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1. Introduction 

The main argument of this paper is that conflicts easily diffuse to neigh-
boring states and regions under specific conditions and by direct or indirect 
diffusion mechanisms. The diffusion of civil wars is, therefore, a multifacto-
rial process which must be assessed in terms of its catalyzing conditions and 
its mechanisms of diffusion (Parlar Dal 2017). To that end, this paper asks 
the following research questions: 1) Under which conditioning factors and by 
which diffusion mechanisms has the Syrian civil war has spread to Turkey 
between 2011 and 2016 via ISIS and the YPG? 2) In which ways and under the 
influence of which driving conditions and mechanisms did ISIS and the YPG 
impact the contagiousness of the Syrian conflict in the Turkish case? 

In responding to these research questions, this paper aims to accomplish 
the following tasks: 1) to fill the conceptual and empirical lacunae in the con-
flict studies literature with its comprehensive framework by linking the driving 
factors behind civil wars to their diffusion to neighboring regions and states. 2) 
to theoretically and empirically apply the concept of diffusion of conflict/civil 
war to the topic of “the Syrian civil war and Turkey.” 3) to integrate ISIS and 
the YPG, as cases of VNSAs, into the comparative study of conflict diffusion.
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2. Assessing the Causes and the Diffusion of Civil Conflict from A 
Theoretical Approach

The diffusion of civil conflicts into the neighboring and other countries 
and its impact may be best analyzed by the use of a two-layered framework 
consisting of the conditioning factors of diffusion and direct and indirect diffu-
sion mechanisms. In the conflict studies literature the concept of diffusion sig-
nifies the spread of instability from one geographic area/region to another. The 
table 1 resumes the conceptual framework used in this paper. The conditioning 
factors first looks at the structural, political, economic-social and cultural/per-
ceptional background of the diffusion and second, the diffusion mechanisms 
look at the direct and indirect channels of diffusion.

2.1. Conditioning Factors of Civil War 

The conditioning factors of the diffusion of a civil war are  structural, po-
litical, socio-economic and cultural.  Structural factor with regards the Syrian 
civil war  mainly refers to the preexisting weak state structure which makes the 
country open to foreign interventions by major and regional powers with dif-
fering interests. The growing intrastate security concerns among various non-
state armed groups in the country acting under fragile and volatile coalitions. 
The rather peaceful relations between different ethnic groups in Syria dete-
riorated with the emergence of threat perceptions among these ethnic groups 
(Brown 1996, 16). Similarly, among the political factors, The current Syrian 
regime under the Bashar Al-Assad government generated significant resent-
ment, especially in 2011 when the necessary democratic and political reforms 
were not been realized and the opposition was restricted. The policy of ethnic 
discrimination and national persecution against Sunni, Christian and Kurdish 
groups continued under the rule of Bashar al-Assad and helped fuel the the 
uprisings in late 2010. The Assad family’s undisputed power in Syria and its 
family members’ privileged positions in the main organs of the state, espe-
cially the military, can also be seen as a reflection of Syria’s long-lasting elitist 
policies. It can also be claimed that the dynamics of Syrian inter-group politics 
also made the Syrian conflict more likely given the incompatible objectives of 
the diverse ethnic and religious groups. 

Political factors as conditioning factors leading to the Syrian  civil war 
can be resumed under four categories: discriminatory political situations, ex-
clusionary national ideologies, inter-group politics and elite politics. Exclud-
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ed from the political participation processes, groups tied by strong ethnic or 
ideological bonds in particular may try to channel their demands by employing 
violent tactics and could easily trigger further violent actions. 

Regarding  the socio-economic factors leading to the civil war in Syria, 
it must first  outline that since the Syrian economy depended on the agricul-
tural sector to a great extent, the devastating drought and dust storms in Syria 
between 2006 and 2011 in the absence of advanced irrigation infrastructure 
not only caused a blow to the economy but also forced the population to leave 
the countryside in large numbers and move to urban centers (Polk 2013). The 
termination of state-sponsored food subsidies negatively impacted society and 
constituted further sources of grievances (Tomass 2016, 165). The oil sector 
in Syria was also in decline with falling numbers of produced barrels, an im-
portant part of which were consumed for energy and industry in the country. 

