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Abstract

This article investigates the interplay between liberal norms, hybridity, and illiberal 
peace by proposing ‘hybridity by design’ as a framework for understanding domestic 
agency of political actors in ‘homegrown’ peace processes. Hybridity by design refers 
to strategies used in peace processes that are not guided by external third parties for 
selectively adopting norms and practices associated with the liberal peace model 
while maintaining an illiberal peacemaking approach. The study focuses on the case 
of Turkey’s recent experience in peacemaking regarding the Kurdish conflict in two 
periods. First, the 2009–2015 period is analyzed as a ‘homegrown’ peace process during 
which ‘hybridity by design’ was the primary strategy used by the government to pro-
mote peacemaking combining liberal and illiberal norms and practices. In the post-
2015 period, the government emphasized the ‘authentic’ aspects of the Kurdish issue, 
adopting a friend/enemy discourse, delegitimizing opponents, and rejecting negotia-
tions as a means for solving the conflict.
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The ‘liberal peace model’ that combines liberal norms and practices and pro-
vides a blueprint for societies emerging out of internal armed conflict, has 
been the dominant framework of peacebuilding in the post-Cold War period. 
This model has been mostly associated with international peacebuilding pro-
cesses where typically actors such as states from the global north, leading 
international organizations, such as the UN, international nongovernmental 
organizations (INGO), and leading international financial institutions, such as 
the World Bank and the IMF engage in political and economic reconstruction 
of post-conflict societies. International peacekeeping and peacebuilding have 
broadly followed the prescriptions provided by the liberal peace model, includ-
ing democratization, post-conflict elections, strengthening the rule of law, free 
market economy, and transitional justice processes that combine retributive and 
restorative models. A typical post-accord process within international peace-
building involves Disarmament-Demobilization-Reintegration (DDR) and 
Security Sector Reform (SSR) programs, statebuilding, civil society enhance-
ment, economic recovery, truth recovery, and reconciliation (Mac Ginty 2011: 
39). Over the past decade, the liberal peace model attracted multidimensional 
criticisms. The model has been criticized for being technocratic, ethnocentric 
(Eurocentric), elitist, and security-centric (Mac Ginty 2011: 42). It has also been 
criticized for failing to take into consideration local expectations and integrat-
ing local agency in the design and implementation of peace processes. As a 
response to these deficiencies, scholars and practitioners have discussed the 
importance of local ownership, bottom-up local agency, and hybrid processes 
that involve international and local institutions and practices (Donais 2009; 
Richmond & Mitchell 2012).

One main conceptual innovation in conflict resolution and peacebuild-
ing research in recent years is the borrowing of the concept of hybridity, 
mainly from cultural and post-colonial studies, with the purpose of describ-
ing, explaining, and criticizing liberal peacebuilding. From a descriptive 
standpoint, hybridity is used as a concept referring to the co-existence of old 
and new, of liberal and illiberal, of international and local  – in peacebuild-
ing (Belloni 2012; Millar 2014). Many studies have discussed how this coexis-
tence is inevitable in international peacebuilding and the consequences that 
it might lead to, depending on specific domestic configurations. From another 
perspective, hybridity is assessed as a tool to prescribe more locally-owned 
processes (Millar 2014). This prescriptive perspective is top-down and it refers 
to the purposeful design of hybrid institutions and processes by international 
actors as a means for overcoming the deficiencies of international peacebuild-
ing. The prescriptive ‘instrumentalization of hybridity’ has been criticized on 
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the grounds that it may lead to new forms of authoritarian political orders 
(Mac Ginty & Richmond 2016: 224).

The hybridity debate in peacebuilding research has been predominantly 
limited to peace processes where external third parties undertake extensive 
roles, such as after a peace intervention or peace process design by interna-
tional actors. This study proposes to broaden the debate on hybridity by 
looking outside of the ‘imposed,’ ‘top-down’ peacebuilding framework. By ana-
lyzing the case of Turkey’s recent peace process to solve the Kurdish conflict 
(2009–2015), it is argued that the liberal peace model is also a point of refer-
ence for peace processes that are realized in the absence of international inter-
vention or that are not guided by external third parties. In such instances of 
‘homegrown’ peace processes, domestic political actors negotiating for peace 
are able to ‘cherry pick’ aspects of the liberal peace model that would serve 
domestic interests and needs. Accordingly, this study proposes hybridity by 
design, as a framework referring to the strategies used by domestic actors to 
selectively adopt norms and practices associated with liberal peacebuilding 
while maintaining an illiberal peacemaking approach, in peace processes that 
are not guided by external actors.

