
 

 

 

NO. 15 APRIL 2025  Introduction 

Youth Co-Radicalisation in Türkiye – 
New Conflict-Induced Migration 
Ayhan Kaya 

Turkish migration to Western Europe, particularly Germany, has been driven by 

economic aspirations and socio-political conflicts. Since 2013, a new wave of highly 

skilled young Turks has migrated to Western states due to political instability. At the 

same time, a concerning trend emerging in Türkiye’s marginalised urban areas is the 

co-radicalisation of Turkish citizens and refugees fuelled by political and socio-eco-

nomic tensions. This process, exacerbated by political actors exploiting cultural and 

civilizational divisions, could lead to a new wave of conflict-induced migration to 

Europe. To prevent this, proactive policies fostering dialogue and inclusive social 

programmes are needed, with adjusted support schemes to address root causes be-

fore they escalate. 

 

EU-Türkiye relations have become truly 

transactional since the early 2010s. In this 

transactional relationship, migration and 

asylum cover an extensive volume of trans-

actions that requires both sides to continue 

collaborating with other policy fields, such 

as trade, energy, security, counterterrorism, 

and the environment. The 2016 EU-Türkiye 

Refugee Statement was a landmark moment 

in this evolving transactional relationship. 

Migration from Türkiye has traditionally 

been analysed through an economic lens, 

particularly concerning labour migration to 

Europe in the 1960s and 1970s. However, 

ethno-cultural, class-based, and religious-

political conflicts also played an equally 

significant role in shaping migratory move-

ments from Türkiye. In recent years, bur-

geoning socio-economic and political con-

flicts have added another layer of complex-

ity to the broader movement of people in 

and out of the country. The migration of 

highly skilled Turkish citizens to Europe, 

especially Germany, increased after the 

2013 Gezi protests and 2016 Turkish coup 

attempt. 

Türkiye has also emerged as a key host 

country for refugees fleeing regional con-

flicts. Political upheaval in Iran (the Iranian 

Revolution 1977–1979), American military 

interventions in Iraq (1991 Gulf War and 

2003 Iraq War), and, more recently, the 

Syrian Civil War (2011–2024) and the take-

over of the Taliban in Afghanistan (2021) 

have driven large numbers of displaced 

people into Türkiye. As a result of its open-

door policy, Türkiye became the world’s 

largest refugee-hosting country between 

https://www.cidob.org/en/publications/highly-skilled-migration-between-eu-and-turkey-drivers-and-scenarios
https://www.cidob.org/en/publications/highly-skilled-migration-between-eu-and-turkey-drivers-and-scenarios
https://reporting.unhcr.org/operational/operations/t%C3%BCrkiye#:~:text=T%C3%BCrkiye%20has%20been%20the%20largest,protection%20applicants%20and%20status%2Dholders.
https://reporting.unhcr.org/operational/operations/t%C3%BCrkiye#:~:text=T%C3%BCrkiye%20has%20been%20the%20largest,protection%20applicants%20and%20status%2Dholders.
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2012 and 2023, in contrast to the restrictive 

asylum policies of many Western states. 

More recently, conflicts in former Soviet 

territories have further contributed to 

migration into Türkiye, including the ar-

rival of Ukrainians fleeing war and Russians 

facing political repression. 

Growing ethno-cultural and religious 

encounters in Türkiye are fuelling conflicts 

between young Turkish citizens and refugee 

peers in the outskirts of urban areas. Both 

groups are blaming each other for daily 

hardships and radicalising amid shared 

struggles with destitution, unemployment, 

poverty, exclusion, humiliation, and sub-

ordination. This co-radicalisation may drive 

new waves of conflict-driven migration to 

Europe. 

The term co-radicalisation was first used in 

the psychology literature and arose from 

the observation that intergroup conflicts 

generate intergroup hostility through ideo-

logical extremization or increases existing 

ones. These intergroup conflicts have a pro-

pensity to perpetuate themselves through 

cycles of reciprocal threat, violence, and 

extremization. However, an alternative 

perspective from social movements theory 

views co-radicalisation as a broader process 

of ideological transformation, which is not 

necessarily violent, but can emerge as a 

response to structural inequalities, political 

disenfranchisement, and resentment in 

daily life. 

A recent European Research Council 

study explored co-radicalisation between 

right-wing nativist and Muslim youths in 

Germany, France, Belgium, and the Nether-

lands. This dynamic, also seen in tensions 

between local Turks and refugees in Tür-

kiye, highlights how political narratives 

deepen societal divisions. Addressing these 

challenges requires policies that foster 

social cohesion and reduce radicalisation 

and co-radicalisation. 

