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The »Al-Qamishli Uprising«

The beginning of a »new era«
for Syrian Kurds?

In March 2004 violent mass demonstrations and anti-
Syrian rallies took place in the Kurdish regions of Jazi-
rah, ‘Afrin (Jabal al-Akrad) and ‘Ayn al-‘Arab (Kobani),
as well as in Aleppo and Damascus. Demonstrations of
this magnitude had never before occurred in the his-
tory of the Kurds in Syria. The sheer number of demon-
strators and the fact that the unrest encompassed all
of »Syrian Kurdistan« was new. The reaction of the Syr-
ian state was accordingly harsh—the number of those
killed or arrested was unparalleled in comparison with
earlier events. Yet another new phenomenon was the
coverage in the international media, where Kurdish In-
ternet sites played a significant role in spreading the
news, with the help of photographs and films. Addition-
ally, Syrian Kurds experienced a previously unknown
degree of solidarity in the Iraqgi-Kurdish and Turkish-
Kurdish populations. Traditionally, the Syrian Kurds
were those engaged in the national movements of their
Kurdish neighbors. They held demonstrations to mark
the poison gas attack on Iraqgi-Kurdish Halabja and to
support the release of Abdullah Ocalan, leader of the
Turkish-Kurdish Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), and
in some cases joined armed movements in Turkey and
Iraq. This time, however, countless Iraqgi and Turkish
Kurds in the European diaspora, as well as in Diyarbakir
(Turkey), Erbil, Dohuk, and Sulaymaniyah (Iraq) took
part in demonstrations supporting the Syrian Kurds.
The following text reconstructs the events of
March 2004 as far as possible. To this end we use media
coverage, particularly from Kurdish Internet sites, re-



ports from human rights organizations, interviews with
experts and eyewitnesses, and the relevant scholarly
analysis of the »Al-Qamishli Uprising«. Where reliable
sources disagree, we assess their plausibility and pres-
ent the individual perspectives. We subsequently analyze
why this new complexity of Kurdish protests occurred
precisely in the spring of 2004. Finally, we discuss the
intermediate consequences for the political development
of Kurdish oppositional activities in Syria, as well as those
consequences that have endured to the present day.

The catalyst for the unrest was a soccer match between
the al-Jihad team from al-Qamishli and al-Futuwah, the
Arab team from Dayr az-Zawr. The match took place in
al-Qamishli on March 12, 2004. While the international
media generally spoke of an altercation between the
fans of two soccer teams that had spun out of control,
eyewitnesses, Kurdish Internet sites, and human rights
organizations claimed the events had a political back-
ground. Even here versions differed, although there
was a consensus on several key points.

Firstly, security measures in the stadium were far
less stringent than in comparable situations. However,
it is still unclear whether fans of the team from Dayr
az-Zawr, unlike those of the al-Qamishli team, were de-
liberately allowed to enter the stadium without being
searched and thus able to smuggle weapons in with
them. There is a possibility that they were permitted to
enter the stadium without a security check because of
their early arrival in al-Qamishli.!

Secondly, both groups of fans shouted political slo-
gans, one in support of Saddam Hussein, and the other
in favor of American President George W. Bush and
Iraqgi-Kurdish leaders Celal Talebani und Mesud Bar-
zani.? The sole element under dispute is the precise
moment at which the event became politicized.

Thirdly, a false radio report about the death of three
children played a significant role in the escalation of
the situation.?

Finally, security forces reacted to the riots with un-
usual harshness—perhaps under instructions, perhaps
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The Danish Refugee Council
cites an eyewitness who claimed
that the Dayr az-Zawr fans were
equipped with knives, sticks, stones
and other weapons; Danish Refu-
gee Council 2007: 6.

See Tejel 2009: 115, Danish Ref-
ugee Council 2007: 5-6, Gauthier
2005:104, HRAS 2004a: 2.

Even today some authors errone-
ously assume that people died in the
stadium itself: see, for example, Tejel

2009: 115 and Gauthier 2005: 104.



overtaxed. Tear gas and water guns had been used in WATCH
similar situations, but not live ammunition.*

A journalist present in the stadium described the
events as follows:

»The fans from Dayr az-Zawr have caused problems
this year no matter which city or stadium in Syria
they were in. Again and again there were brawls
with the home team. Buses were attacked, and cars
and street signs were destroyed. The problem was
that they arrived at the stadium too early. They
weren’t sitting where the fans of the guest team
were supposed to be. They are supposed to sit away
from the home team fans. This time only four or five
policemen sat between the fans of the two teams.
When the players of the al-Futuwah and al-Jihad
teams took to the field to warm up, the al-Futuwah
fans shouted >Falluja, Falluja< [an Iraqi city consid-
ered a stronghold of Saddam Hussein supporters].
One player was from Falluja. The al-Futuwah fans
shouted this in Damascus, in Aleppo, and in Latakia
as well. No matter where they were, they shouted
>Falluja<. We don’t know what happened—all of a
sudden we saw al-Futuwah fans attacking al-Jihad
fans with sticks and stones. Then we heard that
three children had died. Three young people from
our area came to the journalist who was broadcast-
ing the soccer match live over the radio and told
him to announce that three children had died. The
announcement led many people from the city and
the surrounding towns, even from Tirbesipi and
‘Amudah, to come to the stadium. From the window
of the press box we saw that there were crowds all
around the stadium. It was practically besieged. We
soon learned that the announcement wasn’t true,
that no children had died. People had been injured
by stones but no one had died at that point. The
situation in the stadium calmed down a bit then.
The match was actually supposed to begin. The
problem was that stones were now being thrown
into the stadium by the crowd outside as well as
from the stadium at the crowd outside. The police,
the military, and the intelligence service came from HRAS 2004a: 1.



