as collaborating with the State in upholding systemic
inequality and suppression of Kurdish identity through indoctrination in schools.
The murders, kidnappings and extortions was heavily utilised by the State in
depicting the organisation as a terrorist group and the Kurdish question as a
terror problem (Ensaroglu 2013). Despite their past gruesome methods and use
of terrorism, many Kurdish farmers still support the PKK because of how they
targeted feudal landlords, gave voice to the inequalities that Kurds faced,
revived national consciousness, and put pressure on the regime (Galletti 1999;
Tezciur 2014; Saeed 2017). To many Kurds, the guerrillas became a source of

pride and fighters of a noble cause.

Furthermore, most of the southeast region was under Regional State of
Emergency Governance (olagantistii hal or simply OHAL) since 1980; as such,
the region was not governed by the constitutional court but was subject to a
stricter legal and administrative rule. It extended the civilian governor’s powers
to forcibly move villagers or ban printing press, associations, clubs, etc.,
deemed a threat against the indivisible unity and sovereignty of the state. It was
under the oppressive conditions of OHAL that new social movements
campaigned in defence of “place” - the loss of land, homes and identity through
enforced displacement. At the same time, OHAL in effect allowed security
forces to act with impunity, resulting in gross human rights’ violations (Kilig
1998; Aydin 2005; Kayhan Pusane 2015). Unable to differentiate insurgents
from civilians, security forces treated many Kurds as potential terrorists, further
fuelling Kurdish grievances and increasing support for the PKK. The fighting
reached its peak in the late 1980s and early 1990s when the Turkish military
and the PKK wrestled for control of several small towns and villages in the
southeast. In the early 1990s, 200,000 Turkish troops were stationed in Turkish

Kurdistan. During the 1990s, much of Turkish Kurdistan was under emergency
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rule. Journalistic accounts of the region at the time reported that the Kurdish
provinces were “barely under civilian control” (Ciment 1996: 18). At the time, the
civilian government did not dare to challenge military leaders who had their
target set on the annihilation of the PKK. Under heavy military pressure, former
President Turgut Ozal accepted the controversial Anti-Terror Law which was
passed in parliament in 1991. The law essentially gave the Turkish army the
power to act with impunity and do “whatever necessary” in fighting Kurdish
insurgents. Ironically, this was also the year when Ozal led efforts to remove a
legal ban on spoken Kurdish (Ozbudun 2007: 183)3’ and when then Prime
Minister Suleyman Demirel made a statement about the need to recognise the
“Kurdish reality” (Barkey and Fuller 1997: 67; Ergil 2000: 130)

In fact, President Ozal wanted to resolve the Kurdish issue politically upon
realising that military measures were insufficient for ending the conflict (Efegil
2011: 30). It was under his rule that Turkey for the first time recognised its
Kurdish question.®® In 1993 a major change in Turkey’s position began when
Ozal appeared willing to negotiate with the PKK, suggesting political measures
and a general amnesty for PKK guerrillas (ibid.). In a show of goodwill, the PKK
announced a unilateral ceasefire but unfortunately a month after the ceasefire
was declared Ozal suddenly (and suspiciously to some)3 died from a heart
attack in April 1993. The military denounced the ceasefire and the two sides
were once again engulfed in violent clashes with PKK camps in Iragi Kurdistan

being bombarded.

During these intense years of fighting, over 3000 Kurdish villages were forcibly
emptied or burnt down by state security forces, causing between 400,000 and a
million forcibly displaced people. Additionally, approximately 3 million people left

their homes to travel to western cities or larger Kurdish cities because of fear of

37 The law was introduced by the 1980 military coup junta and did not specifically mention
“Kurdish” but it widely accepted that it was intended as a ban against Kurdish specifically. The
same regime introduced the 10 % parliamentary threshold, also widely believed to prevent pro-
Kurdish parties from entering parliament.

38 Prior to this in 1989, Ozal had announced his partial Kurdish ancestry which some considered
being a significant step towards the recognition of a Kurdish identity (Kirisci and Winrow 1997:
113).

% The belief that Ozal was assassinated through poison by those who did not wish to see peace
is still widespread among both Turks and Kurds.
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violence (Galletti 1999; Claridge and Vine 2006; Van Etten et al. 2008; Kayhan
Pusane 2015). By 1994, 750 000 deportees were homeless (Findley 2010:
366). Today, the villagers are either not allowed to return to their villages or
cannot due to landmines, harassment from soldiers, lack of socio-economic
opportunities and/or other difficulties such as landgrabbing by aghas. The
purposeful destruction of people’s homes has been interpreted by some as a

deliberate strategy to depopulate Kurdish areas. In 1999, Galletti wrote:

"The target is to destroy the traditional Kurdish economy based on agriculture and
cattle-breeding so as to facilitate evacuation of the region. The army pursues a
systematic policy of threatening villagers to eliminate the efforts of Kurdish nationalists.
Arbitrary arrests, torture and retaliation against relatives of suspected nationalists are

daily occurrences.” (1999: 127)

The army’s counterinsurgency campaign also included burning down forests,
harvesting fields and other resources that supported locals as well as the PKK,
causing large-scale environmental destruction and ecological imbalances
(Morvaridi 2004; Van Etten et al. 2008). Although the region’s economy had
been suffering from “widespread poverty and deprivation” due to such reasons
as “discriminatory economic policies adopted since the founding of the
Republic’, it had considerably worsened due to the conflict with the PKK and
the resulting forced migration (TESEV 2008). The PKK’s suicide attacks that
targeted military and police personnel rose and when fighting village guards,
civilians fell victims to PKK violence too (Gunter 2000: 855; Ozcan 2005: 399-
400).

Despite spending between 150-400 billion US dollars in counterinsurgency
efforts, Turkey could not eliminate PKK presence in the region (Ensaroglu
2013). The PKK was also not successful in controlling Kurdish areas or
achieving independence. Yet, throughout 1990s the PKK declared several
unilateral ceasefires, but the Turkish military remained adamant about a military
solution and ignored these unilateral ceasefires (Findley 2011: 367). No
concrete, nonviolent policies on tackling the Kurdish conflict were presented by

subsequent Governments either (until the AKP arrived in 2002). The situation
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was worsened by increasing populist and nationalist speeches by political
officials and media outlets, creating a real fear among the Turkish public that
territorial separation was imminent (Barkey and Fuller 1997: 67; Kirisci and
Winrow 1997: 113, 133, 138-139, 144; Ergil 2000: 130, 132; Gunter 2011: 83).
At the same time, forced migration, demographic shifts and rapid urbanisation
became the key socioeconomic factors contributing to Kurdish insecurity. As a
consequence of war, Kurds migrating to the larger Turkish cities in the west
mostly ended up in squatter settlements, with crime and poverty being rife. Itis
therefore of little surprise that a majority of the PKK’s support base consists of

poor and unemployed young Kurdish men.

Finally, it is worth noting that the Kurdish conflict is not an intercommunal
conflict but one between “a weak community attempting to mobilize and the
state” and therefore not between “two mobilized and competing communities”
(Barkey and Fuller 1998: 180). As such, it cannot be classified as an ethnic
conflict because it is not the conflict that is ethnic but at least one of the parties
is (Cordell and Wolff 2010). It is a political conflict rooted in state-society
relations, or in structural inequality where the Kurds, a large minority, are in an
antagonistic relationship with the Turkish nation-state. The Turks generally
perceive the conflict as one of terrorism and separatism — not animosity or
hatred towards Kurds as a group, even though they remain unaware of their
implicit role in the oppression of Kurds. The Kurds, on the other hand, view the
conflict as a matter of rights and status — not because of hatred towards Turks.
Both sides always re-state that the violence is not aimed at a particular group
because of their ethnicity but based on their specific political or institutional role
in undermining the other. The Kurdish conflict has until now been spared from
strong intercommunal violence, even though racism and xenophobia against

Kurds exists, particularly in the major Turkish cities (Saragoglu 2014).

2.5. Conclusions

This chapter has described a century’s history about the changes in Turkish-
Kurdish relations from the end of the 19" century until the 1990s. Although
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Kurdish leaders enjoyed relative autonomy during Ottoman times, their
privileges were stripped as the Empire was crumbling; they were finally left with
barely any rights following the creation of the Turkish Republic. In the new
republic, Kurds experienced political and economic exclusion, with severe
restrictions imposed on their civic rights and liberties. Their resistances were
brutally crushed, and they have been consistently traumatised by war, ethnic
cleansing, poverty, dislocation and displacement since the early 20" century.
The experiences of Kurds in the new republic have been a mixture of denial,
assimilation, oppression, displacement and persecution at the hands of the
authorities often referred to as the centrist Kemalist-nationalist establishment.
Kurds were deprived of freely expressing their culture, language and traditions.
They were subjected to discriminatory political, cultural and economic policies
while their very existence was denied. As such, there existed a tremendous
power imbalance between the official Turkish centralised State and the

marginalised Kurdish poor in the periphery.

With almost no space for nonviolent resistance, as well as a new quest for
secession, the Kurds took up arms once again against Turkey in 1984 under
the name of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). A Marxist-Leninist-Maoist
movement, the PKK aimed to liberate “colonised” Kurdistan from the grips of
Turkish exploiters. However, the conflict has taken its toll on Kurdish people in
both a humanitarian and economic sense, as gross human rights’ violations and
environmental damage were done by security forces with the already poor
southeast experiencing further economic decline. Poverty and inequality have
exacerbated in the Kurdish regions since the 1980s with the adoption of
austerity measures and a neoliberal economic policy. Turkish people also
suffered consequences in terms of soldier and police deaths and living in fear of

separatism and potential terrorist attacks by the PKK.

Despite this, many Kurds perceive the PKK’s struggle to have empowered them
in various ways; bringing a sense of dignity and consciousness to a people who
were deprived of it for so long, as well as putting the Kurdish question on the
domestic and global agenda. Simultaneously, since the early 1990s, Kurds

have resisted through forming legal political parties in Turkey, with mixed
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success. There was an attempt at conflict resolution under the late President
Ozal's government, but his untimely death put an end to this initiative. Strong
nationalist and military narratives continued to dominate Turkish politics, making

prospects for peace extremely difficult.

To summarise the incompatibility between the conflict parties: Kurds want to
exercise their full civil rights through constitutional guarantees and some form of
autonomy in the east. Turkey is afraid that such measures would eventually
lead to Kurdish secessionism and therefore the very idea of recognising the
Kurdish identity poses a threat to the long-standing Kemalist idea of the “unitary

state”.
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3. Personal and group transformation: Abdullah Ocalan
and the PKK’s transition from revolutionary

nationalism to democratic autonomy (1993-2005)

3.1. Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the personal and group transformation
of PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan and the PKK itself, set against the PKK'’s
background in Chapter 2. The reader will recall that personal and group
transformation refers to a highly unusual situation where individual leaders or
the political actor as a whole have a change of heart about continuing using
violence as a means to an end. This causes changes in their goals, strategies,
plans, and attitudes. Scholars of rebel transformation have written that an
internal recognition within the rebel group of the priority of peaceful resistance is
a prerequisite for conflict resolution (Dudouet 2013; Dudouet et al. 2016;
Soderberg Kovacs and Hatz 2016; Sindre 2018). However, the question of what
explains ideological moderation on secessionist claims remains an
underexplored area with the exception of a few (Massetti and Schakel 2016;
Sindre 2018). This chapter aims to contribute to existing literature by examining
the conditions under which the PKK underwent a personal and group
transformation in the 1990s and early 2000s. One of the most difficult and
uncommon types of transformations, a shift in ideology like the PKK’s can be
spurred by near defeat, loss of foreign support, or considerable weakening in
other ways. In these cases, external actors might try to reach out to leaders and
groups in order to generate a push for change, though this is not what
happened in the case of the PKK, which decided to change its ideology and

structure without external pressure.

Academic texts that document the PKK'’s shift in political ideology are growing
and existing ones contain excellent analyses of the trajectory of their changing
political framework and primary means of struggle (Akkaya and Jongerden
2011; Ocalan 201l1a; Akkaya and Jongerden 2012; Casier and Jongerden
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2012; Gunes 2012a; Ocalan 2012; Jongerden and Akkaya 2013; 2013; Bar-On
2015; Yegen 2016; Saeed 2017). Yet most of these authors only discuss the
actual transformation, and do not sufficiently discuss the causes of the
transformation. Here, | argue that the PKK’s later ideological-political and
organisational transformation was caused by two events that sent shockwaves
throughout the movement: i) the collapse of the Soviet Union, and ii) the
sudden, unexpected arrest of long-standing PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan in
1999. These events not only shocked the movement and the Kurdish people,
but also led to a profound internal debate. This intra-party deliberation
culminated in a decision to adapt to shifting global and internal circumstances
by abandoning separatist claims. Instead, the PKK shifted the primary means of
struggle to nonviolent, social activism and advocating for autonomy within the
current borders of Turkey. The chapter concludes by arguing that Ocalan’s
promise to work for a political dialogue coupled with the movement’s clear
transition from a secessionist-nationalist discourse to a democratic autonomy
framework significantly contributed to the emergence of a more conducive

setting for potential dialogue with the Turkish government.

This chapter is divided into three core sections. Section 3.2. explains the two
key events that led to the movement’s strategic transformation. Section 3.3.
discusses the internal debate and disagreements that resulted from the
shocking events in the preceding section along with Ocalan’s call for
rejuvenation. Section 3.4. deepens the analysis by explaining what Ocalan’s
new political framework entailed and how the PKK came to give precedence to
nonviolent resistance and social activism. Finally, section 3.5. discusses the
legal, pro-Kurdish political party in Turkey and how they adopted Ocalan’s new

political theory.

3.1. The fall of the Soviet Union and the arrest of Ocalan

The Cold War is often portrayed as an ideological struggle between the liberal,
capitalist West, led by the United States and its allies, and the revolutionary,
communist East, led by the vast Soviet Union. The Cold War defined
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international and domestic politics as a struggle between radical and status quo
forces, which meant that the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 “struck a huge
blow to the very idea of a social revolution” (Snyder 2013: 276). The
disintegration of the Soviet Union brought about a crisis in Marxist-Leninist
political ideology—and in particular state socialism—among leftist/‘communist
transnational, separatist, and/or insurgent movements worldwide. Many of these
groups lost the motivation to carry out a socialist revolution or create a socialist
nation-state. Feeling the impact of a rapidly shifting global context and power
balances, PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan was not exempt from the prevailing
ideological confusion (Saeed 2017). According to Saeed, Ocalan recognised
that for the movement to stay alive “he must develop another discourse, but he

was not sure how and what discourse must be developed” (2017: 63).

Ocalan’s shift in beliefs and attitude started to manifest in his increasingly
critical opinion of state socialism or real socialism. He maintained that the
Kurdish struggle went beyond the parameters of the “classic and undemocratic
dictatorial proletariat notion of socialism” (Ozcan 2005: 399; Yegen 2016: 375-
376; Saeed 2017: 53-54). He criticised Marxism, arriving at the conclusion that
“‘Marxism was authoritarian and dogmatic and unable to creatively approach
current problems” (Biehl 2012).4° By 1995, during an extraordinary congress,
the PKK removed the hammer and the sickle from the party flag. It was a
symbolic statement to the outside world that the PKK was not a relic of the past.
Instead, the PKK stood ready to transcend to the contemporary era and its new
challenges. Ocalan came to believe that Marxism had failed to adapt/respond to
the modern world; a world with different social and economic problems from the
time of the industrial revolution. Whilst moving away from state socialism,
Ocalan did not reject the socialist constellation. Instead, according to one of the
PKK executive commanders Cemil Bayik, Ocalan sought to “reinvent” socialism
by attempting to understand its place in modern-day Middle Eastern society
(Bayik 2011). Traditional Marxism did not respond to the political conditions of
the Middle East and had failed to meet Kurdish needs (Gunes 2012a: 125).

40 However, Marxist analogies and dialectics are still visible in Ocalan’s writings. See for
example his historical analysis in Prison Writings | (2006).

75



Little had improved in the Kurds political, socio-cultural, and socio-economic
development since the beginning of the PKK’s armed struggle. The Kurds
remained marginalised, poor, unemployed, largely uneducated and many still
illiterate. Then, the question was of course, what ideological framework would
suit the needs of the Kurdish people and the rest of the Middle East? Ocalan

would not have the answer to this question until after his arrest in 1999.

Moreover, Ocalan’s change in attitude and perspective after the fall of the
Soviet Union was also influenced by a substantial decline in ideological and
financial support to left-wing self-determination movements that had engulfed
much of the periphery and semi-periphery in the Cold War era. The end of the
Cold War significantly transformed the international context in which many
conflicts around the globe were embedded in and it even ended many of them
later on. This was primarily because of the lack of will or resources of external
forces to support the local combatants (Ramsbotham et al. 2016: 208). The lack
of support from major powers to the PKK insurgency has been said to have left
the movement in a “dead end” as international support from big players was
considered vital for statehood (Gutaj and Al 2017). The incredible difficulty in
defeating the Turkish army and establishing a Kurdish state became more and
more evident to the Kurdish leader (Ocalan 2011b). According to Gutaj and Al
(2017), Ocalan at the time recognised this harsh reality when he stated that a
potential Kurdish state would not be internationally recognised due to global
powers’, including Russia’s, national interests in the Middle East.*! Turkey is
situated in a geostrategic area that is central to oil and gas pipeline projects
connecting the Caucasus to the Mediterranean and the Black Sea (Gunter
2000; Gutaj and Al 2017). In an emerging neoliberal era, national liberation
movements were pushed to the margins. The massive change in the
international environment after the end of the Cold War therefore forced many
rebel movements to “change their ways, hastening the end of their wars”
(Kriesberg and Dayton 2012: 193). Changes in context can lead to changes in

goals among conflict parties or the formation of new goals that adapt to the new

4 For example, the USA, a NATO ally, uses Turkish air bases to launch airstrikes against
‘enemies” in the Middle East.
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environment. This can therefore be crucial to shifting perceptions of
incompatibility (Miall 2007; Ramsbotham et al. 2016), influencing a personal

and group transformation.

In the midst of a personal renaissance, Ocalan was abruptly forced to leave
Damascus, Syria in 1998, which had been his home since the 1980s. Turkey
had threatened Syria with outright war if they continued to house him. Not
interested in bartering with Turkey, Syrian President [Hafez or Bashar?] Al-
Assad arranged for Ocalan to be flown out of Syria. Ocalan began his odyssey
in Europe, going to countries such as Russia, Italy, and Greece. He applied for
political asylum in several European countries but in the end, they all rejected
him (with Italy strangely offering it after Ocalan’s arrest). Ocalan chose Europe
because he thought he would be in a better position to pressure Turkey into
talks. Yet, his attempts were futile as nobody was interested in upsetting the
Turkish government by offering him political asylum. Ocalan’s situation was
looking increasingly dire. It seemed there was hope when in February 1999,
Greek intelligence agents secretly flew Ocalan to Nairobi, Kenya where he was
transported to a house belonging to the Greek embassy. According to some,
Ocalan was to be offered political asylum by Nelson Mandela if he ever made it
to South African solil (Jaffer 2017; Miley 2017).

The PKK leader’s stay in Nairobi was only meant to be temporary. After a short
stay Greek intelligence officers drove him to the airport to transport him
elsewhere (destination uncertain, possibly South Africa or the Netherlands).
However, tipped off by US intelligence in addition to UK and Israeli intelligence
according to Ocalan himself (Ocalan 2012: 76-77; Unver 2015: 91), he was
instead kidnapped by Turkish agents waiting for him at the airport in Nairobi.
Quickly, he was flown in an unidentified, private jet to Turkey with Turkish
intelligence officers taking rather haughty photos with Ocalan in the plane, who
was blindfolded and appeared drugged. In Turkey, Ocalan faced trial and was
finally sentenced to life imprisonment for treason in what was largely
condemned as an unfair court process by many domestic and international

observers.
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Abdullah Ocalan’s abrupt, unexpected kidnapping and arrest sent major
shockwaves throughout the PKK, with worldwide protests, self-immolations, and
destruction of property by Kurds (including the diaspora) that both frightened
and impressed the international community. It was a detrimental blow to the
organisation which found itself in a severe state of shock and disarray (Marcus
2007). A senior PKK member said that:

“Everyone was in shock. Despite all the problems, this was Turkey’s gain and it was
not something to be happy about. It was like the world had been destroyed. Everyone
got upset.” (Marcus 2007: 280)

As a top-down communist organisation, the PKK had developed a personality
cult around Ocalan, to the extent that he was known as the “Party Leadership”
(in plural). Senior commanders relied extensively on his unchallenged,
charismatic, and authoritarian leadership. Though more importantly, through his
authoritarian leadership Ocalan had personified the entire Kurdish struggle, or
even the Kurdish people. As Aliza Marcus notes, “Ocalan in captivity became a
symbol of the Kurdish nation—oppressed, imprisoned, used and then discarded
by nations with other interests at heart” (2007: 280). His arrest and the
subsequent humiliation on the plane and in interrogation in front of Turkish flags
struck a nerve with millions of Kurds. Much of Turkey, though, rejoiced in

Ocalan’s “capture”.

After his arrest, the movement reached a breaking point: either it could
rejuvenate itself or face disintegration. Indeed, the situation was extremely
frightening for the PKK. Nevertheless, Ocalan’s arrest also became a wake-up
call that would mark the beginning of a new era of transition and transformation
for the PKK rebels (see next section). Whereas most of the power had been
placed in Ocalan’s hands before his arrest, now the organisation changed its
approach and style by sharing power among a top cligue of veteran PKK

commanders that included women.

The journey of personal transformation that Ocalan had begun before his arrest

was not over. Knowing that he would not be tried fairly, Ocalan sought to make
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the most of his trial by using it as a platform to vividly express various
suggestions on how to resolve the conflict and turn the PKK into a legal, political
organisation (Yegen 2016). As a show of his sincerity and commitment to a
negotiated solution, Ocalan called upon the PKK executives in the Qandil
Mountains of Iragi Kurdistan to withdraw the guerrillas inside Turkey into the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq, and thereafter declare a ceasefire. The PKK listened
and Ocalan demonstrated that despite his absence, he still had considerable
influence over the PKK. This was extremely important for Ocalan in order for
him to have some form of leverage in talks. It can also be argued that the PKK
protected the incarcerated Ocalan by demonstrating their unyielding loyalty to
him. In this way, the PKK also eagerly showed that Ocalan’s capture had not
scattered the organisation or defeated it and that little had changed in terms of
structure and attitude—Ocalan remained the absolute authority within the
movement. It was clear that Ocalan wholeheartedly hoped the government
would act upon this ceasefire as an opportunity for peace talks to commence,
even though the PKK was not as optimistic. They were still in shock, and, public
displays of loyalty aside, they were deeply uncertain what the implications of
Ocalan’s arrest would be for the organisation and for the Kurdish cause in

Turkey.

On the other hand, the PKK’s subsequent withdrawal and moderation in
demands were interpreted as signs of weakness and even defeat by Turkey
(Kayhan Pusane 2015). Not only had they withdrawn, but Ocalan also formally
dropped the separatist claims, which the PKK had already talked about in 1993
but had not done so “officially” or so outspokenly. Now the PKK essentially
conceded its secessionist claims, instead limiting its demands to broad political
and cultural rights and some form of autonomy within the existing borders of
Turkey (Gunter 2000; Yegen 2016). The decline of revolutionary nationalism
after the demise of the Soviet Union meant Irish nationalists came to realise that
achieving a united Ireland through violence was unlikely and they should
instead focus on improving the lives of those they sought to represent (Snyder
2013). Ocalan came to a similar conclusion. The PKK’s armed campaign had
come at a price to its support base as it meant frequent harassment by security

forces and the constant tension and fear of living in a conflict situation. The
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continued poverty, discrimination, arrestment, and political exclusion of Kurds
necessitated fresh thinking. As a consequence, Gunes writes, the PKK could
not uphold the dream of “Kurdish unity that it had successfully cultivated
throughout the late 1980s and the early 1990s.”

Thus, major controversial goals that a movement has previously pursued
become “devalued” as the means to achieve them are abandoned (Kriesberg
and Dayton 2012: 178). In this case, the PKK’s withdrawal and Ocalan’s
commitment to turn the PKK into a purely political, nonviolent organisation
evidenced the critical changes in goals and attitudes that followed the
movement’s weakening after Ocalan’s expulsion from Syria and subsequent
arrest. As others have noted, the weakening of long-standing leadership leads
to internal debate that can bring about moderation in demands (Dudouet 2015;
Sindre 2018). Thus, between 1999 and 2003 the PKK found itself in a period
which Akkaya and Jongerden refer to as “retreat and consolidation” (2011: 153).
Despite his incarceration, Ocalan amazingly maintained his position as the
leader of the PKK even though he was under Turkish scrutiny.#?> However, over
the years this role became largely symbolic rather than fully executive, even if
he still maintained considerable influence due to the unquestionable loyalty of a

large number of party members and guerrillas.

Although the movement was now considerably weakened, the struggle was not
over. The following section outlines the internal debate within the PKK that
followed and why they decided to revamp their goals, strategy, position, and
demands in the face of what were their greatest fears: disintegration and

disarray.

3.2. Internal debate and rejuvenation

42 Up until about 2005 Ocalan involved himself in many of the daily matters of the PKK, but after
that his leadership became more of a strategic and guiding one, particularly analysing global
and regional politics challenging the PKK.
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It has been noted that contextual factors are significant to rebel transitions
(Dudouet et al. 2016). The fall of the communist bloc and the arrest of Ocalan
had weakened the movement and generated much internal debate and dissent
about the movement’s ideological and strategic direction. After Ocalan called for
the roughly 2000-3000 guerrillas inside Turkey to withdraw into Iragi Kurdistan,
serious internal discussions and confusion arose because the withdrawal came
across as a defeat since it was right after Ocalan’s arrest. Yet, in the end, the
PKK leadership in the Qandil Mountains followed suit and withdrew their forces
even though there was considerable reluctance to do so (Marcus 2007: 286-
287; Unver 2015: 32).

Ocalan further tried to spur a nonviolent solution process by calling on the PKK
to declare a unilateral ceasefire, which they did. It was different from previous
ceasefires in that this one, Gunes writes, was intended to be permanent,
exemplified by the withdrawal of forces to Iragi Kurdistan (2012a: 135). It should
be noted that Ocalan never instructed the PKK to lay down their arms. Stepping
up peace efforts, Ocalan requested that the PKK send two “peace groups” of
PKK militants to Turkey as a gesture of goodwill (Akkaya and Jongerden 2011;
Gunes 2012a). Ocalan believed that the PKK’s struggle had inflamed nationalist
sentiment among the Turkish public. This created exasperating barriers for any
politician to even attempt to address the conflict politically because of the risk of
being seen as “soft” on terrorism. The PKK had to drop separatist claims and
change itself if any negotiated solution was to become possible and Turkish
mentalities were to change. Ocalan felt he knew what to do and what his calling
was as he began to advocate for a “democratic republic’ where Turks and
Kurds would be living peacefully together as they had done in the past. Ocalan
was trying to change the PKK’s discourse from a focus on the independence of
Kurdistan to the democratisation of Turkey, which would have great implications
for the PKK’s transformation as a group (see next section). Indeed, the creation
of a shared vision for the future has been emphasised as crucial to conflict

resolution (White 2013), a point Ocalan underscored many times.

However, the situation did not evolve as Ocalan had hoped. The Turkish

government and military ignored the peace overtures by ambushing and Killing
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hundreds of withdrawing guerrillas. Members of two peace groups, which
included senior PKK members, were all jailed (Marcus 2007). Now the
weakening of the PKK was made worse and Ocalan’s calls for an internal
change and peace with Turkey was looking increasingly desperate. His trial
statements, behaviour, and attitude were agitating many within the PKK, who
thought he had not defended the Kurdish struggle enough, but few voiced their
disappointment out loud. Some within the movement interpreted Ocalan’s
peace gestures, rejection of separatism, and lenient statements during his trial
as humiliating and cowardly (Marcus 2007). Critics say Ocalan was simply
trying to save his own skin (ibid.). In protest, some senior commanders and
other guerrillas left the movement in 1999 and this continued for a few years
afterwards until the PKK ended the ceasefire in 2004. Ocalan’s language during
his trials was non-antagonising and focused on emphasising friendship rather
than enmity. He chose to do so strategically. There is always a risk that such
language and peace overtures will be interpreted as betrayal by members of

one’s group or constituency.

Despite some of the disappointment and objections to Ocalan’s methods, he
nonetheless remained steadfast in his beliefs that difficult choices would have to
be made. The conditions noted in the previous section, especially the
weakening of left-wing separatist movements around the world, led Ocalan to
continue his search for an ideological rejuvenation. This was more relevant
than ever in order to get the PKK back on its feet after the hard blow of his
arrest. Ironically, it was only after his imprisonment that Ocalan finally found the
time to reassess the PKK on the basis of its status, purpose, achievements,
and past failures. Whilst in solitary confinement as the sole prisoner on Imrali
Island in the Marmara Sea, Ocalan kept himself occupied with extensive
reading as part of his mission to reassess the traditional objectives of the PKK.
He immersed himself in post-Marxist and poststructuralist literature, which
included Gramsci, Wallerstein, Foucault and the lesser known eco-anarchist
Murray Bookchin, who ended up having the most important influence on Ocalan
and in whom Ocalan saw a tutor (Biehl 2012; Akkaya and Jongerden 2013;
Leverink 2015). He also studied a significant amount of feminist literature and

developed a nuanced feminist critique (Biehl 2012; Gunes 2012a; Jongerden
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and Akkaya 2013). Ocalan criticised Marxism’s limited attention to patriarchy as
a major source of oppression and pursued an analysis centred on women’s

liberation.

Ocalan’s laborious prison readings resulted in an extensive critique of
nationalism, society, the nation-state and capitalist modernity.*® Ocalan referred
to the nation-state as an “inconsistent phenomenon” that had become “a means
of repression in the interest of the dominant class” (2006: 200). The nation-state
had fought pluralism and diversity with methods such as assimilation and
genocide, he argued. It is well-known that the state produces and reproduces
an ethno-cultural national identity usually based on the dominant group’s culture
and preferences (Bertrand 2004). Minorities and indigenous groups therefore
struggle to make themselves heard within the dominant culture. At the same
time, their clear differentiation from the ethnic majority creates sentiments of

alienation and distance, which can lead to their oppression.

Further, Ocalan rejected politics based on ethnicity or nationalism because it led
to enmity, bloodshed, and suffering just as the nationalism of the oppressors
had done to the Kurds (Akkaya and Jongerden 2011; Ocalan 2011b: 80;
Akkaya and Jongerden 2012). Nationalism divides people territorially,
economically, and culturally and functions to justify the existence of the state
(Ocalan 2011a). To him, the lack of development, democracy, and gender
equality in the Middle East was because of patriarchal feudalism and the failure
of the state system to accommodate ethnic and religious diversity as well its
perpetuation of the subordination of women (Ocalan 2006; Ocalan 2011a).44

The PKK’s initial goal for a separate Kurdish state was based on nationalist

43 The critique emerged through the court defence material he submitted to Turkish courts and
the European Court of Human Rights in the early and mid-2000s. Ocalan communicates with
the outside world through the occasional, restricted, and monitored visits from his lawyers and
his siblings. His main source of information is radio broadcasts from state-owned stations.
Reading material is brought to him by his lawyers but not always passed on to him, nor are
Ocalan’s writings always passed on to his lawyers.

4 Interestingly, some peace scholars have criticised the state concept in similar ways.
According to Galtung, states are not compatible with peace because of their patriarchal
structure, “arrogance and secrecy”, as well as in their “casua sua mentality of being their own
cause not moved by anybody else (and certainly not democracy)’, and in having a monopoly on
violence and being disposed to use it (1996: 268).
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views, but it was “not realistic or practical—neither ideologically nor politically”
(Ocalan 2011b: 90). Many internally displaced Kurds are no longer territorially
concentrated in the east because large numbers have migrated to western parts
of the country since the early 1990s due to violence and lack of economic
opportunities. Moreover, Ocalan restated in his writings and letters to the PKK
that the current borders of the Middle East should not be challenged because it
would only lead to more conflict (2011b: 90). These were deeply profound and
highly rare statements for a rebel leader to make. Ocalan’s criticism of
nationalism and the state is significant because he is the political leader of a
people often referred to as the largest ethnic group in the world without a state
of their own.*® These were the words any government facing a separatist
movement would want to hear. Yet, despite the obvious change of heart, the
Turkish government was still not heeding Ocalan’s calls for reconciliation; that

would be tantamount to accepting that there is a Kurdish problem in Turkey.

Saeed (2017) claims it was a very hard decision for Ocalan and the PKK to give
up the statehood position. The PKK had been the first Kurdish political party
that had actively fought for the idea of an independent Kurdistan made up of all
of its four parts. To then abandon this idea also distinguished the PKK from
other Kurdish political parties (Saeed 2017: 79-80). However, it is important to
note that the PKK was never an ethno-nationalist organisation in the strict
sense of the term. There were a number of communist Turks among the
founders of the PKK and some of them are still part of the top leadership of the
movement today (e.g. Duran Kalkan, Mustafa Karasu). Nevertheless, there was
huge disappointment among the more nationalist members and an internal split
was therefore unavoidable. Several top PKK commanders, over a thousand
militants, and even Ocalan’s own brother Osman Ocalan left the movement to
form a new (but short-lived) political party in Iragi Kurdistan (Akkaya and
Jongerden 2011; Candar 2012). Indeed, giving up on the dream of a Kurdish
state, a cause that Kurds had long dreamed of and died for, was for many

militants difficult to comprehend (Marcus 2007: 289-290). For some Kurds it is

4 Although the PKK had cautiously departed from the idea of an independent state in 1993, it
was not until the early 2000s that it gave up on this idea altogether (Yegen 2016: 379).
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the only internationally legitimate path to self-determination and self-defence.*®
This shift in position and transformation of the PKK was therefore not supported

by all Kurds.

Moreover, Ocalan urged the party leadership to give up the “ideological-political
constraints of the Cold War” that still dominated the PKK years after the fall of
the Soviet Union (Akkaya and Jongerden 2012). The idea of independence had
already been abandoned and the massive blow after Ocalan’s arrest had
revealed the weaknesses that lay in centralised command structures. The
movement was in a state of confusion and weakness without him; in other
words, it was disempowered. Above all, Ocalan called for the abandonment of
vanguard actions to instead open up the Kurdish political space for legal,
nonviolent party politics. The PKK was to transform itself from a purely
vanguard party to a social movement, focusing on a civil and political struggle
(Saeed 2017). Soon enough, Ocalan’s theories were accepted by the PKK at
one of its extraordinary congresses and the senior executive leadership
conveyed the same messages as Ocalan (Candar 2012). Ocalan had managed
to convince the PKK executive committee that since structural power continued
to be in favour of the majority, it was critical to create relationships based on
fairness in order to alter unjust power relations, which was only possible through
self-empowerment and grassroots activism. The PKK would now construct its
claim for cultural and linguistic rights for Kurds not as specific minority rights but
instead as part of their primary demand for democratisation in Turkey (Biehl
2011; Ocalan 201l1a; 2012; Gunes 2012; Akkaya and Jongerden 2013;
Jongerden and Akkaya 2013; Yegen 2016; Saeed 2017). As a communist party,
the PKK had argued that the debate on democratic freedoms would have to be
postponed until after the revolution was achieved. According to Saeed, this was
“one of the critical issues that drove the PKK to an impasse and dead end” in
the late 1990s (2017: 128-129). This is why the transformation of the rebel

46 Though it is important to recall that the primary goal for the PKK had always been confronting
the denial of the Kurdish identity and halting the process of Turkification and assimilation;
independence was always secondary to this. Independence may or may not be realised, but the
process of assimilation is rapid, widespread, encroaching and real.
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group was a clear necessity in order to ensure its survival and relevance in the

215t century, beyond notions of Kurdish nationalism and minority rights.

Electoral politics and a commitment to pluralism and democracy was to be
given precedence over guerrilla warfare and nationalism. Since the early 1990s,
legal pro-Kurdish parties had relentlessly tried to make their way into Turkish
politics. Two key institutional barriers stood in their way; one of the highest
parliamentary thresholds in the world at 10% as well as the constant closing
down of pro-Kurdish parties by the constitutional court for “terrorist propaganda”
or the promotion of “ethnic politics”.4” It was obvious that the PKK’s violence
had impeded the electoral performance of the pro-Kurdish political parties, just
as the IRA had done to Sinn Féin (Berti 2013). The Turkish state’s continuous
efforts to limit, isolate or eliminate nonviolent pro-Kurdish politics in the political
sphere had posed an important barrier to finding a political solution since it
restricted the potential for strong, nonviolent Kurdish resistance to emerge.
Therefore Ocalan, being calculative, tried to set in motion a strategic but
genuine plan to enable the political pro-Kurdish bloc to gain stronger political
legitimacy both domestically and internationally. This plan, as later political

developments discussed in coming chapters show, would partially succeed.

Set against the above, the next section explains how based on this internal
process of reflexivity, Abdullah Ocalan developed a political framework that
would guide the movement out of its period of introversion and shock to set a
course for a new journey towards democratisation, social activism, and conflict

resolution.

