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The perpetrators of the ongoing string of major terrorist attacks are obvious,
but Turkey's bitterly divided pro- and anti-Erdogan camps refuse to focus on
the foreign and domestic policy factors underlying the violence.

I urkey is so deeply polarized around the powerful persona of its president Recep Tayyip Erdogan that instead of
asking why terror attacks are happening and how they can be stopped, the country's pro- and anti-Erdogan
blocks are blaming each other. This leaves me deeply worried about Turkey and its ability to stymie further terror

attacks through the vigor of its institutions and unity of its citizens.

Including last night's attack on a nightclub in central Istanbul
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/01/01/europe/turkey-nightclub-attack/index.html) , which killed at least 39

people, by my count Turkey has suffered 33 major terror attacks since summer 2015. These attacks, which have

killed more than 730 people, are connected to two terror groups: ISIS and the Kurdistan Workers Party, or PKK.

The PKK has a penchant for going after security targets in its attacks. Most recently, on December 11, the group
carried out a devastating suicide car bomb attack (http://edition.cnn.com/2016/12/10/europe/istanbul-
explosions/index.html) on a bus carrying police officers (http://edition.cnn.com/2016/03/31/europe/turkey-
violence/index.html) in which at least 38 people (both civilians and security officials) were killed, and another 150

wounded.

No one has claimed responsibility for the New Year's Eve attack in Istanbul, but it would not be surprising if ISIS or
jihadist individuals radicalized by ISIS were behind this attack. For weeks now, Islamists in Turkey had argued that

New Year's Eve celebrations are un-Islamic.

Shocking as it is in a country with a deep-rooted Christian legacy -- St. Nicholas himself was born in Turkey
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(http://www.stnicholascenter.org/pages/who-is-st-nicholas/) in the early Christian era -- Islamists have even
carried out mock-style executions of Santa Claus in public to protest against New Year's Eve celebrations, which they

confuse with Christmas, and to which they object in their distorted ideology.

FIGHTING EACH OTHER, NOT TERRORISTS

ut if the perpetrators of Turkey's terror are so obvious, why does Turkey seem unable to prevent the tide of terror
that it is facing? This is because the Turks are too busy fighting each other, rather than focusing on fighting terror

together.

Since coming to power first as prime minister in 2003 and then as president in 2014, Erdogan has won elections on a
platform of right-wing populism. He has demonized, targeted, and brutally cracked down on electorates that are not
likely to vote for him. These groups, including leftists, liberals, social democrats, Alevis (wWho are liberal Muslims),

secularists and Kurds, together constitute nearly half of the country's population.

Erdogan's strategy has left Turkey deeply polarized. And coupled with Turkey's economic growth under Erdogan, it
has built him a loyal, right wing constituency, including Turkish nationalists, conservatives and Islamists,

constituting the other half of the country.

The pro-Erdogan block adores the Turkish leader and thinks that he can do no wrong. At the same time, the anti-
Erdogan block loathes him and believes that he can do no right. This is also the prism through which Turks,

unfortunately, view the terror attacks and the rising violence.

HOW TO PREVENT TIDE OF VIOLENCE?

ollowing each attack, instead of discussing the security failures that may have led to the attack and what can and

should be done to prevent future attacks, the Turks start blaming each other. Nor is there ever any discussion on
the foreign policy picture behind the attacks, namely that Ankara's simultaneous wars against ISIS and the PKK ally
Party for Democratic Unity (PYD) in Syria
(http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/uploads/Documents/pubs/ResearchNote32-Barfi.pdf) appear to be

spilling over into the country, with ISIS and the PKK carrying out retaliatory-style attacks because Turkey is making

gains against them in Syria.

Instead, Turkey's polarized landscape shapes the debate in the country in the aftermath of each attack. If ISIS carries
out an attack, anti-Erdogan Turks blame him for not protecting them. And if the PKK carries out an attack, then pro-

Erdogan Turks blame the opposition, and so goes the vicious cycle until the next horrible attack.

Turkey has strong national security institutions, which have helped it weather previous terror waves, including a
full-blown PKK insurgency in the 1990s. The same institutions have also helped the country avert past crises, such
as civil war-like fighting on the streets between hard-right and hard-left groups in the 1970s. But, if the Turks do not
engage in an honest conversation on how to prevent the tide of violence facing them this time, I fear even these

strong institutions may not be enough to halt the wave of terror and save the country from destruction.

Soner Cagaptay is the Beyer Family Fellow and director of the Turkish Research Program at The Washington

Institute. ¢
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