all over. The security forces made a mistake. They
could have brought things under control with wa-
ter guns. Instead they began to shoot into the air.
The shots frightened people. More and more stones
were thrown. It was then that al-Futuwah fans be-
gan to insult the Kurds. They yelled, >Saddam did
the right thing with you< and insulted Mesud and
Talebani. Some people say there were even video
clips of them holding up pictures of Saddam Hus-
sein. I myself didn’t see that. Then the al-Jihad fans
were maneuvered out of the stadium. The fans from
Dayr az-Zawr were protected by the police in the
center of the stadium.«®

Outside, security forces began to shoot into the crowd.
It has never been established to what extent this can
be traced back to a command given by the governor of
al-Hasakah.® According to an eyewitness, the security
forces allowed the situation to escalate:

»At two different places on my way home, I wit-
nessed how the security forces shot at people. One
of these places was in the city center. People cross-
ing the street were fired upon. There were young
people yelling slogans such as: >Long live Kurdis-
tan¢, and the security forces attacked them. Our car
was almost hit too. I myself saw that some of the
dead and wounded had been hit in the back. [....]
There was no reason to shoot at people. The secu-
rity forces claim that the Kurds shot at them. This
is completely unfounded. Not even the government
has made this claim.«’

The next day, March 13, tens of thousands of people
took to the streets in al-Qamishli to bury the dead
from the night before—a total of nine people. All of the
Kurdish parties had agreed on the funeral march. The
march itself developed into violent skirmishes:

»] was present at the demonstration on Saturday.
It was disciplined at first. There was an agreement
the night before between the government and the
Kurdish parties. The government promised that the
Kurds could hold their funeral in peace and that they
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Interview with a journalist from
al-Qamishli, July 8, 2009.

Ebdilhekim Besar, chair-
man of the Kurdish Democratic
Party in Syria (el-Parti), con-
firms the order to shoot; see
»Hud@’ hadhar fI’1-Qamish
yurafiq ihtifalat al-akrad,
March 21, 2004, accessed
at <http://www.alarabiya.
net/articles/2004/03/21/1069.
html>; see also Tejel 2009: 115,
Gauthier 2005: 104 and the
Danish Refugee Council 2007:
6. In contrast, one eyewitness
reports: »The governor is sup-
posed to have said: »Shoot at
the Kurdish sons of bitches.< He
allegedly said this after his car
had been pelted with stones.
This is an important point and
I spent a lot of time looking
into it. So far no one has been
able to confirm without doubt
that the governor said this or
that they heard him say it. I
asked several people who were
near him, but they were unable
to confirm it. A few lawyers,
friends of his, asked him again
two years ago, but he denied
it.« Interview with a lawyer
from al-Qamishli, July 6, 2009.

Interview with a journalist from

al-Qamishli, July 8, 2009.



would back off. In return, the Kurds were to abstain
from rioting. And at first this actually worked. I was
there from the beginning. The parade began at the
Qasimo Mosque. Some of the Kurds praised Presi-
dent Bush as >Bavé Azad« [>father of freedom<], in-
sulted the President [Bashar al-Assad], and hoisted
the Kurdish flag. This can all be seen on video. When
we reached Saba‘-Baharat Square, demonstrators
threw stones at the statue of Hafiz al-Assad, and
some Kurds placed themselves in front of the stat-
ue. From afar, from the base of the military security
agency, we heard shots for the first time. But they
shot into the air. The Kurds prevented the people
throwing stones from getting closer to the statue.
We then kept walking until we reached the back of
al-Qamishli’s city hall. Up to this point, everything
was fine. The military and security people were no-
where to be seen, not a single person. They left us
alone. Then I went to visit a lawyer friend of mine
whose office is near the city hall. The people kept
walking. Less than fifteen minutes later a car drove
by. The back of the car was open. There were sev-
en or eight people in it. They all were carrying ma-
chine guns, their upper bodies were bare and some
of them wore headbands. Up until then I had only
seen machine guns like the ones they carry in the
movies. Like Rambo. There were only a few people
in the square when the car drove past. The demon-
stration had already moved on. The car drove at full
speed past these people and the passengers began
to fire at them. They shot at everyone regardless.
We could see this from the window. They began to
shoot before reaching the demonstration and then
they shot at the demonstrators. According to Kurd-
ish estimates, twenty-three people died that day.«?

During the unrest, demonstrators attacked numerous
public buildings. In al-Qamishli, the customs office, the
animal feed storage building, and the payment offic-
es for electricity and water were set on fire. Security
forces thwarted an attempt to burn down the public
grain storage building.® Demonstrators also damaged
or destroyed the main railway station, several schools,
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Interview with a journalist from
al-Qamishli, July 8, 2009.

