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Abstract: The inception of AK Parti government’s initiative to terminate the Kurdish issue in 2009 
has paved the way to ϐinding a political solution to one of the most intricate questions of modern 
Turkey. The political initiatives of the incumbent government not only ended the 40-years-long 
violence and related terrorism cycle for a short period of time but also promoted a heightened 
awareness of peace and reconciliation efforts. In regards to the role that they have played dur-
ing the implementation of recent peace process (2009-2015), Kurdish youth has been frontline 
proxies of violence instigation. That said, Kurdish youth in Turkey have faced the implications 
of the conϐlict since early childhood. Struggling to survive amidst violent occurrences is a part 
of their daily routine as a result of structural deϐiciencies and proximate causes of participation 
in violence. Therefore, this article analyses existing youth peacebuilding initiatives for Kurdish 
youth in conϐlict-affected areas of the country. Similarly, it also intended to explore whether these 
initiatives respond to the roots causes of the conϐlict.

Keywords: Youth radicalization; Peacebuilding interventions; Kurdish Issue; peace processes.

Introduction

From July 2009 onwards, the Justice and 
Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi, abbreviated to AK Parti in Turkish) 
government embarked on a new Kurdish 
policy, a political settlement, and recon-
ciliation process for the permanent resolu-
tion of the Kurdish issue. The policy change 
provided the impetus for the resolution of 
a four-decades-long conϐlict. Moreover, the 
government’s political initiatives not only 
managed to make the transition away from 
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violence cycle in the course of the Solution Process (2009-2015)1 but also unveiled an 
interest in peace and reconciliation efforts after facing repetitive violence for a long 
period of time. Therefore, with the start of political initiatives in July 2009, Turkey’s 
protracted Kurdish issue entered into a new phase since its inception in the late-1970s. 
In this phase of the conϐlict, the political initiatives to end the conϐlict marked the be-
ginning of an era of efforts to ϐind a peaceful solution to the Kurdish issue in contrast 
to long-held security-oriented approaches. The process, however, faced internal and 
external pressures in that the progression unfolded a spiral movement from violence 
to resilience, which repeated over time as the country went through successive war-
to-peace transition moments. The governmental initiatives involved careful political 
considerations of the implementation of the process, legal amendments to resolve 
conϐlicting issues, and some public relations campaigns to raise awareness about the 
Solution Process. Turkey’s quest for peace; however, was discontinued when a relapse 
into violence disrupted the ongoing political process in June-July 2015. 

In consideration of these developments, relevant peacebuilding actors were at a cross-
roads where existing policies, programs to shape youth functioning and young peo-
ple’s potential peacebuilding roles in post-conϐlict situations meet. A conϐlict-sensitive 
agenda for relevant peacebuilding actors in this regard must incorporate all available 
resources into young people’s vast energy to engage them in several peace projects. 
For that reason, in order to promote and maintain peace and contribute to reconcili-
ation in Turkey, peacebuilding efforts must have an understanding of youth-related 
issues in conϐlict-affected areas. Such efforts must consider and invest in the design 
and development of policy frameworks with broader peacebuilding and reconciliation 
objectives as a necessary ϐirst step.

1. The youth and violence nexus

The negative/positive role of young people during and in the aftermath of peace pro-
cesses has become central to peace and conϐlict research and the interest on youth roles 
in such crisis times often stems from the risk factors and contradictions associated with 
war-to-peace transitions and in post-conϐlict situations. Hence three major themes have 
been identiϐied in framing the place of young people in conϐlict and post-conϐlict situ-
ations: victims, threats (or perpetrators), and peace-makers. These post-conϐlict roles 
expand to a debate in peace and conϐlict research. Speciϐically, authors such as Graça 
Machel (1996; 2001) have long paid attention to young people as victims of war and 
this has led to an advocacy or rights-based approach with regards to young people’s 

1 The ‘Solution Process’ is used throughout the article as an umbrella concept to cover all of the ini-
tiatives of the Ak Party government in the 2009-2015 period, despite different uses of the speciϐic 
initiatives and titles attributed to these political efforts such as democratic or Kurdish opening, 
the peace process, Solution Process etc.
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engagement in post-conϐlict situations, particularly young persons who are at the early 
adolescence stage (less than 18 years of age). That is, young people’s rights in conϐlict 
and post-conϐlict situations are considered as a human security issue, which needs to 
be regulated and protected by legal norms and conventions, as in the United Nations 
(UN) Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) of 1989 (see Kemper, 2005). 

Following this, recent studies have characterized young people as independent actors in 
addition to the early portrayal of young persons as victims of war and in its aftermath. 
However, the term independent actors suggest a positive meaning if young persons are 
engaged meaningfully, on the one hand, and a negative one if they are frustrated and 
disillusioned, on the other. In other words, academic studies of youth emphasize that 
conϐlict-affected young people may assume roles as agents of peace (peacemakers) or 
as instigators of violence (perpetrators) (see McEvoy-Levy, 2006). 

A relapse into violence can derail peace negotiations and lead to a collapse in conϐlict 
settlement efforts (see Darby, 2001). This conception in post-conϐlict situations ne-
cessitates an imperative focus on the roles of young people as they occupy a central 
position in the relapse into violence. In such post-conϐlict predicaments, young people 
are perceived as an important factor in the generation and perpetuation of violence, 
particularly in opposition to ongoing peace negotiations and against the implementa-
tion of peace agreements. The negative role, which young people can play has been the 
subject of several UN resolutions and is part of its conϐlict prevention agenda. The UN 
High-Level Panel on Threats, Challenges, and Change, for instance, referred to how a 
“surging youth population” faced by a multitude of factors such as unemployment and 
urbanization can lead to violence or a relapse into conϐlict (UN, 2004). UN missions to 
West Africa have similarly reported the link between unresolved socio-economic situa-
tions and young people as potential risks to sustainability and security (UN, 2004). The 
2001 UN Secretary-General’s report on armed conϐlict stated that young people with 
limited education and few employment opportunities often provide fertile recruiting 
ground for parties to a conϐlict. Their lack of hope for the future can fuel disaffection 
with society and make them susceptible to the blandishments of those who advocate 
armed conϐlict. This problem can be especially acute in countries that have a ‘youth 
bulge’, a population comprised of a large number of youth compared to other age groups 
… Addressing the needs and aspirations of adolescence is, therefore, an important aspect 
of a long-term prevention strategy. In addition, youth can also be an important resource 
for peace and conϐlict prevention (UNSC, 2001, p. 124).

Similarly, large youth cohorts in society are also perceived as a security threat in many 
developing and post-conϐlict countries, which are often argued by the proponents of 
the youth-bulge theory (see Hendrixson, 2003; Huntington, 1996; Kaplan, 1996; Urdal, 
2004). With its origins in the early works of Heinsohn (2003), Fuller and Pitts (1990) 
and Goldstone (1991), a ‘youth bulge’ is deϐined as “extraordinarily large youth co-



6

Conϔlict Studies Quarterly

horts relative to the adult population” (Urdal, 2004, p. 1). In this stream of research, 
proponents of the theory conceptualize young people as a demographic threat against 
social well-being and a society’s normal functioning. Similarly, a precursor of the debate 
about young people as a demographic threat in the 1990s was Samuel P. Huntington 
(1996), who deϐined 20% or more young people (between 15-24 years of age) in the 
population composition of a country as a sign of vulnerability to violence. In Clash of 
Civilizations, Huntington (1996) opposed that youth demographics play a crucial role 
in the instigation of violence, focusing particularly on the Muslim world and on radi-
calization trends, stating that: “...but the key factor is the demographic factor. Generally 
speaking, the people who go out and kill other people are males between the ages of 
16 and 30. During the 1960s, 70s and 80s there were high birth rates in the Muslim 
world, and this has given rise to a huge youth bulge” (interview with S. P. Huntington in 
Steinberger, 2001). Likewise, Robert D. Kaplan described youth cohorts in West Africa as 
“out of school, unemployed, loose molecules” (1996, p. 16). Finally, Hendrixson (2003) 
referred to dissatisϐied and angry young males in most underdeveloped and developing 
countries (such as those in Africa, Latin America, Southeast Asia, and the Middle East) 
as a deviant population and an uncontrolled demographic force in society. 