This study focuses on Turkey’s recent experience in peacemaking with 
the goal of analyzing how domestic actors engaged with liberal and illiberal 
norms and practices to negotiate a political solution to the Kurdish conflict. 
While Turkey was not subject to an externally-led liberal peacebuilding pro-
cess, political actors partially adopted the liberal peace model between 2009 
and 2015. Disarmament-Demobilization-Reintegration (DDR), Security Sector 
Reform (SSR), democratization, and transitional justice mechanisms, such as 
truth-telling, were discursively adopted with the purpose of supporting spe-
cific perspectives on peace. The absence of direct imposition through external 
actors left space for domestic actors to negotiate for their own version of peace 
through a hybrid framework. Indeed, the Justice and Development Party (AKP) 
government purposefully rejected the participation of external actors in any 
capacity with the aim of controlling the process without external interference. 
This preference was rationalized on the basis that ‘local problems should be 
solved through local processes and decisions.’ Depending on their interests and 
positions, domestic actors proposed their own hybrid frameworks. The gov-
ernment initially proposed a policy of democratization between 2009–2010 
to address the Kurdish conflict. When it became apparent that this was insuf-
ficient, the government later initiated an asymmetric negotiation process that 
prioritized disarmament and demobilization. The Kurdish side emphasized 
democratization through decentralization and rejected the prioritization of 
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DDR. It also supported a comprehensive transitional justice process and the 
establishment of a truth commission. Neither the government nor the Kurdish 
side prioritized wider inclusivity and did not take open actions to build mecha-
nisms for the inclusion of civil society and other stakeholders into the process. 
The AKP government leaned towards a more illiberal approach after the peace 
process stalled in mid-2015. In the post-2015 period, authoritarian conflict 
management (ACM), referring to a peacemaking approach that seeks to con-
trol the conflict through discursive, spatial, and economic practices (Lewis, 
Heathershaw & Megoran 2018), prevailed.

This article contributes to theoretical and empirical debates in two interre-
lated research areas. First, it contributes to the hybridity debates in peacebuild-
ing research and, more specifically, on local agency and hybridity by focusing 
on how domestic actors might adopt hybrid peace approaches with the pur-
pose of supporting their interests and needs in the absence of external third-
party impositions. Secondly, it contributes to the newly developing illiberal 
peace and authoritarian conflict management (ACM) research area by focus-
ing on Turkey and the Kurdish conflict as an under-researched case.

 The Illiberal Peace Framework and Hybridity by Design

The illiberal peace framework constitutes a recent addition to critiques of 
the liberal peace model in the post-Cold War period. Previous research has 
emphasized illiberal outcomes of international peacebuilding processes, such 
as the exclusion of local civil society and other local stakeholders from the 
peacebuilding process (Richmond 2006), and the emergence or strengthening 
of local predatory elites (Richmond 2009). While mostly discussed through a 
critical lens, illiberal peace may not only result from deficiencies of interna-
tional liberal peacebuilding processes. Illiberal peace may emerge as a result 
of domestically-driven peacebuilding (Smith, Waldorf, Venugopal & McCarthy 
2020) and as a manifestation of a return to counterinsurgency approach 
(Lewis 2010). It may follow a military victory, a negotiated peace settlement, 
or might be characteristic of protracted ‘frozen conflicts’ (Lewis et al. 2018). It 
may encapsulate cases of ‘hybrid political orders’ where illiberal practices and 
institutions might be useful for maintaining a level of political stability where 
an ideal-type liberal state or political order is absent (Smith 2014). Finally, 
illiberal peace might be part of authoritarian conflict management (ACM) 
processes characterized by authoritarian control through discourses, spatial 
politics, and political economy (Lewis et al. 2018). In general terms, the illib-
eral peace framework seeks to capture non-liberal peace processes and post-
conflict orders where illiberal and authoritarian tendencies prevail.
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In all these instances, the resulting illiberal peace rests on several common 
aspects (Smith et al. 2020). Contrary to the liberal peace model, the illiberal 
peace model emphasizes order and inequality over freedom and equality. 
Liberal democratic tenets, such as human rights and pluralism, are suppressed 
with the purpose of maintaining order and stability. Secondly, illiberal peace 
rests on clientelist networks, and regime stability is regarded as the primary 
interest. Rather than achieving a negotiated settlement, illiberal peacemaking 
approaches aim to maintain and strengthen political stability. Thirdly, while 
violence is central in illiberal peacemaking processes, such processes are not 
exclusively based on violent suppression. Violence constitutes only one of the 
means for maintaining control, along with other political mechanisms, such as 
control of political discourse on the conflict and delegitimization of adversar-
ies. Here, the notion of illiberal peace is used in relation to homegrown peace-
making processes that combine liberal and illiberal aspects. In the absence of 
international peacebuilding or a clear military victory, domestic actors may 
use liberal peace norms and practices in a strategic manner to support specific 
perspectives on how to solve the conflict and what kind of post-conflict order 
to establish, based on the political interests of negotiating parties.

Similar to the illiberal peace framework, the hybridity framework in peace-
building research was primarily developed as part of a critique of liberal 
peacebuilding and the lack of focus on local agency (Peterson 2012). Research 
on hybridity has been interested in how local actors might ‘respond’ to the 
imposed liberal peacebuilding model. Analyzing hybridity as a complex pro-
cess involving different actors at various levels, Mac Ginty (2011) argues that we 
may conceive of hybridity as a process that emerges when liberal peacebuild-
ing approaches collide with the everyday agencies of local actors, in which 
local actors attempt to respond, resist, and ultimately reshape peace initiatives 
through interaction with international actors and institutions (Richmond & 
Mitchell 2012: 7). Hybridity has also been applied as a normative concept hav-
ing ‘emancipatory potential’ for post-conflict societies. Richmond (2014) dis-
tinguishes between negative and positive hybrid peace. Negative hybrid peace 
refers to the “outsourcing of power and norms from the international to the 
state” (Richmond, 2014: 2) and is not emancipatory. On the other hand, positive 
hybrid peace arises when legitimacy is simultaneously local and international. 
Positive hybrid peace relies on local agency and is socially just and therefore it 
is desirable for the formation of sustainable peace (Richmond 2014).