Interview with a lawyer from
al-Qahtaniyah (Tirbesipi), Octo-
ber 1, 2009.



cafés, and private cars.'® Within a short period of time
rumors had spread that a massacre was taking place in
al-Qamishli, and on the same day solidarity rallies and
demonstrations were held in other Kurdish cities, as
well as in those with a large Kurdish population. Ma-
jor damage also occurred in these cities; government
institutions in particular were destroyed. In ‘Amudah,
the bank, the cultural center, the city hall,'' a police
station, a building belonging to the Ba‘th party, and the
courthouse were all set on fire. Military vehicles were
destroyed by fire and several statues damaged.!? Ac-
cording to one eyewitness, an employee of the military
draft office was able to save the building from destruc-
tion by confronting the angry masses shouting »Long
live Kurdistan«.!® Skirmishes took place in al-Hasakah
between demonstrators and security forces.!* During
demonstrations in al-Malikiyah (Dérik), several public
buildings were attacked and some set on fire. Among
them were the office of the Ba‘th party, the city hall, the
(at this point empty) police station, a public fertilizer
storage building, and a public cultural and educational
center. Demonstrators also toppled a statue of former
president Hafiz al-Assad.! A civilian registration office
in ‘Ayn al-‘Arab (Kobani) was set on fire and demon-
strators attempted to free prisoners from local jails.!®
Roughly one thousand people demonstrated in Ra’s
al-‘Ayn (Seré Kaniyé), government institutions were at-
tacked and police cars set on fire.!” In al-Qahtaniyah
(Tirbesipi), an elementary school was burned down.!?
Several thousand Kurdish students gathered in Damas-
cus and Aleppo for solidarity rallies.'® A demonstration
march to Omayyad Square in Damascus resulted in vio-
lent skirmishes when security forces attacked students;
the students responded by throwing stones. Security
forces violently disbanded a further demonstration in
the Wadi al-Mushari‘ quarter of Damascus. In the ensu-
ing riots, car tires were set on fire, and shops and other
properties destroyed.?°

On March 14, thousands of Kurds took to the streets
in ‘Afrin and ‘Ayn al-‘Arab (Kobani) resulting in some
instances in massive clashes with security forces. In
‘Ayn al-‘Arab a school and a police station were set on
fire;?! in al-Malikiyah (Dérik) the military draft office
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was burned down.?? In Damascus students once again
protested.?® On March 16, Syrian security forces in ‘Af-
rin opened fire when young people were about to pub-
licly commemorate the victims of the poison gas attack
on the Iraqi-Kurdish city of Halabja in 1988.%4

According to one of our interviewees, television—in
this case the PKK station, Roj TV—played a decisive role
in mobilizing Kurds outside of al-Qamishli in 2004:

»Here in al-Qamishli the affair was actually over by
March 15. But then the government started making
arrests. Most of the people were taken from their
apartments. Television played a role in mobilization.
Partly it agitated people, sometimes it spread the
truth and occasionally also untruth. It brought the
people outside of al-Qamishli into an uproar.«??

Throughout the unrest, Kurdish businesses in al-Ha-
sakah and al-Qamishli were looted.?® According to some
reports security forces tolerated this to an extent, and
some members of the security forces were said to have
participated in the burning of public buildings.?” There
is conflicting information on the question of whether
the government armed Arab tribes to support its sup-
pression of the unrest.28

Regardless of whether Arab groups participated in
the suppression of the unrest or were exploited by Syr-
ian security forces, it would be a mistake to interpret
the conflict as primarily one between Kurds and Ar-
abs.?® On March 15, talks took place between repre-
sentatives of the Kurdish parties and of the Assyrian
population of al-Qamishli, as well as Arab tribal lead-
ers. During these talks the Kurds stressed that there
was no ethnic character to the conflict. Instead, it was
the result of the Ba‘th policies on Kurds in Syria.3° On
March 16, representatives of the Kurdish parties and
Arab (human-rights) organizations signed a joint ap-
peal demanding a resolution to the conflict and an end
to the unrest in al-Qamishli.3! Moreover, Christians and
Arabs took part in the funeral march, at least when the
protests began in al-Qamishli on March 13.3? Yet at this
point in time, the demonstrations began to take on an
explicitly Kurdish-national character, reflected in the
pro-Kurdish slogans, the carrying of Kurdish flags, and
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the violence against symbols of state rule (Syrian flags,
government buildings and institutions).33

Even today the number of dead, injured, and arrest-
ed is not entirely clear. There is no doubt that some of
the figures released during and shortly after the unrest
were, in retrospect, too high. We have a list with the
names of thirty-two people who died during the unrest.
It has been established that approximately two thou-
sand people were arrested,?* although the basis for this
figure is unclear. As no organization has an overview of
the arrests, it is possible that this figure is based pri-
marily on projections and estimates. The same is true
for the number of injured.

Despite the fact that there are no reliable statistics
available, it is undisputed that mass demonstrations
such as those held by the Kurdish population in Syria
in 2004 were unparalleled. Equally unusual was the
brutality with which the Syrian security forces acted.
This is reflected in the high number of dead, injured
and arrested—some of them children,3> the routine use
of torture,®® and the stationing of additional soldiers in
the Jazirah.3” But why did this escalation of violence oc-
cur precisely in March 20047

Representatives of the Syrian government, among them
Vice President Abd al-Halim Khaddam, accused »foreign
powers« of exploiting problems in the Kurdish region
for their own benefit. The official media, meanwhile, de-
scribe the unrest as the work of bandits and saboteurs
from neighboring countries, controlled from abroad,
with the goal of undermining the stability of Syria.3® In
light of the fact that the unrest spread almost simultane-
ously within and beyond the various Kurdish enclaves,
this explanatory approach seems implausible.