Notwithstanding the alarmist language in the portrayal of young people in the 1990s, 
recent academic studies in this stream have found that the presence of youth-bulges 
in (economically and politically) distressed societies correlates with the instigation of 
violence. Hendrik Urdal (2004) pointed to “intermediary political regimes and nega-
tive or stagnant economic growth” in countries such as “Zambia, Kenya, Zimbabwe, 
Yemen, Niger, Togo, Iran and Jordan” as examples of the causal relationship between a 
youth-bulge and violence (17). Moreover, Urdal (2004) also suggested a positive link 
between political change processes (towards democratic governance) and the eruption 
of violence, particularly in the Arab world where autocratic regimes are able to curb 
violence despite economic problems and large youth cohorts. A World Bank (2011) 
report in the aftermath of Arab uprisings in the Middle East and North Africa pointed 
to a similar notion with anecdotes of popular demands and protests for economic, po-
litical and social change as underlying factors in the sudden outbreak and escalation 
of street violence.

Given that there is a tendency to identify young people as perpetrators of violence or 
peace spoilers, the contribution of young people to the promotion and maintenance 
of peace is often disregarded and academic interest in this issue has only developed 
in the last decade (see McEvoy-Levy, 2013). In contrast to the portrayal of youth as a 
demographic factor and an agent of violence instigation, recent studies have shown 
that when they are empowered, young people can contribute to peace and reconcili-
ation efforts. In this context, a stream of research has emerged at the intersection of 
youth and peacebuilding (see Del Felice & Wisler, 2007; Kemper, 2005; Kurtenbach, 
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2008; McEvoy-Levy, 2001, 2006, 2011a, 2011b; Özerdem & Podder, 2015; Pruitt, 2008; 
Schwartz, 2010). Recognizing the positive role that young people can play in peace-
building, contrary to the previous dispositions, young people refrain or prevent others 
from involvement in violence and from disturbing the post-conϐlict order and stability. 
This fact is evidenced through ϐield research and ethnographic studies on young peo-
ple’s unique experiences of conϐlict (for instance, see Boyden & DeBerry, 2004; Collins, 
2004; Daiute, Beykont, Higson-Smith, & Nucci, 2006; 2006; Hart, 2006; Richards, 1996; 
Shepler, 2005; Sommers, 2006a). 

Even so, the presence of a relatively large youth population, as a unique and import-
ant demographic dividend in most conϐlict-affected societies, is detrimental to conϐlict 
prevention and transformation, in general, if inclusive policies are not in place. In this 
regard, young people’s mobilization to armed conϐlict and their recruitment to violent 
groups as combatants constitute the ϐirst layer of academic research on youth and 
peacebuilding (see Özerdem & Podder, 2015). The second part is about “resilience, 
nonviolent coping strategies, care-taking, meaning-making and the social reproduction 
roles of young people, not just combatants, who are experiencing war” (McEvoy-Levy, 
2013, p. 300). In short, the important role of young people in conϐlict and post-conϐlict 
situations is closely linked to the protection of youth and to young people’s represen-
tation and empowerment in peacebuilding efforts as part of a comprehensive peace-
building strategy with the aim of encouraging young people to shape lasting peace and 
to contribute to justice and reconciliation. 

In light of the discussion above on the youth and violence nexus, following sections deal 
with the historical place of youth in Turkey’s society, and particularly the negative role 
of young people during the recent Solution Process. 

2. Kurdish youth: from ‘storm youth’ to an uncontrolled cohort

Historically, the process of politicization and radicalization of Kurdish youth, is premed-
itated within three periods: “ideological precursors” of organizational structure and 
political violence in the 1960s-1970s; “human assets” in the irregular ϐighting within 
the positions of outlawed groups and terrorist networks since the late-1970s; and 
“protesters” or “troublemakers” in urban areas since the 2000s and onwards. 

The level of political violence in Turkey has increased since the late 1970s at an expo-
nential rate and the Kurdish youth grew into a major human resource for armed groups. 
In contrast to the rebellions in the Ottoman and early Republican periods, the bearers 
of the Kurdish politicization in the 1960s-1970s; however, were not the religious or 
tribal leaders but a new group comprising intellectuals, students, the working class 
and peasantry. From the 1960-1970s onwards, the role of youth in Kurdish political 
movement and radicalization of young cohorts is undeniable. This is why, it can be 
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argued that young people were at the center of political movements and instigation of 
violence for decades, yet the features of each cohort were not the same.

The cohort who founded the PKK by using terrorism as a means to ends and launching 
attacks as a primary method involved an educated group in the main universities of 
Turkey. This cohort can be considered as the ϐirst inner circle of the organization. The 
occurrences of violence since then have predominantly been instigated by this ϐirst 
cohort. In the meantime, this cohort became narrative-builders in society. Their roles 
in the making of militarized identities in Turkey’s southeast have been a noteworthy 
component of youth involvement in violence in the later phases. In the second period, 
cohorts from the 1970s to 2000s have been driven by various methods to join in the 
organization. The substantial effect of these cohorts was to escalate the number of 
violent events. As a result, the inhabitants in Turkey’s southeast have gradually been 
socialized in violence by the lived experiences of the conϐlict environment. As Yavuz 
(2001) stated, most of the young people who joined the organization in this period came 
from segments affected by the conϐlict and then by exclusionary dynamics in society 
i.e. displacement, neoliberal policies, rapid urbanization.

A third period has been marked by a generation growing up in the conϐlict environment 
during the 1990s as the frequency of violence reached a peak. Although it is the fact 
that agents of socio-political movements were mostly urban and university-educated 
youth in the 1960s-1970s (see Bozarslan, 2008); the majority of assets of armed groups 
were peasant youths with no or little education in the 1980s-1990s (see Yavuz, 2001). 
In spite of the role of an educated cohort during the period of the PKK’s appearance, a 
new generation of teenagers became the potential human assets of the PKK in the 1990s 
(Bozarslan, 2008). Population displacement and migration from rural to urban areas 
were the two major reasons for a generation to emerge with inadequate education and 
low prospects for economic opportunities in the suburbs of major cities, not only in 
western Turkey but also in the south-eastern provinces. Furthermore, the youth were 
socialized in violence due to the large number of violent occurrences and through the 
experiences and memoirs of earlier generations in the 1980s-1990s period. This new 
cohort has often been called ‘storm youth’ by Kurdish politicians, composed of angry 
and frustrated youth groups. This term was invented in the Kurdish body politic to mir-
ror the legacy of conϐlict on the new generations. In this sense, Kurdish politicians like 
Şerafettin Elçi, for instance, argued that the current cohort may be the last one to have 
a sort of dialogue with Turkish counterparts to discuss peace and a possible political 
solution, contending that new generations have been socialized in violence, and also 
deprived of manners of dialogue and a collective memory with Turkish counterparts 
in contrast to previous cohorts.

The mobilization of the cohorts in the 2000s and onwards is, therefore, an exception-
ally different case from what was typical in the preceding generations. In contrast to 
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the grievances of early cohorts and the translation of young people’s frustrations into 
ideological pretexts for mobilization by conϐlict entrepreneurs (see Tezcür, 2015; Yavuz, 
2001) as a result of, for instance, structural inequality or discrimination, past policies 
and political alienation; proximate factors, such as trigger events (Öcalan’s prison con-
ditions and health after his imprisonment in 1999) and external political developments 
(the Syrian conϐlict) have started to turn into principal causes of mobilization for po-
litical violence in the 2000s. 

