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Reconciliation and Intergroup Forgiveness: The case of the Kurdish conflict in Turkey 

Abstract 

Looking at the Kurdish conflict, we examined how Kurds and Turks in Turkey and in 

diaspora (Belgium) construe reconciliation and how they approach reconciliation and 

intergroup forgiveness. Kurds’ construals of reconciliation tapped into seven themes, grouped 

as dialogue-based construal of reconciliation (themes: dialogue, recognition, emotions and 

peace) vs. rights-based construal (themes: identity rights, freedom and confederative rights). 

Turks’ construals of reconciliation covered eight themes, grouped as unity-based construal of 

reconciliation (themes: unity, rights, dialogue, recognition, and emotions), disarming PKK-

based construal of reconciliation (themes: disarming PKK and peace) and rejecting 

reconciliation (theme: rejection of reconciliation). Kurds endorsing the emotion and dialogue 

themes and Turks endorsing a unity-based construal of reconciliation were more forgiving of 

the other group. Implications of these different meanings and relationships of reconciliation 

are discussed. 
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Reconciliation and Intergroup Forgiveness: The case of the Kurdish conflict in Turkey 

In today’s world, most countries are plural societies, in the sense that they are 

composed of different ethnic, racial or religious groups. From a social and political 

psychology perspective, most conflicts arise from intergroup tensions in such plural societies1. 

While some of these conflicts are small-scale local intergroup tensions, others expand through 

time and geography and escalate in intensity to the point of creating dynamics of violent 

oppression and violent responses to them as in the cases of post-Cold War (such as in 

Yugoslavia)2 and independence struggles (such as in Columbia)3. Intense intergroup conflicts 

affect not only those countries devastated by prolonged (armed) conflict between different 

groups, but also those more developed countries, for instance, with an inflight of refugees. 

Even when the violent conflict is over or halted, the hostility between groups remain, 

preparing a cradle for future conflicts.  

Reconciliation is important to achieve long-term peaceful relations following a violent 

conflict.4 Despite diverging conceptualizations in the social sciences, many approaches agree 

that reconciliation, as different from the conflict resolution, is defined as a societal and 

psychological process requiring changes of motivations, attitudes and emotions by members 

of the society, which is accompanied by structural acts of political and economic integration.5 

It also involves the removal of psychological barriers which block the path to restore positive 

identities and discordant relationships.6  

Intergroup forgiveness is similarly defined as a change of motivations and restoration 

of discordant relationships by abandoning the negative feelings towards a perpetrating 

outgroup. Intergroup forgiveness is related to reconciliation because it has a potential value to 

reduce the negative effects of prolonged conflicts and the hostility between groups which may 

continue when the conflict is over.7  

In this study, deriving mainly from social and political psychology literature, we aim 

to understand to what extent both sides of the Kurdish conflict in Turkey —the Kurdish 

minority and the Turkish majority— support reconciliation as a desired outcome, what 

reconciliation means for them (i.e., reconciliation construals), and how they approach 

intergroup forgiveness. Moreover, we aim to investigate the relations between reconciliation 

and intergroup forgiveness as different aspects of peacebuilding process. In doing this, we 

take a transnational approach by comparing the situation in Turkey and its spill-over in 

Belgium. Social and political psychology literature has a lot to offer in analysing 

psychological aspects of reconciliation and intergroup forgiveness by taking into account 

motivations, attitudes and emotions of individuals who identify with and belong to the 
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conflicting groups. In the following sub-sections, we first give a short summary of the 

Kurdish conflict in Turkey and its spill-over in Belgium, then we provide the social and 

political psychology framework of reconciliation and intergroup forgiveness in intractable 

conflicts along with our expectations.   

The context: The Kurdish conflict in Turkey and its spill-over in Belgium 

Kurds are the largest minority group in Turkey—an estimated 15-20 per cent of the 

population.8 The tension between the Kurdish minority group and the Turkish majority group 

can be traced back to the fall of Ottoman Empire and the foundation of Turkish Republic in 

1923.9 After the demise of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish state was founded on the ideals 

of national unity, with Turkish as the national language and the ethnic Turks as the founders.  

The recognition of different minority groups or their cultural rights has been largely neglected 

for a long period of time in Turkey. Efforts by Kurds to move towards political representation 

and recognition of their ethnic identity have been marred by oppression, hence creating 

ground for “intrastate” conflict.10 The armed conflict between the Kurdistan Workers' Party 

(PKK) and the Turkish State dates back to mid-1980s. Although a reliable estimate is 

impossible to reach, an estimated 30.000–40.000 people from both sides of the conflict have 

been killed in this conflict, which mostly occurred in south-eastern Turkey.11 During the so-

called peace process which involved the official reconciliation negotiations between 2012-

2015, there was some progress towards cease-fire and granting cultural rights. The 

negotiations between the parties began earlier in 2008-2009.12 Our study took place during the 

ceasefire while the peace negotiations were continuing. The so-called peace process was 

recently halted and the violent armed conflicts have resumed.13 

The intergroup tension between Kurds and Turks often spills over to European 

countries where many immigrants from Turkey reside.14 For instance, Alinia and Eliassi’s 

qualitative research of Kurdish diaspora in Sweden shows that intergroup tensions are intense 

particularly among the second-generation youth15. We focus on Belgium, as an exemplary 

case where immigrants from Turkey are one of the biggest immigrant groups—one and a half 

per cent of the population. There is not much statistics about different ethnic groups who 

migrated from Turkey to Belgium.16 Reflecting the situation in their homeland, the intergroup 

tension between Kurds and Turks shows itself in Belgium through riots and protests, 

especially in times of escalating homeland political conflicts, from both sides and sometimes 

toward each other or to those third parties who support either diaspora communities.17 