Youth radicalisation in Türkiye 

Radicalisation has been described as a 

broader process of ideological transforma-

tion, which is not necessarily violent, but 

can emerge as a response to socio-economic, 

political, spatial, and psychological forms of 

deprivation in daily life. However, co-radica-

lisation further expands upon this frame-

work by examining how hostility between 

social groups develops even in the absence 

of direct interaction. 

Türkiye has seen significant shifts in 

youth activism over the decades, from mass 

mobilisations in the 1970s advocating for 

liberty, equality, and justice to increasing 

Islamisation since the early 2000s. How-

ever, efforts to shape a religiously conser-

vative generation have faced pushback, 

particularly among youth from religious 

institutions. Rising trends toward secular-

ism, deism, and atheism signal dissatis-

faction with state-led social engineering. 

Meanwhile, the collapse of the Kurdish 

peace process between 2013 and 2015 has 

deepened divisions, especially in urban 

centres. 

Additionally, Türkiye still hosts the 

second-largest refugee population globally, 

further influencing youth radicalisation 

dynamics. Social and economic exclusion, 

coupled with political instability, has 

fuelled grievances among both host and 

refugee communities, necessitating more 

inclusive policies to mitigate the tensions 

and co-radicalisation between them. 

Tensions between local 
populations and migrants 

Since 2015, negative perceptions of Syrian 

refugees have grown in Türkiye, fuelled by 

public figures, including conservative-reli-

gious intellectuals. This rhetoric echoes a 

historical narrative from the late Ottoman 

period, where Arabs were seen as disloyal 

for allegedly aligning with Western powers. 

These stereotypes persist, especially among 

younger generations, who encounter them 

through digital media and nationalist 

education, leading to societal anxieties over 

identity and economic insecurity. 

Tensions between local populations and 

migrant communities residing on the out-

skirts of large cities in Türkiye often stem 

from economic hardship. In the process of 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-8721.2008.00598.x
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2016-11945-001
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2016-11945-001
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/R/bo12274786.html
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/R/bo12274786.html
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3197094
https://www.routledge.com/Nativist-and-Islamist-Radicalism-Anger-and-Anxiety/Kaya-Benevento-Koca/p/book/9781032314556?srsltid=AfmBOoqqSDIF_RXjd9SwP_7i3T9dWakYWRgeQ0z953T4xYcngHlcX1AC
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/oa-edit/10.4324/9781003309840-1/introduction-nativist-islamist-radicalism-ayhan-kaya-metin-koca-ay%C5%9Fenur-benevento?context=ubx&refId=e93a69f6-cd5a-485b-952a-1b953229ef9d
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/oa-edit/10.4324/9781003309840-1/introduction-nativist-islamist-radicalism-ayhan-kaya-metin-koca-ay%C5%9Fenur-benevento?context=ubx&refId=e93a69f6-cd5a-485b-952a-1b953229ef9d
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13608746.2014.979031
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14683857.2023.2176197?tab=permissions&scroll=top&role=tab
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14683857.2023.2176197?tab=permissions&scroll=top&role=tab
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/tocd/issue/82950/1293032
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/pub/tocd/issue/82950/1293032
https://www.unhcr.org/tr/sites/tr/files/2025-04/syrians_barometer_2023_executive_summary.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/tr/sites/tr/files/2025-04/syrians_barometer_2023_executive_summary.pdf
https://sites.uab.edu/humanrights/2023/10/21/anti-arab-rhetoric-in-turkey-a-growing-concern/
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/54518
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co-radicalisation, local citizens may har-

bour resentment toward migrants due to 

perceived economic burdens, while 

migrants and refugees often feel exploited 

as cheap labour in their host countries. 

Having endured violence, displacement, 

and continued hardship, Syrian refugees in 

Türkiye – particularly children and young 

people – face heightened vulnerability to 

radicalisation, among other significant 

risks. If left unaddressed, this issue could 

become one of the most lasting and con-

sequential impacts of the Syrian conflict 

in Türkiye. 

Among the Syrian refugees in Türkiye, 

only a small fraction has managed to estab-

lish businesses or work independently, 

while the vast majority remain in low-

skilled, precarious, and informal employ-

ment. Although the temporary protection 

scheme has allowed access to the labour 

market, as of August 2024, only 108,000 

Syrians had been granted work permits 

across Türkiye. Given that the number of 

Syrians of working age exceeds 950,000, 

this suggests that most rely on informal jobs 

and social aid, living under conditions of 

extreme poverty and the hunger threshold. 