3.3. The shift to “democratic confederalism” and

“democratic autonomy”

The previous section noted that the internal debates that followed from the

collapse of the Iron Curtain and the kidnapping of Ocalan inspired a

47 Between the 1960s and 2009, at least seven Kurdish parties were either shut down or
dissolved themselves under threat of being banned (Somer and Glipker-Kesebir 2016).
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rejuvenation of the movement by shifting its focus and goals, as well as making
it less reliant on authoritarian leadership. Ocalan’s prison readings resulted in
extensive writings that demonstrated deep sociological analysis. Ocalan had
abandoned the state-oriented approach to setting course towards the
democratisation of the Republic of Turkey without challenging the existing
borders in the Middle East (Ocalan 2012: 79). His “democratic republic”
principle held that Kurds ought to focus on democratising the societies they live
in instead of directing their efforts on achieving independence or waiting for their
rights to be given to them (Ocalan 2011b: 19; Akkaya and Jongerden 2012).
Kurds needed to strive to create “a democratic society based on free and equal
individuals with a multiethnic, multilingual system, with no room for class
distinctions and state privileges” (Ocalan 2012: 91). The question was, how
could the Kurds empower themselves and aid democratisation when they were
in such a strong asymmetrical relationship with the state? Ocalan found the
answer in the eco-anarchist Murray Bookchin’s political theory of Communalism

(not to be confused with the Indian form of communalism).

Communalism is an anti-hierarchical theory with roots in anarchism, Marxist
socialism, libertarianism, and Bookchin’s critical philosophy of social ecology.*®
Communalism is a radically democratic theory that presents a bottom-up
approach to politics, meaning that power is placed within local municipalities
through the formation of popular assemblies, necessitating great political and

economic decentralisation.*® An egalitarian and just society is possible only if

48 Social ecology is a critical analysis of modern society. It argues that the most acute danger
from capitalism is not exploitation of workers but rather environment destruction. Capitalism in
its endless search for profit is ruining the environment, the very Earth that sustains us. To evade
environmental catastrophe, we must change our currently unsustainable modern ways of living.
Our modern-day environmental crisis actually stems from a social crisis (Bookchin 1982). The
principal argument of social ecology is that “the very notion of the domination of nature by man
stems from the very real domination of human by human” (Bookchin 1982: 1). After humans
began dominating other humans, a social hierarchy emerged, and they then gradually began to
dominate nature too, extracting its resources to feed a growing hunger for material wealth.

4 Communalists do not just emphasise political decentralisation but also economic
decentralisation. They favour local-level resource allocation, organic food crops, and public
cooperatives over mass production, which is seen as harmful to the environment. Unlike liberal
thought that reduced “the social to the economic,” various socialisms, with the exception of
Marxism, dissolved “the economic into the social” (Bookchin 2001), implying that economic
planning must consider social concerns as well.
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social relations change to dismantle hierarchy®® (seen as the root of violence),
thus reviving the public sphere through a process of citizen empowerment.
Empowerment is here understood as the development of a sense of individual
and collective influence over the social, political, and economic conditions in
one’s life (Bookchin 1992; 2015). This requires the creation of popular
assemblies where citizens from all classes participate in the decision-making
processes concerning issues affecting their daily lives.>* Well-known scholars of
democratic theory have argued that participatory democracy allows
disempowered groups to be heard in ways they normally are not (Young 2000;
Cohen and Fung 2004; Fung 2004). To Hannah Arendt, civic engagement and
political deliberation is the essence of citizenship (Passerin d'Entréves 1992).
Popular assemblies are schools for individual development and where people
learn to work for the common good of society. Communalism holds that humans
are inherently interested in positively contributing to their communities. Others
have argued similarly that citizens have “strong motivations” to contribute to the
well-being of themselves and their communities through “civic engagement”
(Fung 2004: 5). Unlike Marxism, where the dialectical conflict is played out
between workers and the bourgeoisie, Communalism posits a conflict between
communities and the state as an institution (Eiglad 2014). It was this new
perception of dialectical antagonism that would completely shift Ocalan’s
perception of how to solve the Kurdish question in Turkey and how to transform
the PKK into a popular movement that emphasises nonviolent methods.
Communalist decentralisation was the ideal way to restructure the movement,

Kurdish society, and to shift the conflict from violence to politics.

Therefore, drawing heavily from Bookchin’s work on social ecology and
libertarian municipalism, Abdullah Ocalan proposed a post-nationalist paradigm
based on radical democracy to officially replace the PKK’s former ideology of

state socialism and revolutionary nationalism. Ocalan developed a theoretical

50 Hierarchy refers to “the cultural, traditional and psychological systems of obedience and
command, not merely the economic and political systems” and it is not simply a social condition
but also “a state of consciousness” (Bookchin 1982: 4).

51 Participation has been defined as ordinary citizens taking part in open public debate on
important government/governance decisions about the goals, priorities, and strategies in the
social, political, and economic domains of society (Hindess 2000: 34; Fung 2004: 4).
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framework based on three interlinked concepts that formed a non-state
alternative for democratisation and was designed to better address Kurdish
disempowerment as well as the socio-political and cultural realities of Middle
Eastern society. These concepts were democratic republic, democratic
confederalism, and democratic autonomy. The latter two are derived from
Ocalan’s original idea of the democratic republic, which as mentioned parted
from the idea of an independent state and instead centred on the

democratisation of the republic, so that Turks and Kurds co-existed as equals.

As a political model, democratic confederalism represents a process whereby
local citizen assemblies network and cooperate via a confederation(s). This of
course necessitates a radical decentralisation process that stretches all the way
to the village, neighbourhood, and street level. This is crucial because it is
through this process of decentralisation that transformation occurs and
eventually moves upward, slowly modifying social and economic power
relations (Bookchin 1992: 68-69). The confederation is a form of parallel
structure to the state with the sole purpose of weakening the centralised state
and making it obsolete, although some of its structures may remain (Bookchin
2015: 97).52 Weakening the centralised state is therefore done non-violently and
goes hand in hand with bringing an end to capitalism. At the same time,
democratic confederalism is a socio-political project that goes beyond the state
and does not require recognition by states (Akkaya and Jongerden 2012).
Furthermore, Ocalan is optimistic that Kurds can lead the Middle East’s
transformation to democracy and that when Kurds initiate a process of radical
democratisation, some sort of spill-over effect will emerge in neighbouring

countries:

“By democratising themselves, the Kurdish people force the countries and nations
among which they live to do the same. In former times the Kurdish movement had
always seemed to be at the mercy of external powers. Now it has become a guarantee
for peace, liberty and fraternity.” (Ocalan 2006: 296-297)

52 The emergence of a counterpower is not expected to occur instantly, rather some form of
transcendence between the two—a dual power—is expected, where later the state slowly
disintegrates and its power is replaced with popular power.
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Further, democratic confederalism is centred on the idea of a confederal,
democratic Kurdistan that can achieve autonomy, unity and freedom without
statehood through “autonomous democratic self-government” (Ocalan 2009:
32). Autonomy without a state or independent of a state is sometimes referred
to as democratic autonomy—essentially meaning collective self-governance in
a bottom-up fashion (Breiner 1989; Bookchin 1992; Held 2006; Ocalan 2011b).
The idea of autonomy has frequently been suggested as a conflict resolution
alternative because it is a way of accommodating separatist or minority
demands without endangering the territorial integrity of a state (Wolff and Weller
2005). However, Ocalan’s definition of autonomy is broader than its strict
political meaning. Democratic autonomy is a framework “within which inter alia
minorities, religious communities, cultural groups, gender-specific groups and
other societal groups can organize autonomously” and where democratisation
in Kurdistan is “not limited to matters of form but, rather, poses a broad societal
project aiming at the economic, social and political sovereignty of all parts of the
society” (Ocalan 2009: 32). The PKK’s struggle would from now on not evolve
around identity politics but instead on a platform based on what the best
institutional framework for Turkey is. This new perception was of profound
importance in terms of tractability because as goals change, group identities
may change as well, and this can have a substantial impact on ending identity
conflicts (Miall 2007). Following this internal transition to democratic
confederalism, the PKK began to emphasise the idea of a multiethnic Kurdistan
and Turkey that embraced diversity. Therefore, the participation of non-Kurds
from a variety of ethnic, linguistic, religious, and social classes rose in the

movement.

In addition to Bookchin, Ocalan was significantly influenced by Antonio Gramsci
and his theory of hegemony. Similar to what is proposed in Communalism and
democratic confederalism, Gramsci wrote about the working class building and
participating in the institutions that would aid them in their self-emancipation
(Hunt 1990; Buttigieg 1995; Katz 2006). Ocalan stresses Gramsci’s “war of
position” concept which centres on the ideological struggle taking place in the

political arena as gaining favour over the military insurrection, i.e. the “war of
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manoeuvre” (Radikal 2010; Bar-On 2015). Instead of violence, the PKK had
recognised civil disobedience and popular mobilisation as the organisation’s
main strategy of political activity (Gunes 2012a: 139; Yegen 2016: 379). A
counterhegemonic movement within civil society would lead the struggle for
social change in Turkey (Ocalan 2009). The Kurdish liberation movement’s new
aim was to challenge the Turkish state by deepening and consolidating
democracy at the grassroots level based on the autonomy of communities
(Akkaya and Jongerden 2012). Now, Kurds of different classes were an integral
part of the resistance and “attained constancy as an agent on the streets”
(Yegen 2016: 380-381), spreading the autonomous logic. Thus, to Ocalan, a
peaceful environment can be achieved by relying on the tools of participatory
democracy, which supports an evolving civil society and grassroots movements
(2011a: 11). The internal debates raised in the previous section had generated,
according to Akkaya and Jongerden, “a major strategic shift, from the approach

based on armed struggle to one of ‘democratic transformation’ (2011: 147).

A shift in the means of struggle to nonviolence is seen as crucial in the rebel-to-
party literature (Dudouet 2015; Dudouet et al. 2016). However, the Gramscian
ways of countering hegemony—war of position and war of manoeuvre—are not
mutually exclusive. Therefore, for the PKK, shifting the primary means of
struggle did not translate into giving up arms. According to Akkaya and
Jongerden (2012), the PKK simultaneously uses violence in order to implement
its political program of radical democracy. According to Ocalan’s successor
Murat Karayilan, violence was only legitimate as a self-defence mechanism
(Candar 2012: 41), which prompted changing the name of their forces to
People’s Defence Forces (HPG). When asked whether this was not
contradictory since they had given up on separatism, Karayilan responded
saying: “We are a power evolved from an armed movement. We keep it as a
tool of defence. This is the Middle East; we cannot yet quit arms” (ibid.). Even
though Ocalan wants to see the hegemonic struggle played out solely in the
political sphere, he too stated that circumstances made this difficult (Radikal
2010). As such, this position challenges a prevalent notion within the rebel-to-
party literature that political/electoral participation and military struggle are

mutually exclusive processes. Some have recognised a false dichotomy
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between armed and unarmed resistance and that the transition is far from linear
(Berti 2013; Dudouet 2015; Wittig 2016). Indeed, the relationship between
armed and unarmed resistance is intertwined; it is close, conflicting, and
complementary, as other case studies have shown (Berti 2013). Rather, it is
more appropriate to consider the circumstances that influence the rebels’
decision to hold on to arms, such as “This is the Middle East” because
geopolitical location does play a huge role in prospects for conflict settlement, a

topic that will be addressed in detail in Chapter 6.

Nevertheless, the PKK’s “democratic transformation significantly lessened the
antagonistic state of relations in Turkey” (Gunes 2012a: 150). According to
some, the expansion of the unarmed, political struggle through the democratic
transformation and the rejection of separatism within the movement resulted in
the peace process that took place between 2013-2015 (Paasche 2015: 81;
Yegen 2016: 380). The abandonment of separatism together with Ocalan’s
stubborn will to negotiate with Turkey after his arrest and demonstrated ability to
keep the PKK in check, became instrumental for the incoming AKP Government
to initiate a series of democratic reforms starting in 2002 (see Chapter 4) as well

as exploratory, backchannel talks with Ocalan in 2006 (see Chapter 5).

In 2005 the PKK re-emerged into the political scene as a much more
decentralised organisation with a very different position and approach to the
struggle (Ocalan 2009: 28; Saeed 2017: 80-81). The decentralisation process
involved the establishment of a Party Leadership (Ocalan), an Executive
Committee/Council (mostly composed of PKK veterans/founders) with two Co-
Presidents (one male, one female), a Congress with delegates from around
Kurdistan (Kongra Gel), a Party Council, a Disciplinary Board and various other
smaller committees instead of the previous single executive leadership body
(Akkaya and Jongerden 2011: 150). In reality, the Executive Committee is the
de facto highest authority since its decisions are considered binding. From a
one-party structure the PKK had turned itself into a multi-party complex with the
creation of the confederal, umbrella organisation the Group of Communities in
Kurdistan (Koma Civaken Kurdistan, KCK), functioning according to the

principles of democratic confederalism. Other sister-parties within the KCK are
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PCDK (Iraqg), PJAK (Iran), and the nowadays famous PYD (Syria). While these
groups are linked, they are not the same as often portrayed by the mainstream
media. For example, the PYD is less hierarchical, more diverse and more urban
compared to the PKK (Paasche 2015: 78). The PKK, on the other hand, is still
very much dominated by the founding members and experienced cadres. Today
the PKK is the political party branch of the KCK focused on the struggle in
Turkey and participates jointly with other parties in the KCK structure. Although
hierarchical structures are still visible within the organisation, it is to a much
lesser extent than previously seen and women have unmistakably occupied a

central role within the command structures.

The radical transformation of the Kurdish political movement meant women’s
liberation became a key pillar of the organisation’s platform. During the early
years of the PKK, women were confronted with male members’ stereotypes of
gender roles (e.g. women as cookers, cleaners), but gradually their status
improved, and their membership increased. They joined the PKK to find and
fight for freedom, and some of them rose high in the PKK’s ranks. This
challenged traditional norms and values in both the movement and within its
support base (Gunes 2013: 261-262). The PKK has always welcomed girls and
young women escaping from forced marriage, domestic violence, or other
injustices based on their gender. It would not be an exaggeration to state that
the movement significantly contributed to strengthening the status of women in
Kurdish society. The PKK consciously pushed for the visibility of women in its
publications, media, and outreach. The key difference with regards to women’s
rights after the transformation following the adoption of democratic
confederalism was that now the PKK aimed to dismantle patriarchy. To aid this
process, in recent years PKK women have developed their own form of militant
feminism called “jineology” (jin means woman in Kurdish) and parallel women’s
structures have developed at all levels within the movement, including an all-
women militia. The concept of jinelogy is a mandatory part of all new recruits’
educational training. Patriarchy and the “dominant male”, Ocalan argues, stands
in the way of everyone’s freedom in the Middle East, not just women (2011a:
38; 2015). This is important because Ocalan does not believe there can be a

process of democratisation without women’s liberation and democratisation,
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which in turn, is critical for the resolution of the Kurdish question in all four parts

of Kurdistan.

3.4. From arms to elections? The People’s Democratic
Party (HDP)

The PKK’s political transformation and Ocalan’s new theories on political
activism have also had profound impact on the pro-Kurdish political bloc in
Turkey.>® Currently, the leading legal pro-Kurdish political party in Turkey is the
People’s Democratic Party (Halklarin Demokratik Partisi, HDP). Formed in
2013, the HDP was the product of Ocalan’s calls for the creation of a new
political party that would appeal to different social backgrounds and unite
subaltern groups in Turkey (Atlas 2013; Daily Sabah 2015). The current climate
in Turkey is not an ethnic conflict or between seculars and Islamic
conservatives, it is a class conflict between subaltern groups and the ruling
establishment. The HDP’s founding purpose was to carry out inclusive and
pluralist politics in order to form a powerful, democratic opposition against the
undemocratic social order and “institutional fascism” (Radikal 2010). Therefore,
the Kurdish political movement has since the early 2000s sought to transfer the
agency of the resistance from the long-term party-political establishment of the

PKK and HDP veterans to the broader segments of society—the people.

The HDP is not just different from its predecessors®* in name, but also markedly
different in political strategy as it was formed together with key segments of the
Turkish left, which was what Ocalan had requested them to do. As Gisselbrecht

explains:

53 This bloc includes the Democratic Society Congress (DTK), the Democratic Regions Party
(DBP), the People’s Democratic Congress (HDK), and the People’s Democratic Party (HDP)—
all fairly sympathetic to the PKK. The DBP’s purpose was to reorganise itself as a regional party
with the aim to construct autonomous spaces in the east, leaving participation in mainstream
Turkish politics for the HDP.

54 Past predecessors to the HDP included HADEP, DEHAP, DTP, BDP. All were either banned
by the Turkish constitutional court or dissolved themselves in anticipation of such a ban.
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“For partisan observers, the forging of such an alliance [the uniting of pro-Kurdish bloc,
Turkish leftist parties, and minor civil society groups] can also be viewed as the
ultimate stage of the restructure of the Kurdish movement initiated under Ocalan’s
guidance. A way to ‘pass the torch of the Kurdish people's national movement (PKK) to
strong legal parliamentary parties’ that would be more able to legitimately uphold the

Kurdish agenda within the framework of the peace process.” (2014: 4)

Although the Kurdish bloc is leading within the HDP, the party is based on a
common leftist platform that champions the rights of all people, regardless of
class, gender, age, ethnicity, creed, religion, disability or sexual orientation.> It
embraces radical democracy in order to challenge the marginalisation of

subaltern groups and unite them under the banner of “peace,” “democracy,” and
“freedom” (Gunes 2012a: 36). Overall though, the Kurdish bloc operates on
both the local and national level in Turkey through which it seeks to spread its
influence and raise awareness of the benefits of democratisation, human rights,
and peace. The local activism is conducted through the construction of
autonomous municipalities and communes (non-state channels) and the
national through participation in the electoral system (formal channels). They

perceive themselves as being in a war of position, to use Gramsci’s concept.

The nature of HDP’s relationship with the PKK is an ambiguous one. However,
it would not be correct to refer to the HDP as the PKK'’s “political wing,” as is
often done. The HDP uses different rhetoric (more conciliatory) than the PKK
and its political style is more flexible and accommodating. It does not possess
an influence over the PKK that, for example, Sinn Féin had over the IRA (Irish
Republican Army) in its later years. Though similar to Sinn Féin, pro-Kurdish
parties have typically refused to criticise or condemn PKK attacks. PKK
sympathisers do exist within the party, but the HDP is a broad coalition ranging
from Islamic clerics to Turkish Marxists gathered under one umbrella. The
Turkish public generally does not trust it, precisely because the party is

perceived as the political wing of the PKK. Their actions and rhetoric are

55 For example, the party pursues a co-leadership system and one of its co-leaders is always
Turkish and the HDP is the only political party with a pro-LGBT policy. Smaller political parties
and civil society groups such as women’s groups, peace activists, ecologists, and LGBT
communities, have all joined HDP (Al Jazeera 2013).
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interpreted as separatist, terrorist, or criminal by mainstream Turkish media, as
well as by politicians and the legal system. Any suggestion or idea for peace
and reconciliation from the HDP is seen as nothing more than a secret plot for

dividing the unitary Turkish state.

At the same time, their weak stance against PKK violence is also fuelling
Turkish mistrust. The HDP has been urged to take a stronger stance against the
PKK’s obstructive actions, as well as their on and off criticism of the HDP
(Haberler.com 2015; Radikal 2015). Over the years the HDP has vigorously
tried to generate public debate on democratic autonomy as a potential political,
social, and economic model for Turkey, but they are often misunderstood or
accused of propagating PKK doctrine. They have not been successful because
of intimidation, violence, repression, but also because of their weakness against
the PKK. Many have called for the HDP to publicly distance itself from the PKK.
Yet, this would likely lead to strong internal tensions and possibly a split, which
would do little to serve peace. It is also problematic considering that both the
PKK and the HDP roughly share the same support base and the HDP does not
want to antagonise core PKK supporters. Finally, it could risk PKK withdrawal
from any peace overtures. Despite these obstacles, the main pro-Kurdish
party’s electoral support has been rising steadily since 2002 (excluding 2007).
In June 2015, the HDP passed the 10% electoral threshold for the first time and
at the time of writing has passed it twice since.%® It was clear that voters had
sent a message of peace and desired a political solution to the conflict. As

such, the transformation of the Kurdish political movement had borne fruit.

3.5. Conclusions

% Since the mid-2000s pro-Kurdish parliamentarians have contested as independent
candidates in elections in order to circumvent the threshold. But when the HDP’s former,
charismatic co-leader Selahattin Demirtas ran in in the presidential elections of August 2014
against two other candidates, he received 9,7% of the total votes — to the amazement of the
Kurdish movement. Previous Kurdish parties had only managed to receive around 6% in
national elections. The increase in electoral support convinced the HDP to participate as a
political party in following national elections to pass the parliamentary threshold. They achieved
this aim in June 2015, in the snap elections in November 2015, and again in the June 2018
early elections.
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This chapter explained the conditions that prompted Ocalan and the PKK’s
personal and group transformation. It went from a communist, separatist party
to one advocating for greater rights and democratic autonomy within the
borders of Turkey, instead giving precedence to a struggle based on political
mobilisation and nonviolent activism over guerrilla warfare. In doing so, this
chapter has contributed to a small pool of literature examining moderation in
political ideology of secessionist movements (referred to in Chapter 1). The
chapter demonstrated that the end of the Cold War and the fall of the Soviet
Union was a severe external shock that influenced a re-evaluation of goals and
visions within the PKK about the relevance of communism and state socialism.
Though it was not until the second shock of Ocalan’s arrest in 1999 that the
movement completely re-evaluated its mission and even purpose of existence.
This internal deliberation contained such depth, comprehensiveness, and
distinctiveness that it led Ocalan to even criticise the nation-state and
nationalism. Henceforth, the Kurdish struggle was no longer seen as a question
of nationhood, statehood, or ethnicity, but rather about democratisation and the

liberation of society, women, and all oppressed people.

A re-evaluation of the goals generated a shift in the PKK’s primary means of
struggle as the movement began an active internal process of change to
develop a democratic, nonviolent, and peaceful political framework with the
purpose of achieving a negotiated solution to the Kurdish question. The
framework argued for a heavily decentralised political and economic system
that emphasises the citizen and the community in decision-making processes.
Although the “political” took precedence within the PKK and it subsequently
distanced itself from terror tactics, the movement did not abandon its armed
struggle since it sees it as integral to its political struggle and because of the
external environment in which the conflict is situated in. Nevertheless, the
abandonment of separatist claims and the formulation of a political framework
for a united Turkey, together with Ocalan’s stubborn will to negotiate with
Turkey and force a PKK ceasefire were, as the following chapters show,

instrumental to the coming peace process.
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4. Actor transformation: The post-Islamist AKP
Government and its reformist approach towards
Kurds (2002-2008)

4.1. Introduction

The previous chapter explained the ideological and organisational changes
within the Kurdish movement through the personal and group transformation of
Abdullah Ocalan and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), leading to a
moderation in demands and a remarkable, new set of goals. As discussed in
Chapter 1, the relationship between leadership change and transformational
policies has been acknowledged before (Kriesberg 2005; Ramsbotham et al.
2005; Tumuranzye 2011; Akebo 2017). However, intraparty changes and shifts
in attitudes were not limited to the PKK leadership. This chapter argues that
when the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP)
leadership came into power in 2002, the most significant actor transformation
(Vayrynen 1991; Ramsbotham et al. 2005) in modern Turkish political history
with regards to the Kurdish question took place. As was noted in Chapter 1, this
is when a part to the conflict goes through a change of leadership or a new
actor entering the scene replacing the old one, and it can also be a change of
goals, beliefs and perspectives. Here, new goals can represent radically
different domestic and foreign policies of political, economic, and social cultural
nature. New perspectives may refer to seeking peace instead of continuing the
violence because it is considered more productive. Finally, the beliefs or values
may reflect political or religious ideological narratives, such as a Sunni Islamic
framework. The chapter therefore seeks to understand the changes within the
Turkish Government, which were critical to the peace process to such an extent
that it can be said a new actor emerged, with an entirely different public

constituency and support.
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Compared to previous Turkish governments the new AKP Government
projected a whole new set of goals, attitudes and interests in relation to liberal
democracy, globalisation, finance and trade, which at the time shaped their
perception of improving Western relations and, above all, addressing the
Kurdish question. Following years of securitisation by previous governments,
when the AKP came into power the Kurdish question was redefined as an issue
of democratic deficit as opposed to one of terrorism through the clever use of
EU conditionality and Islamic rhetoric (Kirigsci 2011; Saylan 2012; Saragoglu
2014; Al 2015; Weiss 2016). | conclude that this shift in state leadership and the
adoption of a new government attitude vis-a-vis the Kurdish question, like the
PKK’s in the previous chapter, became critical to the subsequent peace

process.

The chapter is divided into four parts. Section 4.2 gives a brief background to
the AKP and its political motives, interests and goals. Following this sections 4.3
and 4.4 analyse the AKP two main strategies for addressing the Kurdish issue,
namely the EU accession criteria and religious values. Section 4.5 discusses

the implications of the AKP’s pragmatic approach on the public sphere.

4.2. Background

The AKP was only founded in August 2001 but its roots stretch many years
prior to that. Several leading AKP cadres were previously experienced
politicians and senior members of the first organised Turkish Islamist®’ party —

the Welfare Party®® (Refah Partisi) and then its successor the Virtue Party

57 Dagi defines Islamism as “political activism that aims to form a polity inspired, if not defined,
by the principles of Islam, and envisages the construction of an Islamic society through the
agency of the state" (2008: 26).

%8 The Welfare Party was founded in 1983 but did not reach fame until the 1990s, coming into
power through coalition government after the 1996 national elections. In February 1997 the
military indirectly threatened the Welfare Party, what is often called the “postmodern coup”,
forcing Prime Minister and party leader Necmettin Erbakan to resign. The party was
subsequently banned by the constitutional court in 1998 for violating the secular principles of
the state. Some of the Welfare Party members “learnt their lesson” and later the AKP was
formed projecting a whole new public image than their former party; they would not identify as
Islamic and were instead pro-Western liberalisation and pro-globalisation.

99



(Fazilet Partisi).>® These parties emerged from a political-Islamic movement
founded in 1969 known as the National View (Milli Géris). However, groups
and parties that displayed strong Islamic values and were not “secular” enough,
were grossly marginalised by the Kemalist regime for decades due to their
harsh, French-style interpretation of secularism.®® Other senior members of the
AKP were in the past members of the Motherland Party (ANAP), founded by the
moderate president Turgut Ozal whom had also been the first to briefly attempt
peacemaking with the PKK before his untimely death in 1993. Ozal had
displayed a more pro-Islamic attitude in public life in combination with a strong
commitment to neoliberal principles, globalisation and marketization of the
economy. He therefore became a key role model for many Turkish liberal and
Islamic-leaning businesses, groups and individual. In fact, the articulation of
Turkish Islamism in conjunction with neoliberalism had already begun in the
early 1980s by the military junta, coinciding with global neoliberal trends as well
as being part of attempts to suppress the Turkish left and youth movements. As
Sen (2010) explains, after the 1980 coup in Turkey state-society relations were
reshaped in an authoritarian and market-oriented fashion where Islam was used
to create “national unity” and to facilitate a return to “national values” in order to
challenge popular socialist thought. This ultimately paved the way for political
parties and movements rooted in conservative-Islamic and/or post-Sufi
principles to occupy more public space. Islamist socialisation, associations and
welfare initiatives became more prominent and organised in the 1990s, much
due to President Ozal's relaxed policy. The steady infiltration of post-Islamic
ideology led to an increase in votes after each election for the Welfare Party,

Virtue Party, and finally the Justice and Development Party (Tugal 2013).

What distinguished “post-Islamism” from Islamism was the reconciliation with
secularism, that is, the acceptance of religion as a personal choice than a

collective must (Bayat 2013; Dagi 2013). Post-Islamism blends with democracy,

5 When the Virtue Party was shut down in June 2001 by the constitutional court on grounds
that it defied the secularist nature of the state, the movement split in two groups. The
“traditionalists” formed the Felicity Party and the more “moderate” members formed the AKP.

60 Several Islamic-rooted parties were shut down throughout the decades (last one in 2001) and
especially after the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran when many religious groups started to
become more vocal and better organised (Dagi 2013).
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pluralism, and modernity (ibid.). It is manifested when Islamists access power
by using electoralism to challenge their opponents at the ballot boxes and use
pluralism to reach out to different segments of society for their consent and
alliance (Dagi 2013). The post-Islamists seek to create a moral society based
on Islamic values and raise “a pious generation” within an officially secular
state, reflecting the superiority of the social over the political (ibid.). They merge
religious discourse with human rights discourse, the practice of faith as a
practice of freedom and liberty and promote pluralistic ideals rather than the

singular authoritative voice of past Islamic revolutions (Bayat 2013).

In 2001, the Virtue Party was closed down by the constitutional court for
breaking the ingrained principle of secularism and the group split into two: the
old guard with stronger Islamist affiliations who went on the form the Felicity
Party (Saadet Partisi) and the younger cadre made up of modernist, post-
Islamists who formed the Justice and Development Party. The party identified
itself as “conservative democratic” (a fusion of tradition and capitalist modernity)
and centre-right on the political spectrum, arguing they were similar to
European Christian democratic parties (Tepe 2005: 75; Cinar 2006: 479; Dagi
2008: 25; Igcener and Caglyan-lcener 2011: 23-24; Tombus 2013: 318). A
majority of the new AKP members were strong advocates of market
competition, venture capitalism and neoliberalism, albeit with Islamic elements,
e.g. Islamic banking, religious morality, and so on (Sen 2010: 73). The AKP’s
interpretation of Islam is not strictly orthodox but allows for a variety of thoughts
and models to come into play. The AKP leadership’s goal and belief was to
reconcile tradition and modernity, Islam and secularism with the core principle
being that Islam is very well compatible with capitalism (Morvaridi 2013). In this
wat, the AKP had distinguished itself immensely from all other Turkish political
parties. It had room for people of various backgrounds, secularist liberals, pious
people, and minorities — making their new beliefs and goals a key element of

actor transformation.

In 2002, the AKP entered government. It was a reality-check that sent

shockwaves in Turkey and abroad. For the first time an Islamic-rooted party had
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won a majority in the national elections as well as being the first single-majority
government since the late 1980s, winning 34,2% of the popular vote.5* Their
success was enabled by a number of reasons. As a brand-new party, the AKP
was not tainted with the corruption stamp attributed to other mainstream political
parties. Voter cynicism benefitted them since they came across as more sincere
in tackling corruption (Findley 2010). Downplaying their Islamic roots, the AKP
also displayed a pro-Western attitude and a strong commitment to EU
membership, liberal democracy, and economic growth, which the other parties
did much less. This was relevant because after the devastating economic crisis
in 2000, surveys showed that most Turkish voters were concerned about
economic problems such as high unemployment and inflation, not religion or
terrorism (Findley 2010: 361).52 Therefore, in the early 2000s, Turkish public
support for EU accession was high (Onis 2003; Tocci 2005; Yildiz 2005; Gokalp
and Unsar 2008; Aktoprak 2010; Saylan 2012). In this way, the AKP managed
to not only attract the support of the rural areas, conservatives, and pro-
Islamists but also that of urbanites, liberal intelligentsia, businesses, unions,
NGOs, pro-EU groups and some seculars (Cinar 2006; Patton 2007; Gokalp
and Unsar 2008; Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013; Zaras 2013).

Their electoral party manifesto of 2001 promised to address the Kurdish issue
(albeit under the classical, pejorative term “the Eastern question”).6®> More
importantly, the manifesto acknowledged the socio-political dimension to the
Kurdish issue besides the frequently cited “economic underdevelopment” as the
conflict's root cause.® It therefore suggested expanding liberal democracy and

promoting a civic approach to rights and citizenship instead of basing these on

61 AKP won 363 of 550 seats in parliament. The Republican People’s Party (CHP) was the only
other political party to pass the parliamentary threshold and gain 178 seats with 19,4% of the
votes (Cinar 2006: 473).

62 After coming into power, the AKP with the help of economic plans developed by previous
finance minister Kemal Dervis, stabilised the economy and reduced inflation significantly in just
a few years’ time. This economic factor contributed incredibly to their popularity and subsequent
electoral successes.

83 “Eastern” as in eastern or southeastern Turkey which is the traditional Kurdish homeland. The
term “Kurdish question” was not as freely used at that time in Turkish society and media
compared to a few years later. The term “Eastern” reflected Turkish uncomfortableness and
distaste for using terms such as “Kurd”, “Kurdish”, or “Kurdistan” (in Turkish) because that
would imply recognising the existence of such a people.

64 Refers to the lack of basic infrastructure, capital, employment opportunities, and human
security.

102



ethnic or religious attributes (Dagi 2006). In addition, Kurdish public support for
EU accession was also high because it was considered as a channel to secure
rights and democratic freedoms and to end decades of Kemalist oppression
(Yildiz 2005; Yesiltas 2014). The fact that the AKP had even bothered to
address the Kurdish/Eastern question, not only signalled that they were keen on
attracting Kurdish voters, but part of the reason was also that they actually
wanted to solve the issue. Several pious Kurds were part of the AKP top cadre
now and they wanted reform. This approach constituted an entirely different

domestic policy from any of their predecessors in government.

The AKP further distinguished itself from previous Turkish actors when it, as
part of Turkey’'s EU accession bid, pushed through several legal-political
reforms which many agree helped to drive, broaden and develop liberal
democracy in Turkey (Onis 2003; Kubicek 2005; Cinar 2006; Aktoprak 2010;
Onis 2013; Tombus 2013). The AKP developed a nuanced, pragmatic but
cautious approach to the Kurdish question in the name of democratisation,
religious brotherhood and economic reform that expanded democratic freedoms
and minority rights, enhanced civilian control over the military, started public
debate on previously taboo subjects, and allowed public broadcasting in
Kurdish (Muftuler-Ba¢ 2005; Patton 2007; Aktoprak 2010; Kirigsci 2011; Gunes
2012a; Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013; Weiss 2016). Therefore, it was not until the
AKP entered power that the major political, legal and economic changes with
regards to Kurdish rights took place (specifics in next section). These
unprecedented moves would eventually prove vital to the coming peace

process (discussed later).

The AKP was motivated to address the Kurdish issue due to a number of
reasons but one was its foreign policy, which significantly differed from that of
previous governments. The Kurdish conflict was seen by the AKP as a major
obstacle to one of their top goals: Turkey's economic growth and active
participation in economic globalisation. Former AKP Foreign Minister and later
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu’s famous “strategic depth” and “zero problems
with neighbours” concepts envision a grand regional and global role for Turkey

(Unay 2010; Park 2012; Yalvac 2012). It portrays Turkey as a state appreciative
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of its geostrategic position and does not serve superpowers as it did during the
Cold War but instead serves itself. Turkey had to “get reacquainted with the
history and geography of her region in order to maximize her strategic depth
and emerge in world politics as a central state with potential influence areas in
more than one region" (Unay 2010: 30). Turkey has the ability, indeed the
responsibility, to become a regional hegemon. The concept of strategic depth
encapsulates five basic principles upon which Davutoglu argued Turkish foreign

policy should be based upon (Yalvac 2012: 168):

1. Striking a balance between security and freedom;

2. “Zero problems” with Turkey’s immediate neighbours (implying more
institutionalised regional engagement, cross-border mobility, and even
conflict meditation roles);

3. Multidimensional and multitrack engagement;

4. Flexible diplomacy (in relation to peace, security, welfare and stability);

5. Rhythmic diplomacy able to adapt to different environments and

circumstances.

All of these points bear implications for the Kurdish conflict. To Davutoglu,
Turkey must “reinterpret [sic] its geostrategic discourse, develop a proactive
policy as a regional power in the region and create new spheres of influence
[sic]” (Yalvac 2012: 168). Zero problems with neighbours and maximum
cooperation implied thawing such frozen questions as “the Cyprus issue, the
Aegean problem, the Armenian dispute, Kurdish separatism and conflicts with
the administration in Northern Irag” (Unay 2010: 30). In this respect, a domestic
conflict was thought as a major hurdle for Turkey in the competition for regional
resources, human prowess and global leadership. The Kurdish question
remained the biggest obstacle to a “strong” Turkish economy, society and
foreign policy and therefore solving it was imperative (Keyman and Gumuscu
2014: 96). If Turkey was to realise its wider global, regional and national
ambitions in the areas of trade, investments, business, and energy, then major
internal reform was needed. Global demands for embedding the Turkish

economy into the EU market and global trade called for a neoliberalism based
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on consent with political society, which included establishing a form of liberal

peace with the Kurds.

It was therefore of little surprise that during the democratisation period and later
the peace process with the Kurds, Turkey’s capitalist economy was flourishing
under the AKP. The AKP succeeded in incorporating Turkey into the global
economic system by establishing excellent relations with multinational
corporations and international financial institutions through extensive
privatisation of public enterprises and the marketization of public services (e.g.
education and health care). Turkey’'s macroeconomic performance improved
with high and stable growth rates, low inflation, fiscal discipline and substantially
increased foreign capital and investments (Unay 2010). Under the AKP’s rule
foreign investments in Turkey rose twentyfold with Turkey now being a member
of the exclusive G20 club of major economies (Dagi 2008). These
developments surprised the outside world and contributed to Turkey’s rising role
as a regional power. In line with the neoliberal project the AKP transformed
state-society, economic and foreign relations in the context of global capitalism
(Yalvac 2012: 167).%° Their quick hands-on approach and support from the
West generated fast results — coherent governance and economic growth —

which resulted in an increased popularity among both Turks and Kurds.

Hence, the AKP’s approach and political will to resolve the Kurdish question
should be understood against this background. However, in order to understand
the AKP Government’'s more pragmatic and nuanced policy towards the Kurds,
the next section examines the relevance of Turkey’s EU accession process in

more detalil.

