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Over the last several months, 
Turkish politics have been 
roiled by the “Kurdish opening” 
launched by the governing AKP 

(Justice and Development Party). Though 
admittedly vague in its content, this initia-
tive constitutes the boldest effort ever made 
by a Turkish government to find a peaceful 
political resolution to the long-festering 
Kurdish question. Yet, fierce reaction from 
both the opposition and the government’s 
own constituencies is threatening to turn the 
opening into another abject failure. Why did 
the “conservative-democratic” and reform-
ist AKP do relatively little to address the 
Kurds’ political and identity-related claims 
in previous years? And why is it facing so 
much opposition, among both “pro-secular” 
rival actors and its own ranks, after initiat-
ing these long-anticipated reforms? We will 
argue that a major part of the answer to 
these questions lies within the mainstream 
beliefs of the Turkish majority actors with 
respect to ethnic and cultural diversity, na-
tion and nationalism, external actors and, of 
course, the Kurdish minority. 

	 To further our argument on the origins 
of the opening and its discontents, we draw 
from a comprehensive empirical project 
that systematically analyzed the contents 
of three religious-conservative and two 
secular newspapers between 1996 and 
2004.1 The two endpoints of the analysis 
mark the year when an earlier Islamic 
party (the Welfare Party) came to power 
and the year before the PKK resumed its 
attacks and the AKP government made 
its first, short-lived attempt to initiate an 
opening vis-à-vis the Kurdish question.2 
The content analysis reveals the beliefs 
underlying religious-conservative and secu-
lar elites’ thinking about ethnic-cultural 
pluralism and nationalism, in general, and 
the Kurdish issue, in particular. Despite 
the AKP’s reformist image, our findings 
indicate a limited amount of discussion and 
normative change in religious-conservative 
thinking on the Kurdish issue. Furthermore, 
while at least some religious-conservative 
elites became more sympathetic toward 
pluralism and U.S. and EU relations, some 
secular elites became more cynical about 

Turkey’s New Kurdish Opening:  
Religious Versus Secular Values

Murat Somer, Evangelos G. Liaras

Dr. Somer is an associate professor of international relations and Dr. Liaras 
is a post-doctoral fellow at Koç University, Istanbul. The substance of this 
paper was presented at the Middle East Studies Association annual meeting 
in Boston, Massachusetts, November 2009. The authors would like to thank 
the International Development Research Centre in Ottawa, Canada, and 
Tübitak in Ankara, Turkey, for funding, and Michael Gunter for comments.

Somer.indd   152 5/25/2010   9:12:36 AM



153

Somer / Liaras: Turkey’s New Kurdish Opening

EU and U.S. influence on the Kurdish issue 
and Turkey’s unity and sovereignty.
	 Turkey’s Kurdish conflict, of course, 
is a complex and violent trans-state and 
trans-national phenomenon. The war with 
the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party), 
which continues to launch attacks on Turk-
ish security forces and civilians within 
Turkey, as well as from neighboring Iraq, 
has caused the deaths of up to 40,000 
people since 1984. Ending a period of rela-
tive peace that had followed PKK leader 
Abdullah Öcalan’s capture and sentencing 
to life in prison in 1999, the PKK resumed 
its armed struggle in 2004. Notably, this 
return to violence coincided with a major 
period of democratization in the country, 
although only some of the reforms specifi-
cally addressed the Kurdish question.3

	 The demands of some Kurdish nation-
alists, such as constitutional recognition as 
a separate nation or amnesty for the impris-
oned Öcalan, go beyond the recognition of 
Kurdish ethnic-cultural rights. Because they 
raise the question of sovereignty as both a 
symbol and a political boundary, national 
rights are more controversial and politically 
harder to address than ethnic-cultural rights 
are. This is true even in countries such as 
Spain, which is a consolidated democracy 
and has a considerably more decentralized 
structure than Turkey’s unitary republic 
based on “one nation, one state.”4 Turkish 
governments can also legitimately argue 
that at least some of the Kurdish national-
ist demands regarding national rights and 
the PKK threaten the country’s sovereignty, 
security or territorial integrity.
	 However, Turkey has also been slow 
in legislating and implementing a variety 
of ethnic-linguistic rights such as educa-
tion and broadcasting in Kurdish, which 
have become standard practice in advanced 
democracies. For example, though Kurd-

ish broadcasting was legalized in 2002, 
the completion of all regulations and the 
removal of all restrictions became pos-
sible only in 2009, 10 years after Öcalan’s 
imprisonment and four years after the start 
of accession talks with the EU.5 Political-
party propaganda in languages other than 
Turkish became legal during election 
campaigns only in April 2010, representing 
one of the few concrete results the Kurdish 
opening has yet produced.6

