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ETHNIC IDENTITY VERSUS NATIONAL IDENTITY:
An ctnctLysis o.l'PKK terror in relatiott to identity conflict

ibrahirn CERRAH *

.\ \.r .rr g' 1t 11 a1 \

tTvrror asu sttcial problent., like any otlrcr t.r-pe of devittnt behuvior and/ctr crinte, is
I cause d by nuilt iple factors. Therefore, in order to solve the problem of te rror, social
causes of the is.,;ue have to be taken into consid.eratiort in addition to the armetl
struggle. Securiry urrongem.ents and anned intervention are only o part of the struggle
against terrorisrtt.

,Tl,t PKK terror has,fc,tr the last twentyyears,been one of tlte rnost itltportant items'
L,,t rlre agencltt of the T'urkis'h security services. Social s'cientists, ets yvell as
ntentbers of 7'w"kish sectn'ity s'ervices lrctve, recerttly discrls'sed s'ocial causes, o[ tlte PKK
terror.

/--lver tlra lost several ),ears a nLmtber of sndies corrcluctecl on tert'or in general und
lt/ tlrc PKK tarror orgunilaliort itt purticular, have denrcn,ytralecl th.at terrr.tr is' not
rtnbt so11ss67 h\; hTfliyidml tlet,iation.Tlterefore, it is not a police prctblent only, but also
a sociul prohletn-

ltt slrcrt, tlre te rror,vvh.icl't has generally been seen only as a policittg proltlenr,, infact
Iltas s'ociul espects ttndwill continue to e.xisI wiless th,e sociel ceL$es'of problem are
atlelres.yed antl solved. Within this article PKK terrc,r is analyryd in tertns rf its being
a cotjlict between etlmic versLrs a national identity.
Key Words: T'error, PKK,'furkish police, identity, etlvic identity, iclentity conflict

Introduction * *

Terror hars, fbr the last twenty yeeus, been one of the most important items on
the agenda of Lhe Turkish security services. PKK terror has an especially
important place ermong other terrorist activities ;rnd org:rnizations. Over the last
severell years a nultlber ol studies have been done on terror in general, ancl the PKK
terror organization in particulau frgil, 1995; Turkdogan, 1996, ozonder, t99B;ozdag, /995), These
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studies have demonstreited that terror is a social problem and is not caused only
by individual deviation. The leader of PKK terror organization, Abduilah Ocalan,
has been iurested and jailed in Turkey. However, this inct did not mzrke the PKK
terror organization cease its activities arnd it has once more showed that terror is
a social problem and it will continue to exist unless the roots of problems are

addressed and solved.

Terror as a socizrl problem, like any ol"her type of deviant behavior arnd/or
crime, is caused by multiple ltrctors. Therelbre, in order to solve the problem ol
terror, social causes of the issuc have to be taken into considereition in addition to
the tirmed struggle. Security irrangelrents and zrrmed intervention iue only a part
of [he struggle against terrorism. As the problem has some socizrl causes, these
erlso havc to bee erddressed in eflbrts to solve the problem. Social scientists as well
ets ntembers of Turkish security services have recently discussed social causes of
the PKK terror.'

This article is arn attempt to analyze only one of the socierl aspects of the PKK
terror. It is the issue of Kurdish idcntity as a sepnrate ethnic and bultural entity
lrom the Turkish nationzrl identity. A number of conflicting arguments have been
put lbrward on this is.sue. This article will be trying to address some of these
arguments.

I.Identity ConJlict
During the Gulf Wzu, a Lebanese born scholeu Fuard Ajami who lives in the

US l-e1t trce to use the phrase "We Americarns" in er speech delivered on NBC TV,
with a heavy Arabic accent. During the Trabzon Boat hijacking in 1996, an
cntrepreneur in centrarl Anatolia, a1ler expressing his sympathy fbr the l-rijackers,
added that he was tiom Abkharza. Wren he was zrsked about when he came to
Turkey (since his Turkish had no accent) he respondecl that his grandlather's
father imrnigrated to Turkey iiom Abkhaza.

