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INTRODUCTION

On 19 July 2012 the previously almost unheard of Syrian Kurds sud-
denly emerged as a potential game changer in the Syrian civil war and 
what its aftermath might hold for the future in the Middle East when 
in an attempt to consolidate their increasingly desperate position, gov-
ernment troops were abruptly pulled out of the major Kurdish areas. The 
Kurds in Syria had suddenly become autonomous, a situation that also 
gravely affected neighbouring Turkey and the virtually independent Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq. Indeed, the precipitous rise 
of the Kurds in Syria bid to become a tipping point that might help 
change the artificial borders of the Middle East established after the First 
World War following the notorious Sykes-Picot Agreement.
 Although there are a few earlier studies of the Syrian Kurds,1 no other 
book has tackled these important recent events. Thus, after several brief 
chapters to set the stage, the main purpose of this book will be to inter-
pret these potentially momentous events. In so doing, this book will also 
visit the Sunni-Shiite sectarian fault-line and the future of such regional 
states involved in the Syrian cataclysm as Turkey and Iraq, as well as the 
role of the United States, among others.
 Kurdistan, or the Land of the Kurds, straddles the mountainous bor-
ders in the Middle East where Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria converge, 
while the Kurds famously constitute the largest nation in the world with-
out their own independent state. Nevertheless, in recent years the Kurds 
living in Iraq, Turkey and Iran have frequently been heard from, but until 
19 July 2012, when the Syrian civil war suddenly resulted in their auton-
omy and even possible independence, those living in Syria had been vir-
tually invisible. The purpose of this book is also to help explain this near 
vacuum of information and rectify it. Such an endeavour is all the more 
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important given the crucial middle role the Kurds are playing in the 
 Syrian civil war, a struggle with deep implications for the future of the 
Middle East.
 Nobody really knows how many Kurds live in Syria because the Kurds 
exaggerate their numbers, while the government undercounts them to 
de-emphasise the size of the problem. In addition, a significant number 
of Kurds have assimilated or chosen to identify themselves in other ways. 
Nevertheless, a reasonable estimate might be that approximately 10 per 
cent or slightly more than 2.2 million Kurds may live in Syria, a much 
smaller number than in Turkey, Iraq and Iran.2 Although the largest eth-
nic minority in Syria, the Kurds live in three non-contiguous areas and 
have been much less successfully organised and developed than in the 
other three states. For many years the repressive Syrian government of 
Hafez Assad also sought to maintain an Arab belt between its Kurds and 
those in Turkey and Iraq. This Arab belt artificially separated the Kurds 
in Syria from their ethnic kin and in many cases from actual blood rel-
atives across the border in Turkey and Iraq, uprooted many Syrian Kurds 
and deprived them of their livelihoods.
 Many Kurds in Syria have even been denied Syrian citizenship. In 
1962, Decree 93 classified some 120,000 Kurds as ajanib (foreigners) 
who could not vote, own property or work in government jobs. This sta-
tus has been inherited and thus the number of ajanib may now be as high 
as 300,000 or more. In addition, some 75,000 other Syrian Kurds became 
known as maktoumeen (concealed). As such, they had virtually no civil 
rights and were even worse off than the ajanib. Furthermore, a govern-
ment decree in September 1992 prohibited the registration of children 
with Kurdish first names. Kurdish cultural centres, bookshops and sim-
ilar activities have also been banned. Indeed, some have suspected that 
in return for the sanctuary given to the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) 
in Syria for many years, the PKK—a Kurdish insurgent group fighting 
against Turkey since 1984—kept the lid on Syrian Kurdish unrest. For 
all these reasons, therefore, little was heard about the Kurds in Syria.
 The fall of Saddam Hussein in March 2003 and the eventual recog-
nition by the new Iraqi state of the KRG as a virtually independent Kurd-
ish state in northern Iraq helped begin to change this situation. The very 
existence of the newly empowered Kurds in Iraq began to encourage the 
Kurds living in other states such as Syria and even challenged the artifi-
cial borders created by the Sykes-Picot Agreement in 1916. In March 
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2004, Kurdish rioting broke out at a football match in Qamishli, Syria—
a city considered by many to be the notional capital of Syrian (Western) 
Kurdistan, also known by the Kurds as Rojava or ‘direction from where 
the sun sets’. Since then, the atmosphere has remained tense. Renewed 
rioting occurred a year later in Aleppo following the killing of Maashouq 
al-Khaznawi, an outspoken Kurdish cleric critical of the regime. Many 
Kurds blamed Haznawi’s murder on the Syrian government.
 Within days of becoming president of the KRG in June 2005, Mas-
soud Barzani demanded that the Syrian Kurds be granted their rights 
peacefully. Seldom in the past had Kurdish groups outside Syria thus 
spoken. This was because previously the Syrian government had allowed 
these other or foreign Kurds sanctuary in Syria as a tool against such 
regional enemies as Turkey and Iraq, as well as a way of keeping the lid 
on Syria’s own potential Kurdish problem by having these foreign Kurds 
ignore the Syrian Kurds in return for the sanctuary Syria was giving them. 
Indeed, Jalal Talabani’s Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK)—one of the 
two main Kurdish parties in Iraq—was established in Damascus on 1 
June 1975, while Massoud Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), 
the other main Iraqi Kurdish party, enjoyed sanctuary there from Sad-
dam Hussein for many years. Given the new situation of a virtually inde-
pendent KRG after the fall of Saddam Hussein in March 2003, the 
situation changed and foreign Kurds began to speak up for their long 
forgotten ethnic kin in Syria.
 In addition, on 16 October 2005, an emboldened domestic Syrian 
opposition consisting of such disparate groups as the Muslim Brother-
hood and the Communists issued a ‘Damascus Declaration for Demo-
cratic National Change’. Among many other points, the declaration called 
for ‘A just democratic solution to the Kurdish issue in Syria, in a man-
ner that guarantees the complete equality of Syrian Kurdish citizens, 
with regard to nationality rights, culture, learning the national language, 
and other constitutional […] rights.’3
 The forced Syrian troop withdrawal from Lebanon following the assas-
sination of the former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in Febru-
ary 2005, the strong UN Security Council response leading to the Mehlis 
Report on apparent Syrian involvement in the affair and the US occu-
pation of neighbouring Iraq also presented grave international challenges 
to the Syrian regime. Although Bashar Assad—who had succeeded his 
father when he died in 2000—originally indicated that he was willing to 
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entertain reforms, he soon reneged on this implicit promise, probably 
because he feared that it would open the floodgates of demands leading 
to his ousting. The Syrian civil war that began in March 2011, however, 
perhaps indicated that Assad was doomed whether he entertained reform 
or opted for further crackdowns.
 The first chapter of this book will deal with the background by exam-
ining the Syrian colonial legacy as a French mandate of the League of 
Nations, followed by Syrian independence in 1946. Here we will touch 
on the roles of the famous Bedir Khan brothers who practically invented 
Kurdish nationalism in the 1920s; Osman Sabri, one of the first modern 
Kurdish leaders in Syria; Hajo Agha, the most influential tribal leader of 
his generation, but nevertheless a harbinger of Kurdish nationalism in 
Syria; Khoybun, the first transnational Kurdish political party; and the 
first leaders of independent Syria, some of whom were actually Kurds, 
among other events.
 The second chapter, entitled simply ‘The Forgotten’, will analyse how 
the Syrian Arab government tried to reduce the status of the Kurds in 
Syria to that of the invisible. Specifically, the notorious report published 
in 1963 by the Syrian Arab official Muhammad Talab Hilal on how to 
excise ‘the cancerous Kurdish tumour’ from the Syrian body politic, along 
with such other initiatives as Decree 93 concerning the ajanib and mak-
toumeen as well as the Arab Belt (al-Hizam al-Arabi) to create an artifi-
cial cordon sanitaire of Syrian Arabs between foreign Kurds living in 
Turkey and Iraq on the one hand and those living in Syria on the other, 
among other measures, will be analysed. This chapter will also discuss 
how the proliferation of small Kurdish political parties beginning in the 
1960s also played a significant role in the Kurds becoming virtually for-
gotten. Chapter 3 on ‘Women’ will further examine why the Kurds in 
Syria became the forgotten.
 ‘Transnational Actors’, the following chapter, will analyse state and non-
state actors such as Turkey, Iraq, the United States and others, on the one 
hand, and the PKK, KRG and its leading political parties, the KDP and 
PUK, among others, on the other. The ensuing two chapters will then go 
into further detail on ‘The KRG Model’, which is one that is more mod-
erate, and ‘The PKK Model’, which presents a more radical ideal to emu-
late for the emerging Syrian Kurds. Next will come a chapter on what 
might be called the six stages of US foreign policy towards the Kurds over-
all, with the final stage devoted to those in Syria in particular.
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 The next chapter, ‘Prelude’, will examine which events led to the sud-
den autonomy thrust upon the Kurds in July 2012 when the beleaguered 
Syrian government suddenly pulled most of its troops and infrastructure 
out of the Kurdish areas in north-eastern Syria. First we will analyse the 
Serhildan (Uprising) of March 2004 that was ignited by a football match 
in Qamishli, and how it presented the Kurds in Syria with their own 
national narrative for the first time. The assassination of Mishaal Tammo, 
the much-admired leader of the Kurdish Future Movement in October 
2011, proved to be another prelude to the sudden autonomy thrust upon 
the Kurds. Finally, of course, the Syrian civil war constitutes the most 
essential prelude that will be considered. How has this incredibly com-
plicated and continuing struggle to the death played out regarding the 
Kurds and how is it most likely to affect their future?
 Thus, in the following chapter on ‘Autonomy’ we will analyse the sud-
den rise of Salih Muslim (Muhammed) and his Democratic Union Party 
(PYD)—which was created by the PKK and remains affiliated to it—
the extremely complicated and deadly fighting and attempts at negoti-
ating between factions of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) or Syrian 
opposition like the Jabhat al-Nusra jihadists/Salafists on the one hand 
and the PYD and numerous other Kurdish groups loosely organised as 
the Kurdish National Council on the other, as well as murderous Kurd-
ish infighting.
 Finally, the last chapter will examine ‘The Future’ which might have 
many possibilities depending on the outcome of the civil war in Syria. 
The Kurds in Syria after all remain relatively weak despite their recent 
gains both domestically and regionally. Thus, if the Assad regime or its 
opposition wins a complete victory, either can be expected to seek to 
reduce the rights of Syria’s Kurds once again. On the other hand, if nei-
ther side wins a total victory and Syria descends into a collection of de 
facto statelets, the Kurds in Syria might become one of them or seek to 
be annexed by Turkey or the KRG.  However, the PYD, by far the most 
powerful Kurdish political party in Syria, claims that it will institute 
‘democratic autonomy’, a new type of bottom-up civil society organisa-
tion that has been adumbrated by Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of the 
PKK, and would also include non-Kurds. How realistic would this be?
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BACKGROUND

Although Syria is an ancient land, the modern state only dates from the 
French mandate established in 1920. The earlier concept of Greater Syria 
(Bilad al-Sham) had been a much larger one that also included today’s 
Lebanon, Jordan and what was then known as Palestine, which is today’s 
Israel, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Indeed some Arab national-
ists would even include modern Iraq so that Greater Syria would denote 
the united Fertile Crescent. Thus, this study of the Kurds in Syria largely 
begins with the French mandate as any earlier mention of Syria could 
easily be misleading. In addition, since there were no separate states of 
Turkey, Iraq and Syria until the collapse of the Ottoman Empire after 
the First World War, the Kurds of those future states simply lived in the 
Ottoman Empire. The concept of the Kurds in Syria could not be mean-
ingful until the French mandate was created and even later, after failed 
Kurdish uprisings during the 1920s in Turkey forced many Kurds to leave 
that country for Syria.
 Among pan-Kurdish nationalists, Syrian Kurdistan is often referred 
to as Western Kurdistan or Rojava (the direction of the setting sun). 
Since this region contains the country’s most fertile areas and is also 
home to most of its oil reserves, the Kurdish-populated areas of Syria are 
a prize well worth struggling over.1

 During the past century it might be said that the Kurds in Syria have 
suffered under a form of sequential triple colonialism: first, the Ottoman 
Empire until 1918; then the French until 1946;2 and subsequently the 
Arabs once Syria gained its independence. Furthermore, after it came to 
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power in 1963, the now moribund Baathist party proved even more hos-
tile toward the Kurds. However, this heritage has not been completely 
negative as the Ottomans in many ways reserved priority for their Mus-
lim subjects of which the Kurds constituted a part, and on occasion the 
French actually showed favouritism towards such minorities as the Kurds 
in order to rule the Sunni Arab majority. Thus, it might be argued that 
assimilationist and denialist Arab colonialism has most exploited the 
Kurds in Syria.

Kurdish roots in Syria

As testimony to Kurdish roots in Syria, the huge Crusader castle Krak 
des Chevaliers in the Alawite mountains between Homs and Tartus is 
called in Arabic Hisn al-Akrad or Castle of the Kurds. Salah al-Din (Sal-
adin), the most famous Kurd of all, is buried in the great mosque in 
Damascus. Kurd Dagh or Kurd Mountain north-west of Aleppo (also 
referred to as Afrin after its main city) remains one of the three distinct 
and separate Kurdish areas in Syria, while Kobani (Ain al-Arab) in the 
north central area of Syria and Hasaka (Hesice) or Jazira (Island, in ref-
erence to its lying between the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers) in the north-
eastern part of Syria constitute the other two separate and distinct Kurdish 
areas in Syria. Kurd Dagh and Kobani are contiguous to Kurdish-popu-
lated areas in Turkey, while part of Hasaka ( Jazira) borders Kurdish areas 
in both Turkey and Iraq in the area the French called le Bec de Canard, 
or the ‘Duck’s Beak’ in reference to its relatively long, narrow shape that 
juts between Turkey and Iraq. Indeed Cizre, once the capital of the Kurd-
ish emirate of Botan and now situated in Turkey, lies only some twenty 
miles from the Syrian border. Qamishli—with a population of 184,231 
according to the 2004 census, but now much larger—is the largest Kurd-
ish city in Syria and, as noted in the Introduction, is often considered the 
de facto capital of Western (Syrian) Kurdistan. It borders on the Turkish 
city of Nusaybin in the province of Hasaka ( Jazira). In addition, maybe 
20 per cent of the Kurds in Syria also live in the predominantly Kurdish 
quarters of Aleppo (Sheikh Maqsood, Ashrafiyya and Shar) and Damas-
cus (Zorava [aka Wadi al-Mashari], Jabal al-Rizz and Rukn al-Din).
 Almost all of the Syrian Kurds speak the Kurdish language/dialect of 
Kurmanji. Many have relatives in Turkey as the present international bor-
der was only drawn following the First World War, largely along the lines 
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fashioned by the secretive British-French Sykes-Picot Agreement of 
1916, which became a byword for British-French imperialist control of 
the Middle East and manipulation of the Kurds.

Kurdish situation before the current civil war

Many Kurds living in the Syrian province of Hasaka ( Jazira) originally 
fled to the region from Turkey following the failure of the Sheikh Said 
Rebellion in 1925 and subsequent Kurdish uprisings in Turkey.3 As Wadie 
Jwaideh has pointed out, developments in Turkey had a profound influ-
ence on the Kurdish situation in Syria. This was true for both the urban 
Kurdish population and the rural tribes. ‘The newly drawn frontier line 
did not mean much at the time to the Kurdish tribesmen in the north-
ern frontier regions of the country, for although the new frontier in many 
cases placed members of the same tribe under two different administra-
tions, French and Turkish, it separated but did not actually sever the two 
segments.’4 However, this situation regarding the Turkish origin of some 
Syrian Kurds provided the Syrian rationale for the disenfranchisement 
of many of these Kurds in modern Syria, which began with the French 
mandate under the League of Nations following the First World War 
and the removal of the short-lived rule of Faisal as king. After much acri-
mony, a French-Turkish agreement arbitrarily made the Baghdad rail-
way line that ran between Mosul in Iraq and Aleppo in Syria the present 
border between most of Turkey and Syria after it crossed the Iraqi-Syr-
ian boundary. Indeed even today many Kurds in Turkey and Syria who 
live on either side of the border do not refer to themselves as coming 
from those states. Rather, for the Kurds of Turkey, Syria is Bin Xhet (below 
the line), and for the Kurds of Syria, Turkey is Ser Xhet (above the line).
 Although the League of Nations’ concept of mandates began as simply 
the old hag of colonialism putting on a fig leaf and calling itself mandate, 
in time it began to develop as a genuine pathway to independence. Thus, 
the British mandate of Iraq technically won its freedom as early as 1932, 
while Syria achieved it in 1946. Under the French mandate, underdevel-
oped and nascent Kurdish national identity was not deemed a threat such 
as the more mature Arab identity held. Thus, the Kurds in Syria enjoyed 
many political and cultural rights as illustrated by the rise of a modest civil 
society consisting of political and social organisations, the legal authori-
sation of Kurdish language use and publications, and Kurdish recruitment 
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into both the governmental administration and the military. A number of 
Kurdish tribes and aghas (landlords) also supported French rule because 
decentralisation did not seem to challenge their traditional authority. On 
the other hand, it is also true that some Kurds joined uprisings or rebel-
lions against the French mandate. During the 1930s these Kurds lobbied 
for an autonomous government in part as a reaction to the French attempt 
to settle Sunni Arabs in the area and as a result of the traditional Kurdish 
disdain for centralised government.
 By comparison with Iraq and Turkey, however, a sense of Kurdish 
national identity developed more slowly in Syria in part because of the 
divisions between tribes and aghas who were usually not motivated by 
nationalist concerns. Urban and rural Kurdish divisions also inhibited 
Kurdish national awareness; domestic leaders continued to arise from 
urban and merchant families whose origin stemmed from the Ottoman 
period and who thus possessed minimal Kurdish identity. Indeed many 
urban Kurds were almost entirely Arabicised, Muhammad Kurd Ali 
(1876–1953), a noted intellectual, and Khalid Bakdash (1912–95), who 
became the leader of the Syrian Communist Party during the 1930s, 
being primary examples. Rural Kurds living in the Jazira and Kurd Dagh 
had little in common with such urbanites, especially given their strong 
socio-economic differences. Furthermore, given how new the ideas of 
Syrian nationalism and statehood were, most Kurds who were motivated 
by their Kurdish identity at first thought of themselves less as Syrian 
Kurds and more as members of the wider pan-Kurdish nation. On the 
other hand, Sheikh Ahmad Kuftaru (1921–2004) made no attempt to 
hide his Kurdish origins, serving in Damascus as the Grand Mufti of 
Syria for forty years until his death, by ‘being a very popular spiritual 
leader among the Kurds and Sunni Arabs at the same time, […] reject-
ing the idea of political Islam’, and acting as ‘an intermediary between 
the state and the Syrian Kurds’.5

 Among the most prominent leaders of the Syrian Kurds during the 
French mandate era were the Bedir Khan brothers (Thurayya, Jaladet and 
Kamuran) who originally came from Cizre in Turkey. The brothers were 
grandsons of the famous Bedir Khan Beg (c.1800–1868), the last emir 
of the Kurdish emirate of Botan in what is today south-eastern Turkey. 
Thus, his grandsons were of princely descent. Each grandson became a 
famous Kurdish intellectual in the cause of Kurdish nationalism and was 
also a noted figure in Kurdish literature.
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 Jaladet Bedir Khan (1893–1951), for example, helped to develop a 
Kurdish alphabet with Latin letters, while Kamuran Bedir Khan (1895–
1978) became an author, editor and professor teaching Kurdish at the 
Ecole des Langues Orientales in Paris, where today’s prominent scholar 
of Kurdish literature Joyce Blau was one of his students. During the 1960s 
Kamuran also served as a spokesman for Mulla Mustafa Barzani, the 
famous Iraqi Kurdish nationalist/tribal leader, at the United Nations. 
Thurayya Bedir Khan (1883–1938) published a bilingual Kurdish-Turk-
ish journal in Istanbul called Kurdistan after the Young Turk coup in 
1908 and was one of the original members of the transnational Kurdish 
political party Khoybun (literally, Be Yourself, or Independence) that was 
formed in Bhamdoun in Lebanon in October 1927 by Kurdish intellec-
tuals of aristocratic background living in exile.
 Khoybun had the close co-operation of the Armenian nationalist 
Dashnak party and also enjoyed some initial support from France, 
 particularly in the Jazira area where the French needed strong local 
 backing to implement their own rule. Jaladet Bedir Khan served as Khoy-
bun’s first president, along with several other prominent figures. Khoy-
bun’s permanent headquarters were established in Aleppo with French 
acquiescence.
 Khoybun sought to establish a strong Kurdish national liberation 
movement with a trained fighting force that would not depend on the 
traditional tribal leaders, although Hajo Agha, who originally had been 
expelled from Turkey in 1926 and was the leader of the powerful Hever-
kan tribal confederation of some twenty separate tribes, was also an 
important leader. Osman Sabri (1905–93), who later created the first 
Kurdish party in Syria, the Kurdish Democratic Party, in 1957, also hailed 
from tribal origins, and had fled from Turkey. He too played an impor-
tant role in Khoybun.
 Most famously perhaps, Khoybun instigated the unsuccessful Ararat 
uprising of the Kurds in Turkey from 1927 to 1930 under the military 
leadership of General Ihsan Nuri Pasha, a former commander in the 
Ottoman army and Kurdish negotiator during the peace conferences 
after the First World War. Eventually, however, Iran helped Turkey crush 
the rebellion, while France tightened its restrictions on the party in 
response to Turkish pressure.
 Although Khoybun failed to achieve its immediate goals in Syria or 
Turkey, its nationalist ideology had a permanent effect on many Kurds 
in Syria by bringing them into belated contact with nationalist concepts 
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already widespread among the Arabs and Turks. Thus, the Kurdish nation 
was cast in a primordial light as dating back to some distant point in his-
tory and merely in need of having its ancient national identity revived. 
Although such an essentialist view was largely a myth, Khoybun did play 
a constructive role by helping to begin the process of creating or invent-
ing Kurdish nationalism.6 However, the failure of Khoybun’s armed strug-
gle led most Kurds in Syria to abandon it at the time in favour of political 
and cultural activity.
 Indeed, such activities had already begun before the defeat of Khoy-
bun. In 1928, for example, five Kurds were elected to the Syrian parlia-
ment where they lobbied for Kurdish being made the official language 
of the Kurdish areas in Syria and for the creation of a Kurdish educa-
tional system. This proposal failed to be implemented owing to the lack 
of qualified instructors and adequate pedagogical materials. The French 
also turned down a demand by these same Kurdish parliamentarians for 
Kurdish administrative autonomy, with the argument that the Kurds did 
not constitute a religious minority like the Alawites and the Druzes and 
that the Kurdish areas were not contiguous. A proposal to create a Kurd-
ish humanitarian and charitable organisation in Jazira also failed.
 However, Sexmus Hesen Cegerxwin (1903–84) proved a vibrant and 
popular patriotic poet and Jaladet Bedir Khan established Hawar (The 
Calling), a monthly journal to promote a popular literature and teach-
ing materials in Kurdish. Hajo Agha of the Heverkan tribal confedera-
tion also played a significant role in Hawar, publishing an article in it 
that was important in promoting Kurdish education among tribal lead-
ers. He also distributed books in Kurdish to visitors at his home in Jazira, 
strongly encouraged the teaching of the language and, despite his con-
tinuing tribal ties, displayed a Kurdish flag in front of his home.
 In addition, to treating social and cultural issues, Hawar also dealt with 
Kurdish linguistics, grammar and dialects as well as introducing a Latin 
script for the Kurdish language. Although Hawar only ran from 1932 to 
1937 when the French authorities banned it, the journal played an impor-
tant role in the unification of Kurdish dialects and the creation of a stan-
dardised Kurdish language. By opening up a serious dialogue among the 
different elements in Syrian Kurdish society, Hawar contributed impor-
tantly to a sense of Kurdish identity. Nevertheless, widespread Kurdish 
identity among Kurds in Syria remained barely nascent.
 Therefore, at this point it would be useful to turn to an analysis of the 
failed antecedents (approximately up to 1938) of contemporary Kurdish 
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nationalism by Martin Strohmeier.7 Although Failed Antecedents of Con-
temporary Kurdish Nationalism might have been a better title for the book, 
Strohmeier is concerned with the attempts to create Kurdish national-
ism in this earlier period up through the 1930s, as well as analysing why 
these efforts at the time seemingly failed. Thus, his treatise offers to Eng-
lish-only readers a wealth of material previously available only in pieces 
discussed by such scholars as Robert Olson8 and Martin van Bruines-
sen,9 among others.
 Using short, pithy chapters, Strohmeier divides his work into three 
sections.10 Part One analyses the attempts before the First World War 
by aspiring Kurdish nationalists to awaken their would-be compatriots 
to their cause through newspapers. Tellingly, however, General Ihsan 
Nuri Pasha, the Kurdish leader of the Khoybun-led Ararat revolt in the 
late 1920s referred to above, related in his memoirs that ‘a newspaper 
written in Kurdish called Agri was distributed at Ararat but, due to the 
lack of paper, there were few copies’ (p. 191). Part Two deals with the 
Bedir Khan brothers’ (Thurayya, Kamuran and Jaladet) development in 
the 1920s of a Kurdish movement in exile (mainly in Syria), the failure 
of their transnational Kurdish party Khoybun and the negation of Kurd-
ish nationalism by Shukru Mehmed Sekban. The third and final part 
analyses a little known novel (Der Adler von Kurdistan) co-authored in 
the 1930s by Kamuran Bedir Khan, which failed to become a Kurdish 
national epic but does give valuable insights into what he saw as the char-
acteristics of the imagined Kurdish nation.
 These early would-be Kurdish nationalists grappled with many prob-
lems including the nature of the Kurdish relationship with the Otto-
mans, Arabs and Europeans, and the primitive state of affairs in Kurdistan. 
‘All Kurds were deeply if variously enmeshed in social, ideological, eco-
nomic and personal relations with the Turks. […] These bonds hampered 
the development of a self-assertive, robust and distinct Kurdish identity’ 
(p. 54). In addition, the Kurdish ‘language was a shambles, not fit for 
education or literature; their culture was backward, and their history was 
a mystery’ (p. 45). Furthermore, ‘a language-factor potentially more divi-
sive than dialects was the problem presented by Turkish speakers among 
the Kurds’ (p. 61).11

 Then, following the First World War and the subsequent rush to cre-
ate nation-states in the Middle East, the Kurds had no one to counter 
the appeal to Muslim loyalty of Mustafa Kemal (Ataturk). ‘Kurdish lead-
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ers such as Serif Pasha appeared to be traitors willing to sign away the 
fatherland to the Armenian enemies’ (p. 70). ‘The making of their (Turk-
ish) nation was to depend on the unmaking of any plans the Kurds had 
had for their own nation’ (p. 84). In addition, by helping the Turks rid ‘the 
area of Armenians, the Kurds had unwittingly forfeited their historical 
status and value to the Turks as counterweights to the Armenians’ (p. 87).
 On the other hand, Mem u Zin—the Kurdish national epic dating 
from the seventeenth century—‘constitutes the backbone of the argu-
ment that Kurds are a nation capable of attaining a high level of civili-
zation, and possessing a language which can yield great literature […] 
The epic lends itself astonishingly well to the exigencies of national iden-
tity building because of its many-faceted appeal to diverse groups in 
Kurdish society […] and has become almost a “Declaration of Indepen-
dence” in Kurdish history’ (p. 27). Addressing the minuscule, educated, 
cosmopolitan elite, one nationalist newspaper concluded: ‘If we desire 
the progress of our nation then we must give up our promenades on the 
paved streets of Istanbul. Let us go rather to the most remote corners of 
Kurdistan and establish printing presses’ (p. 52).
 Following the failure of the Sheikh Said and Ararat rebellions in the 
1920s, the Bedir Khan brothers broke completely with their residual 
Turkish loyalties and sought to develop, with French support in Syria, a 
full-blown Kurdish nationalism. In Les Massacres Kurdes en Turquie and 
The Case of Kurdistan against Turkey, ‘the Turks are portrayed as having 
pursued throughout the whole of their co-existence with the Kurds and 
other races the aims of extermination and assimilation […] The Turks, 
descendants of Attila and Jingiz Khan, are an unchanging entity, bar-
baric and evil by nature’ (p. 104). Although ‘propagandistic in its simplis-
tic, misleading, and distorted interpretations of Kurdish and Turkish 
history’ (p. 111), ‘Thurayya’s ‘[Bedir Khan’s] publications had a tremen-
dous influence on later writings on the Kurds […] The statistics on depor-
tations and losses contained in his booklets as well as his equally 
propagandist versions of historical events were integrated into many sub-
sequent accounts of the Kurdish national struggle’ (p. 114).
 On the other hand, Strohmeier concludes that for ‘the progress of 
Kurdish identity-building as manifested in nationalist writing, we must 
regard [Thurayya’s] […] publications as being of seminal importance’ 
(pp. 100–1). In addition, Bedir Khan also cites the Turkish newspaper 
Vakit at length to illustrate ‘that the Turkish government never regarded 
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the Said Rebellion as essentially a religious revolt [as it always claimed] 
and was aware that the leaders had used religion as a screen’ (p. 108) for 
their Kurdish nationalist purposes.
 Strohmeier also analyses the writings of the Kurdish nationalist apos-
tate or ‘traitor’ Shukru Mehmed Sekban. Using an allegory of three trees, 
Sekban ‘crowns his argument for assimilation and the rejection of the 
entire concept of a separate Kurdish identity’ (p. 122). This position, con-
cludes Strohmeier, ‘comprises an unusual documentation of the impinge-
ment of reality and failure on the [Kurdish] nationalist consciousness 
and of disillusionment’ (p. 118). Sekban’s metamorphosis might also have 
been a product of his wish to accept an amnesty and return to Turkey.
 Part Three of Strohmeier’ book deals with Der Adler [Eagle] von Kurd-
istan, a formalistic and forgotten attempt by Kamuran Bedir Khan to 
write a novel to project the Kurdish cause on the magnitude of Franz 
Werfel’s classic The Forty Days of Musa Dagh for the Armenians. Stroh-
meier demonstrates how a close reading of this short book ‘reveals a 
unique and fascinating attempt to fashion an image of Kurdishness incor-
porating the entire panoply of the imagined Kurdish nation and depict-
ing their brave and just struggle for freedom […]: their heroism, patri-
otism, reverence for their land, identification with their mountains; their 
pride in their language and heritage; the beauty of their folk tales and 
songs, the rich variety of their material culture; their strong and patrio-
tic women; the solidarity among Kurds from all backgrounds’ (p. 203). 
There is even an attempt to assert that the Kurds’ ‘true religion was Zoro-
astrianism’ (p. 167) and that ‘the legend of the Thousand Lakes [Bingol] 
is the Kurdish version of the biblical Garden of Eden’ (p. 176).
 Proverbs also constituted an important element of the Kurdish aca-
demic agenda: ‘Lion, put your faith in your paws,’ for example, indicated 
that ‘the Kurds relied on their own strength and did not wait for divine 
assistance’ (p. 190). Despite these early attempts to foster an onset of 
Kurdish nationalism, the more nationally conscious Sunni Arab major-
ity led the way to the Franco-Syrian treaty of 1936 that resulted in Syr-
ian independence as an Arab state immediately following the Second 
World War. It is to this situation that we now will turn.

