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Abstract 
The crisis in Syria has put Turkey in a predicament. Turkey’s reception capacity is under 

strain by the influx of Syrian refugees. Its security is threatened by the rise of ISIS and 

the renewed round of violence between its security forces and the PKK. The reversal of 

Turkish-Syrian amity resulted in major economic setbacks and the sectarian turn of the 

conflict in Syria thoroughly reshuffled Turkey’s regional alignments. In response to these 

problems, Turkey has repeatedly called for the creation of a safe zone in northern Syria. 

Albeit unsuccessfully so far. 

 

How could Turkish political will secure the creation of a safe area in northern Syria? This 

question is important, as it examines the political process that precedes the creation of a 

safe area and offers a potential response to humanitarian concerns in Syria. 

 

A conceptual framework to assess political will for a foreign policy option does not yet 

exist, but political will for domestic policies has been studied. This thesis draws on 

constructivism to build a framework of political will relevant for international relations. 

Five indicators are identified: locus of initiative, identity and interests, mobilization of 

support, power and continuity of efforts. Political will does not exist in a vacuum, but 

interacts with two political environmental factors; legitimacy and international support.  

 

Turkey has strong political to realize its plan, but cannot mobilize the required support 

from the UN Security Council. Legitimacy. It needs UN Security Council authorization, 

which is vetoed by Russia and China. Moreover, Turkey’s intentions behind its safe area 

plan are mistrusted. Turkey cannot implement its safe area plan, despite its political will, 

because environmental factors do not allow it.  Turkey cannot unilaterally create and 

enforce a safe area. So unless the permanent members of the UN Security Council change 

their stance, there will be no safe area in northern Syria. 

 

Keywords: safe area, buffer zone, Turkey, Syria, political will, R2P, UN Security 

Council, Kurds 
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Introduction 
 

“Fearing spill over of the sectarian conflict, Turkey wasted no time in 

calling for a no-fly zone [in northern Syria] and ultimately regime 

change” (Sevi, 2014, p. 1). 

 

“Erdogan lobbied energetically for US to set up no-fly zones or 

protected areas along the Turkish-Syrian border, just as it had done in 

northern Iraq in 1991” (Barkey, 2014, p. 103). 

 

“Turkey invoked NATO’s article IV and proposed on multiple 

occasions different types of military intervention [in Syria] for 

humanitarian reasons, including a buffer zone” (Beehner & Meibauer, 

2016, p. 255). 

 

At the moment of writing, Turkey had been calling for a safe area in Syria for over four 

years. The quotes above beg the questions; what is happening in Syria? How does it affect 

Turkey? What are safe areas and how are they created?  

 

First, the situation in Syria. The Syrian conflict erupted in March 2011, when civilians 

took the streets to demand reform within the Bashar al-Assad regime (Rose, 2014, p. 215). 

The protests were violently cracked down and international pressure mounted for Assad’s 

resignation (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 560). The opposition, supported by Turkey, took 

up arms, but Assad proved resilient. Meanwhile, the United Nations (UN) Security 

Council found itself in a deadlock and the conflict took a sectarian turn. Sunnis, Shi’ites 

and Kurds took advantage of the conflict to advance their own objectives and the Syrian 

civil war mutated into a proxy war between Sunnis and Shi’ites (Sevi, 2014, p. 1). The 

impact of the conflict on neighbouring countries has been significant, especially in terms 

of refugee influx and spill over of sectarian violence.  

 

Second, the situation in Turkey. Turkey has a Syria predicament in more than one respect. 

The crisis caused Turkey and Syria to once again become bitter enemies, abandoning 

years of heavy investment in their relationship and incurring significant economic 

setbacks (Lawson, 2014, p. 1363). Assad’s resilience and military weakness and internal 

bickering of the moderate Free Syrian Army (FSA) led Turkey to bet on jihadist 
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opposition groups, among which the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) (Barkey, 2014, 

p. 101). This decision damaged Turkey’s relationships with neighbouring powers, as well 

as Western allies. These days Turkey’s own security is threatened by ISIS and other 

jihadists groups, to which it initially had an open door policy but are now considered 

armed and dangerous (Barkey, 2014, p. 110). An additional major predicament caused by 

the conflict in Syria, is the strain on Turkey’s reception capacity. Turkey currently hosts 

the largest number of displaced Syrians, with more than two million registered Syrian 

refugees (İçduygu, 2015, p. 1). 

 

On top of its rivalry with Syria, refugee problem and miscalculated choice to not only 

back the Syrian opposition but Islamist groups, Turkish territorial integrity is threatened 

by the separatist Turkish Kurds, better known as the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK). 

The PKK has traditionally been seen as the greatest threat to Turkey’s security and it has 

been fighting them since the 1980s (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 15). Recently, the Kurds have 

been emboldened in their ambitions by the de facto autonomy of the Syrian Kurds in 

northern Syria. What’s worse, Syrian Kurds won international sympathy and actively 

cooperate with the US in the fight against ISIS, leaving Turkey alone in its fight against 

the PKK (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p. 259). In response to its multiple Syria 

predicaments, Turkey has been calling for a safe area. 

 

Third, safe areas. A safe area is a relatively novel form of humanitarian space that 

emerged in the 1990s. It is an intervention “undertaken by international actors that have 

the primary purpose of providing direct protection to civilians and IDPs within a state’s 

borders in a temporary and designated geographic area” (Orchard, 2014, p. 55). In 

principle, safe areas serve to allow threatened civilians to remain within their state, while 

receiving protection and humanitarian assistance. The UN Security Council can impose 

one under the UN Charter chapter VII, authorizing the use of force for an international 

military presence to defend the safe area (Chau, 2012, p. 198).  

 

The UN Security Council has not designated new safe areas since 1999, due to problems 

associated with their implementation. Safe areas have empirically often failed to ensure 

the safety of the displaced civilians it was meant to protect (Orchard, 2014, p. 55; Long, 

2012, p. 2). Lately, the idea of safe areas has gotten back into vogue, especially among 

proponents of Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine (Orchard, 2014, p. 55). R2P rejects 
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sovereignty as unconditional and redefines it as responsibility to protect one’s citizens. 

According to the doctrine, an international intervention in the domestic affairs of a state 

for humanitarian reasons is justified if the state concerned failed or is unwilling to protect 

its people. 

 

Turkey cannot unilaterally intervene in Syria, as it lacks the capacity to intervene 

militarily without great power support (Sevi, 2014, p. 2). According to Sevi, Turkey does 

not have the political will to act on its own. It needs backing from the wider international 

community and, ideally, UN Security Council authorization. Yet, for a resolution to be 

adopted by the Council, all permanent members must agree to authorize an international 

action that infringes upon state sovereignty. This is a point of contention as some states 

fear that humanitarian arguments will be abused to justify interventions that serve great 

power interests (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 475). In the case of Syria, Russia and China 

have paralyzed the Security Council with their actual or threatened vetoes for this reason 

(Weiss, 2014, p. 13).   

 

Research question  

This research focuses on the role of Turkey in securing a safe area in northern Syria. The 

aim is to establish whether or not Turkey might be able to implement its safe area plan 

considering its political will as well as the wider international context of the Syrian 

conflict. How could Turkish political will secure the creation of a safe area in northern 

Syria? 

 

 

 

Political will has not yet been conceptualized in foreign policy, but the concept has been 

addressed with regards to domestic policies. Existing conceptualizations of political will 

can be extrapolated to the international arena through the lens of a constructivist ontology.  

Research question 
How could Turkish political will secure 
the creation of a safe area in northern 

Syria? 
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Prior research 

Previous academic research on safe areas has focused on the role of peacekeepers in 

civilian protection (Wills, 2009; Schutte, 2015), containment of refugees (Dubernet, 

2001) and shortcomings in international law underpinning safe areas (Chau, 2012). Other 

scholars explore how safe areas legitimize border closures (Long, 2012; Dubernet, 2001), 

compromise the right to asylum (Orchard, 2014; Hyndman, 2003; Posen, 1996; Long, 

2012) and pre-conditions for creation (Yamashita, 2004). Thus far, the majority of the 

research highlights problems associated with the implementation of safe areas.  

To demonstrate flawed implementation of safe areas, scholars have extensively analysed 

the following case studies: safe havens in northern Iraq (Yamashita, 2004; Orchard, 2014; 

Long, 2012; Posen, 1996; Wills, 2009), safe cities in Bosnia-Herzegovina (Hyndman, 

2003; Orchard, 2014; Schutte, 2015; Wills, 2009), open relief centres in Sri Lanka 

(Hyndman, 2003; Posen, 1996) and the attempted safe areas in Rwanda (Orchard, 2014; 

Schutte, 2015; Wills, 2009).  

Relevance to humanitarian action 

This thesis takes a novel approach to safe areas by studying pre-conditions for their 

creation with regards to the political will of states pursuing them. The research seeks to 

contribute to a deeper understanding of the political process that precedes the creation of 

a safe area. This is relevant for humanitarian action as safe areas are conceptualized as a 

response to humanitarian concerns, yet the case study of Turkey’s call demonstrates that 

its political will is not motivated by such concerns. This finding calls into question the 

whole idea of safe areas.  

Methodology  

This thesis has a qualitative methodology based on a case study method and an extensive 

literature review. In keeping with previous research, this thesis also takes a case study as 

its research set-up with the proposed safe area in northern Syria as its object. Contrasting 

previous work, this research considers not only a safe area that has not been created yet, 

but also it might never be realized at all.  

Instead of approaching political will ad-hoc, this thesis develops a conceptual framework 

to assess political will for a policy that has not been implemented yet. The conceptual 

framework for political will is developed based on the only two authors that have studied 
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the concept. These authors are Brinkerhoff, who identified indicators for political will, 

and Post. et al., who specified the conceptual components of the concept of political will. 

Both authors studied political will for domestic rather than foreign policies. This limited 

the usefulness of their findings for the development of a conceptual framework to assess 

political will for the creation of a safe area.  

This is addressed by taking a constructivist approach to political will in international 

relations. The study of relations among states takes a wide range of theoretical approaches 

that are all contested. In spite of this diversity, several major schools of thought are 

discernible, differentiated by the variables they emphasize. Constructivist scholars focus 

on the social context in which international relations occur and emphasize issues of 

identity and the role of social norms in international politics. Safe areas only exist through 

the social norms that establish them (i.e. R2P) and the compliance of states with such 

norms can be explained through their interests and identities. For this reason, the 

constructivist ontology is employed to develop a conceptual framework for political will 

in international relations.   

The kinds of sources used differ per chapter. For the first and second chapters this thesis 

merely employs academic literature from either peer-reviewed academic journals or 

books. Chapter one builds a conceptual framework to assess political will for a foreign 

policy option through a constructivist perspective. The sources used are from Wendt, who 

laid the groundwork for the theory, Reus-Smit, one of the most influential constructivists, 

Weber, who applies constructivism to state sovereignty in her work and Hopf, who is a 

lesser known but also notable constructivist. The articles on constructivism are outdated, 

which is of no concern as the texts are entirely theoretical.  

The second chapter maps the conflict in Syria and Turkey’s role within it.  As the situation 

in Syria is constantly changing, only academic articles written less than three years ago 

are referenced to. The most important ones, that are also used in chapter three, are: Hove 

and Mutanda, Sevi, Lawson, Barkey, Taspinar and Hinnebusch.  

Chapter three relies primarily on peer-reviewed academic articles (mostly overlapping 

with references in chapter two), but also on a few reports and newspaper articles. The 

main reason is because the majority of academic articles were not recent enough to 

exclusively rely upon. The methodological choice was made to seek out some reliable 
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sources that have not been published in academic journals, but can be found on the 

websites of news agencies. These sources are provided with URL links in the references 

list.  

This research set-up’s main limitation is that it relies exclusively on secondary literature. 

Another major limitation is the fact that the situation in Syria is constantly changing and 

thus the research findings are a snapshot of the situation at the moment of writing. A 

related limitation is that the exclusive focus on Turkey’s call for a safe area does not allow 

for broader generalization of the results. Finally, the conceptual framework for political 

will cannot be generalized for foreign policy options that do not require international 

support, nor states that are not compelled to comply with international norms.  

Research structure  

This research is structured in three chapters. The first chapter is the theoretical chapter, 

subdivided in four sections, which step-by-step contribute to the development of a 

conceptual framework to analyse political will. First, the concept of safe area is defined. 

Second, the constructivist ontology is explored to inform the conceptual framework with 

an international relations perspective that is relevant to safe areas. Third, political will is 

defined and a conceptual framework is developed based on a set of five indicators of 

political will. Lastly, the fourth section discusses the legitimacy and international support, 

and how they influence political will for the creation of a safe area. 

 

The second chapter first outlines the situation in Syria and maps the belligerents. The 

second part considers the Turkish-Syrian relationship over the past decades and Turkey’s 

foreign policy toward Syria since the start of the crisis. 

The third chapter will focus on the application of the conceptual framework to assess the 

strength of Turkey’s political will. Turkey’s political will to establish a safe area shall be 

assessed by means of the five suggested indicators. That is, the locus of initiative, identity 

and interests, mobilization of support, power and the continuity of effort. The second half 

of this chapter shall focus on the political environmental factors that may hinder or 

facilitate the creation of the proposed area. The legitimacy of Turkey’s safe area plan will 

be determined, as well as its ability to get international actors to support the proposal for 

a safe area. 
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Chapter 1: Conceptualizing political will in foreign policy 
 

As put forward in the introduction, this thesis asks how Turkish political will could secure 

the creation of a safe area in northern Syria. To answer this question, safe areas will be 

conceptualized and a conceptual framework will be developed to assess political will. 

