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ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS STRAINS IN TURKEY:
INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL IMPLICATIONS

Ian O. Lesser1
RAND

Ataturkism Under Strain

Since the formation of the Republic, the evolution of Turkish
society and politics has been driven by the tenets of Ataturkism. On
the internal scene, this has meant a strong attachment to secularism and
the unitary character of the state. Very little attention was paid to
ethnic or regional identity, although cleavages along these lines have
always existed within the Turkish "space", whether Ottoman or
Republican. On the external front, the Turkish elite has been guided by
the twin principles of Western orientation and non-intervention. With
the end of the Cold War, and with growing intensity over the past few
yvears, the Ataturkist tradition has come under severe strain.
Longstanding assumptions about the nature of Turkish state and society
are being challenge--gently in some cases, not so gently in others.

The leading forces for change on the Turkish scene are Islam and
Turkish nationalism. Indeed, it is often difficult to distinguish where
one phenomenon ends and the other begins, such is the extent of their
interaction and interdependence in current Turkish politics. The
electoral successes of the Islamist Refah (Welfare) Party, its rise to
national power as the leader of a coalition government in July 1996, and
its exit from government under military pressure in July 1997, greatly
intensified debate inside and outside Turkey about the future of Turkish
secularism and the meaning for external policy. It also points to the
popular attractiveness of Refah as a political phenomenon that draws on
both Islamic and nationalist currents. Even if Refah remains outside
government for the near future -- or is banned -- the sentiments which

brought Refah to power will be a force to be reckoned with on the

1 Tan 0. Lesser is a Senior Analyst at RAND in Santa Monica. The
opinions presented here are his own, and are not necessarily those of
RAND or its research sponsors.



Turkish political scene for some time to come. If Refah consolidates its
position, and perhaps wins a national election outright, the
implications for Turkey's identity and orientation could be profound.

At the same time another potentially important force for change
exists in the form of growing ethnic awareness within Turkish society--
most dramatically in the case of the Kurds--accompanied by the rise of
ethnic and geographically-based lobbies. These forces are making
themselves felt in foreign as well as domestic policy settings. The
result is a deepening identity crisis affecting the prospects for
Turkish democracy and Turkey's relations with the West and the Middle
East. Turkish Islamists will also have to come to terms with ethnic
issues, especially the Kurdish crisis, in ways that will test the
compatibility of the Muslim and nationalist vocations.

The following discussion explores the interaction of Islam,
nationalism and ethnic identity in Turkey, and the internal and external

implications of Turkey's deepening identity crisis.

The Islamic Revival: Sources and Prospects

The past decade has seen a marked rise in religiosity in Turkish
society, coupled with the steady rise of Islam as a political force. On
the cultural side, this is in part (but only in part) a question of
perception, as demographic trends have brought large numbers of
relatively conservative and observant migrants to the cities of Western
Turkey. Members of the Western-oriented Turkish establishment view this
highly visible trend with alarm. But the issue of Islam in Turkey goes
far beyond the number of head scarves to be seen on the streets of
Istanbul. It is arguable that Turkish society as a whole, including the
new middle class, is rediscovering Islam as a cultural support, an
expression of economic and class frustration, and not least, a political
outlet. Turkish observers are now less inclined to associate the
Islamist movements with "provincialism, illiteracy, poverty and
backwardness", recognizing aspects of the phenomenon that are modern,

urban and appealing to the educated middle class.?

2 Sencer Ayata, "Patronage, Party and State: The Politicization of
Islam in Turkey, " Middle East Journal, Vol. 50, No. 1, Winter 1996, p.
52.



The crisis of legitimacy among the traditional éentrist parties
(Motherland, True Path), closely associated with the perception of
pervasive corruption, provided an opening for Turkey's very dynamic
Islamist Refah Party (RP). In the December 1995 elections, RP gathered
slightly over 21 percent of the vote, enough to give it the largest bloc
in Parliament. By July 1996, the collapse of the Motherland-Tue Path
coalition in the face of corruption charges against Prime Minister Tansu
Ciller paved the way for a new coalition arrangement led by Refah's
Necmettin Erbakan. Within a year, growing polarization between Refah and
its supporters on the one hand, and the military and secular social
forces on the other, together with mounting corruption allegations
against Tansu Ciller, made the Refah-True Path coalition untenable.
Faced with evidence of Refah's deepening inroads into key government
ministries and growing assertiveness among Refah's radicals, the Turkish
military presented Erbakan with a list of demands aimed at limiting
Islamist activities, above all in the educational sphere. These demands
suggested not only a desire to rein in Refah's behavior, but also to
"roll back" decades-old trends, accretions of Islamic influence and
content that emerged in the Ozal years or earlier.3 Refah's
unwillingness or inability to comply with the list of demands issued by
the National Security Council served as the catalyst for parliamentary
defections bringing down the Refah-True Path government and installing a
new center-left coalition. The alternative to Refah's political
departure from power was very likely a military coup. Many observers
believe--perhaps correctly--that RP could still win another general
election outright, provided it is allowed to remain as a legal party.