While being a useful analytical lens for understanding interactions at dif-
ferent levels in peacebuilding processes, hybridity research focusing on local 
agency has been predominantly developed in relation to peace processes 
led by external actors. This is related to the foundation of the critical strand 
of hybridity research in peacebuilding, which creates parallels between the 
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colonial structure of imperial domination and the liberal peacebuilding struc-
ture where external organizations, agencies, and other third parties dominate 
conflict-ridden societies. In this way, inevitably, local agency within hybrid-
ity research is framed primarily as resistance to domination in various ways, 
involving practical and ideational resistance. Framing local agency primarily 
in terms of countering international norms and practices limits the theoretical 
and analytical potential of the concept.

This study proposes ‘hybridity by design’ as the strategies used by domestic 
political actors to support and promote peace process perspectives by selectively 
adopting and/or rejecting liberal international norms, ideas, and practices to 
legitimize their own position in the absence of externally-led top-down design of 
the peace process. Hybridity by design is closely associated with domestic power 
dynamics. It can be used as a strategy by powerful actors to maintain power 
asymmetries, such as those between states and non-state actors. Similarly, 
hybridity might be used by weaker parties to strengthen their position and 
frame their demands as legitimate. As Mac Ginty and Richmond (2016) note, 
both artificial (those designed in a top-down manner by peace interveners) 
and organic forms of hybrid political orders should be approached with cau-
tion. This study focuses on these organic forms of hybridity that “can be the 
preserve of local elites, and sites of intolerance and violence” (Mac Ginty & 
Richmond 2016: 233). Specifically, the study argues that such forms of hybridity 
should be considered within the framework of bottom-up purposeful design, 
being part of domestic political configurations, and especially power asym-
metries that are common in negotiations between elected governments and 
armed insurgencies. Hybridity by design reflects domestic configurations and 
may prepare the ground for illiberal peace in case it is driven by authoritar-
ian and illiberal tendencies. Approaching peace processes through such a lens 
enables us to reconsider the dynamics of local agency, including its role in the 
reproduction of oppression, contestation, and violence, as recent critics have 
also acknowledged (Nadarajah & Rampton 2015).

 Turkey’s Peace Process for Solving the Kurdish Conflict:  
From Hybrid to Illiberal Peace

Turkey’s recent experience with a public peace process constitutes a suitable 
case for investigating the interplay between liberal and illiberal peacemak-
ing, with the focus on how domestic actors sought a hybrid peace process 
design. The 2009–2015 process is an example of a ‘homegrown’ peace process, 
widely understood as a negotiation process that was realized in the absence 
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of externally-led, top-down design by third parties. Indeed, the public peace 
process did not involve third parties in any capacity, including mediation, 
facilitation, or monitoring. The AKP government initiated the peace process in 
2009 with the aim of solving the long-lasting Kurdish conflict. The imprisoned 
leader of the PKK armed group, Abdullah Ocalan, and the Kurdish political 
leadership had, for their part, voiced their demands for solving the conflict 
through political means at different instances since the early 2000s. The PKK, 
while continuing its armed struggle, engaged in a secret pre-negotiation phase 
with the Turkish state during 2006–2011. While the secret process ended 
abruptly after the leaking of meeting audio records, it revealed the willingness 
of the armed group to support a political solution.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the Turkish state adopted an increasingly 
military-based approach towards the Kurdish conflict, framing it in terms of 
armed insurgency and terrorism. The official state approach, largely based on 
anti-terror and counterinsurgency policies, entered a period of transformation 
after 1999. This transformation started with the capture of the armed group 
leader, Abdullah Ocalan, in 1999 and it continued with the start of the AKP 
period in Turkish politics in 2002. At the same time, Turkey’s European Union 
candidacy that officially started in 1999 also added to the transformation of 
the Turkish state’s approach towards the Kurdish conflict. The EU accession 
negotiations and conditionality criteria induced democratization reforms 
that intensified especially during 2004–2007 and partially addressed the 
democratic grievances of the Kurds (Rumelili 2012). The EU constituted an 
important source of incentives for Turkish political actors to shift the political 
discourse towards the Kurdish issue and to initiate a political process for solv-
ing the conflict. The EU did not constitute a direct third-party actor regard-
ing the Kurdish conflict but an incentivizing source for democratization steps. 
This democracy-oriented approach formed the basis for the start of the peace 
process in 2009 and peace negotiations in late 2012.

