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Consumer Culture and the Design of a Modern Self in 
Iran: The Cultivation of Mind and Body in Iranian 

Lifestyle Magazines 

ARIANE SADJED 
University of Vienna, Austria 

Abstract 

This paper examines two distinct forms of how a modern Iranian self is crafted in relation to 
and in negotiation with Western modernity. Consumption as a way of forming and expressing 
identities is a strongly contested practice in Iran, where identity politics have changed 
drastically after the Islamic Revolution of 1979. An examination of the visual and discursive 
material from two contemporary Iranian lifestyle magazines shows that practices such as 
managing and disciplining the self and the constant improvement of one's personality and 
body are an important part of the public discourse in Iran. They are reflected in the journals 
by endorsing different products, tastes, and choices of lifestyle. Analysing the magazines’ 
strategies to address different income groups brings to light distinct ways in which practices 
of modern self-management are embedded in an Islamic framework. As will be demonstrated, 
the journal targeting high income-level groups frames the successful self almost exclusively in 
relation to the outward appearance while the more middle class-oriented magazine instead 
engages in discourses based on religious or moral values. Refuting perspectives focused on 
religious or cultural identity exclusively, the paper points to the socioeconomic background as 
an influential factor in the process of conceptualising images of a modern Iranian self. 

Keywords  

Iran, lifestyle magazines, selfhood, modernity, neoliberal ethics  

Introduction 

In October 2013, Israelʼs Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu stated in an 
interview that if “the Iranian people had their way, they’d be wearing blue 
jeans, they’d have Western music, they’d have free elections” (BBC 2013). 
This statement was followed by an uproar on social media, with many young 
Iranians posting pictures of themselves via Twitter wearing blue jeans and 
showing their iPads – the latter displaying a playlist with ‘Western musicʼ 
(Guardian 2013). The message was clear: Iranians are well-acquainted with 
what is considered modern, and they proved it by showing their affiliation to 
Western fashion, culture, and lifestyle. Most Iranians, who spoke out against 
the accusation of not being able to live a ‘modernʼ life, however, did not 
question the identification of being modern with a Western lifestyle – which 
is remarkable since the independence from Western influences has been a 
hallmark of the Islamic Republic for the past thirty years. As Mr. Netanyahu 
went on to explain that the people of Iran and Israel had a “deep friendship 
into modern times” that had been destroyed by Iranʼs current government, 
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the juxtaposition between a Western lifestyle, freedom, modernity, and 
consumerism on the one hand, and Islam on the other hand was all the more 
emphasised. A Western lifestyle is formulated as the epitome of freedom, 
ruling out any other choices that do not resort to this very particular form of 
consumerism.  

This article takes up the construction of a Western lifestyle representing an 
antipode to Islamic culture as a means to analyse modern identity creation. 
The article will challenge this dichotomy by examining Islamic concepts 
regarding modernity and the self in two selected lifestyle magazines, which 
reveal a variety of ways in which ‘the modern selfʼ is conceptualised and 
implemented. As the article will show, lifestyle choices are less motivated by 
a particular urge to resist Islam or a religious government, but by class 
aspirations, social inequalities, and last but not least, the symbolic and 
universal power of Western consumer goods to represent very particularistic 
notions of individual freedom and modernity.  

The article will first introduce the role of consumer culture in Iranian society 
from a historical perspective. The Iranian consumer society will then be 
contextualised in its relation to the global political and economic contacts 
with the West, that is Europe, and from the mid-twentieth century onwards, 
the United States. From this background two contemporary lifestyle 
magazines will be compared in regard to how they construct a modern 
Iranian identity and how they combine Islamic with consumer-oriented 
lifestyles in different ways.  

Methodology  

This article is part of a larger research project for which ethnographic 
fieldwork was conducted in Tehran. A quantitative survey was carried out 
focusing on consumption choices among the urban middle class with a 
weighed sample of 134 respondents as well as fourteen qualitative problem-
centered interviews (Sadjed 2012). Participant observation in shopping 
centers in central Tehran, as well as in Northern and Western parts of the city 
was combined with a content analysis of lifestyle magazines. This article will 
focus on the analysis of lifestyle magazines. It will deal specifically with how 
modern identities are constructed and diffused by distinct media in Iran. It 
will not address the reception of these magazines by their audiences. 

The Iranian media landscape is diverse and has a long-standing tradition. 
According to the Iranian research institute Namaye1, there are currently more 
than one hundred magazines published in Iran. However the data does not 

                                                 
1 Available at: www.irannamaye.ir [accessed 29.01.2016]. 
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allow conclusions as to exactly which magazines are currently published. 

During fieldwork in Tehran, five different lifestyle magazines that were 

currently published were found at the newsstand (Sadjed 2012). For this 

article two were selected: Donyā-e Zanān (Womenʼs World) and the glossy 

magazine Zendegi-e Ideal (Ideal Life). While the other three magazines contain 

articles about fashion, housekeeping, home decoration, celebrities, beauty, 

etc., Donyā-e Zanān and Zendegi-e Ideal also feature articles on how to become 

or to behave as a modern and confident Iranian (woman). They thereby 

present two distinct forms of modernity: as will be shown below, Donyā-e 
Zanān actively combines a progressive lifestyle with Islamic ethics. But 

although it purports Islamic values, it cannot be seen as the voice of the 

Iranian government. It rather opens up a space of Islamic modernity from 

‘below’. Zendegi-e Ideal on the other hand resorts to Western aesthetics and 

styles that only elites in Iran can afford. Obviously, this selection does not 

claim to be representative for the lifestyle magazines in Iran. Rather, due to 

their exemplary and contrasting character, they qualified for deconstructing 

false dichotomies in which a Western lifestyle is equated with modernity and 

freedom whereas Islam stands for backwardness.  

While Zendegi-e Ideal is one of the most popular magazines, Donyā-e Zanān is 

less widely distributed but was selected due to its focus on women.2 Other 

than well-known and extensively analysed magazines such as Zanān or Zan-
e Emrooz, Donyā-e Zanān does not take up sociopolitical focal points, but is 

explicitly concerned with questions of ‘lifestyleʼ. For the evaluation period of 

2008-2010 I had several issues of each magazine at hand. I selected articles, 

images, and advertisements that a) conveyed moral and/or physical 

instructions on how to represent a modern Iranian self and b) challenged the 

dichotomy between Islamic tradition and Western modernity. The result of 

my analysis rendered one issue of Donyā-e Zanān and two issues of Zendegi-e 
Ideal as most suitable for this article because they contain contrasting images 

and text material in regard to the two points mentioned above.  

Concluding from their prices as well as their design and layout, Donyā-e 
Zanān caters to a lower middle class and middle class audience, while 

Zendegi-e Ideal targets the upper middle class. Considering these two different 

target groups, it is the aim of this article to show how exercising modernity 

in Iran is not primarily a matter of religiosity but closely tied to class 

differences. The two magazines exemplify two very distinct strategies of 

representing a modern self that are qualified for a comparison in order to 

                                                 
2 For the role of women as markers of modernity and nationhood in Iran see Najmabadi (1991). 
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show not only the broad range of ways to implement the ‘modernʼ in Iran but 

also how these approaches are informed by socioeconomic differences.  

Consumer culture in Iran  

The role of consumer culture as a corollary of democratisation as well as 

hegemonic structures has been the focus of scholarly interest in a variety of 

disciplines (Abu-Lughod 1990; Douglas and Isherwood 1979; Fiske 2000; 

McKendrick 1985). Consumer products can be statements of taste and express 

the individuality and freedom of choice of their owners. They can also be 

markers of distinction, used in the negotiation and expression of social 
hierarchies. People use consumption to “communicate to others their 
relationships to complex sets of otherwise abstract social attributes (such as 

status), thus identifying themselves within social structures” (Leiss et al. 1986: 
243). While the marketing industry has been working continuously on 

associating certain goods with feelings of freedom and adventure, modernity, 

and prosperity, the symbolic value of a commodity unfolds only by taking 

the respective social, political, and economic context into consideration.  

Regarding Iran, this contextualisation is important for two reasons. First and 

foremost, in Iran, the association between Western brands and freedom, 

wealth, and modernity has a somewhat different trajectory than in most 

Western countries. The historical and political history of (Western) consumer 

culture in Iran is thus crucial for understanding the social significance of 

consumption practices in Iranian society today. Secondly, mainstream 

Western perspectives on the expansion of global consumerism in Iran tend to 

position related forms of consumption as a kind of resistance against ‘Islamicʼ 
culture. Many contemporary accounts of Iran in Western media differentiate 

– more or less subtly – between ‘modernʼ and ‘traditionalʼ Iranians, primarily 

by their outward appearance. On one side of the spectrum there are young, 

fashionable women, their headscarf loosely attached to well-trimmed hair. 

While no attention is paid to their own reasons for personal style, Iranian 

women who conform to this image are often described as being subversive to 

the Iranian regime because of their choice of Western fashion and consumer 

goods such as designer-bags or mobile phones.3 On the other side of the 

spectrum, their counterpart is the backward, fanatic Islamic woman, 

epitomised by a full-length black chādor and deprived of any individuality. 

This figure tends to be depicted as submissive to the mass, incorporated into 

                                                 
A few examples are: Independent (2009); an interview with the Iranian-American artist Shirin Neshat in 

the left-leaning German online news service heise under the title “It is Also Shocking How Beautiful They 
Are” describes the resilience and resistance of Iranian women against the Iranian government in 
connection with the Green Revolution (Telepolis 2009). 
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the state or in chaotic and emotionally highly charged situations (Knoblauch 
2009; Deutsche Welle 2013; Esfandiari 2013). 

The central argument of this paper is that by idealising Western-style 
consumerism under the pretense of promoting freedom or resistance in Iran, 
actual forms of self-determination that resort to an Islamic framework, 
including critiques of global capitalism, are silenced. These processes are 
based on a very narrow and essentialist understanding of the role of religion 
in Iran, fetishising Islam as isolated from the economic, political and cultural 
contexts in which it evolves. They also entail normative assumptions about 
how social change in Iran should come about and which allegiances are 
desirable in this process. Rather than enhancing or strengthening democratic 
processes, this perspective represents a continuation of the historical desire 
of Western powers to spread a consumerist lifestyle on the Iranian society 
(Karimi 2005) and, as a consequence, to reinforce their influence in this region. 

In Western Europe the so-called ʻconsumer revolutionʼ (Siegrist 1997: 18) 
began in the mid-nineteenth century as a result of profound economic and 
political transformations. The extension of consumption practices to different 
social strata challenged traditional hierarchies that were derived from fixed 
social positions assigned at birth (McKendrick 1985: 78) and – albeit far from 
being an uncontested or peaceful process – in the long run contained a 
“democratisation of desire” (Leach 1993, Williams 1991). However, 
twentieth-century Iran displayed a very different social setting: the reform 
and liberalization policies of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (in office from 
1941-1979) were mainly aimed at economic growth, excluding large segments 
of the society from the political sphere, and actively suppressing democratic 
movements (Ansari 2000). Consumer culture was established on a large scale 
during the Pahlavi era (1925-1979), especially from the 1950s onward. The 
introduction of new forms of consumption was heavily influenced by 
European, and later, American models. The Shah aimed at importing the 
lifestyle of the European upper middle and upper class by enforcing upon the 
Iranian society imitations of what he considered as modern. The project of 
crafting a modern nation promoted education and modern science through 
the construction of hospitals and schools (Shayegh 2002: 348). However, 
alleviating class differences and enhancing the status of lower classes was not 
on the agenda. It was mainly the upper classes that were able to afford the 
new lifestyle and economic opportunities while the growing number of the 
urban poor were increasingly exposed to the stateʼs law and order policy 
without benefits. Western fashion and lifestyle provided the cultural, 
economic, and symbolic capital for the new middle class to distinguish itself 
from the existing social strata. The resistance that formed against these 
processes was mainly centered on what was perceived as a superficial 
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emulation of the West under which a grave social disequilibrium was 
brewing. Rather than simply being a sign of a pro- or anti-Western attitude, 
consumption practices in Iran made and still make the social stratification of 
society quite visible. 

For two decades exports from the US to Iran grew so strong that the Iranian 
market was flooded with American products in the 1970s (Karimi 2005). 
These products were advertised in Iranʼs popular press and womenʼs 
magazines and the commercialisation of everyday life penetrated private 
spheres such as the household. The magazines were also filled with pictures 
of glamorous Hollywood beauties, whose aestheticised faces symbolised an 
ideal for many Iranian women. The discrepancy between the pictures in print 
media and TV advertisements on the one hand and the daily life of many 
Iranians on the other led to a broad range of forms by which Iranians 
imported the ‘American Dreamʼ into their lives.  

The symbolic meaning of Western brands that was established during the 
Pahlavi monarchy was rejected after the revolution of 1979. Yet although the 
Islamic Revolution aimed at overthrowing and reframing the notion of 
modernity established by the previous regime, many of the symbolic 
associations mentioned above persist. Despite the fact that an open and 
overly excessive display of Western lifestyles is restricted in Iran, European 
and American brands and lifestyles are used to demonstrate wealth, good 
taste, and a cultivated self – in other words, a form of cultural and symbolic 
capital (Bourdieu 1985) that allows for an elite consciousness. At the same 
time, the post-revolutionary regime has encouraged the development of 
tastes and lifestyles that include norms expected of a devout Muslim. In this 
process, it is not countering modernity per se, but its association with 
Western symbols; The Islamic Republic strives to create a ‘modernityʼ that 
encapsulates the signs of Islamic life (Adelkhah 1999). In this way, habits of 
consumption have become central markers of internal cultural difference. 
Furthermore, wealth is not confined to a secular upper class anymore, and it 
would also be too simplistic to assume that only the poor devote themselves 
to an ‘Islamic’ lifestyle.  

As will be demonstrated, the expansion of globalised consumer culture in 
Iran since the 1990s is not a subversive current of particularly liberal 
incentives positioned opposite the Islamic government. Rather, it has merged 
with new sets of demands, norms, and hierarchies that have blended with 
Islamic values and Iranian identity politics in a variety of ways.  

Global consumer culture and the economy of Iran  
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Behdad and Nomani’s (2006) study about class structure in post-
revolutionary Iran describes a constantly changing situation, with upward 
mobility for certain groups in some periods and downward mobility for 
others, including a dramatic reversal of fortunes. In the first years after the 
revolution Iran experienced a profound economic crisis, the downfall of 
capitalism and rise of the petty bourgeoisie. Due to the crisis in the oil market 
in the mid-1980s and the war with Iraq, Iran was forced to follow an economic 
liberalisation strategy. The government had to pull back from many of its 
populist and revolutionary slogans for the ‘powerlessʼ, and started an 
ambivalent economic agenda, in which capitalist relations were eventually 
reactivated. Behdad and Nomani state, “the Islamic-revolutionary discourse 
has changed and if the high-rise luxury apartments in the skyline of Tehran 
reflect anything, the ‘oppressed’ (mostazafan) are ‘out’ and the ‘arrogants’ 
(mostakbaran) are back ‘in’, all thanks to the Bonyad[-e] Mostazafan, the 
largest real estate developer in the country” (Behdad and Nomani 2006: 197).  

The liberalisation policy of president Hashemi Rafsanjani in the 1990s was 
followed by a political and economic liberalisation policy during the eight 
years of Mohammad Khatamiʼs presidency. During this period, the middle 
and upper classes were able to accumulate wealth, but due to the 
uncertainties of the market, fluctuating oil prices, and corruption the 
distribution of wealth was very uneven. Against this background, strong 
aspirations to social mobility and frustration about lacking economic 
possibilities are crucially influencing the urban population in Iran. The threat 
of being outflanked by the upwardly mobile, or one’s own increasing 
economic hardship has exacerbated social hierarchies. These highly instable 
contestations for cultural and social capital in the changing economy of Iran 
are mirrored by tastes, desires, and consumption choices. Zuzanna 
Olszewska thus contends: “when working-class girls mimic the more ‘daring’ 
fashions of the upper-class girls, for example, they may in fact be signaling 
their aspiration to upward mobility more than the upper class girls’ avowed 
defiance of the state’s imposed norms of modesty” (Olszewska 2013: 844).  

When Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was elected president in 2005, he initially 
suspended many economic reforms of the previous years but gradually came 
to embrace them after imposing modifications that reflected his ideological 
views and political interests. Mr. Ahmadinejadʼs economic policies were 
aimed at enhancing the status of lower-income groups but initially benefitted 
the revolutionary armed forces, leading to the “militarization of the Iranian 
economic and banking systems” (Habibi 2013: 6), among them also the 
religious endowment Bonyad-e Mostazafan mentioned above. In an attempt to 
reduce inflation and improve the living standard of ordinary people as he 
had promised, president Ahmadinejad allocated a large proportion of oil 
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revenues to imports and to consumers directly. These policies, along with a 
failed privatisation agenda have hurt producers and led to more involvement 
of the state and parastatal organisations in the economy (Alizadeh 2014: 90–
94).   

The following analysis of two lifestyle magazines published during 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejadʼs presidency reflects the simultaneous trends of 
increasing consumerism, a precarious economy, and religious nationalism 
(Ansari 2012) which marked this period.  

Morality and self-realisation: Donyā-e Zanān (Women’s World)   

Donyā-e Zanān costs the equivalent of one USD and has a circulation of 50.000 
copies per monthly edition. It was founded in 2005, is published monthly, 
and comprises approximately sixty pages. The magazine is financed by a 
private institute called Moasese Farhangi Donyā-e Zanān (Cultural Institute 
Womenʼs World). In a telephone inquiry the business manager, Ms. 
Latifpour, said that the magazine receives no state funding. Most authors, as 
well as the chief editor, are women.  

 

 

Image 1: Cover of Donyā-e Zanān, 2010 

The style of the typography on the cover of issue no. 60 (May/June 2010) 
combines a traditional form of calligraphic print with a modern design. 
Modern Persian computer fonts were introduced in Iran in the early 2000s 
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and the use of this technology and knowledge of software can be considered 
as one of the yardsticks by which progress is measured and imagined in Iran.4 
In Donyā-e Zanān, this style is used for religious content, the magazine thus 
positioning itself as modern-Islamic. The magazine opens with a letter from 
the editor that uses polite forms of address expressing traditional Islamic 
values of modesty and respect, e.g. signing the letter with “your little sister.” 
In an introductory text about the importance of the month Shabān, in which 
the twelfth Imam was born, the editor repeatedly cites various Imams and the 
Qurʼan (in total fifteen times on one page), stating the editorial and thus the 
whole magazine as adhering to an Islamic framework. 

Consequently, the cover story is a report about “Iranian clothing,” under the 
motto of mixing a traditional (sonnati) with a modern5 style. Accessories and 
colourful elements from traditional Iranian folklore costumes are combined 
with new patterns and colours, thereby being reframed as modern. In the 
article, a woman donning a black chādor, shows off little female and male 
puppets wearing colourful folk dresses, riding on camels, and carrying small 
clay pots. Although the modernity of this style might not be evident at first 
glance, the combination of traditional elements and dress patterns is indeed 
new. The attempt to invent and invigorate a national fashion resorts to what 
is considered ‘indigenousʼ. New forms of ethnic chic became increasingly 
popular in Iran during the presidency of the reformist Mohammed Khatami 
(1997–2005) (Zahedi 2007). However this pastiche of styles presented on the 
cover and the respective article in the magazine differs from the sophisticated 
ethnic chic worn by urban Iranian elites (Noori 2013): it represents ‘flawedʼ 
knowledge about how to mix the styles according to what is considered as 
high fashion. It rather represents folkloristic styles prevalent among the rural 
population. When I talked with one of my interview partners, a 23-year old 
dancer who has travelled internationally, about fashion and outward 
appearance among youth in Tehran, she said: “Those with teased hair... the 
more teased they are, the less they are with themselves I think. And the boys 
with the spiky hair, they are funny. We laugh at them.” 

My interview partner distinguished herself and her peers from those who are 
‘inauthenticʼ and even ridiculous in their endeavours to be stylish. According 
to her view, they are not themselves, trying to imitate something they are not. 
In the polarised perspectives about a modern Self, these failed attempts of 
fashionability are considered as an unintentional exposure of one's lack of 
cultural capital, or the inability of the lower classes to acquire ‘good tasteʼ. In 

                                                 
4 Several of my interview partners stated that in the process of modernisation Iranians should select 
which aspects to adopt from the West: Modern technology was among the most favorable aspects, while 
others should be rejected.   
5 The European word ‘modern’ has been incorporated into Persian. 
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this dichotomous logic, those prone to a Western lifestyle are considered as 
superficial and morally corrupt because they are imitating fashions that are 
not authentically Iranian.  

However the art of mastering style has to be seen in connection with 
understandings of class and cultural capital in Iran. Before the revolution, 
symbolic and cultural capital derived from the knowledge about European 
styles and trends. Until now, this form of capital ranks above financial capital, 
since the latter was often required after the revolution by showing one’s 
loyalty to the Islamic Republic, notably less-privileged rural and urban 
residents, veterans of the revolution and the war with Iraq, and the traditional 
middle classes who had not benefited from Pahlavi economic policies. The 
former elites who were socialised in a time, in which European styles were 
the marker for progress, wealth, and cultivation, and dominated the access to 
cultural as well as financial capital, were disempowered by the revolution. 
The new lifestyles enforced by the revolutionary state are despised as lower 
class and ‘peasantʼ (dehāti) by those who were excluded or excluded 
themselves from the new agenda. Against this background, the lack of 
knowledge about ‘good tasteʼ is expressed to dissociate oneself from these 
lower social strata, and raises the status of the speaker in a social hierarchy 
that prioritises an older, bourgeois idea of taste (Deeb and Harb 2013).  

 

Image 2: Iranian actresses 
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The lack of any gossip about celebrities and the distinct style of their 
depiction in Donyā-e Zanān also correspond with the concept and aesthetics 
of an Islamic magazine. For example, there is a double-page with photos of 
female Iranian actresses. In it, no bodily features are displayed, except for the 
face, with the hair of course properly covered. None of the pictures suggests 
any kind of sexiness or seduction based on the presentation of the body. 
Rather, there are scenes from movies depicted, with strong facial expressions 
and character actors. In this way, ‘innerʼ values such as character traits are 
prioritised over the outward appearance, i.e. a seductive body and flawless 
face. 

Another article captioned “Beauty Without Make-Up” contains the personal 
account of a woman who takes a course at a beauty institute. There, she 
notices that the teacher was very beautiful but did not wear any make-up. 
She approaches the teacher, asking why she was not wearing any make-up, 
and is told, “Simplicity is also beautiful.” The two women then walk home 
together and have a nice chat over a cup of tea and some sweets. The author 
learns that the teacher has a husband but they do not have children, because 
they still need their time for “each other” and for cherishing their love. The 
teacher then gives the author of the article, who declares that she used to wear 
heavy make-up, some brochures and DVDs about “natural beauty.” The 
article ends by stating that not only women have to be beautiful, but men also 
should take care of their looks. This story is interesting because it is obviously 
constructed to convey the moral message of using make-up moderately. The 
affectionate relationship that evolves between the two women romanticises 
the dispute about wearing make-up in Iran. While heavy make-up is 
proscribed by the conservative fraction of the government, it is also 
considered as vulgar and tasteless by cultural avant-garde groups of the 
upper middle class. By constructing the teacher as a woman who prioritises 
the romantic relationship with her husband over traditional values such as 
being a mother, the story integrates the rejection of wearing make-up as un-
Islamic with an utterly modern concept of womanhood that embraces 
individual satisfaction and emancipation from traditional female roles.  

Donyā-e Zanān also features an article about Jeanne DʼArc in the series 
“Women Who Have Moved the World.” The article starts by explaining that 
women are often referred to as the “second sex,” that they are purported to 
be delicate (latif), dependent, and irrational. But in reality, the author states, 
women can be very strong, have high self-esteem, and a strong spirit 
(ruhiyeh). On the last page of the magazine there are quotes from international 
figures such as Mother Theresa, Mahatma Gandhi, Judy Garland, Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky, Albert Schweizer, and Francis Bacon, as well as Iranian 
celebrities. The quotes express life wisdoms encouraging initiative, a strong 
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mind, and drive for success. It seems to make little difference if these role 
models are Western (Christian) or Islamic, as long as they represent a form of 
self-confident spirituality that evolves around the topic of self-fulfillment.  

The magazine furthermore contains many articles about health, in particular 
regarding balanced diets, as well as instructions for handicraft works for 
decorative objects in the household. Topics such as music, the arts, and 
handicrafts emphasise the importance of a “cultured self.” It is encouraged 
that women be well versed in these areas, as opposed to wasting their leisure 
time in an unproductive and passive manner. The concept of free time as a 
time for learning, for acquiring new skills and cultural capital matches the 
strategy of Donyā-e Zanān to construct women and the domestic environment 
as a terrain for developing a strong ‘Islamic personality’ (Tripp 2007: 168).  

 

 

Image 3: Hobbies of Iranian women 

Following Pierre Bourdieu (1985), practices of self-cultivation can be 
regarded as essential for the middle class in its strive for upward mobility. 
The concept of the cultivated woman as presented in Donyā-e Zanān thus 
engages a modern national, Iranian identity and demands of a global market 
culture, in which self-reliance and initiative have become crucial in order to 
withstand downward mobility.  

In summary it can be stated that Donyā-e Zanān purports a notion of modern 
Islamic womanhood mainly targeted at lower middle class and middle class 
audiences whose desire for upward social mobility and modernisation is 
accommodated within an Islamic framework. The crafting of a controlled 
individual taught how to behave in a cultivated manner, while also exhibiting 
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an active and engaged Islamic personality is a product of post-revolutionary 
politics in Iran. However, this process has to a certain degree developed its 
own dynamics that can no longer be fully controlled by the state. The modern, 
self-confident and active woman that the magazine propagates is neither a 
submissive victim of Islamic politics nor a subversive rebel against the 
regime. It is the space in between adopting and transcending modern Islamic 
identities that media such as Donyā-e Zanān explore.  

While the practice of presenting one's inner life, emotions and tastes by means 
of the outward appearance is a central feature of modern consumer societies 
(Featherstone 2010), Donyā-e Zanān prioritises character and inner values to 
what is considered a superficial and inauthentic emphasis on the outward 
appearance.  