Cultural/perceptional factors

With regards to the cultural/perceptional factors, it was a common belief 
among the Syrian society that the Alawites had easier access to top political 
positions. Many different ethnic groups, most notably the Kurds and Yezidis, 
have historically been subject to Arabization policies of the Baath party in 
Syria. 

Table.1: Conditioning Factors of the Diffusion of the Syrian Civil War

Structural Factors
Weak States  Strong
Intra State Security Concerns  Fair
Ethnic Geography  Strong

Political Factors

Discriminatory Political Situations  Strong
Exclusionary National Ideologies  Strong
Inter Group Politics  Strong
Elite Politics  Strong

Economic-Social Factors

Economic Problems  Fair
The Existence of Discriminatory 
Economic Systems  Fair

Modernization  Fair

Cultural-Perspectival Factors
Patterns of Cultural Discrimination  Strong
Problematic Group Histories  Weak
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The Table.1 resumes and ranks the degree of the effectiveness of the 
conditining factors. In this regard, The diffusion of the impacts of ISIS and 
the YPG were catalyzed mostly by the structural and political factors leav-
ing the economic-social and cultural/perspectival factors less efficient. Given 
the structural factors, it is evident that the existence of weak states served the 
interests of all VNSAs in the country and paved the way for the rapid expan-
sion and territorial control of ISIS and the YPG in Syria. What contributed 
more to the diffusion of the YPG’s impact among the structural factors was the 
existence of a strong ethnic geography with various Kurdish groups located in 
Syria, Iraq and Turkey. In addition, the political factor of discriminatory po-
litical situations was an effective factor in the diffusion process of the YPG’s 
impact into Turkey since the Kurds in Syria and Turkey have raised the same 
rhetoric of political discrimination for many years. In the ISIS case, in addition 
to the existence of weak states, the structural factor of intrastate security con-
cerns played a significant role as with the intensification of the conflict smaller 
armed groups joined ISIS ranks in order to survive. What is remarkable was 
the role of the cultural/perspectival factor of patterns of cultural discrimina-
tion in triggering the diffusion process of the YPG since its ideology is much 
more grounded on ethnic/nationalist themes than the universal-jihadist ideol-
ogy of ISIS.

3. Understanding Diffusion Mechanisms of the Syrian Civil War 
and Their Impact on Turkey through ISIS and PYD/YPG cases 

3.1.  Direct diffusion mechanisms within ISIS and PYD/YPG Cases 

This section delves into the assessment of  the impact of direct diffusion 
mechanisms on Turkey through the ISIS and PYD/YPG Cases. A three-layered 
framework borrowed from Buhaug and Gleditsch (Buhaug and Gleditsch 2008) 
provides a comprehensive ground for studying direct diffusion mechanisms: 
bad neighborhood(s), interaction opportunities and ties and conflict charac-
teristics. The table 2 resumes and ranks the effectiveness of these mechanisms.

