
February 2018
  Vol. (2) Issue (1)   

                                                                                  

15

الملخص:

ــد  ــى تعقي ــرا  عل ــا كبي ــر ضغط ــول / ســبتمبر 2017  أث ــي 25 أيل ــراق ف ــم  كردســتان الع ــه اقلي ــام ب ــذى ق ــراء  اســتفتاء الاســتقلال ال اج
ــد  ــي  العق ــتراتيجيا ف ــا اس ــان تحالف ــان متحالف ــا  جهت ــف بأنهم ــي  توص ــا الت ــم وتركي ــة الاقلي ــن حكوم ــات بي ــي  العلاق ــي ف ــق جزئ وتعلي
ــم  ــة إقلي ــا وحكوم ــن تركي ــف بي ــي اســاس  التحال ــذه الدراســة ف ــث ه ــم.  تبح ــراق و الاقلي ــي الع ــرة ف ــح أنق ــت  مصال ــي لب الماضــي والت
ــار التحالــف  ــم البحــث بتقييــم انعكاســات احتمــال انهي ــن. كمــا يت ــي العلاقــات بيــن الجانبي ــر ف كردســتان،  وتفســر اســباب  التدهــور الأخي
الكامــل علــى مصالــح تركيــا الأمنيــة والاقتصاديــة والجيوســتراتيجية فــي العــراق و الاقليــم. وتجــزم الدراســة علــى أن عــدم الاتســاق فــي 
ــى  ــي أنقــرة عل ــر الســلطات ف ــراق أجب ــي الع ــة فــي الداخــل التركــى و وطموحــات الأكــراد ف ــا تجــاه كل مــن المســألة الكردي سياســة تركي
ــن  ــم كردســتان للخطــر.  و يب ــة إقلي ــة وحكوم ــة التركي ــن الحكوم ــف بي ــا يعــرض التحال ــراق للاســتقلال مم ــة كردســتان الع رفــض محاول
ــن.  ــى تمامــا عــن تحالفهــا مــع الاكــراد العراقيي ــة مصالحهــا فــى العــراق اذا قــررت التخل ــة فــى حماي ــا قــد تجــد صعوب ــأن تركي البحــث  ب
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Iran’s growing political clout in Iraq has frustrated the Turkish state, which sees Tehran’s growing 
control over Baghdad as a strategic seatback for Turkey. As a result, the ruling elite in Ankara has 
attempted to strengthen its ties with the Iraqi Kurds and Sunni Arabs in order to balance Iran’s power 
in Iraq.      

2. The formation and the break down of the alliance between Turkey and the KRG 

When Iraq’s semi-autonomous Kurdistan region decided to hold an independence referendum to break 
away from Iraq on September 25, 2017, Turkey took a harsh stance against the Kurdish authorities in 
Erbil-- the capital of Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) –– by joining force with the federal 
Iraqi government and Iran in punishing the Kurdish authorities for holding the independence vote. In 
coordination with Baghdad, Ankara stopped all flights to and from Iraqi Kurdistan, ordered joined 
military manoeuvres between the Turkish and Iraqi armies on the border with Iraqi Kurdistan, and 
threatened to shut down the oil pipeline that transfers Kurdistan region’s oil to the world market via 
Turkish territories.17 (See map 2)

Map 2: Oil pipeline transferring Iraqi Kurdistan’s oil to world market via Turkey

  Source: https://www.economist.com/news/middle-east-and-africa/21568760-governments-turkey-
iraq-and-iraqi-kurdistan-play-dangerous-game 

Turkey’s hostile posture against the KRG’s independence move was a reminder that Ankara still 
perceives the emergence of an independent Kurdish state along its borders as a threat to its national 
security. Moreover, Turkey will do whatever it can in order to abort the empowerment of the Kurds 
in the region, which could, from the perspective of the policy-makers in Ankara, encourage Turkey’s 
Kurds to move against the Turkish state.   

http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/the-kurdish-challenge-to-u.s.-strategy-in-iraq [Date accessed: 122017/12/]. 
 17-  Paul Alexander, ‘Iraq, Turkey Move to Punish Kurdistan for Referendum Vote’, ‘VOA-Middle East’, (282017/09/), available 
at: https://www.voanews.com/a/iraq-turkey-move-to-punish-kurdistan-for-referendum-vote/4047227.html [Date accessed: 
122017/12/]. 
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This stance, however, contradicted Turkey’s decade-long foreign policy towards the Iraqi 
Kurds that centred on strengthening the ties between Ankara and Erbil against the will of 
the central authorities in Baghdad. Entering into an unlikely alliance with Iran and Baghdad 
in order to contain the Iraqi Kurds’ independence ambitions could not just harm Ankara-
Erbil’s strategic relations but it could also markedly weaken Turkey’s influence across Iraq. 
The following two subsections examine the origins of the alliance between Turkey and the 
KRG and the causes of its breakdown at the aftermath of the Iraqi Kurds’ independence move. 

