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ABSTRACT The developments in early 2013 generated expectations that the 
almost three decades old armed conflict between the Turkish state and 
PKK would eventually come to an end. This article adopts a skeptical po-
sition and identifies two principal factors that make a peaceful settlement 
a distant possibility. First, the current military situation is a stalemate that 
is not ripe for peace. The costs of the conflict remain highly tolerable for 
both sides. Next, huge differences separate what the Turkish government is 
willing to deliver and what the Kurdish insurgency is willing to accept for 
disarmament. In particular, the PKK has no incentive to accept disarma-
ment and demobilization given current geopolitical dynamics conducive 
to Kurdish self-rule.

Prospects for Resolution of the 
Kurdish Question: A Realist 

Perspective
GÜNEŞ MURAT TEZCÜR*

* Associate 
Professor 
of Political 
Science, Loyola 
University 
Chicago

Insight Turkey 
Vol. 15 / No. 2 / 
2013, pp. 69-84

2012 has been the most violent year in the fighting between the Turkish 
state and Kurdish insurgency since 1999. Hence, it came as a surprise 
when Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s announcement that his 

government was talking to Abdullah Öcalan, the jailed leader of the Kurdish 
insurgent PKK (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan), in December 2012 was followed 
by a visit by two parliamentarians from the Kurdish nationalist BDP (Barış ve 
Demokrasi Partisi) to Öcalan in early January. These developments renewed 
hopes for a peaceful resolution of the almost thirty years old armed conflict. 
In this article, I offer a critical evaluation of the prospects for resolution of 
Turkey’s Kurdish question. Going against the conventional wisdom, I argue 
that neither side has strong incentives to make the necessary concessions to 
reach an agreement. I suggest that the current status quo characterized by low 
intensity violence interrupted by periods of negotiations and ceasefires is the 
most probable outcome in the coming years. I first offer an analytical overview 
of the insurgency followed by a discussion of the strategic interests of the ma-
jor political actors. I conclude with skepticism regarding the achievability of 
peace. 
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A Mutually Bearable Stalemate 

When the PKK started its guerilla warfare against the Turkish state in 1984, it 
was composed of several hundred poorly armed and inexperienced fighters. 
By the early 1990s, however, the insurgency mobilized considerable popular 
support and established itself as the hegemonic force in many parts of Turkey’s 
Kurdish areas. It presented a viable serious military challenge to the state.1 The 
1990s witnessed a vicious fight as the state opted for a variety of harsh means 
to curtail the growth of the PKK including forced evacuation of thousands of 
villages, systematic torture, and extrajudicial execution of civilians suspected 
to be PKK supporters. The PKK also targeted civilians who were perceived to 
be collaborators or resisted the demands of the insurgency. The state capital-
ized on its manpower and technological superiority to deny PKK militants safe 
areas in the countryside and the PKK’s fighting capacity was severely limited 
by the late 1990s. With the capture of Öcalan in 1999, a period of relative calm 
emerged until 2004. This first phase of the armed conflict that lasted between 
1984 and 1999 was characterized by a high level of civilian victims.2 

Figure 1. Fatalities by Type and Year, 2002-2012.

Note: Security force fatalities combine soldier, police, and village guard deaths. This figure documents self-reported 
casualties. In many cases, both sides claim that the other side suffers heavier casualties than they acknowledge.

Several observations on the armed conflict that was reignited since 2004 can 
be made on the basis of an original dataset, the Kurdish Insurgency Violent 
Events (KIVE).3 First, as shown in Figure 1, the total fatalities in a single year 
including civilians, security forces, and militants, did not exceed 400 until 
2012 when at least 541 people lost their lives. There was a significant decline 
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in the deadliness of the conflict compared to the 1990s when thousands fatal-
ities took place every year. Similarly, large scale and successful PKK attacks 
targeting security forces were rare. As shown in Table 1, only six such attacks 
killed more than 10 security forces in a single instance since 1999. Second, 
political developments strongly affected the temporal pattern of the fighting. 
2009 experienced the lowest number of casualties since 2004. It was the same 
year when the AK Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi) announced its “Kurdish 
initiative” and the PKK responded with a ceasefire. The failure of the political 
process contributed to violence that reached its peak in 2012 with an increase 
in the frequency of clashes. A PKK emboldened by the gains of the Kurds in 
Syria also increased its attacks in the same year. 

