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EXECUTIVE SUMMAR

Turkish democracy has faced significant challenges in
recent years. The failed coup attempt of July 15, 2016
has resulted in the restriction of civilian space and
the securitization of a number of issues. Coupled with
Turkey’s response to developments within its region,
particularly the ongoing Syrian crisis, a process of
securitization and militarization has marked Turkish
politics over the last few years. Consequently, the state
of emergency, which was declared shortly after the
failed coup attempt in July 2016, has been extended for
the seventh time in a row amid both Turkey’s military
intervention in Syria and preparations to head to the
polls for the sixth time in the last five years.

Measures to restrict the civil space that have been
justified through the state’s counter-terrorism efforts
contradict the critical role civil society plays in
counter-terrorism. According to several studies, “civil
society plays an integral role in countering violent
extremism and terrorism through delegitimizing
terrorist narratives.” In the Turkish experience, one
could argue that as a result of a historical lack of suffi-
cient state support for civic participation—or support
for only a selected group of civil society organizations
(CSOs)—the civic space in Turkey has been dominated
by groups in line with state/government interests. The
Fethullah Terror Organization (FETO) could indeed
be seen as an outcome of this selective promotion of
CSOs in Turkey. As such, it could well be argued that
if the government equally supports the enlargement of
the civic space and public participation by all groups in
society, there could be a more vibrant and more heter-
ogenous civil society, which eventually could prevent
the dominance of certain groups like FETO.

It is, therefore, a timely endeavour to create platforms
and opportunities for objective and inclusive debates.
Such goals have thus constituted the basis for the
Dialogue and Sustainable Conflict Resolution in the
Kurdish Question and Polarization in Turkey Project.
The project aimed to support enhanced political
dialogue and conflict resolution through research
and transformative mediation techniques in order

1 Lauren Mooney, “Introduction,” in Counterterrorism Measures and Civil Society:
Changing the Will, Finding the Way, ed. Lana Baydas and Shannon N. Green
(Washington, DC: CSIS, March 2018), 1, https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.
com/s3fs-public/publication/180322_CounterterrorismMeasures.
pdf?EeEWbuPwsYhliE7HpnS2nPyMhev21gpw. For more information, see
Shannon N. Green and Keith Proctor, Turning Point: A New Comprehensive
Strategy for Countering Violent Extremism (Washington, DC: CSIS, November
2016), https://www.csis.org/features/turning-point.

to be able to help contain the Kurdish question and
polarization as the two main hurdles for stability and
democracy in Turkey.

The project was designed to utilize both qualitative and
quantitative methods through conducting workshops
in Istanbul, focus group meetings in Van, interviews,
and a quantitative survey on social cohesion in Turkey
conducted in partnership with the Human Develop-
ment Foundation (INGEV). This survey was conducted
in 26 cities across Turkey in which 1,514 adults (age
18+) were interviewed. The project facilitated various
levels of dialogue among elites representing the main
cleavages begetting polarization in Turkey, including
the Turkish-Kurdish, pro-government vs. anti-govern-
ment, religious-secular, and gender-related divides.

The report, therefore, investigated polarization and
social cohesion in Turkey with a focus on crosscutting
issues such as the domestic and regional dimensions of
the Kurdish issue, inclusive economic growth, the role
of women in building societal consensus, and the role
ofarts and sports in overcoming polarization in Turkey.
Against this background, the study offers the following
policy recommendations for relevant stakeholders in
exploration of means and ways to overcome polariza-
tion and increase social cohesion in Turkey.

On polarization in Turkey:

e The media is a significant instrument for in-
fluencing people’s perceptions and therefore
should be utilized prudently to overcome polari-
zation and increase social cohesion.

e The mediashould not be censored, and it should
be allowed to operate freely to ensure democ-
racy.

¢ Similar to the conventional media, social me-
dia and the internet should not be censored and
should instead be utilized to promote peace and
stability. As such, social media and communi-
cation technologies should not be banned arbi-
trarily.

e While, according to the survey, there is high
level of public trust in the armed forces, this is
also indicative of a high level of threat percep-
tion and fear among Turkish citizens, which is a
setback for social cohesion. As such, measures to
increase public serenity should be taken to de-
crease the level of tension.
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A balance should be struck between civilian
control over the military and the military’s au-
tonomy.

In Turkey, people tend to demonstrate unity and
solidarity in times of crisis. On the optimistic
side, this could be utilized to overcome polariza-
tion and enhance social cohesion.

On the importance of unrestricted civil space:

Since civic participation in Turkey gained the
lowest score among all sub-fields in the survey,
special attention should be given to unrestrict
the civil space and open more room for civil so-
ciety to maneuver.

The authorities should equally support the en-
largement of the civic space and public partici-
pation by all groups in society in order to pro-
mote a vibrant and heterogenous civil society,
which eventually could prevent the dominance
of the public space by certain groups like FETO.

Counter-terrorism measures should not be mis-
used to restrict the civil space, and it should be
kept in mind that an open civil society plays a
constructive role in countering violent extrem-
ism.

The EU process should be accentuated as an an-
chor to promote democracy and the expansion
of the civil space.

On the importance of political culture:

Political culture plays a vital role in fuelling po-
larization. Therefore, the use of harsh rhetoric
and loud, negative campaigns should be avoided
in politics.

Public trust in political parties should be en-
hanced, and trustbuilding measures such as tar-
geting corruption should be implemented.

Politicians should be more involved at the grass-
roots level and respect societal demands.

The political party act and the election law
should be revised through societal consen-
sus with the incorporation of universities, law
schools, non-governmental organizations, and
ordinary citizens into the process.

The presidential system is not a catch-all rem-
edy. It will not solve Turkey’s problems without

sincere willingness on the part of the politicians.
Problems will remain without a change in the
political culture.

Inclusiveness and participation should be pro-
moted in the new system through a strong leg-
islature and a strong civil society to ensure de-
mocracy.

On social cohesion in Turkey:

The survey outcomes indicate mid-level so-
cial cohesion in Turkey, which is way below the
OECD average. Therefore, the authorities and
relevant stakeholders should work to urgently
improve the level of social cohesion in Turkey.

The survey revealed a low level of respect for
social rules and trust between people in Turkey.
As such, measures should be taken to improve
these norms through social projects, the use of
the media, and education, among other relevant
tools. Projects that would enable people to get
to know the “other” should be promoted by the
state and civil society.

On the Kurdish issue and social cohesion in Turkey:

The Kurdish issue is a major setback for social
cohesion and therefore should be resolved. In
case of the resumption of the peace process, a
more inclusive and transparent process should
be followed. Local people should be well in-
formed.

The domestic-regional balance should be stabi-
lized vis-a-vis the Kurdish issue to ensure a sus-
tainable resolution.

Security is a prerequisite to ensure stability in
the eastern regions of Turkey and must be estab-
lished through state authority. However, while
establishing security policies, the state should
avoid excessive surveillance measures, which
prevent the flow of investments to the region.

On economic welfare and social cohesion:

There is a positive correlation between econom-
ic welfare and social cohesion. However, eco-
nomic progress cannot bring happiness unless
it is used to enhance the feelings of unity and
solidarity. As such, inclusive growth should be
promoted to enhance social cohesion in Turkey.

Unemployed youth are a major human resource
for illegal groups. Jobs should be created, par-



ticularly in Eastern Turkey, to include these
groups in the economy.

e Tourism, agriculture, and husbandary should be
promoted to improve the regional economy.

e Providing security without resolving economic
problems would be counterproductive. In order
to enable sustainable development, inclusive
growth should be promoted.

On the role of women in societal consensus:

e Being the fundamental victims of conflict, wom-
en can play vital roles in conflict resolution. As
such, their roles should be promoted through
their inclusion in political and social processes.

» Thereis alack of sufficient cooperation and col-
laboration among women’s groups in Turkey. It
was underlined in the workshop that there was
a missed opportunity with respect to creating a
common discourse among women’s groups dur-
ing the peace process. Therefore, collaboration
should be promoted among women’s groups.

e The equal participation of women and men in
the workforce and politics should be promoted.
Such initiatives would be welcomed, since a
majority of the people surveyed contended that
women should play an active role in the work-
force and in politics.

On the role of arts and sports in overcoming polariza-
tion:

» The space for arts and sports should be liber-
ated from political pressure, and arts and sports
should be utilized as effective tools in overcom-
ing polarization.

* Arts and sports should be used to bring togeth-
er people from different socio-cultural back-
grounds in order to embrace differences instead
of sources of conflict.

e Measures should be taken during sports games
in order to prevent discriminatory narratives
and discourses. Otherwise, sports activities
might widen the already existing gaps among
society rather than bring different cultures and
people together.
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ONETICI OZETI

Turkiye demokrasisi son yillarda ciddi meselelerle
kars1 karsiya kalmigtir. 15 Temmuz basarisiz darbe
girisimi sivil alanin daralmasima ve pekcok sorunun
giivenlik alanina hapsolmasina neden olmustur. Suriye
krizi basta olmak tizere Tiirkiye'nin bolgesinde yer alan
gelismelere verdigi tepkiler de gozoniine alindiginda,
Tirkiye siyasetine son yillarda bir giivenliklesme
ve militarizasyon siireci damgasini vurmustur. Bu
stireci miteakip, Tirkiye Suriye’ye askeri miidaha-
lede bulunmus, 15 Temmuz'dan kisa siire sonra ilan
edilen olaganiistii hal gectigimiz glinlerde yedinci kez
uzatilmis, ve Tiirkiye bes y1l icinde altinci kez sandiga
gitme karar1 almigtir.

Sivil alanin daraltilmasi siirecinde siginilan terorle
miicadele tedbirleri bahanesi aslinda sivil toplumun
terorle miicadelede oynadigi kritik rolle celismek-
tedir. Zira caligmalar, “sivil toplumun siddet iceren
agirilikla ve terorle miicadelede terrorist s6ylemlerin
megruiyetini bozarak biittinleyici bir rol oynadig1” m
gostermektedir.” Tiirkiye orneginde, tarihsel olarak
sivil katihma yeterli devlet desteginin verilmemis
olmasi veya bu destegin genellikle secili belli bagh
gruplara verilmis olmas1 sonucunda sivil alan ¢ikarlar
devlet/hiikiimet cizgisiyle ortiisen belli gruplar tara-
findan domine edilmistir. Ashnda, Fetullah¢i Teror
Orgiiti (FETO)’niin palazlanmasi Tiirkiye'de belli
sivil toplum orgiitlerinin tesvik edilmesinin bir sonucu
olarak da goriilebilir. Yani, devlet ve hiikiimet sivil
alanin geniglemesini ve tiim sivil toplum gruplarim esit
olarak desteklerse ¢cok daha ¢cogulcu ve dinamik bir sivil
toplumun olusmasi saglanabilir ve bu durum FETO
gibi belli bagh gruplarm bu alani domine etmesini
engelleyebilir.

