
TURKEY’S KURDISH CONFLICT: PATHWAYS TO PROGRESS

151FALL 2012

ABSTRACT

T

1

Insight Turkey Vol. 14 / No. 4 / 2012 
pp. 151-174

KERİM YILDIZ*

This paper discusses the Kurdish 
con!ict in Turkey, within the context of 
con!ict resolution and peacebuilding. 
What progress has been made since 
the election of the ruling AK Party 
and the creation of a Democratic 
Opening in Turkey? What remains to 
be done for a long-lasting solution to 
the con!ict to occur? In examining 
the various factors at play in the 
con!ict, the reasons for the failure to 
achieve a long-term solution, despite 
opportunities presenting themselves, 
are considered. It is argued that the 
“classic approach” to the con!ict that 
has been consistently applied by 
successive Turkish administrations has 
not been successful, and alternative 
approaches are suggested. While a 
number of obstacles stand in the way 
of progress, it is possible to overcome 
these, if a political solution is applied 
to this political problem. Addressing 
the con!ict by military means will not 
lead to a sustainable resolution and 
non-violent, democratic means of 
resolution must therefore be found in 
order to pave the way for long-lasting 
peace in Turkey. 

Turkey’s Kurdish Con"ict: 
Pathways to Progress

* 



KERİM YILDIZ

152 INSIGHT TURKEY

2 

The “Classic Approach” to the Kurdish Question: Old Limitations  
and New Signs of Change
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Since the 1920s, the political 
and social attitudes of Turkey’s 
successive governments 
towards Kurdish demands and 
interests have been marked 
by denial, intolerance and 
marginalization
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The current government has 
seemed willing to reassess 

previous approaches and 
attempt a level of inclusion 

and integration of the Kurds 
into the political, economic 

and social structure and 
system in Turkey
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A Break with the Past? 
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While the recognition of the 
Kurdish Question represents 
an important stride in the 
right direction, the actual 
implementation and realization 
of substantive change has 
remained fragmented, with the 
con!ict showing no signs of 
subsiding
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A Political Solution to a Political Problem

The government’s Democratic 
Opening initiative shows a new 
and clear willingness to solve 
the Kurdish con!ict. 
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Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan met with Leyla Zana on June 30, 2012 in Ankara to discuss the 
Kurdish issue.
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The Necessity of Constitutional Reform
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The Importance of Working in Partnership 

shared 

A long-term solution will only 
be successful with support 

from all political parties and 
civil society groups in Turkey. 
In order for this to occur, the 

government cannot continue 
to work for a solution alone; 

it must involve other key 
stakeholders in its search for a 

solution to the con!ict



KERİM YILDIZ

160 INSIGHT TURKEY

22 There are 

Secession should be seen as 
inapplicable. A model more 
likely to provide a long-lasting 
solution in Turkey is that of 
devolution/decentralization
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A gradual move towards 
devolving certain powers to 

the regions of Turkey, through 
particular reforms anchored in 

a new constitution, would open 
up the possibility of progress 

towards a solution to the 
con!ict on the ground to the 

bene#t of all people in Turkey
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Negotiating a Peace Agreement

31

The public is broadly 
comfortable and even 

supportive of talks taking  
place between the state and 

the PKK
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Surrender is an anathema 
in negotiations. In order for 
any con!ict to be resolved, 
both parties must feel like 
they are winners; that is to 
say, if one party feels they 

have “lost” the solution will 
not be a sustainable one and 

negotiations will be reopened
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In the case that any process 
towards peace does take place 
in Turkey, third-party assistance 
should be carefully considered 
as an important tool for 
progress
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The stronger side and the 
elected party must initiate 
progress and take the #rst 
step in helping to remove 
any deadlocks that present 
themselves in the path to 
progress
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Conclusion

is

47

Turkey has changed 
considerably over the last ten 
years, and the government 
has managed to e$ect some 
positive and real changes for 
the Kurds. However, the sheer 
size and complexity of the 
challenges still ahead must be 
accepted and dealt with
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