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BROADENING THE NONGOVERNMENTAL HUMANITARIAN MISSION: THE IHH AND MEDIATIONARTICLE

ABSTRACT The IHH delivers relief aid to 140 countries worldwide. Quite re-
cently, as a novel humanitarian practice, the IHH has begun acting as a 
mediator in intra-state conflicts and even accumulated considerable expe-
rience in it. In the Bangsamoro peace process, for instance, the IHH was 
invited to play a mediator role as part of the internationally crewed Third 
Party Monitoring Team. Similarly, the IHH has been called upon to play 
mediatory roles in resolving kidnapping incidents in Syria and Pakistan, 
and has done so by negotiating with armed groups for the release of kid-
napped and captive civilians. This paper, therefore, aims to explore the 
dynamics of and the motivations behind the IHH’s extension of its inter-
national humanitarian mission beyond providing relief and to examine 
the place of such civilian mediator role in the broader humanitarian turn 
in Turkey’s contemporary foreign policy.

Introduction

The Humanitarian Relief Foundation (IHH), Turkey’s top nongovern-
mental humanitarian organization by aid volume in 2011 and 2013, and 
the second in 2012,1 today delivers relief to 140 countries worldwide. 

The delivered aid varies from the fight against hunger to opening medical clin-
ics, providing vocational education to women, and providing shelter and psy-
chological support to orphans. However, quite recently, the IHH has begun 
channeling its operational capabilities and motives to fields beyond deliver-
ing humanitarian relief; as a novel internationalist humanitarian practice (for 
both Turkey and the IHH), it has begun acting as a mediator in disputes and 
intra-state conflicts. For instance, as a member of the Third Party Monitoring 
Team (TPMT), the IHH has played a crucial role in the peace negotiations 
between the Philippines government and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front 
(MILF), which were initiated to end the decades-long conflict in the country. 
In another example, the IHH has upheld arbitration and mediation roles be-
tween warring parties and in the release of civilians imprisoned in Syria. Sim-
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ilarly, recently, the IHH contributed 
to the release of two Czech women 
kidnapped by an al-Qaeda-linked 
armed group  in Pakistan by offi-
cially heading the negotiations with 
the women’s kidnappers. In a final 
example, the IHH is endeavoring 
to contribute to the solution of the 
Kurdish issue in the Middle East by 
acting as a platform to facilitate dis-
cussions. I will detail these exam-
ples and share more of them below. 
Needless to say, as demonstrated by 

these examples, the IHH does not confine itself to relief providing; moving 
well beyond this role, it implements mediation (or humanitarian diplomacy as 
the IHH calls it2) and has so far accumulated a great deal of experience. As my 
respondents from IHH have stated, the IHH plans to continue and expand its 
role in acting as a mediator in international disputes.

This paper explores the dynamics of and the motivations behind the IHH’s 
novel civilian mediator role and its relevant practices. Concomitant to the 
IHH’s expansion of its area of work, several other nongovernmental organiza-
tions in Turkey have begun running international humanitarian missions, and 
it has been suggested that Turkey is now following a proactive foreign policy, 
in the scope of which it has become an international humanitarian actor. This 
paper therefore, secondly, questions the place that the IHH’s international hu-
manitarian activities occupy in broader turn in Turkey’s contemporary foreign 
policy. Within the scope of this examination, the paper initially discusses the 
roots and motives of the broader nongovernmental internationalist and hu-
manitarian concerns in the country and the government’s role in it. This de-
bate is followed by a discussion of the IHH’s broadening nongovernmental hu-
manitarian mission through humanitarian diplomacy and mediation, which is 
followed by an exclusive analysis of the IHH’s mediator role in the TPMT and 
MILF’s disarmament. The research paper is based on interviews conducted 
with both junior and senior officials from the IHH, all of whom have been 
involved either in the formulation or in the conduct of the IHH’s mediation 
practices. Their names have been omitted due to ethical concerns.

Nongovernmental Internationalism in Turkey 

Nongovernmental humanitarian internationalism, a form of consciousness 
and a practice of overseas and cross-border civilian humanitarian engagement, 
is overwhelmingly characterized in Turkey by the involvement of religiously 
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oriented humanitarian organizations.3 The Turkish Cooperation and Coor-
dination Agency’s (TİKA) development assistance reports also suggest this.4 
Accordingly, setting aside the very minor contributions of a handful of secular 
organizations, most of Turkey’s international aid to the needy in global crisis 
zones is provided by nongovernmental organizations with religious concerns.5 
These relief organizations include, for instance, the Humanitarian Relief Foun-
dation (IHH), Kimse Yok Mu, Dost Eli Society of Aid and Solidarity, Cansuyu 
Society of Aid and Solidarity, Aziz Mahmut Hüdayi Foundation, the Sada-
kataşı Society, the Deniz Feneri Association, and the Yardımeli International 
Humanitarian Aid Society. All of these organizations, in one way or another 
are either linked to a religious group –for example Kimse Yok Mu is the hu-
manitarian aid organization of the Gülen movement– or act with a declaredly 
bold religious motive, such as the Yardımeli. To understand the IHH’s involve-
ment in 140 countries worldwide and more recently it’s broadening of our un-
derstanding of nongovernmental humanitarianism in Turkey, accordingly, one 
should first ask why Turkey’s existent humanitarian organizations –including 
the IHH– are mostly oriented around Islam, and how this orientation is related 
to Turkey’s so-called pro-activism in contemporary foreign policy.