Table 1. Events with More than 10 Fatalities.

 Fatalities
Location Type Mounth & Year Security PKK Civilians
   forces

Çukurca PKK attack/TSK October-11 25 43
 operation
Uludere-Ortasu  TSK operation December-11   34
Şemdinli-Aktütün PKK attack October-08 17 8
Şırnak-Besta  TSK operation April-05 4 14
İstanbul-Güngören Unclaimed-PKK July-07   18
 suspected
Şırnak-Besta TSK operation February-12 2 16
Bitlis-Çeltikli TSK operation March-12 1 15
Şemdinli-Gediktepe PKK attack June-10 11 4
Karlıova  TSK operation November-03 15
Pervari-Doğan  PKK attack June-10 5 10
Şemdinli-Beyyurdu PKK attack July-10 12 3
Silvan-Dolapdere PKK attack July-11 2 13
Muş-Şenyayla TSK operation March-06  14
Uludere-Uzungeçit TSK-PKK encounter August-07 2 12
Şırnak-Gabar TSK-PKK encounter October-07 13 1
Yüksekova-Dağlıca PKK attack October-07 12 2
Şırnak-Cudi TSK operation December-11 14
Lice-Tapantepe PKK attack January-03 1 12
Mutki-İkizler PKK attack August-08 5 8
Beytüşşebap-Beşağaç Unclaimed-PKK September-07 7  5
 suspected
Bingöl-Dallıtepe TSK operation February-08  12
Güroymak-Kolbaşı PKK attack October-11 6  6
Şırnak-Cudi TSK operation March-11 6 5
Şırnak-Bestler Dereler TSK-PKK encounter April-06 2 9
Ovacık-Kutu Deresi TSK operation April-07 1 10
Nazımiye-Dokuzkaya TSK operation April-08  11

Note: Security force fatalities combine soldier, police, and village guard deaths. TSK operations occasionally involve 
large presence of police and guard forces. In many cases, both sides claim that the other side suffered heavier casual-
ties than they acknowledge. This table documents self-reported casualties.
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Third, the fighting was professionalized as both sides had central commands 
and typically avoided attacks that may harm civilians. KIVE does not indicate 
any patterns of categorical terrorism that involve indiscriminate killing of ci-
vilians.4 As Table 1 shows, most deadly attacks typically do not target civilians.5 
Additionally, there is no evidence of spoilers or fragmentation that compli-
cates the dynamics of the conflict despite widespread suspicions about shad-
owy groups acting autonomously.6 Furthermore, the violence did not have a 
strong ethnic or sectarian dimension that beset communal relations in neigh-
boring countries such as Iraq and Syria. Despite occasional flares-up, violence 
did not spread out among different ethnic groups living together.7 No year saw 
more than 100 citizens killed as a result of the armed conflict. The fatalities 
on both the Turkish state and the insurgency side were comparable. With the 
exception of 2012 when more than 300 PKK militants lost their lives, neither 
side had more than 200 fatalities in a year. Power asymmetries did not directly 
translate into significant differences in fatality rates. 

Finally, the conflict had a strong temporal and geographical pattern typical to 
guerilla warfare. Most fighting took place in inaccessible border zones far from 
major population centers in warmer months. It is mostly concentrated in the 
mountainous zone north of the border with the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG). This zone, which is also called Botan, is primarily composed of 
the provinces of Hakkari and Şırnak, just across the permanent PKK camps 
in Behdinan, across the border. Around 42 percent of all fatalities, as well as 
35 percent of all events with fatalities between 2002 and 2012 took place in 
these provinces.8 Around of 74 percent of all fatalities occurred in six provinc-
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es: Bingöl, Diyarbakır, Hakkari, Siirt, Şırnak, and Tunceli. The violence slowly 
decreased from early December to late March, and reached its peak from July 
to October. In fact, October is the deadliest month overall as PKK militants 
engaged in large scale attacks before they retreat to their winter sanctuaries. 

