
By Stuart Williams

Forced after months of hesitation to
take decisive action against Islamic
State jihadists, Turkey has seized the

chance to also attack Kurdish militants in
strikes that put a fragile peace process at
risk. Turkey has been pounding IS targets
inside Syria since Friday, after blaming the
group for a suicide bombing that killed 32
people and in the face of sustained US
pressure to take a more aggressive stance
against the jihadists. But Turkey has also
expanded the cross-border campaign to
target the Kurdistan Workers Party’s (PKK)
military forces in northern Iraq, its biggest
such bombing raids since 2011, following
deadly attacks blamed on the Kurdish sep-
aratists.

Ankara has lumped both campaigns
together into a broad “war on terror,” even
though the secular PKK and Islamist IS are
themselves bitterly opposed. Analysts say
the ruling Justice and Development Party
(AKP) of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
wants to score points with voters after its
disappointing performance in June 7 polls
and also prevent Kurds gaining a strong
foothold in Syria. Turkey regards the PKK,
which has waged a deadly insurgency in

southeast Turkey since 1984, as a terror
group and the main Syrian Kurdish group
fighting IS - the Democratic Union Party
(PYD) - as the PKK’s Syrian branch.

“The government has equated the PKK
with IS and, although they are two very dif-
ferent entities, this serves the government’s
intentions,” said Marc Pierini, visiting schol-
ar at Carnegie Europe. David Romano,
Professor of Middle East Politics at Missouri
State University, said the chief focus of
Turkey’s campaign may prove to be the PKK
rather than IS. “Ankara thus hits several
birds with one stone,” said Romano, author
of “The Kurdish Nationalist Movement”.
With Turkey finally allowing the US to carry
out anti-IS strikes from its Incirlik airbase,
Ankara hopes for a “quid-pro-quo” that will
see the United States distance itself from
the PKK-linked PYD in Syria, Romano said. 

‘Revenge for June 7’ 
Ankara’s worst case scenario for Syria

would be the realisation of the PYD’s dream
of an autonomous Kurdish region - known
as Rojava - on Turkey’s doorstep. The gov-
ernment insists it is perfectly logical to
equate IS with the PKK, which this week
shot dead two Turkish police at home as
they slept.  “Though acting with different

motivations, the two share similar tactics
and goals,” Erdogan’s spokesman Ibrahim
Kalin wrote in the Sabah daily.

The strikes come after June 7 parliamen-
tary elections where the AKP lost its overall
majority for the first time since it came to
power in 2002 and Erdogan failed to win
backing for his ambition to create a presi-
dential system. Now Turkey is facing the
prospect of a volatile coalition or snap polls
where the AKP would hope to drastically
improve on its vote share of under 41 per-
cent. Striking against the PKK - still detest-
ed by many Turks - could see AKP pick up
more nationalist votes. “The ‘global war on
terror narrative’ also dilutes the internal
political difficulty after the elections,” said
Pierini. “The temptation of a re-run of the
election is very high.”

The elections also marked the political
breakthrough of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’
Democratic Party (HDP), which won 80
seats thanks to support from non-Kurdish
voters and wrecked the AKP’s hopes of a
big majority. Commentator Cengiz Candar
wrote in the Radikal online newspaper that
Erdogan wanted to taint the HDP by associ-
ating it with the PKK. “The battle with terror
is a pretext. The aim is revenge for June 7,”
he wrote.

‘PKK Has Hands Full’ 
But making peace with Turkey’s Kurds,

who make up an estimated 20 percent of
the population, would be a crowning
achievement for the AKP. Erdogan won
praise for implementing cautious reforms
for Kurds and in 2013 a formal peace
process got underway after secret talks
with jailed PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan
were revealed. A fragile ceasefire has been
observed since, but this now looks in grave
danger after the PKK warned the truce had
now lost all meaning.