	 Though the current opening is the bold-
est and seemingly the most comprehensive, 
it is not the first. Abortive openings were 
attempted in the early 1990s, in 1999 and, 
by the AKP itself, in 2005. These earlier 
attempts initiated debate on the Kurdish 
question. They shook Turkey’s self-image 
as a monolithic nation and the dominant 
social and political perceptions skeptical 
of the public expression of ethnic-cultural 
differences. They also produced some 
important legal-institutional changes such 
as the abolition of the death penalty and the 
legalization of broadcasting in Kurdish. But 
they were met with harsh criticisms from 
state actors such as the military, opposi-
tion political parties and media. They did 
not open to discussion the politically more 
sensitive demands — which are now freely 
debated at least on an intellectual level — 
such as Kurdish self-rule and the recogni-
tion of the PKK. At the end of the day, they 
had limited impact in terms of ending the 
conflict with the PKK, meeting the expecta-
tions of Kurdish nationalists even with re-
spect to cultural autonomy, and addressing 
the social, economic and identity-related 
problems that feed Kurdish militancy. 
	 Besides the obvious need for political 
goodwill and courage, the ultimate reso-
lution of Turkey’s Kurdish question can 
be linked to structural changes in both 
external and domestic conditions, as well 
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	 After the PKK repudiated the cease-
fire in mid-2004, the AKP government be-
gan to publicly address Kurdish grievanc-
es. In August 2005, Prime Minister Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan gave a historic concilia-
tory speech in Diyarbakir, expressing the 
implicit party line that democratization and 
common religious bonds between Turks 
and Kurds would provide solutions to the 
conflict: “The sun heats everybody and the 
rain is God’s grace for everybody. Thus I 
address those asking, ‘What will happen to 
the Kurdish problem?’: The Kurdish prob-
lem is my problem…. We will solve all 
problems through democracy.”9 However, 
Erdoğan’s overall record of public state-
ments on the Kurdish issue was mixed and 
confusing, at times denying the existence 
of a problem. Six months after his visit, 
Diyarbakir was engulfed in rioting sparked 
by the funerals of four PKK members, and 
casualties from PKK attacks began to rise. 
The last year of the AKP’s first term was 
consumed by confrontation with the mili-
tary and the secularist opposition over the 
election of Abdullah Gül to the presidency. 
	 Reaping the benefits of its image as 
the anti-establishment party, AKP seemed 
to carry the favor of the Kurdish electorate 
in both the July 2007 general election and 
a follow-up constitutional referendum that 
established direct election of the president. 
The AKP then declared itself “the real 
representative” of the country’s Kurds. 
Proposals for a constitutional amendment 
omitting the status of Turkish as the only 
official language were aired at the time but 
were subsequently postponed. The 2007 
election also marked the return of inde-
pendent Kurdish deputies in parliament, 
who coalesced to form the Democratic 
Society Party (DTP). 
	 Launching its operations from bases 
in Mountain Qandil in Northern Iraq, the 

as to changes in public perceptions of the 
Kurdish issue.7  External factors (such as 
EU conditionality and relations with the 
United States and the Kurds of North-
ern Iraq), domestic institutional barriers 
(particularly civil-military relations) and 
domestic-party electoral competition can 
all be considered structural. Beyond these, 
a policy reform on such a controversial 
topic also depends on changes in public 
perceptions and social values. 
	 Earlier Kurdish openings suffered 
from lack of both the right structural and 
intellectual prerequisites for reform. Until 
the turn of this century, not only were 
Turkish public perceptions of the Kurdish 
question enshrined in past state policies, 
but the incomplete nature of the democrati-
zation process left limited room for elected 
governments to enact radical reforms in 
the face of opposition from the military 
and state apparatus. As we will discuss 
below, the current opening benefits from 
an improvement of various structural con-
ditions, which may explain its timing, but 
the question remains whether, and to what 
extent, perceptions changed. 

