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“The Kurdish armed forces aligned with the Democratic Union Party (PYD) of 
Syria have received an unprecedented attention in the past few years, owing to 
their fighting prowess, effectiveness against the Islamic State, and progressive ide-
als. While much has been written on this hitherto unknown group, the insurgency 
from which the PYD gets its inspiration, the PKK in Turkey, is what this book 
aspires to examine. The PKK, formed by a small group of college students in the 
1970s, has survived, grown, and evolved into one of the most powerful non-state 
actors in the Middle East. In this fresh and much needed look at the PKK, Spyridon 
Plakoudas offers an insightful analysis of one of the most complicated armed insur-
gencies in the world. This is a valuable resource for anyone interested in the com-
plex nature of the Kurdish conflict in the Middle East.”

—Mehmet Gurses, Associate Professor of Political Science,  
Florida Atlantic University, USA

“This timely and important, pithy monograph successfully identifies the origins, 
course, and possible outcome of the long-running, asymmetrical struggle between 
Turkey and the PKK.”

—Michael M. Gunter, Professor of Political Science,  
Tennessee Technological University, USA

“Kurdish Question became a regional issue, pulling Turkey into a protracted war 
with an uncertain future. This alarming but accurate conclusion makes Insurgency 
and Counter-Insurgency in Turkey: The New PKK a must-read. With its insightful 
narrative and rich data, it is a guide in the convoluted field of Middle East studies.”

—Cengiz Çandar, Distinguished Visiting Scholar, Stockholm University  
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“In this topical book on the ongoing conflict between Turkey and the Kurdistan 
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own particular concern; theoreticians will relish his robust theoretical analysis; and 
laypeople will get many an insight into one of the world’s deadliest insurgencies.”
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Foreword

I am very much delighted to write this foreword for Dr. Spyridon 
Plakoudas’ great work on Turkey’s prolonged conflict with the PKK which 
has claimed over 40,000 lives so far. In this book, Dr. Plakoudas dwells on 
the latest period (which he calls the “second phase”) with a particular 
focus on the current stage of the Turkey vs PKK conflict.

In this book, Dr. Plakoudas sheds light on the principal issues related to 
peace and war in irregular warfare with Turkey as a case study. He applies 
the general theories of asymmetric conflicts (aka low-intensity conflict, 
irregular warfare and insurgency) in his analysis on the Turkey vs PKK 
conflict and draws conclusions on a never-ending inquiry of how pro-
tracted conflicts can end.

The approaches that Dr. Plakoudas provide in this book are crucial in 
one particular way. That is, the outcome of war in counter-insurgency 
(COIN) is never mutually exclusive—either victory or defeat. In fact, an 
immediate military victory and control of the territory does not guaran-
tee a conflict’s termination in the best interests of the counter-insurgent 
as it is evident in most COIN campaigns in recent years and in the past. 
Therefore, “military victory” in its classical definition manifests a critical 
incompatibility with irregular warfare given the true nature of a COIN 
campaign. This is owed to the fact that the twenty-first century displays 
vital differences in the character of war wherein a purely military concept 
of victory in the traditional sense is not as relevant as it once was. And this 
is now the case mostly because the lines between the trinity of war (the 
state, people and the army) as defined by the famous war philosopher 
Carl von Clausewitz’s have been greatly blurred. The belligerents now 
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include non-state and sub-state actors and the underdogs (insurgents, 
transnational terrorists or however you call them) utilise asymmetry and 
indirectness. In this regard, Dr. Plakoudas manifests a novel approach by 
questioning the “success” of the counter-insurgent, given that the term 
victory (in its traditional sense) is not applicable in contemporary con-
flicts. Thus, he seeks answers to the question whether there is a success in 
Turkey’s COIN efforts after 2004 given that the Turkish Armed Forces 
clearly defeated the PKK before the 2000s.

It is commonly known that the conflict of the Kurdish minority with the 
Turkish government over the control of the south-eastern regions of Turkey 
dates back to the Ottoman Empire. Over the last two centuries, especially 
since the inception of the Turkish Republic, approximately 25 Kurdish upris-
ings have been recorded in south-eastern Anatolia. The early years of the 
Turkish Republic, in particular, were marked by serious Kurdish rebellions. 
However, the ongoing conflict with the Kurdish separatist militants of the 
PKK poses the most significant threat to the Turkish Republic. The campaign 
by the PKK, which was set up in 1978 and officially started to wage its armed 
campaign in 1984, not only has claimed a high death toll of over 40,000 
people but has also incurred costs in the economic, socio-political and socio-
psychological realms. The PKK’s armed campaign has changed over time—
from a guerrilla insurgency throughout the eastern region of Turkey to urban 
terrorism in later years. After a cease-fire was declared by the PKK following 
the capture of their leader Abdullah Öcalan in 1999, violence declined for 
several years. However, since 2004 there has been a resurgence in the attacks 
by the PKK due to various reasons and the conflict evolved into a more com-
plex nature not only owing to the asymmetrical and indirect modus operandi 
of the PKK’s hybrid warfare but also because the context (within which the 
conflict occurs) changed and new conditions and influential actors were pro-
duced when the Syrian Civil War started in 2011. Therefore, Dr. Plakoudas’ 
strategic analysis of the last 13 years of the conflict (which he calls the “second 
phase” and when a new PKK emerged) is timely and important.

Although it is a single case study, Dr. Plakoudas has devoted in his 
research a considerable focus on multiple dimensions of asymmetrical 
conflict (e.g. peace negotiations and political discourse analyses) and 
employed a multi-disciplinary approach (i.e. political science, strategic stud-
ies and International Relations [IR]). Using qualitative data, Dr. Plakoudas 
examined how this course of events (from a low-intensity conflict to direct 
peace negotiations and then all-out war) can be explained from the angle 
of strategic studies and International Relations. What do these annals of 
war reveal about actors (e.g. PYD) and processes (e.g. de-Kemalization) 
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in  Turkey since 2003? What general conclusions about Strategy and 
International Relations (e.g. the peace negotiations between the insur-
gents and governments) can be drawn from this case?

Dr. Plakoudas’ book boasts important findings. While these findings 
are clearly applicable to the case of Turkey vs PKK conflict, they offer les-
sons for other states engaged in an asymmetrical conflict against insurgen-
cies. First, he argues that the conflict was ripe for resolution in 2013 due 
to a “mutually hurting stalemate” where neither side in the conflict could 
exterminate (in a military sense) one another with their available means. 
Turkey’s engagement in a resolution process, initially through a “track-
two diplomacy” with the PKK delegation in Oslo and subsequently a pub-
licly shared Kurdish Opening (aka the “National Fraternity Project”), was 
based on this condition for political compromises between states and non-
state actors in intra-state conflicts. Secondly, Dr. Plakoudas notes that 
President Erdoğan, one of the strongest leaders in Turkey’s political his-
tory, offered far more to the cause of peace in Turkey–PKK conflict than 
any of his predecessors ever since Kemal Ataturk. Thirdly, he underlines 
the failure, mismanagement, ill-treatment and erroneous approaches 
adopted by both sides (Turkey and the PKK) for a successful peace-making 
initiative. He even underpins the PKK’s strategic errors stemming from its 
organisational culture and entrenched war-fighting mentality after almost 
four decades of war. Fourthly, Dr. Plakoudas succinctly clarifies what went 
wrong towards a negotiated peace settlement and attributes responsibility 
to both sides and draws valuable lessons for other cases. He incorporates 
the role and impact of the non-state regional actors involved in the conflict 
due to the regional developments, in particular the Syrian Civil War, that 
culminated in power shifts between the conflicting parties. Last but defi-
nitely not the least, he specifically underlines the mistakes that both parties 
committed while engaged in a peace process (e.g. multiple actors for the 
PKK side, no legal framework that reassured any step towards an officiated 
settlement, spoiler attacks that irritated the mainstream public in Turkey 
during the resolution process, etc.).

Overall, Dr. Plakoudas’ work strongly suggests that peace-making for 
protracted conflicts requires not only a strong political will and motivation 
but also a carefully designed roadmap, an institutionalised resolution pro-
cess (in both the content and conduct of it), timely actions in concert with 
the public’s perceptions and, on most occasions, isolation of the political 
concerns and populist approaches from the technical administration of a 
resolution process.
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In all, Dr. Plakoudas’ book is not only an important contribution to the 
literature of the Turkish and Middle Eastern studies, but also a strong 
reminder of the limitations of mismanaged resolution processes in pro-
tracted irregular wars in the intra-state context. I do hope his effort in this 
book contributes to peace around the world in general and to an end to 
violence in Turkey in particular.

November 2017� Mustafa C. Ünal
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I decided to author a monograph about the Kurdish Question in Turkey 
two years ago—in August 2015. Just one month before, in July 2015, the 
peace process between Turkey and the PKK (the separatist Kurdish insur-
gents) had collapsed and the country had plunged into a cycle of violence 
not witnessed for many years. I could not but wonder how and why a 
“solution process” (çözüm süreci), which was heartily welcomed by Kurds 
and Turks alike, just fell apart.

As a post-doctoral research fellow at the University of Macedonia 
(Greece) for the academic year 2015–2016, I started to write my first 
thoughts about the failed peace talks. After all, I was no stranger to such 
topics. My PhD thesis studied another communist insurgency, the Greek 
Civil War (1946–1949)—though from a different angle (the question of 
victory in counter-insurgency). However, developments in Turkey and the 
Middle East with regards to the Kurdish Question unfolded at such speed 
that my topic was quickly rendered quite obsolete: a failed barricade war 
by the PKK (August 2015–April 2016), a failed coup d’ état in July 2016 
and a cross-border operation a month later. My dissertation on the subject 
was completed in August but I did not try to publish it.

Thereafter, I decided to adopt a “wait-and-see” tactic: when the 
Operation “Euphrates Shield” ended in May 2017, I determined to author 
a monograph which used my post-doctoral dissertation as a basis—yet 
from a different angle this time. I decided thus to examine the second 
phase of the PKK’s insurgency (2004–2017) on the whole—not a specific 
topic within a specific timeframe (e.g. the “solution process” from 2013 
to 2015). I did not select this timeframe by chance.

Preface
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First of all, this time period (2014–2017) witnessed numerous fluctua-
tions in the course and outcome of the insurgency: defeat of the PKK in 
1999, a unilateral ceasefire by the PKK between 1999 and 2004, a limited 
war between 2004 and 2011, an all-out war in 2012, a peace process 
between 2013 and 2015, an all-out war between 2015 and 2017 and now 
a stalemate (?). Secondly, the end of Operation “Euphrates Shield” in 
May 2017 signals the shift of the war’s locus outside Turkey—in Syria and, 
to a lesser degree, Iraq. The second phase of the PKK’s insurgency is, in 
other words, an ideal case study for all academics with a focus on the out-
comes of insurgencies (i.e. a military victory, a stalemate or a peace treaty) 
and the spill-over of insurgencies (i.e. the spread of war to neighbouring 
countries).

In the summer of 2017, I devoted myself to the completion of this 
monograph lest the developments in the Middle East on the Kurdish 
Question (which usually unfold at the speed of light) should overtake me 
and my research once again. Umberto Eco used to say “there is no news 
in August”. However, he was disproved. In August, the Syrian Kurds 
advanced towards Deir ez-Zor in the wake of the city’s liberation by Assad 
and captured the major oil fields north of the Euphrates River. In late 
September, the Iraqi Kurds voted overwhelmingly in favour of indepen-
dence in a contentious referendum, whereas in early October, Turkey 
intervened once again in Syria—partly to avert a “terror corridor” by the 
PYD from Afrin to the Mediterranean Sea. With ISIS in its death throes, 
the Kurds in Syria and Iraq strive to secure their gains vis-à-vis their hostile 
neighbours (Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria).

For that reason, this monograph races against time. This monograph 
endeavours not only to examine in a critical way the intermittent Turkey 
vs PKK war but also to estimate (with a fair modicum of certainty) whether 
the conflict will end in stalemate or not. Only one thing is certain: that the 
Kurdish Question will be at the forefront of the news media for the next 
few months, if not years. And maybe then a new book will be needed to 
light up the new facets of the internationalised Kurdish Question.

Dubai, UAE  
November 2017�

Spyridon Plakoudas
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CHAPTER 1

Why Study the PKK versus Turkey Conflict

Abstract  This chapter explains in brief the rationale behind a monograph 
on the intermittent war between the Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê or 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and Turkey since 2004: first of all, this 
fluctuating war (i.e. defeat of the PKK in 1999, ceasefire between 1999 
and 2004, limited war between 2004 and 2011, all-out war in 2012, peace 
negotiations between 2013 and 2015, all-out war between 2015 and 
2017 and now stalemate?) is indeed an ideal case study for specialists in 
insurgency and counter-insurgency (COIN), and, secondly, this intermit-
tent conflict is still an ongoing war with a critical peripheral dimension (i.e. 
Iraq and Syria). This chapter argues that this book will use the insights of 
the disciplines of International Relations and Strategy to offer an up-to-
date and critical account of the Turkey vs PKK conflict.

Keywords  Insurgency • Turkey • AKP • PKK • Kurdish summer

Theoretical Framework

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, insurgency (a variant of irregular 
warfare) undoubtedly represents the most prevalent type of war.1 With the 
exception of the (still uninhabited) Antarctica, insurgencies can be cur-
rently recorded in every continent—even in Oceania where a low-intensity 
insurgency rages in Papua since 1962. However, the great majority of 
these insurgencies are not new: they appeared many years ago and several 
of them will not end anytime soon.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-75659-2_1&domain=pdf
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How does an insurgency end? In general terms, an insurgency can end 
in three ways: (a) an outright (military) victory for the insurgents or the 
state authorities (e.g. the Greek Civil War and the Chinese Civil War) (b) 
a negotiated peace settlement (e.g. the Guatemalan Civil War) or (c) a 
stalemate (e.g. the War in Donbass).2 Despite claims to the contrary,3 the 
majority of insurgencies between 1815 and 2010 ended in defeat for the 
insurgents.4 Indicatively, Turkey suppressed four uprisings of the Kurds 
(1925, 1927–1930, 1937–1938 and 1984–1999) in the twentieth cen-
tury without suffering any territorial losses whatsoever.5

Although, according to recent surveys, the most durable peace settle-
ments of such intrastate wars do not occur through accords on the nego-
tiation table but victories on the battlefield,6 military victory over an 
insurgency does not always translate into permanent peace since space and 
time allow the insurgents to regroup and reclaim any lost ground.7 Turkey 
stands out as a typical case yet again. After its conclusive defeat in 1999, the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê or PKK) surpris-
ingly started a new war within Turkey in 2004. The PKK, however, declared 
a ceasefire in 2013 after an earnest appeal by its jailed leader—Abdullah 
Öcalan. A “solution process” (çözüm süreci) to the chronic Kurdish Issue 
was inaugurated by Recep Tayyip Erdoğan (Turkey’s charismatic and 
authoritarian leader since 2003) which, nonetheless, ended in failure in 
mid-2015 after several ups and downs. Since July 2015, a vicious war 
between the PKK and Turkey has been raging unceasingly that wrecked 
south-east Turkey and spilled over to neighbouring Iraq and Syria.

