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T 

he capture of Raqqa 
in northern Syria by 
Kurdish-led forces and 
the seizure of Kirkuk 
by Iraqi government 
troops placed Kurds 

in the international spotlight to a 
greater degree than usual. Yet in 
Turkey and Iran, as usual, the situ-
ation of the Kurdish minorities is 
less reported.

In Turkey, the instrument of 
emergency rule that came into 
play in July 2016 provided the 
ruling Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) with an effective 
means of silencing opposition. 
Newspapers, universities and civil 
society organisations were shut 
down with thousands sacked and 
imprisoned.

Arguably the most damaging of 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s crusades in terms of the 
country’s declining democratic 
health is the one he has waged 
against the Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP), an amalgam of 
centre-left interests with a focus 
on Kurdish issues. Its electoral 
successes across national and 
local platforms reconfigured the 
political landscape while each of 
the three established parties lost 
ground.

The HDP was once seen by Er-
dogan as a means of securing ex-
tended powers for his presidency 
but its very public refusal in 2015 
to lend parliamentary support to 
his ambitions to change the coun-
try’s constitution removed it from 
favour with the modern sultan.

Under the emergency rule the 
HDP’s leaders were imprisoned 
and 11 of its elected representa-
tives were put behind bars ac-
cused of supporting terrorism. 
Five have been stripped of their 
parliamentary seats. In the 
eastern provinces, where it draws 
most of its support, HDP or affili-
ated elected mayors and munici-
palities were removed, replaced 
by centrally appointed “trustees.”

The party has been targeted at 
the grass-roots level, with mem-
bers subject to arbitrary arrest and 
detention and not just in the east. 
In Eskisehir, for example, a lively 
university city in western Turkey, 
both of the local party’s co-chair-
men were imprisoned and dozens 
of members charged with being 
part of a terrorist organisation.

In degrading the HDP by attri-
tion and its wider support base by 
linking the party with the Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) at every 
turn, Erdogan’s apparent aim is 
to remove it as an actor from the 

political arena. Doubtless in its 
place he would have what would 
amount to a Kurdish branch of his 
own party, realised and sustained 
by promises of devolution and 
large-scale regional investment.

While his brand of social and 
religious conservatism commands 
a natural appeal across the south-
eastern region and links it organi-
cally with the wider AKP voter 
base in the heartlands of Anatolia, 
in the past decade Kurdish society 
has experienced a measurable 
heightening of awareness in its 
own identity.

Ironically, the AKP’s reforms in 
this regard, decriminalising the 
language and the launching of a 
state TV Kurdish channel, have 
been significant. Other factors are 
the developments in the neigh-
bouring Kurdish regions. The 
success of the autonomous enclave 
in northern Iraq and the emer-
gence of Rojava in northern Syria 
have provided models of Kurdish 
governance.

The HDP lent a voice to the 
aspirations of Turkey’s Kurds for 
greater political latitude, articulat-
ing an egalitarian view that reso-
nated with a society shedding pre-
scribed labels and ready to extend 
the boundaries of its traditional 

identity. Yet a persistent weakness, 
exploited by the party’s political 
opponents, has been its inability, 
or unwillingness, to detach itself 
from jailed PKK leader Abdullah 
Ocalan. At the choosing of Ankara, 
he has remained a key player in the 
politics of the region.

Granted his symbolism for the 
Kurdish struggle and his supposed 
move towards peaceful means,  
Ocalan’s interest in, even his grasp 
of, democratic politics is suspect 
and he remains the largest shadow 
over the HDP’s aspiration to be-
come a political force in Turkey.

An example of his negative ef-
fect came in the costly failure of 
the self-rule experiment that his 
writings inspired in centres across 
Turkey’s south-east in 2015-16. 
Behind trenches and barricades 
to keep out the police, libertarian 
cantons were supposed to rise and 
take on the functions of the state. 
A movement that had no hope of 
success left hundreds of young ac-
tivists dead and tens of thousands 
of residents homeless with massive 
damage to infrastructure.

It went some way to enabling 
the state to achieve its strategic 
goal of creating a buffer between 
Kurds on either side of the border 
— if international powers were not 

going to permit a security cor-
ridor in northern Syria, then the 
same effect could be achieved by 
sterilising urban centres on the 
Turkish side. In Nusaybin, a restive 
border town adjacent to Qamishli 
in Syria, many residents have not 
been allowed to return following 
the destruction there in 2016. An 
assessment by the United Nations 
identified more than 1,700 dam-
aged buildings, almost 400 of 
which were destroyed.

