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The end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union and former
Yugoslavia brought to light the challenge of multi-ethnic and multicul-
tural demands facing nation-states. The violence that surrounded Iraq’s
repression of the Kurdish rebellion at the end of the Gulf War in 1991 and
the many ethnic conºicts in the Balkans and the Caucasus have been the
more brutal manifestations of the difªculties associated with the failure
of governments to adjust to what political scientist Crawford Young
called “the rising tide of cultural pluralism” and “the disuniting of the
nation.”1 During the 1990s, Turkey also faced an ever intensifying ques-
tioning of its national identity and unity, particularly from its Kurdish
population. The failure to accommodate Kurdish ethnicity and culture
has been an important factor that has led to the deaths of thousands of ci-
vilians and the displacement of masses of people, as well as severe hu-
man rights violations.2 This failure has also caused many governments
and international political actors to be drawn into the conºict between
Turkey and the Kurds. As a result, the Kurdish question became interna-
tionalized and came to dominate a signiªcant proportion of Turkey’s for-
eign policy. Issues ranging from Turkey’s membership of the European
Union (EU) to getting the international community to choose to transport
Caspian and Central Asian oil through Turkey became linked to this
question.

The extent to which the Kurdish problem came to dominate Turkish
foreign policy was probably best exempliªed by the saga concerning the
capture of the leader of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), Abdullah
Öcalan, by Turkish authorities in Kenya in February 1999.3 The saga
started in October 1998, the very month that the seventy-ªfth anniversary
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of the foundation of the Turkish Republic was being celebrated. Syria ex-
pelled Öcalan, subsequent to a Turkish threat of military intervention. In
November, matters reached a climax when Öcalan was arrested in Italy
on his way from Russia, where his initial demand for asylum had not
been granted. A legal and diplomatic battle occurred between Turkey and
Italy over the extradition of Öcalan to face trial in Turkey. A wide assort-
ment of political actors participated in this battle. They ranged from those
calling for the extradition of Öcalan to Turkey, such as the U.S. govern-
ment, to former Italian communist parties seeking to grant him asylum.
There were also many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) involved
in this battle, for example, the Helsinki Watch, a prominent U.S.-based
human rights organization, which called for Öcalan’s trial for crimes
against humanity in an international tribunal. Eventually, Öcalan was
forced to slip out of Italy (in January 1999) and for days ºew the skies of
Europe in an unsuccessful attempt to ªnd refuge until he was captured in
Kenya.

Öcalan was tried and sentenced to death in June 1999. However, dur-
ing and after his trial, he substantially moderated his views. He advo-
cated greater democratization and pluralism in Turkey as a solution to
the Kurdish problem, rather than secessionism or a federal solution.4 In
August, he even called for an end to the use of violence by the PKK and
urged his militants to turn themselves in to the Turkish authorities as a
gesture of good will. This was followed by general moderation on the
part of Kurds in Turkey. Relations with the West took an unprecedented
turn for the better, resulting in a major improvement in Turkey’s relations
with the EU and the United States. This new trend culminated in the visit
of President Clinton to Turkey in November and the EU’s decision in De-
cember to accept Turkey as a candidate for membership. Subsequently,
the EU required Turkey to meet a minimum set of democratic criteria for
accession negotiations to start. These developments were accompanied
by a growing commitment on the part of the Turkish government and po-
litical leaders to support greater democratization and reforms in Turkey.
In October 2001 the Turkish parliament adopted a series of critical
amendments to the Turkish constitution and in August 2002 was able to
adopt the necessary legislation to give effect to these amendments, as a
result of which broadcasting and education in Kurdish became legal for
the ªrst time in the history of the Turkish Republic. This was accompa-
nied by a decision abolishing capital punishment, enabling Öcalan’s
death sentence to be commuted to life imprisonment in October 2002.
These reforms have been recognized as a sign of the Turkish govern-
ment’s commitment to join the EU as well as a manifestation of the EU’s
ability to instigate political transformation in a candidate country.
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The Kurdish question in Turkey had been a function of the state’s
failure to reconsider the deªnition of its national identity in a manner that
would allow Kurds to express and live their ethnic and cultural identity
in public. The problem was also aggravated by the PKK’s armed struggle
to set up a separate Kurdish state. Turkish security forces fought to pre-
vent the PKK from achieving its goal. Traditionally, there were two ap-
proaches to the Kurdish question in Turkey.5 The dominant and hard-line
approach had seen the problem as externally driven and has pursued
what is basically a military way of dealing with it. The more moderate
and liberal approach has seen the problem mostly as a denial of Kurdish
cultural and ethnic identity, and has advocated political reforms in sup-
port of greater democracy and pluralism in Turkey, and economic re-
forms aimed at achieving greater development in the east and southeast
of Turkey, where traditionally most Kurds have lived. The hard-line ap-
proach long dominated governmental decision-making in Turkey, regard-
ing both domestic and foreign policymaking. However, after the capture
of Öcalan, the gap between moderates and hard-liners diminished. A
number of factors have played a role in this development, most impor-
tantly the improvement of relations with the West. The prospects of EU
membership strengthened the commitment to introduce political re-
forms. At the same time, many Kurdish politicians and leaders expressed
a desire to work within the political system to ªnd a solution to the
Kurdish problem. This clearly made it much easier to raise and debate re-
forms in respect to the Kurdish problem, without risking the wrath of
hard-liners.

The focus of this chapter is Turkey’s relations with its neighbors, as
well as with Europe and the United States. The manner in which Turkish
foreign policy and Turkey’s relations with the external world have been
affected by the Kurdish problem is also analyzed. The chapter argues that
the conspicuous improvement in Turkey’s relations with the West, and
especially the EU’s decision to open the way to Turkish membership, has
created an environment conducive to solving the Kurdish problem. Those
who have long argued that the West, and particularly the EU, could play
a critical role in helping to improve and consolidate democratic pluralism
in Turkey may actually be proved right. It is also in such a climate that
the liberal and hard-line views on the Kurdish problem may stand the
best chance of being reconciled. This reconciliation is much more likely to
occur and to be consolidated if the EU remains engaged in efforts to bring
about Turkey’s membership. A concrete manifestation of this would be
the offer by the EU of a date for starting accession negotiations.
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Turkey and the Kurdish Problem

The founders of the Turkish Republic led by Atatürk aimed to transform
the decrepit Ottoman Empire into a modern and secular republic. In this
respect emphasis was given to developing a sense of nationhood based
on the Turkish language. In the context of the 1920s, this was an impor-
tant step in transforming a traditional society where identities were local
and often religiously deªned. In the Ottoman Empire, particularly, ethnic
identities among the Muslim population did not carry much signiªcance
beyond the cultural and the linguistic. The common bond was Islam. This
emphasis remained an important driving force behind the national resis-
tance and liberation struggle from 1919 to 1922. Kurdish tribal leaders
held important positions in this struggle, as well as in the ªrst national
assembly formed in April 1920. Interestingly, during this period, of the 23
rebellions that occurred, only three were Kurdish. The most important of
the three was the Alevi Koçgiri rebellion in 1921, to which Sunni Kurdish
tribes refused to lend support.6

However, with the declaration of the Republic in 1923 and the aboli-
tion of the caliphate in 1924, accompanied by a series of social and politi-
cal reforms, the newly born state took an increasingly modernist and sec-
ularist character. This process included a redeªnition of the national
identity, with an emphasis on territoriality rather than religion. For the
founders of the Turkish Republic, the European, and in particular, the
French, experience of the past century was central to their project.7 The
1924 constitution deªned a “Turk” as anyone living within the bound-
aries of Turkey and attached to Turkey by bonds of citizenship. Legally,
the state would be indifferent to a citizen’s religious or ethnic identity.
Yet, right from the very start it was clear that, in practice, matters would
evolve differently. The indication of this divergence came during the as-
sembly debate on citizenship, when a member of the assembly, with
striking frankness, remarked that the legal deªnition was ªne, but that
the “real” citizens of Turkey were Hanaª Muslims who spoke Turkish.8

Such an approach risked leaving not only Kurds, who mostly did not
speak Turkish and belonged to the Shaª branch of Sunni Islam, outside
the deªnition of “real” citizenship in the new Turkish Republic, but also
Arabs and Alevis.

Building a modern, secular, and national state was not an easy task.
Considerable resistance was encountered from many quarters, but the
most persistent was that which came from Kurdish-populated areas of
the country. Of the 18 rebellions that broke out against the government
between 1924 and 1938, 17 were in eastern Anatolia, and 16 of them in-
volved Kurds.9 Interestingly, none of these rebellions included Kurdish
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Alevi tribes. Clearly, a secular state, in which the bias against the Alevis
had not yet made itself evident, seemed preferable to the Ottoman state
that had traditionally discriminated against them. The Alevi Koçgiri
tribe, which had rebelled earlier, refused to join the infamous Shaykh
Said rebellion of 1925 led by Sunni Kurds.10 The Kurdish rebellions were
fueled partly by a local elite, who resented the centralized power of the
modernist state, and partly by a sense of Kurdish political consciousness.
By 1939, all such insurrections had been suppressed, and the authority of
the central state stood unchallenged.