Refugees in Türkiye are often blamed 

for strained public services, rising prices, 

and unemployment. While the government 

promotes cultural and religious ties to 

encourage acceptance, public perception 

reveals a significant divide. Structural bar-

riers – such as limited communication 

access, language issues, and safety con-

cerns – prevent refugees from challenging 

these views. Opinion surveys in Türkiye 

show that public attitudes toward Syrian 

refugees remain fluid and shift over time. 

The pivotal moment came during local 

elections in the summer of 2019, when the 

Justice and Development Party (AKP) lost 

control of major cities, such as Istanbul, 

Ankara, Izmir, Adana, Antalya, and Mersin. 

Since then, both the AKP and opposition 

parties have increasingly converged in their 

rhetoric, collectively attributing societal 

and political problems to refugees. Refer-

ring to the notion of Ansar (helper in 

Arabic) that reminds the Turks of the story 

of early Muslim helpers from Medina who 

supported the immigrant Muslims from 

Mecca alongside the Prophet Muhammad, 

AKP leadership has often framed the sup-

port to the Syrian refugees within the 

contours of a religious form of hospitality. 

The earlier narratives of hospitality 

toward Syrian refugees gradually gave way 

to resentment and scapegoating nationwide, 

including within the AKP elite. Recently, 

the political discourse shifted from the 

rhetoric of Ansar to a focus on refugee 

repatriation, as the ruling elite and the 

oppositional parties sought to capitalise 

on anti-refugee sentiments amid growing 

socio-economic and political unrest. 

The discursive shift also became visible 

in the speeches of the former Minister of 

Interior, Süleyman Soylu, who gave detailed 

accounts of Syrian returnees in his monthly 

organised press conferences in 2018 and 

2019. Following the loss of municipal elect-

ions in Istanbul, the Governor, Ali Yerlikaya 

announced that Syrians under temporary 

protection residing in the city without 

proof of documents showing Istanbul as 

their city of registration would be deported 

to the cities where they were initially regis-

tered or Syria. These changes in policy prac-

tices demonstrate that what has been 

happening to Syrians is not only a discur-

sive shift, but also an actual transformation 

of policies and practices from Ansar to an 

emphasis on the return of Syrian refugees. 

The emphasis on the return of Syrian 

refugees by state actors continued after Ali 

Yerlikaya became the new Minister of Inte-

rior in June 2023. According to the latest 

figures given by the Interior Minister, the 

total number of Syrians who have returned 

to Syria since 2017 was 792,625 as of 9 

January 2025. According to the official 

figures, as of 12 February 2025, the number 

of Syrians under temporary protection is 

2,838,292 people, while the number of 

Syrians granted Turkish citizenship has 

reached 238,768 people as of December 

2023. However, the return discourse became 

popular again following the liberation of 

Syria from Bashar al-Assad on 8 December 

2024. 

https://academic.oup.com/migration/article/13/1/mnae051/7952051
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2025.2452261?src=
https://www.iemed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/EuroMeSCo-Policy-Brief-78-Turkey-Fight-Against-Youth-Radicalisation.pdf
https://www.iemed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/EuroMeSCo-Policy-Brief-78-Turkey-Fight-Against-Youth-Radicalisation.pdf
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/routledg/cjms/2021/00000047/00000013/art00008;jsessionid=2pga3s9beotm3.x-ic-live-03
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/routledg/cjms/2021/00000047/00000013/art00008;jsessionid=2pga3s9beotm3.x-ic-live-03
https://gazeteoksijen.com/turkiye/son-10-yilda-turkiyede-calisma-izni-alan-suriyeli-sayisi-118den-108-bine-yukseldi-219539#:~:text=Bu%20izni%20alanlarda%201.s%C4%B1rada,128'le%20T%C3%BCrkmenistanl%C4%B1lar%20%C3%BC%C3%A7%C3%BCnc%C3%BC%20oldu.
https://gazeteoksijen.com/turkiye/son-10-yilda-turkiyede-calisma-izni-alan-suriyeli-sayisi-118den-108-bine-yukseldi-219539#:~:text=Bu%20izni%20alanlarda%201.s%C4%B1rada,128'le%20T%C3%BCrkmenistanl%C4%B1lar%20%C3%BC%C3%A7%C3%BCnc%C3%BC%20oldu.
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-74866-0_9
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/54518
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/syrian-refugees-in-turkey-beyond-the-numbers/#:~:text=They%20are%20viewed%20as%20a,large%20cultural%20and%20social%20distance.
https://www.unhcr.org/tr/sites/tr/files/legacy-pdf/SB-2021-I%CC%87ngilizce-19-Ocak-2023.pdf
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/growing-anti-syrian-sentiment-turkey
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/17/magazine/syrians-turkey-return.html
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/turkey-migration-history
https://www.imiscoe.org/publications/library/2-imiscoe-research-series/188-syrian-refugees-in-turkey
https://www.imiscoe.org/publications/library/2-imiscoe-research-series/188-syrian-refugees-in-turkey
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/unregistered-syrians-sent-back-to-camps-in-turkey-interior-minister-145224
https://www.returnmigration.eu/gapsblog/the-politicization-of-refugees-in-turkeys-elections-is-not-yet-over
https://www.swp-berlin.org/publikation/amidst-refugee-flows-irregular-migration-and-authoritarianism
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/01/17/magazine/syrians-turkey-return.html
https://en.goc.gov.tr/temporary-protection27
https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/turkce/haberler/detay/turkiyede-bulunan-yabancilarin-sayisi-ve-vatandaslik-durumlari-ile-ilgili-iddialara-dair-aciklama
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvg6eeg87lqo
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cvg6eeg87lqo
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Economic and social challenges 
equally hit both groups 

