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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper discusses the role of pro-state paramilitary groups in Received date 18.1.21
Turkey’s Kurdish conflict from the 1990s to the present. The role of Accepted date 23.3.21
paramilitaries in civil wars has been heavily discussed in general but KEYWORDS

remains understudied in the context of Turkey’s war with the PKK. Turkish paramilitaries;
Turkish state authorities established a number of paramilitary violence; kurds; pkk; conflict;
groups in the initial stage of the conflict. Their impact grew during enforced disappearances
the 1990s in line with the change in the state’s war strategy to

a low-intensity conflict (LIC). This article discusses the evolution of

the role of pro-state paramilitary groups in Turkey’s war with the

PKK, focusing on their changing relationship with government

agencies. It characterizes the first half of the 1990s as the parami-

litarisation of the state and demonstrates the continuing impact of

this into the 2000s. The data was collected from media resources,

interviews, criminal prosecutions of national and local cases, and

NGO reports. Overall, this article develops a better understanding of

the nexus between paramilitarism and the state through the prism

of Turkey’s Kurdish conflict.

Introduction

This article analyses the changing role of pro-state paramilitary groups in the war
between the Turkish state and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerén
Kurdistan, PKK) from the 1990s into the 2000s. In the early years of the war, starting
from 1984, the Turkish state established and/or supported many semi-formal and
informal armed units with paramilitary characteristics. Supported and operative at
different levels (e.g. geographically, from the very local to the regional and national),
these paramilitary groups were mostly used as auxiliary forces, assisting official security
operations and gathering intelligence in conflict zones. However, the structure, intensity
and targets of the military and state-backed paramilitary violence changed and became
more intense from 1991 as the state war strategy transitioned into that of low-intensity
conflict (LIC). This study discusses the internal and external reasons that pushed the
Turkish state to change its military and political strategy in the war with the PKK during
the early 1990s. It demonstrates how, in the new war strategy, the paramilitary groups
were no longer just employed as auxiliary forces but became transformed into main
actors of the war, on a par with the official state security forces.
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The focus is placed mainly on four paramilitary groups: the Gendarmerie Intelligence
and Counter-Terrorism Organization (Jandarma Istihbarat ve Terorle Miicadele,
JITEM), an informal death squad established in the late 1980s; the Village Guards (Kdy
Koruculugu), a semi-formal' organization and the largest paramilitary group in Turkey,
established on 28 March 1985; the Police Special Operations Unit, also known as the
Special Police Team (Ozel Tim), established in the mid-1980s as a semi-legal unit; and
Hizbullah, which emerged in the early 1980s and sided with the Turkish state against the
PKK, particularly in the first half of the 1990s. The first three of these were directly
established by the state and associated with government agencies, with the fourth,
Hizbullah, positioned as a type of subcontractor.’

The literature defines paramilitary groups through the following features. They are
composed of former members of the army, police, and intelligence organizations
(Warren 2000). They are informal and semi-official militias (Carey et al. 2013), engage
in acts of collective violence and vary in size from just a few members to several thousand
(Alvarez 2006). They have different characteristics, ranging between vigilantes and death
squads (Kowalewski 1991; Campbell 2002), and they gain economic returns from their
activities (Mazzei 2009; Hristov 2009; Ungér 2020).

Paramilitary groups - or formations - can thus be specified on the basis of several
main criteria. They are state-supported, semi-formal and informal armed groups; they
are hierarchically flexible, unlike the official security forces of the state; they are quite
diverse, for example in terms of organizational structure and (political and economic)
aims; and their status can be (legally) denied by state institutions. I argue here that there
were also three, roughly parallel reasons for the establishment of paramilitary groups in
Turkey. The first was the claim of national security, the second was the weakness of the
state’s irregular warfare capacity and the third was the plausible deniability they afforded
that allowed state institutions to conceal state violence.

This article proceeds as follows. First, it looks at the rise of the LIC doctrine that allowed
paramilitary groups to proliferate. Second, it examines how the LIC strategy functioned as
both a political and military strategy and explores the role played by right-wing and extreme
Turkish nationalist parties in the implementation of this strategy. Third, it analyses how this
strategy transformed the nature of the paramilitary groups numerically and structurally.
Finally, it demonstrates the types and functions of violence perpetrated by paramilitary
groups. More generally, this piece offers a conceptualization of the period between 1991 and
1996 as a paramilitarisation of the state, at least in the Kurdish-dominated provinces.
However, it also shows that the impact of the paramilitarisation was not limited to the
1990s, this having an ongoing impact in Northern Kurdistan (alternatively named ‘the
Kurdish region of Turkey’, ‘the South-east’ and “Turkish Kurdistan’) as evidenced by the
Turkey-PKK conflict in 2015 and its aftermath (Bozarslan 2018).