Bu arkaplandan yola cikarak, sivil alanin genisletil-
mesine yonelik tarafsiz ve kapsayici tartismalarin
yapilabilecegi platformlar yaratmak yerinde bir arayis
olacaktir. Tiirkiye'de Kiirt Meselesi ve Kutuplasmada
Diyalog ve Stirdiiriilebilir Catisma Coziimii Projesi bu
amacla yapilmig bir projedir. Proje, Tiirkiye'de demok-
rasinin 6niindeki en biiyiik engeller olan Kiirt meselesi
ve kutuplagsmayl asmada aragtirma ve doniistiiriicli

*  Lauren Mooney, “Introduction,” in Counterterrorism Measures and Civil
Society: Changing the Will, Finding the Way, ed. Lana Baydas and Shan-
non N. Green (Washington, DC: CSIS, March 2018), 1, https://csis-prod.
s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/180322_Counterterrorism-
Measures.pdf ?EeEWbuPwsYhliE7HpnS2nPyMhev2lqpw. For more in-
formation, see Shannon N. Green and Keith Proctor, Turning Point: A New
Comprehensive Strategy for Countering Violent Extremism (Washington,
DC: CSIS, November 2016), https://www.csis.org/features/turning-point.

arabuluculuk tekniklerini kullanarak siyasi diyalog ve
catisma ¢oziimiinii desteklemeyi amaclamistir.

Proje bulgular1 niteliksel ve nicel yontemlerin bir
arada kullanildigy bir arastirmaya dayanmaktadir.
Proje kapsaminda Istanbul'da iki calistay, Van'da iki
odak grup toplantisi, 26 ylizyiize miilakat ve Tiirkiye'de
sosyal uyumu 6lcme amaciyla Insani Gelisme Vakfi
(INGEV) ile ortak yiiriitiilmiis olan bir anket calismasi
yapilmistir.** Anket sonuclar1 Tiirkiye capinda 26
ilde, 18 yag tistii toplam 1514 kisiyle yiizyiize yapilan
gortismelere dayanmaktadir. Projenin niteliksel
boyutu ise, Tiirkiye'de belli bagh kutuplagma eksenleri
olan Tirk-Kiirt, Iktidar taraftarlari-iktidar kargitlari
ve dindar-laik gruplar icindeki elitler arasinda diyalog
platformlar1 yaratmis ve bu katihmecilarin verdigi
bilgiler 1s181nda veri toplamay1 amaclamistir.

Burapor, Kiirt meselesinin i¢ ve dis boyutlari, kapsayici
ekonomik biiyiime, toplumsal miitabakatta kadinlarin
rolii ve kutuplagsmay1 agsmada sanat ve sporun rolii gibi
icice gecmis konular 15181inda Tirkiye’'de kutuplagma
ve sosyal uyuma dair very analizlerini icermektedir.
Calisma, Tiirkiye'de kutuplasmanin agilmasi ve sosyal
uyumun arttirilmas: icin ilgili paydaglara asagidaki
politika dnerilerini sunar.

Tirkiye’de kutuplagmaya dair:

e Medya insanlarin algilarini gekillendirmekte
cok onemli bir arac olarak 6ne ¢cikmaktadir. Bu
yilizden kutuplagsmayr asmak ve sosyal uyumu
arttirmak icin saggortilii bir sekilde kullanilma-
Ldir.

e Medyanin sansiirlenmesi ve ifade 6zgiirliigiiniin
kisitlanmas1 demokrasinin 6niindeki en biiytik
engellerdendir ve bu anlamda medyanin tizerin-
deki kisitlamalar bir an 6nce kaldirilmahdir.

* Konvansiyonel medya gibi sosyal medya ve in-
ternet de sansiirlenmemeli ve barig ve istikrari
tesvik etmede kullanilmahdir. Sosyal medya ve
iletisim teknolojileri keyti gerekcelerle yasak-
lanmamalidir.

e Proje kapsaminda yapilan anket calismasina
gore, ordu ve polis Tiirkiye’de en giivenilen ku-
rumlardir. Bu ayni zamanda toplumda yiiksek

**  Litfen caligtay, miilakat, odak grup toplantilari ve proje kapsaminda ¢ika-
rilan raporlarin listesi i¢in rapor sonundaki ‘Appendix’ kismina bakimiz.



tehdit algisi ve korkunun hakim oldugunun gos-
tergesidir. Bu alg1 ayn1 zamanda sosyal uyumun
oniinde bir engel olarak 6ne cikmaktadir. Bu
anlamda, toplumsal huzurun arttirillmasina ve
gerilimin azaltilmasina yonelik politikalar gelis-
tirilmelidir.

Ordu tuizerindeki sivil kontrol ve ordunun 6zerk-
ligi arasinda bir denge tutturulmalidir.

Tiirkiye’de insanlar savas, deprem, darbe gibi
kriz anlarinda yiiksek birlik ve dayanigsma gos-
termektedir. Tyimser bir bakis acisiyla, bu birlik
ve dayanigsma ruhu kutuplagsmay1 asmak ve sos-
yal uyumu gelistirmek icin kullanilabilir.

Sivil alanin genigsletilmesinin 6nemine dair:

Yapilan anket calismasinda sivil katihim ttim alt
temalar arasinda en diisiik skoru almistir. Bu
anlamda, sivil alanin genisletilmesi ve sivil kati-
limin tesvik edilmesi sosyal uyumun arttirilmasi
icin hayati onem tagimaktadir.

Otoriteler sivil alanin cogulcu bir sekilde genis-
letilmesi adina sivil toplum gruplarina esit firsat
saglamahdir. Bu sekilde sivil alanin belli bagh
gruplar tarafindan domine edilmesi ve FETO
gibi gruplarin palazlanmasi 6nlenebilir.

Terorle miicadele 6nlemleri sivil alan1 daralt-
mak icin kullanilmamali ve acik, cogulcu bir sivil
toplumun siddet iceren agirilik ve terdrle miica-
dele cok 6nemli bir rol oynadig hatirlanmahdir.

AB’ye tiyelik stirecinin demokrasinin tegvik edil-
mesi ve sivil alanin genigletilmesi i¢in 6nemli bir
capa oldugu hatirlanmali ve bu siirece agirhik ve-
rilmelidir.

Siyasi kiilttiriin 6nemine dair:

Kutuplagsmanin kortiklenmesinde ideolojiden
ziyade duygularin daha biiyiik bir oynadig1 bi-
linmektedir. Bu anlamda siyasiler sert sGylem-
lerden ve negatif duygularin percinlendigi secim
kapmanyalarindan kacinmaldir.

Yapilan ankette siyasi partilere gtiven orani ¢cok
diistik cikmistir. Bu anlamda siyasi partilere du-
yulan giiven oranini arttirmaya yonelik politika-
lar izlenmeli ve 6zellikle yolsuzlukla miicadele-
ye oncelik verilmelidir.

Turkiye’de son donemde siyasetin tabandan
koptugu gozlemlenmektedir. Bu anlamda siya-
siler tabanla yeniden bag kurmali, tabanin istek
ve taleplerine 6ncelik vermelidir.

Goriisiilen kisilerin biiyiik bir cogunlugu bas-
kanlik sisteminin tek basina Tiirkiye'nin mevcut
sorunlarina care olamayacagi goriisiindedir. Bu
anlamda sorunlarin ¢éztimiinde asil 6nemli ola-
nin siyasilerdeki istek ve kararlilik oldugunun
alt1 cizilmigtir.

Yeni sistemde giiclii bir yasama ve giiclii bir sivil
toplumla kapsayicilik ve katihmeilik tegvik edil-
melidir.

Tirkiye’de sosyal uyuma dair:

Anket calismasina gore Tlirkiye'de orta diizeyde
(55/100) bir sosyal uyum vardir ki Tiirkiye'de
sosyal uyum oran1 OECD iilkeleri arasindaki en
diistik orandir. Bu anlamda, Tiirkiye’de sosyal
uyumu arttirmaya yonelik acil dnlemler alinma-
hdir.

Anket calismasi Tirkiye'de sosyal kurallara
uyum ve insanlara giiven oraninin cok diisiik ol-
dugunu gostermektedir. Bu anlamda, bu norm-
larin gelistirilmesine yonelik sosyal politikalar
gelistirilmeli ve bu politikalar medya, egitim
ve diger ilgili araclarla desteklenmelidir. Farkh
gruplarin birbirlerini tanimalarina yonelik pro-
jelere 6zellikle agirlik verilmelidir.

Turkiye’de Kiirt meselesi ve sosyal uyuma dair:

Kiirt meselesi Tiirkiye'de sosyal uyumun 6niin-
deki en biiyiik engellerden biridir ve bu anlamda
coziimiine dncelik verilmelidir. Coziim siirecine
geri doniilmesi durumunda daha kapsayici ve
seffaf bir stirec izlenmeli ve 6zellikle yerel halk
daha iyi bilgilendirilmelidir.

Kiirt meselesinin son yillarda edindigi bolgesel
boyut dikkate alinarak, stirdiiriilebilir bir ¢c6ziim
icin sorunun i¢-dis dengesi iyi kurulmahdir.

Tirkiyenin dogu illerinde istikrar icin devlet
otoritesi araciligiyla giivenligin saglanmasi 6n-
celikli olmalidir. Ancak bu siirecte devlet bol-
geye yapilabilecek yatirimlar1 engelleyebilecek
agir1 gozetim tedbirlerinden kacinmalidir.

Sosyal uyum ve ekonomik refaha dair:

Sosyal uyum ve ekonomik refah arasinda pozi-
tif bir korelasyon oldugu bilinmektedir. Ancak
yapilan calismalar ekonomik refahin tek basina
mutluluk getirmedigini, ancak toplumsal birlik
ve dayanismay1 arttirmaya yonelik kullanildig
takdirde mutluluk getirdigini gostermektedir.
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Bu anlamda, sosyal uyumu arttirmak icin kapsa-
yicl biiytimeye yonelik calismalara agirhik veril-
melidir.

Is sahibi olmayan gencler yasadisi gruplar icin
onemli bir insan kaynag1 olusturmaktadir. Bu
anlamda 06zellikle dogu bolgelerinde is sahalari
gelistirilmeli ve gencler ekonomiye kazandiril-
malidir.

Bolgede ekonomik kalkinma icin turizm, hay-
vancilik ve tarima agirlik verilmelidir.

Bolgede ekonomik sorunlari cézmeden giiven-
lik sagalamak ¢6ziim getirmeyecektir. Stirdiirii-
lebilir kalkinma i¢in givenlik ortami saglanmali
ve kapsayici biiytimeye agirlik verilmelidir.

Toplumsal miitabakatin saglanmasinda kadinlarin
roliine dair:

Kadinlar, catismadan en cok zarar géren gruplar
olarak coziimde de cok biiyiik rol oynayabilir-
ler. Bu anlamda kadinlarin baris siireclerindeki
rolleri tegvik edilmeli, siyasal ve sosyal siireclere
dahil edilmeleri saglanmaldir.