On the Kurdish side, in contrast, some argued that
the Syrian government provoked the riots in order to
act with all manner of brutality against the Kurdish
population. In particular, the alleged goal was the elim-
ination of the leaders of the Kurdish parties, first and
foremost those of the Kurdish Union Party (Yekitl) and
the Democratic Union Party (PYD). That the victims of

WATCH

Thus, for example, the Syrian
flag was replaced by the Kurdish
flag on March 13 in ‘Amudah; in
al-Qamishli, demonstrators car-
ried the Kurdish flag; see news
coverage from March 13-18, 2004,
accessed at <http://www.amude.
net/index gamislo.html>; »Ser-
hildana 12é Adaréya Kurdistana
Suriyé — Doseya taybeti ya Malpera
Amdé«, no date, accessed at
<http://www.amude.net/serhildan/
wene/qamislo/index1.html>.

See, for example, Gauthier
2005: 110.

On March 30, 2005, Bashar
al-Assad granted amnesty to
312 prisoners who were ar-
rested during the events of
al-Qamishli; see »Bayan: Nad‘uha
li’l-istigaba ila da‘wat al-hiwar alati
tatlaquha al-haraka al-kurdiya,
March 31, 2005, accessed at
<http://www.amude.net/Beyan
Munteda deep.php?newsLanguag
e=Munteda&newsld=1921>. As a
result, with the exception of (a few)
isolated cases, all those imprisoned
were freed within one year of the
riots. In some cases court proceed-
ings were still pending; see Danish
Refugee Council 2007: 7.

Amnesty International 2005:
14-17.

A unit of soldiers was sta-
tioned in Himo (al-Qamishli dis-
trict) and later transferred to the
street leading to Tall Hamis, where
a new barracks was built; interview

with a journalist from al-Qamishli,



the violence in March 2004 were hardly leading politi-
cal figures certainly speaks against this assumption.
The only certainty is that on March 15, Merwan Osman,
Ibrahim Xelo, Ebdilsemed Xelef, and Mesum Mihemed
(leading members of the Yekiti), as well as Mistefa Cu-
maa (leading member of the Kurdish People’s Union
Party in Syria) were arrested in al-Qamishli—only to be
released a few hours later.3®

Following the same logic of international provoca-
tion, another explanatory approach claims that the un-
rest was the result of a power struggle within the Syr-
ian regime, in other words, between certain branches
of the intelligence service and groups with close ties to
the president. According to this theory, as a result of
the growing exclusion of Sunnis from power following
Bashar al-Assad’s inauguration, the promised reform
of the state apparatus and the closing of a number of
branches of the intelligence service in the Jazirah since
2001, several groups within the intelligence service in
al-Qamishli were intent on proving that the stability of
the entire country would be decided there and nowhere
else.*® Consequently they provoked unrest to bolster
their own right to exist. This version suggests that the
Kurds were merely victims of a conflict in which they
were ultimately not involved:

»It is also claimed that the intelligence service was
behind the unrest, since the intelligence services
were said to be weakened after Bashar assumed
power. They allegedly took the opportunity to prove
they were indispensable and sent people out on the
streets for provocation. Several public institutions
were attacked and we Kurds say that we were not
responsible for this. If Kurds were behind the attacks
then they had ties to the various intelligence servic-
es. It is incomprehensible that Kurds would have set
fire to the educational center, the civilian registra-
tion office, or their bank. According to information
from trusted friends, it was not people from ‘Amu-
dah but outsiders who destroyed the statue of the
[former] president in ‘Amudah. For this reason many
Kurds, myself included, think that even if Kurds were
responsible for these assaults, the intelligence ser-
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Berlin, July 8, 2009. Members of
the Republican Guard were trans-
ferred to al-Malikiyah (Dérik). They
were stationed along the border to
Iraq and Turkey; Tejel 2009: 116.

For more on this, see an-Na-
har, March 18, 2004, »Muwagihat
gadida ma“‘ akrad sturiya — Haddam
yatahim gihat harigiya«, accessed
at <http://www.beirutletter.com/
arabworld/arab122.html>. In con-
trast, President Bashar al-Assad
has on numerous occasions denied
that foreign groups were responsi-
ble for the riots in al-Qamishli, the
first of which was an interview with
the television station al-Jazeera on
May 2, 2004; for further details,
see »Besar el-Esed: Kurd besek
bingehin ji diroka Suryayé ne,
May 2, 2004, accessed at <http://
www.amude.net/kurdi/ersiv_05_
04.html>.

News coverage from
March 13-18, 2004, accessed at
<http://www.amude.net/index_
gamislo.html>,

Tejel 2009: 117.



vice also had a hand in it. Then it could say: >Without
us there is instability, we are essential.<«*!

In fact, it seems that the immediate outbreak of the
unrest can initially be traced back to a chain of unfor-
tunate circumstances. On the one hand, there was the
inability of local security forces to separate rival fans
in the stadium and, on the other hand, the error of the
journalist who was supposed to comment on the match
on the radio and instead announced the unconfirmed
deaths of three children. An angry crowd consisting
not only of Kurds but also Arabs and Christians gath-
ered in front of the stadium primarily as a result of this
announcement. The fans of the al-Jihad soccer team be-
longed to various ethnic/religious groups; many of the
players were Christians. Non-Kurds also feared that
their children might be among the dead. In turn, the
crowd in front of the stadium provoked the deployment
of additional security forces.