Analyses of the 2009–2015 peace process and its aftermath, focusing on the 
agency of domestic actors, have provided different explanations of the trajec-
tory of the process that failed in 2015. The lack of consensus on both the gov-
ernment side and the Kurdish side (Kayhan-Pusane 2014), lack of political will 
and commitment (Savran, 2020), and the framing of differences in antagonis-
tic ways (Rumelili & Çelik, 2017) are pointed to as some of the main agency-
centric explanations behind the failure of the 2009–2015 process. More recent 
studies assessing the post-2015 period have focused on the rise of authoritari-
anism in tandem with increasing re-securitization of the Kurdish issue. The 
authoritarian turn in Turkish politics that became increasingly apparent after 
the June 2015 elections (Esen & Gümüşçü 2016) encompassed suppression 
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of political opposition and freedom of assembly, suppression of freedom of 
speech, and distaste towards criticism. In relation to the Kurdish conflict, 
this trend has been assessed in terms of a move from de-securitization of the 
Kurdish issue between 2009–2015 to its re-securitization after 2015 (Yılmaz, 
Demir & Shipoli 2022), and the rise of a geopolitics-oriented approach in the 
post-2015 period, replacing the traditional ethnopolitical approach that the 
Turkish state adopted towards the Kurdish issue (Yeğen 2022). In the post-2015 
period, the authoritarian turn in relation to the Kurdish issue became increas-
ingly prevalent through the extensive emergency rule in Kurdish-populated 
eastern regions and the legal purge of Kurdish opposition. The analysis pro-
vided here assesses the peace process and its aftermath from a conflict reso-
lution perspective, focusing on the agency of domestic political actors with 
regards to peace process design.

 Hybridity by Design During the 2009–2015 Peace Process
The start of the peace process in Turkey can be traced back to the ‘Kurdish 
Opening’ policy that the Minister of Interior, Besir Atalay, introduced to the 
public in August 2009. The AKP government launched this policy, continuing 
the wider EU-induced democratization reforms that started in the first half of 
the 2000s. During 2004–2007, democratization reforms included strengthen-
ing the freedom of expression and association, reforms against ill-treatment 
and torture, and changes in broadcasting laws that allowed for broadcasting 
in languages other than Turkish, thus allowing broadcasting in Kurdish. The 
Kurdish Opening, later renamed to the ‘Democratic Opening,’ was framed in 
liberal democratic terms, emphasizing strengthening of human rights and mul-
ticulturalism. However, the ‘terror framing,’ emphasizing a military approach 
towards the Kurdish issue, was not fully abandoned. The Minister of Interior 
emphasized this point in a parliamentary speech in November 2009 by stating 
that, “In the Democratic Opening process, we aim to achieve two interrelated 
targets: First, to end terror, and second, to develop our democracy and raise its 
standards” (TBMM 2009a). During this period, thousands of trials of alleged 
members of the political wing of the armed group continued, revealing that 
judicial practices directed towards suppressing opposition remained in place.

The Democratic Opening process stalled in late 2009 as a result of national-
ist backlash and criticism after the return of a group of demobilized insurgents 
to Turkey through the Iraqi-Turkish border. This incident revealed that strong 
societal opposition existed towards the effort to promote a political solution 
to the conflict as this was seen as a way to legitimize the armed group. After 
the incident, the government reassessed the Democratic Opening policy and 
introduced the ‘National Unity and Fraternity Project’ in January 2010 as an 
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effort that was initiated mainly to address the grievances of the Kurds (Adalet 
ve Kalkınma Partisi 2010). According to its official presentation, the project 
aimed at solving the problems of all ethnic and minority groups, including the 
problem of terror and other problems related to the economy and other areas. 
The project emphasized the importance of strengthening individual rights 
and freedoms. Following the project’s official announcement, the Minister of 
the Interior introduced the first ‘package’ of the Democratic Opening process 
to the public on 15 January 2010, reiterating that the process has two main 
aims, namely, ending the terror problem and raising democratic standards 
(Milliyet 2010). The package involved short and medium term legal and institu-
tional changes partially addressing Kurdish grievances. Institutional changes 
for the medium term included the ratification of the Optional Protocol to the 
UN Convention Against Torture and the establishment of related human rights 
mechanisms, the establishment of a Human Rights Institution, the establish-
ment of an Independent Commission on Police Oversight, and the establish-
ment of the Commission for the Fight against Discrimination and Equality.

This initial phase, although it was projected as a process aimed at addressing 
the conflict through strengthening liberal democracy, combined liberal and 
illiberal aspects with regards to peacemaking. While revealing a break with the 
military-based counterterrorism approach adopted by previous governments, 
the Democratic Opening did not take the form of dialogue or genuine negotia-
tions and was designed as a state policy that only partially addressed Kurdish 
grievances. Instead of forming a mechanism for dialogue, the government 
sought to address the conflict by framing it as a matter of ‘unity and fraternity.’ 
The emphasis on unity and fraternity echoed the AKP’s stance towards the 
Kurdish issue based on ‘Muslim fraternity’ and Islamic co-optation (Türkmen 
2018). Although not a completely novel idea in Turkish politics, AKP’s framing 
of the Kurdish issue in religious terms aimed at soothing Kurdish demands. 
The AKP made use of the Islamic fraternity notion as a means for subsuming, 
and therefore controlling, the process of political solution to the conflict. This 
showed that the government placed emphasis on maintaining societal order 
and unity and revealed continuation with the traditional state approach of not 
addressing the root causes of the conflict. The main Kurdish demands for offi-
cial recognition of the Kurdish identity and the provision of political status to 
Kurds were left outside of the framework of the initial phase.

The illiberal aspect of the initial phase became apparent when the govern-
ment terminated it unilaterally in 2011. A number of developments triggered 
this decision. Several attacks by the PKK armed group, some of them involving 
civilian casualties, took place between June-September 2011 and attracted pub-
lic criticism towards the process. Another blow to the process came after the 
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killing of Kurdish villagers smuggling products across the Turkish-Iraqi border 
in December 2011 through airstrikes, mistaking them for insurgents. Finally, 
the leaking of the audio records of the meetings thought to have taken place 
mostly in Oslo during the secret pre-negotiation phase between 2006–2011 
led to a nationalist backlash and public discontent. Following these develop-
ments, the process was terminated. A new public process started a year later.