4.3. EU accession and legal-political reforms

Since the early 1960s, indeed since its foundation in 1923, Turkey has sought a

closer relationship with Europe and the West. Following its NATO membership

8 Neoliberalism can here be understood as “a political attempt to restructure society as a
market” (Sen 2010: 70).
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in 1952 and OECD membership in 1961, Turkey became an associate member
to the European Community (EC) in 1963, which meant to result in Turkey’s full
membership upon the fulfilment of certain criteria. Relations with the EC (later
European Union, EU) were, in the words of Narbone and Tocci (2007), more
cyclical than linear. Relations were unstable due to internal crises in the EC
during the 1960s and 1970s, shaky international events, Turkish military coups,
Turkey’s intervention in Cyprus in 1974, and general Turkish doubts about EC
membership (Muftiiler-Bag 2005: 19; Narbone and Tocci 2007: 233).%6 In 1987,
the Turkish government applied for full membership under then Prime Minister

Turgut Ozal.

In 1999, Turkey was finally accepted as an EU candidate country — over a
decade after its application. The main reason for the delay was Turkey’s poor
democracy and human rights record. The EU had certain pre-conditions for
membership related to democracy, human rights, the rule of law, and minority
rights — the so-called Copenhagen political criteria.®” The European
Commission had continuously identified the Kurdish issue as the key
impediment to accession, although without specifying how this matter ought to
be addressed (Tocci 2005; Saylan 2012; Cengiz 2014).58 The desire for gaining
EU candidacy status®® gave the Turkish Government incentive to make some

constitutional amendments’® in order to convince the EU that democratic

56 Due to the military coup the European parliament suspended Turkey’s Association in 1982.

57 During the Copenhagen Summit in 1993, the EU adopted new accession criteria which clearly
state that the democracy and respect for human rights are basic pre-conditions for both
candidacy status and start of accession talks (Muftiler-Bag 2005: 19).

68 Whilst the European Council and the Commission generally refrained from acknowledging the
existence of a conflict in Turkey that needed resolution, the European Parliament on the other
was more vocal, passing several resolutions urging the Kurdish identity be recognised and
calling Turkey to accept international mediation to end the conflict. As such, in 1997 the
Parliament voted to force Turkey's government to grant a general amnesty to PKK fighters and
to initiate dialogue with them (Celik and Rumelili 2006: 210).

8 Since the early 1960s, indeed since its foundation in 1923, Turkey has sought a closer
relationship with Europe and the West. Following its NATO membership in 1952 and OECD
membership in 1961, Turkey became an associate member to the European Community (EC) in
1963, which meant to result in Turkey's full membership upon the fulfilment of certain
conditions. Relations with the EC (later EU) were more cyclical than linear due to the impact of
internal crises in the EC during the 1960s and 1970s, shaky international events, Turkish
military coups, Turkey’s intervention in Cyprus in 1974, and general Turkish doubts about EC
membership (Muftiler-Ba¢ 2005: 19; Narbone and Tocci 2007: 233). In 1987, the Turkish
government applied for full EC membership.

0 For details of these amendments, see Ozbudun (2007) Democratisation reforms in Turkey,
1993-2004.
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progress was under way.’* Former Turkish Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz
understood that Kurdish rights would have to be improved when he said “The

road to Brussels passes through Diyarbakir”’? (Ergil 2000: 132).

Hence, as a sign of its eagerness to access the EU, the AKP-majority
parliament adopted several EU harmonisation packages where hundreds of
new laws improving Kurdish rights were passed (Muftuler-Bac¢ 2005: 28; Tepe
2005: 80). These laws were passed under the pretext of EU conditionality,
which helped the AKP dodge criticism from all the other opposition parties,
military and other nationalist circles. Though they may not have been able to
dodge as well if the timing had not been right. Ocalan’s arrest in 1999 had
signified the definite end of a Kurdish quest for independence from Turkey
(Celik and Rumelili 2006; Onis 2008). The PKK had also launched a ceasefire
in the same year and as a result, both Turkish and Kurdish discourses had
begun to soften. The ceasefire had made an important impact because a
Turkish public survey in 2002 showed that the percentage of citizens who saw
“terror” as the greatest national security threat dropped from 39,3% in 1998 to
5,5% in 2002 (Aktoprak 2010: 647). Leaders could introduce democratic
reforms without expecting unmanageable public anger or political accusations
of concessions being made to terrorists. The moment was ripe for an actor

transformation in Turkey and the AKP intended to fill the vacuum.

So what legal reforms did the AKP pass in Turkey? The literature on EU-Turkey
relations identify the following constitutional changes of relevance to the
Kurdish question (Muftuler-Ba¢ 2005; Yildiz 2005: 23; Patton 2007: 346; Dagi
2008: 28; Gokalp and Unsar 2008: 95; Aktoprak 2010: 649-650; Saylan 2012:
185-186):

e Abolition of the death penalty;

e FEradication of torture;

1 Since the early 1990s the EU had called on Turkey to resolve the Kurdish conflict through
political means, citing its poor human rights record and failure to address the Kurdish issue as
key obstacles for Turkey’s EU membership

2 Diyarbakir (Amed) is the largest provincial capital in southeast Turkey and also considered
the capital of Kurdistan by Kurds.
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e Constitutional restrictions on freedom of expression/speech and
association lessened;

e Prohibitions on the teaching of the Kurdish language in private and
Kurdish radio and television broadcasting lifted;

e Increased legal protection of social, cultural and political rights of all
citizens regardless of religious and ethnic origin;

e Abolition of the State Security Courts and reduced military influence over
civilian policy-making;

e Revised Anti-Terror Law;

e Conditional economic compensation for internally displaced persons.

The abolition of the death penalty bore important implications for the Kurdish
political movement after Abdullah Ocalan’s arrest. The Turkish court had
sentenced Ocalan to death despite EU objections and the PKK threatened all-
out war if Turkey was to execute him. In the end his sentence was transformed
to life imprisonment without parole. According to Gunter, when the European
Council granted Turkey candidate status on the 11 December 1999 it was clear
that this depended specifically on the interruption of Ocalan’s death sentence
(2011: 82). Now that Ocalan was imprisoned and PKK forces had withdrawn
from Turkey’s borders, excuses not to expand Kurdish rights were completely
void (Gunter 2011: 73-75).

The AKP vowed to eradicate torture. The parliament revised the Penal Code for
torture cases and placed a mechanism that would prevent sentences of torture
being changed into monetary fines (Muftuler-Bag 2005: 26). In 2005, the
international Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture and Other
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment was signed by Turkey.
This had important implications for human rights as a high number of torture
cases involved Kurdish victims (Yildiz 2005). In the 1980’s during the conflict
with PKK emergency rule was introduced which facilitated widespread human
rights violations against Kurdish civilians by Turkish state security forces in the
east and southeast region (Kirisci 2011: 340; Yalcin Mousseau 2012b: 69).

Therefore, it was a significant development when the AKP Government ended
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the 15-years of emergency rule in the last two (Diyarbakir and Sirnak) of 13

Kurdish-majority provinces.

Further, additional legal adjustments meant there would be a retrial of all cases
decided in State Security Courts against which the European Court of Human
Rights (ECtHR) had ruled were in violation of the European Convention of
Human Rights. This was exceptionally important for the retrial and release of
journalists, publishers, activists, and Kurdish politicians who had been detained
for alleged terrorist activities and separatist propaganda,’? but also relevant for
cases pertaining to human rights violations. Moreover, additional safeguards to
freedom of press were provided and priority was given to international treaties
ratified by Turkey over Turkish law, among them the European Convention on
Human Rights (Mfttler-Bac 2005; Aydin-Duzgit 2008).

Amendments were made to articles regulating freedom of expression and
association. Legally, this removed additional barriers to Kurdish language
publication and broadcasting. The amendments permitted the use of “different
languages and dialects traditionally used by Turkish citizens in their daily lives”
in radio/television broadcasting and private language courses (Ozbudun 2007:
184). Also, the AKP revised the Anti-Terror Law by repealing the infamous
Article 8, which penalised “separatist propaganda”. This effectively abolished all
legal grounds for “thought crimes” (ibid.). Article 8 of the Anti-Terror Law had
been frequently invoked to interpret some expression in Kurdish as separatist or
terrorist propaganda against the unity of the Turkish state (Argun 1999). As
such, technically, adopting Kurdish personal names became possible and place
names (e.g. towns, villages) were allowed to revert into their original Kurdish
names. These legal changes were of exceptional importance as they permitted
more flexibility in expressing Kurdish cultural identity and minimising the risk for
being arrested or charged for separatist propaganda by doing so. However, the

implementation of these new laws was made difficult due to severe Kemalist-

73 A prominent example is the imprisonment of Kurdish parliamentarians in 1994, most notably
Leyla Zana who was awarded the European Parliament’s Sakharov Prize in 1995. The MPs
were all released from prison on 9 June 2004 after an ECtHR ruling that demanded the Turkish
state to release them.
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secularist institutional, bureaucratic and psychological resistance (Narbone and
Tocci 2007: 235; Kirisci 2011: 339-340). Kemalist-secularist status quo had for
years nurtured itself on the Kurdish conflict and therefore the AKP had all the

more reason for de-securitising the Kurdish issue (Saylan 2012).

In July 2004 the parliament passed the Law on Compensation for Damage
Arising from Terror. The new law opened up the possibility for financial
compensation to Kurdish villagers displaced by the state’s counterterrorism
campaign in the 1990s. However, the compensation process has not been
smooth and several barriers exist for receiving monetary compensation and
many displaced villagers remain unsatisfied (Claridge and Vine 2006). It is
understood that because many of these displaced Kurds had applied to the
ECtHR suing the Turkish state, the Government prepared the law in order to
avoid facing massive compensation claims as ECtHR rulings had been given

precedence over national law (Yegen 2007: 139).

Under the pretext of EU accession, the largest and most significant feat the
AKP accomplished was transforming civil-military relations by reducing the
military’s influence over civilian affairs. The EU had for years expressed
concern about the Turkish military’s strong presence in politics and other civilian
affairs, seeing it as a large barrier towards admission to the Union (European
Commission 2001: 32; Varol 2013: 744). The pre-AKP coalition government
had moderately attempted to address the issue when in 1999 military judges
and public prosecutors were removed from Turkish State Security Courts’*
following a ECtHR ruling — but then in 2004 these Courts were abolished.
(Ozbudun 2007; Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013). In July 2003, another EU
harmonisation package passed led to significant changes within the National
Security Council (NSC). The NSC was a constitutional body created after the
1960 military coup and constituted the basis of the military’s political power. It
became the primary institutional avenue for the Turkish Armed Forces to control

civilian cabinets through which military generals “in effect laid down policy

 These controversial courts of both civilian and military elements were created in 1973 to try
cases related to the security of the state.

110



guidelines on a range of topics, with ministers more or less bound to comply”
(Aydinli 2012: 101). NSC decisions covered a broad spectrum of policy areas,
such as deciding school curricula and elective languages offered, regulating
television broadcasting hours, and outlining the content of legislation on terror
and death penalty (Varol 2013: 740).

Additional changes to the NSC included:

e raising the civilian members of the Council from increased from five to
nine, making the military members of the council a minority;

e ensuring the secretary-general of the NSC was a civilian instead of a
military officer;

e ensuring that the Council could “take action only on the initiative of the
prime minister, while the deputy prime minister has the authority to
supervise the implementation of the NSC’s decisions” (Baran 2008: 58).

e gradually giving the NSC a consultative role.

The military was dominated by “absolutists” who regarded the military as
naturally above civilian authority. But the AKP managed to increase the
presence of more moderate or “gradualist” factions within the military who
understood the importance of allowing civilian authority to grow (Aydinli 2012).
The AKP later on also rinsed the main institutions and councils from military
members. Today the NSC is almost entirely dominated by civilians and the

military member of the Higher Education Board (YOK) was also removed.

Thus, reducing military influence and power meant the AKP could more
comfortably pursue their pragmatic approach in relation to the Kurdish question.
Or put differently, de-securitising the Kurdish issue went hand in hand with the
AKP’s ambitious goal to transform civil-military relations. Nevertheless, it was
significant for Kurds because the military and the Kemalist-secularist
establishment had traditionally and stubbornly refused any concessions on

Kurdish rights. Eventually, the AKP would negate military tutelage over civilian
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politics and surmount Kemalist control over state apparatuses around the year
2011 (Tombus 2013).

In December 2004 the European Council praised Turkey for “sufficiently” having
met the Copenhagen political criteria and in October 2005 EU accession talks
were to formally begin (Patton 2007: 339; Dagi 2008: 28). This was of immense
importance to the AKP because they had faced great political risk in pursuing
the reforms against the strong wishes of Kemalist and nationalist elements of
state and society. These elements accused the AKP of being too pro-Kurdish,
of betraying the country and sacrificing its unity (Patton 2007; Yavuz and Ozcan
2007; Somer and Glupker-Kesebir 2016).

The above has described the key reforms and legal amendments the AKP
Government pursued under EU conditionality. It was in the name of neoliberal
globalisation, the free market and democracy that the AKP pushed for the
expansion of basic rights and freedoms. As a new actor on the political scene, it
knew how to appeal to a variety of backgrounds and push its reforms through
despite nationalist backlash and military generals’ threats. Yet, as the next
section discusses, EU-Turkey relations began to quickly go downhill in 2006
and the AKP sought to pursue the reform process under a different ideological
framework, namely religion. This second strategy to deal with Kurdish
grievances through an emphasis on shared religious, historical and cultural

values, would prove to be a failure.

4.4. Islam and national unity

Despite all the praise the EU gave to the Turkish Government for its swiftness in
trying to implement the Copenhagen Criteria, the reform process abruptly
slowed down in 2006 when the EU Council unexpectedly suspended eight
acquis chapters over disagreements with Turkey related to the Cyprus issue,
effectively bringing accession negotiations to a halt (Patton 2007; Bingol
McDonald 2011; Kirigci 2011; Aydin-Duzgit 2012; Kubicek 2013). At the same

time, across Europe politicians expressed negative views on Turkish EU
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membership and used right-wing populist rhetoric to suggest that a 70 million
Muslim nation becoming a member of the EU could potentially be dangerous.
Negative public opinion in Europe on prospective Turkish membership in turn
resulted in the decline of Turkish public support for EU membership (Patton
2007: 341, 345; Kubicek 2013: 43).7> As Patton puts it, “the EU's wobbling was
used by nationalists in Turkey against AKP”, putting the AKP in a difficult
position which then used nationalist and hostile rhetoric itself against the EU to
save face (Kubicek 2013). Eventually, EU membership became less important
and Turkey would backtrack from the reform process (Patton 2007; Bingol
McDonald 2011; Kubicek 2013).

As a result of the EU’s diminished role in Turkish politics, the AKP wanted to
present other reasons for continuing their “openness” towards the Kurdish
population. Bingol McDonald notes that whilst the AKP in their first term were
more “globalist’, during their second term in office (2007-2011), ideologically
speaking, they were more “conservative” after relations with the EU had
deteriorated (2011: 537). This conservatism was reflected through a shift in
emphasis from liberalism and multiculturalism to an Ottoman-Islamic legacy
instead. In other words, the AKP begun to strongly emphasise the shared
history and the shared Muslim faith and cultural values with the Kurds (Yavuz
and Ozcan 2006; Aktoprak 2010; Sarigil and Fazlioglu 2013; Aktan 2014). This
is a relevant aspect to explore as it had an impact on the AKP’s objective to
integrate  Kurds into mainstream politics not necessarily based on civic

citizenship, but as fellow Muslims.

Turkish Islamists had long argued that the rise of Turkish nationalism had
contributed to the rise of Kurdish nationalism and Islam had lost its role as a
unifier (Sakallioglu 1998). To them, ethnic conflicts in Muslim states resulted
from the creation of nation-states and extreme secularism (Somer and Glupker-
Kesebir 2016). The AKP suggested a solution based on “Islam as cement” that

would render irrelevant ethnic and social polarisation (Yavuz and Ozcan 2006:

> The EU, however, justified their decision not to open the accession chapters on the internal
market with Turkey based on Turkey’s refusal to open its ports to Cyprus and Cyprus being an
EU member, this violated the Turkey-EU Customs Union.
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103). According to Islamic thought all Muslims are part of one global community
- the ummah - and nationalism, ethnicity or other divisive ideologies should be
shunned and the unity of the ummah prioritised. Ethnic/tribal identities are
subordinated to the Islamic one and Islamic political activism is seen as neutral
in this context. This idea of Islamic identity being above ethnicity also influenced
Turkish foreign policy and the Davutoglu doctrine referred to earlier (Cornell and
Kaya 2015; Park 2016).

During a visit to the major Kurdish city and informal Kurdish capital Diyarbakir
(Amed) ahead of the June 2011 elections, then Prime Minister Erdogan gave a

passionate speech filled with religious discourse.

“We are all the descendants of the great soldiers of great leader Selahaddin Eyyubi [a
Kurdish Muslim who established the Ayyubid dynasty] who conquered Palestine and
Jerusalem /.../ | am against both Turkish and Kurdish nationalisms. All the Kurds and
Turks are my brothers /.../ We turn our faces towards the same gibla [the Caaba in

Mecca, the holiest place of Islam]”. (Sarigil and Fazlioglu 2013: 560)

The above exemplified the emphasis on shared religious values meant to unite

Kurds and Turks, as well as the supposed rejection of nationalist ideology.

Although seemingly critical of ethnic nationalism, the excerpt from Erdogan’s
speech quoted above expresses an Islamic-filled type of nationalist discourse.
Some have argued that the AKP has been in a process of building a new type
of national identity as well as reformulating the concept of nation, reflected in
what has been labelled a “neo-Ottomanist” foreign policy (Sen 2010; Cosar
2011; Saracoglu and Demirkol 2015). This type of nationalism is different from
Kemalist nationalism in that it somehow recognises the Kurdish identity.
However, this recognition does not imply an acknowledgment of Kurds as a
separate people that are entitled to certain rights but instead “signifies a
redefinition of the Kurds as an ethnic or cultural component of AKP’s Muslim-
oriented conception of ‘larger’ nation” (Sara¢oglu and Demirkol 2015). Although
Muslimhood was always an important marker of Turkishness for Kemalists, the

difference with the Islamists is that it constitutes the core element of the
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definition of the nation. As such, Turkishness or ethnicity is not as important as
Muslimhood. Kurdish ethnicity and culture is “free” to be expressed so long as it
does not contain nationalist ambitions that could “compete with and subvert the
AKP’s Sunni-oriented conception of nation” (Saragoglu and Demirkol 2015:
309).

This was reflected in another speech by PM Erdogan in Diyarbakir given later
during the peace process with the PKK. The speech revealed Erdogan’s

conception of “nation”:

“Rejection, denial, and assimilation have ended with our government. | can call a Turk
a Turk, a Kurd a Kurd, a Laz “my brother Laz.” We are one nation with all these
differences. Within this concept, within the concept of the nation, there are Turks,
Kurds, Laz, Circassians; one nation in its entirety. And, my brothers, this nation has
one flag only. One flag ... We do not need other flags... | love all of you for the sake of
God, not because you are Turk, Kurd or Laz or this or that. | love you just because

God, who created me, also created you”. (Saragoglu and Demirkol 2015: 309)

This conception of nation claims to view society as a “harmonious unity of
differences” and is against the politicisation of ethnic, class, and gender
differences but, as mentioned, to some extent recognises their existence (Cinar
2006: 483). For many conservative and religious Kurds, such a re-definition of
nation was quite satisfactory as it implied the Kurdish identity could be freely
expressed together with the Turkish identity under the banner of Islam — uniting
rather than polarising and creating conflict. Previous governments, especially
since 1980, had cautiously tried to use Turkish Islamic values to attract Kurdish
support. But their message was not going through because they combined it

with an aggressive nationalism that the AKP, unlike its predecessors, rejected.

The AKP went on to emphasise that both religious people and ethnic Kurds had
been oppressed by the Kemalists. The Turkish State, framed by strong
secularism, had prevented Islamic narratives from gaining ground in the public
sphere (Dagi 2013). Therefore, they too shared the periphery with the Kurds

and claimed to understand the Kurds’' grievances (Demiralp 2012). Erdogan
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called upon Kurds to vote for the AKP so that they could beat the Kemalists at
the ballot boxes. To encourage such electoral support, though with the pretext
of caring for the poor, Islamic charities and civil foundations (vakif) with ties to
AKP-run municipalities distributed food, coal, clothing and white goods to
Kurdish citizen (Morvaridi 2013; Aktan 2014; Ozdemir 2015).’® Other measures
included improved access to health services, high quality schools (run by the
Islamic Gllen movement), philanthropy, conditional cash transfers, etc. Indeed,
the AKP’s conservatism and Islamic values found appeal among many Kurds
who lean towards religious conservatism and nearly half of the Kurds voted for
them (Bengio 2011; Gunter 2011; Yegen 2011). The philanthropic efforts
improved AKP votes in the national elections of 2007 and 2011 in the east

where poverty levels are high (Bugra and Candas 2011; Morvaridi 2013).

The AKP’s increasing popularity among Kurds did not go unnoticed among the
Kurdish political movement. It began to seriously worry the secular and anti-
capitalist PKK and its leaders. Their main concern was that, in expanding its
support base, the AKP used religious sects as well as the Gllen movement’'s
charities to gain influence among the religious, lower classes in Kurdish areas
and “Islamifying” Kurdish public sphere (Casier and Jongerden 2012; Aktan
2014; Cornell and Kaya 2015). To counter this, the Kurdish movement realised
it had to adapt to the changing circumstances. The pro-Kurdish political party
and PKK activists also began to make references to religious discourse in order
to counter the AKP’s perspective as well as to challenge them electorally’’,
which actually proved quite effective (Sarigil and Fazlioglu 2013; Aktan 2014).
The mosques were an important space to occupy since many religious sects
supportive of the AKP had promoted anti-PKK propaganda within the mosque
walls (Aktan 2014). Kurdish activists began to encourage attendance at
alternative Friday prayer services run by Kurdish imams, attracting mass
participation from the population. Many were salaried imams employed by the

State (through the Ministry of Religious Affairs) and forced to recite prayers in

6 The government even established a database record of poor people, offering aid distribution
via a door-to-door social assistance policy.

" The AKP and the pro-Kurdish party are political competitors for votes in the predominantly
Kurdish east (Tezclir 2010; Bengio 2011; Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013; Zaras 2013; Kardas and
Balci 2016)
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Turkish only (reading from a text prepared by the Ministry). PM Erdogan first
dismissed the Kurdish prayer services but then the Government responded by
loosening restrictions on the use of the Kurdish language in mosques. However,
as Marcus puts it, it was “a case of too little, too late” (2012: 20). Many
conservative Kurds had already begun to shift their attention to the pro-Kurdish
political party instead, which had been quite successful in countering the AKP
Islamic version. Nevertheless, the electoral rivalry could be considered as
healthy for Kurdish political opinion and participation, which in the past was

limited to Turkish parties that cared little about Kurdish interests.

Ultimately, the goal to replace Kurdish identity with religious identity and Kurdish
economic needs with philanthropic activities failed (Sarigil and Fazlioglu 2013;
Yavuz and Ozcan 2015; Arikan Akdag 2016). As shown from election results
over the years (Yavuz and Ozcan 2015) and a quantitative study on the topic
(Sarigil 2010), the religious strategy did not have a substantial impact on
changing Kurdish voting preferences. The AKP’s emphasis on Islamic
brotherhood failed to meet the Kurds’ basic human needs for identity and
recognition. Kurds argued that religion was being used to undercut the
legitimacy of longstanding Kurdish political and economic demands (Sarigil and
Fazlioglu 2013: 555). Not to mention, a sizeable proportion of Turkey’s Kurds
are Alevi. Moreover, increasing votes for the pro-Kurdish party after each
election demonstrated that religious freedom alone was not sufficient to satisfy
the Sunni Kurds identity needs. This takes into consideration that some Kurdish
constituencies shift between Islamist and Kurdish leftist political parties because
both express their peripheral identity and promise to end the urban-rural
discrepancy and expand human rights (Demiralp 2012). Despite AKP’s efforts,
as shown in Figure 378 below, the pro-Kurdish political party remained the most
popular party overall among the majority of voters in the southeast. Largely
unchanged voter preferences made the AKP understand that a majority of
Kurds wanted to be recognised, which eventually led to the Kurdish Opening in

2009 (see next chapter).

8 Figure 3 borrowed from Sarigil and Fazlioglu (2013).
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However, the AKP’s attempt to further meet Kurdish demands was also
inhibited by its own constituency. Despite the party’s “moderate” view on the
concept of nation, the reality is that Turkish nationalism is rampant among AKP
voters (Cicek 2011). In a survey conducted by KONDA in 2011, almost half
(47,8%) of the AKP voters would prefer not having a Kurdish neighbour,
business partner, or spouse. This is taking into account that it is generally
assumed that more Kurds vote for AKP than the main opposition party — the
Kemalist Republican People’s Party (CHP) — for which the figure was slightly
lower at 43% (Somer and Glupker-Kesebir 2016: 543-544). Certainly, the AKP
does not equate its voters but it is forced to take its constituency’s views into
account, which later had implications to the peace process as it affected
Erdogan’s political rhetoric and reluctance to make concessions (see Chapter 5
and 6). The transformation of the actor has its limits if its constituency is not

onboard with the peace plan.

Further, mass economic underdevelopment in the Kurdish areas was not going
to be solved through religious philanthropic activities, private social assistance
or “a culture of alms” (Aktan 2014: 118-119). This is relevant because the
Kurds’ poor socioeconomic conditions is a highly important contributor to PKK
recruitment. The AKP’s market-oriented social policy only “plugs gaps” in the
weak Turkish welfare system, thereby failing to address unequal social relations
and the fair distribution of resources (Morvaridi 2013). This is clearly seen from
western Turkey being the primary benefactor of Turkey’s financial wealth whilst
the Kurdish region in the east remains largely poor (ibid.). Indeed, it is often
emphasised that social and financial resources need to be distributed fairly so
that “group identity does not become fused with economic and thereby political
status, thus compromising social justice and sowing the seeds for destructive
and protracted conflict” (Fisher 1990: 99).

In the following section | discuss the impact of the AKP Government’s reforms

on Turkey's public sphere because of its implications to Kurdish political

activism and the recognition of Kurdish identity.
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4.5.  Shifts in the public sphere

Driven by neoliberal principles, religiosity and a need for political survival, the
AKP had expanded basic rights and fundamental freedoms to an extent no
previous Turkish actor had executed. Measures such as lifting some of the
restrictions on the Kurdish language in public life, introducing Kurdish public
broadcasting, private Kurdish courses, reducing military presence in the Turkish
Kurdistan, and so on, helped facilitate a climate of tolerance of Kurdish rights as
they essentially demolished historical taboos. The reform process and proactive
use of democratic norms had generated an atmosphere conducive of freedom
of thought and paved the way for an environment of optimism and democracy to
emerge (Saylan 2012; Gunes 2014). The opening up of political space by the
AKP led to a strong rejuvenation of civil society’®, which became vocal,
flourishing, pluralistic and diverse (Kubicek 2005; Tezcur 2010; Park 2012;
Zaras 2013).89 This was important as Turkish civil society groups acted as
pressure groups for democratisation (Yankaya 2009). Hence, a more relaxed
public sphere had emerged, which is considered essential for a healthy
democracy (Habermas 1996). Previous governments had not taken similar
measures to strengthen civil society. There were often tensions with regards to
how a Turkish civil society would look like because if it became too strong, then

it could become a potential threat the establishment.

Though it was not the legal reforms that would end up surprising everybody.
What nobody in or outside the country saw coming was Prime Minister Erdogan
becoming the first Turkish Head of Government to publicly admit the existence
of Turkey’s Kurdish problem during a public speech he gave to a large Kurdish
audience in Diyarbakir in 2005. He recognised it as his “own problem”,
acknowledging the “grave mistakes” done by the State against the Kurds in the
past (Efegil 2011: 31; Gunter 2011: 9; Kirigsci 2011: 341; Park 2016: 462) and

 Here “civil society” is understood as that the public sphere of institutions, organisations and
individuals fluidly located between the private/family, the state and the market in which people
associate voluntarily and freely to promote shared interests (Anheir 2004).

80 |n the 1990s Turkish civil society was heavily suppressed and marginalised. By 2004 there
were an estimated 100 000 civil society groups in Turkey continuously continued increasing and
also eligible for EU funding (Kubicek 2005: 368; Celik and Rumelili 2006: 213).
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called for “more democracy, more citizenship law, and more prosperity” to
resolve the conflict (Baran 2008: 56; Yegen 2015: 5). This ground-breaking
speech left most in a state of shock, including members of the AKP and the
Government. Nonetheless, it was a major conciliatory gesture that enhanced his
credibility among Kurds since never before had the State taken such
extraordinary responsibility and publicly admitted the existence of a Kurdish
identity problem. Nationalist political opposition and the military were absolutely
furious. Even though Kurdish politicians were caught by surprise, they
welcomed the move, calling it long overdue. Added to this, Erdogan caused
shock once again when he stated that Turkey consisted of “at least 30 ethnic
groups”, unleashing massive public debate on the meaning of Turkishness as

well as on the Kurdish question (Al 2015).

Debates on the Kurdish question in mass media spread and began to express a
plurality of opinions that created space for the renegotiation of identities and
interests (Tezcur 2010; Aydinli 2012; Weiss 2016). The improved freedom of
press had paved the way for a more plural mass media to emerge, particularly
in terms of left-leaning, Islamic, and pro-Kurdish news outlets. Academics and
journalists dropped the self-censorship. A more independent and critical media
meant people were “getting access to a diverse set of ideas raising both hopes
and fears” (Aydinli 2012: 103). The resulting public debate was positive in that it
familiarised the Turkish public with Kurdish needs (Aktoprak 2010: 667). The
liberal opening had created political space for expressing suppressed Kurdish
grievances (Al 2015). Then members of the legal pro-Kurdish political party
were invited to discuss the Kurdish issue for the first time ever on national
television. Politically active Kurds also used print media to express their views.
Even Abdullah Ocalan’s books were being sold out in the open in ordinary
bookshops and his personal statements frequently quoted in the evening news.
Radio and television broadcasting and print news in the Kurdish language
would soon follow. Indeed, widened space for public dialogue are always
relevant to peace because as Jeong notes, “the absence of social space for
facilitating dialogue between diverse identities and values facilitates violent
struggles” (2000: 74). Thus, the AKP’s effort in de-securitising Kurdish identity

began to affect Turkish conceptions of Self and the Other, which is intrinsically
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linked to the dynamics of the conflict (Kriesberg 2005). Turkish society was
becoming more open to the notion of cultural and political diversity — critical for
reducing the appeal of violent methods (Bertrand 2004). The Turkish State’s
official discourse and perception of Kurds changed to the extent that they were
no longer considered “Turks-to-be” (Yegen 1996; Al 2015). The AKP leadership
had therefore challenged the traditional view held by the Kemalist Turkish elites
that such recognition would lead to the disintegration of the State (Patton 2007;
Ugur and Yankaya 2008; Yegen 2015).

These developments were of course in stark contrast to the past Kemalist era
when the expression of diverse ideas and identities was simply not allowed, and
Turks therefore knew very little about the Kurdish people. In the 1990s, Turkey
did not even recognise the Kurdishness of the Kurdish question itself (Yegen
1996). The general trend among the ruling elites as well as the Turkish public
was to attribute the “Eastern” problem to issues of tribalism, backwardness,
poverty/economic underdevelopment, smuggling, banditry and/or terrorism, a
foreign conspiracy but never as an ethnic or political problem (Yegen 1996;
Celik and Rumelili 2006; Gunter 2011). In fact, calling for a political solution to
the Kurdish question was technically illegal and could result in a police arrest.
As mentioned in Chapter 2, liberal reforms were resisted by the ruling Kemalist
elites due to fears of threat against the Turkish State’s national unity, security,
and territorial integrity. Most ordinary Turks held the traditional view that Kurds
simply wanted to divide Turkey and carve out a state of their own. The AKP
tried to show that this was not true and that expanding minority rights would not

divide Turkey — a first in the history of the republic.

It should be stated that the Kurds were not entirely satisfied with the extent of
the reforms because Kurdish grievances were not sufficiently addressed.
Significant criticism was directed towards the AKP for their inadequate, limited,
slow and vague reforms, raising questions about AKP sincerity and commitment
to addressing Kurdish grievances (Gunes 2012b; Yegen 2016). Major political
and economic structural inequalities were still in place. Demands such as

Kurdish-language instruction in education, IDP return, the abolition of the village
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guard system?®! (that had sowed deep intra-Kurdish divisions) and lowering the
10% parliamentary threshold had not even been discussed. The Kurdish
movement accused the AKP of presenting “solutions” that lacked substance,
simply vague exploratory approaches and pacifying gestures, which were all
unilateral measures when there ought to be a two-way dialogue instead, they
argued. In other words, the reforms did not sufficiently address the underlying
causes of the Kurdish conflict (Aktoprak 2010: 651; Gunter 2011: 9). As
Narbone and Tocci put it, “institutional changes do not automatically translate

into a change in underlying norms, beliefs and policy practice” (2007: 244).

After their landslide victory during the national elections in July 2007, winning
46,5% of the overall votes, the AKP began its second term in office and it was
expected that the Government would now have the legitimacy, confidence and
responsibility to address the Kurdish conflict (Uslu 2010; Kardas and Balci
2016). After all, the AKP’s overall attitude of recognition of the Kurdish identity,
will to resolve the Kurdish question and religious conservatism had contributed
to a high share of Kurdish votes in the Kurdish provinces, gaining 52% in 2007
compared to 26% in 2002 (Karakaya Polat 2008: 84; Gunter 2011: 92; Yegen
2011: 160; Zaras 2013: 355).82 In addition, following the intense power struggle
in the period between 2005-2008 the AKP conservatives had fought against the
centrist nationalist-secular state establishment within the judiciary and military,
tilting the balance of power in the civilian government’s favour (Kardas and
Balci 2016).8% Yet, then Prime Minister Erdogan chose to halt the reformist
agenda that had marked his first term in office (Karakaya Polat 2008; Kubicek
2013; Tombus 2013). Indeed, deteriorating EU-Turkey relations had constituted

81 A militia of Kurdish villagers and tribal leaders armed by Turkish government (some forcibly)
to assist in fighting the PKK guerrilla. The village guard system has sowed deep divisions in
Kurdish society between different tribes who were either loyal to the state or the PKK. Others,
caught between the state and the PKK, migrated to the cities to escape the pressure (Findley
2010).

82 At the same time, the 2007 elections were also an important win for Kurdish nonviolent
resistance. For the first time since 1991 a group of pro-Kurdish politicians from the Democratic
Society Party (DTP) entered parliament as independents, circumventing the 10% threshold. The
election results were thus important for a more diverse and plural parliamentary representation,
key for raising Kurdish concerns at the institutional level.

8 The conflict included a constitutional court case about banning AKP; debate over a new
constitution to replace the one by the 1982 military junta; a new court case against the “deep
state”; and corruption allegations against AKP.
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a hard blow to Turkey’s democratisation process (Narbone and Tocci 2007).84
In addition, relations with the military were at their worst and Erdogan judged
that a slowdown in reforms were appropriate now that their EU anchor was lost
(Karakaya Polat 2008; Uslu 2010). The AKP had been put in a difficult position.
Turkish nationalists, including the military leadership, accused them of making
concessions to “terrorists” while at the same time Kurdish politicians accused
them of hardly making any concessions, therefore obstructing the party’s

manoeuvring capability (Karakaya Polat 2008: 82).

Yet, now the Kurdish identity was recognised, however imperfectly. Arguably,
the shift in elite attitudes helped soften intercommunal perceptions by breaking
down cultural barriers and normalising Kurdish culture and language in the eyes
of the Turkish public. Subsequent public surveys would show a shift in public
attitudes (see Chapter 5 and 6). This was of extreme importance to the Kurdish
movement because, as was discussed in Chapter 3, PKK leader Ocalan had
noted early on that changing Turkish perceptions about the Kurdish identity
issue was paramount to the legitimacy of their struggle for recognition and
rights. Not surprisingly, many Kurds, including Ocalan, saw the importance in
the Government’s shift in position from completely denying diversity to more
accepting of difference and pluralism (Celik and Rumelili 2006; Tezcir 2010;
Bahcheli and Noel 2011). It was a significant step towards transforming the
conflict issues (next chapter). The former mayor of Diyarbakir, Osman
Baydemir, stated that Erdogan had turned a new page in relations between the
Government and the Kurds. In line with Human Needs Theory on the roots of
violence, free expression of identity is a fundamental need and the state must
allow different communities to maintain their distinct cultural identity in order to
promote tolerance between different communities (Fisher 1990). Even though
there was serious dissatisfaction about the limits to the reforms, Kurds knew
these were radical steps taken for Turkey and the AKP had proven itself willing
to use political ways to resolve the Kurdish question. Veteran Kurdish politician

Leyla Zana publicly uttered that the AKP was more of a negotiable partner than

84 After 2006 the EU Commission’s annual progress reports noted that Turkey had made no
progress on demaocracy, cultural diversity and minority rights (Bingol McDonald 2011: 536-537;
Kubicek 2013: 44).
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the Kemalists ever would be, pointing out that with Erdogan’s strong leadership

(and Ocalan’s) there was potential for resolution (Habertlirk 2012).

The Turkish actor transformation had affected the Kurdish political sphere.
Space had opened up for nonviolent Kurdish activism and political manoeuvring
— an unthinkable development in the pre-AKP era (Gokalp and Unsar 2008;
Tezciur 2010; Saylan 2012). Especially after the elections of 2007 and 2009, a
more powerful Kurdish public sphere emerged (Akkaya and Jongerden 2011).
As a continuation of the constitutional reforms, Kurds became significantly
empowered®® as they began to self-organise in civil society and at grassroots
level according to the principles of democratic autonomy (see previous chapter).
Pro-Kurdish cooperatives, councils and committees and loose networks of
Kurdish activism were spreading fast across the country. As mentioned in
Chapter 3, the PKK now prioritised nonviolent resistance so pro-PKK supporters
were encouraged to work through civil society and the legal sphere (Marcus
2012). This was further enabled through the end of emergency rule in the
southeast by the AKP.