Advancement of peace-process became a matter of political discussion in Belgium since 

Belgian (particularly the Flemish) politics was receptive to the Kurdish cause but their 



5 
 

 
 

advocacy was limited to the personal commitments of individual politicians and Kurdish 

activists18  

Moreover, what makes this transnational comparison interesting from a social 

psychological perspective is that the majority-minority status of Kurds and Turks differ in 

both countries: while in Turkey, Kurds are the minority group and Turks are the majority 

group, in Belgium they are both minority groups from Turkey, mobilizing as minority 

communities.19 Therefore, it would be theoretically interesting to investigate across both 

countries to what extent the national Zeitgeist of the Kurdish-Turkish relations is mirrored 

upon the transnational context in terms of the support for and construals of reconciliation, and 

intergroup forgiveness.  

Reconciliation and Intergroup Forgiveness 

Reconciliation is a long process and a desired outcome for stable and lasting peace.20 

First, it is a psychological process of changes in motivations, attitudes and emotions by the 

majority of society.21 Second, reconciliation is also an outcome described as ‘Trustworthy 

positive relations between former adversaries who enjoy secure social identities and interact 

in an equality-based social environment’.22 During intrastate conflict resolution, the structural 

component of that outcome requires political and economic integration, that is, all parties of 

the conflict should benefit from equal opportunities and rights and this can only be achieved 

through political and economic restructuring of the state institutions and policies.23 

Accordingly, for reconciliation, structural changes toward political and economic integration 

should be accompanied by psychological changes that support it.24 

Empirically, most social and political psychological research does not directly test 

reconciliation25; the focus is on other intergroup outcomes related to reconciliation such as 

intergroup attitudes, forgiveness, attributions of responsibility, and distance.26 As such, little 

can be revealed about the content of reconciliation or the reasons of support for reconciliation 

as understood and endorsed by the society. Other researchers adopted a measurement scale 

approach to reconciliation asking respondents their agreement on predetermined themes. The 

content of such scales, however, differ across conflicts. For instance, reconciliation has been 

defined as trust, collaboration with outgroup members and the capacity to control oneself in 

the presence of the offenders in the Rwandan conflict or as awareness of the need to talk to 

and interact with the other community in the Northern Ireland conflict.27 Put differently, the 

meaning of reconciliation will be at least partially bound by the context specificity of the 

unique conflict and its resolution. Therefore, one needs to reveal the meaning and content of 
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the reconciliation to better understand the dynamics of the (lack of) support for reconciliation 

in a given society. 

There is also a growing line of research in social and political psychology of conflicts 

with a bottom-up approach to different understandings of the nature of the conflict in which 

people are involved. Conflict frames are important as they hint at people’s subjective 

evaluation of the conflicts such as attributions of responsibility and sense of victimization.28 

Conflict frames are associated with outgroup (dis)trust and attitudes towards reconciliation.29 

In the Kurdish conflict, based on the discussions by members of Turkish academy and NGOs 

in a workshop on Kurdish question in Turkey, Çelik and Blum talks about three conflict 

frames depending on how the parties involved in the conflict are defined: (1) a conflict 

between the Turkish state and the PKK (the terrorism frame), (2) a conflict between the 

Turkish state and the residents of Southeast Turkey (minority rights frame), (3) a conflict 

between Turks and Kurds (ethnic tensions frame).30  Uluğ and Cohrs focused not only on the 

parties involved but also on representations of the conflict and on suggested solutions by 

interviewing lay people in Turkey and applying Q-sorting methodology to their responses: In 

addition to terrorism and minority rights frames, they found that representations of external 

powers’ threat went together with economic issues, suggesting economic development as the 

solution for the conflict.31 They also found a separate independence representation 

(suggesting independent Kurdistan as the solution), which was endorsed only by Kurdish 

respondents.  

 We conceptualize reconciliation both as an outcome and as a process. Considering it 

as an outcome, we ask our respondents to what extent they support reconciliation as a desired 

outcome. To understand the process of reconciliation, we believe an empirically-driven, 

bottom-up approach is required to grasp how people construe reconciliation (similar to studies 

of conflict construals). We ask Kurdish and Turkish respondents what reconciliation means to 

them and how it can be achieved, and use content-coding to derive at various themes. Since 

minority and majority groups differ in the access to and representation of socio-political 

discourses, we chose to examine the themes and conduct the thematic coding separately for 

the Kurdish and Turkish respondents.32 We then do a Latent Class Analysis to see whether 

our respondents holding similar understandings of reconciliation can be grouped along these 

themes. 

Additionally, we examine intergroup forgiveness. Forgiveness is defined as ‘a 

willingness to abandon’s one’s right to resentment, negative judgment, and indifferent 

behavior toward one who unjustly hurt us’.33Linking interpersonal forgiveness to intergroup 
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forgiveness, this resentment may be towards a group rather than an individual. Intergroup 

forgiveness is defined as a change of motivation towards a perpetrating out-group within a 

specific political or societal context.34 Looking at intergroup forgiveness is crucial, since the 

hostility between groups remain without the apology-forgiveness cycle, creating the potential 

for future conflicts.35 Thus intergroup forgiveness is recognized as one way of reducing the 

negative effects of prolonged armed conflicts.36  

In sum, in the Kurdish conflict, during the time when so-called “peace process” was 

going on, we looked at how support for reconciliation, reconciliation construals and 

intergroup forgiveness were related and whether these relations diverged between Kurds and 

Turks in Belgium and in Turkey. 