The signals for the next phase were given in late 2012 when Prime Minister 
Erdogan announced that backchannel meetings were taking place to resolve 
the Kurdish issue. Eventually, the ‘Resolution Process’ was officially launched 
in 2013. In March 2013, during the Newroz celebrations that hold special impor-
tance for Kurds, a letter by the imprisoned armed group leader was read to the 
public in a major gathering in Diyarbakir, a majority Kurdish-populated city in 
southeast Turkey. This signaled the transition to a new framework resembling 
genuine negotiations for solving the conflict. In this phase, the government 
designated the National Intelligence Organization and several political actors 
from the AKP as representatives to the negotiations. The pro-Kurdish side rep-
resentatives included members of the pro-Kurdish political party, imprisoned 
leader Abdullah Ocalan, and PKK commanders living in neighboring countries. 
Between January 2013-April 2015, a group of political representatives from the 
pro-Kurdish political party, named the ‘Imrali group’ after Imrali Island, visited 
Ocalan in prison at least 25 times. These visits were crucial for disseminating 
the leader’s messages to the PKK and to the public.

During the public phase, both sides articulated their expectations about the 
peace process more clearly compared to the previous period. These included 
mechanisms that are associated with the liberal peace model and took the 
form of hybrid demands, meaning that they selectively combined liberal and 
illiberal peacebuilding norms and mechanisms with the purpose of fitting 
domestic interests and expectations. The government articulated the expec-
tation for DDR as the main prerequisite for solving the conflict. While public 
discourse emphasized disarmament and demobilization, statements about 
the social and economic reintegration of demobilizing combatants were also 
made. The emphasis on DDR, and especially reintegration, showed a break 
with previous emphases on the ‘regret and amnesty’ perspective that the 
state had adopted through laws such as the ‘Return Home Bill’ of 2003 and 
the ‘Effective Repentance Law’ of 2005 as part of counterterrorism policies. 
Therefore, the emphasis on reintegration revealed that the government had 
adopted a more liberal approach on the issue. At the same time, setting dis-
armament as a prerequisite for the talks constituted a way to sooth national-
ist backlash and strengthen public buy-in for the negotiations with the armed 
group and Kurdish political representatives.
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On the other hand, the Kurdish side expressed demands for political amnes-
ties and the establishment of a truth and reconciliation commission (TRC). 
Expectations about amnesty included the provision of general amnesty for 
armed group members and the pardoning of the armed group leader. The truth 
and reconciliation commission had been on the agenda of Kurdish political 
actors since the start of the Kurdish opening in 2009 (TBMM 2009b). The truth 
commission was seen as a means for uncovering the truth about past human 
rights violations and for achieving societal reconciliation. Also, some Kurdish 
politicians expressed the idea of establishing a commission that would have 
the power for granting amnesties in exchange for truth-telling processes, simi-
lar to the South African TRC that operated in the first half of the 1990s.

Although this phase of the peace process seemingly adopted a more lib-
eral approach, it combined both liberal and illiberal aspects. One illiberal 
aspect is related to the issue of interlocutors. While the process came close 
to a peace negotiation framework, the position of some of the interlocutors 
on the Kurdish side remained unclear, weakening their position as negotia-
tors. This was related to the government’s effort to maintain power asymmetry 
with the Kurdish side. Statements by Kurdish political representatives revealed 
that they did not acquire a clear position and role within the peace process. 
For example, in an interview in 2013, a group member stated that they were 
not informed about any details for their first visit to the Imrali Island and that 
they learned the details during the meeting (Asan 2013). Later, in an interview 
to a foreign newspaper, a deputy from the pro-Kurdish party self-criticized 
the position of the group by stating that “we should have avoided becoming 
mail carriers” (CNN Türk 2015), revealing discontent with the limited role that 
was given to the group. Overall, pro-Kurdish political representatives did not 
acquire a symmetrical status vis-à-vis government representatives, and their 
role was limited to communicating messages among other actors.

Another illiberal aspect of the process was its non-inclusive character. The 
inclusion of civil society representing women, victims, and youth, and stake-
holders, such as business groups, is a main tenet of the liberal peace approach. 
The liberal peace model is strongly associated with civil society’s active role 
and international peacebuilding processes are expected to be designed in 
an inclusive manner (United Nations 2012). The only mechanism that can 
be considered as contributing to inclusivity in the Turkish-Kurdish case was 
the Wise People Commission that was officially formed in April 2013. The 
commission was composed of 63 intellectuals, NGO leaders, academics, and 
professionals and was formed with the purpose of keeping track of public atti-
tudes towards the process. Divided into seven groups for each of the seven 
geographical regions in Turkey, the commission members organized meetings 
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with the public and discussed societal concerns and expectations from the 
process. The commission continued its work for two months and at the end of 
this period, it became practically inactive. Each commission group prepared a 
report that was submitted to the government and later publicized as an unof-
ficial document presenting the results of each group’s work. While the Wise 
People Commission engaged with local civil society organizations in their 
regional trips and public and private meetings, this engagement was tempo-
rary and did not provide a clear input to the process itself. Civil society was 
practically excluded from the process. A major women’s civil society initiative, 
the Women’s Initiative for Peace, for example, although voicing demands for 
inclusion, did not become part of any official inclusion mechanism.