THE AKP AND THE KURDS
	 When the Justice and Development 
Party came to power in 2002, hope was 
high for progress on the Kurdish issue. 
Weakened after Öcalan’s capture, the PKK 
had declared a cease-fire. Meanwhile, the 
prospect of EU accession had prompted 
the outgoing coalition government to pass 
groundbreaking reforms allowing limited 
broadcasting and private education in Kurd-
ish. In its early years, however, the AKP 
did little to address the Kurdish issue other 
than invest in social policies, grassroots 
relations and infrastructure in the southeast. 
The liberalization of private broadcasting in 
Kurdish was not implemented until 2006.8 
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question and start a reform and reconcilia-
tion process that would include the PKK’s 
disarmament and would culminate in 
peace and economic development for the 
country’s eastern provinces. Some specific 
proposals included a more generous am-
nesty for PKK rebels, public instruction in 
Kurdish (beginning at the university level), 
the changing of Turkicized local place 
names in the east and, significantly, a new 
and more democratic constitution.
	 The long-term results of this initia-
tive are unclear. Two things became clear, 
however. First, it did trigger unprecedented 
debate on all aspects of the Kurdish ques-
tion, including possible secession in the fu-
ture.11 Second, the government’s initiative 
invoked serious skepticism and opposition 
from both inside and outside of the govern-
ment’s constituencies.12 In a few months, 
both the Turkish nationalist opposition 
parties and the pro-Kurdish DTP called the 
opening dead, the former by pronouncing 
it “treason” and the latter “just another at-
tempt to sideline the Kurdish opposition.” 
In December, amid incidents of street 
violence throughout Turkey, the Consti-
tutional Court ruled to close the DTP for 
threatening the state’s unity. 

ANTECEDENTS OF THE OPENING
	 The reasons for and timing of the 
Kurdish opening have been attributed to 
various causes.13  Important changes have 
taken place in both Turkey’s external and 
domestic environments in the last few 
years. On the external front, closer eco-
nomic cooperation with Iraq’s Kurds and 
the modus operandi Ankara reached with 
Washington and Baghdad weakened the 
position of the PKK. Although Turkey’s 
EU candidacy stalled, the EU contin-
ued to push for reform, and the Turkish 
government did not abandon its public-

PKK haunted Turkish-Iraqi relations.10 A 
deadly PKK attack in Şirnak in October 
2007 incited nationwide reaction and led 
the Turkish Grand National Assembly to 
approve a land operation. Alarmed by the 
prospect of a Turkish incursion, the U.S. 
government responded by putting pressure 
on Iraqi Kurds to cooperate. In November 
2007, Erdoğan met George W. Bush in 
Washington, and the United States began 
to actively share intelligence on the PKK 
with Turkey. It is widely believed that an 
understanding was then reached between 
the Turkish and U.S. governments that 
allowed relations to warm for the first 
time since the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 
2003. Turkey launched airstrikes against 
PKK bases in Northern Iraq followed by a 
limited land operation in February 2008. 
But the political situation remained static 
for another year. While military operations 
continued, AKP focused again on other 
parts of its agenda, swaying a court case 
pending against it for closure and failing 
to pass a bill lifting the Muslim-headscarf 
ban in universities. In January 2009, TRT6, 
the first public channel broadcasting in 
Kurdish, was finally launched. But, in 
the March 2009 local elections, AKP lost 
ground to DTP in the southeast.
	 In May 2009, Öcalan announced from 
prison that he would release a roadmap 
for a solution to the Kurdish question. 
Dismissing this roadmap, Interior Minister 
Beşir Atalay declared in July that the gov-
ernment had its own plan. Turkish com-
mentators commonly called it the “Kurd-
ish opening,” although the government 
preferred “democratic opening” or, to fend 
off opposition charges that it was catering 
to separatism, “national unity plan.” Rather 
than introducing a concrete roadmap, it 
appeared that the government intended to 
trigger more open debate on the Kurdish 
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key opened a consulate in Erbil follow-
ing a historic visit by Foreign Minister 
Davutoğlu. The growing economic inter-
dependency between Turkey and the Iraqi 
Kurds makes it unlikely that the latter may 
promote Kurdish separatism in Turkey. 
This reduces the specter of Kurdish irre-
dentism and Turkish elites’ fear that Kurd-
ish cultural-political rights may facilitate 
future Kurdish secession. 
	 To some extent, Turkey’s EU acces-
sion process also provides an external 
anchor and facilitates the Kurdish open-
ing in two ways. First, insofar as Turkey’s 
membership prospects are credible, this 
diminishes the likelihood that Turkish 
Kurds would pursue secession. Second, the 
EU encourages both the Turkish state and 
Kurdish nationalists to shun violent means 
and provides standards and examples of 
how to meet ethnic-national demands short 
of violent separatism. 
	 In the area of domestic structures 
and institutions, changes in civil-military 
relations since 2007 have increased the 
autonomy of civilian politics from military 
supervision and the government’s abil-
ity to institute liberal reforms, to which 
the security-conscious and “defensive-
nationalist” military and judiciary might 
object.16,17 Furthermore, ongoing and con-
troversial legal-political campaigns have 
targeted and may have pacified the illegal 
and extra-legal elements within the securi-
ty apparatuses, which are known in Turkey 
as the “deep state” and are believed to 
have contributed to the derailing of earlier 
openings. In the area of domestic politics, 
the government is much more stable and 
strong vis-à-vis political rivals than any 
Turkish government since the late 1980s. 
The AKP has ruled the country in a single-
party government since 2002 and has 
renewed its mandate with comfortable ma-