In Türkiye, socio-economic deprivation and 

political polarisation affect both citizens 

and immigrants, with urban youth facing 

insecure labour markets and limited social 

security. This economic precariousness in-

creases stress for both residents and munici-

palities. Refugee communities living below 

the poverty line struggle with child labour, 

school dropouts, and informal work. The 

mass migration of Syrians has placed addi-

tional economic pressure on the host socie-

ty, contributing to rising unemployment 

and negatively impacting vulnerable local 

populations, especially in informal sectors. 

Young residents of major cities like Istan-

bul, Gaziantep, Bursa, Adana, Şanlıurfa, 

Mersin, and Izmir voice concerns about the 

high number of refugees in their neigh-

bourhoods. However, their frustration is 

not necessarily driven by anti-refugee senti-

ments, but rather by a perception of being 

“unloved” by the state and neglected by 

public authorities. Many citizens have ex-

pressed a sense of abandonment, believing 

that the AKP government has prioritised 

refugees over its citizens. 

Refugee youth often share socio-econom-

ic grievances, with poverty, marginalisa-

tion, and exclusion heightening their 

vulnerability to radicalisation. Thrust into 

early adulthood or left without opportu-

nities, many face deep deprivation. Limited 

access to education and job skills block 

integration, fostering disillusionment that 

can lead to crime and extremism. Segre-

gated urban ghettoes further entrench their 

marginalisation, creating fertile ground for 

radical narratives. 

A 2021 World Bank study found that the 

low-wage informal employment of refugees 

significantly displaced Turkish workers. 

Despite the correlation with the informal 

employment of nearly one million Syrians, 

Türkiye’s unemployment rate rose from 

8.15% in 2012 to 13.92% in 2020. Although 

the right to work was formalised in January 

2016, its implementation remains largely 

exclusionary. Data reveal significant bar-

riers to formal employment for Syrians and 

other more irregular migrants from Afghan-

istan, Iran, and Pakistan. According to the 

Presidency of Migration Management, near-

ly 20% of Syrians are aged 10-18, with low 

schooling rates, particularly in secondary 

education, likely driving many into infor-

mal employment. 

Many locals view migrants as competi-

tion for jobs and resources, fostering resent-

ment. The right-wing populist party, Zafer 

Partisi (Victory Party, ZP), established in 

2021, has capitalised on this sentiment, 

blaming refugees for economic insecurities 

and inequality. Migrants from Syria, 

Afghanistan, and Pakistan face compound-

ed challenges, inheriting the poverty of 

marginalised communities and fuelling 

perceptions of them as threats rather than 

victims. Similar to other right-wing parties 

in Europe, the ZP has exploited these in-

securities, deepening divides between young 

citizens and refugees. 

Conspiracy theories and nativism 
have become widespread 

In a 2021 press release, the ZP claimed that 

migration from the Middle East was depop-

ulating northern Syria and transferring its 

population to Türkiye, ultimately leading to 

the creation of a “PKK’istan” in Rojava. The 

party argued that the Syrian refugee issue 

was not about humanitarian solidarity, but 

part of an imperialist plot targeting both 

Turkish and Syrian communities. Using the 

concept of “weapons of mass migration,” the 

ZP rejected the view of these movements as 

humanitarian and instead framed them as 

part of a strategy to reshape the Middle 

East’s post-World War I geopolitical land-

scape. ZP leader Ümit Özdağ defended his 

party’s stance on repatriation, arguing that 

opposing displacement, particularly in the 

context of rising tensions, is not racist. 