Method 

Respondents 

Kurdish respondents were from Turkey (n =75, 33% female) and Belgium (n =66, 

29% female), with the age range of 17 to 51 years (M =27.24, SD =6.94), though 86.5% of 

respondents were younger than 34. Respondents in Belgium (Leuven, Antwerp, Brussels and 

Gent) were immigrants from Turkey (Mage of immigration = 20.71) with 51.5% stating their reason 

of immigration as seeking political refuge. Respondents in Turkey (Istanbul) were internal 

immigrants. Both in Turkey and Belgium, they were mostly first-generation immigrants 

emigrated from south-eastern Turkey (92% and 88% respectively). Most respondents were 

highly educated (55.3% being university students or university graduates).  

Turkish respondents were from Turkey (n =40, 20% female) and Belgium (n =46, 52% 

female), with the age range of 19 to 56 years (M = 27.21, SD = 8.24). 80% of the respondents 

were younger than 34. Respondents in Belgium were immigrants from Turkey (Mage of 

immigration =22.84; SD =9.06). Almost half of the respondents were highly-educated (44.2% 

being university students or university graduates). We focused on the same cities and similar 

age and education range as the Kurdish sample. The reason behind our focus on big cities is 

that of the eleven million Kurdish minorities in Turkey, an estimated two million of them live 

in Istanbul.37 Istanbul hosts the largest group of the Kurdish minority in Turkey. Similarly, 

Turkish and Kurdish immigrants in Belgium are concentrated in urban areas. 

Procedure 

Respondents from both countries were reached by convenience sampling method and 

they completed the questionnaires during one-to-one meetings arranged and conducted by a 

male research assistant fluent in both Kurdish and Turkish. Respondents, all competent in 

Turkish, received the questionnaire in Turkish. Confidentiality and anonymity was ensured.  
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Measures 

Support for Reconciliation. We measured respondents’ support for reconciliation with two 

items: “How desirable do you think is reconciliation?” and “How realistic/likely do you think 

is reconciliation?”.38 Answers were recorded on five-point Likert scales (1 = Not Likely, 5 = 

Very Likely). A composite score was computed from the two items (For Kurds, Spearman-

Brown ρ =.57, p < .001, M =2.92, SD =1.08; For Turks, Spearman-Brown ρ =.54, p < .001; M 

=2.80, SD =1.04). 

Reconciliation Construals. How respondents construed the reconciliation was measured by 

an open-ended question: “What does reconciliation mean to you and how can it be achieved?” 

Answers were qualitatively explored for themes appearing for more than once, then they were 

content-coded based on the emerging themes by screening each response for each theme and 

finally, a latent class analysis was performed on those themes (see the Results section). 

Intergroup forgiveness. We measured intergroup forgiveness by five items, adapted from 

Moeschberger and collegues39. Items were “it is important that my group never forgets the 

wrongs done to us by the other group” (reverse coded), “it is important that my group never 

forgives the wrongs done to us by the other community” (reverse coded), “forgiving the other 

group for past wrongs would be disloyal to my own group” (reverse coded), “only when the 

two groups in Turkey learn to forgive each other can we be free of political violence”,  and “it 

is necessary to forgive each other for the sake of a better future”. Answers were given on 

seven-point Likert scales (1 =Strongly disagree, 7 =Strongly agree). Scale was reliable, for 

Kurds α =.75, for Turks α =.76. 

Ingroup Identifications. We measured ingroup identities, i.e., Kurdish identification for 

Kurds and Turkish identification for Turks with the traditional item used to measure social 

identities in seven-point Likert scales (1 =Not at All, 7 =Very Strongly): Among Kurds, “to 

what extent do you identify with Kurds” (M =6.4, SD =1.38) and among Turks “to what 

extent do you identify with Turks” (M =6.08, SD =1.65).40  

Results 

Reconciliation construals 

First, Kurdish and Turkish respondents’ descriptions of reconciliation were separately 

evaluated by two independent raters for relevant themes. Seven themes emerged from 109 

answers of Kurdish respondents (See Table 1, first and second columns) and eight themes 

emerged from 61 answers of Turkish respondents (See Table 2, first and second columns). 

Second, three independent raters conducted fully-crossed content-coding for 109 answers 

from Kurds in the frame of seven themes; and two independent raters followed the same 
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strategy for 61 answers from Turks in the frame of eight themes. Each answer was screened 

based on whether it included (1) or did not include (0) each of the themes. 

For instance, a Kurdish respondent’s description of reconciliation as “Reconciliation 

means mutual respect for opinions of different groups. For reconciliation to take place, these 

groups need to listen to each other without fighting” was coded as 1 under the themes of 

Dialogue and Respect and as 0 for the other five themes. Another Kurdish respondent’s 

description of reconciliation as “Creating a context in which Kurds can freely live on their 

lands and to come to the table with PKK to resolve the conflict” was coded as 1 under the 

themes of Freedom and Confederation and as 0 for the other five themes.  