Syrian independence

During the Second World War, the universal promises of the Atlantic 
Charter regarding national self-determination initially stirred Kurdish 
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hopes. Although Jaladat Bedir Khan was in contact with foreign repre-
sentatives in Damascus while his brother Kamuran acted as a quasi-Kurd-
ish ambassador in Paris, the Kurds were unable to have their interests 
raised when the United Nations was created in 1945 because they lacked 
representation as a state. (Indeed it was not until April 1991 that the 
United Nations even mentioned the Kurds specifically, when, as a result 
of Saddam Hussein’s defeat, it passed Security Council Resolution 688 
which condemned ‘the repression of the Iraqi civilian population […] in 
Kurdish populated areas’.)
 The first two decades of Syrian independence proved tumultuous as 
numerous military coups and attempts occurred. Two short-ruling mil-
itary regimes in 1949 actually involved principals of Kurdish origin, Col-
onels Husni Zaim and Adib al-Shishakli, both of whom also had as their 
top aides men of similar ethnic roots, Muhsen Barazi and Fawzi Selo. 
However, neither Zaim or al-Shishakli emphasised his Kurdish back-
ground, spoke Kurdish or advocated Kurdish interests. Rather both were 
urban, Arabic-speakers who aroused little identification from the larger 
Kurdish population. Indeed, al-Shishakli proclaimed that Syria was a 
unified Arab-Muslim state, began the process of banning Kurdish organ-
isations, dress and signs, and even argued that demands for minority priv-
ileges amounted to treason. Kurds began to be seen as hired agents for 
foreign enemies of Arab nationalism.
 Egypt’s staunchly Arab nationalist leader Gamal Abdul Nasser actu-
ally ruled a joint entity with Syria called the United Arab Republic from 
1958 until 1961, but this period proved only a prelude to the assault 
against Kurdish interests that took place once Baathism came to power 
in the 1960s. As Jordi Tejel concluded, ‘From the end of the 1950s, the 
Syrian army would experience several purges during which Kurdish offi-
cers were expelled from it, and the military academies and the police 
force both closed their doors to young Kurds.’12

 The creation of the Kurdish Democratic Party in Syria (KDPS) in 
1957—one of whose founders was Osman Sabri—also served as a pre-
text for strong measures against the Kurds. The KDPS simply asked for 
democracy in Syria and for the Kurds to be recognised as an ethnic group. 
The new party also pointed to the dearth of economic progress in the 
Kurdish areas of Syria and how Kurds were being discriminated against 
for positions in the police and military. In response, the government 
arrested Kurdish leaders and banned Kurdish publications. In addition, 
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although the facts were never verified, the Kurds have always thought 
that the hostile government was responsible for a fire that killed 283 
Kurdish children in a cinema in Amuda on 13 November 1960.13 Thus, 
along with the Syrian Kurds’ strategy of dissimulation or pretending to 
be part of the Syrian state,14 the state’s legal actions against the Kurds 
eventually contributed to their becoming virtually an invisible or forgot-
ten people, the thesis of the following chapter.





 19

2

THE FORGOTTEN

The situation regarding the Turkish origin of some of the Syrian Kurds 
described in Chapter 1 provided the Syrian government’s rationale for 
the disenfranchisement of many of these Kurds in modern Syria. Never 
mind the fact that before the Sykes-Picot Agreement artificially sepa-
rated the Kurds of the Ottoman Empire into three separate states after 
the First World War (Turkey, Iraq and Syria) all of these Kurds had lived 
within a single border.
 Thus, following an exceptional census in 1962, Decree 93 classified 
some 120,000 Kurds, which at that time represented about 20 per cent 
of the Kurdish population in Syria, as ajanib who could not vote, own 
property or work in government jobs. They were issued red identity cards 
stating that they were not Syrian citizens. Their number has now risen 
to over 300,000 since the status of ajanib was inherited. Some 75,000 
other Syrian Kurds were also known as maktoumeen. As such, they had 
virtually no civil rights and thus were even worse off than the ajanib. For 
a time they were able to get unofficial ‘white papers’ testifying to their 
identity from local authorities, but even this practice has now been dis-
continued. Their number has also grown over the years. ‘The lack of 
nationality and identity documents means that stateless Kurds, for all 
practical purposes, are rendered non-existent. […] It is like being bur-
ied alive, said one man.’1
 Given the arbitrary manner in which the Syrian government estab-
lished these categories, siblings from the same family, born in the same 
Syrian village, could be listed differently. Fathers might be classified as 
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ajanib while their children remained citizens. One man asserted, ‘The 
grave of my grandfather is here in Syria; our family has been here for 
over 100 years, but we lost our nationality in 1962.’2 Even such  Kurdish 
notables as General Tawfiq Nizam al-Din, once the chief of staff of the 
Syrian army, were deprived of their Syrian citizenship and condemned 
to live in a legal vacuum. They were unable to travel legally domestically 
or abroad (which required a passport or domestic identification card), 
own property, enter into a legally recognised marriage, obtain food sub-
sidies, and vote or hold elected or appointed office.
 Although Kurdish children were supposed to possess the right to pri-
mary education—albeit not in their Kurdish mother tongue—stateless-
ness made this very difficult for those seeking to enrol in secondary 
schools and universities. Those who managed still found it impossible to 
gain employment in their trained field. Maktoumeen children were not 
given diplomas from secondary schools, which prevented them from 
enrolling in a university. Thus, some took to using the names of relatives 
who did possess Syrian nationality to attend. A young man listed as a 
maktoum earned the highest grades in his class, but since he was not per-
mitted to obtain a diploma upon graduation was unable to apply for 
entrance into a university.
 Although ajanib can obtain a driver’s licence and cash cheques, they 
are not allowed to have bank accounts or receive a commercial driver’s 
licence. One maktoum man told how he received wages or signed con-
tracts to work using the name of a friend who possessed Syrian nation-
ality. Many others reported how companies exploited them because of 
their stateless situation. The public health service was also unavailable, 
which forced stateless Kurds to pay much higher costs for private ser-
vices or, more likely, simply go without. More imaginative stateless Kurds 
used the identity cards of friends who still held citizenship.
 Stateless Kurds who are married are considered single, which presents 
problems for their children and even prevents them from sharing a room 
in a hotel. Without nationality, Kurds are prohibited from owning prop-
erty or registering a car or business. Again, some register using the names 
of friends or relatives, an arrangement that depends on the good faith of 
the legal person. Despite promises to solve these problems, little was done 
until the civil war that began in March 2011 forced the government to 
reassess its attitude toward the Kurds, a situation that will be considered 
in a later chapter.
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The Baath party in power

After the nationalist, supposedly pan-Arab Baath party came to power 
in 1963,3 the Arab nationalist plan to reduce the status of Kurds was fur-
thered by the creation of an Arab Belt (al-Hizam al-Arabi) to expropri-
ate the Kurds from their lands along the border with Turkey and Iraq 
and repopulate the area with ‘loyal’ Arabs. (In September 1956, the dis-
covery of oil in the region [Qarachok and Remilan] also probably served 
as a motivation.) This Arab Belt was to be six to nine miles wide and 
extend some 170 miles along the Turkish border from Ras al-Ayn 
( Serekaniye in Kurdish) in Jazira province to the Iraqi border in the east. 
The dispossessed Kurds were forced either to leave Syria for Lebanon or 
to move into the Syrian interior. The evacuated Kurdish regions were 
then given Arab names in an effort to Arabise them and further the 
assimilation of any remaining Kurds who had already become deprived 
of education. The plan was only put into operation in 1973 because of 
technical problems, although further Arabisation was finally halted in 
1976 but not reversed.
 In 1967, school books began omitting the mention of Kurdish exis-
tence. A decree issued in 1977 further attempted to cleanse the Kurdish 
historic presence in Syria by providing for the dropping of non-Arabic 
place names. Thus, Kobani became Ain al-Arab, Serekaniye was changed 
to Ras al Ayn, while Derek became Al-Malikiyah. (Kurdish place names 
suffered even more in Turkey.) Two decrees in 1989 (1865/S/24 and 
1865/S/24) prohibited the use of Kurdish in the workplace and during 
marriage ceremonies and festivities. Another government decree 
(No.  122) in September 1992 prohibited the registration of children with 
Kurdish first names, a policy that already had been implemented unof-
ficially for many years. In May 2000, Resolution 768 provided that Kurd-
ish cultural centres, bookshops and similar activities involving the selling 
of cassettes, videos and discs in the Kurdish language must also be 
banned. More recently, on 10 September 2008, Decree 49 amended Stat-
ute 41 of 26  October 2004 that had regulated the ownership, sale and 
lease of land in border regions. The Kurds saw this new decree as a tight-
ening of the earlier Arab Belt policies that sought to dispossess them of 
their property.
 Although these measures were not always enforced and bribes could 
sometimes help Kurds get around them, the mere existence of such reg-
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ulations spoke to the state’s hostility. Indeed, some have suspected that 
in return for giving the PKK of Turkey sanctuary in Syria for many years, 
the PKK kept the lid on Syrian Kurdish unrest. (This situation involv-
ing the PKK will be analysed in a later chapter.) As a result of all these 
legal provisions, little was heard about the Kurds in Syria compared with 
their co-nationals in other states of the Middle East. The Kurds in Syria, 
in effect, had become forgotten.
 In addition, Articles 10, 11, 15 and 20 of the Baath party’s constitu-
tion provided for an exclusive Arab nationalism that made any other 
political or even social groups not sharing this belief illegal. (Article I of 
the Syrian constitution mirrors these provisions by proclaiming: ‘The 
people of the Syrian Arab Region are part of the Arab Nation, who work 
and struggle to achieve all-embracing unity.’ In addition, Article 8 out-
laws any other political party but the ruling Baathists and their coalition 
partners.) Although Michel Aflaq, one of the Baath party founders, who 
was ironically a Christian, recognised that there were ethnic minorities 
within the Arab nation, he argued that the Kurds would want to remain 
within the Arab purview because being part of such a vast nation would 
ensure their welfare. Thus, the Kurds might be tolerated as long as they 
accepted the Baathist concept of Arab nationalism.
 In practice, however, the Baathists came to view the Kurds as a for-
eign group that was a menace to the Arab nation. Even more, of course, 
after he came to power in November 1970, Hafez al-Assad reduced the 
supposedly pan-Arab Baath party to a mere façade for his own Alawite 
family’s personal property. Thus, as mentioned above and as a result of 
all these legal provisions and political initiatives, the Kurds in Syria, in 
effect, had become forgotten.

M.  Talab Hilal manuscript

The theoretical justification for these harsh, discriminatory measures was 
a clandestine treatise written and then published by Lieutenant Muham-
mad Talab Hilal, the chief of the Syrian security police in the province 
of Hasaka ( Jazira), on 12 November 1963. The title of his manual trans-
lated into English as National, Political, and Social Study of the Province 
of Jazira. A look at some of this book’s main points would be very enlight-
ening as to why many Kurds in Syria feel alienated towards that state.4
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   y The bells of alarm in Jazira call on Arab conscience to save this region, 
purify it and rid it of the dirt and historical refuse [the Kurds] of his-
tory in order to preserve the riches of this Arab territory (p. 2).

   y People such as the Kurds—who have no history, civilisation, language, 
or ethnic origin—are prone to committing violence and destruction as 
are all mountain people (pp. 4–5).

   y The Kurdish question advanced by them has become a malignant 
tumour on the side of the Arab nation and must be removed (p. 6).

   y They [the Kurds] are supported by the imperialists since the goals of 
these Middle East outlaws are similar to their goals (p. 12).

   y The imperialists are trying to legitimise the Kurdish question as they 
legitimised that of the state of Israel (p. 14).

   y The Kurdish question is the most dangerous threat to the Arab nation, 
especially Jazira and northern Iraq. It is evolving as the Zionist move-
ment did before Israel was established. The Jazira Kurds tried to pre-
vent the Syrian army from intervening on behalf of the Arab state of 
Iraq against [Mulla Mustafa] Barzani (p. 24).

   y The Kurds of Turkey live north of the Kurdish belt of Syria. The Kurds 
of both countries are blood brothers and many of their tribes are spread 
all over Turkey, Syria, and Iraq. They are ready on horsebacks at the 
frontiers for the realisation of their golden dream of the Kurdish home-
land, Kurdistan (pp. 24–6).

   y Despite their differences, the Jazira Kurdish tribes are united and 
inspired by one idea, which is the Kurdish race. This one desire has 
given them the strength to pursue their national dream of a Kurdish 
homeland (pp. 26–8).

   y The Kurds differ from the Arabs ethnically, psychologically, and 
physiologically.

   y Though they do not speak an acceptable form of Arabic, the majority 
of the Muslim ulamas [religious leaders] in the Hasaka province are 
Kurds; they are conspiring to create their nation under the guise of 
religion (pp. 38–40).

 To excise this threat of what he termed ‘a malignant tumour on the 
side of the Arab nation’, Muhammed Talab Hilal recommended the cre-
ation of an Arab Belt—extending some 200 miles along the Syrian-Turk-
ish border and having a depth of six to nine miles—in which all Kurds 
would be removed and replaced by Arab settlers. The Kurds would have 
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their lands confiscated, be stripped of their citizenship, have their employ-
ment opportunities restricted and be denied public social services, med-
ical treatment and schooling. Further justification for such drastic action 
included the ignorant claim that the Kurds ‘have no history, civilization, 
language, or ethnic origin’, while also representing a threat to the Arab 
nation analogous to that of the Zionist movement in Israel.
 Although it is correct that many (but not all) Kurds do dream of an 
independent Kurdistan and, as already noted above, some came to Syria 
from Turkey after the failed uprisings of the 1920s, the Hilal treatise 
ignores the fact that, as mentioned above, the borders between Turkey 
and Syria that now divided the Kurds were only established following 
the First World War and thus artificially separated the Kurds, just as 
many Arab nationalists have argued they also artificially separated the 
Arabs. In truth, Kurdish and Arab tribes had contested the Hasaka region 
for hundreds of years, and around the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury this struggle had climaxed in a bitter conflict between Ibrahim 
Pasha’s Kurdish Milli confederation and the powerful Arab Shammar 
tribe. After their arrival, the then French authorities favoured the Kurds 
as a way to strengthen their claims to the area. Indeed, the Terrier Plan 
(named after Captain Pierre Terrier) was a French proposal in the 1920s 
to encourage the Kurdish nationalists to concentrate their political ambi-
tions only on Jazira (Hasaka) province and not seek to tie this with other 
Kurdish enclaves in Mandatory Syria.5 In addition, the French also 
allowed the pan-Kurdish nationalist party, Khoybun (Independence), to 
operate out of Syria for several years after its creation in 1927.6

 Even more, of course, the Kurds who had come from Turkey and were 
now living in Syria had been living there since the 1920s when they had 
been issued identity cards by the then French authorities. Thus, these 
Kurds were already Syrian citizens when that state became independent 
in 1946. Stripping them of their citizenship was a clear violation of inter-
national law regarding nationality rights in cases of state succession as 
well as such international and legally binding human-rights doctrines 
as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights, the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child and the International Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination.7
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Kurdish political parties

Ironically, one might argue that the weak and fractured Kurdish politi-
cal party system in Syria is another reason why the Kurds in that state 
were forgotten until the civil war led to their sudden emergence in July 
2012. Although Khoybun, created in 1927 as a transnational Kurdish 
party, had lingered on until 1944, its main target had been Turkey from 
where many of its members had originally come. In addition, Khoybun 
had focused its attention on France and Syrian nationalists, and did not 
see itself as a Kurdish party in Syria with a Kurdish nationalist agenda 
that focused mainly on Syria. Its short-lived successor, the Kurdish 
League (1945–46) continued this position so as not to antagonise the 
authorities in Damascus.
 Ironically, so many Syrian Kurds were involved with the Syrian Com-
munist Party (SCP) during the 1930s and 1940s—seeing communism 
as their best strategy against Arab nationalism—that it was called the 
‘Kurdish Party’.8 Its leader, Khalid Bakdash, was a Kurd from Hayy al-
Akrad or the Kurdish quarter in Damascus. Although some saw Bak-
dash as an example of an Arabised Kurd, he maintained social and polit-
ical relations with Kurdish nationalists like Rewshen Bedir Khan, the 
widow of Jaladet Bedir Khan, and was also able to speak Kurdish.
 Thus, it was not until 14 June 1957 that the first modern Kurdish polit-
ical party was formed, the Kurdish Democratic Party in Syria (KDPS). 
Even so, the KDPS maintained a Syrian national agenda that did not 
call for the liberation of a Syrian Kurdistan. Rather, it was concerned 
with the improvement of Kurdish socio-economic conditions. Indeed, it 
is revealing that none of the numerous Kurdish parties currently use the 
sensitive term Kurdistan in their names, for fear that it might incite gov-
ernment fears of secession. Such concerns have never troubled the Kurd-
ish parties in Turkey, Iraq or Iran.
 Nevertheless, it was the growth of a chauvinistic Arab nationalism as 
well as the conclusion that Kurdish rights would not be protected by the 
SCP that helped lead to the KDPS’ formation. The previously mentioned 
Osman Sabri is often listed as the founder of the KDPS, although in 
truth this title should be shared with a number of others who in time 
were to split the party. The young Jalal Talabani, who often found refu-
gee in Damascus during those days, also played an important role in the 
party’s creation as the Syrian Kurds were closely following the develop-
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ment of Kurdish nationalism in neighbouring Iraq and were thus clearly 
influenced by such transnational events. Indeed the KDPS served as a 
propaganda outlet for the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) in Iraq, 
to which Talabani still belonged and whose then leader, Mulla Mustafa 
Barzani, he then greatly admired and served.
 Despite this pedigree of Kurdish nationalism, Syrian political parties 
have never taken up arms against the government as have Kurdish par-
ties in Iraq, Turkey and Iran. Indeed, even during the Syrian civil war 
that began in 2011, the myriad of Kurdish parties hesitated to join the 
opposition and preferred to follow a third or middle road between the 
government and the opposition, as will be analysed in a later chapter. The 
main reason for this strategic line was probably their greater perceived 
weakness compared with their regional kin and the lack of any accessi-
ble mountains to serve as a sanctuary.9

 Whether because of, or in spite of, the Kurdish hesitancy to take it on 
directly, the Syrian government, newly split from Nasser’s UAR and deter-
mined to maintain and build its Arab identity, renamed the state the 
 Syrian Arab Republic (emphasis added) and accused the Syrian Kurds 
of supporting Barzani’s Kurdish uprising in neighbouring Iraq. Osman 
Sabri and Nureddin Zaza were among thirty-two leading members of 
the KDPS arrested in September 1962. These arrests helped Hamid Haj 
Darwish, a young law student, become the new leader. He too was arrested 
in 1965, but released after ten months. Other Kurds accused him of col-
lusion with the government, a petard that has become common among 
the Syrian Kurdish parties.
 Splits in the KDPS occurred in 1965 and again, to a greater extent, in 
1970 between supporters of Osman Sabri on the one hand, and Hamid 
Darwish and Nureddin Zaza on the other. Sabri wanted to continue a 
stronger struggle for Kurdish rights, while Darwish and Zaza argued for 
a softer approach. Sabri’s faction kept the name Kurdish Democratic 
Party in Syria and became known as el-Parti (the Party), while Darwish’s 
faction took the name Kurdish Democratic Progressive Party in Syria. 
Sabri’s leftist faction consisted of teachers, students and former commu-
nists, while Darwish’s rightist group contained notables such as urban 
merchants, professionals, religious leaders and landowners. On the trans-
national/regional level, the former sided with Barzani’s then-perceived 
more militant group, while the later identified with Talabani, then seen 
as more accommodating. The latter would later form his own Iraqi 
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 Kurdish party, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), which he for-
mally declared in Damascus on 1 June 1975 after Barzani’s defeat in his 
war against Baghdad.
 Over the years a host of small political parties emerged, with more 
than ten now claiming to be heirs to the original KDPS and maybe 
another five also in existence, each division and new nomenclature add-
ing to the confusion and party transience. Indeed there are even two com-
pletely separate parties using exactly the same name. Several different 
coalitions also exist, but with the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011, 
it was clear that the PKK-affiliated Democratic Union Party (PYD)—
only created in 2003—had suddenly emerged as by far the strongest, 
while the bewildering array of others loosely constituted the so-called 
Kurdish National Coalition (KNC).
 This perplexing disunity was caused by links to different Kurdish par-
ties outside of Syria as well as personal and traditional ties of loyalty to 
families and tribes. Although tactical differences were usually more 
important, ideological differences over such issues as the nature and scale 
of political activity have also contributed to this divisive milieu. Moder-
ate/rightists favoured dialogue with the government, while leftists were 
more inclined to favour demonstrations and similar activist approaches.10 
In addition, Jordi Tejel argues that the government’s policy of selective/
partial alliance or ‘collusive transactions’ with some parties have alien-
ated and split them from others.11

 The situation was all the more damning for the Syrian parties because 
the new kingpin PYD was not fully even a Syrian entity given its PKK 
roots. All of this will be analysed in greater detail in a later chapter, but 
at this point it should simply be reiterated that the fractured, transient 
and even obscure nature of the Syrian political parties12 (with the excep-
tion of today’s PYD) contributed to what, until the Syrian civil war broke 
out, was the forgotten character of the Kurds in Syria.
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WOMEN

Although it is arguably true that women have been abused and degraded 
in modern Western society by pornography, immodest attire and sexual 
discrimination in general, it is perhaps also true that the West might be 
considered far more advanced than the Islamic world in modern times 
in its earlier implementation of women’s rights. As long as women—half 
the population or more—are not treated equally with men it is not pos-
sible for a society to advance. Therefore, to fully understand why the Kurds 
in Syria were largely forgotten, we must examine what the situation for 
women there was and still is.
 First of all, however, it should be granted that most observers have 
long commented on how women have fared somewhat better in Kurd-
ish society than they do elsewhere in much of the Middle East. True, as 
in most traditional and Islamic societies, men are given certain rights and 
responsibilities in Kurdish society that are denied to women. Given the 
differences dictated by biology, men are supposed to govern, fight and 
support their families, while women are supposed to bear and care for 
children, manage their households and obey their husbands.
 Nevertheless, by comparison with the other Islamic societies around 
them, Kurdish women have often exercised more freedom. Indeed, trav-
ellers have long noted how Kurdish women usually went unveiled and 
were allowed greater freedom, while also performing most of the hard 
manual labour. Even in marriage, Kurdish women could sometimes be 
wooed and won, although arranged marriages also existed. Wives too 
were treated more as equals by their husbands than they were in most 
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other Middle Eastern locales. Kurdish women have also held a more 
secure financial position than women in some other Middle Eastern soci-
eties. Women, for example, could more easily succeed their husbands as 
the head of a family even when there were male children.
 Kurdish women have also occasionally played prominent roles in pol-
itics and the military.1 Lady Kara Fatima of Marash won fame as a 
female warrior who led hundreds of Kurds against the Russians in the 
Russo-Turkish War of 1877 and represented the Kurds in the Ottoman 
court in Constantinople. The last autonomous ruler of the Hakkari 
region was a woman. Adela Khanum was a famous and cultured chief 
of the Jaf tribe until her death in 1924. Although actually an Assyrian, 
Margaret George was a more recent example of a Kurdish female war-
rior. Hero Talabani, the wife of Jalal Talabani, is a well-known person-
ality in her own right. More than 30 per cent of the parliament of the 
KRG elected on 25 July 2009 is female. Leyla Zana, a female Kurdish 
politician from Turkey, is famous for her advocacy of Kurdish human 
rights. Both the PKK and PYD have set themselves apart from other 
groups in the Middle East including Kurdish ones by emphasising wom-
en’s rights. Indeed, many women have famously joined and fought in 
the ranks of the PKK and PYD militants. In addition, the Asayesh or 
PYD police/security forces also include women.
 As of August 2013, the PYD in Syria is co-chaired by both a male 
(Salih Muslim) and a female (Asia Abdullah), as is the pro-Kurdish Peace 
and Democracy Party (BDP) in Turkey, whose male co-chair is Selahat-
tin Dermirtas while its female co-chair is Gultan Kisanak. In addition, 
the BDP maintains a gender quota of 40 per cent throughout its struc-
ture. Finally, many have argued that if women had not taught their chil-
dren to speak Kurdish before they had to learn Turkish or Arabic in 
school or at work, the Kurdish language would have perished by now. 
Instead it managed to survive and, given recent Kurdish advances dis-
cussed in this book, is being modernised and more fully institutionalised. 
Indeed, accordingly to linguists, Kurdish is approximately the fortieth in 
numerical strength among the several thousand languages spoken around 
the world today.2

 Despite these examples, women’s rights, or the lack thereof, are increas-
ingly issues in Kurdistan. For example, even the PKK remains largely a 
male-dominated organisation, especially at its higher levels. KAMER, 
the independent Kurdish women’s group referred to below, has come 
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under pressure from the PKK, which wants to control such organisa-
tions. Asia Abdullah, seems to be only a token when one considers the 
much more prominent role played by her male counterpart Salih Mus-
lim. Indeed, arguably the most comprehensive and recent scholarly study 
of the situation dismisses the Western and Kurdish nationalist romanti-
cism of the women of Kurdistan and instead offers a complex portrait of 
their oppression and resistance.3 Kurdish women in Turkey, for example, 
have sometimes been subjected to various forms of state violence includ-
ing rape and sexual harassment, especially during the years of violence 
associated with the insurgency between the government and the PKK in 
the 1980s and 1990s.
 On the other hand, this conflict led Kurdish women to develop a new 
consciousness that questioned the prevalent sexism of both the govern-
ment and Kurdish men and led to an organised political activism.4 
KAMER, a women’s non-governmental organisation established in 
Diyarbakir in 1997, now has branches in twenty-three provinces and is 
operating in eighteen more.5 These women tell how the PKK conflict 
forced them into urban areas where they were barely able to exist, a sit-
uation that then led to frustration and increased domestic violence. Many 
women also had to care for themselves and their children because their 
husbands and male relatives had been killed or imprisoned.
 Nearly half the Kurdish women surveyed by KAMER were younger 
than eighteen when married. Seventy per cent had been forced into 
arranged marriages, the vast majority to relatives. Berdel (the traditional 
custom of two families exchanging brides) still applied to almost 5 per 
cent of the women. Supposed suicides were sometimes probably honour 
killings (see below) made to look like suicides, or women forced into kill-
ing themselves.
 On the other hand, more recently there have been ‘changing gender 
relations’6 in Turkey. Regarding marriages, for example, ‘It seems that 
most families today are more concerned about their children’s, particu-
larly their daughter’s, preferences than in the past.’7 Besik kertmesi (the 
traditional custom of being promised in marriage while still an infant) 
has declined to less than 0.5 per cent. Kuma (second wives) marriage has 
also been decreasing. In addition, ‘there is […] marked contrast in the 
way women with different education levels are treated’.8 Since 1995, the 
‘Saturday Mothers’ have been protesting every Saturday in front of the 
Galatasaray Lycee in Istanbul, demanding to know what happened to 
their relatives who disappeared after being taken into state custody.
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 The KRG in northern Iraq has recently sought to deal with honour 
killing, the murder of women—usually by their own male family mem-
bers—because the women are deemed to have violated traditional codes 
of sexual mores and thus to have dishonoured the family. Men frequently 
commit honour killing as a tool of repression against women. Until 
recently, the courts largely tolerated it, but recently honour killing has 
become an important issue in women’s and human rights.
 Female genital mutilation (FGM) or female circumcision is the inten-
tional partial removal of the clitoris, practised for traditional cultural and 
religious reasons in the Middle East and elsewhere, including the Kurd-
ish areas. Advocates argue that it reduces the sexual desire of women and 
thus makes them eligible for marriage and less likely to be unfaithful to 
their husbands. Critics correctly dismiss such ignorant claims and point 
out that the practice can lead to long-term health problems, including 
infection, painful sexual intercourse, psychological trauma and sterility. 
The problem is particularly prevalent among many Kurdish women, even 
in the diaspora. In recent years, there has been an attempt to end FGM, 
but the practice continues because of its sensitive nature and its frequent 
association with conservative cultural and religious beliefs. The most 
recent (2012) US State Department annual Country Report on Syria 
asserted that most reports of FGM in Syria are ‘primarily in rural Kurd-
ish communities’.
 Female Kurdish refugees and widows suffer more than their male coun-
terparts.9 During the genocidal Anfal campaign waged against the Iraqi 
Kurds by Baghdad in 1989, as many as 180,000 Kurds were killed. Women 
who were arrested and detained in camps faced particularly harrowing 
situations. In one particularly humiliating experience, ‘The [Iraqi] sol-
diers put a woman’s undergarment on a stick and raised it in the air. “Hay 
allam Akrad,” they shouted: “This is the Kurdish flag.”’10 In general, much 
clearly remains to be done regarding women’s rights in Kurdistan.
 In Syria particularly, as noted above, many of the regime’s agrarian 
reforms discriminated against the Kurds who were denied full rights to 
property, citizenship, loans, state employment and benefits, and access to 
health systems and education, and thus relegated Kurds even more deeply 
into poverty.11 Kurdish women suffered even more because they suddenly 
faced increased responsibilities, as well as discrimination in water distri-
bution and property rights, owing to male migration away from rural 
areas in search of profitable employment. In a village close to al-Bab, east 
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of Aleppo, eight out of every ten men migrated to cities to find work. 
The resulting impact on the workload of women proved crushing. Rural 
women suffered more than urban ones, as illustrated by the Euphrates 
Basin Development Project—which was supposed to initiate agricultural 
reforms, irrigation, damming and pilot farms aimed at increasing agri-
cultural production and food security in the fertile Jazira province dur-
ing the 1960s, but excluded the Kurds.
 In this situation, many Kurdish women in Syria have been forced to 
work also as wage labourers to provide for their families. The lack of pro-
tective labour laws led to women and young children being exploited as 
cheap agricultural wage workers. Women received only 75 per cent of 
the money that male labourers did and thus at times had to enter into 
unwanted relationships with men just to survive. In addition, women 
agricultural workers were not entitled to land and water access rights 
and so usually had to rely on their husbands to acquire seeds and other 
agricultural products, which were sold only to the person officially hold-
ing title to the land. Even more, women were not allowed to sell agri-
cultural products, a right reserved only to men. This state of affairs put 
women in a disempowered position of legal and economic dependency 
made all the more difficult because women faced discrimination regard-
ing water distribution.
 Furthermore, many Kurdish families in Syria could not afford to have 
more than one child placed in a school, a position usually given to the 
son. Even if they managed to enter school, many girls dropped out to 
help their families take care of younger children, carry water and per-
form chores in the household. This lack of education reduced the girls’ 
options and often led to unfortunate marriages at an early age. Given all 
these factors, ‘Syrian Kurdish women suffered doubly, through state […] 
and gender discrimination,’12 a situation that has been referred to as the 
‘feminisation of poverty [and] the creation of an exploited female prole-
tariat’.13 To urge the elimination of all forms of discrimination against 
Kurdish women and promote their participation in the social, political, 
economic and educational spheres of life irrespective of their religious, 
political or other beliefs, the Kurdish Human Rights Project in London 
drew up The Charter for the Rights and Freedoms of Women in the Kurdish 
Regions and Diaspora.14 Although it constitutes only soft law or aspira-
tions for the future, this Charter represents a modern standard for a bet-
ter world of gender relationships among the Kurds.
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TRANSNATIONAL ACTORS

Referring to what he termed ‘the incontestable reality of the transbor-
der character of the Kurdish question’, one knowledgeable observer then 
elaborated on ‘the understanding, on the part of the Syrian Kurds, that 
the border was more a common space, in terms of language, tribal affil-
iation, ethnicity, and family, than a line of separation’.1 Thus, for exam-
ple, what the existing states call illegal smuggling across international 
borders can be for the Kurds simply intra-Kurdish commerce. Clearly, 
given the lack of their own state and dispersal over four Middle Eastern 
states as well a considerable diaspora in Europe, the Kurds inevitably 
engage in and are affected by transnational actors, both state and non-
state. States such as Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon, Iran, Israel, the United States 
and Russia, among others, and non-states such as the PKK, the KRG in 
Iraq—including even more its two main political parties the KDP and 
PUK—and the European Union (EU), among others, are all examples. 
Thus, it is important to analyse interactions between the Kurds in Syria 
with those in other states and various non-state organisations. How did 
each affect and view each other? How important have these transnational 
relations been for the Kurds in Syria?

