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eacting to a growing 
animosity among Turks 
towards Syrian refugees 
one year before key elec-
tions, the Ankara gov-

ernment is selling the incursion 
into Syria as a step towards send-
ing the more than 3 million new-
comers home.

In the intervention, code-named 
Operation Olive Branch, Turkey 
has been sending troops and tanks 
into the region of Afrin in north-
western Syria under the protection 
of aerial attacks. The move is Tur-
key’s third military intervention in 
Syria since 2016.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and his government say 
the incursion’s aim is to drive the 
Syrian-Kurdish militia People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), seen as a 
terrorist group by Ankara, out of 
the Afrin area. Erdogan has vowed 
to push the YPG all the way to the 
Iraqi border, hundreds of kilome-
tres east of Afrin. Officials have 
also spoken about establishing a 
30km-deep “security zone” in Syr-
ia along the border to prevent YPG 
members from attacking Turkey.

Government critics say Erdogan 
is using the operation to secure 
support of nationalist voters ahead 
of local, parliamentary and presi-
dential elections next year. “Un-
fortunately, President Erdogan 
has started his campaign for the 
presidential elections by invading 
Afrin,” Hisyar Ozsoy, foreign rela-
tions representative of the pro-
Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party  
(HDP), said during a visit Janu-
ary 27 to the Council of Europe in 
France.

Promising voters that the  
3.4 million Syrians who fled to 
Turkey will return home soon is 
part of Erdogan’s strategy. In sev-
eral speeches since January 20, the 
president has said, “Operation Ol-
ive Branch will open the way to a 
repatriation of Syrians.”

“Our Syrian brothers who are 
with us will have the chance to re-
turn to their homes,” Erdogan on 
January 22 said. In a speech Janu-
ary 28, Erdogan said 130,000 Syr-
ians had returned to their country 

after Turkey secured territory in 
Syria during previous incursions.

Other Turkish officials support 
Erdogan’s pledge to send the Syr-
ians back home. Fatma Sahin, 
mayor of Gaziantep, a city close to 
the Syrian border that has taken in 
tens of thousands of Syrians, told 
the Hurriyet Daily News that many 
refugees were “waiting to go back 
to their homelands.”

She added a return of the refu-
gees was “very important for us 
because it has been seven years of 
tremendous sacrifice. Seven years 
have put [a] big burden on Turkey.”

In a statement released after a 
January 23 meeting of Erdogan 
with his top security advisers, An-
kara stressed that military opera-
tions in Syria would continue until 
Kurdish forces were defeated and 
until the “almost 3.5 million broth-
ers living in our country, the right-
ful owners of Syria, can return to 
their homes safely.”

The government says it has spent 
about $30 billion to feed and house 
the 3.4 million Syrians that Turkey 

has taken in under its so-called 
open-door policy since the Syr-
ian civil war started almost seven 
years ago. There are signs that the 
patience of Turkish voters with the 
refugees is wearing thin, as Syr-
ians are increasingly seen as com-
petitors in the labour and housing 
markets.

“They are working for extremely 
little money and without any in-
surance. Turks can’t compete with 
that,” Ibrahim, a street vendor in 
Istanbul who would only give his 
first name, said recently, referring 
to Syrian refugees.

Murat Erdogan, a professor at 
the Turkish-German University 
in Istanbul and an expert on mi-
gration, said the government was 
beginning to factor in that Turk-
ish voters want the Syrians to go 
home. “Turks want to help the Syr-
ians but they don’t want to share 
their future with them,” Erdogan, 
who is not related to the Turkish 
president, said. “Unease is grow-
ing day by day.”

A recent poll conducted by Mu-

rat Erdogan indicated that 80.2% 
of Turks asked said Syrians are 
culturally different from them, an 
increase of 10 percentage points 
since a similar poll in 2014. Three 
out of four respondents to the new 
poll said no Syrian should receive 
Turkish citizenship.

The International Crisis Group, 
a Brussels-based think-tank, said 
in a recent report that tensions 
between Turks and Syrians were 
“driving inter-ethnic rivalries, so-
cio-economic inequality and urban 
violence,” especially in big cities 
such as Istanbul and Ankara.

“Incidents of intercommunal 
violence increased threefold in 
the second half of 2017 compared 
to the same period in 2016,” the re-
port said. “At least 35 people died 
in these incidents during 2017, in-
cluding 24 Syrians. The potential 
for anti-refugee violence is highest 
in the metropolitan areas of Istan-
bul, Ankara and Izmir where host 
communities see Syrians as cul-
turally different and resent their 
competition for low-wage jobs or 

customers, especially within the 
informal economy.”

Murat Erdogan said at a panel of 
the Brookings Institution in Wash-
ington on January 30 that it was 
hard for the Turkish government 
to accept that many Syrians would 
stay in the country for good be-
cause politicians had told their vot-
ers for years that the refugees were 
in Turkey for a limited time only.