Research Objective

This monograph aspires to answer whether the counter-insurgency (COIN) 
strategy of Turkey since 2004 can be considered a success or not and, in 
addition, predict whether the second phase of the PKK’s insurgency will 
end in victory, negotiated settlement or stalemate. Ergo, this monograph 
will investigate the “peace-and-war” state of affairs from 2004 until 2013, 
the “solution process” from 2013 to 2015 and the “war on terror” from 
2015 onwards—including Operation “Euphrates Shield” in northern Syria 
(August 2016–March 2017) and the failed coup d’état (July 2016). 
Consequently, this monograph touches upon the following crucial debates 
about insurgencies: conflict resolution through peace negotiations or mili-
tary victory, sustainability of the peace settlements and relapse to violence, 
as well as strategy and tactics in irregular warfare (insurgency/COIN).

  S. PLAKOUDAS
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The significance of this war must not be underrated. This separatist 
insurgency represents the latest and biggest one in a series of unsuccessful 
Kurdish rebellions ever since the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 
1923. In recent years, this insurgency acquired a distinct peripheral 
dimension since the PKK expanded its activities in Iraq and Syria in the 
aftermath of the Arab Spring. Since the outbreak of the war in Syria and 
its spill-over in Iraq, the Kurds in Syria, Iraq and Turkey capitalised on 
these opportunities to campaign militarily for their autonomy or indepen-
dence and, as a consequence, the conflicts in the three countries devel-
oped into communicating vessels: the acts of the Kurds in one country 
decisively impact on the policy of the Kurds in the other two countries.8 
For that reason, the “solution process” between the PKK and Turkey 
possessed a special weight. Not only these peace talks represented the 
most serious attempt by the two parties to resolve this protracted conflict 
in a peaceful way and “drain” once and for all a wellspring of violence and 
instability in Turkey; they additionally promised to usher in a “new era” 
in the relations between Turkey and the Kurds in Syria and Iraq. 
Unsurprisingly, the collapse of the peace talks in July 2015 dangerously 
escalated the old conflict inside Turkey and expanded it outside the coun-
try’s borders as Operation “Euphrates Shield” demonstrates.

Literature Review

This new monograph aspires to examine the Kurdish Question of Turkey 
from the angle of Strategy and International Relations (not from a histori-
cal viewpoint) and answer whether this protracted insurgency (ongoing 
since 1984 with several intervals) will end in the near future, how and why. 
Several works by experts on the Kurdish Question of Turkey have been 
published in the last few years—though almost all study this issue from the 
perspective of History or Politics.

Indicatively, the monumental work by Michael Gunter9 examines the con-
tinuity and change in the Kurdish Question of Turkey but devotes a few lines 
to the peace negotiations (2013–2015) and none to the renewed war (2015–
present) between Turkey and the PKK. The insightful opus by Emre Caliskan 
and Simon Waldman on “New Turkey” under the Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi or AKP)10 offers a wonderful summary of 
the origins, course and outcome of the peace talks (2013–2015); this opus, 
however, approaches the conflict from the angle of History, not International 
Relations and Strategy, and, therefore, does not interpret the dynamics of 

  WHY STUDY THE PKK VERSUS TURKEY CONFLICT 
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irregular warfare in a critical way.11 The collective work edited by Gareth 
Stansfield and Mohammed Shareef devotes a whole section to Turkey’s 
Kurdish Issue. Experts on the subject such as Michael Gunter12 and Henri 
Barkey13 contributed chapters which examine in depth the evolution of the 
intertwined Kurdish and PKK Questions under the AKP’s rule; however, 
they do not use the concepts of Strategy and International Relations to cap-
ture the dynamics of insurgency and COIN. Two chapters by two Turkish 
writers, Ali Sarihan14 and Güneş Murat Tezcür,15 combine History with 
International Relations to interpret the strategy of the PKK and Turkey in its 
proper context of Strategic Studies; however, these two chapters do not 
extend their analysis beyond 2010 and 2014 respectively. And last but not 
least, the insightful journal articles by Mustafa Çosar Ünal16 use the insights 
of International Relations and Strategy to interpret the strategies of Turkey 
and the PKK in a critical and comprehensive way. However, they do not 
interpret the policies of other actors (e.g. the Halkların Demokratik Partisi or 
Peoples’ Democratic Party [HDP]), and they do not extend their analysis to 
the new “war on terror” since July 2015.

Hence, this monograph aspires to answer the “why” and “how” ques-
tions about the insurgency of the PKK—not just examine the “when” and 
“who” issues. In contrast to other academics who approach the Kurdish 
Question in Turkey as historians and/or political scientists, this new 
monograph will combine the insights of Strategy and International 
Relations (from strategy and tactics in irregular warfare to peace negotia-
tions between state authorities and insurgents) with the data from qualita-
tive research (secondary sources such as books and articles and interviews 
with experts) to achieve two inter-related objectives: first of all, assess the 
current state of affairs and predict the future course of this war and, sec-
ondly, draw general conclusions on how protracted conflicts (such as the 
one in Turkey) can end and how.

Structure

This monograph includes several chapters in a mixed thematical and 
chronological order. The first chapter examines the theory and practice of 
insurgency and COIN in depth and provides the conceptual basis for the 
analysis of the PKK’s insurgency.

The second chapter surveys how and why the PKK rose like a phoenix 
from its own ashes in 2004 and how the AKP responded to this new wave 
of violence with a mixture of repression and clandestine peace negotia-
tions (e.g. the “Oslo Peace Process”).

  S. PLAKOUDAS
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The third chapter investigates the “solution process” per se and 
examines in a critical way the actors and procedures involved all the way 
from the “farewell to arms” by Öcalan in 2013 to the declaration of a 
new “war on terror” by Erdog ̆an in July 2015.

The fourth chapter examines the conflict between the PKK and Turkey 
from July 2015 to March 2017 with a special reference to the failed coup 
d’état in July 2016 and Operation “Euphrates Shield” and their wider 
implications for the Kurdish Question.

The conclusion reviews the current state of affairs, predicts the future 
course of the insurgency and offers conclusions about strategy in irregular 
warfare and peace negotiations in civil wars.
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CHAPTER 2

The “War of the Flea”

Abstract  This chapter provides the conceptual basis for the analysis of 
both the course and outcome of the PKK’s separatist insurgency since 
2004. Accordingly, this chapter examines the major themes in strategy for 
the insurgents and counter-insurgents (e.g. enemy-centric vs population-
centric approach) and analyses the possible outcomes of such irregular 
wars (a peace treaty, a military victory or a stalemate) in a critical and com-
prehensive way.

Keywords  Insurgency • Counter-insurgency • Military victory 
• Peace accord • Stalemate

This term originates from the seminal work of Robert Taber on insurgency. 
“Analogically, the guerrilla fights the war of the flea, and his military enemy 
suffers the dog’s disadvantages: too much to defend; too small, ubiquitous, and 
agile an enemy to come to grips with. If the war continues long enough—this is 
the theory—the dog succumbs to exhaustion and anaemia without ever having 
found anything on which to close its jaws or to rake with its claws”. Robert 
Taber, The War of the Flea: A Study of Guerrilla Warfare Theory and Practice 
(London: Paladin, 1970), 27–28.
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Irregular Warfare: Many Names, One Nature

What is insurgency?1 Well, academics cannot even agree on the name of 
this type of conflict—more so its own characteristics. Guerrilla warfare, 
low-intensity conflict, asymmetrical war, civil conflict, and so on are just a 
few of the 20 (!) known terms for insurgency over the centuries.2 This 
plethora of terms should be credited to two main factors: first, the prevail-
ing conditions in each historical cycle (e.g. insurgencies in the nineteenth 
century were dubbed as “small wars” to distinguish them from the “big 
wars” among the Great Powers in Europe)3 and, secondly, the underlying 
political expediencies in each case—since “one man’s terrorist is another 
man’s freedom fighter” as the old saying argued.4

Insurgency is, in effect, an offshoot of irregular warfare which is often 
confused with terrorism by policy-makers and scholars alike.5 But why? 
Because the insurgents routinely employ terror (e.g. suicide bombings) as 
a means to achieve their (political) ends, and the governments demonise 
the insurgents as terrorists for doing so.6 However, armed irregulars 
should not be characterised as insurgents or terrorists on the basis of their 
tactics. An insurgency amounts to a prolonged struggle by a mass (armed) 
movement which, first and foremost, requires the active (or at least silent) 
support of the population and, secondly, revolves around the question of 
political control (i.e. the overthrow of a government and the implementa-
tion of political reforms or the secession from a country).7

In sharp contrast, terrorism stands for indiscriminate violence perpe-
trated by a militant group without necessarily the support or sympathy of 
the population and, sometimes, in the name of irrational objectives—for 
example, to trigger the Apocalypse.8 Nevertheless, policy-makers and 
scholars cannot always agree on how to define armed irregulars. For exam-
ple, should Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) by designated as a guer-
rilla movement, a terrorist group or a hybrid threat? The need for proper 
distinctions is more than ever necessary in today’s complex security envi-
ronment.9 The PKK is yet another typical example. Although the PKK has 
been labelled a terrorist group by Turkey and its allies and a sizable section 
of the academic community due to a repeated use of terrorist tactics,10 the 
party in reality intermittently wages since 1984 a separatist insurgency in 
the name of Marxist–Leninist ideology and Kurdish nationalism.11

In fact, popular support and legitimacy is the litmus test for an insur-
gency.12 Mao Tse Tung, the well-known warrior–scholar, coined a witty 
metaphor to capture the essence of this type of war. He likened the people 
to water and the rebels to fish to highlight the insurgents’ need for popular 
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support.13 That begs another question: how do people act in such wars? 
Usually, an active minority supports the insurgents and another active 
minority supports the government while the majority of the population 
(i.e. the “silent majority”) remains neutral until the end of the conflict. 
Since the insurgents and the governments exercise “overlapping sover-
eignties” over the people, the non-combatants often experience violence 
by both sides as the weakest side of the equation.14

Strategy in Insurgency: Subverting the Regime

Despite industrious efforts by academics to create a typology of insurgen-
cies,15 such endeavours are not very reliable since each irregular conflict 
occurs within its own unique context.16 Indeed, even alike insurgencies 
erupt, evolve and end differently. For example, insurgencies in Malaya and 
Vietnam in the 1950s were orchestrated by the same actors (i.e. communists) 
in the name of the same political ends (i.e. liberation from colonialism)—but 
they evolved differently. There is, nonetheless, one feature common in every 
insurgency: asymmetry. And this asymmetry between the insurgents and gov-
ernments relates to the capabilities, modus operandi and organisational 
structure of the adversaries.17 In general, the four keys to victory for the 
insurgents involve time, space, legitimacy and (inside/outside) support.18

The Element of Time

Time is a crucial aspect of insurgency. This type of conflict is a marathon, 
not a sprint, and usually ends after years—if not decades!19 For example, 
the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (or FARC) laid down 
its weapons in 2016 after 52 (!) years. Owing to the asymmetry in power, 
the insurgents utilise time to exhaust their opponents and/or re-organise 
after defeat. For example, the PKK re-launched its armed campaign in 
2004–five years after the capture of its leader and defeat. In contrast, a 
government races against time because a protracted conflict costs dearly in 
resources and (popular) support20; a government that “runs out of time” 
will be toppled by internal or external actors—sometimes violently.21 For 
example, four governments succeeded one other during the Greek Civil 
War until the army and palace intervened in the country’s political affairs. 
But how can the insurgents utilise time best? Mao argued that the 
insurgents should prepare for a protracted conflict and adopt a gradualist 
strategy depending on the shifting balance of power.22 In fact, Mao seized 
power after 23 long years of war.
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The Element of Space

Space is another integral element of irregular warfare. Wide and rough terrain 
can counter-balance a government’s overwhelming superiority in numbers 
and firepower due to an unfavourable force-to-space ratio.23 The case of the 
International Security Assistance Force (or ISAF) in Afghanistan is quite 
revealing. Insurgencies can, nonetheless, flourish even in small regions (e.g. 
an island) under special circumstances—as the case of the Cuban Revolution 
highlights. Nowadays, the cities have developed into the loci of power for 
insurgents as they accommodate the vast majority of the population and 
resources in every country. Technological developments (e.g. lethal anti-tank 
weaponry) render urban warfare relatively cheap and productive for the 
insurgents24—as the cases of the Syrian Civil War, the Chechen Wars or the 
Iraqi Insurgency show. This move is, however, a double-edged sword: cities 
can be both safe heavens and death traps for the insurgents.25 The cases of the 
First Battle of Grozny (1994–1955) and the Second Battle of Fallujah (2004) 
exemplify how a city can evolve into an impregnable castle and a cemetery 
respectively for the insurgents.

The Need for Support

Internal and external support, without doubt, amounts to a key facilitator 
for an insurgency. Outside support, in particular, is considered a force 
multiplier for the insurgents26—if not the catalyst for their victory.27 
Outside support manifests in various forms: from diplomatic support to 
military aid (weapons, logistics and even troops). The mujahedeen, for 
example, triumphed over the Red Army in Afghanistan, thanks to the con-
stant support by the Islamic World, the USA and Pakistan. As Mao point-
edly remarked, an insurgency requires the (internal) support of the 
population. Indeed, the insurgents can win even if the majority of the 
population does not actively support them, but they cannot prevail if most 
of the people oppose them.28 Indicatively, Che Gevara was killed in Bolivia 
within a few months after the start of the insurgency because the peasantry 
did not actively back him.

The Need for Legitimacy

The insurgents try to win over the “hearts and minds” of the population 
through “positive action” (e.g. met out justice) and propaganda (i.e. a 
convincing “narrative”).29 For example, the Taliban in Afghanistan present 
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their insurgency to the religious Afghan society as a campaign against the 
“infidel occupiers” and strictly penalise corruption and crime. Although 
conventional wisdom dictates that the insurgents do not exercise violence 
against civilians lest they should alienate them, time and time again insur-
gents have employed violence to enforce their rule on the population.30 
The PKK, for example, has notoriously used violence and coercion to 
impose its authority on Turkey’s Kurds.31 The insurgents try to legitimise 
their armed struggle in the eyes of the public opinion inside and outside 
the country; thus, they underplay their own wrongdoings and overstate 
their opponents’ misconduct in the hope of an intervention by outside 
powers at their side. The Greek War of Independence is a very typical case. 
The insurgents publicised the atrocities of the Ottoman Empire and, 
thanks to the support of the Philhellenes, “convinced” the Great Powers 
to intervene at their side.

Strategy in COIN: Stabilising the Regime

Well, how could a government prevent or prevail over an insurgency? 
Despite the assiduous efforts of various strategists to standardise the opti-
mum practices in COIN, no panacea for insurgency has been invented.32 
Two schools of thought in COIN could be, nonetheless, discerned on 
the basis of their modus operandi: an enemy-centric and a population-
centric approach.

According to the advocates of the enemy-centric school of thought, 
the insurgents are nothing more than criminals and terrorists and, for 
that reason, they must be annihilated. In other words, the government 
must try to “kill” the “fish” in Mao’s terminology. Unsurprisingly, this 
approach is notoriously associated with a propensity for mass violence.33 
For example, Nazi Germany adopted such an approach towards the 
various insurgencies in occupied Europe during World War II and 
employed mass violence in a rather indiscriminate and, eventually, coun-
ter-productive way.