A variety of methods have been employed to gather sources. For published works
giving overviews, news coverage and further details, I made a content analysis of news-
papers with different ideological backgrounds in the 1990s, I conducted archival research
and analysis of relevant court proceedings and parliament documents (especially reports)
and I also made use of the reports by NGOs on the paramilitary forces and the conflict.
For first-hand reports and witness accounts, I conducted in-depth interviews with
relatives of victims, former soldiers, human rights activists and lawyers who were active
in Kurdistan during the war.
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The emergence of paramilitary groups in the Turkey-PKK conflict

There is a long history of the formation of paramilitary groups in Turkey going back to
the Hamidian and Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) periods during the late
Ottoman Empire (1890-1918). In the Turkish state tradition, the purpose of supporting
organized groups that would employ violence, from brigands and criminal gangs to state-
backed paramilitary groups, was to extend central control of territory and eliminate
perceived internal threats. Such groups reappeared on the political scene with the rise of
the PKK in 1978, which began its armed struggle against the Turkish state in 1984. Thus,
in addition to the official security forces, the state formed and used pro-state armed
groups with paramilitary characteristics as a response to the armed rebellion. Then, in the
face of the guerrilla warfare the strategic response to restructure the Turkish army and
employ the doctrine of LIC played a determining role in the establishment and reorga-
nization and further development of paramilitary formations.

Turkish LIC strategy and paramilitarism

The origin of the LIC doctrine is debated in the literature. One narrative proposed has it
as emerging in the 1970s and 1980s under the leadership of the US. Richard H. Shultz
(1991), for example, has argued that low intensity combat’ was an American National
Security term first used during the late 1970s. Gail Reed (1986) describes Reagan’s
administration as using this strategy against the Soviet Union and ‘communist expan-
sion’ in various struggles in the ‘third world’. The term was first employed systematically
in the US Army Field Manual 100-20, prepared in 1981, under the heading Military
Operations in Low Intensity Conflict (US Army 1990).

John M. Collins, a senior specialist in US national defence, and his colleagues
distinguished between three categories of conflict intensity, according to the conflict-
spectrum perspectives of the US military, thus:

High (nuclear wars: global, regional, conventional war -major-); Mid (limited wars:
nuclear, conventional and insurgency (phase III); and Low (a-violent conflicts: insurgency
(phases I, II), counterinsurgency, coups d’état, transnational terrorism, anti/counterter-
rorism, narco conflict, conventional war (minor); b-nonviolent conflicts: political warfare,
economic warfare, technological warfare, psychological warfare, peacekeeping (Collins
et al. 1990, 5).

As seen in this definition, LIC has a much more complex and broader framework than
other types of conflict. It is usually used to describe internal conflicts rather than wars
between states and targets as a war strategy not only an armed enemy but also civilians.
Driven by the US, LIC gradually became a key element in the suppression of oppositional
movements in other NATO countries, including Turkey. Secret anti-communist organi-
zations established by NATO-member states also illustrate the prevalence of this war
strategy (Ganser 2005). Thus, Clark (1996) described the main purpose of the doctrine as
having ‘two sides’, these being “first, to support the sovereignty of a pro-Western state,
and second, to destabilize a state affiliated with the Eastern Bloc or a neutral state’.
Turkey, as a pro-Western, NATO member state, was supported in a number of ways
(advice on irregular warfare techniques, weapons support, etc.) during its war with the
PKK (Bila 2007, 43-48).
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Discussions on the LIC doctrine began in Turkey in the late 1980s, among high-
ranking military leaders, members of parliament and journalists, with the idea of building
a ‘territorial army’. As the PKK gained increasing control over swathes of the mountai-
nous countryside, state forces organized for conventional warfare with the Soviet Union
were increasingly marginalized and rendered impotent, unable to control the rural
regions, distant from the populace in the urban centres and barracked within compounds
by night. In response to this deteriorating situation, the National Security Council (Milli
Giivenlik Kurulu, MGK) proposed a territorial militia force, and the government of
the day began work on legislation to provide for its formation (Armagan 1988, 7;
Yalcin 1988, 8).

The establishment of a special army was debated in various political and military
institutions of the state in the early 1990s. High-ranking commanders - among them
Cem Ersever, co-founder of JITEM - advocated the formation of special armies of tens of
thousands of people during these discussions. President Ozal, shortly before he died in
April 1993, wrote a secret letter to then Prime Minister Demirel in which he advised the
adoption of a new path in the conflict with the PKK involving the establishment a special
force of 40-50 thousand people (Jongerden 2007, 46). These discussions centred on the
formation of a new army with alternative, local and mobile features — a ‘territorial army’,
‘special army’ or ‘people’s army’ - to increase the limited capacity of the Turkish Armed
Forces (Tiirk Silahli Kuvvetleri, TSK) for irregular warfare.