In sum, a relationship between the instigation of violence and young people was es-
tablished in the face of youth-led political and anti-social violence in this consecutive 
periods. This situation has alarmed the public authorities to explore the measures to 
mitigate conditions that increase young people’s proclivity to violence. Various laws 
and regulations have been passed to confront issues related to youth and children 
affected by rising violence. The legal documents and proceedings introduced a vio-
lence-prone segment of young people to the public as ‘stone-throwing children’ - (taş 
atan çocuklar) or ‘youth drifted to an offense’ - (suça itilen gençler). This language inau-
gurated a conceptualization of Kurdish youngsters in society that has frequently been 
used in ofϐicial vocabulary, legislative acts, juridical cases, and in youth-and-children-
focused rehabilitation and also social integration programs. Likewise, local branches 
of the state in Turkey’s southeast have concentrated on youth-related issues, initiating 
programs for the Ministry of Youth and Sports, the General Directorate of Police, local 
governments, and the Southeast Anatolia Development Project (Güneydoğu Anadolu 
Projesi) administration. Therefore, it can be argued that the role of young people in the 
instigation of violence was a totally new situation and became a social problem due 
to the involvement of a young cohort (1990s-2000s birth) affected by the prolonged 
conϐlict environment in Turkey’s southeast.

The exclusion of young people from peace processes can yield adverse outcomes. 
McEvoy-Levy (2001), for instance, argues that alienation of youth from the peace pro-
cess in South Africa produced negative outcomes as critical roles attached to young 
people in the ϐighting stage had been denied during and after the peace initiatives. 
These developments slowly forced South African youth into criminal activities (ibid). As 
the political environment in Turkey is often interrupted with the onset of unexpected 
developments and crises, the presence of a discontented cohort poses similar risks for 
the continuation of peace efforts. Young people can exploit or endure the execution of 
pro-solution political activity as substantiated in countless post-conϐlict settings and 
peacebuilding practices. In the context of the Kurdish issue, however, young people’s 
role as part of political developments has mostly been negative since 2009. Moreover, 
youth perceptions of the Solution Process, with reference to their negative role tended 
to be in conϐlict with pro-peace politicians’ views with regards to the Solution Process. In 
such a complex political environment, young people have been converted into spoilers 
of peace in the end, often depicted as an “uncontrolled generation”.
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4. Youth interventions in Turkey’s southeast

This part of the article presents the ϐindings of a ϐieldwork undertaken in Turkey’s 
southeast in order to evaluate peacebuilding activities for young people and respond 
to the problems associated with Kurdish youth as discussed in the previous section. 
Therefore, the following parts of the article provide an evidence-based assessment of 
key themes that occurred as part of conϐlict prevention practices in Turkey’s southeast, 
i.e., vocational training opportunities, educational opportunities, empowerment by ϐield 
visits, youth camps, sports, and festivals, and youth advisors in psychosocial program-
ming, basic skills training. 

4.1. State ownership in peacebuilding for conϔlict-affected youth

A fundamental responsibility in the socio-economic integration of youth in the conϐlict-
affected areas of Turkey rests on the implementation of programs by state institutions 
and through governmental funding. The central government in Ankara, and state-led 
units and agencies, and their provincial administrative organizations are used to be the 
major players in youth interventions. The major players in the ϐield of youth-related 
issues are the Directorate for Youth and Sports (GDYS), Ministry of National Education 
(MoNE), Social Services and Child Protection Agency (SHÇEK) and the Turkish National 
Agency for the Youth in Action Program. Also, local governments (municipalities) and 
the Southeast Anatolia Project Regional Development Agency (GAP) take part in youth-
related activities and projects (UNDP, 2008: 114), especially to deal with the socio-
economic costs of the Kurdish issue. The Ministry of Labor and Social Security, Ministry 
of Health, Ministry of Justice and Ministry of Internal Affairs also have active youth di-
mensions within their institutional structures (Göksel, 2007, p. 21). State-led initiatives 
and funding schemes, such as the SODES (Social Support) program, provide funding for 
youth-oriented projects. The recipients of such funds are from both governmental and 
non-governmental sectors: governmental agencies and non-governmental organiza-
tions, or directly involved in youth activities. 

For Kurdish youth, the most successful programmatic measures aimed at coping with 
the implications of the conϐlict are vocational training, educational programs, psycho-
logical counseling, youth empowerment efforts and social support programs for basic 
skills training. State institutions and CSOs often implement these strategies throughout 
Turkey’s southeast in order to prevent youth participation in violence. In the meantime, 
cross-community interactions in the form of youth empowerment efforts have emerged 
as part of programmatic responses, which aim to engage Kurdish young people and 
improve their social integration.

To these ends, one of the major undertakings is the SODES program. Following the 
inception of PKK activities in Turkey’s southeast, the SODES commenced in 2008, with 
the aim of ensuring the social and economic integration of the most disadvantaged 
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sectors of society, including youth, children and women (SODES, 2013). As a state-
sponsored social support program, SODES is primarily composed of a funding scheme 
for both public and civil society actors directed towards social inclusion initiatives, 
and targeting vulnerable sectors through interventions that are aimed at increasing 
the chances of employability and integrating such vulnerable groups into society via 
capacity building activities. In this regard, central and local governmental units, such 
as governorships perform signiϐicant functions in implementing the projects as part 
of the SODES program. 

Despite the fact that the program was initiated for beneϐiciaries such as public insti-
tutions and CSOs in the southeastern provinces, the extent and scope of the projects 
covered by the SODES program incorporated other less-developed provinces of Turkey, 
including provinces in the eastern region of Turkey (the total number of provinces in 
the program reached a total of 25 in 2010) (SODES, 2013, p. 3). 

Due to the perceived role of young people in conϐlict settings, the ‘youth problem’ seemed 
to attract the attention of state institutions. As a result, several youth centers have been 
established by the governorships, the Youth and Sports Ministry and the GAP admin-
istration. As a youth worker pointed out, recent governmental investments to expand 
the scope of youth work in the region encouraged the opening of new youth centers, 
particularly after the establishment of the Youth and Sports Ministry. For instance, the 
number of Ministry-led youth centers increased from 1 to 4 in the city of Diyarbakır 
throughout the last decade. This has also increased the number of beneϐiciaries and 
the type of activities in such facilities.

4.2. Vocational training opportunities

The rise of the unemployment rate, which devastated the economic infrastructure 
in Turkey’s southeast can be seen as one of the costs of the 40-year armed struggle. 
Acknowledging the economic aspects of the Kurdish issue, therefore, various govern-
ments since the 1990s have adopted comprehensive economic development programs, 
mostly as part of the repeated GAP action plans that involve preventive measures (ef-
fective employability policies, vocational training courses, and employment coaching 
and re-designing vocational schools) in order to assist the economic development of the 
region. In this sense, it is observed that many actors such as the Ministry of Development, 
governorships, regional development agencies, the GAP Administration, and  İŞKUR 
(Labor Placement Ofϐice) assume key responsibilities when it comes to accomplishing 
declared broad development objectives. On the economic inclusion of Kurdish youth, for 
instance, SODES-funded projects appear as one of the most efϐicient youth initiatives. 
To exemplify the extent of the program, under the employment action of the SODES 
funding scheme, 6792 participants have been assigned a job between the years 2008 
and 2011 (excluding employment at public institutions) (SODES, 2013, p. 45). During 
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the ϐield research in Turkey, participants often referred to the role of SODES-funded 
programs in the economic empowerment interventions. Therefore, several interviews 
with key experts in the head ofϐices and training centers of state and CSOs have been 
conducted in order to shed light on the efϐicacy of their programs. To demonstrate the 
role of several actors in economic empowerment activities, it is observed that CSOs 
frequently consulted with the İŞKUR and local employers at the design and imple-
mentation stages of the activities to meet the requirements and pressing needs of the 
local employers. There is also a division of responsibilities when it comes to engaging 
different categories of young people. Particularly, regarding the criminalized youth and 
children, state agencies for the youth services (SHÇEK), and Emniyet Genel Müdürlüğü 
(Police Department) undertake fundamental responsibilities. In a project entitled ‘Umut 
Yıldızı’, for instance, the contribution of the police force in Diyarbakır to the employment 
of youngsters, who have been convicted of drug use, could be described as exemplify-
ing the active participation of the Police Department in the social integration of young 
people in the region. 