A Turkish respondent’s description of reconciliation as “Reconciliation means mutual 

respect from both parties, rights to preserve cultural values and an integrative approach to 

society” was coded as 1 under the themes of Rights, Recognition and Unity and as 0 for the 

other five themes. Another Turkish respondent’s description of reconciliation as “PKK should 

drop weapons for peace” was coded as 1 under the theme of Disarming PKK and Peace and as 

0 for the other six themes. A third Turkish respondent’s description of reconciliation as “I 

don’t think that what is referred as reconciliation is clear enough; it seems like a bargaining 

for other kinds of actions. Why now? Why weren’t there any attempts for reconciliation until 

now?” was coded as 1 under the theme of Rejection and as 0 for the other seven themes.   

Inter-rater reliability analyses using the Kappa statistic indicated consistency among 

raters for each theme (see Table 1 and Table 2, final columns). The total average inter-rater 

reliability for Kurds’ responses was close to perfect κ =.97 (p < .001) and for Turks’, it was 

above the acceptable range κ =.84 (p < .001).41 

Finally, two series of Latent Class Analyses (LCA) were conducted separately to 

group Kurdish people who hold similar understandings of reconciliation along seven themes, 

and Turkish people who hold similar understandings of reconciliation along eight themes. To 

this end, seven (for Kurds) and eight (For Turks) dummy-coded variables indicating the seven 

and eight themes were analysed in LCA. Similar to factor analysis which assumes existence 

of latent dimensions, LCA assumes existence of latent groups of subjects and that within the 

same latent group, respondents respond to various items similarly. Deciding on the number of 

clusters in LCA is a function of better fit statistics and interpretability42. 

 

 

 

 



10 
 

 
 

Table 1 

Themes, Contents, and Inter-rater Reliabilities for Kurds’ Reconciliation Construals 

Themes Respondents’ emphasis on: Averaged Inter-rater 
reliability (κ) (n = 3) 

Rights  Kurdish rights, demands of language, education, 
political autonomy and equality 0.93 (p < .001) 

Freedom Free choice of people (on the political system, on 
the importance of cultural codes etc.) as well as 
freedom to Abdullah Öcalan 0.96 (p < .001) 

Confederation Kurdish independence, autonomous region, 
confederation 0.92 (p < .001) 

Emotions  Empathy, Genuineness, Trust, Happiness. 1.00 (p < .001) 
Dialogue Intergroup communication, talking and 

understanding 1.00 (p < .001) 
Recognition Giving and getting recognition and respect. 1.00 (p < .001) 
Peace Constructing peace, ending the war 0.98 (p < .001) 

 

 

Table 2 

Themes, Contents, and Inter-rater Reliabilities for Turks’ Reconciliation Construals 

Themes Respondents’ emphasis on: Averaged Inter-rater 
reliability (κ) (n = 2) 

Peace Constructing peace, ending the war 0.79 (p < .001) 
Disarming PKK In order to reach peace and reconciliation PKK 

should drop arms 0.62 (p < .001) 
Rights*  Kurdish rights, demands of language, education  0.94 (p < .001) 
Dialogue Intergroup communication, talking and 

understanding 0.96 (p < .001) 
Emotions  Empathy, Genuineness, Trust, Happiness. 0.77 (p < .001) 
Recognition Giving and getting recognition and respect. 0.91 (p < .001) 
Unity Unity, Fraternity, (both assimilative -mostly 

based on Turkish society and values and 
integrative) Commonalities  0.96 (p < .001) 

Rejection  Rejection of reconciliation (e.g. “reconciliation 
is not genuine, it is a dirty bargaining” or the 
denial of discrimination) 0.74 (p < .001) 

*Unlike Kurds, Turks’ understanding of “rights” was composed of cultural rights and did not 
include “political autonomy and equality”. 

 

For Kurds, comparing one to three-class solutions, a two-class solution was preferred 

as it provided better fit statistics and meaningful classes: Loglikelihood (LL) (112)= -381.697, 

AIC: 793.395, BIC: 833.765, Entropy: .64 (medium-level certainty). Odds ratio probability 

estimates showed that Rights, Freedom, and Confederation were most likely to be classified 

under Rights-based reconciliation, and Dialogue, Recognition, Peace, and Emotions were 
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most likely to be classified under Dialogue-based reconciliation. Kurdish respondents’ 

perceptions of reconciliation were then coded either as 0 for dialogue-based reconciliation 

(59% of the respondents) or as 1 for rights-based reconciliation (41% of the respondents).  

For Turks, comparing one to three-class solutions, a three-class solution was preferred 

as it provided better fit statistics and meaningful classes: Loglikelihood (LL) (229)= -199.046, 

AIC: 450.093, BIC: 504.546, Entropy: .99 (high-level certainty). Odds ratio probability 

estimates showed that Rights, Dialogue, Emotions, Recognition, and Unity were classified 

under Unity-based reconciliation; Peace and Disarming PKK were classified under 

Disarming-PKK-based reconciliation; and with the only theme of rejection, Rejection of 

reconciliation appeared as a third category. Turkish respondents’ perceptions of reconciliation 

were then coded as 0 for disarming-PKK-based reconciliation (22% of the respondents), as 1 

for unity-based reconciliation (60%), and as 2 for rejection of reconciliation (18%); however, 

for the interpretability of the correlations two dummies were created (Table 4b Reconciliation 

Construals – 1 and – 2).  