Success and the able body Zendegi-edeal (Ideal Life) 

The proper and successful management of the self plays an important role 
also in the second magazine, Zendegi-e Ideal. However, its strategies and goals 
are quite different from the ones presented in Donyā-e Zanān. Zendegi-e Ideal 
is one of the leading lifestyle magazines in the urban centers of Iran. It was 
founded in 2007 and is a biweekly publication with a circulation of 75.000 
copies per edition. It usually comprises of 160 pages and costs approximately 
two USD, targeting the upper middle and upper classes. An all-male board of 
directors oversees Zendegi-e Ideal. The concession for printing is owned by a 
private company, Haft Honar Sepid that, together with the private advertising 
company Peyk Bartar, finances the magazine.  

Consequently, there is much more advertising than in Donyā-e Zanān. Most 
of the ads feature exclusive Western brands. The magazine has different 
categories, which are printed at the sidebar of every section in Persian and in 
English. Some of the categories are “Health,” “Beauty,” “Amazing World” 
(reports from all over the world ranging from humorous to bizarre), 
“Ideallife” (actors, TV shows, cars, household appliances, high-end food), 
“Faces” (Iranian celebrities), “Appearance” (clothing, perfume, and 
accessories), “Decoration” (furniture and decorative objects of the 
household), “Fitness,” and “Kitchen” (recipes).  
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Image 4: Preview to Zendegi-e Ideal, 2009 

 

The preview of Zendegi-e Ideal no. 30/2009 reveals a Hollywood star 
illustrating the theme of luxury watches, a blond child featured in an article 
about colds, and another health-related article embellished with pictures 
from the American TV-show Scrubs. The magazine – both formally and 
content-wise – heavily resorts to Western frames of reference.  

When looking at the advertisements, household appliances are very 
prominent, but unlike Donyā-e Zanān, they feature much more expensive and 
exclusively European brands: ads for WMF or Versace tableware, Bosch 
washing machines display the same images and textual contents – sometimes 
not even fully translated – as the original, emphasising “European standards” 
or simply the name of the country of origin. The lack of adaptation of the 
textual and visual contents to the Iranian context can only partially be 
explained by the small advertising industry in Iran, which does not have 
many resources at hand. Instead it appears quite desirable to convey the 
European origins of these goods, as they represent quality and prestige.  

Advertisements embracing the traditional, national heritage of Iran are also 
present: the company Iran Sofal Masoud (Ceramics) advertises antiqued 
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furniture with slogans such as “Connecting to the Past” (Zendegi-e Ideal no. 
30) or “We create a charming sense of an antique affection” (no. 29). The 
objects for sale, such as vases or statues, imitate antique patina. Iran Sofal 
Masoud also advertises ‘modernʼ furniture that is based on European 
bourgeois and imperial aesthetics. While these latter styles of furniture would 
by no means be considered ‘modernʼ in the context from which they are 
borrowed, this advertisement conveys how a modern, cultured taste is 
imagined by upper class Iranians, including the incorporation of an 
Orientalist gaze that reifies the Oriental and glorifies an imagined imperial 
culture of Europe and Iran.  

However, there are also attempts to reconcile Islamic with upper class 
lifestyles: In no. 29/2008, there is a report under the headline Maryam-e pāʼīze 
man (“My autumn-Maryam”). This is the title of a song from an Iranian pop-
music band located in Los Angeles. The subheading reads: “This mall carries 
high quality as well as chic brands” (p. 99). A conservatively dressed woman 
is placed in a high-class shopping center. The building and the expensive 
goods displayed in the shop windows suggest that it is one of the upper class 
shopping malls in Northern Tehran. A woman completely covered with a 
black chādor, and a schoolgirl with maghna-e (head covering common among 
students and government employees) and in jeans are entering the building. 

 

 

Image 5: A woman with a black chādor in a high-end shopping mall 

In high-end shopping malls in Iran the number of women fully covered in 
chādors tends to be rather low.6 This particular image thus suggests that it was 

                                                 
The participant observations I conducted in Tehran shopping malls showed that women wearing a 
chādor were well represented in middle class shopping malls (regarding the price range of products and 
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intended to establish a connection between an upper middle or upper class 
woman who appreciates fashionable and expensive goods while adhering to 
a conservative form of Islamic dress. However, this fusion of an Islamic 
lifestyle with high-class consumption is not very convincing: first, 
conservative and religious people would not necessarily find the hint to 
ʻTehrangelesʼ pop-music alluring. Second, the woman is only shown from 
behind, the reader cannot see her face or any other feature of individuality – 
there is simply the black chādor. By depriving the woman of individuality and 
agency, the picture remains very ambivalent: what is her relationship to the 
schoolgirl? Could it be that the woman donning the chādor is her nanny? By 
leaving these options open the construction of a religiously conservative yet 
upper class woman fails.  

In Turkey the rise of an Islamic bourgeoisie and the tastes and consumption 
choices connected with it ignited a “market war” over identities: Politics of 
identity between secularists and Islamists had become politics over symbols 
in the context of consumerism. For example, Yael Navaro-Yashin describes 
how middle class women experienced a loss of visible class identity when 
putting on the headscarf and were irritated when taken for a lower class 
person. The emergence of Islamic fashion in the 1990s finally allowed devout 
women to maintain their middle class identity (Navaro-Yashin 2002: 103). In 
Iran, the revolutionary discourse has also sought to rejudge available symbols 
of class and distinction, resulting in new middle- and upper classes that opt 
for conservative Islamic attire. Many of them strive to be pretty, modern, and 
fashionable as they practice their belief. 

However, rather than the magazine’s intention to expand the domain of 
middle- and upper middle class taste and lifestyles to include Islamic norms, 
the unconvincing way that the picture above is put together can be read as an 
attempt to avoid censorship. This can also be inferred from an article titled 
“Religious Lifestyle” in no. 39 from April 2009 that closes with a note from 
the editors stating:  

Until now, we have reported about perfume, watches, fashion, hygiene, beauty, and 
food as a lifestyle. We never wrote about the meaning of life, although we always 
thought about it. We want to accomplish this now and put these themes forward. We 
appreciate the material and the common aspects of life but the spiritual meaning is 
also important to us (Zendegi-e Ideal 2009). 

                                                 
the neighborhoods in which the mall was located) and the bāzār. In high-end malls, visitors donning a 
chādor were much less frequent. 
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Such statements, somewhat out of context and superimposed, must be seen 
in relation to the policies of the Ahmadinejad administration – in 2010, the 
magazine was threatened with a ban. 

Advertisements for beauty institutes are very prominent in Zendegi-e Ideal as 
well, featuring “make-up artists from Hollywood” and experts with an 
“international certificate from France.” Another ad reads: “We do everything 
European style and state of the art” (method-e rūz). Most beauty salons point 
out that they work with a cosmetic brand from the US (Peggy Sage), and 
emphasize that their employees are from Italy, France, or Canada. Western 
fashion and style is a sign of being up-to-date and ‘high-class.ʼ The pictures 
accompanying the ads however do not show any customers. The fact that 
women can only be pictured with a veil seems to contradict the commercial 
aesthetics of the magazine. Instead, one can see empty interiors of beauty 
salons, cosmetic surgeons, or flowers.  

 

 

Image 6: Advertisements 

On a single page, one can find advertisements for wellness centres, a Botox-
like gel, remedies against hair loss, products for teeth bleaching, liposuction, 
hair removal or hair implants, rhinoplasty, stomach stapling, artificial 
insemination, and several slimming institutes. In the section Ideal Clinic, 
‘professors’ and medical doctors from different areas of expertise are 
prominently featured for Q&As. The alteration of oneʼs body through 
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medication or surgery is a dominant theme. The body is a capital that 
constantly has to be modified, improved, and represented.  

The fitness industry plays an important role in engaging particularly the 
middle classes in producing self-value, distinction, and prestige. In a world 
of increased competition, a toned, muscular body is equated with strength 
and vitality, and thus comes to symbolise the antithesis of fatigue, illness, or 
“moral flabbiness” (McGee 2005: 86). Against this backdrop diets, cosmetic 
surgeries, and fitness are rites of passage to a more disciplined and modern 
society through which individual shortcomings as well as perceived cultural 
deficits such as backwardness, disorder, and non-transparency can be 
overcome. These practices include not only pleasant practices of consumption 
and care, but also painful operations and labourious training. Since the 
number of plastic surgeries – especially rhinoplasty – is very high in Iran, the 
connection between self-modification and success suggests that alterations of 
the body have become a tool to seek and display social success.  

Both magazines thus entail the fusion of Islamic or spiritual themes with 
Western self-management practices. This approach has become part of the 
social repertoire in Iran, regardless of one’s religious or socio-economic 
background. The goals for which it is put to use however, do differ: in Donyā-
e Zanān the cultivation of the mind is prioritised in order to build strong 
Islamic values, while in Zendegi-e Ideal these tools are mainly directed at the 
body in order to achieve material wealth and individual success. Other than 
Donyā-e Zanān, Zendegi-e Ideal includes strong esoteric elements, mainly 
infused by Western New-Age literature such as The Secret.7  

Conclusion 

Donyā-e Zanān, founded at the beginning of the Ahmadinejad-era, mirrors the 
respective cultural politics of creating a modern, Islamic-Iranian woman. The 
rigid policies under Ahmadinejad’s presidency created a space for a 
magazine that is financed independently from the state, run by and for 
women. In Donyā-e Zanān, the modern woman appears in many different 
roles – as a housewife, athlete, artist, or taxi driver. The headscarf is worn, if 
not with pride, at least casually and not as a constraint. The independent 
Iranian woman leads a household with modern technology, and whether 
employed or not, she is cultivated and educated. In certain respects, Donyā-e 
Zanān thus represents self-determination and agency of women in the Iranian 
                                                 
7 The internationally famous book The Secret by Rhonda Byrne has been on the best-seller lists in Iran for 
months with the Farsi translation in its tenth printing. The state-owned television station Channel Four 
repeatedly broadcast the bookʼs companion video. The Secret builds on the concept that everything is 
accomplishable with the ‘rightʼ mindset, offering suggestions on how to direct oneʼs thoughts in order to 
achieve success and happiness, including material wealth. 
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public sphere. While it challenges some of the state’s attempts to impose a 
normative modesty and control women’s bodies, the magazine is still in line 
with creating an ‘authenticʼ Iranian self. Most of the topics emphasise an 
inner state of self-confidence, authenticity, and fulfillment. 

Zendegi-e Ideal provides a blank space here: the modern woman as imagined 
in the magazine cannot be depicted because the image clashes with the 
prescriptions of the Iranian authorities. Since a woman adhering to the 
prescribed forms of Islamic dress cannot be displayed as beautiful and 
successful, there is no graphic representation of women at all. Zendegi-e Ideal 
is more focused on aesthetics and outward appearance, struggling to 
accommodate an exclusive and glamorous lifestyle within an 
institutionalised religious context.  

The two magazines target different income groups, and differ accordingly 
regarding their strategies and forms of how a desirable self is portrayed. The 
focus on the socio-economic context of the magazines shows that religion is 
neither the dominant nor the only factor in shaping concepts of the modern 
self in Iran.  

Donyā-e Zanān targets elements of the lower middle and middle class who are 
less intrigued by the promises of Western consumer culture. Instead, the idea 
of a national Iranian lifestyle serves as an umbrella for including elements 
from other cultures and religious traditions. For many pious Iranians, a 
modern identity does not mean to abstain from consumption but is rather 
defined by what, where and how one consumes to remain in harmony with 
religious principles.  

By comparison, Zendegi-e Ideal disregards the concept of a national stronghold 
against the cultural and economic dominance of the West that the authorities 
in Iran have been eager to construct. The concept of modernity exclusively 
follows models of Western lifestyles. However, despite the conflicts its 
reverence to Western culture causes with the government it cannot be 
regarded as a subversive element in the social order of Iran. Following Fiske 
(2000), the styles and tastes propagated in the magazine are not a form of 
“popular pleasure” that emanate from socially marginalised groups. It rather 
advocates an upper class lifestyle that is only affordable for a small elite. In 
post-revolutionary Iran, Western styles can still be used as markers of status 
and cultural superiority and be displayed to express social hierarchies.     

Against this backdrop, it is quite problematic that mainstream Western media 
tends to interpret the spread of consumerism in Iran as an act of guerilla-like 
resistance against Islamic authority. This perspective obscures the political-
economic imperatives that shape tastes and differences in the increasingly 
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globalised Iranian society. To deduce liberal and thus anti-Islamic sentiments 
from lifestyles oriented on Western models is an oversimplification of the role 
of religion in Iran. Rather than conceptualising Islam as a monolithic and 
rigid set of norms opposed to consumer desires, this paper shows how 
Islamic values, imagery, and concepts are articulated with class aspirations, 
consumer desires and Western-imported ideas of individuality and self-
realisation – depending on the class position of the lifestyle magazines’ 
audiences.  

The construction of Western consumer culture in Iran as a form of liberation 
points to a continuation of a past in which Iran was politically, culturally, and 
economically under the tutelage of Western powers. Ultimately, this points 
to the symbolic and factual power of the West to define what social change 
should look like and which orientations are considered desirable in this 
process. Rather than supporting a plurality of attitudes and choices, this 
perspective bears the danger of a commercial aestheticisation of ‘freedomʼ in 
Iran.  
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Peace Making or State Breaking? The Turkish-Kurdish 
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Abstract 

When Erdogan and his party, the AKP, were elected for the first time in 2002, they made 
several important pledges. None of these have been fulfilled. On the contrary, in recent years 
the conflict between Turks and Kurds has increased and societal divisions are at boiling point. 
Unless relations between Turks and Kurds improve, this article contends that it is not possible 
to resolve the other pressing issues. Under an Erdogan-led regime Turkey has become a rogue 
state which is now heading towards civil war. This article begins by arguing that there has 
never been a real Turkish-Kurdish peace process. The outcomes of the research reported here 
show that the aim of past negotiations – for both the Erdogan-led AKP government and the 
PKK – is actually to monopolise power and violence, rather than to move towards sustainable 
peace. The second argument is that diaspora, especially for stateless people, is not just a ‘home 
away from home’. The underlying concern tackled here is how successful negotiations for 
peace and post-conflict societies can be reached with the help of different stakeholders, 
including diasporas. The article includes a case history of Kurdish alternative legal practice, 
which shows that diaspora communities are not only idealistic protesters, but can also act as 
positive agents and create practical solutions for stateless communities. Finally, the article 
suggests 15 practical steps towards a sustainable peace. 

Keywords 

Ethnic conflict, peace, diaspora, Turkey, Kurds, Erdogan, PKK, Middle East 

Truth is the first casualty of War (Aeschylus, 525 BC - 456 BC) 

Introduction 

The conflict between the Turkish state and Kurds is intensifying both in 
Turkey and in the neighbouring states. Between 1984 and 2015 around 50 

                                                 
1 I would like to thank Prof. Nadje Al-Ali (SOAS, University of London) for her very helpful comments 
and contribution to this article. I would also like to thank Prof. David Carment, Dr. Aisling Lyon, Dr. 
Caroline Mawer, Dr. Ariane Sadjed and Dr. Mengia Hong Tschalaer for their comments and help. Some 
parts of this article have been previously published by Open Democracy in "15 Steps for Turkish-
Kurdish Peace" (Latif Tas, 2016) and "What kind of peace? The case of Turkish and Kurdish peace 
process (Latif Tas, 2015). An early version of this paper was presented at the following workshops: 
‘Diaspora as Agents of Global Cooperation ‘, Kate Hamburger Kolleg, Centre for Global Cooperation 
Research, 21-22 April 2015, Duisburg, Germany; ‘The Kurds in the Middle East: New Developments and 
Prospects’, 24 April 2015, SOAS London Middle East Institute (LMEI), University of London, UK; and 
‘Diaspora Mobilization for Conflict and Post-conflict Reconstruction: Comparative and Contextual 
Dimensions’, 26-27 November 2015, University of Warwick, UK. 
2 Dr. Latif Tas is a socio-legal Research Fellow at SOAS, University of London. His previous positions 
include being a Research Fellow at Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin, Humboldt University and a Visiting 
Scholar at the Max Planck Institute (MPI) for Legal Anthropology, Germany. He obtained his PhD in 
Law from Queen Mary, University of London in 2012.  
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thousand people died as a result of the Turkish-Kurdish conflict. Millions of 
people were internally and internationally displaced. Hundreds of billions of 
dollars were wasted on this conflict by the state. Unfortunately there is not 
only a lack of substantive progress, but also an actual worsening of the 
situation. In the nine months following the June 2015 Turkish general election 
and significant political losses for the AKP, six thousand Kurds (including 
civilians and PKK militants) and 400 Turkish soldiers and police officers have 
been killed (ICG Report 2016; Reuters 2016; Zalewski 2016).  

Seven cities and 17 towns have been significantly affected by ongoing Turkish 
attacks including bombardment. More than 300 thousand Kurdish people 
have lost their homes. Large parts of cities in south-eastern Turkey, 
particularly Cizre, Sur, Nusaybin and Idil have been razed to the ground. 
Deportations of civilians and destruction of cities and towns continue (BBC 
2016a; ICG Report 2016). This is equivalent to, or even worse, than the first 
year (2011) of the recent conflict in Syria. Unsurprisingly, around 30 percent 
of the whole Turkish population – not just Kurds – now want to leave the 
country (Cumhuriyet 2016). 

In the recent years, conflicts between Turks and Kurds have increased and 
societal divisions are at boiling point. One of the main reasons for this is that 
successive Turkish governments are more interested in maintaining their 
own power than in any real attempt at peace-making with Kurds. Unlike 
commonly assumed, Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK; Partiya Karkerên 
Kurdistanê) is not the reason for conflicts between Turks and Kurds but, in 
fact, is the product of this almost century-long problem. Thousands of young 
people join the PKK voluntarily every year. Forced migration, unequal 
citizenship and an unsafe living environment means that Kurds are living in 
exile conditions within Turkey and the neighbouring countries. As long as 
these exile conditions continue, the PKK and similar organisations will not 
only exist but will also thrive.  

Recent conflicts in Kurdish cities in Turkey show that Kurdish youth 
organisations are more radical than the PKK. They have even criticised the 
PKK, about its very ‘soft’ and ‘humanistic’ attitude towards the Turkish state. 
These youth organisations such as the YDG-H (Yurtsever Devrimci Gençlik 
Hareketi: The Patriotic Revolutionary Youth Movement) and Kurdistan 
Freedom Falcons (TAK) want more radical actions, to at least equalise the 
state’s actions against Kurds. Two suicide bombs in Ankara in recent months 
by one of the Kurdish youth organisations, TAK, killed many soldiers and 
civilians, and showed what kind of action they mean.   
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In 2002 when elected for the first time, Erdogan and his Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) made six important pledges. These were: to 
develop ‘a new pluralistic constitution which respected the ethnic and 
religious diversity of the country’; to establish a ‘strong democracy’; to 
strengthen the ‘rule of law’; to respect ‘freedom of speech’; ‘to have zero 
problems with neighbours’ and ‘to find a peaceful resolution with the Kurds’. 
None of these pledges have been fulfilled. On the contrary: Turkey is in the 
15th year of an Erdogan-led government, and all of these six areas are in a 
worse state than before. In the 2016 World Press Freedom Index, Turkey is 
ranking 151. This is lower than Russia, Pakistan, South Sudan, Zimbabwe, 
Afghanistan and almost the same level as the Democratic Republic of Congo 
(RSF 2016). In this article, I want to focus primarily on the worsening of the 
Turkish-Kurdish conflict. Unless this improves, I contend that it is not 
possible to resolve the other five pledges. The Erdogan-led regime has not 
only put Turkey into a rogue situation, but the state is now heading towards 
a civil war (Ellis 2016; Ignatius 2016; Kuntz et al. 2016). 

Methodology 

In order to explore individual and family Kurdish experiences in different 
diasporas and their involvement in homeland politics, conflict and peace, I 
carried out multi-sited ethnographic qualitative research (as described in 
Marcus 1995) between December 2012 and March 2016. Multi-sited research 
technique are suitable to capture the transnational flow of Kurds that are 
dispersed across Middle East and Europe. The fact that Kurds are stateless. 
This methodological approach capture the informal flow of people, 
knowledge, and power across nation-boarders. This included four focus 
groups and 52 in-depth, open-ended qualitative interviews involving 
individuals originating from different Kurdish regions. The research 
involved a total of 85 Kurdish adults, of whom 45 were women and 40 were 
men. These individuals were currently living in Turkey (Istanbul and 
Diyarbakir), Germany (Berlin) and the UK (London). Research participants 
included political and women’s rights activists, MPs, co-mayors, academics, 
journalists, lawyers, Turkish-Kurdish peace activists and community 
representatives.  

This builds on work I have conducted on Kurdish diaspora organisation and 
practices in the UK, Germany and Turkey since 2008, as part of my previous 
research (Tas 2013a, 2013b and 2014a). In addition, reports from different 
NGOs, brochures and publications from different Kurdish associations were 
examined; events, seminars and conferences were followed; and speeches 
and interviews from different Kurdish and Turkish political and military 
leaders were analysed. 
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The arguments of the article 

This article focuses on three interconnected arguments. First, it analyses both 
the ongoing conflict and also the so-called ‘peace process’ between the 
Turkish state and Kurds, especially the PKK and their imprisoned leader 
Abdullah Ocalan. I want to begin by arguing that there is no real peace 
process in Turkey. The outcomes of the research reported here show that the 
aim of negotiations – for both the ruling Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) and the PKK – is actually to monopolise power and violence, rather 
than to move towards peace. The second argument presented here is that 
diaspora, especially for stateless people, do not only occur when people move 
to ‘a home away from home’. Forced migration, unequal citizenship and an 
unsafe living environment means that even an ancestral homeland can feel 
like a diaspora. Even though they do not have any state to their name, 
Kurdish diasporas – both in Turkey and outside – have become increasingly 
active agents. They are not only idealistic protesters, but can also act as 
positive agents for the homeland. The links that Kurds in the diasporas have 
with the international community have effects not only on the conflict, but 
also on potential ‘peace-making’, ‘peacebuilding’ and ‘reconciliation’ 
processes within Turkey. The article therefore challenges Benedict 
Anderson’s idea that those who live in diaspora keep themselves safe and 
avoid personal sacrifices (Anderson 1998). Instead, it is suggested that 
diaspora can be an active part of both peace and conflict. Thirdly, the article 
contends that the ‘game’-based so-called ‘peace process’ has further 
deepened divisions between Turks and Kurds, and opened the door for an 
escalation of violent conflict.  It is argued that, if there is no sustainable peace 
between Turks and Kurds, there is a strong possibility that the Turkish state 
could break down, in a similar way to Yugoslavia, Iraq and Syria. Kurds have 
already established some de facto state institutions in Turkey and in diasporas. 
A case-study of alternative Kurdish legal practice reported here gives an 
example of how one of these de facto institutions works. Finally and most 
importantly, the article suggests 15 practical steps towards a sustainable 
peace. 

The reasons for the recent conflict 

The first sign of the failure of the most recent so-called ‘peace process’ was 
seen in almost all Kurdish-populated cities in Turkey on 6-7 October 2014. 
Around 50 people lost their lives while protesting Turkey state support for 
the Islamic State’s (ISIS) siege of Kobani, a Kurdish town in northern Syria. 
Syrian Kurds and their main Democratic Union Party (PYD) would not have 
been able to defend Kobani without support from other Kurds, especially 
Northern (Turkey) and Southern (Iraq) Kurds. The PYD and the PKK are 
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sister parties and support each other. Both have fought for autonomy within 
Syria and Turkey, respectively (Akbaba 2014; Daglar 2014; Pope 2014). The 
Turkish government was hoping that the Kurds in Kobane would fail. This 
could weaken Kurds and leave them with no option but to follow Turkey’s 
wishes. It is important to stress that both the PKK and the PYD have claimed 
that they have moved away from earlier calls for an independent Kurdistan, 
and now are asking for autonomy within existing nation states.  

In the June 2015 election in Turkey, the People’s Democratic Party – HDP (a 
Kurdish-led party with wider appeal, including among progressive Turks) 
managed to pass the 10 per cent parliamentary threshold. This gave them 
Parliamentary power, at least theoretically, thereby threatening both the 
mono-identity of the Turkish state and also mono-power and exclusive 
politics of the PKK. Even more than this, it also fundamentally challenged the 
hegemonic power that the AKP has exercised over more than a decade. The 
established Turkish state bureaucracy and the AKP have therefore come 
together, not only to fight against PKK, but also almost against the very 
existence of Kurds in Turkey and Syria.  

Kurdish military victories in Syria and Iraq against ISIS and HDP’s electoral 
victory in Turkey against the Erdogan-led regime, have increased the state’s 
historical fears of a possible of creation of Kurdish state and division of 
Turkey. Any so-called peace process has now been shelved. The Turkish 
government instead focused first on destroying the embryonic Kurdish state 
in Syria; second on criminalising and destroying the legal Kurdish political 
movements (including HDP) in Turkey; and third on blocking the 
development of Iraqi Kurdistan into an independent state. For all these 
reasons, any so-called peace related developments that happened after 
October 2014 – when any peace process ended, and conflict escalated – were 
just theatre played out by both the Turkish state and Kurdish political 
representatives. This theatre in the name of peace includes the work of the so 
called ‘Wise People’s Committee’3 and the Dolmabahce Declaration4.  

                                                 
3 The ‘Wise People’s Committee’ was created on 3 April 2013. There were a total of 63 members of this 
committee, which aimed to help the development of peace between Turks and Kurds. However, the 
members of this committee were personally selected by then-Prime Minister, now President, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. 
4 On 28 February 2015, a joint statement about ‘peace talks’ was issued for the first time by the HDP and 
representatives of the AKP government. This was known as the Dolmabahce Declaration. However, just 
weeks after this declaration, Erdogan showed his anger and disagreement with the declaration, which 
remained part of the ‘theatrical’ actions of the Erdogan-led AKP. According to this agreement, ten 
articles were jointly issued by the AKP and HDP representatives. These included: 1. to make a new, 
pluralistic and inclusive constitution; 2. To open a way for Kurds to be part of democratic, legal politics 
and to remove the current 10 percent threshold; 3. To disarm the PKK; 4. To de-centralise Turkey; 5. To 
develop a new, more inclusive identity for the Turkish state; 6. To create a truth and reconciliation 
committee; 7. To strengthen the rule of law, to respect freedom of speech and free media; 8. To give 
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Since August 2015, several towns in Eastern Turkey (North Kurdistan), have 
been under 24-hour curfew for months (Amnesty International 2016a and 
2016b; Pitel 2016a). This means that civilians either starve or face sniper fire. 
The UK Green Party (2016) Leader Natalie Bennett described the situation:  

Kurdish communities in eastern Turkey have been placed under so-called curfews, 
some for long periods, which has made it impossible for families to secure food 
supplies, threatened their access to water and electricity and denied those in need 
access to medical treatment. Amnesty International has described this as being like 
‘collective punishment’ of these communities. 