4.6. Conclusions

This chapter has argued that a significant actor transformation took place when
the AKP came into power in 2001 as it was the first Government willing to
address the Kurdish question through the interplay of various political,
economic, and religious-cultural goals. Through the early Europeanisation and
neoliberal project and later through a religious-conservative approach
emphasising shared Islamic values, the AKP attempted to solve the Kurdish
conflict, though not necessarily through engaging with the PKK.

8 Young's definition of empowerment relevant here, that is, “...a process in which individual,
relatively powerless persons engage in dialogue with each other and thereby come to
understand the social sources of their powerlessness and see the possibility of acting
collectively to change their social environment. In the process, each participant is personally
empowered, undergoes some personal transformation, but in the context of a reciprocal aiding
of others in doing so, in order that together they might be empowered to engage in effective
collective action.” (Young 1997: 91)
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Their positive rhetoric and hands-on approach had an important impact on the
tractability of the Kurdish question as the AKP’s reformist attitude had improved
the situation of the Kurds in terms of extended political rights, individual legal
protection and more free expression of culture and language. Though when the
EU anchor was lost, the AKP used Sunni Islamic identity as a strategy to
address the Kurdish issue by emphasising shared religious and cultural values.
They intended to draw pious and conservative Kurds closer to a national-Islamic

framework and away from the national-Kurdish framework.

However, while EU influence contributed to a significant degree of conflict de-
escalation and the Islamic approach attracted many religious Kurds, neither
strategy worked to resolve the conflict and the violence. The legal reforms were
criticised for being limited and not addressing the underlying issues of the
conflict, which then led to the PKK reigniting the armed struggle in 2004. The
second strategy of using the religious discourse failed because it did not take
into account the complexity of the Kurdish question, especially in terms of
Kurdish needs for identity recognition. The outcome was a highly contradictory

and dynamic AKP relationship with the Kurds.

However, despite the flaws in reforms and attitudes, Kurds were aware that
these were unprecedented political reforms for such a rigidly nationalist state.
The constitutional changes pursued under the incoming AKP were ground-
breaking for the Turkish Republic, which was built on a strict interpretation of
the nation-state model. Indeed, the EU-induced democratisation reforms
reflected a massive and previously unthinkable shift in the Turkish State’s
perception and definition of the Kurdish question and the indivisible nation
(Saylan 2012; Al 2015; Somer and Glipker-Kesebir 2016). For the first time
since the founding of the Republic, Kurds could more freely express their
distinct identity, debate the Kurdish issue on television, and even find the space
to mobilise on ethno-political grounds. Moreover, for the first time in the history
of the republic, the Head of Government acknowledged the existence of a

Kurdish problem and the mistakes made by the state in this regard.
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The chapter therefore supports literature linking leadership changes to the
emergence of new aims, strategies, and position (Kriesberg 2005; Ramsbotham
et al. 2005; Tumuranzye 2011; Akebo 2017). The reasons were that a) the new
leadership did not hail from the historical vanguard (Kriesberg 2005; 2007), i.e.
the Kemalists, b) external influences (the EU) and the need to partake in a
neoliberal world motivated reform, which also coincides with other literature
(Dudouet et al. 2016; Akebo 2017), and finally ¢) as discussed in other cases
(Berti 2013), religious norms and values influenced moderation and calls for
unity based on the AKP’s Islamist roots. The transformations and changes in
conditions covered in this and the previous chapter implies that a conducive
environment for dialogue to commence between the Government of Turkey and
the Kurdish national movement had emerged. Both actors were opening up,
moving away from dogmatic nationalism, embracing diversity, and looking to

adapt to an increasingly globalised world and tumultuous Middle East.
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5. Issue transformation: The secret Oslo talks and the
‘Kurdish Opening’ (2009-2011)

5.1. Introduction

Personal/group and actor transformations, however broad or limited, are not
sufficient to instigate a peace process. This would require a deeper issue
transformation, that is, the changes in positions parties take on contested
issues, such as territory, autonomy, security, and identity (Vayrynen 1991; Miall
2004; Ramsbotham et al. 2005). Conflict resolution theorists have argued that
intractable conflicts can become more tractable if parties “explore, analyze,
question, and reframe their positions and interests” (Miall 2004: 162). This
involves altering the political agenda (what the conflict is about) and a
significant departure from a core contested issue. This would necessitate
thoughtful steps towards concessions for addressing the underlying issues of
the conflict, as well as instigating a deeper structural transformation that further
empowers the marginalised Kurds. The issue transformation involves the main
actors. If one of them has departed from a contested issue, then the other must
somehow reciprocate for the political agenda to change. Therefore, the purpose
of this chapter is to analyse the extent of issue transformation by assessing the
attempts at ending the violence after the AKP Government’s reform process,
including the Turks’ initiation of secret talks followed by the Kurdish Opening in
20009.

Chapter 3 and 4 addressed some important changes in positions and beliefs.
Ocalan had shown willingness to negotiate since the late 1990s and the PKK
had already given up its separatist claims, which certainly was a critical
departure from the issue of territory and independence. The new Turkish AKP
Government accepted the Kurdish reality. Yet this was not enough for the
Kurds, who wanted serious concessions from the Turkish Government.

Therefore, this chapter aims to go deeper by examining to what extent
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contested conflict issues became less salient and concessions occurred when

dialogue actually commenced.

To analyse the extent of issue transformation, the chapter uses Darby and Mac
Ginty’s (2003) theory about the five essential factors for progress in peace talks
in order to further aid analysis. These five factors are: negotiating in good faith,
inclusion of main combatants, addressing key issues, disavowal of force, and
sustainable commitment. Just like the five transformers framework, Darby and
Mac Ginty’s five factors are of course interlinked; change in one affects another
one but analysing them separately enables us to pinpoint what exactly went
wrong during talks. From a conflict transformation perspective, negotiating in
good faith would mean whether parties believe the opponent will make the
necessary concessions and change their attitude and behaviour. Mediators can
play an important role in this regard. Inclusion, then, is considered critical as the
transformation will be shallow if any of the main parties are excluded.
Addressing the critical issues involves actually making concessions and
agreeing to confidence-building measures. Disavowal of force is first and
foremost about a ceasefire. For positions to shift, real commitment to the

process is necessary.

In section 5.2. the chapter begins by first offering a background to the talks,
explaining the reasons for why adversaries entered dialogue. Then section 5.3.
explores the extent of good faith among parties followed by section 5.4. that
looks at the level of inclusion. Then section 5.5. discusses the extent to which
parties addressed key demands and needs. Afterwards sections 5.6. and 5.7.

explain how the process was suffered from commitment problems and violence.

5.2. Background

In the summer of 2004, the PKK ended its ceasefire of 1999 to resume low-level
sporadic fighting. As explained in Chapter 3, the PKK had not abandoned their
belief in the purpose of the armed struggle, even though it had given

precedence to political activism. Many were surprised at the timing above all
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because it was right at the height of AKP’s reform period. There was actually
internal opposition from a smaller group that did not want to interrupt the
Government’s reform process. This group thought the AKP should be given
more time to prove itself and that violence risked derailing the liberalisation
process (Candar 2012). The PKK executives went ahead with it anyway and
guerrillas began to cross into Turkey already in 2003 (ibid.). Why did they make

this decision?

Some argued that the PKK ended the ceasefire for fear of increasing AKP
popularity among Kurds, thus needing to reassert their authority and importance
again (Findley 2010; Tezciur 2010). It has also been pointed out that the PKK
had a steady recruitment rate between 1999 and 2004 despite the ceasefire
and despite a period of weakness and therefore had little incentive to disarm
(Tezcur 2010). Most of the new recruits came from the east and southeast,
which indicated that despite reforms, Kurdish needs were largely unmet. The
AKP had “underestimated the complexity of the Kurdish issue and expected a
sudden loyalty shift based on limited reforms” (Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013:
428). Another argument held that the PKK sought to avoid disintegration after a
period of weakness following Ocalan’s arrest and the absence of armed
confrontation was affecting morale as fighting gave purpose and unity (Unal
2014), though this is questionable if the recruitment rate was rising. Others
pointed out that the PKK resumed armed struggle in 2004 due to changes in the
regional context after the 2003 Irag war and the emergence of Kurdish
autonomous structure in northern Iraq which inspired Turkish Kurds to re-assert
their claim for autonomy (Ruys 2008; Somer and Glupker-Kesebir 2016).
Finally, some claimed that the PKK was frustrated by the lack of dialogue and
slow progress on the Kurdish issue, as well as being keen on restating their
political relevance (Marcus 2007: 295; Yegen 2016).

This last point is most credible because it shows some level of understanding of
the nature and motivations of insurgency and rebellion with political mobilisation
playing a crucial part in reducing group anxieties. After a period of
disempowerment, disarray and decreasing popularity, power is thus sought to

confirm the status and relevance of the group (Bertrand 2004). By reigniting the

129



armed struggle, the PKK sought to mobilise popular support, maintain internal
unity, and to coerce Turkey into engaging in dialogue with them at a time when
this seemed possible (due to the Europeanisation process). Perhaps the PKK
attempted to take advantage of the “critical juncture”, i.e. a time of deep change
for a state during transition periods where institutions may be weakened. This
opens up an opportunity for the ethnic group to ignite conflict and renegotiate
the concept of nation that “underlies structures, perpetuates an uneven
distribution of power and resources, or specifies terms of inclusion that
disadvantage them” (Bertrand 2004: 10). At the same time, it could be that
expectations of reforms were set high but when these were met, there was

disappointment and frustration that led to a return to violence.

Following the PKK’s abandonment of the unilateral ceasefire in the summer of
2004 its attacks on military targets rose fast. The Turkish military wanted to
respond forcefully, pressuring the Government for a military intervention in
northern Irag and to pass tougher anti-terrorism laws. The frequent cross-border
PKK attacks as well as the massive PKK staged civil protests that took place in
the spring of 2006 was used by the military and nationalist opposition to further
pressure the AKP. These large demonstrations had shown that despite a five
year period of quiet, the organisation still maintained the ability to mass mobilise
on a short notice (Marcus 2007: 295). Succumbing to extensive military
pressure, in June 2006 the Government extended the Anti-Terror Law and
abolished safeguards against torture to give security forces more authority in
dealing with “terrorism” (Patton 2007: 354; Yavuz and Ozcan 2007). This
signified a critical setback to the liberalisation process, in addition to the
worsening Turkey-EU relations which had already put a halt to the reform
process, as the previous chapter discussed. With the PKK’s return to war and
the AKP caving into the military, it was doubtful a deeper issue transformation

would take place.
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The war with the PKK intensified and peaked during the winter of 2007-2008
(Somer and Glipker-Kesebir 2016).86 Heavy aerial bombardment of the Qandil
Mountains followed along with weekly clashes reported and the number of dead
rising on both sides. The fighting culminated with a brief Turkish troop incursion
across the border into Iragi Kurdistan in February 2018 that lasted only a week
as the PKK had proven resilient and caused high Turkish casualties. A few

months later the fighting slowed down though there was no ceasefire in place.

It was therefore a big surprise when in July 2009 then Interior Minister Besir
Atalay announced in a press conference that the Government was initiating a
new policy for resolving the Kurdish issue through “more freedom and
democracy”, calling upon all social and political actors to participate (Aktoprak
2010). The new “policy” was referred to as the “Democratic Opening”, or the
“Kurdish Opening”, and later known (less contentiously to nationalists) as the
“‘National Unity and Fraternity Project”. It was the Government’s first official
statement of intent for settling the conflict through dialogue, making it the most
courageous and boldest effort to address the Kurdish question in the history of
the country (Somer and Liaras 2010; Saylan 2012; Kayhan Pusane 2014).
According to Celep, the main purpose of the Opening was “to normalize the
long-standing Kurdish issue, resolve it through civilian means, and provide a
rapprochement between the Turkish state and the non-conformist Kurdish
population” (2010: 125). Why did the Government initiate this process now
especially since they were drifting away from the reform process after the 2007
elections? Or, as Bapat asks: “At what point during an insurgency does

negotiation become an option?” (2005: 700).

Some have argued that the fighting in 2007-2008 constituted a hurting
stalemate, showing that neither party could win the war (Zartman 2000). Turkey
finally realised the costly deadlock of the conflict and decided to change its

attitude and behaviour using a more conciliatory approach (Candar 2009;

86 For some reason both Tezcir (2010) and Kayhan Pusane (2015) appear to believe that the
PKK ceased the armed struggle in 1999 and was “defeated”, when neither the PKK nor
Abdullah Ocalan ever claimed so. See Kayhan Pusane (2015) “Turkey’s military victory over the
PKK and its failure to end the PKK insurgency”.
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Kaygusuz 2012; Yegen 2015; Unal 2016; Bagsaran 2017). However, before the
fighting even peaked in 2007-2008 the Turkish National Intelligence Service
(Milli istihbarat Teskilati, MIT) had begun to conduct regular secret talks with
Abdullah Ocalan in 2006 (which only became public knowledge in 2011). The
meetings with Ocalan were different from previous ad-hoc intelligence visits to
his prison island in that this time MIT head Emre Taner®” himself visited Ocalan
in prison on behalf of the Government to find out what role Ocalan should or
should not play in a prospective resolution process. By breaking the ceasefire
and instigating the wide protests in 2006, the PKK reminded the AKP that the
armed aspect of the conflict needed to be dealt with too, but it was not a hurting
stalemate. As Yegen (2015) also points out, it is likely that the Kurdish Opening
initiative resulted from the secret meetings with Ocalan that started in 2006 or
2007. Also, Turkey is militarily (second largest army in NATO), institutionally,
and economically superior to the PKK. As former Turkish intelligence officer
turned academician Nihat Ali Ozcan puts it, “we can tolerate 500 deaths per
year. It is considered normal” (Gunter 2013). States are typically stronger than

rebel groups. It is difficult to imagine how they would ever reach power parity.

Rather this was all part of the actor transformation and their goal to resolve the
Kurdish conflict, as the AKP had been set out to do from the beginning. It was
mentioned in the previous chapter that the conflict was seen as an obstacle on
Turkey’s road towards global and regional political and economic success. The
specific timing of the Opening in the summer of 2009 is most certainly linked to
the AKP’s weak performance in the southeast during the March 2009 local
elections. Erdogan’s flirt with nationalism to appease military leaders, continued
security operations against the PKK, lack of economic development, and a
stagnating reform agenda led to Kurdish mistrust and disappointment. This
resulted in a massive AKP loss to the predecessor of the current HDP, the DTP
(Democratic Society Party), in eight Kurdish-majority provinces during the local
elections (Karakaya Polat 2008; Gumuscu and Sert 2010; Cicek 2011; Onis

2013). The election results became a turning point for the AKP in that they

8 Emre Taner was selected by the Turkish National Security Council in 2007 to lead secret
talks with the PKK (Yegen 2015: 5).
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realised Kurdish political and social consent could not be gained without making
some concrete efforts for the resolution of the armed conflict. It was political
calculations, not a hurting stalemate, that influenced the AKP to initiate a public
peace plan with the hopes of regaining lost Kurdish votes (Kirisci 2011; Cengiz
and Hoffmann 2013; Zaras 2013; Keyman and Gumuscu 2014; Arikan Akdag
2016). Rather than a stalemate, the moment seemed ripe for an issue

transformation.

The PKK, for its part, was ready to talk. Top PKK leader Murat Karayilan
reiterated to Turkish and international media the PKK’s interest in negotiating
an end to the violence and in disarming (Tezcur 2010: 785; Yegen 2015: 6).
Guerrilla warfare was always risky; if the war was pushed too far by rash sub-
elements acting independently (e.g. terrorist attacks), it could jeopardise
support for the movement and its political objectives. Added to this, the local
Kurdish population was suffering from war fatigue (Cizre 2009), typically
identified as a critical condition towards resolution (Darby and Mac Ginty
2003a).

After the elections the Government reiterated its intentions to resolve the
Kurdish question. Likely based on assurances from Ocalan, the PKK decided to
seize the opportunity in the AKP’s post-election gloom to announce a unilateral
ceasefire on 13 April in a show of good will. The Government responded to the
PKK’s ceasefire by halting security operations, thus making the summer of 2009
the quietest in a while with fatalities on both sides considerably decreased. All
seemed to be progressing in the right direction when Turkish President Gl
expressed signs of good will, calling for a democratic solution to what he called
the country’s primary problem, i.e. the Kurdish question, and famously stated
‘good things” will come soon (Yegen 2015: 6). These were significant
statements indeed. In addition, the military was much less vocal about political
reform than witnessed before, making an issue transformation more likely. They
came on-board by expressing the idea that security measures alone could not
resolve the issue (Efegil 2011; Villellas 2011). llker Basbug, then commander of
the Turkish armed forces, acknowledged that the “issue of terror had political

and economic dimensions, which needed to be addressed” (Uslu 2010: 18).
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Basbug was considerably more open-minded than his less approachable
predecessor Yasar Blylkanit.®8 Although now positive towards addressing the
Kurdish issue through political reform, the Turkish military leadership remained
steadfastly opposed to any negotiations with the PKK, which was tantamount to
treason (Casier et al. 2009; Tezcur 2010). Still, this tacit military approval for

reform was critical for initiating the Kurdish Opening.

A public survey conducted in August 2009 showed that a majority of the Turkish
public wanted to see an “end to military operations and terrorist attacks”, but
more importantly, “the start of a dialogue between state officials and the Kurdish
people” (Efegil 2011: 28). Further, a majority (71,1%) believed that “the policies
implemented in the last 25 years against terrorism” had been unsuccessful with
48,1% finding the Opening positive and 36,4% who did not (Hasimi 2009: 23).
Heavily distorted enemy images were changing, and new attitudes were being
formed, arguably influenced by the public debate on the Kurdish question
mentioned in the previous chapter. Space for empathy had developed, which is
crucial for dealing with psychological barriers to conflict (Jeong 2008: 180). An
issue transformation is less likely if at least some of the psychological barriers
are not overcome. However, one must be careful when interpreting such
surveys because although there was support for “ending war” and “dialogue
with the Kurds”, that did not translate into negotiations with PKK because there

was low public support for that.

Still, there was a public readiness for peace at the very least, which arguably
gave the Government confidence to pursue the peace project and to later
acknowledge the importance of the Oslo talks. This was imperative because as
the journey towards resolution begins opposition intensifies and spoilers are
likely; how leaders handle the situation by continuing to de-escalate is important
(Kriesberg and Dayton 2012: 203). At the same time, it is worth noting that
public perception on the Kurdish question continued to be characterised by a

“tension between the expectation for a political resolution and the presence of a

88 Blylkanit stated in 2007: “Anyone who refuses to say ‘How happy is he who is a Turk’ is an
enemy of the State and will remain so (Karako¢ 2011: 731-732).
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sense of fear or anxiety” of what such a resolution would mean in the long-term
(Hasimi 2009: 23).

Against this background, the following sections analyse the talks that started in

a preliminary fashion in 2006.

5.3. Negotiating in good faith

Negotiating in good faith implies there is a mutual desire among parties to reach
deals or agreements in a relatively honest and fair fashion (Darby and Mac
Ginty 2003a). Neither party may attempt to undermine or disadvantage the
other; at least to an extent where it is not a deliberate strategy because some
attempts at undermining the opponent will be made. The appropriate measures
are to build confidence and security in order to show that fears are without
foundation (Zartman 2004). Third party facilitation has been said to help
manage distrust during talks and normally considered reassuring and essential
as the complexity of the conflict necessitates highly skilled mediators that can
help maintain good faith (Hampson 1996; Walter 2002; Hartzell and Hoddie
2003; Cochrane 2008). Third party involvement can therefore have the
advantages of bringing impartiality, patience, and balance to the negotiation
table (Walter 2002; Fisas 2015; Dawod 2016).

Before the official negotiations began in 2013, few knew that the Ocalan and
Turkish intelligence had begun secret talks as early as 2006. Back in 2006, then
intelligence head Taner had posed several questions to Ocalan, including what
cultural rights meant to Kurds, whether he could enforce decisions upon the
PKK despite being incarcerated, what his concept of “democratic republic” (see
Chapter 3) meant, how the guerrillas could be disarmed, and what he thought of
international observers (Balpetek 2015). It was a clear effort from the State to
try to understand Kurdish needs and what it would take to make peace. This
was the moment Ocalan had been waiting for since the failed peace attempts in

1999, that is, to play his part in a peace process.
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These secret talks with Ocalan began to involve PKK representatives in Europe
starting in late 2008 and were later known as the “Oslo talks”. It was remarkable
progress in such a short amount of time, showing that where there is political
will, there is a way. These extraordinary “talks-about-talks” 8 with the PKK were
facilitated by Western mediators between 2008 and 2011. They were first semi-
official pre-negotiations in the history of the Kurdish conflict in Turkey. The talks
were incredibly significant because, as Ensaroglu writes, they “eradicated the
perception that direct talks between the state and the PKK were an
extraordinary affair’ (2013: 13).

These talks only became public knowledge in September 2011 when an almost
50-minute long audio recording leaked to the press® revealed that Turkish
intelligence officers were secretly talking face-to-face with high-ranking PKK
representatives in Europe (Kutschera 2012; Yegen 2015; Kadioglu 2018). The
content of the meetings remained unknown to the public (save for the leaked
audio). Surprisingly, there was actually little public outrage. The opposition
parties went full ahead with criticisms anyway. The AKP declared that “state
officials” (without clarifying which), not the “the Government” could talk to
anyone they wanted for the sake of national security and peacemaking (AK
Group 2011; MyNet 2011). Though it was obvious to everyone that State
officials had acted upon Government instructions and in the leaked audio
intelligence chief Hakan Fidan himself says he is the envoy of the Prime
Minister (AK Group 2011; Vimeo 2014; Basaran 2017).

The secret meetings took place in the city of Oslo, Brussels and other unknown

locations in Europe with the number of meetings also remaining unknown

89 pre-negotiation stage is usually when some ground rules and modus operandi for subsequent
formal talks (Fisas 2015). These “talks-about-talks” are sometimes indirect, secret, and involve
months or years of backchannelling. Parties may or may not set out their pre-conditions but
usually make clear what they want the talks to include/exclude (Olson Lounsbery and Cook
2015). Negotiations are typically led by senior mid-level government officials and senior figures
from or associated with the insurgency.

% The recording first appeared on a pro-PKK news outlet online, but then quickly taken down,
claiming their website had been hacked and the recording planted there (Basaran 2017).
Various entities, ranging from PKK members to state units to the Gllen movement were
accused by the Turkish Government of the leak (Hurriyet Daily News 2015b; Norway News
2016; Tumer 20186).
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(Ercan 2013; Hurriyet Daily News 2015b; Yegen 2015).° What was most
surprising was that Turkey had invited the mediators. For years, they had
rejected third party involvement on the basis that it challenged its sovereignty
and that the issue was seen as a domestic matter. Yet, now Turkey actually
invited the mediators to help facilitate talks, which also signalled their
seriousness. Kurdish representatives in Europe had expressed concern about
their delegation’s safety and wanted it guaranteed by the presence of an
international guarantor (Kutschera 2012). PKK had always sought international
involvement in order to address the power imbalance but also because it
constituted an important part of legitimising their existence as well as their
cause. Turkey was against it for these very reasons. It would seem an issue

transformation was possible with the help of external parties.

The identity of the mediators, however, remains unknown at the time of writing.
According to different sources, mediators were potentially a British NGO (Yegen
2015) or British intelligence (Kadioglu 2018) or possibly officials from “the
United Kingdom or the Norwegian Peace Research Institute (PRIO)” (Unal
2016), and somewhat vaguely the “United Kingdom” according to top PKK
commander Murat Karayilan (Norway News 2016). Nevertheless, in the leaked
recording (available online) the mediators can be heard speaking English with a
British accent (Vimeo 2014). Some sources mention the presence of one British
mediator and one Norwegian; apparently both experts in conflict resolution
(Basaran 2017). Karayilan gives more detail and explains the high secrecy
around the initiative, stating that the mediators insisted on remaining

anonymous:

“To start at the beginning: there was an international institution acting as a mediator
that insists on refusing to disclose its name. /.../ We first met them in 2005. After 2006,
these meetings became systematic. They have solved many similar issues at an
international level and, based on that, they imposed a couple of conditions. They said

everything would be secret. It would be closed to the press. Only a very narrow section

91 High-ranking deputy from the pro-Kurdish Sirri Sakik later claimed that he himself and veteran
Kurdish politician Ahmet Turk acted as intermediaries in bringing the parties together after
receiving “positive signals” from the Government, but then withdrew themselves from the talks
(Bozkurt 2012).
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of our administration would know this. /.../ After this, the talks began. They were indeed
also speaking to the government. This international institution was shuttling between
the two sides, carrying messages. After 2008, they took a delegation of our people to
Oslo. That was when we recognized that they were operating on quite high authority.
They were able to fly a private plane from Qandil. The first direct talks between our

delegation and MIT occurred at the time.” (Basaran 2017)

However, there is nothing to indicate the Kurds were dissatisfied with the
identity of the mediators, but on the contrary, were pleased they were present.
Indeed, credible third parties can “provide a useful mediation function and
maintain a structured process which contains the mutual antagonisms and

insecurities of the negotiating parties” (Cochrane 2008: 89).

During the talks there were few negotiators present. This is typically favoured as
it is said to help create a more intimate, amicable, and relaxed atmosphere
through which building trust is made easier as new individual relationships form
(Wanis-St. John 2008). Crucially, the Oslo meetings provided the space for
parties to get to know each other’s interests, concerns, perceptions, and
demands better. The leaked recording showed both sides were fully capable of
talk in a calm manner and with sincerity (Vimeo 2014). In addition, the
participation of high-ranking individuals from both sides was striking.%? This is
typically seen as necessary is terms of legitimacy and without too frequently
having to consult the top (Hampson 1996). It indicated that both parties were
serious about some form of resolution, as was evidenced in the secret recording
when the new intelligence chief Hakan Fidan stated that neither side could
achieve a unilateral victory and an agreement was necessary for sustainable

peace (Vimeo 2014).

Demonstrating further commitment and good faith, a couple of months into the

Kurdish Opening a high-level meeting took place between Erdogan and the

92 The Turkish delegation were led by MIT head Emre Taner and later (April 2010) by his
successor Hakan Fidan, and his deputy Afet Gines. The PKK representatives included
president of Kongra-Gel and PKK Europe representative Zubér Aydar, Adem Uzun, executive
member of the Kurdish parliament in exile, co-founder and KCK executive council member
Sebri Ok, and member of the KCK executive council Mustafa Karasu (an ethnic Turk by the
way). The latter two are based in the Qandil Mountains on the Iraqgi-lranian border.
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military leaders during which such sensitive topics as PKK amnesty,
employment opportunities for disbanded village guards, and Kurdish language
education were discussed (Casier et al. 2009). Later on, the Government would
declare that the Kurdish Opening’s final aim was above all the disarmament and
disbandment of the PKK (Saylan 2012). Long-term goals included improving the
economic conditions in Turkish Kurdistan and expanding Kurdish cultural and
linguistic rights (Saylan 2012: 196). Already in January 2009 the Turkish public
broadcasting company started a new Kurdish language television channel. This
was considered a very significant step towards lifting barriers on the Kurdish
language and “normalising” the language, even though the PKK later dismissed
the channel as a propaganda instrument (Casier et al. 2009; Villellas 2011).
Short-term goals included forming a new, independent human rights
commission for investigating discrimination against minorities as well as
creating a mechanism for reporting complaints against security forces (Uslu
2010).

Thus, there was prevalent enthusiasm along with trust in the Government to
make a real effort to end the violence through alternative ways (Aydin-Duzgit
2012; Kayhan Pusane 2014). This enthusiasm was enabled by the launching of
lively national debate on the Kurdish question that was unlike what was seen
during the AKP’s first term in office (Casier et al. 2009; Aktoprak 2010; Kirisci
2011). The Kurdish question quickly became the number one topic on late night
debate shows with print media columnists engulfed in analysing the meaning of
such terms as nation-state, unitary state, Turk or Turkish citizen, supra-identity
and sub-identity, and so on. In Ensaroglu’s words, the Opening “ensured an in-
depth discussion of the Kurdish question and carried the issue to the
mainstream” (2013: 12). The Opening, as Yegen explains, “fostered for the first
time a strong sense among Kurdish citizens that the armed aspect of the
Kurdish question could be solved” (2011: 152). Even if the PKK was wary of the
Government’s intentions, the Kurdish people had for the first time faith in the

Government to resolve the issue.

What additionally strengthened faith in the process was the Government’s

invitation for advice from leading participants in the Basque and the Northern
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Ireland peace processes (Aktoprak 2010: 667). Later during the second phase
of the peace process that started in 2012, representatives from the AKP and the
pro-Kurdish party HDP visited Northern Ireland to learn more about the peace

process there.

While clearly there were significant steps taken to demonstrate good faith,
overall the Kurdish Opening lacked strategy and was marked by disorganisation
and half-heartedness (Aktoprak 2010; Cakir 2010; Aydinli and Ozcan 2011;
Gunter 2012; Kardas and Balci 2016). Despite talks with Ocalan and PKK
representatives ongoing in parallel, the Turks would not allow the PKK
representatives to speak to Ocalan directly. This was strange since in 1999 the
Government had allowed it in order for Ocalan to convince the PKK to lay down
arms after his arrest (Candar 2012). Instead, State representatives decided to
act as messengers between Ocalan and the PKK, passing on letters and
messages (Basaran 2017). The same intelligence people who met with the PKK
would also regularly meet with Ocalan (Kutschera 2012), which nonetheless
indicated a level of consistency. They still wanted Ocalan to use his influence to
pressure the PKK to rethink its position on the issue of disarmament. In these
circumstances, suspicions can flourish, and the PKK was highly disgruntled with

this situation.

While the AKP Government had expressed interest in dialogue, making positive
statements, engaging in talks, and so on, a paradoxical, confusing, and harming
development was underway, namely the so-called “KCK arrests”.®3 Turkish
police had a few weeks after the March 2009 local elections in April begun
arresting hundreds (and by the year 2013 over 8000) Kurdish politicians,
activists, human rights advocates, journalists, writers, civil society members and
others on the grounds of being terrorist members of the KCK (Gunter 2012;
Marcus 2012; Gunes 2014). These mass arrests of mostly Kurdish individuals
working through nonviolent, legal channels severely hampered dialogue and

cast serious doubt upon the Government’s sincerity with the peace process

9% KCK is the Kurdish confederal umbrella organisation that was works at the grassroots level,
of which the PKK is a part of, as explained in Chapter 3.
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(Gunes 2012b: 466). While the AKP and past Turkish governments for years
challenged the PKK to “come down from the mountains” and conduct legal
politics, they also feared the implications of Kurdish empowerment to status quo
(Kardas and Balci 2016: 170).° Indeed it has been argued that “the greater the
political mobilisation of ethnic subordinates, the more insecure the dominant
group” (Crighton and Mac Iver 1991: 139). It is this very insecurity that makes
an issue transformation extremely difficult in an ethnically-charged conflict. The
mass arrests did little to weakening the Kurdish movement. Instead, the State
only bolstered their cause and helped fuel violence and mistrust (Cakir 2010;
Marcus 2012).%°

It was becoming more and more difficult for the actors to shift their positions and
remain committed, and this was also true of the Kurdish side. A PKK ambush of
a military vehicle in Resadiye early December 2009 killed all soldiers in it. In
response the Turkish constitutional court shut down the at the time pro-Kurdish
party DTP for alleged links to the PKK (Gunter 2012).°6 Talks came to a
standstill and the tensions were high. Despite the Resadiye attack the PKK did
not break its ceasefire, until the summer of 2010, but only for a couple of
months as Ocalan intervened as asked them to declare another ceasefire. It
became clearer from the Government’s attitude in autumn 2010 that the peace
process was still on. Nonetheless, good faith in the process had been severely
damaged in late 2009 but it is not certain to what extent mediators bear
responsibility in this. Yet, they were probably instrumental in getting parties to

return to talks in late 2010. Still, tensions continued to rise until the 2011

% As discussed in Chapter 3, the tactical, strategic and methodological change within the
Kurdish movement meant Kurds were increasingly resisting through nonviolent means of
organisation and putting less emphasis on the armed struggle. Identity politics was pursued
through “a bourgeoning Kurdish civil society, local Kurdish municipalities, and institutions such
as the KCK throughout the 2000s” which ultimately the State perceived as a security threat
(indeed almost a parallel state structure) (Kardas and Balci 2016: 172).

% There have been claims about Gulenists, who at the time occupied a large presence in the
police force and the judiciary, being behind the KCK operations and intentionally trying to spoil
the process (Aktan 2014). The Gilen movement and the PKK have competed for influence in
Kurdistan and they remain against settlement with the PKK. However, these claims remain
unsubstantiated.

% Although it was not the AKP’s decision, the closure was not challenged by the AKP, raising
criticisms against the party and its sincerity in consolidating democracy and solving the Kurdish
guestion, as Erdogan had promised on many occasions (Cinar 2006; Zaras 2013). Though
quickly after its closure, the DTP was replaced by a new pro-Kurdish party called the Peace and
Democracy Party (BDP), co-led by the charismatic Selahattin Demirtas.
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elections (Narbone and Tocci 2007; Aktoprak 2010; Aydin-Duzgit 2012), which

indicates mediators were not successful in reducing tensions.

The following section discusses the impact of inclusion and exclusion during the

process.

54. Inclusion

In conflict resolution literature, inclusion of “key actors” is frequently emphasised
as a determinant factor of peace processes (e.g. Hampson 1996; Darby and
Mac Ginty 2003; Wanis-St. John 2008). As long as the primary protagonists are
included, others with a stake in the matter (such as a neighbouring country or
civil society) can be included too. But two problems may emerge in this context.
Firstly, determining who the parties and interlocutors are to negotiations is not
always easily agreed upon. Secondly, while there is an objective to minimise
risk of spoilers by achieving as broad public consensus as possible, too many
participants can also risk spoilers as well as prevent elite consensus from being

reached.

The Kurdish side was eager to upgrade from talks-about-talks to actual
negotiations, demanding the Kurdish Opening should become official and
include the main protagonists instead of being a unilateral act hidden from the
public eye forever. Some have argued that a peace process without the PKK
would be more promising (Aydinli and Ozcan 2011). Such statements show
ignorance of why this would antagonise the PKK and increase the risk of PKK
spoiler attempts. Attempting to achieve peace by circumventing the “terrorists”
have rarely proven successful. The PKK has on many occasions proven it does
not appreciate any unilateral moves attempted at circumventing them.
Moreover, studies have shown that many Kurds in Turkey want peace not
“despite the PKK” but with “the PKK’s consent and participation” (Cakir 2010:
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184).°7 Inclusive negotiations are important in order for talks and resulting
agreements to be seen as representative and legitimate among the public
(Maney et al. 2006; Cochrane 2008: 87), and in this case, the Kurdish public
who are sympathetic to the PKK. As Turkish analysts have witnessed too,
Ocalan and the PKK are respected among a large section of the Kurdish public
and the diaspora despite the State’s insistence to for years claim otherwise
(Cakir 2010). Nevertheless, the critical issue for Turkey is their security
concerns and since they admitted the military method was not working then,
ultimately, they had to include the PKK and especially Ocalan. Since the issue
is not just Kurdish needs but also Turkish security concerns, this means that if

issues are to be transformed then full inclusion of the Kurdish side is vital.

Yet, the AKP continued to hesitate from pursuing a public dialogue with Ocalan
and the PKK and there were two reasons for this. The first one was the terrorist
listing of the organisation and its illegal status in Turkey. According to Gunter
(2012), “the terrorism appellation distorts the discussion and, not only prevents
the two main parties to the problem from fully negotiating with each other, but
also impairs the European Union from playing a stronger role in achieving
peace”. He argues that Turkey, the EU and US must stop referring to the PKK
as a terrorist group and then challenge it to negotiate peacefully (Gunter 2012).
The second reason was the fear of political repercussions. The State and media
had demonised Ocalan for years as a blood-thirsty “baby killer”. Making talks
public might have enticed public anger and have adverse effects on the AKP’s
electoral prospects (Aktoprak 2010; Cakir 2010; Kayhan Pusane 2014).

Trying to navigate through the above obstacles, the AKP tried to include the
Kurdish movement in a public dialogue by excluding Ocalan (though not from
the secret talks) and including the pro-Kurdish party at the time, the DTP, due to
its legal status Yet, they refused to be the main interlocutor, pointing to Ocalan
instead. The AKP was frustrated and decided to publicly vilify the party for
refusing to denounce the PKK as a terrorist organisation (Aktoprak 2010;

9 For an empirical study on this, also see Perspectives on ethno-national conflict among
Kurdish families with members in the PKK by Tahir Abbas and Ismail Hakki Yigit (2016).
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Gunter 2012). Many argued that the DTP and its successor party worried about
the PKK’s reaction if it accepted being the interlocutor. It faced significant
criticism (even from Ocalan himself) for not acting more determinedly and
independently from the PKK and thereby undermining itself (Candar 2009;
Cakir 2010; Aydinli and Ozcan 2011; Kirisci 2011; Kayhan Pusane 2014).%8
According to Candar, the DTP passed the ball to the PKK because it was
dominated by pro-PKK leadership and had little experience in formulating
policies of its own (2009: 18). Earlier though, the DTP had claimed it wanted to
act as a mediator between the State and the PKK (Cemal 2009; Celik n.d.) so it
was odd when they refused this role. Their refusal potentially harmed the peace
process rather than pushing it further ahead because they could have led to
empowering the DTP vis-a-vis the PKK, ultimately allowing them to play the part
Sinn Féin played in Northern Ireland for example. Such an active involvement
by the DTP could have had a strong impact on shifting the adversaries’

positions as well as the conflict issues.