Ümit Özdağ was arrested on 21 January 

2025 on charges of inciting violence through 

a series of anti-refugee posts on social 

media. It is striking to see some parallels 

between the content of the ZP press releases 

and their counterparts’ discourses in 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14683857.2024.2315652#d1e237
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2025.2452261?src=
https://academic.oup.com/migration/article/13/1/mnae051/7952051
https://nsiteam.com/social/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Refugee-Radicalization-Militarization-in-the-Age-of-the-European-Refugee-Crisis-A-Composite-Model-compressed.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/country/turkiye?view=chart
https://www.refworld.org/legal/decreees/natlegbod/2016/en/113667
https://www.refworld.org/legal/decreees/natlegbod/2016/en/113667
https://en.goc.gov.tr/temporary-protection27
https://dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/sosyoekonomi/issue/57521/655321
https://dergipark.org.tr/en/pub/sosyoekonomi/issue/57521/655321
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13629395.2024.2444763
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13629395.2024.2444763
https://www.routledge.com/Populism-and-Heritage-in-Europe-Lost-in-Diversity-and-Unity/Kaya/p/book/9780367776787?srsltid=AfmBOoqZZNI5osPWDjlDnsioPvuYvt646Se9FIDakwYb7bMJGulecnSA
https://zaferpartisi.org.tr/suriyeli-siginmacilarin-vatanlarina-donmeleri-icin-yapilmasi-gerekenler/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13629395.2024.2444763
https://doi.org/10.1080/13629395.2024.2444763
https://ankahaber.net/haber/detay/zafer_partisi_genel_baskani_ozdag_haziran_2015_secimleri_ile_kasim_2015_arasindaki_surece_benzer_bir_siddet_dalgasinin_bu_sefer_siginmacilar_uzerinden_planlandigi_anlasiliyor_85329
https://apnews.com/article/turkey-far-right-politician-arrest-9dcb2d529ddc12ad0b3b561efb40a94d
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Europe. For instance, explaining the mass 

migration of Syrians to Türkiye through 

various conspiracy theories resembles the 

infamous The Great Replacement argument 

by Renaud Camus, a right-wing French 

ideologue. Furthermore, the ZP’s making 

the analogy of “PPK’istan”, which is meant 

to be the land of the Kurds in Rojava, is 

reminiscent of analogies in Europe, e.g., 

Eurabia, made by right-wing populist actors 

like Geert Wilders to spread the fear that 

Europe is becoming the new Arabia. 

Social media intensifies the 
tensions 

The media amplify tensions between local 

citizens and migrant-origin groups, partic-

ularly through social media where anti-

refugee rhetoric is often circulated among 

the members of the majority society. 

Migrant communities organise through 

civil society organisations (CSOs), often 

using religious rhetoric to advocate for their 

rights. This has led to further polarisation, 

especially in debates around migration, 

secularism, and national identity. 

Migrant populations often lack the cul-

tural and economic capital to organise 

within Turkish institutions like political 

parties and labour unions. In response, 

some CSOs, particularly those using reli-

gious rhetoric (e.g., Özgürder), have framed 

migrants as the “Ansar” and mobilised 

protests on their behalf. This positioning 

contributes to Türkiye’s already polarised 

ideological landscape. For instance, during 

debates on the migration of Afghan and 

Pakistani men, social media accounts in 

Urdu, Punjabi, and Pashto spread anti-

secularist rhetoric, targeting Mustafa Kemal 

Atatürk and the secular regime, with the 

ZP playing a key role in amplifying these 

claims on social media. 

Street interviews shared on popular 

YouTube channels like Ilave TV, Halk Ekrani, 

and Ahsen TV have amplified anti-Syrian 

refugee sentiments in Türkiye, reaching 

millions. These interviews often feature 

untrained individuals asking provocative 

questions, spreading intolerance and mis-

information. Notably, Ahsen TV is operated 

by political Islamist nationalists linked to 

the Ismailaga Cemaati, a group of strong 

AKP supporters 

Street interviews highlight common 

drivers of anti-refugee sentiment in Tür-

kiye, including beliefs that Syrians take jobs 

from locals, receive unfair benefits, and 

should return home. Misconceptions about 

education access and security risks further 

fuel hostility. These narratives – amplified 

by limited media freedom – have sparked 

violence and shifted public opinion, in-

creasingly framing Syrians as a burden. 

Local media and social media channels con-

tinue to broadcast these tensions emerging 

between local citizens and refugees, al-

though the AKP-controlled mainstream 

media tend to undermine such news. 

Hostility towards migrants 
increases 

A central argument within the anti-migra-

tion discourse in Türkiye is that Syrian 

migrants have become the majority in 

southern cities, particularly in regions ex-

tending from Şanlıurfa to Mersin. In these 

areas, campaigners have directed their 

rhetoric at both the local population and 

state authorities, highlighting concerns 

about the perceived dangers of demograph-

ic change. This is an argument that the 

right-wing ZP often capitalises. Cities, such 

as Antakya, where Arabs and Turks have 

coexisted for centuries have become focal 

points in these discussions. 