These two cases indicate how national and ethnic identities could be tluid and
cottstant respectively. They also show the relative earse or stubborn resistance that
the stertes tnay ttrce in establishing a colnmon identity. Some western democracies,
such ets the USA and the UK, created national identities, which are not based on
religion, ethnicity or race, but on'coiltmon interests'. It is true that these
identities rely on the mainstrearm and dominant cultural norms, values and beliel\,
however they are umbrella identities which aim to cover a wide r?rnge of groups
liom diltercnt ethnic and religious backgrounds. Multi-ethrric societies, such as

the UK and thc USA, aue bound together witir a unitying concept, corlmon
s[artrdards, or at letrst some mutual marLerierl benefits. The unilying concepts such
as "Brilishness" or "Atnericernness" serve their purpose as iong as they provide

'Frat Universitesi ve ElazQ Emniyet MidirluEi) (1998) 'DoQu Anadolu'da Glvenlik ve Huzur Sempozyumu', 17-19 Aratk l99g;
ElazQ.Ftat Universilesi (2000) '1. Milletlerarag DoQu ve Guneydogu Anadolu'da Guventik ve Huzur Sempozyumu', 27-29 Mart

2000, ElazQ.
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'sornething positive' to the members of the state. When they fail to deliver
material or itnmaterial benetits to the citizens, other ethnic or religious identities,
i.c. Muslim, Christjan, Jewish, Kurdish, Scottish, begin to compete with or work
against the nationai identity.

National identities based on such a common interest may function
hzunioniously with other ethnic or religious identities as long as common
interests are distributed relatively justly. When ai national identity favors certain
ethnic/religious group or groups over others, or lails to deliver the prcsumed
oomnron benetlts, it may tace resistiince liom other identities and eventually
might leerd to conflict.

History provides nany examples of atLrining eur identity, which binds all
citizens, while preserving local ethruc identities. Hellenistic, Romiur and Ottomtur
identities zue iutlollg [hem. The Ottomern Slate was rnulti- nationarl md multi-cultureil
ernd wits based on a nillel system, which functioned relatively well tbr its time.'
Although the dominarnt culture was Turkish and Islamic, the remaining
coumunities retained their identities. Annenians, lbr example, were ret.erred zrs

'the nrost obedient' (Millet-i Sadika) subjects of the Ernpire although they were
neither Turks nor Muslims.

Turkey (i.e., Anatolia) hzrs always been a muiti ethnic and cuitural land.'
Bccause of its geographical location, it was a stage lbr many invasions and

migrational waves both tiom the east aud the west ernd it was a meeting place
belrveen Asia and Europe, zrs well as lslam and Christianity. The culturerl, ethnic,
and religious heterogeneity wers the norm rather than exception in Turkey. Despite
the leict tliat the Anatoliar has always been a land of ditlerent cultures and ethnio
groups, the Turkish culture has always been dominant compared to other cultures.
For this reatsoll, 'mosaio' may not be the best phrase to describe the ethnic and
cultural tabrio of Anatolia. The word 'rninority' has er rather ditl'erent meaning in
Turkish history. Throughout the Turkish presence and rule in Anatolia (Turkey),
religious minorities suoh as Jews ernd Christians have only been regarded ancl

treetted as ethnic minority groups. On the other hand, Muslim sub.jects of Turkish
stertes such ats Abkhazas,Laz (people of Blaick Sea coast), Bosnierns, Georgians,
Albanians, Cetucasierns, Chechens emd Kurds have always been regiirded as an

integrai part of tire dominarnt culture. Most of the time these groups have
voluntarily preferred to connect with the Ottornan or Turkish sclciety rather than
identitying ther-nselvcs us a separate and independent ninority group living under
zrn alicn dominarnt cuiture. One of the most important lirctors inlluencing which

' Mi//et Systen was an administation model, which the Ottoman State was based upon. tt gave dilferent retigious Eoups md
minorities ke right to eslablish lheir own educational and religious and judicial institutions. Thanks to the millet system, various
ethnic minorities, during the Ottoman rule, enjoyed many rights, which even in modern societ1 manv modern states have not be
able to provide to their ethnic groups.