Aragtirmada, Tuirkiye’de kadin gruplar arasinda
dayanisma eksikligi oldugu tespit edilmisgtir. Ya-
pilan calistaya katilan temsilciler, ¢oziim siireci
esnasinda kadin gruplarimin ortak bir sdylem
gelistirmemis olmasinin kacirilan bir firsat ol-
dugunun altin ¢izmiglerdir. Bu anlamda, kadin
gruplari arasinda isbirligi desteklenmelidir.

Is yasaminda ve siyasette kadinlara erkeklerle
esit firsatlar taninmahdir. Bu tiir girisimler ta-
bandan da destek bulacaktir zira yapilan anket
calismasina gore halkin biiytik bir cogunlugu ka-
dinlarin is hayati ve siyasette aktif rol oynamasi-
ni desteklemektedir.

Kutuplagmay1 asmada sanat ve sporun roliine dair:

Sanat ve spor alani siyasi baskilardan arindiril-
malidir. Sanat ve spor kutuplagmay: asmada et-
kin araclar olarak kullanilmalhdir.

Sanat ve spor farkli sosyo-ekonomik gruplardan
insanlar1 bir araya getirmek icin kullanilabi-
lir. Bu araclar catismay1 koriiklemek icin degil,
farkhiliklar kucaklamak icin kullamilmahdir.

Spor miisabakalarinda ayrimei dil ve eylemle-
ri 6nlemeye yonelik tedbirler alinmahdir. Aksi
takdirde spor toplumda kutuplasmay1 azaltic
degil koriikleyici bir ara¢ olarak 6ne ¢ikar.




INTRODUCTIO

Turkish democracy has faced significant challenges in
recent years. The failed coup attempt of July 15, 2016
has resulted in the restriction of civilian space and
the securitization of a number of issues. Coupled with
Turkey’s response to developments within its region,
particularly the ongoing Syrian crisis, a process of
securitization and militarization has marked Turkish
politics over the last few years. Consequently, the state
of emergency, which was declared shortly after the
failed coup attempt in July 2016, has been extended for
the seventh time in a row amid both Turkey’s military
intervention in Syria and preparation to head to the
polls for the sixth time in the last five years.

Turkey’s recent democratic deficits, nevertheless,
are not an exception. According to the World Alli-
ance for Citizen Participation (CIVICUS), in 2017,
the civic space was considered “closed, repressed, or
obstructed” in 109 countries because of overly restric-
tive counter-terrorism measures.”? Such measures,
indeed, contradict the critical role civil society plays in
counter-terrorism. According to several studies, “civil
society plays an integral role in countering violent
extremism and terrorism through delegitimizing
terrorist narratives.” In the Turkish experience, one
could argue that as a result of a historical lack of suffi-
cient state support for civic participation—or support
for only a selected group of civil society organizations
(CSOs)—the civic space in Turkey has been dominated
by groups in line with state/government interests. The
Fethullah Terror Organization (FETO) could indeed
be seen as an outcome of this selective promotion of
CSOs in Turkey. As such, it could well be argued that
if the government equally supports the enlargement of
the civic space and public participation by all groups in
society, there could be a more vibrant and more heter-
ogenous civil society, which eventually could prevent
the dominance of certain groups like FETO.

It is, therefore, a timely endeavour to create platforms
and opportunities for objective and inclusive debates.
Such goals have thus constituted the basis for the
Dialogue and Sustainable Conflict Resolution in the
Kurdish Question and Polarization in Turkey Project.
Conducted between June 2017 and May 2018, the
project aimed to support enhanced political dialogue
and conflict resolution through research and trans-

2 “State of Civil Society Report 2018,” CIVICUS, March 6, 2018, accessed
April 30, 2018, https://monitor.civicus.org/SOCS2018/.

3 Mooney, “Introduction,” 1.

formative mediation techniques in order to be able to
help contain the Kurdish question and polarization
as the two main hurdles for stability and democracy
in Turkey. It also aimed to identify the main causes of
polarization and Kurdish issues as obstacles for social
cohesion in Turkey.

This project was built on the findings of the Post-Coup
Opportunities on Conflict Resolution and Democracy
Project,* a project conducted by IPC between October
2016 and April 2017. According to the findings of this
project, the lack of inclusiveness, empathy, representa-
tion, strong civil society, and the existence of polarizing
language in political debates come to the fore as the
biggest hurdles for conflict resolution and democracy
in Turkey vis-a-vis polarization and the Kurdish issue.
Furthermore, the research findings maintained that
weak social cohesion and weak institutions are sources
of instability and conflict and create a sound base for
social unrest, conflict, and future coup attempts.

In this regard, the Dialogue and Sustainable Conflict
Resolution in the Kurdish Question and Polarization
in Turkey Project aimed to provide spaces for inclusive
debate and dialogue. It also aimed to understand the
level of social cohesion in Turkey and what needs to be
done to foster social unity as a prerequisite for peace
and stability.

4 For further information on the project please see, http://ipc.sabanciuniv.
edu/project/darbe-girisimi-sonrasi-catisma-cozumu-ve-demokrasi-firs-
atlari-projesi/?lang=en.
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RESEARCH METHODS

The Dialogue and Sustainable Conflict Resolution
in the Kurdish Question and Polarization in Turkey
Project had two main dimensions: fostering dialogue
to promote peace and democracy and conducting
research on common practices reenforcing polariza-
tion and the Kurdish issue in Turkey. The project was
designed to utilize both qualitative and quantitative
methods through conducting workshops, focus group
meetings, interviews, and a quantitative survey on
social cohesion in Turkey conducted in partnership
with the Human Development Foundation (INGEV).

Dialogue was fostered through the “empowerment and
recognition” of participants from different circles by
relying on “transformative mediation” as a method of
fostering sustainable conflict resolution and democ-
racy.’ Developed by Robert A. Baruch Bush and Joseph
P. Folger, transformative mediation is a technique
that emphasizes “empowerment and recognition” as
two key tenets of the conflict resolution process. The
method focuses on the interaction of participants—
therefore the process rather than the end result—to
foster participation and enhance dialogue and empathy
between the parties. Unlike “problem solving media-
tion,” which focuses on settlement through a more
directive strategy, transformative mediation is based
on a more procedural strategy and encourages the
parties to own the process and seek open-minded solu-
tions for their problems.

The project facilitated various levels of dialogue among
elites representing the main cleavages begetting polari-
zation in Turkey, including the Turkish-Kurdish, pro-
governmentvs. anti-government, religious-secular, and
gender-related divides. The project participants were
selected from a pool of high- and mid-level bureaucrats,
the government, political parties, academia, business
circles, NGOs, and the media. The selection criteria for
the participants in the workshops and field research
was based on their involvement and ability to influence
public debate as well as their being part and party to the
main cleavages begetting polarization in Turkey.

To be able to gather quality data and foster dialogue
among different parties, two closed workshops were
held at the Karakoy office of IPC focusing on “The
Role of Arts and Sports in Overcoming Polarization”

5 Please see, Transformative Mediation Institute, “Transforming Commu-
nication, Transforming Conflict,” accessed April 30, 2018, http://www.
transformative-mediation.com/.

(15 participants) and “The Role of Women in Societal
Consensus and Conflict Resolution” (17 participants).®
In addition to the workshops, two focus group discus-
sions were conducted in Van with members of the
Provincial Organization and Eastern Industrial and
Business Federation (DOGUSIFED) and the People’s
Democratic Party (HDP), with four participantsin each
discussion. All workshop and focus group participants
were cited anonymously. Interview participants were
also given the option to be cited anonymously. A total
of 26 people were interviewed in Ankara, Istanbul, and
Van within the scope of the project.”

The workshop topics were chosen with the idea that
theyrepresentbothimportantand underexplored areas
of polarization. Arts and sports are areas that could
both fuel polarization and offer means to overcome
it. The workshop, therefore, aimed to bring together
persons that have participated in arts or sports projects
aiming to contribute to peace and conflict resolution,
with relevant bureaucrats, representatives of political
parties, civil society, the media, and academia in
attendance in order to lay out policy recommendations
as to how arts and sports could be used more efficiently
in overcoming polarization.

In a similar vein, the role of women in overcoming
polarization and in resolving the Kurdish issue in
Turkey has been significantly undermined. The work-
shop on “The Role of Women in Societal Consensus and
Conflict Resolution” thus aimed to examine this role by
investigating the elements that strengthen or weaken
cooperation and collaboration among women them-
selves, women’s immediate needs in peacebuilding, and
new feminist strategies for peace. Designed and moder-
ated by Sabanci University Professor Ayse Bettil Celik,
the workshop brought together women representatives
from the state, political parties, civil society, the media,
and academia.

Data from the workshops, focus group meetings, and
interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded, and
analyzed in order to generate certain themes on which
the project publications were built. The primary data
gathered from the interviews and workshops were also
shared with the project’s experts, Biilent Aras, E. Fuat
Keyman, Asuman Suner, Altay Atli, and Ayse Betiil

6  See the appendix for a list of workshops.

7  See the appendix for a list of interviews.



Celik, who contributed to the project by writing policy
reports.®

In addition to its qualitative dimension, quantitative
research was also conducted as part of the project. The
survey on social cohesion in Turkey was conducted
between January 10 and February 8, 2018 in 26 cities
across Turkey that represent 26 subregions of the
second degree of nomenclature of units for territorial
statistics. Through computer-assisted personal inter-
views (CAPI), 1,514 adults (age 18+) were interviewed.
Demographic distribution ratios were applied in
selected cities during the field research.

Social cohesion was analyzed under three main head-
ings: “connectedness,” “social relations,” and “focus on
the common good.” A cohesive society, in this sense, “is
characterised by resilient social relationships, a posi-
tive emotional connectedness between its members
and the community, and a pronounced focus on the
common good.”?

These headings were then divided into three subfields
for each of the areas, including “identification, trust in
institutions, and perception of fairness” for connected-
ness, “social networks, trust in people, and acceptance
of diversity” for social relations, and “solidarity and
helpfulness, respect for social rules, and civic participa-
tion” for focus on the common good. Survey question
sets were prepared according to these headings. During
the analysis, the Social Cohesion Index was calculated
gradually once the data was graded.

The report also relied on field observation and data
gathered from informal talks during the course of the
project. The secondary materials used were reports,
newspapers, commentaries, academic writings, and
policy reports. The findings from the analysis of
secondary materials were used to cross-examine the
research findings from the workshops and interviews
in order to minimize probable biases.

The following sections will elaborate on the findings of
the qualitative and quantitative research conducted as
part of the project. As such, the topics discussed have

See the appendix for a list of relevant policy reports.