In recent years, violent clashes between 

local citizens and refugees have been esca-

lating at an alarming rate in Türkiye. This 

manifests as a particular form of religious 

nationalism, where some local young Turk-

ish citizens perceive refugees as insufficient-

ly loyal to national and religious values. 

This tension is often heightened in eco-

nomically disadvantaged districts of large 

cities, where incidents of violence or aggres-

sion, such as those in Istanbul’s Bağcılar, 

Esenyurt, and Esenler districts, serve as 

micro-level examples of co-radicalisation be-

tween youth groups. 

https://www.isdglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/The-Great-Replacement-ISD-External-August2022.pdf
https://www.isdglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/The-Great-Replacement-ISD-External-August2022.pdf
https://www.zaferpartisi.org.tr/suriyeli-siginmacilarin-vatanlarina-donmeleri-icin-yapilmasi-gerekenler/
https://voxeurop.eu/en/wilders-imaginary-eurabia/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2025.2452261?src=
https://www.ozgurder.org/
https://www.imiscoe.org/publications/library/2-imiscoe-research-series/188-syrian-refugees-in-turkey
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1369183X.2025.2452261?src=
https://www.zaferpartisi.org.tr/Haberler/ozdag-bile-sasirdi-%E2%80%9Cturkiye%E2%80%99de-15-milyon-afgan-var%E2%80%9D/
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/turkish-backlash-how-street-interviews-spread-anti-syrian-refugee-sentiment
https://www.ismailaga.org.tr/
https://www.bursadabugun.com/haber/bursa-da-suriyeli-gerginligi-846722.html#google_vignette
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zEXUQOkSPTs
https://www.yenicaggazetesi.com.tr/suriyeliler-bursada-olay-cikardi-163692h.htm
https://istanpol.org/Uploads/ContentManagementFile/2020-019-attitudes-towards-syrian-migrants-in-istanbul.pdf
https://istanpol.org/Uploads/ContentManagementFile/2020-019-attitudes-towards-syrian-migrants-in-istanbul.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vrk-R5Prffo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xRo8A0u2eNE
https://ankahaber.net/haber/detay/istanbul_esenlerde_yabanci_uyruklulara_ait_dukkanlara_saldiri_duzenleyen_suphelilerden_biri_yakalandi_153893
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These tensions in large cities are also ex-

acerbated in the aftermath of disasters like 

the 2023 earthquakes in Southeast Türkiye, 

where competition for resources and rising 

discrimination against migrants intensified. 

Following the earthquakes in 2023, which 

displaced thousands, including both Turk-

ish and Syrian residents, there were reports 

of increased discrimination and hostility, 

particularly concerning petty crime. 

On the night of August 11 2021, violence 

erupted in Ankara’s Altındağ district as 

hundreds of locals attacked Syrian refugees’ 

homes in retaliation for the alleged killing 

of a Turkish youth by Syrians. What started 

as anger quickly escalated into chaos, with 

Syrian businesses looted and destroyed by 

an uncontrolled mob. The Altındağ riots 

sent shockwaves across Türkiye intensifying 

the national debate over the growing refu-

gee population and highlighting deepening 

societal fractures. 

Similarly, in late June 2024, rumours 

spread in Kayseri, a town in central Ana-

tolia, alleging that a young Syrian boy had 

assaulted a Turkish girl. These claims 

sparked large-scale protests against refugees 

in the city, which soon escalated into simi-

lar clashes between locals and refugee 

communities in major cities like Istanbul, 

Bursa, Hatay, Gaziantep, and Konya. Grow-

ing tensions between the two groups across 

Türkiye were met with a response from 

Syrians living in Turkish-controlled areas 

of Northern Syria, including al-Bab, Afrin, 

and Azaz, where protesters publicly burned 

Turkish flags. 

Refugee youth radicalise as a 
response to socio-economic and 
socio-political grievances 

It is well-established that youth unemploy-

ment – more so than overall unemploy-

ment – and its proportion within the 

general population is a significant factor 

influencing the radicalisation of refugee 

youth, including their potential susceptibil-

ity to jihadist ideologies. Furthermore, 

socio-economic disenchantment in Türkiye, 

coupled with exclusionary mechanisms 

imposed by the majority of society, has 

been shown to increase the likelihood of 

refugee youth identifying with ongoing 

conflict dynamics, leading to heightened 

alienation and hindering integration. In 

this context, the persistently high rates of 

long-term unemployment among the pre-

dominantly young Syrian refugee popula-

tion must be viewed as a considerable risk 

factor. 