2.1 The formation of the alliance: looking at the origins  

Over the past decade, Turkey built close relations with the Iraqi Kurds and Ankara mainly 
depended on the KRG in order to achieve its economic, security, and geostrategic goals 
in Iraq. Under the AKP leadership, Turkey transcended the traditional anti-Kurdish 
stance of the Kemalist-nationalist establishment and decided to recognise the autonomous 
status of the KRG in Iraq-- determined by the Iraq’s new constitution of 2005 –– and to 
deal with the emerging Kurdish entity in northern Iraq as a legitimate external actor.   

The AKP’s approach to the Iraqi Kurds was at a stark contrast to the proponents of the military-
led secular establishment in Turkey which rejected recognising and dealing with Iraqi Kurdistan 
as a legitimate entity on the ground that the KRG would become a platform for the PKK to 
attack Turkey and would in the future seek independence from Iraq, endangering Turkey’s 
national cohesion and territorial integrity.  They preferred applying constant pressure on, 
and military threat against, the Iraqi Kurdish authorities in order to force them to abandon 
what the state establishment in Ankara perceived as Iraqi Kurds’ assistance to the PKK.      

The AKP, however, took a more pragmatic approach to the Iraqi Kurds and saw in developing ties 
with the KRG as an opportunity through which Turkey could advance its interests in Iraq. Unlike the 
military-led Kemalist establishment, the AKP leadership sought to de-securitise the Kurdish question 
in Turkey and planned to deal with it through political means.  (See table 1 for a comparison between 
the two political trends in Turkey)  This approach to Turkey’s Kurdish question was in parallel with 
the AKP’s foreign policy shift from a nearly exclusive focus on Turkey’s relations with the West -- 
the United States and Europe in particular-- to an opening towards the Middle East and the Islamic 
countries that included Iraq and Iraqi Kurdistan22.   
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 The Kemalist-naƟonalist establishment The AKP

 PoliƟca l ideology  They adhere to the Secular naƟonalist principles  *
 introduced by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the founding
 father of the modern Turkish Republic. They believe
 .in a militant version of secularism

They perceive poliƟcal Islam and Kurdish naƟonal- *
ism and idenƟty as existenƟal threats to the funda-
mental principles of the Turkish Republic and, there-
.fore, seek to contain them forcefully if necessary

 Pursued assimilaƟonist naƟonalism in regards to *
the Kurds and prefers uniformity in terms of naƟon-
 al idenƟty based on the idenƟty of the country’s
  majority Turks

   

 Classified under the category of Sunni  *
 Muslim movements, the AKP signifies the
 possibility of a reconciliaƟon of Islam with
 secularism and democracy, thus arguably
becoming a model for the rest of the Mus-
.lim world

 Proponents of the AKP favour a more  *
 moderate version of secularism at home
 that would open the poliƟcal space for
 moderate Islamic parƟes and groups to
.operate and flourish
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 Support base and poliƟcal
 power

 The Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet halk  *
 ParƟsi-CHP) asserts the Kemalist banner and was
 .founded by Ataturk himself

The NaƟonalist Movement Party (Milliyetci Hare- *
ket Partsi-MHP) is considered as an advocate of Ke-

 malism in Turkey given the party’s strong naƟonalist
.ideas to which Kemalists usually subscribe

 

 Many Kemalist-naƟonalists are grouped around  *
the MHP, which has adopted a more tradiƟonal, re-
.ligiously observant line

 

 The newspaper Cumhuriyet (The Republic) stands *
 to express the most orthodox Kemalist viewpoint
.but has small circulaƟon in Turkey

 Kemalism is also defended by non-governmental *
organizaƟons such as the Ataturk Thought Associa-

 Ɵon led by former military officers. Before AKP’s rise
to prominence, the advocates of the Kemalists con-