Why has RP been so successful? In short, it has flourished for the
societal reasons noted above, together with the fact that it is in many
ways the most modern and best organized political party in Turkey. It
has certainly benefited from the widespread corruption and malaise among

the traditional political class.? Dissatisfaction with the state's

3 For example, the expansion of the imam hatip schools and the
flourishing of tarikats, underground religious orders.

4 This revolt against the established political class is, of course, to
be seen elsewhere around Europe and the Mediterranean, not least Italy
where it has been the defining political current over the past few
years. The phenomenon is also at work closer to home. In this sense,



ability to manage economic problems and provide adequate social services
also play to Refah's strengths. Indeed, Refah in power adopted an
overtly populist economic agenda, playing to a widespread (and accurate)
perception of growing inequality in the distribution of income and
opportunity -- a by-product of Turkey's high rates of growth over the
last decade. Recent polling suggests that religion is not the leading
issue among those expressing a preference for Refah, but the rise in
religious awareness is among several factors contributing to the
movement’s growth.5

Refah has also been given a boost by events outside Turkey,
especially the conflicts in Bosnia and Chechnya, both highly emotive
issues in Turkey, as well as the clear desire of the European Union to
hold Turkey at arms length despite the Customs Union agreement.6
Developments in these areas have raised the consciousness of many Turks
-- including parts of the secular elite -- with regard to Turkey's
Muslim identity. The European attitude to conflicts along Muslim-
Christian lines and the evident European discomfort with the idea of
Turkey as part of Europe has deepened the perception of Turkish
"otherness" and encouraged the view that the West has "let Turkey down".
Affinity with Muslim communities and their problems in the Balkans and
the Caucasus has played a strong role here, but so too has Turkish
nationalism. Turkish history and Turkish interests, qQuite apart from

religion, are engaged in these regions.

Refah's rise is perhaps part of a broader trend in contemporary Western
politics.

5 See Metin Heper, "Islam and Democracy in Turkey: Towards a
Reconciliation?," Middle East Journal, Vol. 51, No. 1, Winter 1997, pp.
32-45. A USIA poll taken after Refah's entry into government suggests
that more Turks now view themselves and their country as part of the
Islamic world, with roughly a third characterizing themselves as

"Islamists". Birol Yesilada, "The Refah Party Phenomenon in Turkey,"
chapter prepared for publication in Birol A. Yesilada, ed., Comparative
Political Parties and Party Elites: Essays in Honor of Samuel J.

Eldersveld (forthcoming), pp. 17-18. See USIA Opinion Analysis,

"Turk's Shift Toward Islamist Orientation, Staunch Secularism Declines, "
cited in Yesilada.

6 On the question of recent Turkish relations with the European Union,
see Turkey and European Union: Nebulous Nature of Relations (Ankara:
Turkish Foreign Policy Institute, 1996). The July 1997 decision of the
EU not to include Turkey in the list of near-term candidates for
membership reinforces the tradition of holding Turkey at arm’s length.



Mainstream politics has also played a role in the religious
revival. Since the 1950's, prominent politicians have reached for the
religious card. Indeed, Erbakan had been in a coalition before, during a
previous period of Islamic political revival in the 1970s. The Ozal
years saw a steady legitimization of religious references and alignments
in mainstream politics, often in ways that openly challenged the secular
tradition. Ciller, Yilmaz and other "secular" politicians have played a
role here too; the religious vote is simply too large to ignore. One
observer has described this as an admission of the failure of "trickle
down" secularism.’ That is, the failure of an elite attachment to
secularism to overcome a strong residue of traditional (as opposed to
state) religion. With the demonstrated appeal of Islamist politics on
the electoral scene, mainstream politicians will find it increasingly
useful to draw on religious and traditional themes.