The religious orientation of Turkey’s humanitarian organizations may ini-
tially be explained with reference to the presence of cognitive frames among 
religious circles in the country, suggesting a consciousness of a global Islam-
ic community. Faith-based organizations in Turkey existentially hold such a 
global consciousness, particularly of their fellow believers and their miseries 
worldwide. This consciousness leads them to easily translate the present inter-
nationalist frames into international engagement on a humanitarian level. This 
factor indeed constitutes the initial and most important spark for cross-border 
engagement; however, I will refrain from reducing the entire motivation of 
cross-border involvement to a religious cause. At this juncture, in practical 
terms, what accelerated international humanitarian activism and made the re-
ligiously motivated organizations the biggest nongovernmental international 
donors in the country were the opportunity spaces created throughout the last 
decade –by which religious civil society was successfully de-securitized after 
an almost decade-long containment– and the roles that the AK Party (Adalet 
ve Kalkınma Partisi) governments cast for Turkey in global politics in general, 
and in Muslim politics in particular.

In Turkey, civil society has played a pioneering role in working towards re-
storing the bonds with other predominately Muslim countries/communities 
that had been practically broken by the Kemalist regime. Such restoration had 
never had implications at the governmental level until the rise to power of the 
Welfare Party government of the mid-1990s. The joint work of the government 
and civil society to restore the bonds with the global ummah in the early and 
mid-1990s, however, did not last long; the February 28 coup of 1997 ultimately 



202 Insight Turkey

HÜSREV TABAKARTICLE

toppled the Welfare government and securitized civilian religious initiatives; 
hence, religious groups’ ability to act, even within the country, was shattered. 
It was, however, the AK Party governments which de-securitized civilian re-
ligious initiatives as soon as they ‘claimed the throne,’ and which created op-
portunity spaces for civil engagement and joint actions between the state and 
civil society; thanks to these changes, civil society’s cross-border humanitari-
an involvements have soared. In 2007, for instance, the AK Party government 
granted the following organizations tax-exempt status: Deniz Feneri, Kimse Yok 
Mu, the IHH, the Aziz Mahmut Hüdayi Foundation’s Istanbul Association, and 
Cansuyu.6 Such exemption has provided these organizations with both gov-
ernmental backing and the ability to act more proactively in the international 
arena; thus they are able to contribute more to the building of relations with 
Muslim countries and communities. By the same token, Turkey`s governmen-
tal institutions, particularly TİKA, have collaborated with the aforementioned 
organizations and many other nongovernmental organizations in the field. For 
instance, TİKA collaborated with the IHH in Niger in the building of a medi-
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cal clinic, and in Somalia in the building of a school 
for agricultural education in 2013.7

Moreover, in addition to the existential emphasis 
on ummah and the AK Party’s practical support via 
opening opportunity spaces, the reconstruction of 
the conceptual map of the people in the country –
which includes Turkey’s role in global (Muslim) 
politics, and Turkey’s so-called “civilizational” re-
sponsibilities– has provided religiously-oriented 
nongovernmental organizations with the cognitive 
and intellectual tools to direct their attention and 
effort to the realization of Turkey’s internationalist 
role. Accordingly, through such political and intel-
lectual concepts as zero-problems-with-neighbors, 
strategic depth, self-perception, center state, soft 
power, self-confident foreign policy, historical legacy, historical responsibility, 
humanitarian diplomacy, and civilization,8 the conceptual map of the people 
in Turkey regarding their geography, history, and present-day exigencies, and 
outward responsibilities has been reconstructed. Policy practices challenging 
the political perception of being surrounded by perpetual enemies9, Turkey’s 
confidently playing of intervening role in its immediate surroundings10, and 
finally its opening to new geographies11 via novel humanitarian instruments 
have all been among the factors contributing to such shifts in perception. Such 
developments, while turning foreign policy into a domain of epistemological 
reconstruction, however, have mostly appealed to religiously-motivated peo-
ple and circles, and their internationalist frames of reference and applications 
have been stimulated within this scope. 

The building of a new interpretation of geography and history via foreign pol-
icy, that also encouraged a rise in nongovernmental internationalist concern, 
however, required transcending certain mental barriers historically set before 
Turkey’s foreign policy making. These barriers are in the scope of, and in tan-
dem with, the abovementioned epistemological reconstruction of imagining 
Turkey’s history and place on earth. The first of them was the ‘periphery state’ 
role that modern Turkey has been argued to have historically assumed, and 
which led Turkey not to intervene in the Muslim affairs globally. According to 
Ahmet Davutoğlu –the architect of Turkey’s new imagination– this periphery 
state role “does not fit to the realities, historical accumulations and future pro-
jections” of the people of Turkey.12 Turkey –as a central country and the succes-
sor of a once dominant civilization– has thus been argued to be capable of, and 
enjoying adequate historical accumulation to, make this successorship a part of 
the management of an active foreign policy, and a justification for playing a cen-
tral role within world politics, with a particular emphasis on the Muslim world.

Religiously oriented 
organizations joined 
the AK Party’s 
internationalist 
mission by embracing 
the new interpretation 
of geography and 
history built via 
foreign policy



204 Insight Turkey

HÜSREV TABAKARTICLE

Complementarily, and as the second barrier to tran-
scend, Kemalist Turkey had mostly ignored the 
miseries faced by its fellow Muslim countries and 
communities. Thus Turkey’s new imagination re-
quired assuming a historical responsibility towards 
the communities and countries that are seen as part 
of contemporary Islamic civilization. With the help 
of new instruments of overseas engagement13 and of 
foreign policy institutions,14 Turkey has expanded its 
reach to new geographies and has become involved 
in the affairs of both Muslim and non-Muslim 
communities in Africa, South East Asia, and South 
America as part of this historical responsibility.15 
Concomitantly, Turkey, again as part of the imag-
ination of its historical responsibility and role as a 
central country, has assumed ownership of the Pal-

estine issue, acted as a mediator respectively between Israel and Syria, Bosnia 
and Serbia, Georgia and Russia, Iran and the West, and Afghanistan and Paki-
stan, and has become involved in the civilian wars in, or state building efforts 
of Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Syria, and Egypt. Turkey thus assumed 
a right –stemming from history– to be part of the solutions to the problems 
arising around Muslim states and communities worldwide. Turkey’s taking of 
the presidential seat in the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (ICO), for the 
first time in its history, coincides with such expectations and involvements. 
By the same token, through its tending of the Ottoman and Islamic cultur-
al and architectural heritage throughout the Middle East, Central and South 
Asia, Africa and even South America, Turkey has affirmed its historical depth 
and helped to protect and recall the Ottoman/Islamic ‘identity’ of the lands in 
which the historical artifacts are located.16

