THE SYRIAN KURDS:

THE OUTSIDER IN THE SYRIAN WAR

Dr Spyridon Plakoudas
(Defence Analyst, RIEAS Research Associate)

Copyright: Research Institute for European and American Studies
(www.rieas.gr) Publication date: 24 March 2016

Syria: A Divided Country
After five years of sectarian violence, the country has been reduced to rubble
and partitioned de facto in several warring statelets: a) the titular state of Syria
under Assad that still controls the populous urban centres of eastern Syria along the
Damascus-Latakia central road, b) a mosaic of dominions and enclaves under the
shaky rule of the anti-Assad opposition in northern and southern Syria, c) the
sprawling jihadist state in the eastern Syrian desert under the black banner of the
Islamic State and d) an almost continuous Kurdish state along the long TurkishSyrian frontier.1 A few days ago, the Kurds of Syria proclaimed the establishment
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of a federal government in northern Syria – in stark defiance to Turkey’s stern
opposition to a second independent Kurdish entity.2
Without doubt, the Kurds stand out as the greatest winner by far of the vicious
sectarian violence in Syria since 2011. A nation of roughly 2 million souls whose
existence was denied and identity suppressed by the Syrian state authorities since
19623, the Kurds currently control almost the whole length of the 822 km long
Turkish-Syrian frontier. How did the Syrian Kurds achieve such a dramatic turnaround? Do they own their success to the support of foreign powers? Or should
their achievements be attributed to their iron will and fiery war temper?
The Sources of the PYD’s Success
The Kurds of Syria owe their initial success primarily to the divisions and
conflicts among their main foes: the anti-Assad opposition and the Ba’ath regime.
Although the Syrian Kurds welcomed the popular uprising against the oppressive
Ba’ath regime in March 2011, they did not actively participate in the war and
preserved their scanty military capital intact. When in July 2012 Assad withdrew
his ground forces from several border towns in northern Syria (with the exception
of al-Qamishli in Jazira) to counter the opposition’s main thrusts in Aleppo and
Damascus,4 the PYD (the strongest political party in Syrian Kurdistan) seized the
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opportunity and captured a few Kurdish-majority towns without a fight.5 Whether
military expediency or diplomatic cunning induced Assad to act this way is still
debated;
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perhaps both factors dictated such a tactical move with far wider