The rapid expansion of religious schools since the mid-1980's,
allegedly with substantial foreign (largely Saudi) support, has produced
a cadre of graduates with quite different attitudes to those prevailing
among the traditional secular elites. These students, once barred from
entry into government administration and the military academies, are now
finding places in Ankara's bureaucracy, particularly in the Interior
ministry. The longer-term effects of this development on Turkish
society and public policy are difficult to judge, but in the context of
the 1997 political crisis, the Turkish military singled out the growth
of Islamic schools as a leading threat to the secular character of the
state. There are potentially very significant implications for key
institutions, including the military itself. Purges of "Islamist
sympathizers" within the junior ranks of the Turkish officer corps have
become more frequent and more extensive over the past few years.

Given the Turkish military's acknowledged role as standard bearer
of the Ataturkist tradition and ultimate guarantor of Turkish
secularism, it is natural that throughout the 1997 crisis with Refah,
Turkish and foreign observers speculated on how far the military
establishment would allow Erbakan and Refah to go without contemplating
another direct intervention in politics. To the extent that a consensus

existed on this issue within the upper ranks of the military, it seems

7 A formulation suggested to the author by Heath Lowry.



to have centered around the inviolability of the constitution with
respect to secularism. Attempts to alter fundamentally the country's
relationship with the West (e.g., withdrawal from NATO), might also have
provoked a military coup. But it is a measure of the new ethnic and
religious realities in Turkey that the military could not be sanguine
about the results of any intervention. The situation is more complex and
the risks higher than in past decades. An outright coup under current
conditions risked bringing a combination of the Turkish state's many
opponents -- Islamists, Kurds, Alevis, leftists -- into more active and
perhaps violent opposition. The prospect of having to "face the masses",
perhaps on the pattern of recent experience in Algeria, cannot have been
appealing to the military leadership.

Although the upper echelons of the officer corps remain staunchly
secular, sentiment at lower levels and in the ranks cannot be so easily
judged. Refah asserts that opinion within the large conscript army
reflects trends within Turkish society as a whole, and points to
electoral successes 1in areas with large military establishments.8 As a
result of these factors, the progressive hardening of the military's
stance toward Refah manifested itself largely in a public relations
campaign (briefings, revelations) aimed at elites, coupled with strong
pressure on key parliamentarians. In sum, the military forced Refah out
of government in a deliberate but indirect fashion -- a "soft coup”.

Among some secular observers in Turkey it has become fashionable
to describe Refah's rise as the least dangerous of alternatives given
the extent of the movement's popular support. It is argued that while
Refah in power brought certain risks, keeping Refah from a governing
role raises the prospect of more explosive Islamist opposition in the
future. By leading a coalition, it is further argued, Refah was "tamed"
in the give and take of parliamentary politics. To the extent that Refah
was unable to address pressing problems such as the economy and the
Kurdish insurgency, its leadership may be discredited and it may perform

poorly in subsequent elections.

8Philip Robins, "Political Islam in Turkey: The Rise of the Welfare
Party," JIME (Japanese Institute of Middle Eastern Economies) Review,
Spring 1995, No. 28.



An alternative view holds that Refah used its governing role to
enhance its popularity with key segments of the electorate with an eye
toward the next general elections, while strengthening its bureaucratic
presence in Ankara. Having been forced from power, frustrated Refah
activists may be less inclined to temper their rhetoric on internal and
external matters. The result may be that Refah -- or something
resembling it in the event that the party is banned -- may become a more
radical, if more marginal outlet for right-wing religious sentiment.
This tendency could be reinforced by generational changes within the
Refah Party leadership, changes that could shift the balance between
ideology and pragmatism in Turkey's Islamic politics.9 If Refah remains
as a legal party and contests subsequent elections, it might benefit
from being able to assert that it was forced from power through
undemocratic means.

The fact that Refah spent a year in power may owe a great deal to
fortune and tactical politics, and its departure from power could be
ascribed, at least in part, to similar factors. But this should not
obscure the fact that its ascendancy came in the wake of solid electoral
successes and longstanding pressures in Turkish society. The continuing
failure of the centrist political class to coalesce and provide an
effective counterweight is, only in part, the result of a clash of
personalities.l0 More significantly, it represents the failure of the
traditional political class to provide solutions to the social and
economic challenges facing Turkish society and to accommodate popular
demands for greater transparency, equity and sense of identity in
Ankara. These elements are now "permanently operating factors" on the
Turkish domestic scene. They suggest that the Refah phenomenon is still
a force to be reckoned with, for the military, the secularists, and

Turkey as a whole.