Certainly, inclusivity is not limited to negotiating elites or political parties. Peace
concerns various groups and stakeholders and in order to achieve some level
of satisfaction across these elements, the process would benefit from being
transparent and genuine. It has often been argued in conflict resolution
literature that in order to increase chances of success in a peace process,
certainty must also be created at the grassroots level on either side of the
conflict and local actors must participate too (Lederach 1997; Darby and Mac
Ginty 2003a; Maney et al. 2006; Cochrane 2008). The responsibility of peace
should be spread out to all levels of society. It is helpful to imagine the process
as a building. When the foundation of the building and its pillars are strong, it
has a greater chance of withstanding an earthquake. At the very least, the top
may crumble, but the lower levels of the building will still stand. In this way, it
will be easier to reconstruct the building than starting from the bottom all over

again. Thus, where Track | diplomacy fails, Track 119 initiatives might still

% Also, their sometimes unsuitable, untimely, and contradictory political statements, as well as
weak stance against PKK violence undermined their efforts for peace (Savran 2016).

% Track | diplomacy is typically understood as elite negotiations. Unofficial, or Track II
diplomacy, are important for transformation of conflict, and may "provide opportunities for
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continue. Even though Erdogan called for all concerned parties, including civil
society, to participate in the Kurdish Opening, in reality the process was elite-
led. Nevertheless, there were attempts by Turkish civil society groups
concerned with the human costs of the conflict to include themselves in the
process, such as the Peace Council of Turkey (Tirkive Baris Meclisi), the
Peace Mothers (Baris Anneleri), Saturday Mothers (Cumartesi Anneleri), and
Women’s Solidarity for Peace, Life Is What Matters (Aslolan Hayattir). Erdogan
briefly met with the Saturday Mothers, but none of these groups were officially
invited to participate in the dialogue despite the Government stating that the
Opening was a deliberative process and the aim was to achieve a “national
consensus” on the resolution of the Kurdish question (Hasimi 2009: 22). Other
civil society groups such as the City Councils (Kent Konseyleri) also complained
of not being invited by local AKP municipalities to discuss how to proceed with
the peace initiative (Gumuscu and Sert 2010). Gurbtz and Akyol (2017) argue
that the Government should have worked with these groups to “de-ethnify” the
conflict by emphasising humane values and human suffering on both sides,
uniting them against a common enemy, i.e. abusive militarism. Bahar Rumelili
has emphasised how the process lacked a common narrative, of shared past
and shared future, upon which the process could cling on t0.1°° The strong
psychological barriers to peace could have been addressed through civil society
participation. Yet, as Celik (2015) notes, the Government did not provide the

space for these questions to be addressed.

Civil society groups also complained that the preliminary preparation for a new
constitution that began in 2010 lacked public consultations with ordinary citizens
(Gumuscu and Sert 2010; Kaygusuz 2012). In response to some of this
criticism, civil society groups and academics were invited to provide their
opinion with a special website set up to gather ideas from the public (Muftuler-

Ba¢c and Keyman 2012). Further, Interior Minister Atalay held consultation

relations to develop and knowledge to be acquired that modify the conceptions held about the
other side and collective self-identities. They may also reframe relations so that grievances are
less zero sum" (Kriesberg 2005: 91).

100 This was during her keynote speech at the PRIS Biennial Symposium, 27-28 September
2018, Lund, Sweden.
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meetings with the major political parties, trade unions, and business groups.
Erdogan met with different social groups such as journalists, writers, and actors
during several “breakfast meetings” with the purpose of gathering their opinions
(Ensaroglu 2013: 12; Kayhan Pusane 2014: 88). These were promising
confidence-building measures and attempts at inclusivity, but again the
engagement with civil society was limited to a handful of meetings. This was
unfortunate since civil society groups can play a tremendously important role in
an issue transformation through their sustained engagement with those directly

affected by the conflict, and essentially, the electorate.

Nevertheless, some civil society groups took their own initiatives to organise
dozens of workshops aimed at bringing Turks and Kurds closer to
understanding each other's concerns.!®! Participants came from different
ethnicities, professions and classes (Celik n.d.). These collaborative workshops
resembled Fisher’s interactive conflict resolution defined as “small-group,
problem-solving discussions between unofficial representatives of identity
groups or states engaged in destructive conflict that are facilitated by an
impartial third party of social scientist-practitioners” (1997: 8). The purpose of
these problem-solving discussions was to address the basic needs of both
sides. However, the Turkish workshops (with the exception of the ones led by
Ekopolitik) failed to effectively address the causes of mistrust, prejudices, and
increasing intercommunal tensions or develop ways to heal traumas and
address wrongdoings (ibid.) As the Opening lost its momentum the workshops
gradually reduced in number, failing to generate the popular pressure that might
have pushed negotiators to remain committed to addressing core conflict
issues. Peace is more likely to be secured if there is a simultaneous dialogue at
all levels of society as well as a vertical engagement within these different levels
to safeguard the process as much as possible by putting pressure on
negotiating elites. Conflict transformation, let alone issue transformation, is

extremely difficult without some grassroots participation.

101 For a very interesting and elaborative study on the role of Turkish and Kurdish civil society
and organisations in the conflict in Turkey, see Kaliber and Tocci (2010) Civil society and the
transformation of Turkey’s Kurdish question.
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Turkish political opposition, despite demonising the AKP for the peace initiative,
ironically complained of being left out of the process by Erdogan even though
they were invited to participate (Ensaroglu 2013; Kayhan Pusane 2014).
Ultimately, the lack of political consensus — through either the external or self-
exclusion of CHP and MHP — was identified by some as hampering efforts for
progress (Aktoprak 2010; Cakir 2010; Gunes 2012b; Kaygusuz 2012). The
Government partially responded to these complaints when they created a new
cross-party parliamentary committee that was to reach agreement on the new
constitutional draft, but the committee failed to achieve the consensus needed
because of the ultra-nationalist MHP and to a lesser extent the CHP. Thus, the
potential to constitutionally address Kurdish rights was hampered by nationalist
political opposition once they were actually “included” in the process. Inclusion,

therefore, can have mixed results.

The next section refers to what extent the disputed issues were addressed.

5.5. Addressing key issues

It is said that peace processes pose a direct threat to status quo because they
involve changing power relations, making progress extremely difficult (Olson
Lounsbery and Cook 2015). Yet the most important part of reaching an
agreement is conceding demands regarding the core issues lying at the heart of
the conflict, which necessitates empowering the marginalised group that is
rebelling (Azar 1990; Burton 1990; Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Ramsbotham
et al. 2005).

For the Kurds and their supporters who have fought for equality, their basic
needs revolve around identity and recognition which require a certain level of
economic, political, social/national, and cultural reforms. The Turks are primarily
interested in territorial integrity and border security, which they intrinsically link
to national unity. During the 2009-2011 resolution process there were attempts
at addressing the interests and needs of both parties. At the Oslo talks parties

discussed such topics as confidence-building measures, controlling violence,
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Ocalan’s “partial release”, limited autonomy and the contours of a final ceasefire
for a final settlement (Ercan 2013; Celik 2015). Then when the Opening was
initiated the discussions mainly revolved around the remaining restrictions on
the use of the Kurdish language, disarmament and amnesty for PKK fighters,
and improved prison conditions for Ocalan (Casier et al. 2009). It seemed

parties were on the right track towards transforming the core issues.

The wider demands of the Kurdish political movement include both interests
and needs (Aktoprak 2010; Efegil 2011; Saylan 2012; Ercan 2013; Onis 2013;

Basaran 2017). These can be summarised as follows:

1. Removal of all legal and bureaucratic restrictions to Kurdish culture and
language, including during political campaigning, public institutions,
media and press, health services, legal services, places of worship,
prisons, and above all in education;

Decentralised political governance;

Reducing the current 10% parliamentary threshold to 4-5%;
Disbandment of the state-sponsored village guard system;

Ocalan’s release or at least transfer to house arrest;

The creation of a truth and reconciliation commission;

Amnesty for PKK guerrillas;

@ N o ok~ wN

A new and democratic constitution, that also recognises Kurds as a

group.

However, none of the above demands were met.

The primary demand of the Kurds is for all restrictions to their language to be
removed. Mother-tongue or bilingual education is especially prioritised because
it is a matter of identity affirmation, language revitalisation, and to improve the
poor educational performance of Kurdish children. Yet many restrictions remain

in place.l%2 The AKP, the military, as well as the opposition parties CHP and

102 possibly the only concrete change during the first phase of the process occurred in April
2010 when election campaigns were allowed to be carried out in languages other than Turkish
(Somer and Liaras 2010: 153).
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MHP all rejected permitting Kurdish as a language of instruction (Efegil 2011,
Gunes 2012b; Kardas and Balci 2016).1%% Added to this, in a public survey
conducted by SETA-Pollmark in 2009, 52% of Turkish respondents did not
support the removal of remaining restrictions on the Kurdish language, which
would presumably include education in Kurdish, whilst 78,2% of Kurdish
respondents did (Hasimi 2009). Kurdish mother-tongue medium education is
fiercely resisted because introducing it effectively means recognising that
Turkey is made up of two large groups instead of just one — threatening the
venerated idea of the “unitary state” (see Chapter 2). Language is at the core of
the Kurdish conflict and no viable peace settlement can be achieved unless all
restrictions to the Kurdish language and identity are removed. In order for the
issues to shift, Turkish security fears to be addressed then smaller issues to be
discussed, there is no doubt that Turkey has to allow the complete and free

expression of the Kurdish language in all shapes or forms.

With regards to devolution or autonomy, the traditional Turkish position has
been that autonomy is unacceptable because it would eventually lead to
Kurdish secession, even though there is little support for this in research.'%* Yet,
for the Kurds what is to be negotiated and specified is not the territorially
integrity of Turkey but the degree of self-administration or autonomy and what
provinces are to be included at first instances, i.e. the relationship between
central government and the autonomous entity. Thus, sovereignty need not to
be sacrificed. At a point, the Government indicated willingness to accept
autonomy during the secret talks although what form this was meant to take is
unclear (Norway News 2016). The Kurdish movement is not interested in
federalist autonomy but a looser form of autonomy (see Chapter 3).1% Perhaps
they managed to explain the difference to the Turkish negotiators since

autonomy was never dropped from talks, even at the later stage of the peace

103 |nstead the Government thought it was sufficient to introduce elective modules in Kurdish in
public schools, yet availability remained restricted and the initiative poorly structured.

104 Research has shown that overall autonomy reduces conflict, alleviates nationalist demands,
and actually prevents secession (Bertrand 2004: 16; Dayton and Kriesberg 2009: 3).

105 Autonomy, understood as devolution of power, in this case is not just about self-government.
It is about bringing recognition and emphasising the distinctiveness of Kurdish identity, but not
necessarily separateness.
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process in 2012-2014. That would have been a milestone in talks and

significant for shifting positions and reaching consensus.

As for the 10% electoral threshold, the AKP showed little interest in decreasing
it because it benefitted them electorally (Saylan 2012). Although the structural
conditions that give way to conflict is related to unequal access to political
power in addition to the marginalisation of certain (minority) groups (Jeong
2000: 32). The electoral threshold is the key impediment to guaranteeing
Kurdish access to political and institutional power as well as for promoting
Kurdish nonviolent resistance. It could therefore further advance the rebel
transformation the PKK began in the early 2000s, described in Chapter 3.

Further, the Kurds demanded the village guard system to be abolished because
it has sown deep intra-Kurdish divisions and allowed village guards to act with
impunity against Kurdish civilians. The Government showed a willingness to
disband the controversial village guard system but only as part of a
comprehensive peace settlement (no longer having any use of them once the
armed conflict was over). This was not good enough for the Kurds and failing to
agree on this “medium” concession made larger concessions harder. The
question of the village guards is linked to other issues. A thoughtful discussion
between both sides is required because many village guards stole land from
fleeing Kurdish IDPs, who after a settlement may return to reclaim their land,
potentially making intra-Kurdish violence a new serious problem endangering
the peace agreement. Indeed, parties need to seriously discuss and collaborate
in establishing the terms of a just and mutually beneficial post-conflict society
(Sisk 2004).

With regards to the last demand, the Kurdish movement argues that Ocalan’s
difficult prison conditions and rare access to his lawyers disables him from
playing a more active and fruitful role as a peacemaker and to control potential
spoilers within the movement, as for example Nelson Mandela did in South
Africa. However, the AKP referred to the amnesty or re-trial of Ocalan as out of
guestion due to potential public backlash (Celik n.d.). Though at one point the

Deputy PM referred to the possibility of moving Ocalan to house arrest after a
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peace settlement and it did not create a harsh public reaction as expected
(International Crisis Group 2012: 31). Others like Yavuz and Ozcan (2015) write
that by keeping Ocalan incarcerated the Government believes they can make
him more malleable to their ideas regarding the peace process. To what extent
Ocalan’s freedom would make a difference to the process is a subjective
guestion for some. The South African peace process would not have made the
progress it did if Mandela had remained incarcerated. The problem with
Ocalan’s potential release is that the majority of Turkish public would have an
extremely difficult time accepting such a scenario because of their perceptions
of him as an evil, baby-killing, terrorist head — false perceptions fed to them over
decades by the Turkish media. In South Africa, the whites did not have the
same monstrous view of Mandela even though he was certainly vilified and
proclaimed a terrorist. But the whites were a significant minority and public

backlash from them would have been easier to handle.

Moreover, the Government was ready to accept the creation of a truth and
reconciliation commission and a peace council during the Oslo talks (Norway
News 2016). It realised a truth and conciliation committee was needed for both
Turkish and Kurdish individuals and families to express past trauma and
horrors. This was important in order to receive closure and accept the outcomes
of a peace settlement without holding grudges that may threaten post-conflict
agreements. The opposition party CHP also accepted a truth and reconciliation
commission (Onang 2016). Despite favourable views, no such commission was
ever created. The creation of such a commission may have been instrumental
to pushing for an issue transformation because of the impact it would have had

on reducing psychological barriers for peace.

Naturally, an amnesty law is important for the PKK. In the early days of the
Opening, the AKP discussed a broader amnesty law with the military, but the
military would not accept it (Efegil 2011). The majority of the Turkish public was
also against such a decision at the time (Phillips 2007; Larrabee 2013a), even
do a vaguer type of amnesty law was introduced by the AKP during its first term
in office. Still, the Government bravely declared that in case of an amnesty

about 90% of the guerrillas (excluding executive leadership) would not be
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formally charged (Efegil 2011: 32).1% Those who wished to remain in Iraqi

Kurdistan could do so (International Crisis Group 2012: 31).

The Kurds are highly in favour of a new constitution. The Government did
promise a new “democratic” constitution meant to offer a new conception of
citizenship, enhanced equality, stronger safeguards for freedom of speech and
association, as well as an enhanced system of checks and balances (Mufttler-
Bac and Keyman 2012). However, when the Government held a referendum in
September 2010 on a constitutional amendment package they did not include
any of the Kurdish demands, even minor ones, and therefore angering Kurdish
representatives (Aktoprak 2010).1%” The constitutional commission still exists on
paper but lack of agreement and domestic political turmoil has put the
constitutional project at a standstill. In addition, the AKP, the military, and other
mainstream political parties rejected the proposal for constitutional safeguards
on Kurds’' collective rights (Cicek 2011; Efegil 2011; Gunes 2012b). They
argued that strengthening individual civic rights would suffice and group-specific
rights were unnecessary to avoid the “politicisation of a cultural identity”
(Kaygusuz 2012: 178-179). But this of course excludes Turkish identity, which is
why Kurds first and foremost demand a redefinition of the concept of

citizenship.1%8

The Government and the main opposition parties’ reluctant attitudes to accept
Kurdish group-rights were also supported by the general public. For example, in
2009 a public survey by SETA-Pollmark showed that 65,2% of respondents
thought a constitutional recognition of Kurdish identity was unacceptable. When
dividing the respondents into ethnic groups, 73,9% of Turks were against
constitutional recognition while 67,3% of Kurdish respondents were in favour

(Hasimi 2009). Certainly, “goals framed in terms of collectively shared

106 1t is likely that within the prospects of a future agreement amnesty would be given to most
PKK members with Turkish citizenship but not for the top 100 or so senior commanders wanted
by Interpol that most likely would remain in Iraq (Phillips 2007).

107 In addition to the demands specifically related to the Kurds, the Kurdish movement also
seeks changes in laws the mainly affect ethnic Kurds, such as the Anti-Terror Law and several
Penal Code articles (International Crisis Group 2012: 29)

108 The Kurdish movement wants articles that can be interpreted as discriminating against non-
Turks removed because Turkish can mean both a citizen of Turkey but also someone of Turkish
ethnicity (International Crisis Group 2012: 28).
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attainments rather than aggregated-individual attainments are more likely to be
seen as threatening to the opposition” (Kriesberg 2007: 299). However, it begs
the question of how important to peace it is that a specific ethnic identity or
national community is enshrined into a constitution. Conflicts in Northern
Ireland, Basque and Catalonia regions of Spain, and the Kurdistan region of
Irag were all settled through the safeguarding of collective rights. Kurdish
academics argue that the issue cannot be settled without constitutional
guarantees on collective rights (Cicek 2011; Gunes 2012b). This is mainly
because the Kurds cannot trust that the Turkish State will not discriminate
against Kurds again. Other Kurdish thinkers believe it is better to insist on
deeper democratic reforms than group-specific rights because expanded civil
liberties can also safeguard Kurdish identity (Ensaroglu 2013). Ocalan himself
declared that if collective rights were not ensured the conflict would continue for
another 50 years (Cicek 2011), underscoring the importance of the issue of

recognition for the Kurds.

With regards to the Government’'s demands from the PKK, above all it is of
course of the disarmament of the PKK as it underpins Turkish people’s sense of
security. In 2010, the popular Kurdish mayor Osman Baydemir stated that the
time for armed struggle had come to an end. In 2010 senior PKK commander
Murat Karayilan reiterated to the media the PKK was ready to lay down their
weapons as part of a comprehensive peace agreement (Hess 2013). Despite
such statements rebels remain extremely anxious about disarmament due to
fears of retaliation by the State (Walter 1999). The key challenge is how parties
can overcome such a dilemma as “the trade-off of group security in return for
disarmament and the demobilisation of combatants” (Sisk 2004: 253). Rebels
need to be convinced the State will stick to the peace agreement (Olson
Lounsbery and Cook 2015). As the next chapter will show, disarmament
became an increasingly distant alternative for the PKK because of an
increasingly chaotic environment in the Middle East after the Arab Spring. But to
Turkey, the PKK’s refusal to surrender arms is because it still has a secret
separatist agenda in mind and therefore the Turkish position will remain
unwavering. Hence, why they have often stated that the PKK must lay down its

arms before any real dialogue can begin. Although they did it anyway, it is
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difficult to see how issues can transform if Turkey does not receive some

security guarantees.

But during the first phase of the peace process the Government failed to
accomplish anything noteworthy with regards to democratisation or even
addressing the most basic Kurdish demands, which would not have posed any
real security risk to Turkey. The situation is complicated because to ask people
in power to share their power is “to ask them to give up the possibility of
gratifying needs as they see or feel them from their immediate perspective”
(Sites 1990: 27). At the same time, there is a fear among governments that
giving into one demand will open the door for more demands (Walter 2002).
According to a former member of the AKP’s central executive committee, there
is “nothing wrong with PKK demands” but the Government “constantly worries,
will the PKK demands stop there™? (International Crisis Group 2012: 27). A pro-
PKK leader concurred: “Turkey is ‘us’ too... but the Turks have fear in their
genes that ‘if we give the Kurds anything, we won’t be able to stop them” (ibid.).
Nevertheless, the lack of any concessions whatsoever damaged Kurdish trust
and faith in the process, deeming the AKP to be insincere and simply playing

for Kurdish votes.

As others have also pointed out, what significantly influenced failure in the
Kurdish Opening was the disparity between core Kurdish demands and what
the AKP was willing to offer in the end (Aktoprak 2010; Cicek 2011; Yegen
2011; Kaygusuz 2012; Park 2016). This partially stemmed from the fact that the
adversaries did not agree on what the key issues were. Bercovitch and Jackson
write that “one party may see the issues in a conflict as pertaining to the right of
self-determination, while the other may see them as pertaining to its security
and survival” (2009: 22). But one could argue that it is not about deciding which
of these makes up the core issue but rather it is about negotiating parties agree
on both constituting a problem. Unless the parties envision the peace process
as such and attempt to empathise, negotiations are unlikely to succeed in the

long term.

The following section analyses commitment problems during the process.
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5.6. Commitment

Contrary to violence, which spirals and perpetuates itself in cycles with
fluctuating intensity, peace is not spontaneous but depends on constant and
sustained commitment and engagement of key actors (Darby and Mac Ginty
2003a; Waldmann 2004). Committed and consistent political leadership has
been identified as key to progress in peace processes (Guelke 2003;
Ramsbotham et al. 2005; Maney et al. 2006). In the end, it is leaders who have
the decision-making power and are responsible for democratic reform.
Prolonged commitment to a peace process goes hand in hand with developing

some basic trust between negotiators (not necessarily at first instance).

Issue transformation includes shifts in the political climate and intergroup
relations. The most important confidence and trust-building measure resulting
from the secret Oslo talks was Ocalan’s proposal of an unarmed “peace group”
from the PKK to be sent to Turkey. The group would test Turkey’s sincerity and
commitment to the process by determining whether the guerrillas would be
jailed or given amnesty (Aydin-Duzgit 2012; Yegen 2015). Ocalan had done the
same in 1999 (see Chapter 3), but this had ended in disaster when the peace
guerrillas were all arrested and jailed, destroying chances of peace. On 18
October 2009, a group of 34 individuals, mostly PKK militants, crossed the
Xabur (Habur) Border Crossing between Turkey-Irag. Indeed, the Turks were
true to their promise as this time Turkish police freed the guerrillas after formally
taking their statements. But within a week the process collapsed almost entirely.
Returnee guerrillas received a large, cheerful welcoming reception from over
tens of thousands of Kurds gathered at Xabur. Images of massive crowds
portrayed as hailing a PKK victory were broadcast live on Turkish TV,
consequently embarrassing the Government and stirring up public anger
(Casier et al. 2009; Aktoprak 2010; Gunter 2012).1%° Rubbing salt into wounds,

109 The CHP and the MHP went so far as to accuse the Government of separatism, treason,
weakness, serving foreign powers, and even bringing about the downfall of the Republic
(Aktoprak 2010; Celep 2010; Gunter 2012). The military concurred, declaring that the PKK lay
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the guerrillas began touring Kurdish towns in the southeast with MPs from the
pro-Kurdish party DTP, infuriating Turkish nationalists and even liberals. Indeed,
a critical problem is the eagerness of the oppressed group or the rebels for
legitimacy and recognition (Akebo 2017). The PKK had the tendency to
construct the slightest concession as a victory. Ironically, this important
confidence-building measure turned into another reason for mistrust on the side
of the Government with PM Erdogan strongly criticising the DTP, calling the
incident a “crisis of confidence” (Aktoprak 2010: 660). The Xabur incident also
helped Turkish nationalist opposition to successfully cultivate an anti-Opening
public opinion (Cakir 2010). The Kurds misuse of the peace group initiative may
“‘prove” that the other side has not changed, thus reaffirming firmly held enemy

images (Aggestam 2006).

The DTP, on the other hand, argued the images were misinterpreted and
people were simply excited by the prospect of real peace prompted by the
arrival of unarmed PKK members. Erdogan doubted the sincerity of the Kurdish
representatives, calling them irresponsible (Unver 2015: 161).1° Realising a
stopping point had been reached, Ocalan appealed for calm and dialogue but
was frustrated about how the peace group initiative was mismanaged and
thought that an important opportunity was wasted (Casier et al. 2009). The
Government insisted confidence was difficult to build because of DTP’s inability
or unwillingness to fully embrace the initiative, accusing the DTP leadership of a
lack of “an open attitude” towards the Opening (Cakir 2010: 186).

Many agree the Xabur incident significantly hampered the resolution process
(Timer 2016; Kadioglu 2018). In hindsight, better dialogue and preparation
between parties to establish some level of consensus on how to manage these
events would have probably prevented or at least minimised the Xabur damage.

Apparently, the Oslo mediators had played a crucial role in establishing rapport

down its arms unconditionally and reiterated their commitment to a unitary Turkish State and the
struggle against terrorism (Casier et al. 2009; Efegil 2011).

10 Qut of fear of yet another public scene, the authorities denied the DTP permission for a
public press conference at Ataturk Airport for the planned return of a number of exiled PKK
members in Europe with their visa applications denied (Casier et al. 2009; Cakir 2010).
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and building some trust between the parties during the secret talks and they
were supportive of the Xabur initiative (Kadioglu 2018). But it is not known
whether they warned parties in advance of potential consequences or whether
they attempted any damage control, considering how badly the Xabur incident

played put.

The Xabur incident was so demoralising to Turks that a similar measure was
not attempted again. After the Xabur crisis, trust and commitment to the process
was diminishing by the hour. One of the problems in relation to this was the lack
of a pre-agenda or a negotiation framework. Pro-Kurdish politician Abdullah
Demirbas complained in an interview that neither side tried to clearly structure
the talks, provide details, or have a watchdog (Khoshnaw 2016). Although the
Kurds presented their demands through submitting protocols, road maps, etc.,
essentially parties entered talks without any pre-conditions. Others have also
noted that the pre-negotiations and later negotiations lacked clear terms,
conditions or a potential consensus and therefore damaged peace prospects
(International Crisis Group 2012; Kadioglu 2018). There was a lack of an
“overall framework prescribing how the discussion should ensue” and “a clear
outline of what the boundaries of the ‘opening up’ discussion should be” as well
as “who should be the primary participants” (Aydinli and Ozcan 2011). Kurdish
negotiators complained that their Turkish counterparts only listened but never
actually made any commitments or present any proposals of their own (Jenkins
2014). Even an exploratory phase ought to contain an agreement of a timetable
or a methodology, and establish a pre-agenda clarifying how to work around
basic disagreements (Fisas 2015). It is during this critical period that terms on
how to end the war are agreed upon (Sisk 2004: 260). Even minor agreements
affect trust-building and therefore good faith during the process as well. There
seemed to be too much flexibility overall — although this is sometimes
considered positive in the literature — but to what extent mediators can be
attributed to this is hard to say. To what extent flexibility, as opposed to pre-
conditions, serves the issue transformation is a relevant question, though too

complex to attempt to answer here.
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Nevertheless, in 2011 one of the mediators seemed pleased with the progress

made thus far, stating the following:

“l congratulate both parties. It looks like the lights turned green at this phase of the
negotiation, and we are happy to see that both parties believe the standstill should
continue, because it will constitute the basis for a positive political negotiation process.”
(Basaran 2017)

Yet, as it would turn out, the mediator was mistaken about both parties’
perception that the ceasefire should remain in place. During the 15 June 2011
elections the AKP once again won almost 50% of the votes, arguably giving
them a strong mandate to continue more boldly with the peace process. This is
notwithstanding that by late 2011 most of the military came under AKP tutelage,
effectively eliminating any serious spoilers by nationalist Kemalists. Instead,
there was a repeat of the 2007 national elections where rather than interpreting
the electoral results as an opportunity to further engage with the Kurdish
guestion, Erdogan switched to a hard-line tone and ignored the pro-Kurdish
bloc.''! Worse yet, the expected immediate post-election secret meeting never
took place and the Turks never returned to mediated talks. During the last
meeting (around April 2011) Turkish negotiators had promised they would take
the ideas regarding a new constitution and some of the reasonable Kurdish
demands to the Government and bring their views to the next meeting after the
June national elections (International Crisis Group 2012: 4; Ercan 2013: 120-
121). But they failed to turn up. This did not only signal the Government's
disinterest in the process, but it seemed the efforts of the international
mediators involved was not considered worthwhile or effective. In a way this
withdrawal could also be interpreted as a spoiler attempt, as for example the
Spanish government did with the ETA (Conversi 2006). The Government’s
reversal in position and end of the Oslo talks put a halt to the transformation of

issues.

111 Even before the elections Erdogan had raised Kurdish eyebrows by again resorting to
nationalist rhetoric to attract MHP voters and at times stating the Kurdish question was
resolved, but a terror question remained (Gunter 2012; Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013: 425;
Cengiz 2014: 170; Basaran 2017).

158



After Turkish negotiators failed to show up at the agreed secret meeting, the
PKK was enraged and felt cheated. To them it confirmed their suspicions that
Erdogan was simply stalling to benefit from the calm before the general
elections (Ercan 2013: 121). This was an immense blow to the process because
‘willingness to negotiate in good faith expresses an intention as well as

”m

expectation that the other side will reciprocate to do ‘what is right” (Aggestam
2006: 28). As a consequence, some PKK units clashed with the military in
Silvan not too long after the talks ended (14 July 2011) during which there were
several fatal casualties.'*? Even though the attack took place after the planned
meeting, the Government, the media, and other Turkish commentators claimed
the Oslo talks ended because of the Silvan attack and accused the Kurdish
movement of lacking commitment and good faith (Ercan 2013; Beki 2014).
Erdogan later blamed the expert mediators for causing the failure of the Oslo
talks (Beki 2014). Whether or not mediators are to blame for the collapse is an
important question. They might have played a role, but Erdogan’s own

destructive behaviour and attitude were quite clearly meant to spoil.

Though Erdogan himself was a constant obstacle to commitment as well. He
was initially committed to the process (Candar 2009), but gradually his attitude
changed. Erdogan’s incendiary leadership with one foot in and one foot out of
the process was a constant impediment to the process, even in the later phase
between 2012-2015. One month there were positive statements, the next month
Erdogan would resort to nationalist rhetoric or distance himself from the
process. This type of political leadership has been referred to as chameleonic
leadership, defined by Gormley-Heenan as “an inconstant form of political
leadership which shifted according to the opinion of others and the climate in
which it existed, just as a chameleon can change its colour to blend with its
background” (2006: 54). Ocalan, on the other hand, remained firm with his
decisions and commentary. From his prison cell, he did what he could to keep
the PKK on track but was limited since he was not allowed to partake freely or

actively.

112 On 14 July 2011 the PKK clashed with the army in Silvan which left 13 soldiers dead (most
in a resulting bushfire) but also left seven PKK guerrillas killed.
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Ocalan went on to criticise the AKP’s lack of a concrete policy for a solution and
shared the view that Erdogan was simply stalling with the notion of peace for
elections, however, did believe that the State negotiators present at Oslo were
serious about their duty (International Crisis Group 2012). In this case, there
was a discrepancy between the Government’s goals and the negotiators goals,
as the latter had spent at least six years of energy and effort secretly talking to
both Ocalan and the PKK, passing messages back and forth, trying to establish
some trust and progress for the sake of peace. Intraparty dynamics have been
recognised as having an important impact on peace processes (e.g. Kriesberg
2007; Akebo 2017), as well as the character and capacity of negotiating teams
(e.g. Tumuranzye 2011). In the end, the Government’s decision was the final

and the Turkish negotiators had little power to change that.

The following section discusses the adversaries’ position on violence and how it

compromised the process.

5.7. Disavowal of force

According to Darby and Mac Ginty (2002), a peace process requires that force
is not used to achieve group objectives. It is recommended that an official
ceasefire (unilateral or bilateral) or cessation of hostilities is in place so that
parties can focus on political dialogue to achieve their aims rather than
engaging in armed confrontation (Sisk 2004). Mutual de-escalation of violence
needs to be “equivalent’” in that parties make moves in a measured and
equivalent level to the other (Kriesberg and Dayton 2012: 183). During a peace
process sporadic occurrences of both direct and indirect violence (in different
settings) do occur though (Darby 2001; Hoglund and Svensson 2002). But as
long as they do not spiral out of control and are managed, it is possible for the
peace process to continue despite the paradox. This is certainly critical for
issues to be debated. The political agenda will not change much in a continued

atmosphere of violence.
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What really complicated peace efforts was the continuous military operations
against the PKK as well as the sporadic PKK attacks (Hess 2013). In spite of
ongoing negotiations and a ceasefire being in place, neither side completely
renounced violence. As mentioned, in June 2010 the PKK had briefly ended its
ceasefire, citing lack of progress from the talks or the Opening. The Turks were
highly disappointed and in an angry response the authorities charged 10
members of the Xabur peace group with carrying out separatist propaganda
and with PKK membership (Gunes 2012b: 466). The co-chair of the DTP Ahmet
Turk expressed that “expectations were let down big time” (Cakir 2010: 186).
Indeed the peace group had been an open test to the Government’s sincerity
with the peace initiative (Casier et al. 2009). Alarmed by these negative
developments, Ocalan quickly intervened to have the PKK announce another
ceasefire in August 2010. He was hoping to reboot the Opening and that the
Government would respond through acknowledging at least some of the
Kurdish demands. But with the constitutional referendum approaching, the
Government ignored the gesture of good will (Aktoprak 2010). The Turkish
military also continued with its military operations, clearly not on-board with the

Government’s peace plan.

However, the parties managed to quickly return to talks because the possibility
of “restoring momentum” was still there (Darby 2001). Yet nothing concrete
came out of these talks and the PKK rebels were getting increasingly frustrated.
Rather boldly, veteran cadre Cemil Bayik (also a PKK “hawk”) stated to the
press that the State was simply stalling Ocalan with a peace process (Kayhan
Pusane 2014: 93).1'2 Turkish authorities claimed the PKK’s had switched to
“active defence” in February 2011 and began to promote the “Revolutionary
Peoples’ War”, which some considered had already nullified the ceasefire even
before the Silvan attack in July (International Crisis Group 2012). Statements

from the PKK leadership were becoming increasingly aggressive and

113 Ocalan is the most important actor in the Kurdish side but it does not stop PKK from acting
or talking independently now and then, particularly with regards to the hawks within the PKK. "It
is argued that Ocalan’s warlike statements from time to time result from the presence of these
radical elements in the PKK because Ocalan does not want to give the impression that he is not
able to keep the PKK under his control. Therefore, he sometimes tries to reflect the PKK’s mood
with his messages, rather than his genuine thoughts.” (Kayhan Pusane 2014: 91)
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threatening with no sign of withdrawal or any abandonment of the armed
struggle. Instead the PKK was gearing up for potential war, unlike Ocalan, who
was extremely vested in the PKK’s peaceful transition. There was clearly a
cleavage between Ocalan and some of his top commanders in Qandil. In May
2011, a small PKK unit targeted PM Erdogan’s convoy in Kastamonu province
with a police officer ending up dead. Attacking the PM constituted a major
transgression. Against heavy criticism, the PKK leadership responded that this
attack was conducted without their permission or knowledge. Some have
interpreted the Kastamonu attack as a spoiler attempt stemming from intra-
Kurdish divisions (Kayhan Pusane 2014). Ocalan is the only one with the ability
to control spoilers from more radical elements (e.g. TAK) or from PKK “hawks”,
but his isolation largely prevents this. Leadership has been identified as crucial
to controlling spoilers emanating from within (e.g. Stedman 1997; Maney et al.
2006; Kriesberg 2007). According to Kayhan Pusane, the May attack happened
after Ocalan stated he had established “an agreement” with the authorities and
that the Revolutionary People’s War was no longer necessary (2014: 93-94).
This attack was clearly a spoiler attempt from some PKK units who were not
committed to the process and eager to return to war to prove its necessity,
possibly related to the cleavage mentioned above. It is of little surprise that
several PKK members and leaders were not happy with the idea of laying down
arms against no guarantees or progress. Bayik’'s statement should be

interpreted in relation to that.

Yet, PKK violence intensifies the Turks’ sense of national and personal
insecurity and therefore fortifies Turkish nationalism, giving incentive for
continued securitisation of the Kurdish question. This is what Ocalan realised
and why he called for internal change (see Chapter 3). Such a situation makes
it harder for the Government to properly concede to Kurdish demands. At the
same time, the State cannot continue exerting direct violence through its
militarisation of the east, military operations against the PKK during peace talks,
or mass arrest of nonviolent Kurdish activists and politicians if its serious about
peace. Neither party fully understood the consequences of direct violence and,
therefore, the war intensified. The parties’ positions on contested issues

therefore remained unchanged.
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Thus, the post-2011 election period withessed a sharp deterioration in relations
between adversaries and the fighting intensified quickly. As Waldmann (2004)
states, peace negotiations do not create an automatic obligation to continue
dialogue. Negotiations can collapse at any point if one or both parties believe a
resumption of violence is logical, even if there exists public war fatigue or third-
party pressure (Waldmann 2004: 102-103). The Government promised to
squash the PKK as the Sri Lankan government had done with the Tamil
nationalist movement. According to Gunes (2012), the Turkish security objective
to the Kurdish issue, the elimination of the PKK that is, remained unchanged.
On 17 August 2011, Turkey carried out retaliatory aerial bombardment on PKK
targets in the Qandil Mountains (Gunter 2012). In 2012, the level of violence
reached its highest since the 1990s, resulting in more than 700 casualties since
2011, including some civilian casualties (Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013: 425; Hess
2013; Park 2016: 463). On 19 June 2012, the PKK attacked the Daglica post
near the lIraqi border, killing eight soldiers and wounding 16. The PKK had
attacked the same post five years earlier, “so the latest strike seemed to
illustrate the lack of Turkish progress in controlling the violence, which many
saw as a result of the state’s failure to negotiate with the PKK” (Gunter 2012).
There were reasons to doubt the good faith of both the Government and the
Kurdish rebels. Ocalan announced that, under these conditions, he had to

withdraw from the talks.