Two Turkish soldiers were killed
Saturday in a car bomb attack the army
blamed on the PKK. But while it appears
this ceasefire is over, analysts say that the
peace process is not yet doomed.  Pierini
said that the PKK is a “multiple entity” with
three main components the HDP, Ocalan,
and the military leadership in northern Iraq
- which do not always operate in harmony.
The PKK will also be wary of playing into
the government’s hands by allowing
Ankara to attach a “‘terrorist’ label” to it and
also has its “hands full” in Syria fighting the
jihadists, said Romano. “I would expect the
PKK to try to pull back and not resume the
guerilla war against Ankara in earnest,” he
said. —AFP

By Dr James J Zogby 

Congress is currently considering legislation that would
create a whole new bureaucracy within the
Department of Homeland Security to deal with “coun-

tering violent extremism” (CVE). According to the proposed
bill, DHS will be required to reallocate funds for a new office
with expanded powers to coordinate CVE efforts. Because
the programs proposed in the legislation have already been
tried and found wanting, it might seem strange that
Congress has decided to double down on a failed effort. But,
it’s not surprising at all since CVE, despite its faulty premises
and well-known weaknesses, has become all the rage in
Washington spawning a “cottage industry” of practitioners
who sell their wares to foundations and grant-dispensing
government agencies.  

While CVE is new, the idea of adopting programs and
practices that may sound good but have no empirical justifi-
cation, is tragically par for the course - especially when it
comes to dealing Arabs and Muslims as threats to national
security. We saw it in the Clinton Administration when, for a
short time, they allowed subjective profiling of Arab and
Muslim looking passengers at airports. After 9/11, the Bush
Administration greatly expanded profiling introducing a
“special registration program” which, in effect, rounded up
over 100,000 Arab and Muslim immigrants and visitors to
the US.

In 2010, the Obama Administration issued an order that,
for a time, required all passengers boarding flights from Arab
and Muslim countries to disembark and be subjected to spe-
cial scrutiny. They also introduced the billion dollar SPOT pro-
gram, which claimed to train security personnel to be able to
identify potential terrorists by using the questionable “sci-
ence” of facial and behavioral recognition.

The net result of all these practices, other than their enor-
mous costs, has been a total failure. No terrorists were
caught or identified, but the impact on the affected commu-
nities was devastating. Arabs and Muslims were traumatized
by the treatment meted out to them. And, because these
entire communities were singled out by law enforcement for
“special treatment”, the government validated the suspicions
of the broader public that Arabs and Muslims were, in fact,
groups to be feared. The practices were inspired by the pub-
lic’s fear of Arabs and Muslims and, in turn, fed that fear. 

Latest Fad
Now comes this latest fad to capture the fancy of law-

makers. Like the efforts that preceded it, CVE is framed as
“Muslim”. It argues that violent extremism is inspired by radi-
cal ideas that lead to violence. And so CVE directs law

enforcement agencies to “seek out drivers and indicators of
radicalization and recruitment to violence” and find
approaches that “directly address and counter the violent
extremist recruitment narrative”. Like so many of the pro-
grams that preceded it, CVE is a misdirected waste of money
that does more harm than good.

Already, multiple government and law enforcement
agencies are spending hundreds of millions of dollars on a
variety of CVE programs that target the American Muslim
community in ways that compromise them and endanger
their basic rights. The FBI and local police departments have
“mapped” Muslim neighborhoods identifying places of wor-
ship, social clubs, restaurants and other popular businesses.
In addition, there are as many as 16,000 paid informants and
spies now operating in Muslim communities.

CVE makes Muslim communities suspect in an environ-
ment where they are already at risk of anti-Muslim sentiment
and it risks alienating young Muslims who feel targeted, not
protected, by law enforcement. CVE relies on facile and often
comical studies that define “indicators” of radicalization - that
are, in fact, rather normal behaviors, not unique to young
Muslims like: Growing a beard, becoming religious, or
becoming “sullen or withdrawn”. And because CVE wrongly
assumes that ideas are the principal drivers of radicalization,
it assumes that the key to countering it lies in finding the
“right message” and the “right messenger” to “defeat” the
“bad ideas” that are at the root of the problem.