ity campaign for eventual accession. A 
breakthrough on the Kurdish conundrum 
would tremendously improve Turkey’s im-
age both to convince Western audiences of 
its democratic credentials and to further its 
own regional ambitions in the Middle East. 
In terms of the latter, the Kurdish ques-
tion is an important piece of what Turkish 
Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu has 
dubbed the “zero problems with neigh-
bors” policy, manifested also in improved 
ties with Syria and Iran and the opening of 
the border with Armenia.14 
	 On the domestic front, AKP faced struc-
tural impediments from the military and 
secular opposition. These were relaxed after 
the party publicly renounced the military’s 
interference with the presidential election, 
and managed to secure the presidency and 
renew its popular mandate in 2007 — and 
after the Constitutional Court did not ban 
the party in 2008. The Ergenekon scandal, 
unraveling throughout 2008 and impli-
cating military officers, intellectuals and 
bureaucrats in an alleged plot to launch a 
coup, further strengthened the AKP’s hand. 
Finally, the domestic political competition 
over the Kurdish vote also made it urgent 
for the government to take a more concrete 
stance. The setback the AKP suffered in 
local elections in 2008 and the need to 
counter Öcalan’s roadmap contributed to 
the timing of the “Kurdish opening.”
	 In the area of external structures, the 
government has secured much more coop-
eration from Iraq, Iraqi Kurds, Iran, Syria 
and the United States to fight the PKK and 
isolate it internationally. The president 
of Iraq’s Kurdish Regional Government, 
Massoud Barzani, implored the PKK to 
disarm and the Turkish government to 
make democratic changes as regards the 
Kurdish question while underlining that 
this is Turkey’s domestic affair.15 Tur-
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secular elites. These two elite camps have 
partially overlapping but different beliefs 
and values vis-à-vis a variety of questions 
such as democracy and secularism, civil-
military relations, foreign policy, and, 
ethnic-cultural pluralism and nationalism. 
In general, the more one can show that 
religious-conservative elites hold liberal 
and pluralistic beliefs vis-à-vis the Kurdish 
question, and that secular elite beliefs and 
values enable cooperation with religious-
conservative elites, the more one can argue 
that the current opening has a better chance 
to succeed than previous ones.
	 Turkish elites tend to hold a reflexive 
suspicion of ethnic nationalism and minor-
ity rights, especially if these are supported 
by Western actors. This suspicion is shaped 
by the legacy of Ottoman meltdown in the 
nineteenth century and modern Turkey’s 
foundational period in the early twentieth 
century.19 Many attribute the bloody dis-
integration of the multiethnic and multi-
confessional Ottoman Empire to unfettered 
cultural diversity and competing ethnic and 
religious nationalisms backed by Western 
powers. By no means are such beliefs fixed, 
monolithic or unique determinants of policy 
preferences. But they influence political 
rhetoric and behavior by shaping people’s 
expectations as regards the likely out-
comes of different policies.20 Some of these 
perceptions have been changing since the 
1990s. But available studies do not show 
to what extent and in which directions the 
dominant elite perceptions are changing and 
whether  they are narrowing the wide gaps 
between the majority Turkish society’s and 
the Kurds’ understandings of diversity.21

	 Many Kurdish and non-Kurdish actors 
agree that democratization is the proper 
way to address the Kurdish question, but 
they hold different understandings of what 
it may involve. They may agree that it en-

jorities, first in the 2007 national elections 
and then in the 2009 local elections, albeit 
with diminished voter support in the latter. 
This provides the AKP with opportunities 
to undertake politically risky reforms. 
	 In the area of beliefs and values 
regarding ethnic-national diversity, in gen-
eral, and the Kurdish question, in particu-
lar, the evidence is less clear. During the 
1990s, the expression of Kurdish identity 
and ethnic-cultural difference, which was 
more or less taboo for mainstream society 
until then, became acceptable and wide-
spread.18 Turks’ predominant image of 
their society no longer resembles a homo-
geneous melting pot. The society’s ethnic, 
cultural and regional heterogeneity is 
more or less recognized as de facto plural-
ity. Yet, it is not clear to what extent this 
acknowledgement of diversity translates 
into de jure pluralism. In other words, it is 
unclear how much it translates into recog-
nition of difference, respect for the other 
and acceptance of particular rights, rather 
than fear of difference, the vilification of 
the other and sociopolitical polarization. 
There are signs of both. Liberal views of 
pluralism and coexistence, diversity-skep-
tical views nurtured by intolerance and 
prevalent interpretations of history, and 
anti-Kurdish values fed by the PKK con-
flict or ethnic Turkish nationalism all seem 
to be expressed increasingly. Both the 
EU (through conditionality as part of the 
accession process) and the United States 
(with its presence in Iraq and traditional al-
liance with Turkey) could serve as anchors 
contributing to reform. But widespread 
suspicion of external actors has also not 
assisted the Kurdish opening. 
	 The AKP has represented the emer-
gence of new socioeconomic and politi-
cal elites that rivaled and in some ways 
transformed the country’s traditional 
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ings. Yet, insofar as the core AKP socio-
political elites hold different and more 
liberal beliefs and values vis-à-vis ethnic 
pluralism and the Kurdish question, the 
government may be able to overcome this 
opposition and succeed in moving toward 
a long-term solution.  