Comparison of Kurdish and Turkish Samples in Turkey and Belgium 

Means and standard deviations of measures are reported in Table 3. Kurds in Turkey 

and in Belgium had similar gender distributions but they differed in educational levels with 

fewer Kurds in Belgium having university degree than Kurds in Turkey. Kurds in Turkey 

were younger than Kurds in Belgium. Kurds’ identification with their ingroup differed with 

those in Turkey having higher Kurdish identification than those in Belgium, although it was 

highly-skewed in both groups. Kurds in Turkey scored lower on support for reconciliation 

than Kurds in Belgium. The difference between those in Turkey and Belgium were not 

significant for either endorsement of different reconciliation construals or intergroup 

forgiveness. 

Turks in Turkey displayed an unbalanced gender distribution with more male 

respondents than Turks in Belgium but they had similar educational levels with more than one 

third of respondents in Turkey and Belgium having a university degree. Similar to the Kurds’ 

composition, Turks in Turkey were younger than Turks in Belgium. Turks’ identification with 

their ingroup did not differ across countries and again, it was highly-skewed in both groups. 

Similar to Kurds, Turks in Turkey showed lower support for reconciliation. Additionally, 

Turks in Turkey talked less about reconciliation in terms of peace and disarming PKK, and 

more about rejecting reconciliation than Turks in Belgium.  
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Table 3 
Comparison of demographics and study variables across country of residence 

  Kurds     Turks     

 Turkey Belgium 
Difference 
test Turkey Belgium 

Difference 
test 

N 75  66   40            46  

Gender  
(% male) %66.7   % 71.2 p = .561 %80 % 47.8  p = .002  
Education 
(university) %68 %40.9 p = .005 % 37.5 %50 p = .405 

Age 
24.04 
(3.98) 

30.88 
(7.78) p < .001 

23.28 
(5.36) 

30.63 
(8.80) p < .001 

Ingroup 
Identification 

6.69 
(0.59) 

6.06 
(1.88) p = .007 

6.03 
(1.72) 

6.11 
(1.61) p = .826 

Support for 
Reconciliation 

2.60 
(0.94) 

3.02 
(1.11) p = .016 

2.54 
(1.02) 

3.25 
(1.02) p = .002 

Intergroup 
forgiveness        

4.27 
(1.43) 

4.51 
(1.39) p = .318 

4.83 
(1.33) 

4.92 
(1.31) p = .748 

Reconciliation 
Construals:         
Kurds       

Rights   %42 %40 p = .836    
Dialogue %58 %60 p = .836    

Turks:       
Unity    64% 55% p = .441 

Disarming     4% 36% p = .002 
Rejection       32% 9% p = .020 

Note.  For continuous variables, means with standard deviations in parentheses and for 
categorical variables, percentages are presented. The group difference test for the former is a 
t-test while for the latter, it is a Chi-square test.  
 

Relations between Support for Reconciliation, Reconciliation Construals and Intergroup 

Forgiveness 

For Kurds (Table 4a), there was a significant relationship between support for 

reconciliation and intergroup forgiveness so that Kurds who were open to forgiveness, also 

supported reconciliation more. This relationship was stronger for those in Turkey. Different 

construals of reconciliation were not significantly related to support for reconciliation. The 

correlation between forgiveness and reconciliation construals did not reach to statistical 

significance, either. However, when looking at the correlation between forgiveness and the 

themes separately (rather than the two latent construals), in Belgium Kurds who were more 

likely to forgive endorsed more the emotion and dialogue themes (r = .35, r = .26, 

respectively, both ps < .05).  
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Table 4a 

Correlation of study variables among Kurds 

  
Support for 
Reconciliation 

Reconciliation 
Construals Forgiveness 

Support for reconciliation - -.14 .35** 
Reconciliation Construals 
(1: rights vs. 0: dialogue) -.16 - -.11 
Forgiveness *.28 -.09 - 

Note. Above the diagonal shows the correlations for Kurds in Turkey, below the diagonal 
shows the correlations for Kurds in Belgium. * p < .05, ** p < .01. 

 

For Turks (Table 4b), the relationship between support for reconciliation and 

intergroup forgiveness showed an expected trend, similar to that of Kurds, but did not quite 

reach to statistical significance. The marginal significance was due to small sample sizes, 

when merging Turkish groups in Turkey and Belgium, the relationship between forgiveness 

and support for reconciliation became significant, r = .25, p =.019. Different construals of 

reconciliation were not significantly related to support for reconciliation, except for the 

relationship between unity construal of reconciliation and support for reconciliation: Those 

who endorse a unity construal of reconciliation were more likely to support reconciliation. 

The positive relationship between forgiveness and unity-based construal of reconciliation did 

not reach to statistical significance due to small sample sizes: When merging Turkish groups 

in Turkey and Belgium, the relationship between forgiveness and unity-based construal of 

reconciliation became marginally significant, r = .24, p =.064. Finally, unity and disarming 

construals were negatively correlated both in Turkey and in Belgium so that those who 

endorse unity construal were less likely to endorse disarming construal, r = -.32, p =.014. 

 

Table 4b 

Correlation of study variables among Turks 

  
Support for 
Reconciliation 

Reconciliation 
Construals - 1 

Reconciliation 
Construals - 2 Forgiveness 

Support for reconciliation - .36† -.29 .26a 
Reconciliation Construals - 1 
(1: unity vs. 0: disarming) .37* - 

 
-.92** .30 

Reconciliation Construals - 2 
(1: rejection vs. 0: disarming) -.13 -.35* 

 
- -.19 

Forgiveness .25a .22 .13 - 
Note. Above the diagonal shows the correlations for Turks in Turkey, below the diagonal 
shows the correlations for Turks in Belgium. ap = .10, † p = .05, * p < .05, **p < .01. 
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Discussion 

Given the importance of reconciliation for stable and long-lasting peace, what 

constitutes reconciliation is an intriguing question to researchers and policy-makers alike. 