In the ªrst decades of the republican era, policies aiming to mold a
diverse mosaic of ethnic and cultural identities into a Turkish national
identity were also undertaken. Emphasis was put on the Turkish lan-
guage, as well as Turkish culture and history, as interpreted by the Turk-
ish Language and History Societies.11 The efforts of these two societies
were focused on developing and disseminating arguments to mobilize
the public behind a homogenous identity characterized by the Turkish
language and the idea that all persons living in Turkey were Turks who
were descendants of a people who migrated out of Central Asia, as bear-
ers of civilization. The government also introduced immigration and re-
settlement policies to assimilate diverse ethnic and cultural identities into
a Turkish identity. A conscious effort was made to settle Turkish-speaking
immigrants from the Balkans among the Kurds, while resettling some of
the more rebellious tribes in western parts of Turkey.12

The mid-1930s coincided with government efforts to deny the very
existence of a separate ethnic Kurdish identity and instead advocate the
notion that Kurds were “mountain Turks.” By the 1950s, it seemed that
this approach had achieved reasonable success, as many Kurds and other
ethnic groups in Turkey melted into a Turkish national identity. But by
the late 1960s, a number of leftist groups began to raise the Kurdish ques-
tion as an issue. The government met the challenge by adopting policies
ranging from co-option to repression and continued to deny the existence
of a separate Kurdish identity. The Kurdish problem became aggravated
in the mid-1980s, as the PKK emerged as an organization seeking seces-
sion and began to attack civilian as well as military targets. This violence
and the human rights violations resulting from the operations of the se-
curity forces against the PKK, together with the activities of Kurdish or-
ganizations, helped to raise consciousness among Turkish citizens of
Kurdish origin.13

This growing sense of ethnic and cultural consciousness among
many Kurds engendered two main and competing approaches toward
the problem on the part of policymakers. Each approach deªnes the prob-
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lem differently, and the policies it propounds reºect its particular bias in
analysis.

The hard-line approach, very brieºy, is the one that argues that there
is no Kurdish problem, but a problem of terror, aggravated by the eco-
nomic and social problems of southeastern Turkey and the support given
to the PKK by the international community. This way of thinking was for
a long time supported by the military as well as the government. This ap-
proach had the upper hand beginning in 1993, when Tansu Çiller formed
the government, following the death of President Turgut Özal and the as-
cent of former Prime Minister Süleyman Demirel to the presidency. One
reason why the strictly military response prevailed was the fact that in
1993, the PKK seemed to be on the verge of leading a popular uprising.
At that time, the PKK could almost run “liberated zones” and impose its
own law and order (extorting taxes, preventing political parties from op-
erating, banning the Turkish media, and punishing “collaborators” from
these areas). Once the policy was adopted, the PKK was substantially
weakened by a long series of security operations in southeastern and
eastern Turkey and in northern Iraq.14

The advocates of this hard-line approach have argued that once ter-
rorism is eradicated, then economic and social programs associated with
the Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP) would resolve the problems of
the region.15 Immediately after Öcalan’s capture, this position was rein-
forced. Süleyman Demirel, in an interview with the Turkish daily Milliyet,
dismissed the possibility of any language reforms for Kurds, arguing that
Turkey had one ofªcial language. He went on to say that in Turkey there
were many ethnic groups with their own languages, and that the only
way to protect the unity of the country was with one language; he added
that he was against broadcasting in Kurdish.16 His remarks were accom-
panied by Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit’s announcement in March 1999
of a special ªnancial package to boost the economy of the Kurdish-
populated provinces of southeastern Turkey. There was also a promise of
a repentance law for PKK members who turned themselves in. Ecevit’s
package did not make any reference to a Kurdish problem, even when he
went to the most Kurdish of cities in Turkey, Diyarbakir, to launch it.17 In
the national elections of April 1999, this hard-line approach appeared to
receive public endorsement. Ecevit’s Demokratik Sol Parti (Democratic
Left Party, DSP) received the highest percentage of the votes, followed by
the right-wing Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi (Nationalist Action Party,
MHP)—long a supporter of the hard-line approach.

However, soon after the formation of a coalition government led by
Ecevit’s DSP and including the MHP and the Ana Vatan Partisi (Mother-
land Party, ANAP), this hard-line approach began to erode. One impor-
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tant factor was the discourse that Öcalan adopted during his trial
throughout May and June. In his defense statements, he repented the
death and destruction caused by the PKK and promised that he would be
willing to serve Turkey, if his life were spared. His advocacy of greater
democracy and pluralism coincided with the new government’s aim of a
more liberal democracy and an improvement in Turkey’s human rights
record. Ecevit played a critical role in this respect, and in a personal letter
to the newly elected social democrat chancellor of Germany, Gerard
Schröder, just before the EU’s June summit in Cologne, he expressed his
government’s determination to meet the Copenhagen criteria of the EU.18

According to these criteria, prospects of membership require that a candi-
date country achieve stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the
rule of law, human rights, and respect for and protection of minorities.
This was the turning point at which the political process was set in mo-
tion that led to the EU’s formal acceptance of Turkey’s candidacy. In June,
the government also succeeded in pushing through parliament a consti-
tutional amendment removing the military judge who was to hear
Öcalan’s case from the state security courts. This reform had been de-
manded earlier by a decision of the European Court of Human Rights
and was considered in Europe to be an important step toward ensuring a
fair trial for Öcalan.

During the course of 1999, a series of unprecedented developments
occurred. After the August 1999 earthquake disaster in Turkey, the gov-
ernment took a relatively constructive attitude in the face of a massive
amount of public criticism. This was manifested in a willingness to work
with the international community in disaster relief but, more importantly,
also demonstrated a new readiness to work with Turkish civilian groups.
In October 1999, the minister responsible for human rights in Turkey,
Mehmet Ali Irtemçelik, held a conference with human rights organiza-
tions and other NGOs and expressed a willingness to work more closely
with them.19 Just before the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) summit held in Istanbul, the government allowed the
pre-summit gathering of NGOs to take place without any interference,
thus reºecting a major change in attitude compared to the treatment that
many NGOs had received during the UN Habitat II summit held in Istan-
bul in June 1996. During this summit some events organized by NGOs
were interrupted by the police or prevented from taking place. Further-
more, during the OSCE summit, government ofªcials, including the pres-
ident, made statements about the need to improve Turkey’s democracy
and human rights. Most striking was, of course, the occasion when Presi-
dent Demirel, during his meeting with President Clinton, publicly ac-
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knowledged that Turkey had a problem concerning the use of torture and
that the government was determined to address it.20

Another critical development weakening the hard-line position on
the Kurdish problem was the shift in position of the PKK and the increase
in the number of moderate Kurdish views. Kurdish opinion throughout
the 1990s was largely dominated by the PKK. Few Kurdish public ªgures
dared to deviate from this position, and those who did, did not ªnd a
very receptive environment for their views, so far as the Turkish govern-
ment was concerned. Many remained silent, and some simply advocated
the government line. The PKK’s decision to drop its armed struggle and
its secessionist agenda in support of democratization and pluralism
helped to generate a lively debate in Kurdish circles. A number of politi-
cal movements supportive of a moderate Kurdish agenda emerged.
This was very much reºected in an interview given by the mayor
of Diyarbakir, Ferridun Çelik, a member of the pro-Kurdish Halkin
Demokrasi Partisi (People’s Democracy Party, HADEP). He argued that
the violence and separatist agenda of the Kurdish movement had not
helped solve the Kurdish problem in Turkey and maintained that his
party was committed to seeking a solution to the problem through de-
mocratization and pluralism in Turkey.21 This approach probably ex-
plains why, compared to previous years, the relationship between
HADEP and the Turkish state was much more positive, or at least much
less confrontational. Earlier in 1999, attempts by state prosecutors to have
the party closed down on the grounds of its advocacy of separatism were
overruled by the constitutional court. HADEP participated in the elec-
tions of April 1999. Although it was unable to win seats at the parliament
during the national elections, it won mayoral positions in 37 districts,
mostly in Kurdish-populated parts of the country. The central govern-
ment appears to have learned to live with HADEP-led local govern-
ments.

Lastly, the decision to dissolve the “Kurdish parliament in exile,”
mostly dominated by the PKK, at its session in Brussels in September
1999, also helped to improve the political climate.22 This parliament had
long been a source of serious tension between Turkey and the many Eu-
ropean countries where it held its sessions.

The effects of moderation became visible among the military too.
Early in September 1999, the chief of general staff pointed out that there
was in Turkey de facto broadcasting in Kurdish. In December he also de-
clared that the military did not want to become involved in the decision
as to whether or not the execution of Öcalan should be carried out. That
decision, he argued, lay with the government.23 At its end-of-year meet-
ing, the National Security Council (NSC) discussed the possibility of lift-
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ing the emergency rule, which severely restricted civil rights and gave
the authorities overarching security powers over a number of Kurdish-
populated areas.24 This rule had been in place since 1987 and was fre-
quently blamed as the cause of human rights violations. Its termination
has long been called for by moderates, and all political parties repre-
sented in the parliament gave their support to this change.25 In parallel
with efforts to adopt EU-related reforms, the number of Kurdish prov-
inces under emergency rule was progressively reduced and the rule in
the last two remaining provinces of Diyarbakir and Sirnak was extended
for the ªnal time in June 2002.