The model used in this survey has been modified from the European
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eu-
rofound) and Bertelsmenn Stiftung’s model of social cohesion. See, Euro-
found and Bertelsmann Stiftung, “Social Cohesion and Well-being in the
EU,” Reference no: EF1472, November 25, 2014, accessed April 30, 2018,
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_publication/
field_ef_document/efl1472en.pdf.

10 Bertelsmann Foundation, Social Cohesion Radar. Measuring Common
Ground. An International Comparison of Social Cohesion (Giitersloh, Ger-
many: Bertelsmann Foundation, 2013), 11.

been generated in accordance with the highlights from
the derived data. Against this backdrop, the report
will first examine polarization as a source of conflict
in Turkey by looking into the main axes of polariza-
tion, the role of politics and the media in fuelling
polarization, and the link between polarization and
securitization. It will then scrutinize social cohesion as
an antidote for polarization in Turkey. The report will
continue by highlighting Kurdish issue as a setback for
social cohesion in Turkey by focusing on its domestic
and regional dimensions. It will then focus on the role
of women, arts, and sports as unexplored issues in over-
coming polarization and building societal consensus.
The report will conclude by offering policy recommen-
dations for stakeholders.
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POLARIZATION AS A SOURCE OF CONFLICT IN TURKE

Research demonstrates that polarization is a major
driver of conflict and can halt social improvement.
Recent studies indicate a rising level of polarization in
Turkey." According to the survey conducted on social
cohesion in Turkey by IPC and INGEV, the Turkish-
Kurdish, pro-government vs. anti-government, and
religious-secular divides constitute the three main
axes of tension in Turkey.’* As such, ethnic, political,
and religious polarization come to the fore as the main
axes of polarization in the country.

11 Istanbul Bilgi University Center for Migration Research, The Black Sea
Trust for Regional Cooperation, and Istanbul Bilgi University, Dimen-
sions of Polarization in Turkey Report (Istanbul: Istanbul Bilgi Universi-
ty, 2018) accessed on April 25, 2018, https://goc.bilgi.edu.tr/media/up-
loads/2018,/02/06/dimensions-of-polarizationshortfindings_DNzdZml.
pdf; Mustafa Aydin et al., 2017 Survey on Social-Political Trends in Turkey,
Center for Turkish Studies (Istanbul: Kadir Has University, 2018).

12 Aysen Ataseven and Cagla Bakis, “Tiirkiye’de Sosyal Uyum [Social Cohe-
sion in Turkey],” Istanbul Policy Center and INGEV Policy Report (Istan-
bul: Istanbul Policy Center, May 2018).

These are, in fact, expected cleavages since they
represent the largest demographic groups in Turkey.
Polarization is usually more common and can be better
managed or controlled between large groups. Authori-
ties often fuel polarization between larger groups since
it is easier to manage or control few larger groups
compared to many smaller ones.

The fuelling of polarization by politicians and the
media has been a global trend in recent years. As
resources erode and the level of prosperity declines,
politicians fuel polarization since it is easier to rule and
control people when they are divided into well-defined,
homogenous camps. While it is easier to predict the
political tendencies of well-defined camps, it is also
easier to legitimize the dominance of one group over
the other.

Level of tension / Average (Scale of 1-10)

1-Not
tense

Turks-Kurds

Pro-government -
Anti-government

Religious - Secular

Rich - Poor

Sunnis - Alevis

L]

Modern - Conservative

7.2

7.0
6.7
6.3
6.2
6.2




THE MEDIA AS AN INSTRUMENT FUELLING POLARIZATIO

The media plays an important role in fuelling polariza-
tion since it is an important ideological state appara-
tus.® According to data scientist and academic Ravi
Iyer, fake news is a symptom rather than a cause of
polarization.”* Fake news also depletes the reliability
of trustable media outlets, which, for instance, was
evident in the 2016 U.S. presidential elections. During
the elections, the real and the fake were deliberately
mixed, and as a result, voters ignored a number of reli-
able news sources about then presidential candidate
Donald Trump.

Ashadbeen evidentin the U.S. elections, the media also
efficiently exploited the “savior myth”: acommon myth
creating a “savior” that can protect one group against
the perceived evil of the other. This myth effectively
displays people’s willingness to compromise on democ-
racy when in the presence of such a “savior.” This myth
is fed by polarization, which then in turn feeds into
further polarization.

Social media also plays an important role in both
fuelling and overcoming polarization. Social media
is significant in that it has created a medium that can
exist without intermediaries. As such, people are
now able to share their ideas without the filtering or
manipulation of information by intermediaries, which
disturbs authorities around the world. Thanks to social
media, the public space no longer belongs only to the
bourgeois and the ideal citizen but also to the “other.”
Historically, critical ruptures such as crises, wars, and
revolutions have triggered the creation or enlarge-
ment of public spaces. Similarly, in recent years social
media usage has peaked during periods in which we see
critical phenomena such as the Arab Spring or Occupy
Wall Street.

It is, therefore, no surprise that there are now various
restrictions on social media and the internet in several
countries. Wikipedia, for instance, has been banned in
Turkey since April 29, 2017.*> Social media sites such
as Twitter or Facebook have been banned or slowed

13 Louis Althusser, “Idéologie et appareils idéologiques d’Etat (Notes pour
une recherche),” La Pensée, No. 151, June 1970.

14 Susan Bell, “Does technology fuel polarization in the current political
climate?” USC News, December 7, 2017, accessed April 30, 2018, https://
news.usc.edu/132209/does-technology-fuel-polarization-in-the-cur-
rent-political-climate/.

15 “Wikipedia still ‘not sure’ why it is still banned in Turkey,” Hiirriyet Daily
News, January 17, 2018, accessed April 30, 2018, http://www.hurriyet-
dailynews.com/wikipedia-still-not-sure-why-it-is-still-banned-in-tur-
key-125858.

down on several occasions during protests or other
incidents that pose a threat to the government. In
contrast, during the one-month period following the
July 15 coup attempt, the government provided subsi-
dies to telecom companies so that they could offer free
calls and data to promote social media usage in order
to support the post-coup vigils that took place across
the country. Users heard a voice message by President
Erdogan when placing a call on the anniversary of the
coup attempt that read, “As president, I send congratu-
lations on the July 15 National Day of Democracy and
Unity and wish the martyrs mercy and the heroes [of the
defeat of the coup] health and wellbeing.”® As evident
in these examples, while the use of social media and
communication technologies can at times be promoted
by the authorities for the sake of peace and stability, at
other times they can be banned arbitrarily when their
use conflicts with the interest of the authorities.

16 “Erdogan voice message surprises Turkey mobile users on failed coup
anniversary,” Hiirriyet Daily News, July 16, 2017, accessed April 30, 2018,
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/erdogan-voice-message-surpris-
es-turkey-mobile-users-on-failed-coup-anniversary-115552.
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THE POLARIZATION-SECURITIZATION NEXUS

According to the survey outcomes, Turkish citizens
consider the lack of security and terror as the biggest
hurdles against living in unity and harmony (34/100).
This also corresponds with the outcomes of questions
on trust, which indicate a very low level of trust in other
people (19/100). As evident in these outcomes, thereisa
very high level of threat perception among Turkish citi-
zens. The already existent threat perception among the
Turkish public has been further elevated with the failed
July 15 coup attempt as well as the crises pertaining
to Turkey’s region. The Syrian crisis in particular has
fuelled this threat perception due to Turkish citizens’
fears that the conflict could spill over into Turkey, of
the massive refugee crisis on Turkish soil, and of the
possibility of the establishment of a Kurdish entity on
Turkey’s border.

Another interesting outcome of the survey was that
the military (73/100) and the police (72/100) were
still considered the most trusted institutions in Turkey
despite the recent July 15 coup attempt. This is, in a
way, understandable given the dominance of security
concerns and threat perception among the public.
However, there were also concerns among some project
participants that civil-military relations have largely
been damaged after July 15. For instance, HDP MP
Sirri Siireyya Onder, Republican People’s Party (CHP)
deputy Fikri Saglar, and 21%* Century Turkey Institute
board member Haldun Solmaztiirk all argued that
the military has been under the political authority’s
control since the failed coup attempt. They all argued
that there is no such thing as civil-military relations
anymore.

Solmaztiirk added that while in the past the Turkish
army had full autonomy and acted like a state within
the state, it now has zero autonomy, which is equally
non-efficient for the state and the military itself. The
military is no longer a professional institution. He
suggested that what needs to be done is to find a middle
ground similar to the examples in the United States, the
UK, or France where the military is under the control
of the government but enjoys professional autonomy
as well.

The perceived lack of security and threat percep-
tion are also what unite Turkish citizens in times of
crises. Earthquakes, the July 15 coup attempt, and
the recent Operation Olive Branch are examples of
such an attitude. Turkey’s recent military operation
has gained large-scale support from a wide array of

societal groups including seculars, religious people,
nationalists, liberals, and leftists. As such, more than
80 percent of Turkish citizens support the operation.”
However, Turkey’s threat perception is deeply rooted
in an existential fear that corresponds with the “Sevres
Syndrome,” or the fear of outside powers plotting to
divide Turkey. According to our survey, 47 percent of
Turkish citizens are supportive of the measures taken
after the July 15 coup attempt, while 46 percent are
supportive of counter-terrorism measures, and 42
percent are supportive of the policies applied vis-a-vis
the Kurdish issue.

On the optimistic side, if used constructively this sense
of unity and solidarity could be utilized to overcome
polarization and ensure social cohesion. It should
also be underlined that Turkey is in a relatively better
position compared to its counterparts. For instance,
various arguments were made after the July 15 coup
attempt, one of which was that the increased level of
polarization in Turkey encouraged the coup plotters.
The high level of polarization gave a wrong assumption
to the coup plotters that they would easily gain public
support for their attempt. On the contrary, people from
all walks of society quickly united against the coup and
took to the streets with the fear that their very own
survival was at stake.

In a similar vein, despite its 40-years history, the
Kurdish issue in Turkey has never turned into a large-
scale civil war. According to Saglar, this is a result of the
prudent attitude of the Kurdish and Turkish peoples.
Despite being a polarized and somewhat conflictual
society, Turkish citizens do not escalate conflicts to the
extent that they would obstruct their personal comfort.
Saglar noted that the spoilers who want to fuel conflict
are trying to do so by highlighting sectarian differences.
In this view, the common sense of the Alevis would play
avery important role in preventing conflict. He argued
that unless a new political understanding and prudent
politicians who do not try to fuel polarization take
stage, Turkey will eventually experience a “Turkish
Spring.”

17  “Afrin harekati icin ilk anket! Destek ytizde kac ¢ikt1?” Sozcii, January 24,
2018, accessed April 30, 2018, https://www.sozcu.com.tr/2018/gundem/
afrin-harekati-icin-ilk-anket-destek-yuzde-kac-cikti-2188154/; “Son an-
kette Zeytin Dali operasyonuna yiizde 90 destek,” Tiirkiye Gazetesi, Feb-
ruary 12, 2018, accessed April 30, 2018, http://www.turkiyegazetesi.com.
tr/gundem,/543072.aspx.