The fact that the outrage over the alleged deaths of
three children was transformed into anti-Syrian, Kurd-
ish-national rallies during the demonstrations and fu-
neral marches on March 13 could be related to the bru-
tal approach taken by the security forces, who cracked
down on demonstrators with disproportional violence
after the match. Moreover, the casualties of March 12
were primarily Kurds. Although this may have been
a coincidence, it nevertheless led to ethnicization of
the conflict. The mostly young men who participated
in the mass demonstrations and rioting had grown up
with ethnic discrimination. They interpreted this viola-
tion by the security forces as an attack on the Kurd-
ish community and reacted with nationalist symbols.
Along with ethnic discrimination, the formative influ-
ences on these young men were economic marginal-
ization—caused, among other things, by a chronic lack
of public investment—and rigid notions of morality
that narrowly limited their freedom of action, also in
their private lives. All that was needed in March was
an excuse to take their quasi »lifelong« pent-up frus-
trations to the streets. In this context, eyewitness ac-
counts stating that particularly young men from the
poorer districts of al-Qamishli had taken part in the
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protests and stood out as violent*? and reports claim-
ing an overrepresentation of stateless Kurds among
the demonstrators*® seem entirely plausible.** On the
whole, the development of mass demonstrations into
violent activities should be seen as the norm rather
than the exception. This is especially true for a soci-
ety in which the possibilities to negotiate conflict are
limited and violence not only marks the relationship
between the government and the opposition but also
enjoys a high degree of legitimacy beyond the original
political sphere, as, for example, within the family.*> If
factions of the intelligence service did attempt to fo-
ment unrest, this was fertile ground.

Political developments in Iraq only added to the ex-
plosiveness of the situation and its nationalist charge.
These developments took on their own dynamic in Syr-
ia, both among the Kurds and within the government.
The Iraqi transitional constitution had just been signed
on March 8, 2004, acknowledging the region in the
north of Irag—which had been de facto administered
by the Kurds since the middle of the 1990s—as its own
federal state, with far-reaching political responsibili-
ties. This was the preliminary high point in the success
story of the Iraqi Kurds, which had begun with the US
invasion in the spring of 2003. Whereas in the middle
of the 1990s, the leaders of the KDP (Kurdish Demo-
cratic Party of Iraq) and PUK (Patriotic Union of Kurd-
istan), Mesud Barzanil and Celal Talebani, were still
caught in the middle of a relentless civil war, they had
now become America’s most important regional allies.
Northern Iraq, which they had administered for years
under a double embargo and without international
recognition, advanced to become another, better Iraq
where—at least according to its leaders—democracy
and human rights prevailed. Celal Talebani became
Iraqi president, Hogyar Zibari, a high-ranking KDP of-
ficial, became Iraqi foreign minister. Even an indepen-
dent Iraqi-Kurdish state no longer seemed an impossi-
bility. The fate of the Kurds since the poison gas attack
in Halabja in 1988 seemed to have taken a U-turn. This
change of circumstances inspired the Kurds in Syria as
well—why should they not benefit from developments
in a neighboring country?
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As a result of limitations in the
area of education and in light of
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»Naturally the events in Iraq emboldened the
Kurds. Their national sentiment was strengthened.
The Kurds are dissatisfied and there is pressure on
the entire Syrian population. [...] Many had pent-up
anger, they see that the Iraqi Kurds have their own
quasi state and that the Kurdish leaders are inter-
nationally recognized. Celal Talebani, who was sen-
tenced to death in Iraq, became Iraqi president. All
of this emboldened the Kurds and was, in fact, one
reason why many took to the streets.«46

Inherent in oppositional action is the hope that change
for the better is attainable—without this hope oppo-
sition becomes intrinsically senseless. In this respect,
the effect of developments in Irag on the events in
al-Qamishli should not be underestimated.4’

In contrast to the Kurds, the Syrian government was
indeed afraid of this domino effect. In spring 2002, faced
with the imminent US invasion of Iraq, Bashar al-Assad
visited the Jazirah for the first time since taking office.
He extended the prospect of repatriation for stateless
Kurds to the Kurdish tribal leaders and representatives
of Kurdish parties and, at the same time, made an ap-
peal that they come out in favor of »national unity«.4®
The mass demonstrations in al-Qamishli and other cities
only became a threat against the background of Iraqi
Kurdistan. In this sense, the toppling of several statues
of Hafiz al-Assad had strong symbolic significance and
must have evoked the image that had travelled around
the world only one year previously: the toppling over
of the Saddam Hussein statue by Iraqi demonstrators
in Baghdad after the invasion and with the approval of
the Americans. This image became a worldwide sym-
bol of the end of Iraqgi Ba‘th rule. The fact that Kurd-
ish eyewitnesses explicitly mention in their statements
that »some demonstrators« at the demonstrations in
al-Qamishli on March 13 threw stones at the statue of
Hafiz al-Assad but that »the Kurds« had stood in front
of it, or that »strangers« and not »people from ‘Amu-
dah« were responsible for destroying the statue of the
former president in ‘Amudah, indicates more than a
possible involvement of the intelligence service in the
events. It also suggests that these Kurds wanted to
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protect themselves and their people from the charge of
intending to topple the Syrian Ba‘th regime in 2004.