There is not only a lack of any substantive progress towards peace, but also a 
worsening of the situation (BBC 2016a). Conflict has spread all over Turkey. 
The violence is not just between state forces and the PKK militias. There has 
also been an increase in violence against Kurdish people who live or work in 
the western cities of Turkey. Many HDP offices have been targeted and burnt 
by Turkish nationalists and AKP supporters since June 2015. This has led to 
scores of Kurdish deaths.  

In addition to conflict in the Kurdish regions and all over Turkey, between 
June 2015 and March 2016, Turkey has so far witnessed seven suicide 
explosions: five by the Islamic State (ISIS); two by the Kurdistan Freedom 
Falcons (TAK). These have cost more than 300 lives (ICG Report 2016; Karaca 
2016). Conditions in some parts of Erdogan’s Turkey are not very different 
than those in Syria under Bashar Al-Assad. If all these attacks were not the 
result of Turkish state intelligence collaboration, then they were a total 
intelligence failure of the Turkish state to let these almost identical attacks 
happen (Letsch 2016a).  

Erdogan has used ISIS attacks, which have mainly killed Kurds, as an excuse 
to start a war, not against Islamic militants, but instead against Kurds in 
Turkey and Syria (CBC 2016; RT 2016; Tisdall 2016). Instead of retaliating 
against ISIS militants, Turkey and President Erdogan are once again 
repeating the unsuccessful military methods used in the last hundred years, 
in yet another attempt to ‘annihilate’ the Kurdish militants and their 
supporters (Cakan 2015).  

Making Kurds the scapegoat is always popular among Turkish nationalists 
and populist politicians who court the nationalist vote. Scapegoating Kurds 
allows the state to divert attention away from the country’s other major social 
and economic problems. While Erdogan tries to use this card, the PKK also 
uses Erdogan’s anti-Kurdish policies to increase Kurdish nationalism for its 

                                                 
amnesty for political prisoners; 9. To remove social and economic inequalities between different parts of 
Turkey; 10. To improve gender equality and ecological damage. 
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own hegemony. Within both Turkish and Kurdish societies it has almost 
become a crime to be anti-nationalist. These developments support the idea 
that, for both the Erdogan-led AKP government and the PKK, the so-called 
negotiations were not about risk-taking to make peace – but about risk-
avoidance to maintain the status quo, and so to maintain the current actors’ 
grasp on power. However, without taking substantial risks, including the risk 
of losing power, it is effectively impossible to broker peace (Dogan 2016). 

Since August 2014, when Erdogan became president, 1,845 court cases have 
been brought against human rights activists, lawyers, journalists, academics , 
politicians and even ordinary citizens by Erdogan’s lawyers (The Guardian 
2016b). He expanded the definition of terrorism and to include almost 
everybody who is against his authoritarian policies. He said on 5th April 
2016: “[those] who pose as academics, spies who identify themselves as 
journalists, an activist disguised as a politician . . . [they] are no different from 
the terrorists who throw bombs” (Zalewski 2016). Nobody’s life is safe, 
especially Kurdish rights supporters and lawyers. For example, Tahir Elci, a 
well known human rights lawyer, was killed while he was conducting a press 
meeting in Diyarbakir, in November 2015. Tens of Kurdish lawyers have been 
detained (Geerdink 2016). For the Erdogan-led regime almost every criticism 
can be regarded as a treasonable insult to the Turkish state. This has also been 
the case for Kurdish (HDP) MPs. Foreign academics and journalists have been 
deported or their working conditions made difficult for merely criticising 
Erdogan. For example, a British academic, Christopher Stephenson, who is 
married to a Turkish woman and has lived in Turkey for 17 years, was caught 
up in the witch-hunt against the academics' peace petition. When he showed 
solidarity with three of the academics in pre-trial detention, he was arrested 
for carrying leaflets advertising a Kurdish New Year event. He was detained 
and then deported from Turkey (Pitel 2016b). Only after pressure from the 
British Embassy was he able to return to Turkey. 

Before analysing the current conditions in the Middle East and Turkey, and 
the role of diaspora communities in more depth, I would like to underline 
that peace negotiations are never easy. Getting started is often – usually – the 
most difficult thing to do (Tas 2015). Conflict will either be temporarily and 
conditionally stopped, or may even be continuing (Sumbeiywo 2008). Every 
peace process is like a piece of theatre. There are many players, actors – from 
different sides – who do not trust each other. Of course, the different sides 
have different agendas. Some protagonists may be benefiting directly from 
the war, and can easily choose to destroy any possible peace process. For 
example, the fifty thousand men currently employed by the Turkish state as 
village guards have no incentive to support peace, since peace will probably 
mean that they will lose their family’s livelihood. Losing their job would also 
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mean losing the weapon they rely on to ‘defend’ themselves (Geerdink 2014). 
Other people may want to be perceived as peacemakers, but only so that they 
can monopolise power and violence for their own benefit. It is even more 
difficult when there has been a long war, with trust lost between parties and 
societies. This is the Turkish, Kurdish and Middle Eastern situation. 

The homeland is a diaspora for stateless people 

It would be inappropriate to write about conflict and peace without 
considering the role of diasporas. In this article, I am using the world 
‘diaspora’ to mean both a place and group of people. I have already discussed 
elsewhere (Tas 2014a, 2016) that for stateless people, diaspora is not just the 
‘home away from the original homeland’ or ‘dispersal of people from their 
original homeland’ described by many researchers (see Connor 1986; Safran 
1991; Van Hear 1998; Tölölyan 1996; Cohen 1997; Palmer 1998). Forced 
internal migration can create diaspora within a nation-state. Continuing state 
oppression, weak citizenship, differential minority classification and 
treatment (Ustundag 2016), and an unsafe living environment all mean that 
even the ancestral homeland can feel like a diaspora. For that reason stateless 
Kurds do not just have one diaspora, they have double or even triple 
diasporas (Tas 2016). For example, a Kurdish family from Diyarbakir, in 
eastern Turkey, may feel as though they are living in a diaspora. When they 
are forced to move to Istanbul, they are living in a double diaspora. After they 
migrate to London or Berlin, they are in a triple diaspora. All places feel 
temporary for them. 

‘Diaspora’ has become an over-used term to refer to almost all migrants, 
overseas communities, or even travellers who have moved temporarily and 
voluntarily from their original home. The term ‘diaspora’ is also used to 
describe a place away from a community’s actual homeland (see Connor 
1986; Safran 1991; Van Hear 1998; Tölölyan 1996; Cohen 1997; Palmer 1998). 
These two definitions of diaspora have made the term lose its actual meaning. 
For this reason, we should not talk about Turkish, Chinese, German or Indian 
diasporas in the same way as we would a dispersed, persecuted diaspora 
groups such as Kurds, Palestinians, Tamils or Roma. The first group of people 
have an actual homeland and may return voluntarily at any time they want. 
However the concept of diaspora is different for stateless people, who live a 
life of exile wherever they are. Their actual homeland may be occupied 
militarily and ruled by a harsh regime, and their culture, language, traditions 
and religion may be banned or otherwise restricted. These diasporas are 
unable to feel safe and live mostly in exile conditions. Many of my Kurdish 
interviewees describe living in Turkey, and even in the Kurdish regions, as 
akin to living in exile, even more than it would be in Berlin or London. Those 
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that have experienced forced migration and dispersal are unable to return to 
their homeland, and may also not feel safe even if they live in their imagined 
homeland. There is no safe homeland for them. This means a homeland can 
be considered one of the biggest diasporas for stateless people. A Kurdish 
lawyer from Dersim (a Kurdish and Alevi majority city in Turkey), living in 
Istanbul told me in November 2015: 

Even as a lawyer myself, I am afraid for my life every day in this country because I 
am Kurdish and an Alevi. Taking on the cases of fellow Kurds persecuted by the State 
creates a huge threat to me, not only from the State itself but also from my Turkish 
colleagues. Living and working here is like exile. I am not equal to other Turks. Every 
day I feel like a second-class citizen, even though I graduated from one of the best 
law faculties - Ankara University. This is the gurbet [diaspora] within which we have 
been born.  

A Kurdish student from a London university also explained: 

The Turkish state does not want us to exist anywhere. Everywhere, including our 
homeland, even Diyarbakir, has been turned into a diaspora for us. I live in the UK 
and at least we are allowed to say what we want, despite the fact that the Turkish 
Embassy and government put pressure on the British authorities to arrest us 
sometimes when we protest peacefully against Turkish state aggressions against our 
people… But look at Turkey and Syria, they don’t even arrest people, they kill them 
directly and want Kurds as an ethnic and cultural group to decline, to be wiped out 
completely. Our Kurdish lands and cities in Turkey are the worst diaspora among 
them all. 

The lack of control in their homeland and weak connections to any real place 
affect the daily life, culture and identity of many stateless people. This 
constitutes a strong barrier to the idea of living together peacefully and 
equally with the hegemonic majority. The conflict and separation begins 
when one community ignores all other different identities and imposes its 
own identity and culture on other groups. There is a link between identity 
politics in Turkey, in terms of casting the Kurd as a terrorist and thus as a 
threat to national security, which seems to result in the ongoing 
marginalization.  

Around four million Kurds have already been internally displaced in Turkey, 
and more than one million Kurds from Turkey have moved to Western 
Europe. Even more are, and will be, affected by the ongoing conflict in Turkey 
and the Middle East. The Western world, especially European countries, has 
turned a blind eye to oppressive and totalitarian leaders such as Erdogan in 
the hope that they will not receive any further refugees and can assimilate 
those they already have. As long as Erdogan continues to make empty 
promises, many European countries will continue to crack down on the PKK 
or Kurds more generally and their activities. European silence about 
authoritarian regimes is not new. They were silent about Saddam Hussein, 
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when he used chemical weapons against Iraqi Kurds. Only when Saddam 
occupied Kuwait, did the West take any action. However, it is the 
discriminatory policies of these oppressive leaders that have created the 
forced migrations in the Middle East and Turkey in the first place. As long as 
war, conflict and crime continue as a result of their identity and national 
policies, the tidal wave of more refugees will continue to flow. A recent study 
by Bosphorus University in Istanbul showed that more than 30 percent of 
people from Turkey, around 25 million, would like to leave the country 
because of ongoing political instability (Cumhuriyet 2016).  

The history of the Turkish-Kurdish ‘peace processes’ 

In the last 35 years there has never been a day without war and violence in 
the Middle East and Turkey. The most recent conflict – which started in 
March 2011 in Syria and has included Iraq from 2014 and Turkey from June 
2015 – has cost around five hundred thousand lives. It has created more than 
11 million homeless refugees (BBC 2016b). It is not surprising that all of these 
wars have disproportionately affected Kurds in terms of displacement and 
genocides. Kurdish statelessness is a key reason for the direct and indirect 
discrimination against Kurds in the various nation states that they live in.  

In Syria and Iraq, there is currently no rule of law, no consistent authority 
and, effectively, no state. The Iranian and Turkish states have their own 
agendas. They are both aiming for a ‘big brother’ style leadership of the 
Middle East using Shia or Sunni proxies respectively (Tas 2015). Neither Iran 
nor Turkey wants to see Kurds united, as since the sixteenth century both are 
accustomed to using warring Kurdish factions as buffer armies. When Kurds 
try to move away from this situation, and connect with the international 
community as we have seen in the recent cases, then the Iranian and Turkish 
states try new ways to weaken Kurds and keep them divided (Tas 2014a and 
2014b). Most recently, at the same time that Turkey was supporting the ISIS 
against Kurds in the Middle East (Sanchez 2016) and using state violence 
against Kurds in Turkey, Iran was directly helping and supporting Shia 
militias fighting in Iraq against both Kurds and ISIS. Both countries are happy 
to see Kurds divided. There is a famous phrase that says, “if you find two 
brothers fighting, do not try to separate them, otherwise they will both turn 
on you” (Sumbeiywo 2008). In the Kurdish case, other countries do not just 
leave Kurdish factions to fight each other; they add fuel to the flames to make 
sure that the fighting continues. 

All these issues and ‘big brother’ games demonstrate why it is difficult to talk 
about any real peace process between Turks and Kurds. There have been 
some talks about possible peace-talks. These limited talks have not involved 
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all the different internal and international stakeholders. Instead, they have 
only been between two political parties or groups (AKP for Turkey, and PKK 
for Kurds).  

These talks about talks are not new. Around two decades ago, in 1993, the 
Turkish President Ozal tried to negotiate with the PKK leader Ocalan through 
various mediators (Ensaroglu 2013; Tas 2015). At around the same time, 
conservative Prime Minister Suleyman Demirel, during a visit to Diyarbakir, 
said that Turkey “recognised the Kurdish reality.” Following these positive 
moves, on 20 March 1993, just a day before the Newroz (Kurdish New Year) 
celebrations, the PKK declared their first - and not their last - ceasefire.  

However these positive movements did not bear fruit and the one sided PKK 
ceasefire ended in June 1993 after a group of PKK militias killed 33 soldiers 
who had finished their compulsory military service and who were on their 
way to their home. This failure opened the door for the brutal conflicts of the 
1990s. The importance of the ‘Kurdish question’ was acknowledged in 1995 
once again when a progressive Turkish politician, the ex-Prime Minister 
Mesut Yilmaz, declared that democratisation in Turkey and EU accession 
could not be achieved in Ankara until the problems in Diyarbakir were 
resolved. In 1997, Turkish Prime Minister Erbakan made another 
unsuccessful attempt – one of the results of which was a military coup.   

The ‘Kurdish question’ moved beyond Turkey to become a European and 
international issue with the capture of the PKK founder and leader, Abdullah 
Ocalan, in 1999. After this arrest the PKK and many Kurdish leaders were 
initially paralysed. Until 2004, the PKK were effectively militarily silent. 
However, this was socially, politically and legally one of the most active times 
for Kurds and the PKK. According to many of my interviewees in Turkey, 
Berlin and London, Kurds and the PKK started to learn about the dynamics 
of international power, and focus on international politics.  

The PKK recruited a new cadre of members and reorganised the approach to 
armed struggle against Turkey. Perhaps even more importantly, the PKK 
focused on creating social, legal and economic institutions in Turkey, Syria, 
Iraq and the different diasporas. These institutions were intended to 
contribute to a possible future Kurdish state, as discussed in a later legal case-
study. Transnational Kurdish mobilisation was created and links were made 
between different capitals, including Diyarbakir, Istanbul, Berlin, Brussels, 
London and Paris. Different political parties, associations and unofficial legal 
courts were created and developed during this militarily silent, but 
institutionally very active, period. Although the PKK was listed, and so 
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banned, as a terrorist organisation by many states5, political, social and 
economic mobilisation continued.  

During the same time period, with Ocalan under arrest and the PKK 
militarily quiet, Turkey felt able to relax militarily. However, the effect of the 
long war with Kurds had paralysed Turkey socially and economically. 
Seeking help from the economic crisis, the focus was on achieving EU 
accession. Turkey promised to meet the Copenhagen Criteria, and in 
response, Turkey’s candidacy was approved in Helsinki in December 1999. 
Some important constitutional amendments were passed by the Turkish 
parliament following Ocalan’s arrest, including the abolition of the death 
penalty and of the state of emergency (Tezcur 2010). All of this was, however, 
before the AKP came to power. 

On 3 November 2002, after a decade of coalition government, the AKP 
achieved an electoral majority and was elected under the leadership of Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. Despite the moves towards democratisation, there were no 
specific constitutional changes recognising the existence of Kurdish ethnicity 
or language. No positive rights were – or are – accorded to Kurds. Instead, 
thousands of Kurds remain in prison. Deaths in custody, extrajudicial 
killings, forced migration, and unequal societal treatment all impact Kurds 
disproportionately. Ryan (1994) and Wickham-Crowley (1992 and 1994) 
claim that democratisation can reduce the capacity and organisation of 
insurgent movement. This is not so if the so-called improvements are short-
term and cosmetic, as is the case for Kurds in Turkey. As long as the 
underlying reasons for starting rebel movements continue, mobilisation and 
further radicalisation of those movements also continues. Turkey has 
historically followed one step forward, two steps back when it comes to the 
Kurdish issue. This has increased the conflict year by year. Kurds are forced 
to live in diaspora conditions with unequal citizenship. Kurdish regions have 
not been supported with economic development and unemployment still 
remains very high. Silence from the PKK allowed the Turkish state and 
government to continue to ‘wait and see’ and apply the old methods of 
ignorance and assimilation, under the guise of a process of so-called 
democratisation. Only after the PKK restarted the war on the Turkish state in 
2004, did the AKP remember that it had a ‘Kurdish problem.’ In August 2005, 
Prime Minister Erdogan claimed that ‘the Kurdish problem’ is his problem 
and that he would resolve it through democracy (Yavuz 2009). But very little 
in the way of resolution was done in the following four years.  

                                                 
5 The European Union first listed the PKK as having ‘been involved in terrorist acts’ in 2002. It reaffirmed 
its position in 2011. Available at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:2011:028:TOC [accessed 04.01.2015]. 
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In 2009, the AKP opened a public debate about a ‘Kurdish opening’. After 
criticism from Turkish nationalists, including AKP members, this was 
renamed as a ‘democratic opening’. Even this title was too radical for 
nationalist Turks, and the initiative was rebranded as ‘the national unity and 
fraternity project.’ Even though the Erdogan-led AKP had a dominant 
majority, it was difficult to even decide on a name for negotiations. However, 
Kurds and some Turks were still hopeful for peace. 

Eventually, in late 2008 and the beginning of 2009, with the help of Norway 
and the United Kingdom, and for the first time in history, Turkish state 
representatives and the PKK, working alongside members of the Kurdish 
diaspora in Europe, had direct meetings and peace talks in Oslo. This is now 
called the Oslo Process. As in many other examples, including in Northern 
Ireland and South Africa, this process for preparation for peace was carried 
out secretly. According to many of my interviewees, there was even a signed 
declaration between Turkish state representative and the PKK about the 
peace process. However, this peace attempt could not be sustained. The 
Turkish government and the PKK each blamed the other for the collapse of 
the talks in 2011, after the minutes were leaked to the media, and the process 
was made public (Philips 2015). The broken promises and loss of hope after 
Oslo were followed again by some of the bloodiest conflicts between Turkish 
state forces and the PKK since before the 1999 Abdullah Ocalan arrest (Tezcur 
2013). The Uludere massacre took place in December 2011, when 34 Kurdish 
civilians were killed by the Turkish air force (Economist 2012; Al-Monitor 
2013; Goel 2015). This escalated the conflict. Following this, Ocalan’s 
meetings with his lawyers and other visitors were cancelled. PKK prisoners 
in Turkey took part in lengthy hunger strikes at the end of 2012.  

During this crisis I carried out fieldwork research in Germany. This included 
meeting and talking with Sakine Cansiz in Berlin, in December 2012. Cansiz 
was one of the founding members of the PKK and a prominent leader within 
the Kurdish women’s movement. We discussed the conflict and the poor 
prospects for peace, just a few weeks before she and other two female Kurdish 
political activists were assassinated in Paris (9 January 2013). The murderer’s 
links with the Turkish Intelligence Service (MIT) have been confirmed 
(Cumhuriyet 2015; Demir 2015). This tragic murder shows that Kurds are not 
just facing uncertainty and violence in their homeland, but they are also not 
safe in the diasporas, including in Western Europe. 

Despite the bloody war, 67 days of hunger strike and the Paris assassinations, 
there was another step towards peace when Ocalan’s ceasefire message was 
read during the Newroz 2013 celebrations in Diyarbakir. The PKK and Ocalan 
openly declared that ‘peace process’ negotiations were going on. This time 
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the process was named the ‘Imrali process’, after the island where the 
imprisoned PKK leader, Ocalan, has been jailed since 1999. However, the 
Erdogan-led AKP government claimed for a long time that it was not the 
government but the state that was in contact with Ocalan and other Kurdish 
political representatives. This was an attempt to protect the AKP from any 
damage resulting from this process. They were avoiding the real issue, rather 
than taking any risks. As Candar (2015) states, the peace process in Turkey 
between Turks and Kurds was neither transparent nor mediated by a third 
party. The AKP government attempted to assert its strength by neglecting to 
include any independent parties, and this damaged the process’ structural 
viability. Candar (2015) is clear that the “Kurdish issue has become an 
electioneering tactic on the part of the AKP and therefore any current peace 
process efforts would be lacking in substance and drive”. 

Unbalanced ‘peace processes’ 

In 2009, the Turkish President Abdullah Gul acknowledged that the Kurdish 
issue was Turkey’s most important problem. He claimed that “Good things 
are going to happen” (Turkone 2009; Lindenstrauss 2016). However, seven 
years after the 2009 Oslo talks and after 15 years of an AKP government there 
have still not been any substantive developments. Despite the talks between 
Ocalan and some key players, including some Kurdish MPs, the Turkish 
Intelligence Service and some AKP members, no ‘good things’ have 
happened. The current Turkish President Erdogan has been the unchallenged 
leader of both AKP and Turkey since 2002. He has consistently avoided, at 
least openly, either being part of the peace process or even working to move 
this process on. But even the basic right to use the Kurdish language is not 
yet legal. The Turkish constitution has not been changed to allow Kurds to 
use their language or have education in the Kurdish language (Tas 2014a; 
Aslan 2015). Abdullah Demirbas, the former Sur Mayor (Sur is a district in 
Diyarbakir) explained that staff in Kurdish municipalities, including elected 
Mayors like himself, have been prosecuted for speaking Kurdish. At the same 
time the AKP was promoting ‘Kurdish Language’ initiatives such as a state-
run Kurdish TV channel, TRT6 (now TRT Kurdi), even those are still illegal 
under the constitution (Demirbas 2010). Ironically, the State is allowed to use 
Kurdish for its own political and assimilative aim, but Kurdish people and 
politicians are not allowed to use their own language. 

Erdogan’s primary agenda has been to promote his personal power, and 
restrict any challenges to it. This is why he was so keen to change Turkey 
from a parliamentary system to a presidency. This has always come before 
making peace. However, after Selahattin Demirtas, the co-leader of the pro-
Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party, the HDP, declared in March 2015 that 
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“we will not make you the president” (Hurriyet 2015), then Erdogan focused 
on playing the Turkish nationalist card. In April 2015, in direct contradiction 
of his 2005 Diyarbakir speech, he claimed that, “Turkey has no Kurdish 
problem”. He has repeated this claim several times since 2015. The following 
months, he restarted the war against Kurds in Turkey and started a Syrian 
offensive.  

When a peace process only involves a few of the parties to the conflict, and 
leaders are only concerned with their self-interest, it is not surprising that the 
results are as observed in the Turkish-Kurdish peace process. If peace 
negotiations are to be successful, and not rely solely on military action, the 
different parties must work together and be prepared to take risks to solve 
the dispute. Without a clear roadmap, a specified timetable, the involvement 
of all key stakeholders and interested third parties, plus international 
involvement, it is not possible to even start to resolve the differences between 
sides who have been in conflict for a long time. Neither key actors within 
different civil entities, nor all the various relevant political parties knew the 
details of negotiations between the imprisoned Kurdish leader and the AKP 
or state representatives. There was no clarity about the peace talks 
themselves, the possible reconciliation process, or possible new institutions 
in the formation of a potentially decentralised Turkish state. As we have seen 
in the Turkish-Kurdish case, empty promises in relation to this sort of so-
called ‘peace process’ almost always open the door for brutal conflict. This is 
exactly what led to the conflict that started in June 2015.  

Even if a peace process was successfully developing between the PKK and 
AKP then, in the long term, the exclusion of the other factions might well 
increase the possibilities of conflict. For example, Kurdish Hezbollah could 
turn their guns onto the Turkish state, saying that they do not recognise any 
peace process, and that they want to fight for an independent Kurdish or 
Islamic State. Similarly, Turkish nationalists (MHP, National Front Party), 
some Turkish leftish (including some members of the CHP, Republican 
People’s Party) and former members of the Turkish military have not 
supported any moves towards peace processes with Kurds, including the 
most recent one. Instead, they have been championing more oppressive types 
of military operation in Kurdish regions (Yavuz and Ozcan 2007; Gocek 2011) 

All previous negotiations were unbalanced. On one side of the imagined 
‘peace process’ was the government of the Turkish state, on the other, an 
imprisoned leader under the control of that government and the state. 
Messages from Ocalan about the negotiations were delivered by a few 
selected Kurdish political party members. Research about peace and conflict 
suggests that, at the beginning, any peace process should be limited to only a 
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few actors.6 But in the Kurdish and Turkish context there has been no 
substantive process over the last seven years. After all this time, we still do 
not even know whether there are any mutually agreed principles, and what 
they might be. There has not been an Observatory Committee. No Truth and 
Reconciliation Committee has been established until the day this research 
was completed. There has been no involvement from the UN or the European 
Union, or any other parts of the international community. Nor is it clear who 
might be the guarantor of any potential peace. Millions of people have 
suffered and have been forced to move to internal and external diasporas, as 
discussed above, because of the ongoing conflict.  

Understandably, both the migrants and those people who have not moved 
have very little trust in the ongoing so-called peace process. All this makes 
both any talks and the overall peace process itself very fragile. The politics of 
the Middle East are extremely dynamic. Individual players and factions 
frequently swap allegiances (Rosenberg and Wolfsfeld 1977). It is therefore 
important that any peace process should include all main actors and factions 
(Laderach1997; Zartman 2007; Ramsbotham et al. 2011). 

Kurds and Turks can only continue living together if there is a peaceful 
solution to the ongoing conflict. Even hope for peace cannot continue if 
promises keep being empty. Each new episode of violence acts as a reminder 
of the previous bad experiences and further increases hate between the 
different ethnic groups, making it more difficult for future generations to 
come together and make a durable peace. The recent wars with Kurds in Syria 
and Turkey will produce new developments, and may even challenge 
borders in the Middle East, including Turkey. Kurds have moved on from 
their old method of armed struggle against Turkey into societal resistance. 
They have named Turkey as a ‘coloniser’ or ‘occupier’ state. With the help of 
the transnational Kurdish diaspora, they have made the Kurdish issue into 
an international issue and so brought the Kurdish case to a similar level as 
the Israeli and Palestinian conflict, as discussed in more detail by Darweish 
and Rigby (2015). 