The government’s rejection of the engagement of third parties as media-
tors, facilitators, or monitors also supported illiberal tendencies. In general 
terms, during the Resolution Process, the government rejected the participa-
tion of external third parties in any capacity. The government also rejected the 
formation of a national monitoring committee. In the opposite direction, the 
Kurdish side called for the establishment of a commission that would moni-
tor the process and help keep the process on track. Pro-Kurdish party leader 
Selahattin Demirtas’s statements in November 2014 that “the monitoring com-
mittee is a sine qua non in the negotiation processes” (Şenay 2015) revealed 
this expectation. Some PKK commanders openly called for the United States to 
take on a third-party role (Star 2013). Also, news suggesting that Finnish politi-
cian and international mediator Martti Ahtisaari might take a role in the pro-
cess appeared in the media (Gönültaş 2010). In November 2014, news about 
the establishment of a national monitoring committee composed of mem-
bers from within Turkey, such as intellectuals, former bureaucrats, and activ-
ists appeared in the media, revealing that the negotiating sides in Turkey had 
reached a consensus at the back channel (Söylemez 2014). However, shortly 
after the appearance of such news, the government rejected such an agree-
ment by stating that there is no need for a ‘foreign eye’ as a third party and 
that the failure of the Oslo meetings revealed that a foreign third party is not 
needed (T 24 2014).

Towards the end of 2014, developments related to the war in Syria led to a dead-
lock in the peace process. Signals of stalling were given in October 2014 when 
protests that erupted in relation to the developments in the Kurdish-populated 
region of Northern Syria spilled over to Turkey. State security forces suppressed 
the protests, and the clashes between protesters and state personnel resulted 
in deaths. As a response, protests were transformed into massive incidents 
when pro-Kurdish groups sought to spatially control city centers in east-
ern Turkey. This effort for spatial control increased the assertiveness of the 
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security forces and aggravated the situation. These incidents took place just 
days after the publication in the Official Gazette of the cabinet decree on the 
Procedures Regarding the Law on the Resolution Process and Strengthening 
Societal Cohesion (Official Gazette 2014b) which was complementary to the 
Law on the Resolution Process that was enacted in July 2014 (Official Gazette 
2014a). The decree foresaw the initiation of work in areas including political, 
legal, social, economic, cultural, security and disarmament, ‘homecoming’ 
and reintegration, and psychological support and rehabilitation, among oth-
ers. With the cabinet decree, a Parliamentary Commission on the Resolution 
Process was established with the purpose of forming strategies and policies on 
the peace process. However, the commission did not produce concrete policy 
outputs for the peace process.

While the peace process entered a period of tension towards the end of 
2014, meetings continued between the AKP government and Kurdish represen-
tatives in November 2014. The peace process continued into early 2015 leading 
to an important milestone in February 2015. After a meeting between political 
representatives of both sides at the Dolmabahce Palace in Istanbul, the parties 
announced a ten-point agreement known as the Dolmabahce Agreement. The 
agreement mainly reflected democratization steps and foresaw changes in the 
understanding of ethnic identity, addressing socio-economic grievances, and 
changes in the current constitution. The Dolmabahce Agreement turned into 
a crisis in March 2015 after the AKP leadership criticized the agreement and 
accused the Kurdish side for using the negotiations as a means for legitimiz-
ing terrorism (Özkan 2015) and in July refused the agreement as a whole (BBC 
Türkçe 2015). These statements signaled the transition to an illiberal peace-
making phase.

 Post-2015 Illiberal Peace
The post-2015 phase in Turkey points to illiberal peacemaking in the form of 
authoritarian conflict management (ACM) (Lewis et al. 2018). Following the 
hybrid negotiations between 2012–2015 that were designed in an asymmetric 
and non-inclusive way, the post-2015 phase was marked by conflict manage-
ment efforts that aimed to maintain hierarchical control and order. In this 
phase, the government adopted a discourse pointing to negotiations as coun-
terproductive and as a means offering opportunities for the armed group to 
articulate grievances. This period was also loaded with a friend/enemy dis-
course that sought to delegitimize opponents. Furthermore, during this period, 
the effort for spatial control in eastern regions and the use of legal means for 
controlling dissent constituted means for managing the conflict especially in 
the eastern regions. While violent clashes between the state security forces and 
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the PKK prevailed (International Crisis Group 2016), violence was not the only 
means for conflict management during this period.