implications. By August 2012, almost every Kurdish-majority town in northern
Syria – with the exception of al-Qamishli and al-Hassaka – had been captured
bloodlessly by the YPG – the PYD’s newly-formed military wing.7 The
government-in-exile of the anti-Assad opposition accused the PYD of covertly
collaborating with Assad, whereas the later insisted on its steadfast opposition
towards the oppressive Assad regime; 8 in reality, however, the PYD stayed neutral
and only minor political groups of Syria’s Kurds participated in the Syrian
National Council at the behest of Barzani – the president of the Kurdistan Regional
Government and rival of the PYD.9 Stationed in and dominated by Turkey, Saudi
Arabia and Qatar,10 the opposition-in-exile did not appeal to a party inspired by
Marxism-Leninsm and Kurdish irredentism.
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By the spring of 2013, the PYD could count on an important ally for support:
the PKK. The latter has waged intermittently a violent insurgency against the
Turkish state authorities in pursuit of independence for Turkey’s oppressed Kurdish
minority since 1984. In March 2013, the PKK proclaimed a unilateral ceasefire
after an appeal by its jailed leader and transferred its main forces in Syria. 11
Despite persistent renunciations by the party’s top leadership, the PYD retains
organic ties with the PKK.12 Versed in the art of irregular warfare, the PKK taught
the YPG how to fight. The uneasy alliance between the PYD and the anti-Assad
opposition collapsed in July 2013. The frontier town of Ras al-Ayn (or Serêkanî),
divided in half between the YPG and Jabhat al-Nusra, was captured in July 2013
and a string of frontier towns and villages in northern Syria were wrestled from alNusra between July and December 2013 – although the jihadists were supported in
various ways by Turkey.13 Ankara perceived the jihadists as a far lesser threat for
Turkey than the PYD owing to the latter’s organic ties with the PKK. After all,
Ankara consistently endeavoured since 2011 to achieve two inter-related objectives
in the Syrian War: first, overthrow Assad and install a friendly Sunni Muslim
government in Damascus that would dismantle the Shia Axis14 in the Middle East
and, secondly, prevent the establishment of an independent Kurdish entity in
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northern Syria which would rekindle the irredentism of Turkey’s Kurds.15 By late
2013, the Kurds had overwhelmed the insurgent allies of Turkey and established
three autonomous enclaves (i.e. cantons): one in north-western Syria around Afrin
that was encircled in the north by Turkey and in the south by the al-Nusra, one in
north-central Syria around Kobani and a third one in the easternmost edge of
northern Syria around al-Qamishli – a town divided between the YPG and the
Assad regime.16 Inspired by the theories of Öcalan about “democratic
confederalism”, the PYD resolved to implement a radical political, ideological and
economic experiment in western Kurdistan, or Rojava. Secularism, egalitarianism,
socialism and religious tolerance comprised the centrepieces of the PYD’s radical
political and economic program.17
In the first six months of 2014, the Syrian Kurds were increasingly harassed by
the Islamic State – a new jihadist group that waged violent raids from Ramadi in
central Iraq to Tell Abyad and Aleppo in northern Syria. In June 2014, the Islamic
State unleashed a blitzkrieg which northern and central Iraq that culminated with
the impressive capture of Mosul and the advance all the way up to the gates of
Baghdad in central Iraq and Erbil in northern Iraq; the jihadists repeated the same
lightning wars in northern Syria and swept aside their Arab and Kurdish opponents.
In September 2014, the Islamic State set siege to the capital city of the second
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canton, Kobani, and by early October stood on the verge of victory. The plight of
the besieged town sent shockwaves across the Middle East and Europe, stirring the
Kurdish diasporas and communities into action. In Turkey, the Kurds protested
violently against the apathy – to the extent of connivance – of the Turkish state
authorities in the face of the humanitarian crisis just a stone’s throw from the
Mürşit Pinar border crossing.18 From all over Europe and the Middle East, Kurds
and Westerners flocked to Kobani to fight against the Islamic State in what was
increasingly viewed as a “crusade against Islamo-fascism” given the genocidal
credentials of the jihadists. Yielding to popular pressure, Barzani set aside his longstanding quarrels with the PYD and sent an expeditionary army to relieve the siege
of the town in a rare show of pan-Kurdish solidarity.19 On 15 March 2015, the
Islamic State had been defeated after enduring the worst losses until then20 and the
Battle of Kobani was immortalized as an epos in the hearts and minds of the
Kurds.
Notwithstanding the heroism of the Kurdish male and female fighters, in reality
the US air operations turned the tide of the battle. On 27 September 2015, the USA
targeted the jihadists around Kobani with air strikes for the first time, thus
inaugurating a successful co-operation with the YPG that persists up to date in
18
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spite of the vehement opposition of Turkey.21 After the end of the siege, the YPG
recaptured the whole canton and thrust towards the east. Co-operating closely with
the US air force and supported by several allied contingents of the Free Syrian
Army22, the YPG captured the strategic town of Tell Abyad on 16 June 2015 –
uniting the Kobani and Jazira (Qamishli) cantons; by late June, the YPG had
advanced just 50 km north of al-Raqqah – the Islamic State’s capital.23 In early
June, the jihadists captured almost half of al-Hasakah, a strategic town in northeastern Syria previously divided between the YPG and loyal Assad forces, in a
surprise raid; by August, the YPG had recaptured the town and expelled the
jihadists from the whole province.24 This operation stands out as the first time the
loyal Assad forces and the YPG co-operated militarily against a common security
threat. The PYD still retains a “no war, no peace” policy vis-à-vis Assad: although
rhetorically opposed to Assad, the PYD has clashed only seldom with the loyal
Assad forces and still shares power with the latter in al-Qamishli and al-Hasakah.25