Diaspora and peace processes 

The underlying concern here is how to work towards successful negotiations 
for peace, including a stable post-conflict situation, with the help of Kurdish 
stateless diasporas. There is a large body of literature on diaspora, conflict 
and peace (see for example, Lederach 1997; Al-Ali 2007; Snyder 2015). One 
can easily observe deep differences between and within diasporic 

                                                 
6 See for example: Rosenberg and Wolfsfeld 1977; Laderach1997; Wessels 1998; Zartman 2007; Harbom 
and Wallensteen 2008; Bercovitch 2009; Loizides 2009; Ramsbotham et al. 2011; Hamber 2015. 
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communities. As in the Kurdish homelands, diaspora societies are not a 
unitary or homogenous entity. Religious and ideological divisions exist 
within Kurdish society. However they have also common political, cultural, 
geographical aims and wishes. 

War and conflict over the past thirty years have forced hundreds of 
thousands of stateless Kurds to flee their homelands in Turkey and other 
countries in the Middle East in an attempt to secure safety outside of the 
region. Many of those who have moved to Western Europe experience 
continued feelings of alienation, with only limited feelings of belonging to 
their ‘host countries’, and a frequent sense of living in limbo. These 
sentiments have been an important engine of Kurdish nationalism, 
mobilising Kurdish men and women in the diaspora to bring an end to their 
perceived statelessness (Tas 2015 and 2016). The diaspora is seen by many as 
a safe environment within which to organise: creating not only ‘long-distance 
nationalists’ (Anderson 1998 and 2006; Sheffer 2002; Schiller et al. 2001; 
Schiller 2005) but also alternative institutions for a future, imagined state. It 
can be argued that statelessness, diaspora and nationalism are strongly 
connected in so far as statelessness and diaspora can be seen to feed 
nationalism. Since Kurds have no ‘unitary’ religious or linguistic identity, 
many Kurds have claimed that the only way forward is to become much more 
nationalistic. From this perspective, unity through nationalism is the only 
way to end Kurdish statelessness and to make a stable peace.  

Many Kurds believe that Kurdish people, both as individuals and as a 
community, have not been ‘strong enough’ nationalists, since they have not 
been successful at establishing their own state. The weak nationalism of 
stateless people, including Kurds, has been part of academic debate in recent 
years. For example, Ismail Besikci, a well-known Turkish academic who has 
researched Kurdish issues for decades, has asserted that, “Kurds are not good 
enough nationalists. They should not be as democratic as they are today. It’s 
too much. It is not Kurds’ business to make Turkey a more democratic 
country” (Besikci 2014; Hamsici (2014).  

Abdullah Ocalan, the imprisoned leader of the PKK, has also called on all 
Kurdish people around the world to unite, and to show resistance against 
their enemies (Letsch 2014). Kurds who have left the various imagined 
homelands of Kurdistan to live in diasporas, often take such calls for national 
solidarity especially seriously. The ISIS attack on Kobane (Rojova, North 
Syria), which has cost thousands of lives and caused suffering to hundreds of 
thousands of people, is the first time in history that Kurds from different parts 
of the world have joined together to fight for the same cause. These efforts 
demonstrate a significant shift in Kurdish nationalism: from localised and 
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weak nationalism towards a collective, stronger form of nationalism with the 
help of diaspora mobilisation. 

However, some other Kurds argue against stronger nationalism, and instead 
believe that Kurds need to be more democratic than they are currently. Abbas 
Vali, another well-known Kurdish academic, said: “I have to fundamentally 
disagree with Besikci. Kurds are not democratic enough” (Vali 2015). Kurds 
who want to promote a more advanced form of democracy are especially 
concerned about the rights of women and other powerless groups. They even 
want to champion the right to be heard for those people who hold political 
views in direct opposition to their own.   

Because of long years under the assimilationist policies of the Turkish state, 
then until recently many Kurds have felt ashamed of their cultural identity. 
Many Kurds hid their Kurdishness and Kurdish roots (Tas 2014a). However, 
with the recent conflict in the Middle East and, especially, the victorious 
fighting in Kobane, more Kurds are now becoming increasingly proud of 
their Kurdishness.  Linked to this, there is increasing Kurdish nationalism. As 
Kurds are still an underdog minority, this nationalism is developing into an 
‘aggressive’ form which has been described by Bozarlan (2015) as ‘narcissistic 
nationalism’7.  

Members of the Kurdish diaspora have for many years tried to remove the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)8 from the European Union’s list of 
designated terrorist groups (Channel Four News 2014). Freedom for Ocalan 
is another key goal of the Kurdish national diaspora movement. These 
movements are organised under the banner of the Kurdish National 
Congress in diasporas (KNC – Kongreya Neteweyî ya Kurdistanê). This was 
established on 24 May 1999, just a few months after Ocalan was arrested. 
Underlining the importance of the diaspora communities, the KNC is based 
in Brussels. This is a temporary arrangement which will last until Kurds have 
full independence, or at least, substantive autonomy.  

Under the KNC banner, Kurdish transnational political and protest 
movements in Europe have made the world aware of the effects of ISIS 
attacks against Kurds in Shengal, Iraq and Kobane, Syria as well as Turkish 
state violence against Kurds in Turkey. I believe that Benedict Anderson 
(1998) is wrong when he claims that members of diaspora communities try to 

                                                 
7 The term was used first time by Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) appeared in his work “Civilization and Its 
Discontents (1929-30), in relation to the application of the inborn aggression in man to ethnic (and other) 
conflicts. 
8 The Kurdistan Workers’ Party, Partiya Kărkeran Kurdistan (PKK) in Kurdish, began operations against 
the Turkish State in 1984. Since then more than 50,000 Kurdish and Turkish people have died as a result 
of the conflict. 
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influence what is going on in their homeland without being physically 
involved in destructive conflicts. As part of my ethnographic research, I was 
told that thousands of young Kurdish men and women have travelled from 
London, Berlin or Istanbul to fight, and help the Kurds in Turkey and Syria. 
Some of these people are well-educated or work in well-paid professions. 
Even some of those who remained in their new host countries, or as internal 
migrants within Turkey, have been arrested for demonstrating their support 
for the Kurdish cause. 

People from different diasporas who cannot go to fight themselves, instead 
organise fundraising events and take part in lobbying activities and 
demonstrations with the aim of persuading British and European politicians 
to help the Kurdish movements in Turkey, Iraq, Syria and Iran. For example, 
in September and October 2014, some London based Kurds even went on 
hunger strike for the Kurdish cause. Between June 2015 and March 2016, 
thousands of Kurds in different diasporas have carried out demonstrations 
and organised petitions against anti-Kurdish state operations by Turkey. 
Some of these Kurds have been criminalised by the British or Turkish state 
(Baser 2015; Garmiany 2015; Telgraf 2016).  

Kurds are no longer just a local tribal group, operating through kinship 
networks. Kurdish lobbying in the diaspora may not be as strong as that for 
Turks, Armenians and Jews, but they are moving in that direction (Barzani 
2014). Millions of Kurds and their supporters can, and do, take to the streets 
of Istanbul, Berlin, London, Paris, New York and Brussels, whenever there is 
an issue of serious concern. They also have increasingly strong and close 
relationships with the governments of their new host countries. For example, 
Kurds regularly use facilities within the UK parliament for meetings and 
political discussions, and several MPs and Lords usually input favourably. 
These increasing links should not be underestimated. 

As we have seen, diaspora communities can easily become a driving engine 
for homeland politics, nationalist movements, and even armed conflict in the 
original homeland. They can also become an agent involved in putative peace 
processes. As discussed above, this was the case for the peace process 
between the PKK and Turkish state representatives, especially the Turkish 
National Intelligence Service. In 2009, initial negotiations were brokered with 
the help of diaspora representatives, in the so-called ‘Oslo Process’ (Tas 2015). 
This example demonstrates that the Kurdish stateless diaspora has already 
been an active, influential actor in policies affecting its homeland. One of my 
interviewees explained in November 2014 (Tas 2016): 

If there is going to be [any] peace [with Turkey], it will be down to the diaspora. And 
that’s true for conflict too. We are becoming as strong as the Armenian and Jewish 
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diaspora. Assimilated Kurds in Turkey cannot make peace – or war – without us. We 
[diaspora Kurds] have suffered. And we [diaspora] will be a part oft he decision-
making pricess, if there are going tob e any decision. 

A Kurdish academic states in February 2016 that without ‘true Kurds’ at the 
peace table, it is not possible to make peace for Kurds. He describes what he 
means by ‘true Kurds’: 

There are many false Kurds in Turkey and elsewhere. They have been assimilated 
under a host identity and can only think about their own personal needs, and the 
importance of their hosts. For example, the Turkish former presidents Ismet Inonu 
and Turgut Ozal, and other politicians who are involved in mainstream Turkish 
political parties, like AKP and CHP, might claim that they are from a Kurdish 
background. But for the whole of their political life, they have worked for the Turkish 
state. These sorts of people cannot and should not represent Kurds. Another group 
of false Kurds are those who try to make small changes to Turkish political structure, 
and so to claim a few minority rights for Kurds. They also don’t represent Kurds. 
Ocalan himself can now be considered as falling into this group, since he has 
sacrificed the aim of Kurdish independence, for a few baubles. But I can forgive him 
because he is in Turkish prison. True Kurds are fighting for full Kurdish 
independence, or at very least, equivalent rights as the Turks have. Only these true 
Kurds deserve a place at the negotiation table. 

This non-negotiable and hyper-nationalist view can be seen among many 
forcibly displaced stateless diasporas. Many people like this have very little 
trust in any so-called ‘peace process’. All of this makes any talks and the peace 
process itself very fragile. Many of my interviewees do not trust the Turkish 
state, especially the Erdogan-led government, to make peace. Another of my 
interviewees explained in London, January 2015:  

Of course we [diaspora Kurds] want peace. Who would not want peace? I have lived 
in three different diasporas in the last 30 years: In Germany, in France and now in the 
UK. I haven’t seen my hometown or my relatives in Turkey since the 1980s. My land 
was occupied by the village guards. Peace may help people like me to end this misery 
and to have their land and their home back. But Turkey is not serious about making 
peace. Erdogan is just playing with us. He needs Kurdish votes and he has used us to 
stay in power since 2002. He has not made any legal changes in favour of Kurds in 
his last 13 years in power. He is not a friend of Kurds. We [Kurds] have to think 
beyond any national borders to help each other. We cannot trust others to help us to 
make peace; we should create our own state and pull down all the borders that divide 
us. 

The imprisoned Kurdish leader, Ocalan, understands the potentially 
important role that diaspora communities have. He has repeatedly asked the 
diaspora to contribute to the development of the peace process both by 
organising discussions and other events, and also to involve European 
institutions and governments in these events. With this in mind, several 
conferences (May and December 2013, December 2014) were organised in 
Brussels by the KNC.  
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At the 13th General Meeting of the KNC, held in Brussels on 25-26 May 2013, 
it was stated that Kurds have the right to live and create their own destiny in 
their own land as a Kurdish nation, and:  

Democratisation of [the] Middle East can be achieved through the recognition of 
Kurdish identity and Kurdistan as a nation… On these grounds Kirkuk and other 
parts of [the] Kurdish region[s] that were taken [by Turkey, Iraq, Syria and Iran] have 
to be included again in the map of Kurdistan, and these countries have to show their 
respect for the map of Kurdistan and its territory.  

As we see from this explanation, there are no signs that Kurds, as represented 
by the PKK and KNC, have dropped their claim of creating a unitary Kurdish 
state. International law on self-determination also support such view (Thurer 
and Burri 2008). The Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has also 
pointed out in many speeches how various Kurdish power-holders, and 
especially diasporas, play a crucial role in the ongoing conflict and its 
resolution. The Kurdish diaspora is therefore recognised as an important 
influencing factor by both sides of the conflict.  

Kurds are at last learning to play the system 

More tactically, and perhaps more realistically, many Kurdish nationalists 
have temporarily postponed their aim to create a Kurdish state in Turkey, as 
they focus on state-making in Syria and Iraq. One Kurdish legal practitioner 
in Istanbul, who also functions as a Kurdish politician, said in November 
2015: 

Ironically, Kurds have to be thankful to Erdogan and the Turkish state’s recent ill-
considered internal and foreign policies against Kurds. These have shown the 
authoritarian face of Turkey to the world and the real extent of discrimination. This 
[might seem paradoxical, but it] has helped Kurds to increase their power. They now 
control a large area in Syria, and even control some cities in Turkey. Kurds are 
strengthening connections with various international powers and getting increasing 
Western support. So I want to see Erdogan in power a little longer. His aggressive 
policies may actually help Kurds to establish the independent state we have been 
dreaming for such a long time. 

As long as the fight continues in Iraq, Syria and Turkey, the most radical 
Kurds can consolidate their increasingly radical members around that 
struggle. As Jok says for the South Sudanese case: “nations don’t just happen 
– they have to be planned, forged and crafted” (Jok 2012). Many Kurds are 
aware that the processes and techniques for state making are not easy and 
may take a long time. For example, the Mayor of Kobani acknowledged that, 
“we [Kurds] are not professional [yet] when it comes to independence” (Abdi 
2015). Cemil Bayık, one of the founders and leaders of the outlawed PKK, has 
said that: 
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When the chaos that is engulfing the Middle East is taken into consideration, 
disarming is not possible… Ankara should change its stance against the Kurds… 
Turkey should develop peaceful political and economic relations [with Kurds]… 
Direct communications should be established between Ocalan [imprisoned PKK 
leader Abdullah] and Kandil [the mountains where the PKK militants are based]. And 
finally, the negotiations should officially be launched. If all these conditions are 
applied, then our arms might be silenced (Today’s Zaman 2015).  

Kurds in Syria and Turkey are slowly but surely developing their relations 
with the rest of the world. The French President Francois Hollande had a 
meeting with two senior PYD women, Asya Abdullah (the co-chair of the 
PYD) and Nesrin Abdullah (the commander of YPG’s female branch) on 8 
February 2014. There are now YPG flags on the doors and walls of the 
European Parliament and Kurdish officials now have offices across Europe. 
Kurds are welcomed by the Russian government and opened an office in 
Moscow in the name of the Rojova administration. (Tastekin 2016).  

Many of my interviewees believe that the sort of democratic autonomous 
system that Ocalan and many Kurdish nationalists currently support for 
Turkey would not only give time but would also allow some of the necessary 
preparations for a future unitary Kurdish state. Kurds already practice their 
own legal system de facto for business, family and even criminal cases as part 
of their practical resistance against the Turkish state and institutions of the 
state. This is also an integral part of the Kurdish state building project, which 
has been re-developed and introduced by the Kurdish people wherever they 
live, including the UK and German diasporas (Tas 2013a, 2013b and 2014a).  

A Case from the Kurdish Court 

As an example of this, I would like to discuss a legal case that I observed 
during my previous fieldwork in the UK with the Kurdish unofficial court 
there, the Kurdish Peace Committee. Similar Kurdish legal practices are 
carried out on a daily basis by Kurdish elected or voluntary community 
judges in Kurdish towns and cities in Turkey. 

A Turkish Businessman in the Kurdish Court9, as an example of how diaspora 
can create alternative institutions and act to solve their legal problems (Tas 
2014a). In this case a Turkish man had a joint business with another Turk. The 
two men wanted to end their partnership and one of the partners, Katip, 
asked for his financial input of £30,000 to be returned to him; Suleyman, the 
other partner, refused. Katip did not want to go to an official court because 
the partners had no written agreement. He also did not want to risk losing 
                                                 
9 This case has also been discussed in Tas (2014). All the names of case participants are pseudonyms. The 
information for this case is based on the plaintiff’s statement to the KPC; my observation of the KPC 
meeting over this case and an interview with Katip and his son, interviews November 2010. 
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any more money in a court case. His son advised him to take the issue to the 
Kurdish Peace Committee (KPC). But the father refused, saying, “instead of 
taking my case to the KPC and paying them a huge sum, Suleyman can keep 
the money.” He reasoned: “this is a Kurdish organisation and must have a 
connection with the PKK. I am not going to ask the PKK to help me. If I give 
my arm to them, they will take my whole body.” However, his son insisted, 
saying, “Please, let’s try. We won’t lose anything if we try. If they have any 
secret agenda, we will come away, I promise you.”  

In the end the father listened to his son. He took his case to the KPC on 1 
November 2010. They followed the usual procedure: filling in a short form 
and paying a fee of ten pounds. The following week, on 8 November 2010, 
both sides, the plaintiff and the defendant, came to the KPC for the meeting. 

Usually a leading KPC member makes an opening speech before a case 
begins. Especially if the judges do not know the parties involved, they might 
start by exploring the background; asking who the parties are, where they are 
from, what kind of business they have and who they know within the 
Kurdish community. Depending on the answers, they may ask how they 
heard about the work of the KPC. After getting to know the parties a little, 
they usually remind them of the rules and procedures, telling them that both 
sides will be given time and space to speak but that they should not use any 
violence or harsh words on each other. Last, but not least, they ask if both 
parties are happy to be at the KPC and if they are ready to follow and accept 
any decision the Committee might make. A similar introduction is made 
before all cases. If the judges already know the parties well, they keep it short; 
if they are less well known, the judges will ensure that both parties fully 
understand the system. After this introduction, as with all cases, both parties 
explained their position. After only around 30 minutes, the KPC decided that 
Suleyman must return the £30,000, through the KPC. 

Both sides agreed to this decision, and Suleyman wrote out a cheque. Katip 
was shocked and surprised, and then asked the KPC members: “how much 
must I pay you for this help?” The senior KPC judge answered, “You have 
already paid your ten pound fee. You do not have to pay anything more. We 
are not working for money.” Katip was still confused and then offered £2,000 
towards community work. The KPC asked Katip several times if he was sure 
that he wanted to donate money, because he was not obliged to do this. Katip 
insisted, so, after some hesitation, the KPC accepted the donation. Some 
people who have reached an agreement offer money in this way, especially 
after a business conflict. The amount is not fixed and is never asked for. Any 
donated money is usually used to help teach Kurdish; to help members of the 
community who are in need; to help run different community works; to buy 
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books or newspapers for the community; to organise meetings, seminars or 
conferences; or send to Kurdish regions if some members of the community 
are in need. Some of my Kurdish and Turkish interviewees stated that some 
of this money is spent on Kurdish guerrilla movements. 

Similar to the introduction in each case, there is usually a closing speech from 
a senior judge. Normally this includes the importance of people respecting 
each other, helping each other and being honourable (namuslu) men and 
women in the community. The judges usually remind the parties that they 
have made a promise ‘on their honour’ (namus), and that they should never 
forget this promise. After this, the case is closed, the parties leave and the next 
case begins. 

After that, Katip left the meeting room, and re-joined his son in the main 
community building. Katip told his son how surprised he was and added: “if 
a similar problem ever happens again, I know where to go.” His son replied: 
“I told you that they find solutions very quickly, and that people listen to 
them. People even come from Turkey and Germany to use the KPC.”   

In this case, neither of the parties was Kurdish but enforcement was still 
based on maintaining good social relationships. Furthermore, this type of 
alternative Kurdish community action shows that Kurds in diaspora are re-
developing their legal institutions for their own people and also as part of the 
preparation of a future autonomous or independent Kurdish state. 

This case has clearly illustrated that not just Kurdish people, but also many 
Turkish people, are not happy with the structure and work of centralised 
state institutions. Community centres, the offices of Kurdish mayors in 
Turkey, and mosques in Turkey and also in diasporas have acted as a place 
for many people looking for solutions to their disputes, when they don’t want 
use state institutions. The fact that many Turks are also using Kurdish courts 
both in diasporas and also in Turkey, when they are looking for ‘justice’, is 
important evidence that the relationship between Turks and Kurds is not 
totally broken and still can be repaired. These alternative de facto institutions, 
their work and the connections between two communities, can play a positive 
role in the development of any sustainable peace. These institutions can also 
play a role in cultural or societal reconciliation, democratisation and 
decentralisation of state institutions.  

Concluding remarks and 15 steps for sustainable peace 

Previous peace negotiations between Turks and Kurds have never been 
balanced. Messages from Ocalan about any negotiations are carried only by 
a few selected Kurdish political party members. Although any peace process 
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must necessarily be limited initially with only a few actors, as we saw in 
Northern Ireland and South Africa, there seems to have been no substantive 
progress over the last three decades. Many important Kurdish and Turkish 
entities, including the diasporas, have never been included in any substantive 
way. Diaspora, for stateless people, is not only a place outside of their country 
of origin, but can include their ancestral village or city, when insecurity and 
inequality continue there.  

Kurdish diaspora communities are the result of, and key actors in, the 
conflict. They have acted not only as an important driving engine for 
homeland politics, but also as a way forward to peace and to the development 
of future Kurdish institutions. Some elements in Kurdish diasporas have 
recently promoted a strong and even aggressive nationalism. These 
contradictions may be an important barrier for Kurdish leaders to overcome 
if there is ever going to be peace with Turkey and neighbouring states. 

Turkey, since its establishment as a Republic, has never achieved sustainable 
peace. Kurds still cannot freely learn and use their language in educational, 
legal, political and even social arenas. The PKK movement and the conflict 
between Turks and Kurds is one of the major reasons for this. The Turkish 
state has not tried to make peace in any real way, merely reiterated attempts 
at military ‘solutions’. These have not brought about any progress in the last 
hundred years, and are not moving anything forward now. Different Turkish 
governments have mouthed platitudes and postponed any real actions 
towards peace. There has never been any substantial move towards building 
trust and increasing tolerance between and within different ethnic groups.  
Successive Turkish governments did not show any understanding of the real 
sociological problems in Turkey.  

The PKK benefits from pre-existing problems of the Kurds and does not find 
it difficult to recruit new members. Thousands of young people join the PKK 
voluntarily every year (Letsch 2006b). This shows that as long as the current 
conflict continues, the PKK or similar organisations will not only exist but 
will thrive. New groups, such as the TAK or other Young Kurdish militias 
within towns and cities, are now more radical than the PKK (Kuntz et al. 
2016). 

Kurds, with the help of their international connections, may be making real 
friends for the first time. USA and Russia’s support of Kurds in Syria (YPG, 
the Kurdish People’s Protection Units) has increased Turkey’s aggression 
against the Kurds. The development of Kurdish autonomy in Syria and 
HDP’s success in Turkey have awakened Turkey’s historic fear of the state’s 
division and the unification of Kurdish lands with those in neighbouring 
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countries. For this reason all Turkish political elements (secularist, Islamist 
and nationalist) have joined forces against the Kurds.  

Especially Erdogan has used this monopoly of power for his own use. 
Erdogan’s eagerness to stay in power has moved Turkey towards an 
authoritarian regime in which freedom of expression and rule of law have 
already deteriorated. The Erdogan-led regime seems to have a zero respect 
for the rule of law if its requests or orders are not supported. Erdogan even 
spoke about removing the constitutional court because that court wanted to 
release two journalists who were arrested on his orders (Beale 2016; Ellis 2016; 
New York Times 2016; The Guardian 2016a; The Washington Post 2016). He 
has used the refugee card as a bargaining chip  with the EU to promote his 
own power (Pitel 2016b).  

He has even expanded the meaning of terrorism and suggests removing 
citizenship from the so-called ’supporters’ of terrorism, including journalists 
or academics who signed the petition for peace between Turks and Kurds 
(Reuters 2016; Zalewski 2016). He has undermined even the implementation 
of 1980s military made, monolithic and centralised constitution in many 
ways. It therefore seems very unlikely that any Erdogan-led government 
might develop a constitution which could move forward many of the issues 
plaguing Turkey, let alone the Turkish-Kurdish conflict.  

Any critical media has been taken under state control. Even social media, like 
Facebook and Twitter, have been switched on and off at government will. 
Critical voices, especially pro-Kurdish journalists, have been arrested. As of 
April 2016, almost 40 journalists and tens of lawyers are in prison. Hundreds 
of academics who, in January 2016, signed a peace petition against state 
oppression and operations against the Kurds have faced disciplinary actions. 
Many of them have been put in pre-trial detention, and are facing several 
years in prison, on the personal orders of Erdogan. Erdogan has been 
eliminating all opposition ahead of his bid for an executive or Sultan style of 
presidency, and he regards the Kurds as the main barrier to achieving this.  

Many Kurds I have interviewed in Diyarbakir, Istanbul, Berlin and London 
are angry with both the Erdogan-led AKP goverment’s brutal response to 
Kurds and also with the PKK for taking the fight to the towns and cities and 
moving away from any peace talks.  

The question of what the Kurds want has been asked by many politicians, 
international organisations, journalists and academics. First of all, it is 
important to acknowledge that Kurds, like many other communties and 
nations, do not speak with one voice. Even the PKK has diverse voices, 
including Kandil, Ocalan, the Young Kurds, or youth militia and diasporas. 
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There is also a wide range of other Kurds, including Alevi Kurds, women’s 
rights organisations, HDP and youth organisations and conservative 
religious Kurds. All these sub groups may well contradict each other. 
Looking at the bigger picture, when south Kurdistan (KRG), East Kurdistan 
(Iran), Rojova (Syria) and North Kurdistan (Turkey) are included,  the 
diversity increases. One of my interviewees commented: “Kurds do not need 
any more enemies, they have themselves. They are a nation with many armies 
and divisions.“ 

Many Turkish or western academics, journalists and diplomats use this 
heterogeneity and the lack of a single representative as an excuse not to 
negotiate with Kurds. They have suggested that Kurds cannot be a nation. 
But Turks, Britons and Germans are similarly heterogenous. Just like Turks, 
Britons, Germans and all other nations, Kurds have some common issues and 
wishes, and representatives who will argue for these.   

15 important steps towards sustainable peace 

This article has already discussed why the previous peace negotiations have 
failed. Looking forward towards possible solutions for a ‘one state solution’, 
I contend that there are 15 important steps which must be fulfilled for 
sustainable peace.  

First, the Turkish state and the PKK should declare a ceasefire for at least one 
year. This would create the necessary conditions for peace talks to begin.  

Second, international involvement and guarantees are essential. The 
European Union and United States must put pressure on the Turkish 
government to promote peace and also to equalise unequal conditions among 
stakeholders for the peace table. There is an international historical context, 
with effects on international stability and important human rights issues to 
consider. These all mean that there is a wide international responsibility to 
observe, oversee, and to take an active part in facilitating the peace process.  

Third, the Kurdish leader in Turkey, Abdullah Ocalan should be released 
from prison. This is a necessary pre-condition before any real peace process 
can begin. Only free and equal people can talk and make peace.  