Eventually, religiously oriented organizations joined the AK Party’s interna-
tionalist mission by embracing the new interpretation of geography and histo-
ry built via foreign policy. Hence, Turkey’s long articulated governmental-level 
assertiveness and pro-activism in foreign policy have had discursive and prac-
tical manifestations in the nongovernmental sector; certain nongovernmental 
organizations in Turkey have thus endeavored to play influential roles in the 
international arena. Turkey’s practical diversification of its foreign policy ge-
ographies, discourses, instruments, and motives, and its increased budget for 
foreign policy activities, in this regard, have been accompanied by nongovern-
mental organizations’ radical increase of their number of overseas missions, 
which have contributed (either positively or negatively) to Turkey’s efforts to 
expand its sphere of influence. Accordingly, the nongovernmental initiations 
were accelerated in tandem with state institutions running international hu-
manitarian missions and ultimately, not only their human resources and fi-
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nancial conditions, but also their operational experiences and capabilities have 
expanded. The IHH’s expansion of its operational capabilities and motives to 
the fields beyond delivering humanitarian relief could well be read within this 
scope; I will return to this notion below. 

In short, nongovernmental internationalism in contemporary Turkey is a prac-
tice predominately embarked upon by religiously oriented circles, and which 
shares certain joint motives with the government. There are at least three rea-
sons behind this. First of all, religious circles existentially hold an international 
consciousness of the global community of ummah. Secondly, the AK Party has 
provided opportunity spaces for the nongovernmental sector by de-securitiz-
ing religious activism and promoting international humanitarian engagement, 
from which religious groups have benefitted a lot. Thirdly, the roles which the 
AK Party governments have cast for Turkey in global (Muslim) politics and 
the invocation of Turkey’s civilization responsibilities have appealed to and 
been well received by religious circles. The IHH in this sense is no exception. 
As will be seen below, the IHH has embraced the civilizational frames, been 
supported by the government, and has exhibited a bold consciousness of a 
global Islamic community. 

The IHH to Broaden Nongovernmental Humanitarianism 

The IHH is a leading nongovernmental organization with an internationalist 
concern in Turkey, which has benefitted greatly from the AK Party govern-
ments` aforementioned foreign policy motivations.17 Accordingly, the cognitive 
frames of historical responsibility and ummah consciousness are solid compo-
nents of the operational codes of the organization, as stated by a senior officer: 

The (IHH) has a logic behind its activities which is necessary to underline. 
We are the descendants of an ancestry [the Ottoman Empire] that ruled and 
brought justice to a 21 million-m2 territory; it is an ancestry that safeguarded 
and protected its subjects for centuries. By the end of this era and… [under] 
the Republican governments, we became a community that fell apart from its 
former citizens worldwide and [became] isolated and [mentally] trapped with-
in the national borders… The IHH took restoring these broken bonds as one 
of its missions from the very beginning… we took it as a mission to go beyond 
the ‘sacred’ national borders, even beyond the Ottoman’s former borders, and 
to [re]build bridges and network between Turkey, the entire Muslim world, 
and suffering people worldwide.18

The IHH has accordingly contributed to discharging the ‘historical responsi-
bility’ Turkey has assumed toward Muslim communities worldwide, and en-
visions eventually restoring Turkey’s bonds with the global ummah through 
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humanitarian means.19 In fact, it was a pure internationalist consciousness in 
the very beginning that generated the IHH’s establishment.20 The wars that 
erupted during the dissolution of the former Yugoslavia, and the bloodshed 
and fatal miseries that the Yugoslavian Muslim people were exposed to there-
after provided the initial motive for the IHH’s establishment.21 The initial steps 
towards its establishment were taken during the Bosnian war, yet similar hu-
manitarian activities were undertaken during the Kosovo war and the war in 
Chechnya. Later in the 2000s, this time benefitting from the opportunity spac-
es created by the AK Party, the IHH extended its activities to several other con-
flict zones, a move which was followed by a diversification of the form of aid 
provided. The IHH has accordingly fought simultaneously against hunger and 
poverty; opened medical clinics and conducted cataract surgeries; built wa-
ter-wells; opened schools and provided educational support to students; pro-
vided vocational education to women; built orphanages and provided shelter, 
furnished psychological support to orphans who lost their parents due to war 
or disaster; and provided food, schooling, and religious facilities to refugees 
and internally displaced persons22 all over the world. All these activities reflect 
an expansion of the content, context and character of the aid provided in the 
past two decades. In a senior officer’s words;

The IHH can now deliver emergency aid to (both human and naturally caused) 
disaster zones within two hours in Turkey and within 24 hours worldwide. 
Haiti, Japan, Nepal and Turkey’s Van (earthquakes) are recent examples of this. 
This has been the case for delivering aid also to large masses in war zones in 
Somalia, Central Africa, or Syria. Therefore, the IHH, from being a small NGO 
with very minor budgetary and human resource capabilities, has become an 
organization that, compared to similar aid organizations, far more effectively 
and conclusively delivers up to 450 million Turkish Liras (over 180 million 
USD) to 140 countries in collaboration with at least a hundred donor institu-
tions and over 500 local implementing agencies. Its human resource has ex-
panded. The character of aid has diversified (escalated).