Key push factors for refugee radicalisa-

tion include chronic trauma, limited access 

to education, and systemic exclusion. Com-

bined with prolonged unemployment, these 

conditions can steer vulnerable youth to-

ward radical groups. Research warns of the 

risks when these factors converge in radical-

ising environments. 

Co-radicalisation and 
fragmentation of the social 

Youth radicalisation in Türkiye is influ-

enced by a complex interplay of historical, 

political, and social factors, with new forms 

of activism emerging as traditional move-

ments decline. Addressing this requires in-

clusive policies that guide youth grievances 

into democratic, non-violent engagement. 

Co-radicalisation, fuelled by economic pres-

sures, religious nationalism, and political 

ideologies, exacerbates tensions between 

locals and migrants. Structural inequalities 

and divisive political discourse deepen 

these divides. Refugee stigmatisation, in-

fluenced by political narratives, is key to 

this dynamic, with the AKP’s Ansar discourse 

previously framing refugees positively, 

while the ZP’s rhetoric reinforces exclusion. 

The ruling political elite in Türkiye has 

largely framed Syrian refugees within a 

narrative of benevolence, portraying state 

assistance as an act of charity rather than 

a fulfilment of internationally recognised 

refugee rights. For instance, the then Prime 

Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu in his speech in 

Gaziantep – one of the most popular desti-

nations for Syrian refugees at the Syrian 

border –  in 2014 publicly stated that the 

https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/server/api/core/bitstreams/a97e4ce0-888d-49d2-a301-2f1a4a7e755c/content
https://www.tamgaturk.com/deprem-bolgesinde-yagma-yapan-kacak-gocmen-askerler-tarafindan-yakalandi/58484/
https://www.voanews.com/a/europe_syrian-refugees-targeted-ankara-night-violence/6209483.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2024/07/20/syrian-refugees-attacked-in-turkey-the-crisis-makes-us-perfect-scapegoats_6691629_4.html
https://www.bbc.com/turkce/articles/cgr5284j895o
https://serbestiyet.com/haberler/suriyenin-tsk-egemenligindeki-bolgelerinde-turkiye-infiali-tsk-usleri-ve-ptt-subeleri-saldiriya-ugradi-turkiye-bayraklari-yakildi-172783/
https://www.bbc.com/turkce/articles/cgr5284j895o
https://www.iemed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/EuroMeSCo-Policy-Brief-78-Turkey-Fight-Against-Youth-Radicalisation.pdf
https://www.iemed.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/EuroMeSCo-Policy-Brief-78-Turkey-Fight-Against-Youth-Radicalisation.pdf
https://tepav.org.tr/tr/haberler/s/4383
https://pure.royalholloway.ac.uk/en/publications/radical-habitus-trajectories-of-youth-radicalization-in-turkey
https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/politika/bize-siginana-kapimizi-acmak-boynumuzun-borcu/88813
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inhabitants of Gaziantep were from the city 

of Ansar: “Gaziantep is an Ansar city now. 

God, bless you all”. Similarly, President 

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Deputy Prime 

Minister Numan Kurtulmuş used the same 

discourse in their speeches. 

This approach has influenced govern-

ment policy and shaped attitudes in migra-

tion agencies, local municipalities, and civil 

society, reinforcing a religiously driven per-

spective. The state’s use of the Ansar spirit 

aligns with its broader Islamist and neo-

Ottomanist rhetoric, leveraging Türkiye’s 

Islamic heritage to deflect criticism and 

consolidate support, especially in border 

regions where refugees are most visible. 

Under AKP rule, Türkiye has experienced 

affective polarisation, a hallmark of right-

wing populism that fractures society along 

ethno-cultural and religious lines. This co-

radicalisation is fuelled by the state’s and 

opposition’s mismanagement – whether 

deliberate or not – of diversity and inter-

group dialogue. 

Co-radicalisation of these groups is driven 

by multiple factors, including worsening 

socio-economic conditions and competing 

political narratives on refugee policies. 

Since 2017, rising tensions in Türkiye have 

fuelled public discontent toward Syrians, 

increasing xenophobic and Arabophobic 

sentiments, particularly during elections. 

These power dynamics have deepened 

divisions between native and migrant com-

munities, intensifying mutual radicalisa-

tion. 

Co-radicalisation as a new 
phenomenon in Europe 

Co-radicalisation is highly relevant in 

Europe, where nativist and Islamist youths 

are caught in a cycle of mutual radicalisa-

tion. Both respond defensively to perceived 

social, economic, and political exclusion. 

Their radicalisation stems less from cultural 

or religious differences and more from 

shared experiences of marginalisation in-

tensified by globalisation and neoliberal 

policies. 