States
Turkey

Founded as an ethnic Turkish state upon the ruins of the multinational 
Ottoman Empire following the First World War, until recently Turkey 
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has taken an almost schizophrenic attitude towards the Kurds, fearing 
that their national claims would potentially destroy Turkish territorial 
integrity. Indeed, during the 1920s and 1930s, Turkey crushed three great 
Kurdish uprisings: Sheikh Said in 1925, Ararat in 1930 and Dersim (now 
called Tunceli) in 1938. All Kurdish schools, organisations and publica-
tions, and religious institutions such as tekiyes (Sufi fraternities) and 
madrasahs (religious schools) were closed. The name ‘Mountain Turks’ 
when referring to the Kurds in Turkey served as a code term for these 
actions and the refusal to even recognise the existence of the Kurds.
 Naturally Turkey also closely monitored Kurdish activities over the 
borders. Khoybun’s backing from its political base in Syria of the Ararat 
rebellion from 1927 to 1930 illustrated that this fear of the Kurds was 
not entirely misplaced. Although both conventions were supposedly fash-
ioned to contain Soviet expansion while also acting as non-aggression 
pacts, the Treaty of Saadabad in 1937 and subsequently the Baghdad 
Pact (formally known as the Middle East Treaty Organisation) in 1955 
implicitly obligated Turkey, Iran and Iraq to co-operate on the Kurdish 
issue. This collaboration included measures to prevent cross-border com-
munication and support among the Kurds and, in general, sought to pre-
vent any joint, transnational Kurdish action that might challenge the 
current international boundaries set up following the First World War. 
Syria was certainly a silent partner in both endeavours, and therefore its 
Kurds were silent victims.
 In August 1944 Mount Dalanpur, located where Turkey, Iraq and Iran 
converge, was the site of a famous meeting of Kurdish delegates from 
those three states as well as Syria. The participants signed a treaty known 
as Peyamiani sei Sanowar (The Treaty of the Three Boundaries) in which 
they pledged mutual support, the sharing of resources, and the restora-
tion of the Kurdish language and culture. Although this meeting did not 
result in any practical Kurdish unity, it did illustrate the existence of trans-
national Kurdish aspirations and thus, correspondingly, threats to the 
states in which Kurds lived at this early date. For example, the failed 
Mahabad Republic of Kurdistan in Iran in 1946 under its revered leader 
Qazi Muhammad still resonates in the development of transnational 
Kurdish nationalism including among the Kurds in Syria. As of Decem-
ber 2013, another scheduled pan-Kurdish conference in Irbil had still 
not taken place. Given the Kurds’ growing empowerment, it will be inter-
esting to see what its transnational results will be.
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 Over the years, Turkey has even had occasion to intervene militarily 
many times into northern Iraq because of the Kurdish situation. Indeed, 
it was not until 1926 that Turkey finally conceded northern Iraq or Mosul, 
the name used to refer to the vilayet (province) in Ottoman times, to 
Iraq. Subsequently, in unsuccessful attempts to root out the PKK sanc-
tuaries in northern Iraq, Turkey has intervened militarily on numerous 
occasions and as recently as 2011. It is only recently that Turkey has come 
to see the possibilities of co-operation with the KRG and even began 
formal negotiations with the PKK in January 2013. As will be shown 
below, these initiatives have already had important effects on the Kurds 
in Syria by leading Turkey to take a somewhat less hostile attitude towards 
the PKK-affiliated PYD.
 Indeed, Ankara has played a key role in assisting the opposition in the 
Syrian civil war. The Syrian National Council (before it was succeeded 
by the Syrian National Coalition in November 2012) was founded and 
largely based in Istanbul, while the opposition Free Syrian Army (FSA) 
maintains its nominal headquarters in south-eastern Turkey. However, 
in indiscriminately supporting the FSA, Turkey also has been aiding Jab-
hat al-Nursa and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), armed groups 
affiliated with al-Qaeda that are part of the Syrian opposition, but 
opposed to the Syrian Kurds.
 On the other hand, the PYD founded in Syria in 2003 by the PKK 
has been enjoying de facto autonomy just across the border from Turkey 
since 19 July 2012 when the increasingly beleaguered Assad regime pulled 
most of its troops out of the Kurdish areas in order to concentrate on 
maintaining its position in the centre and west of the country. Although 
it might be one latent reason why Turkey decided to open negotiations 
with the PKK in 2013, the resulting situation in Syria has played havoc 
in Turkey. However, if Turkey intervenes against the PYD, it risks get-
ting bogged down in a quagmire. In addition, the al-Qaeda-affiliated 
groups mentioned above that are supported by Turkey have already fallen 
into conflict with the PYD.  Indeed, in March 2012, Murat Karayilan, 
the PKK military leader holed up in his Qandil mountains sanctuary on 
the Iraqi-Iranian border, declared that, ‘If the Turkish state intervenes 
against our people in Western Kurdistan, all of Kurdistan will turn into 
a war zone.’2 Nevertheless, the PYD has already clashed on numerous 
occasions with the Turkish-backed al-Qaeda militants referred to above 
in Kurdish-populated areas of Syria.3
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 In July 2013, these battles intensified as Turkish policy towards Syria 
and the PYD lurched towards crisis.4 Fearing the effect on its own dis-
affected Kurds, Turkey has also repeatedly warned the Syrian Kurds, who 
have raised the PYD flag only fifty metres from the Turkish border, not 
to declare autonomy.5 Turkey’s foreign minister Ahmet Davutoglu 
declared that, ‘we expect three basic things from the Kurds in Syria. […] 
Firstly for them not to co-operate with the regime. […] The second is 
for them not to form a de-facto foundation based on ethnic or religious 
bases. […] The third is for them not to engage in activities that could 
endanger the security of the Turkish border.’6
 In a surprise visit to Istanbul on 26 July 2013, Salih Muslim, the leader 
of the PYD, assured the Turkish authorities that the Syrian Kurds con-
tinued to see themselves as part of Syria and posed no threat to Turkey’s 
territorial integrity. However, he did add that the Kurds in Syria needed 
to establish ‘a temporary serving administration till the chaos in Syria 
is  over’.7

Others

During the days of the French mandate (1920–46), France of course 
played an important role. Among many French actors, two noted schol-
ars of Kurdish studies, Pierre Rondot and Roger Lescot, also gave covert 
aid to the Kurds, working specifically with the Bedir Khan brothers. For 
their part, ‘the leaders of the Kurdish nationalist movement showed them-
selves ready to collaborate with the French orientalists in order to create 
a wave of sympathy, or Kurdophilia, among the high ranks of French 
diplomacy and also among the French public’.8 Using his ‘longstanding 
Zionist undercover connections’,9 Kamuran Bedir Khan worked with 
Israeli intelligence during the first Arab-Israeli War in 1948, arguing that 
Israel should support minorities like the Kurds to overthrow the Syrian 
government and encourage Kurdish national aspirations throughout the 
region. This, of course, was an aspect of the old Zionist idea of creating 
‘mosaic States’ that would favour the minorities within the boundaries 
of Arab states.
 In the early years of the Second World War, Kamuran Bedir Khan 
was also behind Radio Levant’s thirty-minute radio broadcasts twice a 
week from Beirut to Turkey. In addition, he read the news in Kurmanji 
Kurdish,10 a powerful symbol of lingering Kurdish nationalism in Syria 
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and Turkey despite Khoybun’s ultimate failure. Indeed, in 1928, Kamu-
ran’s elder brother Thurayya (Sureya) had even journeyed to Detroit in 
the United States in an attempt to interest the Kurdish community liv-
ing there in supporting the Ararat rebellion.11 This situation illustrates 
that the Arab majority was not always simply paranoid about the minor-
ities existing within their states. Jordi Tejel even argues that the Syrian 
government issued the notorious Decree 93 that stripped 20 per cent of 
the Kurds in Syria of their citizenship in 1962 in part because of trans-
national influences involving the minority Kurds: ‘The regional context 
is of great importance for this particular issue. The year 1962 was one 
of  significant progress for the Iraqi Kurds who held all of the north of 
Kurdistan.’12

 In its heyday and even into the Second World War era, Khoybun 
entered into secret diplomatic relations with agents from numerous other 
states including the United States, Britain, Germany, Italy and the Soviet 
Union.13 During the 1940s and early 1950s—when given the lack of any 
Kurdish nationalist parties, most politically active Kurds in Syria belonged 
to the Syrian Communist Party—radio broadcasts from Yerevan in Soviet 
Armenia spread the message that the Soviet Union represented the best 
hope for achieving Kurdish nationalist goals.
 More recently, of course, Syrian Kurdish exile groups such as the 
Reform Party of Syria led by Farid Ghadri in the United States and the 
Western Kurdistan Association led by Jawad Mella in Britain, among 
others, have operated transnationally. In addition Syrian Kurdish con-
ferences also were held in Paris in December 2005, Washington in March 
2006 and Brussels in May 2006. The aim of the third conference was to 
unify all the Kurdish political parties operating in Syria and abroad as 
well as independents. The United States helped create and support this 
latter conference, but despite initial commitments, most of the partici-
pants backed out. Fear that they would not be possible to control an 
exclusively exile group and reluctance to be viewed as American pawns 
probably explain this failure.
 To the extent that their intervention in the Syrian civil war also impacts 
the Kurds in Syria, the United States, Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Britain, France, Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan and Israel, among others, includ-
ing of course the EU, are also involved transnational state actors today. 
Lebanon and Israel, two states earlier described as not yet involved but 
possessing byways into Syria’s final denouement, are actually now already 
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involved. Lebanon has had a Shiite district in south Beirut and two Sunni 
mosques in Tripoli bombed. Israel would certainly like to see the end of 
Assad, but his replacement could be even more hostile to the Jewish state. 
Better to keep the devil you at least know. Finally the United States’ role 
will merit an entire subsequent chapter.

Non-State Actors

The PKK

The PYD illustrates the importance of examining transnational actors as 
it owes its very existence to the PKK in 2003. And of course the PKK 
was formally created in Turkey in November 1978, headquartered in 
Syria from 1979 to 1998 and then moved to the Qandil Mountains on 
the north-eastern Iraqi border with Iran, where it still finds sanctuary 
while also being active throughout a large Kurdish diaspora, particularly 
in Europe. Thus, to understand today’s most important Syrian Kurdish 
political party, as already stated, one must study a variety of inter-related 
transnational actors, both state and non-state.
 Beginning in May 1979, the Assad regime gave the PKK what might 
be termed a strategic alliance when its long-time leader Abdullah Oca-
lan, sensing the military coup that was to occur in Turkey in September 
1980, first arrived.14 There are several reasons for this situation but water 
was probably the main one as Turkey controlled the flow of the Euphra-
tes River into Syria. As Turkey’s Guneydogu Anadolu Projesi (GAP) or 
Southeast Anatolia Project, of harnessing the rivers to the north, neared 
completion, Syria began to use the PKK as a bargaining tool in an unsuc-
cessful attempt to obtain a more favourable guaranteed annual water 
quota from Turkey. Smouldering animosities regarding the Turkish 
annexation of Alexandretta (in Turkish, Hatay) in the closing days of the 
French mandate, also contributed to Syria’s support for the PKK.  Indeed, 
to this day Syrian maps still show the province as part of Syria. (Damas-
cus feels the same way about Lebanon, which was prised loose from Syria 
by the French to administer their mandates more successfully.)
 Many also argue that Syria gave the PKK sanctuary in return for it 
keeping the lid on Syria’s Kurds. Thus Hafez al-Assad allowed Syrian 
Kurds to join the PKK in lieu of serving in the Syrian army. One esti-
mate suggested that from 7,000 to 10,000 Syrian Kurds were killed in 
clashes between the Turkish army and the PKK.15 Indeed Ocalan went 
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so far as to declare publicly in 1996 that most of the Kurds in Syria were 
refugees from Turkey and thus not Syrian.16 The PKK leader rational-
ised this cynical position as being merely a temporary, tactical one nec-
essary to pursue the more important struggle against Turkey.
 Although some might argue that this tactic would have sown mistrust 
and even disdain for the PKK among the Kurds of Syria, in the long run 
it did not, as is illustrated by the eventual rise of the PYD.  The PKK’s 
armed struggle for an independent pan-Kurdish state fostered sympathy 
and hope for tangible results, in contrast to the other Syrian parties which 
avoided conflict and seemed almost invisible in comparison. Even though 
the Kurds in Syria avoided armed struggle, the revolts in Turkey of Sheikh 
Said in 1925, and Ararat in 1927, and in Iraq of Barzani as recently as 
1975, were staples of the Kurdish national narrative in Syria. Indeed, 
even before the advent of the PKK, Syrian Kurds had joined Kurdish 
guerrilla movements in neighbouring northern Iraq. Other factors help-
ing to explain the PKK’s growth included ‘a feeling of national solidar-
ity, getting away from the social control of the elders, for women, freedom 
from the patriarchy, [and] individual interests (access to material and 
symbolic resources)’.17

 Thus, for almost two decades the PKK was sheltered and permitted 
to grow in Syria. Ocalan commuted between an apartment in Damascus 
and various PKK bases in the countryside. For many years the Mazlum 
(Mahsun) Korkmaz camp in the Syrian-controlled Bekaa Valley in Leb-
anon was the most important one until Assad closed it down as a sop to 
the Turks in 1992. Other camps appeared, however, one being very close 
to Damascus; the present author visited there in March 1998. This site 
contained several buildings, housed hundreds of guerrillas and even pos-
sessed recreational facilities.
 However, the dialogue of the deaf between Turkey and Syria over this 
issue finally came to an end in October 1998 when Turkey threatened to 
go to war unless Syria expelled the PKK.  Under the Adana Agreement, 
the PKK was shut down in Syria, while Ocalan and most of his guerril-
las were expelled. Ocalan was then captured in Kenya by a joint US-Turk-
ish operation on 15 February 1999. At first the PKK leader was sentenced 
to death, but this fate was changed to a life prison term on the island of 
Imrali off the coast of Istanbul where the PKK leader remains incarcer-
ated to this day. Some PKK members were imprisoned in Syria, while a 
few others were handed over to Turkey, but the vast majority of the actual 
guerrillas left for the Qandil mountains in Iraq.
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 After almost two decades of activity based in Syria, however, a poten-
tial base remained among the sympathetic population. In October 2003, 
the PKK in effect reincarnated its Syria branch under the new name 
Democratic Union Party (PYD), leaving out the term Kurdistan or even 
Kurdish, nomenclature that might have been chosen to appease the Syr-
ian authorities. Fuat Omar became the new leader. According to one 
analysis the newly reformed PKK-affiliate played ‘the central role’18 in 
the  Serhildan or Qamishli riots of March 2004, arguably the formative 
event for the sudden current Syrian Kurdish awareness that will be ana-
lysed in a subsequent chapter.
 Omar was succeeded by Salih Muslim (Mohammed) in 2010. Impris-
oned by the Syrian authorities for a while, Muslim was eventually released 
and withdrew to a PKK camp in the Qandil mountains of northern Iraq 
from where the authorities allowed him to return to Syria in April 2011, 
just as the civil war was beginning. (This return reminds one of Lenin’s 
secret return to Russia in 1917.)
 Although the PYD denies any organic links to the PKK, the connec-
tion is illustrated institutionally by the PYD being one of the constitu-
ent members of the Koma Civaken Kurdistan (KCK) or Kurdistan 
Communities Union, an umbrella organisation created by the PKK 
around 2005 that supposedly unites the PKK with a host of other Kurd-
ish organisations including those in Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Europe. More-
over, in his study of Syria’s Kurds, Jordi Tejel refers to the PYD as the 
‘ex-PKK’ on at least two occasions.19

 Further illustrating the PKK/Syria connection, one study found that 
as of 2007, 20 per cent of the PKK’s troops stationed in the Qandil moun-
tains were of Syrian origin,20 while, at the same time, Fehman Huseyin 
(Dr  Bahoz Erdal, his nom de guerre in reference to being a dentist) is a 
Syrian Kurd who commanded the Hezen Parastina Gel (HPG) or Peo-
ples Defence Force, the PKK’s military arm. Subsequently, however, the 
hardline Huseyin was succeeded by Murat Karayilan, a Kurd from Tur-
key who was supposedly more moderate. Salih Muslim, the leader of the 
PYD, also said that his party had discussed the first draft of a proposed 
interim government for the Syrian Kurds with the PKK as well as the 
two main Iraqi Kurdish parties, the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) 
and the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK).21
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The Iraqi Kurds22

First as political parties (the KDP and PUK), but also since its creation 
in 1992 and constitutional recognition in 2003 as the KRG, the Iraqi 
Kurds have played a crucial role as transnational actors interacting with 
and influencing the Syrian Kurds. As Mishaal Tammo, the leader of the 
Kurdish Future Movement (Party) in Syria, explained, ‘The Iraqi war lib-
erated us from a culture of fear. […] People saw a Kurd [ Jalal Talabani] 
become the president of Iraq and began demanding their cultural and 
political rights in Syria.’23

 In the late 1950s, while he was still a member of the KDP, Jalal Tal-
abani often lived in Damascus as the representative of Mulla Mustafa 
Barzani. The ‘conservative’ Barzani and ‘progressive’ Talabani, however, 
were already rivals to the extent that for many years each had his own 
partisans within the Kurdish Democratic Party in Syria (KDPS). Tala-
bani, for example, temporarily convinced the KDPS to change its name 
from Kurdish to Kurdistan, significantly implying that the Kurds in Syria 
were also part of a transnational entity called Kurdistan, instead of just 
being some group living in Syria. This, however, was dangerous termi-
nology as it might have led Damascus to believe that the KDPS’s ulti-
mate goal was secession. Thus, the KDPS soon reverted to the earlier, 
more modest term Kurdish. Nevertheless, and despite declining to seek 
independence, in its early days the KDPS had as part of its programme 
such transnational goals as the fight against imperialism, support for the 
Kurdish fights in Turkey, Iraq and Iran, and backing for all oppressed 
peoples.24 In addition, there was also the question of whether the KDPS 
should support Barzani or Talabani, a problem that contributed to the 
KDPS split in the 1960s.
 In the 1970s, Barzani had invited the two KDPS factions to Iraqi 
Kurdistan in an attempt to reunify them, but this effort ultimately failed. 
As described above, the Kurdish parties in Syria continued to split into 
what became a confused host of mostly obscure entities. Nevertheless, 
those parties with links to the PKK in Turkey or the KDP and PUK in 
Iraq today contain the largest number of militants, level of finances and 
thus, in part, legitimacy. To this day portraits of Mulla Mustafa Barzani 
can be found in people’s homes, while his son Massoud—his father’s 
unchallenged successor since the sudden death of his half-brother Idris 
 Barzani of a heart attack in 1987, and president of the KRG since 2005—
also commands great respect among Syrian Kurds. Abdullah Ocalan’s 
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portrait too can often be seen among the many supporters of the PYD.  At 
the time of writing in 2013, then, the Kurdish Democratic Party of Syria 
(KDPS) headed by Abdul Hakim Bashar is the sister party of Barzani’s 
KDP.  The Kurdish Democratic Progressive Party of Abdul Hamid 
 Darwish plays a similar role with Talabani’s PUK, while the PYD of 
Salih Muslim, as previously mentioned, is affiliated with Abdullah 
 Ocalan’s PKK.  The KDPS, known as el-Parti (the Party) in reference to 
its claimed descent from the original KDPS—an assertion that several 
other Kurdish parties could also make—maintains that it is the stron-
gest, but developments since July 2012 would demonstrate that this acco-
lade is now held by the PYD.  However, both the KDP and the PUK 
continue to maintain offices in Syria.
 After Mulla Mustafa Barzani died in exile in the United States on 1 
March 1979, his two sons Idris and Massoud eventually reconstituted the 
KDP while, as mentioned above, Jalal Talabani proclaimed his new PUK 
in Damascus on 1 June 1975. The Barzani-Talabani rivalry was renewed. 
Idris Barzani arrived in Damascus in 1979 to establish formal relations 
with Syria. The PUK opened a radio station (The Voice of Revolutionary 
Kurdistan) in Syria in November 1980 and began broadcasting to Iraq. 
Damascus offered these opportunities and sanctuary to both KDP and 
PUK for at least two main reasons: 1.) the intra-Baathist rivalry between 
Hafez al-Assad’s Syria and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq; and 2.) the quid pro 
quo between Syria and the Iraqi Kurds that in return for sanctuary, they 
would not try to foment rebellion among the Kurds in Syria. It was the 
same game that Assad later played with the PKK.25

 Thus, as mentioned above, both the KDP and PUK have continued to 
maintain offices in Damascus and Qamishli up to the present day. This 
has allowed the two Iraqi Kurdish parties to hold a gateway in the fur-
thest end of Jazira for journalists and political representatives to pass back 
and forth between Kurdish areas in Syria and Iraq. Furthermore, since 
2003 the KRG has welcomed Kurdish activists exiled from Syria and 
given them facilities from which they were able to reorganise. Kurdish 
students expelled from Syrian universities have been admitted to univer-
sities in Irbil and Sulaymaniya.
 When Jalal Talabani became president of Iraq on 6 April 2005, Kurds 
living in Damascus played the pan-Kurdish national anthem Ey Reqib 
in celebration.26 This is a famous Kurdish march that has been adopted 
by both the KRG and PKK as their official national anthems. It also was 
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the national anthem of the Mahabad Republic of Kurdistan in Iran in 
1946. The words to this national hymn were written by the Kurdish Ira-
nian poet Yunis Rauf (also known as Dildar), while the music itself is 
traditional. The original words were written in the Kurdish dialect of 
Sorani but were later translated by the famous Kurdish musician Sivan 
Perwer into Kurmanji. (Sivan Perwer later composed a song about the 
Syrian Kurdish uprising in Qamishli in 2004, an important event in the 
Syrian Kurdish narrative that will be discussed in a subsequent chapter.) 
Thus, Ey Reqib’s popularity among the Kurds in Syria illustrates how they 
feel part of the transnational Kurdish nation.
 Additional examples of important nationalist events for the Kurds in 
Syria, some of which are transnational, include: 1.) 1 June, the anniver-
sary of the death of Sheikh Khaznawi (see below); 2.) 5 October, the 
anniversary of the special census of 1962 that stripped many Kurds of 
their Syrian citizenship; 3.) 13 November, the anniversary of the Amuda 
theatre fire in 1960 that killed more than 280 children; 4.) 16 March, 
the date of the Iraqi poison gas attack on Halabja; 5.) 14 June, the day 
that the original KDPS was established; and such international holidays 
as the Day of Human Rights, Labour Day, International Women’s Day 
and Children’s Day.
 Shortly after Talabani became president of Iraq, the now empowered 
Massoud Barzani, as newly chosen president of the KRG, called upon 
Syria to grant the Kurds in Syria their democratic rights. Barzani’s actions 
were a definite break from his past subservience to Syria on this matter. 
Given their past and continuing transnational importance as models for 
the demands of the Kurds in Syria, the following two chapters will fur-
ther analyse the KRG and PKK, and then be followed by another chap-
ter that will examine the all-important role of the United States.
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THE KRG MODEL

As made clear in the previous chapter about how the Kurds in Syria have 
been influenced by transnational factors, the KRG in Iraq presents the 
most successful model of an actual functioning Kurdish state in modern 
times. Compared with the model of the PKK in Turkey—which will be 
analysed in the next chapter—the KRG is also a more moderate model 
as it has successfully pursued first economic and more recently political 
relations with Turkey, the all-important regional state in the Kurdish 
past, present and future. Without Turkish co-operation, a Kurdish state 
is probably impossible. On the other hand, of course, without satisfying 
Kurdish demands a secure, economically prosperous and democratic Tur-
key is also unlikely. Clearly the two are involved in a joint win/win future 
if they can learn to co-operate. The PKK has arrived more slowly at such 
a possible accommodation, although it opened formal peace talks with 
the Turkish government early in 2013. The purpose of this chapter is first 
to analyse recent economic aspects of the KRG model and then segue 
into a current political analysis. How has the KRG model of the Iraqi 
Kurds1 influenced the Kurds in Syria, and to what extent can the Syrian 
Kurds profit from it?

Recent economic developments

Given the withdrawal of US troops from Iraq at the end of 2011 but 
increasing resumption of sectarian strife in 2013, what are the KRG’s 
immediate and long-term economic opportunities and prospects?2 95 
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per cent of the Iraqi budget—17 per cent of which goes to the KRG—
literally flows from oil, thus making Iraq and the KRG classical rentier 
states. Thus, the main economic question for the KRG involves the still 
unanswered problem of the disposition of Iraq’s oil resources. Dr  Ashti 
A.  Hawrami, the KRG minister for natural resources and a well-known 
former international oil executive, addressed this issue in a wide-rang-
ing interview in the KRG capital of Irbil (Arbil, Erbil or, in Kurdish, 
Hawler) on 14 June 2006.3 His arguments remain pertinent today. Haw-
rami strongly maintained that Article 115 of the new Iraqi Constitution 
‘states the supremacy of regional laws over federal laws, and can be 
invoked if no agreement is reached on the management of oil and gas 
resources and the distribution of proceeds’. He also argued that Article 
112 of the Constitution only permits the Iraqi government ‘an adminis-
trative role confined to the handling, i.e. exporting and marketing, of the 
extracted oil and gas from existing producing fields. […] The elected 
authorities of the regions and producing governorates are now entitled 
to administer and supervise the extraction process; in other words local 
oilfield managers are answerable to the local authorities.’ Hawrami went 
on to argue that since the new constitution was silent on undeveloped 
fields or any new fields, ‘the regions and governorates will have all the 
controls’. Although he stated that the KRG and the government in Bagh-
dad would be able to co-operate, heated verbal conflict over the issue of 
natural resources continues.
 Since Hawrami’s speech, several apparent compromises on a hydro-
carbons law have fallen through. In June 2009, for example, the KRG 
actually signed several contracts with foreign companies to extract oil 
from the Taq Taq and Tawke fields in the KRG region, including one 
with Norway’s DNO as well as Canada’s Addax Petroleum (acquired by 
China Petrochemical) and Turkey’s Genel Enerji International.4 At the 
time, this development was hailed as an important breakthrough for 
KRG-Iraq relations as the Kurds said they could produce 200,000 bar-
rels per day (bpd) by the end of 2010, about 10 per cent of Iraq’s current 
output and up from a maximum of 100,000 bpd the previous year. How-
ever, the deal fell through over who should pay the foreign oil firms that 
were developing fields in the KRG region. Nouri al-Maliki’s govern-
ment in Baghdad labelled the deals illicit and declared that the KRG 
would pay the firms from its percentage of the annual national budget. 
The KRG declined to go along with this interpretation. In October 2009, 
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the Kurds suspended exports, and the KRG’s output subsequently 
slumped to 20,000 bpd.
 In February 2010, however, the KRG and Baghdad finally agreed to 
resume production and exports, but without an agreement on produc-
tion-sharing contracts. Crude production from oilfields in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan was announced at 80,000 bpd with 50,000 bpd being exported; the 
rest was being used for domestic purposes. Production was expected to 
ramp up quickly to 100,000 bpd.5 However, the fate of the earlier dis-
puted deals between the KRG and foreign companies remained unclear. 
Hussain al-Shahristani, the former Iraqi oil minister and the Kurds’ nem-
esis in this situation, claimed that the resumption of oil exports had no 
connection with finding a solution to the problem of the earlier KRG 
contracts.6 In other words, the larger impasse remained.
 The second al-Maliki government finally cobbled together in Decem-
ber 2010 appointed al-Shahristani deputy prime minister with overall 
responsibilities in the energy sector. His increased prominence might 
bode ill for the Kurds. On the other hand, Abdul-Karim Luaibi, the new 
Iraqi oil minister, has had less antagonistic relations with Irbil in the 
past, while acting as the main intermediary in talks between the KRG 
and  Baghdad.

Oil prospects

The second al-Maliki government has ambitiously sought to boost its oil 
output capacity from 2.5 million bpd to 12 million bpd in the next six or 
seven years.7 If successful, this would bring Iraq’s production up to that of 
Saudi Arabia, the global leader. Iraq’s current output was only 1.9 bpd 
million as of November 2010, while the KRG was producing only 100,000 
bpd in 2009 when the flow was halted over acrimonious debate with Bagh-
dad concerning the legality of the KRG contracts with foreign oil com-
panies and the mechanism to pay production costs. Early in December 
2010, the Kurdish MPs in the Iraqi parliament staged a brief walkout 
when they learned Baghdad planned to reduce the KRG’s share of fed-
eral revenues if the KRG failed to produce oil for export in 2011.8

 Apropos of this situation, however, Ali Hussein, a senior adviser for 
the KRG’s Minister of Natural Resources Ashti Hawrami, announced 
early in the new year 2011 that the KRG region had an estimated 45 bil-
lion barrels of oil reserves.9 If true, this meant that if the KRG region 
were independent it would possess the world’s sixth largest oil reserves.
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 Hawrami himself commented about the overall economic situation for 
the KRG from his point of view:10 (1) Eight new oil discoveries have been 
made in the KRG region over the past two to three years. (2) The KRG 
has signed thirty-seven contracts with forty companies leading to $10 bil-
lion of investment in the oil sector regarding exploration and production. 
Among the most notable were the US companies Marathon Oil and Mur-
phy Oil, the Spanish company Repsol and the Chinese company Sino-
pec. (3) Three refineries have been commissioned with a total capacity of 
200,000 bpd. (4) Three power plants have been built providing 80 per cent 
of the KRG’s energy needs. (5) Kurdish production can reach 1 million 
bpd by 2014. (6) The KRG also has a potential of some 100–200 trillion 
standard cubic feet of natural gas. (7) The KRG is ready to start export-
ing 100,000 bpd and to increase to 150,000 bpd by 2012. (8) At the same 
time, however, Baghdad’s oil production target of 12 million bpd in the 
next decade will ruin the international oil market by placing too much oil 
on it. (9) The KRG crude will be exported from two Kurdish fields, from 
Taq Taq by truck and from Tawke through the existing pipeline to  Turkey’s 
Mediterranean seaport of Ceyhan. Indeed, oil was already shipped from 
these two fields for four months in 2009 until suspended when Baghdad 
refused to pay back contracting foreign companies.
 Further data indicate that the RWE Group AG, Germany’s second 
largest utility, has signed a co-operation agreement with the KRG to help 
develop the Kurdish region’s gas distribution network.11 Barham Salih, 
the then KRG prime minister, declared, ‘this is a major step forward in 
our planning. RWE will bring the know-how and insights of one of 
Europe’s most important gas-distribution companies to Kurdistan.’ In 
addition, the German-based company Essen will also provide assistance 
with the Kurdish region’s gas network as well as training local citizens. 
In the future, the proposed Nabucco Line to Europe that would bypass 
Russia was to be used, but subsequently was cancelled because of a com-
bination of geopolitical and business factors that lie beyond the scope of 
this analysis.