Fourth, any peace talks should be inclusive and involve all key stakeholders. 
Not only the AKP and PKK, but other important Kurdish and Turkish 
stakeholders, especially women’s groups, should take part in the peace 
discussions. With Kurdish populations living in their historical regions in 
Syria, Iraq, Iran and Turkey, as well as in the diasporas, one cannot separate 
the Kurdish and Turkish ‘peace process’ from ongoing conflicts and wars in 
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the neighbouring countries. Many of the Kurds I interviewed believe that for 
any successful and permanent peace, Kurds living in all of these places, 
including the diasporas, must be involved in the peace process. 

Fifth, the objectives of the peace process should be clearly defined. Each step 
should be accepted, with time frames agreed by all sides.  

Sixth, independent justice, the disarmament of Kurdish fighters, and a 
reconciliation process with amnesty for all political prisoners, must be 
implemented if any peace process and subsequent coexistence is to be 
successful in the long term.  

Seventh, as in many other societies with a history of conflict, Turkey needs a 
new, more inclusive constitution if it is to move away from the existing 
problems. The country is still using the constitution created by the military 
after the 1980 coup. The new constitution and any amendments affecting its 
Basic Rights and Turkey’s ethnic communities cannot be approved without a 
qualified majority of two-thirds of votes, within which there must be a 
majority of votes from the Kurdish community. This should hopefully protect 
the constitution from any majoritarian or authoritarian ruler in the future.  

Eighth, the existence and distinct identity of Turkey’s different ethnic and 
religious groups such as the Kurds should be recognised and protected in the 
new constitution’s basic rights. The concepts of one religion, one nation, or 
brotherhood cannot keep Turks, Kurds and any other groups together if there 
is no tolerance of differences. Without tolerance, the idea of one umbrella 
identity can only be a temporary solution, and will not resolve the Turkish-
Kurdish problems that have been observed for a century. Pluralistic society 
is a fact and one person should not be forced to wear someone else’s hat. Any 
peaceful society requires tolerance and respect. As Adorno (1991) and also 
Laclau and Mouffe (1985) have emphasised, the appreciation of diversity 
means to be diverse without being frightened, and to respect and tolerate the 
value of others.  

Ninth, respect for the rule of law and democratic values, freedom of speech, 
freedom of the media, the promotion of gender, ethnic and religious equality 
at all levels, and decentralisation should be part of the basic rights included 
in any new constitution. The new constitution should also include a way for 
Kurds and other minority groups to be part of truly democratic politics. This 
means that the removal of the current 10 percent parliamentary threshold is 
necessary.  

Tenth, devolution or federalism can contribute to a resolution of almost one 
hundred years of the Turkish-Kurdish conflict, since the unitary and 
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centralist system has been a significant contributor to the conflict. The new 
constitution should decentralise power down to elected co-mayors in the 
towns and cities, rather than to centrally-appointed governors. Kurds have 
already successfully introduced and practice a system of co-mayors and co-
chairs that promotes gender equality. Political, administrative and fiscal 
decentralisation, with the creation of local police forces would contribute to a 
new, peaceful and pluralistic one-state solution for Turks and Kurds. 
Education, healthcare, economic development and sport activities should be 
decentralised. The constitution should also permit the use of Kurdish as a 
working language in areas where the Kurds form the majority. Such 
multilingual practices have already been practised successfully in South 
Tyrol (Italy), Catalan and Basque regions (Spain) and Quebec (Canada).  

Eleventh, various consociational power-sharing principles advocated by 
Arend Lijphart should be reflected in the new constitution (Lijphart 1977 and 
2008). Examples should include the future formation of coalition 
governments which represents all major segments of the divided society, 
including the Kurds; proportionality in legislative and executive bodies such 
as the the Constitutional Court, and within the public administration and 
allocation of public funds; minority veto rights on all essential decisions and 
the existence of arbitration mechanisms. 

Twelfth, a new pluralistic and inclusive state should include full education 
in the Kurdish language. Primary through to university level education 
should be state funded, as it is in the Republic of Macedonia where education 
in the Albanian language is available at all levels (Lyon 2016). South Tyrol 
(Italy), Catalan and Basque regions (Spain) and Quebec (Canada) are just a 
few other important successful examples.  

Thirteenth, use of community flags and symbols should be allowed in areas 
where minority groups form the majority. In the long term it may be 
necessary to create a new, inclusive state flag for all as was the case in South 
Africa. 

Fourteenth, economic development in the Kurdish areas is one of the most 
important steps for ensuring sustainable peace. The long-term conflict has 
created social and economic inequalities, which fuel yet further conflict. 
There should be an aim to remove social and economic inequalities between 
different parts of Turkey. This might require, for a limited period of time, 
positive discrimination in Kurdish areas. 

Fifteenth, the substantial post-conflict ecological and environmental damage 
in Kurdish areas should be repaired according to local historical and cultural 
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values. The replacement of forests and sustainable local water resources is 
just as important as the renovation of historical monuments. 

Political and constitutional changes need to be adopted, appreciated and 
practiced not only by the state, but across society. All these elements 
underline how peace could be managed in conflicted societies.  

Especially during the past two decades, many of the nation states that rejected 
plurality have faced civil war and, usually, division. The former Yugoslavia, 
Iraq, Syria and Sudan are just a few examples. Many more accommodating 
countries have accepted, respected and made space for their ethnic diversity. 
As discussed in more detail in Tas (2014b), with the help of the Millet Practice, 
the Ottoman Empire managed to keep together its very diverse society for 
more than five centuries. Switzerland has successfully managed its diversity 
under a confederal system since 1815. The Scots, Welsh and Northern Irish 
have their own devolved administrations in the UK. Germany has sixteen 
federal states. Spain is increasingly making space for Catalan and Basque 
power. Macedonia has avoided civil war by enshrining in its constitution a 
decentralised model of governance (Lyon 2016). 

Kurds have already established some de facto institutions during the ongoing 
conflict. The current, centralistic, authoritarian state position of Turkey may 
not be able to persist for much longer. If the state breaks down any further, 
Turkey will be left in as brutal a situation as Yugoslavia, Iraq, Sudan and 
Syria. And Europe will have an even larger flood of incoming refugees. 
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Abstract 

Will Kymlicka (1995), a philosopher, and Samuel Huntington (2002), a political theorist, state 
that the conflict between ethnic groups and national groups, which has intensified since the 
rise of nation states, has replaced the ideological war between communism and capitalism 
since the end of the cold war. The nation-state model holds back societies politically, 
economically and culturally, particularly in the Middle East, where they have been founded 
by Bonapartist actors. In Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria, neither nation-building, state-building, 
or democratisation have been accomplished. In the last decade, the main political movement 
in Kurdistan has changed its paradigm, arguing that ‘a political solution for the Kurdish issue 
in Turkey (and also Syria) is possible through democracy, without having an independent 
Kurdistan.’ This article will debate the relationship between democracy and ethnic conflicts, 
focusing on the Turkish case. 

Keywords  

ethnic conflict in Turkey, conflict resolution, democracy, democratisation  

Introduction 

Minority issues are no longer considered internal matters of sovereign states 
but instead are regarded as a problem of human rights. Human rights today 
comprise not only individual rights but also collective rights and group 
rights, such as the protection of minorities.1 Great importance is ascribed to 
human rights for the quality of a democracy2 by both the normative and the 
empirical theories of democracy (Höffe 1981:241-267; Merkel et al. 2003; 
Blumenwitz and Gornig 1993). Culture, language, and religion are 
considered fundamental human rights, the violation of which may 
substantially impair individual liberties. 

For many minorities, the 19th and 20th centuries were a nightmare, as 
evidenced by the Holocaust of the Jews, Romani, and others during World 
War II, the systematic genocides of Armenians and Assyrians in the Ottoman 
Empire in World War I, and of the Kurds in Iraq and Turkey, and the Hutu 
in Rwanda in the 1990s. Is the nation state solely to blame or is our notion of 
democracy or ‘non-democracy’ at fault as well? Many sociopolitical conflicts 
relating to ethnic, religious, or cultural minorities have either led to horrific 

                                                 
1 See UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 
Minorities (A/Res/47/135. Dec. 1992). http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/47/a47r135.htm 
2 The term ‘democracy’ is equivalent to political democracy when no other definition is added. 



Democratisation in Plural Society and Ethnic Conflict, Garip 

68 
 

results such as pogroms, massacres, and forced migrations throughout the 
world, or caused ongoing social and economic damage. These conflicts, 
which offend our sense of morality, not only disrupt peace regionally in the 
short term but also threaten world peace in the long run (Blumenwitz and 
Gornig 1993). 

Although we cannot be certain whether nation states will continue to exist in 
the future, for multicultural/multinational states, ethnic conflict will remain 
a problem that requires a solution (Karlsson 1993: V–XI; Eriksson 1993). In an 
increasingly globalised world, the impact of these conflicts will not remain 
limited to a particular region. The wars in Chechnya/Russia, 
Kurdistan/Turkey, Tamil/Sri Lanka, and now in Syria and elsewhere have 
repercussions for the political courses of these countries and their relations to 
one another as well as for their economic development. The fluctuation in 
commodity prices (crude oil, natural gas, etc.) caused by ethnic conflicts may 
have far-reaching consequences for the world economy. 

Recent events in southeastern Europe (the Balkans), the Middle East and 
Africa illustrate how necessary and urgent it is to solve minority problems in 
order to establish a peaceful coexistence of all peoples, ethnic groups, and 
minorities (Blumenwitz and Gornig 1993).  

The following questions must be raised: Is democracy able to find just 
solutions to minority-majority problems? Is heterogeneity or homogeneity of 
society a prerequisite for or a goal of democracy? For example, in the 
normative part of the study the question will be dealt with as to how far 
democracy can be regarded as a balancing model, i.e., creating a balance 
between consent and dissent. Even if democracy is capable of doing so, the 
question remains: how stable and dynamic would such a balance be? What 
role does the state play in conflict management? Should it remain neutral or 
not (Steffani 1980: 43; Fraenkel 1969: 9ff.)? 

Ethnic Diversity and Theory of Democracy 

In social and democratic theory the common good is often considered the 
most important goal (Arnim 1977: 14–51). But the issue then arises of whose 
common good are we talking about? If a dominant majority determines a 
priori what the common good means, the legitimacy of this group remains 
questionable, notwithstanding any given democratic procedure. Seen from 
the point of view of game theory, one party does not cooperate with its 
competitor if the losses it would incur are estimated to be bigger than its 
gains. In other words, every heavily underrepresented group usually tries 
either to undermine the legitimacy of the majority or secure legitimacy for 
itself by means of force or civil disobedience (Dahl 1976: 131). 
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The question is whether legitimacy can solely be gained by procedural 
methods such as a democratic election (Luhmann 1978; Zippelius 1981). The 
following study favours legitimation through the justice system (Höffe 1987: 
46ff.). The questions to be examined are whether special regulations to 
achieve justice are unavoidable and whether the warnings sounded by many 
theorists of liberalism against potential counterproductive effects of special 
rights for certain groups are justified. 

The question as to why ethnic conflicts are often unsolved and ignored is 
answered speculatively in that ignoring the problem correlates with three 
primary reasons: the dialectic tension between state or nation building and 
democracy, utilitarianism (economic interpretation of democracy), and the 
influence of the history of ideas (Rousseau, Hobbes, and Locke). In a world 
in which different aspects of ethnicity such as culture, language, and values 
are integral parts of someone’s identity, another question must be raised: 
Which language or culture is to be promoted? Modern 
multicultural/multinational countries are faced with the difficult task of 
defining the meaning of collective identity (Taylor 2002: 271–274). 

Integration plays in this sense a major role in the stability of any society (Forst 
1994: 143; Schmidt 2000: 410ff.). Nonetheless, nation states are under the 
strong suspicion of pursuing a hidden policy of assimilation by promoting a 
policy of integration. Although modern democracy and nationalism 
developed parallel to each other, national unity should not be directly 
equated with democratic unity (Taylor 2002: 24; Dahl 1976: 50). But does 
democracy in a multicultural/multinational society have an integrating 
effect? Or is unification rather a passive form of unity in these societies? At 
whose expense does integration take place? Which power constellation is 
legitimate? With all these basic consensus problems, Rawls’ hypothetical 
concept of ‘original position,’ developed in his Theory of Justice, is of major 
importance. Rawls's original theory is grounded in an ideal of autonomy, of 
choosing our ends in freedom (King 2005: 648). As I develop the following 
chart the stability of a system can be described as a function of legitimation 
and integration, the causal connection – as the starting point for the 
development of future theses – can be outlined as follows (Gehring 1977: 120).  
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Illustration 1: Stability-Integration/Legitimation 

In many classical-liberal normative theories of society and especially in 
theories of democracy, ethnic diversity is not dealt with explicitly. According 
to the theories of Locke, Rousseau, Kant, and Rawls, the social contract and 
the classical model of democracy are based on a homogeneous society, 
carried out by free, individual, and responsible adults (Sartori 1987: 
131/298ff.). 

Pluralistic and classical liberal theories of democracy have been in 
competition since the early days of the modern theory of pluralism (Laski 
1972; Barker 1972). Basically, the debate concerns system efficiency and 
democracy performance. As a result, two opposing models of society coexist 
in the research literature. In the classical liberal theory of democracy, both 
neoconservative thinkers and theorists of modernisation defend the 
homogeneity of society. The proponents of a homogeneous model of society 
assume that such a society is not only politically stable and easy to govern 
but also efficient and free of conflict (Gessenharter and Fröchling 1991: 15–
51). Minorities are conceived of arsenic. Behind this point of view is the idea 
that system efficiency is preferable to the performance of democracy.3 

On the other hand, supporters of pluralism such as Ernst Fraenkel (1972a and 
1972b), Ralf Dahrendorf (1987), and Claus Offe (1996) defend heterogeneous 
society, arguing that in a democratic society minorities are ‘forces of the 

                                                 
3 The efficiency of a democracy can be characterised by factors such as cost, duration of a decision 
making process, or the possibility of responding. The performance of a democracy is tied to the 
achievement of its political objectives or the establishment of equal human rights by means of the 
distribution of welfare (Lauth et al. 2000: 14–22). 
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future.’ Societies that are rife with conflict are preferred to those free of 
conflict (Geertz 2000; Offe 1996). In this model, the performance of democracy 
is antecedent to system efficiency. Tatu Vanhanen’s political study indicates 
that there is no clear connection between democracy and homogeneity in a 
society (Vanhanen 1990/1999; Traine 2001: 300ff.). Undemocratic political 
systems usually strive for homogeneity.4 Following Rawls’ theories of 
pluralism and justice, societal homogeneity as an objective of democracy is 
not defended; justice is more important than efficiency (Rawls 2005: 250ff.) 
For Fraenkel, however, the assumption that democracy needs total 
homogeneity to function properly is historically wrong and politically 
misleading (Fraenkel 1972a: 147).  

In the research literature not only models explaining the rise of conflict but 
also numerous conflict-solving models can be found. This gives rise to the 
question, if confronted with a minority problem, which system (economic, 
political, social) is able to solve the problem best? In all these systems, 
democracy as the subsystem is understood as a form/method of justice. It is 
therefore legitimate to point out that democracy holds enormous potential for 
conflict resolution. But not every kind of democracy has this capacity.  

Possible solutions to a conflict may vary between independence, federation 
and autonomy according to the realities of each country. But the solutions 
may also differ in empirical theories of democracy, especially in those 
European democracies that form the basis of the analysis. 

Conflict strategies within the scope of democracy follow two different schools 
of thought. While classical liberal models of democracy demand individual 
rights on the basis of universal norms such as freedom and justice, 
modern/pluralistic models of democracy struggle for a form of equality that 
secures justice for groups. According to Etzioni, “Individuals and community 
are both completely essential, and hence have the same fundamental 
standing.” (Etzioni 1988: 9).  

Proponents of the ‘difference blind principle’5, such as the philosopher 
Ronald Dworkin or the political theorist Bruce Ackerman, take the view that 
individual rights along with regulations about non-discrimination should 
always take precedence over collective goals (Dworkin 1977; Ackerman 
1980). The inner right of self-determination (e.g. autonomy) is therefore often 
conceived of as a step toward secession that may cause political instability 

                                                 
4 A minority may perceive homogenisation as a reason for the emergence of conflict; the majority, 
however, may view it as a strategic means to resolve a conflict. 
5 The ‘difference blind principle’ demands equal rights for all citizens regardless of their economic, 
ethnic, or social status.  
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and inefficiency (Oeter 1997). James Anaya thinks that minority problems 
cannot be solved by means of individual rights with non-discrimination 
clauses. Since decision-making processes are usually in the hands of national 
majorities, the cultural and social rights of minorities are often dismissed 
(Anaya 1995). 

Others – Taylor (1994), Kymlicka (1989/97), Michael Walzer (1992) and also 
Giovanni Sartori (1987) – find a better solution in granting group rights. They 
argue for cultural pluralism and demand that cultural self-preservation has 
to be recognised as a legitimate goal (Taylor 1994; Habermas 1992a/92b). 
Taylor admonishes, “Multinational societies can break up, in large part 
because of lack of (perceived) recognition of the equal worth of one group by 
another” (Taylor 1994: 64). Therefore, Sartori and also Taylor favor an active 
encouragement of underprivileged cultures. Based on Taylor’s politics of 
‘difference’ and ‘equal recognition,’ group rights and privileges are defended.  

Authors such as Kymlicka (1997a and 1997b), Joachim Heintze (1994, 1997 
and 1998), and Blumenwitz and Gornig (1993) defend the inner right of self-
determination by applying the subsidiary principle, which argues that 
cultural pluralism may have a positive effect on social development, and 
political participation of all groups may strengthen democracy. According to 
the first argument, citizenship would be a possible solution. However, 
individuals have more than one social identity, and citizenship is only one of 
many (Forst 1994: 162ff.).  

Democracy-democratisation and ethnic conflict  

Conflict and democracy/democratisation interact with one another. In 
practice, however, there are political actors who assert that conflicts prevent 
democracy/democratisation. This assertion can be found in various theories 
as well. There are, however, sufficient examples to prove that democracies 
have obviated the need for ethnic conflict in general and armed struggle in 
particular. 

First and foremost the question shall be raised as to whether democracy is 
capable of terminating armed ethnic conflict. But before this issue can be 
pursued the democratic developments of Turkey need to be examined 
carefully. Democracy is to be analysed according to what extent its rights and 
institutions function in reality as regards ethnic groups. In other words, 
which complications arose during the process of democratisation in Turkey? 
Did ethnic conflict complicate democratisation or did it help pave the way for 
democracy? The model of ‘defective democracy’ (Merkel et al. 2003) as well 
as other models and empirical findings will be of help in analysing this 
question. It should be noted that democracy has enormous political potential 
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for conflict resolution using models such as ‘power sharing’ (Lijphart 1995), 
‘consociational democracy’ (Lijphart 1971) or the right of self-determination.  

It is no easy task to build a democratic model that creates stability in 
ethnically divided societies. The question of whether democracies function 
better in homogeneous societies should be answered with caution. In his 
global study, Vanhanen could not find a contingent correlation between 
homogeneity and a given political regime/democracy (Vanhanen 1990 and 
1991; Traine 2001: 291). Although it seems hardly feasible to reach a broad 
consensus of interests between differing groups, it is not still desirable to 
build a homogeneous society. Historically based cultural differences should 
be regarded as a treasure of society. If in a society cultural diversity and 
variety of identities are annihilated, a loss of individual creativity and self-
confidence will ensue. Pluralistic or heterogeneous societies are dynamic 
societies capable of creating the prerequisite for the experience of freedom 
(Gehring 1977: 70, 143). 

The ‘claims asserting’ dynamic and the ‘claims answering’ pluralistic society 
would then together, complementing each other, form the structural basis of 
a free society – a society against the structural background of which the 
overwhelming majority of all members of society would experience reality as 
freedom (Gehring 1977: 70). Habermas states that a pluralistic society is a 
prerequisite not only for freedom but for democracy as well (Habermas 1962: 
265).  

It is obvious that a model of democracy that provides a stable and dynamic 
equilibrium is preferable. Furthermore, it should create an optimum balance 
between justice and efficiency (the golden rule6) as a second criterion. If this 
ideal is technically impossible, justice should be preferred to efficiency. 
Undemocratic regimes can also be efficient but they can never be just. The 
more just a democracy, the more stable and dynamic it proves to be. Justice 
in the form of equality/equal rights and freedom is capable of providing both 
integration for minorities and the legitimation of the governing power over 
minorities, through which the intensity of potential conflicts can be 
diminished. 

Asymmetrical power relations between dominant national groups and 
minorities in multinational/multicultural societies usually do not allow for a 
fair competition for the position of power. Hence, the monopolistic regimen 
of the dominant group not only prevents a fair allocation of social and 
economic resources, but also disregards the basic principles of democracy. 

                                                 
6 The golden rule can be described as the best path to achieve justice and efficiency simultaneously.  
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Models such as competitive democracy are inadequate for these divided 
societies because of their zero-sum game.  

The paradigm shift in political theory has resulted in the fact that democracy 
models are no longer based on premises such as a homogeneous people or 
free and equal individuals. New democracy models define ‘people’ as mass 
society composed of different groups, classes, and individuals. The 
assumption of the classic liberal model of democracy that people are free and 
equal may seem a necessary micro-foundation for the modern pluralistic 
democracy but is by no means a sufficient condition. This paradigm shift 
helped increase the capacity for problem solving enormously. Input/output-
oriented theories of democracy not only incorporate rights to freedom and 
voting rights (or participation) on the input side, but also take into account 
the distribution of welfare and the realisation of all possible interests 
(Waschkuhn 1998; Lauth 2004). A precise definition of democracy will not be 
necessary here, but ‘self-determination’7 as a central notion of democracy 
may function as a starting point for justice. The right of self-determination 
today is not only necessary for individual equality/freedom but also for 
groups, especially ethnic groups.  

In this sense another interesting solution comes from Arendt, one of the most 
important political theorists of our time. Lijphart recommends for most 
deeply divided societies consociational democracy, which is based on power 
sharing and group autonomy (Lijphart 2008: 75). The consociational theory 
tries to manage inter-group conflicts with the democratic instruments in 
deeply divided societies. The theory has four fundamental consociational 
devices: grand coalition, mutual veto, proportional representation and 
segmental autonomy. The last three devices are applied in order to secure 
basic minority interests and real power sharing between the segments. 
According to Lijphart, institutionalised systems of proportional 
representation with an election threshold and compensatory election systems 
(instead of majority representation systems) are as suitable for pluralistic 
societies with ethnic, linguistic, and religious minorities as federal structures, 
provided that national minorities are concentrated in certain regions (Lijphart 
1977). Lijphart demands strong group representation (proportional to 
population size). He points out that ‘self-government’ is preferable to ‘self-
determination.’ This may be a practical and effective alternative in many 
cases in order to dispel the conflicting parties’ fears of assimilation or 
secession (see Lijphart 1995). 

                                                 
7 Habermas (1961: 15). 
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Western European democracy models or paths to democracy present a broad 
spectrum of possible solutions to ethnic conflicts. In Western democracies, 
where the issue of minorities is more or less settled, the efficiency of 
democracy is emphasised. But in transition countries democracies can only 
survive or consolidate if the performance of the system, i.e. the problem-
solving capacities of democracy, is high (Fuchs 2000: 28). Transition is 
particularly difficult in countries confronted with ethnic conflicts. This begs 
the question as to whether an insufficient democratisation process gives rise 
to ethnic conflict or if ethnic conflict prevents democratisation, and to what 
extent democracy is capable of resolving ethnic conflict. 

Based on theoretical frameworks on the one hand and Western European 
practices on the other, the thesis may be put forward that there is a U-shaped 
relation between democracy or democratisation and the degree of conflict 
(see Illustration II: Impact of democratisation on the probability of extreme political 
violence in ethnically homogeneous nations and ethnically heterogeneous nations). 
This correlation can be described in a more simple form as C= f(T, D) with C 
being the degree of conflict, D the degree of modernisation, and T the degree 
of transition or democratisation. D can be replaced by indicators such as the 
right to freedom (F), degree of participation (P), transparency of elections 
(W), and protection of human rights and minority rights (control function) 
(R). The transparency/democratisation (T) can be described by reforms such 
as a new constitution or new electoral system.  

D= f (F, P, W, R) 

C= f (D) 

-∂C/∂D has a negative value 

+∂C/∂T has a positive value 

Based on a variety of empirical findings some scholars contend that the 
general probability of extreme political violence is low in countries with 
either a high degree of democracy or an authoritarian regime, whereas it is 
high in countries with badly established democracies or those in the process 
of democratisation (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Mousseau 2001). The rising part 
of the curve is more likely to represent an authoritarian regime, and there is 
a correlation between democratisation and the use of violence. When a 
country opens itself in the direction of democracy, some actors of ethnic 
groups condone the use of violence in order to assume the best position 
possible. While this tendency of democratisation endorses violent actors, 
authoritarian regimes are thus coerced to move toward democracy (Saxton 
2004). This spiral lasts until the threshold of democracy is reached. It goes 
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without saying that at this point a certain democratic tradition and 
infrastructure must already exist. Once these prerequisites are fulfilled, 
people are able to believe in justice and the problem-solving power of 
democracy. In other words, if the level of democracy is rising, the level of 
political violence is falling.  

 

Source: Mousseau (2001) 

Illustration 2: Impact of democratisation on the probability of extreme political 
violence in ethnically homogeneous nations and ethnically heterogeneous nations 

 

The second and third waves of democratisation (Huntington 1991) do not 
exhibit a linear development. Due to the breakdown of many attempts at 
democratisation, political discourse refrained from framing a general 
theory/concept of democratisation for the time being. Instead, transition 
research is being conducted with a descriptive-comparative method. 

In scholarly discourse, transition and measurement of democracy have been 
analysed extensively in numerous models such as ‘polyarchy’ by Dahl (1971), 
Lauth et al. (2000) and Lauth (2004), but also through empirical research by 
scholars such as Schubert and Tetzlaff (1998) and Vanhanen (1991). The 
notion of ‘embedded democracy’ (Merkel 2004: 36ff.), which is based on 
freedom, equality, and control, has served as a theoretical framework for an 
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ideal model of democracy in a number of theories (Lauth 2004: 32). Merkel 
(2004: 36ff) verifies the dimensions of freedom, equality, and control based 
on five interdependent partial regimes, namely electoral regime (partial 
regime A), political rights (partial regime B), civil rights (partial regime C), 
horizontal accountability (partial regime D), and effective power to govern 
(partial regime E). Many researchers employ the same criteria to examine a 
functioning democracy. Freedom rights in particular take on central 
importance in measuring democracies. Individual rights as well as collective 
and group rights of minorities are counted among the freedom and 
participation rights today. The present paper employs Merkel et al. (2003: 
232-233)’s concept to measure and typologise democracy. Individual factors 
can exert a certain effect on different partial regimes or institutional ‘minimal 
requirements’ of embedded democracy. For example, ethnic discrimination 
can violate the partial regime of universal voting rights as well as the political 
right to participate (Merkel et al. 2003: 153). Depending on which criteria are 
missing, democracies are typologised differently by different authors and 
institutions as ‘defective’ or ‘blocked democracy’ or ‘hybrid regimes.’ In the 
following section, this paper will analyse the process of democratisation in 
Turkey with regard to the issue of minorities, inquiring as to how 
democratisation has affected the intensity of conflict.  