The partisans of the population-centric approach express a diametrically 
opposite opinion and advice on COIN. They contend that the government 
should endeavour to “drain” the “water”—in other words, separate the 
insurgents from the population.34 This school of thought is divided into 
two variants: one that emphasises the use of coercion (on a vast scale if 
necessary) and another one that insists on the need for tailored reforms 
and targeted violence.35
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According to the first variant, this irregular conflict is a “contest of 
coercion” between a legitimate government and a violent minority. 
Therefore, the state authorities should “out-compete” this minority in vio-
lence and punish the population that sides with this minority.36 The French, 
for example, used mass violence in the Algerian War of Independence to 
“out-compete” the National Liberation Front (or FLN) and “pacify” Algeria. 
On the other hand, the second variant uses trust, not fear, to isolate the 
people from a mass (political) movement and its military wing (aka the insur-
gents). Thus, state authorities should use a balanced mix of reforms and 
campaigns which will both address the sources of popular rancour and deny 
the insurgents access to and control over the people.37 The British, for exam-
ple, adopted such a policy in the Malayan Emergency with utter success.

The population-centric theory is indeed the new mantra in the policy-
making circles in Washington and Brussels; however, this “magic formula” 
did not eventually achieve the desired effects in Afghanistan and else-
where.38 Besides, mass violence against civilians has been crowned (under 
specific conditions) with success in COIN.39 In particular, forcible popula-
tion transfers have proven a catalyst for victory in COIN40 as the cases of 
the Greek Civil War and the Malayan Emergency show.

How should, then, a government act to avoid a defeat? Irregular war-
fare entails various principles, paradoxes and imperatives.41 However, these 
principles should be used as a guide and not as a gospel and, therefore, a 
government must always implement a situation-dependent policy.42 In 
general terms, a successful COIN strategy broadly contains five compo-
nents: political, diplomatic, economic, ideological and military. How these 
components are used depends on various parameters—from inter-
departmental antagonisms to the personality of the leader. One must 
always remember strategy does not remain static during the course of a 
conflict—even an irregular one. In fact, the “reciprocal nature of all action 
in war” suggests that the policies of the government interact with the 
actions of the insurgents and, by extension, evolve over time.43

The Need for Good Governance

Many theorists and practitioners of COIN stressed the imperative of 
“good governance”44 as targeted reforms and just governance usually 
increase the legitimacy and popularity of governments.45 But “good gov-
ernance” is not associated necessarily with a Western-type liberal democ-
racy—as the USA discovered painfully in Iraq in the 2000s.46 Sometimes 
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the quality of the leadership, not the type of the regime, is far more 
important in COIN,47 and a government should understand this axiom 
and desist from imposing its own standards of political legitimacy.48 For 
example, in Afghanistan the elders and imams play a pivotal role in the 
governance of villages—as they did for centuries. In south-east Turkey, as 
well, the so-called aghas (the Kurdish feudal lords) still administer whole 
villages through their private armies.49 And when an outside power inter-
venes in an intra-state conflict in support of a beleaguered third govern-
ment, this power should not imperiously attempt to dictate their preferred 
political system to their allies but strive to improve the quality of gover-
nance at local and national levels in co-operation with them.50 Yet, in the 
absence of other parameters (e.g. security, welfare, etc.), “good gover-
nance” alone cannot win such a war.51

The Factor of Outside Support

Since several scholars claim that outside support for the insurgents can tilt 
the scales of war in favour of the insurgents,52 a government ought to 
severe the ties of the insurgents with the outside world.53 A government 
usually endeavours to achieve this via diplomacy (e.g. a direct appeal to the 
insurgents’ allies and intervention by international organisations). An 
intensive public relations campaign54 and constant support from powerful 
allies/patrons55 can decisively turn the tide of war in the government’s 
favour. For example, Turkey successfully isolated the PKK in the 1990s 
regionally and internationally owing to its persuasive counter-narrative 
and powerful allies (most notably, the USA). However, diplomacy occa-
sionally is not enough and operations inside the territory of the insur-
gents’ foreign supporters are needed.56 Turkey, for instance, threatened 
Syria with war in the 1990s unless the latter ceased support for the 
PKK.  Conversely, a beleaguered government can appeal to its external 
allies for aid and even intervention in its support. For example, the pro-
Western regime in Saigon invited Washington to intervene militarily 
against the twin threats of the Vietcong and Vietminh in the 1960s.

The Aspect of Welfare

A government should protect the welfare of its citizens in this intra-state 
war and, most importantly, redress the socio-economic wellsprings of the 
insurgency in a competent way.57 Such initiatives range from humanitarian 
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relief to better public services to the population.58 For example, the Greek 
monarchist regime won the “battle for the stomachs” of the population 
and, thus, the war against the communist insurgency in the 1940s. 
Sometimes the external allies of a beleaguered government may offer aid 
(both financial and technical) to support these welfare policies.59 However, 
external aid without a fair measure of transparency will only increase state 
corruption and, therefore, augment the appeal of the insurgents60—as the 
USA discovered in Afghanistan and Iraq in the 2000s.

The Need for a Good Narrative

According to a decorated veteran of COIN in the Cold War, Sir Franl 
Kitson, insurgency is “primarily concerned with the struggle for men’s 
minds”.61 Truly, this war is a contest for the people’s “hearts and minds”.62 
A government should propagandise a “narrative” that the population under-
stands and supports—a “story” that even an illiberal individual can compre-
hend and associate with.63 Turkey, for instance, demonised the PKK as a 
“Zoroastrian” or “Armenian” terrorist group and effectively decreased its 
appeal among the conservative and religious Kurds. In addition, a govern-
ment should try to win the favour of the international audience and vilify its 
opponents.64 For example, Egypt strives to do that with regards to the insur-
gency in Sinai. The government should additionally broadcast a “narrative 
of victory” to boost the morale of the soldiers and citizens in this protracted 
war; however, the government should not generate unrealistic expectations 
of a swift victory to the public opinion.65 For example, the Tet Offensive in 
1968 shattered the Johnson Administration’s “narrative of victory” that the 
USA was winning the war in South Vietnam against the Vietcong.

The Imperative of Security

The security policy, as the word itself implies, aspires to offer security to 
the people and, therefore, demonstrates to the people that the govern-
ment is a far better guarantor of security and stability than the insurgents.66 
Since this conflict is waged among the people, a government ought to use 
the military tool with caution to avoid civilian casualties. In summary, 
indiscriminate violence67 and disrespect for the rule of law (as well as the 
local norms and beliefs) tend to greatly minimise the popularity and legiti-
macy of a government.68 For example, the mass violence by Nazi Germans 
turned away even those peoples of the Soviet Union who had greeted 
them as liberators in 1941.
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The security policies of a government usually undergo an evolution: 
first, absorption of the harsh lesions of COIN (often after years of failed 
measures), secondly, adaptation to the new tactical conditions (sometimes 
via substantial revisions of the military manuals) and, last but not least, 
experimentation with a new modus operandi.69 The British, for example, 
underwent this uphill process and prevailed over the communist insurgents 
in Malaya. In COIN, just like conventional warfare, intelligence is king: 
without reliable intelligence in real time, victory cannot be easily achieved. 
This quality of information, however, presupposes cordial relations with 
the population and an understanding of the human terrain.70 The failure of 
the ISAF in Afghanistan was owed partly to the failure of the international 
coalition to understand the inner workings of the traditional Afghan soci-
ety and offer a fair measure of security to the villagers. In general, the 
government and its armed forces must be willing to adapt and evolve71 and, 
in particular, the armed forces must become a learning organisation.72

But security is not practised in a vacuum. As Clausewitz himself cau-
tioned, the military policy must always cohere with the political objectives 
determined by the country’s leadership and the latter should direct the 
war—not the generals.73 This “unity of effort”, the coordination of mili-
tary and non-military actions, is a key theme in the works of renowned 
COIN strategists.74 The French, for instance, delegated every authority to 
their generals during the nineteenth century’s “pacification” campaigns in 
Africa and Asia. In general, other variables (e.g. the type of a regime75 and 
its military culture76) may exert a heavy influence on a government’s secu-
rity policy. Unsurprisingly, the British school of thought on COIN was 
critically different from the Bolshevik (Soviet) one.

Outcomes of Insurgencies: The Three-Way Rule

As explained in the introduction, an insurgency can end in three possible 
ways: (a) a (military) victory for the insurgents or the state authorities (e.g. 
the defeat of the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka in 2009), (b) a peace deal (e.g. 
the Good Friday Agreement between Britain and the Irish Republican 
Army (or IRA) in Northern Ireland in 1998) and (c) a stalemate (e.g. the 
deadlock in the War in Donbass).77

Military Victory

The issue of military victory in irregular warfare always puzzled scholars 
and policy-makers: how can a military victory be defined accurately? 
Despite repeated trials,78 success in irregular warfare cannot be quantified 
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and measured with absolute certainty as in positive sciences. Insurgency 
amounts to one of the most “elastic types of war in terms of defeat” since 
space and time allow the insurgents to regroup and reclaim any lost 
ground.79

Victory for the insurgents can be partial or complete: partial when the 
insurgents achieve only a part of their political objectives (occasionally 
through a propitious peace settlement) and complete when they accom-
plish their mission (e.g. the overthrow of a government or expulsion of 
the foreign invaders).80 The mujahideen in Afghanistan, for example, 
scored a major victory in 1989 when the Red Army withdrew from the 
country. In contrast, the Kurdish insurgents under Barzani achieved only 
a partial victory when the Iraqi central government agreed to a peace set-
tlement in 1970. Usually, insurgents require five (maximum nine) years to 
overwhelm a government, whereas a government requires between 12 
and 15 years to overcome an insurgency.81

The defeats of governments (particularly the powerful ones) by insur-
gents receive far more publicity than their victories.82Indicatively, the 
defeat of the USA in Vietnam overshadows in terms of publicity the vic-
tory of the Philippines (with the support of the USA) over the Hukbalahap 
Rebellion in 1954. An in-depth analysis of military history since 1815, 
however, demonstrates that most of the insurgencies have in reality ended 
in defeat for the insurgents.83 How can victory for the counter-insurgents 
be measured? The return to the status quo ante bellum appears to be 
rather unlikely in such type of wars.84 Victory for the governments mani-
fests in three main forms: total victory (i.e. the extirpation of the 
insurgents), temporary victory (i.e. the defeat but not the complete 
destruction of the insurgents) and sufficient victory (i.e. the only tempo-
rary neutralisation of the insurgents’ military capacity).85 The rout of the 
Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka in 2009 is a standard case of a total victory; the 
defeat of the PKK by Turkey in 1999 is a typical case of a temporary vic-
tory; the victories of Israel over Hamas since 2008 are representative cases 
of a sufficient victory.

Peace Settlements

Peace negotiations represent another “exit strategy” for belligerents in 
irregular warfare. In fact, peace talks present opportunities for the insur-
gents and state authorities—as well as risks. Such talks can, first and fore-
most, potentially convince the leadership of the insurgents to renounce 
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violence. Secondly, peace parleys can strengthen the position of the 
moderate factions within an armed group and pave the way for a peace 
settlement.86 On the other hand, peace talks recognise a militant group 
as a legitimate political actor and, thus, create the negative impression 
that violence could reward militants with official recognition. In addi-
tion, peace talks can potentially injure the legitimacy of a government 
(especially vis-à-vis a fiercely nationalist public opinion or the relatives of 
the insurgents’ victims) and even provoke a violent response from pro-
government die-hards.87 Last but not least, peace negotiations may be 
instrumentally used by a militant group to regroup and counter-attack as 
soon as the conditions ripen.88

How do peace parleys commence? Usually, military failures and leader-
ship transitions (i.e. the rise in power of moderate leaders) provide a win-
dow of opportunity for the initiation or acceleration of a peace process 
between the insurgents and state authorities.89 In addition, a “shock inci-
dent” (i.e. a catastrophic incident such as the collapse of an external ally)90 
and a “mutually hurting stalemate” (i.e. a deadlock in military terms for 
both sides) can create a “period of ripeness”91—a propitious situation for 
peace parleys between the insurgents and state authorities. Sometimes, the 
mediation of internal or external actors (e.g. individuals or even states) can 
contribute positively to the initiation of a peace process.92 In general, the 
probability of a civil war’s termination through peace negotiations sub-
stantially increases when a civil war is prolonged.93 And ethnic conflicts 
(e.g. wars of secession) tend to last longer due to the high levels of vio-
lence and hatred among ethnic groups that they generate.94

However, the pathway to peace is literally mined with various poten-
tially explosive quandaries. First of all, state authorities usually encounter 
two inter-related issues whenever they initiate a peace dialogue with insur-
gents: the problem of “delegation” (the confusion about whether the 
state’s interlocutor can in reality act on behalf of the insurgents)95 as well 
as the problem of “information asymmetry” (the absence of reliable infor-
mation about the inner workings of the militant group).96 In addition, 
peace negotiations are usually obstructed by the “divisibility issues” (the 
inability of the two belligerents to divide the stakes over which they quar-
rel),97 the acts of “spoilers” (the dissidents who undermine the peace talks 
with their provocations)98 and, most notably, the reluctance of both sides 
to sincerely commit to the peace parleys—especially if one side had reneged 
on a peace deal in the recent past.99 Occasionally, both sides undertake 
military action during the negotiations to improve their bargaining status 
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and dictate the peace terms from a position of strength.100 The issue of an 
insincere commitment to a peace process could be, nonetheless, resolved 
with two crucial provisions: guarantees by third parties and power-sharing 
accords between the two warring sides.101

Since the 1980s, a pattern can be discerned: while before the 1980s the 
majority of the conflicts were resolved through victory on the field of 
battle, after the 1980s the number of the negotiated terminations of insur-
gencies has been steadily rising.102 Since 1945, 12% of insurgencies were 
settled peacefully in favour of the state authorities, 7% in favour of the 
insurgents and 20% in a balanced way.103 For instance, the peace deal 
between Guatemala and the Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca 
(URNG) in 1996 amounted to a defeat for the insurgents after a 36-year 
bloody civil war, the peace treaty between Sudan and the Sudan People’s 
Liberation Movement (SPLM) in 2005 was a victory for the insurgents in 
the Second Sudanese Civil War and the peace accord in 2005 between 
Indonesia and the Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (GAM) was a balanced conclu-
sion of the “Aceh Disturbance”.