The Nationalist Impulse

9 The banning of Refah as a threat to the Turkish state, under
consideration by the Turkish courts, would force a change of leadership
in any successor movement, as key Refah officials would themselves be
banned from political activity for a period of five years.

10 pyplic disenchantment with the behavior of centrist politicians and
its effect on support for Refah is noted in Sabri Sayari, "Turkey's
Islamic Challenge," Middle East Quarterly, Vol. 3, No. 3 September 1996,
pp. 35-43.



A second leading force in Turkish politics and policy today is
Turkish nationalism. Indeed, much of the Refah rhetoric is highly

11 The nationalist tide has been rising elsewhere in

nationalistic.
Turkish politics, within mainstream parties as well as on the extreme
right. But RP has done a better job of articulating the nationalist
message and linking it to traditional sources of legitimacy. Indeed,
the Islamic-nationalist synthesis may have special resonance given the
fact that these elements were closely linked in the Ottoman experience.
Turkey's Ataturkist ideology - perhaps too rigid a term for what is a
rather loose collection of ideas about modernization and westernization
-- has from the outset drawn on Ottoman and Koranic traditions.
Describing the rise of Ataturkism, Ernest Gellner suggests that "the new
faith, like the old, is linked to the state, constitutes its
legitimation and is itself in turn justified by the strength which it
bestows on the state". 12 Here too, the phenomenon has internal and

external sources and implications.

On the internal side, considerable impetus for the recent
development of nationalist sentiment has come from the deepening Kurdish
crisis. As the tide of Kurdish identity and nationalism has risen, the
unitary character of the Turkish state, one of the pillars of Ataturkist
ideology, has become a more overt aspect of discourse across the
political spectrum. The expression of ethnic identity has been one of
the great taboos in modern Turkish history, "central to the foundation
of Turkish nationalism" and the ideological foundation of the state.l3
Other influences in the rising tide of nationalism include the expanding
role of public opinion in Turkish policymaking, including foreign

policy, fueled by a very active print and television media. It is

llgee the discussion of diversification vs. increased emphasis on
Turkish interests in Heinz Kramer, "Turkey under Erbakan: Continuity and
Change Towards Islam," Aussenpolitik, Vol. 47, IV/96, pp. 379-388.

12 Frnest Gelner, Encounters with Nationalism (Oxford: Blackball, 1994),
p-.83.

13geath Lowry, "Challenges to Turkish Democracy in the Decade of the
Nineties, " unpublished paper, p. 18, quoted in Soli Ozel, "Of Not being
a Lone Wolf: Geography, Domestic Plays, and Turkish Foreign Policy in
the Middle East,” in Geoffrey Kemp and Janice Gross Stein, eds., Powder
Keg in the Middle East, (Lanham, MD: American Association for the
Advancement of Science and Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1995),
p. 182.



noteworthy that two major Turkish foreign policy crises in 1996 were
shaped, almost from beginning to end, by the central role of the
television media. The hijacking of a Turkish Black Sea ferry by Chechen
sympathizers ended without bloodshed or a clash with Russia, but could
well have led to both. The incident was given visibility and
significance by the media, and stirred emotional, nationalistic
responses within Turkey. Television journalists lowered to the deck of
the ship actually led negotiations with the hijackers.

In the same fashion, the confrontation between Greece and Turkey
in the Aegean over the islet of Kardak (Imia) was fueled by media
interest and actions. In both crises, the traditional foreign
policymaking elites in Turkey believed that events had spun out of their
control and were carried along by the media and public opinion. The
overwhelming thrust of the reportage, public demonstrations and
political rhetoric was nationalist, with right-wing religious and
Turkish nationalist parties in the forefront. It is arguable that the
fear of uncontrolled public opinion and its consequences for the
management of relations with Athens encouraged Turkish policymakers to

adopt a more relaxed stance toward Greece over the course of 1997.