Political will has been analysed in prior research, though not in relation to safe areas. As 

the success of safe areas in the past has been defined by the strength of political will of 

states contributing to the operation (Wills, 2009, p. 23), the development of a framework 

to analyse political will is relevant in any situation where safe areas are considered.  

 

This chapter is subdivided in four sections, which step-by-step contribute to the 

development of a conceptual framework to analyse a state’s political will. The first 

section defines the concept of safe area to delineate what exactly Turkey is calling for. 

Second, the constructivist ontology is explored to inform the political will framework 

with an international relations perspective that is applicable to safe areas. Third, political 

will is defined and the conceptual framework developed to assess a state’s political will 

for a particular foreign policy option based on a set of five indicators. These indicators or 

characteristics of political will are based on Brinkerhoff and adapted to apply to the 

international arena. Lastly, the fourth section discusses the two political environmental 

factors that influence political will for the creation of a safe area; legitimacy and 

international support. 

 

1.1 The concept of a safe area 
 

In absence of a standard legal concept, there is long list of terminologies to refer to what 

essentially are safe areas. Throughout this thesis, ‘safe area’ will be used as a general 

referent as it is the only term which entered the vocabulary of the United Nations Security 

Council (Yamashita, 2004, p. 3). Safe areas are “special zones designed to protect non-

combatants from the harms of armed conflict” (Chau, 2012, p. 191).  

 

In recent years, the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine brought the safe area concept 

back into vogue. The R2P norm and the way it influences political will to create safe areas 

will be further explored hereafter. Yet, to understand how R2P revived the idea of safe 

areas it is sufficient to know that R2P conditions sovereignty on a state’s ability to protect 
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its people (Wills, 2009, p. 185).  The creation of safe areas by external actors, not 

voluntarily undertaken by belligerents controlling the areas, infringes upon sovereignty. 

R2P justifies that infringement if civilians need protection.  

Until now, international actors have only proposed safe areas to respond to civilian 

protection needs in situations of armed conflict. More precisely, armed conflicts in which 

the civilian population suffers a range of deliberate violations and abuses on top of the 

unintended consequences of war. Deliberate violations that cause protection needs 

include, but are not limited to; killing, displacement, wounding, torture, dispossession of 

assets by theft and destruction, sexual violence and rape, discrimination and exploitation 

(Slim & Bonwick, 2005, p. 23). On top of direct violations, deprivations caused by war 

tend to be a determining factor in people’s suffering, as deliberate assaults on economic 

assets and livelihoods plunge people into poverty. It is true of most wars that the majority 

of civilians die ‘from war’ rather than violently ‘in war’.   

Safe areas are a way to quickly respond to a state’s failure to protect and they enable 

defensive protection of civilians in fixed locations without necessarily engaging in 

offensive measures (Orchard, 2014, p. 56). Moreover, interveners can create safe areas 

despite lack of will for larger scale operations and compared to full military intervention, 

the low cost makes safe areas more palatable to international community.  

Safe areas are operations undertaken by international actors that have the primary purpose 

of providing direct protection to IDPs within a state’s borders in a temporary and 

designated geographic area (Orchard, 2014, p. 55). These areas are usually imposed by 

the UN Security Council to shelter civilians and facilitate humanitarian relief in war 

zones. The UN Charter allows for such interference with a state’s sovereignty under 

chapter VII if the humanitarian crisis can be categorized as posing a threat to, or a breach 

of international peace (Chau, 2012, p. 192). Under chapter VII, articles 41 and 42 

authorize the use of force to restore or maintain peace. A safe area may thus be protected 

with force. In principle, safe areas allow threatened civilians in situations of widespread 

atrocities to remain within their state while receiving protection and humanitarian aid 

(Orchard, 2014, p. 55).  

In essence, the primary purpose of a safe area is to preserve the lives of non-combatants 

(Chau, 2012, p. 209). This can be achieved in roughly three ways; safe zone, safe haven 

or no-fly zone. A safe zone protects the victim population where it normally lives by 
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cordoning off the area from the assailant (Posen, 1996, p. 77). A safe haven is where the 

displaced can seek protection and support near to their homes (Posen, 1996, p. 78). As 

well as safe areas protected by troops on the ground, the imposition of a no-fly zone can 

be a military response when civilians are threatened by the use of air power against them. 

A no-fly zone is an area patrolled by air forces of a coalition of states to prevent 

belligerent air forces from using the airspace (Williams, et al., 2012, p. 499). The term 

safe area that will be used throughout this thesis refers to all three forms. 

The above conceptualization presumes that safe areas are created to respond to 

humanitarian concerns. This may be how such areas are justified, but perhaps not 

necessarily the sole reason why the international community has an interest in their 

establishment.  Prior research demonstrate that past safe areas have been motivated by 

interests to de facto contain refugee flows (Long, 2012, p. 2; Hyndman, 2003, p. 167). 

Third states fearing the influx of refugees they cannot return because of non-refoulement 

may want to refuse obligations of refugee protection as established under 1951 Refugee 

Convention (Long, 2012, p. 7). They thus have an interest in pre-empting refugees’ flight 

into asylum. Crudely put, containment is about preventing civilians from crossing 

borders, basically keeping IDPs from becoming refugees and bringing about a decline in 

the overall refugee flow (Orchard, 2014, p. 66). 

The reason why Turkey is interested in the creation of a safe area in northern Syria will 

be analysed within the wider context of its political will in the third chapter. Yet, from 

the above it is already clear that Turkey cannot by itself impose a safe area. The country 

lacks the capacity to intervene militarily without great power support (Sevi, 2014, p. 2). 

Turkey needs backing from the wider international community and, ideally, UN Security 

Council authorization. Therefore, the next section explores how to assess political will 

taking into account the need for backing from the international community. 

1.2 Constructivist approach to political will  
 

Foreign policy does not exist in vacuum, but is influenced by a state’s environment. 

Turkey cannot by itself realize safe areas in northern Syria. It needs the support of the 

international community and justify the intervention under R2P. Any framework for 

assessing political will in international relations must therefore incorporate environmental 

factors. The international relations approach that can best explain the interrelation 

between a state and its environment is constructivism. Constructivism is an ontology that 
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highlights social structures in interactions between actors. It goes beyond traditional 

international relations theories (i.e. realism and liberalism) by acknowledging the 

importance of domestic factors for international positioning. Foreign policies, such as 

Turkey’s call for a safe area in northern Syria, are influenced by identities and interests 

of states pursuing them.   

 

Thus, for the purpose of this thesis, Turkish political will shall be analysed through a 

constructivist lens. The theoretical choice to focus on identities and interests that shape 

foreign policies is instrumental to explaining why Turkey is calling for safe areas in Syria. 

This thesis does not aim to explore constructivism in depth, but rather employ its ontology 

to identify indicators of political will. The next section briefly describes the main tenants 

of constructivism and brings them and their interactions together in a diagram. The main 

thinkers that are relied on are Alexander Wendt, Chris Reus-Smit, Ted Hopf and Cynthia 

Weber.  

 

According to Weber, constructivists make the following assumptions; (a) states are the 

dominant actors in international relations, (b) the international arena is characterized by 

anarchy and (c) security is defined in self-interested terms (Weber, 2005, p. 61). State 

interactions are based on rationality, yet what is considered rational is relative to a state’s 

identity and interests. Anarchy has multiple meanings for different actors based on their 

social knowledge (Hopf, 1998, p. 174). This means, as Wendt famously put it, that 

“anarchy is what states make of it” (Wendt, 1995, p. 77). 

The concept of social knowledge is one of the fundamental principles of constructivist 

thought. Social knowledge holds that actors act toward others on the basis of the meaning 

they have for them (Hopf, 1998, p. 183). According to Hopf, meanings are intersubjective 

and shared. Social knowledge creates expectations as to how international relations work. 

In turn, social knowledge defines social structures. Social structures constitute the actors 

in a situation and the nature of their relationships (Wendt, 1995, p. 73). A structure can 

be anything that exists through intersubjective meanings and is reproduced through 

practice. For instance, a security dilemma is a social structure composed of intersubjective 

understandings, which lead states to make worst-case assumptions about each other’s 

intentions and thus define their interests in terms of military power to ensure their own 

survival (Wendt, 1995, p. 73). Depending on the social knowledge composing them, 
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social structures can be cooperative, conflicting or anything else. A social structure is 

what intersubjective understandings make of it. In terms of their effects, social structures 

can be considered a set of relatively unchangeable constraints on the behaviour of states 

(Hopf, 1998, p. 172). Social structures shape state actors’ identities and interests (Reus-

Smit, 2001, p. 198).  

Social structures exist only in social practices (Wendt, 1995, p. 74). Forty years of Cold 

War behaviour was altered, once the United States and the Soviet Union stopped acting 

on the structure of shared knowledge that governed their great power relations. They 

changed their social practice. State actions in foreign policy are constrained and 

empowered by social practices (Hopf, 1998, p. 179). Norms exist and are sustained 

through routinized practices. For instance, international norms that uphold UN Security 

Council authorization as the dominant model of legitimate use of force only exist because 

of continued practices of states and powerful non-state actors (Hopf, 1998, p. 198). As 

state actors reproduce their own constraints through daily practice, change in social 

practice is both possible and difficult (Hopf, 1998, p. 181).  

In short, constructivism assumes that structures and actors mutually constitute each other 

and anarchy must be interpreted to have meaning (Hopf, 1998, p. 181). The main 

constructivist ideas that are important for the development of a framework to assess 

political will in the international context are; (a) social knowledge shapes a state’s 

identities and interests, (b) social structures constrain state behaviour and (c) social 

structures and social knowledge interact and define the environment within which 

political will exists. Figure 2, which has been created to clarify the above, illustrates the 

web of interactions between the four main concepts in constructivism. The following 

section will incorporate these constructivist ideas into a framework to assess political will. 
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Figure 1: Diagrammatic representation of the main concepts in constructivism (created 

by the author) 

1.3 Conceptual framework to assess political will 
 

The remainder of this chapter proposes an extensive framework to assess a state’s political 

will to pursue a certain foreign policy. The conceptual framework as described below is 

a means to make Turkish political will to secure the creation of a safe area in northern 

Syria measurable. The framework is based on Brinkerhoff, who identified indicators for 

political will, and Post, et al., who specified the conceptual components of political will.  

Political will is a complex phenomenon that is separate from some sort of action 

(Brinkerhoff, 2000, p. 241). It is an ambiguous concept that is at the crossroads of policy 

and politics (Post, et al., 2010, p. 654). According to Brinkerhoff, political will is the 

“commitment of actors to undertake actions to achieve a set of objectives and to sustain 

the costs of those actions over time” (Brinkerhoff, 2000, p. 242).  Post et al, define 

political as “the extent of committed support among key decision makers for a particular 

policy solution to a particular problem” (Post, et al., 2010, p. 659). Both scholars agree 

that political will depends on the context.  

Brinkerhoff developed his framework to assess political will for anti-corruption reforms 

in Indonesia. For this purpose, he specified the characteristics of political will in terms of 

a set of indicators, a set of environmental factors that influence political will and the 
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connections among these (Brinkerhoff, 2000, p. 241). He thus developed a framework to 

study political will on a domestic level. The following section presents a framework based 

on Brinkerhoff, and Post et al, adapted to international relations from a constructivist 

point of view. The adapted conceptual framework that follows is designed to evaluate a 

state’s political will for a particular foreign policy option. To this end, the concept of 

political will in this thesis is defined as; 

 “the commitment of a state to pursue a certain foreign policy and to sustain the costs of 

its agenda over time” 

To describe political will, Brinkerhoff identified five indicators. Three out of five are very 

relevant to assess Turkey’s political will to create a safe area in Syria. For two indicators, 

alternative characteristics more relevant to the international context, taken from 

constructivism, are proposed. The first indicator is the locus of initiative. Where the 

impetus to act reside? Is the initiative internal or external? Imposed initiative requires that 

commitment and ownership is build, whereas home-grown initiatives are more correlated 

with high willingness to pursue action. For this characteristic, the indicator is a range 

from high to low of the extent to which initiative lies with the relevant actors (Brinkerhoff, 

2000, p. 242).  

Second, Brinkerhoff suggests the degree of analytical rigor to indicate the extent to which 

actors undertake in-depth analyses to design policy. However, Turkey cannot design nor 

implement the safe areas by itself and thus the depth of its analysis does not necessarily 

indicate Turkey’s political will. Therefore, this indicator will be replaced by identity and 

interests demonstrated with rankings among a continuum depending on the degree to 

which the policy contradicts or reproduces Turkey’s identity and interests.  

Third, the mobilization of support, refers to an actor’s willingness and ability to identify 

and mobilize support. The indicator can be framed in terms of many versus few efforts, 

strong versus weak support and effective versus ineffective mobilization, with the former 

of each of these associated with stronger political will (Brinkerhoff, 2000, p. 243).  

The fourth indicator is the application of credible sanctions. This is relevant to assess 

political will to tackle corruption, much less to assess a state’s political will to create a 

safe area. In the international context, this characteristic is probably best understood as 

power and the willingness of an actor to use it to achieve its objectives. Relative power 
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can by indicated on a continuum ranging from low to high priority and limited to 

significant (non) material input. 