It is no coincidence that in their criticism of the
Kurds exponents of the opposing side also referred
to Iraq. Hence representatives of Arab tribes accused
Kurdish parties—in particular the Yekiti—of seeking
US intervention in Syria comparable to that in Iraq.
Additionally, they alleged that Kurdish parties had ex-
ploited the riots after the soccer match to gain solidar-
ity for the autonomous Kurdish region in Iraq.*® The
question arises whether showing portraits of Kurdish
leaders Celal Talebani and Mesud Barzani—as well
as of Abdullah Ocalan—does, in fact, suggest that the
»Al-Qamishli Uprising« was more about building soli-
darity for the Kurdish national movements in Turkey
and Iraq. It is precisely these Iraqi-Kurdish referenc-
es that are ambivalent. On the one hand, demonstra-
tors carrying pictures of Barzani and Talebani present
themselves as their followers and point to the lack of
a universally recognized Syrian-Kurdish leader. On the
other hand, Kurdish actors knew only too well how to
use the history of Iraqi Kurds to highlight their own
»victimhood«. Thus during the funeral ceremonies for
the victims of the unrest, several thousand participants
sang the song »Helebce« by the Kurdish singer Sivan
Perwer.%® »Helebce« mourns the Iraqi government poi-
son gas attack on the Iraqi-Kurdish city of Halabja in the
year 1988, in which around five thousand people died.
In this way it was suggested that the Kurds were cur-
rently suffering similar persecution in al-Qamishli.>!

Moreover, the above-mentioned accusations by rep-
resentatives of Arab tribes raise questions about the
role of the Kurdish parties. These parties were certain-
ly not the driving force behind the unrest. On March 14
a coalition formed by Syrian-Kurdish parties had called
for an end to the protests and rallies and three days
of mourning for those who had been killed.5? Addition-
ally, the Kurdish parties agreed to cancel the celebra-
tions for the Newroz Festival on March 21 in order to
prevent further protest. Instead of public celebrations,
solidarity with the »martyrs« of al-Qamishli was to be
symbolized by wearing black badges and hanging black
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flags on houses.*® The PYD was the only party to break
from this consensus and hold an official celebration.>*

Undoubtedly, the parties could have made another
choice. At no other point in time was the potential to
mobilize people as high as in March 2004. Continua-
tion and expansion of the protests would have been
possible, and the parties could have reached segments
of the Kurdish population otherwise inaccessible to
them. Instead of taking advantage of this opportunity,
the parties confirmed their fundamental loyalty to the
Ba‘th regime and President Bashar al-Assad, voting to
maintain the status quo, which tolerated them as long
as they confined their activities to narrow channels
largely invisible to the (international) public.

Accordingly it is not surprising that events in the year
2004 did not lead to political concessions by the govern-
ment. Although Bashar al-Assad sent a delegation head-
ed by his brother Mahir and defense minister Mustafa
Tallas to the Jazirah to meet with representatives of the
Kurdish parties, political concessions did not emerge.
To this day there has been no official investigation of
the unrest—at least none that led to publication of the
findings. Moreover, no one in the security forces or in
politics has been forced to take responsibility for the
numerous dead and injured. The sole consequence to
date is that the al-Jihad soccer team is no longer allowed
to hold home matches in al-Qamishli. The al-Futuwah
team, on the other hand, was not sanctioned.

In June 2005, more than a year after the unrest, mass
rallies were again held in al-Qamishli. Some on the
Kurdish side described them as a »second uprising«.
Closer examination, however, reveals more differences
than parallels.

The backdrop to the rallies was the disappearance
and subsequent death of the Kurdish shaykh Xesnewi in
May 2005. Xesnewi’s political activities and the circum-
stances of his death suggest that the Syrian intelligence
service was responsible. The shaykh, perceived as rep-
resenting a liberal, enlightened Islam, was considered
dangerous by the Syrian government for three primary
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reasons: firstly, as a religious dignitary he was in a posi-
tion to mobilize people. Secondly, he had excellent con-
tacts in Europe—in February and March 2005, shortly
before his death, he had lobbied in Germany, Sweden,
and Belgium for a positive resolution to the Kurdish
question in Syria. Thirdly, Xesnewi attempted to further
the relations between the Kurds and the second largest
oppositional group in Syria, the Muslim Brotherhood.%®
Contact between these two groups was minimal; it was
believed that the opposition in Syria would be strength-
ened if the two groups were to grow closer.