Looking at the Kurdish conflict at a time when the so-called “peace process” was going on, 

we examined how Kurdish and Turkish group members in Turkey and in diaspora construe 

reconciliation and how they approach reconciliation and intergroup forgiveness as distinct yet 

related aspects of the peace-building process. 

First, we analyzed reconciliation construals of Kurdish and Turkish respondents 

separately in order to allow for different meanings to emerge, while striving to preserve 

similar themes. We found seven themes for Kurdish respondents classified under two 

reconciliation construals and eight themes for Turkish respondents classified under three 

reconciliation construals.  

Kurdish respondents’ reconciliation construals tapped into both psychological and 

structural aspects of reconciliation. The “Rights” theme consisted of issues such as Kurdish 

rights, demands of language, education, right to political autonomy and equality. The 

“Freedom” theme referred to issues of free choice (concerning the political system, the 

importance of cultural codes etc.) and freedom to Abdullah Öcalan. The “Confederation” 

theme covered issues about Kurdish independence, establishment of an autonomous region or 

a confederation. Another theme was about “Emotions”, when respondents talked about 

empathy, genuineness, trust and happiness.  Another theme was about “Dialogue” when 

respondents talked about intergroup communication, the importance of talking and 

understanding each other. The theme “Recognition” referred to giving and getting recognition 

and respect. The last theme was called “Peace” which referred to constructing peace and 

ending the war.  

These seven themes were grouped into two latent groups: those endorsing a dialogue-

based construal of reconciliation (dialogue, recognition, emotions and peace) vs. those 

endorsing a rights-based construal (identity rights, freedom and confederative rights). This 

distinction is similar to the one between socio-emotional and instrumental routes to 

reconciliation in social and political psychology literature: while the former refers to a 

psychological process of mutual acceptance, communication and trust, the latter refers to 

structural changes that should accompany it43. However, our findings also resonate with 

research beyond the psychology literature. In terms of the conflict frames in the ongoing 

Kurdish conflict, a demand for minority rights is not only a reason for the conflict, but also an 

essential element of the reconciliation from the Kurdish minority perspective44. These 



15 
 

 
 

minority rights refer to the Kurdish demands about both identity (or cultural) rights (such as 

language) and political rights (such as local autonomy)45. In terms of change theories, Celik 

and Blum differentiate between the change at the individual and collective level, which can be 

likened to the distinction between socio-emotional and instrumental route to reconciliation. 

Change at the individual level such as change in the individual attitudes, emotions and 

behaviors should be accompanied by change at the collective level, such as change in social 

and economic policies46. Put differently, for achieving long-lasting peaceful relations a 

sincere dialogue between the conflicting parties that appears to be a socio-emotional necessity 

at the individual level should go hand in hand with cultural and political rights that require a 

change at the collective level. This is different from a majoritarian conservative strategy 

which responds to rights demands by shifting the focus towards revitalizing of past common 

identities and values on the basis of a common religion.47 

Turning to Turkish construals of reconciliation, there were eight themes: some of the 

themes were similar with nuances, and some were new. Turks’ construals of “Rights” focused 

on cultural practices such as demands of language and education, rather than right to political 

autonomy or equality. Turks as the majority group not only separated cultural and political 

rights but also came to accept -at least relatively- Kurds’ cultural claims while ignoring 

political claims. This is also in line with lay persons’ conflict frames described by Ulug and 

Cohrs: they found that while both Turks and Kurds endorse the cultural rights frame to some 

extent, Turks did not endorse political rights48. There was no separation of cultural from 

political rights for Kurds: For them as a minority group who have been forced to assimilate, 

Kurdish identity and culture have become inherently political49. The themes “Dialogue”, 

“Emotions”, “Peace” and “Recognition” were similar in content to Kurdish construals, 

referring to mutual talking, empathy, peace, and respect, respectively. There were also three 

new themes. The “Unity” theme referred to common identity, humanity, brotherhood, and 

integration (e.g. “We are united under the same roof”), and in few cases, to assimilation (i.e., 

“their adoption of our values”). “Disarming PKK” as a theme was coded separately than 

“Peace” as the former unilaterally focused on PKK’s laying down arms. Third, “Rejection” 

theme was about not wanting reconciliation or a skeptical concern about the reconciliation 

process, implying that it was an ill-intentioned bargain. Finally, the themes of Confederation 

and Freedom did not show up for Turkish respondents. It is not surprising that these themes 

only appeal to Kurdish respondents.50  

These eight themes were grouped into three latent groups: those endorsing a unity-

based construal of reconciliation (unity, rights, dialogue, recognition, and emotions), those 
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endorsing a Disarming PKK-based construal of reconciliation (disarming PKK and peace) 

and those rejecting reconciliation (Rejection of reconciliation). These construals were 

different from those endorsed by Kurds. First, the psychological and structural elements of 

reconciliation were not separate from the Turkish perspective. Unity-based construal of 

reconciliation involved both the unity and the rights themes—the latter referring to the 

structural or instrumental component of reconciliation so long as the cultural rights are 

concerned. From the dominant group’s peace frame, this is about “giving cultural rights to 

Kurds”. 51 Dialogue, recognition and emotions such as empathy—the psychological or socio-

emotional component of reconciliation—fell under the same construal as unity and rights. 