3.1.1.  Bad Neighborhoods 

In the bad neighborhoods mechanism, even the early stages of the Arab 
Spring, which witnessed the rapid spread of opposition movements from one 
country to another including Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Yemen, partly confirms 
this argument and proves that the Arab geography contains the elements of 
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these bad neighborhoods (Gleditsch et al. 2008; Sambanis 2002)states experi-
encing civil wars are substantially more likely to become involved in milita-
rized disputes with other states. Scholars have typically focused on opportunis-
tic attacks or diversionary wars to explain this domestic–international conflict 
nexus. The authors argue that international disputes that coincide with civil 
wars are more often directly tied to the issues surrounding the civil war and 
emphasize intervention, externalization, and unintended spillover effects from 
internal conflict as important sources of international friction. They empirical-
ly demonstrate that civil wars substantially increase the probability of disputes 
between states. An analysis of conflict narratives shows that the increased risk 
of interstate conflict associated with civil wars is primarily driven by states’ ef-
forts to affect the outcome of the civil war through strategies of intervention and 
externalization and not by an increase in conflicts over unrelated issues.”,”DOI
”:”10.1177/0022002707313305”,”ISSN”:”0022-0027”,”shortTitle”:”Fighting 
at Home, Fighting Abroad”,”journalAbbreviation”:”Journal of Conflict Re
solution”,”language”:”en”,”author”:[{“family”:”Gleditsch”,”given”:”Kris
tian Skrede”},{“family”:”Salehyan”,”given”:”Idean”},{“family”:”Schultz
”,”given”:”Kenneth”}],”issued”:{“date-parts”:[[“2008”]]}}},{“id”:3139,
”uris”:[“http://zotero.org/users/3186224/items/63RPFJC2”],”uri”:[“http://
zotero.org/users/3186224/items/63RPFJC2”],”itemData”:{“id”:3139,”type
”:”article-journal”,”title”:”A Review of Recent Advances and Future Direc-
tions in the Quantitative Literature on Civil War”,”container-title”:”Defence 
and Peace Economics”,”page”:”215-243”,”volume”:”13”,”issue”:”3”,”sou
rce”:”CrossRef”,”DOI”:”10.1080/10242690210976”,”ISSN”:”1024-2694, 
1476-8267”,”language”:”en”,”author”:[{“family”:”Sambanis”,”given”:”Nic
holas”}],”issued”:{“date-parts”:[[“2002”,1]]}}}],”schema”:”https://github.
com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json”} . It is pos-
sible to argue that the first two years of the quagmire in the Arab geography 
did not pose significant security challenges to the country but rather Turkey 
felt challenges more related to economic and foreign policy domains. It could 
easily be argued that the emergence of ISIS and the YPG as important players 
in the Syrian scene stimulated the operationalization of this bad neighborhoods 
mechanism in the Turkish case and made the latter feel security threats spilling 
over from the Syrian civil war. In 2015 and 2016, the diffusion effects of bad 
neighborhoods not only remained in the economic and foreign policy domains 
but also affected Turkey in terms of security with the violence coming from 
ISIS and the YPG.
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3.1.2.  The Interaction Opportunities and Ties

With regards to the interaction opportunities and ties, the factors of prox-
imity and the existence of a common border and the length of the border be-
came much more influential in directly triggering the cross-border diffusion. 
Herein, it must also be reminded that Turkey’s “open border policy” allow-
ing the refugees to cross the border freely also played into the hands of ISIS 
and the YPG for recruiting militia through Turkish territory, also giving the 
“foreign fighters” phenomena access to the conflict zone. It could be argued 
that the YPG case seems to be the most relevant case of direct diffusion with 
regards to the existence of ethnic ties (Forsberg 2008; Halperin 2008; Kuran 
1998; Lake and Rothchild 1998). As the course of the Kobane events already 
revealed, the existence of strong ethnic ties between the Kurds in Syria and 
Turkey can easily transfer the unrest from one country to another via these ties. 
The influx of refugees, one aspect of the diffusion of the conflict, resulted in 
financial and social burdens inside the country. The severity of the neighboring 
conflict, the nature of the neighboring conflict and the size of the neighboring 
country experiencing conflict became much more influential in the case of the 
direct diffusion of the conflict to Turkey than any other immediate neighbors 
of Syria. In terms of a comparative analysis between the role of VNSAs, the 
diffusion through the YPG case seems to be much more affected by the interac-
tion opportunities and ties than the ISIS case.

3.1.3.  Conflict Characteristics 

In the level of conflict characteristics, an empirical analysis of the Syr-
ian conflict suggests that the Syrian scene witnessed almost all different types 
of conflicts during the course of the civil war: YPG’s struggle for exerting 
autonomy in the northern part of Syria, the ideational strategy of ISIS for ter-
ritorial expansion based on the understanding of Islamic caliphate and the fight 
of various groups for government control. Since the conflict characteristic of 
the YPG is a separatist one, it became an influential force behind the direct 
diffusion of the impacts of the Syrian conflict into Turkey. Drawing on the 
foresights of the literature focusing on conflict characteristics, it is evident that 
the Syrian conflict from the very beginning had the possibility of externalities 
due to the various ethnic and religious groups in neighboring countries subject 
to the same claims shaping the conflicts in Syria (Oktav, Parlar Dal and Kursun 
2017).
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Table 2: Impact of the Direct Diffusion Mechanisms of the Syrian Civil 
War into Turkey

ISIS YPG
Bad Neighborhoods Strong Strong

Interaction Opportunities 
and Ties

Proximity of nearby conflicts Weak Strong
Common border and the length 
of the border Strong Strong

Ethnic ties Weak Strong
Influx of refugees Fair Weak
Severity of the conflict Strong Strong
Nature of the conflict Strong Strong
Size of the country Weak Weak