These patterns suggest that there is a stalemate. While the militants are in no 
position to dislodge the Turkish state from the territory they contest with the 
exception of some mountainous border zones, the Turkish state also seems in-
capable of defeating the insurgency. However, this is not necessarily a “mutually 
hurting stalemate” that is “ripe for peace.”9 The characteristics of the conflict 
(limited civilian and security force causalities, geographically contained, sea-
sonably constrained) suggest that it has limited costs for the both sides. The 
current military situation does not 
necessarily lead to optimism regard-
ing the eventual dismantling of the 
Kurdish insurgency in Turkey.

As Figure 1 shows, the security forc-
es’ fatalities modestly increased in 
2012 over past years, but there is no 
indication that the AK Party’s peace 
initiative in early 2013 was due to 
military loses. There were no large 
street demonstrations critical of the 
government’s inability to contain political violence. In fact, the military oper-
ations in 2012 killed significantly more PKK militants than past years. While 
the PKK suffered heavier causalities than the previous years, it also engaged 
in ambitious operations challenging the state’s control in rugged border zones 
such as Şemdinli with some success. There is no indication that the PKK lost 
its resoluteness to fight and experience problems in recruiting new fighters and 
motivating its existing cadres. Both sides are very much capable and willing to 
fight. Consequently, neither side has strong incentives to reach a settlement or 
significantly escalate the fighting on the basis of purely strategic concerns. One 
should seek for alternative dynamics other than the ones in the battlefield to 
understand the timing of the government’s 2013 initiative. 

The AK Party: Electoral Calculations & Geopolitical Concerns 

It’s a widespread argument that the Kurdish problem undermines Turkey’s 
economic growth, democratic achievements, and regional aspirations.10 The 
ongoing insurgency contributes to regional inequalities, worsen Turkey’s hu-
man rights records, and limit its foreign policy initiatives. Yet, it is not that 
clear if Turkey’s Kurdish problem actually overwhelms the Turkish govern-
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ment. The AK Party came to power in 2002 when the Kurdish insurgency was 
mostly dormant. In the following years, the renewal of violence did little to 
prevent the party from consolidating its power and achieving sustainable rates 
of economic growth. The party managed to significantly diminish the political 
autonomy of the military despite the ongoing fight. Overall, the human, mil-
itary, foreign and economic costs of the fighting have not affected the party’s 
ability to stay in power for more than a decade, which is unprecedented in 
Turkish politics since the 1950s. In fact, the AK Party has managed to flourish 
in parallel with the Kurdish insurgency.

If so, then how can we make sense of the AK Party’s most recent attempt to re-
solve the conflict? First, electoral and political considerations are central to the 
party’s decision making. The party won three consecutive parliamentary and 
two consecutive local elections, and two referenda on constitutional amend-
ments with wide margins since 2002. These electoral victories ensured the par-

ty’s survival and enabled it to dismantle military and 
judicial autonomous forces that periodically inter-
vened in politics. The party also gained widespread 
support from the Kurdish citizens in the 2004 and 
2007 elections. However, it saw significant declines 
in its electoral fortunes in the Kurdish areas in the 
2009 local and 2011 parliamentary elections.11 The 
AK Party’s increasing flirtation with Turkish nation-
alism, pursuit of aggressive law-and-order tactics to 
contain Kurdish nationalists, and impunity associat-
ed with the Uludere bombing12 have accelerated this 
downward trend. The party’s increasing religious 
discourse that emphasizes common Muslim identity 
shared by most ethnic Turks and Kurds and distri-
bution of economic benefits are insufficient to con-

tain the increasing appeal of Kurdish nationalism. Moreover, the emergence of 
a new Kurdish Islamist party by the remnants of the Kurdish Hezbollah in fall 
2012 (Hür Dava Partisi) further complicates the electoral calculations of the 
AK Party leadership.13 Hence, the AK Party’s latest attempt at resolution can be 
interpreted primarily as an attempt to reverse this downward trend in the wake 
of the 2014 local and presidential elections. At minimum, the AK Party would 
want to reconstitute its image of as a “party of peace and reconciliation” in the 
eyes of the Kurdish citizens. Furthermore, a deal with the Kurdish movement 
would enable the AK Party to push for a referendum on a draft of the new con-
stitution that would significantly increase the powers of the presidency consis-
tent with the ambitions of Prime Minister Erdoğan.14