Foreign investments

Given the KRG region’s progressive investment law, free-market prac-
tices and excellent security situation relative to the rest of Iraq, there has 
been an explosion of foreign investment in the region. In March 2011, 
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FDI Magazine, a subsidiary of the British Financial Times, ranked Irbil 
fifth among the top Middle East cities in terms of their potential for for-
eign direct investment (FDI).12 The rating was based on the cities’ eco-
nomic potential, infrastructure, business friendliness and FDI promotion 
strategy. The Kurdistan Board of Investment estimated that $17 billion 
had already been invested in projects ranging from cement factories to 
shopping malls in the past five years.
 Some measure of this burgeoning situation is given by the many com-
panies that participated in a four-day international fair in Irbil at the end 
of November 2010.13 Chief among these foreign participants were sev-
enty-six Turkish companies, followed by fifty-three Iranian, forty-four 
Jordanian, forty-one German, forty-one French, nineteen United Arab 
Emirates, sixteen Austrian, thirteen Czech, eleven UK, five Chinese, but 
only two US.  In addition, representatives from all seventeen diplomatic 
contingents present in Irbil attended along with a broadly-based array 
of senior regional and international personalities. It was the sixth con-
secutive year that the KRG had hosted the fair whose organisers praised 
the Kurdish region’s relative nearness to Europe and newly opened air-
line connections14 as well its business-friendly laws and capable work-
force. They also claimed that investment opportunities abounded not 
only in oil, but also in agriculture, tourism and manufacturing.
 The ironic paucity of US investments was largely explained by the rel-
ative proximity of Europe and the US State Department’s now anach-
ronistic hesitance to even mention the word Kurdistan out of deference 
to Turkey’s Kurdish sensitivities. However, given that on 29 March 2011 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan became the first Turkish prime minister to visit 
the KRG, where he energetically promoted increased business initiatives 
between the two sides,15 that approximately 55 per cent of the foreign 
firms in the Kurdish region—640 out of 1,170—are Turkish, and that 
the bilateral trade between Turkey and the Kurdish region is projected 
to grow from $6 billion in 2010 to $20 billion by 2014, the US defer-
ence would seem misplaced. This is especially so since Iran is Turkey’s 
main economic and political rival throughout Iraq including the Kurd-
ish region.16

 Another recent assessment noted that, ‘Turkey’s influence is greater in 
northern Iraq and broader, though not deeper, than Iran’s in the rest of 
the country.’17 Some 15,000 Turks are working in Irbil and other parts 
of the Kurdish region and Turkish companies make up two-thirds of all 
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foreign firms in the region. Key to Turkey’s success has been its projec-
tion of its soft power: culture, education and business. ‘On the road from 
Erbil to Baghdad, its pop culture is everywhere.’ Ibrahim Tatlises, the 
famous ethnic Kurdish singer born in Turkey, has lent his portrait to 
advertisements promoting Turkish-constructed villas. At the Ibrahim 
Khalil border post between Turkey and the Kurdish region, 1,500 trucks 
pass daily, carrying Turkish building materials, clothes, furniture and 
food, to fill the markets of the Kurdish region. As mentioned above, on 
29 March 2011, the Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan helped to solidify 
these fledgling economic and political relations by making an historic 
visit to Irbil.18 He was the first Turkish leader to do so.
 Full-service banking has been one of the Kurdish region’s main prob-
lems. Money transfers, for example, are still carried on via primitive meth-
ods and many walk around with their pockets stuffed with currency. 
Vakifbank, a Turkish state-run bank, has now opened a branch in Irbil. 
Suleyman Kalkan, the director general of Vakifbank, declared, ‘There is 
a great individual banking potential in the region […] especially in hous-
ing and automobile loans.’19 He added that his bank would also provide 
commercial and corporate products to meet the finance needs of the 
Turkish companies operating in the region. Nevertheless, the dearth of 
full banking services continued into 2013.
 Majidi Mall, Iraq’s most luxurious shopping mall, opened in Irbil in 
November 2009.20 Its outlets include Mango, Ecco, Chopard, Diesel and 
Levi’s, among others. Kuwait City Centre has also opened an anchor 
store, which immediately became Irbil’s most popular hypermarket. A 
dozen more shopping malls with many international brands have also 
appeared, largely replacing the famous Qaysaria Bazaar near Irbil’s ancient 
citadel that dates from the twelfth century. International investments 
have exceeded more than $16 billion. BTWShiells, with more than thirty 
years of retail experience in London, Dubai and Belfast, is one of the 
developers of Mane Mall. This shopping complex will offer over 150 
brands, a hypermarket, multiplex cinema, bowling lanes and fine-dining 
experience. Directly linked to it is a 250-room hotel.
 Family Fun Mall will also soon open as part of an already popular 
theme park. It will have space for about 350 renowned brands. The new 
mall will also host Carrefour, the world’s second largest hypermarket 
chain in terms of size and revenue. The entire complex will be managed 
by GLL, which operates seventy-five shopping centres around the world, 
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including the largest in Turkey. The quarter of a million expatriates work-
ing in the Kurdish region already have such choice living sections as the 
American Village and the Italian Village in which to reside. Given all 
these positive factors and its natural geographical attractions, the New 
York Times recently ranked Iraqi Kurdistan as one of the top thirty-four 
places to visit in the world,21 while the National Geographic website 
listed is as number twenty.22

 Positive too is how Iraq was able to weather more than nine months 
of governmental impasse following the inconclusive elections of 7 March 
2010 without any major security degradation. Iyad Allawi’s eventual deci-
sion to accept the new al-Maliki government that was finally cobbled 
together in December 2010 may also be seen in a positive light because 
his electoral bloc had actually won two more seats in parliament than al-
Maliki’s. Thus, Allawi’s backing for the new government gives it further 
legitimacy.

Investment contretemps

As noted above, the new al-Maliki government and the KRG continue 
to struggle with a lack of transparency, conflicts of interest and sheer cor-
ruption. Crony capitalism and nepotism are rampant and the public pay-
roll gobbles up approximately three-quarters of the KRG budget. Banking 
services remain primitive and there is no effective taxation, insurance or 
postal system. Phone services are very expensive. Baghdad’s and Irbil’s 
ambitious plans to expand their oil production face many problems. The 
current infrastructure is barely adequate to move the modest amount of 
crude oil currently being produced. Pipelines are old and their capacity 
is too low. Storage terminals are needed. Ports must be upgraded after 
years of neglect. Iraq’s infrastructure, degraded by decades of war, inter-
national sanctions, underinvestment and dictatorial rule, crippled by a 
badly run centrally-planned economy suffering from endemic shortages 
of electricity and a population both weary of all these problems and 
demanding solutions, remains.
 What is more, an escalating security challenge continues in the Arab 
section of Iraq. Al-Maliki’s government increasingly looks too narrowly 
based and cumbersome to be effective. Samuel Ciszuk, the Middle East 
analyst with IHS Global Insight, has warned that, ‘foreign investors will 
struggle to find enough skilled workers, equipment and material while 
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controlling project costs […] [and] enough financial resources to resolve 
the infrastructure bottlenecks for which it is responsible.’23 In addition, 
legal uncertainty remains regarding the oil contracts signed by the 
KRG.  What is more, will all the investment projects detailed above in 
the Kurdish region continue to prosper, or will they prove an illusory 
bubble and collapse from over-ambitious expansion?
 On 17 February 2011, a potentially ominous new factor emerged when 
the popular uprisings that had already toppled unpopular governments 
in Tunisia and Egypt reached the KRG.24 Previously such demonstra-
tions were virtually unheard of in Iraqi Kurdistan. The protestors were 
demanding better living conditions and anti-corruption efforts. They 
were attacked by KRG armed forces; at least three people were killed and 
another 121 wounded. The government defended its violent reaction as 
self-defence. Hundreds of students in Sulaymaniya University demon-
strated, seeking the release of those previously arrested and the prosecu-
tion of a local party official who they claimed had ordered security forces 
to open fire.
 Subsequently, masked gunmen attacked and burned Naliya Radio and 
Television (NRT), an independent TV station located in a gated com-
munity called German Village. NRT had aired footage of shots fired at 
demonstrators during an earlier protest. Twana Osman, the director- 
general of NRT, declared that the KRG and PUK were clearly to blame 
for the attack.25 In addition, Radio Gorran was prevented from broad-
casting and the Irbil headquarters of the KNN TV and radio station were 
set ablaze. Criticisms were specifically levelled against the KRG President 
Massoud Barzani who responded that the protests were the work of a 
‘very small group of people determined to undermine the stability of the 
region’.26 Subsequently, however, Barzani called for a ‘raft of reforms’,27 
for creation of an integrity commission to check on corruption and 
 nepotism, and urged early provincial elections for the 111-seat KRG par-
liament in Irbil. All such reforms have been slow to be implemented, but 
no further civic unrest on such a scale has occurred in 2013.

Recent political developments

The KRG currently has many of the trappings of an independent state: 
its own president, prime minister and parliament; its own flag and national 
anthem; its own army that even prevents Baghdad’s army from entering 
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the Kurdish region; its own international airports and an educational sys-
tem in which few even bother to learn Arabic any more; and even its own 
stamp entered into the passports of visitors. For the Kurds in Syria, there-
fore, the KRG may at times appear to be the impossible dream. Still, it 
is seen by many as a successful model to be either emulated or maybe 
even joined.
 However, many wondered what would happen to the KRG once the 
remaining US troops were withdrawn from Iraq at the end of 2011. Ear-
lier the KRG and Baghdad had already come perilously close to blows 
over Kirkuk and their disputed internal border, often referred to as ‘the 
trigger line’, the events at Khanaqin in 2008 being a prime example.28 
Despite the US withdrawal, however, the KRG has continued to prosper 
by gaining increased significance as a type of strategic depth for Turkey 
against Baghdad and Tehran, and a safe haven for American operations 
in the region.29

 In the meantime, moreover, the Iraqi Kurds have had their own Kurd-
ish Spring, first when the anti-corruption Gorran (Change) Party split 
the long-entrenched PUK in the KRG elections held on 25 July 2009, 
and subsequently when, as detailed above, violent demonstrations broke 
out in Sulaymaniya, the KRG’s second largest city, on 17 February 2011, 
and continued until forcibly curtailed by the KRG leadership on 19 
April 2011.
 Most of the demonstrators were protesting against corruption, nepo-
tism and the lack of effective services such as jobs and electricity. Intel-
lectuals and journalists also protested against limitations of free speech 
and press freedom, as well as daily harassment. Among all there was a 
deep anger against the KDP and PUK family domination over society 
and government.30

 Unlike the targets of the Arab Spring demonstrators, however, the 
KRG had just been democratically elected in July 2009 and thus was not 
so readily able to be denounced as illegitimate. The KRG also was able 
to prevent demonstrations from breaking out in Irbil, its capital and larg-
est city, by closing the universities, sending the students home and ban-
ning large gatherings. Nevertheless, the anti-KRG demonstrations that 
did occur constituted a serious wake-up call that all was not well with 
the KRG.  As Barham Salih, the KRG prime minister from 2009 to 2012, 
declared, ‘We must do better. Our citizens demand better, and they 
deserve better.’31
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Barzani hints at independence

In return for vague promises to support the KRG’s agenda regarding the 
disputed city and province of Kirkuk as well as oil revenue, the Kurds 
played a major role in helping Nouri al-Maliki form his new, second gov-
ernment at the end of 2010. At a KDP conference in Irbil to help patch 
Maliki’s new coalition together, at which Maliki was in attendance, the 
KRG President Massoud Barzani declared that the Iraqi Kurdish region 
had the right of self-determination.32 Such a right usually implies inde-
pendence although it could also lead to the type of self-chosen auton-
omy the Kurds already exercised.
 As soon as Maliki assumed power again, and against the backdrop of 
the final US troop withdrawal at the end of 2011, relations between Bagh-
dad and the KRG began to deteriorate. Solutions to the perennial issues 
of Kirkuk and the sharing of oil revenue33 proved elusive. In addition, 
since Maliki was unable to complete his new cabinet, he personally also 
assumed control of several leading ministries, leading to charges of 
nascent dictatorship. Then, in January 2012, Maliki issued a warrant for 
the arrest of Vice President Tariq al-Hashemi, the highest ranking Sunni 
in his Shiite-dominated government, on charges of having led death 
squads. Hashemi denied the charges and fled to the Kurdish region where 
he was granted protection. US Senator John McCain, who had been the 
unsuccessful Republican candidate against President Barack Obama in 
2008, noted the rising tensions and declared that, ‘the situation in Iraq 
is unraveling. […] Iraq will likely break up which would eventually lead 
to the formation of three different States.’34 Although Obama’s vice pres-
ident Joseph Biden would not have liked to be reminded of it, McCain’s 
three-state solution was similar to what he had earlier adumbrated, but 
now opposed.35

 In a flurry of activity, Barzani journeyed to the United States, Turkey 
and Europe for well-publicised meetings. His talks in Turkey were espe-
cially noteworthy given how relations between the two sides had improved 
so dramatically in the past few years. Turkey was now taking the KRG’s 
side in disputes with Baghdad. The Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan accused Maliki of fanning tensions in Iraq with the Kurds, while 
Maliki denounced Turkey for its ‘flagrant interference in Iraqi internal 
affairs’.36 The following month, Nechirvan Barzani, the new KRG prime 
minister and the nephew of Massoud Barzani, also journeyed to Turkey 
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for yet another high-level Turkish-KRG meeting. With such Turkish 
support, some speculated that the KRG might indeed be emboldened to 
secede from a crumbling Iraq.37

 Back in Irbil, Barzani suggested that Baghdad might use the 18 F-16 
fighter jets it was scheduled to purchase from the United States to once 
again subjugate the Kurds.38 The KRG president demanded that Maliki 
agree on sharing power with his political opponents by September 2012 
‘or else the Kurds could consider breaking away from Baghdad’. There 
was a ‘very dangerous political crisis in the country’, and unless the 
impasse was broken ‘voters in the Kurdish region may consider a refer-
endum for a state independent of Iraq’.39 Barzani also supported an Iraqi 
parliamentary motion to remove Maliki from office. However, Jalal Tal-
abani, Barzani’s old Kurdish nemesis and now president of Iraq, success-
fully opposed the motion to remove Maliki.
 In November 2012, a sudden new crisis erupted as tensions mounted 
over the formation of Baghdad’s Dijla Operations Command, a new mil-
itary formation that was to operate in the area over which both Bagh-
dad and the KRG claimed jurisdiction. Troops from the two sides faced 
off in what one report declared was ‘a crisis that […] could erupt into a 
full-blown war’,40 before tensions were defused. How often, however, 
could Baghdad and the KRG keep dodging the bullet?
 Despite Barzani’s bellicosity, most observers felt that he was really 
manoeuvring for position in post-US-occupied Iraq. Premature Kurd-
ish independence that would be seen as destroying Iraq would be opposed 
by not only the United States, but all the KRG’s regional neighbours. 
What is more, the KRG continued to enjoy in federal Iraq all the advan-
tages of independence without its disadvantages. It would be far better 
for the Iraqi Kurds to be seen as doing their utmost to keep Iraq united. 
Only if the Kurds’ best efforts failed and Iraq still split apart would the 
Kurds then be seen as having had independence forced upon them and 
therefore being justified. Patience and astute diplomacy remained the 
main call words.
 On 18 December 2012 Jalal Talabani, president of Iraq, suffered a 
debilitating stroke. Mam Jalal, as he affectionately was called, had worked 
successfully to help keep Iraq united and had also just met Nouri al-
Maliki in an attempt to ease tensions between the KRG and Baghdad 
over the territories disputed between them and the disposition of the oil 
reserves. What would the removal of Talabani’s calming and astute abil-
ities mean?
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 In the event, KRG relations with Baghdad have stabilised. In 2013, 
both President Massoud Barzani and Prime Minister Nechirvan Bar-
zani met Maliki in Baghdad. Although no solutions to the basic under-
lying problems have been reached, they were able to defuse tensions, at 
least for the time being.
 Regarding the continuing civil war in Syria and what it meant for the 
Kurds who lived there, Massoud Barzani continued to play an active role. 
Seeking to mediate while also being buttressed by the support of his de 
facto allies Turkey and the United States, Barzani also sought to call a pan-
Kurdish conference in Irbil that would include all of the Kurds in Syria as 
well as the PKK.  This gathering would certainly seek to provide guidance 
and leverage for the Syrian Kurds. Although past experiences indicated 
that no conclusive answers would be forthcoming, the KRG model for the 
Kurdish future in Syria would certainly be prominently displayed.
 At the time of writing, in December 2013, the pan-Kurdish confer-
ence has been thrice postponed amid intra-Kurdish differences over how 
to allocate representation to the different groups, among other points, 
and is unlikely to be held in the near future. Barzani’s KRG model and 
Ocalan’s PKK model have become the two great rivals for leadership of 
the pan-Kurdish movement, a struggle reflected in the Syrian civil war, 
and the failure to convene the pan-Kurdish conference in Irbil or to agree 
upon Kurdish representation at a proposed Geneva II meeting on the 
Syrian civil war, now scheduled in January 2014. Indeed, on 16–17 
November 2013, Barzani even met with the Turkish prime minister Erdo-
gan in Diyarbakir, Turkey in an apparent effort to reduce the PKK role 
in the ongoing Turkish–Kurdish (PKK) peace process that had begun 
earlier that year. By using the ancient technique of divide and rule, Erdo-
gan appeared to be seeking to split and weaken the Kurdish movement 
in Turkey and Syria, and thus make it more applicable to his wishes not 
only in regards to the current peace process in Turkey but also in the 
many other avenues of Middle Eastern politics dealing with KRG energy 
resources and the continuing civil war in Syria. However, to the extent 
that Erdogan was trying to use Barzani to marginalise the PKK, the 
Turkish strategy would fail because the PKK was the main Kurdish party 
in Turkey, not Barzani’s Iraqi KDP.
 Leyla Zana and Osman Baydemir, two moderate Turkish-Kurdish 
leaders with ties to the PKK, journeyed to Irbil in December 2013. There 
they met with Barzani in an effort to bring the KRG and PKK together 
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in regards to policy affecting the Syrian Kurds. Salih Muslim, the co-
chair of the PYD, welcomed this initiative, but emphasised that the Syr-
ian Kurds possessed the ultimate power to decide on matters relating to 
their future. The PYD/PKK was in a strong position given its recent vic-
tories over Islamic jihadists and Salafists groups in recent months. At 
this point, however, the present analysis will turn to the PKK model as 
it applies to the Kurds in Syria.
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THE PKK MODEL

Compared to the KRG model, that of the PKK or Kurdistan Workers 
Party is more radical and less successful as it has not resulted in achiev-
ing an actual state or even obtaining full democratic rights yet for its con-
stituency. Nevertheless, the PKK struggle that began in August 1984 has 
in some very important ways galvanised all aspects of Kurdish society 
even more than the KRG has, the active participation of women in the 
PKK being a prime example. Furthermore, now that the PKK has entered 
into peace negotiations with Turkey, its model would seem even more 
viable. This may prove to be all the more true if these peace negotiations 
prove successful because then the PKK affiliate in Syria—PYD—will be 
in a position to benefit in its heretofore troubled relations with Turkey. 
Already, for example, on 25 July 2013 Salih Muslim, the PYD leader, 
was invited to Istanbul to discuss his vision for the Kurdish future in 
Syria. Such a visit would have been inconceivable just a few months ear-
lier. Much more, of course, has to happen, but clearly, given the incred-
ible success of the PYD to date, the PKK model also holds relevance for 
the Kurds in Syria. To appreciate the situation in more depth, this chap-
ter will examine the PKK.

Brief historical background

The effort to find a solution to the Kurdish problem in Turkey is noth-
ing new. It has been continuing ever since the PKK—formally founded 
on 27 November 1978—began its violent uprising on 15 August 1984.1 
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Over the years the PKK goals have evolved from initial plans to estab-
lish an independent Marxist state to current ones for the recognition of 
Kurdish political, social and cultural rights within a decentralised Tur-
key. However, Turkey has long considered the PKK a terrorist movement, 
a designation also accepted by its allies, the United States and the 
EU.  Therefore, in most cases the efforts to achieve peace simply amounted 
to attempts to impose it by military means and thus, until recently, with-
out any meaningful political reforms.
 Nevertheless, over the years, the PKK had declared numerous unilat-
eral ceasefires with the stated intention of having them lead to peace 
negotiations. In most cases, Turkey ignored these PKK ceasefires, deem-
ing them mere signs of PKK weakness and imminent defeat.2 The only 
important exception occurred in March 1993, when the then Turkish 
President Turgut Ozal appeared close to accepting one of these PKK 
ceasefire offers to negotiate. Ozal’s sudden death on 17 April 1993, how-
ever, ended this effort and even heavier fighting soon ensued.
 Turkey’s increasing military pressure in the late 1990s finally led to 
the PKK leader Ocalan being forced out of his safe house in Syria in 
October 1998 and his eventual capture by Turkish commandos in Nai-
robi, Kenya on 15 February 1999.3 At this time, Ocalan’s capture seemed 
to end the conflict. The PKK declared another ceasefire and withdrew its 
forces from Turkey into the largely inaccessible Qandil mountains of 
northern Iraq bordering on Iran. However, Turkey continued to dismiss 
PKK offers to negotiate and demanded what amounted to a total sur-
render. By the summer of 2004, violence had begun again and it gradu-
ally escalated, so that by 2012 there were more deaths from the fighting 
than at any time since the late 1990s.
 However, in the summer of 2009, the Kurdish problem in Turkey4 
seemed on the verge of a solution when the ruling Adalet ve Kalkinma 
Partisi ( Justice and Development Party) or AKP5 government of Prime 
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan and President Abdullah Gul announced 
a Kurdish Opening or Initiative (also known as as the Democratic Open-
ing/Initiative). Gul declared that ‘the biggest problem of Turkey is the 
Kurdish question’ and that ‘there is an opportunity [to solve it] and it 
should not be missed’.6 Erdogan asked, ‘If Turkey had not spent its energy, 
budget, peace and young people on [combating] terrorism, if Turkey had 
not spent the last 25 years in conflict, where would we be today?’7 Even 
the insurgent PKK, still led ultimately by its imprisoned leader Abdullah 
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Ocalan, itself briefly took Turkey’s Kurdish Opening seriously.8 For a 
fleeting moment optimism ran rampant. What happened?

Problems

Shortly after its initial announcement, it became evident that the AKP 
government had not thought its Kurdish Opening out very well and then 
proved rather inept in trying to implement it. Specific proposals were 
lacking. Furthermore, despite AKP appeals to support its Kurdish Open-
ing, all three of the parliamentary opposition parties declined. Indeed, 
the Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (CHP) or Republican Peoples Party (Kemal-
ists or Nationalists) accused the AKP of ‘separatism, cowing to the goals 
of the terrorist PKK, violating the Constitution, causing fratricide and/
or ethnic polarisation between Kurds and Turks, being an agent of for-
eign states, and even betraying the country’,9 while the Milliyetci Hara-
ket Partisi (MHP) or Nationalist Action Party (Ultra Turkish Nationalists) 
‘declared AKP to be dangerous and accused it of treason and weakness’.10 
Even the pro-Kurdish Demokratik Toplum Partisi (DTP) or Democratic 
Society Party failed to be engaged because it declined to condemn the 
PKK as the AKP government had demanded.11 Erdogan too began to 
fear that any perceived concessions to the Kurds would hurt his Turkish 
nationalist base and future presidential hopes.
 The PKK’s ‘peace group’ gambit on 18 October 2009 to return thirty-
four PKK members home to Turkey from northern Iraq also backfired 
badly when these Kurdish expatriates were met by huge welcoming recep-
tions at the Habur Border Crossing with Turkey and later in Diyarbakir. 
These celebrations were broadcast throughout Turkey and proved too pro-
vocative for even moderate Turks who perceived the affair as some sort 
of PKK victory parade. The Peace Group affair seemed to prove that the 
government had not thought out the implications of its Kurdish Open-
ing and could not manage its implementation, let alone consequences.
 Then on 11 December 2009 the Constitutional Court, after mulling 
over the issue for more than two years, suddenly banned the pro-Kurd-
ish DTP because of its close association with the PKK.  Although the 
Baris ve Demokrasi Partisi (BDP) or Peace and Democracy Party quickly 
took the DTP’s place, the state-ordered banning of the pro-Kurdish DTP 
could not have come at a worse time, and put the kiss of death on the 
Kurdish Opening. In addition, more than 1,000 BDP and other Kurdish 
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notables were placed under arrest for their supposed support of the PKK, 
yet another body blow to the Kurdish Opening.12 Soon the entire coun-
try was ablaze from the fury that had arisen, and the Kurdish Opening 
seemed closed. The entire Kurdish question seemed to have been set back 
to square one.13

 In May 2010, the Kurdistan National Congress (KNK), an arm of the 
PKK, charged that since April 2009 more than 1,500 politicians, human 
rights advocates, writers, artisans and leaders of civil society organisations 
had been arrested. In addition, 4,000 children had been taken to court and 
400 of them imprisoned for participating in demonstrations. Osman Bay-
demir, the popular ethnic Kurdish mayor of Diyarbakir, was scheduled to 
go to court on charges of ‘membership in a terror organisation’, while 
Muharrem Erbey, the vice chairman of Turkey’s largest human rights 
organisation the Human Rights Association, had already been impris-
oned. And Jess Hess, an American freelance journalist, had been deported 
for reporting critically on human rights abuses against the Kurds.14

Renewed problems

Although the AKP won practically 50 per cent of the popular vote or 
326 seats15 while the BDP and its allies won a record thirty-six seats16 in 
the parliamentary elections held on 12 June 2011, further problems soon 
arose and hopes for a renewed and more successful Kurdish Opening 
quickly foundered. Secretive talks between Ocalan in his prison on the 
island of Imrali17 and other senior PKK leaders in Oslo with Turkish 
intelligence officials from the National Intelligence Organisation broke 
down.18 Violence flared to heights not reached since the late 1990s.

Ocalan’s proposals

Although Ocalan’s 160-page roadmap for solving the Kurdish problem 
was confiscated by the Turkish authorities in August 2009 and therefore 
never even submitted, its contents are largely known on the basis of his 
earlier testimony at his trial for treason in 199919 and subsequent state-
ments over the years.20 In essence, the imprisoned PKK leader has pro-
posed a democratisation and decentralisation of the Turkish state into 
what he has termed at various times a democratic republic, a democratic 
confederalism, a democratic nation or a democratic homeland. Such 
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autonomy and decentralisation would be based on the guidelines already 
listed in the European Charter of Local Self-Government adopted in 
1985 and presently ratified by forty-one states including Turkey—with 
numerous important conditions, however—and the European Charter 
of Regional Self-Government, which is still only in draft form. Thus, one 
might actually argue that earlier BDP proposals for some local auton-
omy would be bringing Turkey into conformity with EU guidelines by 
giving the Kurds local self-government. With regard to the Kurds in 
Syria, moreover, the PKK-affiliated PYD was on record as proposing a 
similar type of arrangement.21 Moreover, one might also argue that the 
millet system of autonomous self-government under religious leaders in 
the former Ottoman Empire offered a historical model for local auton-
omy or proto-federalism in Turkey.
 However, the AKP was appalled when the pro-Kurdish Democratic 
Society Congress (DTK)—a new non-governmental organisation which 
is close to the PKK and BDP—met in Diyarbakir in mid-December 
2010 and outlined its solution for democratic autonomy, which envis-
aged Kurdish as a second official language, a separate flag and a Marx-
ist-style organisational model for Kurdish society. The DTK’s draft also 
broached the vague idea of ‘self-defence forces’ that would be used not 
only against external forces but in opposition to the subjects of the so-
called democratic autonomy initiative who were not participating in what 
was called the ‘struggle’.22

 The Turkish Republic created by Kemal Ataturk in 1923 has always 
been a strongly centralised state. Radical decentralisation as proposed by 
the PKK and BDP goes against this strong mindset and thus would be 
most problematic. On the other hand, many states such as Britain and 
France, famous for their centralised unitary structure, have recently rolled 
back centuries of constitutional forms in favour of what they saw as nec-
essary decentralisation. Far from leading to their break-up as states, this 
decentralisation has satisfied local particularisms and checked possible 
demands for future independence. Thus, far from threatening its national 
unity, some Turkish decentralisation might help preserve it.
 However, more than half of Turkey’s ethnic Kurdish population does 
not even live in its historic south-eastern Anatolian homeland but is scat-
tered throughout the country, especially in such cities as Istanbul. In addi-
tion, a sizeable number of Turkey’s ethnic Kurds have mostly assimilated 
into a larger Turkish civic identity. Therefore, radical decentralisation that 
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would be incompatible with modern Turkey’s heritage may not be nec-
essary. What is needed, however, is for the state to begin seriously talk-
ing with the most important, genuine representatives of its disaffected 
Kurdish minority. This, of course, means the PKK.
 However, if Turkey is going to resume negotiating with Ocalan and 
the PKK, the time must surely come for Turkey to cease terming the 
PKK a terrorist organisation and instead challenge it to negotiate peace-
fully. The terrorism appellation distorts the discussion and not only pre-
vents the two main parties to the problem from fully negotiating with 
each other, but also impairs the EU and US efforts to play a stronger role 
in achieving peace.
 Shortly after the election results of June 2011 had been announced, 
the newly elected Prime Minister Erdogan seemingly turned his back 
on an earlier promise to seek consensus on the drafting of a new consti-
tution that would help solve the Kurdish problem, broke off contact with 
the BDP, and continued to declare that the Kurdish problem had been 
solved and only a PKK problem remained. How could the new AKP 
government begin to solve the Kurdish problem when it refused to deal 
with its main interlocutor?23

 Then on 14 July 2011 the DTK, the umbrella pro-Kurdish NGO men-
tioned above, proclaimed ‘democratic autonomy’, a declaration that 
seemed wildly premature and over-blown to many observers and infuri-
ated Turkish officialdom. Amidst mutual accusations concerning who 
was initiating the renewed violence and warlike rhetoric,24 the Turkish 
military launched several days of cross-border attacks on reputed PKK 
targets in northern Iraq’s Qandil mountains on 17 August 2011. The 
Turkish government claimed to have killed 100 Kurdish rebels, while the 
PKK maintained that it had lost only three fighters and that in addition 
seven local Iraqi Kurdish civilians had also been killed.25

 Violence continued on 19 June 2012 when the PKK attacked Diglica, 
a Turkish outpost near the Iraqi frontier, and killed eight soldiers while 
wounding another sixteen.26 The same outpost had been hit five years 
earlier, so the latest strike seemed to illustrate the lack of Turkish prog-
ress in controlling the violence which many saw as a result of the state’s 
failure to negotiate with the PKK.
 Others argued, however, that even more, the ultimate problem was the 
inherent ethnic Turkish inability to accept the fact that Turkey should 
be considered a multi-ethnic state in which the Kurds have similar con-



THE PKK MODEL

  67

stitutional rights as co-stakeholders with the Turks. Moreover, during 
2011 and 2012, more leading intellectuals had been rounded up for 
alleged affiliations with the KCK/PKK,27 whose proposals for democratic 
autonomy seem to suggest an alternative government. Many of those 
arrested were also affiliated with the BDP.
 In addition, Leyla Zana, the famous female Kurdish leader and BDP 
member of parliament, was once again sentenced to prison on 24 May 
2012 for ‘spreading propaganda’ on behalf of the PKK.  The charges con-
cerned nine speeches she had made over the years during which she had 
argued for recognition of the Kurdish identity, called Ocalan a Kurdish 
leader and urged the reopening of peace negotiations between Turkey and 
the PKK.  Previously in 1994, Zana had been stripped of her membership 
in parliament and imprisoned for ten years on similar charges. Such 
renewed Turkish actions reminded one of what the French used to say 
about the Bourbons: ‘They learned nothing and they forgot nothing.’
 However, for the time being Zana remained free given her current par-
liamentary immunity. Interestingly, Zana shortly afterwards declared that 
she had confidence in Erdogan’s ability to solve the Kurdish problem.28 
On 30 June 2012 she actually met with the Turkish prime minister, an 
event that caused bitter debate within the Kurdish community, but to 
this author seemed a positive step.29

 These arrests and sentences point to serious problems. First, there is 
the nature of the crimes, which allege no violence. Mere ‘association’ is 
enough to be counted as a terrorist. In addition, the connections are ten-
uous. As Human Rights Watch has noted, ‘There is scant evidence to 
suggest the defendants engaged in any acts that could be defined as ter-
rorism as it is understood in international law’.30 Second, the arrests come 
at a time when Turkey is planning to develop a new constitution.31 The 
silencing of pro-Kurdish voices as constitutional debates go forward is 
counter-productive for Turkey’s future. Finally, there is the way suspects 
are treated. Virtually all are subject to pre-trial detention, effectively deny-
ing them freedom without any proof that they have committed a crime. 
Although precise figures are unavailable, Human Rights Watch has 
declared that several thousand are currently on trial and another 605 in 
pretrial detention on KCK/PKK-related charges.32
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Reopening?