The reality is quite different. The problem of violent
extremism in the US is significantly broader than the Muslim
community and the root cause is not “bad ideas” but the
social and personal problems that make individuals prone to
latch onto violent ideas to validate their feelings of anger
and alienation from the broader society in which they live.
By focusing almost exclusively on Muslims, CVE diverts
attention from broader and more serious social ills that pose
greater threats to our nation’s security.  

As studies by Southern Poverty Law Center, The Brennan
Center, the Center for American Progress and a number of
university research programs have demonstrated, we have a
problem with violence in America that goes well beyond the
Muslim community.  For example, since the 2012 murders in
Aurora, Colorado, there have 78 mass killings in the US, in
which 387 were killed - only a handful of these were carried
out by Muslims. Annually, we have over 300 acts of “mass
violence”, involving the use of guns - in which four or more
are killed or wounded. And since 2009, 63 “lone wolf” actions
were carried out or stopped by law enforcement agencies.
The overwhelming majority of all of these involved non-
Muslims. Most were inspired by an anti-government animus
or race hate. And yet, there is no CVE effort being designed

to deal with these. Instead, law enforcement efforts and
funding focuses almost exclusively “Muslim” acts and actors.

Weak Argument
When we take a deep dive into the official data trumpet-

ing the success of terrorist arrests, we can clearly see the
weakness in the argument for targeting Muslims. Of the
reported cases of so-called “Muslim terror” arrests that have
been made since 9/11, one-half have involved use of inform-
ants who, as court records make clear, actually led psycho-
logically vulnerable individuals into criminal behavior. For
example, 30 percent of the cases of “Muslim terrorism” law
enforcement officials claimed to have stopped, involved
individuals who were supplied weapons and were prodded
to plan violent acts by the very law enforcement agencies
that then arrested them. Reading the records of these cases
shows that the targets were unstable individuals with a his-
tory of mental illness who were susceptible to informant
encouragement.

In addition to these cases, there are those instances
where young, alienated individuals have sought self-esteem
or a thrill by fighting for a foreign cause - whether in Somalia
or Syria or elsewhere. These are problems, to be sure, but the
issue that should be addressed is why they became alienat-
ed from their lives here and sought validation elsewhere.
Again, this is not a uniquely Muslim problem because we’ve
seen it before with the lure of other foreign ideologies and
causes in earlier periods of our history.

What CVE tells us is that we need to focus on countering
the radical messages that lead individuals into violent acts,
while the attention should be focused on why these individ-
uals become susceptible in the first place. And when the rad-
ical messages are those that are fed by law enforcement
informants, the entire argument takes on a different hue.  

In fact, the focus should not be on the supply side (the
ideas) since the real problem is on the demand side of the
ledger. The main question we should be exploring is why
marginalized, alienated, socially dislocated, and angry indi-
viduals seek out alternate identities or act out in anti-social
ways-whatever form that radicalization takes: anti-govern-
ment, race hatred, or religious-inspired violence. Providing
these angry folks with “good messages” will not meet their
needs, addressing the root causes of their alienation just
might. Targeting the Muslim community with CVE not only
won’t solve America’s broader problem of anti-social vio-
lence. And by targeting Muslims, we risk creating more alien-
ation among some young Muslims laying the predicate for
hate crimes and discrimination.

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute
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The folded piece of paper with a photo of a four-
month-old baby tells a story that will loom over
Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan and his Chinese

hosts when he visits Beijing this week. Baby Arife is a Uighur,
one of thousands of members of China’s Turkic language-
speaking Muslim ethnic minority who have reached Turkey,
mostly since last year, infuriating Beijing, which accuses
Ankara of helping its citizens flee unlawfully. Turkish officials
deny playing any direct role in assisting the flight. But the
document, labelled “Republic of Turkey Emergency Alien’s
Travel Document” suggests otherwise.