In such activities, the aim is often to train young people in activities to meet the local 
industry’s intermediary positions such as operating computer-based machines, and 
self-employment jobs such as tailoring, sales assistantship, barbering, and computer 
programming. Certain matters of concern appeared that are often raised in the inter-
views with key staff regarding the activities provided for vocational training courses. For 
instance, it was observed that the employment success of participants after completing 
vocational training courses appeared to be linked to the type of activities provided and 
the proϐiciency levels of the host institutions, as well as the local employment needs 
and capacities. As one of the interviewees argued, it is very likely for participants to 
ϐind a job after graduation if they acquired the necessary skills required to satisfy the 
demands of the local industry. In the meantime, he stated that job prospects are directly 
connected to the job supply and economic activities in the localities. This latter situa-
tion is particularly crucial for Turkey’s southeast as the economic opportunities have 
traditionally been lower, and the economic and commercial activities further affected 
by violent clashes and sabotages since the inception of PKK activities in the region. 
Another interviewee alluded to this notion and argued that host institutions’ relations 
with the local industry and their willingness and capacity to supervise participants’ job 
search are also as important as the domestic economic conditions in a speciϐic location. 
For instance, he mentioned that they not only try to predict the local industrial trends 
and needs before starting a vocational training course, but also directly get involved in 
the arrangements for a job interview and placement with potential employers.

A crucial aspect of current youth activities is that local police forces play a positive role 
when it comes to assisting the CSOs in selecting participants among marginalized and 
disadvantaged groups. This includes particularly young people who have been involved 
in violent and criminal activities and ex-PKK members who have beneϐited from the 
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repentance law. According to the interviewees, CSOs frequently collaborate with police 
forces, both to involve particular types of participants, as well as to secure the spaces 
from various security breaches due to participant proϐiles. Such special arrangements 
are in place for a limited number of activities as most of the economic empowerment 
activities administered by public and civil society actors rely on open calls for admis-
sion processes, reaching all sectors of society.

The physical environment in the vocational training courses could also be perceived 
as a factor that contributes to the skills acquisition process positively or negatively. 
With that said, the places visited in this study demonstrated that some spaces were 
inadequate regarding the number and skills of the staff, and the availability of material 
resources. There were also institutions equipped with high-quality machinery identical 
to the ones used in industrial facilities. Regarding the use of such spaces by the partici-
pants, however, one of the interviewees mentioned that they frequently face instances 
of misuse and pocketing the amenities in their centers. She argued that the instructional 
materials, especially drillers and supplies that could be used for an offence and drug 
abuse, have frequently been stolen when they commence the courses for the youth who 
have once been sentenced and released for certain crimes and anti-social violence. She 
further argued that a certain number of CSOs and public institutions, therefore, have 
intentionally been prevented from initiating activities for such youth groups.

Another issue that emerged during the interviews has been the disparity between 
the expectations of the participants after completing the training, and the appropriate 
skills that they have acquired throughout the courses. For instance, one interviewee 
mentioned that those who gain basic computer skills expect to ϐind jobs as if they were 
computer engineers. This situation can clearly be seen as a critical dimension of youth 
frustrations whereby young people who have been alienated from education due to 
the existence of political conϐlict and the violent environment, expect to ϐind valued 
economic positions in society. Most of the participants also argue that intermediary 
jobs are often discriminated against by the general public, and the vocational courses 
that are usually aimed at training youth for such posts are undervalued, and sometimes 
could be counter-productive. It could also be argued that similar problems exist among 
the educated youth cohorts, particularly after graduation. As higher unemployment 
or under-employment is one of the most pressing issues of conϐlict and post-conϐlict 
situations, these aspects frequently become the lively topics of several peacebuilding 
interventions.

4.3. Educational opportunities and young people’s social integration

State institutions and CSOs, provide educational opportunities for youth and support 
educational inclusion activities by launching additional educational courses aimed at 
preparing them to excel within the school system. In this regard, such opportunities 
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often target high school students, who are pursuing success in the nationwide university 
entrance exams in order to reserve a place in higher educational institutions. Enhancing 
educational opportunities for disadvantaged groups, particularly for young people who 
have traditionally been the most vulnerable sectors of society, such educational courses 
contribute to the conϐlict prevention agenda in Turkey’s southeastern provinces. As 
one of the interviewees urged, involving young people in the educational system is 
a major challenge in many neighborhoods for a variety of reasons. According to him, 
most parents are not interested in their children’s educational advancement, which is 
partly due to the ϐinancial problems, resulting in many deprived families being unable 
to afford educational expenditures. Considering the prevalence of big families, which are 
roughly composed of 4-5 school-age children, their educational expenses put a heavy 
ϐiscal burden on already very limited budgets. Financial circumstances also compel 
some families to consider youth and children as part of a workforce required for the 
family to earn and contribute to the household income. This latter situation is the case 
in rural areas of Turkey’s southeast, where children and youth participate in the family 
businesses such as farming and livestock production. In the urban centers, however, 
they often get involved in the informal economy and sometimes forced to participate 
in illegal business activities.

It can be argued that recent educational investments, as part of the democratization 
efforts in the predominantly Kurdish populated areas in Turkey, are motivated by a 
motivation to accelerate the social transformation in order to promote a peaceful en-
vironment. There are certain structural issues that thwart the efforts made to generate 
the intended results. For instance, as one of the civil society leaders argued, the region 
has long been suffering from insufϐicient educational infrastructure, i.e. the shortage of 
qualiϐied manpower and educational facilities. He argued that teachers and staff who 
are appointed by the central government and who are also from the western regions of 
Turkey, often pursue the occasion to leave their posts in the southeastern provinces of 
Turkey. This situation hinders the stability and quality that is required for success in the 
educational system, which altogether causes frustrations among the local population. 
It was also mentioned that the language barrier could be a reason for the alienation of 
youth from education. Since most students learn Turkish language mostly after their 
enrolment in ϐirst grade, their inclusion into the educational system poses a challenge 
that affects the cognitive learning abilities of pupils. Also language barrier impacts the 
teacher-student relationship. For instance, one of the interviewees mentioned how their 
inability to speak Turkish is criticized by the teachers. Moreover, a structural problem 
such as the prevalence of the use of violence in school inϐluences young people’s school-
ing rates and success. Interestingly, another participant, working as a teacher in one of 
the schools in Diyarbakır, complained of the fact that teachers could also be exposed to 
violence coming from mature students and their families. 
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4.4. Empowering youth with ϔield visits, youth camps, and sports

Young people’s engagement through recreational activities is the most widespread tool 
used by both public and civil society actors in youth interventions. The methods used 
in young people’s social inclusion should move beyond basic needs such as education 
or employment. That being said, such initiatives need to be comprised of elements that 
nourish the relational aspect of socialization, generating a socially inclusive environ-
ment, in which individuals ϐind the opportunity to build constructive relations with 
others. In this sense, addressing the issue of resentment and antipathy towards other 
members of the in-and-out-groups is one of the building blocks of youth empower-
ment. Youth empowerment efforts were also mentioned by most of the key experts 
like the chief mode of activities that exists in the region. In this sense, engaging young 
people in recreational activities, such as inter-regional ϐield visits, youth camps and 
festivals, youth actors appear to fulϐil peacebuilding roles in order to help young people 
overcome the difϐiculties that arise as a result of instances of violence occurring in or 
near their neighborhoods, as it limits their social development and interactions in the 
larger society. 