ELITE VALUES AND THE MEDIA
	 If there is strong support for the idea of 
a Kurdish opening, then we can expect one 
or all of the following to be true: religious-
conservative thinking about the Kurdish 
question may be consistently different 
from and more favorable to the opening 
than secular-elite thinking; religious-
conservative thinking may have changed, 
adopting more favorable beliefs in the 
years preceding the Kurdish opening; or 
the secular elite may have adopted more 
favorable beliefs in the years preceding the 
Kurdish opening.23

	 To assess the existence or absence of 
such developments among Turkish elites, 
we draw evidence from a comprehensive 
content-analysis project involving five 
major newspapers (three religious-conser-
vative and two secular) between 1996 and 
2004. The two endpoints mark the year 
that an earlier Islamic party (the Welfare 
Party) assumed the reins of government 
and the year before the AKP government 
began to take obvious steps in the direc-
tion of producing a solution to the Kurdish 
question. This lag gives us the opportunity 
to examine elite discourse in a time frame 
that clearly precedes the politicization of 
AKP’s initiatives as well the resumption of 
the PKK attacks.24

	 Turkish newspapers typically devote 
a significant amount of space to editorial 
writing in addition to reporting and do not 
hesitate to take proactive positions on po-
litical questions with a view to influencing 

tails nonviolent, non-military means; yet, as 
regards legal-political reforms, Turkish ac-
tors tend to think that democratization is no 
more than the institution of ethnic-cultural 
rights, which are mostly defined as individ-
ual rights. However, many Kurdish nation-
alists believe that democratization means 
the constitutional recognition of Kurds 
as a nation and the political-institutional 
changes and group rights that follow from 
it. While Turks tend to view the PKK as a 
separatist-terrorist group responsible for un-
forgivable crimes, many Kurds expect that 
one result of democratization should be to 
grant the PKK some redemption, amnesty 
and political representation. Finally, Turks 
and Kurds harbor asymmetrical images of 
what it means to be Turkish. While many 
Turks view Turkishness as multiethnic, 
Kurds tend to view it as an ethnic category 
that has led to the denial of the Kurds’ own 
identity since the beginning of the repub-
lic. At the same time, anti-Kurdish, ethnic 
Turkish-nationalist sentiments seem to have 
been on the rise since the 1990s and have 
been organized in the form of a loose and 
diverse movement called ulusalcılık. 
	 These wide perceptual gaps need to 
be narrowed for any Kurdish opening to 
succeed. Without such change, any politi-
cal party launching new projects to resolve 
the Kurdish question faces fierce resistance 
from skeptical sociopolitical elites. The 
AKP is no exception and has already been 
faced with harsh opposition from its secu-
lar rivals and from within its own ranks. 
AKP members who have publicly voiced 
their criticisms maintain, for example, that 
the opening was legitimizing the PKK 
and that overemphasis on ethnicity or the 
creation of a “new nation” would divide 
society and “conflict with democracy.”22 
	 Such criticisms are not surprising, 
given what happened with earlier open-
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RELIGIOUS-CONSERVATIVE 
BELIEFS
	 Some aspects of the news coverage 
over this period support the claim that 
religious-conservative newspapers have 
adopted a more open outlook with regard 
to issues of national identity and ethnic 
diversity. As expression of ethnic differ-
ence has increased in Turkey in the last two 
decades, the concept of Turkish society 
as a “mosaic” has received considerable 
attention. On this topic, the discussion in 
religious newspapers was much more posi-
tive (i.e., welcoming Turkey’s multicultural 
image, 83 percent of 125 codings), whereas 
the secular newspapers tended to be more 
neutral (58 percent of 146 codings); only a 
few references were outright negative.28 
	 The national ideology of the Republic 
of Turkey has arguably revolved around 
three main, partially overlapping axes: one 
ethnic or cultural-linguistic (Turkishness), 
one cultural or historical-territorial (Ana-
tolia or Turkey) and one religious (Islam 
or being Muslim). As expected, views on 
the relative importance of Islam as one 
of three primary components of national 
identity varied along the ideological spec-
trum.29 Religion figured most prominently 
in the language of Milli Gazete (44 per-
cent of 160 codings), somewhat less so in 
Zaman and Yeni Şafak (32 percent of 271 
codings combined for the two newspa-
pers), and least so in the secular newspa-
pers Milliyet and Cumhuriyet (7 percent of 
252 combined codings). Secular newspa-
pers by far accorded the pre-eminent role 
to various definitions of Turkishness (79 
percent of codings on national ideology). 30 
These broad understandings of nationalism 
may also provide a potential for a more 
flexible attitudinal framing of the Kurdish 
question by religious-conservatives. Com-
mon religion (Islam) and common histori-