In the same period, state authorities also prepared a liquidation plan to be used against
pro-PKK civilians in line with the doctrine of LIC. A report by a parliamentary research
commission on military coups mentions a different, secret plan dubbed the Castle Plan
(Kale Plani). According to this report, the Castle Plan was prepared by the General
Commander of the Gendarmerie, Esref Bitlis, and submitted to the government. It
recommended establishing new paramilitary groups or using existing groups (including
Hizbullah and Repentants [Itiraf¢ilar, former members of the PKK]) for the elimination
of a number of businessmen and deputies allegedly supporting the PKK (TBMM 2012,
98). Scholars have argued that the doctrine of LIC was first adopted by the Turkish state
in 1991 but only fully implemented from 1993 (Jongerden 2007, 67; Massicard 2010, 53).
The former Chief of the General Staft, Dogan Giires, one of the founding actors in the
development of the doctrine of LIC in Turkey, stated in 1991 that he had looked into
various types of irregular warfare employed by different countries (UK, US and Spain) to
use against the PKK (Kislalt 1996, 222-223).

As well as establishing and supporting paramilitary groups, the new doctrine of war
also gave them more power and a degree of autonomy. Generally, paramilitary activities
increased, particularly between 1991 and 1996 (HRW 1995; Gog-Der 2001; Kurban et al.
2007; THD 2009, 4-18; Goral et al. 2013). These activities included unsolved killings and
enforced disappearances (mainly Kurdish civilians allegedly PKK supporter) and the
burning of villages (employed as part of the new strategy to remove the territorial base of
support for the guerrillas).

The implementation of this strategy and the transformation of the army into mobile
and smaller groups increased the role of paramilitary groups in the war against the PKK.
In fact, some units of the army themselves began to resemble paramilitary formations or
paramilitarised groups in terms of their functions. In other words, both the distinction
and differences between the actions of paramilitary groups and the actions of certain
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units of the regular army diminished (Kundake1 2004, 220; Jongerden 2010, 9-15). This
transformation of regular army units was the result of strategic changes that we can
characterize as the paramilitarisation of state security institutions.

The paramilitarisation process created an intertwined relationship between army
troops and paramilitary formations. Thus, Human Rights Watch published a report in
1995 on weapons transfers and conflict in Kurdistan emphasizing human rights viola-
tions perpetrated by the Bolu and Kayseri Commando Brigades: “Witnesses interviewed
by Human Rights Watch said they were able to identify Bolu and Kayseri soldiers, and
reported that they were involved in numerous violations of the laws of war, including
village destructions, indiscriminate fire, and kidnapping civilians who were then forced
into serving as porters during Army patrols’ (HRW 1995). As a result, the new strategy
substantially created favourable conditions for mutual relations and dependencies in
a network of connections between and interconnections among paramilitary formations
and regular army forces.

The expanded and increased usage by state authorities of new and existing paramili-
tary forces as a result of the restructuring widened the theatre of war to include urban
areas and affected the political arena. Successive governments created the legal frame-
works required to support the new strategy through various new ‘anti-terror laws” (Bezci
and Oztan 2016), and a politically hawkish period of war developed from 1993 (Bese
2006, 120). It is necessary, then, to look into developments and changes in politics in
order to understand the impact of paramilitarisation.

The influence of Turkish political parties

Turkey was generally governed by coalition governments in the 1990s. Although there
was political instability, with frequent changes of governments made up by combinations
of parties with different ideologies, all parties as partners in government during this
particularly violent period acceded to the paramilitary violence in continuation of the
conflict in the Northern Kurdistan. Two parties in particular, the Nationalist Movement
Party (Milliyet¢i Hareket Partisi, MHP) and True Path Party (Dogru Yol Partisi, DYP)
played an important role in the reorganization of paramilitary groups through the LIC
doctrine. The Social Democratic Populist Party (Sosyal Demokrat Halk¢: Parti, SHP), the
largest supporter of the DYP in the 1990s, also had a Kemalist background.*

The legal framework of the LIC doctrine was created by the ruling Motherland Party
(Anavatan Partisi, ANAP) in the early 1990s. The Turkish Grand National Assembly
adopted the ‘Law on the Fight Against Terrorism’ in April 1991 (Resmi Gazete 1991;
Cumbhuriyet 1991a). This law established the legal basis of the new strategy, adopting
a broad definition of terrorism (KHRP 2008). Basic freedoms, including freedom of the
press and expression, were severely restricted, and it became very difficult to prosecute
members of the security forces with the new law (TIHV 1992; TIHV 1994; Yilmaz 2015,
122; Muller 1996, 179). The Motherland Party did not manage to hold on to power after
the 1991 election, and a new government was formed from a DYP-SHP coalition.