The victories on the field of battle against the Islamic State have upgraded the
status of the PYD into a de facto ally of the USA in the struggle against the
jihadists. Thanks to its diplomatic capital of this de facto alliance, an invasion in
Syria by Turkey has been staved off. After the capture of Tel Abyad, Ankara has
21
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warned repeatedly that the unification of the Afrin and Kobani cantons constitutes
a casus belli. The Turkish state officials have routinely accused the PYD of
engaging in ethnic-cleansing against the Arabs and Turkmens in northern Syria and
oppressing the minor Kurdish groups.26 Indeed, the PYD labours to monopolise
political power in Rojava (Western Kurdistan) and homogenise this ethnically
diverse area – often through brute force.27 However, the YPG has not committed
war crimes in a systematic way or on a vast scale as claimed by its critics. 28 Had
the YPG systematically pursued an ethnic-cleansing campaign against non-Kurds,
the latter would have never coalesced with the Kurds to set up the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) – an alliance of Arab, Assyrians, Armenian, Kurdish and
Turkmen militias under the aegis of the YPG – on 10 October 2015.29 Nor would
the non-Kurds participate in the administrative apparatus of the new quasi-state in
Rojava.30 For Turkey, the PYD and the PKK amount to two sides of the same coin:
far-leftist terrorist groups.31 In December, the SDF captured the Tishrin Dam from
the Islamic State and crossed the western bank of the Euphrates – violating the “red
line” of Ankara. Turkey consistently implores the USA to establish a no-fly zone in
26
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the region between the Afrin and Kobani cantons on humanitarian grounds – but in
effect to avert the union of the two cantos. Despite the war threats by Turkey, the
support of the USA for the Kurds ruled out any prospect of a Turkish invasion.32
The Mismatch between the PYD’s Military Strength and Diplomatic
Capital
By early 2016, the future for the Syrian Kurds seemed very promising: they had
chased the Islamic State out of the various Kurdish-majority lands, enjoyed the
protection of the superpower against Turkey and the Islamic State and
implemented a radical political project in Rojava. However, the Syrian Kurds
realized that their successes on the field of battle did not usher in legitimacy and
authority on a peripheral and international stage.33 Indicatively, the anti-Assad
opposition still possesses far more legitimacy and authority than the PYD despite
the fact that the powerful Russian opposition in 2015-2016 crippled its political
and military powerbase.
Conscious of this grave limitation, the PYD’s top leadership resolved to
increase the usefulness and, by extension, attractiveness of the YPG to Russia and
the USA – the two dominant actors in the Syrian War. Though closely co-operating
with the YPG in the struggle against the Islamic State since September 2014, the
US did not undertake any diplomatic initiatives which would upgrade the status of
the PYD lest Turkey should be offended. Russia was not restrained by such
32
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alliance entanglements since its relations with Turkey had reached a nadir after the
downing of a Russian war jet in November 2014. Therefore, the Russians started
openly courting the PYD. In January 2016, Moscow insisted that the UN Special
Envoy for Syria invited the PYD for the recent round of peace talks in Geneva.
However, Turkey threatened to boycott the peace conference in such a prospect and
the UN Special Envoy yielded to this blackmail. A few days later, the PYD opened
a consulate in Moscow with all due ceremonialism. Moscow started co-operating
with the PYD not only in diplomatic but also in military terms. Aided by Russia’s
air force and indirectly by Assad’s ground campaign in the Aleppo province, in
early February 2016 the PYD advanced north of Aleppo at the expense of the
insurgent allies of Turkey in the contested territory between the cantons of Afrin
and Kobani. Ankara stated categorically that the unification of the cantons
constituted a casus belli and ordered an artillery barrage against the advancing
PYD units after the latter reached the outskirts of Azaz on 10 February. However,
the presence of Russian and Iranian military forces on the ground and the
unresponsiveness of the USA to Turkey’s earnest appeals wound up any thoughts
for an invasion; the joint declaration with Saudi Arabia for a co-joint invasion in
northern Syria against the PYD and ISIS never materialised either.34
At the same time the YPG continued its successful co-operation with the US air
force in north-eastern Syria. In mid-February, the YPG thrust south from alHassakah and stormed the ISIS’s strongholds one by one along the Khabur River
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until the town of al-Shaddadi was captured on 19 February.35 After the capture of
al-Shaddadi and the whole al-Hasakah province by the SDG, al-Raqqah remained
as the only significant stronghold of the Islamic State still standing in northern
Syria.36 Recently, the PYD started an offensive campaign south of Ayn Issa in alRaqqah province, pushing slowly but steadily ISIS back to its strongly-defended
capital – although the loyalist forces of Assad strike at the same time from the
south to recapture this strategic town.37 The PYD implements methodically a
pragmatist strategy. The YPG co-operated with the Russian air force west of the
Euphrates River since Washington did not want to upset Ankara and strain the
already US-Turkish relations much further; at the same time, the YPG resumed its
constructive co-operation with the US air force east of the Euphrates River where
Turkey has not stated any objections. The operation against the Islamic State’s
capital will nonetheless prove the real test for the viability of the alliance between
the Syrian Kurds and Russia/USA. Washington would prefer a Kurdish liberation
of the town, whereas Russia would opt for a regime takeover. For the time being,
the Kurds and Assad advance simultaneously against al-Raqqah with the Kurds
enjoying a vital head-start. The capture of al-Raqqah would significantly increase
the international legitimacy and authority of the PYD and, by extension, weaken
the opposition of the West and the anti-IS coalition to the prospect of an
independent Kurdish state in Syria.38
35