Despite the perceived prudence of Turkish society,
there is, however, a tendency to draw out conflicts,
neither escalating nor resolving them. As such, the
everyday comfort of Turkish citizens outweighs a
much bigger comfort that they could acquire in the
long term through peace. This, nevertheless, does not
mean that society is not polarized. According to Ray,
“When society is highly polarized, the potential cost of
rebellion is extremely high, and this cost may serve as
the guarantor of peace. So, in highly polarized societies,
the occurrence of open conflict should be rare but its
intensity very severe, whenever it happens.”® As such,
despite polarization’s role as a guarantor for peace, this
role is unstable since there is always the possibility of
an open conflict.

The fact that conflicts are not escalated to the level of
a large-scale civil war could also be explained through
the high level of identification with the society and
intersectionality in the “perception of us” among
Turkish citizens. According to our survey, 80 percent
of Turkish citizens feel strongly connected with their
country and society. While this ratio is at the highest
among conservatives (82/100), itis at the lowest among
Kurds (67/100). In a similar vein, 88 percent of the
people in Turkey are proud of being a Turkish citizen.
While, expectedly, this ratio is highest among Turks
(91/100) and people who define themselves as religious
(91/100), it is the lowest among Kurds (69/100).

The survey results also indicate intersectionality
between groups that Turkish citizens identify them-
selves with. Societal identity groups were analyzed
in two levels including primary identity groups and
general identity groups. In this sense, while 41 percent
consider Turkishness as their primary identity, 80
percent always or often consider themselves as Turkish
(as a general identity). This ratio is at six to 23 percent
for Kurdishness, 19 to 56 percent for Kemalists, and
seven to 24 percent for Alevis. These results are also
indicative of the high level of intersectionality between
identity groups. Interestingly, many of those surveyed
who consider themselves to be Kurdish also identified
themselves as Turkish. In a similar vein, 66 percent of
those surveyed considered themselves religious and
also identified themselves as Kemalists. As such, the
high level of connectedness within society prevents the
instigation of polarization into open conflict.

It should, nevertheless, be underpinned that according
to studies, “identities in themselves do not cause the
destruction of cohesion, but it all depends on the

18 Joan Esteban and Debraj Ray, “Polarization, Fractionalization and Con-
flict,” Journal of Peace Research 45, no. 2 (2008):163-182.

politicization by the political parties, which have an
enormous ability to affect this degree of consensus.”
In this view, “the greater the political polarization, the
greater the disruptive effect on interpersonal trust,
and, therefore, on social cohesion.”* In a similar vein,
regarding the current political crisis in Turkey, Aras
argues that, the crisis “is the direct result of policy
actors losing touch with, and to a certain extent disre-
garding, societal demands for policy making, utilizing
a populist attitude in a way to reflect deepseated divi-
sions and polarization in the country, as well as feeding
into these divisions in order to extend one’s domestic
hold on power.”?! As such, building societal trust and
therefore social cohesion are the ultimate prerequisites
for overcoming polarization.

19 “Political polarization destroys social cohesion and trust, according to a
study,” Universitat Pompeu Fabra Barcelona, May 24, 2017, https://www.
upf.edu/en/web/media/enoticies/-/asset_publisher/wdGAWZ7EM]53/
content/id/8612932/maximized#.Wucj4NNuamO. Please also see, Ser-
gio Martini and Mariano Torcal, “Trust across political conflicts: evi-
dence from a survey experiment in divided societies,” Party Politics, DOI:
10.1177/1354068816685933, (2016): 1-14.

20 Ibid.

21 Biilent Aras, “State Capacity, Foreign/Security Policy and Political Crisis
in Turkey,” IPC Policy Report (Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, February
2018), 3.
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SOCIAL COHESION IN TURKE

According to the survey findings, Turkey has a medium
level of social cohesion, with a score of 55 out of 100.
This is arather low score when compared with Turkey’s
counterparts, since according to the OECD’s Society at
a Glance report, Turkey has the lowest level of social
cohesion among OECD countries.?” Of the three main
areas of assessment—“connectedness,” “social rela-
tions,” and “focus on the common good”—“focus on
the common good” received the lowest score, with 40
out of 100. Under “focus on the common good,” civic
participation received the lowest score, with 22 out of
100, which is an indication of a low level of political and
civil participation.

Particularly since the failed July 15 coup attempt,
Turkey has experienced a significant restriction of the
civic space with the arrest of thousands of civil society
members and the closure of numerous CSOs based on
counter-terrorism measures.

Similar to the outcome of the survey, several project
participants also argued that the current political
culture is a major drawback for social cohesion in
Turkey. An anonymous civil society representative,
Solmaztiirk, and Saglar all referred to the tense political
culture and discourses as sources of weak social cohe-
sion. In this sense, Solmaztiirk stated that the biggest
hurdle for resolving domestic and international issues

GENERAL SOCIAL COHESION INDEX = 55 (Medium Level)

CONNECTEDNESS

Identification 80 Social Networks
Trust in Institutions 99 Trust in People
Perception of Fairness 59 Acceptance of Diversity

Despite the common belief that Turkey is a politicized
society, this score indicates an opposite trend. While
there is very high voter turnout in Turkish elec-
tions (usually over 80 percent) and politics is part of
everyday conversations among the public, there is a
very low level of participation in political parties or
civil society organizations among the Turkish public.
The reason for such a trend could be explained through
two processes. While such civic culture is low among
the people, the state is also not supportive of civic
participation. While this has been a common trend
throughout Turkish history, the beginning of Turkey’s
EU accession process in 1999 had a significant impact
on the expansion of the civic space in Turkey. Followed
by the ruling Justice and Development Party’s (AK
Party) rise to power, Turkey had enjoyed an enlarge-
ment of the civic space until recent years. As such,
this enlargement has been a short-lived experience
hampered by are-securitization process in Turkey trig-
gered by various domestic and regional developments.

22 OECD, Society at a Glance 2016: OECD Social Indicators Report (Paris:
OECD Publishing, 2016).

SOCIAL RELATIONS

FOCUS ON THE
COMMON GOOD

68 Solidarity and Helpfulness 59
46 Respect for Social Rules 39
66 Civic Participation 22

is the current political administration and its political
culture. He further argued that the centralization of
power and the tendency to hold on to it leads to aggres-
sion and a lack of tolerance.

A local journalist from Van and businessperson 3
suggested that the lack of social cohesion is caused by
politicians. They both argued that politicians have to
be more involved with the problems at the grassroots
level. Moreover, they both indicated corruption as a
source of polarization and a setback for social cohe-
sion. These arguments correspond with the survey,
according to which there is a very low level of trust in
political parties in Turkey (40/100). As such, measures
to increase the reliability and accountability of political
parties should be taken in order to increase these
scores. As also underscored by Solmaztiirk, there is an
urgent need for the political party act and the election
law to be revised. He believes these changes should be
made based on consensus through the incorporation of
universities, law schools, non-governmental organiza-
tions, and ordinary citizens into the process.



Prejudice against other groups was also underlined as
a setback for social cohesion, which corresponds with
the outcome of the survey, as well. According to the
survey, while Turkish citizens have close relations with
relatives and close friends (68/100), trust in people
outside their immediate circle is very low (46/100).
Coupled with weak civic participation, the outcome is
indicative of weak social cohesion. State official 1, for
instance, believes that citizens’ lifestyles that are not
transitional and being stuck in homogeneous ghettos
are the fundamental reasons for weak social cohesion.
According to the bureaucrat, certain groups prefer
leading closed lives as it is more comfortable to live
without confronting the “other.” In this view, people
do not want to disturb their existing mindsets, and
stepping outside those mindsets means stepping into a
zone of conflict. Similarly, businessperson 3 from Van
posited that ideological baggage is a serious problem
and stated that people support political parties the
same way they support sports clubs. This argument is
also supported by academic studies such as Iyengar et
al., who argue, “affect is a more appropriate indicator
of mass polarization than ideology.”* In this view, “the
vast majority of the public does not think about parties
in ideological terms and that their ties to the political
world are instead affective, based on a primordial
sense of partisan identity that is acquired very early
in life and persists over the entire life cycle.”** As such,
emotions rather than ideologies are more influential
on people’s political leanings and thus on fuelling
polarization. Iyengar et al. further posit, “Exposure to
loud negative campaigns is very likely not the strongest
factor, much less the only factor, contributing to affec-
tive polarization.”® In this regard, it was conceived that
politicians instigate polarization through the exploita-
tion of emotions and exposure to harsh rhetoric for
electoral gains, and this is amajor driver of polarization.
In support of this view, some participants argued that
nationalist policies and discourses are major causes of
polarization in Turkey.

The survey highlights low civic participation, low
respect for social rules, and low trust in people as
the main setbacks for social cohesion in Turkey.
These elements also often fuel polarization. As
such, promoting participation, enhancing trust, and
respecting social rules are keys to increasing social
cohesion and overcoming polarization. In a similar
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vein, there appeared to be a consensus among project
participants that the lack of societal cohesion could be
overcome by promoting more dialogue. For instance,
academic 1 stipulated that NGOs and think thanks can
play a major role by organizing workshops and events
to bring people from varying backgrounds together.

State official 1 believes that only through dialogue and
more encounters a common benefit can be found and
reached. The official also maintained society needs
more than tolerance to live together. In other words,
tolerance in itself is not sufficient, and society must
normalize by loving each other. Similarly, Saglar stated,
“people cannot love each other without getting to know
each other.” As such, projects that would enable people
to get to know the “other” should be promoted by the
state and civil society.
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URDISH ISSUE AS A SETBACK FOR SOCIAL COHESION IN TURKE

A number of project participants argued that the
Kurdish issue is a major setback for social cohesion
in Turkey. Journalist 1, for instance, suggested that
resolving the Kurdish issue would bring about democ-
ratization, which would eventually help in the resolu-
tion of various issues in Turkey. According to him, the
peace process, at the time, led to a rise in economic
welfare and relaxation of the socio-political environ-
ment. Similarly, HDP deputy Sirr1 Siireyya Onder
suggested that the current conflictual environment is a
hurdle to maintaining social cohesion.

There was a general conception among project partici-
pants that the peace process should be resumed, since
people in the region were more optimistic about the
future during the process. Some participants under-
pinned that if the process resumes, it must be inclusive
and transparent. For instance, businessperson 3
stated that it is crucial that local institutions, non-
governmental actors, and unions are included and that
actors are selected more carefully based on their ability
to influence the process. Similarly, businessperson
4 posited that the process should be planned and
implemented more wisely. In that regard, he pointed
out the importance of transparency and maintained
that trust must be built between the citizens and the
state. What will be done has to be communicated in
advance. Another businessperson also indicated that
the people in the region were not well informed and
that the process remained too elitist. Participants also
underlined that one of the reasons for the failure of
the process was politicians’ self-interest rather than
working for the common good.