The part played by political parties in the reorganization of paramilitary forces
throughout the introduction of the LIC doctrine was important and varied. The MHP
played a key role in recruiting members of the Special Police Team. This was composed
mainly of veteran members of the nationalist Ulkiicii movement, active since the 1970s.
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In the autumn of 1993, the MHP proposed a law to Parliament to establish a special army
to fight against the PKK (Pekmezci and Biiyiikyildiz 1999, 193; Milliyet Gazetesi 1993a).
However, instead of creating a new special army, the government and the General
Director of Security reorganized its existing Special Police Team, in cooperation with
the MHP. A newspaper reported that anyone desiring to become its police officers
(namely, members of the Team) should apply to the MHP (Yurteri 1994, 4). There
were statements that the MHP listed the applicants’ names in the party’s branches and
gave them to government institutions. This was an illogical situation because the MHP
was not part of the government (Ozgiir Ulke 1994), but it may be that the MHP did send
such lists to the government for recruitment. It was also reported that relations between
the MHP, the army and the police were historically close and that there had been similar
relations before the 1980 military coup. Regardless, it seems clear that MHP members or
at least people with MHP links were employed as part of the Special Police Team, the
primary paramilitary force in Kurdistan (Pekmezci and Biiylikyildiz 1999, 194-97). As
a result of these developments, special police units — launched in 1982, institutionalized
in 1985 and numbering as many as 5000 members — went through a strategic transfor-
mation in 1993 (Celik 1995, 87-93; Gokdemir 2001, 94).

A second aspect of the role of the political parties in introducing the LIC doctrine was
that they legitimized paramilitary groups, drawing popular support in two main ways, by
presenting paramilitary formations as legitimate forces through the media and by
including the leaders of paramilitary groups in the political sphere during elections
(especially Village Guard leaders). Tansu Ciller, the DYP leader and Prime Minister
between 1993 and 96, became an important political figure in strengthening and
legitimizing two of the paramilitary groups (the Special Operation Units and Village
Guards). Ciller visited the training camp of the Special Operation Units in the autumn of
1993, stated that they played an important role in the struggle against ‘terrorism’ and that
their numbers would be increased (Milliyet Gazetesi 1993b).

The DYP (in government) and the MHP (not in government) also aimed to control
and legitimize the Village Guards, as on a par with the Special Operation Units. The
MHP was unable to establish a special army, but it did take an active role in the
reorganization of the Units. It also aimed to increase its influence on the Village
Guards. Some pro-state Kurdish tribes that were active in (part of) the Village Guards
joined this ultra-nationalist party in 1994 (Durukan 1994; Pekmezci and Biiyiikyildiz
1999, 202). Moreover, almost all the chiefs of the Village Guards who were also mayoral
candidates opted to enter politics in 1994 through either these right-wing parties or the
Islamic Welfare Party (Refah Partisi) (Baslangic 1994).°

The Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP), which was
established after 2000, followed a similar politics to the parties of the 1990s in creating
and using paramilitary groups (see below).

The transformation of paramilitary groups

Until 1990, it was presumed that the PKK would be defeated without undergoing
a major change in the military’s structure, with the support of paramilitary groups
alongside gendarmerie forces. As indicated, however, the PKK grew rapidly, including
in terms of its number of guerrillas and mass support among Kurdish people generally
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(Giines 2012, 102-11; Karayilan 2011, 190-95). According to Cem Ersever, at the
beginning of the 1990s, the army faced a serious lack of capacity in its fight against
the PKK guerrillas; this strategic and tactical insufficiency had to be changed (Yal¢in ,
47). As Jongerden (2007, 43) put it, Turkish army forces ‘were rapidly losing control of
an undeclared war’. The Turkish state thus changed its war strategy and responded to
the rise of the PKK with a new concept of war, the LIC doctrine, as indicated (above).
Application of the LIC in the military field involved the reorganization of paramilitary
forces. As a result, the numbers of militants in the existing paramilitary forces
increased substantially, became even more autonomous, and began to function pre-
dominantly as death squads.

In the first half of the 1990s, there were four paramilitary forces that were especially
influential. Two of them, the Village Guards and the Special Action Police Units, were
semi-formal paramilitary forces whose existence the government had accepted and
whose numbers were more or less known. The numbers of the other two informal forces,
JITEM and Hizbullah, were not precisely known, however (and never have been).
Nevertheless, it may be confidently stated that the most significant increase in parami-
litary numbers was in the Village Guards.

The Village Guard system can be divided into two categories: temporary and volun-
tary. Temporary village guards receive licenced weapons and a monthly salary; in return,
they had to participate in military operations. Voluntary village guards do not take any
salary or payment (Ozar et al. 2013, 10). The Village Guards were reorganized under the
new concept of war and the number of temporary guards receiving salaries considerably
increased, particularly in the first part of the 1990s. In 21 Kurdish provinces, they
numbered 14,818 members in 1988, a number that had increased by 1995 to 62,186
(ibid., 56).

The Special Police Team, meanwhile, had been established in 1983 as a small unit
under the General Directorate of Security. Since the early 1990s, this group also under-
went numerical and institutional transformations. In this case, however, the institutional
transformation was carried out secretly and never publicly announced (Bese 2006,
118-119). According to the Susurluk Report (Savas 1997), the total number of personnel
trained in this unit was 8,443 (Savas 1997, 6; Bese 2006, 121). According to scholars,
though, the number was over 20,000 (Bozarslan 2000, 21; Jongerden 2007, 70).