As an international recognition and appreciation, due to its ‘hard’ work, the 
IHH was granted special consultative status by the UN’s ECOSOC in 2004 and 
by the Organization of Islamic Conference’s (OIC) Humanitarian Forum in 
2008. The IHH has also received several international and national awards.23 
Such recognition was very imperative in the IHH’s broadening of its human-
itarian mission and agenda towards humanitarian diplomacy; the confidence 
gained through such recognition facilitated the IHH’s embarking on a ‘more 
challenging’ mission of “discover[ing] and eliminate[ing] the reasons that lead 
people to become needy, rather than simply delivering relief to them,” which 
the IHH calls humanitarian diplomacy.24 Accordingly, in the scope of humani-
tarian diplomacy, which involves both mediation and advocacy, the IHH aims 
at “protecting human life, protecting human honor and dignity, defending hu-
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man rights, eliminating the barriers 
to delivering aid to certain places… 
and human emancipation.”25 In a 
senior respondent’s words, as a ra-
tionale, “if the protection of life is 
absent in a place, the food aid you 
deliver cannot be considered as a 
humanitarian mission – it is like 
watching someone die on a full 
stomach.”26 Consideration for the 
need to take preventive humanitar-
ian diplomatic actions in crises therefore became the new guiding principle 
in the IHH’s humanitarian program. The IHH, in this sense, runs four set of 
activities in the scope of humanitarian diplomacy. The very first of them is pro-
tecting the life and rights of people in zones of conflict and war from terror-
ism, state oppression, and torture. The second is preventing the deportation of 
asylum seekers.27 The third is campaigning to find the missing; advocating for 
the release of civilians kidnapped, captured and imprisoned in war zones; and 
the task of looking after their families. The final group of activity is mediation, 
a ‘sacred’ duty imposed by the holy Qur’an, as a senior respondent defined it. 
My respondent asserted accordingly that “in the Surah al-Hujurat [49:9] it is 
stated that ‘if two groups of Muslims fight against each other, reconcile them’ 
this shows the obligation for a third party to take [the matter] in charge.”28 
Therefore, the IHH views mediation in specific and humanitarian diplomacy 
in general as a domain of compulsory practices for minimizing destruction 
and bringing conflicting parties to accord, without which its humanitarian aid 
efforts would eventually become dysfunctional and inconclusive.29 

In the early steps of going beyond aid delivery and of embarking on humani-
tarian diplomacy practices, the IHH ran an initiative to break Israel’s blockage 
in Gaza, especially after Gaza’s being turned into the world’s biggest ‘prison 
camp’30 after Israel’s besieging of the city from the air, land and sea following its 
military offensive in late 2008 and early 2009. Accordingly, in May 2010 six in-
ternational nongovernmental organizations,31 including the IHH, established 
an aid flotilla (the Freedom Flotilla) to carry donated aid supplies to Gaza and 
thus to end the siege. There were more than 700 peace activists –including par-
liamentary deputies, international press members, and winners of the Nobel 
Peace Prize– from 37 countries onboard, when the Israeli armed forces raided 
the Mavi Marmara, the flagship of the flotilla, in international waters, which 
resulted in the death of ten civilians, and in the injury of 56 others.32 

The incident was ground-breaking for the IHH, as the campaign to support 
Gaza directly challenged a government policy and aimed at raising glob-
al awareness about Israel’s policies and the humanitarian destruction in the 
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region. Despite the controversy cast on the flotilla event, particularly by the 
international media, the IHH interpreted the effort as a successful campaign 
by making Israel’s “cruelty” heard globally.33 This incident also influenced Tur-
key’s foreign policy, as it set the relationship between Turkey and Israel at odds, 
eventually making Turkey a confident third party in the Middle East, one that 
declared ownership over the Palestinian issue. The incident, moreover, made 
the IHH a trustworthy and price-paying third party within the Muslim world, 
a factor which was often addressed by my respondents as a rationale for their 
being seen as a trustworthy and reliable mediator.

Building on this humanitarian diplomacy experience and ensuing trust, the 
IHH embarked on several other mediatory practices. For instance, again in 
Palestine, Fatah and Hamas were brought together with an aim to bring an end 
to the tensions between the two parties, which was anticipated to help reverse 
the radicalization and marginalization of the Palestinian side.34 So far, the ne-
gotiations have not been conclusive, yet, to my respondent, “the parties’ asking 
of the IHH to take a role was alone promising… and shows that the IHH has 
become a trustworthy actor in the Palestinian case.”35 Similar bids were made 
for bringing together the conflicting Muslim groups in Chechnya, the Sufis 
and Salafists, who were close to declaring each other unbelievers and were thus 
combating. This initiation has also been inconclusive.36

In another example, the IHH upheld arbitration and mediation roles in crisis 
zones in Syria between warring parties and for the release of imprisoned and 
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tortured civilians since the beginning of the civil war 
in the country in 2012. The very first successful me-
diation practice in Syria was in May 2012, seen in 
the release of two Turkish citizen journalists (Adem 
Özköse and Hamit Coşkun) detained by the Syrian 
intelligence service. The captives were released as a 
result of the IHH’s negotiations with all parties in 
Syria, in collaboration with the Syrian opposition, 
and the Turkish and Iranian governments.37 This en-
deavor was followed by the successful petitioning of 
the Syrian opposition groups for the release of 70 Ira-
nian citizens in 2012 and 2013.38 Similar negotiations 
were undertaken with the Syrian regime, resulting in 
the release of 2,137 Syrian citizens and six Western reporters in 2013.39 The 
IHH’s involvements of this kind in Syria may be seen in tandem with its cam-
paigns for protecting human life and dignity. In the words of my informant: 

what really matters is the protection of human life and dignity… regardless of 
one’s religion, either Muslim or non-Muslim, the religious law clearly defines 
how we treat captives; you will feed them with whatever you eat, you will cloth 
them with whatever you wear. However, today, we see that in a single prison 
in Syria 11,000 people were tortured to death. Recently, around 54,000 photos 
taken from such a prison were went viral and we believe there are many other 
similar prisons in Syria… While these [atrocities] are happening, we barely see 
that governments take initiative for the emancipation of the civilian captives… 
We, at this juncture, in order to minimize the casualties and in the name of the 
people’s endeavor to defend and protect themselves, undertake humanitarian 
diplomacy practices.40