This mutual radicalisation is a reaction 

to their shared experiences of injustice and 

exclusion, leading to a cycle of co-radicalisa-

tion where each group’s radicalisation fuels 

the other’s. Hence, the root causes of radi-

calisation in both Turkish and European 

contexts can be found in the socio-eco-

nomic, spatial, political, and psychological 

dimensions of exclusion, marginalisation, 

and identity struggles. 

Tensions of this kind, also seen in Ger-

many and other European countries, lead to 

social and political polarisation. As wit-

nessed in some parliamentary elections, 

they can also be used as a tool for political 

campaigning. Similar to the Turkish con-

text, the phenomenon of co-radicalisation 

in EU Member States is also manifested in 

the conflicts emerging between nativist and 

Islamist migrant-origin youths. 

Implications of co-radicalisation 
for Europe 

Germany and Türkiye share strong ties 

shaped by migration, trade, and EU policy. 

The co-radicalisation of both native and refu-

gee youth in Türkiye is an increasing con-

cern for German policymakers. Since the 

2013 Gezi protests, conflict-driven youth 

migration has continued, fuelling social 

tensions that prompt both skilled middle-

class youth and impoverished local and 

refugee youth to seek opportunities – often 

irregularly – in Europe. 

If German, European, and Turkish policy-

makers fail to address these tensions effec-

tively, frustration and distrust may grow, 

further fuelling extremist narratives and 

threatening social cohesion. Preventing 

further conflict-driven migration requires 

proactive policies and inclusive dialogue. 

Germany and the EU must not only prepare 

for potential migratory shifts, but must also 

tackle the root causes of polarisation to 

prevent radicalisation and displacement. 

To hinder the escalation of conflicts be-

tween groups, the EU can support Türkiye 

through diverse mechanisms and regula-

tions: 

https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/erdogan-suriyeli-siginmacilara-seslendi-27342780
https://www.yeniasya.com.tr/ekonomi/suriyeli-siginmacilara-calisma-izni-geliyor_379230
https://www.imiscoe.org/publications/library/2-imiscoe-research-series/188-syrian-refugees-in-turkey
https://www.imiscoe.org/publications/library/2-imiscoe-research-series/188-syrian-refugees-in-turkey
https://www.routledge.com/Nativist-and-Islamist-Radicalism-Anger-and-Anxiety/Kaya-Benevento-Koca/p/book/9781032314556?srsltid=AfmBOoqf-08Ic0n1ZtYHsVlhSarxKF8UU2cixUgGE0LfF_A4-ZmczE3q
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/10/1/20
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-0760/10/1/20


 

SWP Comment 15 
April 2025 

8 

∎ Work with local municipalities and 

CSOs: Enhancing collaboration with 

local municipalities and CSOs is key to 

refugee integration. Since the 2016 EU-

Türkiye Refugee Statement, local actors 

have fostered cohabitation. European 

partners can strengthen engagement 

through joint economic initiatives and 

training programmes for refugees and 

host communities. Support for CSOs 

should also include advocacy to counter 

misinformation, highlighting Syrians’ 

contributions and their potential return. 

∎ Support local communities: EU Member 

States can support Turkish communities’ 

vital role in assisting Syrian refugees. 

Rising social tensions strain both groups, 

making community-based initiatives 

crucial. Enhanced EU funding for cultur-

al centres, youth programmes, and sports 

activities can foster social cohesion, 

bridge divides, and promote long-term 

stability. 

∎ Anti-radicalisation education and 

integrated schooling: The Presidency of 

Migration Management largely frames 

radicalisation as a security issue. The 

EU and its Member States can support 

Türkiye by promoting education pro-

grammes that counter extremism and 

foster tolerance through mixed schooling 

and intercultural curricula. They can 

also assist with data collection to im-

prove monitoring and ensure that pro-

jects funded by the EU Facility for Refu-

gees in Turkey meet the needs of both 

refugees and host communities. 

∎ Countering polarising narratives: EU 

Member States can support local initia-

tives in Türkiye that promote nonviolent 

youth expression – through music, art, 

and digital activism – as alternatives to 

radicalisation. They can also work with 

municipalities to establish mediation 

committees that address tensions be-

tween Turkish citizens and refugees, 

helping to prevent conflict and extrem-

ism. 

∎ Enhance economic integration and job 

creation: EU Member States can collabo-

rate with Türkiye to promote entrepre-

neurship among Turkish and refugee 

youth through grants, micro-loans, and 

mentorship, fostering economic self-

sufficiency and easing job competition. 

The EU Scholarships Project for students 

under temporary or international protec-

tion, as well as Turkish citizens, offers a 

promising model to build upon. 
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