In spite of these developments, it should be noted that the hard-liners
in Turkey argue that reforms granting cultural rights to Kurds constitute
a threat to the unity and territorial integrity of Turkey. Members of the
parliament belonging to MHP voted against these reforms as well as the
lifting of the capital punishment. They accused other members of the par-
liament of wanting to save the life of Öcalan for the sake of pleasing the
EU rather than giving priority to Turkey’s national interest.26 But the
MHP was decisively defeated in the November 2002 elections and left
with no seats in the parliament. This has weakened the ability of the
hard-liners to obstruct the adoption and implementation of political re-
forms directly addressing the Kurdish problem.

The second, more liberal, approach starts with the premise that in es-
sence, the Kurdish problem is a product of increasing demands by Kurds
to express their cultural and ethnic identity and the inability of Turkey to
adjust to these demands. After a decades-old policy of denial, this new
approach ªrst ofªcially surfaced in the late 1980s under Turgut Özal’s
presidency. He made it known that he was partly of Kurdish descent and
initiated contacts with the Kurdish leadership in northern Iraq, just be-
fore the refugee crisis of April 1991. He also played a critical role in see-
ing through the adoption of legislation that rescinded the law that had
banned the public use of the Kurdish language. Following the 1991 na-
tional elections, Süleyman Demirel, the new prime minister and leader of
the Dogru Yol Partisi (True Path Party, DYP), in the company of his coali-
tion partner, Erdal I

.
nönü, made what at the time was considered to be a

historic speech. He argued that Turkey had to recognize the Kurdish real-
ity and could not continue to pretend that Kurds were Turks who had
originally come from Central Asia.27 The speech and the program of the
newly formed coalition seemed to be offering the possibility of introduc-
ing measures that would eventually enable the Kurds in Turkey to main-
tain their Kurdish ethnic and cultural identity as Turkish citizens.

This was a period when society debated the Kurdish problem at
length, but it was also a period marred by violence, coinciding as it did
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with the saga of Halkin Emek Partisi (People’s Labor Party, HEP) and its
successor, Demokrasi Partisi (Democracy Party, DEP). The radical nation-
alist rhetoric adopted by the leaderships of these two Kurdish nationalist
parties provoked the hard-liners in the parliament into action. Both par-
ties were shut down, and this action was followed by the sentencing of
DEP members of parliament to varying lengths of prison terms for advo-
cating separatism and supporting the PKK. This development signaled
the fall of the more liberal approach from favor.28 Subsequently, many in-
tellectuals (members of the civil society), as well as some politicians and
members of government, continued to express support for this approach,
but rather meekly and intermittently. To all intents and purposes, the lib-
eral approach remained very much in the background until recently.

This situation began to change signiªcantly by the summer of 1999.
The expression of liberal views and opinions concerning the Kurdish
problem became much more common, even popular, both within and
outside government circles. One of the ªrst striking expressions of such
views came from Sükrü Elekdag, a former inºuential ambassador previ-
ously associated with hard-line views on the Kurdish problem.29 In a set
of articles, Elekdag argued that Turkey did not need to fear anything in
allowing broadcasting in Kurdish and added that, in effect, this was al-
ready taking place. He also supported the idea that there should be some
possibility of education in Kurdish.30 Similar ideas had for a long time
been put forward by many columnists, especially in liberal newspapers,
but that a former high level bureaucrat should become their proponent
showed the shift in opinion regarding the Kurdish problem. The liberal
approach received a signiªcant boost when the chief judge of the High
Court of Appeals (Yargitay), Sami Selçuk, made a historic speech in
which he stated that the current constitution had lost its legitimacy. He
advocated a constitution and legal system that would open the way to a
truly democratic and pluralist society with complete freedom of expres-
sion. Although he did not refer to the Kurdish problem directly, he did
not leave any room for doubt as to where he thought the ideal solution
lay when he maintained that individuals should be able to express their
cultural identity freely.31

The chief judge’s speech marks the beginning of a period during
which an increasing number of politicians and members of the govern-
ment energetically called for political reforms in support of greater de-
mocracy. However, until after the adoption of the constitutional amend-
ments of October 2001 few politicians expressed support for reforms
regarding the Kurdish populated provinces. The exceptions in govern-
ment were Deputy Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz, the leader of ANAP,
and Foreign Minister Ismail Cem. Yilmaz had, on a number of occasions,
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supported the idea of political reforms to allow for broadcasting and edu-
cation in Kurdish. In December 1999, he paid a visit to Diyarbakir, the
largest Kurdish-populated city in Turkey and a city whose population
has been most directly affected by the violence and repression resulting
from the confrontation between the PKK and security forces. There, he
implied that Turkey’s membership in the EU was linked to an improve-
ment in the political and economic lot of the Kurds. Cem, by the same to-
ken, suggested during an interview that it might be possible to allow ed-
ucation in Kurdish.32 Both Yilmaz and Cem met considerable criticism
from hard-liners. Yilmaz was bitterly criticized by members of the MHP,
including Deputy Prime Minister Devlet Bahçeli. An MHP member of the
cabinet even went as far as accusing Yilmaz of “speaking like the PKK,”
adding that Turkey was a unitary state with one ºag and one language.33

In the case of Cem, there were calls that he should actually be prosecuted
and tried for expressing such divisive views.34

The constitutional reforms of October 2001 ushered in a new era in
Turkish politics. In particular an amendment to Article 26 of the constitu-
tion opened the way to the possibility of the public use of languages
other than Turkish.35 Subsequently, a massive debate on broadcasting and
education in Kurdish started that at times became very acrimonious. Ulti-
mately, the moderate approach prevailed and the parliament adopted a
series of speciªc reforms in August to meet the requirements to respect
cultural rights of minorities in an attempt to meet the Copenhagen crite-
ria of the EU. The parliament was also able to rise above the populist calls
of the MHP to prevent the lifting of the death penalty. Undoubtedly, Tur-
key’s aspirations to become a member of the EU and the pressing need to
start negotiations for accession played a critical role in the political trans-
formation of the Kurdish problem in Turkey that helped the moderate ap-
proach to prevail over the hard-line one. Nevertheless, the U.S. interven-
tion against Saddam Hussein in March 2003 and the ensuing instability
in Iraq have revived hard-liners’ fears that a Kurdish state in northern
Iraq could emerge and threaten Turkey’s national unity and territorial
integrity.

Turkish Foreign Policy and the Kurdish Question

In the late 1990s, Turkish foreign policy had been characterized by a con-
spicuous assertiveness. This can to a large extent be seen as an outcome
of the hard-line policy adopted toward the PKK and the Kurdish problem
during the 1990s. By 1995, the military was already conªdent that it had
seriously weakened the PKK’s presence in Turkey. In a series of military
operations in the mountainous areas of southeastern Turkey, the PKK
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was driven mostly into northern Iraq.36 As a part of Turkey’s denial of the
existence of a Kurdish problem, the PKK had always been portrayed as
an externally-supported organization whose aim was to weaken and di-
vide Turkey. Such a portrayal is very much part of what in Turkey is com-
monly referred to as the “Sèvres syndrome,” a concept popular among
nationalist, as well as bureaucratic and military circles. It is based on the
belief in a conspiracy and embodies the fear that the Treaty of Sèvres will
be revived. (This was the treaty drawn up by the victorious powers at the
end of the First World War that carved up the remaining Anatolian re-
gions of the Ottoman Empire into small states and occupation zones.)
Turkey is seen as surrounded by enemies who are efªcient and can act in
unison. The PKK is depicted as a tool of such a conspiracy. The conspira-
tors are most of Turkey’s neighbors and the West, including the United
States.37

The immediate focus of attention became northern Iraq, where the
PKK had succeeded in establishing a series of military bases from where
they were able to mount attacks on Turkey. The inªghting between the
two opposing Kurdish groups in northern Iraq, the Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP) and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), had created an
environment conducive for the PKK to consolidate itself there.38 In March
1995, Turkey mounted a massive military operation involving 35,000
troops and lasting six weeks.39 This was an operation very different from
the frequent previous incursions mounted in pursuit of the PKK. It sig-
naled the beginning of a new strategy that aimed to deny northern Iraq to
the PKK.

Turkey had played a leading role in the adoption of Security Council
Resolution 688, and then the establishment of a safe haven north of the
36th parallel, in an effort to ensure the repatriation of almost half a million
mostly Kurdish refugees who had ºed from the Iraqi military.40 The task
of managing the return of these refugees and then ensuring their safety
fell to Operation Provide Comfort (OPC), composed of mostly U.S. and
British military personnel. Once the repatriation was completed, the mili-
tary wing was withdrawn to a NATO base in southern Turkey, from
where they have continued to operate on six-month mandates granted by
the Turkish parliament. From its earliest days, OPC was highly contro-
versial in Turkey, and many suspected that it was helping the PKK as
well as assisting the establishment of a Kurdish state in northern Iraq.41

The presence of a large number of NGOs, together with a forward mili-
tary ofªce of OPC in Zakho, known as the Military Coordination Com-
mand (MCC), remained a continuous source of friction between Turkey
and the United States. The problem was also aggravated by U.S. policies
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aimed at organizing Iraqi opposition to the regime of Saddam Hussein,
using as cover the NGOs operating in the area.