5.8. Conclusions

This chapter began by outlining the motivations behind the Turkish
Government’s initiation of peace talks with Ocalan and the PKK through the
Oslo talks, and later the commencement of the Kurdish Opening of 2009-2011.
The two sides did not begin talks because of a mutually hurting stalemate, but
rather because both sides, especially Turkey, saw strategic advantages with
being engaged in talks and resolving the issues. This was followed by a
discussion of the factors hindering progress during the Kurdish Opening based

upon Darby and Mac Ginty's five essential factors for peace processes:
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negotiating in good faith, inclusion of main combatants, addressing key issues,

disavowal of force, and commitment.

Parties were heading towards issue transformation they managed to negotiate
in good faith in the presence of highly experienced mediators, high-ranking
participants, few participants, Government offers of amnesty and PKK
reciprocation. Both sides displayed some degree of commitment to a resolution
by engaging in secret talks. Ocalan and the PKK proved commitment,
exemplified by the Xabur initiative and State negotiators were deemed to be
serious by the Kurdish side. The Government acknowledged the political nature
of the conflict, which became crucial for initiating peace talks as prior to this the
conflict was solely conceived as a security matter. The talks also gave some
legitimacy to Kurdish needs and demands through the opening up public space
where the Kurdish question was often debated on live television -

unprecedented before in Turkey.

However, no real issue transformation took place. Several contradictory
developments (e.g. the KCK arrests, closure of DTP, continued PKK attacks)
significantly damaged good faith and cast serious doubt upon parties’ sincerity
with the resolution process. The Turkish Government would not concede to or
moderately accept any of the main Kurdish demands (such as autonomy,
constitutional recognition, mother-tongue education). Major restrictions to the
Kurdish language remained. The PKK refused any decommissioning or
withdrawal so long as no reforms were made to Kurdish rights. There was a
strong discrepancy between what the Government was willing to offer and what

the Kurds were ready to accept.

There was reasonable level of inclusion in the process as State intelligence
officials, Ocalan and the PKK were all secretly talking. However, the fact that no
Government officials were involved, and that public dialogue was missing was
problematic. Overall, it was an elite-led process with civil society and women

largely excluded or ignored.
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Commitment problems from both sides arose quite early one due to several
reasons, among them the lack of a pre-negotiation framework, mismanagement
of trust-building initiatives, incendiary leadership and spoiler behaviour. Despite
ceasefires being in place neither side actually denounced violence. They were
therefore not entirely convinced about the viability of nonviolent methods.
Overall, both sides were not committed enough to make concessions and made
promises they did not keep. A process can still continue despite half-hearted
measures, but broken promises shatter the little trust that was achieved. The
Oslo talks failed to translate into anything concrete outside of the negotiation
room and did not succeed in altering positions and generating some degree of
consensus on key issues due to firmly held enemy images on both sides. The
result was a negotiation deadlock and external mediation struggled to

resuscitate the process.

Five years of talks between 2006-2011 may not have led to any consensus but
at least it was positive in that parties got to know each other’s negotiation styles
and attitudes, learning how to navigate around this, and voice face-to-face the
conditions or structure for a settlement. As such, the Oslo process had actually
set the stage for another round of talks to be held between December 2012 and
April 2015 (Ensaroglu 2013; Larrabee 2013a; Bagsaran 2017). This second

phase of the peace process is analysed in the next chapter.
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6. Context and structural transformations: The

‘resolution process’ and its collapse (2012-2015)

6.1. Introduction

In the last chapter, the beginning of the peace process was examined by
looking into the extent of changes in conflict issues and party positions. While
this chapter will also look at how parties addressed contested issues, overall it
focuses on the structural and contextual transformations that affected the peace
talks. Many have emphasised the importance of looking at how the context in
which the conflict is situated in affects conflict dynamics as well as how changes
in structural relations affect tractability (Hampson 1996; Darby and Mac Ginty
2003a; Crocker et al. 2005; Zartman 2005; Kriesberg 2007). Ramsbotham,
Woodhouse and Miall (2016) link conflict transformation to systemic change and
that conflict transformation is a process of transforming relationships, interests,
and attitudes, which can require transforming the structures or conditions that

create or perpetuate conflict.

In other words, context transformation involves significant changes in the
international system or structure that affects conflict (Vayrynen 1991). Though
context transformation is out of the hands of protagonists, structural
transformation is not. Peace scholars have long recognised the importance of
altering structural relations and moving towards justice by creating relationships
based on equity and fairness (Lederach 1995: 20). Justice, equality and peace
are strongly interlinked. During and after negotiations the antagonistic groups’
must to some extent transform their interests, goals, and self-perception, and
meet the opponent half way. That involves conceding power in order to adjust
the structural power imbalance between the two sides in order to reduce the
inequality (not necessarily to absolute perfection). The structural inequality can
be addressed by acknowledging grievances and basic needs, in the case, of
the long oppressed Kurdish people, but this is difficult for intractable conflicts.

This chapter aims to contribute to these discussions on power relations by
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examining the impact of the regional context as well as the domestic
environment on prospects for peace. In other words, | explore the changes in
power relations and its impact on tractability, as | look at how military gains,
territorial control, and electoral wins empowered the Kurdish national

movement, and altered the relationship between protagonists.

Moreover, like in the previous chapter, for analytical purposes this chapter also
applies Darby and Mac Ginty’s (2003) five essential factors for progress in
peacemaking, i.e. negotiating in good faith, inclusion, addressing key issues,
disavowal of violence, and sustained commitment. In examining these factors,
we also need to think about how the system in which the conflict is situated,
including the internal and external circumstances, affect each of these five
factors. This can be domestic political events such as elections, national
emergencies, mass mobilisation, economic crises, authoritarianism, and even
external interventions. Contextual events include psychological warfare,
mistrust, animosity, and geography and borders. The international aspect
includes the interests of major powers interests of war or peace, changes in

foreign support, and international recognition and sympathy.

The chapter is divided in the following way. Section 6.2. begins by explaining
actor motivations to initiate talks once again after the Oslo talks failed in 2011.
Then section 6.3. explores the extent of good faith among parties followed by
section 6.4. that briefly looks at the level of inclusion. Then section 6.5.
discusses the extent to which parties addressed key demands were met.
Following this sections 5.6. and 5.7. explain how the process was affected by

commitment problems and the continuation of violence.

6.2. Background
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The beginning of the second phase of the peace process in 2013, often referred
to as the “(Re)solution Process”'# in Turkish, was preceded by an intense
period of street clashes and overt conflict. Why parties were motivated to return
to the negotiation table, this time as part of a public peace process, was due to
a number of factors. The year 2012 witnessed the highest death rates since the
PKK’s withdrawal in 1999, tantamount to a civil war. Some argue that the
parties had reached a costly stalemate after heavy fighting in 2011-2012 and
this was a continuation of the realisation in 2009 that there was no military
solution to what is essentially a political problem (Larrabee 2013a; Nykénen
2013; Tezcur 2013; Barkey 2015; Unal 2016; Basaran 2017). The PKK once
again demonstrated it was far from defeated but failed to initiate its
“‘Revolutionary People’s War” and dislodge the Turkish State (Ensaroglu 2013;
Tezcur 2013). At the same time, the Turkish army suffered heavy casualties
and was unable to defeat the insurgents (ibid.). Since the end of the ceasefire in
2004, the death toll was the highest in the years between 2011-2012 with about
480 guerrilla deaths and 458 soldier, police and village guard deaths (Tezcur
2013).115

However, a symmetry in death rates does not necessarily translate into a
mutually hurting stalemate. Tezcur (2013) concludes in his empirical study that
there was no indication that the AKP’s 2012 peace initiative was because of
military losses nor was there any indication that the PKK lost its resoluteness or
ability to fight. The characteristics of the Turkey-PKK conflict, e.g. “limited
civilian and security force causalities, geographically contained, seasonably
constrained” imply that the violence had, militarily speaking, limited costs for
both sides (Tezcir 2013: 73). Nor did Turkish people ever pour onto the streets
and demand an end to the fighting, so there was little public pressure on the
Government in this regard. As for the PKK, they remained strong and

determined to continue fighting if necessary, as recruitment rates did not

114 There was criticism from various societal groups about calling the process a “solution”
process and not a “peace” process. Indeed, they may have a point because as Hayward (2011)
suggests, even the way in which “peace™ is talked about by political leaders (i.e. discourse) has
an impact on progress and achievements.

115 These are self-reported figures.
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decrease. It has been argued that weaker groups have a stronger incentive to
fight as they have “nothing left to lose” (Buhaug et al. 2009).

Instead, it is argued here, that the motivations and readiness for actually
initiating a public peace process was just like with the Kurdish Opening, based
on strategic and political calculations, though this time it was in response to
contextual and structural transformations. It was not a hurting stalemate
between parties that made the situation potentially “ripe” for resolution, but
rather it was regional and contextual changes that drove Turkey and the PKK
towards renewing the peace process. International events such as the Arab
Spring began to shift power configurations in the region, and particularly that
between state and non-state actors, making possible renewed strategic thinking
and new allegiances among actors. The uncertainty, refugee crisis and chaos
following contextual changes in terms of the Arab Spring and onset of war in
Syria critically influenced Turkish domestic politics and motivations to re-start
peace talks with the PKK in 2012 (Saylan 2012; Keyman and Gumuscu 2014;
Gunter 2015; Yavuz and Ozcan 2015; Unal 2016). Turkey saw both
opportunities and threats in this scenario, which informed both its intention to

renew the peace process as well as ending it.

The Syrian war turned into a global war, some calling it World War I, with
states such as Russia, US, Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and many
strong non-state actors involved. Costs were rising for Turkey as with the
advancing Arab Spring it had lost its regional powerhouse role and Turkish
foreign policy responses to these changes, including Syria, turned out as
complete failures. As balances of power were shifting between state and non-
state actors, Turkey wanted to play a critical but non-military role in shaping
events in Syria and Iraq but had to adjust strategies — including re-thinking
relations with the Kurdish national movement. To Harun Ercan (2015), Turkey
sought a PKK ceasefire because it wanted to focus on political goals in Syria
and strategically position itself in a rapidly changing Middle East. The AKP
Government sought the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’s imminent fall from
the throne and to halt Iran’s spreading influence in the Levant, therefore,

reached out to the Kurds and sought their support in fighting Assad’s army.
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Aggestam helps us frame Turkey’s goals to alter balances of power in its favour

by seeking Kurdish support:

“Negotiations may also be conducted primarily as a way of trying to alter the balance of
strength, to influence some specific events that would help its war efforts, to include an
ally in the war, or to undermine domestic and international support of the enemy while

trying to shore up one's own.” (2006: 30)

As for the PKK, 2011-2012 had been a rough year in terms of guerrilla deaths
and stretched resources, and with the Syrian war unfolding next door providing
a political opportunity in relation to transborder Kurdish mobilisation and seizing
opportunities in Syria. Therefore, a break from fighting with the Turkish army
was considered appropriate. A ceasefire with Turkey would enable them to
focus their efforts and resources on Syria instead. At the same time, Turkey
was concerned about this very potential of transborder Kurdish nationalist
mobilisation and feared the secession of Kurds in Syria. By initiating a dialogue
and allying with the Kurds, the Government thought it could it prevent all this
from happening and strike at Assad at the same time. As Gunter notes (2013),
the Syrian war might have encouraged “a reprise of Turkey’'s Kurdish Opening”
during which initial Turkish hostility to Kurdish gains in Syria shifted to a “more
nuanced Turkish position”. Certainly, Turkey wanted to improve its cards as
their foreign policy plans vis-a-vis Syria were now thrown in the bin. According
to Tezcur, the Turkish Government wanted to “negotiate from a position of
strength before domestic and geopolitical developments may erode its power”
(2013: 79).

In her analysis of the peace talks, Villellas notes how the pressure from the
regional context, i.e. war in Syria and global/regional power struggles, may have
pushed Turkey and the Kurdish movement inside Turkey towards peace talks
(2013: 25-26). Pressure and threats aside, both parties saw political
opportunities to be seized in the rapidly changing context. Keyman and
Gumuscu wrote that “an emerging sphere of cooperation between the AKP
government and the Kurdish movement increases the possibility of a transition

to a new political system in Turkey while leading to the formation of a new axis
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of power in the region between the Turks and the Kurds that would balance the
Tehran-Damascus-Baghdad axis” (2014: 97). Tocci writes that the Syrian
conflict contributed to a convergence of visions between two strong leaders,
Erdogan and Ocalan, to unite Turks and Kurds in facing new, common threats
in the region (2013: 72). As they reached a mutual understanding about the
benefits of such an alliance — with Turkey’s territorial integrity unquestioned and
cross-border or confederal pan-Kurdish unity blossoming — the peace process
came into fruition (Tocci 2013; Ete et al. 2014). In line with Pruitt’'s (2007)
readiness theory, one can argue that the two leaders developed a mutual
understanding that meant that both were ready for negotiations in order to

advance their mutual goals through positive negotiation outcomes. 6

The following sections detail the various positive steps taken towards resolution
but also raises attempted spoilers and other obstacles, starting with exploring

the extent of good faith in negotiations.

6.3. Negotiating in good faith

On 28 December 2012, PM Erdogan stated on television that MIT officials
(Turkish intelligence) were [once again] engaged in talks with Ocalan to find a
political solution to the armed struggle. According to exiled Kurdish politician
Remzi Kartal, these talks had already started in September 2012 (Basaran
2017). Erdogan’s announcement was certainly in stark contrast to his previous

views that the Kurdish problem was resolved. Nevertheless, the stage had been

116 Many have suggested that Erdogan instigated peace talks because of losses in Kurdish
votes in the 2009 local and 2011 national elections against the pro-Kurdish party (Hooper 2012;
Gursel 2013; Hess 2013; Larrabee 2013b; Tezcir 2013). A deal with the Kurds would have
allowed Erdogan to push for a referendum on changing the constitution to initiate an executive
presidential system instead of the parliamentary system. Whilst the electoral motivations
argument carries merit as Kurdish support would have made this possible, it does not hold as
the sole factor for explaining motivations. The AKP’s decline in votes in the southeast was
largely due to Erdogan’s flirt with nationalism and the lack of progress in reforms, but AKP
reforms also gained the party a high number of Kurdish votes. In this sense, the AKP could
have continued with gradual reforms to maintain their Kurdish voter base instead of initiating a
public peace process and risking the political repercussions of talking to “terrorists”. This is also
why Erdogan severed the peace process in 2015 when it was clear he was not getting Kurdish
support for it and instead he returned to nationalist rhetoric and manipulation to in 2018 finally
get his wish and initiate the presidential system.
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set by the Europeanisation process, the Kurdish Opening, and the Oslo talks,
which made it easier for the Government to announce a fresh round of peace
talks as the public psyche had gradually been prepared for it. As Arnson points
out, there is "a casual and mutually reinforcing relationship between processes
of democratic transition and peace: Negotiations are made possible by a prior
process of democratic opening, however shallow, and the peace process
further that transition” (1999: 6). As in 2009, Erdogan’s Government once again
reiterated that “the struggle against militancy has economic and cultural
aspects” and the Government would “not retreat from taking initiative in any of
these spheres” (Larrabee 2013a: 136).

The peace process was moving fast and early on there were positive signs with
regards to inclusion, commitment, attitudes, and confidence-building measures,
as well as general public support. Other positive signs were the points of
discussion, which included the declaration of a bilateral ceasefire; the open
inclusion of Ocalan; the “Wise Men Commission”; the PKK’s withdrawal; the
Government’'s democratisation package (discussed later in the chapter).
Though this time around, there was no external mediation. The Government
claimed mediation had failed to transform the conflict (Beki 2014; CNN Turk
2014). The PKK, on the other hand, continued to advocate for third party
intervention, such as from the US (Reuters 2014; Bezci 2015). Nonetheless,

they accepted entering another round of talks without third party mediators.

Erdogan’s announcement in December 2012 had been extremely important in
the sense that he had confirmed and taken responsibility for the meetings.
Given Erdogan’s role in the failure of the Oslo talks back in 2011, this gave the
impression to both Turks and Kurds that this round of talks was going to be a lot
more serious as Erdogan seemed a lot more vested in the process. Indeed, on
3 January 2013, deputies from the pro-Kurdish BDP were for the first time
granted access to meet Ocalan on Imrali Island — a meeting widely hailed as
historic. The BDP conducted regular visits to Imrali but always in the company
of MIT officials. The BDP also visited PKK members in exile in Europe as well to
as PKK leaders in the Qandil Mountains. The dialogue procedure was

somewhat complicated. State intelligence officials met only with Ocalan and no
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Government officials were directly involved. Top BDP deputies acted as quasi
mediators, shuffling messages, suggestions and draft proposals between
Ocalan and the PKK leadership in Qandil, as well as passing on messages
from/to the Government and Ocalan. This exhausting method of negotiation
was intended to protect the Government from criticism for “negotiating with
terrorists” because it was actually illegal.''” The PKK demanded a legal change
that would allow the Government to negotiate directly with them. What was
significant though was that Ocalan was a lot more involved in the process than
ever before and he was allowed to relatively freely pass messages on whereas
previously these would be limited or confiscated (e.g. his roadmap for peace).
Because of this complicated situation, building trust and demonstrating good
faith was difficult when no Government official was meeting with Ocalan and the

PKK. They did, however, meet with HDP representatives in public.

The real blow to good faith was something entirely unexpected and hit very
early on in the process. In mid-January 2013, three Kurdish women activists
were assassinated at point-blank in Paris by a man affiliated with the Turkish
intelligence MIT but posing as a Kurdish activist. Coincidentally or not, the
spoiler took place only six days after BDP’s historic first meeting with Ocalan on
Imrali Island. The execution-style murders caused massive Kurdish outrage,
especially since one of the women, Sakine Cansiz, was a PKK founder. The
PKK initially blamed the Turkish Government but the Government surprisingly
offered its condolences and tried to get the process on track again. Soon
enough the PKK re-committed to the process parties and both sides showed
restraint and portrayed the incident as a spoiler attempt by a third party, thus
remaining loyal to the process (Yegen 2015; Basaran 2017). It has been argued
that the political leadership must be fully prepared for how to deal with potential
spoilers before any serious negotiations commence (Maney et al. 2006). It is
not clear to what extent the protagonists in this case prepared for this, and
whether they did so separately or jointly in secret. Though no external spoiler

attempt was attempted again, and it seemed the parties had at least their own

17 | ater the AKP passed several laws to exempt these officials from prosecution (as some
allegedly Gulenist lawyers opened a case against MIT head Hakan Fidan in February 2012 for
the Oslo talks).
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constituencies under control. It has been noted that the leadership must
frequently make public statements about a political solution being the only
solution, even if this endangers their political careers (Maney et al. 2006), which

both sides actually did.

A ground-breaking moment that exemplified good faith, strong commitment and
confidence-building was when PKK leader Ocalan called for the PKK to
withdraw from Turkey’s official borders. On a historic day on 21 March 2013,
Ocalan’s letter was read out to over a million people gathered for Newroz
(Kurdish New Year) celebrations where he urged the PKK to fully shift to a

political struggle and leave the armed struggle behind:

“We have now reached a point where guns must go silent and ideas and politics must
speak. We will unite in the face of those who try to split us. From now on, a new period
begins when politics, not guns, will come to the fore. It is now time for armed elements

to withdraw outside the country.” (Ensaroglu 2013: 15)

The significance of Ocalan’s statement cannot be understated. It was the
message that the Turkish Government had been wanting to hear for a long time
in terms of addressing their security needs. It was also what the AKP needed in
order to fend off nationalist attacks from the CHP and the MHP. Days after
Ocalan’s call, the PKK loyally declared a ceasefire and in a gesture of good will
released some Turkish soldiers and state officials they had held captive for
some time. Throughout the country, a genuine belief in the prospects for peace
emerged thanks to this historical call for the silence of arms and PKK
withdrawal. Ocalan’s message was later reiterated by Pervin Buldan, a senior
pro-Kurdish politician who was on the “Imrali delegation” to meet with Ocalan,
saying that “the PKK should come down from the mountains and do politics”
(Unver 2015: 164). The pro-Kurdish party yearned to come out of the PKK'’s
shadow and be the focal point for the Kurdish struggle in Turkey, like the Sinn
Féin had become in Northern Ireland. Yet, the armed campaign made this

impossible for them.
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In the letter and elsewhere, Ocalan’s reference to Turks and Kurds “uniting” is
not mere symbolism but he believes that such an alliance is not only needed for
domestic peace but also regional peace. To Ocalan, a Turkish-Kurdish power
alliance is the answer to the contextual challenges in the Middle East whereby it
can act as a force for making the region more harmonious and democratic.

Certainly, it would empower Kurds politically too.

The Government also sought to engage the public and to generate acceptance
for the process. PM Erdogan, therefore, established the so-called “Wise Men
Commission”, which was comprised of 63 members (12 women) from various
backgrounds, including authors, artists, scholars, celebrities, opinion leaders,
and NGO representatives (Ensaroglu 2013; Tocci 2013; Yarali 2017).1'8 The
Wise Men’s purpose was to travel across the country and meet with the public,
take questions, obtain feedback, and to generate support for the process and
eventual concessions to be made. The key to the success of the process lied in
convincing the typically nationalist Turkish electorate to support the process,
which was as important to the Kurdish movement as it was to the AKP
Government. The Commission was meant to “serve as a messenger between
various social groups and decision-makers and to help create a fertile ground

for peaceful resolution” (Ensaroglu 2013: 15).

The Commission’s work and other factors contributed to the peace process
enjoying strong, widespread support from the general public, civil society,
business associations, and to a mixed degree from the diasporas (Unal 2016;
Baser 2017). In May 2013, a survey by the respected Turkish think-tank
KONDA showed public support for the peace process was 81% high (T24 2013)
Another poll showed that nearly half of Turkey’s citizens believed the
Government should negotiate with the PKK to lay down arms (Nykanen 2013:
91). These important statistics were a great change from the past, as Chapter 5
showed, when there was much less public interest in dialogue. Unlike in Madrid,

for example, when nearly a million people took the streets in 2005 to protest

118 The Commission was divided into nine groups and split into seven different geographic
regions for their travels and meets. The Commission responded directly to PM Erdogan (Yarali
2017).
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proposed Basque-ETA negotiations, no such mass public displays occurred in
Turkey.

Although the Wise Men initiative made a difference in that people felt listened
to, is was questionable whether it could actually bring about real reconciliation
and intersubjective understanding. Instead, the Kurdish side demanded a truth
and reconciliation commission, similar to that in South Africa, to be formed. The
formation of a such a commission would have engaged ordinary citizens and
helped fade strong enemy images, which only serve as a barrier to peace. The
Kurds structural disempowerment is not only political and economic but also
socio-cultural. As second-class citizens, Kurds have struggled to get their truth
out and heard through various communication channels. Ocalan had warned
that if the commission, was not formed the PKK’s withdrawal will not be realistic
(Gunter 2013). It was pertinent for the Kurdish movement that IDPs be able to
return to their villages. However, they ended up disappointed since a truth and

reconciliation commission was never formed.

The Government proposed forming a parliamentary commission to supervise
the peace process but the main opposition parties CHP and MHP rejected the
proposal — CHP on the basis that AKP members would make up the majority in
the commission. Despite the hiccup the CHP supported the process, whilst
unsurprisingly the MHP continued to see it as treason. However, Turkish
opposition parties and even the military complained of secrecy surrounding the
content of talks and their opinions being ignored (Reuters 2013; Unver 2015:
166). At the same time, the constitutional committee remained deadlocked
because committee members were too slow in achieving consensus on the

draft constitution.

On 8 May 2013, the first contingents of PKK fighters left Turkey for the
Kurdistan region of Iraq. The KRG, in showing its support for the process,
agreed to host in the Harur area (Tocci 2013). The guerrillas were on edge
because hundreds of them had been killed by Turkish forces during the last
withdrawal in 1999. The Government understood this fear and therefore offered

security guarantees beforehand. Despite early positive progress, only a month
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after withdrawal began accusations proliferated. Then commander of the PKK’s
military wing HPG, Murat Karayilan, expressed serious anger at increased
Turkish military surveillance and building of military outposts along the border
areas, going as far as accusing the State of preparing for war (Butler 2013;
Reuters 2013). Government negotiator and top advisor Yalcin Akdogan denied
claims of new military outposts and claimed the PKK was “lying” (Butler 2013).
However, it was clearly observable, through the broad reporting of journalists
stationed at the Turkish border covering the war in Syria, that an increasing
number of Turkish armoured vehicles and military personnel made their way to
the southeastern borders. The PKK leadership was again on edge and
considered these moves as extremely threatening and damaging to trust-
building. The PKK had already since talks began occasionally threatened with
war if the Government failed to oblige (Butler 2013; Reuters 2013; Gunter 2014;
Unver 2015). The tension in the air even caused some exchange of gunfire
between withdrawing guerrillas and Turkish soldiers in the Sirnex (Sirnak) area,
but no casualties were reported (Ekurd Daily 2013). The Turkish military
General Staff did not comment directly but issued a statement reiterating its
continued fight against “terrorism” (Reuters 2013). Evidently, the military was
not quite in agreement with the Government’s peace plans. In addition to the
military upscaling, much of the militarised environment in the southeast
remained unchanged with soldiers continuing to patrol the streets of Diyarbakir
with M16 rifles. BDP co-leader Selahattin Demirtas criticised the Government
for weakening confidence in the resolution process, urging them to transform
the dialogue process to an actual negotiation process (Demirtas 2015). The
Government, on the other hand, demanded that the guerrillas leave their
weapons behind during withdrawal even though no such pre-agreement
existed. Predictably the PKK ignored this, especially since armed soldiers and
gendarmerie remained in Kurdish cities, towns and border areas. It is normal for
rebels to keep their arms until the process reaches a more advanced stage and

some guarantees are offered (Villellas 2013).

The section below briefly examines the level of inclusion in the process.
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6.4. Inclusion

Compared to the Kurdish Opening, this time around the peace talks were
slightly more inclusive. The Government acknowledged Ocalan as the main
interlocutor for the Kurdish national movement, underscoring his importance to
any resolution process and making his inclusion public.*® Villellas (2013) points
out the importance of Ocalan to millions of Kurds and that the public
acknowledgement of his role that followed carried huge symbolic importance.
His official inclusion brought recognition to the Kurdish side and in this identity
conflict where Ocalan almost embodies the Kurdish people, recognition meant
addressing the power imbalance between the two sides. Among the Kurds,
Ocalan is referred to in Kurdish as serok, meaning “the leader’ or “the
president”. He represents not only himself but the Kurdish people and his
presence is therefore vital to addressing the unequal relationship at the heart of

the conflict.

But the situation is also contradictory because Ocalan remains in solitary
confinement which immensely limits his ability to play a more constructive role
in the talks, and therefore jeopardising their sustainability. If Ocalan had a direct
connection to the leadership in Qandil, miscommunication, delays and
congestion would be avoided. This would remove the risk of placing too much
weight to the individual figure of Ocalan'?® as well as help clarify what roles the
different Kurdish groups BDP/HDP, DBP, the PKK, and Ocalan are supposed to
play as representatives that are part of the Kurdish national movement. Ocalan

himself stressed the need for a broader negotiation format that included senior

119 This was made exceptionally clear when upon the request from the Government Ocalan
stopped a nation-wide hunger strike by Kurdish prisoners, practically ending the political turmoil
overnight. There were 690 mostly Kurdish inmates participating in the strike (Hurriyet Daily
News 2012). Closely followed by national media, this dramatic act of nonviolent resistance had
caused great discomfort for the helpless Government. The strikers demanded education in the
Kurdish language and an end to the solitary confinement of Ocalan (Letsch 2012). Ocalan
essentially defused a tense confrontation that could have easily spiralled out of control and led
to large-scale social unrest. Once again Abdullah Ocalan’s indisputable authority among
Turkey’s Kurds was demonstrated, along with his centrality to ending the conflict, as well as his
readiness for peace (Hess 2013; Larrabee 2013a; Villellas 2013; Park 2016).

120 Interestingly, the public image of Ocalan began to change from in the media a cold-blooded
killer to something of a tired old man dedicated to bringing peace (Unver 2015; Yarali 2017).
This was part of the Government’s moves to essentially “sell” a future peace deal to the public.
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PKK figures and the pro-Kurdish political party (Goksel and Mandiraci 2016).
This is indeed relevant since like any other insurgency, the PKK consists of both
hawks and doves, and the literature shows that to improve prospects, hawks

have to be brought aboard (Esser and Bridges 2011).

Just like during the “Kurdish Opening”, the second phase of the peace process
continued to be largely elite-led and top-down — as most peace processes are.
The Wise Men commission failed to truly engage civil society. It simply gathered
and spread views, it did not function as a participatory forum with regular
networking and engagement for peace. In Northern Ireland the process was
largely elite-led, however, civil society became more influential as the peace
process evolved. This did not happen in Turkey because the Government
sought full control over the process because they were strictly concerned about
the confidentiality of talks. Indeed, leaders need to find a balance between an
inclusive process and maintaining confidentiality of talks. But in this case the
leaders on both sides were in a struggle to find this balance between

transparency and confidentiality on how to conduct negotiations (Villellas 2013).

Positive internal and external support has a strong bearing on the perceptions
of the process’ legitimacy (Guelke 2003). The European Union, although not
involved, voiced cautious support and mild optimism about the peace initiative
(Nykéanen 2013). The Kurdistan Regional Government in Irag was interested in
playing a mediatory role but the PKK would not have accepted this. Still, the
KRG supported the process with high hopes for both political and economic
prosperity. Upon Erdogan’s invitation, Mes(d Barzani, then President of the
Kurdistan Regional Government of Iraq (KRG), visited Turkey in November
2013 where he also met with then pro-Kurdish party BDP’s senior leadership.
This was a significant step taken by the Government in an attempt to
demonstrate commitment and trust. It also signalled that on the road towards
settlement other regional stakeholders need to be involved too. Despite the
rapidly shifting global and regional context and the failure of Turkish foreign
policy in the Arab countries, Turkey however knew it could rely on the Iraqi

Kurds. The Iragi Kurds certainly had much to gain from a peace settlement in
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Turkey, particularly from an economic perspective but also politically in terms of
the rivalry with the PKK for Kurdish support.

The next section discusses to what extent parties addressed key issues during

this time.

6.5. Addressing key issues

At the core of structural transformation is addressing the unequal power
relationship between the dominant and the marginalised group. This requires
negotiation and finding a midway between needs and interests. Conflict
resolution is not about a harmony of interests but about actors adapting their
“‘interests, goals, and self-definitions” to acceptable levels (Ramsbotham et al.
2005: 163) and meeting “the security needs of dominant as well as subordinate
groups” (Crighton and Mac Iver 1991: 140). Interests can be negotiated upon as
mentioned earlier, but needs are ontological and cannot be cannot be
bargained away (Burton 1990; Roy 1990). The message of conflict
transformation is that satisfying one party’s needs is not incompatible with
satisfying the opposing party’s needs (Jeong 2000; Lederach 2003). The
absolute needs of parties in this case was, respectively, complete PKK forces’
withdrawal from Turkey into Iragi Kurdistan and broader political reforms and

expansion of Kurdish rights in the country.

Despite positive progress early on, the process experienced major problems
with regards to withdrawal and reform that stemmed from mistrust and
commitment problems. The Government was heavily criticised for the slow
progress of constitutional reforms.'?! According to Esser and Bridges, research
has shown that “the most effective strategy for inducing further concessions
from the first party is to immediately reciprocate each concession with one of

comparable size” (2011: 69). Thus, the PKK needed reassurance in the form of

21 The BDP had earlier presented to the Government some immediate reform proposals,
including removing all obstacles to freedom of expression, changing the penal code, abolishing
the Anti-Terror Law, and reforming political parties and elections laws (Butler 2013).
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more concrete trust-building measures to feel more confident about their
withdrawal that left them open and vulnerable. But the Government was not
putting anything tangible on the table. Part of the problem was the confusion
about the order of steps to be taken and a difference in the adversaries’
perceptions of pathways to peace (Yegen 2015; Yarali 2017). The Government
argued reforms would follow withdrawal but not being able to trust the
Government, the PKK wanted these to run in parallel. In other cases such as in
Aceh, Indonesia demilitarisation of the conflict area and decommissioning by
rebels was carried out in a parallel fashion (Harris 2010). Further, it did not help
that Erdogan refused to clarify what they were ready to concede in return for
withdrawal, intensifying PKK suspicions as well as generating criticism from the
nationalist opposition. The guerrillas’ withdrawal occurred without any clear
guarantees of political reform or non-militarisation in the area after withdrawal.
The reader might recall that the previous secret backchannel talks (2006-2011)
had failed to produce a pre-agreement for future formal negotiations. Despite
this, parties once again ventured into talks in 2012 without a significant
methodological plan (clear objectives, flexibility, procedural agreements,
guarantees, deadlines, etc.), which was surprising since the lack of a pre-
agreement had caused ambiguity, indecision and deadlock during the first
phase of the peace process (Villellas 2013). Unlike the previous talks, this time
around there was no third-party facilitation either. The withdrawal process also
lacked a formal mechanism for monitoring. So, without any established pre-
conditions or third-party mediation ready to help solve deadlocks, the parties

struggled to build and maintain trust.

Turkish officials continued to meet with Ocalan but PM Erdogan refused to take
the necessary steps in order to develop more concrete and comprehensive
negotiations with a specific framework for resolution (Jenkins 2014). As Yegen
(2015) notes, while there was agreement on the terms of disarmament there
was never an agreement on the recognition of rights (something Ocalan later
regretted). This uncertainty made it extremely difficult for either side to believe
the other was acting in good faith even though Ocalan strongly emphasised the
need for a monitoring mechanism (Goksel and Mandiraci 2016). Therefore, the

Government began complaining about guerrillas not withdrawing fast enough

181



(Kayhan Pusane 2015). According to some sources, the PKK controls about 10
000 armed members in Turkey (Yavuz and Ozcan 2015). Logically, it should be
expected that total withdrawal would take a while yet PM Erdogan accused the
PKK of failing to keep its promises, stating that “only” 20% of guerrillas had
withdrawn up until September (Larrabee 2013a; Gunter 2014; Unal 2016). As a
result, suspicions deepened, and accusations proliferated throughout the

summer and early fall of 2013.

In the absence of reforms and concessions from the Government, the PKK
halted its withdrawal of fighters from Turkey into Iraqi Kurdistan in September
2013. Even though they maintained the ceasefire, the organisation hardened its
rhetoric, accusing the Government of not living up to its promises of expanded
democracy and rights. Top PKK commander Cemil Bayik reportedly said that
“‘AKP is wasting time and delaying the process with fake initiatives. They want
to fight so we will defend ourselves” (Unver 2015: 63). The use of threats and
coercion is a common strategy by protagonists engaged in negotiations or talks
(Bercovitch and Jackson 2009). Government negotiator Yalcin Akdogan once
again accused the PKK of sabotaging the peace process. Then the
Government realised that the PKK was not bluffing. It had to reciprocate with
more concrete concessions. As a consequence, in September 2013 a
“‘democratisation package” including legal amendments regarding Kurdish rights
was put through a public referendum by the AKP Government. The public
approved and in March 2014 the package passed in parliament. No doubt the
referendum was also a test of public opinion and public endorsement of future
concessions to come. Notably, it included the following changes (Kaliber 2016;
Yarali 2017):

¢ allowed state intelligence to meet with designated terrorist organisations;

e reduced pre-trial detention from 10 to 5 years (meant the release of
thousands of KCK detainees);

e abolished the daily oath of allegiance to the Turkish nation mandatory for

elementary school children;
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e allowed the use of the letters w, x, g (used in the Kurdish alphabet) in
official documents, e.g. registering a new-born’s name;

e legalised Kurdish education in private schools only;

e allowed Kurdish to be freely used in electoral campaigns;

e granted state funding to any political party receiving more than 3% in

electoral votes.

Prior to this package, the Turkish parliament also passed a law that allowed
court defence in the accused individual's mother-tongue (Nyk&nen 2013). The
Kurdish movement welcomed progress but remained far from satisfied because
the package barely addressed any of their primary demands. To remind the
reader, these were primarily: i) release of all political activists jailed during the
KCK investigations, ii) improvement of Ocalan’s prison conditions, iii) free
Kurdish mother-tongue education, iv) reduction of the 10% electoral threshold,
v) full enjoyment of basic freedoms, vi) delisting the PKK from the terrorist list.
In addition, there were serious bureaucratic obstacles to implementation of the
new laws. The Kurdish side was also upset about not being consulted about the
content of the package beforehand (Gunter 2014). The PKK was extremely
dissatisfied because while they were withdrawing their entire forces the State
was offering breadcrumbs. Even Zartman (2017) comments on the Kurdish-
Turkish negotiations by pointing out how limited they were since the
Government was unable to develop a basic view accepting of the Kurds’ ethnic
identity. The structural disempowerment of the Kurds cannot be addressed if
the Turkish authorities only offer minor legal amendments that is not even close
to the ability of Kurds to fully exercise linguistic and cultural, let alone political,

freedom.

In order for the parties to move on from small talk to serious negotiations
stronger confidence-building measures are needed (Darby and Mac Ginty
2003a). Part of the reason the Government could not negotiate directly with the
PKK was because it was illegal according to the Turkish constitution. The PKK
therefore demanded a legal framework for negotiations to be created in order to

protect the process. After much debate and debacle, in the summer of 2014 the
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parliament passed the “Law to End Terror and Strengthen Social Integration”,
authorising government and bureaucracy to carry out necessary measures for
the resolution of the conflict. The law was not what the PKK wanted because it
was designed to protect Turkish negotiators and administrators involved in the
resolution process from prosecution rather than to safeguard the process itself
(Ercan 2015; Unal 2016).