On the same basis, yet this time between the warring parties within Syria (and 
equally in Iraq), the IHH mediated to prevent the conflict from turning into a 
‘sectarian war’. A senior respondent narrated such mediation work as follows:

In every opportunity people talk about the ummah but take no serious step to 
prevent a potential crisis within the ummah… As a civilian initiative, we de-
cided to do our part. Hence, via collaborating with civilians, we endeavored to 
help politicians in facilitating their taking of effective measures. Via bringing 
the ulema, NGOs, and opinion leaders together and working collaboratively 
with them, we strived to prevent people from killing each other in the name of 
Shiism or Sunnism in Syria. After [several] meetings and reaching consensuses 
on certain issues, because of the militaries and their declaration of commit-
ment to winning the ‘war’ at the expense of sacrificing millions of lives, all our 
efforts have [several times] come to nothing. This is what has been happening 
in Syria.41
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Several other initiations were carried out by the IHH, advocating with ISIL for 
the release of the captives, who were later brutally murdered. As my respon-
dent narrated,

We had official applications from family members or state-officials asking for 
our involvement in saving the Americans and Europeans kidnapped and lat-
er killed by DAESH in Syria… We tried to reach DAESH, but unfortunately 
failed to do so, because DAESH never agreed to sit down at the negotiation ta-
ble… You cannot start a negotiation process with DAESH; they neither follow 
the Islamic principle here nor the local culture or modern values. They made 
killing the delegates peacefully coming to talk to them a common practice… 
They have several times murdered Syrian revolutionaries during negotiation 
meetings.”42

Nevertheless, despite the problems on the ground, the IHH continues “its at-
tempts for the release of all civilians, including women, children and journal-
ists, held captive in Syria.”43 As I was told, there have been tens of appeals made 
to them from all over the world for negotiating with the groups, particularly in 
Syria, for the release of both civilian and former-fighter captives.

Similar efforts of humanitarian diplomacy have been undertaken in other 
countries. Recently in Egypt, right after the military coup, the IHH, as ex-
pressed by a respondent, initiated mediation between the Muslim Brother-

hood and the coup-committers and 
came up with ten themes, the reso-
lution of which would have ended 
the coup and resulted in a civilian 
rule being founded.44 “The nego-
tiations,” as my informant stated, 
“were positively developed with 
the cooperative involvement of the 
Sisi’s representatives; however, the 

process was obstructed by a sudden change in [their] attitudes after weeks of 
negotiation. If the negotiations had been carried on, an era of quiescence would 
have started in which all parties were reimbursed.”45 I indeed could not access 
any external source to confirm this; yet, such involvement well represents the 
extent to which the IHH’s confidence in mediating has increased. 

In another example, in Pakistan, the IHH was invited to initiate negotiations 
between the Taliban and the Pakistani state to bring an end to the conflict in 
the country. “Via the association we found in Pakistan,” stated a senior official, 
“we carried out mediation activities with the participation of representatives 
from both the Taliban and the Pakistani state and achieved an understanding 
on certain issues; however, the Taliban killed… its [own] negotiators who had 
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become convinced of the necessity of peace and thus were committed to con-
tinuing negotiations.” “Today”, continued my respondent, “we are back where 
we started” in the mediation process between the Taliban and Pakistan and 
“have seen who works for the sake of crisis and who for peace.”46 In another 
recent mediatory involvement in Pakistan, the IHH contributed to the release 
of two Czech women (Antonie Chrastecka and Hana Humpalova) who had 
been kidnapped and held captive for two years by an al-Qaeda-linked armed 
group in Pakistan, through officially leading the negotiations with the women’s 
kidnappers.47 The hostages appeared in several videos and had been used by 
the kidnappers for bargaining. The IHH became involved in the mediation 
work after receiving an appeal from the families of the hostages. “The kidnap-
pers agreed on releasing the hostages,” stated my senior official respondent, 
“with the assistance of local contacts and due to the trust the parties have in 
the IHH.”48

Before moving on to an in-depth and exemplifying analysis of the IHH’s in-
volvement in the Bangsamoro peace process as a mediator, I will give a fi-
nal example of humanitarian diplomacy. The IHH endeavors to contribute to 
the successfully resolution of the Kurdish issue and thus has long supported 
the peace process in Turkey. The IHH, as stated by a respondent, “has taken 
initiatives to get rid of this crisis that caused the death of thousands… [and 
that] has day by day shaken the very foundations of our brotherhood.”49 One 
of the initiatives in this cause is the Resolution Process Report, published by 
the IHH and based on a comprehensive public opinion survey conducted in 
the Kurdish regions. In a senior respondents words, the “report was prepared 
and published when no-one talked about a peace process in Turkey… and we 
may even say that the report shed some light for the official Peace Process that 
was started later on.”50 The IHH’s President, Bülent Yıldırım, stated in the press 
briefing about the release of the report that, “we have taken a humanitarian 
diplomacy initiative here based on our earlier experiences as mediator, and 
prepared this Kurdish Problem report through taking the Kurds’ opinion in 
Iraq, Iran, and even Azerbaijan [in addition to Turkey].”51 In the report, the 
IHH supported the reinstatement of the Kurds’ long prohibited cultural rights 
[the ones Kurds acquired with birth]. Thus, for instance, the proscriptions 
against the use of Kurdish in education or the political realm must be removed. 
The report, moreover, suggests that the public use of Kurdish should be legit-
imized, that citizenship should be redefined, that nationalist practices such as 
the recitation of Our Pledge in schools should be removed, that unconditional 
amnesty should be guaranteed for PKK militants who were never involved 
in violent attacks, that the already started civilian dialogs should be uninter-
ruptedly continued, and finally that both parties should stay at the negotiation 
table at all cost and should never take up arms.52 In addition to this report, 
the IHH held evaluation workshops and meetings with the participation of 
national and international public figures and organized symposiums, such as 
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the one recently (25-26 April 2015) held in Diyarbakır [Kurds and Peace in the 
Middle East]. The symposium brought together nationally and internationally 
known academic and media figures and local and national wing leaders to 
discuss the peace process, regional developments, and the do’s and don’ts for 
achieving peace.53 With this symposium, the IHH aimed at promoting and 
contributing to an environment of peace by underlining the necessity of se-
curing human life through the removal of injustices and political oppression 
[generated by both the Turkish state and the PKK] over the Kurdish people 
that would positively affect the peoples of the entire Middle East region. It 
moreover aimed at strengthening dialogue and mutual understanding, due to 
the absence of which “violence has become the only language the parties of 
the conflict have utilized… [thus] the problem has diffused to the community 
level and deepened inter-communal distancing.54 By bringing people together 
and allowing them to talk about their own problems, the IHH has strived to 
make the language of peace prevail. 