Conflict Characteristics Weak Strong

3.1. Indirect diffusion mechanisms of diffusion within the ISIS and 
YPG cases 

This part looks at the indirect mechanisms of diffusion which can be re-
sumed under  four categories: new tactics or strategies, new ideas and dele-
gitimization of previous approaches, revised expectations about the likely be-
havior of key outside actors, and revised expectations about the chances of 
success. The table 3 showcases the landmark events and the impact of indirect 
diffusion mechanisms in the diffusion process of the Syrian war into Turkey 
through ISIS and YPG. 
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Table 3: Impact of Indirect diffusion mechanisms in the Diffusion Process 
of the Syrian War into Turkey through the ISIS and YPG cases (2014-2017)

Landmark Events
Key Impacts on Turkey

ISIS YPG

New tactics or 
strategies - Kobane assault - Changing Kurdish 

discourse
- Stalling of the Kurdish 
“peace” process

New ideas and 
delegitimization of 
previous approaches

- Foreign fighters
 - Territorial control in 
the example of Rojava 
canton

- Increased border security
- Preemptive cross border 
strikes

Revised expectations 
about the likely 
behavior of key 
outside actors

- Becoming the 
main target in the 
US view 

 - US train and equip 
program 

- Skepticism about the US 
role
- Rapprochement with 
Russia
- Rocky relations with the 
EU

Revised expectations 
about the chances of 
success

- Jihadist 
networks

 - Heroization of 
militias

- Increased surveillance and 
raids in the country
- Increased motivation for 
unilateral operations

The New Tactics or Strategies

With regards to the new tactics or strategies, The course of events in 
Kobane resulted in a remarkable transformation in the discourse of Kurdish 
circles in Turkey and expanded their agenda to that of the Kurds in Syria and 
blamed for the losses in Kobane. For instance, prominent Kurdish leaders in 
Turkey, Selahattin Demirtas and Pervin Buldan, called for resistance and ex-
plicitly stipulated that the fate of the peace process would be connected to the 
events in Kobane (Gürcan 2014). In this regard, Turkey had to alter its strategy 
in the Kurdish populated cities of eastern Turkey and undertook tight measures 
including new urban counter-insurgency tactics. This example well illustrates 
how ISIS’s move affected another VNSA, the YPG, and how the latter altered 
the fate of domestic politics in a neighboring country through the existence of 
strong ethnic ties. The quick expansion and spread of these two VNSAs in the 
Syrian territories and across the Turkish border have also transformed Turkey’s 
operational strategy and tactics in the Syrian conflict from hesitant support 
to active involvement. Turkey launched its own military operation in August 
2016, “Euphrates Shield,” in order to support the Free Syrian Army to clear 
its border from ISIS forces and send back the Kurdish militia to the east of the 
Euphrates river. 
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New Ideas and Delegitimization of Previous Approches 

Similarly in new ideas and delegitimization of previous approches, The 
Syrian civil war’s indirect diffusion to Turkey via ISIS and YPG activities and 
strategies, especially after 2015, also obliged Turkish authorities to renew the 
country’s border policy and national security strategy. In its changing national 
security architecture, Turkey seems to have adopted a more comprehensive 
and responsive approach facing the emerging threats, particularly coming from 
the two most active VNSAs in the Syrian theatre, ISIS and the YPG. As a 
response to the rising threat of ISIS networks in the country in 2016 Ankara 
intensified its efforts to detain ISIS members, which seemed to bring results 
in the short run in terms of diminishing the number of ISIS’s attacks in the 
country (Gordon and Kakol 2017). Another example with regard to the launch 
of new ideas as the third dimension of indirect diffusion of the Syrian conflict 
to Turkey is Ankara’s recent efforts in establishing a new trilateral coalition 
between Russia, Turkey and Iran, the Astana talks, as a complementary process 
to the ongoing Geneva peace talks under the surveillance of the UN. 

