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A 

new term, representing 
hope for some and fears 
for others, has entered 
the dictionary of the 
Kurdish conflict in Tur-

key: canton.
The word was initially used to de-

scribe autonomous zones in Kurd-
ish areas of northern Syria that have 
shaken off the rule of the Damascus 
government in the increasing frag-
mentation of the war-torn country.

Governed by the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), a Syrian affili-
ate of the Turkish-Kurdish rebel 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
the strip of land along the Turkish 
border from Iraq in the east to the 
Euphrates in the west has become 
a Kurdish region divided into three 
cantons. With another Kurdish can-
ton further west, they make up the 
autonomous region of Rojava.

In Turkey, however, “canton” has 
become a watchword in the rekin-
dled struggle between PKK rebels 
and the Turkish state, which has 
killed hundreds of people since new 
clashes started last summer. The 
PKK, determined to build on the 
gains made by the PYD in Syria, has 
declared cantons in several cities of 
Turkey’s south-east, triggering an 
iron-fist reply by the Turkish state 
that regards the concept of cantons 
as a threat to national unity.

Turkish security forces have been 
using curfews to seal off several 
cities and neighbourhoods in the 
south-east and to squeeze out PKK 
fighters in an effort to end the re-
bels’ push for Kurdish autonomy. 

Kurdish fighters have dug trenches 
and erected barricades to keep the 
Turkish Army and police out.

With bloody clashes erupting 
in densely populated neighbour-
hoods, both sides are accused of 
crimes. After the death of 12 Kurd-
ish fighters in the city of Van on 
January 10th, the local bar associa-
tion said many of the victims had 
been shot in the heads, giving rise 
to speculation that they might have 
been executed.

Turkey’s Human Rights Foun-
dation (TIHV) said in a report at 
least 162 civilians, among them 29 
women and 32 children, had been 
killed in fighting in cities and areas 
under curfew from December 11th 
through January 9th.

The Turkish state has sent crack 
troops and tanks to the region to 
flush out the PKK. Media close to 

the government are accusing the 
PKK of committing atrocities in 
areas under rebel control. Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has vowed to fight the Kurdish re-
bels “until the very end”.

Observers, such as respected col-
umnist Murat Yetkin, say the fight-
ing is as bad as it was during the 
darkest days of the Kurdish conflict 
in the 1990s. “It is neither sustain-
able nor will [it] produce any posi-
tive result for the well-being of the 
people in Turkey,” Yetkin wrote in 
the Hurriyet Daily News.

In another chilling reminder of 
the 1990s, which saw the displace-
ment of millions of Kurds, almost 
100,000 civilians have fled em-
battled cities since the start of the 
fresh fighting, according to a report 
by Al Jazeera quoting the Interior 
Ministry in Ankara.

The fighting has destroyed or 
damaged residential neighbour-
hoods and historic buildings. Be-
hlul Ozkan, a political scientist 
at Istanbul’s Marmara University, 
said, “Some cities and neighbour-
hoods in south-eastern Turkey look 
like Syria.”

As the military confrontation in 
Kurdish cities escalates, the po-
litical divide is growing as well. 
Erdogan, who as prime minister in 
2005 became the first Turkish head 
of government to publicly proclaim 
that the country had a “Kurdish 
problem”, now says there was no 
Kurdish problem, but a “terror 
problem”.

Leading politicians of the Peo-
ples’ Democratic Party (HDP), Tur-
key’s main pro-Kurdish party, have 
pledged support for Kurdish au-
tonomy, enraging Ankara further. 
HDP leader Selahattin Demirtas 
in December spoke in favour of a 
statement by the Kurdish umbrella 
group Democratic Society Party 
(DTP) that called for autonomous 
regions and self-government. Er-
dogan accused Demirtas of treason 
and called for the lifting of his par-
liamentary immunity so he could 
be prosecuted.

These tensions show how far 
Turkey has moved away from a 
peace process that was supposed 
to offer a political solution to the 
Kurdish conflict. Three years ago, 
Erdogan’s government started talks 
with jailed PKK leader Abdullah Oc-
alan about ways to end the fighting 
that began in 1984 and has killed 
more than 40,000 people. The talks 
produced a ceasefire that held for 
more than two years but hopes for 
a lasting peace collapsed last sum-
mer when new fighting between 

the PKK and the Turkish military 
erupted.

Some critics accuse Erdogan of 
having fanned the flames of the 
conflict in order to strengthen sup-
port for his ruling Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) ahead of 
elections last November. But the 
situation in Syria, with the PYD’s 
growing strength in Rojava and ef-
forts by the Kurdish faction to ex-
tend its sphere of influence further, 
has also played a major role, ob-
servers say.

Encouraged by the successful de-
fence of the Syrian-Kurdish city of 
Kobane against a siege by the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) in January 2015, the 
PKK felt emboldened, Yetkin wrote. 
The PKK “thought the international 
political balances were ripe for an 
independent Kurdistan, or at least 
autonomy, by copying the Kobane 
‘canton’ experience to towns and 
cities in Turkey”.

As fighting rages, Ankara has 
warned the PYD not to cross from 
the eastern side of the Euphrates 
to the west to reach the city of Ja-
rabulus, saying such a move could 
trigger a military response. The 
pro-government Yeni Safak news-
paper reported on January 11th 
that Turkish artillery and tanks had 
supported a push by a non-Kurdish 
rebel alliance in northern Syria to 
take Jarabulus from ISIS before the 
PYD could get there.