" Gunes'Ayata, A., (1996) 'Turkiye'de Ekik Kmlik ve Ekik Gruplur', lop/un ve Gdg; // lJ/usu/ Sosyo/o1i Kongresr, Bagbakantik
Devlet lstatistik Enstiflsu: Turkdogan, O. (1996) Sosya/ fiddet ve Tirkrye Gergeljr, lstanbul: Timag; Aydtn, A. (1992) Ktirt/er,

PKK ve A. Oca/an, Ankara: Kyap. pp.24-31.



made these groups to identify themselves with the dominant Turkish culture and

identity wais its association with the religion of Islam.

In the lgth century, when the territorial integrity of the Ottomzrn Empire was

challenged internally and externally, she went tirrough a serious of stages which

nrodilied the millet system'. the Ottomanisnt of Ternzimat era, the Pan.islanti.t^tn of
Abdulhamid period, and finally Turkish Nation.alisrz of thc Committee of Union

and Progress.

Modern Turkey wtis established on the idea of nation state and it was based

on Turkish nationerlism. Turkish identity revealed many lbrms and it has not been

clearly sLzrted how muoh of one's cultural, ethnic and religious peculiarities

should be sacritlced in order to be reoognized as ar 'Turk'. The word "Turk" or

"Turkish" is used for two dilterent meernings: f irst, it is a name tbr the people who

migrated lrom Central Asia to Anatolia, and chose Lo make this land their

country. Second, it is also used as term of national identity fbr the people living
in Turkey.o The Turkish national identity detlned in the Turkish Constitution is a

legal conception, not an ethn.ic one.'

This usage, which is very similar to that of British and American, covers

Turks as well ers other comrnunities who live in Turkey such as, Kurds, Abkhazas,

Circassians, Laz, Bosniarns, Georgiains, Albanians, Caucasians, Armeniams,

Greeks, Syriarc Christians arnd Jews etc. The members of these communities

mostly think of themselves ers of Turkish nationality, but many mzry not call

themselves "Turk" in the ethnical sense of th.e word.

A11er the estarblishment of the Turkish Republic, ethnic minorities did not object

or at least express strong resistance to the national identity of the state; however,

tirere were some exceptions. In the early 1920s zind 1930s, in the eastern parts of
Turkey, there occurred several Kurdish uprisings which were immediartely

suppresscd by the state. These uprisings, however, ctrnnot be sumrned under the

banner of pureLy ethnic resistance towards the national identity of Turkish State as

some of thcse uprisings were local arnd some religiously tinted, but there is no

doubt that they hzrd an ethnic impetus, i.e., Kurdisir.

Tirere nre er number of arguments about the origin of tlie Kurds.u Some claim

that Kurds constitute a distinct ethnio entity (race) with their language, lblklore,
culture and common history. Others tugue thart Kurdish identity cannot think of
itselt independently frorn that of the Tr.rrkisli identity.' According to this thesis,

both identities are interrelated and have developed together throughout liistory.
Cerlain atterlpts heive also been made, although unsuccesslully, to trace Kurdish

culture back to Central Asizr.u Be that ars it mav, one c;rn state with certainty that

" Turk Demokrasi Vaklr (1 995) p.5.
u 

Turkish Constitution 1982: Article 66: "Everyone bound to the Turkish state through the bond ol citizenship is a Turk".

" Tiirkdogan, (1996) pp.

' Aydrn, (1992) pp.24-31.

'TAr4dojan, (1996) pp.
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thc Turks and the Kurds experienced a historicarl coalescence. When the Turks
invaded, or conquered Ana[olia eind the eastern parts of it, they did not fight with
the Kurds.'The Manzikert battle (Malazgirt) took place between tl-re Turkish and

the Byzantine armies. The Kurds even tought agarinst the Byzantines zrlongside

tire Turks.
Historically the relertionships between thc Ottoman Ernpire and Kurdish

tribes, zrnd ailso the Turkish State and the Kurds. were below the threshold for
calling it tumultuous. There hars been a growing tension in the last two decadcs in
the eastern parts of Turkey and in the early nineties, the tension reached the level
of etn "unlatbeled" or "civil" war. It is importzrnt to understand the nature of the
Kr"rrdish contlict and its causes properly in ordcr to look for the right arnalysis and
sound solutions. Certain rudimentary points should be made with regard to the
nature of the conllict.