There is little information about the number of members of JITEM and Hizbullah.
However, Arif Dogan (2011, 25), one of the founders of the JITEM, argues that together
with informants, there were some 10,000 people in total involved in JITEM. If this claim
is true, a very large part of this number consisted of informants, as the number of
members of JITEM tasked as death squads probably did not exceed a few hundred,
even in the early 1990s. There is also no clear information on the number of members of
Hizbullah. However, as the prosecution of Hizbullah members accelerated between 1992
and 1999 - after they stopped actively fighting the PKK - more than 4,000 of its members
were detained because of violent actions against Kurdish civilians and members of other
Kurdish Islamist groups (Cakir 2011, 88; Kurt 2015, 61-71).

There were several reasons for the ‘defection’ of Hizbullah away from the conflict with
the PKK. These included negotiations between the two groups to cease hostilities and
Hizbullah turning to the Western provinces of Turkey for its locus of activities; also many
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members of the Hizbullah were arrested during the police operations after 1995 (Celik
2018; Bulut and Fara¢ 1999).

The transformation of the Special Warfare Department as part of the LIC doctrine in
the early 1990s involved its change from a brigade to division and from a paramilitary
group to a formal unit of the army. The number of their units also greatly increased, and
the name was changed to Special Forces Command (Akay 2009, 121-122; Kili¢ 2010,
289-292; Soyler 2015, 101).

Over time, the paramilitary forces grew stronger and become more independent of the
local state military units. This autonomy did not mean they were operating outside of the
military hierarchy, however; on the contrary, as they become stronger, their relations
with high-ranking soldiers, bureaucrats and powerful politicians intensified (Balik 2011,
168-171). Moreover, the state’s high-level military and administrative bureaucracy itself
allowed room for a greater autonomy as it was in their interest for these groups and their
political violence to remain hidden, thus deniable and diverting attention from their own
legal responsibilities. One interviewee clearly indicated this autonomy through the
following example:

For example, a typical Siverek family event, the two families from our tribe are fighting
because of the blood feud, and a fight breaks out because people have guns. My dad calls the
gendarmerie and he says, “You have to intervene; people are going to kill each other’. The
commander says, ‘Hang up the phone and I'll call Mr. Sedat, I need to call Mr Sedat’
(Interview #22; Istanbul, 18 May 2017).

The person mentioned in the interview is Sedat Bucak, chief of the Bucak tribe in the
district of Siverek, Urfa province. There were reported to be thousands of village guards
under Bucak’s command, and they were very active in the 1990s, involved in multiple
atrocities and major violations of the human rights of civilians (Savas 1997, 33-36;
Bozarslan 1999, 12-15; Massicard 2010, 44-45). Bucak’s tribe came to be regarded as
a local and autonomous paramilitary power. This example shows how state authorities
ignored certain local actions of the pro-state tribes. Since they were fighting against the
PKK, the state allowed them to act illegally, which could include pursuit of their own
illicit economic interests. The Bucak tribe in Siverek were thus able to control gun and
drug smuggling in the wider area to gain economic power (Ozar et al. 2013, 60; Kilig
2009, 188). An increase in the numbers of group members and their control over
smuggling in Kurdish provinces thus seems to be behind the Bucak’s Village Guard
transformation into autonomous units.

The Assembly’s Susurluk Commission report also mentions the autonomy of para-
military forces. According to this report, the PKK defectors and local actors employed by
JITEM caused many problems (related to organized crime, smuggling, murder, etc.). Not
only local actors but also those working in intelligence were able to operate outside of the
military hierarchy. For instance, JITEM Major and Commander, Cem Ersever, was able
to act quite independently even when serving under high-ranking officers (Savag 1997,
14-16).

Hizbullah’s situation in this respect was rather different. It was not directly in the
military hierarchy. Rather, there seems to have been a subcontractor relationship, mostly
with the state, based on a common enemy (Celik 2016, 100-108). More specifically,
Hizbullah was a group founded outside the military hierarchy of the state, but which for
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a certain period collaborated with state institutions and implemented violence against the
Kurds it claimed were PKK supporters.

Hamit Bozarslan analyses autonomous the armed forces that emerged as the main
actors of war under the LIC doctrine, their ‘military solution’ and their economic
relations as follows:

In fact, one has to admit that the gangs were a price that Turkey had to pay for its inability to
deal with the Kurdish question as a political issue. If the war, and particularly the ‘Low
Intensity Conflict’ doctrine ... weakened the PKK, they ... also created the conditions for
the emergence or reinforcement of the paramilitary gangs. The political options in the
Kurdish issue ... [were] eliminated, because, among other reasons, for many involved
actors, the so-called ‘military solution’ meant financial benefits and a total independence
from the central power (Bozarslan 1999, 17-18).

Bozarslan thus presents the existence of barely controlled paramilitary groups and gangs
as a price that the Turkish state had to pay. However, this was a price knowingly paid as
a strategic option. Therefore, when examining many internal conflicts and massacres
from the late Ottoman Empire to the present day, one can say that the paramilitary
politics of the state have a long history and tradition and that the establishment and usage
of such groups is less a price paid than a planned politics. However, the LIC also created
conditions in which non-state paramilitary groups emerged and were reinforced even the
official institutions of the state paramilitarised.