Finally, continuity of effort, or commitment to supporting, is important (Post, et al., 2010, 

p. 663). The allocation of ongoing effort and resources on the long term indicates strong 

political will. This is indicated by a continuum ranging from strong and sustained 

continuity of effort to weak, episodic or one-shot efforts.  

To illustrate the five indicators and their proposed continuums, figure 3 captures them in 

a schematic framework. In addition, the newly proposed indicators, which are identity, 

interests and power, will be explored in more depth to identify assessment targets. 

Mobilization of support will also be addressed in more detail, especially to identify what 

mobilization efforts are and how these can be assessed. 

 

Figure 2: Indicators of political will (created by the author) 

Identity and interests 

The constructivist ontology as explained in section 1.2 holds that domestic factors, 

especially identity, shape a state’s international positioning. In Weber’s words; “if 

anarchy is what states make of it, then how they act depends on what their identities and 

interests are” (Weber, 2005, p. 60). State identities are role-specific understandings about 

themselves through their relationships with others and the structures they find themselves 

in (Weber, 2005, p. 64). Identities are socially constructed through intersubjective 
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meanings and constituted by the institutionalized norms, values and ideas of the social 

environment in which a state acts (Reus-Smit, 2001, p. 199). Identities give some degree 

of predictability as they tell the state and other states who you, and other states, are (Hopf, 

1998, p. 174). 

Identity and interests are interrelated. Identities form the basis of interests, whilst interests 

are part of the process of identity construction (Hopf, 1998, p. 181). National interests are 

commitments derived from identity by political and cultural elites to protect and promote 

a national “self” in relation to perceived “others” (Yavuz, 1998, p. 21). By constituting 

friend and enemy, identity helps to determine interests. It thus makes sense to consider 

them together. Strong political will is associated with policies that reproduce and confirm 

a state’s understanding of itself and its relationships with others (=its identity), as well as, 

policies that are in line with its interests (they usually overlap). 

Mobilization of support 

Mobilization of support is the precursory to having international support for a particular 

foreign policy option. This indicator does not focus on outcome (i.e. is there support), but 

rather on efforts, and effectiveness of these efforts, to gain support. The key concept here 

is framing. A frame is a central element in successful persuasion and helps to assess the 

effectiveness of mobilization efforts (Payne, 2001, p. 39). 

A frame provides a singular interpretation of a particular situation and indicates an 

appropriate solution (Payne, 2001, p. 39). Frames help to name, interpret and dramatize 

issues. They are employed wilfully to situate issues within broader social and historical 

setting (Payne, 2001, p. 43). A frame can be contested and competing with other frames 

for interpretation of a particular issue. For instance, safe areas can be framed as means to 

contain refugees, to respond to humanitarian needs or a violation of sovereignty and 

territorial integrity. Each of these frames interpret safe areas differently (i.e. give it 

different meaning) and thus indicate different solutions. 

Frames can be employed strategically to achieve desired ends. Strategic framing is 

manipulative (Payne, 2001, p. 54). The rhetoric of strategic frames is designed to seem 

reasonable. For example, a state may want to create a safe area to contain refugees, yet 

frame its call for a safe area as a response to address humanitarian needs. This might be 

strategic if the actors it seeks to convince are more likely to be persuaded by the second 

rather than the first frame.  
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In short, the indicator mobilization of support can be assessed in terms of many versus 

few efforts, strong versus weak support and effective versus ineffective mobilization, 

with the former of each of these associated with stronger political will (Brinkerhoff, 2000, 

p. 243). The effectiveness of mobilization depends on the extent to which the imposed 

frame takes precedence over alternative frames and successfully persuades the 

international community. Strong support refers to domestic support for the policy.  

 

Power 

Power is a central theoretical element in constructivism and necessary for understanding 

world politics (Hopf, 1998, p. 177). Power does not exist apart from the shared knowledge 

that constitutes it as such (Wendt, 1995, p. 74). Power only exists because states act 

accordingly, reproducing power relations. Such reproductions increase predictability and 

reduce for other states uncertainty over a state’s intentions (Hopf, 1998, p. 178). 

According to Duvall and Barnett, power is “the production, in and through social 

relations, of effects on actors that shape their capacity to control their fate” (Duvall & 

Barnett, 2005, p. 42). Power is the ability to produce a desired outcome. This can be done 

with resources and social relations. Power is constituted by both material, such as military 

capacities, and non-material factors (Reus-Smit, 2001, p. 209).  

Non-material power can be any kind of influence one state can exert to produce the 

desired outcome (Post, et al., 2010, p. 656). A state’s actions can affect behaviour or 

conditions of others through institutional arrangements, even when it does not possess the 

resources of power (Duvall & Barnett, 2005, p. 51). Such influence could be exerted 

through institutional arrangements for collective action through, for instance, the agenda-

setting process (Duvall & Barnett, 2005, p. 52). Also, power can be a state’s identity. It 

might consider itself to be a regional or hegemonic power and thus have an interest to 

confirm that identity through its actions.  

The material and non-material components of the concept of power can be assessed by 

the allocation of resources (Post, et al., 2010, p. 663) and the priority it accords to its goal. 

With those assessment targets, power can by indicated on a continuum ranging from low 

to high priority and limited to significant (non)material input. 
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This brings us to the next point, political will may exist according to the five indicators, 

but can only achieve the desired outcome if the environment within which it operates 

permits it. Therefore, how does political will operate in the in international context? 

1.4 Political will in the international context; environmental factors 
 

Political will does not exist in a vacuum, but is influenced by environmental factors 

(Brinkerhoff, 2000, p. 243). It is important to assess not only the degree of political 

motivation for a particular foreign policy, but also to examine the set of structures that 

support or oppose a particular foreign policy option. To assess how Turkish political will 

could secure the creation of a safe area in Syria, the following environmental factors must 

be taken into account; international support and legitimacy of the intervention. Both 

influence Turkey’s political will and the outcome of its foreign policy and vice versa.  

International support for the creation of a safe area depends on the interests and identities 

of other states and the outcome of Turkey’s efforts to mobilize support. The degree of 

support is also dependent on the perceived legitimacy of the intervention. Turkey may 

exert some influence this perception (through framing and wielding of its power), but it 

mostly relies on international norms and the stance of the UN Security Council.  

The interaction between the identifying features of political will and the environmental 

factors that are defining for the outcome of political will is illustrated in figure 4. As the 

figure shows, political will, characterized by the five indicators described above, impacts 

directly upon international support and legitimate intervention. The two-way arrows 

indicate that the relationships between different components in the political will model 

work in both directions. 
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Figure 3: Conceptual framework to assess political will for the creation of a safe area 

(created by the author) 

Legitimacy of safe areas 

Political will works through norms for legitimate action to achieve the desired outcome. 

To realize safe areas in northern Syria, Turkey needs sufficient political will to affect 

international support and secure means for its intervention to be considered legitimate. 

There are several social structures important to explain whether or not a humanitarian 

intervention, such as the creation of a safe area, can be considered legitimate or not. The 

most relevant norms are R2P (which calls for intervention if state fails to protect their 

own population) and UN Security Council authorization (resolutions may mandate 

intervention on behalf of the international community). Taken together, these norms 

present arguments that justify safe areas as legitimate international interventions.  

 

Responsibility to Protect 

The UN Security Council can impose a safe area under Chapter VII by categorizing a 

humanitarian crisis as a threat or breach of international peace (Chau, 2012, p. 198). A 

Security Council resolution establishing a safe area infringes upon state sovereignty. This 

is justified by conditioning the legitimacy of sovereignty on the demonstration of 

responsibility to protect (R2P) (Yamashita, 2004, p. 20). The respect for sovereignty and 

non-intervention as embodied in the UN Charter governed international relations until the 
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humanitarian tragedies in Bosnia, Rwanda, Kosovo and Darfur called the norm into 

question (Williams, et al., 2012, p. 474). R2P was developed as a result of those crises 

that exemplified UN failure to prevent mass atrocities.  

 

In 2000, the Secretary-General Kofi Annan rejected the use of sovereignty as a shield for 

crimes against humanity. A commission was created to promote global political 

consensus on how to take actions through the UN against mass atrocities. The 

Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) was tasked to find a way to 

reconcile sovereignty and intervention (Rose, 2014, p. 221). The term R2P was coined by 

ICISS in its 2001 report titled “The Responsibility to Protect” (Weiss, 2014, p. 8). At the 

World Summit in 2005, the UN General Assembly affirmed R2P, recognizing the 

legitimacy of international action when a country fails in its duty to protect their own 

citizens (Rose, 2014, p. 225). 

 

R2P resolved the conflict between respect for state sovereignty and respect for human 

security by conditioning sovereignty on the state’s ability to protect its people (Wills, 

2009, p. 185). Sovereignty is a responsibility and entails duties not just rights. As a norm, 

the ICISS report did not diminish sovereignty, but redefined state power as having limits 

(Weiss, 2014, p. 9). If a state commits mass atrocities or even fails to protect its people 

against them, the international community of states has a responsibility to intervene 

diplomatically, economically or militarily (Weiss, 2014, p. 8). The ICISS identified six 

criteria for international military intervention: right authority, just cause, right intention, 

last resort, proportional means and reasonable prospects. The most important ones are 

just cause (i.e. large scale loss of life as product of state action or its inability to act) and 

right authority (i.e. Security Council authorization) (Rose, 2014, p. 224).  

In short, R2P requires that when a state has manifestly failed to protect its population, the 

international community should respond in accordance with the UN Charter (Williams, 

et al., 2012, p. 486). Safe areas are a legitimate form of intervention under R2P if the UN 

Security Council authorizes it, there is just humanitarian cause to intervene as a last resort, 

interveners’ intentions are right, means are proportional and the prospects are reasonable. 

International support in the creation of a safe area 

Strong political will as indicated by the five indicators, plus conditions met for legitimate 

intervention, is not enough to create a safe area. Turkey must also gain international 
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support to implement its safe area plan. The actors involved in the creation of safe areas 

that Turkey needs support from are; the UN Security Council (which passes the resolution 

authorizing its creation), its permanent members (which must refrain from vetoing), UN 

member states (which must contribute troops and materials to the mission) and the 

belligerents party to the non-international conflict (which must respect the safe area). 

These different actors in the establishment of safe areas will be considered below in terms 

of their role in the UN system, as well as the importance of their support to the realization 

of Turkey’s safe area plan. 

 

First, the UN Security Council is a key player in the creation of a safe zone. As specified 

in the UN Charter, article 23, paragraph 1, the Security Council consists of fifteen 

members, of which five states are permanent members with veto power. The UN Security 

Council can pass resolutions providing different levels of legal authorization for safe 

areas (Yamashita, 2004, p. 186). The Council can mandate intervention indirectly by 

reference to chapter VI or directly through chapter VII. Chapter VII lays out the 

procedures through which the Security Council can authorize the use of force in response 

to any threat to the peace, breach of peace or act of aggression (Voeten, 2005, p. 530). 

The Security Council’s leverage resides almost entirely in its perceived legitimacy its 

decisions grant to humanitarian interventions (Voeten, 2005, p. 528). Security Council 

cooperation has changed since the end of the Cold War. The use of veto waned and 

cooperation among Security Council members increased (Weiss & Young, 2005, p. 144). 

The number of chapter VII resolutions increased dramatically compared to the resolutions 

passed during the Cold War and the Council started authorizing the use of force by 

coalitions of states to create safe areas (Voeten, 2005, p. 531). Despite the increased 

cooperation, the veto remains highly relevant as a threat that hangs over Council 

decisions, especially about peacekeeping and the use of force under Chapter VII (Weiss 

& Young, 2005, p. 145).  

 

The permanent members of the UN Security Council are China (formerly the Republic of 

China, i.e. Taiwan), France, Russia (formerly the Soviet Socialist Republics), United 

Kingdom and United States. These five states, dubbed P-5, are privileged within the UN 

system as they are the only ones with a permanent seat and veto power (Weiss & Young, 

2005, p. 132). The P-5 can block any resolution that opposes their interests. Permanent 

memberships are an artefact of the end of World War II. The Security Council today does 
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not reflect the actual distribution of power in the 21st century (Keohane, 2011, p. 104; 

Weiss & Young, 2005, p. 140). Nevertheless, states tend to seek the Security Council’s 

approval prior to intervention Council decisions form widely accepted political 

judgements on whether use of force is acceptable, despite the fact that the UN Security 

Council does not have its own enforcement capabilities (Voeten, 2005, p. 527). Due to its 

legitimacy (i.e. the social knowledge that Security Council resolutions legitimize the use 

of force), the social structure that is the UN Security Council is relevant for any state 

seeking to justify a military intervention. 