Democratisation in Turkey  

After the fall of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish Republic was established 
in the Treaty of Lausanne (1923). Although the founder of the republic, 
Mustafa Kemal, who was later given the name ‘Atatürk’ (Father of the Turks), 
did create a territorial state, he was lacking a nation. It was a difficult and 
serious task for Kemal. He was deeply influenced by the French Revolution 
and totalitarianism, which shaped his ideological background. The so-called 
‘Kemalism’ left a deep mark on the history of the republic, its institutions and 
society in general.  

A serious attempt at democratising the new republic was never made. Two 
principal reasons should be mentioned here: the Kemalist elite was not 
willing to forgo hegemony and power, and could not allow the unfinished 
nation and its authoritarian regime to be endangered by opening up its 
authoritarian structures to democratic principles. The entire process of 
democratisation can be illustrated in a simple graph in order to better 
comprehend Turkish democracy today. 
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Source: Polity IV (2013) 

Illustration 3: Process of democratisation in Turkey 

 

Polity IV has rated democracy in Turkey as extremely high. It is described in 
general terms below.  

The Period between 1923-1946 

The period from the founding of the state in 1923 until 1946 can be termed 
totalitarian semi-fascist; the era from 1950 to 1980 may be called bureaucratic 
authoritarian, and the time from the end of the 1990s to the present should be 
regarded as a phase of liberalisation or second transition.  

The criteria for totalitarianism mentioned by Linz (2009), such as a state 
ideology (Kemalism), single-party system, concentration of power, and lastly 
the lack of or severe curtailment of basic rights (right of assembly, freedom of 
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information, freedom of communication) constitute typical features of the 
period from 1923–1946. The masses were excluded from any political or 
economic activity by a coalition of a nationalist-minded military and new 
technocrats who gained positions of power by social discrimination 
(O’Donnell 1973). The Kemalist elite functioned as the state bureaucracy 
claiming, as a political and ideological formation, to have the sole right to 
exercise power. Parliament consisted solely of the Kemalist Party CHP 
(Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi/Republican People’s Party), which was considered 
the executive and legislative body at the same time. By banning other parties, 
associations and unions, the CHP for years prevented other organisations 
from entering the political arena (Steinbach 1995: 13).  

Kemal’s state ideology is based on six pillars: populism, statism, secularism, 
nationalism, revolutionism, and republicanism. This absolutist sociopolitical 
concept, which is still praised as the highest commandment of the Turkish 
state to this day, is based on the assumption of a populist/artificial 
homogeneity of the Turkish nation. Of the six principles it is nationalism that 
has the highest rank, but it is also the stumbling block of the state. Kirişci and 
Winrow (1997: 103) correctly observe that the national concept of Kemalism 
is a racist ideology. During the founding of the Turkish Republic Mustafa 
Kemal promised the Kurdish population autonomy, but once the Kemalist 
elite had solidified their positions of power in the state apparatus, the Kurds 
were not even acknowledged as an ethnic group (Ekinci 2004: 104–108). The 
official policy of disregard and denial set off major rebellions that lasted in 
Kurdistan until 1938. Following each bloody suppression, scores of people 
were deported and forcefully displaced. After the rebellion of 1925, an era of 
assimilation policy toward minorities, especially Kurds, began. Kurdistan 
remained a forbidden zone for foreigners until 1965, almost all Kurdish place 
names8 were changed, and it was forbidden to name a child with a Kurdish 
first name as well as to use the Kurdish language or celebrate Kurdish 
holidays. The assimilation policy was routinely enforced in schools.9  

The Period between 1946–1980  

The first transition phase began in 1946 when for the first time opposition 
parties were allowed to participate in elections. The CHP suffered a heavy 
defeat in the first parliamentary election. But notwithstanding the fact that 
the populist Democratic Party (DP) – founded by former members of the CHP 

                                                 
8 Hür (2009). 
9 A number of boarding schools were established in Kurdistan aimed at spreading the Turkish language 
and culture. In 1972/73, 48 out of 55 of these schools nationwide were located in Kurdistan (Sönmez 
1992: 174). 
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– assumed power with liberal slogans, the repressive character of the regime 
remained practically unchanged. The governance in this stage can be 
described as something between totalitarian and authoritarian bureaucratic. 
Apart from the creation of a multiparty system, the political and institutional 
situation did not change. Like the old potentates, the new actors enjoyed 
exclusive privileges. The Kemalist elite and the military, however, were not 
able to endure this tendency toward liberalisation for long. The military – the 
guardian of the state – intervened several times terminating all transition 
attempts in 1960, 1970, 1980, and finally 1998. This military intervention was 
repeatedly legitimised by contending that there was a threat to internal 
and/or external security. The Kurds and/or Islamic fundamentalists were 
soon labeled ‘internal enemies.’ Basically, the Kemalists were not opposed to 
religious fundamentalism provided that the fundamentalists remained under 
their control. The conflict between the Islamic groups was never really 
serious. The state used Islam in Kurdistan as a unifying tool for nation 
building, and in this sense it has helped foster Islamic culture and parties to 
this day.10 All parties, from the radical nationalists to the ‘liberals’ and even 
the Islamic and Marxists parties fully endorse the national principle and 
Kemalism (Karpat 2010: 329).  

All military interventions took place in times of severe economic and political 
crises. The Kemalist elite repeatedly restored the Turkish state and resumed 
the process of homogenisation. Moreover, the state conducted a forced 
accumulation of capital with tough economic measures at a cost to the broad 
mass of the population, particularly in Kurdistan.11 The later military coups 
were also staged during periods when the Kurdish national movement was 
on the rise. It should be noted that the putschists’ main goal was to advance 
the completion of their own nation rather than to allow the Kurds to build 
one of their own (Barkey and Fuller 1997). Evidence of this can be found in 
the statements and actions of the military: the military legitimised the coup 
in 1960 by putting forth the argument that the liberal policies pursued by the 
governing Justice Party (Adalet Partisi [AP]) would pave the way for Kurdish 
nationalism. 54 of the 55 AP members arrested during the 1960 coup were of 
Kurdish descent (Kirişci and Winrow 1997: 113).  

Almost all political actors in Turkey are convinced that a strong state and 
army are essential to hold together both the artificially created state territory 
and the ‘nation.’ 

                                                 
10 After the two coup d’états of 1960 and 1980, Islamic schools, theological faculties, and universities were 
founded. Önsoy (1991); Öztürk (2011). 
11 The tax rate on the assets of the Christian population was twice as high as on the assets of the Muslim 
population (Kirişci/Winrow 1997: 102). 



Review of Social Studies (RoSS), Vol.3, No.1, Spring 2016 
 

81 
 

This opinion is shared not only by the Turkish army but also by political 
actors, parties, the Council of High Judges, and state attorneys. They, too, are 
strongly oriented toward the official state doctrine and nationalism. Even 
constitutional judges express a strong preference for ‘national interests.’ They 
protect, first and foremost, the ‘holy ideology of the state’ against individuals 
and groups, and not the other way around. As Can points out, they are 
considered the second ‘guardian of the state’ (Can 2001: 50/181). 

The second transition began during the presidency of Turgut Özal in the 
1990s. Although Özal succeeded in liberalising the economy, the process of 
democratisation remained only half-finished in the shadow of the military. 
For the first time in the history of the republic, Turkey shifted from statism to 
economic liberalism. But without liberalisation/democratisation or stability 
of the political system, this economic system was neither due to survive for 
long, nor could the goal to become a ‘regional power’ be achieved. No other 
government since the founding of the republic has been confronted with the 
Kurdish conflict as continually and squarely as the government of Özal. For 
Özal’s Turkey, this conflict was the most decisive factor in political instability. 
After years of fighting the PKK, Özal realised that political stability could not 
be achieved without solving the Kurdish issue (Aral 2001). After the first 
truce was prolonged at the request of Özal in 1993, he agreed to acknowledge 
the ‘Kurdish reality.’ For the first time he mentioned autonomy and 
federation as a discussable political solution (Watts 1999). But with his 
sudden and still unexplained death in 1993, the course toward 
liberalisation/democratisation and a solution to the Kurdish issue was 
suspended. Thus, the military reinstalled the old political system. The first 
and most difficult paradigm shift from a unitary state to an autonomous one 
had failed. But although he did not succeed in implementing political changes 
against the Kemalist opposition and the army, Özal made a contribution as a 
visionary to a new wave of liberalisation in Turkish politics. 

The Özal era was followed by a bloody war in Kurdistan, which slowed down 
the process of democratisation almost to a standstill. After the European 
Council accepted Turkey’s candidacy for EU membership in 1999, a new 
tendency toward democratisation could be detected. Eight legal and two 
constitutional reforms have been initiated since 1993. Although the reform 
packages of 2002 ended the state of emergency as well as the existence of the 
state security courts, the representatives of the National Security Council in 
civil committees and the language ban imposed on the Kurdish public media 
in 2004, massive violations of human rights and restrictions on basic 
freedoms can still be found in Turkey and particularly in Kurdistan. Based on 
the EU progress report and the following indications, it appears that Turkey 
is still far from fulfilling the Copenhagen criteria and being a real democracy. 
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Despite all reform packages, Turkey signed the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights only with  reservations, and did not ratify the additional 
protocols on ‘protection of national minorities’ of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights nor the ECHR’s ‘ban on discrimination by public offices’ 
(see E.U. Regular Reports 1999/2004/2009/). In all those years Turkey was 
unable to establish a well-functioning democracy. The following criteria can 
determine which of Merkel et al. (2003: 265)’s ‘partial regimes’ of democracy 
are defective:  

x All legally established Kurdish parties12 were banned by the Constitutional 
Court. Moreover, their right of continuity was repeatedly called into question 
and politicians and delegates of the Kurdish parties were taken to court for 
allegedly cooperating with terror organisations. Additionally, the high 10 
percent election threshold blocked any participation of Kurdish parties.13  

x Human rights organisations still report human rights violations and 
inappropriate use of violence during demonstrations. Their statements are 
corroborated by the fact that Turkey has been frequently accused of human 
rights violations and sentenced by the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECHR)14 (E.U. Regular Reports 2010).  

x Discrimination against the Kurdish language still exists as a result of its ban 
in the public sphere. Furthermore, Turkish authorities still refuse to allow 
Kurds to choose names with Kurdish letters that do not exist in the Turkish 
alphabet, to teach in Kurdish and to grant Kurdish politicians permission to 
defend themselves in Kurdish in a court of law. There is a clear political 
bureaucratic barricade in Kurdistan.15 

x Freedom of information and the press is only partially granted. Between 4 
August 2006 and 8 June 2009, 61 bans were imposed on 27 Kurdish 
newspapers. About 40 journalists have been murdered since 1990. 
Furthermore, there was a ban on YouTube between 2008 and 2010 as well as 
restrictions on access to approximately 7000 additional websites.16  

                                                 
12 The following Kurdish parties were banned by the Constitutional Court: Halkın Emek Partisi (HEP) 
(People’s Labor Party) on 14 July 1993, Demokrasi Partisi (DEP) (Democracy Party) on 16 June 1994, 
Demokrasi ve Değişim Partisi (DDP) (Democracy and Change Party) on 19 March 1996, Demokratik Halk 
Partisi (DEHAP) (Democratic Peoples’ Party) was indicted but the party leadership dissolved itself prior 
to being forbidden, and Demokratik Toplum Partisi (DTP) (Democratic Society Party) on 10 June 2009. See 
Kurdistan-post(2008); Birand (2008).. 
13 Partial regime A is defective.  
14 Partial regime C is defective.   
15 Partial regime C is defective. 
16 Partial regime B is defective. For indicators of the partial regimes see Croissant and Thiery 2000: 99f, 
and Merkel 2003: 69. 
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Not one of Merkel’s five partial regimes can be regarded as intact, but in 
particular the partial regimes A, B, and C are severely defective. According 
to the concept of ‘defective democracy’, Turkish democracy qualifies as 
‘illiberal’ and ‘exclusive.’ Merkel defines illiberal and exclusive democracies 
as follows: The appearance of illiberal defects of democracy is more likely 
when the social and economic resources of a society are distributed so 
asymmetrically that one social group is able to both suppress another social 
group and maintain its own political hegemony. In strongly segmented, 
ethnically divided societies majoritarian democratic structures favour the 
defects of an exclusive democracy (Merkel et al. 2003: 247). 

Conclusion 

The thesis that the general probability of extreme political violence is low in 
countries with either a high degree of democracy or an authoritarian regime, 
whereas it is high in countries with badly established democracies or those in 
the process of democratisation (Fearon and Laitin 2003; Mousseau 2001) has 
been confirmed in the case of Kurdistan.  After the start of armed conflict by 
PKK in 1984, Turkey was forced to open itself in the direction of democracy 
by the late 90s. The Kurdish ethnic group approved the use of violence in 
order to assume the best position possible. While this tendency of 
democratisation endorses violent actors, Turkish authoritarian regimes are 
thus coerced to move toward democracy. This spiral could last until the 
threshold of democracy is reached. Is this threshold of democracy reached 
with the success of HDP (People’s Democratic Party)? Is it possible for the 
peace process in Kurdistan to be consolidated now? The relationship between 
conflict and democratisation in Turkey/Kurdistan can be summarised thus:  

x Since Turkey was confronted with state and nation building at the same 
time during its process of modernisation, ‘stateness’17 posed a problem for 
democratisation. 

x The imperial roots proved to be a hindrance to Turkish actors 
acknowledging other nationalities on their path to democratisation. In many 
countries such as the UK and Spain, the ‘politics of recognition’ (Taylor 1994) 
was not just accepted by the actors of the transition process but found its 
expression in the institutions as well. In Turkey, by contrast, the state elite’s 
failure to recognise other cultures and nationalities represents a major 
obstacle on its path to democratisation.  

x The researched case showed that ethnic conflict is not necessarily a zero-

                                                 
17 Linz and Stepan (1996: XIV) defines ‘stateness’ as the relation between nation, state, and 
democratisation. 
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sum game (Gurr and Marshall 2005; Lijphart 1977). On the contrary, the 
conflict in Kurdistan under authoritarian regimes has had a  positive impact 
on democratisation. On one hand the Turkish authoritarian regimes have 
been weakened by resistance, while on the other hand the politicisation of the 
masses in Kurdistan has led to an awareness of political and civil rights. 

x The hypothesis that democracy is able to resolve conflict can be confirmed 
with regard to many cases in Europe such as the UK, Spain, and Italy. For 
example, Spain has alleviated the conflict substantially in the past years 
because of the actors’ willingness to accept compromises in terms of 
institutional instruments such as autonomy, proportional representation, and 
constitutional equality of minorities. Although Turkey also has formal 
institutional components such as a multiparty system and free elections at its 
disposal, it is still lacking not only the basic rights of democracy (freedom of 
speech, freedom of consciousness, and freedom of association), but also the 
instruments to resolve conflict. On the basis of many cases one can conclude 
that a consolidation of democracy is hardly imaginable without the ability to 
resolve conflict. 

In Turkey a solution to issues such as nation-building, minorities and ethnic 
identities is hindered on the one hand by conservative Turkish political 
actors, and on the other hand by institutional structures which are 
inappropriate for a multinational/cultural society. Therefore Turkey has 
remained at a transitional stage for a long time and it has not been possible 
for democracy to be consolidated. 

In order to achieve a solution to the ethnic conflict in Turkey the old paradigm 
of statehood (nation, state and democracy) must be radically altered. In 
regards to this the following aspects should be considered. 

Firstly, in a multinational/multicultural society such as Turkey the 
cohabitation of different ethnic groups and the establishment of a democratic 
society requires a federal or at least a self-governing state.  The necessary 
preconditions for plurality and self-government cannot be produced by a 
monopolistic and centralised state. 

Secondly, the question of whether democracy has the necessary capacity and 
capability for conflict resolution in an ethnically-fragmented society must be 
considered. 

Classic liberal democracies do not have sufficient capability and mechanisms 
for conflict resolution, because political power is not shared fairly between 
ethnic groups.  In contrast, consociational democracy has more mechanisms 
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for equal participation or fair power sharing, which could alleviate ethnic 
conflict. 

Finally, the artificially-constructed concept of the ‘Turkish nation’ without 
regard for other nations and ethnic groups is one of the main reasons for the 
conflict.  Instead of denying or assimilating other ethnic groups, Turkey must 
create a new social contract for all groups. 

A well-functioning democracy depends on the type of governance and the 
concept of the nation alongside other factors.  As long as the centralised state 
structures and concept of the nation as ethnically Turk are not changed, it will 
not be easy to establish a well-functioning democracy in Turkey. 
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Abstract  

This paper investigates Turkey’s economic growth performance in the light of Thirlwall’s Law 
(1979) for the period of 2003Q1-2015Q3. Initially, to strengthen its predictive power, the 
extended version of Thirlwall’s Law (1982) has been modified further by incorporating the Net 
Earnings of Services and Investments (NESI). The empirical results attained through the 
proposed modification of Thirlwall’s Law verify its predictive power. The evidence also shows 
that Turkey’s poor Balance of Payments (BOP) performance is still a leading constraint on real 
GDP growth which could not exceed its historical average in this period. In addition, there is 
a growing tendency of the economy to finance its external deficit and economic growth with 
capital inflows which cannot be sustained in the long-run. In other words, despite receiving a 
substantial volume of foreign capital and accumulating a sizeable amount of foreign debt, 
Turkey could not solve its chronic BOP problems with appropriate economic policies in this 
period. Lastly, these findings indicate the end of the last boom-bust cycle of 2003-2015.     

Keywords 

economic growth, Thirlwall’s Law, foreign trade, capital inflows 

Introduction 

As a consequence of the 1980s neoliberal transformation, Turkey’s economy 
became one of the most open economies in the world. The ratio of total 
foreign trade to GDP was approximately 10% at the beginning of the 1980s 
and it reached 50% in 2015 through the export-led growth (ELG) policy. 
Although remaining almost the same for the following decades, the ratio of 
exports meeting imports increased from approximately 45% to 70% in the 
period of 1980-89, and it is approximately 72% in the period 2003Q1-2015Q3. 
However, contrary to the ELG policy goal of sustainable and rapid economic 
growth without persistent external imbalances, Turkey could not reach a 
GDP growth rate higher than its long-term historical average. This weak 
economic structure resulted in severe economic crises in 1994, 1998, 2001 and 
2008 which were mainly outcome of the contradicting tendencies of output 
growth and BOP performance. The slow GDP growth and poor BOP 
performance persisted during the period 2003-2015.    

These observed facts suggest the need to address the relationship between 
external balance and economic growth which is modelled by post-Keynesian 
economist A.P Thirlwall. The original Thirlwall’s Law (1979) asserts that the 
output growth rate of an economy is constrained by its balance of payments 
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(BOP) performance.1 The basic hypothesis of this demand oriented model, 
under the necessity of the BOP equilibrium, is that the output growth of an 
open economy is determined by the ratio of the growth rate of exports to the 
income elasticity of demand for imports. With an implicit assumption that 
BOP only consists of imports and exports; a trade balance would be ensured 
at any time and any deviation from the equilibrium would be cleared by 
simultaneous adjustment of the output level.  

This version of the model operated as a good predictor for countries that have 
balanced trade, yet it failed in the case of developing countries that have 
persistent trade deficits and offset them with foreign capital inflows. 
Acknowledging the weakness of the original model to detect the impact of 
capital flows to the BPCG, especially for developing countries, Thirlwall and 
Hussain (1982) incorporated the capital inflows as an additional independent 
variable into it.  

However, the inclusion of the capital inflows should be considered necessary 
but not a sufficient modification to develop a well-constructed BPCG model. 
In other words, determining the BPCG rate of an economy through import 
capacity, which is provided by the sum of export earnings and capital 
inflows, will cause inaccurate results. The crucial point to stress here is the 
presence of the import capacity generating characteristic of some other 
components in the current account side of BOP. Indeed, Thirlwall underlined 
the fundamental position of import capacity by emphasising the importance 
of the level of exports as the only component that can provide foreign 
exchange to cover import expenditures (Thirlwall 1997: 380). Therefore, this 
paper proposes the NESI as a supplementary import capacity generating 
component to be inserted in the model and tests this version of the model for 
the Turkish economy. 

In the following section a brief summary of related literature is presented 
with various extensions. In the third section, a mathematical illustration of 
previous versions and the NESI incorporated version are briefly presented 
with the disaggregation of exports and capital inflows within the model. In 
the fourth section, an empirical application that comprises the data 
generation process, the econometric model, and the application of 
appropriate econometric techniques are presented in detail. The fifth section 
introduces a brief assessment of econometric test results and computations of 
the estimated BPCG rates based on corresponding modifications with the 

                                                 
1 The role of external balance in economic growth is theorized firstly by R. Harrod (1933) and then 
modelled by A.P. Thirlwall (1979) in the Post-Keynesian tradition in the light of Verdoorn’s (1949) and 
Kaldor’s (1966, 1970) works. 
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evolution of Turkey’s BOP performance. The concluding section summarises 
the findings and their policy implications.    

Literature survey   

Ever since the original and extended versions of Thirlwall’s Law were 
developed they have been tested widely with various modifications for both 
developed and developing countries. The original version of the model first 
tested by Thirlwall in the same paper mostly for developed European 
economies, including the USA and Canada for the periods 1951-73 and 1953-
76, and the test results revealed remarkable support for the hypothesis 
(Thirlwall 1979: 434-5). Then Alonso (1998, 1999) tested this version of the 
model, firstly for a group of developed countries and then for Spain over the 
period 1960-94. Also, McCombie tested the original (1985) and extended 
version (1989), Ateşoğlu tested the original version for the USA (1993) and 
Germany (1995), the extended version for Canada (1993-94) and the empirical 
findings demonstrated the robustness of Thirlwall's Law.2  

Yet in this article the main motivation is to test the NESI incorporated version 
of Thirlwall’s Law for Turkey and to assess its economic growth experience 
in the light of test results for the period 2003Q1-2015Q3. Therefore, the 
empirical and theoretical survey focuses on the earlier studies that include 
Turkey. In this context Turkey’s estimated elasticities and GDP growth rates 
are examined in detail in the scope of selected applications. The results are 
presented in Table 1.   

Thirlwall and Hussain (1982) performed the first empirical test of the capital 
flows extended version using the data from 20 developing countries. In their 
study, in addition to their own estimation (including Turkey), they used two 
groups of countries’ income elasticity of imports that were estimated by M. 
Khan (1974) for the period between 1951 and 1969, and by Houthakker and 
Magee (1969) for 1951-1966. The test results, in general, supported the 
predictive power of the capital flows extended version of Thirlwall’s Law for 
developing countries. The findings for Turkey were similar to those of the 
other developing countries. The estimated average growth rates of Turkey for 
the period 1960-73, using the original and capital flows extended models, 
were 6.1% and 5.9%, respectively, against the actual output growth rate of 
5.8% (see Table 1). They put forward that the relative price movements, which 

                                                 
2 There are also criticisms made by Crafts (1988a, 1988b, 1993) based on the Balassa (1979) model, McGregor 
and Swales (1985, 1986, 1991) and Krugman (1989) which have been responded to persuasively by 
McCombie & Thirlwall (1997).  
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are neglected by the model, can account for the difference between the 
estimated and actual growth rates.  

A group of scholars, Elliot and Rhodd (1999), Ferreira and Canuto (2003), 
Moreno-Brid (2003), Vera (2006) and Alleyne and Francis (2008), disregarded 
the role of relative price movements and instead pointed out the debt-
servicing payments. They argued that many developing countries finance 
their persistent current account deficits with foreign debt and, debt-servicing 
payments take a considerable portion in their BOP. Therefore, the growth of 
debt-servicing should be regarded as a complementary independent variable 
in the model. In this context Elliot and Rhodd (1999) and Vera (2006) inserted 
interest payments, Ferreira and Canuto (2003) inserted interest payments, 
dividends and profits, and Alleyne and Francis (2008) took into account 
interest payments and net transfers. In addition to interest payments, 
Moreno-Brid (2003) inserted the constant ratio of the current account deficit 
to income as a sustainability condition into the model by pointing out the 
limitations of the external debt accumulation. Within this literature only Elliot 
and Rhodd (1999) investigated Turkey alongside other sample countries. 

Elliot and Rhodd (1999) tested and compared the debt-servicing incorporated 
version with the original and capital inflows extended versions of Thirlwall’s 
Law, but the test results for the majority of the sample countries did not 
clearly support the inclusion of debt-servicing. The test results for Turkey 
were even more disappointing. The estimated output growth rate of Turkey 
for the original model and the capital flows incorporated model were 6.1% 
and 5.9% respectively against the actual output growth rate of 5.8%. 
However, for the interest payments for the incorporated version, the 
estimated output growth rate was 2.2%, which exhibits the highest deviation 
from the actual output growth rate (Elliot and Rhodd 1999: 1146). It is not 
possible to explain this failure with regards to the empirical application 
because of the absence of a detailed description of the test procedure, the data 
generation and the data definitions in their article. Nevertheless, it can be 
speculated that an inadequate definition of the import capacity generating 
components of BOP is one possible reason. In this context, a closer look at the 
BOP sheet reveals that the interest payments and earnings are displayed in 
the current account side under the primary investment debits and credits 
balance. Therefore, only taking into account the interest payments may cause 
a miscalculation of the contribution to the import capacity. In the current 
account balance under services and investments, in addition to interest 
payments, there are several different types of earnings and payments which 
affect the import capacity of a country. 
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Erkin Bairam (1988, 1990, 1991, and 1993a) performed another group of 
applications. In all applications, Bairam tested the original Thirlwall’s Law 
by using the linear regression method which is likely to cause spurious 
regression and forecasting errors due to the non-stationarity of the series. In 
his first attempt, Bairam (1988) estimated the import and export functions of 
19 European and North American countries, including Turkey, to compute 
the BPCG rate of output. In this application he used annual data spanning 
from 1970 to 1985 by applying the Two-Stage Least Squares method. The 
estimated yearly average output growth of the original model for Turkey was 
6.9%, while the actual average output growth rate was 5%, and according to 
Bairam the difference between them was quite small. Although he considered 
the findings satisfactory, he reasoned the deviation between the actual and 
estimated values by the measurement error and inaccuracy of the data. In his 
other paper Bairam (1993a) used the estimation results of his work in 1988.   