Types of paramilitary violence

With the new concept of war, the functions of paramilitary forces changed, and the forms
of unrestricted violence employed, especially against civilians, reached troubling dimen-
sions (IHD 2014, 79-124, 130-227). Many paramilitary forces began to transform into
death squads. Paramilitary groups created by the state to fight against the PKK in the
1980s had previously been used by security forces mainly to better understand the
conflict areas and gather intelligence. After 1991, however, the number of unsolved
political murders increased steadily, such that in 1995, the Grand National Assembly
of Turkey set up a commission to look into what was going on. The numbers in the report
are striking: 6 deaths in 1990, 24 in 1991, 316 in 1992, and 314 in 1993, with most of the
civilians killed being pro-PKK Kurds (TMBB 1995, 161-65). The annual balance sheets
prepared by the Human Rights Association also show a significant rise in unsolved
murders and enforced disappearances in the early 1990s (IHD 2021).

Paramilitary formations comprised an important part of these various forms of
extreme violence, including unsolved political murders, enforced disappearances and
the forced evacuation of villages, and so on, with civilians being the primary target of this
new strategy employing paramilitary violence. The hardened approach deriving from the
state sense of insecurity when faced with the rising force of the PKK was illustrated by the
National Security Policy Document (Milli Giivenlik Siyaset Belgesi), published in
November 1992 and known as the ‘Red Book’. This emphasizes the risk posed to the
security of the Turkish state and the need to eliminate this internal threat, with a sense of
urgency that can be taken in the context as implying ‘by any means’. In this document,
‘separatism’ was identified as the main threat (Sarlak 2004, 290).
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The proliferation of paramilitary groups was clearly aimed at promoting a level of
violence that would frighten Kurdish civilians from allying with the PKK. The enforced
disappearances were arguably the most extreme form of this political violence - both
physical and symbolic - and occupy an important place in the memory of families of the
disappeared and of the Kurdish people more generally, due especially to the absence of
bodies and thus uncertainty of death, lack of knowledge of the circumstances of the
ending and thus opportunity for ceremony (funerals) and emotional closure. According
to the tentative list made by the Truth Justice Memory Centre (Hakikat Adalet Hafiza
Merkezi), the total number of enforced disappearances came to 1353.

A dramatic rise in enforced disappearances can be seen clearly to follow the imple-
mentation of the LIC doctrine in 1993 (Figure 1). Most of the disappearances occurred in
the Northern Kurdistan, though some also occurred in western provinces, especially
Istanbul, where Kurds also lived in great numbers (significantly as a result of the LIC
tactic of village evacuation leading to forced urban migration)Figure 2. Almost 95% of the
disappearances were recorded between 1991 and 1999 (Goral et al. 2013, 25). It should be
noted that these figures are uncertain, however, as the conflict remains unresolved and
the government has created no research commission.

(Source: Goral et al. 2013, 24).
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Figure 2. The numbers of unsolved political murders and extrajudicial executions by year.
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The enforced disappearances illustrated the dramatic consequences of showing sup-
port for the PKK and spread terror among people. Shortly before they were disappeared,
people were usually taken into custody, which occurred both in homes and in public, in
highly visible spaces (Alpkaya 1995, 47). The victims would be taken into custody either
by formal security forces or by paramilitary groups (IHD 2014, 79-124; Isik 2014, 49).
The main suspects in these events — in the eyes of the families and local communities, at
least — were the paramilitary formations -JITEM, the Special Operations Team and
Village Guards- (Isik 2020).

The commission established by the Turkish Assembly to investigate unsolved political
murders in 1995 after the extraordinary increase in political killings in the first half of the
1990s suggested that village guards, repentants and JITEM members were involved in
many illegal actions, and hence recommended that the Ministry of Justice carry out full
investigations. According to the commission’s report, 908 unsolved political murders had
been committed by mid-decade (TMBB 1995, 159, 16). The Human Rights Association
(Insan Haklari Dernegi, THD) reported that 1964 political killings were committed
between 1989 and 1999, 80% of which were in Kurdish provinces (Ondiil 2000).
A total of 3566 unsolved political killings were committed between 1980 and 2011
according to the same institution (IHD 2014, 130-220).

(Source: THD 2014, 130-227).

According to the Human Rights Association report, the state had had to make use of
a number of special units due to its great difficulty in fighting against the PKK (including
the Bolu and Kayseri Commando Brigades and Special Forces Command, along with
JITEM and the Special Operations Teams). These were directed against civilians in the
cause of the ‘struggle against terrorism’ (IHD 2014, 127-129). Most of the murdered
civilians were active in public life, being politicians, journalists, NGO members and
students (Yilmaz 2015, 306-326). According to the reports of the Human Rights
Foundation of Turkey (Tiirkiye Insan Haklar: Vakfi, TIHV), the number of unsolved
political murders in 1991 was 152, which increased to 467 in 1993 (TIHV 1992b, 52, 1994,
149-58).