Next, geopolitical developments that contribute to the rise of the Kurdish na-
tionalist actors complicate the AK Party’s foreign policy initiatives and its per-
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ception of Turkey’s security. Turkey now enjoys warm relations with the Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG) in Northern Iraq, after years of mutual 
suspicion. There are three dimensions to the Turkey-KRG cooperation. First, 
it involves expanding mutually beneficial economic relations. The KRG trade 
is central to the Turkish government attempts to revitalize economic life in its 
Kurdish regions. Second, the KRG and Turkey are planning to construct a new 
pipeline that would export Kurdish oil and natural gas independent. Such a 
development would ensure the economic independence of the KRG from Iraq 
and satisfy the fast growing energy needs of Turkey.15 By increasing KRG’s de-
pendency on Turkey, the AK Party hopes to fundamentally change the incen-
tive structure of the Kurdish leadership in Iraq and weaken their commitment 
to the Kurdish nationalist cause in Turkey. Finally, the government expects 
that its warm relations with Masoud Barzani would limit the appeal of militant 
Kurdish nationalism in both Turkey and Syria. 

In Syria, the AK Party has hostile relations with the PYD (Partiya Yekȋtıya 
Demokrat) that has emerged as the most robust and powerful organization 
among the Syrian Kurds with the civil war. Militant groups supported by Tur-
key have engaged in combat with the PYD militia in the town of Sêrekaniyê, 
just south of the Turkish province of Urfa in November 2012.16 While the Syri-
an Kurds do not control rich natural resources, are demographically dispersed, 
and lack mountains and powerful backers, their mobilization has triggered 
pan-Kurdish sentiments and strong demonstration effects among the Kurds in 
Turkey. In the long run, it is unreasonable to expect that the Kurds in Turkey 
would be satisfied with the status quo while their ethnic kin in Iraq and Syria 
enjoy political and cultural autonomy.17 In this regard, cooperation with Bar-
zani offers a way for the Turkish government to compete against the PKK for 
the hearts and minds of the Kurds. 

Öcalan: Crucial to Peace?

These electoral, political, and geopolitical factors are critical for making sense 
of the timing of the Turkish government’s decision to seek a resolution to the 
Kurdish question. But, how can we make sense of the AK Party’s decision to 
work with Öcalan in the last months of 2012? After all, the government’s rela-
tions with Öcalan have reached a nadir since the intensification of the armed 
clashes in summer 2011. He has been kept incommunicado for most of the 
time since July 2011. Prime Minister Erdoğan repeatedly emphasized that he 
will not be released to house arrest.18 Several developments in fall 2012 con-
tributed to a rapprochement between the imprisoned Kurdish leader and the 
Turkish government. First, hunger strikes that were initiated by a group of 
Kurdish prisoners on September 12, 2012 have brought back Öcalan to the 
forefront of political debates. While hundreds of prisoners and Kurdish activ-
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ists and politicians joined the strikes over time, they all heeded Öcalan call to 
end the strikes in late November. This act has reconsolidated the perception 
that the Kurdish nationalist movement will follow his authority. 

Second, the AK Party has realized that Öcalan’s interests are not necessarily com-
patible with that of the Kurdish nationalist movement. While Öcalan, who now 
spent fourteen years in prison, is naturally concerned about his own well-being, 
the Kurdish nationalist leaders are primarily interested with the well-being of 
their own organization.19 The way in which the hunger strikes ended crystallized 
this divergence of interests. While Öcalan’s ability to end the strikes before any 
deaths occurred has contributed to his image as a peace-maker, and restored his 
credibility and trustworthiness in the eyes of the government, this outcome has 
not necessarily been in the strategic interests of the insurgency. Öcalan actually 
helped the AK Party out of a “warden’s dilemma” 20 by ordering an end to the 
acts of political sacrifice before the loss of life. Self-destructive but non-violent 
nature of strikes aimed to condemn the government in Kurdish public opinion 
similar to the Kurdish movement’s framing of the Uludere bombing as a delib-
erate act on the part of the government.21 Hunger strikes deaths would strong-
ly contribute to Kurdish nationalist mobilization and further delegitimize the 
government as an immoral entity who has complete disregard for Kurdish life. 

Finally, the Turkish government perceives Öcalan being less demanding than 
the Kurdish movement’s pursuit of power-sharing in the form of some sort of 
autonomy.22 For years, the Kurdish nationalists have cultivated a personality 
cult around Öcalan and argued that he represents their movement. Now the 
government is actually directly talking to Öcalan who may or may not consid-
er the interests of the movement he founded. The government hopes that the 
Kurdish nationalists would be prisoners of their own discourse and symbols. 