the public debate as part of the country’s 
intelligentsia.25 The five newspapers (Yeni 
Şafak, Zaman, and Milli Gazete on the reli-
gious side, Milliyet and Cumhuriyet on the 
secular side) were chosen both on the basis 
of numbers of readers as well as on their 
ideological positions. Among them, Za-
man, tied to the powerful Fethullah Gülen 
faith-based community, is Turkey’s best 
selling religious-conservative newspaper. 
Yeni Şafak has close ties to the AKP, and 
many of its writers act as formal or infor-
mal advisers for the party. Milli Gazete is 
closely associated with the Islamist-nation-
alist National Outlook movement (Milli 
Görüş), which was dominant in the now-
defunct Welfare Party. Milliyet is owned 
by the powerful and pro-secular Doğan 
media and business group. Cumhuriyet is 
owned by the Cumhuriyet Vakfı (Repub-
lic Foundation) and is known to support 
Kemalist-Republican and secularist-leftist 
positions.26 Utilizing a total of 4,850 
newspaper issues, the project analyzed the 
contents of 42,463 articles.27 
	 What follows is a summary of the find-
ings directly relevant to the Kurdish ques-
tion. Religious (or secular) newspapers 
are lumped together whenever differences 
were not significant. The labels “religious” 
and “secular” are used, for lack of better 
terminology, for simplicity, and to comply 
with the popular laik-dindar (secular-
religious) distinction in Turkey. As the 
findings show, religious or secular newspa-
pers do not necessarily form a group with 
respect to political or economic questions. 
More often than not, a religious paper may 
be hard to distinguish from a secular paper 
with respect to such questions. However, 
the findings do indicate that the two groups 
of newspapers clearly differ from each 
other with respect to questions about reli-
gion, secularism and identity. 
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its predecessor Islamic parties. The EU 
received limited coverage by mainstream 
religious-conservative newspapers until 
1999 (before AKP’s formation), when Tur-
key obtained candidacy status.31 After that, 
the plurality of the references to the EU 
became positive. By comparison, interest in 
the EU was higher in the secular press. As 
in the case of the religious press, the cover-
age became more positive in 1999. How-
ever, as EU pressure for reforms continued, 
negative references to the EU increased as 
much as positive references. 
	 What was the basis of the negative 
references? It is clear that EU support for 
Kurdish language rights contributed to the 
backlash. The secular newspapers assessed 
the EU’s role negatively (69 percent and 
65 percent of codings on the EU’s influ-
ence on national sovereignty and territorial 
integrity respectively were negative). The 
Kurds topped references on domestic ac-
tors that the EU supports in all newspapers 
except Milli Gazete (where they came a 
close second after Christian minorities).

DIVIDED AND SKEPTICAL BELIEFS
	 By contrast to the coverage about 
diversity and ethnicity in general, the news 
coverage pertaining specifically to Kurdish 
ethnicity does not support the claim that 
religious-conservative newspapers adopted 
a more open outlook either in comparison 
to secular newspapers or over time. In-
stead, the findings reveal internal divisions 
within both camps. Moderate newspapers 
from both sides included many sympathet-
ic opinions about Kurds and their cultural 
demands, but this was counterbalanced by 
negative reactions from the flanks. Overall, 
hardline religious-conservative and secular 
opinion setters seem to have been similarly 
against a relaxation of state policies on the 
Kurdish question.