It has been observed that cross-community ϐield visits function efϐiciently with re-
gard to shaping young people’s perceptions of the ‘self ’, and ‘others’ by visiting dif-
ferent parts of the country. It is expected to help reduce long-established stereotypes 
and prejudices that can be observed in the narratives of violent groups and networks. 
Participatory dialogue can be considered as a constructive approach in the activities of 
public and civil society actors, which often involve aims such as changing the percep-
tions of Kurdish youth by enabling them to visit other geographical regions of Turkey, 
as well as by helping them to form new relationships with their counterparts in the 
provinces they visited. These types of activities generate negative results as well, since 
young people are more likely to compare the prosperity in other regions of the country 
with their own war-torn, lacking environments. An interviewee from the public sector, 
for instance, highlighted this fact and said that it could reserve the beneϐits expected 
from such activities if the aims are not well explained to the young people. He further 
suggested that the pre-visit informative training and practices overcome the difϐiculties 
that might arise at the end of the youth interventions:

While our objective is fostering a sense of belonging among young people to the 
country, young people who visit the places like Antalya or İstanbul, and then 
return to their homes could ask: ‘why are they living in very pleasant cities, and 
we are living a life of misery?’ We should not let them say this. Then, it would 
not mean anything even if we wanted to do something good. It would turn into a 
pointless experience for both sides. This is why, we, ϔirst, prepare its background 
before initiating a project. We do not directly ask youngsters to come with us 
to the excursions, but we clarify them objectives in the courses in advance for 
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about 7-8 months to prepare them for further similar interactions, like organ-
izing sports activities, arranging visits and picnics within the city boundaries.

It is clear that building trust and eliminating prejudice among youth in both the western 
and southeastern provinces must be a vital component of existing and future peace-
building activities in Turkey. Similar social impacts of youth projects can be observed 
in the experiences of Turkish young people who have been mobilized for face-to-face 
interactions with their counterparts in the southeastern provinces. For instance, one 
of the interviewees working as a project ofϐicer in a youth organization in Istanbul 
referred to their youth project as a ‘Peace Bridge’, and commented on the experiences 
of Turkish young people in the region:

It is quite crucial to listen to people’s complaints in its local contexts. And it is not 
signiϔicant to do this in Istanbul but to achieve it in Hakkari. That’s a signiϔicant 
activity when young people arrive there and communicate with locals, and thus 
begin to break their prejudices. For instance, recently one of our volunteers told 
us that he had lots of prejudices when they went to the city of Van for a school 
renovation project. He further said, however, “once I had conversations with the 
people in Van, then I found the chance to realize the extent of shared values and 
the abundance of common things to talk about”. I think this is crucial because if 
there would be a transformation, and we enter into peace environment, these 
would happen once the people get to know about each other. It is not wise to 
do this based on information on the TVs. You should travel there and talk to the 
people. We also organize the same activities to the west (Turkey). 

Young people’s participation in sports activities occupies a signiϐicant part of youth 
centers’ activities. The increasing interest in sports activities as a means of empowering 
young people is one of the strongest ways when it comes to improving social integra-
tion of youth in conϐlict and post-conϐlict situations. The importance that is given to 
the relationship between young people and sports as a means of social inclusion can 
be traced back to the national youth policy in Turkey. As one of the social worker inter-
viewees argued, the state bureaucracy in Turkey has long been equating young people 
and sports in order to redirect young people’s vast energy into an active path, in a way 
to reveal a point of escape for young people who are affected the most by the implica-
tions of the prolonged conϐlict environment. In fact, the national higher authority for 
youth affairs in Turkey’s capital is called the Youth and Sports Ministry, reϐlecting the 
signiϐicance of sports and its relationship with youth empowerment. This is why, in 
most of the youth centers, sports trainers work alongside other instructors and youth 
workers to engage young people who might be interested and have the capability to do 
extremely well in one of the sports branches provided in these centers. Among others, 
martial arts, boxing, and other individual sports activities are usually the most popular 
branches among the participants. Regarding the relevance of sports activities, most of 



17

Issue 30, January 2020

the interviewees noted the effectiveness of such activities in preventing young people’s 
participation in violence. That is, sports activities not only enable young people to gain 
self-conϐidence but also, excellence in a sports activity leads to economic beneϐits, so-
cial status and prestige. One of the interviewees, a sports trainer in a youth center, for 
instance, mentioned that:

Sports activities occupy a large segment of our operations. To give an example, 
recently, we learned that one of our participants entered the physical education 
department in Y province. If I may say so, these young people were amongst those 
who were throwing stones at the police forces, without a future or hope. After 
we started to work with them for 5-6 years, he became a national sportsman, 
and in the meantime, now started a job as a physical education teacher. 

The success story of young people from the southeastern provinces who have been 
competing in national sports events often capture the headlines in the national news, 
very similar to the example referred to in this above excerpt. As another sports trainer 
interviewee argued, the sports initiatives are uniquely compatible with the existing 
socio-economic situation in the region, ϐirst, because of the widespread interest in 
sports activities as a means of providing economic incentives. Second, he stated that 
sports education in higher institutions requires a physical capability, in contrast to other 
educational branches, which attract more people from the region. Acknowledging the 
inadequate educational infrastructure, and conditions that prevent young people from 
attaining a better educational background, excellence in various branches of sports 
and its education, apparently, provides a crucial incentive for the youth. In return, the 
likelihood of their involvement in violence is being reduced signiϐicantly.

4.5. The role of youth advisors in psychosocial programming

One of the most pressing issues regarding youth experiences of political conϐlicts emerg-
es in the areas of past and on-going traumas, which inhibits young people’s meaningful 
participation in society. It is observed that SHÇEK is a competent actor, especially when 
it comes to addressing young people’s social and psychological needs. Similarly, youth 
centers function as hubs for young people, enabling them to overcome the implications 
of their conϐlict experiences. In recent years, violent incidents instigated by Kurdish 
youth, along with the on-going peace process in Turkey have heightened the need for 
the participation of young people with positive roles within society, more than any other 
period since the 1980s. However, Kurdish youth have frequently faced the implications 
of the surrounding fragile environment, in which several forms of violence have been 
nurtured by the cyclical armed clashes in the region, and as a result of traditionally 
constructed structures. For instance, escaping from domestic violence or violence in 
the streets or school, it was observed that youth centers often emerge as spaces, which 
shelter young people from the costs of the nearby fragile environment. As they experi-



18

Conϔlict Studies Quarterly

ence problems with their parents and peers, youth centers provide the means to cater 
to their psychosocial needs. A youth worker in one of the youth centers, which is located 
in Diyarbakır’s midtown area, stated that most of the centers in their city had become 
alternative spaces for them, as they have been isolated/escaped from violence-prone 
environments. He stated that young people have frequently been exposed to several 
forms of violence in their neighborhoods, schools, and within families. He further said 
that in youth initiatives such as study halls, rehabilitation services, and spaces to engage 
youth via youth advisors, young people are joining an entirely different atmosphere in 
which there is no alcohol, drugs or violence.