Along with his political orientation, the immediate
circumstances of Xesnewi’s death cast doubt on the
Syrian state’s explanation that »criminals« were re-
sponsible. According to eyewitness accounts, shortly
before his death and the handing over of his body to his
family by the Syrian intelligence service, Xesnewi was
undergoing treatment in hospital, where he was guard-
ed by Syrian security forces.>® Other reports claim that
the family of the deceased discovered evidence of tor-
ture on his body.%”

On May 15, representatives of the Kurdish Demo-
cratic Union Party in Syria, Xeyridin Murad’s Kurdish
Left Party in Syria, and the Yekitl went before the state
security court in Damascus and called for Xesnewi’s
release. Roughly four hundred people took part in the
rally.’® Between ten and twenty thousand people came
to the rally that followed in al-Qamishli on May 21.%°
The Yekiti had called for the demonstration.5°

After Xesnewi’s death was made public on June 1,
2005, his body was transferred to al-Qamishli on the
same day. To mark this, numerous people gathered for
a spontaneous rally that evening.®! Throughout the fol-
lowing two days, ten thousand people visited the mourn-
ing tent for Xesnewi, and demonstrations took place
each evening. On June 2, fifteen young people were ar-
rested after protesting loudly in front of the mourning
tent and insulting the Syrian government.®? Otherwise
the events were largely undisturbed. Representatives
of the various Syrian-Kurdish parties took part in the
demonstrations and visited the mourning tent. Finally,
on June 4, the Yekitl and the Kurdish Freedom Party
in Syria (Azadi) announced an additional rally for the
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following day.®® The rally was also supported in a dec-
laration by the Future Movement.®* All other parties,
including the PYD, which had originally planned to join
the appeal, refrained from calling for more demonstra-
tions. Behind this was a warning from the intelligence
service that a continuation of the protests would be
met with countermeasures.

»There were no problems at the funeral. It went
very well. Many people accompanied the coffin, not
only Kurds. For the first three days there were also
no problems. The people could speak freely. There
were many demonstrations and the people were left
alone. On the last day, three parties announced that
they wanted to protest in al-Qamishli. All others told
the three parties that they would not take part and
that they should also not protest. The three parties
were Azadi, Yekitl, and the Future Movement. The
government had also said that they were not al-
lowed to go near the city center. By the government
I mean the intelligence service.«%

Despite the warnings, a further demonstration took place
in al-Qamishli on June 5. The intelligence service then
actively promoted an escalation of the situation. Mem-
bers of the Tayy and Shammar Arab tribes were called
upon to confront the protesters. During the demonstra-
tion, armed civilians, escorted by Syrian security forces
attacked Kurdish demonstrators with wooden slats.®¢

»When the demonstrators reached Saba‘-Baharat
Square they were fired upon. The government had
given Ba‘thists weapons and posted them in the
square. They had firearms and sticks, and as soon
as the demonstrators reached the square, they be-
gan to attack. The police and Ba‘thists. They used
machine guns. I saw it with my own eyes. «®’

According to another report, Arab residents of the city
of al-Malikiyah (Dérik) were encouraged by Syrian se-
curity forces to loot Kurdish shops; shops owned by
Christians or Arabs, in contrast, were to be spared ex-
plicitly. Kurdish shop owners did not dare to stop the
looters as they were accompanied by Syrian soldiers.%®
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One of our interview partners also reported massive
looting in al-Qamishli:

»It was a Saturday or Sunday evening. People, Ar-
abs, were driven in mini-buses to the souk of al-Qa-
mishli and looted the shops there. They only looted
Kurdish shops. They knew them. The Kurdish shops
were primarily cell-phone shops. The looters were
dropped off at the souk where there were loads of
cell phone shops, and they stole a lot of cell phones.
Some of them were later arrested. [...] This is ex-
actly how it happened. Perhaps one intelligence ser-
vice encouraged the Arabs to do this and another
one arrested them. The secret services don’t always
coordinate with each other. Friends of ours saw with
their own eyes people from the intelligence service
accompanying them [the looters].«%°

The looting was succeeded by serious conflict within the
Syrian-Kurdish party landscape. Azadi and Yekiti were
accused of provoking the looting with the demonstration
on June 5, and thus said to be partly responsible. The
chairman of the Kurdish Democratic Union Party in Syr-
ia, Ismail Umer, publicly declared that »terrorist forces«
were primarily responsible for Xesnewi’s murder and de-
fended President Bashar al-Assad: he should not be held
responsible for violations by the security forces.”®

Although some of the protests in 2005 could be clas-
sified as mass demonstrations, there are significant dif-
ferences compared to events in 2004. Contrary to the
previous year, the unrest in 2005 was essentially limit-
ed to al-Qamishli—no memorable solidarity rallies took
place in other Kurdish cities or abroad. Government
tolerance in the case of most protests helped to contain
them. No deaths occurred during the demonstrations
and the number of people arrested was far less than
in the previous year—a total of just over a hundred
people are said to have been arrested.”!

Party action represents a further difference to events
in 2004: if they consented in 2004 to contain the riots,
this was no longer the case by 2005. Rather, opinions
differed greatly on how to deal with the intelligence ser-
vice’s ban on demonstrations. A split in the party spec-
trum gave way to the emergence of a passive wing and
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one that was more active and prepared to accept »lim-
ited confrontation« with the state. The split was already
evident at the end of the 1990s with the formation of the
Yekiti and the reorientation of the PKK in Syria.”? The
Yekiti, the Azadi, the PYD,”® and—up until the arrest of
its chairman—the Future Movement all belong to the
active faction. The Future Movement only emerged as
a result of events in 2004: founded in mid-2005, it was
not originally conceived as yet another traditional party.
The idea, prompted by the inadequate response to the
mass arrests in 2004, was rather to establish some form
of human rights organization.”* However, in the mean-
time, numerous Kurdish human rights associations have
been established.”> The model for these new organiza-
tions was the existing »Arab« organizations. Yet at the
same time, the foundation of »Kurdish human rights as-
sociations« also entailed the explicit dissociation from
the Arab models, which Kurdish activists felt had not
always represented them adequately.