The viability, however, of the peace settlements between state authori-
ties is not always assured and relapse to violence has been observed in over 
40% of the cases in recent years.104 For example, the peace agreement 
between the Εθνικό Απελευθερωτικό Μέτωπο (EAM) and the Greek state 
authorities in 1945 collapsed exactly 12 months after its signature. In fact, 
the peace deals that follow after a decisive military victory tend to last 
longer.105 The survivability of peace settlements is especially difficult in 
ethnic civil wars (such as the one between Turkey and the PKK) due to the 
intense violence and radicalisation among the ethnic groups.106 The terms 
of the peace settlement, the role of third parties, the internal politics in 
each side and the military balance in the post-war state of affairs determine 
in effect whether a peace deal will be stable.107

Stalemate

Not every insurgency ends in a military victory or peace treaty. In fact, 
several insurgents degenerate into stalemates.108 For example, the Yemeni 
Civil War represents a typical case of a stalemate since the Saudi-led 
regional coalition cannot completely vanquish the Houthis despite the fact 
that it possesses the upper hand in the conflict. These stalemates often 
occur due to the interventions of external actors.109 The intervention of 
Moscow in support of the left-wing Afghan government in 1979 against 
the mujahideen prolonged the survival of a corrupt and ineffective 
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government (which would have otherwise collapsed) until 1992. In 2013 
and 2015, the interventions of Iran and Russia respectively saved the 
regime of Assad from utter ruin and produced a stalemate in the Syrian 
Civil War. The stalemates are usually followed by peace treaties or military 
victories within a few years.110 For example, the stalemate in favour of the 
Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka collapsed in 2006 when Colombo initiated an 
offensive against the insurgents; by 2009, the insurgency had been quelled. 
Some other stalemates, however, last far longer. For example, the Western 
Sahara Conflict between Morocco and the Polisario Front has been raging 
for over 47 years despite repeated peace rounds.
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CHAPTER 3

The Kurdish “Phoenix” (2004–2012)

Abstract  This chapter argues that two critical developments in 2003 can 
explain the rise of the PKK from its own ashes like a phoenix in 2004: the 
Iraq War and the AKP Phenomenon in Turkey. However, the new wave of 
violence differed critically from the vicious war in the 1990s. The chapter 
argues that both parties were pre-occupied with the consolidation of their 
influence inside the country vis-à-vis other contenders (the Kemalists for 
the AKP/the Hizmet and AKP for the PKK) and, therefore, a limited war 
unfolded which was repeatedly interrupted by ceasefires and (open and 
covert) peace talks. In 2012, the Syrian Civil War acted as a catalyst and 
the low-intensity conflict escalated into an all-out one.

Keywords  Conflict relapse • Democratic/Kurdish opening 
• Oslo peace process • Limited war

The Kurdish Phoenix (2004–2009)
The PKK was defeated conclusively in 1999 and several scholars argued 
that the party would never recover.1 Contrary to these ominous predic-
tions, the PKK rose like a phoenix from the ashes after just five years and, 
in July 2004, the PKK resumed its armed struggle. Surprisingly enough, 
the PKK’s declaration of war occurred at a time when the new Islamist 
government under Recep Tayyip Erdoğan started its prolonged reign over 
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the country’s politics.2 Why did the PKK start the war anew at a time when 
Erdoğan was welcomed internationally as a reformer and democrat?3

The seismic developments in the Fertile Crescent impelled the PKK to 
resume its armed struggle. In 2003, the USA and its allies overthrew 
Saddam Hussein and a de facto independent Kurdish state (i.e. the 
Kurdistan Regional Government) emerged in northern Iraq—the first 
such state after the ill-fated Treaty of Sevres in 1920.4The PKK capitalised 
on this opportunity to establish its military bases in northern Iraq (in 
mount Qandil) with impunity. A cross-border operation by the Turkish 
Armed Forces (Türk Silahlı Kuvvetleri or TSK) against the PKK’s general 
headquarters would probably cause a diplomatic incident with the USA—
the patron of the Iraqi Kurds.5 In addition, the new Islamist government 
in Turkey (a liberal force in its early days in power) appeared to be concen-
trated on its struggle against the omnipotent Kemalist establishment and, 
therefore, the PKK capitalised on the AKP’s preoccupation with this 
struggle in order to apply immense pressure.6

In other words, the PKK capitalised on two variables (time and space) to 
rebuild its military forces and reorient its political ideology. After a thorough 
“lifting”,7 the party abandoned its earlier maximalist and monolithic ideas 
(e.g. separatism and atheism) and embraced the idea of “democratic confed-
eralism” of its jailed leader.8 However, the PKK could not yet offset two 
critical disadvantages: first, the PKK could no longer count on the support 
of other states (e.g. Syria) and its support amongst the Kurdish minority was 
evenly challenged by the AKP9 and, secondly, the PKK was characterised as 
a terrorist group by the European Union (EU) and the USA. Nonetheless, 
the PKK would capitalise on the resurgent Kurdish nationalism after the 
Iraq War to reassert its authority over the Kurds of Turkey.10

After all, in its initial years in office the AKP did not undertake any 
affirmative action in the Kurdish Question apart from abolishing the state 
of emergency (olağanüstü hal or OHAL) in south-east Turkey. The 
unsolved murders and disappearances of thousands of villagers and the 
forced internal displacement of millions more in the 1990s throughout 
south-east Turkey11 (a by-product of the “dirty war” against the PKK12) 
were not adequately addressed by the AKP. Rather, the Hizmet (the move-
ment of the self-exiled imam Fetullah Gülen) and the AKP were much 
more preoccupied with the infiltration of the conservative and religious 
section of Turkey’s Kurds in the name of political Islam.13 In other words, 
the AKP did not address the “grievances” (within the context of the 
“greed vs grievances” debate14) of Turkey’s largest ethnic minority.15
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However, the conflict did not reach the pre-1999 levels—partly because 
the PKK was a shadow of its previous self and partly because the PKK 
intended to use this new wave of violence as a leverage to extract a political 
settlement from the AKP. By 2010, the PKK mustered no more than 5000 
men and women at arms (half of whom operated inside Turkey)—far less 
than the 25,000 guerrillas in 1993. Partly due to low numbers and partly 
due to a new doctrine by Murat Karayilan, the PKK adopted a new modus 
operandi which emphasised raids on isolated outposts near the frontier 
with Iraq and Iran (usually in the evening to avoid enemy aircrafts) by 
small teams of battle-hardened guerrillas.16 Eventually, the PKK did achieve 
its objective as Erdoğan assumed initiatives for a peaceful resolution of the 
Kurdish Issue. These actions cemented the perception of the PKK as the 
advocate of the rights of Turkey’s Kurds among this ethnic minority.17

The “Democratic Opening” (2009)
At a party rally in Diyarbakir (the unofficial “capital” of Turkey’s Kurds) 
in 2005, Erdoğan for the first time recognised the “Kurdish Problem” in 
Turkey and stated before the ecstatic audience that “more democracy, not 
more repression” would solve the Kurdish Issue.18 In 2009, Erdoğan 
decided to assume an audacious initiative in the direction of a peaceful 
settlement of the Kurdish Issue Abdullah Gül, one of the co-founders of 
the AKP and 11th President of Turkey from 2007 to 2014, supported 
such a policy. But why then and not earlier? The timing of this initiative 
must be ascribed to two core reasons: the AKP’s bigger freedom of 
manoeuvre over the state and the PKK’s rising pressure.19

In 2009, the PKK-affiliated Democratic Society Party (i.e. Demokratik 
Toplum Partisi or DTP) won 96 municipalities in south-east Turkey 
(including the key mayorship of Diyarbakir) in the local elections—a big 
blow to the AKP.20 Since by 2009 the AKP (in cooperation with the 
Hizmet) had subdued the once all-powerful Kemalist army21 and, ergo, 
possessed freedom of manoeuvre, Erdoğan decided to address the Kurdish 
Question. The peace initiatives by Öcalan and Özal in the 1990s were 
opposed by the nationalist parties and the omnipotent army22 or the mys-
terious “deep state” (derin devlet).23

However, Erdoğan did not intend to involve the PKK. According to 
the viewpoint of Erdoğan and the other policy-makers, the PKK and the 
Kurdish Question were separate issues. In the subsequent peace initiatives, 
Erdoğan and the AKP adopted a new narrative which emphasised the 
brotherhood of Turks and Kurds (mainly on a religious basis) and divided 
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the Kurds into “good” (i.e. those Kurds who lived peacefully and, maybe, 
voted for the AKP) and “bad” (i.e. those who fought under the banner of 
the PKK or joined the Koma Civakên Kurdistan [KCK]).24 However, as 
Erdoğan would discover later, the PKK and the Kurdish Question are 
separable but not separate. Of course, the PKK does not represent the 
whole Kurdish minority but it commands the support of a substantial sec-
tion of the minority.25 The PKK, after all, resurrected a dormant Kurdish 
nationalism in Turkey in the 1980s.26

In April 2009, the PKK announced a unilateral ceasefire as a gesture of 
good will and in summer, Erdoğan officially inaugurated the Kurdish 
Opening (Kürt açılımı) and later diluted it into the Democratic Opening 
(Demokratik açılım süreci).27The AKP enacted new laws that improved 
the cultural rights of the Kurds (e.g. universities were allowed to organise 
special courses on Kurdish and Zazaki) and abolished certain stern provi-
sions of the anti-terrorist legislation (e.g. children would not be indicted 
as terrorists).28 Soon, Erdoğan included the PKK into the Kurdish Opening 
and opened, through the National Intelligence Organisation (Millî 
Iṡtihbarat Teşkilatı or MIT), a channel of communication with “Qandil” 
(i.e. the basis of the PKK’s military junta in Iraq) and “Imrali” (i.e. the 
island prison of Öcalan). But when in October 2009 the “peace caravan” 
of 34 PKK fighters29 was welcomed by the Kurdish parties and population 
jubilantly, the AKP—under pressure from the nationalist public opinion 
and political parties—manifested a knee-jerk reaction. The police arrested 
414 top members of the DTP and, in December that year, the Constitutional 
Court closed down the DTP (just like its predecessors in the 1990s)30 on 
account of its ties with the PKK.31 The clashes between the PKK and TSK 
resumed and peace seemed far away.

The Oslo Peace Process (2009–2011)
However, the renewed clashes did not entirely “kill” the peace dialogue. 
Unbeknownst to the public opinion in Turkey, the PKK32 and MIT clan-
destinely parleyed at Oslo under the aegis of an undisclosed intermediary 
(a Norwegian NGO or the UK) since mid-2009 and the “Habur Gate” 
scandal33 in October 2009 only temporarily suspended the negotiations.34In 
August 2010, the PKK declared another unilateral ceasefire in the light of 
the plebiscite on the constitutional amendments in September, and the 
ceasefire was afterwards extended until the parliamentary elections in June 
2011. The PKK intended, thus, to enhance its profile as a pro-democracy 
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party and, secondly, ensure the smooth participation of the Kurds in the 
general elections.35 In June 2011, the newly established Peace and 
Democracy Party (Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi or BDP) acquired 5.67% of 
the votes and elected 36 MPs to the Grand National Assembly (Türkiye 
Büyük Millet Meclisi).

The elections proved a watershed for the “Oslo Peace Process”. 
According to the Kurdish side, the two parties drafted a protocol with the 
terms of reference for further negotiations36 which Erdoğan would sign 
after the elections in June 2011. However, Erdoğan refused to sign it37—
most likely perturbed by the defeat of the AKP in south-eastern and east-
ern Turkey and, ergo, the severe political cost of a peace deal with the 
PKK. In July, the PKK resumed its attacks on the TSK to pressure Erdoğan; 
in the same month, the Congress of Democratic Society (Demokratik 
Toplum Kongresi or DTK)—a platform of 700 civil society organisations 
in Turkey’s south-east and east provinces38—declared “democratic auton-
omy” (demokratik özerklik) for Turkish (or Northern) Kurdistan (Bakurê 
Kurdistanê) at a press conference in Diyarbakir.39 Why did the DTK 
choose this term? First of all, this term reflected Öcalan’s own prison writ-
ings.40 And secondly, this idea appeared extremely appealing to a sizable 
proportion of Turkey’s Kurds who, under normal circumstances, opposed 
secession from Turkey.41

The PKK had already started working towards that end. In 2007, the 
PKK had established the Group of Communities in Kurdistan (Koma 
Civakên Kurdistan or KCK), an umbrella organisation for the civic, 
political and military groups of the PKK (both inside and outside Turkey) 
to implement Öcalan’s vision for “democratic con-federalism”.42 The 
establishment of the KCK, in fact, laid the foundations for the de facto 
autonomy of Turkey’s Kurds. The KCK, presided by the PKK’s co-
founder Cemil Bayik, involves a legislative branch (the People’s Congress 
of Kurdistan or the Kongra-Gel), an executive one (the People’s Defence 
Forces-Hêzên Parastina Gel or HPG) and a judicial one. The KCK’s 
structure (legislature, executive and judiciary are presided by a Turkish, 
Syrian and Iranian Kurd respectively) and composition (60% indepen-
dents against 40% politicians and 30% Turkish Kurds against 25% Iraqi 
Kurds, 20% Iranian Kurds, 15% Syrian Kurds and 10% Kurds from the 
diaspora) reveal the organisations’ pan-Kurdish aspirations.43

As expected, the government answered to the DTK’s declaration 
with intensified repression and by late 2011, 7748 Kurdish activists and 
politicians (including 226 members of the local governing bodies and 
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31 majors) had been imprisoned on charges of collusion with the 
KCK.44 In December 2011, Turkish fighter jets mistook smugglers in 
south-east Turkey for insurgents and killed 34; instead of apologising 
for this mistake, Erdog ̆an defended. Thus, the PKK utilised the KCK’s 
arrests and the Roboski Massacre as a propaganda instrument against 
the AKP.45

It must be noted, however, that the new wave of violence since 2004 
was far less violent than the all-out war in the 1990s—both in terms of the 
casualties and modus operandi of the two adversaries.46 First of all, the 
new war between the PKK and TSK was interrupted repeatedly by cease-
fires. Secondly, this war was seasonal (the “campaigning season” started in 
March, peaked in August and stopped in October) and local (most fight-
ing was confined to Botan, the sparsely populated mountainous zone in 
Hakkâri and Şirnak).47 Thirdly, the overall death toll (especially the num-
ber of civilian casualties) was markedly low compared to the war in the 
1990s (below 400 fatalities per year until 2012).48 In summary, the war 
since 2004 was in effect a low-intensity guerrilla war since the PKK used 
war and peace talks as a carrot-and-stick policy to dictate a political solu-
tion on its own terms.