These views were echoed by another informant who was formerly a teacher in 
Diyarbakır before becoming a youth worker at one of the centers established by the 
Youth and Sports Ministry. He highlighted the role of advisors and instructors in the 
centers, helping young people to cope with the dilemmas of their daily interactions. 
Young people’s interactions with advisors appear as part of their regular everyday work. 
Young people’s frustrated upbringings often surface when they are emotionally upset 
with their parents and siblings, or distressed because of being exposed to physical vio-
lence, which beϐits them to the youth services provided by Diyarbakır’s youth centers. 
As one of the youth workers highlighted: “we are receiving letters from participants 
stating that, today, I was ϐlattered by the instructor, and they never get angry with us”. 
He further said, “it is often regarded as a naïve thing for ordinary people to encounter 
this (being ϔlattered), but they are apparently deprived of such interactions in their near 
surroundings”. The fact that they are deprived of fundamental emotional needs, and 
encountering the absence of constructive interactions with peers and parents, these 
youth centers provide the opportunity for youth to establish meaningful and lasting 
connections with participants in the centers and youth advisors. Besides the emotional 
attachment between the youth and advisors, the latter’s social proϐile often set a good 
example in young people’s life choices. For instance, a youth worker, to illustrate both 
the attachment and role-model functions of advisors, noted that: 

Teacher X has had a student here. His father passed away a year ago. He was 
not going home. He was spending more time with X than his family. Apparently, 
he had problems at home and found the compassion and natural affection here. 
Young people are joining in here, either for material gains or attach themselves 
with emotional ties, as in this one. Those who are linked to only material ben-
eϔits often split away and we cannot keep in touch with them further in future. 
However, once emotional attachments are established the communications usu-
ally continue afterwards. 
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4.6. Capacity building training

Capacity building training is another key component of programmatic responses to ad-
dress youth needs in conϐlict and post-conϐlict settings. As aforementioned, the scope 
and extent of program areas often overlap in the course of the implementation stage, 
which can be seen in the core competencies training activities as well. Emphasis is 
mostly given to human rights awareness initiatives, as it is the most observed entry 
point in the activities of civil society. A role can be assigned to the EU-sponsored activi-
ties aimed at the dissemination of European values and non-formal education as part 
of the EU’s Mediterranean partnership program. Since the most pressing issue of the 
prolonged conϐlict environment in the region, human rights activities feature as one 
of the most signiϐicant peacebuilding intervention. In this regard, increasing young 
people’s awareness of universal human rights values, building the necessary capaci-
ties to monitor human rights abuses and advocacy activities appear to occupy a major 
role in civil society initiatives. To this end, a social activist working in one of the most 
recognized human rights associations in Şanlıurfa commented that:

Our work as a civil society organization is aimed at spreading the peace and 
prosperity ideals for young people through creating a youth consciousness by 
providing educational activities…This educational work is particularly on social 
issues; and experts, intellectuals, academicians, legal practitioners are usually 
invited to deliver seminars to contribute to the development of social conscious-
ness in the society…We have a clear distance to triggering crime and violence, 
and supporting armed activities. Therefore, we are promoting democratic rights 
of all, and working towards an environment in which people freely exercise such 
rights. Our thinking, thus, by adhering to the ideals of human rights, aims at 
enhancing such practices to all segments of the society. 

As she explains, human rights awareness initiatives frequently dominate the activity 
agenda of civil society in the region, which was also discerned in the ϐieldwork visits to 
the other provinces in the area. In these campaigns and educational activities, young 
people are often ‘objects’ of the civil society human rights programs. For instance, the 
role of youth in these activities is limited to showing up for press releases or demon-
strations and attending the public lectures of high proϐile individuals. Therefore, the 
perceived functions of civil society, in this sense, do not surpass the utility of a hu-
man rights course offered in formal educational settings. In contrast, unconventional 
methods, such as initiatives involving various features of informal and peer education, 
and vesting in youth ‘agency’ in the ϐirst place by including them in the knowledge 
and experience give-and-take processes can be seen as one of the necessary means of 
observing the actual impact and expected personal changes in relation to youth percep-
tions of the ‘self ’ and ‘others’. It is found that some civil society initiatives address these 
objectives. For instance, a foundation, which has been established as a network of youth 
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volunteers, and headquartered in Istanbul, operating through subgroups comprised of 
mostly university students and organized in almost all of the provinces of Turkey can 
be seen as one of the most effective practices. To encourage young people to take part 
as a ‘subject’ in the awareness campaigns and activities of complicated human rights 
and social issues, a youth activist, for instance, described young people’s participation 
as both participants and trainers in their interventions:

What we observe is that they acquire the basic human rights awareness and 
advocacy skills during 4 years of participation period (this refers to the university 
education time as most of the participants are initially college students) in the 
foundation’s activities. If they become trainers the impact increases exponen-
tially, so the transformation of their agency. Accordingly, they have the oppor-
tunities to visit different locations and receive some skills from the ‘training of 
trainers’ activities. If they only participate in the organizational activities, they 
are still subject to a sort of personal transformation and acquire some skills in 
the face of mutual interactions. Our efforts to install a “volunteer’s consciousness” 
into youth could become a feasible objective as the participants are now able 
to internalize an approach to intellectually process the cohabitation of cultural 
differences at the end of the activities.

Similarly, he also pointed out the role of peer education as an effective mechanism for 
knowledge and experience exchange:

Young people who participate in our activities frequently refer to the peer educa-
tion as one of the best practices in our foundation’s activity pool. In such activities 
young people ϔind the opportunity to deliver the training to their counterparts. 
This training includes human rights education, social rights, and reproduction 
health. Therefore young people as mentors communicate their experiences with 
other youths… The signiϔicance of this type of activities highlights the fact that 
young people usually listen to their elders, yet the actual learning process oc-
curs among them. It is, in fact, true that we often comprehend the topics better 
once we are talking to our peers because your role models are indeed the ones 
by your side. That old typical notion of taking someone as the role model in my 
life does not exist anymore.

5. Socio-political barriers to conϐlict prevention in Turkey’s southeast

There are a number of conϐlict prevention interventions examined, which are quite suc-
cessful in responding to the socio-economic implications of the prolonged conϐlict in 
Turkey’s southeast. Social support projects as part of the SODES program, for instance, 
can be seen as one of the broadest funding schemes in comparison to conϐlict response 
programs elsewhere. Governmental partnership with the CSOs, in this sense, stimu-
lates promising social integration outcomes. Building the educational infrastructure of 
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deprived areas of Turkey’s southeast after the inauguration of democratization efforts 
can be seen as investments, which address the ignored educational consequences of the 
conϐlict. Recent improvements in educational infrastructure go beyond the governmen-
tal and private investments in comparison to the entire Republican era since the 1920s.

However, jobs for marginalized young cohorts, participation in sports activities, or a 
university degree might not be a solution or alternative for some young people’s social 
inclusion or non-involvement in violence. This is partly an outcome of ethnic and politi-
cal conϐlicts, which are often a function of the root causes that are further than acute 
economic or social problems. Therefore, it can be argued that peacebuilding as a strategy 
to disclose and help to overcome the root causes of conϐlicts, entails peacebuilders not 
only to reserve resources in reviving the socio-economic structures but also to change 
the relationships and transform the agency of conϐlict-affected individuals. This strategy 
can be one of the ways to solve political conϐlicts where individuals are ideologically 
indoctrinated and mobilized by ethnic, irredentist or nationalist ideas.

5.1. Ideological challenges in peacebuilding work

Despite economic and social problems associated with the conϐlict in Turkey’s southeast 
that has lasted for over 30 years, qualitative data obtained from the ϐield research ac-
cumulated diverse views and conclusions regarding the role of factors in young people’s 
social inclusion. Some key experts and state employees have paid more attention to 
the socio-economic inequalities and inadequate education opportunities as the major 
indicators of young people’s participation in violence. These informants have stated 
that youth empowerment through socio-economic measures are an efϐicient tool when 
it comes to integrating a conϐlict-affected population into society. They reiterated the 
fact that socio-economic issues have long been known as the inherent characteristics 
of Turkey’s southeastern provinces that need to be addressed as part of peacebuilding 
initiatives and to ϐind a permanent political solution to the Kurdish issue. From their 
perspective, a causal relationship exists between socio-economic backwardness and the 
Kurdish issue. Therefore, drawing attention to the impact of socio-economic backward-
ness on the inception and escalation of the conϐlict in Turkey is also a way of dealing 
with youth needs and concerns. This relationship is evident in the proϐile of the recruits 
of extremist and terrorist armed groups, indicating that most of the members of such 
groups are unemployed and uneducated young people at the beginning of individual 
recruitment processes. Providing socio-economic opportunities for them, the role of 
state-afϐiliated institutions is expected to reduce the prospects of youth involvement 
in violence as long as they are empowered with skills and tools to become a valued 
member of society, and therefore helping to break the vicious cycle of recruiting new 
members to violent armed groups. 