The murder of Vedat Aydin is usually taken as a starting point for unsolved political
killings in the 1990s (ANF News 2017). Aydin was the head of the Diyarbakir branch of
the pro-Kurdish People’s Labour Party (Halkin Emek Partisi, HEP). According to
Abdulkadir Aygan, a repentant member of JITEM, he was taken and killed on
5 July 1991, by a JITEM group (Balik 2011, 52-53). A few days after the detention,
Aydin’s dead body was found, with signs of torture, in a rural area of the Elazig province
(Cumhuriyet 1991b). Leaving the corpse of a person who had been taken into custody in
the countryside was one of the methods most frequently employed by the security forces
to cover the acts of paramilitary forces (Yilmaz 2015, 306-307). It was a common belief in
Kurdish provinces that if a death squad like JITEM detained someone it was highly likely
that they would disappear, presumed killed.

Some of these crimes were committed by Hizbullah. Unsolved killings allegedly
committed by Hizbullah began mainly in 1991 and continued until 2000 (Diyarbakir
High Court 2000a, 2000b). Figures from the Hizbullah case documents support the ITHD
numbers in showing that the Islamic-directed violence against civilians was also dis-
tinctly high in the 1990s compared to the periods before and after. Umit Ozdag, an
academic and former member of the Good Party (IYI Parti), also prepared a report on
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unsolved murders. According to this report, which covers twenty years (from 1984 to
2004), 840 unsolved murders were committed, a figure much lower than that the NGO
reports. However, even this again shows a dramatic increase in unsolved murders after
1991 (Ozdag 2013).

As stated, the evacuation of villages was an integral part of the state’s paramilitary
policy. State authorities gave civilians in the countryside of Kurdistan two options: either
become village guards or migrate (Ozar et al. 2013, 43). These options amounted (or were
made to amount) to a choice between loyalty and hostility to the state. According to
a 1993 human rights report, 3500 villages and hamlets were evacuated and approximately
three million people forced to emigrate (TIHV 1994, 181). Overwhelmingly, this was
done during the 1990s (Figure 3, 4). Other studies on the evacuation and forced migra-
tion of Kurdish villages give different figures on the number of displaced people (from
300,000 to 3 million) (Kurban et al. 2007; Gog-Der 2001; Tiirkiye Gog ve Yerinden Olmus
Nifus Arastirmast 2006; TBMM 1998). According to research by the Migrants’
Association for Social Solidarity and Culture (Go¢ Edenler Sosyal Yardimlasma ve
Kiiltiir Dernegi), over four fifths of the migrants were from rural settlements (villages
and hamlets) (Gog-Der 2001, 9-12).

(Sources: Jongerden 2010, 3-4; Yildiz 2002, 22-39).
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(Source: Gog¢-Der 2001, 9-12).

Jongerden (2010) also relates the evacuation of the villages to the LIC doctrine: “The
objective of the new doctrine was the destruction of the PKK environment, both by
contraction (resettlement of the population) and penetration.” The authorities were using
paramilitarised army units (the Bolu and Kayseri special commando brigades), and
targeting civilians to control rural areas where war was active (HRW 1995).

The legacy of paramilitarisation in the 2000s

The influence of paramilitary groups continued in the Kurdish conflict but gradually
decreased in the early 2000s. This stemmed from three developments: First, the Susurluk
accident that in November 1996 revealed the dark and complex relations between
members of the paramilitary groups, bureaucrats, politicians and mafia groups. Thus,
the paramilitary groups could not used as much as in the second half of the 1990s. A large
section of society reacted strongly to the evidence of state crimes. The second was the
capture of PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan by the Turkish state in 1999, following which
a ceasefire was declared. This dramatically reduced the conflict and the concomitant need
for and thus use of paramilitary groups. Thirdly, the Justice and Development Party came
to power in 2002, raising issues such as EU accession negotiations and debates on
democracy, which reduced the space for the activities of paramilitary groups like the
JITEM death squads. Intermittent (secret) negotiations took place between the PKK and
the state between 2005 and 2015, which also led to a peace process. However, the war
restarted in from 2015, once again reinvigorating the use of paramilitary groups in
Northern Kurdistan.

When negotiations between state actors and PKK representatives were terminated in
2015, a new alliance was formed with the partnership of the AKP government led by the
then Prime Minister and later President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, on the one hand, and
former elites of the state, on the other, comprising extreme nationalist and pro-Kemalist
groups and represented in Parliament by the MHP, with which AKP was forced into an
informal partnership by relatively poor electoral results. This signalled a nationalist turn
by Erdogan looking to instrumentalize the ‘Kurdish issue’ to maintain his grip on power.