 

Third, UN member states can play an important role in realizing safe areas for civilians 

caught in armed conflict. The P-5 may have the right to veto, but any member of the UN 

may bring matters to the attention of the Security Council according to article 23 of the 

UN Charter. This is an important source of power for UN member states as it gives them 

a say in the Council’s agenda (Thorhallsson, 2012, p. 141). Also, any UN member state 

may participate, without a vote, in any discussion the Security Council invites it to. This 

means that states which have a particular interest in an issue being discussed in the 

Council and/or have brought the matter to its attention might request to attend a meeting 

(Thorhallsson, 2012, p. 148). Member states invited to Security Council deliberations are 

either parties to a conflict, neighbouring it, perceived as neutral mediators or 

knowledgeable/competent in a particular policy area (Thorhallsson, 2012, p. 150). Apart 

from influencing the Council to take action to protect civilians, member states are crucial 

to the implementation of resolutions as troop contributing countries (TCCs) as well as 

financiers. The UN simply cannot implement peacekeeping missions without the troops 

and materials provided by member states (Schutte, 2015, p. 154). This happened in 1994, 

when resolution 918 was intended to expand UNAMIR and create safe areas in Rwanda 

during the genocide, and member states failed to provide the troops and equipment 

necessary to implement it (Wills, 2009, p. 33). Whenever the international community 

fails to implement UN resolutions, it is safe to assume that individual states did not have 

the political will to contribute. This demonstrates that legitimization of an intervention is 

important, but cannot create safe areas without the support and resources from other UN 

member states.  
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Finally, states parties to a non-international armed conflict usually have an interest in non-

intervention (Yamashita, 2004, p. 38). Article 2, paragraph 7 of the UN Charter supports 

this claim to sovereignty, although nowadays the R2P doctrine undermines it. The 

invocation of R2P by the Security Council obliges a state to allow a temporary breach of 

its sovereignty to protect its civilians. In effect, Security Council resolutions that establish 

safe zones do not require the consent of belligerents. Yet, states parties to a conflict may 

endorse the creation of safe areas (Yamashita, 2004, p. 186). This was done by the 

Bosnian state in 1992 when it endorsed the safe cities to keep productive Bosnians in the 

country and the economy afloat during the war (Hyndman, 2003, p. 174). Unless the state 

attempting to prevent intervention in its internal affairs has powerful allies, it cannot 

directly avert the creation of safe areas.  

 

Taken together, the creation of a safe area depends on; the UN Security Council passing 

a resolution under Chapter VI or VII, permanent members voting in favour or abstaining 

from voting (i.e. not vetoing) and UN member states’ contributions in terms of troops, 

equipment and putting the issue on the agenda.  

 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, safe areas are special zones designed to protect non-combatants from the 

harms of armed conflict. Safe areas are imposed by UN Security Council under chapter 

VII of the UN Charter and protected with force. Their primary purpose is to preserve lives 

and respond to humanitarian concerns, although the containment of refugee flows and 

regional stability are also motives. There are several terminologies to refer to similar 

special zones. As the safe area is only one that entered the vocabulary of the UN Security 

Council, it is employed as the general referent throughout this thesis. 

 

 

International support for creation of a safe area 

UN Security Council: passes a resolution under Chapter VII (allowing use of force) 

Permanent members: abstain from veto 

UN member states: contribute required troops and equipment 

State party to armed conflict: allows temporary breach of sovereignty 
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The second section explored the constructivist ontology. States are main actors in 

international relations, their social practices are informed by their identities and interests, 

which in turn are shaped by social structures and shared knowledge that constitutes them 

as such. In other words, constructivists place political action within the wider context of 

international structures (i.e. UN system) and shared understandings among states (i.e. 

about underlying power relations).  

 

The third section focused on the first building blocks of the conceptual framework to 

evaluate political will. Political will is defined as the “commitment of a state to pursue a 

certain foreign policy and to sustain the costs of its agenda over time”. The framework 

developed is based on a set of indicators, based on constructivist ideas and Brinkerhoff.  

The five indicators are: (1) locus of initiative, degree to which the initiative is internal and 

not imposed, (2) identity and interests, degree to which the policy reproduces rather than 

contradicts a state’s identity and interests, (3) mobilization of support, degree to which 

mobilization is effective (persuasive frame), has strong domestic support and efforts are 

many, (4) power, degree to which the policy is a priority and (non)material input is 

significant, and finally (5) continuity of effort, degree to which effort and resources are 

allocated on the long term.  

 

Finally, the last section added to the five indicators of domestic political will two 

environmental factors. As Turkey cannot establish a safe area by itself (indeed the very 

definition of a safe area requires it to be established by international actors), it needs 

international support and the intervention to be perceived as legitimate to achieve its 

desired outcome. The legitimacy of Turkey’s safe area plan depends on its compliance 

with R2P. R2P calls for intervention by the international community when a state fails to 

protect its people if there is just cause (i.e. humanitarian need), right authority (i.e. UN 

Security Council authorization), right intention and reasonable prospects. As for 

international support, Turkey needs the UN Security Council (which passes the resolution 

authorizing the creation), its permanent members (which must refrain from vetoing), UN 

member states (which must contribute troops and materials to the mission) and the 

belligerents party to the non-international conflict (which must respect the safe area). 

 

The next chapter contextualizes Turkish political will for the creation of a safe area in 

northern Syria by mapping the situation and Turkey’s role within the conflict. 
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Chapter 2: Mapping the conflict in Syria and Turkey’s role within it 
 

The first chapter build a conceptual framework to assess political will for a foreign policy 

pursuing the establishment of a safe area. To apply this conceptual framework and assess 

Turkish political will, the environment within which it operates must be understood. 

 

This chapter thus maps the Syrian conflict and Turkey’s role within it. Note that it is 

beyond the scope of this thesis to analyse the Syrian conflict and its numerous belligerents 

and their interests in depth. The chapter is instrumental to contextualize Turkish political 

will in relation to its Syrian neighbour and the international community. It aims to gain a 

basic understanding of the Syrian conflict and its belligerents, as well as its sectarian 

turns, in order to put Turkey’s call for a safe area in northern Syria into context. The 

following also aims to establish that there is a need for a solution from the Turkish 

perspective.  

 

In order to address the above, the first part of this chapter outlines the situation in Syria 

and maps the different groups fighting on the ground. The second part considers the 

development of the Turkish-Syrian relationship over the past decades to contextualize 

Turkey’s response to the 2011 Syrian uprising. 

 

2.1 Situation in Syria 
 

The Syrian crisis started in March 2011, when non-violent protesters attempted to end the 

Assad’s forty-year rule (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 560). The Syrian uprising emerged 

in the wider regional context of the Arab Spring, which is increasingly more referred to 

as Arab revolutions (Onis, 2014, p. 204). The Syrian government violently cracked down 

the protests, opening fire on civilians that had taken the streets to demand reform (Rose, 

2014, p. 215). The government’s use of force hardened the protesters’ resolve and by 

autumn 2011 the opposition had taken up arms to defend themselves (Slim & Trombetta, 

2014, p. 23).  

 

The violent escalation allowed the regime to characterize the revolution as a large Sunni 

bid to overthrow the regime (Carpenter, 2013, p. 2). The sectarian turn of the conflict 

prompted neighbouring countries to intervene directly in the conflict (Lawson, 2014, p. 
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1353). The Sunni majority, joined by Sunni fighters from other countries, was pitted 

against the Alawite community, which is linked to the Shi’ite community.  

 

Humanitarian situation 

Almost half the Syrian population has been displaced since the onset of the civil war, 

fleeing widespread war crimes and crimes against humanity (İçduygu, 2015, p. 2). As of 

December 2015, there are more than 6,5 million IDPs and 13,5 million people in need of 

humanitarian assistance inside Syria (UNOCHA, 2016). The world has not seen a refugee 

crisis of this scale since the Rwandan genocide in 1994 (Sevi, 2014, p. 1).  

 

The conflict in Syria has exacerbated existing political and socio-economic strains on 

Syria’s Arab neighbours. Iraq and Lebanon have been the worst affected with Syrian 

refugees exacerbating their own sectarian divides on top of economic strains. Jordan 

remains neutral on the Syria issue yet its resources and generosity are being strained by 

Syrian refugees, on top of previous waves of Palestinian and Iraqi refugees (Kinninmont, 

2014, p. 6). At the outset of the conflict, Turkey thought Syrians could return home after 

a swift end of the conflict, but now the costs have increased considerably and there is a 

pressing need for a long term policy (İçduygu, 2015, p. 1). 

 

All warring parties in Syria are fighting with little, if any, regard for humanitarian law 

and its principle of distinction (UN General Assembly, 2015, p. 6). Government forces 

and opposition groups have violated civilians in numerous ways; unlawful killing, 

executing, indiscriminate bombing, torture, enforced disappearances, arbitrary arrest, 

forced recruitment, sexual slavery of Yazidi and the list goes on (UN General Assembly, 

2015, pp. 6-8). On top of war crimes, belligerents have employed medieval military 

tactics such as besieging to force civilians in densely populated areas to live under 

inhumane conditions, denied of food, water, electricity and medicine.  

 

2.2 Belligerents in the Syrian conflict 
The belligerents in Syria are the Syrian government (Assad’s regime), the opposition 

(comprised of a myriad of armed groups), the Syrian Kurds (PYD), Islamist military 

groups (including ISIS and Jabhat al-Nusra) and all of their respective international 

backers. None of them seem positioned to secure a military victory and all have secured 
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sufficient support channels and territorial gains to sustain them for several more years 

(UN General Assembly, 2015, p. 3).  

 

The Syrian government 

The Bashar Al-Assad regime fights to maintain its power and relies on its army. The 

Syrian armed forces are for the most part well equipped and disciplined (Weiss, 2014, p. 

15). For fear of defections, Assad only deploys about one third of his forces, mostly 

Alawite career soldiers, rather than Sunni conscripts. With the loss of population under 

the Syrian government’s control, access to new conscripts has been reduced so conscripts 

are unlikely to be discharged (Jenkins, 2014, p. 6). Assad’s army is aided by paramilitary 

groups belonging mostly to the Alawite community perpetrating atrocities (Berti & Paris, 

2014, p. 25). The militias’ role in the fighting solve the manpower and morale problem 

by exploiting sectarian divides. 

 

Assad has significant international allies. Russia and Iran openly aid Assad with political 

cover, as well as financial and military support (Jenkins, 2014, p. 7). Assad’s survival 

adds to Iran’s prestige and influence in the region. Iran has provided training, financial 

support and helped to enlist Shi’a volunteers to fight in defense of Assad’s regime. Russia 

is motivated to intervene on Assad’s behalf because the regime is a major consumer of 

its arms and Syria is host to Russia’s only warm-water naval base. Russia also opposes 

Western military intervention as a matter of principle and blocks UN resolutions 

condemning Syria (Jenkins, 2014, p. 7). The Assad government is also supported by 

Hezbollah, a Lebanese Shi’i movement that was initially set up by Iran to fight Israel in 

1982 (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 563). Hezbollah joined the war motivated by the fact 

that most rebels were Sunnis and at Iran’s urging. Hezbollah provided the Syrian military 

with a force of well- trained, equipped and battle-hardened fighters from years of combat 

experience gained in Lebanon’s civil war and two wars with Israel (Jenkins, 2014, p. 7). 

 

The opposition 

In opposition to the Syrian government, there is the Free Syrian Army (FSA), which is 

the moderate force that emerged from the street protests (although as the conflict wears 

on they have become more and more radical). The opposition receives international 

support from Turkey, which provides them with an operational space, Qatar and Saudi 

Arabia, which send weapons (Sevi, 2014, p. 1; Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 563). Saudi 
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Arabia and other Sunni Muslim countries have an interest in the defeat of Assad as it 

would counterbalance the power Assad’s ally Iran gained through growing ties with Iraq, 

which has been dominated by Shi’ites after the 2003 US invasion ousted Saddam Hussein 

(Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 565) 

Additionally, European states and the United States have provided support by lifting arms 

embargos to the FSA and exerted political pressure on Assad to resign. 

 

The FSA rebel army comprises more than a thousand independent units and their only 

common denominator is that Assad must go (Weiss, 2014, p. 14; Jenkins, 2014, p. 9). 

Opposition leaders are based both outside and inside the country and a clear chain of 

command to coordinate operations is lacking. FSA is characterized by local 

uncoordinated efforts, rather than dictated by a national strategy. The opposition has been 

unable to form a credible national interim government for the areas it controls. In terms 

of equipment, rebels have ample small weapons, but lack the arsenal needed to defeat the 

government forces (Jenkins, 2014, p. 9). The main cleavage within FSA is the secular 

versus jihadist groups. The Syrian National Council lost control of the more Islamist 

organisations, many like the Al-Qaeda linked Jabhat al-Nusra, officially withdrew with 

the FSA (Jenkins, 2014, p. 8). 

 

Islamist groups 

The Syrian crisis is more than a battle between those that are for or against Assad. The 

rise of radical Islamist groups has exacerbated sectarian tensions. Some argue the Assad 

regime is partly responsible for the rise of these groups, as the government released 

known radicals from prison in 2011 (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 560). From early on in 

the crisis, Syrian authorities deliberately attacked sacred Sunni places to create a sectarian 

dimension to the conflict (Slim & Trombetta, 2014, p. 24). The discourse of the Islamist 

groups, especially Jabhat al-Nusra and Islamic State of Syria and Iraq (ISIS) is deeply 

sectarian and hateful. Financial support from the Gulf states and Turkey has made them 

powerful relative to other groups of the opposition (Berti & Paris, 2014, p. 25). Salafist 

groups believe in a literal interpretation of the Islam, support Islamic law and reject all 

political concepts that place man above God (Gunter, 2015, p. 104). They want to 

overthrow Assad to establish an Islamic state. The majority of Islamist groups are united 

in the relatively moderate Islamic Front, which is clearly distinguished from Al-Qaeda. 

There are two groups linked to Al-Qaeda, Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS, that are behaving as 
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guerrillas. The groups are running courts, schools and providing social assistance to 

people in the areas under their control (Jenkins, 2014, p. 10). They are the best organized 

rebel elements.   