Beyond Humanitarian Diplomacy: the IHH as a Peace Mediator 

The above examples show that what the IHH possesses is a broader understand-
ing of humanitarian diplomacy, which goes occasionally beyond initiating a 
protection from threat to life for people-in-need towards mediating between 
conflicting parties to reach a conclusive peace. To better exemplify this, here, 
I provide an exclusive analysis of the IHH’s peace mediator role as part of the 
Third Party Monitoring Team (TPMT) in the Bangsamoro peace process and 
thus in the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF)’s disarmament. Doing so will 
better illustrate the dynamics, processes and mechanisms of the IHH’s civilian 
mediatory role and show how far its humanitarian diplomacy has reached. 

The Philippines gained its independence in 1946, yet, as was similarly seen 
in almost all post-colonial experiences, decolonization did not simply bring 
a smooth transition to peace in the country. Up until today, the country has 
experienced several armed conflict from within, thus several rebel groups 
and separatist movements with differing reasons (ideological, ethnic, or reli-
gious) have revolted against the government. In Mindanao, a group of islands 
in the southern Philippines historically populated and ruled by Muslims (or 
the Moro people, as they are commonly termed); uprisings began as early as 
the late 1940s when the government, right after its independence, embarked 
on massive resettlements, as a result of which the population makeup of the 
island has radically changed. By the 1980s, 80 percent of the population of the 
island was Christian, while Muslims had become a minority group. This shift 
in the ratio of the population and the ensuing fierce oppressions the Muslim 
people faced –which caused the killing of thousands of civilian Muslims as 
occurred in 1974 in Jolo, as well as the divestment from basic human needs 
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such as food, security, health, edu-
cation, electricity, water sanitation 
or communication– generated a 
deep resentment which resulted in 
political and armed opposition to 
the government. The initial opposi-
tion came from the Moro National 
Liberation Front (MNLF) with de-
mands for greater autonomy for the 
Moro people in the island in late 
1960s. After two decades of con-
flict, the government, in 1990, agreed on the establishment of autonomous 
provinces, which led to the signing of a peace agreement between MNLF and 
the Philippines government in 1996. However, the conflicts continued in the 
country until 2009 when a promising ceasefire agreement was signed with the 
government. This time it was the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), a 
splinter group from MNLF but now the largest Muslim rebel organization with 
an estimated 11,000 members, as the signatory on behalf of the Muslim people 
in the country. Although occasional armed conflicts continued in the country 
between the aforementioned parties, in October 2012 the government and the 
MILF signed a framework peace plan after the mediation work carried out by 
Malaysia starting in 2010 to successfully end the civil war which had caused 
the death of more than 100,000 people (for the most part Muslims) in Mind-
anao, and the exile of 2 million others. 

The Framework Peace Plan, which led to the signing of the Framework Agree-
ment on Bangsamoro (FAB) –the final agreement is the Comprehensive Agree-
ment to be signed in 2016– on March 2014 and to the drafting of the Bangsam-
oro Basic Law securing the establishment of an autonomous Bangsamoro,55 
suggested the establishment of a Third Party Monitoring Team (TPMT)56 con-
sisting of national and international observers nominated by the Philippines 
government and the MILF to review, assess, evaluate and monitor the progress 
in the peace process and the implementation of all signed agreements and mu-
tually-agreed commitments.57 After a series of talks, finally in 2013 the Terms 
of Reference for the Third Party Monitoring Team (TPMT) were signed and 
the TPMT started its mandate. In line with what the FAB suggested on the 
formation of the TPMT –composed of a chair, two representatives of local 
and two of international NGOs, one of each being nominated by each party– 
the following institutions became the members: the Mindanao Human Rights 
Action Centre (a local NGO nominated by the MILF), the IHH Humanitarian 
Relief Foundation (nominated by the MILF), the Asia Foundation (nominated 
by the government), and the Ortigas Peace Institute (a local NGO nominated 
by the government). The mandate is chaired by Alistair MacDonald, former 
EU Ambassador to the Philippines.