 .trolled top posiƟons in Turkey’s judiciary

 Prior to the rise of the AKP in 2002, the Turkish  *
 military controlled most of the levers of power in
the Turkish state and presented itself as the guard-

 ian of the Kemalist pillars of the modern republic.
 The military staged several Coup d’état in order to
 get the civilian branch of the government in line
      .with Kemalism

Supported by large porƟons of the Turk- *
ish society’s religiously conservaƟve indi-

 viduals, the AKP won almost all general
 .elecƟons in Turkey since 2002

The party controls the Turkish govern-  *
 ment and permeates the state’s various
 .insƟtuƟons
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DomesƟc PoliƟcs Defend and preserve the hegemony of the Ke-  *
 malist ideology as envisioned by Ataturk himself,
 which represented a progressive poliƟcal agenda
 to form and maintain a strong and secular Turkish
.naƟon-state

 

 Favour a security approach to Turkey’s Kurdish   *
 quesƟon and have supported violent suppression of
 the Kurdish demands for cultural and poliƟcal rights
.in Turkey

 Prevent the IslamizaƟon of the Turkish society and *
state and prevent the public manifestaƟon of Islam-

 (ic Symbols in the public sphere (including Hijab

De-securiƟzing poliƟcal Islam and Kurd- *
 ish naƟonalism and cultural demands in
 .the domesƟc realm

 Opening the domesƟc poliƟcal space for *
 moderate Islamic movements and parƟes
 .to flourish

 SupporƟng a mulƟ-cultural concepƟon  *
 of ciƟzenship inside Turkey, which would
 allow for the country’s various ethnic
 groups to maintain and express their
 ethnic idenƟty within the framework of
 a unified Turkish state. Accordingly, the
 AKP leadership do not see Kurds’ demand
 for cultural rights as a threat to Turkey’s
 naƟonal security. As long as ethnic Kurds
 maintain a sense of loyalty to the Turkish
state, their demand can be accommodat-
ed via peaceful means. Given their adher-

 ence to Turkey’s OƩoman legacy, the AKP
 leadership believe that Islam can operate
 as a common idenƟty in binding the Turks
.and the Kurds in Turkey



February 2018
  Vol. (2) Issue (1)   

                                                                                  

28

The table is based on the analysis provided by: Omer Taspinar, ‘Turkey’s Middle East Policies 
Between Neo-Ottomanism and Kemalism’, ‘Carnegie Middle East Centre’, (2008), available at: http://
carnegieendowment.org/files/cmec10_taspinar_final.pdf [Date Accessed: 112016/05/].  

 Foreign Policy  Unbalanced focus on Turkey’s relaƟons with the  *
.West, including the United States and Europe

 Reject Turkey’s involvement in the Middle East   *
 on religious-sectarian bases and think that uƟlizing
 Turkey’s religious-Sunni idenƟty of the majority of
 the country’s populaƟon in order gain influence and
allies among the Middle Eastern states is a danger-

 ous game and could pave the way for the sectarian
conflict in the region to extend to Turkey and desta-

 .bilize the country’s domesƟc security

 Reject dealing with Iraqi Kurdistan as a legiƟmate *
enƟty and prefer containing the KRG through diplo-

 .maƟc and military means

They see a problem in Ankara’s over-ob- *
 session with the West and aim to widen
the horizon of Turkey’s foreign policy op-
Ɵons by adding a Middle Eastern dimen-

 sion to Turkey’s external engagement.
They conceive no danger in Turkey deep-
ening its relaƟonships with Middle East-

 ern states, which were historically parts
 of the OƩoman Empire, based on Turkey’s
.historical-Islamic idenƟty

 According to their view, shared history, *
culture and religious faith with the popu-

 laƟon of the Middle East allow Turkey to
play a leading role in the region and pro-
vide the country with important oppor-

 tuniƟes to project soŌ power across the
.region

 SimilariƟes  .Both share a strong sense of patrioƟsm and aƩachment to the Turkish naƟon-state *

The AKP represents a more pragmaƟc and liberal mindset than Kemalism, but it has success- *
 fully internalized the Kemalist paradigm of Turkish naƟonalism. The concept of the naƟon-state
 and the achievements of the modern Turkish republic are not called into quesƟon or refuted by
 .the AKP

Both Kemalism and the AKP share a state-centric view of the world and Turkish naƟonal inter- *
 .ests
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