From the Turkish perspective, it seems that as long as there is an understanding of common 

identity (i.e., unity), one can talk about cultural rights, dialogue, recognition and empathy for 

Kurds. Common Identity Theory in psychology supports this reasoning:52 If groups perceive 

themselves as part of a common identity, this may facilitate positive attitudes toward other 

groups.53 However, this was only the case for Turkish understanding of reconciliation. 

Studying the ethos of conflict, Cohrs and his colleagues found out that threats to brotherhood 

and unity were among the frequent conflict representations among Turks.54 Moreover, the 

emphasis on unity can also be seen deriving from a “fear of being divided” among Turks 

during the so-called peace process55. Both our finding and previous findings from Cohrs and 

colleagues are also in line with a unity understanding that carries an assimilative and 

exclusionary representation of Turkish identity deeply rooted in Turkish nationalism, a 

mainstream discourse in Turkey since the foundation of the Turkish Republic.56 Hence, from 

a Turkish perspective, unity appears to be a precondition for granting cultural rights, feeling 

empathy and giving recognition.  

Secondly, among Turks, disarming PKK construal covered themes of both peace and 

disarming PKK, while the peace theme went together with themes such as dialogue, 

recognition and emotions—the psychological component of reconciliation—among Kurds. A 

possible interpretation would be that, for Turks, the peace process cannot be thought without 

unconditional disarming of PKK, a frame which already existed in the main discourse of the 

Turkish state during the “Compensation Law” period.57  In terms of conflict frames, 

disarming PKK goes together with the terrorism conflict frame for Turks, seeing the conflict 

between the Turkish state and PKK as the two relevant parties.58 Third, a cynical discourse 

appeared from Turks’ reconciliation meanings: Some of the Turkish respondents did not 

believe in reconciliation or raised a skeptical concern about the intentions behind the 

reconciliation process. 
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Let’s turn to the relationships between perceptions of different facets of the peace-

building process.  

Reconciliation construals were not related to support for reconciliation for Kurdish 

respondents: Those having a dialogue or rights-based understanding of reconciliation were 

equally likely (or unlikely) to support reconciliation. The level of support for reconciliation 

was around the midpoint of the scale, thus not very high, and it was even lower among Kurds 

in Turkey than those in Belgium. On the other hand, for Turkish respondents, the unity 

construal was related to support for reconciliation: Turkish respondents with a claimed 

willingness to recognize Kurdish ethnic identity and cultural rights, with a longing for 

dialogue and positive emotions, along with an emphasis on unity and fraternity were also 

more willing to support reconciliation. This is in line with one of the main political discourses 

during the reconciliation process that underlined the theme of “peace and fraternity”.59 

Moreover and similar to Kurds, the level of support for reconciliation was around the 

midpoint of the scale, and it was lower among Turks in Turkey than those in Belgium. 

Both Turks and Kurds in Turkey supported reconciliation less, and this is alarming in 

terms of constructing possible routes for peace-building in the proximal conflict context.  

Minorities in Europe could be more acculturated to non-conflicting multicultural codes of 

living and therefore more supportive of reconciliation. Belgium is a multicultural country 

composed of French, Flemish and German communities.60 From a social and political 

psychology perspective, the difference the national context creates could also be due to lower 

salience of the intergroup conflict (e.g., lack of an armed conflict) and lower salience of the 

physical and psychological intergroup boundaries between Kurds and Turks in Belgium. For 

instance, in Belgium both Turks and Kurds are a minority group and they stay in their 

segregated communities and politically organize around their ethnic allegiances.61 The 

relatively-lower Kurdish identification of Kurds in Belgium compared to those in Turkey in 

our study supports this latter reasoning about the salience of active (hot) intergroup conflict. 

However, the same may not apply symmetrically to Turkish groups: Levels of Turkish 

identification were equally high in Belgium and Turkey.  

These findings should also be situated within the peace process during which this 

research was conducted. According to Çelik, the peace process turned out to be uncertain and 

vague and thus was not free from existential fears and anxieties of Turks as well as Kurds, 

what she calls ‘ontological insecurity’. For instance, the reforms during the process did not 

secure cultural and political demands of the Kurds, such as language rights and local 

autonomy. This was accompanied by ‘physical insecurity’ felt at times due to physical attacks 
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on both sides62. These insecurities might explain the relatively lower levels of support for 

reconciliation. Further reasons of the difference of reconciliation support between Belgium 

and Turkey might be derived from the insufficiency of Track II interventions which involve 

informal processes by engaging citizens in the peace process on a societal level during the 

formal conflict resolution negotiations.63 Indeed a recent research by Uluğ and Cohrs64 

highlights that while the discourses endorsed by Track I actors (such as politicians)  involve a 

terror perspective, discourses by Track II actors (such as experts from academia, NGOs, and 

media settings) is much more focused on democracy, rights and economy. Finally, it is crucial 

to remember the general fluctuations in public support depending on the government’s 

political and election agenda. For instance, one of the public polls in 2013 (before our data 

collection) shows slow but steady increase in support for reconciliation, while a public poll 

from 2011 (during our data collection) showed resistance of Turks in Turkey in supporting 

concrete steps of reconciliation towards recognition of political and cultural rights of Kurds in 

Turkey (for example, recognition of Kurdish identity was slightly disagreed by Turks) with 