A New Catalyst: Syria

The Syrian Civil War proved the catalyst that radically transformed the 
geopolitical landscape of the Middle East and, by extension, the Kurdish 
Question in Turkey and beyond. A “by-product” of the Arab Spring, the 
Syrian Civil War degenerated into a vicious sectarian conflict and, in 
effect, a war by proxy between the Shia and Sunni powers and actors in 
the Middle East.49 The PKK, which operated in the 1990s through 
Syria, thanks to the patronage of Hafez al-Assad, seized the opportunity 
and sent over 1000 fighters to Syria to organise the Democratic Union 
Party (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat or PYD) in political and military terms 
amidst the endemic anarchy.50

When in July 2012 Assad withdrew his military forces from several 
frontier towns in northern Syria (with the exception of al-Qamishli),51 the 
PYD seized several Kurdish-majority towns without a fight and set up 
autonomous enclaves.52 But why did Assad act like that? The ulterior 
incentives of Assad have long been debated.53 Did he desperately need 
every available soldier to thwart the opposition’s two main thrusts in 
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Aleppo and Damascus? Or did he intend to indirectly punish the 
“Kurdophobic” Turkey for its open support for the armed opposition? 
Most likely Assad wanted to kill two birds with one stone. This bloodless 
withdrawal eventually served Assad double: (a) he utilised the units from 
the northern towns to counter the insurgents’ advance in Aleppo and 
Damascus in the summer of 2012 and (b) he caused a big headache to 
Turkey (without a single shot or penny) by allowing the establishment of 
Rojava (the “West” or “Western Kurdistan”).54 By August 2012, almost 
all Kurdish-majority towns in northern Syria (except for al-Qamishli and 
Hassaka) had been captured bloodlessly by the People’s Protection Units 
(Yekîneyên Parastina Gel or YPG)—the PYD’s military wing.55

Turkey endeavoured to intercept the rise of the PYD by either allying 
itself with islamist insurgents (i.e. certain units of the Free Syrian Army 
or FSA) or allowing the operation of jihadists near and through its ter-
ritory (i.e. Al Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria—Jabhat al Nousra).56 Ankara 
perceived these jihadists as a far lesser threat for Turkey than the PYD 
owing to the latter’s organic ties with the PKK.  Ankara consistently 
endeavoured to achieve two inter-related objectives in the Syrian War: 
firstly, overthrow Assad and install a friendly Sunni Muslim government 
in Damascus that would dismantle the “Shia Axis”57 in the Middle East 
and, secondly, prevent the establishment of a semi-independent Kurdish 
entity in northern Syria which would inflame the irredentism of Turkey’s 
sizable Kurdish minority.58

Very soon, the aftershocks of the earthquake in Syria affected Turkey. 
In 2012, the PKK decided to imitate the success of the PYD. The party 
thus resolved to seize a town near its headquarters in Iraq and trigger a 
popular uprising (serhildan). For this purpose, the HPG tried to storm 
Şemdinli—a town in the easternmost Hakkâri province with an over-
whelming Kurdish majority. The TSK abandoned the earlier cordon and 
search doctrine and adopted the monitor, detect and engage doctrine to 
counter the PKK. In summary, the TSK did not use raw recruits (as in 
previous campaigns) to cordon off the lofty mountains in south-east and 
east Turkey; rather, the TSK utilised new weapons (most notably 
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles or UAVs and indigenous satellites) to survey 
the actions of the PKK efficaciously and deploy the special units (usually 
the bordo bereliler) to the battlefield with minimum delay and casualties.59 
By autumn, the HPG had been squarely defeated in the fiercest and 
bloodiest battles since the 1990s.60
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Process in Turkey: Genesis, Evolution and Prospects” (Rome: Instituto 
Affari Internazionali, 2015), 7–8, http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/
gte_wp_11.pdf

  S. PLAKOUDAS

http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/gte_wp_11.pdf
http://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/gte_wp_11.pdf


  39

35.	 Casier, Jongerden, and Walker, “Fruitless Attempts”, 103–127.
36.	 The terms of the protocol still remain unclear. According to the Kurds, the 

terms of reference included various confidence-building measures, such as 
the establishment of a Constitutional Council, a Peace Council and a Truth 
and Justice Commission. “CHP 9 Maddelik ‘Oslo Mutabakatını’ Açıkladı” 
[“9 Points of the ‘Oslo Agreement’ Announced by the CHP”], T24, 
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CHAPTER 4

The “Solution Process” (2013–2015)

Abstract  This chapter demonstrates that a mutually hurting stalemate in 
the all-out war of 2012 compelled the two sides to initiate in March 2013 
an epic solution process with the mediation of Öcalan. Although this open 
process involved several actors (e.g. the HDP), the AKP and PKK could 
not agree on a roadmap for peace. However, the process did not collapse 
since, as the chapter elucidates, the two parties utilised this ceasefire to 
advance their other agendas; rather, the process evolved unevenly and 
endured, thanks to two assertive personalities—Öcalan and Erdoğan. 
However, the tensions steadily escalated and the triumphs of the PKK’s 
offshoots in Syria and Turkey in 2015 alarmed the AKP dangerously; the 
twin bombings by ISIS in July 2015 offered this spark for a new war.

Keywords  Peace roadmap • Spoilers • Commitment to peace 
• Öcalan • Erdoğan • HDP

A Historic Nevroz (2013)
During the festivities for the Persian New Year (Nevroz) in March 2013, an 
appeal by Öcalan to the PKK for a ceasefire was read out loud by the Kurdish 
MPs in front of an ecstatic audience in Diyarbakir.1 Months of undercover 
negotiations between Öcalan and National Intelligence Organisation (Millî 
İstihbarat Teşkilatı or MIT) finally paid off. A few days later, Erdoğan 
established a “wise men committee”—an ad hoc group of 63 academics, 
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celebrities, intellectuals, activists and journalists assigned with the key mis-
sion to explain the new “solution process” (çözüm süreci) to the public opin-
ion and elicit the latter’s support.2 But why did the two sides agree to a 
peace dialogue just a few months after the bloodiest fighting in years? 
Obviously, Turkey and the PKK perceived the situation as a mutually hurt-
ing stalemate and, therefore, decided to opt for renewed peace talks.3 The 
two heavy-weights of the AKP, Bülent Arınç and Abdullah Gül, supported 
the peace initiative of the party’s co-founder Erdoğan. A new narrative of 
friendship and brotherhood between the Kurds and Turks was propagan-
dised by Erdoğan and, despite fears and mistrust, euphoria about peace 
spread among Turks and, primarily, the large Kurdish minority.4

However, the two sides could not agree on a roadmap for peace. Turkey 
expected the PKK to extract its guerrilla forces out of Turkey and disarm 
prior to implementing any political reforms; conversely, the PKK demanded 
that Turkey first assumed certain initiatives on the basis of Öcalan’s own 
ideas (such as constitutional reforms)5 before its withdrawal and disarma-
ment.6 Due to the failures of the previous peace rounds, both sides mis-
trusted each other. The PKK, in particular, feared that the TSK would 
hunt down its fighters during their peaceful withdrawal—just like 1999.7 
Upon another earnest appeal by Öcalan in May, the PKK yielded and 
ordered a partial withdrawal from Turkey.8 However, the government did 
not reciprocate with any confidence-building initiatives and, therefore, the 
PKK suspended its withdrawal in September9 but did not resume its armed 
struggle against the TSK.

But neither did the TSK. But why? Because of a mutually hurting stale-
mate! Thanks to the lull in the fighting, the two sides focused on their 
own agendas elsewhere. The PKK supported the PYD intensely and the 
latter overwhelmed its enemies (primarily al-Nousra) and captured more 
frontier towns (such as Ras al-Ayn) in northern Syria between July and 
December 2013. A few months later, in January 2014, the PYD estab-
lished three autonomous enclaves (i.e. cantons) in Rojava: one in north-
western Syria around Afrin, one in the midpoint of the long Turco-Syrian 
frontier around Kobani and one in the easternmost edge of northern Syria 
around Qamishli—a city divided between the YPG and Assad.10 It must be 
noted that Ankara and the PYD normalised their relations in 2013, thanks 
to the mediation of the PKK, and the PYD’s leader even visited Turkey in 
2013 and 2014.11

The PYD even helped Turkey move the tomb of Suleyman Shah, a sov-
ereign territory of Turkey under the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923, in 2015 
due to threats by ISIS against the tomb and its guardians. Similarly, Erdoğan 
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capitalised on the ceasefire to implement his own agenda: transition the 
country to a presidential system a la Turca.12 Most notably, however, 
Erdoğan could easily overcome the internal opposition to his presidential 
ambitions after silencing the PKK and HDP. When the violent Gezi Park 
protests rocked Istanbul in May–June 2013, the Kurds participated passively 
lest they should provoke a collapse of the still embryonic peace dialogue.13 
After all, Erdoğan opened a new front in mid-2013 with Gülen—his former 
mentor and an old enemy of the PKK. Initially, Erdoğan allied himself with 
Gülen to overthrow the once all-mighty Kemalist establishment via the 
Gülen-dominated police and judiciary but later on the aspirations of the two 
leaders diverged. The corruption scandal in December 2013 was yet another 
episode in the escalating conflict between Gülen and Erdoğan.14 Once again, 
the Kurds stayed neutral. The power struggle between them would ulti-
mately shape the internal developments in later years in a profound way—as 
the recent coup d’ état in July 2016 showed. The mysterious silence of the 
PKK and HDP in the face of Erdoğan’s increasing authoritarianism created 
the widespread impression that the HDP would offer AKP the required 
parliamentary seats for the constitutional amendment15 in exchange for a 
broad autonomy in Turkey’s “Kurdistan”.16 However, the HDP’s co-leader, 
Selahattin Demirtaş, denied vehemently such claims.17 Last but not least, 
peace with the PKK promised peace and stability in south-east Turkey (a 
precious “commodity” for politicians) as well as relative tranquillity in 
Kurdish-controlled northern Syria.18 Turkey even toyed with the idea of co-
operation with the PYD—the PKK’s offshoots in Syria.19 Such a develop-
ment would only augment Turkey’s influence in Syria and Iraq according to 
the thinking of Ahmet Davutoğlu, Foreign Minister of Turkey at the time 
and the theoretician of Neo-Ottomanism (i.e. the vision for the re-establish-
ment of the Ottoman Empire in economic, diplomatic and cultural terms).20 
Nonetheless, a genuine will by Erdoğan for peace should not be discounted 
or underestimated. After all, Erdoğan undertook quite a few initiatives for 
the democratisation of Turkey’s politics and society since 2003.21

Öcalan, another important variable in this equation, demonstrated a 
vested interest in the continuation and success of the peace process. The 
peace process decriminalised Öcalan as a terrorist in the eyes of the domes-
tic and international public opinion, reinforced his popularity among the 
Kurds inside and outside Turkey and increased his leverage over the PKK’s 
military junta in Qandil.22 In fact, he did re-arrange the top KCK leader-
ship in July 2013 to curtail the opposition of the “hawks”23 and, by exten-
sion, avoid an intra-party rupture similar to the one in 2004.24 The success 
of the peace talks promised to offer Öcalan even more: according to a leak 
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to the press which the AKP later denied, the conversion of Öcalan’s life 
sentence to house arrest was even discussed on the table.25

Turkey once again used Öcalan as an intermediary and an asset. In fact, 
Erdoğan did invest heavily on Öcalan. However, Ankara mistakenly 
assumed that Öcalan’s will would be obeyed unquestionably. The initiatives 
for the disarmament of the PKK and the cessation of the Kobani Riots 
would prove that he was respected—but not obeyed. Öcalan did wield 
substantial influence over the PKK/KCK and HDP—but he did not con-
trol them. The PKK adopted its own policies and did not disarm; neither 
did the HDP assist Erdoğan politically in the transition to a strong presi-
dential system.26

Although the PKK cancelled its partial withdrawal in September, in the 
same month the AKP introduced a new democratisation package 
(demokratikleşme paketi) with various political and cultural reforms.27 In 
November, Erdoğan invited Masoud Barzani and Şivan Perwer (the president 
of the Iraqi Kurdistan and a self-exiled Kurdish folk-singer) to Turkey to aug-
ment the momentum of the peace process.28 Ankara, in particular, intended 
to use Barzani (already an ally of Ankara) to decrease the special weight of the 
PKK among Turkey’s Kurds and, additionally, extend Turkey’s influence in 
Iraq.29 But the peace process was in reality littered with various obstacles.

An Over-Ambitious Roadmap for Peace? (2013–2014)
The Kurdish side insisted that a third party acted as a monitor of the peace 
talks and, most notably, a guarantor of the government’s compliance to 
the solution process. This insistence revealed that the HDP and, most nota-
bly, the suspicious military junta of the PKK trusted 100% neither Erdoğan 
nor the Turkish state apparatus and institutions.30 In contrast to the Oslo 
Peace Process, no third party was involved this time to offer valid guaran-
tees for the sincere commitment of both parties in the peace talks. But this 
issue would not be the only one.

The Kurds grumbled that the AKP meted out justice for the crimes of 
the “deep state” (especially the ones of the mysterious Gendarmerie 
Intelligence and Anti-terrorism Unit or JITEM31) from the 1990s at a 
snail’s pace.32 Öcalan had long insisted on the imperative of a “truth and 
reconciliation committee”—just like South Africa in the post-Apartheid 
years.33 Likewise, Turkey has not yet addressed the issue of the internally 
displaced people (i.e. those millions of villagers forcibly displaced in the 
1990s from south-east Turkey) in a satisfactory way. Despite relative 
progress, the majority of the internally displaced people could not return 
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to their lands due to security concerns or inadequate support by the 
Turkish state authorities.34

The issue of the PKK’s disarmament and disbandment was another key 
issue. The PKK appeared to be very reluctant to disband its guerrilla force 
in return for vague promises of leniency. Qandil worried that the PKK would 
forfeit its leverage over Ankara overnight and feared that Erdoğan would 
backtrack and try the PKK’s fighters and commanders (just like the “caravan 
for peace” in 2009).35 Worse, 13 top PKK commanders (including Karayilan) 
were designated as narcotics traffickers by the USA and this complicated the 
AKP’s designs.36 Last but not least, the PKK’s military junta was only accus-
tomed to civilian politics in a democratic context and envied the HDP’s 
rising popularity among the Kurds (and left-wing Turks). The PKK’s mili-
tary junta thought that the PKK, not the HDP, should monopolise the 
representation and, thus, loyalty of Turkey’s Kurdish population.37

The PKK counter-proposed the following formula: the disarmament 
and disbandment of the 50,000-strong village guards (korucular) (the 
paramilitary organisation of Kurds who oppose the PKK and often com-
mit human rights violations)38 and the transformation of the HPG into the 
new gendarmerie and city police in south-east Turkey—in accordance 
with Öcalan’s ideas of “democratic autonomy”.39 The Turkish state appa-
ratus (especially the TSK) and village guards were fundamentally opposed 
to such a proposal; in particular, the village guards were concerned about 
reprisals by the PKK after disarmament since the latter targeted them 
heavily in the 1980s.40

The de-centralisation of the state constituted another demand by the 
Kurdish side—a demand closely related to the rising demographic strength 
of the Kurds within Turkey.41 This population trend explains partly the 
increasing share of the votes of the pro-Kurdish party. Indicatively, in the 
elections in 2015, the HDP won 13 provinces in south-eastern and east-
ern Turkey.42 The success of the Kurds in Syria and Iraq reinforced the 
pro-independence partisans among Turkey’s Kurds. An opinion poll in 
2013 revealed that 1/3 (up from 1/5 in 2011) of Turkey’s Kurds supported 
independence, whereas 2/3 a broad autonomy.43 The HDP and PKK 
intended to capitalise on that trend. They subscribed to Öcalan’s concept 
of “democratic confederalism” (demokratik konfederalizm) which divided 
Turkey into 20 regions and delegated all powers (except for external secu-
rity and foreign policy) to local governments.44 Similarly, the Kurds 
demanded education in their mother tongue and the use of minority 
languages in the public services45 and even appealed for a new definition 
of citizenship without a national trait (i.e. Turk).46 Interestingly, this 
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appeal coincided with a new debate in Turkey with regards to ethnicity 
and identity: “Türkiyeli” (people of Turkey) vs “Turkler” (Turk).47 
However, the Turkish state apparatus and institutions were vehemently 
opposed to such ideas that violated the legacy of Ataturk.48

The solution process was immensely popular as many Turks and Kurds 
welcomed it.49 Even the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi or Republican People’s 
Party (CHP) (Turkey’s dominant opposition party and the custodian of 
Kemalism) conditionally supported the peace talks. However, the AKP 
did not utilise this support properly and did not involve the CHP in the 
peace process. After all, Erdog ̆an thought that the CHP would toe the 
line eventually.50 The AKP, a one-man party in effect since Erdoğan side-
lined Arınç in the aftermath of the Gezi Park Protests, supported the 
leader’s policies. However, the peace talks suffered from “expectation” 
issues as well. The PKK and HDP expected that the peace process would 
eventuate into a radical transformation of Turkey (and, why not, the 
remaking of the Turkish Republic on the basis of a co-equal partnership 
between the Kurds and Turks); however, the other side aspired to achieve 
the disarmament of the PKK (and maybe a check over the PYD) in return 
for certain reforms (but not as far-reaching as the Kurds demanded). 
The peace talks heavily depended on two charismatic and domineering 
figures (Erdog ̆an and Öcalan) who commanded substantial support 
among their own constituencies to overcome the problems.51 Yet, one 
swallow doesn’t a summer make!