[ANF]: “SDF Liberate the Entire Town of Shaddadi”, ANF News, 19/2/2016.
Wladimir van Wilgenburg: “Kurds Celebrate Capture of Key IS Stronghold in Syria”, Middle East Eye, 19/2/2016.
37
Khalled Atallah: “IS Syrian Regime about to Retake Raqqa?”, Al Monitor, 29/2/2016; [ARA]: “Are the Kurds
Prepared to Liberate Raqqa from ISIS?”, ARA News, 18/3/2016.
38
Sharif Nashashibi: “Kurds: Pawns and Kings in Syria and Iraq?”, Al Jazeera, 22/2/2016; [Editorial Board]: “The
Kurds’ Push for Self-Rule in Syria”, New York Times, 21/3/2016.
36

11

The Triumph of Pragmatism

Since the outbreak of the Syrian War, the Syrian Kurds have adopted a
pragmatist stance towards this vicious sectarian conflict and emerged victorious
against all odds. This Kurds oscillate between war and neutrality and, yet, they do
not waver from their ultimate objective in this “bellum omnium contra omnes” (the
war of all against all): the establishment of an independence Kurdish state. The
proclamation of the federal Kurdish republic a few days ago attests to the triumph
of the pragmatist strategy of the PYD; only a few years ago, such a declaration
would have been unthinkable.
Despite their impressive victories on the field of battle, the Kurds still do not
possess international legitimacy and authority de jure. The establishment of an
independent

Kurdish

state

within

or

outside

a

future

Syrian

federation/confederation critically depends on the support of the two prominent
actors in the Syrian War: the USA and Russia. An old Kurdish saying states that
“the Kurds have no friends but the mountains”. Without any doubt, the Syrian
Kurds could now count Moscow and Washington among their allies. Additional
military victories and skilful diplomacy could secure independence or at least
autonomy for the Syrian Kurds on the negotiation table in the pattern of the Greeks
after the Greek Revolution. Just as Greece benefited from the contest of the
European great powers for power and influence in the Eastern Mediterranean to
gain more favorable terms for its secession from the Ottoman Empire, so could the
Kurds turn the rivalry of Moscow and Washington for the spheres of influence in
the Middle East to their own advantage and fulfill their long-term goals.
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