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Istanbul

W
ith the Turkish air 
force pounding Kurd-
ish rebel hideouts, 
police rounding up 
activists and militants 

killing soldiers and police officers 
almost on a daily basis, many in Tur-
key fear their country is sliding back 
to the darkest times of the Kurdish 
war.

A cycle of military action and guer-
rilla attacks that started with a suicide 
bomb that killed 32 pro-Kurdish left-
ist activists in the town of Suruç near 
the Syrian border on July 20th has 
all but ended a peace process between 
the Turkish state and Kurdistan Work-
ers Party (PKK) armed separatists. 
The development has given rise to 
concerns that the results of demo-
cratic reforms of the last decade, 
which strengthened civil rights and 
won Turkey the start of formal talks 
for membership in the European 
Union, might be swept away.

“We had a dream, but it’s over now,” 
Meral Cildir, deputy leader of the 
Human Rights Association, said in 
Istanbul. “Everyone has woken up.”

Critics say President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan is using the Suruç attack, 
blamed on Islamic State (ISIS) jihad-
ists, as a pretext to step up military 
pressure on the PKK as well. 

Turkish fighter jets have attacked 
ISIS targets in northern Syria, but 
also PKK camps in northern Iraq and 
inside Turkey since last week. Mean-
while suspected PKK members have 
killed at least seven soldiers and 
police officers, and kidnapped sev-
eral others since July 20 as they hold 
the Turkish state partly responsible 
for the Suruç attack.

The government says it is merely 
fighting terrorism. “In both fronts, 
Turkey is acting in accordance with 

international law and coordinating 
its efforts with its neighbours and 
allies,“ Erdogan’s spokesman, Ibra-
him Kalin, wrote in a column for the 
pro-government Daily Sabah, an 
English-language newspaper, on July 
29th “The operations will continue 
until the ISIS threat is eliminated 
from the Turkish-Syrian border and 
the PKK stops its terrorist attacks 
and lays down its arms.”

Erdogan has called for parliament 
to strip Selahattin Demirtas, leader 
of the legal pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP), and other 
Kurdish politicians of their parlia-
mentary immunity from prosecution. 
Meanwhile, police have detained 
more than 1,300 people in country-
wide raids directed against suspected 
ISIS and PKK supporters as well as 
against leftist groups.

The events shattered a ceasefire 
between the Turkish military and 
the PKK, in force since 2013. Erdogan 
has said it was impossible to continue 
with peace talks between his govern-
ment and jailed PKK leader Abdullah 
Ocalan, which started in late 2012.

Fears that militants could start 
revenge killings in Turkey have trig-
gered several bomb scares in Istan-
bul and other cities in recent days. 
According to media reports, author-
ities in Istanbul have warned police 
to watch out against attempted attacks 
on metro and bus stations in the city 
of about 15 million people. Police 
were also looking for five vehicles, 
allegedly filled with explosives, the 
reports said. There was no official 
confirmation. Istanbul had turned 
into a “city of fear”, the news website 
RotaHaber said.

HDP leader Demirtas said the gov-
ernment was trying to provoke ten-
sion and panic in an effort to justify 
steps against his Kurdish party and 
to position itself for possible early 
elections. 

Erdogan’s Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) lost its parliamentary 
majority in elections in June, but the 
search for a new coalition govern-
ment has proved futile so far.

Critics such as Demirtas say Erdogan 
is bent on wrecking the coalition-
building process because he hopes 
he can regain the AKP majority in 

new elections, which will take place 
in November if negotiations between 
political parties fail to produce results 
by the end of August. 

The HDP leader says the president 
would like to push the Kurdish party 
below the 10% barrier that parties 
in Turkey have to cross in order to 
be represented in parliament.

The HDP gained 13% of the vote 
in June, but parliamentary arithme-
tic means a result below 10% for the 
Kurdish party in fresh elections would 
drastically boost the number of AKP 
seats in the assembly. “Our only crime 
is to have won 13%,” Demirtas said 
this week.

Political tensions, coupled with 
the ongoing military confrontation 
and the fear of attacks on soft targets 
in Turkish cities, have some observ-
ers worried that Turkey could slip 
back into a situations like the 1990s, 
years that saw a bloody climax in the 
war between Turkey and the PKK, a 
confrontation that started in 1984 

and has killed more than 40,000 
people.

Mahmut Bozarslan, a Turkish jour-
nalist who has been reporting from 
Turkey’s mainly Kurdish south-east 
for years, compared the situation to 
a new version of an old film; just the 
actors were different. 

“That is exactly what we are seeing 
today,” he wrote on Twitter. The Taraf 
daily, which is strongly critical of 
Erdogan, said on July 29th the pres-
ident wanted to push Turkey “back 
to the 1990s”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.
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Turkey’s new-found resolve towards ISIS 

R 

eports of Turkey’s 
first military firefight 
with the Islamic State 
(ISIS) last week that 
left one Turkish 
soldier and one 

militant dead have been greeted 
with headlines about an important 
“turning point” and “game 
changer”. Indeed, the immediate 
implications for US-Turkish 
cooperation in the fight against 
ISIS has led to greater intelligence 
sharing and Ankara lifting 
restrictions on American jets 
flying from Incirlik, the closest 
military base to ISIS targets in 
Syria.