Recent events offer cautious hope that the time to renew the dialogue 
and resume direct negotiations between the Turkish government and the 
PKK may have arrived. In late October 2012, for example, a report in 
Zaman, a respected news outlet, declared that, ‘the government is prepar-
ing to launch a new initiative to deal with the Kurdish problem to hope-
fully pave the way for arms to be buried for good.’33 The Zaman report 
went on to say that the government had learned from the past what steps 
would not work. It concluded cryptically that, ‘therefore, actors and fac-
tors that had a part in the previous peace process will not be included in 
the new process, while for some other actors the government will reach 
a decision based on observation of the present attitude of those actors’.
 The civil war in Syria might also be encouraging a reopening of Tur-
key’s closed Kurdish Opening. In July 2012, as previously mentioned, the 
embattled Assad regime in Syria suddenly pulled its troops out of Syr-
ia’s largely north-eastern Kurdish-populated area. A de facto Syrian Kurd-
ish autonomy quickly settled in. At first, Turkey showed its traditional 
hostility to this development lest it negatively influence Turkey’s own 
disaffected Kurds to make similar demands for autonomy. However, a 
more nuanced Turkish position surely required a settlement with its own 
disaffected Kurds to insulate Turkey from the increasing Syrian instabil-
ity threatening to overflow from Turkey’s southern border. Such a settle-
ment also would make the Kurdish situation within Syria less problematic 
for Turkey.
 In late October 2012, Erdogan’s visit to Turkey’s south-eastern Kurd-
ish-populated region led to speculation that he was about to start a new 
Opening to solve the Kurdish problem. Erdogan had already said he was 
ready to relaunch talks with Abdullah Ocalan, the PKK leader still jailed 
on the island of Imrali. Indeed, Erdogan even declared that the Turkish 
intelligence service could ‘do anything at any moment. […] For exam-
ple, if it is necessary to go to Imrali tomorrow, I will tell the MIT [National 
Intelligence Organization] chief to go ahead.’34 Hasip Kaplan, a leading 
BDP MP, actually suggested that new negotiations were already under-
way, ‘I presume that talks on Imrali have started anew.’
 Another reason for Erdogan’s new-found interest in reopening Tur-
key’s closed Kurdish Opening might be the upcoming Turkish local elec-
tions scheduled for early in 2014. Erdogan’s AKP and the pro-Kurdish 
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BDP were expected to be the main rivals for support in Turkey’s south-
eastern Kurdish region. During the prime minister’s recent visit to this 
area, he reminded the locals that his governing AKP was in a better posi-
tion to provide basic services for them than the opposition pro-Kurdish 
nationalist BDP.  The immediate question was whether the national elec-
tions of 2007, when the AKP party prevailed over the BDP’s DTP pre-
decessor in the region, or the 2009 local elections and 2011 national 
elections, when the DTP/BDP trumped the AKP in the region, would 
attract the voters.
 Indeed, by January 2013, it was clear that the Turkish government had 
reopened its closed Kurdish Opening and tentative negotiations with 
Imrali (Ocalan’s prison) had begun.35 The sudden murder of three PKK 
activists in Paris on 10 January 2013 appeared to be an attempt to sab-
otage these negotiations.36 Nevertheless, subsequent reports indicated 
that officials from the MIT were already meeting again with such prom-
inent PKK leaders in Europe as Sabri Ok, while other negotiations 
involved Ocalan.37

 By the beginning of March 2013, these contacts seemed to be mov-
ing forward when a BDP group arrived in Sulaymaniya in Iraqi-Kurd-
ish-ruled northern Iraq to deliver a message from Ocalan to the PKK 
guerrilla leaders ensconced in the Qandil mountains bordering Iraq and 
Iran.38 A similar letter was sent to senior PKK leaders in Europe. In his 
letter, Ocalan spoke about a ceasefire, withdrawing PKK fighters from 
Turkey, the release of PKK prisoners, disarming and reintegrating some 
7,000 PKK fighters into Turkish society, and constitutional reforms.
 In doing so, the imprisoned PKK leader struck both optimistic and 
pessimistic positions: ‘Everybody should know that we will neither live 
nor fight as we used to. […] You should know well that neither I nor the 
state will take a step back. [We will achieve] a historic peace and transi-
tion to democratic life.’ Ocalan then explained that, ‘the PKK’s withdrawal 
from Turkey will be after a Parliament ruling and the Turkish Grand 
Assembly will approve it, a truth commission will be established. [Kurd-
ish people who were exiled from their villages] will return to their villages. 
If these conditions are not met, the [PKK’s] withdrawal will not become 
real.’ Ocalan also elaborated on the subsequent political environment he 
expected after ‘the establishment of peace…. Neither house arrest nor 
amnesty, there will be no need for those. We will all be free.’ However, if 
the peace process fails, ‘a civil war will begin with 50,000 people.’
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 As for the Turkish side, public opinion polls showed that the reopened 
Kurdish peace talks had tentative public support, a great change from the 
past when any such suggestions were liable to bring accusations of trea-
son. Gradually the Turkish government has begun to humanise Ocalan 
in an effort to pave the way for talks. Ocalan’s successful call for some 600 
supporters to end a hunger strike that was creating dangerous repercus-
sions for the government in the autumn of 2012 is one good example.
 In addition, Erdogan declared that, ‘if drinking poison hemlock is nec-
essary, we can also drink it to bring peace and welfare to this country.’39 
AKP member of parliament from Diyarbakir Galip Ensarioglu said that, 
‘Ocalan is more reasonable than those who are outside. Ocalan is acting 
responsibility and is a chance for Turkey.’40 Dr  Hakan Fidan,41 the head 
of MIT—who was involved in the earlier Oslo talks with senior PKK 
leaders—has been speaking with Ocalan since late 2012. According to 
Ayla Akat, a BDP MP who recently visited Ocalan, ‘Fidan and Ocalan 
have managed to understand each other.’42

 Background preparation has already brought Turks and Kurds together 
in Britain and Ireland to learn about the successful Good Friday Accords 
that finally brought peace to Northern Ireland’s ancient quarrel.43 Erdo-
gan has approved these contacts. One such visit was to the Scottish Par-
liament in Edinburgh to see how power might be devolved from the 
centre successfully, a point crucial in the current bargaining between Tur-
key and the PKK.  The Turkish government has also established a cross-
departmental agency to coordinate policy and responses concerning the 
Kurdish question from security to education and social policy. The agen-
cy’s head was a recent participant in the visits to Britain.
 For its part, the European Parliament endorsed the reopened Kurd-
ish peace process in a special session in which Lucinda Creighton, an 
Irish politician speaking for the EU presidency, stated, ‘It is clear that 
the wider Kurdish issue can only be addressed through a peaceful, com-
prehensive and sustainable solution.’44 Stefan Fule, the EU enlargement 
commissioner, added that the reopened talks were ‘historic […] [and] 
would have a strong impact on the [EU] accession process of Turkey as 
such, as it would further consolidate the role of the European Union as 
a benchmark for reforms in Turkey.’
 Unfortunately, these hopes for a successful conclusion of Turkey’s 
reopening of its closed Kurdish Opening appear tenuous for several rea-
sons. Enormous differences between the two sides remain. The AKP gov-



THE PKK MODEL

  71

ernment seeks to solve the issue by having the PKK disarm and its fighters 
involved in previous violence seek asylum in other countries in exchange 
for merely removing legal restrictions on the Kurdish identity and lan-
guage. The PKK, however, wants meaningful autonomy that would give 
their supporters including Ocalan himself significant power. If the his-
torical record is any guide, the Turkish government will never be willing 
to grant such concessions which would seem to be leading to the state’s 
break-up. In addition, disarming the PKK as Turkey seeks will prove 
exceedingly difficult, especially given the PKK’s stated position that it 
should have a role in maintaining security in Turkey’s south-eastern Kurd-
ish provinces. One ironic facet to all this is Erdogan’s flirting with Oca-
lan about gaining his and the BDP’s support for a new super-presidential 
Turkish constitution in which Erdogan would occupy this new position. 
Ocalan, however, has responded about the need for American-style checks 
and balances.45

 All this leads to whether the costs of the current fighting are really so 
high as to demand a settlement. Probably they are not. As Nihat Ali 
Ozcan, a Turkish counter-terrorist official, has asserted, ‘We can toler-
ate 500 deaths a year. It’s considered normal.’46 Indeed, there remain 
many elements in both Turkey’s security-minded Deep State and its PKK 
equivalent that actually see themselves as benefiting from the continu-
ance of the fighting. Surely neither side is ready to surrender its key posi-
tions for an unfavourable peace that would be seen as a betrayal to all the 
suffering that has been endured.
 Finally, even if Ocalan agrees to a settlement, it is unclear whether he 
would be able to bring the hardcore PKK guerrillas in the Qandil moun-
tains, and others, along with him. After all the titular PKK leader has 
grown old as a prisoner in Imrali for more than fourteen years. New PKK 
leadership and cadres have come of age and are unlikely to meekly give 
up their positions on the mere words of a person many probably see as 
out of touch with current realities. Ocalan can be still accepted as titu-
lar PKK leader while imprisoned, but if he would actually seek to become 
the arbitrator of real, daily events, it might be a very different situation. 
Indeed, Ocalan himself recently suggested that his colleagues in the 
Qandil mountains were not as enthusiastic about his peace efforts: ‘Even 
the PKK does not understand me […] Qandil is pessimistic, it would be 
good if they get over it […] I’m angry with them.’47 Thus, although the 
current reopening offers a historic opportunity,48 clearly there remain 
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many serious obstacles to overcome before any permanent settlement 
can be reached. Nevertheless, the difficult process towards peace has been 
continuing at the time of writing (September 2013).
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THE UNITED STATES

Overview

Although Turkey is often the most important state regarding the Kurds, 
given its immense power and continuing involvement in Middle East-
ern politics, the United States is clearly also very important and of course 
potentially the most so. While Turkey’s involvement has been analysed 
above and will be further below, this situation regarding the United States 
now warrants a closer analysis.
 The United States does not really have any grand foreign policy strat-
egy towards the Kurds because they live in four separate states (Turkey, 
Iraq, Iran and Syria), each one of which requires its own separate con-
siderations. What is more, the states in which the Kurds live are usually 
more important for US foreign policy. The Kurds cause problems for the 
United States when it deals with these more important states. Neverthe-
less, given its interest in Middle East stability as well as human rights, 
the United States has come to accept that it does owe the Kurds a cer-
tain amount of attention and even protection. This has been true espe-
cially in Iraq given the way the Iraqi Kurds supported the United States 
in the 2003 war against Saddam Hussein when others such as Turkey 
did not. Indeed the virtually independent KRG in Iraq largely owes its 
very existence to the United States.
 Despite its support for the Iraqi Kurds, however, the United States 
opposes independence for the Iraqi Kurds, because it feels that this would 
lead to the partition and end of Iraq and thus to greater instability in the 
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Middle East. The United States position on this point is all the more 
adamant given the attitudes of other states such as Turkey and the vari-
ous Arab governments, all of which oppose Kurdish independence as a 
threat to their own territorial integrity. The United States tentatively does 
support the KRG as a way to maintain the political unity of Iraq and sat-
isfy the Kurds. This position, of course, can be inherently contradictory 
and is a very fine line to tread successfully, especially given the new de 
facto Turkish-KRG alliance.
 Many observers emphasise how much the Iraqi Kurds love the Amer-
icans. This needs to be qualified because the Kurds remember that ear-
lier they were twice betrayed by the United States, in 1975 and again in 
1991, and therefore they might be again. Indeed, some Kurds began to 
fear the worst when the Baker-Hamilton Iraq Study Group Report 
(December 2006) suggested that the hard-won Kurdish federal state 
might have to be sacrificed to the perceived need for a re-established cen-
tralised Iraqi state.1 Fortunately, for the Kurds, the Report’s recommen-
dations were not adopted by the United States, but their mere consideration 
illustrated how tenuous future US support might be.
 On the other hand, US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates acknowl-
edged in a meeting on 11 December 2010 with KRG President Mas-
soud Barzani that Kurdish co-operation is indispensable for the successful 
implementation of security and strategic framework agreements between 
the United States and Iraq, and essential for a unified and peaceful Iraq.2 
Even more importantly, the US Obama administration a few days later 
publicly committed itself to broker disputes between the KRG and the 
Baghdad government and also help resolve the Kirkuk issue, since the 
Kurds had agreed to accept the new Iraqi election law that slightly reduced 
the number of seats the KRG would have in the new Iraqi parliament to 
be elected in March 2010.3

 Thus, the United States sees the KRG as a friend and de facto ally, but 
not as important an ally as it still sees Turkey to be. Therefore, the mes-
sage is clear. The KRG must get along with Turkey or else, in a show-
down between the two, the KRG will not be able to count on US support. 
Fortunately for the Iraqi Kurds, Turkey’s supposed zero-problems with 
its neighbours’ foreign policy means that Turkey is beginning to accept 
the KRG politically as a friend rather than a security threat as had been 
the earlier view. Clearly, however, the Kurdish question holds only a minor 
position in relation to the national security of the United States and the 
democratisation process it pursues in the Middle East.
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 Given its relatively weak hand by comparison with Turkey and the 
Baghdad government, therefore, the KRG lobby in the United States 
has made a good impression and achieved successes. Qubad Talabani, 
the KRG representative in the United States until 2012, made a good 
impression and was able to gain much goodwill for the Kurds. Unfor-
tunately for the KRG, it had not appointed a successor to Qubad Tal-
abani as of December 2013. Nevertheless, KRG relations with the 
United States remain positive.
 On the other hand, rightly or wrongly, the Turkish Kurds are often 
perceived in the United States as too closely tied to the PKK, which the 
United States considers to be a terrorist organisation. As a result, the 
cause of the Turkish Kurds in the United States has not prospered as well 
as that of their brothers and sisters to the south. This is all the more so 
given the longstanding US alliance with Turkey. The United States has 
paid even less attention to the Kurds in Iran, although they might one 
day serve as a potential ally against the Islamic government in much the 
same way as the Iraqi Kurds did against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. As for 
the Kurds in Syria, they were clearly off the radar until Kurdish auton-
omy occurred in July 2012. Even subsequently, however, the United States 
has shown little interest in the Kurds of Syria because of its deference to 
Turkish sensitivities and a vision of a united Syria contributing to sta-
bility. On the other hand, the Syrian Kurds are keenly aware of the United 
States’ all-important role and would dearly like to win its support.
 With this brief overview and its caveats in mind, the purpose of this 
chapter is to analyse what might be called the six stages of American for-
eign policy towards the Kurds.4 The first three of these stages involving 
Woodrow Wilson’s promises, Mulla Mustafa Barzani’s era and the 1991 
US war against Iraq have been completed, while the last three concern-
ing the KRG in Iraq since 2003, Turkey and the PKK, and Syria are a 
continuing process. Although the main concern of this book is the Kurds 
in Syria, a survey of US  policy towards the other Kurds is necessary to 
understand its all important policy toward the Syrian Kurds.

First stage

American foreign policy involvement with the Kurds dates back to the 
First World War and President Woodrow Wilson’s famous Fourteen 
Points, the twelfth of which concerned a forlorn promise of ‘autonomy’ 
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for ‘the other nationalities [of the Ottoman Empire] which are now under 
Turkish rule’.5 Resurgent Kemalist Turkey’s successful struggle to regain 
its territorial integrity,6 and Britain’s decision to maintain control over 
the oil-rich Kurdish region of northern Iraq known as the Mosul vilayet, 
however ended nascent Kurdish hopes for independence or even some 
type of autonomy.7 The first brief Wilsonian stage or prelude to Ameri-
can foreign policy towards the Kurds had ended.

Second stage

A half century passed before American foreign policy again became 
involved with the Kurds. Because of the North Atlantic Treaty Alliance 
(NATO), the United States supported the position of the Turkish gov-
ernment on the Kurdish issue in that state. This was to deny Kurdish 
demands for minority rights as they might escalate into further demands 
that would threaten Turkish territorial integrity.8 Thus, the Kurds who 
supported the PKK in Turkey became ‘bad Kurds’ from the point of view 
of American foreign policy.9

 In Iraq, however, in what might be called the second or Mulla Mus-
tafa Barzani stage in American foreign policy towards the Kurds, the 
United States encouraged and, to a certain extent, even supported Bar-
zani’s revolt against Iraq during the early 1970s.10 Thus, the Iraqi Kurds 
became the ‘good Kurds’ from the point of view of American foreign pol-
icy. The United States pursued this policy for several reasons: (1) as a 
favour to its then-ally the Shah-ruled Iran; (2) as a ploy during the Cold 
War as Iraq was seen as an ally of the Soviet Union; (3) as a means to 
relieve pressure on Israel so that Iraq would not join some future Arab 
attack on the Jewish state; and (4) as a means to possibly satisfy its own 
need for Middle East oil, since Barzani had promised that the United 
States could look to a friend in OPEC once oil-rich Kurdistan had 
achieved independence.
 Accordingly, President Richard Nixon and his national security adviser 
and later secretary of state Henry Kissinger first encouraged the Iraqi 
Kurds to revolt against Baghdad, but then with their ally Iran double-
crossed the Kurds when the Shah decided to make a deal with Saddam 
Hussein. To rationalise US actions, Kissinger argued that the ‘benefit of 
Nixon’s Kurdish decision was apparent in just over a year: Only one Iraqi 
division was available to participate in the October 1973 Middle East 
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War.’11 Cynically, he also declaimed that ‘covert action should not be con-
fused with missionary work.’12

 Barzani himself died a broken man four years later in US exile as an 
unwanted ward of the CIA.13 Years later Jonathan Randal argued that 
Barzani’s son and eventual successor Massoud Barzani had ‘never for-
gotten Kissinger’s treachery in 1975, had never totally recovered from 
the humiliation of his years of enforced exile, which he blamed on the 
United States […] [and] never stopped worrying about American con-
stancy.’14 Massoud Barzani himself explained that ‘we have had bitter 
experience with the US government […] In 1975 […] it changed its alli-
ances purely in its own interest at the expense of our people’s suffering 
and plight.’15

 More than a quarter of a century later, Kissinger revisited what the 
United States had done under his stewardship and explained that ‘sav-
ing the [Iraqi] Kurds [in 1975] would have required the opening of a 
new front in inhospitable mountains close to the Soviet border.’16 Thus, 
‘we did not have the option of overt support in a war so logistically dif-
ficult, so remote, and so incomprehensible to the American public.’  More-
over, ‘the Shah had made the decision, and we had neither the plausible 
arguments nor strategies to dissuade him.’ Kissinger then concluded, ‘As 
a case study, the Kurdish tragedy provides material for a variety of con-
clusions: the need to clarify objectives at the outset; the importance of 
relating goals to available means; the need to review an operation peri-
odically; and the importance of coherence among allies.’ In other words 
the Iraqi Kurds had played the role of dispensable pawns for American 
foreign policy.

Third stage

The third stage of American foreign policy towards the Kurds began with 
the Gulf War in 1991 and lasted until the US attack on Iraq in March 
2003. This third stage led to the creation of the KRG, the closest approx-
imation of an independent Kurdish state in modern times. As the Iraqi 
military was being ousted from Kuwait, President George H.  W.  Bush 
encouraged ‘the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands—to 
force Saddam Hussein, the dictator, to step aside.’17 Despite initial suc-
cesses, however, neither the Iraqi Shiites nor the Kurds proved able to 
cope with Saddam Hussein’s stronger military. As Saddam Hussein began 
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to put the Kurdish rebellion down, the two Iraqi Kurdish leaders—Mas-
soud Barzani of the KDP and Jalal Talabani of the PUK—appealed to 
Bush for help by reminding him, ‘You personally called upon the Iraqi 
people to rise up against Saddam Hussein’s brutal dictatorship.’18

 For a variety of reasons, however, the United States decided not to 
intervene in the internal Iraqi strife. Doing so could lead, it was feared, 
to an unwanted, protracted US occupation that would be politically 
unpopular in the United States, to an unstable government in Iraq, or 
even to ‘Lebanonization’ of the country and destabilisation of the Mid-
dle East. Furthermore, the United States also concluded that Saddam 
Hussein could win. To support the Kurds against him might require an 
unwanted, permanent American commitment. Possibly too, the mem-
ory of America overreaching itself in the Korean War, by trying to totally 
replace the North Korean regime after initially liberating South Korea, 
also influenced US thinking. In addition, Kurdish success in Iraq might 
provoke Kurdish uprisings in Turkey, Syria or Iran, states whose co-oper-
ation the United States felt it needed. (All of these problems, of course, 
came back to haunt the United States after its second war against Sad-
dam Hussein in 2003 under the second President Bush.) A US Senate 
Foreign Relations staff report written by Peter Galbraith and issued a 
month after Saddam Hussein had put down the rebellion confirmed that 
the United States ‘continued to see the opposition in caricature’ and feared 
that the Kurds would seek a separate state and that the Shiites wanted 
an Iranian-style republic.19

 Once it became clear the United States was not going to intervene in 
1991, the uneven struggle turned into a rout and some 1.5 million Kurd-
ish refugees fled to the Iranian and Turkish frontiers where they faced 
death from the hostile climate and lack of provisions. This refugee dilemma 
quickly created a disastrous political problem for everyone involved, 
including the United States, Turkey and Iran. Thus, after much soul search-
ing, the United States reversed itself and took several steps to protect the 
Kurds. United Nations Security Council Resolution 688 of 5 April 1991 
condemned ‘the repression of the Iraqi civilian population […] in Kurd-
ish populated areas’ and demanded ‘that Iraq […] immediately end this 
repression’. Under the aegis of Operation Provide Comfort (OPC) and 
a no-fly zone imposed against Baghdad, the Kurds were able to return to 
their homes in northern Iraq where they began to build a fledgling de 
facto state and government, which soon became today’s KRG.  (The cur-
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rent Syrian refugee problem—which involves a substantial number of 
Syrian Kurds—is an eerie reminder of this earlier tragedy.)
 The continuance of OPC became a major political issue in Turkey, how-
ever, because many Turks believed it was facilitating the vacuum of author-
ity in northern Iraq that enabled the PKK to enjoy sanctuaries there. Some 
even argued that OPC was the opening salvo of a new Treaty of Sèvres 
(1920) that would lead to the creation of a Kurdish state in northern Iraq 
as almost occurred following the First World War. Thus, went the argu-
ment, Turkey was facilitating its own demise by backing OPC.  (This argu-
ment, of course, became even more relevant during the next stage of 
American foreign policy towards the Kurds that began in 2003.)
 To abandon OPC, however, would alienate Washington and strip 
Ankara of important influence over the course of events. OPC, for exam-
ple, enabled Turkey to launch military strikes into Iraqi Kurdistan against 
the PKK at almost any time. If the United States refused to allow such 
Turkish incursions, Turkey could threaten to withdraw its permission for 
OPC.  Although it might have seemed ironic that an operation that was 
supposed to protect the Iraqi Kurds was allowing Turkey to attack the 
Turkish Kurds as well as inflicting collateral damage on the host Iraqi 
Kurds, such was the logic of the Kurdish imbroglio and part of the 
dilemma for America foreign policy. Similar dilemmas exist for the 
United States today concerning Syria as support for the opposition would 
involve al-Qaeda-affiliated groups that are also fighting against the Syr-
ian Kurds. However, US support for the PYD, which is the strongest 
Syrian Kurdish party, would be for a group affiliated with the PKK, which 
the United States deems a terrorist organisation.
 Moreover, in May 1994, the two main Iraqi Kurdish parties—the KDP 
and the PUK—fell into a civil war that immensely complicated Ameri-
can foreign policy towards them. How could the United States help and 
protect the Iraqi Kurds when they were busy killing themselves? In late 
January 1995, President Bill Clinton sent a message to both Barzani and 
Talabani in which he warned, ‘We will no longer co-operate with the 
other countries to maintain security in the region if the clashes 
continue.’20

 The situation was then allowed to drift with the United States declin-
ing to try harder to effect a ceasefire between the Iraqi Kurds or to  contribute 
a mere $2 million to an international mediation force that might have fore-
stalled the next round of fighting.21 In August 1996, a sudden renewal of 
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the intra-Kurdish struggle seemed likely to result in a PUK victory, given 
the arms it had received from Iran. Desperate, Barzani did the unthink-
able and invited Saddam Hussein in to help him against Talabani.
 How could the United States enforce the no-fly zone against Saddam 
Hussein when the very people it was supposed to be protecting had 
invited Saddam Hussein in? Halfheartedly, the United States responded 
by bombing a few meaningless targets south of Baghdad. Saddam Hus-
sein used the few hours he had to capture and execute some ninety-six 
Iraqis who had defected to the US-financed Iraqi opposition, the Iraqi 
National Congress (INC). A senior INC official claimed, ‘in two hours, 
the Iraqi opposition [had] lost its entire infrastructure’,22 while a US  offi-
cial concluded, ‘our entire covert program has gone to hell’.23

 New peace initiatives early the next year, however, finally led to signif-
icant developments and renewed attempts by the United States to bring 
the Iraqi Kurds together. Following a successful high-level meeting at 
the end of August 1998 between KDP officials and Talabani, in early 
September 1998 first Barzani and then Talabani journeyed to Washington. 
After separate individual meetings with US State Department officials, 
the two Iraqi Kurdish leaders finally met personally for the first time 
since the summer of 1994, when their civil war had begun. After two 
days of lengthy sessions, they reached a tentative agreement to perma-
nently end their fighting and establish peace.
 In announcing this pact, US Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 
also made general promises of American support for the Iraqi Kurds—
contingent upon their continuing unity—by declaring, ‘the United States 
will decide how and when to respond to Baghdad’s actions based on the 
threat they pose to Iraq’s neighbors, to regional security, to vital US inter-
ests and to the Iraqi people, including those in the north.’24 President 
Clinton repeated Albright’s lukewarm assurances in letters to Congress 
on 6 November 1998 and again on 19 May 1999.25 Although these pro-
nouncements did not constitute an ironclad agreement of protection, 
they were—in contrast to Nixon’s and Kissinger’s covert and unkept 
promises of a quarter of a century earlier—public declarations. Thus, they 
could not be and have not been so cavalierly ignored, particularly after 
the Iraqi Kurds supported the United States in its war to overthrow Sad-
dam Hussein in 2003. Subsequently, of course, the United States has had 
to walk a fine line as mediator between the new Baghdad government 
and the KRG, both of which it largely created. The United States also 
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walks a potentially delicate line in Syria today by trying to give nuanced 
support to opposition that will not benefit al-Qaeda-affiliated groups 
covertly supported by US ally Turkey. The latter seeks to restrain by these 
means the Syrian Kurds who, however, are largely secular and pro-West-
ern. Would Solomon himself know how to respond?