Stalemate and Reset (2014–2015)
In August 2014, the people of Turkey would elect for the very first time a 
president by popular vote; in the past, the president was appointed by the 
parliament. Erdoğan, the obvious candidate for this senior office, essayed 
to “appease” the Kurds on the run-up to the elections by accommodating 
some of their demands. In March 2014, the government introduced legal 
reforms that set free several KCK cadres.52 In July 2014, the parliament 
voted a new law that invested the government with the authority (and 
legal protection) to negotiate with the Kurds.53 Apart from the release of 
their fellow comrades, the HDP and KCK had repeatedly insisted on the 
imperative of a legal framework. After all, in May 2012, the judiciary 
(dominated by the Hizmet) had accused Hakan Fidan, head of MIT and 
main negotiator with Öcalan since 2007, of treason for his involvement in 
the ill-fated Oslo Peace Process.54
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Therefore, Erdog ̆an expected the HDP to demonstrate roughly the 
same passivity as during the Gezi Park Protests a year earlier. Much to the 
disappointment of the strongman of Turkey, Demirtas ̧ challenged 
Erdog ̆an with his own candidature. Although Erdog ̆an won by a land-
slide (with 51.79% of the total votes) and became the 12th president of 
Turkey, Demirtas ̧ gained 9.76% of the national vote (just below the psy-
chological threshold for a party’s entry in parliament) and 11 provinces 
in south-eastern and eastern Turkey.55 These elections testified to one 
stark reality once again—the division of the country into three distinct 
sections: a Kurdish one in south-east and east Turkey, a Kemalist one in 
west and south Turkey and an Islamist one in Anatolia’s heartland.

The opposition of the HDP to Erdog ̆an terminated the honeymoon 
between the two sides. Although Davotog ̆lu (now prime minister) men-
tioned the peace dialogue in his programmatic statements as head of a 
new government in September 2014,56 the solution process was in fact 
tottering. The developments across the border in Syria only worsened the 
impasse. In the same month, ISIS set siege to the capital of the second 
PYD canton, Kobani, and by early October, stood on the verge of victory. 
Incited by the KCK, Turkey’s Kurds protested violently against the apa-
thy of Ankara in the face of the humanitarian crisis just a stone’s throw 
from the border crossing of Mürs ̧it Pinar.57 The violent riots spiralled out 
of control as the KCK-affiliated Kurdish youth violently clashed with the 
police and Hüda-Par—the political wing of Turkish Hezbollah.58 This 
bloody turmoil ended after an appeal by Öcalan—who accordingly 
affirmed once again his authority over the KCK and the Kurds.59

These riots, in addition, testified to the PKK’s increasing power in 
south-east Turkey. The KCK had established a “shadow state” in south-
eastern and eastern Turkey (e.g. “people’s self-defence forces”, etc.) which 
directly challenged the power of the Turkish state authorities. The top 
military leadership voiced a few times its serious concerns about this issue; 
however, the army, debilitated critically after the fake trials, could only 
express its worries and Erdoğan refused to crack down on these parallel 
structures lest the precarious peace process should collapse.60 In October, 
the government set up an ad hoc body (which comprised of the prime 
minister and ten ministers without any army officers-an additional indica-
tion of the zero role of the army in the process) to oversee the peace pro-
cess.61 More steps followed soon after.

In early December, a senior delegation of the HDP visited Öcalan and 
discussed how the peace talks could be re-set. On February 28, 2015, offi-
cials from the government and the pro-Kurdish party publicised a ten-point 
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memo by Öcalan in a press conference at the Dolmabahçe Palace.62 The 
Dolmabahçe Accord reiterated the willingness of the two sides to resume 
the peace talks. A few days later, the PKK announced that the organisation 
would disarm and disband only after Turkey implemented the ten condi-
tions outlined in Öcalan’s memo.63 As in March 2013, the HDP acted as 
an intermediary between Öcalan and the AKP and utilised its influence to 
allay the fears and mistrust of its voters. And quite predictably, these actions 
cemented the profile of the HDP as an actor committed to peace; however, 
they also consolidated the idea (especially popular among the nationalist 
Turkish hard-liners) that the party acted as nothing more than a spokesman 
for Imrali and Qandil. These attitudes of the electorate would become vis-
ible in the elections in June and November 2015.64

However, Erdoğan vehemently opposed this accord and declared that 
he was not committed by it as he was not consulted in the first place.65 
Although Erdoğan still dominated the AKP, Davutoğlu was not a subser-
vient pawn of the country’s strongman. The Dolmabahçe Accord and the 
refugee deal with the EU in 2015 demonstrated that more than once the 
prime minister acted autonomously. However, Davutoğlu could not chal-
lenge Erdoğan in full.66 Erdoğan had successfully sidelined two co-found-
ers of the AKP, Arınç and Gül, with heavy influence within the party; 
Davutoğlu, a figure outside the party, could not count on the party offi-
cials to challenge Erdoğan. Barely a few months later, the peace talks col-
lapsed and the prime could do nothing to stop the slide to war.

Collapse (July 2015)
The elections in June 2015 stand out as the watershed in the peace talks. 
On June 7, the HDP ranked fourth with 13.12% of the total votes 
(6,058,489 votes) and outvoted the other parties in 14 provinces in the 
south-east; ergo, the HDP crossed the untoward threshold of 10% which 
was instituted by the military junta in 1980 to stave off the entry of the 
pro-Islamist and pro-Kurdish parties in parliament. The HDP, in fact, 
elected an equal amount of deputies (i.e. 80 MPs) with the far-rightist 
Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi or MHP) despite 
the fewer votes (over 1,500,000 votes less) due to the complex electoral 
system in Turkey and, therefore, the party was upgraded into the country’s 
third political power.67 The HDP’s increasing appeal among the Kurds 
and even left-wing Turks must be ascribed to three factors: the charismatic 
personality of Demirtaş, the growing dissatisfaction with Erdoğan’s 
authoritarianism and the peace-loving profile of the HDP.68
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The HDP’s stunning performance did shatter the AKP’s record of 
single-party government since 2002 and stymied Erdoğan’s plans for a 
presidential system. The elections were succeeded by a political crisis as 
Erdoğan intervened in an unconstitutional way to obstruct the 
establishment of a coalition government and precipitate a snap election—
which were scheduled for November 1.69

Just a few days after the historical landmark in Turkey, the PYD scored a 
triumph no less noteworthy than the HDP’s in the other side of the frontier. 
With the support of the USA and allied factions within the FSA, the YPG 
expelled ISIS from Tell Abyad and thus united the cantons of Kobani and 
Jazire. The YPG thereafter advanced southwards against al-Raqqa (the capi-
tal of the “caliphate”) and entrenched itself just 30 kms north of al-Raqqa. 
These military triumphs alarmed Turkey and awakened the nightmarish 
ghost of an independent Kurdish entity in northern Syria. Erdoğan implored 
the USA to establish a no-fly-zone in the 100-km-long strip between the 
cantons of Afrin and Kobani—allegedly to eliminate ISIS but, in effect, to 
avert the unification of the PYD’s cantons. However, the USA rejected the 
request of Erdoğan since they regarded quite justly the PYD as their most 
formidable “boots on the ground” in the campaign against ISIS.70

After a deadly terrorist strike against a peaceful rally by left-wing Kurds 
and Turks in Turkey’s Suruç on July 20, which claimed the lives of 33 dem-
onstrators, the PKK accused the AKP of colluding with ISIS against Turkey’s 
Kurds and assassinated two off-duty police officers. Contrary to the other 
provocations in previous months, Erdoğan did not overlook this new breach 
of the ceasefire and ordered a punitive raid against the PKK’s military bases 
in Qandil. The peace process was terminated in all but in name. Even the 
exhortations of the former Turkish President Gül were ignored. By July 
2015, Erdoğan was the only pole of power within the party and govern-
ment—Gül and Arınç had withdrawn from politics in August 2014 and 
June 2015 respectively. But why did the peace talks collapse in July 2015 
and not earlier? After all, several minor and major provocations occurred in 
previous months that could have easily unravelled the peace process.71 
However, both sides consistently ignored these provocations since the peace 
talks allowed them to divert their attention and energy elsewhere.72 In July, 
the AKP could no longer afford to ignore them.

Erdoğan realised that the PKK increased its power inside and outside 
Turkey week by week and, as a consequence, decided to initiate a “preven-
tive war”—in other words, a war intended to intercept the PKK before the 
latter acquired substantial power.73In addition, Erdoğan calculated that a 
new cycle of violence would inescapably activate the nationalist reflexes of 
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the Turkish public opinion and decrease the HDP’s electoral appeal in the 
impending snap elections to the benefit of the AKP.74 As subsequent 
developments showed, this gamble actually paid off!75 Officially, Erdoğan 
linked the renewed operations against the PKK with Ankara’s new “war 
against terror” after a deal with the USA in July about the use of Incirlik 
air base against ISIS—cunningly grouping the PKK and ISIS under the 
same “terrorist” tag. However, the TSK launched just two raids against 
ISIS in initial 30 days—in contrast to over 130 raids against the PKK dur-
ing the same period.76 How about the PKK? Why did the militant group 
decide to escalate as well? Because the PKK thought it wielded enough 
power inside and outside Turkey to force Erdoğan to yield to its demands 
after a few warning shots. According to the PKK’s viewpoint, an already 
debilitated Erdoğan by the conflict with Gülen could not afford to open a 
new front against the strengthened PKK in Turkey and Syria.77
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probe on Erdoğan and his associates (mostly ministers and their families) 
on the grounds of corruption and violation of the international embargo 
against Iran. This investigation caused a severe intra-governmental crisis 
and exposed the secret role of Turkey in the violation of the embargo. 
Orhan Coskun and Ece Toksabay, “Hit by Scandal and Resignations, Turk 
PM Names New Ministers”, Star Online, December 25, 2013; Berivan 
Orucoglu, “Why Turkey’s Mother of All Corruption Scandals Refuses to 
Go Away”, Foreign Policy, January 6, 2015.

15.	 The AKP already possessed 327 (out of 550) seats in parliament and 
needed three more seats for the revision of the constitution which could 
be provided only by the bloc of 35 independent deputies (29 were the 
Kurdish ones).
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[“Selahattin Demirtas: We will Never Accept Presidential System”], 
Haberler, February 3, 2015; “We Will Not Make you the President, HDP 
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56.	 Kurtuluş Tayiz, “Ahmet Davutoğlu and Turkey’s Peace Process”, Daily 
Sabah, September 23, 2014.

  S. PLAKOUDAS

http://carnegieendowment.org/2011/08/01/turkish-constitution-and-kurdish-question-pub-45218
http://carnegieendowment.org/2011/08/01/turkish-constitution-and-kurdish-question-pub-45218
studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/2014/03/2014324115034955220.html
studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/2014/03/2014324115034955220.html
studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/2014/08/201482791917421354.html
studies.aljazeera.net/en/reports/2014/08/201482791917421354.html


  57

57.	 The violent protests raged for three days (8–10 October 2014) in south-
eastern and eastern Turkey (where the vast majority of the Kurds reside) 
and cost the lives of 34 people in total; only the appeal of Öcalan pacified 
the angry Kurdish crowds. Metin Gurcan, “Kurdish Activist Violence 
Brings Kobani Conflict to Turkish Streets”, Al-Monitor, October 8, 2014.

58.	 Turkish Hezbollah acted as an organ of the “deep state” in the “dirty war” 
against the PKK in the 1990s and earned the hatred and fear of the pro-
PKK supporters. Carolin Goerzig, Talking to Terrorists: Concessions and the 
Renunciation of Violence (London: Routledge, 2010), 109–110; Mustafa 
Gürbuz, “Revitalization of Kurdish Islamic Sphere and Revival of Hizbullah 
in Turkey” in Understanding Turkey’s Kurdish Question, eds. Bilgin and 
Sarihan, 168–169.

59.	 Metin Gurcan, “Kurd vs Kurd: Internal Clashes Continue in Turkey”, 
Al-Monitor, October 9, 2014; Sibel Hurtas, “Can PKK, Turkey’s 
Hezbollah Reconcile?”, Al-Monitor, June 24, 2015.

60.	 The AKP had abolished the Protocol on Cooperation for Security and Public 
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CHAPTER 5

The Two-Fold “War on Terror” 
(2015–2017)

Abstract  This chapter examines how a new wave of violence, similar in 
scale to that in the1990s, unfolded in two phases: between July 2015 and 
April 2016, an urban guerrilla war in the towns of south-eastern Turkey 
and, from April 2016 until May 2017, a rural guerrilla war—in parallel 
with the Operation “Euphrates Shield” (August 2016–May 2017) by 
Turkey and the FSA in northern Syria. Analysing the course of the two-
fold war on terror (against ISIS and PKK/ PYD) and the impact of the 
failed coup d’ état in July 2016 for the first time, the chapter demon-
strates that the first phase ended in victory for Turkey and the second one 
in stalemate.

Keywords  War on terror • PYD • ISIS • Euphrates shield 
• Coup d’ état

From “War of the Barricades” to the “War 
of the IEDs” (August 2015–August 2016)

After the collapse of the ceasefire, Erdog ̆an declared a two-fold “war on 
terror” against the PKK and ISIS; indicatively of Turkey’s security pri-
orities, the TSK conducted the vast majority of its initial strikes on the 
PKK rather than ISIS—the organisation responsible for the summer ter-
rorist incidents.1 The new war between the PKK and TSK differed criti-
cally from their past conflicts. In contrast to the 2000s, the PKK did not 
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wage a Maoist-type guerrilla war in the countryside; the party, instead, 
triggered a Leninist-type urban insurrection across cities in south-east 
Turkey. After all, the PKK did not wage a low-intensity war just to force 
Turkey into a negotiated settlement as in the first years of the AKP’s 
rule; rather, the party initiated an all-out war to erode the state’s author-
ity in south-east Turkey.2

After all, the PKK had transformed several towns in south-east Turkey 
into a no-go zone for the TSK since 2014. As long as the “solution process” 
persisted despite its ups and downs, Erdoğan prohibited the TSK from sup-
pressing the PKK’s youth militias and “parallel state” structures (e.g. for 
taxation or justice) lest the peace talks should collapse.3 Yet, this “carte 
blanche” to the PKK only added to the long-standing grievances of the 
military’s top leadership with regard to the AKP’s policies on the Kurdish 
Issue.4 Far worse, this impunity created a misleading feeling of superiority 
in the PKK’s top leaders. After all, they genuinely believed that the PKK 
fulfilled all four conditions of Galula (the renowned French warrior-scholar 
on irregular warfare in the 1960s)5 for a successful insurgency: an alluring 
cause (revenge for the killings of Kurds by ISIS and the allegedly conniving 
AKP), a favourable geography (the proximity to the PKK’s safe havens in 
northern Syria and Iraq), a weak government (the conflict between Erdoğan 
and Gülen) and outside support (the assistance from the Kurdish diasporas 
and communities as well as the sympathy from the world public opinion for 
the struggle against ISIS).