Some businesspeople in Van believed that, during
the peace process, there was a lack of sufficient state
authority and security in the city. Businessperson 3, for
instance, stated that the peace process empowered the
“organization,” or the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK). State authority has only been re-estab-
lished since the suspension of the peace process. He
argued that the PKK instituted a de facto authority by
establishing courts, racketeering money from people,
and by controlling the polling stations during elections.
Another businessperson, on the other hand, argued
that the cities in the region have been the ones where
the state of emergency has been felt the most. He noted
that (anti-riot) water cannon vehicles are stationed
outside buildings even during a simple gathering.
As such there is serious security surveillance in Van,
which significantly prevents the flow of investments to

the city. Therefore, despite the need for security, this
should be provided in a more subtle way.

Businessperson 3 maintained that, despite all the fury,
the appointment of trustees has significantly improved
municipal services. He also pointed out that there
is a problem of political representation in Van. For
instance, the recent HDP candidate in local elections
was from outside Van and unknown by the local people.
According to the businessperson, this is very problem-
atic, since unlike MPs, who spend a majority of their
time in Ankara, mayors live in the city. He suggested
that the focus during local elections should be on the
quality of services not ideologies.

Kiictikcan, as well as some bureaucrats, maintained
that thanks to the government the Kurdish question
is not a historical taboo anymore. He stated that the
government recognized Kurdishness as an identity,
provided cultural rights, and made investments in the
Kurdish-majority regions. He posited that the PKK
sabotaged the peace process by not agreeing to drop its
weapons. Bureaucrat 1, on the other hand, pointed out
that the emergence of the Democratic Union Party/
People’s Protection Units (PYD/YPG) in the region
due to the Syrian civil war halted the peace process.
A scholar who is known to hold a pro-government
stance suggested that it would not be accurate to solely
blame one side for the failure of the peace process. The
scholar affirmed that the current conflictual environ-
ment makes it difficult to objectively analyze the
current dynamics. Solmaztiirk suggested that it would
be difficult to resolve the Kurdish question as long as
the PKK carries out acts of terror.

Several participants from Van suggested that there is
a positive correlation between economic welfare and
social cohesion. In that regard, businessperson 1 stated
that unemployed youth could pose a major human
resource for illegal groups. He argued that the evacua-
tion of villages and displacement lead to excess unem-
ployment. Similarly, businessperson 4 put emphasis
on the lack of sufficient jobs in Eastern Turkey and
lack of sufficient border trade. He claimed that there
is suppression at the borders, and if border trade was
free and promoted, the region would have increased
economic welfare leading to more social cohesion.
These arguments correspond with the outcome of the
survey, which postulates that while security and terror
are seen as the biggest problems in Turkey (34/100),



these are followed by economic problems, unemploy-
ment, and poverty (27/100).

Similarly, a majority of Turkish citizens believe
that the national income and the tax burden are not
fairly distributed. While more than half of the people
surveyed were skeptical about tax expenditures
(53/100), asimilarratio of participants thought that the
gap between white- and blue-collar workers is unfair
(51/100). In this respect, providing security without
resolving economic problems would be done so in vain.
In order to enable sustainable development, inclusive
growth should be promoted. Studies also demonstrate
that while social cohesion is higher in affluent societies,
“what makes citizenries of affluent societies happier is,
in the first place, their capacity to create togetherness
and solidarity among their members—in other words,
cohesion.” In this view, economic progress cannot
bring happiness unless it is used to enhance the feel-
ings of unity and solidarity.

Businessperson 3 argued that as a result of the current
stable and secure environment, investors are now
coming to Van. Many of the participants interviewed
suggested that there is huge potential for tourism in
Van, both for Turkish tourists and tourists from the
region such as Iran. However, there is a need for the
improvement of local economic conditions, which
could be easily accomplished through state and private
investment. There is also a need to invest in human
resources since there is a shortage of qualified labor
in Van. The high number of youth in the city offers an
opportunity for labor-intensive sectors and tourism.

It was also maintained by a number of participants in
Vanthatthereis great potential for tourism, agriculture,
and husbandry in the city. There are many unexploited
tourism potentials such as the Kesis Lake. Similarly,
the Akdamar Church was renovated during the peace
process after many years of neglect. It was highlighted
during the meeting with DOGUSIFED that despite
its vast potential, Lake Van lacks a beach reserved for
public use and most of its coastline is occupied by the
state. The vast tourism potential for Iranian tourists
was also underlined a number of times. According to
one businessperson, 600,000 Iranian tourists visited
Turkey in 2017. The number of tourists visiting Van
from Iran could easily be increased if the necessary
measures are taken. It was also pointed out that the
bileteral relations between Turkey and Iran have a
huge impact on tourism and thus should be handled
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prudently without unnecessary quarrels. Regarding
the potential of agriculture, one businessperson under-
lined that agricultural inititatives such as CAYKUR in
Rize and FISKOBIRLIK in Giresun should be realized
in Van in order to promote local agriculture.

Another problem that was underpinned vis-a-vis prob-
lems of the region was the increased level of brain drain
and capital drain from Van towards western cities. As
such, the need for a free and secure environment for
the economy and business to flourish was indicated by
anumber of participants.

The participants held diverging positions regarding
the possible impact of the presidential system on the
Kurdish issue. While some argued that the new system
would not have a major impact on the issue, others
posited that it would have a positive impact. One of
the participants argued that the change of system
would not make an impact on the Kurdish issue and
maintained that what matters is the sincerity of the
politicians rather than the system. In this view, as long
as there is a sincere willingness and effort on behalf of
the politicians, the resolution would come about.

According to journalist 1, the presidential system will
not be able to bring solutions to Turkey’s problems. He
argued that Turkey should go back to a well-defined
parliamentarian system. A civil society representative
who criticized the presidential system underlined
that any presidential system should have a strong and
efficient legislature, which is largely absent in the
presidential system proposed by the government.

Onder stated that Turkish society is too complex—that
is, multi-cultural and multi-ethnic—to be adminis-
trated by a centralized authority. The presidential
system for Turkey, therefore, is not only politically
but also technically not appropriate. One participant
argued that switching to the presidential system will not
solve the problems that could not be solved within the
parliamentary system. It is the political culture rather
than the political system that brings about stability
and welfare. Another participant argued that despite
some fears that the presidential system would bring
about regional autonomy to Kurds, the presidential
system, by definition, cannot lead to autonomy. Rather,
it would create a more centralized and authoritarian
environment. Businessperson 3, on the other hand,
emphasized that Turkey suffered due to political coali-
tions in the past and the presidential system would
bring about stability in the country. However, he also
noted that there is a thin line between stability and
dictatorship that should be protected.
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Many of the project participants pointed out that inclu-
siveness and participation should be promoted in the
new system. As such, the importance of meritocracy
was underlined several times during the project. Saglar,
for instance, claimed that the presidential system
may undermine inclusiveness and thus the political
culture has to change. Solmaztiirk suggested that the
parliament must have a more democratic bylaw and
internal regulations. Similarly, Onder contended that
the centralization of power is a major drawback for
inclusiveness. In that regard, the transition of power
from the periphery to the center is problematic. To give
an example, Onder maintained that the administration
of 85 municipalities has been transferred to trustees,
which leads to the misrepresentation of around three
million people.




REGIONAL REPERCUSSIONS OF THE KURDISH ISSUE

The Kurdish issue in Turkey has been largely affected
by regional developments. The fact that the PYD/ YPG
had gained a foothold in Northern Syria rang alarm
bells for Turkish authorities, who eventually carried
out two military operations into the region including
Operation Euphrates Shield and more recently Opera-
tion Olive Branch. While these operations gained
large-scale support among the Turkish public, there
have also been various criticisms of the operation. In a
similar vein, our project findings reflect mixed results
as well.

According to journalist 1, Turkey should have collabo-
rated with the Kurds right in the beginning of the
Kobane siege and helped them establish an autono-
mous Kurdish territory in Syria. In this way, Turkey
could have prevented non-regional actors such as the
United States or Russia from gaining a foothold in the
area. This would also bring Turkey forth as a valuable
ally in the region for these powers. On the contrary,
according to the journalist, the Islamic State (ISIS) was
defeated without the help of, or even despite of, Turkey.
This is, in this sense, a serious departure from Turkey’s
image in the beginning of the Arab Spring, when it was
pointed to as a “model” country for the region.

Most participants agreed that it is rather hard to speak
of a positive outcome for Turkey vis-a-vis the Syrian
crisis. Kiiciikcan noted that the complexity of the issue
makes it difficult to resolve the crisis since hostility
has emerged between groups such as Alevis, Sunnis,
Kurds, and Arabs, which gives the conflict a sectarian
dimension. He argued that the fact that the PYD/YPG
had opened space to maneuver through military means
posed a security threat for Turkey. He underlined
that an ideal solution in Syria would be possible only
if the central authority gains political legitimacy and
reinstitutes order in the country through a formula
that would offer possibilities for societal groups to
have equal representation. This would not be possible
if each group tries to establish control over certain
regions with weapons.

Some participants from Van suggested that the devel-
opments in the Kurdish regions of Syria directly affect
the Kurds in Turkey. For instance, businessperson 2
maintained that Kurds in Turkey and Kurds in Syria
are relatives, and therefore, it is too difficult for a Kurd
in Turkey to remain calm when Kurdish villages are
burnt down in Syria. He stated that deep wounds have
been opened. Similarly, a local journalist from Van

suggested that Turkish foreign policy in Syria caused
a massive emotional break-off. He argued that the
developments in Syria affected Turkey more than they
were supposed to because Turkey tried to intervene
in Syria before solving the domestic dimension of the
Kurdish issue. Many of the people from the state or
close to the government opposed this view. According
to bureaucrat 3, recent developments in Syria have
forced Turkey’s Kurdish question into a context where
an armed solution is the only option. Academic 1 also
argued that the developments in Syria—particularly
the fact that the PKK and its extensions have exploited
the process with malign intentions—have stiffened the
security paradigm. In this view, it would not be fair to
put all the blame on the government for the ongoing
process of securitization. As such, he argues that the
changing attitude of NATO or ISIS should also be
taken into account.




DIALOGUE AND SUSTAINABLE CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN THE KURDISH QUESTION AND POLARIZATION IN TURKEY

THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN BUILDING SOCIETAL CONSENSUS

The role of women in overcoming polarization and
building societal consensus is largely undermined in
Turkey despite the fact that studies demonstrate the
significance of women’s roles in resolving conflicts.?”
Moreover, as also underpinned by several participants
of the Role of Women in Societal Consensus workshop,
women and children are the most vulnerable groups
in conflicts. As also underpinned by a workshop
participant, femicide and violence against women
have increased disproportionately over the past years.
Women, therefore, being the fundamental victim of
unrest, could indeed play an important role in conflict
resolution and improving social cohesion.