In this regard, an important source of uncertainty concerns the relationship 
between Öcalan and the Kurdish nationalist movement. How much actu-
al control does he still enjoy over the behavior of the Kurdish insurgency?23 
While he remains the unquestioned leader of the whole Kurdish movement, 
Öcalan lacks control over the dynamics of violence. The insurgency can again 
act in ways that would demonstrate that his leadership is more symbolic than 
actual. In fact, a series of PKK attacks culminating in an ambush that killed 
13 soldiers in July 2011 took place despite conciliatory messages delivered by 
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Öcalan. Moreover, the PKK leadership 
claims that it always maintains its right 
to retaliate against state attacks.24 Obvi-
ously, what is portrayed as a retaliation 
by the PKK is perceived an act of aggres-
sion by the Turkish state. In any case, the 
government has not much to lose from 
negotiating with Öcalan. If the plan fails 
and violence continues despite Öcalan’s 
public call for an end to insurgent at-
tacks, the AK Party would squarely 
blame the PKK for being a warmonger. 
If the insurgency in fact follows Öcalan’s 

call, the AK Party would ensure that violence remains at low levels in the wake 
of the 2014 local and presidential elections.

The Kurdish Nationalist Movement: Disarmament beyond the Horizon 

The leadership of the Kurdish insurgency does not appear to have strong in-
centives to make significant compromises under the current conditions. There 
are no tangible benefits for the PKK leadership to consent to a deal unless they 
would be able to transform their military power into institutional power (e.g., 
running and winning office). It would be naïve to expect that they would be 
willing to be sidelined and sent to exile after leading an armed struggle for 
years.25 The PKK leadership is primarily composed of middle-aged men, but 
there is no indication that they are ready to give-up the power they have en-
joyed for decades. It is also unrealistic to expect that the insurgency will disarm 
and demobilize its forces in exchange for increased legality for the Kurdish lan-
guage and a general amnesty. The PKK has its own organizational interests that 
would not be served by political reforms alone. The insurgency is incapable of 
any significant military gains vis-à-vis the Turkish state, but is sustainable for 
the foreseeable future. And that is what matters more. As long the insurgency 
remains feasible, meaning that it maintains its recruitment capacity, safe ha-
vens, financial resources and a degree of legitimacy in the eyes of the Kurds, 
there are no good reasons for the insurgent leaders to say farewell to arms.26 
There is a significant gap between the insurgency’s capabilities and its ideolog-
ical goals, but many Kurdish nationalists now believe that the historical tide is 
on their side.27 They perceive that after the gains of both the Iraqi and Syrian 
Kurds in the last decade, it is now their turn to achieve self-governance. They 
may simply prefer to preserve their positions and hope that geopolitical and 
electoral developments would strengthen their bargaining position in 2014.28 

A Turkish Kurd woman is seen during the celebrations 
of the Kurdish new year festival Newroz in Istanbul.

AFP / Mustafa Özer
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Furthermore, there is a widespread perception among the activists and sym-
pathizers of the Kurdish nationalist movement that the armed struggle is not 
only legitimate but also effective. In the eyes of many Kurdish activists, the 
BDP and other legal organizations owe their existence to the legacy of the 
armed struggle. They believe that violence has had a transformative effect in 
regenerating the Kurdish nation. In fact, the government’s willingness to ne-
gotiate a settlement with the insurgency reinforces the belief that the armed 
struggle has actually worked. Meanwhile, the rise of the PYD among the Kurds 
of Syria contributes to the geopolitical reach of the PKK and significantly ex-
pands its support base. In the eyes of Kurdish nationalists, the Kurds in Syria 
have achieved de-facto autonomy thanks to their self-defense units. According 
to them, a military force is essential to restoring the sovereignty of Kurds as a 
nation in the face of existential threats.29