cal territoriality (Anatolia) can potentially 
be interpreted as bridging attributes be-
tween Turks and Kurds, whereas the state’s 
ethnic or cultural-linguistic emphasis on 
“Turkishness” has been an alienating ele-
ment for Kurdish nationalists. 
	 Did the emerging image of social 
diversity translate into a concomitant 
openness to political pluralism on ethnic 
matters? Much less so, it seems, although 
the religious-conservative press again ap-
pears more open to ethnic expressions in 
the political arena. The right of political 
parties to mobilize ethnicity has long been 
a controversial subject in Turkish politics. 
In 1971, such accusations led to the clos-
ing down of the Marxist-oriented Turkish 
Workers’ Party, the first party that openly 
discussed the Kurdish question. Since the 
1990s, a string of Kurdish leftist parties 
has been closed down by the Constitution-
al Court,  the DTP being the last to meet 
this fate, in 2009. 
	 In the time period examined, the 
discussion in religious-conservative 
newspapers on the right of ethnic parties 
to exist was balanced between neutral and 
positive, while that in secular newspapers 
was conversely mostly neutral or negative. 
This may indicate a higher predisposition 
among religious-conservative elites to 
accept a Kurdish party as a legitimate in-
terlocutor in the political process. Indeed, 
the AKP, which itself faced the threat of 
closure in the past, expressed disapproval 
for the DTP’s closure by the Constitutional 
Court, whereas the opposition praised 
it. At the same time, however, the AKP 
government did not introduce any discus-
sion of reforming the 10 percent electoral 
threshold, which has left the Kurdish par-
ties out of parliament in the past. 
	 Support for EU accession was one of 
the markers that differentiated AKP from 
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U-shaped polarization, with the rhetoric of 
both hardline religious-conservative and 
hardline secular media platforms in stark op-
position to that of more moderate centrists.
	 One of the most controversial aspects 
of the reforms has been the extension of 
broadcasting and education rights in the 
minority language. During the period stud-
ied, media coverage of Kurdish language 
rights peaked in 2000 and 2002, when 
EU-backed reforms were debated in parlia-
ment. The secular newspapers used a great 
deal more ink on these topics than the 
religious ones (316 references per newspa-
per in the former versus only 67 in the lat-
ter). In other words, there is no indication 
of a major debate to form a strong basis 

for reform on this issue 
within the religious-con-
servative elite. Yeni Şafak 
and Milliyet (represent-
ing reformist Islamists 
and liberal/leftist secular 
voices respectively) were 
more positive in their 
coverage; the discussion 
was very polarized in 
Zaman and overwhelm-
ingly negative in Milli 
Gazete; it was pre-
dominantly neutral and 
slightly more negative 
than positive in Cumhu-
riyet (see Figure 2).
	 These findings 
suggest that support 
for general diversity on 
a rhetorical level (for 
example viewing Tur-
key as a “mosaic”) does 
not translate into united 
support among religious-
conservative elites for 
actual ethnic-cultural 

	 References to Kurds, in general, were 
predominantly neutral in four out of the 
five newspapers, but much more positive 
in Yeni Şafak. In terms of positive refer-
ences, Zaman was similar to Milliyet, and 
Milli Gazete was similar to Cumhuriyet; 
however, both Zaman and Milli Gazete 
also contained a significantly higher num-
ber of negative references on Kurds. 
	 As shown in Figure 1,the use of the 
charged term “separatist” (a common 
denunciation of the PKK, Kurdish nation-
alism and sometimes even any assertion 
of ethnic distinctiveness) was ubiquitous 
in the articles in Milli Gazete and Cumhu-
riyet and remarkably low in those in Yeni 
Şafak. These findings bring forth a telling 

Figure 1: Total References to the Keyword “Separatist” (bölücü)

Figure 2: References to Education and TV in Kurdish
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within the movement. Either way, the 
PKK’s response reflects its long-term strat-
egy of asserting itself as the representative 
of Kurdish interests. 33 It also seems clear 
that the government made some public-
relations mistakes in managing the open-
ing.34 Thus, the opening may require years 
to bear fruit and win hearts and minds.35

	 Nevertheless, it is striking how weak 
public support was from the beginning 
and how strong the criticisms were, even 
within the government’s own constituen-
cies. This is especially surprising in light 
of the nationwide popularity that the gov-
ernment otherwise enjoyed. Such cynical 
and “conservative” public reactions were 
not peculiar to the current opening. Public 
responses were substantially as hostile 
as in the past even though, as argued, the 
political-structural environment surround-
ing the current opening is significantly 
more favorable. This underlines the impor-
tance of the need for intellectual/perceptual 
changes to complement structural precon-
ditions. As our findings from press cover-
age suggest, more substantive changes are 
necessary at least on the elite level so that 
any Kurdish opening can be sustainable 
and successful.
	 The cynical and “defensive” reactions 
against the Kurdish opening seem to be fed 
by two types of elite beliefs. The first type 
affects both religious-conservative and 
secular elites and more or less reflects the 
mainstream tenets of Turkish nationalism. 
According to these beliefs, ethnic plural-
ism is predisposed to cause disunity and 
weakness if it is expressed politically, is 
backed by external powers, and involves 
linguistic, cultural and political rights. 
Therefore, as the thinking goes, Kurdish 
nationalist demands for self-rule neces-
sarily involve separatism as opposed to 
simply regional or cultural autonomy. As 