 

Syrian Kurds 

Iraq, Turkey, Syria and Iran have benefited for decades from the lack of unity among the 

Kurds, but the crisis in Syria has boosted Kurdish nationalist aspirations (Barkey, 2014, 

p. 100; Sevi, 2014, p. 4). The rise of the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in 

northern Iraq, as well as the ongoing insurgency of the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) 

and their peace negotiations with Turkish government have empowered Kurds in the 

region. The Kurds represent 9 percent of the Syrian population. They have long standing 

grievances against Assad, but only joined the resistance in 2012. The shift towards ethno-

sectarian violence prompted Kurds to mobilize to protect themselves with the Popular 

Protection Units (YPG) (Lawson, 2014, p. 1352). The Democratic Union Party (PYD), 

which is closely associated with the PKK, suddenly governed an autonomous region, as 

government troops were pulled out of major Kurdish areas in summer 2012. Syria’s Kurds 

de facto gained autonomy in northern Syria (Gunter, 2015, p. 102). PYD consider 

themselves neutral in the civil war, seeking only self-defense and self-governance 

(Jenkins, 2014, p. 11).  

With regards to international backing, the Kurds actively cooperate with the United States 

in the fight against ISIS. In addition, Kurdish fighters have been joined in their struggle 

against the Islamists by armed formations of Turkmen, Shi’is, Syriac and Chaldean 

Christians as well as Bedouin tribes people (Lawson, 2014, p. 1352). They have incurred 

military losses fighting ISIS, but their efforts brought them political power that could 

further their objective to carve out a second Kurdish autonomous region (Barkey, 2014, 

p. 103). 

 

2.3 Turkey’s part in the Syrian conflict 
 

Turkish-Syrian enmity - Kemalism 

Turkey was established from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire in 1923 by Mustafa Kemal, 

better known as Atatürk. It was founded as a secular democracy, immediately setting it 

apart from its predominately Muslim, authoritarian neighbours (Walker, 2009, p. 499). 

Atatürk’s persuasive Kemalist ideology emphasized secularism and westernization, 
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which kept Turkey from getting involved in Middle Eastern affairs for most of the 20th 

century (Taşpınar, 2012, p. 127). Turkish foreign policies during Kemalist times were as 

extensions of domestic considerations accompanied by a visible tendency to externalize 

domestic problems, especially by identifying foreign enemies as root causes of Turkish 

security problems (Aras, 2009, p. 4).  

In the case of Syria, its support to Kurdish separatism in Turkey in the 1980s and 1990s 

caused it to be identified as a foreign enemy (Taşpınar, 2012, p. 136). Other roots of 

enmity between Turkey and Syria, included Syria’s historic rejection of Turkey’s 

annexation of Hatay province in the years following Syria’s independence from the 

Ottoman Empire, as well as disputes over the Euphrates’ and Tigris’ water distribution 

(Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 14). Turkish attitude towards its southwestern neighbour only 

changed when the Justice and Development (AKP) came to power in 2002, and 

fundamentally changed Turkish foreign policy. 

 

Turkish-Syrian amity – neo-Ottomanism 

The 1990s in Turkey are referred to as the lost decade, as the economy was plagued by 

recessions, high inflation rates, structural budget deficits and political instability. 

Structural economic reforms were introduced by Finance Minister Kemal Derviş in 2001 

and continued by the AKP. Within a decade, Turkish per capita income doubled and 

Turkey became sixteenth largest economy in the world with an average growth of 7 

percent per year (Taşpınar, 2012, p. 133). The economic success of the AKP can in part 

be explained through its neo-Ottoman ideology that fundamentally changed Turkey’s 

attitude towards its neighbours. Ahmet Davutoğlu, current foreign minister and formerly 

chief advisor on foreign policy, is the intellectual architect of neo-Ottoman ideology 

(Aras, 2009, p. 2). Neo-Ottomanism reimagined Turkish identity in relation to its 

neighbourhood, its Ottoman past and its secular state. 

Davutoğlu wanted to end Turkey’s alienation from its neighbourhood and rediscover 

Turkey’s multiple identities; Western, Muslim, secular, Kurdish and Turkish (Taşpınar, 

2012, p. 128). The new rhetoric towards former Ottoman colonies was framed as the “zero 

problem policy”. Zero problem emphasized mutual gain though economic 

interdependence and close political ties based on cultural affinity and Muslim 

brotherhood (Öniş, 2012, p. 46). Driven by a neo-Ottoman ideology, Turkey defended 

the Palestinian bid for statehood in United Nations and supported revolutions in Tunisia, 
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Egypt and Libya (Sevi, 2014, p. 2).  Under the AKP, exports to the Middle East and North 

Africa more than doubled, driving Turkey’s economic growth (Taşpınar, 2012, p. 129). 

Although economic interdependence is presented as the top priority for AKP foreign 

policymakers, neo-Ottomanism also rediscovered Turkey’s imperial legacy, anew 

seeking regional hegemony. 

The AKP’s neo-Ottoman ambition to restore Turkish leadership in the Arab world drove 

Turkey’s policy towards Syria (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 16). Prior to 2011, Syria was the 

showcase, success story of the AKP’s zero problems strategy (Öniş, 2012, p. 53). In the 

early 2000s, the interdependencies that had been sources of conflict became opportunities 

to cooperate. The Turkish-Syrian borders were de-securitized, joint river water 

management initiated and trade and investment developed rapidly. The AKP invested 

heavily in the relationship with Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad and regarded Syria as 

a gateway to the Arab East. Turkey’s President Tayyip Erdoğan felt he had a special 

relationship with Assad. During the golden age of Turkish-Syrian relations, Turkey 

brought Syria out of isolation after the assassination of Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik 

al-Hariri in 2005, mediated between Israel and Syria during negotiations on the Golan 

heights in 2007-2008 and created a trilateral bloc with Iran against the common threat of 

Kurdish irredentism and destabilization of Iraq since 2003 US invasion (Hinnebusch, 

2015, p. 14; Taşpınar, 2012, p. 137). 

2011 Syrian uprising 

In response to the street protests in Syria in March 2011, Erdogan called on his ally Assad 

to implement far-reaching social, economic and political reforms rather than repressing 

protestors. He also urged Assad to share power with the Muslim brothers. Evidently, 

Turkey thought it could encourage reform in Syria, building on the political capital built 

up through AKP era (Öniş, 2012, p. 53). Yet, Turkey’s ability to exert pressure on Assad 

was overestimated and Erdogan, who viewed Assad as his protégé, was personally 

affronted by his lies about intending reform (Taşpınar, 2012, p. 137). 

As the Syrian government increased its violence against protestors and refugees flooded 

into southern Turkey, the zero problems policy became no longer tenable. Ankara had to 

take sides in the more like “zero neighbours without problems” situation (Taşpınar, 2012, 

p. 135). This created, as Öniş puts it, an ethics vs. self-interest dilemma, given that trade 

and investment linkages had been built with the regime in power (Öniş, 2012, p. 46). The 
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economic interdependence and personal relationship between Assad and Erdogan proved 

too thin to prevent the reversal of amity (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 15).  

A mere two months after the beginning of the protests, Turkey changed its position and 

condemned Assad’s violent crackdown of the protests. However, Turkey’s dual approach 

of supporting the opposition whilst continuing to encourage change through the existing 

regime proved unsustainable (Öniş, 2012, p. 54). In September 2011, Ankara made the 

complete U-turn and called on Assad to step down seeking leverage by hosting opposition 

leaders, most notably the Muslim Brotherhood (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 14; Taşpınar, 2012, 

p. 137). Turkey also gave sanctuary to Syrian Army defectors and helped them constitute 

the Free Syrian Army (FSA). The Syrian Ambassador in Ankara warned Damascus could 

retaliate by resuming support for the PKK. Soon thereafter, Syria allowed the PKK-

affiliated PYD take over much of the Kurdish inhabited border zone (Hinnebusch, 2015, 

p. 15). 

Turkey was the main initiator of the deterioration in Turkish-Syrian relations. Assad’s 

regime holding on to power and resisting change was a serious blow to economic, 

diplomatic and cultural links developed in the past decade (Öniş, 2012, p. 54). Renewed 

enmity with Syria jeopardised Turkish economic links with the Arab world as Syria ended 

free trade agreements that had favoured Turkey, ousting Turkish investors and obstructing 

Turkey’s transit to the Gulf (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 17). Turkey in turn ended the High 

Level Strategic Council, which had facilitated Turkish-Syrian cooperation over issues 

such as their common rivers’ water. Ankara also imposed economic sanctions and warned 

Syria of Western intervention. Turkey not only urged the international community to 

impose sanctions but also proposed a no-fly zone and a safe haven for Syrian refugees. 

Turkey became openly critical of the UN Security Council for its inaction and called on 

NATO for its support when Syria downed a Turkish plane in 2012 (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 

17).  

Within a few months the Syrian uprising and its violent crackdown thoroughly reshuffled 

regional alignments. Syria killed Turkish ambitions for regional hegemony and Syria and 

Turkey are once again bitter enemies, reversing a whole decade of heavy investment in 

their relationship (Barkey, 2014, p. 117).  
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The Kurdish issue 

The Kurdish separatist PKK is traditionally seen as the greatest threat to Turkey’s security 

(Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 16). Turkey fears Kurds national claims may destroy Turkish 

territorial integrity and unity. Since modern Turkey was founded in 1923, Kurds were 

denied basic rights. ‘Mountain Turks’ could not speak their own language, have Kurdish 

names or call themselves Kurds (Sevi, 2014, p. 4). In the 1920s-40s, Turkey crushed three 

great Kurdish uprisings, which were punished by closing Kurdish schools, organisations, 

publications and religious institutions (Gunter, 2015, p. 106).  

Turkey has been at war with separatist Kurds, especially the Partiya Karkarane Kurdistan, 

better known as the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK), since the mid-1980s. The founder 

and leader of PKK which was founded in 1978, Abdullah Öcalan, was offered a safe 

haven by Syria for 14 years (Sevi, 2014, p. 4). Öcalan used Syria as a base to organize 

the PKK, which was a major point of contention between Syria and Turkey. Turkey (as 

well as the US and European Union) considers the PKK a terrorist organisation. 

The AKP government changed the Turkish state’s attitude towards the Kurds. It brought 

reforms since 2004, such as allowing Kurdish television stations to broadcast and schools 

to offer elective courses in Kurdish. This was huge for a Turkish government, as Turkey 

was accustomed to denying the existence of Kurds (Sevi, 2014, p. 3). The reforms 

however fell short in addressing longstanding grievances such as greater autonomy, 

political representation, full language rights and, most controversially, an ethnically 

neutral constitution of the Republic with the current reference to “Turkishness” as the 

identity of the country removed.  

The crisis in Syria disrupted the AKP’s peace process with the Kurds and boosted Kurdish 

nationalist aspirations. With the rise of the KRG in northern Iraq and de facto autonomy 

of the PYD in northern Syria Turkey’s worst fear became reality. Kurdistan in Turkey’s 

western and southern flank enticed their own Kurds to pursue their dream of autonomy. 

Ankara responded to entrenching PYD (Syrian Kurds) and resurgent PKK (Turkish 

Kurds) by stepping up rapprochement with KRG (Iraqi Kurds) through oil trade 

agreements (Lawson, 2014, p. 1356). 

Turkish support to opposition and Sunni jihadism 

Ankara has played a key role in assisting the opposition, with FSA headquartered in 

Istanbul, and providing implicit aid to other armed groups opposed to Assad and Syrian 

Kurds (Gunter, 2015, p. 107). It soon became public knowledge that Turkey was helping 
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jihadist groups in Syria, including those linked to Al-Qaeda, because they were most 

effective against Assad (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 18). Turkey’s early tacit support allowed 

jihadists to transit in Turkey. The motivation was to enable opposition to defeat Assad 

and Syrian Kurds, which had declared a thinly disguised PKK proto-state on the southern 

Turkish border (Gunter, 2015, p. 103). 

At first, Turkey had no sectarian agenda and supported Assad’s Alawite regime (Sevi, 

2014, p. 3). Then its discourse against Assad and support to the opposition, which Assad 

demonised as Islamic terrorists, positioned Ankara as a defender of Sunni Muslims. This 

framed Turkey’s neo-Ottoman bid for regional hegemony in terms of its Sunni identity, 

defined especially against its main competitor Shia dominated Iran (Hinnebusch, 2015, 

p. 18). As a result of this over-involvement in Syria, Turkey has been drawn into sectarian 

conflict in the context of the great fault-lines in Middle Eastern politics, namely the Sunni-

Shi’a divide (Onis, 2014, p. 210).  

Turkey and its refugees 

Turkey now hosts the largest number of refugees in the world, including more than two 

million Syrian refugees (3RP, 2015, p. 3). Until early 2013 most refugees lived in high 

quality camps funded and managed by the Turkish state and NGOs (Barkey, 2014, p. 

108). The majority of Syrians are now settled all over Turkey. At the outset of the conflict, 

Turkey assumed refugees could return home after a swift end of the conflict and had an 

open door approach to Syrian refugees.   

As the Syrian refugee crisis has entered into its fifth year, the protracted situation strains 

Turkey’s reception capacity. Turkey’s Syrian ‘guests’ (word chosen for refugees) are 

increasingly unlikely to return to Syria even if there is a political settlement. This is 

especially true for business owners and people for whom devastated Syria offers few 

options (Barkey, 2014, p. 107). Another problem of major concern is the cost of hosting 

refugees. The Turkish state has expended $5 billion so far, of which a mere 3% was 

covered by contributions from other countries and UN agencies (İçduygu, 2015, p. 1). 