In the fall of 1994, in an attempt to address the problem, Foreign Min-
ister Mümtaz Soysal introduced new, more stringent rules to regulate the
entry of NGOs into northern Iraq from Turkey.42 However, the security
problem in northern Iraq from Turkey’s perspective was not resolved un-
til 1996. First, in May 1996, yet another Turkish massive military opera-
tion into northern Iraq took place after the PKK forced out villagers from
KDP-controlled areas near the border.43 The operation uprooted the PKK
from the area, with the cooperation of the KDP, and then left behind
signiªcant units to support the KDP in patrolling the area. Second, in Au-
gust 1996, the KDP mounted an attack on PUK-held territory, with the
support of the Iraqi military. This led to panic among NGO workers
and the locally hired personnel, culminating in a U.S. decision to evacu-
ate. The closure of the MCC ofªce and the departure of Americans
signiªcantly strengthened the hand of Turkey and that of its local ally, the
KDP, in continuing to confront the PKK. Last, in November of the same
year, the KDP and the PUK signed a cease-ªre. From the Turkish mili-
tary’s point of view, this was a signiªcant development that increased the
possibility that the KDP would confront the PKK. A diplomatic effort that
became known as the “Ankara process” was launched, with the aim of
consolidating both the cease-ªre and Turkey’s inºuence in northern Iraq.
Both parties were reminded of their economic and security dependence
on Turkey. Turkey was northern Iraq’s only major access to the external
world and was also the host of OPC, policing the safety zone against the
Iraqi military. By 1997, there had already been a signiªcant fall in the
PKK’s ability to operate in northern Iraq and attack Turkey from there. In
1998, another major blow was inºicted on the PKK, when one of its lead-
ing commanders, Semdin Sakik, after having broken ranks with the PKK
leadership, was apprehended and brought for trial to Turkey.44 Since
Öcalan’s call for an end to the armed struggle, most PKK militants have
left Turkey and retreated into northern Iraq. At its Seventh Congress
meeting in January 2000 in northern Iraq, the PKK leadership endorsed
Öcalan as their leader and approved his decision to end the armed strug-
gle. The congress also decided to reorganize various branches of the PKK
to wage a political rather than an armed struggle.45 Furthermore, Turkey
has continued to maintain a small but effective military presence in
northern Iraq as well as considerable inºuence over KDP and PUK lead-
ership to preempt remaining PKK militants from contemplating any at-
tacks on Turkey. The September 11, 2001, attacks on the twin towers in
New York and the Pentagon and the subsequent war on terrorism also fa-
cilitated Turkey’s efforts to keep the PKK subdued. Nevertheless, Turkey
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continues to be concerned about the prospects of a “Kurdish state”
emerging in northern Iraq, particularly in the aftermath of the U.S. mili-
tary intervention against Saddam Hussein’s regime.46 This concern was
expressed in a very forceful manner immediately after the reconvening of
the Kurdish parliament in Erbil in October 2002.

A greater assertiveness in foreign policy was also reºected in Tur-
key’s relations with Iran and Syria. After the revolution in Iran, relations
between it and Turkey have frequently suffered a downturn. Turkey of-
ten accused Iran of supporting Islamic fundamentalist groups operating
in Turkey. Yet, in spite of these crises, the two countries by and large man-
aged to maintain a working relationship. However, as the military opera-
tions against the PKK in Turkey and in northern Iraq intensiªed, Turkey
increasingly accused Iran of harboring the PKK and providing it with lo-
gistical support. Iran has always rejected these accusations, but continued
PKK attacks in areas adjacent to the Iranian border increased the tension
between the two countries.47 It has even been rumored that a frustrated
Turkish government considered a military attack on PKK bases in Iran in
May 1995.48 In April 1996, a major crisis occurred when the two countries
exchanged accusations of espionage and support for terrorism. Yet an-
other crisis erupted in July 1996, when the PKK mounted an attack on a
Turkish military post on the Iranian border. The president visited the bor-
der and criticized Iran bitterly.49

During his premiership from July 1996 to June 1997, Necmettin
Erbakan, the leader of the Islamist Refah (Welfare Party, WP) made visi-
ble efforts and expressed great enthusiasm to improve relations with
Iran, but soon encountered bureaucratic and public objections. In August
1996, he was loudly censured for visiting a country considered to be sup-
porting anti-Turkish terrorism. Similarly, in December 1996, during the
visit by Iranian President Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Erbakan’s desire to
reach a defense cooperation agreement with Iran was vetoed by General
Staff and Defense Minister Turhan Tayan of the DYP. The following
month, the Turkish foreign ministry accused Iran of supplying the PKK
with heavy weapons, including Katyusha rockets. Relations with Iran de-
teriorated further when the Iranian ambassador in Ankara became em-
broiled in an Islamic fundamentalist gathering in a suburb of Ankara in
February 1997, which eventually, under heavy military pressure, trig-
gered the dissolution of the WP-led coalition government.50 This led to a
recall of ambassadors, and in December 1997, President Demirel found
himself leaving the Islamic Conference Organization’s summit in Tehran
early, when his Iranian hosts tried to censure Turkey for its relations with
Israel. Subsequent relations with Iran appear to have improved some-
what, partly through the launching by Foreign Minister Cem, in February
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1998, of the “Neighborhood Forum,” which aims to improve relations
with neighboring Middle Eastern countries. The improvement of rela-
tions has become relatively easier since the PKK stopped mounting
armed operations out of Iran. During the visit of Iranian Foreign Minister
Kamal Harrazi, his Turkish counterpart insisted that a difference in style
of regimes should not constitute an obstacle to friendly and cooperative
relations. Harrazi in his turn announced that his government was op-
posed to the PKK and did not support its activities.51 But Prime Minister
Bülent Ecevit had argued, only a month earlier, that the new sponsor of
the PKK was Iran.52 Against the pragmatism of the foreign ministry, the
Turkish military also continues to believe that Iran supports terrorism in
Turkey. This belief was reinforced and led to bitter accusations against
Iran when, in February 2000, a series of gruesome graves of victims of
Turkish Hezbollah violence were unearthed and the culprits appre-
hended by the police. With Iran’s national elections during the Spring of
2000 producing a parliament dominated by reformists and Iran’s con-
scious efforts to distance itself from terrorism since the September 11,
2001, attacks there has also been a marked improvement in Iranian-
Turkish relations. The improvement was marked by the Turkish presi-
dent’s visit to Iran in June 2002. The visit itself and the support for Tur-
key’s membership of the EU expressed by his counterpart Mohammed
Khatami, as well as the latter’s recognition of Turkey’s Western and indi-
rectly secular vocation, were regarded as an important signs of reconcilia-
tion.53 These may be indications that the bitterness resulting from Turkish
accusations of Iranian support for the PKK may have been left in the past.

Turkey had long maintained that Syria was harboring Öcalan in Da-
mascus, but this was denied by Syria on every occasion. Erbakan had ar-
gued, in a major break from well-established practice, just before forming
his coalition government, and in an effort to improve relations with Syria,
that Syria was not supporting the PKK.54 In late 1997 and early 1998, a
number of meetings took place between Syrian and Turkish foreign min-
istry ofªcials. However, before these meetings could produce any posi-
tive results, relations soured when, during a radio program, the Syrian
ambassador to the United States raised the sensitive issue of the province
of Hatay.55 Turkish authorities protested at what they considered to be an
irredentist claim from Syria directed at Turkey’s territorial integrity. The
situation worsened in September 1998. Chief of General Staff Hüseyin
Kivrikoglu argued that, because of Syrian support for the PKK, there ac-
tually was an undeclared war going on between Turkey and Syria. The
Turkish government called on Syria to stop its support for Öcalan, while
the Turkish military began to mass on the border. Prime Minister Mesut
Yilmaz argued that Turkey was determined to end Syrian support for
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Öcalan. Since the PKK had been defeated, Syria had to stop supporting
Öcalan in order to end the threat posed by the PKK.56 The crisis was re-
solved without violence when the Egyptian president’s mediation paid
off, and Syria eventually expelled Öcalan. The hard-liners had clearly
achieved a major victory. The PKK had been weakened substantially, ªrst
within Turkey, then in northern Iraq, and now the actual leader of the
PKK had been forced out of Syria. Since then, bilateral relations have
started to improve. A symbolic expression of this occurred during the
Muslim holidays in January 2000 at the end of Ramadan, when the two
governments allowed local people living in the region of the border town
of Ceylanpinar to visit their friends and families.57 For decades the border
had been closed for such visits. Societal interactions as well as trade be-
tween the two countries have signiªcantly increased.