Erbakan's August 1996 tour of selected Muslim states (all non-
Arab), including a much publicized visit to Iran and agreement on a $23
billion gas supply arrangement, was motivated by national interest as
much as religious affinity.4 Turkey faces a looming energy deficit and
has been exploring a wide range of options aimed at increasing the
country's energy security. The gas deal with Iran was formulated before
Erbakan came to power, and cannot be understood simply as an expression
of Muslim solidarity. That said, Erbakan was quite explicit about his
desire to move Turkey toward a more balanced foreign policy, including
closer ties with Middle Eastern neighbors, with an emphasis on economic

15

cooperation. The post-Erbakan coalition led by Mesut Yilmaz, with its

14 The new Yilmaz government has put the Iranian gas agreement on hold
and the arrangement may well be superseded by approval for the
construction of a new pipeline to carry Turkmen gas across Iran to
Turkey.

15 gee "Foreign Policy Under Turkey's New Coalition Government," Turkish
Embassy, July 1996. This was hardly a new tack for Turkey. Iraqg was
Turkey's largest trading partner before the Gulf War. The political and
economic isolation of Iran and Iraq has never been popular in Ankara.



emphasis on a "regionally-based foreign policy", is likely to continue
the tendency toward greater independence and assertiveness in Turkish
foreign policy, albeit with less explicit attention to the Islamic

dimension.

The Kurdish Crisis

Despite the dominant nationalist ideology, Turkey is a multi-
ethnic, multi-cultural society. This reality -- and the challenges of
cultural and political adjustment it presents -- is most evident in
Turkey's deepening Kurdish crisis. Perhaps 20 million of Turkey's
roughly 65 million population are of Kurdish descent. Most do not live
in southeast Anatolia, although this region is heavily Kurdish and the
center of Kurdish activism. Until recently, the issue of Kurdishness
was a non-issue for most Kurds and almost all Turks. Ethnic identity,
including Kurdishness, was not a bar to full participation in Turkish
society so long as it remained unstated. The prevailing Ataturkist
ideology allowed little scope for the notion of a distinctive Kurdish
identity, although by the 1980's the pressure for recognition of Kurdish
language and cultural rights had become much stronger.

The Ozal years saw the beginning of an opening on Kurdish cultural
issues. Unfortunately, this was also accompanied by a sharp increase in
violent separatist activity by the PKK (Kurdistan Workers Party). Since
the mid 1980's the insurgency and counter-insurgency in southeastern and
eastern Turkey has claimed some 20,000 lives and severely complicated
Turkey's relations with its Middle Eastern neighbors, and the West. 16
With enormous and costly efforts and widespread human rights violations,
the Turkish security forces have--for the moment--gained an upper hand
in the region. In this they have been aided by the progressive
depopulation of southeastern Anatolia; the result of economic and forced
migration. But the political aspects of the problem are no closer to
resolution. Some Turkish analysts fear that success in combating the

security problem in the southeast will simply force the Kurdish struggle

16 pigures include civilians, PKK and the security forces. The bulk of
those killed have died in the period since 1992. See Kemal Kirisci,
"The Challenges of Terrorism: A Turkish Perspective," paper prepared for
Trilateral RAND-BESA-FPI Colloquium, May 20-21, 1996, Tel Aviv, p.3.



into urban, western Turkey where the potential for wider polarization
and friction between Kurds and Turks is latent but serious.

In some respects, the prospects for a political approach to the
Kurdish problem have worsened as Turkish society already shows signs of
polarization around the question of Turkishness versus Kurdishness.
Indeed, this tendency has both fueled and been fueled by the rise of
nationalism noted earlier. The threat of Kurdish separatism is the
nationalist issue par excellence. Only Refah has so far managed to
cross over this divide by offering the Islamic identity as a unifying
principle for Turks and Kurds. The party has also been effective in
voicing the grievances of Kurdish supporters in eastern Anatolia and in
major cities. 17 Erbakan even went so far as to raise the possibility of
direct negotiations with the PKK, something no mainstream Turkish
political leader has been prepared to do (this idea was quickly vetoed
by the military). Ultimately, the nationalist element within the Refah
movement, and the need to assuage the security establishment in Ankara,
may prove difficult to reconcile with a more flexible attitude toward
Kurdish rights and a political solution to PKK terrorism.