The PKK, accordingly, “franchised” the insurgency to the Revolutionary 
Youth Movement (Yurtsever Devrimci Gençlik Hareket or YDG-H)—a 
youth militia founded by the KCK in 2013 in the towns of east and south-
east Turkey.6 In August 2015, the YDG-H set up makeshift barricades 
within the towns (e.g. Cizre) and neighbourhoods of towns (e.g. Sur in 
Diyarbakir) in south-east Turkey to cut the TSK off the new laboratories 
of “Kurdish Self-governance” (Kürtler Özyönetim).7 But why did the 
PKK adopt such a high-risk strategy? Cities can easily be converted from 
“safe havens” into death traps for insurgents—as modern history from 
Iraq to Chechnya demonstrates. The PKK intended to accomplish two 
inter-related objectives with this venture: first, willy-nilly implicate the 
civilian population in the war and, secondly, capitalise on the outcry of the 
public opinion (inside and outside Turkey) for the new wave of violence 
against civilians. Last but not least, the influence of the PYD’s modus 
operandi (i.e. emphasis on urban warfare) on the PKK’s new tactics could 
be easily discerned.8
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Turkey initially launched air strikes against the PKK’s military bases in 
Qandil and police operations against the YDG-H. As the conflict in towns 
escalated, senior AKP officials deliberated on the optimum COIN policy: 
should the state militarise the police for a conflict within an urban environ-
ment or simply depopulate the towns and deploy the army in a typical 
“search-and-destroy” operation? In October, the AKP decided to adopt a 
“hybrid” COIN tactic. Analytically, the TSK quarantined the towns9 from 
their surrounding countryside and stripped them off their civilian popula-
tion; thereafter, the TSK besieged the towns (or the districts within the 
towns) tightly and stormed them one by one with a mix of police special 
operation units (PÖH), gendarmerie special operations units (JÖH) and 
specialised armoured units of the Turkish Land Forces (TKK).10

In effect, the AKP adopted an “enemy-centric approach”11 towards the 
PKK—in line with Erdogan’s statement that Ankara would “annihilate the 
terrorists”.12 Since the war raged within towns, the heavy-handed tactics 
of the TSK resulted in the death of hundreds of civilians (over 500) as well 
as the internal displacement of thousands more (nearly 350,000 individu-
als).13 The TSK was accused by human rights activists of a systematic and 
wholesale destruction of towns (and neighbourhoods of towns) and 
repeated human rights violations (including extra-judicial deaths).14 The 
civilian Kurdish population experienced high levels of violence and the 
HDP’s electoral appeal decreased in the snap November elections by guilt 
of association with the PKK.15 And as modern Turkish history showed time 
and time again, this created a vicious circle: the escalation of the conflict 
only restricted the prospects of a non-violent Kurdish political activism 
which, in turn, aggravates this ethnic conflict.16 In an effort to improve the 
profile of the AKP towards the Kurds, in February 2016, Prime Minister 
Davutoğlu unveiled an ambitious plan of post-war reconstruction and 
promised to rescind the curfews and the state of emergency in south-east 
Turkey.17 The state, however, has not delivered yet on its promises in the 
war-ravaged provinces.18

For the first time in the annals of this ethnic war, the clashes continued 
well into the winter of 2015–2016. However, the scales of war progres-
sively tilted in favour of the TSK owing to the latter’s superior tactics and 
resources. The PKK was compelled to increasingly use the battle-hard-
ened HPG fighters in the conflict to compensate for the losses of the 
youth militias. In December 2015, the YDG-H was absorbed by the Civil 
Protection Units (Yekîneyên Parastina Sivîl or YPS), a military force 
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increasingly dominated by the HPG19; yet to no avail. By March 2016, 
the YPS had been defeated and the PKK adopted a new strategy.20 This 
PKK revered to a Maoist-type guerrilla war in the countryside21 and used 
tactics from the Syrian Civil War (e.g. improvised explosive devices or 
IEDs as well as suicide vehicle-born improvised explosive devices or 
SVBIEDs) to offset the tactical superiority of the TSK.22 In fact, the TSK 
suffered the majority of the casualties from IEDs and SVBIEDs.23 In 
March 2016, the use of man-portable air-defence systems (MANPADS) 
by the PKK against Turkey’s military helicopters crossed another critical 
threshold in this war.24

In addition, the Kurds decided to expand the war beyond south-east 
Turkey. From December 2015 onwards, the Kurdistan Freedom Falcons 
(Teyrêbazên Azadiya Kurdistan or TAK), a splinter group of the PKK,25 
launched repeated terrorist strikes against both civilian and military targets 
in western Turkey.26 Along with the intensified activity by ISIS,27 these 
attacks frightened off the foreign investors and tourists and, by extension, 
threatened to wreck the country’s economy.28

The TSK countered the PKK’s new tactics with new weapons—the 
domestically produced UAVs. In fact, over 30% of the total PKK casualties 
in the second half of 2016 were caused by these UAVs.29 After all, the TSK 
increasingly “tested” new weapons from the indigenous defence industry 
against the PKK—from Kirpi (a Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected 
Vehicle) to Cirit (a laser-guided air-to-ground missile).30 In addition, the 
TSK increasingly committed exclusively professional and semi-professional 
troops to the fight against the PKK to maximise combat efficiency and 
minimise casualties. Even commandos from the Turkish Peace Force 
(Türk Barış Kuvvetleri) in occupied northern Cyprus were assigned to 
south-east in early 2016.31

The summer of 2016 was one of the costliest for the TSK: despite the 
inflated statistics of the Turkish general staff about the “neutralized PKK 
terrorists”, the casualty ratio between the TSK and PKK was 3:1 according 
to the reports of the International Crisis Group.32 In the battles against the 
YDG-H, the TSK did not suffer such casualties. Worse, the failed coup 
d’état in July 2016 and the subsequent purges in the security apparatus 
affected the command structure of the Second Army—the corps principally 
responsible for COIN in south-east Turkey.33 Several officers with combat 
experience were imprisoned or downgraded—although the real impact of 
the purges in the TSK’s combat performance against the PKK cannot be 
yet established with 100% accuracy. The subsequent cross-border operations 
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of Turkey into northern Syria (“Euphrates Shield” from August 2016 to 
May 2017 and “Olive Branch” since January 2018) would test the limits of 
the operational capacity of the TSK in the aftermath of the coup.

In summary, the enemy-centric approach of Ankara quelled the urban 
uprisings in south-east Turkey but did not pacify the region; though severely 
weakened, the PKK shifted its modus operandi into a low-intensity guerrilla 
war in the countryside and high-profile terrorist attacks. Ankara would 
soon launch a new preventive war—this time in Syria against the PYD. This 
cross-border operation would be the harbinger of the “New Turkey”—a 
country increasingly authoritarian, anti-Western, pro-Islamist and aggressive 
with its neighbours (if not outright revisionist with respect to established 
frontiers).

Operation “Euphrates Shield”  
(August 2016–March 2017)

In August 2016, Turkey decided to intervene in northern Syria against the 
PYD in the context of the two-fold “war against terror”34 against ISIS and 
the PKK/PYD. Although Turkey cited the repeated border incidents with 
ISIS35 as the only reason behind this armed incursion, in reality Ankara 
acted to avert the establishment of a unified Kurdish statelet in Syria.36 
After all, Ankara consistently implored Washington in previous months to 
establish a “no flying zone” (in co-operation with the TSK and FSA) in 
the 100-km zone between the Afrin and Kobani Cantons (which were 
occupied by ISIS). However, the USA did not approve.37 In reality, Turkey 
intended to avert the unification of the Afrin and Kobani Cantons.

Although the TSK’s top commanders shared the same security con-
cerns with the top political leaders, they did not consent to a cross-border 
operation in Syria.38 In August 2016, the army no longer opposed such a 
plan. Why? For the primary reasons. First of all, the threat perception by 
the PYD (PKK) had been augmented dramatically due to the YPG’ mili-
tary triumphs. In June, the YPG-dominated Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) advanced into the west bank of the Euphrates River (a casus belli 
for Turkey39) and in mid-August captured Manbij in a sweeping offensive. 
Al-Bab, the city halfway between the Cantons of Afrin and Kobane would 
be next in line.40 Secondly, the coup d’état in July and the subsequent 
purges weakened the power of the TSK vis-à-vis Erdoğan even further. 
Therefore, the TSK’s top commanders could not oppose Erdogan’s own 
plans about Syria as in previous months.41
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On August 24, units of the 2nd Army of the TSK and its allies from the 
FSA42 invaded northern Syria near Jarablus and the city was captured in just 
a few days by ISIS without a fight.43 Operation “Euphrates Shield” was 
symbolically launched the same day the US Vice President Biden visited 
Ankara and the 500th anniversary of the Battle of Dabiq occurred.44 The 
SDF, the alliance between the YPG and elements of the FSA under the aegis 
of the USA,45 sallied forth from Manbij and captured the territory south of 
Jarablus; after clashes with the FSA, Sajur River was delineated as the 
boundary between the two parties. The USA was confronted with a stark 
dilemma: should Washington support Turkey (the defiant NATO ally who 
nonetheless provided the Incirlik air base for the anti-ISIS campaign) or the 
SDF (the trusted “boots on the ground” against ISIS)? This dilemma unde-
scored a major policy debate in Washington amongst military and diplo-
matic officials: should the USA support the Kurds against ISIS and provoke 
the ire of Turkey or should Washington cooperate with the old NATO ally 
(and second largest military within the alliance) against ISIS and, at a sub-
sequent stage, against Iran and Syria? Finally the USA chose a middle way: 
Biden called upon the YPG to withdraw east of the Euphrates River while 
at the same time warned Turkey against any further clashes with the YPG.46

Operation “Euphrates Shield” tested the convoluted relations between 
Russia and Turkey. In fact, the operation commenced only after Russia, 
which had sealed off the airspace of Syria for Turkey after the downing of the 
Russian war jet in November 2015, consented. The one strained relation 
between Ankara and Moscow improved drastically in the second half of 2016 
since Putin readily supported Erdoğan in the wake of the ill-fated putsch in 
July 2016.47 However, as the course of the operation would subsequently 
demonstrate, Russia did not provide Turkey with a carte blanche in northern 
Syria; rather, Putin delimited a specific role for Turkey in the northern the-
atre of war and, more than once, reminded Erdoğan about the limits of the 
TSK.48 Still, the initial successes of the TSK created a feeling of euphoria: the 
TSK within just seven weeks had captured 1100 square kilometres with 
minor casualties and opened the gates of al-Bab (literally the “gate” in 
Arabic).49 As the Battle of al-Bab would clearly demonstrate, however, these 
successes were owed primarily to the initially weak resistance of ISIS.

The islamist government in Turkey, at the same time, stepped up the 
repression against the HDP. The latter was (once again) accused of collu-
sion with the PKK and, in November 2016, the party’s top leaders were 
imprisoned without any trial.50 In reality Erdoğan removed yet another 
barrier in his way towards a strong presidential system.51 Demirtaş, the 
charismatic Kurdish leader, had proven to be a thorn in the side ever since 
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the presidential elections of 2014.52 After all, the HDP could not remove 
the stigma of a “political wing” of the PKK—despite repeated statements 
to the contrary by the party’s top leadership. The HDP acted as a junior 
partner in the “solution process” (in particular as an intermediary between 
the AKP and Öcalan) and, hence, was associated with the PKK.53

Indeed, the HDP was squeezed between the PKK (which wanted to 
monopolise the loyalty of the Kurds) and the AKP (which forged a new alli-
ance with nationalist hardliners). The MHP was co-opted as Erdoğan 
promised the leader of the far-rightist party (which consistently opposed the 
peace negotiations with the Kurds) an aggressive policy towards the PKK 
and a favourable political function in the “New Turkey” after the coup. The 
other unlikely allies of Erdoğan included the former Kemalist generals 
whom he imprisoned in co-operation with Gülen. He released them from 
prison in 2014 as victims of an alleged conspiracy by the Gülen-infiltrated 
judiciary and police; these officers, quite predictably, shared the same ani-
mus against the PKK and Gülen.54 The co-operation with these conserva-
tive actors would reach its climax in the constitutional referendum in April 
2017.55 But even the CHP did not speak up against the prosecution of the 
HDP. Why? Because the AKP set the political tune in the aftermath of the 
failed coup d’ état and no party could possibly question the actions of 
Erdoğan—the victim and hero at the same time of the failed putsch.56

Between September and November, the YPG and the FSA/TSK raced 
towards al-Bab. While the FSA and TSK advanced rapidly in the face of 
weak ISIS resistance, the YPG of the Afrin Canton inched towards the city 
from the east; the latter was even directly assisted by the Syrian Arab Army 
in November in the context of a wider co-operation between the PYD and 
Assad in the critical Battle of Aleppo (which ended in Assad’s victory in 
December). Similarly, the SDF sallied forth from Manbij towards al-Bab 
and seized territory east of the city but the strong opposition of Ankara 
and the disapproval of Washington stopped the SDF only 18  km away 
from the city.57 In December, the advance of the YPG from the east steamed 
out due to a dearth in military forces and, most notably, a red light by 
Putin. The above incident underlines the ties of the PYD with Moscow and 
Washington. The YPG in the Afrin Canton is supported by Russia and the 
SDF in the other cantons by the USA.58 In the same month, the FSA and 
TSK besieged al-Bab from three directions—although their initial entry 
into the city was frustrated with heavy losses. In spite of the invaluable 
experience in urban warfare against the PKK and its proxies, the TSK could 
not easily overcome ISIS which used high-tech weaponry (in particular, 
advanced anti-tank systems) as well as tactics (e.g. the use of SVBIEDs).59
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Turkey increasingly depended on Russia to achieve its objectives in 
northern Syria. Negotiating with Putin from a position of weakness, Erdoğan 
yielded to a deal: Aleppo for al-Bab. Turkey would cease its support for the 
insurgent die-hards in Aleppo and, conversely, Russia would consent to the 
capture of al-Bab by the TSK and FSA.60 Just as Turkey realised that Russia 
was the most powerful actor in Syria west of the Euphrates River, Russia (and 
Iran) understood that the conflict would never end unless Turkey discontin-
ued its support for the armed opposition in Idlib and Aleppo. December 
2016 proved a decisive date for the relations between Erdoğan and Putin. 
The victory of Assad in the Battle of Aleppo and, most notably, the assassina-
tion of Russia’s ambassador by an islamist zealot debilitated the position of 
Erdoğan vis-à-vis Putin much further. From a position of weakness, Erdoğan 
accepted a tripartite pact (Iran, Russia and Turkey) for a ceasefire across Syria 
(excluding ISIS and Jabhat al-Nousra61) and negotiations between Assad and 
the opposition-in-exile. The “Astana Peace Process”, named after the capital 
of Kazakhstan where delegates of all parties met, marked the high tide of the 
new “triumvirate”. However, this was not a marriage out of love but out of 
necessity. They needed each other to further their (sometimes conflicting) 
goals—at least temporarily.62

In exchange, Russia reinforced militarily the operations of the TSK and 
FSA in late December and early January.63 However, Moscow also sup-
ported the advances of the Syrian Arab Army (in concert with YPG from 
the Afrin Canton) from the south up to the gates of al-Bab in late January 
and early February; however, Assad did not storm al-Bab—apparently due 
to a secret deal between the Kremlin and Ankara.64 In late February, the 
TSK and FSA finally captured al-Bab after a three-month siege and a heavy 
death toll—a testament to the inefficacy of the FSA as an independent 
military force and the intra-operational problems of the TSK.65 Indicatively 
of the poor performance of the TSK and FSA, the SDF had captured 
Manbij (a city ten times larger than al-Bab and defended by a far larger 
ISIS force) within just two months in mid-2015.66