The elite of Turkey, loyal to the concept of a modern and secular Tur-
key, always considered membership in the EU and integration with Eu-
rope to be their ultimate goal. As Süleyman Demirel put it, “one of the
main thrusts of Turkish foreign policy is to realize Turkey’s perennial
drive to integrate fully with Europe.”58 The long relationship that had be-
gun in the early 1960s was always expected to evolve naturally into mem-
bership in the EU.59 In 1989, when the European Commission ªnally
turned down a Turkish application for membership, many in Turkey con-
sidered it a temporary setback. The general belief was that further de-
mocratization and the consolidation of the liberalization of the Turkish
economy would eventually create the circumstances for membership.60

But relations between Turkey and the EU began to deteriorate in 1993, as
the Kurdish problem in Turkey became aggravated and the PKK in Eu-
rope became increasingly successful in mobilizing the Kurdish diaspora
and leading campaigns against Turkey. This was reºected in a growing
barrage of criticisms directed against Turkey for violating the human
rights of Kurds. As a result of such public censure, some governments
imposed arms embargoes on Turkey, and the European Parliament (EP)
suspended ªnancial assistance to Turkey.

One important factor that has inºuenced Western European attitudes
toward Turkey is the presence of an active Kurdish community. There are
no reliable statistics on the number of Kurds living in Europe. The direc-
tor of the Kurdish Institute in Paris, Kendal Nazan, puts their number at
850,000 and estimates 10 percent to be supporters of the PKK.61 The ma-
jority reside in Germany, and most of them arrived as part of a massive
labor migration from Turkey to Germany during the 1960s and, to a lesser
extent, in the 1970s. In the 1980s, after the military coup in Turkey, a
growing number of Kurds, often supporters or activists of the PKK,
sought asylum in Germany and some of the other European countries.62
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Many of the asylum seekers came to constitute the cadre of PKK front or-
ganizations in Europe. These organizations are involved in numerous ac-
tivities, ranging from running nationalist publications to raising, often
through extortion and drug trafªcking, large sums of money for the PKK.
The PKK also runs MED-TV, a television station broadcasting across Eu-
rope. It founded the Kurdish parliament-in-exile in April 1995. Because of
PKK dominance in this parliament, a number of Kurdish organizations,
for example, the Kurdish Socialist Party, led by the veteran and moderate
Kemal Burkay, as well as the KDP and PUK, declined to join it.63 Before
its dissolution in September 1999, the parliament met in a number of cap-
itals around Europe and developed extensive contacts with representa-
tives from various European political parties. This enabled the PKK to
mobilize considerable support among politicians and public ªgures in
Europe. The activities of the PKK across Europe and among the Kurdish
diaspora played a central and critical role in raising awareness of Kurdish
national identity.64 The success of the PKK was very much reºected by
the large number of Kurds it mobilized across Europe to protest the cap-
ture of Öcalan. At the same time, however, the PKK to a great extent also
stiºed alternative voices among the Kurds in Europe. One important con-
sequence of this was that many among the European public and politi-
cians came to consider the PKK as representing the Kurds in Turkey.65

This situation is possibly best demonstrated in a resolution adopted
by the EP in December 1998, following the crisis between Turkey and
Italy over the extradition of Öcalan to Turkey. The resolution bitterly criti-
cized Turkey and called for an international conference to ªnd a political
solution to the Kurdish problem in Turkey. What was particularly strik-
ing was that the resolution referred to “terrorist activities of certain
Kurdish organizations” but did not mention the PKK by name. This viv-
idly demonstrates the legitimization that the PKK appears to have re-
ceived in the EP. In 1992, for example, Jas Gawronski had resisted ef-
forts by some left-wing members of the parliament to introduce amend-
ments to his EP report recognizing the “Kurdish people’s right to self-
determination including independence.” Instead the report had called
the PKK a terrorist organization and had acknowledged Turkey’s right to
defend itself against terrorism.66 However, the fact that the Kurds were
referred to as a minority67 was enough for the Turkish government to dis-
tance itself from the report and the EP. Nevertheless, this report was
clearly much more balanced and less partisan than the December 1998
resolution of the EP. A retired ambassador, Gündüz Aktan, in a general
study of EP resolutions on Turkey, considers the December 1998 resolu-
tion a violation of Turkey’s sovereignty.68
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The difference between the 1992 report and the December 1998 reso-
lution is indicative of the extent to which relations between Turkey and
the EP deteriorated, as a result of the Kurdish question. The shutdown of
the DEP, a Kurdish nationalist party, and the removal of its members’ im-
munity in the Turkish parliament in March 1994, followed by their being
sentenced to prison in December, provoked adverse reactions from the
EP. As a result, the EU found itself having to postpone the signing of the
Customs Union (CU) treaty with Turkey until March 1995. The EP held
up the ratiªcation of the treaty until after Turkey amended the constitu-
tion and other laws to introduce greater freedom of expression and asso-
ciation.69

The ratiªcation was also the product of considerable lobbying and
pressuring emanating from the larger members of the EU and the Euro-
pean Commission. An important argument used was that closer eco-
nomic relations with Turkey would give the EU considerable leverage on
human rights issues and greater democratization.70 The EP did eventu-
ally yield to this pressure, but soon after ratifying the treaty it ºexed its
muscles against Turkey. During the budget discussions in October 1996,
the EP decided to suspend some of the ªnancial aid package agreed upon
in the context of the CU, on the grounds of continuing violations of hu-
man rights in Turkey.71 The resignation of Erbakan’s coalition govern-
ment in June 1997, under pressure from the military, and the subsequent
closure of the Islamic WP worsened relations between Turkey and the EP
and provoked strong criticisms of Turkish democracy and the military.
The wave of Kurdish asylum seekers that arrived on the shores of Italy in
November 1997 became another source of conºict between Turkey and
the EP. During this period, Turkey refused to maintain any relations or di-
alogue with the EP. This was part of the government decision to suspend
political relations with the EU in protest at the decision taken at the EU
Luxembourg Summit not to include Turkey among the next group of
countries eligible for accession to the EU. This, in many ways, neutralized
any leverage that the EP could have enjoyed over Turkey. One concrete
manifestation of this was the refusal by the Turkish government to allow
a group of members of the EP to visit Öcalan in prison.72

The negative impact of the Kurdish question on Turkey’s relations
with the European Commission and the major members of the EU has
been more limited.73 Turkey is a major trading partner of the EU, and
leading EU countries such as Germany, France, and Italy have large in-
vestments in Turkey. These interests, together with a preference for a pol-
icy of engagement, rather than the confrontation adopted by the EP, have
led the EU to follow a more ªnely tuned policy toward Turkey. However,
this does not mean that relations between the EU and Turkey have al-
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ways been smooth. Germany, for example, imposed arms embargoes on
Turkey, albeit temporarily. Leading members of the EU have on a number
of occasions found themselves being critical of the military approach
adopted by Turkey and suggested the need to seek a political solution to
the Kurdish problem in Turkey. Calls for a political solution for the
Kurdish problem coming from Europe were often evaluated through the
perspective of the “Sèvres syndrome” and engendered strong reactions in
Turkey. For example, in 1995, Süleyman Demirel reacted in an unusually
forceful way when he interpreted remarks made by French Minister of
Foreign Affairs Alain Juppé that Turkey should ªnd a political solution
to the Kurdish problem. Demirel argued that Juppé’s statement was
unequivocal evidence of Western intentions to create a Kurdish state in
Turkey.74

A similar reaction was evoked by the report on Turkey that was pre-
pared by the European Commission in November 1998. The report aimed
to assess Turkey’s progress toward accession to the EU on the basis of the
political criteria adopted at the Copenhagen Summit in June 1993. The re-
port found Turkey wanting in all of these criteria. Regarding the Kurdish
problem, the report noted that “Turkey will have to ªnd a political and
non-military solution to the problem.”75 The references to minority rights
and the need for a political solution provoked criticisms and even led to
accusations of European aspiration to undermine Turkey’s territorial in-
tegrity.76 During an interview, President Demirel also expressed his dis-
comfort over the need to meet the Copenhagen criteria on minority rights
because of Turkey’s genuine fear of separatism. He argued that such cri-
teria imposed on Turkey could complicate its prospects of membership of
the EU.77