To a degree, the political crisis in Turkey and. the polarization
between Islamists and secularists, has overtaken the Kurdish crisis as
the leading issue on the domestic scene. Indeed, Turkey's military
leadership announced in the midst of the confrontation with Refah that,
in their view, Islamism has replaced Kurdish separatism as the leading
threat to Turkish national security. Yet, the conflict in southeastern
Anatolia, and the broader question of Kurds in Turkey, remains a
critical issue for the future of Turkey, with external as well as
internal implications. Tension with Turkey's Middle Eastern neighbors,
including Iran and above all Syria, over alleged support for the PKK,
may work against any closer relationship with states on Turkey's
borders. Kurdish separatism, active and potential, is a factor in the
stability of Syria, Iraqg and Iran, as well as Turkey. Erbakan's proposal
for a quadripartite conference to address the Kurdish problem, in
particular the situation in Northern Iraq, recognized this reality,
while revealing a degree of naiveté about the geopolitical forces at

play. Turkey's neighbors regard the PKK as a source of leverage over

17ayata, p.56.



Ankara, and the prospect of cross-border ethnic issues being "managed"
in this manner has produced understandable alarm among Western
governments. At the same time, failure to meet Kurdish cultural and
political aspirations within Turkey, even well short of autonomy or
independence, will continue to severely complicate Ankara's
relationships in the West, particularly in Europe where this issue is

closely associated with general human rights concerns about Turkey.

Who are the Turks?

There is a growing tendency toward ethnic and "biographical"
identification at all levels of Turkish society. The Kurdish issue is
the most dramatic aspect of this trend. But in broader terms, it has
become acceptable, even fashionable to discuss ethnic, sectarian and
geographic origins (e.g., Laz, Avar, Alevi or "Caucasian"). Alevis
comprise perhaps one-fifth of Turkey's population, and the assertion of
Alevi identity could emerge as an important factor in Turkish democracy
and stability. Many Alevis tend to regard Refah, and Islamism in
general, as a "reactionary force threatening progressive, democratic and
left-leaning Alevi culture". 18 In this context, among others, the
growth of ethnic cleavages within Turkey could raise new sources of
opposition to Islamic and nationalist politics. Alevi areas in Istanbul
have also been the scene of clashes with the police, ostensibly over
mysterious acts of violence against Alevis, but drawing on deeper
currents of social grievance. It is worth noting here that Turgut Ozal,
with reference to his own Kurdish origins and suggestions of a more open
attitude toward ethnic and religious expression, contributed
substantially to the erosion of taboos in these areas.

Ethnic identifications, long dismissed and in some cases
suppressed as incompatible with the Ataturkist notion of national
cultural unity have begun to play a noticeable role in public opinion on
foreign policy questions, to the point where it is now possible to speak
of "Bosnian" or "Caucasian" lobbies. 19 The Turkish elite is torn in

its reaction to this trend. On the one hand, it flies in the face of

18Ayata, p.56.

19gee Anthony D. Smith, National Identity (Reno: University of Nevada
Press, 1991), p.104.



key aspects of the Ataturkist tradition and complicates the business of
policymaking in sensitive regions. On the other hand, Turkey's Balkan
lobby is effective precisely because its members are drawn heavily from
the old Ottoman administrative class, many of whose descendants remain
prominent in Turkish government and society. There is also a growing
sense that a certain amount of this identification is healthy and

modern.

Consequences of Turkey's Dual Identity Crises

Turkey is in the midst of an identity crisis with both internal
and external dimensions. The internal dimension concerns the rise of
ethnic awareness and pressures within Turkey, and the development of
potentially explosive cleavages between the secular and religious
strands in society. The internal crisis of identity also complicates a
longstanding problem of identity in Ankara's foreign policy and has
opened the way for external involvement on behalf of Turkey's Kurds.

There can be little doubt that Turkey's recent economic history
has contributed to the unease about new cleavages and social frictioms.
After a decade of consistent economic growth (for many years the highest
in the OECD), Turkey has entered a period of wildly fluctuating economic
performance which has taken a toll on the public optimism of the Ozal
vears. A new class of wealthy and very visible entrepreneurs has
flourished in Istanbul and elsewhere, while high inflation and
unemployment have had a severe effect on the everyday life and
aspirations of most Turks. Rapid urbanization and high population
growth rates (highest among Kurds and in the southeast) have introduced
pressures common across the southern Mediterranean and the Middle East.
In the early yvears of the Republic, the Turkish population was perhaps
15-20 million. By the end of this century, Turkey's population will
approach 80 million. 1In this context, it is hardly surprising that many
of the traditional Ataturkist notions about the organization of society,
the economy and politics are under strain.