Being a member of an 
international peace mandate 
has opened new horizons 
for the IHH in their future 
projections of involvement in 
intra-state and international 
conflicts
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The IHH’s inclusion in the resolution of the conflict in the Philippines, as re-
ported by my respondents, did not begin with the recent internationally rec-
ognized mediator role the organization was given. However, being a member 
of an international peace mandate has opened new horizons for the IHH in 
their future projections of involvement in intra-state and international con-
flicts. The IHH’s membership in the TPMT resulted from their nomination by 
the MILF as the international NGO member, which was not smoothly accept-
ed by the Philippines government. However, the MILF insisted on the IHH’s 
membership as a mediator to the TPMT. The reason for the MILF’s insistence, 
according to a senior official from the IHH, was that the “IHH had a history 
of close relations with the Moro Muslims, provided humanitarian relief when-
ever needed… and because the MILF knew that the IHH would support the 
best interests of the Muslims in the country.”58 Accordingly, as I was told, “the 
chairman of the MILF, Al Haj Murad Ebrahim responded to the question of 
‘why MILF particularly wanted the IHH to be a mediator, which was raised 
to him by IHH officials, by stating that the IHH serves the entire ummah, you 
need such a responsibility… besides there is no other organization within the 
Islamic world capable of holding this responsibility.’”59

Accordingly, being a member of such a mandate, as I was told, was important 
first of all, because the IHH shares Murad Ebrahim’s view on the scarcity of 
capable NGOs in the Muslim world to do mediation. Since the IHH has the 
capacity to do it, it was a responsibility without choice. Yet, more than that, 
the TPMT was thought to be a powerful means to facilitate the establishment 

A photo taken 
from the “Kurdish 

and Peace in 
the Middle East 

International 
Symposium” 

organized from 
IHH in Diyarbakır 

on April 15, 2015.
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of peace in the Philippines; so the 
IHH felt that via being a part of the 
mandate, it could contribute more 
efficiently to the resolution of the 
decades-long conflict in the coun-
try. The TPMT has the power to 
report to the world who the respon-
sible party is, if a failure is experi-
enced in the peace process. The TPMT accordingly assesses the performances 
of all parties within the peace process, including the state, the MILF, and even 
the Independent  Decommissioning Body (IDB), an international committee 
founded in line with the FAB and in charge of overseeing the disarmament pro-
cess, which is headed by Turkey. 

To my respondents, the IHH’s taking of a role within the TPMT was also con-
sistent with the IHH’s historical position as a humanitarian actor in Moro. 
The IHH’s works in Moro date back to 1996, and started with qurbani and 
Ramadan aids. However, after 9/11 and due to the sanctions the NGOs from 
the Gulf region experienced, only a handful of Muslim NGOs continued their 
campaigns in the Philippines and the IHH was one of them.60 During this peri-
od, as an informant stated, “Moro Muslims faced a severe lack of humanitarian 
relief, while the IHH tried so hard to be a remedy to [their] friends in Moro.”61 
However, from the very beginning, more than providing relief assistance, as 
elaborated by the same respondent, “the IHH supported the peace efforts, ini-
tially through prompting and encouraging, and later through involvement in 
the process… [Within the scope of the initial phase] we had several view ex-
changes on the issue, visited Murad Ebrahim several times, and encouraged 
the MILF to stay at the negotiation table throughout. This was the case also 
when Malaysia initiated peace talks in 2010 onward.”62 

The TPMT, and thus the IHH as a member in it, has so far spent most of its 
efforts in listening to the key stakeholders on the issue, specifically in hearing 
their thoughts and expectations for the way ahead and for how the TPMT 
could best fulfill its mandate.63 The TPMT, moreover, prepared yearly reports64 
that review and assess the challenges and promises of the process. The TPMT’s 
task will continue until the Exit Agreement is signed, which will take place after 
the signing of the comprehensive peace agreement and its full implementation 
by the parties. So far, several steps have been taken on the roadmap towards 
the creation of Bangsamoro, yet occasional diversions have broken out due to 
clashes between the government and the MILF, which has mutually damaged 
the trust. Nevertheless, the peace track is still being followed and other steps 
in the roadmap continue to be taken. At this juncture, the most emblemat-
ic of these steps has been the ceremonial turnover of crew-served  weapons 
and high-powered firearms by the MILF in June 2015 to the Independent De-

The IHH’s taking of a role within 
the TPMT was also consistent 
with the IHH’s historical 
position as a humanitarian 
actor in Moro



216 Insight Turkey

HÜSREV TABAKARTICLE

commissioning Body,65 a mandate 
chaired by a Turkish diplomat, Hay-
dar Berk. Accordingly, the MILF 
turned over 55 high-powered and 
20 crew-serve weapons and 145 of 
its fighters were decommissioned.66 
This showed, according to a senior 
respondent from the IHH, that “the 
MILF showed its will to lay down 

arms.”67 Following this symbolic act, in three phases, which will depend on 
the Philippines government’s performance on and commitment to the peace 
process, the MILF will lay down all its forces, which will come also to mean the 
functional establishment of Bangsamoro. 

In the meantime, Turkey seems to have a prominent place in the actualization 
of the peace process in the Philippines as well. Before chairing the IDB, Turkey 
was part of the International Contact Group68 that had a facilitative role in the 
peace talks initiated by Malaysia in 2010. However, although admitting that 
Turkey’s presence as a party to the peace process in the Philippines is imper-
ative and promising, the IHH was not happy with Turkey’s performance, par-
ticularly during its role as a facilitator. This is because, as I was told, “Turkey 
did not assign a diplomat to follow the negotiations between 2010 and 2012 
and rarely attended to the negotiations, while Japan and the UK never missed 
a meeting.”69 Nevertheless, Ebrahim’s following statement suggests that Tur-
key was influential and that the Turkish government and the IHH’s roles were 
perceived as complementary by the MILF,70 confirming what I have argued 
previously regarding the IHH’s sharing of Turkey’s pro-activism: 

Turkey was very much helpful in the building of the peace process… I talked 
to Ahmet Davutoğlu three times by phone. He gave great support. Whenever a 
difficulty appeared, he immediately stepped into the process. The Turkish Am-
bassador [to the Philippines] joined us at the signature ceremony. Turkey [the 
Turkish government] runs the political side of the [mediation] process, while 
the IHH runs the humanitarian. 