Other concerns include increasing tensions between refugees and Turkish residents and 

the rise in anti-Arab sentiment.  

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the first part of this chapter mapped the belligerents involved in the Syrian 

conflict and their respective backers. At the outset of the civil war, the fighting groups 
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could be subdivided in those supporting or opposing the Syrian government. The Assad 

regime, its army and pro-government militias are supported by Russia and Iran. The 

opposition groups ‘united’ in the FSA are supported by Turkey, the Gulf States and 

indirectly the European Union and US. Yet, the rise of Islamist groups complicated the 

situation as they cannot be categorized as being for or against Assad. Rather Islamist 

groups, especially Al-Qaeda linked ISIS and Jabhat Al-Nusra, have taken advantage of 

the crisis and its sectarian turn to carve out their own territories. The Syrian Kurds gained 

de facto autonomy in northern Syria and are fighting ISIS. 

The second part of this chapter described Turkey’s part in the Syrian conflict. Turkey’s 

relationship with Syria has been volatile. For most of the existence of modern Turkey, the 

neighbours could barely see eye to eye. Kemalist Turkey neglected its neighbourhood 

favouring the West. This changed when the AKP came to power early 21st century and 

sought to cooperate with Syria rather than compete on their interdependencies. This 

newfound amity was quickly destroyed when Assad did not follow Erdogan’s advice to 

implement reforms in response to the protests. Turkey started supporting the opposition, 

including Islamist groups, and was faced with the unintended consequence of 

strengthening Kurdish separatism. On top of drastically reconfiguring Turkish alignments 

and moving the AKP from a “zero problem policy” to “zero neighbours without 

problems”, the Syrian crisis has caused Turkey to become host to the largest number of 

refugees in the world. Now Turkey is calling on the international community to establish 

a safe area in northern Syria to resolve its problems. 
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Chapter 3: Research findings – application of the conceptual 
framework on political will 
 

In the previous two chapters, a conceptual framework to analyse political will was 

developed and the situation in Syria, and Turkey’s role within it, described. This third 

chapter focuses on the case of Syria and whether or not Turkey could create a safe area 

in northern Syria. Its ability to do so is contingent on the strength of its political will, 

legitimization of the intervention through R2P and other states contributing to and 

supporting the action.  

 

As for the structure of this chapter, first the conceptual framework for political will as 

presented in chapter one shall be applied to assess the strength of Turkey’s political will 

to establish safe areas in Syria. Turkey’s political will shall be assessed with the five 

indicators. That is to say, the locus of initiative, Turkey’s identity and interests, its ability 

to mobilize support, use of its power and the continuity of Turkey’s effort.  

 

The second half of this chapter shall focus on the environmental factors that may hinder 

or facilitate the desired outcome. The legitimacy of Turkey’s safe area plan will be 

determined, as well as its ability to get relevant international actors to support the creation 

of a safe area. 

 

3.1 Turkish political will to create a safe area in northern Syria 
 

Locus of initiative of the safe area plan 

The first indicator of political will is the locus of initiative, which asks whether the 

initiative is internal or external. Home-grown initiatives are associated with commitment 

and ownership and more correlated with high willingness to pursue action (Brinkerhoff, 

2000, p. 242). For this characteristic, the indicator is a range from high to low of the extent 

to which initiative lies with the relevant actors. Turkey has full ownership of its safe area 

plan and the initiative has not been imposed upon it. For its plan, Turkey likely was 

inspired by the safe havens in northern Iraq in 1991. As the situation in Iraq back then 

bears similarity to the situation in Syria now, especially in terms of Turkey’s role, and the 

safe havens are mostly considered a success, the Iraqi case will be briefly presented. 
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Operation Provide Comfort (OPC) was an intervention to protect Kurds from attacks 

perpetrated by the Bagdad government (Wills, 2009, p. 194). The crushing of the Kurdish 

uprising following the Gulf War led to at least 1,5 million refugees and an additional 1 

million IDPs when Turkey closed its borders (Orchard, 2014, p. 61). Back in 1991, there 

was no precedent where the UN Security Council authorized an intervention in the 

domestic affairs of a state for humanitarian reasons (Yamashita, 2004, p. 37). Hence, the 

United Kingdom and the United States initially condemned Baghdad for the repression, 

but considered the crisis an internal affair. Iraq’s neighbours Turkey, Iran and Syria feared 

a spill-over of Kurdish nationalism if Iraq would fall apart, because of the significant 

number of Kurds living within their borders. In response, Turkey and Iran called for 

international action to help them deal with refugee influx, whilst Iraq appealed for non-

intervention. International intervention only became part of the Council’s imagination 

when France and Germany argued the suppression was genocide and that third states had 

a duty to intervene (Yamashita, 2004, p. 38). The Kurds also called it genocide and 

humanitarian arguments gained ground, through Kurdish demonstrations, media reports 

on the plight of the refugees and politicians questioning the non-intervention policy 

(Yamashita, 2004, p. 39).  

 

In this context, the Security Council discussed the situation and adopter resolution 688. 

The Chapter VI resolution set the context for the creation of an allied safe area, even 

though it did not allow for a military intervention (Yamashita, 2004, p. 36; Wills, 2009, 

p. 22). The resolution was adopted with ten votes in favour and set precedent for 

intervention on humanitarian grounds. Its promulgation was the first time the Council 

reached a consensus that consequences of the repression of civilians posed a threat to 

international peace and security (Yamashita, 2004, p. 43; Chau, 2012, p. 199). A no-fly 

zone was imposed barring Iraqi military aircrafts from flying over northern Iraq (Wills, 

2009, p. 195). The zone was presented as necessary to assist in humanitarian efforts, 

although the airdrops were inadequate to alleviate the suffering of the refugees 

(Yamashita, 2004, p. 44). 

 

At this point, Turkey suggested returning refugees to Iraq and protecting them there. The 

United Kingdom further developed this safe haven plan: “bring back refugees from the 

mountains to a relatively small enclave under UN protection, then help them to return to 

their villages” (Yamashita, 2004, p. 47). Yet, resolution 688 did not explicitly authorize 
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a safe haven, nor did the Iraqi government consent to it (Orchard, 2014, p. 61). 

Nevertheless, the safe havens were considered in accordance with the resolution as it 

“supported humanitarian efforts” (Wills, 2009, p. 22; Yamashita, 2004, p. 55). The allied 

safe havens were set up in response to the plight of the Kurdish refugees by the United 

Kingdom, United States and France. The allies were unanimous from the start that the 

operation would be short term and that they would hand in over to the UN as soon as 

possible, which they did (Yamashita, 2004, p. 51). Operation Provide Comfort is mostly 

considered a success. Troops were able to assist Kurdish IDPs’ return, and ensure the 

distribution of humanitarian aid, such as food, shelter, access to water, and medical 

supplies (Wills, 2009, p. 195).  

 

With the success of the safe havens in Iraq in terms of containing Iraqi Kurdish refugees 

and preventing spill over of the crisis to neighbouring countries in mind, Turkey has been 

trying to impose the safe area plan for Syria on its allies. Fearing spill over of the sectarian 

conflict, Turkey wasted no time in calling for a no-fly zone in northern Syria and 

requesting great powers to support a military intervention (Sevi, 2014, p. 2). The initiative 

came from Turkey and it is based on a historical precedent. The locus of initiative is 

therefore considered internal as shown in the figure below. 

 

 
 

Turkish identities and interests  

The second indicator of political will is identity and interests. This characteristic is 

demonstrated with rankings among a continuum depending on the degree to which the 

policy contradicts or reproduces Turkey’s identity and interests. A state’s identity is its 

role-specific understanding about itself through relationships with others and the 

structures they find themselves in. Who is Turkey? Who are others? Interests are based 

on identities but more outcome focused. What does Turkey want?  

 

Turkish identity  

Any understanding of Turkish national identity must consider its history. Turkey’s 

multiple political identities are all rooted in its history. Reflecting the diversity in the 

Ottoman social structure, there are forty-seven different ethnic groups in Turkey today 
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(Saatci, 2002, p. 554). The main identities that have defined Turkish foreign policy over 

time are described below; Ottoman, Kemalist, neo-Ottoman, and Kurdish. Both 

Kemalism and neo-Ottomanism have been referred to in chapter two to contextualize the 

shifting Turkish-Syrian relationship prior to and following the Syrian uprising. These 

ideologies that have shaped Turkish foreign policy will be discussed here as Turkish 

national identities. 

 

The Ottoman Empire was a significant force in the world historical arena for more than 

600 years (Saatci, 2002, p. 553) Modern Turkey emerged from the ashes of the Ottoman 

Empire less than a century ago (Walker, 2009, p. 494). Turkey ceased to be a global power 

when the Ottoman Empire lost World War I, but Turkey’s imperial legacy influences its 

identity to this day.   

 

The Turkish Republic was declared in 1923 after a four-year independence war against 

occupying Allied and Greek forces (Saatci, 2002, p. 557). The first Turkish leader 

Mustafa Kemal, otherwise known as Ataturk, realized the importance of building a 

Turkish identity and made assimilation of different cultures official government policy 

(Saatci, 2002, p. 556). The multiple identities that had prevailed during the Ottoman 

period officially coalesced into secular Turkish nationalism (Yavuz, 1998, p.26). 

Minorities without a territorial claim (Jews) were allowed to become citizens, whilst other 

non-Muslim minorities (such as Greek and Armenian) were expelled or forcibly 

assimilated. Ataturk had an ideology that defined Turkish identity and interests for most 

of the country’s existence. This Kemalist doctrine emphasized westernization and 

secularism. Turkey chose to reject its region in favour of the West and developed a sense 

of superiority to the Arab world. Kemalist Turkey was characterized by state-led top-

down modernization led by secular elites (Öniş, 2012, p. 55).  

 

Subsequent Turkish leaders have largely followed Ataturk’s Kemalist vision, until the 

AKP came to power in 2002 and fundamentally changed Turkish foreign policy. Driven 

by a neo-Ottomanist ideology, architected by foreign minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, the AKP 

envisioned Turkey as a regional power and abandoned decades of shunning the Middle 

East. Neo-Ottomanists emphasize Turkish cultural links to the Balkans, the Middle East 

and even Central Asia, fostered by shared history. They perceive Turkey as the natural 

heir of the Ottoman Empire and thus potential to become Muslim regional power (Walker, 
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2009, p. 503). Neo-Ottomanism, as opposed to strictly secular Kemalism, has also led to 

a re-Islamization of the Turkish national identity (Yavuz, 1998, p.30). AKP’s form of 

secularism allowed for more space for religion in the public space and everyday life (Öniş, 

2012, p. 55). The Arab Spring allowed Ankara to promote its Islamic-compatible version 

of democracy as a model. The AKP perceived itself as the soft power big brother of 

emerging Arab democracies and committed itself to exporting liberal peace (Hinnebusch, 

2015, p. 16).  

 

Before the Syrian crisis, Turkey briefly was the leading regional power in the Middle 

East, having established economic and political alliances while mediating relationships 

between the East and West (Sevi, 2014, p. 2). The AKP “zero problems” foreign policy 

was built on four pillars; economy capable of trading with everyone, strong links with 

Europe and the United States, dominant position in the region and close links with Middle 

East regimes and historical/cultural affinity with neighbouring states. The zero problems 

policy strengthened Turkey’s economic ties with the Middle East, geographically close 

and little economic competition. This benefited Turkey with a large rise in exports that 

boosted Turkish influence abroad, while at the same time fuelling growth at home 

(Barkey, 2014, p. 105).  

 

Along with its Ottoman, Kemalist and more recent neo-Ottoman identities, Turkish 

identity is defined against its minorities, especially the Kurds. The largest minority in 

Turkey has long been regarded as a threat to Turkish territorial integrity and unity. 

Historically the Kurds were squeezed between two equally strong rivals, the Ottoman and 

Persian empires. Until the beginning of the 19th century, the Kurdish buffer zone between 

the two empires enjoyed relative autonomy (Saatci, 2002, p. 556) The Ottomans began to 

consolidate their borders as they were losing more and more territory, thus eliminating 

Kurdish autonomy. Later on, former Kurdish territories were incorporated in modern 

Turkey. 

 

Turkey has been at war with separatist Kurds, the PKK, since the mid-1980s. Although 

the AKP started a peace process with the Kurds, its proposed reforms, including 

permitting the use of the Kurdish language in private schools and electoral campaigns, 

fell short in addressing Kurdish grievances (Lawson, 2014, p. 1356). The Kurds have 

been denied basic rights and have been forced to assimilate since the foundation of the 
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Republic of Turkey. For many decades, they were not allowed to speak their own 

language, nor call themselves Kurds and the constitution still refers to “Turkishness” as 

the identity of the country. Peace talks collapsed in 2015 and the violence between 

Turkish security forces and the PKK resumed. The renewed fighting between Turkey and 

the PKK led to a rising nationalist sentiment among a segment of the Turkish population 

(International Crisis Group, 2016, p. 4). Turkish public is divided almost evenly across 

those considering the PKK the biggest threat (44%) and ISIS (42%) (Hinnebusch, 2015, 

p. 20).  