Turkey's internal identity crisis (what does it mean to be a
"Turk" in 1997?) reinforces an existing tension between the Ataturkist
image of Turkey's place on the international scene and the reality of

Western and Middle Eastern views. Turks like to think of themselves as



a bridge between east and west (the Muslim world and the West) in
cultural, political and geopolitical terms. The West, especially
Europeans, more often view Turkey as a barrier against Middle Eastern
instability.20 1Indeed, today many Europeans and Americans are inclined
to see Turkey as "part of the problem" in terms of economic and
political development, and human rights behavior. In this view, Turkey
remains all too Middle Eastern, despite its Western aspirations.
Progress on democratization and human rights, in particular, is
inextricably linked to the Kurdish situation within Turkey as well as in
northern Iraqg. From the Turkish perspective, there is an extraordinarily
high degree of suspicion regarding longer-term western aims vis-a-vis
the Kurds. Even many mainstream politicians and observers are convinced
that the U.S. and Europe wish to encourage the creation of an
independent Kurdistan, centered in northern Iraqg but inevitably
including some part of Turkish territory. The Gulf War, which many Turks
saw as an opportunity to solidify Turkey's position within the West,
actually had the effect of demonstrating Ankara's value as a "Middle
Eastern"” ally, while further complicating a delicately balanced series
of relationships on Turkey's southern and eastern borders.

Leaving aside the important substantive issues (water, territory,
terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, oil pipelines) at stake in
Turkey's relations with its Middle Eastern neighbors, it is also clear
that Ankara faces a difficult environment on ideological grounds.
Secular nationalists in the Arab world recall the experience of Ottoman
domination and are wary of Ankara's role in NATO and increasingly
explicit security relationship with Israel. Islamists in Iran and the
Arab world not surprisingly view Ataturk as a leading figure in their
demonology. The result has been very limited room for maneuver in
Turkey's Middle eastern relations, except on a rather narrow economic
front. Deeper ethnic and religious cleavages in Turkey would further
complicate these relations, with considerable potential for interference
(real or perceived) in Turkey's internal affairs. Ankara, for its part,

would not be reluctant to retaliate against such interference. Syria

20gee Tan O. Lesser, "Bridge or Barrier: Turkey and the West After the
Cold War," in Graham E. Fuller, Ian O. Lesser, et al., Turkey's New
Geopolitics: From the Balkans to Western China (Boulder: Westview,
1993).



represents the greatest risk through its continued support for PKK
operations in Turkey and northern Irag. Open conflict between Turkey
and Syria over this issue is not out of the question.?l Indeed, the
quest to contain the Kurdish insurgency and pressure Syria has emerged
as the driving force behind a more active Turkish policy toward the
Middle East as a whole, including frequent cross-border operations in
northern Irag, a tougher stance toward Damascus, and strategic
cooperation with Israel. Reinvigoration of relations with Iran, based on
economic cooperation, would also be useful to Ankara in relation to the
Kurdish issue. Turkey will have a leading stake in the political
evolution of northern Irag and probably will not hesitate to place its
security interests above humanitarian concerns in the case of the Kurds.
From the Turkish perspective, arguably including Turkey's Islamists,
reassertion of Iragi control in the north would be an acceptable outcome
if the perceived alternative is the consolidation of a de facto Kurdish
state. Turkish policymakers would prefer to manage the problem of
Kurdish separatism in this manner, rather than rely on international
(i.e., Western) approaches to the management of ethnic tensions on
Turkey's borders.

Turkish nationalism, ethnic identification, and the rise of the
Caucasus lobby also pose considerable risks for normally cautious
Turkish policy toward Russia and the former Soviet Union. There is the
potential for unpredictable interactions on both sides of the border,
exacerbated by Russian fears of pan-Turkism and a range of functional
disputes, from conventional arms control to energy. To what extent will
Turkic peoples in the Caucasus and Central Asia view Turkey as a
cultural and political beacon??2 Will Ankara wish to take the political
and strategic risks of deeper involvement, and could policymakers be
pushed in this direction by Turkish public opinion? These remain open
questions. Initial elite and popular enthusiasm for opportunities in
the Turkic republics of the Caucasus and Central Asia has clearly given

way to greater realism. Cultural affinity remains an important factor

2lgee discussion of Syria's "covert war in Turkey" in Sukru Elekdag, "2
1/2 War Strategy," Perceptions (Ankara), Vol. 1, No. 1, March-May, 1996,
pp. 46-50.