After the failure of the peace talks in 2015 and ’16, began intense conflicts between the
Turkish army and paramilitary forces, and youth groups of the Kurdish movement, The
Civil Protection Units (Kurdish: Yekineyén Parastina Sivil, YPS) in different Kurdish
towns and cities. During the attacks, paramilitary groups deployed together with the
official army and police forces killed thousands of civilians in a form of urban warfare. As
a result of these attacks, there was a massive and intended destruction in many neigh-
bourhoods and even cities (UNHCHR 2017; Ercan 2019). There were allegations that
paramilitary groups were used during these operations with high capacity, as legal
military units, in fact. There were reports that the irregular forces deployed included
mercenaries who spoke Arabic and had probably gained experience in the Syrian civil
war (TTHV 2016).

Mention of a new, hard-line group, Esedullah (Lion of Allah) recalls the JITEM death
squads in the 1990s, which had roots in the radical Islamic tradition. According to the local
press, during the urban operations many members of these groups, who were over fifty
years of age, chanted ‘Allahu Ekber!” (Allah is the Greatest!) (Yildiral 2015). It would seem
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that these groups were hired especially for their experience in urban conflicts (HDP 2016).
They did not act separately from the official armed troops of the state, but, on the contrary,
took part alongside them in the urban destruction. There were also allegations that
a defence and consulting company called SADAT (SADAT International Defence
Consulting Construction Industry and Trade Inc., Uluslararas: Savunma Damsmanlik
Insaat Sanayi ve Ticaret) was behind the Esedullah paramilitary groups active in the city
wars of 2015. It is also argued that Turkey had trained and organized mercenary groups in
Syria and in Libya in recent years through this group (Antonopoulos 2017; Esiyok 2019).
The technical capacities of the paramilitary groups appear to have greatly increased in
the 2000s compared to the 1990s, and, in a climate of particularly authoritarian rule, their
actions were not denied by state agencies like in the 1990s (Bozarslan 2000). Interestingly,
it can be argued that paramilitary groups participating in the 2015-16 conflicts used
jihadists and foreign paramilitaries just as JITEM had used repentant in the 1990s. In the
recent period, moreover, the paramilitaries were legalized as the Gendarmerie Special
Operations (Jandarma Ozel Harekat, JOH) and Police Special Action (Polis Ozel Harekat,
POH). As a result, the legal and hierarchical networks between official armed forces and
paramilitary groups became once again and if anything more intertwined in the 2010s.

Conclusion

Paramilitary forces were created and existing groups with paramilitary characteristics
were activated by state agencies in the initial stage of the conflict between the PKK and
the Turkish state. The state-linked paramilitaries mainly supported gendarmerie forces
during this period. The transformation of the war strategy into the LIC supported by
nationalist political parties paved the ground for their proliferation and a rise in political
violence.

Through this strategy, which primarily targeted civilians and was used intensively
between 1991 and 1996, the bureaucratic and military institutions of the state became
themselves radicalized in terms of their capacity to act outside the law and international
human rights. Thence, this period can be characterized as the paramilitarisation of state
institutions. Then, as state authorities determined the new strategy, they began to explore
ways to separate civilians and PKK guerrillas. Accordingly, the realization of the new
strategy meant an attempted severance of the PKK’s connection with Kurdish popula-
tions in both rural areas and urban centres. At the same time as rural villages were burned
and evacuated, public figures in the cities were killed and disappeared.

Although the influence of paramilitary groups began to decrease in parallel with the
suspension of war in the early 2000s, they were used again in urban wars that flared up in
2015-16. Considering that there are allegations that the state has recently sent these
paramilitaries and mercenaries to the Syrian and Libyan civil wars, it can be said that it
has begun to export its paramilitary policy.

Notes

1. This information has been compiled from the Human Rights Association report, but the
actual number is estimated to be higher.
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2. Although village guards and special police teams were formed under statute (Turkish law),
they can be characterized as semi-formal for three main reasons. First, the recruitment of
their members was not transparent (special police team members were often chosen from
among members of ultranationalist parties, while the recruitment of village guards was
determined either by force or by pro-government tribes and families. Second, these two
groups did not serve full-time like the state’s official security forces — army, police and
gendarmerie - for instance, many of the village guards continued their work as farmers or
artisans. Third, both village guards and special police teams were in a hierarchically ambig-
uous position, working with many different groups, from regular army forces to dedicated
death squads.

3. The concept of subcontractor is used here to express how the partnership was utilized by
both parties (Hizbullah and the state) in an (implicit) agreement based on a common enemy
(the PKK).

4. Mete Tungay (2021) defines Kemalism thus: ‘“The ideas and principles of Mustafa Kemal
Atatiirk, the founder and first president of the Turkish Republic, are termed Kemalism;
Kemalism constitutes the official ideology of the state, and endured publicly unchallenged
until the 1980s.” This nationalist ideology, which does not tolerate different identities outside
the secular Turkish, is still very effective in Turkey.

5. Two examples of these relationships: between 1991 and 1999, Sedat Bucak was elected as
a deputy from the province of Sanliurfa for the DYP and was the leader Bucak tribe, well-
known for its involvement in the Village Guard system; Kamil Atag, leader of the Tayan
tribe, was elected mayor in Cizre in the local elections in 1994 representing the Welfare
Party.
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