One main characteristic of political discourse during this period was the 
increasing effort to delegitimize opponents through a ‘friend/enemy’ discourse. 
The government adopted this discursive line through the notion of ‘local and 
national’ (yerli ve milli) that entered its political discourse in late 2014. One 
turning point in this regard is Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu’s speech after 
his meeting with the Wise People Commission members in October 2014 in 
which he noted that the Resolution Process is “local, authentic, and national” 
(Al Jazeera 2014). This indicated a new direction in the process, revealing the 
effort to detach the process from outside influence and opening the space for 
discussing the process in an inward-looking manner, at least for government 
actors. In the following months, an increasingly polarized discourse, distin-
guishing between ‘local’/friends and ‘non-local’/enemies, was employed. This 
distinction was used as a strategy for legitimizing an increasingly illiberal 
approach to peacemaking and pointed to an effort to define the boundaries 
between the ‘local’ and the ‘non-local’ in a selective and strategic way. In this 
process of definition, the top leadership sought to draw a clear line between 
‘imported’ concepts and ‘local’ ones in the effort to reject Kurdish demands for 
power-sharing, security guarantees, and third-party roles such as monitoring. For 
example, President Erdogan in his meeting with headmen in March 2015 noted:

Those who start from imported concepts, those who call for imported 
solutions, will face incompatibility […] Both the terrorist organization 
and the political party, by seeking to impose their own worldviews and 
their own concepts, try to distort my Kurdish brothers’ soul and essence, 
they try to ruin them. Their worldviews and lifestyles do not belong to 
this geography and to this nation.

Erdoğan 2015c

In the meantime, Turkey entered a strained period of electoral competition 
leading to the June 2015 general elections. In these elections, the pro-Kurdish 
party received 13 per cent of the votes and the AKP, although receiving the 
largest proportion of votes, lost its parliamentary majority. The elections were 
‘repeated’ in November 2015 after a period of high political instability, and the 
AKP was able to regain its parliamentary majority and form a government. As 
the peace process was gradually abandoned after the June 2015 elections, the 
discourse on ‘local and national’ gained prominence. This was accompanied 
by a clear return to the military approach, emphasizing security and order 
over a political solution. At the same time, this involved the effort to define 
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the boundaries between ‘friends’ and ‘enemies.’ Erdogan’s speech at a meeting 
with headmen in August 2015 is indicative:

Those who try to hide criminals cannot be local and national (yerli ve 
milli), no matter their identity. […] Those media organizations who sup-
port the terrorist organization also reveal that they are not nationals. 
Owning a business does not mean that you are ‘local and national.’ There 
are still millions of our brothers who live outside of this country who are 
locals and nationals. At the same time, no matter where he or she is born, 
we cannot accept as locals and nationals those who have broken away 
from this nation through their behavior, and most importantly, through 
their heart. They belong to wherever they serve and wherever their soul 
belongs to. […] The notion of ‘local and national’ is beyond origins, dispo-
sitions, and political boundaries.

Erdoğan 2015b

As a further step, the government changed the name of the Resolution Process 
to the ‘National Unity and Fraternity Process,’ indicating a return to the 
government-led National Unity and Fraternity Project that was introduced 
in 2010. While the details for the new process remained unclear, several news 
pieces revealed backchannel discussions pointing to changes in terms of the 
interlocutors. According to some news pieces, the pro-Kurdish political party 
would be excluded from the negotiation process. Instead, the new process 
would involve the Kurdish society at large as interlocutor and that an extended 
Wise People Commission would be formed (Gökdağ 2015). This, again, revealed 
a return to the policy-oriented approach, maintaining power asymmetries and 
retreating from the dialogue-oriented approach that was introduced in 2013. 
The stalling of the process in 2015 effectively signified its end, since no return 
to a dialogue or negotiation process took place in the following years.

This phase in conflict management indicated a partial return to the tradi-
tional securitized framing of the conflict, emphasizing the fight against terror-
ism and counterinsurgency policies combined with further democratization 
steps. Indicative in this regard is a speech at a public rally against terror where 
the President Erdogan noted that, “We are going to be irritable and pitiless 
towards the terrorists, affectionate and voluntary towards our brothers. […] 
We are decisive in our effort to strengthen our democracy and protect rights 
and freedoms” (Erdoğan 2015a). Following these statements, in February 2016, 
Prime Minister Davutoglu introduced a comprehensive Counterterrorism 
and Rehabilitation Action Plan (Daily Sabah 2016). The plan was presented 
as being ‘people centered,’ involving efforts not only for curbing terrorism and 
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restoring public order, but as a plan for engaging in ‘inclusive reconstruction’ 
of southeastern regions. The government further announced plans for crafting 
a new constitution that would be more inclusive and that would strengthen 
human rights in line with the European human rights regime (Reuters 2016). 
The political discourse for this new phase was interrupted after the failed coup 
attempt in July 2016, which was followed by emergency rule and the removal 
from office of elected local governors in the Kurdish populated regions, who 
were replaced by governors appointed by the state.

The post-2015 period was also marked by an effort for spatial control of 
cities in southeastern Turkey. Following the protests and clashes in relation 
to developments in northern Syria in late 2014, pro-PKK urban youth militia 
groups and local Kurdish parties declared autonomy in a number of south-
eastern towns during August-October 2015 (International Crisis Group 2015). 
This was followed by urban curfews declared by security forces between 
August 2015-March 2016. The clashes for control of urban centers led to severe 
disruptions of everyday life and the internal displacement of civilian popula-
tion. The two sides adopted differing discourses regarding spatial control efforts 
and their results. While the government argued that urban control efforts 
by the armed group disrupted normal life and turned the southeast regions 
against the armed group, the Kurdish side argued that the Kurdish-populated 
region instead developed increasingly hostile attitudes towards the state 
(International Crisis Group 2015: 10). As a response to increasing clashes, 
Kurdish political actors called for a ‘strengthened ceasefire,’ referring to the 
establishment of a legal framework and security guarantees regarding non-
confrontation (Diken 2015). The pro-Kurdish party leadership maintained the 
call for a strengthened ceasefire towards both the government and the armed 
group (Evrensel 2015). The discourse on a strengthened ceasefire revealed that 
the pro-Kurdish side maintained its support for a political solution but framed 
this support in securitized terms, as a response to the increasingly polarized 
political discourse and insecurity.