Gunter argues that Erdogan considered “the mere agreement to being the
peace process as the goal itself, rather than as part of a process to address the
root causes of the conflict” (2014: 19). Clearly, there were great differences
between what the Government was willing to offer and what the PKK was willing
to accept in return for withdrawal and partial disarmament. The Government
thought minor reforms focused on expanding individual rights would suffice but
the Kurdish movement was asking for such major concessions as autonomy
and devolution of power. As others have also observed, the AKP seeks “a
cheap solution not involving painful compromises” (Tezcur 2013: 79). The
asymmetric concessions are a reflection of the asymmetric relationship between
the parties. As Kriesberg notes, “Differences in economic resources, coercive
power capabilities, organizational skills, and other resources affecting relative
power have great impact on the terms of the accommodations that are reached”
(2005: 79). Certainly, the AKP’s electoral calculations played a part too in the
slow reform progress. Erdogan treaded carefully as he could not be seen as
conceding too much to Kurdish demands since this risked electoral blowback
among nationalist constituencies. The AKP purposefully pursued a democratic
opening that was very broad because it was the safe bet. At the same time, the
AKP had to offer more to the Kurds who were afraid the Government would not
concede enough. So in some ways the demands of both parties actually
masked what Crocker describes as “a fundamental unwillingness to negotiate,
as both parties know that you cannot satisfy the requirements of one side
without contradicting the basic requirements of the other side” (Crocker et al.
2005: 9). This is essentially a reflection of the incompatibility lying at the heart of
the dispute. But while the PKK showed willingness to address the Turkish
State’s security need, the State was not reciprocating in terms of improving

basic freedoms. Already the two sides were in an asymmetric relationship and
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by not conceding to the most sensible demands the Government showed that it
intended for the asymmetry to remain, making a structural transformation

impossible.

The peace process was alive, but only temporarily and reluctantly. As analysed
next, the Kurdish fight against IS during the now infamous battle of Kobane and
the PKK’s defiant attitude and halting of withdrawal was to alter all parties’

commitment to the process for the worse.

6.6. Commitment

Genuine commitment to the process is the most important factor for the
achievement of a peace agreement. Although the Government had
disappointed the Kurds with its minor “democratisation package”, it nonetheless
demonstrated commitment through its steadfastness against the military who
were less keen on keeping the ceasefire intact. The military did not seem to
understand there was a peace process going on since in 2014 it made 290
requests to carry out security operations against the PKK. The Government
accepted only eight (Goksel and Mandiraci 2016). Despite the Government’s
ability to control the military, the PKK remained unimpressed due to the lack of

reforms, as mentioned above.

Both sides commitment was in question as changes in the context of the conflict
began to influence strategies. Against the Syrian war unfolding next door and
the PKK’s withdrawal in the summer of 2013, Turkey continued to build military
posts along the border to Syria, Irag and Iran. Therefore, the PKK’s commitment
was faltering fast. In response to the developments of continued military
upscaling, some of the PKK’s HPG units that had withdrawn in 2013 were
gradually returning to Turkey in the spring of 2014. The PKK’s Murat Karayilan
justified this by accusing the State of using the dialogue process to “liquidate”
the PKK rather than resolving the conflict peacefully (Jenkins 2014). Shortly
after the PKK stopped the withdrawal process entirely. In the summer of 2014,
the HPG had increased its rural presence with checkpoints as well as attacks
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on new military construction sites, even exerting law enforcement, taxation, and
mediating in social and business disputes (Jenkins 2014). The Government
accused the PKK of bad faith by trying to build parallel government structures

and “extorting” people through their “taxation”.

The PKK continued implementing the KCK’s democratic confederalism and
autonomy project (localised governance structures), connecting popular
assemblies on local and regional levels. A much more effective implementation
of democratic confederalism was taking place in Syrian Kurdistan next door
amidst the ongoing war. To the State such activities were hampering peace
efforts because this was considered Kurdish independence in disguise (Gunter
2016). The Turkish Government especially worried about such prospects of
independence in neighbouring Syria especially feared the imagined idea of it
linking up with the KRG in Iraqi Kurdistan to form a bigger Kurdish state
(Nykdnen 2013; Gunter 2015). Turkey fears the emergence of yet another
autonomous Kurdish region'?? that would influence Turkish Kurds to make a
stronger case for autonomy or even secession (Gunes and Lowe 2015; Kayhan
Pusane 2015). Therefore, in 2013 the Turkish Government hosted the KCK-
affiliated PYD’s'?® leader Salih Muslim amid rumours the Syrian Kurdish PYD
was about to declare autonomy in Syria (Gunter 2014). Muslim comfortably
assured the Turks the PYD was committed to a united Syria and posed no

threat to Turkey’s territorial integrity (Gunter 2015).

The PKK had also strengthened its urban presence and armed its urban youth
networks in the southeast, therefore being accused of using the peace process
to empower its armed wings and stockpiling weapons (Villellas 2011; Akyol
2015). In February 2013, the Patriotic Revolutionary Youth Movement (YDG-H)

had been set up, oddly enough just a month before Ocalan’s Newroz message,

122 Shortly after the war in Syria erupted, Assad’s forces withdrew from the northern (mostly
Kurdish) region to fight Islamic extremists elsewhere. Taking advantage of the power vacuum
created after their withdrawal, Syrian Kurds (some former PKK members) took control of several
cities and towns in the north of Syria along the 900 km Turkish border and have been
expanding their control since July 2012. This development bore similarities to the case of the
Iragi Kurds who right after the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 took advantage of the power vacuum
and strengthened their semi-autonomous region, which later became a federal region in Iraq in
2005.

123 The PYD was founded in 2003.
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which some consider to be the PKK'’s urban youth branch (Gunter 2016). The
YDG-H continued to challenge the State by setting up roadblocks, digging
trenches and trying to control physical space (Yildiz 2014; Yarali 2017). They
are involved in frequent street clashes with the police and, crucially, are not
afraid of the consequences of doing so. Similarly, in Spain the ETA’s young
arrivals had been “unmistakably more radical, more uncompromising and less
prone to negotiate” (Conversi 2006: 180). Hereafter, the AKP made it clear that
in the coming months Turkish security forces would become “more active in
preventing a de facto PKK power grab in several towns and neighbourhoods”
(Yildiz 2014). Officially the peace process was ongoing, but there was with little
progress with talks in 2014. When the guerrilla withdrawals stopped, the Turkish

Government little incentive to continue with political reforms had vanished.

The situation worsened and mistrust deepened immensely when the resolution
process experienced a serious psychological crisis in October 2014 when the
Syrian Kurdish border town of Kobane came under siege by IS. The dramatic
besiegement of young Kurdish fighters (some Turkish Kurds) armed only with
Kalashnikovs caught worldwide media attention and lit a huge spark in Kurdish
nationalism never seen before (much due to the effect of social media).
Thousands of young, passionate, mostly male Turkish Kurds from different
social backgrounds and political affiliations rushed to the aid of their kin in
defending Kobane. The Turkish authorities were seriously alarmed when they
saw these scenes of thousands of Kurds wanting to cross the border into
Kobane. Chaotic scenes at the border were witnessed when these young men
were prevented from crossing by Turkish soldiers, causing massive anger. The
battle of Kobane led to a sudden surge in transnational Kurdish nationalism that

extremely frightened the Turkish State.

Relations worsened when as changes in the regional context and the war in
Syria was spilling over to Turkish domestic affairs. As the fierce battle for
Kobane was ongoing, Erdogan famously stated that Kobane was about to fall
any minute and later referred to the PYD as a terrorist organisation. A senior
AKP official stated, “There is no tragedy in Kobane as cried out by the terrorist

PKK. There is a war between two terrorist groups” (Gunes and Lowe 2015: 8).
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Turkey figured two enemies might as well battle it out, rejecting a US call to take
charge and collaborate with the PYD in pushing back IS (Barkey 2015). The
PKK and the HDP called upon people to protest against the Turkish
Government’s passive and hostile stance on Kobane and their refusal to aid or
let aid into the besieged town. On 6-8 October 2014, large-scale
demonstrations took place as Kurds poured out onto the streets to protest the
Government's apathy. However, these quickly spiralled out of control and
turned into extremely violent street clashes between Kurdish youth and police
as well as between pro-PKK youth and pro-Hizbullah Kurds.'?* During those
three days of chaos, 51 people died, shocking the country. The turmoil only
ended after Ocalan sent a message from prison for the protests to stop (Gunes
and Lowe 2015). It was the first real, widespread violence since the peace
process began, which was now in serious jeopardy as relations became
incredibly strained with violence beginning to surge (Gunter 2015; Yarali 2017).
To Turkish commentators, this rebellion “revealed the PKK’s potential power,
the weakness of the Turkish government, and the realization that the Kurdish
issue cannot be resolved within the borders of Turkey alone; it has become part
of a larger regional problem” (Yavuz and Ozcan 2015: 80). This meant that
Turkey’s Kurdish problem was no longer confined within its state borders but
now de facto incorporated Syria where Kurdish autonomy had become an
unforeseen and uncertain reality (discussed in next section). Indeed, the
geopolitical developments in the Middle East were taking an odd turn as
allegiances were shifting in the most unexpected ways. As Turkey was in favour
of the overthrow of the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, it turned a blind eye
to the cross-border movements of various jihadists groups, including IS.
Coupled with Turkey’s refusal to assist Kobane and Erdogan’s talk about
Kobane being finished, the Kurdish people in Turkey grew extremely angry with
the ruling AKP Government. It seemed the vision Erdogan and Ocalan had

shared for a future Turkish-Kurdish collaboration was now in tatters.

124 Hizbullah was created in the early 1990s as part of Turkey's controversial counterinsurgency
campaign. It was almost entirely comprised of Islamist Kurds who in the 1990s carried out
assassinations of suspected PKK members and other critics. It is much less active now but has
ties to the legal Kurdish party “Hida-Par” in Turkey. Yet, occasional street fights between pro-
PKK and pro-Hizbullah youth do take place.
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Despite the Kobane row, the truce remained in place. Both AKP members and
the PKK emphasised there was resolve and political will to reach a resolution
(CNN Turk 2014; Hurriyet Daily News 2014; Yildiz 2014). As a gesture of good
will (and much US pressure), Turkey allowed a small number of Iraqgi Kurdish
peshmerga fighters to cross into Turkey and then into Kobane on the 29
October 2014 to support the YPG/J. Government negotiator Yalcin Akdogan
called for an immediate meeting with the pro-Kurdish HDP (which had now
replaced the BDP), underscoring that the process maintained high public
support, but that it required good faith, good will, determination, patience, risk-
taking, and not getting stuck in temporary setbacks (CNN Turk 2014). The PKK
leadership was highly pleased when Deputy PM and former Interior Minister
Atalay rather boldly stated on record that the Government needed to negotiate
directly with the PKK (Unver 2015: 165). Still, as the International Crisis Group
also reported, the process needed “a more comprehensive agenda, a more
urgent timeframe, better social engagement, mutually agreed ground rules and
monitoring criteria” (2014: i). It was therefore highly convenient when both
parties decided to hold a meeting followed by a joint press conference during
which they would reveal to the public points of agreement for the resolution of
the process. Both sides remained cautious and on edge, continuing to
exchange harsh rhetoric now and then. But at least now they were talking

again.

On 28 February 2015, senior-level figures from both sides, equally represented,
finally held the long-awaited meeting along with a joint press conference
afterwards. The meeting served to establish points of agreement, including the
formation of a monitoring committee that would coordinate the peace process
and oversee implementation. The meeting, held at the historical Dolmabahce
Palace, was interpreted by many as way of overcoming the Kobane crisis and
as a last attempt at salvaging a failing peace process. It was a significant
meeting that Kurdish representatives had eagerly been waiting for. As demands
were presented together in public for the first time ever, taboos were broken
(Bayramoglu 2015). The press conference revealed to the public some of the
points under discussion during the talks and each side’s demands. Yet, the

content of the Dolmabahce Consensus was criticised for being vague and the
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parties for their strained and opaque positions. Initially the plan was to read out
a joint text, but they failed to agree on this and instead both sides read out their
own texts. Still, the Government tacitly approved of the Kurdish side’s text but
carefully avoided using the word “negotiation”. The Kurdish view was
summarised in a 10-point!?®> draft prepared by Ocalan and therefore making it
the first time the Government so openly acknowledged Ocalan’s centrality to the
peace process. Ocalan’s message to the PKK was read out aloud by senior
HDP member Sirri Stireyya Onder. It once again called for the PKK to lay down
arms on the condition that the 10 points (also read out) were respected. The
Government’s text was read out by the Deputy PM who simply reiterated old

statements, i.e. calling for the PKK to give up its arms.

However, the shifting allegiances and priorities in the global and regional
context meant that the interests of Turkey and the Kurdish national movement
were diverging even further. The AKP Government's ambivalent attitude
towards the Kobane siege by IS had turned the peace process upside down. To
the Kurds, the Turkish Government would rather see Kobane in the hands of a
gruesome organisation like IS than under Kurdish control — confirming or
bolstering their view of Turkey as an enemy state. It seemed as if Erdogan
wanted Kobane to fall, angering even the most apolitical Kurd. The increase in
Kurdish fury and anti-government attitudes was extremely worrying with the
HDP warning that rips in the social fabric may endanger the future of Turkish-
Kurdish peace. Added to this, the rhetoric had changed completely since the
Government now referred to the PYD in Syria as the PKK's extension and
labelled it a terrorist organisation in an effort to tarnish the international

legitimacy and popularity it had gained during the war against IS. After scoring

125 These 10 points were: 1. Definition of democratic politics and content 2. Definition of national
and local dimensions of democratic resolution 3. Legal and democratic safeguards for free
citizenship 4. Headings for relations between democratic politics and the state and society and
for its institutionalisation 5. The socio-economic dimensions of the process of resolution 6. The
addressing of the relationship between democracy and security in the process of resolution in a
manner that will protect public order and freedoms 7. Legal solutions and safeguards for
problems of women, and cultural and ecological problems 8. The development of a pluralist
democratic understanding recognising the concept of identity and its definition 9. The
democratic definition of a democratic republic, joint homeland and people, and the introduction
of legal and constitutional safeguards within a pluralist, democratic system 10. A new
constitution to aim to internalise all these democratic transformations
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victories against IS, the PKK in Iraq and its allies in Syria, the Syrian Kurdish
militants (later making up the SDF, Syrian Democratic Forces) proved
immensely effective secular local fighting forces against the jihadists, attracting
American, British and French military support.1?6¢ The PKK and affiliates became
much more emboldened by impressing global audiences!?’ in their pivotal role
in defending Kurds, Arabs, Yezidis and Christians from IS, as well as training
them in how to defend themselves.'?® The fact that a non-state actor came to
defence of the distraught Yezidis who were subjected to genocide by IS did not
go unnoticed. For example, a Washington Post article titled “A U.S.-designated
terrorist group is saving Yazidis and battling the Islamic State” (2014) was
sending a clear message about the irony of the situation. Interestingly, long-
term expert on the Kurds, Henri Barkey, notes that “the PKK may become one
of the many groups in the region that will inhabit the space, both geographical

and the political, abandoned by weakening states” (2015: 8).

Due to partisan perceptions, the AKP failed to understand what Kobane meant
for Kurds, not just militarily but psychologically, which then served to strengthen
Kurdish ethnocentric worldviews. Instead of sympathising with Kurdish worries
for their kin in Kobane, the Government simply brushed these aside (Coskun
2015). Research has shown that a negative intergroup emotional environment,
especially emotions like fear and anger, can aggravate the conflict whereas
sympathy may promote peace (Bar-Tal 2007; Maoz and McCauley 2008). The

Government’s refusal to aid Kobane or even collaborate with the Kurds in

126 political and military instability and fragmentation in the post-Arab Spring period presented
different roles for the PKK, PYD and other Kurdish and Kurdish-allied actors. When the war in
Syria broke out the PKK was quick on its feet to send 2000 guerrillas (mostly of Syrian Kurdish
origin) to protect and mobilise the Kurdish minority in Syria (roughly 10% of the Syrian
population). They trained and armed locals (including Christians) and helped establish the large
Syrian Kurdish militia the mixed-gender YPG/YPJ and the Syriac Military Council (Suturo).
These militias are also part of the Syrian Democratic Forces.

127 Widespread international media coverage significantly increased global sympathy for the
plight of the Kurds and the Kurdish national movement. For example, many online social media
commentators questioned whether the PKK should continue to be listed as a terrorist
organisation by the EU and the US.

128 Yezidis fled in their tens of thousands up to the mountains in fear of I1S. Encircled, they faced
starvation in the dry mountains. US President Obama ordered humanitarian airdrops to the
Yezidis but this did not change the fact that people remained besieged and trapped in the
mountains. The Iragi army as well as Kurdish KDP peshmerga had withdrawn from their posts
as IS attacked, leaving the Yezidis defenceless until the PKK and the the PYD’s military wings
YPG/YPJ arrived. They created a corridor for people to escape and then guided them into
safety.
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fighting IS stems from a rigid mental model, which can be defined as “beliefs
regarding cause-and-effect relationships, intentions of others, and the way in
which history is understood” (Bercovitch and Jackson 2009). The Turkish
mental model is based upon an uncompromising, remorseless nationalism that
perceives any Kurdish gains as a threat (as emphasised many times before)
against the very existence and integrity of the State itself, crucially hampering
commitment to peacemaking and creating what has been termed an “ethos of
conflict” (Porat et al. 2015). Inherent in Turkish nationalism are severe
psychological barriers that constitute one of the, if not the most important
obstacle to resolution (Uslu 2010). According to Uslu, it might be “more difficult
to change the existing beliefs of Turkish society with regards to the PKK and
Kurdish political parties than changing the Kurds’ distrust toward the Turkish
state” (2010: 20). Even back in 2009, the Government displayed what Kadri
Gursel (2013) calls a “linear approach style” against the Kurdish movement that
translated into “negotiations with Ocalan, combat against the PKK”. It was clear
that the Government did not know how to overcome the psychological barriers

of negotiating with the “terrorists”.

Certainly, the PKK did not make it easy for the Government. The organisation’s
attempts to control territory and setting up governance structures were
damaging to trust and good faith. The situation in which armed groups try to
replace the function of state authorities has been referred to by Arjona as a
‘rebelocracy”. The armed group “regulates conducts beyond security and
taxation, in realms such as politics, economics, and social relations” (Arjona
2015: 182). Indeed, all civil wars are essentially a battle for control of territory
and a given populace. The creation of the YDG-H (the youth wing) was
confusing as well. Perhaps the PKK did possess “devious objectives”, that is,
they were not interested in settlement but were stalling to, for example,
reorganise, regroup or gain international legitimacy (Newman and Richmond
2006). At the same time though, the PKK was extremely mistrustful of the State
who did little to prove the opposite true. The Government kept demanding that
the PKK disarm before any agreement, which was confusing and contradictory
to the process. The PKK refused, arguing that so long as massive mistrust

prevails, they would keep their arms for the general survival of the Kurdish
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struggle (Casier et al. 2009). The deep structural inequality that existed meant
that the possession of arms was considered the only effective way of real self-
defence. Without any guarantees, the PKK would keep their arms as a way of

addressing the asymmetric relationship.

Uncertainty may lead to parties to make strategic choices that either result in
impasse or suboptimal agreements (Bercovitch and Jackson 2009). In this
respect, the Dolmabahge Consensus was an important step towards rebuilding
trust and demonstrating commitment to the process. Despite the criticism on the
vagueness of the texts and the tensed atmosphere of the joint meeting, at the
very least a framework for future negotiations and democratisation was set. Bell
(2006) defines three types of peace agreements: pre-negotiation agreements,
framework/substantive  agreements, and implementation/renegotiation
agreements. It could be said that the Dolmabahge Consensus was a weak
version of the second type — a framework agreement — which are usually public
and involve the main groups. Crucially, such an agreement is aimed at
sustaining the ceasefire and offering a framework for governance with the aim
of addressing the root causes of conflict (Bell 2006: 377). This meant that the
parties had reached a very significant milestone and the chances for a less

tense and more substantive meeting in the future was now higher.

Unfortunately, the significance of the Dolmabahg¢e meeting was soon to be
eroded. President Erdogan began to change his discourse to, once again,
include nationalist rhetoric as the June 2015 elections were coming up. Polls
were showing that the pro-Kurdish party HDP would surpass the 10%
parliamentary threshold and the AKP would end up below 40%, potentially
losing their majority. Erdogan started to think that the peace process had
benefitted the HDP more than him or the AKP and became uncomfortable with

the legitimacy and popularity the HDP had gained (Ercan 2015).1?° Soon after

129 There was some truth to this because thanks to the political and media space and
opportunities provided by the peace process, the HDP managed to convince many Turks that it
sought to become a Turkey-wide party working for the democratic rights of all citizens, not just
Kurds. The HDP also gained the support over many previously Kurdish AKP voters as they had
not forgotten the Government’s ambivalent attitude during the Kobane siege.
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the Dolmabahce meeting Erdogan declared he had not been consulted!3? about
the content or conduct of the meeting and openly disapproved of it, betraying
his own negotiators (Coskun 2015; Phillips 2017; Yarali 2017). This was despite
the fact that public support for the process was still high in March 2015, one
survey showing nearly 68% (Unal 2016: 108). Erdogan further rejected the
creation of a monitoring committee and said there was no deal with the “terrorist
organisation”, essentially throwing the Dolmabah¢e Consensus in the bin.
Rather than intensifying antagonisms, interim agreements are meant to reduce
grievances and instil trust, but Dolmabahce failed to achieve this because of

Erdogan’s spoiler behaviour.

It became clear that President Erdogan had lost interest in cultivating a
relationship with the Kurdish movement since he no longer was committed to
the process. The monitoring committee agreed at Dolmabahce never convened
and the Kurdish delegation was no longer allowed to visit Ocalan after 5 April
2015 (Yarali 2017: 69). The PKK leadership was furious, threatening a
resumption of the armed struggle (Phillips 2017). It was clear that Erdogan
feared that by losing electoral popularity to the HDP, the Kurdish movement
was becoming stronger and would actually become a strong political force
within Turkey that could no longer be ignored if they passed the electoral
threshold. This could have consequences not only domestically, but also
externally, particularly in Syria where Erdogan had unfinished business (the fall
of Assad).

In efforts to keep the HDP below the threshold and attract nationalist'3* MHP
voters, the AKP campaign tried to portray the HDP as a supporter of terrorism

and separatism (Bayramoglu 2015; Larrabee 2016).1%? Then, the HDP indirectly

130 HDP members and a report by the Turkish daily Cumhuriyet stated Erdogan was kept fully
informed and consulted of all matters during the Dolmabahge meeting, including Erdogan
supposedly resolving an argument about seating arrangements (Hurriyet Daily News 2015a).

131 Despite high public support for the process some societal sections were still strongly
opposed to peace talks. There was fierce opposition from Turkish ultranationalists and some
Kemalists to any accommodation of Kurdish demands, which they continued to think of as
threatening to Turkish national identity and the unitary state.

132 For example, President Erdogan would often reaffirm that the language of education would
always remain Turkish, that there was no Kurdish question, and that neither the state nor the
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accused the AKP of colluding with jihadists and their campaign slogan was “We
won’t make you president!”, in reference to Erdogan’s presidential ambitions.
Erdogan was extremely frustrated by the HDP’s open refusal to back his
presidential election bid. The parties continued to exchange harsh rhetoric,
damaging the little good faith and trust in the process that had been restored
after the Kobane crisis (Bayramoglu 2015). Indeed, the electoral competition
and the failure of the Dolmabahce Consensus resulted in hardened positions. A
structural transformation seemed far-fetched. As Kriesberg notes, “The failure to
sustain agreements that were reached is a severe setback to the transformation
of an intractable conflict. Supporters of an agreement who believe that the other
side violated it feel deceived, even betrayed, and are less trusting about any
future accord” (2005: 73). Past failures in Sri Lanka and Sudan and other

contexts have shown this.

The following section explains how Turkey became increasingly insecure as the
war against IS provided unexpected gains for the PKK as well as its Syrian

affiliates.

6.7. Disavowal of force

As Darby and Mac Ginty rightly note, “Events beyond the control of any of the
immediate participants in the conflict often have a decisive influence in tipping a
conflict towards a more or less violent trajectory” (2003a: 7). The Kobane crisis
is an example of this, and it created such polarisation that parties even returned
to violence, albeit briefly. Turkish jets began to strike PKK positions, apparently
in response to PKK shelling of Turkish military posts (BBC News 2014). A few
Turkish soldiers were killed by unknown assailants too (Yildiz 2014). In an
interview with the BBC, PKK commander Bayik said: “We don’t believe that
Turkey has abandoned its policy of attempting to eradicate the Kurdish

movement” (Yildiz 2014). To Bayik, the parties were “at a turning point” and it

Government would ever sit down and talk with any illegal organisation/terrorists (Casier et al.
2009; Aktoprak 2010; Bayramoglu 2015).
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was “either peace or war” and there was “no middle way here” (ibid.). Yasin
Aktay, then vice-chairman of the AKP, claimed the PKK was trying to seize
opportunities in “the current turmoil in the Middle East with the crumbling of the
old status quo” and had been stalling with the ceasefire all along to consolidate
forces (Yildiz 2014). However, as described in the previous section, adversaries
finally came to their senses only a few weeks after and resumed talks. This
because they realised the alternative was not random street clashes or low-
scale conflict but a full-on civil war (Yegen 2015). Yet, the damage had been
done. For Bayik, the mistrust between the parties had grown much deeper
(Gunter 2014: 21).

In the end, aided by American airstrikes, Kurdish forces broke the Kobane siege
and the town was liberated on 27 January 2015. It was a colossal victory not
only for the Syrian Kurdish forces YPG/J but also for Kurdish people, greatly
boosting morale and nationalist sentiments of heroism as lightly armed Kurdish
fighters had defeated the heavily armed and previously unbeaten IS militants.
International news coverage was colossal, further enhancing the global support
and sympathy for the PKK and the PYD (International Crisis Group 2014; Ercan
2015; Gunes and Lowe 2015).1*® Six months later, the Tel Abyad victory
against IS enabled the Syrian Kurds to extend their de facto autonomy by
linking up two out the three regions they controlled — Afrin, Euphrates (Kobane),
Jazira — though at the time of writing Afrin is under Turkish occupation. In early
2014, the PYD together with other political parties operating under a “confederal
umbrella”34 formed an administration now called the Democratic Federation of
Northern Syria, and more commonly known as Rojava.'*®> The IS war gave the

Kurds the pretext for expanding territorial control with the PYD establishing itself

133 After the Kobane victory, PYD representatives travelled around Europe to build relationships
and PYD co-leaders were invited to meetings in Cairo and Moscow exploring an end to the
Syrian conflict. They have opened up offices in cities like Moscow, Stockholm, and Prague.
Among the European states, France is most supportive of the PYD as seen in both Hollande
and Macron’s Syria policy. Former French President Hollande hosted the female leaders of the
PYD and YPJ in Paris in February 2015.

134 In line with the principles of democratic confederalism, elections to local councils have been
held twice since then and different ethnic and religious groups in the region are trying to
institutionalise their “democratic autonomy”, i.e. practices of direct democracy and an inclusive
society. Because of this form of governance, the PYD, other parties and their networks are
extremely intertwined with the local population and are mostly constituted of locals.

135 Rojava meaning “west”, as in Western Kurdistan.
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as the sole Kurdish player in Syria. Tezcur notes that “for the first time in
history, the Kurds now have their own armed forces in all four parts of historical
Kurdistan” (2013: 80). These contextual and structural changes -certainly
brought about a significant Kurdish empowerment, but whether it was serving

the peace process was another matter.

The Turks were getting increasingly anxious about the implications of Kurdish
empowerment. President Erdogan had already binned the Dolmabahce
Consensus and was resorting to war-like, nationalist, and more aggressive
rhetoric as the June 2015 elections were closing in. He began to convince his
negotiators and the Government that a peace process was not benefitting the
AKP electorally nor the State politically and regionally. Erdogan’s authoritarian
character made intra-party dissent highly unlikely. Suddenly, the Government’s
rhetoric began to change too, and the peace process was barely mentioned.
The AKP Government accused the PKK of using the peace process to stall in
order to expand political and military influence. Steadily, political institutions in
Turkey were beginning to align with the military’s security-centred view of the
situation, i.e. Kurdish autonomy and territorial control along the Syria-Turkey
border was to be prevented by all means necessary. They feared a Rojava run
by the PYD, which to the Turks was simply a sub-party to the PKK, would get
recognised under a future comprehensive peace agreement for Syria. They
were horrified about the prospect of a contiguous “PKK statelet” or “corridor”
along the southern border (Bayramoglu 2015; Gunes and Lowe 2015; Gunter
2016; Unal 2016). A nightmare scenario would be if two officially recognised
Kurdish regions, Syrian Kurdistan and Iragi Kurdistan, united to form one
Kurdistan'®® that would “flank Turkey’s Kurdish-inhabited southeast region,
providing inspiration, support and resources to Turkey’'s Kurds to similarly
realize their autonomy” (Nyk&nen 2013: 88). The literature on transnational
conflict suggests that the presence of a strong kin group in conflict means the
same kinfolk in a neighbouring state may feel strengthened and bold enough to

increase their own demands (Forsberg 2008; Cederman et al. 2013). It is quite

136 Indeed, a nation divided between two or more states (e.g. the Kurds, Koreans, Balochis,
Basque, and Sami) may seek unification. It has been argued that forcing them to live separately
is a form of structural violence (Galtung 2002).
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likely that Turkey's Kurds will become more determined about their future in
Turkey and will make themselves heard even more when they compare their
situation to their kin in Syria and Iraq in the future. Yet, this is a necessary
development in order to eventually bring about the structural empowerment that
would satisfy Turkey’s Kurds and help resolve the issue amid the defiant top
dog (Ramsbotham et al. 2016: 27).

Indeed, rapid geopolitical shifts in the Middle East are starting to challenge the
borders drawn during the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement in 1916. Turkey feared
the consequences of this and still suffered from the Sévres Syndrome (see
Chapter 2). Much had changed, rather too quickly, since 2014 when IS
launched attacks in Kurdish areas in Syria and Irag and the PKK came to the
rescue. Indeed, as Zartman (2017) comments on the Kurds, “No other ethnic
group in the region comes near to being able to claim proto-state qualities.” The
PKK controlled new territory in Sinjar, Iraq and was influential on the PYD in
Syria. Rebel groups unlike states are not territorial entities, though they can be
if they get stronger. Instead, they are more commonly defined by their
distribution, membership numbers, and their dispersion among the civilian
population (Butler and Gates 2009), but this was all changing with regards to
the PKK’s capabilities. The PKK had also gained a boost in recruitment levels
since the IS onslaught and the Kobane victory. As mentioned in the previous
section, international legitimacy for the movement had substantially grown as
they came to rescue of minorities and so on. The PKK’s influence in all four
parts of Kurdistan was stronger than it had ever been, even in Iraq where it was
traditionally weaker. As mentioned in the previous chapter, when the political
mobilisation of the ethnic subordinate grows, the more insecure the dominant
community becomes about the implications to the existing order. There were
reasons for Turkey to worry as the PKK was no longer the old PKK they knew;
now it was much stronger and determined transnational military organisation

than it had ever been before.
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The guerrillas had grown in size, territory, military capacity and strength,
popularity, and range of operations after the Kobane siege.'®” They had
become much more professional and enjoy renewed external support from
actors (e.g. Egypt, Iran) that may not have national interests in a peace
settlement.*® The PKK’s armed wings HPG and YJA-Star make up of about 30
000 guerrillas — together with the Syrian Kurdish forces YPG/J's 50 000
militants makes a very large figure of about 80 000. The Turkish military
consists of about 315 000 people, but it is worth remembering that PKK
guerrillas used to range between 5000 to 10 000 for most of the time and they
were still undefeated. Also, the international recognition of Kurdish skills in
warfare against IS brought access to superior arms and equipment from the US
to the SDF (of which YPG/J were part of). Turkey’'s greatest concern was
whether these weapons would end up in PKK hands. Although the PYD and the
PKK are separate parties, they are connected and share not only ideology but
intelligence and manpower. Thus, it became clear to observers, including
Turkey, that the PKK would remain as an armed organisation even if a peace
agreement with Turkey (applied only within Turkey’s borders) was in place
(International Crisis Group 2014; Barkey 2015; Yegen 2016). Gradually, it also
became clear that the PKK was no longer convinced about the viability of a
settlement, sensing that time and opportunity was on its side, as others have
also noted (Park 2016).

Therefore, in the interest of national security and protecting territorial integrity,
on a number of occasions Turkey threatened to intervene in Syria militarily in
order to prevent further expansion of the “PYD/PKK terrorists”. By establishing
itself in Syria, Turkey argued that the PYD/PKK (which equated as the same)
could launch strategic terrorist attacks against Turkish territory from there. The
rising tensions were demonstrated by the brief skirmishes between Turkish

soldiers and Kurdish guerrillas that took place in April 2015. The pro-Kurdish

137 The Kobane siege had prompted a high level of new recruits from all parts of Kurdistan with
the morale among its fighters being extremely high. Many left-wing foreign fighters joined the
YPG/YPJ in an internationalist spirit, further boosting Kurdish nationalism and confidence.
Kurdish popular support for the PKK increased immensely, especially in Iraq where traditionally
PKK support has been low due to the dominance of other Kurdish parties.

138 Whilst the role of external actors and funder to the conflict is an important question to
explore, it it not within the scope of this thesis to do so.
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HDP accused the Government of provoking violence and insecurity ahead of
the upcoming elections. These were likely related to Erdogan’s attempts at

spoiling the Dolmabahce process.

In June 2015, during the Turkish national elections the HDP energetically
passed the 10% electoral threshold with just over 13%, becoming the third
largest party in parliament (after AKP and CHP).**° It was a great moment of
pride for the Kurdish movement. The outcome was an end to AKP majority rule
and they were unable to gain the required seats to call for a referendum that
would change the largely ceremonial presidency role into a powerful executive
one, guaranteeing Erdogan strong Putin-like powers with a permanent place in
the chair. The AKP had indeed paid the price for the peace process as they had
lost many votes in inner Anatolia to the nationalist MHP (Bayramoglu 2015: 20).
Many have argued that the AKP elite’s primary aim has always been securing
ideological hegemony through electoral dominance by establishing popularity in
all parts of the country (Patton 2007; Onis 2012; Cengiz and Hoffmann 2013;
Zaras 2013; Keyman and Gumuscu 2014). Their plans were now interrupted by
the HDP, but for Erdogan, the fight was not over yet. A few weeks after the
elections, the Government called for snap elections after supposedly failing to
achieve a coalition government. However, it was more of an insidious plan to
prevent the structural transformation of the Kurdish issue by attempting to keep
the HDP below the threshold.

On 20 July 2015, 32 young left-wing activists were killed when a Turkish IS
suicide bomber attacked a charity event in Suruc¢ near the border town Kobane
in Syria. The Kurdish movement accused the attacker of being linked to Turkish
police and intelligence. The attack had been preceded by several bombings at
HDP election rallies. After this attack, the PKK announced in this political
climate it was impossible for any peace process to function. it was not until after
a PKK-loyal group (Apocu Fedai Timi) retaliated for Surug by Killing two Turkish
police officers (allegedly involved in the Suru¢ massacre) that the ceasefire

139 They had won over 70% of the Kurdish votes (a feat never achieved before by any pro-
Kurdish party) and had gained many votes from liberal Turks who feared Erdogan’s increasing
authoritarianism and therefore voted tactically.
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broke down. Claiming that the PKK had broken the ceasefire, the Turkish
authorities began shelling PKK positions in Iragi Kurdistan and YPG/YPJ
positions in Syria with over 1000 deaths per annum in 2015-2017. Turkish
security forces were battling the PKK’s youth wing YDG-H in several Kurdish
towns. The urban warfare was immensely violent and destructive to
infrastructure with hundreds of civilians caught in the crossfire and at least 200
000 people internally displaced.

The PKK’s announcement on 11 June, just a few days after the elections, that
neither the HDP nor Ocalan could order them to disarm (Yarali 2017),
demonstrates that they were preparing to return to war and also intended to
show the necessity of carrying arms.#? The Turkish State, on the other hand,
was not inclined to accept the sudden empowerment of the Kurdish movement
against domestic and external political developments. It was extremely wary of
the idea of an autonomous PKK stronghold in northern Syria. Indeed, it has
been noted that in order for intractable conflicts to “transition to a mutually
acceptable de-escalation, each side minimally must believe that the other does
not threaten its collective existence” (Kriesberg and Dayton 2012: 191). This
was the case when the peace talks began but now the picture had changed in
Turkey's view as they felt increasingly insecure about the PKK’s new-found

regional and domestic power.