rights. The fact that Yeni Şafak consistently 
provided the most supportive coverage of 
Kurdish issues attests to the intellectual 
origins of the AKP opening. However, the 
fact that the outlook of the other religious-
conservative newspapers diverged on 
this topic reflects the intellectual bases of 
opposition to the opening within the AKP 
constituency.
	 Through its presence in Iraq and 
influence on Turkey as a traditional ally, 
the United States is another external actor 
that could serve as an anchor supporting 
change. Although the United States has de-
clared the PKK a terrorist organization and 
has increased intelligence cooperation with 
Turkey since 2007, anti-American feeling 
still runs high across the religious-secular 
divide. Negative references to the United 
States in all five newspapers jumped 
sharply after the Iraq invasion in 2003, 
with Cumhuriyet far outstripping even 
Milli Gazete in negative coverage. In this 
atmosphere of widespread criticism of its 
mission in Iraq and suspicion of American 
support for the Kurdish Regional Govern-
ment, it becomes very difficult for Wash-
ington to play a positive role in Turkey’s 
Kurdish opening.

CONCLUSIONS
	 Ideational reasons are by no means 
the only source of the opening’s current 
limitations. The legacy of violence and 
the power politics between the PKK and 
the government are hard to overcome. 32 
Soon after the initiation of the opening, 
peaceful and violent pro-PKK protests 
and an ambush that took the lives of seven 
Turkish soldiers polarized society and 
undermined the opening. Although the 
PKK took responsibility for the attack 
three days later, they might also have been 
undertaken by semi-independent elements 
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time, as the findings summarized above 
show, many secular elites became increas-
ingly distrustful of external actors such as 
the EU and the United States. 
	 The reasons for this lack of trust be-
tween the AKP and the secular segments 
of Turkish society are beyond the scope of 
this article. However, these defensive be-
liefs may explain why many secular elites 
who in the past supported policy proposals 
that were at least as liberal as the AKP’s — 
for example, SHP in 1990 — oppose the 
Kurdish opening now. This opposition to 
the opening based on who has initiated it 
creates a contradiction with liberal and left-
ist secular views in favor of liberalization 
during the 1990s. The RPP’s opposition to 
the opening, which reflects defensive-sec-
ular beliefs, also contradicts the values of 
those same elites (for example, the writers 
of Milliyet) who are more attentive to, and 
supportive of, pluralism than the religious-
conservative elites represented in Zaman 
and Milli Gazete. The policies of the RPP 
often contradict the attitudes of its con-
stituencies, which tend to hold more liberal 
attitudes than those of the AKP.36 
	 While these findings do not necessarily 
suggest that the current opening will fail 
in the long run, they allow two conclu-
sions to be drawn. First, the opening faces 
important perceptual challenges in addition 
to others that need to be overcome. Thus, 
its success will also require skillful public 
relations and democratic public debate. 
Second, the future of the opening is inter-
woven with other aspects of Turkish poli-
tics and democratization, namely the need 
for legal-political reforms that can address 
the problem of trust between the AKP and 
pro-secular elites and that can lead to the 
consolidation of Turkish democracy.

long as these convictions remain strong, 
the elites perceive the Kurdish question 
as a security problem, and the distinction 
between demands for regional or cultural 
autonomy and separation becomes blurred. 
Widespread public skepticism is inevitable 
no matter how hard the proponents of the 
opening present it as a matter of democra-
tization and of strengthening national unity 
through peace and reconciliation. 
	 The second types of elite belief that 
underlie elite cynicism are peculiar to 
the current opening and mainly affect the 
secular elites’ thinking about the Kurdish 
opening. These beliefs are different from 
the first type in that, rather than feeding 
opposition to the substance of the opening, 
they seem to feed opposition and distrust 
toward who is leading and supporting 
the opening. They explain, for example, 
why many seculars oppose Kurdish rights 
despite the fact that the secular press in 
general had more frequent and more posi-
tive coverage of Kurdish cultural rights 
than the religious press. The wider findings 
of the project show that the AKP’s com-
ing to power fragmented the secular elites. 
While the idea that electoral democracy 
is a means for Islamists to come to power 
disappeared in moderately secular Milliyet 
after the AKP came to power, it was in-
creasingly expressed in the more vigilantly 
secular Cumhuriyet. Furthermore, fear 
of Islamic politics weakened confidence 
in democratic institutions among secular 
commentators. Both newspapers opposed 
the military’s involvement in politics in 
general (83 percent in Milliyet and 57 per-
cent in Cumhuriyet). Whenever the context 
was “to protect secularism,” however, the 
opposition fell to 33 percent in Milliyet 
and 17 percent in Cumhuriyet. At the same 
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