Fourth stage

The fourth stage of American foreign policy towards the Kurds began 
with the US war to remove Saddam Hussein from power in March 2003 
and continues to the present (2013). This most recent period might also 
be called the de facto US-KRG alliance stage. Until this fourth stage, 
Turkey’s opposition to Kurdish identity, and Turkey’s strongest strategic 
alliance with the United States since the days of the Truman Doctrine 
first promulgated in 1947, had arguably been two of the main reasons 
for the inability of the Kurds to create any type of independent state in 
the modern Middle East that began to develop after the First World 
War. Although the United States had always paid lip service to the idea 
of Kurdish rights, whenever it was necessary to make a choice, the United 
States always backed its strategic NATO ally Turkey when it came to 
the Kurdish issue.
 Only when the United States perceived the Iraqi Kurds to be a useful foil 
against Saddam Hussein did Washington begin to take a partially pro-Kurd-
ish position, at least towards the Iraqi Kurds. However, this US support for 
the Iraqi Kurds did not prohibit Turkey from unilaterally intervening in 
northern Iraq in pursuit of the PKK during the 1980s and 1990s. However, 
US support for the developing KRG, the disagreements over sanctions 
against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and problems over the future of Iraq itself 
gradually helped begin to fray the longstanding US-Turkish alliance.
 The US war to remove Saddam Hussein from power in 2003 furthered 
this process and even partially reversed alliance partners. For the first 
time since the creation of Iraq, the Iraqi Kurds now had a powerful ally 
in the United States. This ironic situation was brought about by Turkey 
refusing to allow the United States to use its territory as a base for a 
northern front to attack Saddam Hussein’s Iraq in March 2003 during 
the second Gulf War. Courtesy of Turkey, the Iraqi Kurds were suddenly 
thrust into the role of US ally, a novel position they eagerly and success-
fully assumed. Quickly, the Iraqi Kurds occupied the oil-rich Kirkuk and 
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Mosul areas, which would have been unthinkable encroachments upon 
Turkish red lines had Turkey anchored the northern front. What is more, 
Turkey had no choice but to acquiesce in the Iraqi Kurdish moves.
 The new situation was further illustrated in July 2003 when the United 
States apprehended eleven Turkish commandos in the Iraqi Kurdish city 
of Sulaymaniya who were apparently seeking to carry out acts intended 
to destabilise the de facto Kurdish government and state in northern 
Iraq. Previously, as the strategic ally of the United States, Turkey had had 
carte blanche to do practically anything it wanted in northern Iraq. No 
longer was this true. The ‘Sulaymaniya incident’ caused what one high-
ranking Turkish general called the ‘worst crisis of confidence’26 in US-
Turkish relations since the creation of the NATO alliance. It also 
illustrated how the United States was willing to protect the Iraqi Kurds 
from unwanted Turkish interference. What is more, Washington now 
began to reject Turkish proposals that the United States should either 
eliminate the PKK guerrillas holed up in northern Iraq or permit the 
Turkish army to do so. Previously, the Turkish army had entered north-
ern Iraq any time it desired in pursuit of the PKK.
 Accordingly, many observers now stress how the Iraqi Kurds love the 
Americans. Yes, but. Although the United States is currently widely pop-
ular in the KRG, it is with a background caveat reminding all that they 
were betrayed twice before by the United States: in 1975 and again in 
1991, as mentioned above. Indeed, as already mentioned, some Kurds 
began to fear the worst when the Iraq Study Group Report—co-authored 
by former US Secretary of State James A.  Baker III and the former US 
Congressman Lee H.  Hamilton and released in December 2006—sug-
gested that the hard-won KRG federal state might have to be sacrificed 
to the perceived need for a re-established centralised Iraqi state.27 For-
tunately, for the KRG, President George W.  Bush did not adopt these 
recommendations, but their mere broaching showed how tenuous future 
US support might be.
 Nevertheless, the KRG leadership maintains that it received renewed 
US guarantees of protection in December 2009. At a meeting in Irbil 
between the KRG President Massoud Barzani and US Secretary of 
Defense Robert Gates, the latter assured the Iraqi Kurds by declaring, 
‘We recognize the concerns that you have about the future of your peo-
ple and we will help you to ensure a prosperous and peaceful Iraq. We 
will not abandon you.’28 In addition, Gates made the following three com-
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mitments: ‘(1) To use our influence to ensure that the outstanding dis-
putes between the KRG and the Iraqi Government, including the Kirkuk 
dispute and other disputed areas and the sharing of oil revenues, are 
resolved based on the Iraqi Constitution and Article 140 regarding the 
future of Kirkuk. (2) To continue with our military efforts with the Pesh-
merga (KRG defense forces) as well as with the Iraqi Army and security 
forces within the framework of our joint security architecture. (3) To offer 
our support and assistance for a census to be conducted in Iraq next year.’29

 A few days later, the Obama administration gave the Iraqi Kurds what 
they maintained was a ‘historic’30 commitment when it promised to bro-
ker disputes between them and the Baghdad government as well as giv-
ing support in resolving the vexed issue of Kirkuk.31 This US support was 
in return for the Iraqi Kurds agreeing to accept a new election law that 
would give them a few less seats in the new Iraqi parliament that was 
elected on 7 March 2010. The delicate Baghdad-Irbil balance has con-
tinued despite the US troop withdrawal from Iraq at the end of 2011. 
This has required the KRG leadership to practise particularly astute diplo-
macy to survive.

The fifth (PKK) stage

Commencing a decade earlier, and then overlapping the third and fourth 
stages analysed above, is what might be called the fifth or PKK stage of 
American foreign policy towards the Kurds. In contrast to its support for 
the ‘good’ Iraqi Kurds and despite Turkish conspiracy theories to the con-
trary,32 the United States has very strongly opposed the ‘bad’ Kurds of 
the PKK.  Turkey’s longtime and continuing geostrategically important 
position as a US–NATO ally is clearly the main reason for this situation. 
Other explanations include the US fear of Islamic extremism and Tur-
key’s alliance with Israel, which, however is currently on hold. As a con-
stitutionally secular state, Turkey is seen as a bastion against Islamic 
extremism, while support for Israel remains a given for American for-
eign policy.
 Although it continues to criticise Turkey in its annual human rights 
country reports,33 the United States has also maintained that the PKK 
are ‘terrorists’ who ‘frequently kill noncombatants, and target village offi-
cials, village guards, teachers and other perceived representatives of the 
state’.34 ‘The PKK are terrorists. Turkey is going after terrorists. The PKK 
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are indiscriminately killing their own people. They are not supported by 
the majority of Kurds.’35 Other US officials claim that they have com-
piled a thick dossier on the PKK that includes murder, drug trafficking, 
extortion, robbery and trafficking in illegal immigrants.36 The US State 
Department has also long had the PKK on its list of terrorist organisa-
tions, but never the KDP or PUK of the Iraqi Kurds.
 US support for Turkey on the Kurdish issue was amply illustrated by 
the help it gave Turkey to capture Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of the 
PKK.  When Turkey forced Syria to finally expel Ocalan from his long-
time sanctuary in that country in October 1998, the United States backed 
Turkey by sending a strongly worded letter to Syria regarding the situa-
tion.37 After a short, surreptitious stay in Russia, Ocalan arrived in Italy 
where for a brief period it looked like he might be able to turn his mil-
itary defeat into a political victory by having the EU try him and thus 
also try Turkey.
 Although the Italians and other Europeans such as the Germans ini-
tially appeared sympathetic, at this point the United States weighed in 
heavily by denouncing Ocalan in the strongest of terms as a terrorist. The 
United States also pressured Italy—and any other state tempted to offer 
the PKK leader asylum and a platform from which to negotiate—to 
instead extradite him to Turkey for trial. An editorial from the US State 
Department broadcast by the Voice of America declared, ‘It is neither 
US practice nor policy to provide an international platform from which 
terrorists can expound their views or try to justify their criminal actions. 
No one should doubt our views on Ocalan; the United States considers 
him a terrorist who should be brought to justice for his crimes.’38

 As he flew from country to country, James Foley, the State Department 
representative, seemingly mocked Ocalan by joking, ‘I’d hate to be the 
pilot of that small plane.’39 Desperate, Ocalan finally allowed the Greeks 
to take him to their embassy in Nairobi, Kenya where US intelligence 
agents had inundated the country following the US embassy bombing 
there the previous summer. At this point American animus towards the 
PKK leader entered its final stage by providing Turkey with the technical 
intelligence to pinpoint his whereabouts and capture him. Mark Parris, 
the US ambassador to Turkey, approvingly spoke of ‘Ocalan’s rendition’,40 
an archaic term referring to the surrender of a fugitive slave.
 Although the US war to overthrow Saddam Hussein in 2003 brought 
new tensions between the United States and Turkey over the Kurdish 



THE UNITED STATES

  85

issue, more recently the United States has continued to support its long-
time Turkish ally against the PKK now ensconced in the Qandil moun-
tains of the KRG.  Late in 2007, for example, the United States began 
giving Turkey ‘actionable intelligence’41 on the PKK’s location. Then in 
February 2008, Turkey, armed with this intelligence, launched its first 
military incursion into northern Iraq against the PKK since the 1990s. 
As in earlier times, the United States did not object despite its de facto 
alliance with the KRG.  In February 2010, US Secretary of Defense Rob-
ert Gates indicated that the United States was seeking to determine 
whether it could offer Turkey even more help with equipment and intel-
ligence to combat the PKK.42 Moreover, when Turkey finally began nego-
tiating with the PKK early in 2013, the United States proved pleased to 
support their peace process. Turkey’s much greater gravitas and value as 
a US ally had inevitably been reasserted.

The sixth (Syrian) stage

The sixth or Syrian stage of American foreign policy towards the Kurds 
stems from the Syrian civil war. The United States had long viewed Syria 
with caution and often hostility as a radical Arab state sponsor of inter-
national terrorism and an implacable foe of Israel. This position was for-
malised by the Syria Accountability and Lebanese Sovereignty Restoration 
Act (SALSRA) that Congress passed on 12 December 2003. The stated 
purpose of this bill was to end what the United States saw as Syria’s sup-
port for terrorism and illegal presence in Lebanon, stop Syria’s develop-
ment of weapons of mass destruction which included chemical weapons, 
and halt Syria’s illegal importation of Iraqi oil and shipments of military 
items to anti-US forces in Iraq. Ironically, however, SALSRA did not 
address Syrian violation of human rights
 At the time of writing in October 2013, the United States had the fol-
lowing priorities in Syria: 1) Respond successfully to the regime’s prob-
able chemical attack against elements of the opposition on 21 August 
2013; 2) Protect Israel; 3) Oppose Iran; 4) Curb al-Qaeda; 5) Maintain 
Syrian unity.43 All five of these last goals could be vitiated if a successful 
solution to the first one was not found.
 On 21 August 2013 the Syrian regime apparently used chemical weap-
ons against the opposition in Ghouta, an eastern suburb of Damascus, 
killing anywhere from 500 to 1,400 people—the numbers vary accord-
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ing to US intelligence reports made public. While the Assad regime had 
long had a great deal of innocent blood on its hand and now probably 
was guilty of using chemical weapons, this was not a sufficient reason for 
the United States and its Western allies to bomb Syria. Indeed, the United 
States had neither an intelligent entry plan nor an exit plan if it did so.
 In the first place, however, it was not yet even certain the Syrian regime 
actually used these weapons. US intelligence on these matters has erred 
and lied to the world before. For example, in 1998 the United States 
bombed a pharmaceutical plant in Sudan claiming that Sudan had sup-
plied al-Qaeda with chemical weapons that had been used in its attacks 
on US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. Later, however, it learned that 
the intelligence supposedly implicating Sudan was incorrect. Similarly 
in the run-up to the war that toppled Saddam Hussein in 2003, a war 
whose slaughter and repercussions are still being felt a decade later, the 
United States falsely claimed that it had incontrovertible intelligence 
that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction, which justified attack-
ing. It turned out that US intelligence was wrong again or had simply 
lied to justify going to war.
 Given such an uncertain track record, why should we be so certain 
that the US intelligence was correct this time? And even if it were cor-
rect, did this justify bombing just because the Syrian regime had crossed 
a red line drawn by the United States, which then would lose face if it 
did not retaliate? Furthermore, some have even claimed that the Syrian 
opposition was the real culprit because it wanted to get the United States 
to topple the Assad regime, which it could not do itself. As both the 
United Nations and Russia demanded, positive proof was called for 
before one could expect the international community to go down this 
road again.
 The United States justified its possible attack against Syria on the 
grounds that the Assad regime has violated international law by using 
chemical weapons. However, using napalm in Vietnam had not bothered 
the United States when it was the one using such weapons. More recently, 
the United States simply ignored Saddam Hussein’s use of chemical 
weapons against the Kurds in Halabja on 16 March 1988 because in 
those days Saddam was its ally. Does anyone believe that the United 
States would have made all this fuss about chemical weapons if it had 
been the opposition in Syria that had used them?
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 It is patently illegal under international law for the United States to 
bomb Syria unless authorised to do so by the United Nations Security 
Council or in immediate self-defence. Neither applied to the situation 
in hand. The legal way for the United States to respond to this crisis was 
to negotiate with Russia to bring the Security Council on board. After 
all, the United Nations was constituted in the first place not to take mil-
itary action unless all five permanent members of the Security Council 
concurred. Otherwise, the United Nations would simply become the tool 
of one great power or the other, not the arm of international peace and 
cooperation. One might argue that the United Nations’ inaction in this 
case was the wiser course, although President Obama and his support-
ers initially did not want to hear this. Barring UN action, the United 
States might have sought Arab League support. However, by bombing 
without such international approval, the United States would be violat-
ing international law.
 Furthermore, a bombing campaign by the United States would run 
the risk of escalating the Syrian civil war into a regional and even inter-
national war that might involve Russia and Iran and inevitably bring in 
Israel. Despite assurances that it would only conduct precise surgical 
strikes, the resulting ‘collateral damage’ that would inevitably kill inno-
cent civilians if the United States bombed Syria was yet another reason 
not to pursue bombing as a course of action. What is more, the Assad 
regime would surely have sought to retaliate in some way if bombed. Tit-
for-tat bombings could soon escalate into a much larger war.
 In addition, if the United States succeeded in bombing Assad into sur-
render, it might lead to an even worse situation from the point of view 
of the US national interest, because some of the most powerful elements 
of the Syrian opposition, as noted above, are affiliated with al-Qaeda, 
Jabhat al-Nusra and the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), for 
example. US action against Assad could bring about the law of unin-
tended consequences. If a small al-Qaeda-run state actually came to 
power in a post-Assad splintered Syria, suddenly the United States would 
have to exercise real self-defence against Syria. The KRG in Iraq would 
also want to avoid an al-Qaeda statelet as a neighbour.
 Furthermore, if the United States with British or French allies struck 
Syria, it would have looked like Western imperialism again rearing its 
ugly head in the Middle East. More unwanted blowback from a union 
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of Arab nationalists with Islamic jihadists and Salafists would probably 
be the result.
 The major problem for the United States was that it had not offered 
any valid strategy for what it would be trying to accomplish by bombing 
Syria, other than somehow supposedly punishing the Assad regime for 
using chemical weapons. Obama has already ruled out regime change. 
But without really degrading Assad’s assets, pinprick US attack would 
do little but arouse his anger and determination to fight on and even 
retaliate against the United States and its regional partners.
 In the end, the British Parliament took the almost unprecedented 
decision to vote down a prime minister’s motion to go to war, thereby 
inhibiting the freedom of action the US might otherwise have enjoyed. 
President Obama reacted quickly, throwing the decision into the hands 
of the US Congress, thereby salvaging a modicum of credibility and 
earning the opportunity to share the blame if any bombing backfired. 
In the short run, this would be good for the president and the United 
States.
 However, in letting Congress make the final decision, Obama was 
setting a dangerous precedent in appearing to share the power to decide 
on war and peace, which was one of his greatest assets. He might soon 
regret this loss of power as the spectre of Iran’s nuclear weapons pro-
gramme loomed in the near future, despite similar warnings about red 
lines, and posed a much more serious threat to US national security 
than Syria’s use of chemical weapons. North Korea’s nuclear ambitions 
offered similar problems. Egypt’s new military regime also continued 
to ignore US calls for peace after killing more than 600 protesters. Iraq’s 
continuing sectarian killings and Afghanistan’s shaky future once US 
troops pull out in 2014 also represent potentially messy problems for 
the United States in the near future for which the president might want 
the authority to move quickly without Congressional deliberation and 
approval.
 As for protecting Israel, bombing Syria to punish Assad might cause 
him to retaliate against Israel as Saddam Hussein did in 1991 when he 
came under US attack. Israel, of course, can take care of itself, but any 
time the Jewish state comes under attack from an Arab opponent there 
is the immediate risk of an all-out regional war or worse. Thus, protect-
ing Israel might best be done by not bombing Syria.



THE UNITED STATES

  89

 Similarly, for opposing Iran, curbing al-Qaeda and even maintaining 
Syria’s unity, US bombing might force Iran’s hand to more overtly defend 
its all-important and only Arab ally, Assad. On the other hand, it might 
also be true that doing nothing about Assad’s probable use of chemical 
weapons might lead Iran to conclude that the United States would do 
nothing seriously about Iran building nuclear weapons.
 Furthermore, if US bombing led to Assad’s overthrow, such al-Qaeda-
affiliated groups as Jabhat al-Nusra and the ISIS, among others, might 
have a better chance to craft some sort of long-term institutional power 
out of the ruins of a splintered Syria. Again, bombing Syria in retalia-
tion for its probable use of chemical weapons might work against all five 
of the US priorities listed above in that beleaguered state.
 Finally, there were of course other options. Covert operations famously 
reinstated the US-friendly Shah of Iran in 1953 and even earlier sup-
ported Husni Zaim’s military coup in Syria in 1949, overthrew the sup-
posedly pro-communist Arbenz regime in Guatemala in 1954 and had 
a hand in who knows what else over the years. Similarly, clandestine 
actions might be able to accomplish whatever the United States felt it 
had to do in Syria without risking as much blowback.44 Arming selected 
opposition groups that were secularly inclined, tougher smart sanctions, 
encouraging more defections from Assad’s entourage, and more vigor-
ous diplomacy to bring Russia on board were all possibilities that needed 
to be examined.
 In the event, the United States apparently found a way out of its chem-
ical weapons dilemma in Syria, by taking up Russia’s suggestion that 
Assad should surrender his arsenal to international control and destruc-
tion. Although many in the United States and the Syrian opposition crit-
icised Obama’s UN option as feckless, the UN route not only avoided 
most of the pitfalls of the United States unilaterally bombing Syria, but 
also provided a legal diplomatic strategy. Only time, of course, would tell 
how successful this action would prove. By this time the United Nations 
had issued its report on the chemical weapons attack. While it did not 
specifically state that the Assad regime was guilty, the report largely impli-
cated it by the rockets and launchers used, as well as the direction from 
which they had been launched.
 On the other hand, by opposing Kurdish autonomy in Syria as lead-
ing to secessionism and to please its NATO ally Turkey, the United 
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States might find itself weakening a secular Kurdish ally that was suc-
cessfully combating al-Qaeda-affiliated enemies of the United States. 
This was the case at the time of writing since the United States had hes-
itated to give heavy military equipment to the opposition, fearing that 
it would fall into anti-Western, jihadist/Salafist hands.
 In July 2013, however, the United States saw fit to denounce the PKK-
affiliated PYD for clashes in the town of Amuda in which the PYD had 
killed several Kurds from other parties. Once again, by denouncing the 
strongest Kurdish party battling the Salafists, the United States ironi-
cally was implicitly supporting al-Qaeda. The PYD itself replied that it 
had to defend itself against the al-Qaeda-affiliated al-Nursa brigade.45 
Probably in deference to its Turkish ally, the United States has also 
opposed the PYD’s plans to establish some kind of Kurdish administra-
tion in the areas of Syria they now dominate.
 However, the PYD claims it has been in hopeful contact with the 
United States over the issue.46 Indeed, Salih Muslim has appealed to both 
the United States and Europe to support the Kurds against their com-
mon al-Qaeda-affiliated enemy in the Syrian civil war.47 ‘I want the 
American public and the entire world to know that we are trying to stop 
these jihadist groups, and we want them to stand with us. These people 
attack innocent civilians and kill children, women and old people sim-
ply because they are Kurds.’ The PYD leader furthered claimed that the 
jihadists ‘issue fatwas that raping Kurdish women and looting their prop-
erties is legitimate, after you kill their husbands’ and added that ‘this is 
what happened in Tal Abyad recently […] [and in] the Tal Arn and Tal 
Hasel towns of Aleppo.’
 Continuing, Salih Muslim asserted that, ‘unfortunately, the United 
States and Europe have not done anything yet […] [and] have not even 
condemned atrocities against civilian Kurds […] They do not even send 
us humanitarian aid!’ Salih Muslim went on to complain that ‘everybody 
in Syria received international aid, but not us, the Kurds! On the con-
trary, we are under an embargo from all around.’ The PYD leader added 
that, ‘I have applied twice for a visa to travel to the United States, but 
they did yet not respond to my request.’ He also said, ‘I do not know 
either why American officials are not willing to meet with us’, and 
declared that, ‘we have never had any animosity against America and the 
American people.’ Warming to his task, Salih Muslim even proclaimed 
that ‘we see our future in Western democracy’ because ‘the United States 
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is the cradle of democracy and the American people support freedom for 
everyone […] There is no doubt that the interests of the American peo-
ple are not contrary to ours.’ The Syrian civil war—which of course per-
meates any discussion of the Kurds in Syria—will be discussed at greater 
length in a subsequent chapter.
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PRELUDE

In addition to the Syrian civil war which broke out in March 2011, two 
other events served as catalysts or as preludes to the unexpected auton-
omy that suddenly was thrust upon the Kurds in Syria on 19 July 2012: 
the Qamishli uprising (Serhildan) in March 2004 and the assassination 
of Mishaal Tammo on 7 October 2011.

The Qamishli uprising (Serhildan)

On 12 March 2004, a riot broke out at a football match in Qamishli 
between fans of the local Kurdish team and Sunni Arab fans of the oppos-
ing team from Dayr al-Zur to the south, eventually leading to further 
demonstrations throughout Kurdish areas of the country including the 
Kurdish quarters of Hama, Aleppo and Damascus. Rioters destroyed 
statues of Hafez al-Assad as well as a number of government structures, 
and the security forces responded by killing at first six Kurds and even-
tually as many as thirty to fifty others, while arresting more than 2,000. 
Hundreds of others were injured.
 On the second day, Qamishli witnessed thousands of people turning 
out for the procession to the cemetery where the six victims of the first 
day of riots were buried. Security forces again fired into the crowd, which 
led to Kurdish attacks against government buildings, the railway station 
and the toppling of Hafez al-Assad’s statues. The latter action was a pow-
erful symbolic act against the regime reminiscent of what had happened 
to the statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad less than one year earlier, 
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as well as a strong statement in a state where the ruling family was sup-
posed to be inviolable. Word quickly spread to other Kurdish communi-
ties in Syria including Kurdish quarters in the major cities via cell phones, 
and the riots escalated.
 These unprecedented demonstrations and riots were not planned by 
the Kurdish parties, which feared a backlash and counselled restraint,1 
but were spontaneous popular outbursts that continued until 25 March 
when the regime’s forces finally prevailed. However, the Serhildan still 
led to a newly found Kurdish self-awareness and pride that marked a def-
inite turning point in the Kurdish existence within Syria and was, there-
fore, a momentous event around which the Kurds could subsequently 
rally. For the first time in the history of the Kurds in Syria, a protest 
movement had united all the Kurds as well as eliciting support from the 
Kurds in Turkey and Iraq. Indeed, one year later, as mentioned above, 
Massoud Barzani, the president of the KRG, called upon the Syrian gov-
ernment to grant the Kurds in Syria their democratic rights, a first for 
him given the implicit understanding that forbade foreign Kurdish crit-
icism of Damascus in return for sanctuary.
 The Kurdish term serhildan illustrated this new situation as it never 
before had been applied to Syria. The word is made up of two shorter 
ones, ser (head) and hildan (to raise or to lift up). The resulting compound 
term means in Kurdish (Kurmanji) rebellion, revolt or insurrection. Before 
Qamishli, the Kurds in Syria had only used the word for the Kurdish 
protests in Turkey in March 1990 and the uprising that occurred in Iraq 
in 1991. The PKK also had used the word following the arrest of Abdul-
lah Ocalan in 1999 and for subsequent events in Turkey during 2005 and 
2008. The term serhildan also suggests a genuinely popular movement of 
an oppressed people and is similar to the Arabic word intifada used to 
describe popular Palestinian uprisings against Israel. (Many Kurds, how-
ever, are not so sympathetic to Arab calls to support the Palestinian cause 
since most Arabs deny the legitimacy of the Kurdish cause.) Earlier Sivan 
Perwer, the famous Kurdish singer, had also popularised the term with 
his song Serhildan Jiyan e’ (Uprising is life) about the Iraqi chemical attack 
on the Kurdish city of Halabja on 16 March 1988.
 According to Kurdish sources, the supporters of the visiting Sunni 
Arab team started the initial riots by chanting insults against the Iraqi 
Kurdish leaders Barzani and Talabani, while flaunting portraits of Sad-
dam Hussein. Kurdish fans responded by chanting praises of US Presi-
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dent George W.  Bush. Arab supporters used knives, stones and sticks, 
thus escalating the clashes onto the streets of Qamishli.
 However, other sources claimed that at a match in Dayr al-Zur two 
weeks earlier, some Kurdish fans had provoked the Sunni Arab fans by 
cursing Saddam Hussein and showing support for the recently promul-
gated Transnational Administrative Law or draft constitution for post-
Saddam Iraq that formally recognised the KRG.  In addition, Newroz, 
the Kurdish New Year’s Day celebration, also falls in March and often 
acts as a catalyst for protests. Further reports indicated, therefore, that 
the regime was in a state of high alert and had mobilised security forces. 
If so, however, why did the state then allow the second football match in 
Qamishli even to be held?
 In June 2005, yet another event galvanised the Kurds in Syria and led 
to further demonstrations: the disappearance and murder of Sheikh 
Maashouq Khaznawi. Khaznawi was a Kurdish Sufi leader who had 
demanded justice and political reform for the Kurds. Although the regime 
claimed he had been killed by a criminal gang, many Kurds believed that 
the state had perpetrated the deed. Large demonstrations consisting of 
as many as 25,000 people chanting slogans for Kurdish autonomy were 
held at his funeral in Qamishli, resulting in the security forces killing 
several more protesters. Sheikh Khaznawi quickly became a new iconic 
symbol of martyrdom in the emerging Syrian Kurdish nationalist nar-
rative. The prelude was set for a more powerful and emboldened Kurd-
ish identity and initiatives.

The Syrian civil war

It is difficult to write conclusively about an ongoing event such as the 
Syrian civil war. This, however, has not deterred a number of scholars.2 
The Syrian civil war began in March 2011 as a struggle over socio-eco-
nomic conditions and a fight for democracy, but quickly metastasised 
into a regional and even global proxy conflict.
 Bashar al-Assad apparently believed the Syrian people valued stabil-
ity instead of the chaos democracy had seemingly brought Iraq and Leb-
anon, that some of the opposition were asking too much too soon and 
that because he had opposed the war in Iraq in 2003, supported Leba-
non’s Hezbollah during its war against Israel in the summer of 2006 and 
Hamas against Israel when it invaded Gaza in December 2008, he would 
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be protected from the Arab Spring popular revolts that began to sweep 
the Middle East in December 2010. However, these anti-Zionist and 
anti-imperialist credentials did not atone for the terrible socio-economic 
situation in Syria where a rapid birthrate combined with some 300,000 
annual new entrants into the job market in which only 8,000 were find-
ing meaningful employment. Badly managed attempts at reform had led 
to crony capitalism that rewarded merely the privileged and well-con-
nected. Finally, the continuing state of martial law in effect for more than 
a half a century had suppressed democratic freedoms, while torture to 
control protests had become institutionalised.
 When new opposition arose over the assassination of Lebanon’s Rafiq 
Hariri in 2005, followed by Syria’s forced exit from Lebanon, the Damas-
cus Declaration of Syrian Oppositionists (October 2005) criticised the 
regime’s Lebanon policies and called for a new social contract, pluralism, 
rule of law and a peaceful transfer of power. Then, when Vice President 
Abdul Halim Khaddam broke with Assad, accusing him of being involved 
in Hariri’s assassination and allied with the reviving Muslim Brother-
hood that the senior Assad had smashed in 1982, the regime reacted with 
a wave of new repression. Still the anti-Assad revolt did not have to occur 
if Assad had embraced the opposition and led reform towards more 
democracy. Instead the dictator concluded that the Tunisian and Egyp-
tian dictators had fallen because they had not used enough force, that 
weakness had only encouraged their enemies and would encourage his. 
Then once the killings started, there was no turning back.
 For its part the opposition was emboldened by the success of the Arab 
Spring in other countries and a desire to gain revenge for Hama in 1982. 
The Muslim Brotherhood, now once again part of the opposition, pos-
sessed money, cohesion and foreign allies in Egypt and Turkey. The result-
ing violence and deaths led each side to the security dilemma conclusion 
that it would only be safe if the other were eradicated. Thus, a popular 
uprising against a dictator had become entangled with a life or death 
domestic sectarian struggle that now raged between Sunnis and Alawi-
tes; a proxy regional conflict between Shiite Iran, Iraq and Hezbollah 
against Sunni Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar; and on the international 
scene, a renewal of the Cold War struggle between the United States and 
its NATO allies against Russia and China. There was also an element of 
the absurd involved, with al-Qaeda affiliated groups such as Jabhat al-
Nusra or Al-Nusra Front and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)—
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also known as Al-Qaeda of Iraq—supposed to be allied with the 
democratic Syrian opposition, thus enabling Assad and his supporters to 
be able to claim that they were defending secular values prized in the 
West against Islamic terrorist groups.
 By September 2013, more than 100,000 persons had been killed, many 
more injured, more than 2 million had become refugees who had crossed 
the borders into Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq, while within Syria 
there were at least 2 million Internally Displaced Persons, roughly 8 mil-
lion more in need of humanitarian aid, and one-third of the housing 
stock damaged or destroyed.3 By July 2013, according to one respected 
source, the Syrian economy had shrunk 35 per cent since the civil war 
had begun, unemployment had increased fivefold, the Syrian currency 
had decreased to one-sixth of its earlier value and the public sector had 
lost $15 billion.4

 For a long time, it seemed to most observers that the Assad regime’s 
days were numbered. After all, the Arab Spring had already washed away 
the dictators in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. Practically every week seemed 
to bring new advances for the rebels to the extent that on 19 July 2012, 
the regime suddenly decided virtually to abandon the Kurdish areas of 
Syria in the north along the Turkish border in a desperate effort to con-
solidate and husband its remaining resources to retain what it still held. 
As we have already seen this decision enabled the Kurds to emerge out 
of nowhere and assume a de facto autonomy that will be analysed in the 
next chapter.
 However, the viewpoint that the Assad regime was ready to collapse 
was probably misleading. For one thing, in contrast to the other regimes 
that had fallen, Damascus was able to mobilise civil servants, trade union-
ists, business groups, Islamists and other supporters such as Baath Party 
members as well as minorities and pro-regime nationalists. YouTube vid-
eos of victorious opposition fighters capturing military strong points and 
weapons gave the false impression that the regime was on the ropes. As 
the rebellion continues well into a third year, however, it has become clear 
that the reality is that no one is winning a quick victory. The Syrian civil 
war will more likely play out as did the extended civil war in Lebanon 
and the continuing fighting in Iraq.
 How has the regime managed to hold on? Strong support from Iran, 
Hezbollah, Russia and to a lesser extent (now Shiite) Iraq is probably 
the main factor, especially when countered against the lesser support, 
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especially in troops and heavy equipment, that the opposition has been 
receiving from the United States and its NATO allies and Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.
 Iran has been key to the regime’s survival. The two have had a strate-
gic alliance since the Islamic Republic first came to power. As soon as 
the Syrian civil war began, Iran sent arms, technical support and its Rev-
olutionary Guards to protect its only Arab ally and also to keep supply 
lines open to its Shiite ally Hezbollah in neighbouring Lebanon.5 Despite 
its own economic problems created by Western-imposed sanctions, Iran 
also granted Syria a $1 billion import credit line in January 2013. Iraq 
too has sent Shiite militants to help Assad, while also permitting Iranian 
planes to ship military supplies to Syria over Iraqi airspace.6 The Iraqi 
foreign minister Hoshyar Zibari, who ironically happened to be a Kurd, 
said that there was nothing he could do to stop it. At the end of April 
2013, Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of the powerful Shiite party/militia 
Hezbollah in Lebanon, reversed his earlier pronouncements on the sub-
ject and declared that his militia would aid Syria ‘with its full organiza-
tional might’ and would not allow it to ‘fall into the hands of America, 
Israel or takfiri groups’, the latter a reference to such al-Qaeda-affiliated 
Sunni fundamentalist organisations as al-Nusra.7 A few months earlier, 
Hezbollah fighters had already helped to turn the tide of struggle for 
Qusayr, a town near the Lebanese-Syrian border some twenty miles south 
of Homs. Along with Iran, Hezbollah too has proven a staunch ally of 
the Assad regime.
 Many feel that Russia has been Assad’s greatest supporter.8 Indeed, Rus-
sia has had a strong relationship with Syria since the 1950s. In 2010 Rus-
sian exports to Assad’s regime were more than $1.1 billion, while its 
investments were almost $20 billion. Russia’s only military base in the 
Mediterranean is at the Syrian port of Tartus. By supporting Syria, Rus-
sia also counters what it views as unrestricted United States/NATO influ-
ence in the Middle East. Therefore, on three occasions, Russia has used its 
veto in the UN Security Council to prevent an anti-Assad resolution. Some 
have also explained Russia’s support as necessary to stop Islamist revolu-
tions before they reach the Caucasus and other Muslim areas of Russia, 
which has already suffered greatly from past events in Chechnya.
 Thus, Syria has obtained most of its military equipment such as tanks, 
missiles and anti-aircraft missile batteries from Russia. Russian suppli-
ers have upgraded Syria’s air defence systems since the civil war broke 
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out and even manned some of them. In October 2012, Turkish author-
ities claimed that Russian munitions were discovered on a Syrian jet that 
had been forced to land in Ankara.9

 In addition to Assad’s foreign supporters, his opposition is fractured 
to the extent that some of its elements battle each other as well as Damas-
cus. The so-called Free Syrian Army is nothing of the sort, merely a 
notional concept of several different, often conflicting, groups. The new 
National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces that 
was created on 12 November 2012 in Doha, Qatar, has proved to be splin-
tered as thoroughly as was the Syrian National Council (SNC) it replaced. 
When Moaz al-Khatib, the new Coalition’s president, announced his 
willingness to meet Assad in February 2013, his hardline associates 
rejected his proposal even before the regime did: ‘The opposition didn’t 
even give us time to reject Moaz’, joked a regime supporter.10

 At times, the opposition has proved radical, criminal and even incom-
petent as well as riddled with fundamentalist groups openly allied with 
al-Qaeda. One YouTube video showed an opposition soldier eating the 
heart and liver of a dead Syrian army soldier, a disgusting act of canni-
balism not well calculated to win over more moderate support such as 
the minorities and members of the urban elite who might have other-
wise turned against the regime.11 On 24 March al-Khatib, the moderate 
leader of the Syrian National Coalition, resigned declaring that since the 
Coalition was controlled by foreign powers such as Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar, it had lost the ability to decide for itself. His successor has had a 
similar lack of success.
 What is more, the regime’s strategy of pulling back from exposed out-
posts has enabled it to enjoy more defensible interior lines. Well into its 
third year, the opposition has been able to capture only one of sixteen 
provincial capitals: Raqqah in the east. In addition, with the counter-
insurgency help of Hezbollah and Iranian advisers, the regime has restruc-
tured its forces by training a militia of 60,000 called the National Defence 
Force to protect positions that earlier tied down the regular army, which 
is now freed to launch counter-attacks. Basically, however, the regime is 
concentrating on retaining strategic areas and not trying to recapture the 
entire country and overwhelm the opposition, a task which appears to 
be well beyond its capacity.12

 In addition, the opposition—which consists of a huge lumpen under-
class that has been subjected to such extreme forms of regime violence 
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that it believes (probably with good reason) that surrender would lead to 
its death—is not likely to give up short of suffering a total defeat and 
even then would probably continue the conflict on a lesser guerrilla level. 
Similarly, the regime’s supporters also feel that it is either kill or be killed. 
Thus, it appears that the Syrian civil war will continue well into the future. 
If so, Syria is likely to descend into the ranks of failed states consisting 
of pockets of various embattled militias and statelets. And the longer this 
takes, the more likely Kurdish autonomy will become regularised and 
therefore institutionalised. However, before turning to this situation, one 
more prelude to it will be analysed.