Despite occasional unrealized expectations, the mediation practice in the Phil-
ippines has been very much instructive for the IHH, as it is the IHH’s first 
internationally supported and recognized large-scale peace mediation. “It 
has been a great experience sitting around the negotiation table in charge of 
monitoring a peace process,” stated another senior respondent from the IHH, 
“we have seen within the TPMT the international environment in which the 
peace processes is cooked, seen the state and non-state bodies’ reflexes, seen 
the obstructions and deadlocks and how to deal with them… [To us it] has 
been such a great experience to work with other international organizations in 

Turkey’s governmental backing 
does not mean that the IHH and 
the government collaborate; it 
rather shows that they share a 
sense of internationalist pro-
activism and responsibility
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mediation. We have now achieved a great deal of confidence in this.”71 This ex-
perience is alone a gain for the IHH, yet the organization intends to make use 
of this experience in contributing to the solutions of several other intra-state 
conflicts within the Muslim world and beyond. Accordingly, the same respon-
dent argued that: 

if the Bangsamoro peace process could be successfully completed, as there are 
still issues to be resolved and it is so far an ongoing process, the IHH’s expe-
rience in Moro will enable the IHH to be involved in [resolving] problems 
similar to Moro in the region; such as Arakan in Myanmar, East Turkistan in 
China or Pattani in Thailand. We were invited to be part of the negotiations in 
Philippines, but for the mentioned crises and with the confidence of Moro [be-
hind us], the IHH will be the one inviting the parties to negotiate the resolution 
of the conflicts and to initiate a peace process.72

Conclusion

The long articulated pro-activism in Turkey’s contemporary foreign policy is 
discursively and practically shared by nongovernmental organizations in the 
country that endeavor to play constructive roles in the international arena. 
The IHH stands as a concrete example of this and it has shared, benefitted 
from and ‘contributed’ to the discharging of Turkey’s assumed historical and 
civilizational responsibility and role in global Muslim politics. It’s broadening 
of our understanding of a nongovernmental humanitarian mission through 
mediation and humanitarian diplomacy has complemented Turkey’s assumed 
role in global politics. As can be seen in the examples above, the IHH follows 
conceptual categories created during the broader turn in Turkey’s foreign pol-
icy (such as historical responsibility, and humanitarian diplomacy or medi-
ation). Moreover, as I mentioned in the examples of Mavi Marmara, civilian 
captives in Syria, and the Bangsamoro peace process, the IHH’s mediation 
and humanitarian diplomacy activities are backed and accompanied by Tur-
key. Turkey’s governmental backing was present also in other initiations, yet 
this does not mean that the IHH and the government collaborate; it rather 
shows that they share a sense of internationalist pro-activism and responsi-
bility. Therefore, despite the IHH’s possession of a consciousness of the global 
Islamic community and its ability to translate this consciousness into interna-
tional humanitarian practices, it was the AK Party’s recalling of the country’s 
so-called ‘civilizational responsibilities’ and the opportunity spaces it provid-
ed that catalyzed and fueled the IHH’s internationalist pro-activism, as was 
the case in other nongovernmental humanitarian organizations’ international 
humanitarian openings. Therefore, although my informants from the IHH 
denied that they are following the AK Party’s contemporary foreign policy, 
the traces of this new understanding in foreign policy making are apparent in 
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the IHH’s aid delivery, conduct of humanitarian diplomacy, and assumption 
of the role of mediator. These traces well demonstrate the place of the IHH’s 
humanitarian internationalism within the broader turn in Turkey’s contempo-
rary foreign policy.

The second and the core enquiry of this paper involves the dynamics of and 
the motivations behind the IHH’s extension of its international humanitari-
an mission beyond relief providing and towards humanitarian diplomacy and 
mediation. It is argued in the paper that the IHH’s broadening humanitarian 
internationalism towards humanitarian diplomacy and mediation was initially 
motivated by consideration of the need for taking preventive humanitarian 
diplomatic actions in crises, without which humanitarian aid efforts eventually 
become dysfunctional and inconclusive. This was the practical reason. There 
was also a religious ground, concomitant to the ummah focus of the organi-
zation, making mediation a sacred duty by suggesting that when two groups 
of Muslims fight against each other, mediation for the third parties becomes 
a compulsory practice. In the IHH’s implementation, based on these two 
grounds, the mediation occurred in the following forms: bringing conflicting 
Muslim groups together to settle their disputes, negotiating with armed groups 
and state bodies for the release of imprisoned or kidnapped civilians, initiating 
dialog for preventing sectarian wars within the Muslim world, acting as a plat-
form for the solving of ethno-political disputes, and finally mediating between 
state and non-state conflicting parties to reach a conclusive peace.

Nevertheless, the IHH’s embarking on mediation was made possible by sev-
eral other dynamics. Accordingly, the international recognition the IHH has 
received due to its success in delivering aid has provided the IHH with a solid 
basis for adding humanitarian diplomacy and mediation to its humanitarian 
agenda. Moreover and in a similar degree, for the IHH to act as a mediator in 
disputes required the building of trust on the part of the actors involved, as 
well as within the international arena, in the IHH’s ability to problem-solve 
and in its commitment to the humanitarian cause. The Mavi Marmara initia-
tion facilitated the reification of this trust to a certain degree. This is because 
the ‘sacrifice’ the IHH gave (the death of 10 civilians during the raid), together 
with the IHH’s position as a constant relief provider and defender of the Mus-
lim/humanitarian cause, which made the IHH a trustworthy and price-paying 
third party ready to take on a role in solving disputes, particularly within the 
Muslim world. The IHH’s ensuing humanitarian diplomacy and mediation 
activities in Syria, Pakistan and Palestine affirmed such a role and trust, and 
finally led the IHH to take a role as a mediator in an intra-state crisis in the 
Philippines. The IHH’s experience as a mediator in the Bangsamoro peace pro-
cess has both further motivated the IHH to assume imperative roles within the 
Muslim world and beyond, and once more affirmed Turkey’s and the IHH’s 
joint humanitarian concerns and involvements in the Muslim world. 
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