First, it is not a conllict originarting lron racism. This is perhaps too obvious
of a point to be made but nevertheless it should be stressed that it does not
resemble at the minimum the racial conllicts that occurred in Germeiny, the USA
or South Aliica. The models which take this approach could provide very little
understemding tbr the cetse ett present. Turkish Kurds enjoy tull citizenship in
Tr.rrkey and participate in ali aspects of political, economic, and social 1i1-e.

Almost one in three of the nembers of parliament in the Grancl National
Assernbly are of Kurdish origin. A number of leading otllcials in Turkey have
becn and are of Kurdish origin. There have been presidents, prime nrinisters,
cabinet tninisters, generals in the armed torces and chief constables in the police
lbrce autlong the citizens of Kurdish origin.

Second, it is also trot ar conllict originating lrom religious clifl-erences.
Althougli the majority of the Turks are liom Lhe HanaJires Islamic legal school,
and tlre rnajority of the Kurds arc ShnJi'ites, the dift-erence between these trvo lega1
scltools are pertinent only to przrctical matters, i.e., rituals and'conducts'
(ntuantelar), not to matters of creed. It bears no similarity to the Catholic and
Protestant ingredients of the Irish contlict. This point arlso hers to be stressed since
religious dit-t-erences between the Turks and the Kurds are invoked lrequently as a
point of contrast in the tbreign literature on the subject. Protestant denomineitions
or Catholic orders would be more ernalogous, if a compruison has to be rnade.
Religion is t;u fioni playing a divisive role in the conflict. On the contreuy, nrr
iirgument can be made for its unitying iind appeasing role fbr ethnic tension.'o

Finally, the nature of the conllict c:rnnot be reduced to a single dimension. It
cannot be understood and explained tiorn a single vzrntage point; it is
multi-dimensional and any attempt to reduce the problem to a single cziuse would
ltril all tosether.

'Erkal, M, (1994) Etnik fuzak, istanbul: Turan Kuttur Vaklt. p. 20g.

'o Some young researchers lail to appreciate the positive eflect ol religion in reducing the conftict, see Chris Houston, 
,,lstamic

Solutions lo the Kurdish Problem: Late Bendevous or lllegitimate Shourcut?" New perspectives on Turkey, Spring 1997, l-22.
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2. Some of the Causes of PKK Terror
The reasons that led to the emergence of the PKK terror can only be

understood in a broader context of the Kurdish problem in Turkey. One reason is

the cultural and political restrictions that the Kurds experienced in the Turkish

Republic. The new Republic, conscious of the Ottomern experiences with
identity torrnartion and the socio-political developments in Europe with regard to

nation state, decided thart Turkish nzitionality had to be maintained even art the

expense of other ethnic identities." Turkish has become the ofticial language of
Lhe state and tire Turkish identity was vigorously promoted. A11 education was to

be canied out in Turkish and the use of Kurdish along with other ethnic languages

was banned.tt The ban on Kur<lish, however, was lightened trom 1950 on and its

private and public use was tolereitecl until 1991 when the law was annulled."

Another reerson tor the rise oI the PKK terror originates from the economic

conditions. The economic deprivation of the southeast has been persistent

tlroughout the twentieth century. The major source of income tor the people in
the area is agriculture and ernimal husbandry. The people who live in the tueas,

which border Syria, Iraq and Iram, are also involved with smuggling, which is

ollicially tolerrited, in the previous decades. Compared to the western parts of
Turkey, the southeast received less government investment and the average

yezrrly income is depressingly low. The social services are scarce and unevenly

distributed. The developmental projects and sor:ial retbrms of the Turkish

Government were less than successful lor the most. part. Recent surveys indicate

that the PKK re<;ruits most oI its rnembers lrom the socio-economically bereatved

sections of the Kurdish community.'' The economic poverty cornbined rvith

educational privation exacerbettes the situation.

If there hzrd been reelsons lbr despair, there eue nonetheless reasons to be

liopeful. Some recent studies indicate that the ethnic conilict among the Kurds

"elbove arll, a <lifllcult and sometimes painful process of econornic trainsition."" The

imrnigration of the Kurds to western Turkey since the 1960 helped them to improve

l"heir economic conditions. Furthermore, the ongoing Government projects, such as

the Southeast Anatolian koject (GAP), once completed, is believed to bring

economic prosperity to the. arear and increarse agricultural productivity 14-1b1d.