Mishaal Tammo’s assassination

As the civil war in Syria grew, Mishaal Tammo (1957–2011), the widely 
respected fifty-three-year-old leader (speaker) of the Syrian ‘Kurdish 
Future Movement’ and also a member of the executive committee of the 
what was then the recently formed, broadly-based opposition SNC, was 
assassinated in Qamishli in Syria on 7 October 2011. His wife and one 
of his six children were also injured in the attack. Tammo was attending 
a political meeting when the attack occurred. The assassination obviously 
held implications for the developing situation in Syria, especially the 
Kurds. Who was responsible and why did they do it? What were the 
implications?
 Syrian Kurdish groups blamed the Syrian government, as did Mah-
moud Othman, a well-known Iraqi Kurdish political figure.13 Syria, how-
ever, denied any involvement and blamed foreign interference, speculating 
that Turkey was behind the deed to encourage chaos which would trig-
ger an armed Kurdish uprising that would topple the embattled Assad 
regime. Still others claimed that Iran was behind the assassination as a 
means of supporting its longtime ally Syria and also out of fear of its own 
restive Kurdish minority.
 Only a month earlier, Mishaal Tammo had barely escaped an earlier 
attempt on his life and had since been in hiding. At that time, he specif-
ically blamed the Syrian regime. Oddly enough, however, and illustrat-
ing the fractured condition of what is a group of at least twelve to fifteen 
separate Syrian Kurdish parties, Tammo also had stated that the earlier 
attempt on his life had been made by the PYD, the Syrian Kurdish group 
mentioned above and allied with the PKK of Turkey, but also reputed to 
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be acting at times in concert with the Syrian regime. The motive for this 
and the second successful attempt was Tammo’s opposition to the Syr-
ian regime, which the PKK was seeking to court as a backup sanctuary 
if its guerrillas were to be pushed out of the rugged Qandil mountains 
of Iraqi Kurdistan. The PYD had also been accused of the assassination 
because of competing attempts at holding demonstrations.14 Indeed, sub-
sequent violence broke out between the PYD and Kurdish National 
Council (KNC), a loose alliance of most of the other Syrian Kurdish 
political parties.15 Tammo, however, had also made it clear that he believed 
it was the Syrian regime that was behind the PYD’s actions.
 Following Tammo’s assassination, 50,000 demonstrators took to the 
streets in Qamishli for his funeral. It was maybe the largest demonstra-
tion in the Kurdish areas since the Arab Spring uprising against Assad 
had begun in March 2011. Security forces killed six of them. Other large 
demonstrations took place in the suburbs of Aleppo, Latakia and Hasaka. 
Smaller protests were held before the Syrian embassies in Berlin, Vienna 
and London, and Syria’s permanent mission to the United Nations in 
Geneva. Other protests in sympathy for Tammo were staged in Britain, 
France and the Netherlands, leading to speculation that a real turning 
point had been reached in favour of Kurdish unity in Syria and support 
for the uprising against the regime. Ironically, therefore, the embattled 
Assad government had only recently rescinded the notorious Decree 93 
passed in 1962 which had denied citizenship to some 120,000 Kurdish 
ajanib and another 75,000 Syrian Kurds known as maktoumeen. As the 
famous French scholar Alexis de Tocqueville once observed: revolutions 
seldom start when things are at their worst, but rather when they are get-
ting better.
 By the summer of 2011, Turkey had broken with Assad over his bloody 
repression. Turkey’s new stance placed it into direct opposition to Iran, 
long Assad’s ally. Thus, Iran saw Turkey’s actions as a direct challenge to 
its interests. In addition, Turkey’s actions in part could also be attributed 
to a desire to help shape events in its favour in a post-Assad Syria, unlike 
its failure to do so in post-Saddam Iraq where as a possible result a strong 
Kurdish movement had then arisen.
 Until recently, Turkey had vehemently opposed Kurdish movements 
anywhere as a threat to its own existence. Recently, however, Turkish 
political policy has gradually altered with its economic interests in Iraqi 
Kurdistan and its own internal reforms driven in part by its EU acces-
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sion hopes. Still, Turkey would at least want to inhibit any future Syrian 
Kurdish role in post-Assad Syria that might encourage Turkey’s own 
embattled Kurds. On the issue of keeping the Syrian Kurds quiescent, 
Turkey would also be at odds with its nascent Iraqi Kurdish ally, the KRG 
in northern Iraq. Nevertheless, Turkey and the KRG have largely been 
able to work together regarding the Syrian Kurds.
 In the event, Mishaal Tammo’s assassination did not lead to immedi-
ate Syrian Kurdish unity, as such a thing would probably only occur as a 
gradual process. However, one still must conclude that his assassination 
served as a prelude that enabled the Kurds to seize the opportunity that 
was soon presented to them when the embattled Assad regime decided 
to precipitously pull its troops out of the Kurdish areas in the country’s 
north in order better to defend what it still possessed to the south.
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AUTONOMY

From being merely a sleepy unimportant backwater in the Kurdish strug-
gle, Syria has suddenly graduated to being not only a burgeoning centre 
of newly empowered Kurdish nationalism, but even more important, a 
major flashpoint in the regional geopolitical situation. How did this occur?
 As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Arab Spring revolt that 
broke out against the long-ruling Assad family in March 2011 quickly 
involved not only the many different groups within Syria, but also most 
of the surrounding states and parties, as each perceived the Syrian out-
come as potentially bearing a most important impact on its own future. 
Turkey feared that the violence would spill over its borders1 and further 
inflame its own Kurdish problems, especially as the PKK-affiliate PYD 
or Democratic Union Party headed by Salih Muslim (Mohammed) in 
Syria began to gain influence. The Syrian civil war was beginning to 
blur the border artificially dividing the Kurds since the end of the First 
World War.
 To meet this threat, Turkey supported the opposition SNC, recreated 
after November 2012 as the National Coalition of Syrian Revolutionary 
and Opposition Forces or simply Syrian National Coalition. However, 
such Turkish support scared the Kurds in Syria away from backing the 
opposition as Turkey clearly had no interest in empowering the Syrian 
Kurds in a post-Assad Syria. The PYD especially argued this point. Fur-
thermore, the Syrian Kurds did not trust any prospective Sunni Arab gov-
ernment that might succeed Assad to grant or protect Kurdish rights. As 
Salih Muslim told this author, ‘the mentality of Arabs cannot accept the 
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Kurds as a nation.’2 For this reason most Kurdish parties including the 
PYD chose not to join either the SNC or its Coalition successor.
 Shiite Iran, of course, felt its very future threatened if its main ally in 
the Middle East went down. Similarly, newly Shiite-ruled Iraq also felt 
a need to support Alawite-(a sect akin to the Shiites) ruled Syria. Leb-
anon’s non-state, but still very influential (Shiite) Hezbollah also sup-
ported Assad. The Sunni-ruled KRG in Iraq, however, opposed Assad 
whose earlier anti-Kurdish record had been abysmal. The KRG’s support 
for the Syrian opposition allied it with its new ally Turkey but against 
the PKK and its related Syrian affiliate the PYD, which in part implic-
itly supported Assad since they feared Turkish control of the Syrian oppo-
sition. Thus, even the Kurds in Syria were divided among themselves 
between the much stronger PYD and its various affiliates such as the 
People’s Council of Western Kurdistan (PCWK) and the Kurdish 
National Council (KNC), which consisted of most of the other roughly 
twelve to fifteen Kurdish parties in Syria. Such Kurdish divisions in Syria, 
however, were not novel.
 Nevertheless, in July 2012 KRG President Massoud Barzani managed 
to patch together a tenuous umbrella Supreme Kurdish Council out of 
the various Syrian Kurdish groups at a gathering held in Irbil. At the 
same time Barzani sought to further extend his influence among the Syr-
ian Kurds by providing military training to some 600–2,000 who had 
fled to his jurisdiction from Syria.3 Sunni-ruled states such as Saudi Ara-
bia and Jordan also supported the Syrian opposition. As for Lebanon, 
the gallows humour had it that this notoriously divided state so closely 
connected to Syria was not being mentioned yet because it already had 
a bye into the final apocalypse. Israel, with an obvious interest in the Syr-
ian outcome, probably also possessed a bye into the finals.
 Outside the region, the United States and the EU cautiously supported 
the opposition, while Russia and China continued to support and even 
supply Assad because they did not want to set an unfortunate precedent 
for the international community to intervene in a state for human rights 
violations, which might come back to haunt them for their own mis-
deeds. Russia also supported Assad as a way of preventing perceived 
United States/NATO domination in the Middle East,4 among other rea-
sons discussed in the previous chapter. The result was that not only was 
international co-operation on what to do about the Syrian situation 
impossible to achieve, but even more the whole affair had the potential 
to escalate into a regional war.
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 With this incredibly complicated and evolving scenario in mind, this 
chapter will now turn to examine the sudden emergence of Salih Mus-
lim and the PYD he led.

The rise of Salih Muslim and the PYD

Salih Muslim (born in 1951, married with five children, a chemical engi-
neer and fluent in English) became active in the Kurdish movement dur-
ing the 1970s while he was an engineering student at Istanbul Technical 
University and under the influence of Mulla Mustafa Barzani’s revolt in 
Iraq. Upon graduation, Salih Muslim worked as an engineer in Saudi 
Arabia, only returning to Syria in the 1990s. In 1998, he joined the well-
established Kurdish Democratic Party of Syria, but he quit in 2003 owing 
to what he saw as its lack of success. He then joined the newly-created 
PYD or Democratic Union Party that had been created in 2003—largely 
from the remnants of the PKK that Hafez Assad had expelled from Syria 
in October 1998—and became a member of its executive council.
 Dr  Fuad Omar (born in Damascus in 1962), was, however, chosen as 
the new party’s first leader at its second conference and served in this 
role until 2010. Although Fuad Omar claimed to accept the militant phi-
losophy of Abdullah Ocalan’s PKK, he also incongruously maintained 
that ‘we do not believe in violence and solving issues through military 
means’.5 Nevertheless, by 2008, Fuad Omar had been sentenced to prison 
and was living in exile in Belgium.
 Thus, Salih Muslim only became the serok (president) of the PYD in 
2010, despite being in prison for two or three months every year since 
2003. However, he was soon forced to flee from his Syrian home to the 
Qandil mountains in Iraqi Kurdistan where he lived in a camp main-
tained by the PYD and PKK.  For whatever reasons, the Assad regime 
allowed him to return to Syria in April 2011 just after the civil war broke 
out. He quickly became the surprisingly successful leader of the rejuve-
nated PYD.  On 16 June 2012, he was re-elected as the PYD’s co-chair 
at its extraordinary fifth party congress, while a woman, Asia Abdullah, 
was chosen as the other co-chair. It is clear, however, that Salih Muslim 
remained the party’s primary leader.
 Salih Muslim currently plays a complicated, but potentially important 
role in the Syrian uprising against Bashar Assad that has been raging 
since March 2011. Some argue that in effect Salih Muslim’s PYD has 
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become Shabiha (thuggish militiamen of Assad), unlike the other twelve 
to fifteen or so Kurdish groups in Syria.6 Indeed, as mentioned above, 
Assad’s late father Hafez Assad (died 2000) long granted the PKK a vir-
tual alliance and safe house in Syria until Turkey’s threat to go to war in 
1998 forced him to sign the Adana Agreement under which Syria finally 
expelled the PKK.
 However, once Turkey began supporting the Syrian Arab Spring upris-
ing against Assad in 2011, the Syrian regime apparently began playing 
the PKK card again against Turkey by inviting Salih Muslim back and 
allowing him to operate relatively freely.7 Assad had already sought to 
appease the Syrian Kurds—who at maybe 2.2 million constitute the larg-
est ethnic minority in Syria—by lifting long-running restrictions against 
them. In this newly found role Salih Muslim has strongly opposed  Turkish 
influence upon the opposition SNC, its successor the National Coalition 
of Syrian Revolutionary and Opposition Forces and the Kurdish National 
Council (KNC), regarding them as lackeys of Turkey and other outside 
forces.8 Indeed, he once went so far as to state that Turkey, the supporter 
of the SNC, was a greater enemy than Assad.9

 As a result, the PYD was the only Syrian Kurdish party that boycot-
ted the eleven-party KNC opposition conference held in the KRG cap-
ital of Irbil in January 2012 under the auspices of the KRG president 
Massoud Barzani. As already noted, Barzani has been working closely 
with Turkey in recent years to improve the economic and political posi-
tion of the KRG and also, at the behest of Turkey, pressuring the PKK 
to come to a settlement with Turkey. Thus the PKK, as the enemy of Tur-
key, has not been on good terms with Barzani. This is all the more so 
given Salih Muslim’s position that Barzani supports the KNC, which is 
supported by Turkey to the detriment of the true interests of the Syrian 
Kurds. Accordingly, Salih Muslim declared, ‘We see that this effort by 
the Kurdistan President [Barzani] for reconciliation in Syria will lead to 
the disintegration of [the] Syrian Kurds.’10 These strained ties between 
the PYD and Barzani’s KRG are not likely to improve in the near future.
 The following month (February 2012), Salih Muslim also declined to 
attend the SNC’s Friends of Syria conference held in Tunisia, which 
brought together representative of some sixty states and numerous Syr-
ian opposition groups. Thus, Salih Muslim’s actions have served to fur-
ther fracture Kurdish unity in Syria and oppose Turkish aid to the Syrian 
opposition, actions that have helped Assad continue to survive. Salih 
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Muslim’s dealings have also made it more difficult for the United States 
and other Western states to effectively support the Syrian opposition. 
However, Salih Muslim denies any support for Assad and can point to 
members of his PYD being detained by the Syrian regime and his own 
denunciations of the regime.11 Thus, the alliance between Salih Muslim’s 
PYD and Assad is more implicit and only partial.
 With its military wing the Yekineyen Parastina Gel (YPG)12 or Peo-
ples Defence Units, the PYD has become the largest, best-armed and 
most-disciplined Syrian Kurdish party. Salih Muslim’s weakness, how-
ever, might be the traditional PKK inclination his PYD has inherited: 
to either be the unchallenged leader of the Kurds, therefore reluctant to 
join in any alliance of equals, or go it alone. Indeed the so-called Supreme 
Kurdish Council Barzani had tenuously patched together between the 
PYD and the KNC in July 2012 seemed to be unravelling by October 
2012. Furthermore, at the end of October 2012 thirty people were 
reported killed in Aleppo as a result of fighting between the PYD and 
the Free Syrian Army (FSA), the supposed military arm of the SNC.13

 This supposed Kurdish fighting against the FSA—with a few excep-
tions—was really against Salafists14 or jihadists who were Sunni Muslim 
extremists waging violent struggle to achieve an ideal Islamic society and 
were only loosely connected to the FSA, which itself was becoming more 
a mere loosely coordinated umbrella collection of different, even hostile, 
groups. Increasingly, one was now hearing more about individual mili-
tias and brigades as being Assad’s opposition, instead of the military FSA 
and political SNC.  Even so, however, to a large extent the PYD saw the 
FSA as Turkey’s hireling army, while the FSA viewed the PYD as a proxy 
for the Assad regime. The creation of the National Coalition of Syrian 
Revolutionary and Opposition Forces in November 2012 to replace the 
moribund SNC did not solve these difficulties. Even more, however, con-
flict among the Syrian Kurds themselves threatened, given the divisions 
between the PYD and KNC.15

Intra-Kurdish fighting

Even before the Syrian civil war and current intra-Kurdish infighting, 
the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Concord Party (SKDCP) or Wifaq had 
split from the PYD in 2004. This schism soon led to violence. Kamal 
Shahin, the new party’s founder and a former PYD leader, was murdered 
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by PKK militants on 17 February 2005, and Kamuran Muhammad in 
August 2005. Nadeem Yusif managed to escape a similar fate in Septem-
ber 2005. Kamal Shahin’s assassins were apprehended and sentenced in 
Sulaymaniya in Iraqi Kurdistan. The PYD accused Wifaq members of 
collaborating with Damascus against them.16 Rekeftin (Reconciliation), 
led by Fawzi Shingali, represented another small party that split from 
the PYD in 2004. It still exists, but plays only a very marginal role.
 Further intra-Kurdish fighting involving the PYD occurred in March 
and April 2013. The PYD claimed the right to hold a monopoly on the 
use of force and wanted no rival militias allowed. However, the Jabhat al-
Akrad (a Kurdish unit headed by Haji Ahmed Kurdi in the FSA), the 
Salah al-Din Brigade (mainly from Afrin) and the Mishaal Tammo Bat-
talion (consisting of army defectors) were small, additional Kurdish mili-
tias loosely associated with the FSA and also battling the Salafists.17 The 
KDP of Massoud Barzani accused the PYD of being involved in killings, 
arrests and kidnappings of members of other Kurdish parties.18 On 18 
May 2013 the PYD’s Asayesh (security forces) arrested seventy-four mem-
bers of the Democratic Party of Syria, who had undergone training in the 
KRG by the KDP.  Then at the end of June the PYD killed at least six 
other Kurds and injured many more in the city of Amuda just west of 
Qamishli. The PYD also detained dozens more and burned down youth 
and cultural centres of the rival Kurdish Yekiti and Azadi parties.
 Kurdish opponents of the PYD chanted, ‘He who kills his people is a 
traitor.’ The opposing Kurdish KNC charged that the PYD was trying 
to impose its authority on Kurds who did not want to accept it and even 
accused the PYD of working with the Assad regime by protecting land-
ing sites in nearby Kobani used by the regime’s helicopters. Even the US 
State Department condemned the PYD’s actions. Less than two weeks 
later, a group of Kurdish intellectuals held another anti-PYD protest in 
Qamishli; the PYD responded with sticks and knives.19 In August 2013, 
Siamend Hajo, an employee of the independent KurdWatch in Berlin, 
who had been closely covering the PYD, was threatened with death for 
his criticism of its human rights abuses.20

 Despite these problems, Salih Muslim responded via e-mail to this 
author that ‘I would like to state that the Kurdish Forces (YPG and Asay-
ish) are in [a] self defence position [and] they never attacked the oth-
ers’.21 In a wide-ranging interview he held earlier in November 2011,22 
Salih Muslim blamed Turkey for spreading rumours that he was behind 
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several recent assassinations of various other Kurdish leaders in Syria 
such as Mishaal Tammo who, as analysed above, was assassinated in 
October 2011, as well as more recently Abdullah Bedro’s three sons, 
Muhammed Xelef Ciwan, Nesredin Berhik and Dr.  Serzad Hac Resid.23

 Salih Muslim, however, readily admitted that ‘we apply Apo’s [the 
imprisoned PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan] philosophy and ideology to 
Syria.’ The PYD leader continued by declaring that, ‘we have put forth a 
project: “democratic autonomy”.’  This term, of course, comes right out 
of Ocalan’s latest books published in English.24 Salih Muslim elaborated 
that ‘we as the Kurdish Freedom Movement […] reject classical models 
like federalism, con-federalism, self-government, and autonomy’, explain-
ing that ‘our goal is the formation of a new Kurdish society, the forma-
tion of a free person, a person with free will […] The point is to renew 
society from the bottom up.’25

 Salih Muslim also demanded, ‘the constitutional recognition of the 
Kurds as a second ethnicity in Syria.’ Although this demand might make 
Assad think twice about his tactical ally, Salih Muslim further claimed 
that, ‘the PYD has opened Kurdish cultural centre and language schools 
[…] We are profiting from the unrest.’ However, he also criticised the 
opposition SNC for signing an agreement with Turkey, ‘We consider 
anyone who does not publicly take a stand against the Turkish position 
to be one of Turkey’s henchmen.’26 In a later text conversation,27 Salih 
Muslim cited the cryptic proverb ‘a wise enemy is better than an igno-
rant friend’ to explain how the Assad regime viewed him and why the 
PYD sometimes seemed to be co-operating with the Syrian regime.
 To explain the PYD’s new-found strength, Azad Muhiyuddin, a mem-
ber of the Movement of the Youth in the West (apparently an allusion 
to the Kurds living in Syria constituting western Kurdistan) said, ‘they 
[the PYD] have taken on the conflicts that the [other Kurdish] parties 
[in Syria] have been waging for more than forty years […] The PYD is 
trying to show the people that it represents the interests of the Kurds 
[…] They offer numerous services and are active in social welfare […] 
Thus the people are joining those who do things for them.’28 Even more 
important to explain the relative strength of the PYD, of course, is that 
it is armed while the KNC is still largely not.
 Although it is difficult to see clearly through the complexity that is 
Syria today, Salih Muslim’s PYD is likely to continue to grow in strength 
within the multifaceted Kurdish movement in Syria because the other 
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Kurdish parties are so divided and therefore weak. In addition, Salih 
Muslim has the proven organisational skills of the PKK to support him 
as well as his own abilities. If Turkey were to intervene in Syria, it would 
face the possibility of Salih Muslim helping to lead vigorous Kurdish 
opposition as part of those Syrian nationalists who inevitably would 
oppose such outside interference. The same would apply to any interven-
tion from Barzani’s KRG.  Finally, Salih Muslim also has positioned him-
self in the morass of Syrian politics so as to have connections with both 
the Assad regime and its opposition. Thus, if either side ultimately wins 
in Syria, Salih Muslim’s PYD is likely to still be standing.

De facto Syrian Kurdish autonomy

Although the immediate active momentum from the Qamishli (Serhil-
dan) uprising in March 2004 soon petered out, newly formed youth 
groups independent from the traditional political parties as well as local 
coordination committees continued the spirit of discontent. These 
included the Kurdish Youth Movement, the Union of Kurdish Youth 
Coordination, the Kurdish Youth Union and the Avahi Union. These 
youth committees established a non-hierarchical, democratic adminis-
trative structure that proved viable.
 During its third party congress in 2007, the PYD established a Cen-
tral Coordinating Committee (CCC) as a governing body with eleven 
members (increased to twenty-four in August 2012 during the fourth 
party congress) and with political, youth, cultural and women’s depart-
ments, among others. The CCC also coordinated the work of Peoples 
Local Committees or local governance bodies. Equally important, the 
PYD also established its own militia, the YPG already mentioned above. 
Thus, even before the civil war broke out in March 2011, the PYD had 
begun to project an image as concerned and able compared with other 
Kurdish parties.
 Then on 19 July 2012, as previously noted, the Assad regime suddenly 
pulled most of its troops and authority out of the Kurdish regions of 
north-eastern Syria, which lie just below Turkey’s southern border, to 
concentrate on holding its position in the heartland of the country.29 
Kobani (Ayn al-Arab) proved to be the first city occupied by the PYD, 
followed in short order by Amuda and Afrin the following day. On 21 
July, YPG forces took Derik (al-Malikyah) and a day later Serekaniye 
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(Ras al-Ayn) and Dirbesi (al-Darbasiyah). By the beginning of August 
2012, PYD forces occupied most Kurdish cities with the exception of 
Qamishli and Hasaka, which, however, also had considerable numbers 
of Arabs, among other groups residing there. The speed with which all 
this occurred led to speculation that there was an agreement between the 
regime and the PYD.  Indeed, on 7 April 2011, Decree 49 had already 
granted long-sought-for citizenship to the ajanib.
 In the event, the largely Kurdish province of Hasaka for a time remained 
mostly free of the fighting that was raging in the west of Syria, which 
however did involve Kurdish areas in Kurd Dagh (Afrin) as well as 
Aleppo. While these struggles occurred, as already noted, less was attrib-
uted to the loosely organised umbrella FSA military and its disjointed 
political associate the SNC and more began to be heard in the name of 
individual militias and brigades.
 This situation, of course, allowed the emerging PYD governmental 
structures greater room to grow. De facto PYD autonomy continued to 
develop after the civil war had begun when, on 12 December 2011, the 
PYD created the Peoples Council of Western Kurdistan (PCWK) as an 
elected local assembly of 320 members with executive and legislative 
branches to provide social services and a modicum of authority in places 
undergoing anarchy and violence due to the civil war. The PCWK has 
local representatives such as mayors throughout Syrian Kurdistan includ-
ing the Kurdish quarter in Aleppo, to carry out the work of municipali-
ties instead of the Assad regime. In addition, the PYD confusingly formed 
local, self-organised civilian structures under the label of the Tevgera 
Civaka Demokratik (TEV-DEM) or the Movement for a Democratic 
Society and also known as the Democratic Popular Movement. Also still 
operating in September 2013, the Supreme Kurdish Council was yet 
another entity that supposedly sought to achieve administrative coordi-
nation between the PYD and the other Kurdish parties. All this seem-
ingly overlapping and bewildering proliferation of institutional forms, 
however, gave the PYD an enormous edge over the other political parties 
in organisational strength and effectiveness. In addition, these various 
bodies the PYD has created in Syria, supposedly to begin implementing 
grass-roots democracy, only pretend to include the local population; in 
practice they decide little. The PKK leadership in the Qandil mountains 
and Abdullah Ocalan in Imrali are the ones who really rule through 
 various PKK/PYD commanders responsible for different areas. As of 
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September 2013, Shahin Cello from Kobani is reportedly the com-
mander-in-chief of all military units of the PYD/YPG in Syria. For-
merly, he was a member of the PKK central committee and a leading 
PKK operative in Europe.30 Nevertheless, this proliferation of govern-
mental institutions led to comparisons with how the KRG had been ini-
tially created back in 1991. Initially strongest in Afrin (Kurd Dagh) in 
the west, the PYD also now began to show strength in the far eastern 
province of Hasaka or Jazira.
 The resulting Syrian Kurdish autonomy caused great apprehension in 
Turkey because suddenly PKK flags were flying just across its southern 
border with Syria; what had been just 500 miles of border, with Iraqi 
Kurdistan (the KRG) only, had overnight metastasised into 750 miles. A 
second or even a pan-Kurdish state seemed possible. Ankara feared that 
this newly won Kurdish Syrian position would serve as an unwanted 
model for Turkey’s own disaffected Kurds and the PKK.  Turkey also feared 
that the Syrian Kurdish autonomous area bordering the KRG might seek 
to unite with the KRG and form for Turkey the nightmare of a pan-Kurd-
ish state. Thus, Turkey hoped that its influence over the Syrian opposi-
tion and the KRG would help to control pan-Kurdish ambitions.
 The earliest incidents of Kurdish-FSA (actually Salafists or Sunni 
Muslim extremists) fighting actually had already occurred at the end of 
June and the beginning of July 2012 in the city of Afrin in the north- 
western area of the country known as Kurd Dagh. By October 2012, 
fighting between the two sides was continuing in the west and also began 
in Serekaniye. Confusingly, regime air strikes also took place here at the 
same time. In addition, PYD clashes occurred against other Kurdish 
groups, particularly the Yekiti party. However, at this point, the analysis 
will turn to the Salafist Jabhat al-Nusra group and its struggle against 
the regime, which, however, given the focus of this study, most impor-
tantly also involved the Kurds.