Arife’s mother, Summeye, 35, says she was given it, along
with documents for herself and her three other children, by
a diplomat at the Turkish embassy in Kuala Lumpur, which
she reached after a nine day journey transported by people
smugglers through Cambodia, Vietnam and Thailand. The
document, valid only for travel to Turkey, lists the baby’s
place of birth as Turpan, a city in China’s western Xinjiang
region. Under “nationality”, it says “East Turkestan”, the name
Uighur activists and their Turkish supporters give for their
Chinese-ruled homeland.

Other Uighurs in Istanbul told Reuters they too had
reached Turkey last year through a similar route, hiring peo-
ple-smugglers to escape China and receiving travel docu-
ments on the way. The issue is an uncomfortable one for
Ankara, which says it is open to valid asylum claims by vic-
tims of repression who reach its territory, but denies acting
abroad to assist the exodus of Uighurs that surged last year.
Representatives of Turkey’s Foreign Ministry said they were
not immediately able to comment on the temporary travel
document seen by Reuters.

Tong Bishan, a senior Chinese police officer helping to
lead Bejing’s efforts to get Uighurs returned, said the issue of
Turkey providing travel documents at embassies in south-
east Asia has been raised “at high levels”. “The general atti-
tude of the Turkish government has been not bad,” he told
reporters this month. “But what we have seen is that
employees at Turkish embassies have been providing help.”

‘Allow Us to Live as Muslims’
Uighurs fleeing China say they are escaping repression

by the Chinese authorities. “They don’t allow us to live as
Muslims,” said another Uighur refugee, also named
Sumeyye, who fled to Turkey last October with her three
children and lives in the basement of a working-class hous-
ing block in Istanbul. “You can’t pray. You can’t keep more
than one Quran at home. You can’t teach Islam to your chil-
dren. You can’t fast and you can’t go to hajj. When you’re
deprived of your whole identity, what’s the point?” she said,
speaking through a translator and covered from head to toe
in a chador.

Nationalist Turks regard the Uighurs as ethnic kin in peril
and believe their government should do more to help
them. Earlier this month, when Thailand’s military rulers,
under pressure from Beijing, forcibly deported nearly 100
Uighurs back to China, protests erupted in Turkey. The Thai
consulate in Istanbul was stormed. There were reports of
attacks on Chinese restaurants and east Asian tourists. A
Chinese orchestra cancelled a concert. In an apparent bid to
placate Beijing, Erdogan said the unrest might have been
aimed at damaging his trip, when he plans to raise the
Uighurs’ plight. 

China denies it represses the Uighurs and says their free-
dom of religion is respected. It accuses a group called the
East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) of waging an
increasingly violent campaign for an independent state in
Xinjiang and says it is recruiting followers to train in the
Middle East. “A lot of these people are victims. We don’t want
to see them going to Turkey to become cannon fodder, to
become new recruits for the terrorists,” said Tong, the
Chinese police chief.

Uighurs themselves acknowledge that some mem-
bers of their community have crossed from Turkey to
fight alongside Islamic State militants in Syria, but say this
is a small minority. “These militants lure them, saying
they will help them train for the Uighur cause, they will
give them weapons and they will support them against
China,” Uighur refugee Adil Abdulgaffar, 49, said in his
apartment in Istanbul’s working-class Sefakoy district,
next to a bookshelf filled with Muslim prayer books. “I’ve
known of people who have gone off to Syria from Turkey
with hopes that these promises will come true. But I also
know that they very much regret it and would like to
come back,” he said. “Our brothers who have been bat-
tling for their existence for the past 50 to 60 years are
longing for guns. They are also very naive, and open to
being tricked.”—Reuters
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