It can be argued that ongoing violence has huge costs for the Kurdish people. 
It is true that most supporters of the Kurdish nationalist movement outspo-
kenly express their demand for peace. The conflict has huge human costs in 
terms of deaths, disabilities, poverty, mass arrests, and disruption of everyday 
activities especially for families living in conflict zones. However, there are two 
factors that also reduce the effectiveness of Kurdish public opinion in con-
straining PKK violence. Primarily, many Kurds perceive that PKK violence is 
a legitimate response to the existential threat posed by the Turkish state to the 
Kurdish people. Funerals and memorial services for killed PKK militants rein-
force and collectivize this perception. As the government arrests thousands of 
activists, it inadvertently strengthens the identification between the Kurds and 
the Kurdish nationalist movement. Anger and feelings of injustice are over-
whelmingly stronger than fear, which in turn lead to greater support to the 
Kurdish nationalist movement. Hence, it is very unrealistic to expect that the 
government could marginalize the Kurdish nationalist movement among the 
Kurds by primarily making it more costly to support the movement. 

Next, the insurgency strategically chooses not to escalate its attacks and keep 
its demands from its constituency at modest levels. Many Kurdish cities have 
seen increasing levels of prosperity in the last decade as a result of sustainable 
growth rates achieved under the current government. Growing trade linkages 
with the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG), especially since 2007, have 
improved economic well-being in the Kurdish areas of Turkey. The leading 
Kurdish cities such as Diyarbakır and Batman are experiencing a huge real 
estate boom. The PKK seems to be content to receive a share from the growing 
economic pie rather than disrupting these activities.30 The insurgency typically 
avoids staging attacks in the cities that would jeopardize the life of civilians and 
contribute to an atmosphere of insecurity.31 To put it bluntly, the PKK so far 
has not attempted to pursue a “fireball strategy” involving indiscriminate and 
suicide attacks against both security and civilian targets in the cities. Such a 
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strategy would entail huge costs, and uncertain political ben-
efits, and likely to generate significant resentment among its 
constituency. At the moment, many middle class Kurds who 
vote for the BDP and generally support the Kurdish national-
ist movement are not required to make huge sacrifices. 32 Fur-
thermore, the PKK needs only around several hundred new 
recruits every year to be sustainable given the current levels of 
warfare.33 An increase in the attacks would mean greater sac-
rifices from its constituency. Consequently, it is not necessar-
ily in the best interests of the PKK to unilaterally escalate the 
conflict and test the limits of the support of its constituency. 

The Status Quo as an Equilibrium

It can be argued that political, electoral, and geopolitical fac-
tors discussed earlier give strong incentives to the Turkish 
government to a secure deal independent from the military 
situation. If the government does not act now, Kurdish na-
tionalism would become less containable. The government 
seems to believe that it is better to negotiate from a position of 
strength before domestic and geopolitical developments may 
erode its power. This line of thinking is not compelling for two 
reasons. First, the AK Party’s willingness to negotiate with the 
Kurdish nationalists does not indicate that the government is 
also willing to grant the core of their demands, some sort of 
political autonomy and liberation of Öcalan from his island 
prison.34 Huge differences separate what the Turkish govern-
ment is willing to deliver and what the Kurdish insurgency is 
willing to accept for disarmament. There is no sign that the 
government, which has been increasingly consolidating its 
rule, is ready to share political power with the Kurdish na-
tionalists even at local level. In a sense, the government seeks 
a cheap solution to the Kurdish question not involving painful 
compromises such as transfer of power to Kurdish national-
ists. Even a new constitution expanding political liberties and 
paving the way for Kurdish language education is unlikely to 
satisfy the Kurdish nationalist movement that primarily seeks 
self-governance.35 Besides, Öcalan remains a highly polarizing 
figure despite his huge popularity among the Kurdish people. 
Despite his regeneration as a “messenger of peace,” large sec-
tions of Turkish society oppose negotiations with Öcalan.36 
His transfer from İmralı to another place would inflame Turk-
ish nationalist sentiments. Hence, the oft-repeated claim that 
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he is indispensable to peace is dubious. He may be more a liability for the gov-
ernment in the long run, even if he appears to be an asset in the short run. And 
the PKK will have a strong justification to maintain its armed forces as long as 
he remains in captivity. 