The assessment attributed the 
“damage to the use of heavy weap-
ons and, possibly, air-dropped 
munitions.” It noted that shelling 
in Nusaybin and Sur, the old city 
of Diyarbakır, was said to have 
caused a permanent change in the 
population, patterns of ownership 
and architectural character.

HDP co-leaders Selahattin 
Demirtas and Figen Yuksek-
dag (since replaced) have been in 
prison for a year. In the absence of 
a credible judiciary, their eventual 
release will likely be tied to the 
political climate. However, even 
if they have been temporarily si-
lenced, their imprisonment speaks 
loudly to a repression of Kurd-
ish identity and a fundamental 
democratic deficit in the Turkish 
Republic.

In the cross hairs. A woman holds a picture of Selahattin Demirtas, the detained leader of Turkey’s 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), during a rally in Diyarbakir, last September.               (AFP)
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T 

he twists and turns re-
volving around human 
rights issues in Tur-
key would make any-
one’s head spin but few 
would have expected 

the release on bail of eight human 
rights activists who were standing 
trial on terrorism-related charges. 
It is a good news story but with a 
possible dark subtext.

An Istanbul court ordered the 
activists’ release October 25. 
Detained since July, they had been 
accused of “aiding armed terrorist 
organisations” and membership 
in the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) and the far-left underground 
Revolutionary People’s Liberation 
Party/Front (DHKP-C). They were 
also said to be affiliated with cleric 
Fethullah Gulen, who is accused 
by the Turkish government of 
masterminding the July 15, 2016, 
coup attempt.

The activists were supposed to 
have had all these political sympa-
thies at the same time.

Ten activists — two of whom 
remain in custody — were arrested 
while attending a human rights 
workshop on digital security on an 

island near Istanbul. They includ-
ed security experts Ali Gharavi and 
Peter Steudtner, who are Swedish 
and German, respectively.

Ask any legal expert and it 
is clear that there was no case 
against them to be arrested. Yet it 
happened in Turkey, where rule 
of law has been pushed aside for 
draconian security measures. In 
the months since their arrest, the 
trials and tribulations of the Istan-
bul 10 have preoccupied Turkey’s 
Western allies.

The story is complicated. The 
German news magazine Der 
Spiegel reported that former Ger-
man Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder 
played the role of intermediary. 
Schroeder, it said, was asked 
before Germany’s elections in 
September to contact Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. 
Schroeder is apparently highly 
regarded by Erdogan.

Schroeder insisted that his 
approach be “on behalf of the Ger-
man government” and this was 
agreed. The magazine reported 
German Foreign Minister Sig-
mar Gabriel’s grateful thanks to 
Schroeder. He told Der Spiegel that 

it was “the first sign of [a] lower-
ing [of] the tension because the 
Turkish government fulfilled all its 
promises.”

What Gabriel meant by prom-
ises “fulfilled” is unclear. And no 
one has explained what Berlin 
offered Erdogan in exchange for 
the release of Steudtner. There 
is no word either on the fate of 
other German citizens in Turkish 
prisons.

More than 60,000 people are in 
prison across Turkey following last 
year’s botched coup. Every day, 
there are reports of additional ar-
rests. The only thing that changes 
is that different professional 
groups are targeted.

What’s disturbing is the mood 
among civil society activists and 
journalists. They see themselves 
as pawns in an ugly international 
game between Ankara and various 
world capitals.

There was yet more drama on 
the night of October 26. Another 
court in Istanbul extended the 
detention of a prominent busi-
nessman and NGO activist Osman 
Kavala. Known for his work on 
Kurdish and Armenian issues, 

Kavala is accused of seeking to 
overthrow the government, an 
offence that could lead to a life-
in-prison sentence. His arrest sent 
shock waves through the NGO 
community in Turkey because 
such groups had registered with 
the authorities.

So, what is the story here? The 
release of the eight activists is the 
good bit but, if the Der Spiegel 
report is true, Germany’s behav-
iour could embolden Erdogan. He 
might easily make a habit out of 
what many analysts call “hostage 
politics.”

The playbook is obvious: Im-
prisoning well-known dissidents 
and foreigners in the hope of a 
financial payoff or to pressure the 
international community to dis-
regard allegations of wide-scale 
corruption. Corruption allegations 
have spilled beyond Turkey’s 
borders, not least with the case of 
Reza Zarrab in the United States.

While it is understandable that 
Germany would want to secure the 
release of its citizens, there is a fine 
line between a legitimate 
 negotiation and legitimising  
lawlessness.
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