While the Afrin operation was 
going to make integration efforts 
more difficult, the problems could 
not change the fact that the Syrians 
had become a part of Turkish life, 
Murat Erdogan said.

More than 300 Syrian children 
are born in Turkey every day and  
1 million Syrians have found jobs 
in their new country. Refugees 
have spread out all over Turkey, he 
said. “It will not be easy to collect 
them and send them back,” Erdog-
an said. “That’s not realistic.”

Thomas Seibert is a 
Washington correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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But will it work? Syrian refugees arrive at the Oncupinar border crossing in Turkey.                   (AFP)

Turkish government pitching Syria incursion 
as means of sending refugees back home

I 

t’s been overshadowed by an 
acrimonious foreign policy 
in the neighbourhood and 
an antagonistic attitude 
to the West but Turkey’s 
Sunni Islamisation, driven by 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
deserves careful consideration.

There were high hopes for new 
beginnings when Erdogan’s Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP) 
took charge 16 years ago. The new 
government made a determined 
push towards EU membership. 
The hope was that Turkey was 
turning a corner and that the 
powerful armed forces would no 
longer constrain civilian politics, 
as they had for 80 years.

After all, modern Turkey was 
meant to have two main guiding 
entities — the chief of the general 
staff or commander of the armed 
forces and the Directorate of Reli-
gious Affairs (Diyanet).

When the AKP took office, 
reformists hoped that the AKP 
would give way to civilian poli-
tics. Diyanet, too, the reformists 
thought, would become more rep-
resentative and incorporate Alevi 
and non-Muslim elements into its 

all-Sunni make-up.
Nearly two decades on, it’s 

clear that only the strongman 

has changed, the authoritarian 
DNA of the Turkish state has not. 
The army has de facto submitted 
to an autocratic ruler even as it 
abandons its non-religious tradi-
tions. Diyanet has been pushed 
to the fore as the chief engine of 
Turkey’s transformation into a 
conservative Islamist society.

Diyanet’s role in Erdogan’s 
Turkey is ironic. It was meant to 
prevent excesses of piety that 
the state could not control. The 
military junta, architect of the 
1980 coup, beefed up its budget 
and used Diyanet against the 
“communist threat.” By the end 
of the 1980s, Diyanet was a social 
engineering tool.

Political Islamists are using it as 
such, with Diyanet having become 
particularly useful when the AKP 
abandoned the dream of EU mem-
bership. Diyanet’s cadres were 
systematically replaced by AKP 
loyalists and its budget has risen 
year on year. It controls funding 
equal to that of at least ten other 
ministries combined. Diyanet has 
nearly 115,000 employees, most of 
them imams, on the state payroll. 
This year, a record number of new 
recruits — 9,500 — are to be added.

Diyanet, which issues the texts 
of Friday sermons, has become an 

effective tool for the AKP govern-
ment. Apparently, on AKP orders, 
Diyanet instructed the imams on 
the night of the failed 2016 coup. 
The imams were told to call from 
mosque minarets, urging the 
masses to take to the streets.

Nowadays, Diyanet is sending 
out messages in favour of the 
Afrin offensive through Friday 
sermons.

The real change is in the edu-
cational sector with Diyanet, the 
Ministry of Education and AKP-
controlled municipalities joining 
together. Minister of National 
Education Ismet Yilmaz said the 
number of kindergartens more 
than doubled in a year.

However, the minister has not 
answered questions from op-
position parties about Diyanet’s 
operational sway. In what capacity 
is it running the kindergartens? 
the opposition asks. The minister 
has no answers. What’s clear is 
that early years’ schooling is a way 
of shaping the mindset of a whole 
generation.

Erdogan has not troubled to 
hide his desire to raise a “pious 
generation that will work for the 
construction of a new civilisa-
tion.” Scaling up Sunni cultural 
references in pre-school educa-

tion runs parallel to the massive 
revival of Imam Hatip (or Imam 
and Preacher) schools across the 
country. It’s part of Erdogan and 
the AKP’s attempt to put religion 
at the heart of national life.

Reuters reported that govern-
ment spending on Imam Hatip up-
per schools for children aged 14-18 
will double to $1.68 billion this 
year. That’s nearly one-quarter 
of the budget for upper schools. 
Even though the 645,000 Imam 
Hatip students make up just 11% 
of Turkey’s upper school popula-
tion, they receive 23% of the fund-
ing, double the per pupil spending 
at mainstream schools.

From 2012, when Imam Hatip 
education was extended to middle 
schools for pupils aged 10-14, stu-
dent numbers have risen fivefold 
to 1.3 million in more than 4,000 
schools. The government intends 
to build 128 Imam Hatip upper 
schools this year and has plans for 
a further 50. Turkey has increased 
religious education at regular state 
schools, some of which have been 
converted into Imam Hatip insti-
tutions. The government declined 
to say how many.

This leaves a fundamental ques-
tion: Is the Islamisation of the 
Turkish state irreversible?

Yavuz Baydar

Diyanet has nearly 
115,000 
employees, most 
of them imams, on 
the state payroll.
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