The Revised Expectations About The Likely Behavior of Key Outside Ac-
tors

When it comes to the revised expectations about the likely behavior of 
key outside actors, The Turkish authorities expected its allies to approve their 
anti-Assad strategy and support the diverse oppositional groups against Assad. 
Turkey remained isolated among both its Western allies and other regional 
allies in its anti-Assad and static Syrian strategy. On the other hand, its allies, 
mainly the U.S., preferred to prioritize the neutralization of the ISIS threat 
rather than t the Assad regime. Added to this is the U.S. military and politi-
cal support to and acknowledgement of the YPG as a reliable local force on 
the ground in their fight against ISIS. Ankara seems to embrace the idea that 
cooperating with the U.S. only in Syria is not be compatible with its interests. 
Furthermore, Turkey learned through experience that the breakdown in rela-
tions with Russia following the downing of the Russian jet pushed Turkey fur-
ther out of the picture in Syria. As a result, Turkey felt the increasing necessity 
of redressing the balance between the U.S. and Russia in the Syrian equation. 
Similarly, Ankara also revised its expectations with the EU as a result of the 
continuing Syrian crisis. 

Revised Expectations About The Chances of Success
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In the final level of revised expectations about the chances of success, 
With its universal jihadist ideology, ISIS has managed to diffuse and revive 
such networks in the Turkish countryside and suburbs. Various underground 
networks and cells have opened in Turkey attempting to spread their ideology 
and arouse sympathy and financial support. By mobilizing the already existing 
Salafi networks inside the country, ISIS cells have endeavored to propagate 
religious indoctrination through their Turkish members and Turkish publica-
tions. The same argumentation also applies to the YPG case since an increased 
sympathy towards the Kurdish movement was generated in Turkey through the 
heroization of Kurdish militias fighting in Syria against ISIS. Drawing on the 
“successful” legacy of the Euphrates Shield Operation, Turkish leaders began 
making statements indicating the future posture of Turkey as an autonomous 
and reflexive security actor in the region, which would not hesitate to act uni-
laterally. Idlib operation as a further example. This is a clear result of the re-
vised expectations of success raised by the Turkish state as the Turkish military 
operations in Syria have proven to create positive reactions inside the country, 
even from the opposition (“Main opposition CHP welcomes end of Euphrates 
Shield operation in Syria” 2017). 

In Guise of  Conclusion 

In the assessment of the reasons behind the Syrian civil war and its diffu-
sion to neighboring states like Turkey, political and structural factors weighed 
more heavily than the other two clusters of factors, economic-social and cul-
tural-perceptional. Among the four sets of conditioning factors leading to the 
triggering of the civil conflict, political factors appear as the strongest in cata-
lyzing the Syrian civil war, followed by structural, cultural-perceptional and 
economic-social factors, respectively.

Since civil wars are generally prone to diffusion to neighboring states, 
a more comprehensive analysis of the Syrian civil war’s direct and indirect 
diffusion mechanisms with reference to their diffusion or contagion effects is 
likely to offer a proper and complete assessment of the Syrian picture includ-
ing complexities regarding its non-resolution, key and regional actors and their 
diverging responses and strategies over time.

Regarding the direct mechanism of influence, as the table 2 showcases  
with reference to the two spillover effects, ISIS and YPG, the first two sets of 
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factors, bad neighborhood and interaction opportunities and ties, led more to 
the diffusion of the conflict into Turkey than the third layer conflict character-
istics (Table 2).

The indirect diffusion mechanisms of the Syrian conflict are largely based 
on Turkey’s lesson drawing of its precedent strategies, ideas, expectations and 
relations with the other key and regional actors involved in the conflict. All 
four factors classified under indirect diffusion mechanisms have already led 
and still contribute to the contagion of the Syrian civil war to varying degrees. 
In the assessment of the indirect contagion of the Syrian conflict to Turkey 
among the four factors, the first two factors, new tactics or strategies and new 
ideas and delegitimization of previous approaches, are likely of greater weight 
than the other two indirect diffusion factors.

In the light of the transformations experienced in Turkish domestic and 
foreign policies since the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in late 2010, further 
internal polarization, the stalling of the Kurdish peace process, the applica-
tion of tighter security measures by the Turkish government against the threats 
emanating from Syria,including that of ISIS, rapprochement with Russia and 
the construction of an autonomous and preemptive security role for Turkey in 
its region, the overall framework of this study argues that a deeper investiga-
tion based on the interconnected bundle of conditioning factors and diffusion 
mechanisms is needed to properly reveal the wider impacts of civil wars and 
conflicts on neighboring regions. 
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