Finally, industrialization is taking root in sorle peuts of the region.'u It is not

surprising that 65o/a of the people who were surveyed in the area tlnd unemployment

" Exceptions were the Greeks, Armenians and Jews had the minority rights under the Treaty of Lozan.

" The Kurdish uprisings in 1920s and 1930s only exacerbatedthe situations.

'' For an unfair description ol the cultural and political rcstrictions that the Kurds faced in the Turkish Bepublic, see KendaL

"Kurdistan in Turkey" in Pelp/e Wtthout a Counlry: Kurds and Kurdislan, ed. Gerard Chaliand. London: Zed Books Ud., 1993:

38-94, pp.73-79.

" Ozonder, M. C. (1995) 'Terorun Sosyo-Kulturel Yonleri', Cumhuriyetin 75. Yilinda: Dogu Anadoluda Guvenlik ve Huzur

Sempozyumu 17-19 Aralk 1998, Elazig.

'o Ayata, Ayge. "he Emergence of ldentity Politics in Turkey," New Perspectives On Turkey, Fall 1997, p. 62.

'' ibid.
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as the most urgent problem. The Kurdish problem lollows unemployment with
l25%o and terror tarkes the third place wrLhgJ% '' It is also not surprising that

the PKK gives priority to blocking the attempts lbr the economical improvement
of the region. The government projects and liberal policies tue labeled as

"bourgeois capitalism" aimed art undermining the Kurdish nationalism.

3. PKK and Terror
Terror, like ainy other social phenomener, has a number ol zrspects. One of

the common cherrarcteristics of terror activities of Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK) is the relusal of a 'national identity'. PKK argues that the Kurds have an

independent nationzrl identit"y and opposes the Turkish national identity.
Altliough the PKK clailms to be a Mauxist organization, its struggle is based on

ethnic conflict to gain sonle territory and a national identity. It is also one ol the
t-ew surviving revolutionary Marxist groups." Its real arim is to dismember the
Turkish State in order to establish an indepcndent, Kurdish, Marxist-Leninist
State.''

The ertrocities of the PKK are well documented. Since its inception in the
itite seventies, it has not only targeted the Turkish military forces but also

civilians who live in metropolitan areas. The founding members of the PKK
were alienated, persecuted, tortured and eventually executed. to However its
prominent victims were the Kurdish villagers who lived in southeastern
Turkey and did not approve or taicitly opposed the PKK. Apparently, the PKK
justitied indiscriminate killings of the villagers who were mostly women arnd

children becaruse they were claimed to "bring dishonor to the name 'Kurd'.tt
The civilian marssacres in the region were legitimized by the PKK, since
they were seen als necessary steps tbr the organization's acceptance by the
locals.

The PKK is a despotic organization run by a leader, Abdullah Ocalan who
was depicted in a western rnagazine as "having the compassion of a Cobra." He
holds ern etbsolute power within the orgzrnization. "Revolutionary revenge"
according to the PKK, will "assume the lbrm of revolutionary revenge"." Some
of the ex-leading members of the PKK who escaped the PKK remadn in hiding.
The books written by these people provide tirst hand intbrmation about violent
methods of the orgtrnization even agarinst its own members. The sexual abuse
of the women in the PKK is another tormenting aspect of the organizettion, at

" Ozdag, Umit (koordintorlAjilnde bir grup bilimadamt). Guneydolju Anado/u &c)/gesnde ve Dolju ve Gtineydolju Anado/u'dan
Eatr'ya Gog Edenlerde Ku/l1re/ Yapl le Ki/tire/ Knlik Sorunu. Turk Ar: Turk-Metat ig Sendikast, Ankara 1995, p.432.
'' Directorate General ol Press and lnlormation al the Turkish Repubtic (1995) The pKK Kurtutug ofset: Ankara.
'' Aydn, (1992); Aydrn (1993) Uggendekl Tezgah, Ankara: Kyap yaytn-DaQftm.

'o See for the details, Michael M. GunteL The Kurds in Turkey; A Pl/itica/ Di/enna, Boutdu, Colorado: Westview press, 1gg0,

pp.61-62, 74

" lbid, 97.

" Ibid. 61.
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