The split within the Kurdish party landscape can
be explained, on the one hand, as the result of Syrian
»divide and rule policies«, through which the regime
traditionally seeks to include one section of the Kurd-
ish opposition while persecuting others. On the other
hand, the various actions of the parties reflect their di-
verse political positions, also evident in other contexts,
such as in the respective stances on the Damascus Dec-
laration. Nonetheless, these distinctions should not be
overestimated. Several voices among the supporters of
the Yekitl criticize its strong attachment to the other
parties after 2005, making it difficult to distinguish it
from the others. At the same time, party representa-
tives—on the initiative of Kurdish and other organiza-
tions in Europe—have met in recent years in Cairo and
Paris to discuss more effective cooperation. The par-
ties are aware that more than a dozen small parties
cannot optimally implement policies in the interests of
the Kurdish population, and that the splintering of the
party landscape is particularly alienating to the West.
As yet, no serious consequences have arisen as a re-
sult. It remains to be seen whether the interest in the
parties that arose following the »Al-Qamishli Uprising«
will abate against this background.
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After 2004, the parties attracted attention not only
in Europe, but also in the Arab opposition, both in Syria
and in exile. Contacts between the groups intensified
and led the Kurdish parties to participate in the discus-
sion surrounding the Damascus Declaration. Moreover,
exile groups began to take up classic Kurdish demands,
build coalitions with Kurdish groups, and include
Kurds in leading positions. These groups include Farid
al-Ghadiri’s Reform Party of Syria, founded in 2001 and
based in the USA, and the National Salvation Front of
former Syrian vice-president ‘Abd al-Halim Khaddam,
founded in 2006.

No further mass protests have taken place in Syria
since the summer of 2005. Party activities resemble
those of the years 2002/2003. In addition, »minutes
of silence« have gained currency as a political instru-
ment, not merely on the anniversary of the poison gas
attack on Halabja but also for current causes such as
the protest in February 2009 against the passing of De-
cree 49.7¢ On the eve of the anniversary of the »Al-Qa-
mishli Uprising« and the murder of Xesnewi, the par-
ties regularly call for candles to be placed in windows;
in some years memorial events were held at the graves
of the »martyrs« of 2004. The »Al-Qamishli Uprising«
in particular has become a reference point for Syrian-
Kurdish identity. Al-Qamishli represents the persecu-
tion of the Syrian Kurds—but also their ability to re-
sist. Although the Kurdish parties keep the memory of
2004 alive, they have not yet been able to profit from
these events politically. They were neither able to ex-
pand their base within the Kurdish population—partic-
ipation in rallies held by the parties has not changed
significantly—nor to achieve concessions from the Syr-
ian government.

The repression of politically and culturally active
Kurds continues unabated, with numerous arrests and
convictions in 2009. Contacts in al-Qamishli describe
morale as poor and state repressions as more extreme
than in recent years. Members and sympathizers of
the PYD, Yekiti, Azadi, and Ebdilhekim Besar’s Kurd-
ish Democratic Party in Syria (el-Parti) are the focus of
state persecution. Almost the entire leadership circle
of Azadi, for example, is now in prison. The Arab op-
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position is confronted with similar difficulties, as nu-
merous signatories of the Damascus Declaration are
also in prison. In contrast, Kurdish participants in the
Damascus Declaration have thus far been spared, per-
haps with the aim of undermining the fragile relation-
ship between the Kurdish and Arab opposition.

It is difficult to predict the outcome of the situation
in the Kurdish regions. Could the Kurdish opposition
be included in the existing system if the Syrian gov-
ernment were to invest in Kurdish regions such as the
Jazirah, to naturalize stateless Kurds and to provide for
cultural rights? There is considerable evidence to show
that Kurdish parties would be willing to accept such a
»deal« and forgo the fundamental democratization of
Syria.”” At the moment, however, the Syrian govern-
ment has not taken any visible steps in this direction.

Would external circumstances similar to those of
the year 2004 lead to nationalist mass demonstrations
at the current time? One decisive aspect of the riots
in 2004 was the hope that developments in Iraqg would
have a positive impact on Syria, and that perhaps the
USA would intervene on behalf of the Kurds. These
hopes have been dashed. Barack Obama’s efforts to
bring Syria back to the negotiating table and put an
end to its international isolation is a clear rebuff of in-
tervention from outside. So far this policy has not im-
proved the situation for the Kurdish or Arab opposi-
tion. More than Irag—and more than the policies of
the USA—Turkey seems to give reason for hope. Ac-
cording to Kurdish sources, the Turkish foreign minis-
ter has called for the naturalization of stateless Kurds
in Syria.”® Contrary to Iraq, however, where apart from
US military support, concrete support from Iraqi-Kurd-
ish leaders also seemed possible, no one believes that
Turkey would intervene militarily on behalf of the Syr-
ian Kurds. Moreover, in 2004 and to a certain extent in
2005, when mass looting was initiated, the Kurds expe-
rienced the severity with which the state was prepared
to confront them. All of this speaks against a new ver-
sion of the »Al-Qamishli Uprising«. At the same time,
the »frustration of the masses« who took to the streets
in 2004 should not be underestimated. For the time be-
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ing the question of who will channel these masses and
in what direction remains on hold.
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