Socio-economic conditions, however, seem to indicate less signiϐicance compared to or 
without considering other signiϐicant root causes or factors of the conϐlict. In particular, 
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ethnic identity salience, acquisition of cultural rights, such as education in the native 
language, appears as the most signiϐicant conϐlicting issues. Despite the fact that the ma-
jority of recruits are unemployed or uneducated, university graduates and economically 
stable persons also participate in violence. This is an attribute of recruitment processes 
in ideological and ethnic groups. To this end, the prevailing narrative used by violent 
groups about politicization has been the role of traditional socio-economic structures 
in exploitation of rural population. 

Therefore, the socio-economic integration of young people is interpreted by violent 
groups as an inϐluencing behavior of others for their own purposes, which causes young 
people to leave their fanatical ideological views. Socio-economic opportunities provided 
by the state institutions, for instance, are being interpreted as a part of the political 
agenda to eliminate the inϐluence of such ideological pretexts in young people’s deci-
sion to participate in violence. The state’s socio-economic projects in these provinces 
are, then, is disputed. These facts are evidenced in the offensive actions of the PKK that 
regularly aim to disrupt the economic infrastructure and interrupt the educational 
system. While young people are the most important actors in these types of actions, 
such activities also show the logic that how socio-economic issues are being construed 
by violent groups.

The categorical afϐinity between the views and actions of young people and the narra-
tives of violent groups highlights the role of ideological indoctrination and politicization 
of youth grievances to shape the ‘agency’ and ‘positions’ of youth in the society, which 
frequently limits the efϐicacy of socio-economic integration interventions. In this sense, 
interventions that improve socio-economic opportunities are not valued to impede 
youth participation in violence. Thus disregarding ideological and ethnic aspects, peace-
building interventions are inefϐicient tools in conϐlict prevention. Likewise, interventions 
that aim to improve socio-economic opportunities are sometimes directed at the wrong 
audiences, as these activities usually target young people who are not ideologically in-
clined to the ideology as claimed by the violent groups. Besides, even when vulnerable 
youth clusters are engaged in peacebuilding initiatives, they frequently face ideological 
indoctrination at some point in their lives, especially during higher education years. 

5.2. The selectivity of youth practices and impenetrable youth spaces

The presence of several youth categories in Turkey’s southeast; peacebuilders usually 
seek different socialization means for each youth group. In most of the cases, actors, 
spaces and perspectives linked to the youth activities are highly selective about par-
ticipants and the scope and extent of activities supplied for them. In other words, it 
may be impossible to set up a forum for young people from different backgrounds for 
a training course, unless members of each sub-group are fully satisϐied with the aims 
and proϐiles of peacebuilding actors. These assumptions have partly been derived from 
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the ϐield observations and informed by the interviews with key experts by analyzing 
responses to issues seeking to describe beneϐiciaries from youth activities, and enrol-
ments into such programs. For instance, in one of the interviews, it has been explicitly 
mentioned that certain categories of youth have been excluded from the activities, such 
as criminalized youth. Moreover, some young people purposely select activities in line 
with personal preferences of ideology, family or religious afϐiliation. Therefore, it can 
be argued that young people in Turkey’s southeast are a highly fragmented social group 
in observation of the characteristics, and spaces they do attend regularly. However, 
youth categories are not composed of mutually exclusive groups of young people since 
one individual may participate in more than one activity or group, and/or switch into 
another category at a particular moment of their lives. 

5.3. The actor/implementation problem

In contrast to the conϐlict situations in different places, international programs for 
young people are mostly superseded by national schemes in Turkey. A possible expla-
nation for this might be that unlike instances of conϐlicts elsewhere, the Kurdish issue 
has been a conϐlict that emerged between the state, and an outlawed group, which has 
used terrorism as the modus operandi to realize its political objectives. Therefore, the 
Kurdish issue has been viewed through a security lens, and countering violence has 
become a primary goal, that constrained discussions regarding the Kurdish issue into 
the national boundaries and has attracted national intellectual and material resources. 
Also, in most conϐlict situations, state authority is weakened by the repercussions of 
the armed conϐlict; therefore, the resources for post-conϐlict reconstruction activities 
have already been lacking. International funds aim to revive such ‘failed states’, instead 
of allocating resources to states with already functioning administrative apparatuses.

With regards to state-led youth initiatives, however, they are externally planned and 
rarely reϐlect local contexts and priorities. Personal biases are often on the grounds of 
family disapproval to participate in such activities. Economic and political measures 
that are formed to assist post-conϐlict reconstruction strategies are typically conϐined 
to externally driven goals, such as promoting liberal economic systems and developing 
more democratic societies. However, this approach consistently neglects local perspec-
tives and overlooks inconceivable issues, such as culture and identity, inherent conϐlict-
ing relationships and conϐlict traumas that are considered as the root causes of conϐlict. 
Therefore, addressing sensitive issues for one of the most vulnerable segments of the 
conϐlict societies, youth policies and programs should suggest solutions by reϐlecting 
on several dimensions of the conϐlicts and produce multi-faceted approaches in a way 
to think about young people’s needs and concerns. This includes changes/transforma-
tions in established structures, antagonistic relationships and biased perceptions, which 
consistently reproduce conϐlict drivers. These approaches, in return, require an in-depth 
investigation of issues surrounding young people but most importantly, necessitate 
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familiarity with the local circumstances and indigenous methods for peacebuilding 
activities that are often embedded within the existing social structures and relationships. 

5.4. Youth proϔiles in selected peacebuilding work

The peacebuilding initiatives partially address the needs and concerns of conϐlict-af-
fected young Kurds and fail to reach the most serious categories of Kurdish youth. In 
contrast to the conϐlict experiences away, economic and educational opportunities may 
not provide the necessary tools to socially integrate conϐlict-affected youth, although 
these factors, as evidenced in many other conϐlict settings, are also among the major 
issues of concern in Turkey’s southeast. Therefore, a comprehensive peacebuilding 
strategy, entailing context-speciϐic measures that recognize young people’s perspectives 
of the conϐlict, and similarly incorporating local concerns into existing youth activities, 
necessitates reϐlecting on peacebuilding initiatives in different conϐlict settings and 
learning from the lessons drawn from different youth-oriented peacebuilding initiatives.

Certain disadvantages in youth initiatives often limit the capacity and impact of youth-
oriented activities, despite good practices and success stories. State-led efforts were ini-
tially intended to engage several categories of young people in the operational precincts. 
As one of the youth workers put it, the ‘selection of participants are not on the grounds 
of political preferences’, and they accept ‘young people as long as the capacity of centers 
allows receiving further participants’. However, amongst the youth who participated 
in two different interviews conducted in the Şanlıurfa and Diyarbakır provinces, two 
divergent discourses emerged. Firstly, a considerable number of participants mentioned 
that family disapproval against these types of activities on the grounds of mixed-gender 
activities and other religious factors inhibit their participation in such youth activities. 
Secondly, some participants were biased against state-led activities, due to their ideo-
logical/political backgrounds. Together these observations provided insights into the 
personal and familial preferences of the local people regarding youth participation in 
particular types of activities and gave hints about the sustainability of peacebuilding 
activities in Turkey’s southeastern provinces. Considering the predominant traditional 
and religious aspects of local culture, and discriminatory personal preferences, such 
evidence represents one of the crucial factors that need further reϐlection when design-
ing and implementing peacebuilding activities for conϐlict-affected youth. 