 

The multiple Turkish identities converge on a few points. Kemalism and neo-Ottomanism 

both exhibit a strong attachment to the Turkish nation-state and a strong sense of 

patriotism (Taşpınar, 2012, p. 132). Turkish identities, whether Kemalist, Ottoman, neo-

Ottoman or defined against minorities, are all sensitive about outside pressures on Turkish 

national sovereignty. Turkey’s national identity is multifaceted and includes apparently 

contradictory identities, such as Muslim/secular, unity/excluded minorities, orientation 

toward its West/Arab neighbourhood. The “others” are the Kurds (and other mostly non-

Muslim) minorities and shifting enemies in the Middle East. 

 

Turkish interests 

Turkish identity is defined by its Ottoman and Kemalist history, its present neo-

Ottomanist vision, as well as its relations with its neighbours and own minorities. These 

multiple identities all form the basis of Turkey’s interests in relation to Syria, particularly 

neo-Ottomanism as it is promoted by the current AKP government. 

 

As described in the second chapter, Turkish-Syrian relations moved from enmity to amity 

under the AKP. The conflict in Syria and Turkey’s response to it caused the relationship 

to return to enmity. At the outset of the Syrian crisis, Assad did not follow Erdogan’s 

advice to implement reforms in response to the protests. Turkey started supporting the 

rebels opposed to the Assad regime, including Islamist groups, inadvertently aiding the 

rise of ISIS. Syria retaliated by enabling the YPD in northern Syria near the Turkish 

border region, thus strengthening Kurdish separatism. In a matter of months, the situation 

in Syria rearranged Turkey’s neighbourhood from a “zero problem” to “zero neighbours 

without problems”.  
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Turkish foreign policy interests at this stage in the Syrian conflict are threefold. Firstly, 

Ankara has an interest to limit new arrivals of refugees, as well as jihadists traveling 

through (İçduygu, 2015, p. 7). The Syrian crisis has caused Turkey to become host to the 

largest number of refugees in the world. Although initially welcomed as guests, Syrian 

refugees are increasingly regarded as a political threat and burdening the Turkish 

economy. Turkey fears their demographic impact and potential to exacerbate existing 

minority tensions (Orchard, 2014, p. 58). Anti-Arab sentiment is on the rise as well as 

resent due to economic competition. As the length of Syrian refugees’ stay increases 

public opinion becomes more unwelcoming, even hostile (İçduygu, 2015, p. 11). Many 

refugees are unlikely to return to Syria even if there is a political settlement and they are 

increasing considered threats to Turkish national security (Barkey, 2014, p. 108).  

 

Turkey became the transit country for jihadists from all over the world travelling to Syria 

(Barkey, 2014, p. 101). Although Turkey initially had an open door policy on jihadists, 

ISIS is now considered a security threat and Ankara fears that ISIS returnees might turn 

against the government (Barkey, 2014, p. 110). Another unintended consequence of 

Turkey’s support to jihadist fighters in Syria was that it strengthened Kurdish nationalism. 

The ISIS threat seemed to heal intra Kurdish cleavages that the AKP had been 

manipulating to contain Kurdish separatism (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 18). Turkey, Iraq, 

Syria and Iran have benefited for decades from the lack of unity among the Kurds. 

Turkey’s support to Islamist groups was intended to defeat Assad and the Kurds, not to 

bring two rival Kurdish groups together (Syrian PYD and Iraqi KRG) against a common 

threat (ISIS) (Gunter, 2015, p. 105). Turkey started to make it harder for jihadists to cross 

the border and disrupted smuggling that finances ISIS activities (especially oil) (Barkey, 

2014, p. 116). In response to a wave of terrorist attacks on Turkish soil by ISIS, Turkey 

began airstrikes mid-2015 and committed forces to US-led international effort against 

ISIS, whilst also reversing its position barring NATO forces access to its airbase in 

Incirlik (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p.258).  

Second, Turkey has a strong interest in containing Kurdish separatism, as the Kurds 

threaten Turkish unity and territorial integrity. Turkey is surrounded by assertive Kurds 

in its own south eastern provinces, Syria (PYD) and Iraq (KRG). The greatest threat to 

Turkey’s national interest is the threat from Syria’s increasingly well-entrenched armed 

Kurdish movement, the YPG (Lawson, 2014, p. 1354). The country fears that the PKK, 
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which is affiliated to the YPG, will use Syria as a base to launch attacks into Turkey in 

the future. Driven by this fear, Erdogan was reluctant to intervene when the Syrian-

Kurdish town of Kobane was about to be captured by ISIS. As Turkey saw it aid to the 

Syrian Kurds in Kobane would be tantamount to aiding the PKK and its tacit ally Assad 

(Barkey, 2014, p. 106). This incident angered Turkish Kurds who resorted to riots and 

military deployment in southeast reminiscent of 1990s. Since then, the Turkish-PKK 

peace talks have collapsed, violence resumed, curfews in Kurdish areas reinstated and 

both the PKK and Ankara have an interest in escalation (International Crisis Group, 2016, 

p. 3) 

 

One of Turkey’s worst fears is that Syrian Kurds might secure an autonomous Kurdish 

zone similar to that of their Iraqi counterparts KRG (Sevi, 2014, p. 4). This Turkish fear 

for a Kurdish state on its southern border is not unfounded (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, 

p. 265). The YPG has incurred military losses fighting ISIS, but its efforts brought the 

Kurds political power that could further their attempt to carve out a second Kurdish 

autonomous region (Barkey, 2014, p. 103). Furthermore, the YPG wants to seize the 

territory between its two enclaves, in Afrin and its holdings east of the Euphrates, as a 

contiguous swath of land would improve its claim for autonomy in a post-Assad Syria 

(International Crisis Group, 2016, p. 3). Turkey considers this unacceptable and stepped 

up its rapprochement with KRG in northern Iraq.  

 

Ankara responded to entrenching PYD (Syrian Kurds) and resurgent PKK (Turkish 

Kurds) by stepping up rapprochement with KRG (Iraqi Kurds), especially through oil 

trade agreements. This new Turkish-KRG alliance is meant to prevent Iraqi Kurds from 

supporting the Syrian Kurds, but also benefits Turkey with a large export market. The 

autonomous Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) government, unlike other political 

groups within KRG, strongly opposes PYD’s autonomy project in Syria and has blocked 

internal rivals from supplying arms and material to PYD (Lawson, 2014, p. 1358).  

 

Third, Turkey’s long term goal is regional stability (Aykan, 1996, p. 360). A failed Syria 

is not in the interest of Turkey and removing Assad is how Erdogan thinks to secure 

stability (Sevi, 2014, p. 3). Consistent with its neo-Ottoman identity, Turkey took the lead 

in regional efforts by hosting the Syrian Sunni-led opposition. This support has backfired 

and exposed the AKP foreign policy to major challenges, with Assad staying in power, 



46 
 

terrorist attacks by both the PKK and ISIS on Turkish soil, influx of Syrian refugees, 

transit of jihadists, emboldened Kurdish ambitions and setbacks in economic relations 

with the neighbourhood.  

 

Syria has killed the neo-Ottoman ambition for regional hegemony (Barkey, 2014, p. 117). 

Briefly Turkey was the leading power in the Middle East. The AKP, unlike its Kemalist 

predecessors, was largely perceived positively in the Arab region as Turkey took 

independent positions in relation to the US and was willing to engage with the West to 

capitalize on benefits of globalization. Turkish refusal in 2003 to send troops to Iraq was 

a turning point that started to erase negative memories of the Ottoman legacy. Also 

Erdogan’s support to the Palestinian cause and criticisms of Israel bolstered Turkey’s 

popularity (Öniş, 2012, p. 56). Turkey thrived on economic and political alliances with 

Arab regimes while mediating relationships between the East and West, until limits of its 

power were exposed early into the Syrian crisis by Assad when he ignored Erdogan’s 

advice (Sevi, 2014, p. 2). From 2011, Turkey managed to isolate itself in all corners of 

the region, burning bridges with Syria, Egypt and Iraq (except KRG) and Israel. Turkey’s 

over-involvement in Syria marks the failure of its neo-Ottoman bid for regional 

hegemony. This is relevant for its national interest in regional stability as it does not have 

the power it thought it had to influence the outcome of the conflict in Syria.  

 

 

 

Taken together, Turkish identities and national interests are in line with its safe area plan, 

because; “people who have been displaced can be placed in those areas” (Turkey says 

parts of northern Syria to become 'safe zone', Reuters, July 2015), a safe area would create 

a “buffer zone” between Turkey and the Kurdish PYD forces (Talk of Syria action may 

be Erdogan's latest gambit to pressure the West, Reuters, October 2015) and “moderate 

rebels could freely operate” from the zone (U.S. denies reaching agreement with Turkey 

on 'safe zone', Reuters, July 2015). In other words, a safe area could limit the influx of 

Turkish interests 
1. Limit influx of refugees and transit of jihadists 

2. Contain Kurdish separatism 

3. Achieve regional stability 
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refugees by containing them within Syria, contain Kurdish nationalism (and obstruct 

jihadists transit) by creating a buffer zone on the Turkish-Syrian border and achieve 

regional stability by offering opposition forces an operating space within Syria. If 

Turkey’s underlying assumptions about the effects of the safe area are true, then the 

creation of a safe area reproduces Turkish identities and interests as shown in the figure 

below.  

 

 

 

Turkish efforts to mobilize support 

For the assessment of Turkey’s political will to create a safe area in northern Syria, its 

mobilization of support for the plan is crucial. The degree of mobilization is measured by 

domestic support, Turkey’s efforts and the effectiveness of its efforts. Mobilization is the 

process of gaining the support needed to achieve an objective. A central concept in 

persuasion is framing (Payne, 2001, p. 39). Framing provides a singular interpretation of 

a particular situation and appropriate solution. It is a tool to situate an issue in a historical 

and social setting. When used strategically, frames can be manipulated to seem reasonable 

and achieve a desired outcome. 

 

There is limited domestic support for the AKP and its safe area plan. Since 2002 President 

Tayyip Erdoğan has won election after election, establishing himself as uncontested leader 

of Turkey. He has largely succeeded in managing internal tensions by controlling Turkish 

media and capitalizing on the opposition’s mistakes (Barkey, 2014, p. 112). Although 

Turks are concerned with the costs of the growing Syrian refugee presence and feel 

threatened by both ISIS and the PKK, Turkish public opinion is opposed any direct 

involvement in Syria beyond diplomacy (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 20).  Kemalists too believe 

that Turkey should refrain from becoming embroiled in conflict of the Middle East and 

violating sovereignty of a state (Hinnebusch, 2015, p. 19).  

 

When the Syrian Kurds won international sympathy because of their fight against ISIS, 

Turkey had to be careful not to antagonize the Western coalition. Although perhaps 

primarily interested in containing Kurdish separatism, Turkey framed its suggested safe 
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area in northern Syria as a solution to the humanitarian needs of Syrian IDPs. Its claimed 

purpose was to contain violence in Syria from spilling over and to provide a humanitarian 

corridor, ISIS free zone for thousands displaced from the fighting (Beehner & Meibauer, 

2016, p. 259). This strategic frame concealed Turkish intentions with legal ambiguity 

(legitimacy) and humanitarian rhetoric (goodwill). In this strategic attempt to mobilize 

international support, Turkey started calling for a safe zone without providing details of 

what such a zone would entail, who would enforce it or how Turkey would secure its 

international backing. By referring to an historical precedence, namely the 1991 safe 

havens in northern Iraq, the proposed safe area was thought more likely to be accepted 

by international allies (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p. 260).  

The Turkish strategic frame of its humanitarian safe area plan competes with alternative 

frames that interpret Turkish motivations in a different way. One such alternative frame 

is that Turkey wants a safe area to prevent YPG empowerment and autonomy in northern 

Syria (International Crisis Group, 2016, p. 4). Another frame could be that Turkey wants 

a safe area to contain Syrian refugees and limit the influx into Turkey. Perhaps the most 

persuasive framing of Turkey’s safe area plan is Ankara’s agenda to create a legal no 

man’s land from which its forces could carry out cross-border counterinsurgency 

operations on ISIS and PKK (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p. 264) 

There is a contradiction between Turkish interests and the way it frames its call for a safe 

area in northern Syria. The persuasiveness of the Turkish frame will be considered further 

on in the outcome of Turkey’s efforts to mobilize international support. The frame risks 

to be perceived as wrong intention (i.e. no intervention under R2P), despite its strategic 

intent to signal genuine humanitarian concern and commitment to the outside world. 

Therefore, despite its efforts, Turkish mobilization of support is weak. 

 

Turkish power 

As discussed above, AKP-led Turkey perceives itself as a regional power, but the crisis 

in Syria has exposed the limits to Turkey’s ability to influence its neighbourhood. With 

regards to power and Turkey’s willingness to use it, the distinction is made between its 

(non)material inputs and the priority it accords to its safe area plan.  
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In terms of material resources, Turkey boasts NATO’s second largest military force, at 

one million troops including a considerable and modern air force. Still it cannot enforce 

a buffer zone unilaterally, due to limits set by international law and its NATO membership 

and Turkish forces are mostly defensive in nature (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p. 261). 

Therefore, Turkish power in the context of its political will to create a safe area in Syria 

has to rely more on non-material inputs.  