Control through legal means was another characteristic of this period. This 
was achieved in two ways. First, and related to the effort for spatial control, 
an extensive emergency rule was established in the eastern regions. During 
the 1980s and 1990s, eastern regions had been under emergency rule as part 
of the counterinsurgency policies implemented during these years. The emer-
gency rule was lifted in the area in the early 2000s as part of reforms under-
taken mainly by the first AKP government. In the post-2015 period, with the 
re-establishment of emergency rule, the legal basis of the curfews remained 
blurred. The curfews rested on provincial administrative law that did not define 
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clearly institutional jurisdictions and left room for arbitrariness (International 
Crisis Group 2016). During this period, a second approach for control through 
legal means were the political trials towards Kurdish political actors. Since 2015, 
pro-Kurdish political party members and the party leadership had been jailed 
on the grounds of support for terror and alleged links with the PKK. In this way, 
control through judicial means, along with the friend/enemy discourse and 
spatial control, were used as a means for authoritarian conflict management 
(Chalermsripinyorat 2020).

 Conclusion

This study proposes hybridity by design as a framework for understanding 
domestic agency in homegrown peace processes where political actors selec-
tively adopt the liberal peace model while at the same time maintain an illib-
eral peacemaking approach. Conceptually, hybridity by design is based on two 
main tenets: the hybridity framework in peacebuilding research and illiberal 
peacemaking relying on authoritarian means for conflict management. Both 
the hybridity framework and the illiberal peacemaking framework were devel-
oped as part of the critique of liberal peace, and the illiberal outcomes of inter-
national peacebuilding processes that are based on the liberal peace model. 
From a descriptive standpoint, hybridity refers to the coexistence of liberal 
and illiberal ideas and practices in international peacebuilding contexts. From 
a prescriptive standpoint, hybridity is used as a strategy for overcoming the 
deficiencies of international peacebuilding. According to this perspective, 
hybridity can be used as a strategy to incorporate local actors, ideas and insti-
tutions into peacemaking and therefore increase local support to the peace-
building process. However, the prescriptive use of hybridity has been criticized 
for being top-down and not involving local peacemaking approaches and prac-
tices properly. This study argues that the hybridity framework in peacebuild-
ing has been limited to describing and criticizing international peacebuilding 
processes guided by international organizations and donors. In response, this 
study proposes hybridity by design as a bottom-up perspective that considers 
the agency of local political actors in homegrown peace processes. We argue 
that in homegrown peace processes, domestic actors may design hybrid peace 
processes and adopt hybrid peacemaking practices in order to serve their inter-
ests and needs. In cases where such hybrid design serves illiberal tendencies, 
peacemaking may prepare the ground for illiberal peace and authoritarian con-
flict management. Illiberal peace presents certain characteristics, including 
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emphasis on order and stability, hierarchical control, distaste towards negotia-
tions, adoption of friend/enemy discourse, and management of the conflict 
through spatial control and judicial practices.

Empirically, the study shows that Turkey’s recent peacemaking experience 
for solving the Kurdish conflict is indicative of how the selective adoption 
of liberal and illiberal norms and practices prepared the ground for illiberal 
peace and authoritarian conflict management in the post-2015 period. From 
2009 to 2015, the AKP government and pro-Kurdish representatives engaged in 
a hybrid peacemaking process that combined liberal and illiberal aspects. In 
the first phase of this process, the government sought to address the conflict 
through a democratization policy. In the second phase, during 2013–2015, the 
process came closer to a negotiation framework. In both phases, the govern-
ment sought to maintain power asymmetry and hierarchical control as the 
legitimate actor in the process. The pro-Kurdish side supported democrati-
zation through decentralization, rejected the prioritization of disarmament 
and demobilization, and proposed a transitional justice process that would 
prioritize truth-telling and amnesties. During the peace process, the Kurdish 
side mainly sought to establish its position as a legitimate actor. Both sides in 
the negotiations did not seek to establish an inclusive process that would sup-
port the inclusion of civil society and other stakeholders. During this period, 
hybridity by design was adopted as a strategy as liberal and illiberal peacemak-
ing norms and practices were selectively combined for the purpose of fitting 
domestic political agendas.

After the peace process stalled in mid-2015, the AKP government moved 
to authoritarian conflict management, by rejecting genuine negotiations as 
being counterproductive, maintaining spatial control in eastern Turkey, and 
suppressing the opposition mainly through judicial practices. This phase is dif-
ferent from the traditional military-based counterinsurgency policies that the 
Turkish state adopted primarily during the 1980s and 1990s. The main differ-
ence lies in that authoritarian conflict management focuses on the manage-
ment of conflict rather than wholesale counterinsurgency or military-based 
tactics. At the same time, ACM tries to stabilize control, achieve state secu-
rity and order, and does not seek to address the root causes of the conflict. 
The main characteristic of the post-2015 phase is the increasing use of friend/
enemy distinction in political discourse. This reflected the effort to delegiti-
mize political opposition and maintain an inward-looking, ‘local’ approach 
towards managing the conflict and maintaining political order.
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