One workshop participant stated that women do not go
through the same experiences as men during times of
war and conflict. Therefore, if women internalized this
fact, they could play more constructive roles in main-
taining peace. Another participant pointed out that
war is significantly sexist. While this could decrease
hope for peace, it could also motivate women to own
the processes of peace. A former MP from the CHP
argued that Turkey is gradually becoming a totalitarian
regime, and this danger could be utilized as an element
that could bring women from different societal groups
together. She argued that in case of rising authoritari-
anism, women from several factions of society—that
is, Turkish, Kurdish, headscarved, or secular—face
harm regardless of their identity. She also pointed to
the importance of dialogue among different women’s
groups.

It was also underlined both in the workshop and during
the interviews in Van that despite measures to increase
their participation, women’s participation in the work-
force and in politics still lags behind that of men, espe-
cially in Eastern Turkey. The participants underlined
that this is mainly due to the dominance of the feudal
culture in the region. According to a member of the
HDP, there have been improvements in recent years.
While women in Eastern Turkey were not permitted
to even leave their village in the past, now they can go
to other cities to study at universities. Moreover, she
argued that the political culture of the HDP, which
promotes “co-leadership” of the party by men and
women, has had a significant impact on promoting the
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role of women in politics. According to her, political
parties around the world have copied this model.

The survey outcomes on women’s role in society,
especially in the workforce and politics, revealed
optimistic outcomes. Sixty-eight percent of the people
surveyed contended that women should play an active
role in the workforce, while 67 percent agreed that
they should be active in politics. Fifty-seven percent
thought that women’s primary role should be within
the family. Interestingly, this ratio is much lower than
those that promote the role for women in the work-
force and politics. This could indeed be explained by
economic problems and the fact that Turkish families
are in need of additional income provided by women.
Another interesting outcome is that only 37 percent of
those surveyed thought that women are treated equally
with men in the workforce, which is indicative of the
prevalent perception of discrimination and unfairness
between men and women.

It was also underlined during the workshop that there
are some obstacles that need to be overcome by women
to be able to play such roles. One such obstacle is that
there is a lack of cooperation and collaboration among
women'’s groups to be able to play such roles, which was
evident during the peace process. During the workshop
it was underlined a number of times that the lack of a
unified voice among women’s groups for peace during
the peace process was a missed opportunity. In other
words, polarization was also present among women’s
groups, which stemmed mainly from the differences in
ideological belongings. One participant, for instance,
suggested that women become the prisoners of their
ideology in times of conflict. Therefore, they cannot
utilize their capacity to resolve conflicts.

Another participant suggested that there is a need to
construct common discourses among women. Simi-
larly, it was also maintained that women must develop
a common definition of what is meant by peace.
According to one participant, a mutually agreed upon
definition of peace can only be reached when women
leave their ideologies, identities, and political demands
behind and organize around mutual demands. She
stated that it is normal to have diverse demands and
that demands may not match all the time. It is vital,
however, to meet on common ground. In that regard,
who stood by who in the past was an imperative discus-
sion among the participants. Some headscarved partic-
ipants stated that women as a whole did not support



them in the past, whereas some participants referred to
Kurdish women’s loneliness and lack of support today.

One participant stated that Turkish women failed to
unify in the past. For instance, women could not unify
for headscarved women’s right for education. Unsal
stated that women felt indebted to the new Republican
elites when their right to vote was recognized. They
were, therefore, rather hesitant to come together
and demand more rights. Headscarved women had
a similar experience. They also felt indebted to the
current government when headscarved women'’s right
to be elected was recognized. In other words, women’s
participation in the struggle for more rights in other
fields has prevented them from demanding more rights
overall, since it is perceived that they are in debt. This
thought, however, is problematic. All women’s groups,
therefore, must disentangle from their indebtedness
and rally around a common discourse. Women should
cease to be thankful for their rights and instead unify as
free individuals.

Although several participants suggested that women
could not come together regarding the headscarf
issue, one participant stated that this discourse is
not accurate. There are several types of women and
women’s groups who struggled for headscarf women’s
freedom for election to parliament or education in
the past. Another participant stated that Turkey is not
comprised of solely Istanbul and Ankara and that there
could be radical secular or conservative women who
are not willing to change and compromise. There could
be, for instance, women who do not accept the head-
scarf. In this view, women should think they are not
the majority. At the end of the day certain polarizing
groups must be ignored, and women should always
focus on the positive, increase their self-awareness,
maintain their inner peace, and influence other women
around them.

Another issue the participants addressed was women’s
pacification and objectification. Most participants
referred to this through examples from the recent peace
process. A participant, for instance, underscored that
the peace process was initiated through the discourse
“May the mothers never cry again.” She stated that
this particular point of departure is problematic in
itself. She noted, “Women cannot solely be defined by
motherhood; they are also working people, engineers,
professors, teachers.” She maintained that this sort
of narrative seeks to pacify women. Rather, women
should be active objects of the process rather than
passive subjects. Similarly, another participant posited
that women from certain ideological backgrounds

could not say anything during the peace process. Thus,
on the contrary, in remaining passive they were utilized
as objects. She also criticized the narrative “May the
mothers never cry again” and referred to the BBC’s
reporting on Kurdish women militants. She stated
that images of female militants brushing their hair and
doing their makeup were presented as proof of them
being “good” people. However, this just goes to show
that, she explained, during either peace or war women
remain as passive objects. Similarly, a participant
accentuated that although the “May the women never
cry again” discourse was influential, women were never
presented as active actors during the peace process.

On the other hand, some participants suggested that
constructing a common discourse and unifying women
is not easy. A participant suggested that the meaning
of peace varies depending on geography. For instance,
people from Diyarbakir and Sakarya perceive different
things when they hear the word peace. Similarly,
another participant also emphasized the complexity of
taking identical belongings out of context. She stated
it is idealistic to suggest that all women should come
together leaving their political belongings behind. It
might not be more realistic, however, to expect women
from Kadikoy, Avcilar, or Sur—i.e., women from
neighborhoods with ideologically opposing majori-
ties—to react to issues differently. A woman’s reaction
from Sur whose house has been destroyed by war, for
instance, will never be independent from her identity.
She will always say, “I lost my home because I am from
Diyarbakir.”

A participant stated that more people must be
convinced to take responsibility on societal matters.
She stated that gathering in workshops with educated
people by itself could be elitist and is, in fact, not
enough. In that regard, women should reach out to
more people. Similarly, another participant suggested
that workshops could be elitist, and women should try
to convene in different cities and meet with different
groups.
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THE ROLE OF ARTS AND SPORTS IN OVERCOMING POLARIZATIO

Arts and sports have been important instruments of
ideational, emotional, and physical expression for
centuries. Due to their universal characteristics, they
offer a platform for the interaction of people from
different walks of society. As such, arts and sports
are both able to affect and be affected by politics.?
According to Suner and Atl, since the July 15 coup
attempt, arts and sports have become another area in
which polarization has been reproduced. Moreover, the
restriction of the civilian space and the manifestation
of the dominant discourse have been felt in the fields of
arts and sports, as well.

In the Role of Arts and Sports in Overcoming Polariza-
tion workshop, although some participants maintained
that arts and sports could play a role in overcoming
polarization, most of the participants agreed that, in an
already highly polarized socio-political environment,
arts and sports play a rather negative role. In other
words, arts and sports could lead to pernicious results
when conflicting parties are brought together through
either competitive sports or artwork; this case is not
peculiar to Turkey and can be observed all around the
world.

It was underlined by some project participants that the
shrinkage of the public space in Turkey in recent years
has had a direct impact on arts through censorship and
the dominance of the artistic space by a selected group
of artists that have the approval of the ruling elites.
As such, the homogeneity of ideas and the exclusion
of the other stand out as major threats to diversity in
the arts. Suner argues that since 2013, the Turkish art
scene has been witnessing “culture wars.” In this view,
the art scene has turned into a zone of conflict and
struggle. In this regard, the common lines of polariza-
tion in Turkey, including religious, ethnic, and political
lines, can be seen in the arts, as well. This is not new for
Turkey, since the arts have been used as an instrument
of imposing dominant discourse and ideology since the
establishment of the Turkish Republic. As also under-
pinned by Suner, the Turkification of arts had been
a common process throughout Republican history
during which many non-Turkish ethnic works of art
had been systematically Turkified.* Patriarchal ideas
have also dominated the artistic scene. For instance,
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according to a young director who participated in the
workshop, there is prejudice against films on woman’s
rights at the film festivals in Turkey. He argued that
films that contain elements of violence or erotism are
censored in the first round of the festivals. As such,
directors often have to apply self-censorship to be able
to remain in the sector.

Similar to arts, sports is also a field that has the poten-
tial to fuel polarization and conflict. As also maintained
by Ath, due to its competitive nature, unless well
managed, sports can easily become a field of conflict.*®
Sports may also fuel polarization since it appeals to
fans through satisfying their need of belonging by
creating an “other.” However, as also argued by Atl,
sports is a rather neutral instrument and is shaped by
how it is utilized.

One participant from the workshop gave the example
of Gaffar Okkan, former Chief of Police of Diyarbakir,
who famously said, “We will change the destiny
of the region with sports.” Subsequently, as also
highlighted by Atl, Okkan paid special attention to
the Diyarbakirspor sports club as well as handball
competitions. In an attempt to overcome polarization
through sports, both the men’s and women’s Turkish
National Handball Team were organized in Diyarbakir,
which was a milestone for sports in Turkey.®

The case of Amedspor was also mentioned several
times during the workshop. The games of Amedspor are
usually subject to tension and conflict, since it is seen
as a team representing Kurdish seperatism. The name
of the team was changed from “Diyarbakir” to “Amed-
spor” (Amed being the ancient name of Diyarbakir) in
2015. Nationalist factions in Turkey have criticized this
change as a separatist move. Racist slogans and chants
can often be heard during Amedspor games. Similarly,
media outlets censor the name of Dersimspor due to its
political connotations reminiscent of of the old name
of the city of Tunceli: Dersim.?
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32 Throughout Turkish history, the names of certain cities, neighborhoods,
and streets have been changed deliberately from their original ethnic ori-
gins into Turkish names as part of a process of nationalization.



CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

This report is based on the outcomes of the Dialogue
and Sustainable Conflict Resolution in the Kurdish
Question and Polarization in Turkey Project conducted
by Istanbul Policy Center between June 2017 and May
2018. The report investigated polarization and social
cohesion in Turkey with a focus on crosscutting issues
such as the domestic and regional dimensions of the
Kurdish issue, inclusive economic growth, the role of
women in building societal consensus, and the role of
arts and sports in overcoming polarization in Turkey.
Against this background, the study offers the following
policy recommendations for relevant stakeholders in
exploration of means and ways to overcome polariza-
tion and increase social cohesion in Turkey.