Clearly, the Kurdish question is among one of the most important ob-
stacles in the way of Turkey’s membership in the EU. However, the
stance that the EU took toward Turkey’s membership also aggravated the
prospects of Turkish democratization and liberalization, and in turn com-
plicated the possibility of resolving the Kurdish conºict peacefully. This
became very apparent in the light of signiªcant political changes that oc-
curred in Turkey after the EU opened the way to possible eventual Turk-
ish membership, which had been preceded by the failure of the EU meet-
ing in Vienna in December 1998 to endorse the European Commission’s
November 1998 report. The Turkish ambassador to the EU, Nihat Akyol,
criticized the meeting for failing to respond positively to the new ap-
proach adopted by the European Commission and considered the meet-
ing to have been a missed opportunity to improve relations between Tur-
key and the EU.78
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Europe’s earlier exclusion of Turkey caused the EU to lose its lever-
age over Turkey in terms of encouraging greater democratization and
moderation on the Kurdish question. “The mixed messages coming from
the EU unfortunately undermine its legitimacy, thereby decreasing Turk-
ish trust and weakening the pro-European and pro-democratic argu-
ments of the modernizing, Western oriented forces in Turkey.”79 This in
turn played into the hands of hard-liners. As a journalist noted, as a re-
sult of the snub “most Turks no longer care what the EP has to say and
the Turkish military feels less compunction about intervening assertively
in political matters.”80 This was illustrated by the policies adopted to-
ward the Kurdish question during the course of 1998. Once hard-liners
felt Turkey did not have anything to lose, the way was open to carry the
hard-line approach to the Kurdish problem to the external world and
take greater risks in order to defeat the PKK outside the country. Turkey
not only remained deaf to European criticism of Turkey’s threat to use
force against Syria, but around the same time rigorously confronted Italy
for allowing the Kurdish parliament-in-exile to hold a session at the Ital-
ian parliament. The Kurdish parliament-in-exile had met previously in a
number of European cities and attracted protests from Turkey, but none
had been this intense. This turned out to be relatively mild compared to
what was to come when Öcalan was found to be in Rome. Turkey entered
into a bitter diplomatic and legal confrontation of the kind that had never
been seen between Turkey and a Western European country, let alone a
member of the NATO alliance. The Turkish public boycotted Italian prod-
ucts, and many big businesses canceled their contracts with Italian com-
panies. This pressure has been cited as one of the important reasons why
the Italian government forced Öcalan to leave the country, even before his
asylum request had actually been decided upon.

The role that political and economic pressure played in the Italian de-
cision to expel Öcalan and the consequent reluctance of any European
government to accept him on their territory did not go unnoticed by the
hard-liners. This must have emboldened the Turkish authorities to con-
template apprehending Öcalan and then to actually succeed in doing it.
One other important development that strengthened the determination
of the hard-liners to push their pursuit of Öcalan to its limit was the Ger-
man decision not to seek the extradition of Öcalan to Germany to face
trial for crimes committed there by the PKK under his instructions. Ori-
ginally, Öcalan had been arrested under a German warrant. Germany
had put political considerations ahead of legal ones when the newly
formed coalition government led by Gerhard Schröder feared that putt-
ing Öcalan on trial could lead to unrest among the large Kurdish and
Turkish communities in Germany. From the hard-line point of view, try-
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ing Öcalan in Turkey seemed to entail the least risk. It meant that they
could be in control of the process and domestically enjoy the political
capital that would come with the trial of the person whom the majority of
the Turkish population considered to be guilty of more than a decade’s
violence, sacriªce, and suffering.

At least domestically, this strategy paid off. Two political parties, the
DSP and the MHP, most closely associated with hard-line policies toward
the EU and the Kurdish question emerged triumphant from the national
election in April 1999. In 1995, the MHP had failed to win votes above the
10 percent national threshold required to enter parliament. Commenta-
tors attributed the performance of the MHP partly to the general public’s
frustration with the treatment of Turkey by the EU and partly to its un-
compromising stance against the PKK and moderate approaches to ad-
dressing the Kurdish question in Turkey.81 The leaders of both parties
were known for their reluctance toward fostering better relations with the
EU. Bülent Ecevit, the leader of the DSP, had long been an advocate of the
notion of developing much closer ties with countries from surrounding
regions, in place of aggressively pursuing membership in the EU.82 The
MHP, on the other hand, traditionally has been apprehensive of member-
ship in the EU on grounds of devolution of Turkish sovereignty, and in-
stead favored much more intimate relations with Turkic states, as well as
some of the states of the region, such as Israel, Jordan, Egypt, Georgia,
and others.83

Nevertheless, relations between Turkey and the EU improved stead-
ily after the formation of the new coalition government in June 1999 by
Bülent Ecevit. The new climate even led Prime Minister Ecevit to change
his previous views about the EU and become a vocal advocate of joining
the EU and making the necessary reforms. His commitment to political
reforms in support of greater democracy in Turkey, and the EU’s positive
response, brought the two sides much closer to each other, especially af-
ter the EU’s decision to accept Turkey’s candidacy for membership in
December 1999. The pressures for political reforms in Turkey increased
following the presentation to Turkey of the Accession Partnership docu-
ment by the EU in November 2000. The document laid down a long list of
economic, legal, and political reforms Turkey needed to introduce to be
able to meet the Copenhagen criteria for starting accession negotiations.
These included the adoption of cultural rights for minorities in Turkey.
However, in a marked departure from the past and the progress report of
1998 mentioned above, the document shied from using the term ‘minor-
ity,” the use of which on many occasions had marred EU-Turkish rela-
tions. Instead, the EU, in this document and the new discourse it
adopted, chose to use a much more subtle, inoffensive, and nuanced lan-
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guage. It called for lifting of restrictions that deny Turkish citizens the
possibility of broadcasting in their mother tongues as well as the need to
assist cultural diversity and secure the cultural rights, including educa-
tion in the mother tongue, of all Turkish citizens irrespective of their ori-
gin. The wording chosen not only manifested a conscious effort to avoid
the use of “minority” but also emphasized cultural rather than minority
rights. This situation gave the moderates in Turkey the opportunity to
disarm the arguments of hard-liners in Turkey. The absence of references
to minority rights and political solutions specially referring to Kurds
meant that hard-liners could not argue their classic case centered on the
notion of the Sèvres syndrome. Furthermore, it also became much more
difªcult to accuse moderates of being traitors. Undoubtedly, these devel-
opments were very signiªcant in opening the way to the adoption of crit-
ical reforms in October 2001 and August 2002 that have helped to defuse
the Kurdish problem to an important extent in Turkey. However, this
should not mean that the problem has completely been resolved. In its
most recent report in October 2002 the European Commission welcomed
the reforms but pointed out that their implementation remained prob-
lematic. As a result, to the dismay of the Turkish government and public,
the report failed to recommend the beginning of negotiations for mem-
bership.84

Then in a historic parliamentary election in November 2002 the Turk-
ish electorate swept out of power the political parties that had made up
the coalition that had governed since 1999. A critical member of this coali-
tion, the right-wing nationalist MHP that had long bee associated with
hard-line views on the Kurdish question was decisively defeated. Instead
the Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi (Justice and Development Party, AKP)
won an absolute majority of the seats enabling it to form a government
on its own. The Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (Peoples’ Republican Party,
CHP) became the only opposition party in parliament. The AKP leader-
ship and the government came out in a forceful and unequivocal manner
in support of Turkey’s membership of the EU as well as of a program of
political reforms to meet the Copenhagen criteria. In an effort to mobilize
support for setting a date for the beginning of accession negotiations with
the EU, the government embarked on an intense campaign to lobby
EU member governments during the run-up to the European Council
Summit in Copenhagen of December 12–13, 2002. However, the govern-
ment failed to obtain a clear date for the start of negotiations. Instead,
Turkey was given December 2004 as a deadline for reviewing its progress
in meeting the criteria for membership; depending on the progress
achieved, an actual date for negotiations to start could be given for 2005.
Many factors played a role in this decision. One of them clearly con-
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cerned the EU’s desire to see whether the new government would actu-
ally see through the implementation of political reforms adopted in Au-
gust 2002 that promised education and broadcasting in Kurdish. On
numerous subsequent occasions the government has expressed its com-
mitment to implementing reforms. However, at the same time the gov-
ernment continues to meet resistance from various quarters within the
Turkish state apparatus with regard to the implementation of these re-
forms. Paradoxically, many in Turkey have also argued that the EU inde-
cisiveness in offering a date for Turkey has complicated the hand of the
government against the hard-liners.

Compared to Europe, U.S. relations with Turkey on the Kurdish
question were more ambiguous. The United States made an unequivocal
distinction between the PKK and the Kurdish question. On the one hand,
it did not hesitate to criticize Turkey bitterly on its human rights viola-
tions, and on the other, was unambiguously critical of the PKK and sup-
ported Turkey’s struggle against the PKK. The United States for a long
time listed the PKK among the terrorist groups monitored and covered
by the Global Terrorism Report. For Turkish hard-liners, the U.S. position
on the PKK was always in stark contrast to the ambiguous position to-
ward the PKK taken in Europe. When Turkey’s confrontation with Syria
occurred, it was generally recognized that the United States brought pres-
sure on Syria in favor of Öcalan’s expulsion. Similarly, Öcalan’s inability
to stay on in Russia for very long before traveling to Italy was also attrib-
uted to U.S. inºuence behind the scenes. During the crisis between Italy
and Turkey, the United States called for Öcalan’s extradition to Turkey
and took a stand against his being granted asylum, engendering consid-
erable resentment from Italian Prime Minister Massimo D’Alema, who
was known for his sympathetic feeling toward Kurds.85 Lastly, the U.S.
extended critical assistance to Turkey to enable Öcalan’s capture in
Kenya.86 Hence, it was not surprising that Prime Minister Ecevit, soon af-
ter the capture of Öcalan, praised U.S. understanding and support for
Turkey against the PKK.87