The Kremlin was nonetheless reluctant to simply discard this powerful 
Kurdish card in its precarious relations with Ankara. Much to the chagrin 
of Ankara, Moscow included a provision for the conferment of autonomy 
to Rojava in the draft constitution for post-war Syria and invited the PYD 
for peace talks with Assad in early 2017.67 The actions of the USA, never-
theless, caused the greatest headache to Turkey. In November 2016, the 
USA sanctioned an offensive by the SDF against the capital of ISIS, Raqqa. 
The SDF advanced rapidly against ISIS, thanks to the increasing military 
support by the USA, and, after the conclusion of the 4th phase of 
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Operation “Wrath of the Euphrates” in March 2017, the SDF had cap-
tured almost all territory north of the banks of the Euphrates River and 
isolated Raqqa.68

Ankara was incensed that the USA excluded the TSK and FSA from the 
operation against Raqqa. As a result, Turkey increasingly acted as a 
“spoiler” in March 2017. The FSA, assisted by the TSK, initiated an 
assault against the SDF in the direction of Manbij. However, the reactions 
of Russia and the USA were swift and resolute. The USA condemned this 
attack and the US military forces displayed their colours in Manbij.69 In a 
similar way, Russia interceded between Assad and the SDF and the latter 
agreed to cede the regions north and west of Manbij to Assad; the Russians 
even deployed a military force in Manbij to oversee the process70 and even 
in Afrin to defend it from any attack.71

Upon encountering the stiff resistance of Russia and the USA, Turkey 
declared an end to “Operation Euphrates Shield” and dubbed it as a 
resounding success.72 Does this assertion, however, correspond to reality? 
To answer this question, the core political objectives of Turkey’s operation 
must be identified first. Turkey intended to neutralise the threat of ISIS 
along the long Turco-Syrian frontier and forestall the unification of the two 
Kurdish cantons; the capture of al-Bab appears to have accomplished the 
two objectives. In reality, however, Turkey only partially achieved its core 
objectives. The armed intervention of Turkey only cemented the co-
operation between Assad and the YPG—as demonstrated by the recent 
events. Much to the chagrin of Ankara, the unification of the Kurdish can-
tons occurred via the territories controlled by Assad. In addition, the Kurds 
tried to thwart Turkey’s military intervention through an understanding 
with Assad. A deal between Assad and the Syrian Kurds is not an improb-
able scenario. Both actors perceive Turkey and its Islamist / jihadist allies 
as a common threat and they could reach an agreement that would 
(in strategic terms) satisfy the long-term goals of other external actors—
Iran, Russia and the USA.

In the same month, the war against the PKK threatened to spill over to 
northern Iraq. In Sinjar, the stronghold of the Yazidi Kurds, the PKK 
entrenched itself deeply after the peshmerga of the Kurdistan Regional 
Government did not defend this minority in the summer of 2014 from 
ISIS. Venerated as their champion, Yezidis flocked to the PKK and formed 
a left-wing militia (Sinjar Resistance Units—Yekîneyên Berxwedana Şengalê 
or YBS).73 The PKK, in effect, consolidated another base in northern Iraq 
(apart from Qandil) next to the border with Syria that secured the connec-
tion between “Rojava” and Qandil. Concerned about the rising power of 
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the PKK in northern Iraq, Turkey and Barzani (bedfellows in their policy 
towards the PKK74) reacted. Ankara threatened to intervene and Erbil tried 
to oust the PKK and YBS with a show of military force; the PKK and YBS, 
however, could not be easily dislodged and a ceasefire was agreed.75 Turkey, 
nonetheless, still contemplates on the option of a unilateral armed incur-
sion in northern Iraq—despite the opposition of the USA and Iraq. In fact, 
Baghdad warned Ankara that a cross-border operation against the PKK and 
YBS would be viewed as a violation of Iraq’s sovereignty and would only 
worsen the already strained relations between the two countries.76

The new occupant of the White House set the destruction of ISIS as 
the top priority of his presidency and, much to the surprise of the Erdoğan 
who welcomed the victory of Trump, threw his lot with the YPG in his 
“crusade” against ISIS.  In May, Trump decided to arm the SDF with 
heavy weaponry despite the repeated criticism by Turkey that this 
equipment would end up at the hands of the PKK.77 When Turkey 
assaulted the YPG in northern Syria and Iraq, the USA deployed their 
military forces in northern Syria to shield their allies—much to the chagrin 
of Erdoğan.78 The developments since May 2017 in Syria and Iraq have 
only widened the gap between Ankara and Washington. Ironically enough, 
Turkey opted to partner itself with Russia and Iran (two historical ene-
mies) against the USA (its old NATO ally). Why? Because Erdoğan per-
ceived the sprawling statelet of the PYD (under the patronage of the USA) 
in northern Syria as an existential threat for Turkey’s national security and 
solid proof of the sinister US plot against his regime.
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CHAPTER 6

What Lies Ahead

Abstract  The conclusion establishes that, despite the repeated peace 
initiatives between 2009 and 2015, peace in Turkey is still elusive. The 
ongoing conflict acquired a new peripheral dimension owing to the civil 
wars in Iraq and Syria since 2011 and, ergo, the conflicts in the three 
countries are communicating vessels. Analysing in brief the developments 
on the Kurdish Issue since May 2017, this chapter contends that the cur-
rent stalemate between Turkey and the PKK will endure—unless, of 
course, a dramatic shift in the balance of power occurs.

Keywords  Elusive peace • Stalemate • Kurdish momentum

The Elusive Peace

In summary, Erdoğan adopted a “carrot-and-stick policy” towards the 
Kurds and the PKK from 2009 until 2015 since Turkey’s strongman was 
absorbed by a protracted struggle against the once all-powerful Kemalist 
establishment and, subsequently, against his old ally—Gülen and the 
Hizmet. Although cold political calculations dictated the peace initiatives 
towards the Kurds and the PKK first and foremost, one cannot but admit 
that Erdoğan offered far more to the cause of peace in Turkish Kurdistan 
than any of his predecessors ever since Kemal Ataturk.1 Indeed, Erdogan’s 
initial actions would open the pathway to the further democratisation of 
the Turkish political scene.2
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The initial initiatives for peace (i.e. the “Kurdish/Democratic Opening” 
in 2009 and the “Oslo Peace Process” between 2009 and 2011) intended 
principally to temporarily pacify south-east and east Turkey ahead of cru-
cial political struggles—not to permanently resolve the Kurdish Question. 
After all, the new wave of violence by the PKK did not present a serious 
challenge to the hegemony of the AKP due to the PKK’s new modus ope-
randi and fundamental weakness. Nor did the PKK intended to engage in 
an all-out war as in the 1990s; rather, Qandil used the low-intensity con-
flict to extract political concessions from an (already embattled against the 
Kemalists) Erdoğan.

The Syrian Civil War, however, acted as a catalyst for the escalation of 
the war and the subsequent de-escalation through negotiations. In 
2012, the PKK-affiliated PYD captured various towns in northern Syria 
amid the chaos of the sectarian war and the PKK aspired to imitate the 
success of its Syrian offshoot in south-east Turkey. After the bloodiest 
battles since 2004, the PKK’s separatist designs were defeated by the 
TSK. However, both sides understood that they could not overcome the 
other militarily.

Thanks to the mediation of Öcalan, the “mutually hurting stalemate” 
eventuated into the inauguration of an ambitious “solution process” in 
March 2013—arguably the most serious venture by Ankara in the direc-
tion of a peace settlement with the Kurds. In contrast to the previous ini-
tiatives, the new process was an open and inclusive one. And although the 
public opinion warmly welcomed a process that promised to terminate an 
intermittent conflict since 1984, the reality was far less propitious.

First of all, the two sides could not agree on a roadmap for peace since 
each side expected the other to offer concessions first: Ankara set the with-
drawal and disarmament of the PKK as a conditio sine qua non for the 
start of the peace dialogue and the implementation of the “democratiza-
tion packages”, whereas the PKK said exactly the opposite.3 But the PKK 
was only one of the various poles of power along with the HDP and 
Öcalan. And although Öcalan wielded substantial influence over the KCK, 
PKK and HDP, he did not control them as Ankara erroneously assumed. 
Additional “expectation” issues plagued the peace process. The Kurds 
expected that this process would eventuate into the radical transformation 
of Turkey (and possibly the re-establishment of the Turkish Republic on 
the basis of a co-equal partnership between Kurds and Turks); however, 
Ankara aspired to achieve the disarmament of the PKK (and maybe a check 
over its offshoot in Syria) in return for certain reforms. Far worse, neither 
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side sincerely committed to the precarious peace process; although they 
did not confront each other as in 2012, they did undermine each other’s 
authority. Turkey aided the PKK’s opponents in Syria, whereas the PKK 
established a “parallel state” in south-east and east Turkey. However, the 
two sides did not renounce the “solution process” and concentrated on 
their top priorities elsewhere.

In the face of these problems, the peace process depended on the 
strong personalities of Erdog ̆an and Öcalan to subsist. Indeed, Öcalan 
intervened twice (in 2013 and 2014) to avert a total breakdown and, in a 
similar way, Erdog ̆an ignored the violations of the peace dialogue by the 
PKK. However, the tensions between the two sides steadily mounted and 
the suicide bombings by jihadists in early 2015 were the catalyst for a new 
wave of violence. The PKK accused the AKP of collusion with ISIS against 
the Kurds and assaulted the TSK; this time Erdogăn did not stay idle and 
the TSK retaliated in full force. Why did both sides resort to violence? 
Because Erdog ̆an decided to declare a preventive war against the Kurds 
and, conversely, the PKK intended to dictate its own terms on Erdog ̆an 
through violence.

A Stalemate Ahead

The result? The worst fighting in years: a vicious “barricade war” in south-
east and east Turkey with a heavy toll (especially on civilians)4 and a new 
battlefront in northern Syria. Although the TSK did in fact frustrate the 
PKK’s overambitious plans of a popular uprising inside Turkey, the PKK 
has not been vanquished as decisively as in the 1990s.5 Nor did the TSK 
fulfil the political objectives of Operation “Euphrates Shield” in full. In 
other words, neither side achieved its primary objectives completely. So, 
what’s next?

The situation is complicated even further now. The Syrian Kurds 
increasingly act as the agents of the USA in the Fertile Crescent. In 
September 2017, the YPG decided to advance towards Deir ez-Zor in the 
wake of the city’s liberation by Assad.6 Why? By occupying the whole 
northern bank of the Euphrates River, the YPG intended to disrupt the 
“Shia Corridor” (Tehran, Baghdad, Damascus and Beirut) and, in addi-
tion, seize the existing crucial assets (dams and oilfields). However, this 
move disturbed Russia and Assad and increased the possibility of a con-
flict between Moscow and Washington and their respective protégés—
Assad and the YPG.  The same month, another seismic development 
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occurred: an independence referendum in Iraqi Kurdistan despite the 
objection of the USA and the ultimatums by the neighbouring countries 
(Iraq, Turkey and Iran).7 Only Israel openly supported this move. 
Although this plebiscite just legitimised the de facto independence of 
Iraqi Kurdistan, the aforementioned three countries vowed to nullify this 
act through an embargo or even an invasion.8 Eventually, Iraq and Iran 
(not least thanks to severe divisions inside the Iraqi Kurds) captured 
Kirkuk and Sinjar almost bloodlessly in mid-October 2017 and dashed 
the dreams for outright independence. The “Kurdish Momentum”9 was 
without doubt very strong. However, the Kurds cannot establish a viable 
state, either in Syria or in Iraq, as long as all neighbouring countries 
oppose their independence. The USA, at the same time, is strategically 
adrift: one the one hand, Washington is morally compelled to support the 
Kurds as allies in the bloody and victorious fight against ISIS; on the 
other hand, the USA cannot indefinitely support the Kurds because such 
a course of action will drain the resources of the USA and strain the rela-
tions with neighbouring countries (such as Turkey or Iran) even further. 
When these lines were written in January 2017, the USA had still not 
decided what to do in Syria or Iraq in a coherent way.

On the other side of the fence, Erdog ̆an veers increasingly towards 
Putin—a sign of displeasure from Turkey’s unchallenged strongman 
about the deepening co-operation between the USA and Syria’s Kurds 
and the alleged involvement of Washington in the failed coup d’état in 
2016. Turkey is indeed concerned about the establishment of two inde-
pendent Kurdish statelets in its southern and western frontiers and, in an 
act of self-preservation, decided to ally itself with the “status quo powers” 
(and its ancestral enemies): Iran and Russia. Though initially adversaries 
in the Syrian War, Turkey and Iran/Russia strengthened their co-opera-
tion and even co-fathered the Astana Process for four de-conflictions 
zones in Syria.10 But why? Because both sides need each other. Turkey 
cannot act against the YPG in the Afrin Canton or Tharir al Sham (for-
merly al Nousra) in Idlib without the permission and support of Russia 
and Iran. And the latter cannot end the Syrian War without the active 
engagement of Turkey. A “New Turkey” now emerges which militarily 
intervenes in neighbouring countries in pursuit of its national security 
objectives—without necessarily a “green light” by the USA. The senior 
officials of the Trump Administration have not understood yet the cata-
clysmic consequences of the failed coup and the rise of the Kurds in the 
psychology of the Turkish strongman and society.
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Is Turkey capable of a protracted war on multiple fronts given the fact 
that failed coup d’état and the following “witch-hunt” dealt a heavy 
blow to the TSK’s spirit and capabilities?11 As the power of the PKK 
grows, so do the fears of Turkey. Therefore, a new preventive war by 
Turkey against the PKK/YPG in northern Syria was imminent—even 
though such a war could well entangle Ankara into a protracted war with 
an uncertain outcome. When these lines were written in January 2018, 
Turkey had just launched Operation “Olive Branch” against Afrin—with 
the “green light” of Russia of course. The operational objectives of 
Turkey are not clear yet—whether Ankara intends only to establish a 
buffer zone along its borders with the Canton of Afrin or destroy this 
enclave completely. How the USA will react to an attack against its allies 
cannot be determined yet. What about Russia? Well Russia would wel-
come the deterioration of the strained Turko-American relations and the 
curtail of the Syrian Kurds’ ambitions. Iran and Syria are not very happy 
with this incursion by Turkey—although Assad could possibly re-establish 
his control over Afrin after the Kurds receive a severe punishment first 
for  the cooperation with the USA. No one can predict the course and 
outcome of this operation yet. Turkey’s Kurdish Question is transformed 
into a regional issue without easy solutions.12
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http://edam.org.tr/dusuk-yogunluklu-catismadan-hibrid-harp-ortamina-
pkknin-gelismis-manpads-silah-sistemlerine-erisimi

Yayman, Hüseyin. 2011. Türkiye’nin Kürt Sorunu Hafızası [Turkey’s 
Kurdish Question]. Ankara: SETA Yayınları. http://file.setav.org/Files/
Pdf/20130130121531_seta-turkiyenin_kurt_sorunu_hafizasi.pdf

Yeşiltaş, Murat, and Necdet Özçelik. 2016. PKK Terörünün Yeni Dinamikleri: 
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