Given that Turkey shares the 
longest land border with Syria it 
was always seen as inevitable in 
Ankara since the beginning of the 
uprisings against President Bashar 
Assad that there would be some 
spillover. The initial rise of ISIS 
that gained international atten-
tion with its capture of Mosul and 
Turkey’s consulate led to months 
of diplomatic negotiating that saw 
all Turkish citizens returned 
unharmed in contrast to the 

regular beheading of Western 
hostages.

Ankara’s initial reticence to 
condemn ISIS was consistent with 
Ankara’s view that ISIS was just 
like any other opposition group in 
Syria. Turkey continued to view 
the Assad regime as the greatest 
threat to regional stability despite 
what Washington and other 
Western allies were saying. As the 
media focused more of its atten-
tion on ISIS, Turkey was stung by 
Western complaints over foreign 
fighters transiting through its 
territory to join ISIS instead of 
focusing on where these foreign-
ers were originating from and the 
difficulty of securing the Turkish-
Syrian border. Initially, there was 
sympathy within Turkey for ISIS, 
which was seen as fighting for the 
Sunnis of Syria and Iraq. But 
particularly in the last year, 
Ankara’s patience has begun to 
wear thin, with voices in Turkey 
calling for the re-establishment of 
a “proper” caliphate in Istanbul. 

ISIS and its propagandists came 
to be seen as insulting President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s conserva-
tive Muslim AK Party, which was 
trying to rule democratically and 
make Turkey an important 
regional power beyond its Otto-
man roots. The latest overt 
aggression by ISIS against Turkish 
forces is seen as the last straw and 
has mobilised popular sentiment 
against ISIS. Arrests of suspected 
ISIS members and sympathisers in 
Turkey’s south-east over the last 
month raised the stakes as 

government officials began to 
publicly consider action in Syria.

 However, these discussions 
mostly centred on questions of 
how to defeat Assad by creating a 
no-fly or buffer zone where 
Turkey’s Syrian refugees could be 
resettled, along with containing 
the newly emboldened Syrian 
Kurds who Ankara feared would 
inspire Turkey’s own Kurdish 
population.

As fighting along the border and 
the disunity among the Syrian 
opposition have grown, Turkey 
has been slowly dragged into the 
conflict, culminating in last week’s 
incidents between Turkish 
soldiers and ISIS terrorists. 

Ankara now has made clear its 
anti-ISIS stand, which no longer 
leaves room for strategic ambigu-
ity. But Turkey’s new position is 
complicated by domestic political 
dynamics, a peace process with 
the Turkish Kurds that is on life 
support, and the fact that Syrian 
Kurds have been the most effec-
tive ground force against ISIS even 
as Ankara regards the Turkish 
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) as 
its main enemy.

Turkey’s greatest assets remain 
its considerable economic clout, 
military power and international 
alliances, including membership 
of NATO, which Ankara has called 
upon to protect its sovereignty 
and to directly coordinate in 
confronting ISIS.

 Turkey’s unilateral air strikes 
and shelling have already killed 
more ISIS terrorists in the last 

week than the country’s military 
had killed in all the previous years 
combined. This means that further 
international cooperation will be 
necessary. This is being greeted as 
a welcome sign in Washington and 
many regional capitals that had 
been frustrated by the slow 
Turkish response to ISIS.

Despite the sometimes sensa-
tionalist political rhetoric of its 
leaders, Turkey’s bureaucracy and 
military provide an effective and 
measured response that is now 
being seen. When combined with 
the broader anti-ISIS coalition that 
Turkey has always been a member 
of, albeit focused more on the 
humanitarian rather than military 
side of the equation, this spells 
disaster for ISIS. 

As Turkey has demonstrated in 
the past against the PKK in Iraq, it 
is willing to go it alone and do 
whatever it takes based on its own 
calculations of threat, but is most 
powerful when coordinating with 
its international and regional 
allies. Hopefully, Ankara’s 
new-found hostility towards ISIS 
will lead not only to the terror 
group’s defeat, but also to a new 
order in the region in which 
Turkey will continue to be a 
critical player.

Joshua W. Walker (@djrwalk) is a 
Transatlantic Fellow at the 
German Marshall Fund of the 
United States and a former senior 
adviser at the US Department of 
State who has worked extensively 
on Turkey.
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On the brink: An armed man, during a funeral ceremony in Istanbul, escorts others carrying the 
coffins of the victims of the July 20th bomb attack in Suruç.

The events shattered 
a ceasefire between 
the Turkish military 
and the PKK

Many in Turkey fear 
their country is 
sliding back to the 
darkest times of the 
Kurdish war