On polarization in Turkey:

e The media is a significant instrument for in-
fluencing people’s perceptions and therefore
should be utilized prudently to overcome polari-
zation and increase social cohesion.

¢ The media should not be censored, and it should
be allowed to operate freely to ensure democ-
racy.

e Similar to the conventional media, social me-
dia and the internet should not be censored and
should instead be utilized to promote peace and
stability. As such, social media and communi-
cation technologies should not be banned arbi-
trarily.

e While, according to the survey, there is high
level of public trust in the armed forces, this is
also indicative of a high level of threat percep-
tion and fear among Turkish citizens, which is a
setback for social cohesion. As such, measures to
increase public serenity should be taken to de-
crease the level of tension.

* A balance should be struck between civilian
control over the military and the military’s au-
tonomy.

e InTurkey, people tend to demonstrate unity and
solidarity in times of crisis. On the optimistic
side, this could be utilized to overcome polariza-
tion and enhance social cohesion.

On the importance of unrestricted civil space:

» Since civic participation in Turkey gained the
lowest score among all sub-fields in the survey,

special attention should be given to open up the
civil space and open more room for civil society
to maneuver.

e The authorities should equally support the en-
largement of the civic space and public partici-
pation by all groups in society in order to pro-
mote a vibrant and heterogenous civil society,
which eventually could prevent the dominance
of the public space by certain groups like FETO.

* Counter-terrorism measures should not be mis-
used to restrict the civil space, and it should be
kept in mind that an open civil society plays a
constructive role in countering violent extrem-
ism.

e The EU process should be accentuated as an an-
chor to promote democracy and the expansion
of the civil space.

On the importance of political culture:

e Political culture plays a vital role in fuelling po-
larization. Therefore, the use of harsh rhetoric
and loud, negative campaigns should be avoided
in politics.

e Public trust in political parties should be en-
hanced, and trustbuilding measures such as tar-
geting corruption should be implemented.

e Politicians should be more involved at the grass-
roots level and respect societal demands.

e The political party act and the election law
should be revised through societal consen-
sus with the incorporation of universities, law
schools, non-governmental organizations, and
ordinary citizens into the process.

e The presidential system is not a catch-all rem-
edy. It will not solve Turkey’s problems without
sincere willingness on the part of the politicians.
Problems will remain without a change in the
political culture.

e Inclusiveness and participation should be pro-
moted in the new system through a strong leg-
islature and a strong civil society to ensure de-
mocracy.
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On social cohesion in Turkey:

The survey outcomes indicate mid-level so-
cial cohesion in Turkey, which is way below the
OECD average. Therefore, the authorities and
relevant stakeholders should work to urgently
improve the level of social cohesion in Turkey.

The survey revealed a low level of respect for
social rules and trust between people in Turkey.
As such, measures should be taken to improve
these norms through social projects, the use of
the media, and education, among other relevant
tools. Projects that would enable people to get
to know the “other” should be promoted by the
state and civil society.

On the Kurdish issue and social cohesion in Turkey:

The Kurdish issue is a major setback for social
cohesion and therefore should be resolved. In
case of the resumption of the peace process, a
more inclusive and transparent process should
be followed. Local people should be well in-
formed.

The domestic-regional balance should be stabi-
lized vis-a-vis the Kurdish issue to ensure a sus-
tainable resolution.

Security is a prerequisite to ensure stability in
the eastern regions of Turkey and must be estab-
lished through state authority. However, while
establishing security policies, the state should
avoid excessive surveillance measures, which
prevent the flow of investments to the region.

On economic welfare and social cohesion:

There is a positive correlation between econom-
ic welfare and social cohesion. However, eco-
nomic progress cannot bring happiness unless
it is used to enhance the feelings of unity and
solidarity. As such, inclusive growth should be
promoted to enhance social cohesion in Turkey.

Unemployed youth are a major human resource
for illegal groups. Jobs should be created, par-
ticularly in Eastern Turkey, to include these
groups in the economy.

Tourism, agriculture, and husbandary should be
promoted to improve the regional economy.

Providing security without resolving economic
problems would be counterproductive. In order
to enable sustainable development, inclusive
growth should be promoted.

On the role of women in societal consensus:

* Being the fundamental victims of conflict, wom-
en can play vital roles in conflict resolution. As
such, their roles should be promoted through
their inclusion in political and social processes.

e Thereis alack of sufficient cooperation and col-
laboration among women’s groups in Turkey. It
was underlined in the workshop that there was
a missed opportunity with respect to creating a
common discourse among women'’s groups dur-
ing the peace process. Therefore, collaboration
should be promoted among women’s groups.

e The equal participation of women and men in
the workforce and politics should be promoted.
Such initiatives would be welcomed, since a
majority of the people surveyed contended that
women should play an active role in the work-
force and in politics.

On the role of arts and sports in overcoming polariza-
tion:

e The space for arts and sports should be liber-
ated from political pressure, and arts and sports
should be utilized as effective tools in overcom-
ing polarization.

* Arts and sports should be used to bring togeth-
er people from different socio-cultural back-
grounds in order to embrace differences instead
of sources of conflict.

e Measures should be taken during sports games
in order to prevent discriminatory narratives
and discourses. Otherwise, sports activities
might widen the already existing gaps among
society rather than bring different cultures and
people together.



APPENDIXES

Appendix 1: List of Project Workshops

1| The Role of Art and Sports in Overcoming Po-
larization Workshop, moderated by Fuat Key-
man and Altay Atli, Istanbul, October 5, 2017 (15
participants)

2| The Role of Women in Societal Consensus
Workshop, moderated by Pmar Akpimar and
Ayse Betiil Celik, Istanbul, January 11, 2018 (17
participants)

Appendix 2: List of Focus Group Discussions

1| Discussion with members of the Provincial Or-
ganization and Eastern Industrial and Business
Federation (DOGUSIFED), moderated by Piar
Akpinar and Ayse Kose Badur, Van, December 4,
2017 (four participants)

2| Discussion with the People’s Democratic Party
(HDP), moderated by Pinar Akpimar and Ayse
Kose Badur, Van, December 5, 2017 (four par-
ticipants).

Appendix 3: List of Interview Participants

Football fan club leader, interviewed by Altay Atli,
Istanbul, October 19, 2017.

Kenan Oner, KNN Sports Director and former National
Women Handball Team Manager, interviewed by Altay
Atl and Efe Dogus Selvi, Istanbul, November 17, 2017.

Journalist 1, interviewed by Pmar Akpinar and Efe
Dogus Selvi, Istanbul, November 17, 2017.

Fikri Saglar, CHP deputy, interviewed by Pinar Akpinar
and Efe Dogus Selvi, Ankara, November 21, 2017.

Sirr1 Siireyya Onder, HDP deputy, interviewed by
Pmar Akpinar and Efe Dogus Selvi, Ankara, November
21,2017.

Talip Kiiciikcan, AK Party Deputy, interviewed by
Pinar Akpinar and Efe Dogus Selvi, Ankara, November
21,2017

Civil society representative, interviewed by Pinar
Akpinar and Efe Dogus Selvi, Ankara, November 22,
2017.

Bureaucrat 1, interviewed by Pinar Akpinar and Efe
Dogus Selvi, Ankara, November 22, 2017.

State officer, interviewed by Pinar Akpmar and Efe
Dogus Selvi, Ankara, November 22, 2017.

Bureaucrat 2, interviewed by Pinar Akpinar, Ankara,
November 23, 2017.

Haldun Solmaztiirk, 21 Century Turkey Institute
Board Member and retired military officer, inter-
viewed by Pimar Akpinar and Efe Dogus Selvi, Ankara,
November 23, 2017.

Bureaucrat 3, interviewed by Pinar Akpinar and Efe
Dogus Selvi, Ankara, November 23, 2017.

Academic 1, interviewed by Pinar Akpmar and Efe
Dogus Selvi, Istanbul, November 24, 2017.

Non-Muslim academic and member of Istanbul’s
non-Muslim community, interviewed by Altay Ath,
Istanbul, November 24, 2017.

Peyami Battal, Van Yiiziincii Yil University Rector,
interviewed by Pinar Akpimar and Ayse Kose Badur,
Van, December 4, 2017.

Local journalist, interviewed by Pinar Akpinar and Efe
Dogus Selvi, Van, December 5, 2017.

Mehmet Aslan, President of Van Organized Industry
District, interviewed by Pinar Akpinar and Efe Dogus
Selvi, Van, December 5, 2017.

Politician and lawyer, interviewed by Pinar Akpnar,
Ayse Kose Badur and Efe Dogus Selvi, Van, December
5,2017.

Businessperson 1, interviewed by Ayse Kose Badur,
Van, December 5, 2017.

Businessperson 2, interviewed by Pinar Akpinar and
Efe Dogus Selvi, Van, December 6, 2017.

Businessperson 3, interviewed by Pmar Akpinar and
Efe Dogus Selvi, Van, December 6, 2017.

Businessperson 4, interviewed by Ayse Kose Badur,
Van, December 6, 2017.

Businessperson 5, interviewed by Ayse Koése Badur,
Van, December 6, 2017.
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Alin Tagciyan, Director and Film Critic, interviewed by
Asuman Suner, Istanbul, December 7, 2017.

Arif Akdenizli, Director, interviewed by Asuman Suner,
Istanbul, December 7, 2017.

Journalist 1, interviewed by Asuman Suner, Istanbul,
December 12, 2017.

Academic 2, interviewed by Asuman Suner, Istanbul,
December 14, 2017.

Appendix 4: List of Project Policy Reports

E. Fuat Keyman ve Ayse Kose Badur, “Catisma
Coztimiinde Ekonomik Aktorlerin Rolii” [The Role of
Economic Actors in Conflict Resolution], IPC Policy
Report (Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, May 2018).

Aysen Ataseven ve Cagla Bakis, “Tiirkiye'de 'Sosyal
Uyum,” [Social Cohesion in Turkey], IPC and INGEV
Policy Report (Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, May
2018).

Asuman Suner ve Altay Ath, “Toplumsal Kutuplasma
Ekseninde Sanat ve Spor,” [Arts and Sports on the Axis
of Social Polarization|, IPC Policy Report (Istanbul:
Istanbul Policy Center, March 2018).

Ayse Betiil Celik, “Toplumsal Mutabakatta ve Catisma
Coziimiinde Kadinlarin Roli,” [The Role of Women in
Societal Consensus and Conflict Resolution], IPC Policy
Report (Istanbul: Istanbul Policy Center, March 2018).

Biilent Aras, “State Capacity, Foreign/Security Policy
and Political Crisis in Turkey: The Promise of Admin-
istrative Reform,” IPC Policy Report (Istanbul: Istanbul
Policy Center, February 2018).

Biilent Aras, “The Role of the Turkish State in Conflict
Resolution,” IPC Policy Report (Istanbul: Istanbul
Policy Center, December 2017).
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