Table 1: Turkey’s estimated values of elasticities with actual and estimated 
output growth rates. 
 Period x π γ y y* y** yi 

Thirlwall and Hussain 
(1982) 60-73   5.6 0.92 

-
0.50 5.8 6.1 5.9 

n/
a 

Elliott and Rhodd (1999) 60-73   5.6 0.92 
-
0.50 5.8 6.1 5.91 2.2 

Bairam (1988), (1993a) 70-85 18.5 2.68 
 
3.75 5.0 6.9 n/a 

n/
a 

Bairam (1990), (1991) 73-83 20.7 4.1 
 
n/a 4.2 5.0 n/a 

n/
a 

Note: Here x is the export growth, π is the income elasticity of import, γ is the price elasticity 
of import, y is the actual growth rate of output, y* is the estimated growth rate of output 
through the original Thirlwall’s Law, y** is the estimated growth rate of output through the 
capital inflows incorporated in Thirlwall’s Law and yi is the estimated growth rate of output 
through the capital inflows and interest payments incorporated in Thirlwall’s Law. 
 
Bairam’s (1990) second attempt was the application of the original Thirlwall’s 
Law to the annual data of 15 developing countries, including Turkey, by 
employing the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) method. He underlined the data 
availability, measurement problems and possible errors and difficulties 
beforehand. The test results for Turkey for the period 1973-1983 showed that 
the estimated growth rate of income via the original model was 5.0% and the 
actual average growth rate of income was 4.2%. Bairam used the same 
estimation results for Turkey in his subsequent article which investigates 11 
Asian countries for various periods spanning from 1961 to 1985 (Bairam 
1991). His findings confirmed the predictive power of the original Thirlwall’s 
Law. In his subsequent paper Bairam (1993b) pointed out the importance of 
the stationarity of the series used in the regression analysis. Although he 
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confirmed that his earlier studies were still valid, this point is important 
because the non-stationary series may cause spurious regression which 
inevitably causes erroneous empirical estimations. During the last two 
decades, economists have been implementing the cointegration technique in 
the non-stationary variables in order to avoid misleading results of spurious 
regression; therefore in this study this technique is preferred.   

The NESI incorporated version of Thirlwall’s Law  

As pointed out earlier, the basic contribution of the extended Thirlwall’s Law 
is the inclusion of capital flows into the model, with a strong emphasis on its 
import capacity enhancing characteristic. Since the current account side of the 
BOP consists of export, import, capital inflows and NESI, this last component 
should be incorporated into the model as a complementary variable. Thus, 
the import capacity of a country would be computed more realistically as the 
sum of exports, capital inflows and NESI. On this logical ground, the new 
balance of payments identity is expressed as:   

𝑃𝑡𝑋𝑡 + 𝐹𝑡 + 𝑆𝑡 ≡ 𝑃𝑡
∗𝑀𝑡𝐸𝑡 (1)                                                         

 
where 𝑃𝑡  denotes export price index,  𝑋𝑡 denotes real export, 𝐹𝑡 is the capital 
flows measured in domestic currency, 𝑆𝑡 is NESI, 𝑃𝑡

∗ is the price of imports 
expressed in terms of foreign currency, 𝑀𝑡 is real import, and 𝐸𝑡 is the 
nominal exchange rate which is measured in domestic currency. Expressing 
the identity as an equation in logarithmic form yields: 
 
𝜃(𝑝𝑡 + 𝑥𝑡) + 𝛼(𝑓𝑡) + 𝜆(𝑠𝑡) = ( 𝑝𝑡

∗  +  𝑚𝑡 + 𝑒𝑡) (2) 
                        
where,  𝜃, α and 𝜆 represent the shares of export, capital inflows and NESI 
respectively in the entire import bill, and the other lowercase letters represent 
the rates of changes of the variables defined above. By definition,  𝜃 + 𝛼 +
𝜆 = 1. Import and export functions are: 
 

𝑀𝑡 = 𝑌𝑡
𝜋 (

𝑃𝑡
∗𝐸𝑡
𝑃𝑡

)
𝛾

 (3) 

 

𝑋𝑡 = 𝑊𝑡
𝜀 (

𝑃𝑡
𝑃𝑡

∗𝐸𝑡
)

𝜂

 (4) 

 
The logarithmic forms of the import and export functions are: 
 
𝑚𝑡 = 𝜋𝑦𝑡 +  𝛾 ( 𝑝𝑡

∗ + 𝑒𝑡 −  𝑝𝑡) (5) 
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𝑥𝑡  = 𝜀𝑤𝑡  +  𝜂 (𝑝𝑡 −  𝑒𝑡 −  𝑝𝑡
∗) (6)  

                          
In logarithmic terms, 𝑥𝑡 is real exports, 𝑚𝑡 is real imports, 𝑒𝑡 is nominal 
exchange rates, 𝑝𝑡 is domestic price,  𝑝𝑡

∗ is foreign price, 𝑤𝑡   is world (or trade 
partners’) real income, 𝑦𝑡 is domestic real income, 𝜂 < 0 and 𝜀 > 0 are price 
and income elasticities of exports, and 𝛾 < 0 and 𝜋 > 0 are price and income 
elasticities of imports respectively. Inserting equations (5) and (6) into 
equation (2) yields the general equation (7), incorporating capital flows and 
fluctuating long run real exchange rates:    
  
𝑦𝑡 

=
(𝜃𝜂 + 𝛾)(𝑝𝑡 − 𝑒𝑡 −  𝑝𝑡

∗) + ( 𝑝𝑡 −  𝑝𝑡
∗ − 𝑒𝑡) + (𝜃𝜀𝑤𝑡  ) + 𝛼(𝑓𝑡 − 𝑝𝑡) + 𝜆(𝑠𝑡 − 𝑝𝑡)

𝜋𝑡
 (7)     

 
Assuming insignificant price elasticities or constant real exchange rates in the 
long run implies 𝑒𝑡 +  𝑝𝑡

∗ = 𝑝𝑡  and  𝜀𝑤𝑡  = 𝑥𝑡   and yields:  
 
 

𝑦𝑡
∗∗∗ =

𝜃𝑥𝑡 + α(𝑓𝑡 − 𝑝𝑡) + 𝜆(𝑠𝑡 − 𝑝𝑡)
𝜋𝑡

 (8) 

 
In this case, the economic growth of a country would turn out to be 
constrained by the ratio of the growth rate of real exports, real capital inflows 
and real NESI to the income elasticity of imports. Note that the lower income 
elasticity of import (𝜋𝑡) and higher income elasticity of export (𝜀𝑡) are a 
reflection of the successful BOP performance of an economy. Moreover, this 
can be considered as an achievement of an economy specialising in 
competitive industries (Bairam 1990: 712).  
To show the separate contribution of each component we can express 
equation (8) as:  
 

𝑦𝑡
∗∗∗ =

𝜃𝑥𝑡  
𝜋𝑡

+
α(𝑓𝑡 − 𝑝𝑡)

𝜋𝑡
+  

𝜆(𝑠𝑡 − 𝑝𝑡)
𝜋𝑡

 (9) 

 
If we assume that the current account only consists of exports and imports 
and we therefore leave aside the NESI, we obtain the capital inflows extended 
version of Thirlwall’s Law: 
 

𝑦𝑡
∗∗ =

𝜃𝑥𝑡 + α(𝑓𝑡 − 𝑝𝑡)
𝜋𝑡

 (10) 

Then, if we assume that the current account side of the BOP does not 
comprise the NESI (𝜆 = 0) and all import bills are covered by export earnings 
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(𝜃 = 1), then the current account deficit is zero so there is no need for capital 
inflows (α = 0)  and we obtain the original Thirlwall’s Law:   
 
𝑦𝑡

∗ = 𝑥𝑡 / 𝜋𝑡 (11)  
                       
Empirical Tests 

Data and Methodology  

As the initial step of the empirical procedure, income elasticity of imports (𝜋) 
is obtained from the estimated import function. Then the real values of the 
remaining variables in the above equations are constructed. Finally, Turkey’s 
estimated BPCG rates, through the original, capital inflows incorporated and 
NESI incorporated versions of Thirlwall’s Law, are computed through 
equations (9), (10) and (11) respectively. Note that the same income elasticity 
of import is used for all modifications of Thirlwall’s Law for the period 
2003Q1-2015Q3. 

It is widely accepted theoretically that the import demand of a country 
depends on the level of real output and the relative common currency prices 
between trading partners (Houthakker and Magee 1969; Khan 1974; 
Goldstein and Khan 1985).3  

ln ( 𝑚𝑡) =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1 ln(𝑦𝑡) + 𝛽2 ln(𝑟𝑥𝑟𝑡) 
  
On this ground, the income and price elasticities of imports are obtained by 
the estimation of the import demand function shown above in logarithmic 
form. Here in level values, mt is real import, yt is real GDP, and rxrt is real 
exchange rates. In the estimation of Turkey’s import function the 
cointegration method is applied to the series LM (logarithmic level of real 
imports), LY (logarithmic level of real GDP) and LRXR (logarithmic level of 
real exchange rates). In the empirical estimation, generating the variables in 
logarithmic form allows imports to respond to any changes in the value of 
real GDP and real exchange rates in proportion. In addition, assuming the 
constant income and price elasticities for the whole period evades the 
problem of radical drops in the elasticities as import increases (Khan, 1974, 
pp.679-80). 

                                                 
3 Even though Thirlwall’s Law asserts that real exchange rates have a quantitatively insignificant role in 
determining the growth of trade flows, the value of the income elasticity of import should be taken from 
the estimated import demand function that comprises the real exchange rate variable because excluding 
the effect of relative prices is to assume what should be tested (McCombie, 1997, p.346). 
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Figure 1: Real values of Gross Domestic Product, Exchange Rates and Imports for 

the Turkish Economy (2003Q1-2015Q3) 
 
In this empirical application the main data source is the Central Bank of the 
Republic of Turkey (TCMB) and the Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK).4 The 
capital flow variable is defined as the sum of the capital account, financial 
account, net error and omission and reserves. NESI is defined as the net 
earnings of services, primary and secondary investments. The quarterly 
growth rates of all components are computed as the difference in logarithmic 
values of the beginning and ending quarters of the period. However, 
Turkey’s capital inflows are very unstable and volatile, which would cause 
incorrect computations of the growth rates through this method. Therefore, 
to get rid of very high negative values and high volatility, the moving average 
method is applied to the capital inflows data series. 

The Unit Root and Cointegration Tests  

In order to construct an appropriate model and to conduct the cointegration 
test, as an initial step, the estimation of the orders of integration are carried 
out through Phillips-Perron and ADF (augmented Dickey-Fuller test) unit 

                                                 
4 The moving average of the quarterly level of GDP, export, import, capital flows and NESI are obtained 
from the TCMB BOP data set. The nominal values of these series are extracted in USD and multiplied by 
the USD/TL exchange rate to convert them into the TL. Then they are deflated by the Consumer Price 
Index (CPI 1995=100) to obtain their real values. The real exchange rate series is obtained from TCMB 
which is based on CPI (1995 = 100) and computed for Turkey’s 36 trade partners.  
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root tests, but only the Phillips-Perron test results are displayed in Table 2.5 
The test results reveal that H0 is accepted for the logarithmic level values of 
all series while H0 is rejected for the logarithmic 1st difference of them. In other 
words, they are non-stationary in level and stationary in 1st difference. The 
only variable is that LY exhibits stationarity in both level and 1st difference 
under the assumption of the presence of intercept. Yet under the assumption 
of the presence of trend and intercept it is non-stationary in level and 
stationary in 1st difference and the stationarity of all variables in the 1st 
difference allows me to test the presence of one or more cointegrating 
relationships among them.   

 

Table 2: Unit Root Test Results for the period 2003Q1- 2015Q3 with a 1% 
significance level 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Phillips-Perron (intercept) 
Phillip-Perron (trend and 

intercept) 
Test 

Statistic 
Crit. Val. 

(1%) Prob. Test 
Statistic 

Crit. Val. 
(1%) Prob. 

LM level -1.475769 -3.568308 0.5376 -2.338941 -4.152511 0.4060 
LM 1st dif. -5.727596 -3.571310 0.0000 -5.711520 -4.156734 0.0001 
LY level -3.705585 -3.568308 0.0069 -3.188492 -4.152511 0.0984 
LY 1st dif. -4.771404 -3.571310 0.0003 -5.499485 -4.156734 0.0002 
LRXR level -3.029478 -3.568308 0.0389 0.100596 -2.612033 0.7101 
LRXR 1st 
dif. -6.936838 -3.571310 0.0000 -7.024203 -2.613010 0.0000 

Test results for LRXR are extracted under the assumptions of intercept and no trend-
intercept.   
 
If there were only two variables, the simplest technique for the cointegration 
test would be the Engle & Granger (1987) method.6 However, there are more 
than two variables so the existence of more than one cointegration 
relationship is possible (Verbeek 2012: 358). This can be captured through the 
                                                 
5 The ADF is the test procedure based on the approximation of an autoregressive-moving average model 
by an autoregression which is developed by Said and Dickey (1984). In this technique the general strategy 
is the inclusion of the lagged differences of the variable under consideration to make the error term 
asymptotically a white noise process. However, neither too many lags nor too few are desirable in general 
because this may lead to serious forecasting problems. As an alternative, Phillips and Perron (1988) have 
proposed an approach which adjusts the DF-statistics obtained by original Dickey-Fuller regression in 
order to take into account the potential autocorrelation pattern in the errors (Verbeek 2012: 296). Although 
only the Phillips Perron test results are displayed in Table 1, both methods are used and similar results are 
obtained in this application. 
6 The Engle-Granger method is simply the application of the unit root test on the residual obtained by OLS 
estimation of a regression equation. If the residual is stationary then the cointegration relationship exists 
between two variables.  
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Johansen cointegration test procedure, which was developed by Johansen 
(1988, 1991) and Johansen and Juselius (1990 and 1992) as a multivariate 
method based on a Vector Autoregression (VAR) representation of the 
stochastic process. Therefore, initially the Vector Autoregressive (VAR) 
model was estimated with the optimal lag lengths and then the Johansen 
cointegration technique is applied to the data series.  

 
Table 3: The determination of lag length of the VAR model according to lag order 
selection criteria 
 Lag LogL LR FPE AIC SC HQ 

0 164.9183 NA 2.04e-07 -6.890139 -6.772044 -6.845699 
1 295.4648 238.8725 1.16e-09 -12.06233 -11.58996* -11.88457 
2 310.8055 26.11173* 8.91e-10* -12.33215* -11.50549 -12.02107* 
3 313.3939 4.075386 1.19e-09 -12.05932 -10.87837 -11.61492 
4 319.7942 9.260050 1.36e-09 -11.94869 -10.41346 -11.37097 

Note: Here * indicates lag order selected by the criterion, LR: sequential modified LR test 
statistic (each test at the 5% level), FPE: Final prediction error, AIC: Akaike information 
criterion, SC: Schwarz information criterion, HQ: Hannan-Quinn information criterion.   
 
The optimal lag length is important in the cointegration technique because 
too few lags lead to the rejection of the null hypothesis immediately, while 
too many of them reduce the power of the test (Verbeek 2012: 360). According 
to the majority of E-views lag order selection criteria, the optimal significant 
lag length is 2 in this VAR model (see Table 3). 
 
Table 4: VAR residual serial correlation LM test 

Lags LM-Stat Prob 
1 22.11608 0.0085 
2 6.079574 0.7319 
3 10.74151 0.2938 
4 19.91197 0.0185 

*Null Hypothesis is no serial correlation in lag order h. 
 
To test the sufficiency of the lag length, the serial correlation LM test is 
applied to the residual of the estimated VAR model. In general, it is suggested 
to start with the longest lag length and then shorten it by eliminating the 
insignificant lags (Enders 2004: 363). The smaller lag lengths are 1 and 2 but 
as shown in Table 4, the probability value of lag 1 is less than 0.05, thus we 
reject the null hypothesis and accept the presence of serial correlation in the 
residual at the 95% significance level. Whereas for lag 2 the probability value 
is higher than 0.05, therefore we accept the null hypothesis and reject the 
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presence of serial correlation in residual at the 95% significance level. 
Therefore, the determined lag length is 2 and it is statistically sufficient. 
Table 5: Testing the stability of the system by examining the complex roots through 
the AR roots test 
  0.954895 0.954895 
 0.593301 - 0.453224i 0.746604 
 0.593301 + 0.453224i 0.746604 
 0.724216 0.724216 
-0.173494 - 0.079976i 0.191040 
-0.173494 + 0.079976i 0.191040 
 
Then the complex roots of the VAR model are tested to examine the stability 
of the system. Since all values of the modules are less than unity, (in table 5 
all the modules are less than 1 so the expression is fine) no root lies outside 
the unit circle. Then the VAR satisfies the stability condition (see Table 5). 
 

Table 6: VAR residual normality test results 
 Component Jarque-Bera Df Prob.  

1 0.488334 2 0.7834  
2 0.323304 2 0.8507  
3 0.713979 2 0.6998  

Joint 1.525617 6 0.9578  
    
The last procedure is the normality test before applying the Johansen 
cointegration technique. As shown in Table 6, the probability values are 
higher than the 0.05 significance level and we accept the null hypothesis that 
residuals are multivariate normal and reject the presence of non-normality at 
the 95% significance level.    
Lastly, the Johansen Cointegration technique is applied to the estimated VAR 
(2) model to detect a cointegration relation among the variables (see Table 7). 
The estimation results reveal (for H0: r = 0 and H1: r = 1) that the cointegration 
trace test and the max-eigenvalue test statistics are higher than their 5% test 
critical values simultaneously, so the null hypothesis of no cointegration is 
rejected and the presence of at least one cointegration vector among variables 
is accepted at the 95% significance level. On the other hand, we accept the 
null hypothesis (for H0: r ≤ 1 H1: r = 2 and H0: r ≤ 2 H1:  r = 3) and reject the 
presence of two or three cointegration relations since the trace test and max-
eigenvalue test statistics are lower than their 5% test critical values.  
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Table 7: Johansen Cointegration Test Results for the period 2003Q1- 2015Q3 
 Number of 

coint. vect. 
Trace Crit. Val. 

(0.05) 
Prob. Max. 

Eigen. 
Crit. 
Val. 

(0.05) 

Prob. 
H0: r = 0 H1: r = 
1 

45.08489  35.19275 0.0032 27.10878 22.29962 0.0099 
H0: r ≤ 1 H1: r = 
2 

17.97611  20.26184 0.1001 14.72844 15.89210 0.0754 
H0: r ≤ 2 H1:  r = 
3 

3.247678  9.164546 0.5354 3.247678 9.164546 0.5354 
 
So there is only one cointegration relation for the period 2003Q1- 2015Q3 and 
the estimated normalised cointegration equation is:   
 
LM= 1.854 LY - 0.472 LRXR - 5.354  
 
As seen in the equation above, the estimated income elasticity of imports has 
a positive sign and is higher than unity. The income elasticity of imports in 
this period is 1.854. The price elasticity of imports is 0.472 and has correct 
sign, negative but it is negligible. These results reveal that a 1% increase in 
the real GDP (Y) causes a 1.854% increase in the demand for import goods 
and a 1% increase in real exchange rates (RXR) causes a 0.472% decrease in 
the demand for import goods. These results are quite consistent with the 
model expectations and the economic theory.  
 
Evaluation of Turkey’s Economic Growth and BOP Performance  

The Presentation of Turkey’s Computed BPCG Rates and their Sub-
Components  

In this section, Turkey’s computed BPCG rates are presented, according to 
the illustrated definitions of the original (y*), capital inflows incorporated 
(y**) and NESI incorporated versions (y***) of Thirlwall’s Law (see Table 8).7 
In addition, the contributions of all introduced components in NESI 
incorporated Thirlwall’s Law, such as exports, capital inflows and NESI are 
computed separately according to equation (9), (see Table 9).        

Table 8: Turkey’s actual average GDP growth rate and four different BPCG rates 
for the period 2003Q1-2015Q3 

 
Quarterly 

(%) 
Yearly 

(%) 
Estimated BPCG of the Original Model  (y*) 0.646 2.582 
Estimated BPCG of the Capital Inflows Extended Model 
(y**) 

1.094 4.374 
NESI Incorporated BPCG (y***) 1.147 4.586 
Actual Average GDP Growth (y) 1.132 4.528 

Note: Turkey’s yearly average real GDP growth rate is 6.5 % for the period 1960-2000.  
                                                 
7 In Tables 8 and 9 except for the income elasticity of import all quarterly variables are computed by the 
author according to the definitions explained in section 4. 
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First of all, computed yearly average BPCG rates through the original and 
capital inflows extended Thirlwall’s Laws are y* = 2.58% and y** = 4.37% 
respectively (see Table 8). Due to the insufficiencies of these modifications, 
these rates are significantly smaller than the actual yearly average GDP 
growth rate; y = 4.53%. On the other hand, the computed yearly average 
BPCG rate through the NESI incorporated version is y*** = 4.59% and this is 
the closest estimation to the actual GDP growth rate. The negligible numerical 
deviation (which is approximately 0.06%) between estimated yearly average 
BPCG rate (through the NESI incorporated version) and actual yearly 
average GDP growth rate might be explained by the real exchange rate 
movements which has a 0.47% negative effect on the demand for import 
goods. On the basis of this evidence it can be concluded that the NESI 
incorporated version of Thirlwall’s Law is remarkably robust for Turkey’s 
data for the period of 2003Q1-2015Q3.  
 

Table 9: Shares, average growth rates and contribution of exports, capital flows 
and NESI to Turkey’s average BPCG rate for the period 2003Q1-2015Q3 

BOP 
Components 
in the BPCG 

 

Average 
Quarterl

y 
Growth 
Rate (%) 

Shares 
in Total 
Import 

Bills 
(%) 

Estimate
d Income 
Elasticity 

of 
Import 

(%) 

Quarterly 
Average 

Contributio
n to the 
BPCG 

(%) 

Yearly 
Average 

Contributio
n to the 

BPCG (%) 

Disaggregation 

Exports 1.657 72.21
7 

1.854 0.646 2.582 
Capital Inflows 4.094 20.28

7 
1.854 0.448 1.792 

NESI   1.312 0.749
6 

1.854 0.053 0.212 
Total (y***) -    100 - 1.147 4.586 

 
Secondly, the contribution of BOP components to Turkey’s average BPCG 
rate, which is computed according to equation (9), is shown in Table 9. The 
yearly average contribution of exports, capital inflows and NESI are 2.6%, 
1.8% and 0.2% respectively for the period of 2003Q1-2015Q3. Leaving aside 
the income elasticity of imports, the magnitude of these numbers is the direct 
result of both the growth rates of these components and their shares in the 
total import bills. The yearly average shares of exports, capital inflows and 
NESI in the total import bills are 72.2%, 20.3% and 0.75% respectively. The 
growth rates of them, for the period investigated, are 1.7%, 4.1% and 1.3% 
respectively. Although the share of exports is much higher than the share of 
capital inflows in import bills, their contributions to the average BPCG rate 
does not reflect this remarkable difference, due to the opposite tendency in 
their growth rates. Finally, although it has the smallest average share and 
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smallest growth rate, the share of NESI in total import bills is significant and 
should not be neglected.  
 
Turkey’s BOP and GDP Growth Performance 

After the 2001 crisis, as in previous stabilization programs, Turkey 
implemented contractionary monetary and fiscal policies with strong 
external anchors, such as the IMF program and the EU membership process, 
to re-establish macroeconomic stability. The implicit inflation targeting (IT) 
was implemented between 2002 and 2005 as a monetary policy, and then it 
shifted to the explicit IT. The complementary elements of the stabilization 
program were banking sector regulations, supplementary foreign trade 
liberalization, further privatisation and the labour market regulations in 
favour of business.  

The extensive economic and social restructurings after the 2001 crisis brought 
about increases in labour productivity, capacity utilization and capital 
inflows. In the first half of the period 2003-2015 Turkey achieved 6.3% 
average GDP growth rate but this could not be sustained in the second half 
because of the lack of comprehensive industrial and technological policies to 
further increase industrial production and competitiveness. In the second 
half of the same period the average GDP growth rate was 2.8% which 
indicates the end of the 2003-2015 boom-bust cycles. Turkey’s actual yearly 
average real GDP growth rate was 4.5% for the period investigated.  

These observations are consistent with empirical results and demonstrate 
that Turkey’s poor BOP performance played an important role as a constraint 
on overall real GDP growth for the period investigated and it needed to be 
improved to achieve a real GDP growth rate around its long-term average 
(6.5% for the period 1960-2000). The current evidence suggest that contrary 
to its ELG policy goals, due to the lack of competitiveness of the export 
sectors, Turkey still has a very high level of trade deficit and needs steady 
and sufficient level of capital inflows to offset its chronic trade deficit. Despite 
having a high share in the import bills (72%), the quarterly average growth 
rate of exports (1.7%) is far below the quarterly average growth rate of capital 
inflows (4.1%) in the period investigated. Although real exchange rates are 
not the fundamental determinant in Turkey’s trade balance, it can still be 
argued that, during the period 2003Q1-2015Q3, the low exchange rates and 
high interest rates worsened the situation by further decelerating the exports 
and accelerating the imports and capital inflows in Turkey.  This was an 
inevitable consequence of the IT monetary policy strategy. 
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Table 10: Foreign debt statistics of Turkey for the period 2003Q1-2015Q3 

 

Tot. 
For. 
Debt 
(bil. 

USD) 

Tot. 
For. 

Debt/ 
GDP 

Short-
Term For. 

Debt 
(bil. USD) 

Short-
Term     
For. 

Debt/      
GDP 

Long-
Term  

For. Debt    
(bil. USD) 

Long-
Term For. 

Debt/ 
GDP 

Short-
Term 
For. 

Debt / 
Total 
Res. 