As the fighting goes on, the demands, interests, positions, actors, alliances, and
concerns change depending on the context of the conflict which then affects the
protagonists’ respective perception symmetry and asymmetry. According to

Lounsbery and Cook, “These dynamic forces can also cause the relative power

140 Similar to this PKK top head Karayilan made a statement in early 2014 that so long as
Ocalan remained in Turkish prison, they were in a rightful position to refuse to heed any calls
from him to lay down arms (Jenkins 2014). Some interpreted this as the PKK ignoring Ocalan’s
orders but actually this was not the case. Ocalan has been imprisoned under stressed
circumstances for nearly 20 years with limited access to information or visitors. The PKK
leaders are on the ground, working with the guerrillas, closely monitoring local and regional
developments and devising strategies accordingly. Instead Karayilan’s statement made clear to
the Turkish Government that relying on Ocalan alone for peace or trying to use his condition in
solitary confinement to exert concessions will not go down well with the leadership in Qandil.
Even Ocalan himself regretfully admitted in November 2014 that “he had made a mistake in
calling for a PKK ceasefire and withdrawal before receiving concrete concessions from the AKP
in return” (Jenkins 2014).
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distribution between the disputants to fluctuate through the closure of the
conflict” (2015: 243). The rapid and unexpected geopolitical transformations
caused changes in the distribution of power with Turkey and the Kurdish
political movement reaching closer to power parity. Here power is understood
as the ability to persuade and make an opponent change her/his position, which
allows weaker parties to overcome their physical constraints (Zartman and
Rubin 2000). Power is therefore understood as an act rather than purely
defined in terms of resources or ability. Much of power is also a matter of
perception (Zartman and Rubin 2000: 13). Power shifts can come about as a
result of successful recruitment and allegiance (Weinstein 2007; Butler and
Gates 2009), which was the case for the PKK as mentioned. They were now in
a position of strength and could offer Turkey more than just withdrawal (e.g.
intelligence, influence, manpower in Syria and Iraq). Initially, the Turkish
Government thought the Kurds would lose the battle of Kobane and they would
be in a stronger bargaining position against the weakened Kurds who would
soften their demands (Ercan 2015). Since governments are more likely to yield
into concessions if the rebel group is relatively strong (Gent 2011; Hultquist
2013), Turkey may have wanted to assure it would not lose out too much from a
future peace deal. The question of power is significant since the State would
continue to want to keep the upper hand in negotiations. Yet, power must also
be yielding by the dominant side to the weaker side if a structural transformation

is to take place.

Scholars have pointed out that a drastic shift in interparty relations, e.g. from
power asymmetry towards (near) power symmetry, could mean “a significant
increase or decrease in the extent of communication and interdependence
between actors” (Vayrynen 1991: 6). Either one party integrates more with the
other party(ies) involved or they distance themselves from the other and the
international environment. In this case, parties were distancing themselves from
each other. The parties resumed violence instead of continuing talks and
integrating. The reason was that the change in the context and the structural
relations between the parties was too sudden and rapid, which made Turkey
too fearful of the implications to status quo. Returning to war would halt the

additional spread of PKK influence in the region. It has been pointed out in the
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literature that sometimes one party believes maintaining an advantageous
position over the opponent is the only way to maintain national security (Powell
and Maoz 2014; Ross 2014). Exogenous shocks (Findley 2012) resulting from
changes in systemic and regional balances (Hampson 1996), such as Syria and
Irag, can affect this. Regional war and conflict following the Arab Spring resulted
in rapidly shifting power balances in favour of the Kurds and to the
disadvantage of Turkey. Findley explains the influence of exogenous shocks on

protagonists’ motives and incentives to misrepresent their strength during power

parity:

“Indeed, if the conflict is highly asymmetric, then exogenous shocks are not likely to
substantially alter the weaker party’s beliefs that it could prevail in a return to war.
However, exogenous shocks to an evenly matched set of combatants could
substantially alter both the capabilities of each party and their incentives to

misrepresent, thus making renewed conflict a realistic possibility” (Findley 2012: 912)

Though Powell (2012), drawing from bargaining theory, argues that even if
information is “complete” negotiations can still break down if the power shifts

are too “large and rapid”.

The PKK, on the other hand, gradually lost interest in a settlement as they were
at the height of their power, more emboldened than ever, but equally important,
they had lost faith in the Turkish Government after the Kobane crisis. They did
not trust Erdogan’s chameleonic leadership and his “two steps forward, one
step back” politics. Like in 2011, Erdogan became a “total spoiler’.'4! He was
seeking complete power over the situation and wanted exclusive recognition of
authority (Stedman 1997). Often in the literature on the causes of violence,
typically the rebel party and its leaders are framed as the guilty and greedy
ones (e.g. Stedman, Collier 2000; Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Weinstein 2007;
Koktsidis 2012) or possessing a “culture of violence” (Conversi 2006). Rebel

groups are usually blamed for the lack of progress with less emphasis on the

141 stedman categorises spoilers into three groups: the total spoiler (power and recognition
seeking), limited spoiler (limited goals), and greedy spoilers (flexible depending on costs and
risks).
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responsibilities and role of state violence and state terrorism (sometimes hidden
under the rubric “monopoly of violence”). As mentioned early in the thesis,
rebels are either directly or indirectly frequently portrayed as the irrational
actors, stirring up trouble, causing public disturbance, with their armed struggle
portrayed as meaningless. Yet, it is obvious that just as they are capable of
initiating peace, state leaders are fully capable of spoiling the process should

they deem it disadvantageous to their own agenda.

Moreover, Turkey had not put anything concrete on the table for two years. It
became obvious that Turkey was never going to make significant concessions
so long as the PKK was negotiating from a position of weakness. However, the
PKK’s violence came at a great cost as it inevitably contributed to HDP losing
their spot in the domestic limelight as well as their political opportunity to broker
peace.'*> Many Kurds voted HDP because they wanted peace, or in other
words, “with the expectation of ending armed conflict and opening the door to
parliamentary process” (Yavuz and Ozcan 2015: 75). A strong Kurdish
parliamentary representation would pave the way for the Kurdish movement to
entirely shift their struggle to the political arena and disengage legitimate
grievances from violence (Coskun 2015). Ocalan himself has stressed the
importance of the PKK ending their armed struggle in Turkey for the sake of a
peace process and has questioned the PKK about their seriousness in this
respect (BBC Turkge 2015).

6.8. Conclusions

This chapter has described and analysed the motivations, progress and failures
during the final round of talks in 2012-2015 between Turkey and the Kurdish
national movement. It was stated that the two sides did not begin talks because

of a hurting stalemate, but because they saw strategic advantages in a peace

142 Some have argued that the PKK felt threatened and marginalised by HDP’s electoral win,
perceiving them as competitors for Kurdish leadership in Turkey and returned to war to reaffirm
its relevance (Lindenstrauss 2016; Rudaw 2016; Yarali 2017). These are very simplistic
arguments to a complex process as explained above. The PKK was not intimidated by HDP
success because, as Yegen (2015) also notes, with votes for the pro-Kurdish parties increasing
with every election the PKK was confident it could survive as a legal political party in Turkey.
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process that was not related to costs but rather in wider regional developments
and opportunities pertinent to their interests. This section was followed by a
discussion of positive steps taken and the obstacles to progress based upon
Darby and Mac Ginty’s five essential factors for peace processes: negotiating in
good faith, inclusion of main combatants, addressing key issues, disavowal of

force, and sustained commitment.

The chapter described some of the important confidence-building measures
taken, e.g. HDP deputies allowed meetings with PKK leader Ocalan, Ocalan’s
call for an end to the armed struggle, a bilateral ceasefire, PKK beginning
withdrawal, and the Dolmabahce Consensus. Yet, these were not enough to
build trust and there were several reasons for it. First of all, there was no third
party to mediate and help build trust. Second, the process lacked a formal
mechanism for monitoring of ceasefire, nor did parties have any framework or
pre-agenda in place. This produced important problems in relation to the
structure and direction of the process since the process was left vulnerable to
disputes, making commitment to peace harder. Third, the AKP Government was
not prepared to concede to even the smallest demands and both sides
struggled to make the necessary compromises. Fourth, neither side had
completely rejected violence, as if preparing for negotiation failure. The Turkish
army was setting up new military posts along the border zones as the PKK was
withdrawing. The PKK’s youth wing YDG-H was stockpiling weapons and
training for urban warfare. Fifth, the violence was called up during the Kobane
crisis, which also marked a major rift between the Government’'s and the
Kurdish movement’s goals due to their fundamentally different and clashing
goals with regards to the war in neighbouring Syria and how it was empowering
the Kurdish movement and weakening Turkey’s position in the region. In the
aftermath of the Kobane protests by Kurds angry at the AKP’s passivity in
aiding Kobane during the IS siege, mistrust deepened to such an extent it
seemed like a point of no return. Sixth, as parties held a joint meeting in
Dolmabahge Palace to reinstate their commitment to the process, President
Erdogan’s spoiler behaviour essentially eroded the milestone significance of
Dolmabahce. Erdogan changed his mind about the process because he thought

it politically and electorally benefitted the Kurdish movement at the expense of
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himself and his party as well as Turkey’'s goals in Syria. Rapid and large
regional power shifts meant a militarily stronger PKK had emerged after the war
against IS in Syria and Iraq with its sister-party PYD who expanded control of
northern Syria. Kurdish territorial gains, Kurdish autonomy in Rojava, the
mounting strength of the Kurdish forces, spread of Kurdish nationalism, and
increased international sympathies for the Kurdish cause significantly worried
Turkey immensely. The HDP’s electoral victory was a major structural
empowerment for the Kurds but the final straw for the Government as it denied
the AKP a majority.

The importance of the shift in power balances and how it affected the failure of
the process cannot be understated. In the case of failed negotiations, Guelke
writes that “there is often plenty of room for argument over whether power
politics or a failure to address the root causes of the conflict sufficiently,
comprehensively or inclusively is to blame” (2003: 56). Whilst overall
commitment problems caused failure in the first phase of the peace process
(2009-2011), in the recent phase it was essentially power politics. Turkey felt
increasingly threatened and insecure by Kurdish empowerment. Erdogan
repeatedly threatened military invasion in Syria to halt “PYD-PKK terrorist”
control. By reigniting the war with the PKK, the State would weaken the rebels
and stop the adverse shift in power. However, changes in power configurations
also made the PKK distance itself from talks which no longer saw much benefit
in withdrawal when it now was stronger than ever. Through its ability to quickly
engage in urban warfare after the collapse of the ceasefire, the PKK showed it
was prepared for war already and had gained much experience from urban
fighting in Syria and Iraq against IS. This put the HDP in an extremely
precarious position since they did not allow the HDP to seize the political
opportunity it had gained through its electoral win and push for democratisation
in parliament and through its grassroots activism without giving Erdogan the
excuse to vilify HDP. Both the PKK and Turkey wanted to improve chances of

concessions in the future by returning to war.

The contextual and structural transformations that occurred due to domestic,

regional and global developments following the war in Syria could have
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constituted a mutual opportunity to transform the conflict. But Kurdish
empowerment was too rapid and large to calm Turkey’s nerves. Adversaries no
longer saw benefit from peace talks aimed at negotiating a political solution to
the PKK’s armed struggle. Against conventional wisdom, talks collapsed when

parties reached near power symmetry.
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7. Discussion and Conclusion

7.1. Introduction

The purpose of this study was to further contribute to our understanding of why
parties engage in peace talks and why they decide to return to war. In this final
chapter, | offer a concise summary of the study’s findings and discuss the
theoretical significance of the thesis in relation to this wider purpose and
generally to the field of Peace and Conflict Studies. In doing so, the chapter
reflects back to the literature review in Chapter 1. In addition, it includes some
comments on the limitations of the study as well as future research on the

subject matter.

The reader will recall that the purpose of this study was to contribute to the
conflict resolution literature on the prospects and obstacles to peace
negotiations by analysing the Kurdish peace process in Turkey whilst focusing
on the interplay between internal, relational, and external factors. Indeed, the
study of peace negotiations and the role of adversaries have been a neglected
aspect of the study of peace processes, which has mostly focused on improving
third party intervention and post-conflict reconstruction.

As such, this inquiry has attempted to contribute overall to studies on the peace
negotiation stage by analysing the interactions of conflict parties during the
beginning, trajectory and collapse of the Turkish-Kurdish peace process.
Additionally, by examining the transformations of the Kurdish conflict, the study
tried to identify a set of factors and conditions necessary for peacemaking to

give fruitful results. Thus, the study asked the following research question:
¢ Drawing from conflict transformation theory, can a conceptual analysis of

the 2009-2015 Turkey-PKK peace process contribute to knowledge on

how peace processes emerge and why they can fail?
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In attempting to answer this question, early on | noticed how during the course
of the peace process motivations to engage and disengage were different from
period to period depending on the shifts in external, internal, and relational
dynamics. Therefore, to capture these dynamics in a coherent way, the
conceptual chapters in the thesis were organised according to the five
transformers concept (Vayrynen 1991; Miall 2004; Ramsbotham et al. 2005;
Geukjian 2014) which posits that a peace processes has good chances if the
following transformations occur positively: personal and group transformation,
actor transformation, issue transformation, structural transformation, and

contextual transformation.

7.2. Summary of findings

In Chapter 1, | provided a concise review of the relevant debates on peace
processes, civil war termination, and conflict resolution. It also described the
analytical framework and additional concepts for the thesis’ analysis. In doing
so, the chapter also identified some of the unclarified issues in the debates that
this thesis aims to contribute to. Of primary concern was the debate on external

intervention, mediation, and ripeness.

Chapter 2 offered a historical background to the Kurdish conflict, focusing
chiefly on how it developed in Turkey. The background description starts from
the late Ottoman Empire era and ends roughly in the 1990s. The chapter
concluded that the Kurdish question in Turkey is rooted in structural inequalities
and dislocated state-society relations. Years of discrimination, socio-economic
marginalisation, lack of employment opportunities, linguistic barriers, and
cultural and political exclusion has angered and frustrated Kurdish people,
creating resentment specially among young men. These problems also explain

why the PKK was founded and why it began an armed struggle.

In Chapter 3, | argue that a personal and group transformation took place
within the Kurdish political movement due to two factors: changes in the
external global environment (fall of the Soviet Union) and weakening of
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leadership (PKK leader Ocalan’s arrest), which led to a serious internal debate
within the PKK that produced a shift in ideology, demands, and the primary
means of struggle, which had an impact on the start of a peace process later
on. After his arrest in 1999, Abdullah Ocalan went through a deep period of
critical reflection on his own role within the movement as well as the failures and
mistakes of the PKK, which led to impressive changes in his world views,
political beliefs and goals. Loyal to Ocalan, the PKK followed suit, leading to the
group’s ideological and organisational reshuffling that aimed to diminish its
hierarchical, communist structure to adopt a more equal and democratic
discourse based on the political theory of communalism by the eco-anarchist

Murray Bookchin.

The process of internal change and the growing post-nationalist ethos resulted
in a commitment to respecting Turkey’s current territorial borders with the quest
for an independent Kurdish state officially abandoned. Ocalan’s new political
framework of “democratic confederalism” emphasised that the armed struggle
become secondary to the political struggle. The PKK was to gradually prepare
for a transition in becoming a nonviolent political force that would operate at the
grassroots or local level and work their way upwards in politics to influence real
democratic change in a participatory manner. To sum up, there was a
significant impact on tractability as the conflict was reframed by Ocalan from
one of revolutionary nationalism and separatism to a demand for broader civil
rights, which made the Turkish authorities more forthcoming about dialogue with
Ocalan and the PKK.

Change did not only take place within the Kurdish movement, but in a timely
fashion, also within the Government of Turkey. Chapter 4 argued that a new
Government under the AKP that also sought to move beyond a nationalist
framework by abandoning the old nationalist-military policy approach to expand
democratic rights changed the narrative and attitudes with regards to the
Kurdish question. Thus, a fundamental actor transformation took place when a
new Turkish actor, the AKP, with different aims and beliefs regarding the
Kurdish conflict entered the Turkish political scene in 2002 to expand Kurdish

rights under the pretext of Europeanisation and religious-cultural brotherhood.
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External actors such as the EU can have a positive effect on democratisation
through soft power and pressure exerted on prospective members to comply
with the organisation’s values and norms. However, the start of the peace
process was an entirely domestic initiative led by politically motivated leaders.
Unlike any government or national leader before, then Prime Minister Erdogan
publicly took responsibility for resolving the Kurdish conflict in 2005. It reflected
a previously unthinkable shift in Government perception of Kurdish identity and
the idea of the “indivisible nation”. The transformation of civil-military relations,
the EU accession process, economic goals, and electoral competition gave the
AKP and Erdogan the motivation to pursue a peace process that began with
secret talks in 2006 and then formally in 2009 with the “Kurdish Opening”.
Deeply-held Turkish nationalist beliefs about the meaning of national identity
began to soften as the Government proved to the public that improving minority
rights would not lead to secessionism. As the secret talks with the PKK began in
2006, the relationship between Turkey and the EU had deteriorated and
continued to do so over the coming years when the peace process developed.
Therefore, the EU did not play a significant role in relation to the start of the
peace process. Chapter 3 and 4 both showed that external intervention is not
always as critical to the emergence of a peace process as emphasised in the
literature and by practitioners. Rather, organic intraparty changes and motivated

political leadership can be just as, or more, effective.

In Chapter 5 | moved on to analysing changes in parties’ positions on
contested issues by examining the so-called “Oslo talks” and the “Kurdish
Opening”. | argued that the extent of transformation of the conflict issues, which
broadly speaking refer to Turkish national-territorial insecurity and Kurdish need
for identity and equality, was modest at best. Certainly, it was positive that
secret face-to-face discussions were taking place with the help of third-party
mediators and there was a minor expansion of rights in the areas of education,
media, and culture, as well as the creation of a new constitutional committee.
The Government enabled a continued social openness for public debate in the
media, civil society, and in educational settings. There were signs of goodwiill,
confidence-building measures such as the launch of a national Kurdish TV

channel in Turkey and the surrender of some PKK guerrillas. However, | argue
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that there was not a sufficient issue transformation because of serious problems
in attitudes and positions regarding good faith, inclusion, addressing key issues,
disavowal of force, and commitment to a sustained process. The reforms
between 2002-2010 only scratched the surface of the structural problem in
place and did not tackle the major obstacles in the way of Kurdish
empowerment such as full linguistic rights, economic equality, and reducing the
parliamentary threshold. The AKP also continued its “two steps forward, one
step back” approach and undermined the democratisation process itself.
Meaning, whenever the Government took important steps towards consolidating
democracy, improving minority rights, the rule of law, and civil-military relations,
it simultaneously acted in complete contradiction to such progress. In the end,
mismanagement of the process, ensuing violence and commitment problems on

both sides disabled talks and violence resumed in the summer of 2011.

In late 2012 parties began talking to each other again after a year of intensive
fighting to declare another ceasefire, which | discussed in Chapter 6. The AKP
Government was motivated to initiate talks once again in the aftermath of the
Arab Spring and beginning of war in Syria. The process had started well and
unlike in 2009, it was a public peace process and Ocalan’s critical role to peace
had been acknowledged by the Government. Ironically, as the Syrian war
motivated talks it also led to their failure. The peace process was enormously
hurt by spillover from war in neighbouring Syria since it had altered regional
balances of power all too rapidly. The political, territorial, and military
empowerment of the Kurdish movement, particularly during the war against IS,
was to such an extent that Turkey felt fearful and threatened by the situation,
determined to revert the near power parity that had emerged in the name of
national security. It began with the Government’s refusal to aid Kurdish fighters
during the siege of Kobane in 2014 followed by President Erdogan’s
uncompromising and obdurate political leadership that shattered the February
2015 Dolmabahce Consensus. Despite the significant progress made with
regards to expanding Kurdish rights and democratising the country, the AKP
under the increasingly authoritarian Erdogan could not sustain their commitment
to peace and democracy. The PKK, on the other hand, lost confidence in the

AKP and interest in a deal as together with its sister-party PYD in Syria it had
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become more powerful than ever. The organisation now enjoyed some
international recognition, had better access to arms, and enjoyed a high level of
recruitment from all parts of Kurdistan. Kurdish structural empowerment was
further advanced through the HDP’s electoral success in the June 2015 Turkish
national elections. But ultimately, it was events in Syria and to some extent Iraq

that damaged the process.

Overall, the study found that throughout the process parties had different aims
and understandings in relation how to achieve peace. They had fundamentally
different expectations and perceptions of the solution process. Goals remained
incompatible and they did not even agree on the basic issues lying at the centre
of the conflict. Instead both sides stuck to their differences in demands,

demonstrated in political rhetoric and moves.

The Turks thought an expansion of individual rights was sufficient to solve the
Kurdish question, but Kurds wanted collective rights constitutionally guaranteed
as well as some level of autonomy granted. The Government viewed the talks
as a pathway to achieving negative peace, thinking it could end PKK violence
by expanding individual rights and partially conceding to less contested Kurdish
demands (for example, private Kurdish language courses). The Kurds, in
contrast, sought positive peace that above all included structural reforms in
politics, education, public service, security sector, etc. Additionally, the PKK
could not trust the Government because despite withdrawing a fifth of its forces,

the AKP only offered minor legal changes in return.

On the other hand, the PKK did not show any signs of shifting to a nonviolent
struggle and/or disarming. The PKK’s transition to a nonviolent struggle did not
occur as Ocalan wanted, but instead they continued to invoke the “People’s
Revolutionary War” between 2009-2015. There is a lack of clarity from the PKK
on what they want to achieve, but from Chapter 6 we gather than they are
fortifying themselves militarily. The PKK sought to make gains from changes in
regional conditions without considering how this would impact the good faith
and trust between parties engaged in talks. Therefore, the State’s threat

perception of the PKK remained, making it harder for issues to be discussed

213



and transformed as part of wider structural reforms. Nevertheless, what requires
exploration is to what extent a de-listing of the PKK as a designated terror
organisation would influence its decision to continue its struggle using only
political means. Rebels who are not given recognition will go and look for it
elsewhere (i.e. through a fight with the world’s number one terrorist organisation
like 1S). After 40 years of struggle, the PKK is desperate for legitimacy. In this
sense, the PKK’s failed attempt to transition might help contribute to further
studies on the topic of rebel group transitions as “successful” cases need to be
compared with less “successful” cases. Nevertheless, in the end the peace talks
did not resolve the sense of existential threat that fuelled the conflict in the first
place. The findings support the preposition that issues need to be sufficiently
transformed to carry the process forward and to instil confidence (Mac Ginty
and Darby 2002; Darby and Mac Ginty 2003a; Miall 2004; Ramsbotham et al.
2005; Tonge 2014).

Moreover, it was found that the key issue in the parties’ behaviour was not only
the frequent and damaging harsh rhetoric exchanged, but each side adapted
themselves according to domestic calculations and changing regional
circumstances, turning the process rather messy instead of a long-term plan.
Progress was made further difficult when parties had no agreed agenda or
framework for negotiation during the peace process. This showed both sides
underestimated the complexity of peacemaking. In the end, parties resumed
war thinking they could extract more from future negotiations. Turkey refused to
accept such circumstances where the Kurdish movement was in a much
stronger negotiation position with the potential to extract larger concessions. It
was thought that returning to war would weaken the PKK and the strong
asymmetric relationship would be restored. On the opposite end, the PKK
thought that through a successful urban war campaign it could forcefully take

the autonomy that the Turkish State refused to give.

The next section clarifies the study’s key arguments and contribution.
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7.3. Contribution to research

This section explains how the study supports, disagrees, or adds to existing
literature, thus clarifying the theoretical contribution to research on peace
processes as well as the general contribution to the field of Peace and Conflict

Studies. | also include implications for future research.

To begin with, the five transformers framework applied in this study was found
to be highly useful in terms of organising the thesis and giving it a coherent
structure that aids the reader in succinctly understanding the analysis. The
framework was able to capture the chorological developments of the Kurdish
conflict in Turkey, as well as the multi layered dynamics of the conflict and the
peace overtures. The framework’s multiple level of analysis focusing both on
macro and micro changes allowed me to give a full picture of how events
transpired and how relationships, behaviour and interests shifted back and
forth. The framework, through its rare emphasis on change at the personal
level, in this case Ocalan, and was able to show the importance of personal

changes among leaders as a precursor to endogenous peace processes.

Though all the transformers were useful in explaining changing interests, goals,
and positions, structural transformation as understood by the Ramsbotham,
Woodhouse, and Miall (2015) and in the general literature on peace and
conflict, i.e. achieving symmetry through changing unjust social relationships,
did not correspond to what | found in this study. | found that actors moved
towards open confrontation when power dynamics quickly shifted towards
symmetry (explained further below). It is also worth noting that the reduction of
asymmetry through increasing awareness, mobilisation and empowerment did
not happen through negotiation and mediation as Ramsbotham, Woodhouse
and Miall (and many others) contend, but instead happened largely because of
changes in the struggle’s external context. Talks failed to negotiate a new
relationship and withstand the impact from an external shock (rapidly shifting
regional balances of power). Moreover, | found context and structure to be

interlinked and not separate as the authors would have it. Changes in the global
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and regional context represent power shifts that can be intertwined with power
at the national level. Events in Syria contributed to the strength and popularity
of the PKK in the region but also to that of the legal Kurdish political party in
Turkey, which increased their votes profoundly due to a major influence of
developments related to Erdogan’s spoiler behaviour, ISIS and the Syrian
Kurds’ victories. In this sense, | agree with the general conflict studies literature
that separating structure and context as distinct levels of analysis is not

necessary.

However, the transformers framework is somewhat limited as its
conceptualisation of the five transformers is insufficient in the sense that it
needs more specification. Perhaps it is too “broad” of a framework. That is why |
incorporated theories by Darby and Mac Ginty in Chapter 5 and 6. The typology
as described by Ramsbotham, Woodhouse and Miall suited the case study here
very well in terms of relevance, but it may not work as conveniently in other
research projects as its limited nature could be a significant impediment. Also,
the five transformers framework does not include cultural change. The
psychological impediments formed by decades of demonisation and enemy
images reproduced by the discourse of media and politicians continue to feed
the cycle of violence in Turkey. Lederach (2003), for example, includes cultural
transformation in addition to personal, relational, structural as the levels where
transformation takes place. Civil society can indeed play a vital role in altering
those negative cultural perceptions. Even though it was not the focus of this
thesis, the framework does seem to provide sufficient space for addressing
grassroots level change. Some space could be found in issue transformation in
the sense that bottom-level activities can influence the adversaries’ attitudes

and help shift views on certain contested issues.

Moreover, the framework was able to demonstrate that the conflict was
transformed in a significant way, especially due to the Kurdish movement’s
rebel transformation from a nationalist movement to a social movement, but it
was certainly not resolved. Improving relationships and attitudes, reducing
demands, and dividing the pie is one thing, but implementing change in a way

that meets needs is a whole other matter. Transformation could therefore turn
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into stalling or passivity if not followed by resolution. The problem is not that
resolution indicates a finite end, but it is to what “end” we need to ask
ourselves. An end to the war and direct violence? Yes. An end to structural
violence, racism, tensions, hatred? Not really. That would require years, but it
should of course be part of the plan since day one of the first peace initiative.
Positive peace is not possible without negative peace. Conflict transformation is
not “better” than conflict resolution, which has typically been criticised for being
short-sighted and indifferent. Rather, both make up two sides of the same coin.
The case at hand supports the idea that conflict transformation and conflict
resolution are close and not separate ventures. Both need to occur for peace to

develop.

The thesis’ primary originality lies in it being (at the time of writing in the
summer of 2018 and to the best of my knowledge) only the second
comprehensive academic study in English on the Turkey-PKK peace process
after Kadioglu’s (2017) unpublished thesis (as mentioned in the Introduction to
the thesis). Though unlike Kadioglu’s study, this research investigates the
origins of the peace process and also includes a deeper analysis of the impact
of the Syria war. This study also contributes to our understanding of complex,
transnational case studies and peacemaking in the Middle East. It also gives
attention to negotiation failure in the pre-agreement stage, instead of focusing
on the causes of conflict or the post-conflict peacebuilding, which are more
common in the field. This study also makes some more specific theoretical
contributions. With regards to prospects for peacemaking, this thesis argues
that
)] external interventions and mutually hurting stalemates are not as
significant to peace processes as the literature often claims, but an
endogenous peace process led by a politically motivated and
powerful intellectual leadership is possible in the most intractable of
conflicts.
i) Parties can begin talks when in an asymmetric relationship but near
symmetry can develop during peace talks if sudden and rapid
changes in the global and regional context occur. This can

significantly alter power constellations to the extent that the
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probability of violence increases because of the fear or

overconfidence it creates among parties.

| clarify these below.

Firstly, my findings demonstrate that third party interventions or hurting
stalemates are not always necessary or relevant for a peace process to begin.
Instead, | argue that intellectual, committed, and engaged leaders on both sides
initiated the internal changes necessary to reduce hostility and intractability to
then advance a peace process endogenously. This was an organic peace
process that developed in the most intractable of conflicts and not due to
classical ideas such as a hurting stalemate, intervention, mediation or talks, but
because adversaries shifted their goals, demands, and attitudes as part of self-
constructed political frameworks that moved beyond nationalist imaginaries.
Political leadership is motivated when a set of different external, internal, and
relational factors and goals align during a specific period in time to pave the
way for rapprochement. Ripeness — if it exists — is not a matter of stalemate but
as others have suggested, it indicates a change in attitudes, goals, visons and
perspectives (Ramsbotham et al. 2005). It is, | posit, when both sides recognise
the other’'s moderation and see the benefits of peace to their wider political and
economic objectives. The idea of the hurting stalemate gives too much weight
to the power relationship between parties, neglecting the changes within the

parties or the context that can stimulate a will to negotiate.

In fact, conflict parties are active agents that do not wait for intervention or a
“ripe moment”. It is not to say that external interventions or power constellations
are not important, but a crucial factor is the willingness of the adversaries
themselves to consider a settlement, which can be made possible by individual
leadership. Intellectual leadership is a somewhat overlooked variable in the
literature, and in this case, the power of different possible framings/goals
articulated by powerful leaders. Instead, there tends to be a focus on group,
local, state, or structural analysis in research on civil conflict. Even
constructivists focus on collectively held beliefs among leaders rather than

examine the variation in the individual beliefs of decision-makers. Leaders are
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not necessarily constrained by their environment (as both Ocalan and Erdogan
proved). In this regard, the field of organisational behaviour may offer valuable
insight for future research on the topic or on peace processes in general. In
doing so, it is worth analysing each leader’s strength and capacity separately
rather than treating them as the same since leaders are not interchangeable.
Because when we ask the question “would the PKK have transformed in the
same way without Ocalan?”, the answer is more than likely a no. Therefore,
these developments encourage us to think of peace processes led by powerful
leadership as social and political forces for social change rather than just

‘ending violence”.

Yarali (2017) thinks lack of third party mediation during the second phase of the
peace process (2012-2015) was one of the causes of failure in the Turkey-PKK
talks. Yet, more progress was made during the second phase than during the
first phase in terms of meeting demands. No relationship between external
intervention and civil war duration was found and therefore, this study cannot
support research emphasising external mediation as critical (e.g. Hampson
1996; Hoglund and Svensson 2002; Walter 2002; Crocker et al. 2005;
Kriesberg 2005; Fisas 2015; Akebo 2017). Many have supported the idea that
willing and committed leadership is essential to peace during talks (Darby and
Mac Ginty 2003a; Guelke 2003; Kriesberg 2005; Tumuranzye 2011; Dudouet
2015; Soderberg Kovacs and Hatz 2016), but less so in instigating talks, which
is what | argue here.

Secondly, my findings show that although constructive and committed
engagement by decision-makers is a crucial factor for peace prospects,
peacemaking (with or without mediation) can fail if the regional context is not
conducive to change. Contrary to expectations, | found that violent conflict can
break out when unexpected and rapid changes in the distribution of power
takes place, creating a state of near power symmetry between the state and
rebels, upon which at least one of the parties (return to war in order to impede
the unfavourable shift. This is in line with the research of Robert Powell (2006;
2012), but the difference with Powell is that | suggest rebels can have an

important role in shifting power as well, not just the state. Many conflict
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resolution scholars inspired by classical International Relations theory, have
argued the opposite. They have claimed that power symmetry, i.e. when two
warring parties reach a relative level of balance in power, is conducive to civil
war settlement (Zartman 2001; 2003; 2005; Kriesberg 2007; Jeong 2008;
Shinar and Bratic 2010; Dudouet 2013; Hultquist 2013). But contrary to what
stalemate theory would suggest, Turkish-Kurdish negotiations did not progress
under conditions of near power symmetry as Turkish fears and insecurity made
war an option with the newly empowered and emboldened PKK believing it
could make important short-term gains from urban warfare (as Kurds had done
in Syria against IS). This is not to say that there cannot be win-win outcomes or
that symmetrical relations are not beneficial. Rather, it is to say that the
perceptions that led the stronger party to consider structural and regional
changes disadvantageous to the extent that they lost commitment and resumed
war, must be understood and dealt with in a future peace process and in
research. This is significant because we typically analyse peace processes
within the context of intersubjective communication between parties, analysed
as if separate from the global and regional environment. Zartman, for example,
has argued that the contextual nature of intractable conflict is more prone to
overcome than internal challenges to resolution (2005: 58), yet this case study

argues otherwise.

In general, the study supports literature emphasising the importance of
international and regional political and economic changes on the conflict stage
(Hampson 1996; Guelke 2003; Ramsbotham et al. 2005; Soderberg Kovacs
and Hatz 2016; Akebo 2017). However, to this | add that the circumstances
under which the global-regional context is likely to be a decisive factor to the
outcome of a peace process is if it suddenly and rapidly leads to shifts in power
constellations, to the extent that fears and uncertainty is heightened, which may
actually increase the probability of violence. Certainly, more case studies are
probably needed to attempt some generalisation, but the finding may still be

relevant to other contexts or similar deviant cases.

The study reinforces lesser known debates on power transitions that argue that

chances of civil conflict increases drastically as the rebel group’s relative power
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increases, causing commitment problems (Powell 2006; Butler and Gates 2009;
Kirschner 2010; Powell 2012), but specifically when the shifts in the distribution
of power are large, rapid, or shocking as argued by others (Fearon 2004;
Findley 2012; Powell 2012; Powell 2013) and by myself here. However, these
studies rely on statistical analysis (e.g. duration of wars, death rates, costs,
resources, socioeconomic factors) that are unable to capture the versatility of
peace talks and the heterogeneity of civil conflict that includes shifts in ideas,
interests, and behaviour. Quantities matter of course, but to understand
interactions it is necessary to analyse factors like institutions, goals, and power,
which is what this study has attempted to do. These studies also assume that
only the state is capable of power shifting the distribution of power. Instead, this
gualitative study has shown that external factors independent from the
adversaries can alter power relations, but also that rebels can in different ways
use the new regional context to strengthen their hand and shift the distribution
of power in its favour against the much stronger state. This has therefore
contributed to this limited pool of mainly quantitative literature by supplementing
it with qualitative secondary analysis on the dynamics of interparty interactions
to help us understand when and why different shifts in regional power

constellations may or may not be beneficial to peace processes.

The next section addresses some of the main limitations of the research.

7.4. Limitations of the study

It is not surprising that the first limitation to the study is that it lacks primary data.
The reasons for this were explained in the methodology section at the
beginning of the thesis. It is likely that fieldwork could have given some
additional insight into the prospects and obstacles to peace in Turkey had the

conditions for field research been conducive to carry out.

At the same time, it was hard to find information on the content of negotiations
due to the highly secretive nature of the talks. This would have likely been the

case even if primary data was collected. But perhaps primary data would have
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helped shed some light on the extent of internal cohesion or fragmentation
within the PKK, HDP, or the AKP, which is something this study does not really

touch upon.

In addition, this study only dealt with elite-level interactions because it was a
largely elite-led peace process. The thesis included little on local or grassroots
activities in relation to peacemaking. Therefore, | cannot make conclusions
about the extent of breakdown in relationships between in civil society or
between ordinary citizens. However, this would be a highly interesting aspect

for future studies to explore through extensive field research.

The study has excluded the input of the large Kurdish diaspora on the peace
process. The influence of a significant diaspora group is important to study,
whether in terms of their support to the process or whether they give space for
spoiling activity.'*® Indeed, the Kurdish diaspora has played an enormous role
in internationalising the Kurdish conflict through extensive political activities in
Western Europe since the early 1980s and supporting the PKK financially.
However, Kurdish diaspora attitudes dynamics are quite different from non-
diaspora ones and therefore this requires separate analysis for which there was

no space in this study.

Finally, because this study only deals with one case study, it is difficult to
generalise the findings because | cannot know whether these are

representative of similar cases.

7.5. Conclusions

This chapter has summarised the thesis and its findings, as well as discussed,
the contribution to knowledge that this research project makes. It has also

outlined some of the main limitations to the study.

143 Latif Tas's Peace making or state breaking? The Turkish-Kurdish peace processes and the
role of diasporas (2016) and Bahar Baser's Intricacies of engaging diasporas in conflict
resolution and transitional justice: The Kurdish diaspora and the peace process in Turkey
(2017) are enlightening studies on the attitudes of the Kurdish diaspora towards the conflict.
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This thesis is to date the second (or potentially the most) comprehensive
conceptual study on the emergence and failure of the Turkey-PKK peace
process. Above all, the findings of the study contribute to knowledge by

emphasising two key points.

The first point is that peace processes can develop endogenously through the
active engagement of intellectual and powerful leadership who see strategic
advantages in peace based upon their post-nationalist frameworks. Thus,
peace processes are not limited to external interventions or hurting stalemates

as conflict resolution literature normally focuses on.

The second point is that parties can begin talks from a position of asymmetry,
but this relationship can develop into near symmetry during talks instead, if and
when large and rapid shifts in the distribution of power occur. These “shocking”
power shifts altered the both parties’ motivation to continue peace talks and
therefore increased chances for violence to resume as both parties sought to
gain advantageous bargaining positions. Contrary to mutually hurting stalemate
theory, motivation to continue talks dissipated fast since such a shift in power
constellations that led to rapid and substantial PKK empowerment, caused
great Turkish fears and uncertainty as well as PKK overconfidence and

disinterest.
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