While the peacebuilding interventions initiated by several actors have targeted conϐlict-
affected youth, because of their interest in the activities in line with proximate ideologi-
cal/religious associations, they split youth into various ideological/religious groupings. 
In these groups, peers or mentors deliberately spread ideas to help form young people’s 
minds along with the youth-oriented activities or programs. The diversity of actors and 
programs in peacebuilding work is a sign of effort by adopting strategies addressing 
very speciϐic youth needs and challenges, as long as they are in line with the peace pro-
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cess in Turkey. However, considering the sharp split in ideological/religious lines, the 
competitive edge for recruiting youth into the afϐiliated youth groups, and incompatible 
perceptions of each other inhibits the peacebuilding strategies towards building trust 
and reconciliation in the region, and in particular among conϐlict-affected sectors of the 
society. A plan to establish peace structures that lay a new framework for cross-group 
visits to alleviate collaboration, and to relieve the tensions among these groups are an 
effective means of overcoming the issues of multiple actors in peacebuilding activities.

6. Lessons learned and recommendations

Political and administrative institutions in Turkey’s southeast need to take into consid-
eration of the role of institutional deϐiciencies regarding a nationwide youth policy as 
the ϐirst dimension of post-conϐlict reconstruction efforts in addressing the concerns of 
young people to enable them to practice peacebuilding roles in a conϐlict-free society. 
Second, it is frequently argued that the undesirable implications of the conϐlict have long 
been felt in big cities after the forced migration of the conϐlict-affected Kurds to urban 
centers in Turkey’s southeastern and western provinces. In this context encounters 
between Turkish and Kurdish residents and between the rural and urban populations 
within the mostly Kurdish populated areas have exposed the risks for youth participa-
tion in violence. Lastly, responding to the social consequences of the Kurdish conϐlict 
requires to take action about the identity related issues as part of the root causes of 
the conϐlict. This fact requires conϐlict transformation skills at the individual level that 
involves changes in attitudes and behaviors of young people. In particular, a signiϐicant 
role in this respect rests on political elites as the political positions and ethnic goals, in 
particular, are some of the primary incentives for youth mobilization that shapes the 
nature of personal development processes for young people in wider society.

To sum up, the following lessons can be drawn from the ϐield research in Turkey’s 
southeast:

 – Existing youth programs should employ a comprehensive assessment of the charac-
teristics of the youth population in Turkey’s southeast. This evaluation must reϐlect 
the contextual factors, such as the religiosity and traditional features of the Kurdish 
society.

 – Widespread regional (economic and social) development programs often fail to 
respond to the personal aspects of youth participation in violence. This assess-
ment usually prioritizes providing educational and economic opportunities as a 
ubiquitous programmatic response for existing youth challenges. Such a structural 
approach, however, often ignores the role of ‘agency’ in young people’s decisions 
to participate in violence. 

 – Due to the dominance of a ‘structural’ attitude in addressing youth challenges in 
society, existing youth programs often involve young people in peacebuilding to an 
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extent and a level. In this regard, young people’s personal development processes, 
particularly following the secondary or high school stages, are usually left to the inϐlu-
ences of ‘other’ social and political actors. This ‘gap’ leads to coaching young people 
starting from very early ages in line with the agendas of these political/social actors.

 – Community-level mechanisms in order to prevent youth participation in violence 
can be an efϐicient tool based on the prevailing features of the Kurdish society. Due 
to the negative reputation of social actors such as the traditional religious or tribal 
groups, particularly in the rural areas, these actors fail to act as suitable agents for 
youth empowerment in peacebuilding. The fundamental changes in Kurdish society 
(from rural/feudal/religious to urban/modern/secular and nationalist) following 
the effects of migration trends from rural to urban areas and expansive urbaniza-
tion, the role of these actors in society is also in decline. 

 – There is an urgent need for ‘new’ youth engagement mechanisms especially in ad-
dressing the personal development of young people. These instruments; however, 
should incorporate the sensitivities of youth and cultural characteristics of Turkey’s 
southeast. These instruments should reduce the tensions between different youth 
clusters (in particular between Islamists and Nationalists) in Turkey’s southeast. A 
major role, in this regard, rests on the political elites in absorbing a peacebuilding 
agenda in their political activities. 

Therefore, the following recommendations are made as a result of the assessment of 
youth issues and challenges in Turkey’s southeast:

 – The existing security-based conϐlict prevention mechanisms should be transformed 
into peacebuilding instruments.

 – A holistic attitude that is comprised of structural (economic and educational) and 
personal (identity) determinants must be a priority for peacebuilders. 

 – A contextual understanding of youth challenges and issues must be emphasized in 
youth interventions that specialize on different youth groups, such as rural, urban 
or migrant youth.

 – The community-level actors should be taken into consideration by empowerment 
efforts at different levels, such as training for peacebuilding, institutionalization 
and funding opportunities. 

 – A locally-owned peacebuilding strategy can engage young people to participate in 
activities, which would change the perceptions of youth as troublemakers.

Conclusion

Socially integrated individuals participate as full members of society by gaining access 
to a comprehensive set of rights and opportunities as individual parts of a collective. In 
conϐlict societies, the integration of young people into society is recognized as one of 
the most essential components of war-to-peace transitions (Sommers, 2006a; 2006b). 
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Indeed, occurrences of political and anti-social violence often instigated by young peo-
ple in post-conϐlict settings urges the need to address young people’s challenges in 
the well-functioning social systems. Indicators of exclusion (economic, educational or 
political), in this context, offer an explanatory framework. In conϐlict societies, exclu-
sion differs signiϐicantly compared to normal societies, where other conϐlict drivers 
(ethnic, ideological or religious social markers) are often negligible factors. The pro-
cess of peacebuilding in fragile contexts thus requires a wider perspective, taking into 
consideration the contextual conϐlict drivers and root causes in a speciϐic conϐlict. It is 
particularly signiϐicant in complex conϐlict situations such as in Turkey’s southeast. The 
dynamics of exclusion, as an outcome of the conϐlict, is a relatively understudied area. 
However, as exclusion is also a phenomenon prevalent in normal societies, especially in 
migrant-abundant locations, it is often a convenient way of programming peacebuilding 
interventions and of detecting means of addressing such challenges. In these contexts, 
the ϐieldwork ϐindings in this research demonstrate that addressing socioeconomic 
factors and a liberal peacebuilding perspective dominate the overall aim of present 
conϐlict prevention and peacebuilding work in Turkey. Therefore, there are a reliance 
on vocational training, educational support, and recreational activities and basic skills 
training activities as a means of preventing participation in violence.

However, separating some of the conϐlict dynamics from peacebuilding interventions 
may not yield the anticipated post-program results. By explaining these challenges 
as barriers to peacebuilding, the results of the ϐieldwork exhibit that the divisions in 
Kurdish society causes alternative means for youth socialization in venues. Social and 
political actors often weaken the overall rationale of integrating youth into society and 
preventing participation in violence. 

As civil actors are highly ideologically motivated a crucial role rests on state-led insti-
tutions. Complex conϐlicts require institutions, which are responsive to the challenges 
that young people face. It can be argued that following the developments, which oc-
curred as a result of the recent peace initiatives, structural violence is a priority for the 
incumbent government, which is evident in legal improvements (UPOS, 2014). Existing 
peacebuilding interventions addressing the structural issues could similarly serve as 
the basis of post-violence period interventions. In contrast to some of the ϐindings in 
the peacebuilding interventions in different conϐlicts, however, young people are often 
familiarized with pro-violence thinking during the higher education years. Therefore, 
the ϐieldwork ϐindings discussed in this article can be a key for the success of peacebuild-
ing interventions in Turkey’s southeast. In other words, the primary focus should be 
on the role of the identity formation process, inϐluenced by social and political actors 
at the personal level. 
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