2003 144.16 0.48 23.01 0.08 121.15 0.40 0.68 
2004 161.14 0.40 32.20 0.08 128.94 0.32 0.89 
2005 170.75 0.34 38.91 0.08 131.84 0.26 0.77 
2006 208.11 0.38 42.85 0.08 165.26 0.31 0.70 
2007 250.01 0.39 43.15 0.07 206.87 0.32 0.61 
2008 280.96 0.38 52.52 0.07 228.44 0.31 0.75 
2009 268.96 0.42 48.99 0.08 219.97 0.35 0.70 
2010 292.06 0.40 77.25 0.11 214.81 0.29 0.96 
2011 303.93 0.40 81.58 0.11 222.35 0.29 1.04 
2012 339.04 0.43 100.20 0.13 238.85 0.30 1.00 
2013 389.15 0.47 130.42 0.16 258.73 0.31 1.16 
2014 402.72 0.51 132.89 0.17 269.83 0.34 1.25 
2015 405.22 0.49 127.50 0.15 277.72 0.34 1.29 
 

Moreover, Turkey’s poor export performance shows the growing tendency 
of the economy to finance its external deficit with capital inflows. The 
consensus among the majority of economists is that having such a chronic 
and high level of trade deficit, which is financed by foreign capital inflows, 
causes foreign debt accumulation and cannot be sustained in the long run. It 
increases the indebtedness and maturity shortening of the economy. Indeed, 
during the period 2003Q1-2015Q3 Turkey’s total foreign debt increased from 
144.162 billion to 405.223 billion USD (see Table 10). In addition, the maturity 
shortening arose as an outcome of the increasing financial fragility. The ratio 
of short-term debt to GDP was 15% in 2015 while it was 8% at the beginning 
of the period (see Table 8). Another indicator is the ratio of short-term foreign 
debt to reserves which has been increasing since mid-2009, but until 2013 it 
was under 100%; however since 2013 it has been over 100% and in 2015 it was 
129% (see Table 10). The two latter ratios are regarded as a signal of financial 
crisis by the majority of economists. Also, a kind of self-fulfilling relationship 
started to crystallize between financial fragility and debt maturity shortening. 
Financial fragility increased further because of this worsening structure of 
debt during this period.  
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Conclusion 

In the neoliberal era, contrary to the ELG policy goal of sustainable and rapid 
economic growth without persistent external imbalances, Turkey’s economic 
growth was increasingly destabilized by boom-and-bust cycles that were 
mainly caused by poor foreign trade performance and highly unstable capital 
movements. As a manifestation of the contradicting tendencies of the output 
growth and BOP performance, Turkey could not reach a GDP growth rate 
higher than its long-term historical average in this neoliberal era and the poor 
GDP growth performance persisted during the period 2003-2015. 

This paper investigated the relationship between GDP growth rate and BOP 
performance through the NESI incorporated version of Thirlwall’s Law, 
which allows for the contribution of NESI to the estimated BPCG rate of the 
Turkish economy. The test results are consistent with Turkey’s economic 
realities. Turkey’s poor foreign trade performance remains a main constraint 
on economic growth and accelerates its foreign debt accumulation in the 
period investigated. The computed growth rates indicate that the NESI 
incorporated version of Thirlwall’s Law is robust and separately computed 
contributions of the model’s components, such as export, capital inflows and 
NESI, correspond with Turkey’s observed economic realities.  

Considering the empirical evidence and statistical data it can be concluded 
that, in the period 2003-2015, Turkey received a significant amount of foreign 
capital inflows as a result of both slowdown in the major economies and its 
post-2001 economic crisis reforms. Through these developments Turkey 
achieved a long-term growth path without any deep fluctuations in the 
macroeconomic fundamentals in the first half of the period 2003-2015. 
However, it could not benefit from this advantageous position to conduct 
comprehensive industrial and technological policies to develop a high value-
added, sophisticated and capital-intensive export goods sector which would 
eventually increase the competitiveness of the economy and solve the chronic 
external deficit problem. 
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BOOK REVIEWS 

The Politics of Humanitarianism: Power, Ideology and Aid. By Antonio De 
Lauri. London and New York: I. B. Tauris, 2016, 177 pp., £56.  

Humanitarianism is a chimera, arguably an infection, but certainly an ethos 
and organising principle of our age that intersects with transformative moral-
political modes of inquiry and praxis. This edited volume enlists an array of 
controversies that the humanitarian megalith entails, via contributions from 
anthropology, law, international relations, development and migration 
studies. This diverse coalition provokes shifts away from recursive academic 
scripts of ‘saving lives’ and ‘helping those in need’ toward a different, more 
complicated kind of political and ideological commentary that sees 
contributors critically unpack the constitutive relation of humanitarianism in 
diverse contexts, and create new understandings that are tentatively shared. 
Its success lies in the balance achieved between the imputed certainty in 
humanitarian discourse and intervention, and the uncertainty produced by 
richly textured critique and combinations of interpretation across a range of 
not always complementary perspectives. 

De Lauri introduces ways humanitarian-‘ism’ embodies ‘beliefs, practices, 
categories, discourses and procedures’ (p.1), alongside institutional forms of 
governance, power and liability invoked through varied applications in 
business, bureaucratic and military responses, and historical bifurcations of 
the world into those who aid and intervene and those who receive their 
loaded gifts. Four dimensions keep humanitarianism in good health. First the 
sympathetic impulse, and its bolstering by high-profile ambassadors and 
agencies, reinforce the myth that the best possible way of life is the European 
or American one, and promote over-simplistic solutions to 
‘underdevelopment’ that anaesthetise people against empathy and 
responsibility (p.4). Second ‘humanitarianism functions as an employment 
outlet for a huge number of graduates and professionals from donor 
countries’ (p. 5). The large-scale mobilisation of ‘experts’ from donor 
countries to the Global South is closely tied to the wild-market model of the 
global economy, and it uncritically juxtaposes the ‘immobility’ of populations 
of the Global South with unchecked ‘narratives of multitudes of people 
invading the Global North’ (p. 5). Third the political-economy of 
humanitarianism as a multi-billion dollar business links to the privatised 
military industry in re-creating the political ‘need for intervention’ (p. 8). 
Fourth are hierarchies of humanity and moral certitude generated by a 
‘humanitarian culturalism that permeates both military and civil 
interventions’. (p. 8) Last, De Lauri emphasises that critique can be an 
important ‘means of imagining the world in other ways. (p.12) Inspired by a 
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critical gaze that balances the poles of hyper-subjectivism and systemic 
explanation, the book tracks across these dimensions as it also keeps in plain 
view humanitarianism’s self-reproducing, cynical and utopian impulse.  

Certainly ‘helping ideologies’ have long saturated stubborn asymmetries and 
concerns with humanitarianism’s deserving subject: from an orientalist view 
of regions and nations existing in permanent underdevelopment, to 
modernist queries about their progressive incorporation into the 
technological, secularising, and liberalising mission, and regional 
developments of war, states of emergency, and refugee crises as either forms 
of circular repetition or descent into chaos. More positively, as a lens through 
which to comprehend the contemporary world era, humanitarianism augurs 
possibilities for a power vacuum, with risks and potentials, and for the 
suspension of hegemonic orders of politics, class and gender. As a response 
to crisis, this book invites us to approach humanitarianism as a means to turn 
unpredictability, interruption, and violent loss into opportunities for 
reflection and new world-making by raising critical questions about ways 
that power, diverse actors’ intentions, and bald instrumental profiteering can 
become re-imagined, reframed, and transformed.  

The book’s eight chapters reveal some diverse adaptations and critical 
perspectives on the ideology and politics of humanitarianism. These 
encompass the genealogy of intervention, humanitarianism’s workings as a 
moral pretext, a theatre for specialists, a dark tool of women’s rights, of 
violence and ‘infantilisation’ in provincial politics, in local and international 
allocations of international aid, and the management of refugees.  

To illustrate, Pandolfi and Rousseau examine how the hyper-mediated 
context of humanitarianism’s response to a global pietas produce violent, 
forced forms of humanitarian intervention across borders, and unanticipated 
consequences. High performance principles akin to business practices align 
humanitarianism closely to militarisation in processes that leave ‘war and 
peace, torture and rescue, destruction and development’ indistinguishable (p. 
23). Next, Nader and Savinar argue that ‘for-profit’ ideologies lead Western 
powers to use humanitarianism as a deadly pretext in partnership with high 
finance, state governance and geo-politics. Building on arguments about 
philanthropic imperialism, notably by Alex de Waal, they complicate 
understandings of humanitarianism’s ideological underpinnings through 
examples from Libya, Palestine, Uganda and the 2010 Haitian earthquake - 
where political and relief interventions incredibly caused more devastation 
than the disaster itself.  
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De Lauri and Billaud’s chapter interrogates the utopian promises of a 
rhetorical return to normality in Afghanistan. The absolute reversals this shift 
entails (from war to peace, women’s oppression to freedom etc.) assume the 
carnivalesque character of political theatre, wherein humanitarianism in 
action works generatively and deceptively to engender confinement and 
alienation, and to reveal ‘the irreducible dead ends of the reconstruction 
project’ (p. 62). Women’s rights discourses, enshrined in international 
charters and treaties, also concern Grande’s chapter. Rather than serve social 
and communitarian needs, Grande shows how they become tools for power 
and greed - again constituting a kind of reversal - that produces ‘the perfect 
conditions for a market economy’, and serves to atomise targeted societies in 
the Global South      (p. 77). 

Protection is a key humanitarian discourse, enshrined in the doctrine of the 
UN Responsibility to Protect. In Quaretta’s chapter, Christian evangelisation 
and colonisation play out in discourses of ‘protection’ in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, where ‘saving children’ and ‘children’s rights’ constitute 
infantilising and political forms of intervention that provide people with aid 
and support in a collapsing state.  

Drawing new meaning for long-term ‘emergency’ programming amid 
concerns about Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, Lewis reveals how donor 
aid shifted towards overtly militaristic agendas in Yemen, including counter-
terrorism programming, secret bombings and military campaigns designed 
to undermine Islamic values and securitise international interventions (p. 
139). Finally, Hoffmann analyses the humanitarian management of refugees 
in the post-colonial context of Syria. Here Iraqi migrants become subsumed 
within discourses of ‘protection’ serving the normal basis for state 
sovereignty and a form of government reliant on the systematic exclusion of 
non-citizens, and the constant production of refugees.  

Thereby this volume complements growing studies on variations of the 
‘international community’, ‘international humanitarian project’, 
‘humanitarian establishment’, ‘humanitarian industry’, ‘strategic 
frameworks’ and ‘humanitarian architecture’. What it adds to recent works, 
for example by Allan, Allen, Redfield, Donini, and Schull, who also plough 
the non-humanitarian uses of human rights and humanitarian advocacy and 
action, is in the way as a collective endeavor it offers a much needed way to 
scale out from state and nation, to the international and global and back, and 
thereby to question what is and is not intelligible about the impacts, outcomes 
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and cultures of the humanitarian project (Apthorpe 2014: 357)1. That is, while 
the individual chapters each provide fresh insights, the collective ethics of 
rewriting, rethinking or cajoling the humanitarianism landscape into new 
critical forms is more dynamic and replete with contradictions, aporias and 
fundamental questions about the very basis of humanitarianism.  

In sum, this book comprises a singular and important contribution for those 
wanting to understand how humanitarian interventionism works in ways the 
violent shattering of some worlds produces dreams and strategies for others.  

Nichola Khan, University of Brighton, UK 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

                                                 
1 Apthorpe, Raymond (2014) Review Article. Anthropology and humanitarianisms across borders: a 
growing field of study. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 20, 357-361. 
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Decentralisation and the Management of Ethnic Conflict: Lessons from the 
Republic of Macedonia. By Aisling Lyon. Abingdon: Routledge, 2016, 248 

pp., £90. 

The book ‘Decentralisation and the Management of Ethnic Conflict’ by 
Aisling Lyon is based on extensive research conducted in the Republic of 

Macedonia between 2005 and 2012, after the implementation of the Ohrid 

Framework Agreement. This internationally sponsored peace agreement 

ended months of fighting between ethnic Albanian insurgents and state 

security forces, and was signed in the Macedonian capital Skopje in August 

2001. The monograph represents an in-depth study with great analyses of the 

circumstances that preceded the Ohrid Framework Agreement, with 

conclusions drawn from fieldwork interviews with local and national 

politicians, NGOs, central government and municipal representatives, and 

citizens. Its principle argument is that decentralisation in Macedonia between 

2005 and 2012 has only been partial, and advances in the administrative and 

political aspects of the reform have been undermined by limited progress in 

its fiscal dimension. The key lesson of the Macedonian case, Dr. Lyon 

therefore contends, is that attempts to solve internal self-determination 

conflicts through decentralisation will fail if local self-governance exists only 

in form but not in substance. 

The book begins by outlining the theoretical basis for the study. It considers 

why states decide to decentralise (or not), and engages thoroughly with the 

literature on ethnic conflict management and decentralisation, power-sharing 

and complex power-sharing theory. Chapter One provides historical context 

and identifies factors unique to Macedonia, which influenced the decision to 

devolve responsibilities to the municipalities after 2001. This chapter also 

examines the particular institutional design that Macedonia’s 
decentralisation took. Chapter Two examines the political aspects of 

decentralisation and assesses whether the reform has contributed to 

widening effective political participation and strengthening local democracy. 

Chapter Three considers administrative decentralisation in the form of 

education reforms, and examines whether devolving responsibility for the 

provision of public services has satisfied the demands of non-majority groups 

for greater autonomy over their own affairs. Chapter Four assesses fiscal 

decentralisation from a political economy perspective and determines 

whether the reforms have enhanced the fiscal autonomy of Macedonian 

municipalities. Chapter Five considers the apparent conflict between 

subsidiarity and solidarity, and examines whether fiscal autonomy has been 

achieved at the expense of economic and territorial cohesion. The study 

concludes with some thoughts on the extent to which the reform has 

contributed to the management of ethnic conflict in Macedonia. It also 
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considers whether decentralisation has had any adverse effects on 
Macedonia’s delicate inter-ethnic relations.  

Aisling Lyon offers a unique perspective as she resided in Macedonia during 
a crucial period, which is covered in the book, worked there and completed 
her research. Her decision to focus on education as a factor in the 
management of ethnic conflict is important because, as she points out (p.81), 
how education systems are designed and delivered is important to minority 
ethnic communities because education is crucial for reproducing (and re-
creating) group identity. She has not included university level education in 
her analysis, and has instead focused only on primary and secondary 
education. This is because, unlike in Serbian-majority municipalities in 
neighbouring Kosovo, university or tertiary education is not a municipal 
competence in the Republic of Macedonia. Her analyses of the situation and 
the side effects of the newly implemented policies in primary and secondary 
education are accurate, and she correctly identifies the negative side effect of 
language-based segregation of pupils, since education is instructed in 
different community languages. Whilst outside the scope of a study on 
municipal decentralisation, it would have been useful for Dr. Lyon to include 
a brief analysis of higher education, because university education was a very 
controversial issue for both the ethnic Albanian and Macedonian 
communities during the 1990s. Yet today the tendency is to have mixed 
students not just from Macedonia, but also from other Balkan countries; a 
trend which I see as positive in the context of social integration. Enabling the 
ethnic Albanian community to continue their education in the Albanian 
language to the highest level has also resulted in more ethnic Albanians being 
employed in the public sector, which is also a positive outcome in the long 
run.  

In Chapter Four, Dr. Lyon notes that the threat of ethnic conflict in Macedonia 
has decreased and that this diminishes the leverage of international agencies, 
such as the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), 
operating in Macedonia. I see this as a positive trend because ultimately the 
aim of their work is to stabilise Macedonia and strengthen its democratic 
institutions, rather than rely upon external support. As in other countries 
where external agencies and internationally funded NGOs have been 
operating for decades, in Macedonia there is a tendency for these agencies to 
see a very gloomy picture of the development and democratisation processes. 
This may be because they want to convince themselves, their donors and the 
wider society that their work remains not only necessary, but also crucial for 
the survival of the country and for the continuation of democratic processes. 
Indeed Dr. Lyon quotes the International Crisis Group as saying: “The 
decentralisation process will either make or break Macedonia” (p.149). As 
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much as decentralisation is an important factor in the state building process 
of Macedonia, to point it out as the sole factor determining the survival of the 
Macedonian state is an overstatement. Seeing Macedonia and its 
decentralisation process in the context of the region where it is situated, as 
well as considering wider geopolitical factors, is crucial in the understanding 
of how this state functions, and explains a lot of the behaviour of the political 
classes that Dr. Lyon very accurately describes and analyses. This is where 
her strong interviewing and analytical skills reward the readers of this book 
with the results of her in-depth fieldwork and the wide spectrum of chosen 
interviewees, articles and media research.  

I particularly appreciated the inclusion of fiscal analysis in Chapters Four (on 
fiscal autonomy) and Five (on fiscal equalisation). It is unusual for political 
scientists to include analysis of fiscal issues, particularly to the extent that Dr. 
Lyon has done in this case study. As she points out in the introductory 
chapter’s review of literature, economists tend to research fiscal relations 
between the different tiers of government and/or aspects of local economic 
development, while political scientists typically focus their attention on 
issues of institutional design and inter-governmental relations, election 
results and accountability mechanisms. The benefit of taking a multi-
disciplinary approach such as this is that the author has been able to examine 
how different aspects of decentralisation reform (political, administrative and 
fiscal) interact with each other. Doing so has led Dr. Lyon to one of her key 
research arguments (that the reform thus far has been partial, and that 
progress in one aspect of decentralisation, for example administrative, does 
not necessarily mean that improvements have simultaneously occurred in its 
other dimensions).  

Adopting a multi-disciplinary approach to the study of decentralisation also 
facilitates a more nuanced understanding of Macedonia’s reform process, and 
enables an important discussion of the benefits and shortcomings of 
sequencing different aspects of the reform. For this Dr. Lyon draws on the 
work of Falleti (2005)2, whose research demonstrates how political, 
administrative and fiscal decentralisation may intentionally be rolled out in 
different sequences on the basis of politically motivated strategies. Examples 
include establishing mechanisms for the election of local politicians when 
strengthening local democracy is key reform objective, and prioritising fiscal 
decentralisation in order to more effectively harness resources for 
developmental ends. Interestingly, Dr. Lyon’s analysis of Macedonian 
decentralisation also illustrates how changes in different aspects of the reform 
                                                 
2 Falleti, T. (2005) A Sequential Theory of Decentralisation: Latin American Cases in Comparative 
Perspective. American Political Science Review, 99(3): 327-46. 
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may not always occur in the same direction. The warning to practitioners, 
therefore, is that early progress in one dimension of the reform should not be 
taken for granted and may in fact slow down or even regress with changes to 
the political and economic environment. 

At a time when long established democracies in Europe struggle with the 
integration of their ethnic minorities, especially their Muslim communities, 
and when Samuel Huntington’s clash of civilisations has moved further west 
from the Balkans, Aisling Lyon’s book is an eye opener to all the hurdles that 
stand in the way of successful and sustainable ethnic conflict management. 
The challenges, the length of time it takes to implement changes, the 
obstacles, and the role of minority communities in a very fast changing 
political scene are all present in the example of the Republic of Macedonia. 
And yet, whether these examples will be observed and studied, implemented 
or modified and improved by neighbouring Balkan countries that could 
benefit from them, by the wider region or by the rest of Europe and the world, 
remains to be seen.  

This book should serve the political elites in the Republic of Macedonia as a 
reality check on the progress of the implementation of decentralisation 
reforms. Its research findings are also relevant to practitioners working in the 
country, and the policy recommendations it offers provide a useful tool for 
future progress. It is very useful reading for students, academics, political 
analysts, activists and NGOs studying the process of decentralisation and the 
circumstances that preceded the Ohrid Framework Agreement.  

In the same way as Dr. Lyon has relied upon the experience of other 
decentralised countries, such as Indonesia, Peru and Uganda, when 
researching this case study, the Macedonian case is of relevance to any multi-
ethnic country that has recently embarked upon or intends to commence 
decentralisation reforms as a means of integrating territorially concentrated 
ethnic groups. Examples include but are not limited to the Republic of 
Kosovo, Ukraine and potentially also Turkey. 

Maja Trajkovska, independent writer and researcher, Republic of Macedonia 
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A Strangeness in My Mind. By Orhan Pamuk. Faber & Faber, 2015, 602 pp., 
£6.99. 

Following the election victories of the AKP (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, Justice 
and Development Party) since 2002, the secular and the middle class people 
of Turkey ask the same question: “I do not know anyone voting for the AKP 
in my circle. Who is voting for them?” A Strangeness in My Mind, Nobel 
winning author Orhan Pamuk’s book published in 2015, attempts to answer 
this question by telling the life story of a boza (a traditional thick, fermented 
and milked drink) and yoghurt peddler Mevlüt Karataş between the years 
1969 and 2012.  In doing so, Pamuk comprehensively reverberates the 
sociological, economic and political transformation of Turkish society 
through the lens of Mevlüt, whose Karataş family moved from Beyşehir, a 
small town in central Anatolia, to Istanbul and began living under poor 
conditions in a suburban neighborhood.  

Unlike his relatives, Mevlüt is less capable of adapting to the environmental 
circumstances and misses opportunities to increase his welfare in Istanbul. 
For example, he could not understand the materialist motivations of 
polarisation between right-wing and left-wing groups in the 1970s. As the 
members of a traditional Sunni and Turkic family, his cousins are involved in 
the campaign to purge the Alawite and leftist families from the mixed 
neighborhood that they live in. Although Mevlüt thinks that this campaign is 
the product of an ideological competition, land valuation is the primary 
reason of this conflict. Furthermore, the government and the police stand by 
the right wing group and help them to expel the residents viewed as persona 
non-grata citizens by the government, due to their ethnic identities or 
ideological tendencies. Following the expulsion of these people, the 
government provides license for the illegally built houses, called gecekondu, 
and creates ground rent. That is to say, right wing groups collaborating with 
the government increase their wealth because of their loyalty. In conclusion, 
Pamuk aims to picture power and the role of government in the creation and 
the transfer of wealth among citizens. Unsurprisingly, in the final stage of the 
book, the sons of the right wing group leaders in the 1970s transform into 
businessmen leading luxurious residential projects in the same 
neighborhood, with the help of their intimacy with the AKP in 2012. 
Therefore, it would not be wrong to argue that Pamuk regards the AKP as a 
continuation of the tradition, which is based on strong state apparatus and 
weak society loyal to the official state discourse.   

Nevertheless, Mevlüt Karataş is not cut out for this game. That is why he has 
a strangeness in his mind. He could never understand the causal connections 
between phenomena. For example, he does not grasp how his relatives make 
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money while he barely maintains his life as a peddler. However, he does not 
insist on thinking about such strange situations and he is resigned to his fate. 
His marriage is also a strangeness. He and his cousin, Süleyman Karataş, fall 
in love with the same girl, but Mevlüt does not know his cousin’s feelings. 
Moreover, Mevlüt sees the girl across the crowded dance floor in a wedding 
ceremony but does not know her name. The girl’s name is Samiha and she is 
the sister of Korkut Karataş’s wife. Korkut is the elder brother of Süleyman 
and the cousin of Mevlüt. Nevertheless, in response to Mevlüt’s question 
asking what the girl’s name is, Süleyman says Rayiha, another sister of 
Korkut’s wife. At the end of the day, Mevlüt starts to send love letters to 
Rayiha instead of the girl that he saw in the ceremony. This picture becomes 
more complicated after Mevlüt elopes with Rayiha at night with the help of 
Süleyman. Next morning, Mevlüt understands that he eloped with the wrong 
girl but complies with this situation and gets married to her. In time, 
Süleyman’s game prevails but Mevlüt does not confront him. This story is a 
perfect example of the rules of the game in Turkish society. In line with the 
terminology of social capital thesis, it is safe to argue that there is a lack of 
trust among the individuals and there is a zero-sum game in the society. This 
means that for one to win the other should lose and there is no moral 
framework in this competition. Similar to expulsion of the Alawite people by 
using brutal force from the neighborhood, Süleyman views cheating his 
cousin as a legitimate strategy to eliminate the competitors and get the girl he 
loves. Nevertheless, winning a competition also undermines the total trust in 
the system and a Hobbesian psychology dominates the relations between 
individuals. 

In line with these points, the story of Mevlüt Karataş raises a critical question 
of political science. What is the causal connection between the formation of 
the institutions and the sociological structure? The discussions centre on 
whether the formal institutions shape the structure of a society, or vice versa. 
Pamuk does not directly address this question. However, the political 
transformation of Turkey over four decades and the life stories of the Karataş 
family are reminiscent of the views of Charles Tilly, who argues that 
characteristics of a regime are determined by the resistance capacity of 
individuals in a country. That is to say, urbanisation and capitalisation levels 
of a country determine the degree of government dominance and identify the 
regime’s type. Tilly’s argument acquires meaning when Karataş family’s 
urbanisation and capitalisation story is considered. The family moves from a 
rural village to Istanbul. The state supports their urbanisation process. 
Furthermore, the family members accumulate capital helped by their good 
standing with the government over 40 years. The Karataş family is embedded 
into the state and has no autonomous position, which is a necessary condition 
for non-state actors to check and balance the government. In addition, 
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resources are limited if they are provided by the state. This creates a 

competition among the citizens to gain as many resources as possible. Being 

intimate with the government is the simplest way of achieving this end. This 

explains the never ending polarised atmosphere in Turkey, because 

competition over the limited resources has to produce winners and losers. 

And it should be noted again, winning this game requires courting the state 

rather than having meritocratic abilities. 

At the end of the day, it should not be surprising to see that the AKP has 

crafted an authoritarian agenda, especially after eliminating military 

influence in politics. There has been a sociological ground, which has been 

properly designed by the established paradigm of Turkey’s administrative 
philosophy, and formal instruments to retain the state’s supreme authority 
over society. Thus, the AKP’s success story could be defined as an 
amalgamation of strong state apparatus and popular support.  

A Strangeness in My Mind is a seminal work to understand the political 

culture and social atmosphere that gave birth to the rise of the AKP. Unlike 

his previous books, mostly dealing with the complications among secular, 

urbanised and middle or upper middle class people, Pamuk reveals the life 

story of Mevlüt Karataş in order to explore the world of Istanbul’s gecekondu 

neighbourhoods, populated by semi-rural/semi urban and semi-

modern/semi-traditional people. In doing so, Pamuk applies a retrospective 

analysis, examines the social mobility of the Karataş family and focuses on 
the role of economic and political instruments in their social transformation. 

Therefore, the terms of land valuation, wealth transfer by the state, ground 

rent, persona non-grata identities and lack of trust help us to analyse the 

social base of AKP rule. However, Mevlüt Karataş, as a loser in this game, 
also votes for Erdoğan and there should be a certain term to explain his voting 
behaviour. Orhan Pamuk coins the term ‘strangeness’ while I suggest using 
‘resignation to fate’.  

Burak Bilgehan Özpek, TOBB University of Economics and Technology, Turkey 
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