29% of the sample stating democratic resolution and 32% stating oppressive and violent 

resolution for solving the “Kurdish problem”.65 

Intergroup forgiveness was related to support for reconciliation for both Kurds and 

Turks: Those who support reconciliation are more likely to forgive. From a social and 

political psychology perspective, if both reconciliation and intergroup forgiveness can be 

considered as changes of motivations about the conflict as well as about the other group, it is 

not surprising that these are related constructs.66 The size of the correlation among Kurds is 

moderate and slightly higher in Turkey (versus in Belgium) suggesting that for Kurds in 

Turkey these two aspects of peace-building are more strongly related probably because of the 

contextual salience of the intergroup conflict and sharper boundaries between Kurds and 

Turks in Turkey, as mentioned above. The size of the correlation among Turks, however, is 

small-to-moderate and similar in both Turkey and Belgium.  

Finally, we look at the relationship between forgiveness and reconciliation construals. 

For Kurdish respondents, forgiveness was not related to either construals of reconciliation. 

When looking at the relationship between forgiveness and the themes separately (rather than 

the two latent construals), Kurds endorsing the emotion and dialogue themes were more likely 

to forgive. For Turks, there was a positive relationship between forgiveness and unity-based 

construal of reconciliation so that those endorsing a unity-based construal of reconciliation 

were more likely to forgive. In the literature about forgiveness, emotions such as empathy and 

trust are considered facilitators of forgiveness. Similarly, Shnabel and colleagues have found 
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that restoring damaged identities of both sides of the conflict via dialogue increases the 

readiness to reconciliation.67 Therefore it is not surprising that forgiveness, emotion and 

dialogue themes were positively related among Kurds; thereby suggesting a psychological 

need for open dialogue and positive emotions for initiating intergroup forgiveness. For Turks, 

it seems that forgiveness requires change of identities towards a common identity, along with 

emotions such as empathy and mutual dialogue. Both Yeğen and Ünlü draw attention to the 

changing dynamics of the acceptance of Kurds’ existence in Turkey in a way that given their 

rejection of assimilation and quest for political autonomy, they are degraded from being 

‘prospective Turks’ to ‘pseudo-citizens’ and they are seen as the deal-breakers of the 

‘Turkishness contract’.68 Therefore, any Turkish frame of reconciliation and forgiveness 

recently falls within a nationalistic nostalgia, an assimilative “last call” to Kurds, setting a 

precondition for reconciliation and forgiveness. From this line of reasoning it is also not a 

surprise to see that Turks’ forgiveness go hand in hand with an assimilative unity construal of 

reconciliation. Finally, the level of intergroup forgiveness was above the midpoint of the scale 

for both Kurds and Turks, thus people believed that forgiveness was necessary to move 

forward. However, given that the cease fire and peace talks have been interrupted, support for 

forgiveness could be expected to be lower if measured today. 

Although there were slight differences, construals of reconciliation and its relations to 

forgiveness and support for reconciliation seemed overall similar across Turkey and Belgium. 

This could be because immigrants from Turkey in Europe and in Belgium are strongly 

attached to their ethnic origin; they stay in closed communities, have strong ties with and 

follow news and politics from Turkey.69 When there were differences (as in the levels of 

support for reconciliation), they were due to the heightened salience of the conflict in Turkey. 

Our study contributes to the understanding of the understudied intergroup conflict between 

diaspora Turks and Kurds in Belgium.70 Future studies should look into the reasons for the 

difference in support for reconciliation, such as the salience of intergroup boundaries and 

endorsing multiculturalism. For instance, despite an increased expression of conflict between 

the younger generation of Kurds and Turks (such as in Sweden), there is also a growing 

discourse in diaspora as possible actors of peacebuilding which may explain increased support 

for reconciliation in Kurds in Belgium.71 

One note of caution is that in this study respondents in both countries were highly-

educated, and they are not representative of the respective populations. Education level 

predicts political mobilization. For Kurds as a minority group, higher education may increase 

political mobilization for in-group rights, and for Turks, it may lead to higher support for 
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minority rights.72 Although the findings of this research among educated young people is still 

important for the resolution of the intergroup conflict in Turkey, future studies should include 

both educated and uneducated segments of society. Another issue which might have affected 

the results is the disproportionate representation of male respondents which may be due to the 

interviewer’s gender. Reflecting on the role of women in peacebuilding, specifically the 

unique discourse and efforts toward establishing the de-escalation of the conflict and starting 

the reconciliation in civil society, it is worth noting that the reconciliation themes that 

appeared in our research may still fall under the dominant male discourse in both Kurds and 

Turks but especially so in Turks in Turkey, which may explain the emphasis on “disarming 

PKK”.73 Finally, since the reconciliation requires a change of perspectives of both parties in 

the conflict, this study included the Turkish perspective as well. However, the Turkish sample 

was small and only two-thirds responded for the meanings of reconciliation, which affected 

the strength of the correlations. This may tell us something about the (lack of) motivation of 

Turkish respondents to elaborate their answers (and possibly thoughts) about what 

reconciliation means. Despite small sample sizes, the fact that the results are consistent with 

the literature strengthens our conclusions. 

Overall, this research sheds light on the questions what reconciliation means from the 

perspective of both minority and majority groups, how these meanings are related to 

intergroup forgiveness, and how these processes play out in Turkey and in diaspora. Beyond 

its theoretical contributions, it highlights potential pathways to reconciliation for an ongoing 

conflict. 
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