Next, the Kurdish nationalist movement has every incentive to sustain their 
armed forces until the moment in time when they can also negotiate from a 
position of strength. Right now, they are too weak to wrestle significant con-
cessions from the Turkish government, but, as discussed above, geopolitical 
developments seem to be conducive to Kurdish nationalism. For the first time 
in history, the Kurds now have their own armed forces in all four parts of 
historical Kurdistan. The PKK affiliated PYD has already formed its armed 
forces in Syria, and PKK affiliated PJAK is gradually expanding its influence 
over the Kurds in Iran. It is rather delusional to expect the PKK to accept a 

disarmament, demobilization, and 
reintegration (DDR) plan under 
these historical conditions. It may 
temporarily halt its operations but 
it will aim to build-up its fighting 
capacity in the meantime.37 

It should be also noted that the pro-
cess may collapse even if the sides 
are willing to make compromises. 
As it is observed in many other con-

flicts, the sides may be unable to reach peace due to commitment problems 
caused by lack of mutual trust.38 A central reason for the collapse of an earlier 
process was the huge differences between perceptions. While the government 
ensured the safety of the PKK returnees, it simply did not anticipate that they 
would be welcomed as war heroes by large and cheering crowds at the Habur 
crossing in October 2009.39 The scenes of returnees in militant uniforms pos-
ing for victory provoked the Turkish nationalist public opinion and greatly 
undermined the government resolve to continue the process.40 A similar is-
sue of mistrust stalled the process in January 2013 after the murder of three 
Kurdish women activists in Paris. The government allowed for mass funerals 
in Turkey as a gesture of good will. However, the speeches delivered by the 
leading figures of the BDP, such as Ahmet Türk, accusing the Prime Minister 
for “killing Kurds” angered Erdoğan and delayed the visit of another BDP del-
egation to Öcalan.41 These problems will become more acute when both sides 
are expected to take costly and irreversible actions such as the withdrawal of 
PKK militants from Turkey to their bases in the KRG.42 

A liberal perspective may counter that strong public demand for peace would 
overwhelm political differences and commitment problems. In fact, an increas-

For the Kurdish movement, the 
government’s negotiations with 
Öcalan will elevate the statute 
of the Kurdish nationalist 
movement and sanctify it with 
some degree of legitimacy it 
desperately seeks



2013 Sprıng 81

PROSPECTS FOR RESOLUTION OF THE KURDISH QUESTION: A REALIST PERSPECTIVE

ing number of public voices transcend ethnic and political divisions and ask for 
reconciliation. No side wants to be seen as responsible for the coffins carrying 
the dead bodies of young soldiers and militants. Nonetheless, this growing peace 
discourse does not alter the predominant perceptions on both sides. For the 
Turkish government, the PKK represents a terrorist threat that endangers the 
security of citizens and integrity of the country. PKK violence is an aberration 
that disrupts the normal order of life. 43 For the Kurdish nationalists, the Turkish 
state represents an occupying power that illegitimately deprives the Kurdish na-
tion’s right to self-determination. PKK violence is a result of deep historical and 
political inequalities and injustices. Consequently, no Turkish politician has a 
hard time justifying killing PKK militants to Turkish society, and no insurgent 
leader has a hard time justifying killing Turkish security forces to its constituen-
cy. Furthermore, civil society in Turkey as an autonomous and mediating force 
remains embryonic and currently lacks the capacity and means to midwife a 
reconciliation process. The Kurdish question attracts increasing international 
interest, but no outside power has the power to impose a settlement. 

This realist reading of the latest Kurdish initiative does not imply that political 
violence in Turkey is likely to get much worse. Despite almost three decades of 
the insurgency, ethnic tensions and strife at the communal level remain man-
ageable. The Kurds continue to perceive the Turkish state as the primary source 
of their problems but also the locus of the solution. Voices that racialize the 
Kurdish identity and associate with negative traits are still not part of the Turk-
ish mainstream. It is most likely that this pattern of limited violence with strong 
seasonal and geographical trends and with low civilian causalities that has char-
acterized the Kurdish question during the AK Party years will continue. Nego-
tiations decrease the intensity of the violence but not necessarily bring an end 
to it. It is very likely that the PKK would announce a temporary ceasefire, and 
withdraw some of its forces from Turkey until the next election period.44 For the 
government, a decrease in violence will contribute to its campaigning for both 
the local and presidential elections of 2014 and perhaps pave the way for a new 
constitution it seeks. For the Kurdish movement, the government’s negotiations 
with Öcalan will elevate the statute of the Kurdish nationalist movement and 
sanctify it with some degree of legitimacy it desperately seeks. 
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