Yet, at the same time, the U.S. government, particularly the Congress,
was deeply critical of human rights violations in Turkey. Turkey was reg-
ularly condemned in reports issued by the State Department. In 1995, one
such report, prepared under instructions from the Congress, suggested
that Turkey was using U.S. weapons against Kurdish civilians.88 This led
to reluctance on the part of the State Department to issue export licenses
for a Turkish order of Super Cobra helicopters. These helicopters were
particularly valued by the Turkish military because they were effective
against the PKK in rugged and inaccessible mountainous terrain.89 The
importance attached to them prompted President Demirel, during his
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March 1996 visit to the United States, to bring up the issue personally
with President Clinton. This had little effect, and the Turkish general
staff, receiving a letter from President Clinton critical of Turkey’s human
rights record, decided to cancel the order.90

A speech by U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott in October
1998, in memory of the late Turgut Özal, provides another example of
how the Kurdish question could sour relations between the two allies.
Talbott noted that, as much as the importance of the strategic location of
Turkey, what provided the driving force behind the friendship between
the two countries was values central to the United States. In this regard,
he was censorious of Turkey’s human rights record and its failure to pro-
tect freedom of expression. While asserting that the United States was
ªrmly behind Turkey’s right to ªght terrorism and defend its territorial
integrity, he also noted that there could not be a solely military solution to
the problems plaguing the southeast.91 The speech was not particularly
well received by hard-liners. A journalist who was present and known for
holding views close to those of the government called the speech an “un-
expected attack” and a “betrayal.” He accused the United States of hold-
ing Turkey to double standards.92

Nevertheless, such criticisms and setbacks did not signiªcantly un-
dermine relations between Turkey and the United States. One important
reason was the interdependence between the two countries on a number
of strategically important issues. The United States was concerned about
maintaining Turkey’s Western orientation and energetically supported
Turkey’s membership in the EU. It attached great importance to Turkey’s
close cooperation with Israel and saw Turkey as a key player in its dual-
containment policy toward Iran and Iraq. Also signiªcant was Turkey’s
role in the Caucasus and Central Asia. In turn, Turkish decision- makers
recognized the advantages of maintaining good relations with the United
States—the last superpower. They also greatly valued U.S. support for
Turkish membership in the EU, as well as for the construction of a pipe-
line from Baku to Ceyhan to carry oil from the Caspian region to the
Mediterranean Sea. Turkish decision-makers were very aware, too, of
U.S. policy analysts’ assessment of Turkey’s role in world politics as a
pivotal state.93 Finally, as a U.S. expert on relations with Turkey noted:
“United States policy toward Turkey attempts to balance support for Tur-
key as a strategic ally facing terrorism with advocacy of improvements in
human rights. Most of the time the former appears to get greater empha-
sis from policy makers.”94

The balance in favor of strategic considerations beneªted the
hard-liners in Turkey and created a climate conducive to pragmatic coop-
eration between the decision-makers of both countries. This pragmatism

296 I the future of turkish foreign policy

J:\932-Martin\932-Martin.vp
Wednesday, September 03, 2003 9:22:44 AM

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  Default screen



was best captured with regard to northern Iraq. The United States was
keen to see the two Kurdish groups in northern Iraq cooperate and effec-
tively administer the Kurdish-controlled enclave in northern Iraq. But
Turkish policy on Iraq is signiªcantly different from that of the United
States. Turkey is extremely sensitive to Iraq’s territorial integrity and
fears the development of a Kurdish state in northern Iraq. Thus, relations
between the United States and Turkey do occasionally reach a crisis point
over U.S. involvement in Kurdish affairs in northern Iraq.

Turkish authorities became particularly upset when, in September
1998, the United States succeeded in bringing the representatives of two
Kurdish groups to Washington, D.C. to sign an agreement.95 The agree-
ment aimed to revive the Kurdish parliament and administration that
had originally been set up in 1992, but had quickly lost effectiveness
when the two Kurdish groups fell into a violent conºict. The agreement
was a critical step in the implementation of the new U.S. policy of ac-
tively organizing and supporting opposition forces against Saddam
Hussein. Turkish decision-makers immediately objected to certain as-
pects of this agreement. In November, they very assertively brought the
leaders of the two groups to Ankara to reªne the agreement in a way that
addressed Turkish interests.96 Most important was the need to ensure that
Turkey could continue to operate in northern Iraq militarily to prevent
the PKK from using the area. Turkey also needed to receive assurances
that references to the term “federation” in the Washington agreement
would not undermine Iraqi territorial and political integrity. The United
States did not seem to object to these revisions. The whole episode is very
telling in terms of the differing interests of the United States and Turkey
in northern Iraq, accompanied by a Turkish governmental desire to assert
itself.97

Turkish concerns about developments in northern Iraq and the pros-
pects of the establishment of a Kurdish state became a contentious issue
between the United States and Turkey in the context of the war against
terrorism launched by the Bush administration after the September 11,
2001, attacks. Turkey has cooperated extensively with the United States
against the Taliban and al Qaeda in Afghanistan. Turkey contributed to
the International Stability Force in Afghanistan and also took over its
command for six months in June 2002. However, Turkey has expressed
major differences in respect to U.S. policy towards Saddam Hussein and
Iraq. In this respect Turkey’s major concern has been that a U.S. military
intervention could precipitate the disintegration of Iraq and the emer-
gence of an independent Kurdish state in the north. The visit of the assis-
tant secretary of defense Paul Wolfowitz in July 2002 and his reassurances
that the United States was against such a state and recognized that such
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an eventuality would be a source of instability for the region did not allay
Turkish public and ofªcial concerns. Instead, U.S. efforts to reconcile war-
ring Kurdish factions and support given to the reopening of the Kurdish
parliament in October 2002 refueled Turkish fears that there is a funda-
mental conºict between the two countries over northern Iraq. In the
meantime, during the run-up to the U.S. intervention in Iraq, Turkish
ofªcials repeatedly stated that they would intervene militarily if a
Kurdish state were to emerge. If it does and Turkey does intervene mili-
tarily in northern Iraq this could clearly set back many of the gains
achieved through the recent political reforms and reignite the Kurdish
problem in Turkey.

In contrast, after the trial of Öcalan was completed and the new gov-
ernment expressed a conspicuous commitment to introduce political re-
forms and improve Turkey’s human rights record, there was a marked
warming in U.S.-Turkish relations. This was reºected in President
Clinton’s close interest in Turkey’s relations with the EU and Turkey’s ac-
ceptance as a candidate. More importantly, the U.S. administration
played a vital part in ensuring the holding of the OSCE summit in Istan-
bul. In the Congress, the Commission on Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope (CSCE) had long been objecting to this summit on the grounds that
Turkey did not deserve such prestige, given its negative human rights
record. The CSCE had also demanded that the U.S. administration do its
best to have the venue of the summit changed. However, the administra-
tion argued in support of a policy of engagement, putting forward the
view that such a summit would beneªt democracy and civil society in
Turkey.98 The administration succeeded in getting the congressional op-
position withdrawn and President Clinton actually led the U.S. delega-
tion to the summit, the ªrst visit of its kind since President George Bush’s
visit in 1991. The president addressed the Turkish parliament and argued
that Turkey had a very important role to play in ensuring security and
stability in the region, but also urged Turkey to introduce political re-
forms. He received a standing ovation from the members of parliament
and much praise in the Turkish media.99 After this visit, and especially
with the arrival of the Bush administration, the Kurdish problem was
minimized in U.S.-Turkish relations. The attacks of September 11, 2001,
reinforced Turkey’s strategic importance to the United States due to the
war on terrorism. U.S. ofªcials frequently referred to Turkey as a model
to the Muslim world.

The new government that came to power during January and Febru-
ary 2003 experienced intense pressure from the United States to support a
military intervention against Saddam Hussein by allowing U.S. troops to
travel through Kurdish-populated southeastern Turkey to enter Iraq and
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open up a northern front. Long and tedious negotiations between U.S.
and Turkish ofªcials failed to secure an agreement and the parliament,
somewhat to the surprise of the AKP leadership, on March 1, 2003, re-
fused to support the decision to allow U.S. troops through Turkey. Rela-
tions between the United States and Turkey became strained. The deal
that the government had reached would have provided Turkey with a
generous ªnancial compensation package and would also have placated
Turkish fears about the emergence of a Kurdish state in northern Iraq by
allowing a Turkish military presence there. Massive public opposition
against the war in Turkey and also the reluctance of many Kurdish mem-
bers of parliament from the AKP to support the government resolution
left the government defeated.

Once the U.S. military intervention started without Turkey, the fear
especially among hard-liners that the U.S. would now help to support the
establishment of a Kurdish state in northern Iraq became aggravated.
There was considerable agitation in Turkey in support of a Turkish mili-
tary intervention in northern Iraq. However, intense negotiations with
the Kurdish leadership in northern Iraq, accompanied by U.S. and EU
pressure not to intervene, led the Turkish chief of general staff to shelve
the plans of intervention in early April, leaving Turkey in a precarious
position. Will the United States be able to bring stability to Iraq and keep
Iraq from disintegrating? Will the United States be able to convince the
Kurds in northern Iraq to be sensitive to Turkey’s interests? Will they be
able to prevent the PKK, now KADEK, from becoming active again? The
answers to these questions will invariably have important implications in
terms of what happens to U.S. and Turkish relations as well as what hap-
pens to the implementation of the political reforms concerning Kurds in
Turkey.