Turkey’s Kurdish conflict fanned by Syrian war
Thomas Seibert

Turkish police stand guard in Sur district, which is partially 
under curfew, in the Kurdish-dominated south-eastern city of 
Diyarbakir, Turkey, on January 12th.
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W 

ith a suicide at-
tack in the heart of 
Istanbul, Turkey 
is facing a new di-
mension in the fight 

against the Islamic State (ISIS), as 
the jihadist group is lashing out at 
Syria’s northern neighbour after 
coming under increasing pressure 
in its own strongholds.

“It is a war without borders,” re-
spected columnist Murat Yetkin 
wrote in the Radikal news portal 
the day after the January 12th at-
tack, which killed ten people, in-
cluding at least eight German tour-
ists, in Istanbul’s historic old city.

Ergun Babahan, a writer at 
the Ozgur Dusunce newspaper, 
warned the Istanbul attack was a 
“clear sign that the Syrian war has 
been brought to Turkish soil”.

The leadership in Ankara quickly 
blamed ISIS for the attack. Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
said a Syrian man set off an explo-
sive device in the midst of a tourist 
group. Prime Minister Ahmet Da-
vutoglu, using an Arabic acronym 
for the extremist group, said the 
suicide attack had been committed 
by a “foreign member of Daesh”.

Davutoglu also promised Turkey 
would find the people behind the 
attack and continue its fight against 
ISIS. News reports said Turkish se-
curity forces detained 59 suspected 
ISIS supporters in raids in several 
cities in the hours following the at-
tack.

Critics inside and outside Turkey 

have long accused the government 
in Ankara of employing a softly-
softly approach towards ISIS. West-
ern diplomats, such as Francis Ric-
ciardone, a former US ambassador 
to Ankara, have said that Turkey 
supported radical groups in Syria 
at the start of the war in 2011 in the 
hope that they would be a boost for 
Turkish plans to overthrow Syrian 
President Bashar Assad.

The Istanbul attack near the 
famous Blue Mosque, known 
as Sultanahmet Mosque in Tur-
key, meant that this strategy had 
failed, Babahan wrote. “Those who 
dreamed of praying in Damascus 
within six months when the Syrian 
civil war started now are not even 
able to pray in peace and safety in 
Sultanahmet Mosque,” he wrote.

Turkey hesitated for months 
before joining the US-led military 
alliance against ISIS last summer, 
when it opened its airbases for use 
by US warplanes and drones for at-
tacks on the group in Syria. Some 
even say that Turkey was hoping 
to use ISIS as a force to check the 
increasing power of Syrian Kurds, 
who are suspected by Ankara of 
planning to carve out their own 
state in northern Syria.

The Turkish government reject-
ed the accusations and stressed 
that its country is suffering from 
ISIS more than others and that it re-
gards the group as a national secu-
rity threat. There have been signs 
recently that Ankara was shifting 
to a more determined position 
against ISIS, after the group staged 
several attacks on Turkish soil, kill-
ing more than 130 people in 2015.

Just one day before the Istanbul 
attack, the pro-government Yeni 
Safak newspaper reported that 
Turkish artillery and tanks, firing 
from the Turkish side of the bor-
der, had supported the advance of 
a rebel alliance against ISIS near 
Jarabulus in northern Syria. Davu-
toglu and Erdogan have repeatedly 
called for the creation of an ISIS-
free buffer zone in Syria to enable 
refugees to return.

At the same time, Turkey has 

been working with the United 
States to make it more difficult for 
ISIS to move goods and fighters 
over the 900km Turkish border 
into Syria. US Secretary of State 
John Kerry said in November that 
75% of the border had been sealed 
and that Washington and Ankara 
were cooperating to close remain-
ing loopholes.

Turkish police have rounded up 
dozens of suspected ISIS support-
ers in an effort to destroy a network 
of support for the jihadist group. In 
late December, police arrested two 
Turkish citizens suspected of plan-
ning suicide attacks in Ankara in 
the name of ISIS on New Year’s Eve. 
ISIS challenged Ankara’s authority 
over its own territory by killing an-
ti-ISIS Syrian journalists in Turkey.

These developments come as 

ISIS is under constant attack by al-
liance aircraft. Russian warplanes 
have attacked ISIS positions, al-
though Turkey and others say the 
brunt of the Russian war effort in 
Syria is directed against non-rad-
ical foes of Assad, a close Russian 
ally.

With ISIS under attack from sev-
eral fronts, the jihadist group was 
trying to hit its enemies abroad, 
Soner Cagaptay, director of the 
Washington Institute’s Turkish 
Research Programme, was quoted 
as saying by Time magazine. Kill-
ing Germans in Istanbul could in-
crease the pressure on Chancellor 
Angela Merkel, under fire at home 
for her open-door policy towards 
hundreds of thousands of Syrian 
refugees who entered Germany in 
2015. “By bringing the war to Istan-

bul, ISIS also aims to preemptively 
undercut Turkish-US cooperation 
against that group,” Cagaptay said.

More ISIS attacks in Turkey are 
to be expected. News reports in 
December, quoting intelligence 
sources, said the jihadist group had 
sent six potential suicide bomb-
ers from Syria to Turkey. Speak-
ing after the January 12th attack, 
government spokesman Numan 
Kurtulmus said Turkish authorities 
had “thousands” of ISIS support-
ers under surveillance but that the 
28-year-old Syrian who carried out 
the suicide attack in Istanbul had 
not been on that list because he 
only recently entered Turkey from 
Syria.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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A man sits, on January 13th, at the site of the previous day’s suicide bombing in the historic 
Sultanahmet district in Istanbul.
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government in 
Ankara of employing 
a softly-softly 
approach towards 
ISIS.