 

Turkey is a major champion of an initiative of a multilateral humanitarian intervention in 

Syria  (Onis, 2014, p. 211). The creation of a safe area in Syria requires a resolution from 

the UN Security Council. Turkey is not part of the Security Council, so it does not possess 

the power needed to create safe areas, but it can indirectly influence those who have. Such 

influence can be exerted through institutional arrangements for collective action through, 

for instance, the agenda-setting process (Duvall & Barnett, 2005, p. 52). Turkey 

repeatedly tried to influence the UN Security Council by setting its agenda, but Russia, 

along with China, three times vetoed Security Council action on Syria aimed at pressuring 

Assad (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 562).  

 

Apart from attempting to influence the UN Security Council through institutional 

arrangements, Turkey has also put its reputation on the line. Its numerous statements 

committing to a safe area in northern Syria are binding to the extent that reputational costs 

are associated with advocating one foreign policy and then later switching to a different 

one (Post, et al., 2010, p. 663). 

 

While there is little doubt that the Turkish government would like ISIS to disappear, its 

absolute priority is the PKK, the Kurdish separatist group it has been fighting for decades. 

The safe area plan has high priority mostly in the sense that it could create a buffer zone 

between Turkey and Syria’s PYD controlled area. A safe area might also contain the 

refugee influx, which is another Turkish priority. Overall, Turkey has allocated 

reputational costs, institutional influence and possesses significant military capacity, 

which it is willing to use if backed by the international community.  
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Continuity of Turkish efforts to mobilize support 

Turkey’s calls for a buffer zone in Syria has a tortuous history. Turkey repeatedly urged 

its international allies to support a no fly zone (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p. 256). 

Erdogan has pushed for the creation of a safe zone on the Syrian side of its border for 

more than four years. Back in 2012, Turkey tried and failed to get a UN Security Council 

resolution backing its safe area plan (IRIN, 2015). Despite this defeat, the country 

continued to seek international backing for a foreign-protected safe zone within Syria. In 

2015, Erdogan saw new opportunities for championing its safe area plan; during a speech 

at the G20 summit it hosted in November 2015, with European leaders as they sought 

help in containing the migration crisis and the United States as it is trying to defeat ISIS 

(Turkey's Erdogan put Syria, Iraq on G20 agenda, Reuters, 2015). Turkey has put strong 

and sustained efforts to convince its allies of its safe area plan. 

 

 

 

In conclusion, Turkey has strong political will to secure a safe area in northern Syria as 

the plan is its own initiative, reproduces its identities and interests and it sustained its 

efforts to mobilize support for it over the years. The obstacles weakening Turkish resolve 

are related to its power and efforts to mobilize support. It seems as though Turkey cannot 

secure the support it needs without resorting to a strategic frame and that its ability to 

influence the international community is limited. Both indicators are heavily influenced 

by the political environmental factors that are discussed next; legitimacy and international 

support. 
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Figure 4: Turkish political will to establish a safe area in Syria (created by the author) 

3.2 Environmental factors; legitimacy of the safe area and international support 
 

Legitimacy of the safe area 

According to the principle of R2P, sovereignty is a responsibility not just a right. If a state 

fails to protect its people, the international community has a responsibility to intervene. 

Safe areas are a legitimate form of military intervention under R2P if the UN Security 

Council authorizes it, there is just humanitarian cause to intervene as a last resort, 

interveners’ intentions are right, means are proportional and the prospects are reasonable. 

 

In order for an intervention in Syria to appear legitimate - which is important for Turkey 

that cannot afford to alienate more states, especially not in the West - a coalition by at 

least NATO, the Arab League or neighbouring countries must be established (Onis, 2014, 

p. 212). Otherwise it would amount to an occupation if Turkey acts alone. Turkey displays 

caution in avoiding unilateral action (military of humanitarian) and emphases 

international law, multilateralism and international legitimacy before taking action 

(Taşpınar, 2012, p. 138). Turkey may exert some influence on the perception of the 

legitimacy of its safe area plan (through framing and wielding of its power), but it mostly 

relies on international norms and the stance of the UN Security Council to convince its 

allies to intervene. 

 

It has undoubtedly been established that mass atrocities are occurring within Syria. 

Whether or not peaceful options to mitigate the atrocities have been exhausted is 
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debatable. Great powers and neighbouring countries have mostly been fuelling the war 

with conflict deepening strategies (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 565). The sectarian turn of 

the crisis has further complicated matters. None of the belligerents, nor the states backing 

them, show signs of seeking a political solution, which inhibits reasonable prospects of a 

safe area. Finally, as Turkey’s intention is born from an interest to fight Kurdish 

separatists, ISIS and Assad rather than a concern for the humanitarian situation, the 

“rightness” of its intentions is questionable.  

 

International support for the Turkish safe area plan 

The main actor involved in the creation of safe areas under R2P that Turkey needs support 

from is the UN Security Council, especially its permanent members Russia, China, United 

States, France and United Kingdom. They show no unequivocal signs of support and the 

Council is tied with Russia and China vying to veto any resolution to intervene in Syria 

(Sevi, 2014, p. 1). 

 

Russia and China have paralyzed the Security Council with repeated vetoes against action 

in Syria (Hove & Mutanda, 2015, p. 562; Weiss, 2014, p. 13). Russia and China say their 

opposition is grounded in concerns that R2P may be abused by powerful states and have 

pledged to veto all proposals for military intervention due to what they consider a 

deplorable precedent in the 2011 intervention in Libya (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p. 

260). Russia is also opposed to military intervention in Syria, because it is allied with 

Assad. It is no secret that Russia has close ties with the Syrian government and a 

significant Russian naval base at Tartus (Williams, et al., 2012, p. 489). Russia has 

supported Assad for years and recently build up its military in Syria. It has been bombing 

the Syrian opposition and violating Turkish airspace (Russia Military's Actions in Syria 

Cause Rift with Turkey, The New York Times, 2015). Turkey and Russia have a deeply 

complex relationship. Turkey’s relationship with Russia is clouded by history. The 

numerous wars fought between the Ottoman Empire and Russia made the Turks suffer 

from a historic reluctance to confront the Russians. In terms of economic ties, Turkey 

relies on Russia (and Iran another of Assad’s allies) for natural gas imports.  

 

As for the United States, it has remained lukewarm to the Turkish proposal for a safe area. 

The relationship between Turkey and the US has reached a low ebb (Barkey, 2014, p. 

109). Turkey failed to recognize the reluctance of the United States to engage in yet 
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another costly intervention, with negative memories of Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, none 

of which produced unambiguous positive outcomes (Onis, 2014, p. 211). The AKP 

leadership’s choice to bet on Islamist opposition groups, in response to Assad’s resilience 

and the opposition’s ineffectiveness, damaged Turkey’s relationship with Washington 

(Barkey, 2014, p. 101). The United States pressured Turkey to curtail its tacit support, but 

by the time Turkey agreed to do so ISIS has already been formed and jihadists were using 

Turkey as a transit country.  

 

Turkey came under sharp criticism from the US and other NATO allies for failing to do 

enough to fight the Sunni militant group. For over a year Turkey resisted calls to join the 

military campaign against ISIS by insisting that the coalition take parallel action against 

the Assad regime and create a safe zone inside Syria (Barkey, 2014, p. 103). In July 2015, 

despite the fact that none of its demands had been met, Turkey joined the US-led coalition 

bombing ISIS targets in Syria and allowed the coalition to access its airbase in Incirlik 

(located close to the Syrian border) (Beehner & Meibauer, 2016, p. 263). This move 

renewed Turkey’s hope for the realization of its safe area plan and in August 2015, Turkey 

announced it had reached an agreement with the United States. It claimed that there was 

an agreement to set up a safe zone as part of the campaign against ISIS, but the US denied 

there was any such agreement (U.S. denies reaching agreement with Turkey on 'safe zone' 

, Reuters, 2015). Similarly, hard to swallow for Turkey is the fact that its ally has been 

backing the Kurdish PYD to defeat ISIS. What it comes down to is that Ankara wants 

Assad removed, while Washington prioritizes fighting ISIS. Turkey has put many efforts 

into mobilizing its great power ally for its plan, but failed. 

 

As for the European permanent members of the UN Security Council, France and the 

United Kingdom, Turkish efforts to promote its safe zone plan fared slightly better. 

Turkey tried to play into European concerns by emphasizing that Russian air support for 

Assad would lead to a new wave of refugees which could try to cross to Europe. Erdogan 

went to Brussels to urge the European Union to consider safe havens and no-fly zones 

(Erdogan presses EU to act in Syria over migrant crisis, Reuters, 2015). In September 

2015, France and the United Kingdom were willing to discuss the proposal, but nothing 

has come of that yet. France is willing to back the zone for humanitarian reasons, but has 

traditionally been supportive of the Kurds and is suspicious of Turkey’s motives (Beehner 

& Meibauer, 2016, p. 263). The United Kingdom has conditioned military commitments 
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to defend a safe zone on Turkish and American commitments and action under the UN 

Charter. 

 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the application of the conceptual framework developed in the first chapter 

suggests that Turkey has strong political will to secure a safe area in northern Syria. The 

initiative for the creation of a safe zone is entirely internal and it reproduces the Turkish 

government’s interests to the extent that its underlying assumptions prove true. Unless a 

safe area contains Syrian refugees, subdues Kurdish nationalist aspirations and stabilizes 

the region, it is not in line with Turkish interests. Turkey has put considerable and 

continuous effort in attempting to mobilize support for its plan, but failed to gain much 

international traction. Without the support of the UN Security Council and a resolution 

authorizing intervention, Turkey’s safe area plan cannot be legitimate according to R2P. 

Without international support and means to legitimize the intervention, Turkey cannot 

secure the creation of a safe area in northern Syria, irrespective of its political will. The 

environmental factors constrain it, as is shown in the figure below.  

 

 

Figure 5: Without international support and legitimate intervention, Turkey cannot 

secure the creation of a safe area in northern Syria (created by the author) 
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Conclusion  
 

In the introduction, this research set out to answer the research question; how could 

Turkish political will secure the creation of a safe area in northern Syria? 

A state might both have the power and the interest to create safe area. However, the mere 

fact that a state acts upon that, does not guarantee that the area will be realized. Strong 

political will is required to achieve the desired outcome, but is not sufficient. Political 

will for a foreign policy option has five indicators; locus of initiative, identity and 

interests, mobilization of support, power and continuity of effort. Furthermore, political 

will does not exist in a vacuum, but is influenced by political environmental factors. 

Political will impacts international support and legitimacy of the intervention and vice 

versa. In theory, the mediation of strong political will to create a safe area through broad-

based international support and UN Security Council legitimization of intervention can 

achieve the desired outcome.  

At the outset of the Syrian conflict, Turkey urged Assad to implement reforms building 

on the relationship the two countries had built up through the AKP era. However, Assad 

ignored this advice and violently cracked down the protests. Turkey responded by 

supporting the armed opposition and giving sanctuary to the FSA. This return to enmity 

in Turkish-Syrian relations was a serious economic setback, reversing a whole decade of 

heavy investment in building economic ties. The crisis in Syria also disrupted the AKP’s 

peace process with the PKK and boosted Kurdish nationalist aspirations with the rise of 

the PYD in Turkey’s south eastern flank. On top of the Kurdish threat, ISIS has become 

a source of insecurity with jihadists transiting through Turkey. With regards to regional 

alignments, the sectarian turn in the conflict has positioned Turkey as a defender of Sunni 

Muslims, severing its relations with neighbours on the other side of the Sunni/Shi’a fault 

line. Finally, Turkey hosts more than two million Syrian refugees and its reception 

capacity is strained with the conflict showing no sign of abating. 

In response to these predicaments, Turkey calls upon the international community to 

establish a safe area in northern Syria. Its initiative bears resemblance to the safe havens 

in Iraq in 1991, which at the time stemmed the tide of refugees and prevented spill over 

of the conflict. Turkey has a strong interest in the creation of a safe zone in northern Syria, 
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because it assumes such action could contain Kurdish nationalism, limit the influx of 

refugees (and transit of jihadists) and, on the long term, achieve regional stability. 

Turkey cannot by itself impose a safe area in Syria and needs international backing. Over 

the past years, Turkey has put considerable effort into mobilizing its allies and the 

permanent members of the UN Security Council to support its safe area plan. Turkey has 

put its reputation on the line by repeatedly committing to the creation of a safe area in its 

statements and strategically framing the safe area as a response to humanitarian concerns. 

Russia and China repeatedly vetoed UN Security Council resolutions against Assad. 

Turkey’s Western allies, particularly the United States, have not warmed to the idea 

either. Their priority is not to fight Assad, but to combat ISIS.  

Turkey has strong political will to establish safe areas, but its failure to mobilize 

international support and secure a UN Security Council resolution to legitimize it under 

R2P makes action impossible. Without international support and legitimization of a safe 

area, Turkey cannot achieve the creation of a safe area in northern Syria. Political will 

alone does not suffice to achieve desired foreign policy outcomes. Political environmental 

factors constrain it. 

Discussion 

The likelihood that a UN Security Council resolution could be passed to endorse a safe 

area is close to zero, because of persistent Russian and Chinese resistance. International 

community has not found agreement on how to deal with the situation in Syria. None of 

the actors involved is genuinely interested in intervention for humanitarian reasons. The 

sad truth is that the sponsors of the conflict, including Turkey, do not have the people 

affected by the war at heart. Perhaps R2P fails to take that sad truth into account. Just 

cause for humanitarian intervention does not guarantee right authority, nor right intention 

as the Turkish strategic frame demonstrates. Under these circumstances, a safe area is far 

out of reach.  
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