Curiously, there is one area where Turkish foreign policy appears to
have been much more subdued than might be expected, if it were not for
the Kurdish problem’s tying the hands of decision-makers. One impor-
tant consequence of the eruption of ethnic conºicts in the Balkans and the
Caucasus after the end of the Cold War, was that Turkey became much
more sensitive toward the well-being of Muslim ethnic groups. These
groups range from Albanians, Bosnians, and Turks in the Balkans, to
Abkhazians, Azeris, Chechens, and a multitude of other ethnic groups in
the northern Caucasus. Turkey adopted a very active foreign policy dur-
ing the conºict in the former Yugoslavia and pressed for military inter-
vention against the Serbs to protect the Bosnians.100 In the case of the
conºict in Chechnya, by contrast, despite loud public support for
Chechens, the government followed a policy that shied away from alien-
ating Russia. Clearly, there was a fear that Russia could use the “Kurdish
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card” against Turkey if Turkey were to follow an assertive policy in sup-
port of the Chechens.101 Recognizing the parallels to the Kurdish question
in Turkey, Turkish decision-makers considered the Chechen problem an
internal one to Russia.102 This was stated in a most conspicuous manner
when, just before an ofªcial visit to Moscow in November 1999, the Turk-
ish prime minister referred to Chechnya as a problem internal to Russia.
In many ways this was an acknowledgement of the Russian govern-
ment’s decision not to grant political asylum to Öcalan after the latter ºed
to Russia from Syria in 1998. The Russian parliament had actually called
on the government to grant him refugee status. Since then Russia and
Turkey appear to have avoided each other’s ethnic problems, and rela-
tions, especially in the area of trade and economics, have grown exten-
sively.

Similarly, after the violence in Kosovo erupted early in 1998, Turkey
was much less active and assertive than it had been in the case of Bosnia.
Both Prime Minister Yilmaz and Foreign Minister Cem conferred with
Slobodan Milosevic personally and assured him that they supported a so-
lution to the Kosovo problem that respected Serbian territorial integ-
rity.103 The uncomfortable similarity between the problems of the Kosovo
region of Serbia and the Kurdish-populated southeastern region of Tur-
key is an important factor.104 Italian Prime Minister Massimo D’Alema
made a point, during his visit to the United States in March 1999, of
drawing this parallel. He said, “If we defend the rights of the Albanians
in Kosovo, and rightly so, then I think we have to also defend the rights
of the Kurdish minority.”105 However, after the massive refugee exodus
and NATO operations against Serbia started in March 1999, the Turkish
government became supportive of a more interventionist policy. Subse-
quently, Turkey lent active support to NATO’s operation and sent a Turk-
ish military unit to assist in humanitarian work and peacekeeping. Nev-
ertheless, the alarming parallels go a long way in explaining why, in the
case of Kosovo and Chechnya, Turkish decision-makers tended to argue
that these were internal problems needing to be resolved in a manner that
paid heed to the territorial integrity of Russia and Serbia.

Conclusion

Since the capture of Öcalan in February 1999 and his decision to repent
and order the PKK to end armed struggle, Turkey has entered a new era.
His capture can be seen as the outcome of a process that started in 1993.
This was when the hard-liners’ argument that Turkey was facing a grave
threat from terrorism to its security and territorial integrity prevailed,
and the military approach to the Kurdish problem was adopted. Öcalan’s
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capture was received with great jubilation by the overwhelming majority
of the population, and President Demirel identiªed it as the most impor-
tant event in the history of the Turkish Republic.106 This success has been
attributed to the resolution and determination of the policies advocated
by the hard-liners. Ironically, this new era has eroded the inºuence of
hard-liners on policymaking while the liberal approach gained the upper
hand in addressing the Kurdish problem. This is likely to be a long pro-
cess, but one that would have been unthinkable at the time of Öcalan’s
capture.

In February 1999, Turkey was at odds with the external world, espe-
cially several of its neighbors and the EU. The Kurdish problem was cen-
tral to this state of affairs. Turkey had almost gone to war with Syria in
October 1998 in an effort to stop Syrian support for the PKK. Its relations
with members of the EU were at a low ebb, especially after the Luxem-
bourg Summit in December 1997, when Turkey was excluded from a new
list of candidates. Criticism of Turkish treatment of Kurds and Turkish
unwillingness to introduce political reforms played an important role in
this decision. Relations with the United States, although not as bad, were
also going through ups and downs. But with the capture of Öcalan, rela-
tions began to improve. A new government in Turkey that was deter-
mined to improve democracy, accompanied by the changing attitude in
Europe, marked the beginnings of the new phase. Undoubtedly, the EU
decision to engage Turkey positively and open the way to eventual mem-
bership was a critical factor that reinforced the emergence of a will to in-
troduce political reform toward greater democracy and liberalism.
Whether or not the political reforms adopted during the course of 2001
and 2002 actually gain root and Turkey emerges as a liberal and pluralist
democracy with room for cultural rights for minorities will depend very
much on how Turkey’s relations with the EU evolves. Positive relations,
especially with the EU, whereby Turkey slowly but surely becomes inte-
grated with the EU, will not only strengthen the hand of liberals, but also
allay the concerns and fears of hard-liners for Turkey’s stability and terri-
torial integrity. This would be the most promising outcome in terms of
the resolution of the Kurdish problem.

Since the capture of Öcalan, Turkey’s relations with Iran and Syria
have steadily improved. Turkey still has major conºicts with Syria, espe-
cially over the waters of the Euphrates, and with Iran because of deep
mutual distrust. However, with Öcalan and the PKK removed from the
equation, it might be possible to make progress on the other outstanding
issues between Turkey and its Middle Eastern neighbors. Clearly, such
progress would go a long way in alleviating the concerns of hard-liners
about threats to Turkey’s security originating from these countries. It is
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ironic that if the regimes of these three countries were to become more
democratic, open, and liberal, hard-liners in Turkey might feel more at
ease. However, in the meantime, the aftermath of the U.S. intervention in
Iraq has fueled concerns particularly of hard-liners in Turkey. They fear
and suspect that the current unstable situation in Iraq could lead to the
emergence of an independent Kurdish state and to the re-emergence of a
threat to Turkish national security. Furthermore, the U.S. intervention in
Iraq has left U.S.-Turkish relations soured. This come after a decades-old
strategic relationship that had been further strengthened by Turkey’s
close cooperation with the United States in its war against terrorism since
the September 11, 2001, attacks. Turkey had also cooperated very closely
with the United States in efforts to bring security and stability to the Bal-
kans. The U.S. commitment to Turkey’s membership to the EU and the
U.S. assistance to Turkey in capturing the PKK had contributed to facili-
tate democratization in Turkey. Over the last few years, violation of
human rights of Kurds in Turkey had not been on the agenda of U.S.-
Turkish relations. Yet, ironically, there is also a concern that the U.S. inter-
vention against Saddam Hussein could still create a situation that could
reverse the positive developments in Turkey with regard to the Kurdish
problem.

Ultimately, of course, what happens regarding the Kurdish problem
will depend on developments within Turkey. Much rests on how the
present government fares in introducing and pushing through their pack-
age of political reforms. In turn, these developments will also very much
depend on what Öcalan, the PKK, and leading Kurdish politicians in Tur-
key choose to do. Since the beginning of this new era, many Kurds once
associated with radical and nationalist views have signiªcantly moder-
ated their opinions. There are no more calls for secession, federalism, or
even autonomy. Instead, the emphasis is on playing the game of democ-
racy and pluralism and emphasizing the rights of Kurds as individual
Turkish citizens, rather than group or minority rights. Furthermore, the
change in the PKK’s position has also enabled moderate Kurds who
feared the wrath of the PKK and nationalists to come forward. These de-
velopments will deªnitely strengthen the force of the liberal approach
and, more importantly, relieve the concerns of hard-liners about Turkish
unity. Nevertheless, the process of addressing the Kurdish problem in
this new era will be very long and difªcult. Keeping hard-liners on both
sides from making a common cause to bring the new era to an end will be
a challenge in itself.

Much rests on how successful the new AK Party is in implementing
political reforms already adopted and pushing forward with new re-
forms. This will likely deepen EU-Turkish relations. A clear prospect of
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EU membership would inject a major boost to both the Turkish economy
and politics. In return this would clearly beneªt the consolidation of the
cultural rights of Kurds. If the AK Party is not successful and EU-Turkish
relations are weakened, and if the situation in Iraq following the U.S. in-
tervention does not stabilize, Turkey’s democratization might be put at
risk, especially if this leads to the return of hard-liners on the Turkish side
and of Kurdish nationalists with a secessionist agenda. Such an outcome
would not bode well for Turkey, for the region, the EU, or the United
States.
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