Jabhat al-Nusra

Jabhat al-Nusra (the Victory or Liberation Front) in general grew out of 
the jihadist/Salafist radical Islamic movements spawned by al-Qaeda, 
and specifically out of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) 
force that fought the United States in Iraq during its horrific civil war 
following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. Ironically, the Assad regime 
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had helped to sponsor AQI as a way to confront the United States, so 
when its immediate successors turned on Assad in his hour of need it 
was a classic case of blowback. (The US support for jihadist groups in 
Afghanistan during the 1980s also led to blowback against the United 
States on the part of the Taliban and al-Qaeda after September 2001.)
 Joined by Salafists from other countries in the Middle East (especially 
Saudi Arabia, Libya, Tunisia, Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq, among 
others), Europe (Britain, France and Belgium, among others), and even—
in smaller numbers—the Caucasus (Chechnya), south Asia and North 
America, these radicals crossed the porous borders of Syria through bor-
der gates from Turkey (Tel Abyad/Gire Spi) and Iraq (Tel Kochar) to 
announce al-Nusra’s creation on 23 January 2012. Its leader, Abu Moham-
mad al-Golani, swore allegiance to al-Qaeda’s leader Ayman al-Zawa-
hiri,31 but offered only co-operation with another of the many other 
Salafist groups that had entered Syria, the Islamic State of Iraq and al-
Sham [Syria] (ISIS), also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and the 
Levant (ISIL). Despite several other Salafist and secular organisations, 
al-Nusra quickly earned a reputation for being the most militarily effec-
tive of all the anti-Assad rebel groups. The United States, Britain, Aus-
tralia and the United Nations, among others, responded by officially 
stamping al-Nusra as a terrorist organisation.
 Al-Nusra’s reputed goal was to overthrow the infidel (Alawite) Assad 
regime—which it viewed as takfiri or apostates to Islam—and create a 
pan-Islamic state under sharia law and a new Sunni Caliphate. These 
militants also saw their fellow Sunni brothers being slaughtered by the 
Assad regime and viewed victory in Syria as a base for eventually retak-
ing al-Quds ( Jerusalem) and the al-Aqsa Mosque. They quickly com-
bined their battlefield prowess with providing social services that enabled 
them to win over some of the local population whose territory they seized.
 The new organisation contained a hierarchy of religious bodies, with 
a small majlis or shura (council) at the top. Each region also had its own 
emir, commander and/or sheikh. It referred to the United States and 
Israel as its enemies and, in contrast to its supposed secular allies in the 
FSA, warned against Western intervention in Syria.
 Al-Nusra was estimated to have approximately 5,000 members with 
a structure that varied across Syria. Most of the new organisation’s fight-
ing was against the regime; in Aleppo and Hasaka, where it also fell into 
conflict with the Kurds, it was organised along conventional military lines 
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in units divided into brigades and regiments. Although al-Nusra sup-
posedly constituted part of the FSA, in practice it largely operated inde-
pendently and seemed bent on eventually hijacking what had started out 
as a democratic, secular revolution. Secularists, for example, accused al-
Nusra of committing numerous atrocities against captured fighters and 
civilians, but the Salafists retorted that they did not target civilians, and 
actually brought medical supplies to those places they occupied. How-
ever, one FSA leader declared that, ‘we are not fighting Bashar al-Assad 
to go from living in an autocratic to religious prison.’32 Thus, one could 
easily foresee al-Nusra turning against its supposed secular allies in the 
FSA when the opportunity presented itself.

Fighting versus Kurds

Although historically there have been ultra-Islamic Kurdish Sufi orders, 
there is an old maxim that compared with a non-believer, a Kurd is a 
good  Muslim. This is largely true because Kurds have mostly seen Mus-
lim Arabs deny Kurdish rights. In other words, most Kurds are more 
nationalist and secular than religious and thus not prone to adopt Salaf-
ist positions.
 As noted above, the earliest incidents of Kurdish fighting against Salaf-
ist groups such as al-Nusra actually occurred even before the regime 
pulled its troops out of most Kurdish cities on 19 July 2012. Thus, at the 
end of June and beginning of July 2012 in the city of Afrin in the north-
western area of the country known as Kurd Dagh and also in the Kurd-
ish neighbourhood of Ashrafiyya in Aleppo, hostilities had already broken 
out as al-Nusra came into contact with the local, secular-minded Kurds. 
The latter saw the Salafists as thugs acting on behalf of neighbouring 
Turkey, which was seeking to quash Kurdish influence in northern Syria 
and allay its fears of a breakaway Kurdish state on its southern border, 
while the former viewed the Kurds as de facto allies of the despised Assad 
regime and takfiri. By October 2012, fierce fighting between the two sides 
was also occurring in the west where it began in Serekaniye, Syria’s north-
ernmost city33 and continued until a tenuous ceasefire occurred in Feb-
ruary 2013. Clashes also took place in Tel Abyad (Gire Spi), Qamishli 
and Tel Tamr, also near the Turkish border, as well as in the city of Hasaka.
 In areas under their control, al-Nusra and other Salafists hastened to 
impose their reactionary vision of Islam, including enforced fasting, threat-
ening women to make them wear the hijab, kidnapping civilians and 
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enforcing sharia (Islamic law) without considering the local diversity and 
cultures of the Kurds with whom they were interacting. Indeed the Salaf-
ists had particular difficulties with women, seeking to isolate them socially 
and politically. The Egyptian Salafist Abu Islam even issued fatwas jus-
tifying raping women in Tahrir Square as a punishment for their unveil-
ing themselves. These religious fanatics ‘consider women to be sex objects 
that are a permanent threat to society’.34 Salafists also pillaged and looted 
Kurdish towns and villages torturing, raping and killing.
 Events quickened on 16 July 2013 when al-Nusra attacked PYD female 
fighters in Serekaniye. Fierce fighting that cost mostly Salafist lives drove 
al-Nusra out of the city bordering Turkey. Most observers saw this as a 
major victory for the PYD and it was. However, for al-Nusra the Kurd-
ish fighting was simply a lesser battle within the larger one against the 
regime taking place in the west around Aleppo. In addition, Salafist mil-
itants occupied the provincial capital of Raqqah to the south and battled 
to the east of Qamishli where al-Nusra seized many of Syria’s oil wells 
that were of great importance.
 If al-Nusra were to prevail, it might be in a position to establish a self-
sustaining autonomous al-Qaeda statelet, which would surely represent 
blowback onto Turkey and thus might cause it to reconsider its imme-
diate position regarding whom to support and oppose in Syria. How-
ever, to the west around the Kurdish city of Afrin, the Salafists and Turkey 
continued to impose a suffocating blockade against the Kurds. Similarly, 
Barzani’s KDP in the far east also continued to keep the border closed 
with Hasaka province where the Kurds lived. On 30 July 2013 Isa Hisso, 
a prominent member of the PYD, was assassinated in Qashimli. Some 
suspected the Salafists, but others blamed the regime.
 By mid-August 2013 the YPG was battling Salafists on five separate 
fronts in the provinces of Raqqah, Aleppo and Hasaka. Given all these 
pressures, the PYD called upon the international community for sup-
port against their Salafist attackers. Turkey and the PYD then did the 
unthinkable.

Salih Muslim negotiates with Turkey

On 25 July 2013, amid reports that the PYD was about to declare Kurd-
ish autonomy in Syria, Turkey publicly invited Salih Muslim to Istanbul 
for talks. Indeed, one report claimed that the PYD had already produced 
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a constitution for the Syrian Kurdish regions. Under its provisions, Syria 
would become a democratic parliamentary federal system. Western Kurd-
istan, with Qamishli as its capital, would be one of the federal or auton-
omous self-ruling regions making its own internal decisions. Kurdish and 
Arabic would be its official languages and self-ruling units would pro-
tect the Syrian borders from foreign intervention. This Kurdish govern-
ment would be headed by a man or a woman with twenty-one ministers 
appointed by the parliament. Among these ministries would be: Finance, 
Judiciary, Tourism and Environment, Human Rights, Culture, Electric-
ity and Defence, among others. However, Salih Muslim quickly pulled 
back from this constitutional proclamation, claiming that it was prema-
ture and that other viewpoints still had to be consulted.35

 The PYD leader hastened to assure Turkey that his party’s call for a 
local administration for Syria’s Kurdish regions did not mean that it was 
seeking independence that would threaten Turkey, ‘Our thought is to 
establish a provisional council of 40 to 50—maybe a hundred people.’ 
He added that, ‘this council will comprise Kurds, Syriacs, Arabs and Turk-
mens’, and was simply a necessary ad hoc device to help alleviate the war-
torn situation until the end of the civil war allowed more permanent 
arrangements. ‘Kurds will need to have a status in the new order in Syria. 
But what’s in question now is a provisional arrangement […] It’s not 
about making a constitution.’36 In addition, these PYD proposals for 
quasi-autonomy would help the PYD regain some of the support and 
popularity they had squandered by falling into intra-Kurdish fighting in 
Amuda and other places, as discussed above.
 Although Salih Muslim had previously held secret meetings with 
Turkish officials, this highly visible, publicly touted encounter repre-
sented a potential U-turn or even game changer in Turkish-PYD rela-
tions. Ahmet Davutoglu, the Turkish foreign minister, explained that his 
country’s new approach was in line with its decision to talk with the 
PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan about ending his organisation’s three-
decade insurgency.37 Another Turkish official added, ‘We have no prob-
lem with their [the PYD] aspirations […] What we do not want from 
any group is that they use this situation opportunistically to impose their 
will by force.’38 Ismail Arslan, the pro-Kurdish Baris ve Demokrasi Par-
tisi (BDP) or Peace and Democracy Party mayor of Ceylanpinar, Ser-
ekaniye’s twin city just across the border in Turkey elaborated that Turkey 
‘has seen that treating the Kurds like an enemy and supporting groups 
like Nusra is not good for Turkey.’
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 Upon its conclusion, Salih Muslim claimed that his meeting had been 
positive and that he had conversed about security in the border regions 
with his Turkish interlocutors. He went on to list the following specific 
points that had been discussed: 1.) opening borders and border secu-
rity;  2.) humanitarian aid; 3.) explaining the PYD project for interim 
government; and 4.) demonstrating that the PYD proposals were not a 
threat to Turkey. Two weeks later Salih Muslim again journeyed to Tur-
key for a second round of talks.
 It was clear that Ankara was bent on some type of understanding, but 
uncertain how far this new relationship would proceed. Would Turkey 
actually pursue a new relationship with the Syrian Kurds as it had with 
those in Iraq and the PKK? Would Turkey cease its implicit support for 
al-Nusra before the increasingly entangled Syrian Kurdish conundrum 
slipped out of its grasp and hopes for a successful secular opposition to 
the Assad regime proved impossible to achieve? Continuing to support 
anti-democratic and Salafist extremists in order to suppress Syrian Kurd-
ish desires for autonomy would seem to be a losing strategy both at home 
and abroad for Turkey. The many other elements of Syria’s civil war, not 
the least of which was Assad’s final standing, further complicated the 
equation. Squaring the proverbial circle might prove easier than imple-
menting a successful choice among all these perceived evils.
 However, these Turkish fears about the Kurds in Syria might be over-
blown because the Syrian Kurds remained relatively weak and divided, 
the mere temporary beneficiary of the Syrian civil war. As soon as that 
struggle was settled, the winners would likely seek to reincorporate their 
wayward Kurdish provinces. Moreover, if this were slow to occur, Bar-
zani’s KRG stood in a de facto alliance with Turkey and could be counted 
on to dampen excessive Syrian Kurdish ambitions, especially those of 
the PYD.
 In addition, violence between the PYD and KNC among the Syrian 
Kurds themselves and between the PYD and the Arab-led FSA also 
threatened and indeed had already broken out. On the other hand, Bar-
zani’s KRG remained a two-edged sword because the Syrian Kurds 
might opt to join the KRG if things did not work out for their auton-
omous ambitions in Syria. Indeed, Barzani had already threatened to 
intervene in Syria to help his Kurdish brethren against their Salafist 
foes.39 Clearly the Syrian Kurds were in a state of flux, especially as long 
as the civil war continued. Thus, the final chapter will consider what the 
future might hold.
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THE FUTURE

It is unlikely that the Kurds in Syria will return to the abyss of the for-
gotten. On the other hand, their future remains murky and will largely 
be determined by the results of the Syrian civil war. If one side or the 
other wins a decisive victory, it will seek to reduce the Kurds to a lower 
status than they presently enjoy. However, given the Kurdish empower-
ment that stemmed from the civil war, it would be impossible to put the 
Kurdish genie completely back into the bottle of the forgotten from 
whence it has sprung. Thus, if Syria is reunited by the Assad regime or 
its opposition, there will be no return to the days of the ajanib. Decree 
49 issued on 7 April 2011 paved the way for these stateless people to 
finally become Syrian citizens.1 (Maktoumeen, however, were not included.) 
The Kurds will continue to enjoy at least some of their newly won polit-
ical, social and cultural rights.
 From the present perspective of September 2013, however, what seems 
more likely is that a united Syria will not be able to be put back together 
again. If so, there are a number of alternative futures for the Kurds. If 
Turkey arrives at a satisfactory definitive settlement with the PKK, the 
Syrian Kurds might seek to become associated in some manner with Tur-
key. After all the PYD of Salih Muslim is closely associated with the 
PKK and is by far the strongest Syrian Kurdish party, as has been shown 
in previous chapters. If its elder brother the PKK and the elder states-
man Abdullah Ocalan accept Turkey, the PYD and Salih Muslim might 
see fit to follow in their footsteps instead of risking life in a broken Syria. 
Turkey not only continues to become more democratic and thus accept-
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able to Kurdish nationalists, but also offers the Kurds in Syria the six-
teenth largest state economy in the world. No matter what they do, the 
landlocked Kurds in Syria would obviously require good relations with 
Turkey to enjoy any chance of economic success.
 Further, if Turkey joined the EU, as it has been formally seeking to do 
since 2005, the Syrian Kurds would suddenly become part of this most 
advanced economic bloc that also offers considerable political protection 
to its members. The PKK model analysed in a previous chapter would 
have led ironically to a successful moderate future. Interestingly, Turkish 
EU membership would also offer the KRG in northern Iraq close ties 
with the EU given the de facto alliance between Turkey and the KRG. 
Even more, of course, the Kurds in Turkey would also enter the EU by 
definition. A strong and democratic Turkey might offer the vast major-
ity of the Kurds in the world an incredibly bright future. For their part, 
the Kurds ironically would offer Turkey the Kemalist security it has always 
sought to the detriment of the Kurds, but now with the support and co-
operation of the Kurds because it would now be to the benefit of the 
Kurds. What just a decade ago might have seemed counterfactual would 
have become reality.
 The KRG model would be another possibility if Syria cannot be recon-
stituted. Within this future, the Kurds in Syria would join an already suc-
cessfully functioning Kurdish state, the only one in modern times. Given 
the longtime prestige of Mulla Mustafa Barzani (1903–79) and now his 
son Massoud Barzani, the president of the KRG, as well as that of Jalal 
Talabani, the other main Iraqi Kurdish leader and much admired presi-
dent of Iraq, becoming part of the KRG would probably appeal to many 
Kurds in Syria (with the exception of the PYD), especially given the 
KRG’s political and economic achievements in recent years. Important 
too to remember is that the present borders that politically divide the 
Kurds between Syria, Turkey and Iraq are seen (and rightfully so) as arti-
ficial and lacking in legitimacy. It would not prove so difficult for the 
Kurds in Syria to unite with the KRG.  For this to occur, however, both 
Turkey and the PYD would have to approve, a stretch of any imagina-
tion. Still, stranger futures have emerged.
 The third future for the Kurds in a postwar Syria would be some type 
of federal or semi-autonomous existence. Sherkoh Abbas, the president 
of the Kurdistan National Assembly of Syria (KNAS), advocates such a 
federal future for his countrymen, and no doubt others do too.2 How-
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ever, the KNAS is simply a small exile group. More realistic and impor-
tant would be to analyse the future envisioned by the PYD.

Democratic autonomy

The Kurds in Syria have enjoyed de facto autonomy since the regime sud-
denly pulled its troops out of most of the Kurdish areas on 19 July 2012. 
The previous chapter described the supposedly temporary institutions 
created to implement this autonomy at some length. As also mentioned 
in the previous chapter, Salih Muslim explained at the time that ‘we apply 
Apo’s [the imprisoned PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan] philosophy and 
ideology to Syria’.3

 Surveying the situation, the umbrella Koma Civaken Kurdistan (KCK) 
or Kurdistan Communities Union that included both the PKK and PYD, 
among others, proudly declared that, ‘Ocalan’s Democratic Modernity 
perspective […] which is based on gender equality and aims to bring the 
society to power, not the state or the government, has been successfully 
put into practice in Rojava.’4 Candidly, the KCK admitted that the PYD’s 
Peoples Defence Units or YPG were the main reason that the Kurdish 
autonomy had been able to survive, but also argued that, ‘the democratic 
society reality at the same time constitutes a strong defence power’. This 
situation was defined as, ‘where all circles of the society, from children to 
elders, and all ethnic and belief groups do freely get organised’ and ‘leave 
no room for the survival of statist anti-democratic powers.’ Indeed, the 
KCK even claimed that the Kurds were ‘paving the way for Syria’s democ-
ratisation and liberation’ and ‘setting an example for the achievement of 
democratisation in the Middle East region.’
 The PYD was proposing a type of bottom-up form of civic organisa-
tion of everyone including non-Kurds that would supposedly bypass tra-
ditional governmental types and act as if the Kurds’ division into 
non-contiguous population centres did not matter. In an e-mail to the 
author, for example, Salih Muslim claimed that, ‘we think the separation 
of the areas wouldn’t be [a] problem because […] no borders will be 
drawn around the Kurds so they can get their rights wherever they are.’5 
The PYD leader seemed oblivious to the fact that historically the Kurds’ 
separation was one of the main reasons they were so much weaker and 
almost forgotten compared with the Kurds in Turkey, Iraq and even Iran. 
Only the chaos and breakdown of the regime’s control had allowed the 
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Kurds in Syria so much autonomy and hopes for the future. It is also nec-
essary to remember that most of the other Kurdish parties in Syria loosely 
organised as the Kurdish National Council did not concur with the PYD’s 
proposed future. On the other hand, given the PYD’s preponderance of 
power among the Kurds, this disagreement from the other parties was 
probably not as important as it might seem at first.

Murray Bookchin

Before dismissing the PYD’s claims as merely utopian and too vague to 
be practical, it would be useful to analyse exactly what the PYD was pro-
posing: a vision of a decentralised and democratised Middle East based 
on various radical intellectual theories, the most important of which were 
those propounded by Murray Bookchin (1921–2006), an otherwise 
obscure American libertarian socialist author, orator, philosopher and 
pioneer in the ecology movement as well as various feminists, leftist Fou-
cauldians and critical Marxists.
 Born in New York to Russian Jewish immigrants, Murray Bookchin 
took part in the Communist Party youth movement, but broke with 
Stalinism in the late 1930s. He then joined the Trotskyites, but left them 
in the 1950s because of their hierarchical organisation. From this point 
he considered himself a libertarian socialist and taught at several differ-
ent schools. He also founded the social ecology movement based on anar-
chist, libertarian socialist and ecological thought. Bookchin believed that 
earlier attempts to create a utopia had failed because of the necessity of 
toil and drudgery. However, modern technology had eliminated the need 
for these kinds of debilitating work.
 Our Synthetic Environment, his first of many books, was published a 
few months before Rachel Carson’s groundbreaking Silent Spring in 1962. 
Bookchin’s book described a broad range of environmental problems, but 
earned him little recognition because of his political radicalism. Later in 
life he decided that anarchism in the United States was too individual-
istic and publicly broke with it in 1999. He then proceeded to propound 
his ideas with a new political ideology he called Communalism, a type 
of libertarian socialism that retained his ideas about assembly democracy 
and the necessity of decentralisation of settlement, power, money, influ-
ence, agriculture and manufacturing, among others.
 In his work so admired by Abdullah Ocalan6 Bookchin postulated two 
ideals of political organisation: the Hellenic and the Roman. The first 
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stood for a participatory-democratic form to which Bookchin claimed 
allegiance, while the second represented a centralist and statist type, which 
he rejected.7 The Roman model became the dominant one in modern 
society, while the Hellenic one existed briefly in the form of the Paris 
Commune of 1871, the soviets in Russia during the early days of the rev-
olution in 1917 and the Spanish revolution in 1936. The Roman model 
commanded a herd of subjects, while the Hellenic one boasted an active 
citizenship.8

 Bookchin defined confederalism as ‘the interlinking of communities 
with one another through recallable deputies mandated by municipal cit-
izen’s assemblies [which were] alternative to the nation-state.’9 In another 
work, Bookchin wrote that confederalism was ‘a network of administra-
tive councils whose members are elected from popular face-to-face dem-
ocratic alliances, in the various villages, towns, and even neighborhoods 
of large cities.’10 As Lenin claimed in his early days, these bodies did not 
make policy, but simply administrated things. Power supposedly remained 
in the hands of the people themselves. As Bookchin explained, ‘The mem-
bers of these councils are strictly mandated, recallable, and responsible 
to the assemblies that choose them for the purpose of coordinating and 
administering the policies formulated by the assemblies themselves.’11 
He further noted that, ‘their function is thus a purely administrative and 
practical one, not a policy making one like the function of representa-
tives in republican systems of government.’ Therefore, there was no ratio-
nalist fiction of a ‘social contract’ in which the people had reputedly 
consented to be ruled by the few in the name of the people. Bookchin 
would argue that this concept of the social contract simply operated as 
a justification for the capitalist rationale for power.
 Bookchin further theorised that democratic confederalism (democratic 
autonomy) would mature ‘when placing local farms, factories, and other 
enterprises in local municipal hands’ occurred or ‘when a community […] 
begins to manage its own economic resources in an interlinked way with 
other communities.’12 The economy would be run by confederal councils 
and thus would be ‘neither collectivized nor privatized […] [but] com-
mon.’13 Bookchin’s ‘radically new configuration of society’,14 that has so 
strongly influenced Abdullah Ocalan and supposedly Salih Muslim, may 
be considered a type of alternative politics for going beyond the tradi-
tional state.
 Thus, the following analysis will seek to analyse what has been termed 
variously democratic autonomy, democratic confederalism or radical 
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democracy, among other terms—that is, the societal organisation that 
would serve as an alternative to the traditional nation-state and its eco-
nomic structures and which Abdullah Ocalan, the role model for the 
PYD, sees as an ideal for the future of the Kurds and various other groups 
in the Middle East. In so doing this author owes much to the earlier anal-
ysis and interpretations of Joost Jongerden and Ahmet Hamdi Akkaya.15

Further analysis

To begin with, let us recall the mention in the previous chapter of the 
peoples’ councils that were established in the Kurdish regions and through 
which the Kurds began to take greater responsibility for, and control of, 
their daily lives as well as the places where they were living. By referring 
to these councils in the context of democratic autonomy, the Kurds were 
indicating that they were not just thinking in terms of local initiatives, 
but also envisioning a larger political project. Given the seemingly inher-
ent violence associated with the traditional state, democratic autonomy 
was going to be a new way of doing politics peacefully.
 Basic to the traditional concept of the state is Max Weber’s classic def-
inition as the entity that holds a monopoly on the use of legitimate vio-
lence. Unfortunately, the modern state’s systematic use of violence to 
maintain itself has served to undermine the very legitimacy it claims to 
possess through its supposed right to employ violence. This situation has 
been tormenting the Kurds in particular, for when the state uses violence 
against them it is deemed legitimate, but when the Kurds respond like-
wise it is called terrorism. Indeed the mere expression of Kurdish iden-
tity is often regarded as an existential threat to the state in which they 
live. In an ironic inversion of von Clausewitz, politics has become the 
continuation of war.
 Given the seemingly inherent violence associated with the traditional 
state, democratic autonomy is envisaged as being a new way of doing 
politics, a way in which to think of government beyond the state. In one 
of his seminal articles, Murray Bookchin wrote that, ‘perhaps the great-
est single failing of movements for social reconstruction is their lack of 
a politics that will carry people beyond the limits established by the sta-
tus quo.’16 Thus, it was imperative to reach beyond the focus of traditional 
statecraft and market.17 Similarly, from prison, Abdullah Ocalan has writ-
ten that, ‘the defining feature of democratic nation solution [democratic 
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autonomy] is that it seeks a solution outside the state.’18 This leads to the 
more direct, less representative autonomous capacities of the people in 
which they produce the necessary desired conditions for living through 
direct engagement and collaboration with each other. In autonomist 
Marxist literature, this concept is referred to as self-valorisation. Dem-
ocratic confederalism or autonomy can be viewed as a bottom-up sys-
tem of government.
 One local leader of the pro-Kurdish BDP in Turkey saw this novel 
project as an alternative both to capitalism, which historically found its 
ideological, organisational and political expression in the state, and ‘real 
existing socialism’ or communism, which failed to develop political alter-
natives and thus has collapsed. This local BDP leader elaborated that 
democratic autonomy did not seek to take over state power, but to develop 
alternative forms of power through self-organisation. Like the soviets or 
local governmental forms in Russia before 1917, local councils had already 
existed covertly in the Kurdish areas of Syria since 2007.
 When the PYD took power on 19 July 2012, these entities suddenly 
popped up openly all over, organising justice and mediating conflicts 
among the people. They also assumed the responsibility for organising 
social life and providing for basic social services while the civil war was 
raging. To prevent speculation and bribery, an administrative committee 
was established for the sale of bread. In Derik, the local council was 
involved in the equal distribution of gasoline. In addition, the local coun-
cils also provided for the first school teaching the Kurdish language. Hun-
dreds of students, for example, enrolled in the Martyr Osman School in 
Kobani within just a few months. Other schools soon followed in vari-
ous cities. Self defence units (the YPG) were also established. They were 
able to oust the regime’s forces and keep the oppositionist FSA at bay. 
As noted in the previous chapter, the PCWK was created on 12 Decem-
ber 2011 as an umbrella under which the local councils could be organ-
ised. As Salih Muslim concluded, ‘We don’t need the central authorities 
or the main government. Everywhere […] we have a kind of self-rule, 
self-government, and till now it is very successful.’19

 Since 2005, the PKK and all its affiliated organisations including the 
PYD have supposedly been restructured according to this ideal of dem-
ocratic autonomy in an umbrella entity called the Koma Civaken Kurd-
istan (KCK) or Kurdistan Communities Union. According to Abdullah 
Ocalan, the KCK is organised in the form of assemblies from the bot-
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tom up as an alternative to the traditional nation-state: ‘It is the umbrella 
organization […] composed of economic and ecological communities, 
democratic compatriots, and open cultural identities.’20

 Elaborating, the PKK leader added that ‘the KCK can be defined as 
the democratisation of civil society […] as the umbrella organisation of 
civil society’ (p. 94). In addition, ‘the KCK model is not the opposite of 
a union of states but a democratic confederalism; it is a parallel and com-
plementary union of civil society, created because of pressing social needs’ 
(p. 98). Economically, ‘the KCK will be in a position to defend society 
and the environment against the devastating effects of capitalist moder-
nity, with its sole aim at achieving maximum profits’ (p. 96). Socially, ‘the 
KCK system […] will have a symbiotic relationship with the state as well 
as a competition’ (Ibid.). Regarding the security aspect, ‘the KCK will 
have to have its own defence forces’ (p. 97). Diplomatically, ‘the KCK 
[…] proposes a system that resolves problems without differentiating 
between ethnicities and nations but that takes denominational, ethnic, 
and national differences into account’ (Ibid.).
 The Demokratik Toplum Kongresi (DTK) or Democratic Society Con-
gress was established in Turkey in October 2007 as a structured assem-
bly of local councils to implement what Ocalan has called ‘democracy 
without the state’.21 This edifice is supposedly organised at the village, 
urban neighbourhood, district, city and regional levels, but also reputedly 
has an intricate super-structure including a Permanent Chamber of 101 
delegates, a Coordination Council of thirteen delegates including two 
chairs, one male and the other female, and an Executive Committee of 
five delegates. Since being expelled from the Turkish parliament when 
his party, the Demokratik Toplum Partisi (DTP) or Democratic Society 
Party was banned on 11 December 2009, Ahmet Turk has served as the 
co-chair of the DTK along with his female colleague Aysel Tugluk.
 In a move that infuriated the Turkish government, the DTK declared 
democratic autonomy within Turkey in July 2011.22 However, Aysel 
Tugluk also added that the Kurdish people would remain loyal to Tur-
key’s national unity. Understandably, Ankara saw the DTK and KCK 
as an attempt to establish an alternative Kurdish government on Turk-
ish soil and continued its wholesale arrests of members of these organ-
isations for terrorism. Although precise figures are unavailable, Human 
Rights Watch has asserted that several thousand are currently on trial, 
and that another 605 are in pretrial detention on KCK/PKK-related 
terrorism charges.23
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Final observations

Democratic autonomy seems to be a term that nobody can clearly define, 
although obviously it entails the general wish to implement some type 
of effective local government. Beyond this, the detailed attempt at fur-
ther analysis above may only help contribute to this lack of clarity. Nev-
ertheless, it is hoped that the analysis in this chapter will at least help 
give us some idea of what type of future the PYD, purportedly, would 
like to implement for the Kurds in Syria.
 Several basic problems with this stated desire to achieve such a utopian 
future exist, however. First of all, despite all the positive sounding rheto-
ric, what would such a project really look like? Would the authorities have 
to shoot the private property owners who do not want to cede their assets 
to the collective, as Stalin did with the kulaks in the 1930s? Who would 
really support such a programme? In addition, as illustrated by its actions 
against its rivals in the Kurdish community itself, the PYD in practice has 
no intention of allowing local councils to make the crucial decisions. 
Despite its rhetoric, the PYD in action has exuded a strong will to rule 
and be obeyed. Those who disagree have felt the wrath of the PYD in the 
form of societal pressure, arrest, torture and even execution.
 For their part, although the other Kurdish parties in Syria loosely 
organised into the Kurdish National Council have co-operated with the 
PYD at times, they also have demonstrated the wish to follow their own 
alternative paths. Thus, even if the PYD truly wanted to implement some 
type of bottom-up rule that stressed local governmental, citizenship con-
trol, it is not clear how many Kurds in Syria would voluntarily agree to 
follow such a lead.
 What is more, the KRG in Iraq, the only successful example of a Kurd-
ish government and, in effect, state in modern times, is just that, a de facto 
state. Thus it has no intention of committing suicide upon the nebulous 
concept of democratic autonomy. In practice, of course, the PKK and 
PYD, with their strongly centralised leadership, also represent anything 
but advocates for locally-based administration. Indeed, if the oft-post-
poned first pan-Kurdish congress in Irbil ever does convene it will be 
interesting to see what future for democratic autonomy, if any, will emerge. 
However, the real reason for the congress being postponed stems from 
disagreements between the KRG and PKK/PYD over how to allocate 
seats between them. In a similar debate to that which was once played 
out between the large and small states at the US Constitutional Conven-
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tion in 1787, the KRG is arguing for representational equality between 
the various parts of Kurdistan despite their different populations, while 
the PKK/PYD demands greater representation in accordance with its 
larger population.24

 Even more, however, the history of such anarchical ideas as propounded 
by Murray Bookchin and now Abdullah Ocalan, while maybe theoreti-
cally appealing to some, have proved impossible to implement in prac-
tice. The Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, for example, quickly degenerated 
into a totalitarian Stalinist state of terror that proved the opposite of local 
democracy. The reality of today’s world is that people need strong gov-
ernmental institutions to be effective. While Western democracy has 
many problems—as pointed out by the former communists of the Soviet 
Union and theoreticians like Murray Bookchin and Abdullah Ocalan—
anarchical alternatives that seek to eliminate the state have not worked 
in practice. Thus, if the PYD or some other Kurdish organisation or group 
of organisations eventually comes to power in a post-Assad Syria, it will 
soon allow these vague concepts of democratic autonomy to be shelved 
or at best reinterpreted along more practical lines.
 Indeed, as discussed in the previous chapter, the various bodies the 
PYD has created in Syria, supposedly to begin implementing democratic 
autonomy, only pretend to include the local population, but in practice 
decide little. In reality, the PKK leadership in the Qandil mountains and 
Abdullah Ocalan in Imrali are the ones who really rule through various 
PKK/PYD commanders responsible for different areas. As of September 
2013, Shahin Cello from Kobani is reported to be the commander-in-
chief of all military units of the PYD/YPG in Syria. Formerly, he was a 
member of the PKK central committee and a leading PKK operative in 
Europe.
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