22An optimistic assessment of the prospects is offered in Graham E.
Fuller, "Turkey's New Eastern Orientation," in Fuller, Lesser, et al.,
Turkey's New Geopolitics.



and may yet prove capable of stirring more active Turkish involvement in
Chechnya or in the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan. Further
afield, in Central Asia, lack of economic clout, inadegquate
infrastructure for transport and communications, and sensitivity about
rivalry with Russia and Iran -- less cautious actors -- will probably
combine to limit Turkish engagement. Nonetheless, Turkish interests are
engaged in the region, especially with regard to energy supply and
transport. Rising nationalism in Turkey and in Russia, where the Refah
phenomenon is taken as evidence of a mounting Islamic threat in the
south, could alter perceptions about the costs and benefits of a more
active role for Ankara.

Questions of ethnicity, religion and nationalism, leading forces
in Turkey's internal evolution, are also the leading sources of risk --
and some opportunity -- in Ankara's foreign policy. This is especially
true in relation to Turkey's Middle Eastern neighbors. But relations in
Eurasia and with the West will also be affected, as the central status
of the Kurdish issue in European and U.S. attitudes toward Turkey
suggests. Finally, stability in the Balkans and Aegean will be
influenced as Islamist and nationalist politics in Turkey reinforce
existing fears about Turkey's orientation and potential regional role.
These currents could increase the risk of conflict where ethnic and
religious cleavages are already a flashpoint in relations, as on Cyprus
and in Greek Thrace where the status of the Turkish-Muslim minority is a

source of friction.

Overall Observations and Conclusions

Turkey is experiencing a growing tendency toward ethnic and
religious identification within society and on the political scene; a
trend at odds with the Ataturkist ideology that has guided the evolution
of Turkish society and policy since the formation of the republic. A
related and equally powerful phenomenon has been the growth of Turkish
nationalism, a tendency shared by secularists and Islamists alike, and
with direct implications for Ankara's policy in the Middle East and
elsewhere. These implications include more complicated relations with
the West and the Muslim world, and greater potential for Turkish

involvement in regions where its interests and public opinion are
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engaged. As a result, post-Cold War Turkey is emerging as a more
unpredictable but potentially more important actor in regional affairs.

To what extent can outside powers or international society as a
whole affect the evolution of ethnic and religious politics within
Turkey? This is not simply a theoretical question, since international
opinion and policymakers have taken a keen interest in the Kurds and
associated human rights issues, as well as the future of Turkish
secularism.

Turkish reaction to international involvement (norm setting,
brokering of ethnic contracts, guarantees etc.) will be driven by the
balance of two competing tendencies within the Turkish elite, and more
broadly. First, Turkey has had a strong stake in being a member in good
standing of the leading Western clubs (NATO, Council of Europe, etc.).
It has been inclined to seek multilateral approaches to issues and
conflicts in adjacent regions (e.g., Bosnia, northern Iraqg). If
anything, this quest for approval and a Western foreign policy "context"
has acquired even greater importance for Turkey's secular elites in the
wake of the recent political turmoil, widely seen as damaging to
Turkey's image in the West. Whether this tendency can continue to shape
Turkish policy in the same way under conditions of stronger Islamic
identification at the public level, is unclear. A second tendency flows
from the growth of Turkish nationalism, coupled with closer attention to
sovereignty concerns, a trend extending to Turkey's secular elites. The
net result is likely to be some continued Turkish willingness to
envision international -- preferably regional -- solutions to ethnic and
religious frictions on its borders, but not in any substantial form
within Turkey itself.

Finally, many Turks would argue that reconciling ethnic and
religious tensions within Turkey -- and by "Turks" -- is precisely the
challenge that Turkey must face for itself if its democracy is to
deepen. Turks are aware that they are far from unique in confronting
issues of ethnicity, nationalism, religious revival, and identity. The
way in which these issues are handled elsewhere in the Middle East, in
Russia, as well as in the West, will be an important contributing factor

in Turkey's own evolution. Ataturk’s famous dictum that "Turks resemble



themselves" suggests a degree of uniqueness and singularity that may

prove hard to sustain as Turkish society evolves.
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