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T 

he UN-sponsored Syr-
ian peace talks got off to 
a late and shaky start in 
Geneva on January 29th 
in the absence of one of 

the key parties to the 5-year-old, 
multisided conflict, the Kurdish 
Democratic Union Party (PYD).

The PYD and its People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG) militia have be-
come the dominant political and 
military forces in much of northern 
Syria bordering Turkey and Iraq.

Despite that, a Turkish threat 
to boycott the Geneva talks if the 
PYD attended won the day. Ankara 
makes no distinction between the 
Syrian Kurdish movement and its 
banned ally, the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK) against which the 
Turks are waging a renewed war.

PYD Co-President Salih Muslim 
had hoped to attend but he cannot 
have been too surprised to have 
been left out. The position of the 
Kurds at international gatherings 
to decide their fate has tradition-
ally been outside the conference 
hall.

As he cooled his heels in the 
Swiss lakeside town of Lausanne 
awaiting an invitation, Muslim 
must have recalled that it was 
there that the infamous 1924 treaty 
was signed that spelled the end of 
Kurdish aspirations for statehood 
as the Ottoman empire broke up af-
ter the first world war.

The victorious allies went back 
on promises of independence in 
the carve-up of territory between 
emergent Arab states and Kemalist 

Turkey. Whenever Kurds refused to 
accept this new reality they faced 
suppression. In Iraq, Syria, Iran 
and most notably Turkey, there 
have been attempts to write the 
Kurds out of the historical script.

In the Arab states, the failure of 
the Kurds to be subsumed into Ar-
ab-dominated polities has earned 
them a reputation for being unreli-
able, duplicitous and even treach-
erous as well as underdeveloped, 
even where such underdevelop-
ment has been deliberately engi-
neered by the governments under 
which they have had to live, such 
as the Syrian “Arab” Republic.

As far back as 1930, a high-hand-
ed British government memoran-
dum summed up a view of the 
Kurds that persisted among some 
of their regional neighbours: “Their 
mode of life is primitive and for the 
most part they are illiterate and un-
tutored, resentful of authority and 
lacking in sense of discipline and 
responsibility.”

The Kurds did not fit into the 
narrative of Arab and Turkish na-
tionalism that emerged in the post-
colonial era. To a greater or lesser 
extent their numbers were under-
estimated and their culture and 
language suppressed.

In the past, successive Iraqi gov-
ernments paid lip service to the 
theory of Kurdish autonomy with-
out allowing it in practice. Saddam 
Hussein had his own units of Kurd-
ish tribal militia to combat their 
more rebellious fellow Kurds.

Such in-fighting and divisions, 
both across and within national 
borders, have been a recurring 
curse among the Kurds since be-
fore the modern era. Yet when 
they have combined to fight for 
specifically Kurdish rights, they 
are invariably accused of putting 
their own interests first.

In the Syrian context, this has 
encouraged distrust among poten-
tial Arab allies and prompted the 
Turkish accusation that the PYD 
is in league with Damascus. It is 

true Syria’s Kurds have taken ad-
vantage of the chaos in the coun-
try to pursue their own agenda, 
filling a security vacuum in areas 
vacated by government forces and 
establishing de facto autonomy in 
predominantly Kurdish cantons 
while successfully fighting off the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and other jihad-
ists seeking to annihilate them.

But to cast the Kurds as stooges 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
is to ignore a history of rebellion 
against the regime, as in 2004 
when a short-lived revolt was met 
with disdain and even hostility 
from potential allies in the Arab 
opposition.

The same prejudice exists in the 
current conflict. In March 2012, 
a year into the war, Kurdish del-
egates walked out of opposition 

unity talks in Istanbul because 
would-be Arab partners refused 
to acknowledge any Kurdish au-
tonomous rights or even mention 
the word Kurd in a putative agree-
ment. As usual, the Kurds were 
expected to fight but not await any 
reward for doing so.

The Kurds know that the meas-
ure of de facto self-rule they have 
gained in Syria and more formally 
in Iraq is fragile. As the Kurdish Re-
gional Government in Erbil is once 
again talking of possible independ-
ence, it remains aware that it could 
face conflict with Baghdad if it 
seeks to extend its control beyond 
those areas of Kurdistan narrowly 
defined in the Saddam era.

In Syria the Kurds are similarly 
aware that they can count only on 
themselves if they are to preserve 

and enhance the steps already tak-
en towards self-rule.

Speaking before a second abor-
tive round of Geneva talks in 2013, 
Salih Muslim demanded sepa-
rate representation for the Kurds 
and told an interviewer: “We will 
not allow for a second Lausanne. 
They’re trying to play the same 
game but Kurds will not be de-
ceived as in 1923… The Kurdish 
people are obliged to none but 
themselves. While there still re-
mains one Kurd in Kurdistan we 
will fight for our freedom.”

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

As before, Kurds find themselves on the outside

Supporters of Syrian Kurds protest in front of the United Nations offices during Syrian peace talks,
on February 3rd.
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Syria’s opposition: Between a rock and a hard place

R 

ussia’s decision to 
intervene militarily in 
Syria was aimed at 
changing the balance 
of power in the 
country or, at the very 

least, prevent the collapse of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
forces.

The objective of the Russians’ 
intervention was not to secure a 
military victory over terrorism, as 
Moscow claimed. The true target 
was the Syrian opposition. Even 
if victory was out of reach, Russia 
wanted to prevent the opposition 
from being viewed as a credible 
alternative to Assad.

Moscow exploited the United 
States’ retreat from the Middle East 
by President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration, taking the initiative in 
the Syrian crisis while Washington 
stood idly by. The Obama adminis-
tration had no desire to intervene 
in Syria and was happy to use Syria 
as a card in its negotiations with 
Russia and Iran.

Obama, who seemingly does 
not care how he is viewed in the 
Middle East, has consistently run 
away from dealing with the crisis. 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
on the other hand, sought the ini-
tiative and is using Syria to reassert 
Moscow’s position in the Middle 

East and internationally.

Putin has taken control, ordering 
military operations on all fronts, 
backing up Russian air strikes with 
military “advisers” on the ground. 
These military operations started 
months before the Geneva negotia-
tions and can only be viewed as an 
attempt to weaken the opposition’s 
position at the talks and back them 
into a corner.

Russia is seeking to tell Syrian 
opposition members that, one 
way or another, they must give in. 
Moscow wants the Syrian opposi-
tion to believe that it must offer 
major concessions in order to join 
any national unity government 
which would take the oath of office 
in front of Assad in Damascus. 
Following this, there would be the 
drafting of a new constitution and 
parliamentary elections. Then — 
and only then — would there be an 
election for a new president.

This is the Russians’ desired out-

come of the Geneva negotiations, 
in the absence of any US objec-
tion, if, indeed, Washington does 
not lend its blessing to the entire 
project.

It is not even out of the ques-
tion that Russia could use putative 
presidential elections to extend As-
sad’s presidency on the pretext that 
eligible voters must be inside Syria, 
not in areas under Syrian opposi-
tion control, virtually guaranteeing 
an Assad victory.

As for claims that the presence 
of UN or international observ-
ers would prevent this, the only 
observers that Assad has allowed 
in to the country over the past five 
years come from the BRICS nations 
— Brazil, Russia, India, China and 
South Africa — and would represent 
nothing more than cover for Assad 
to extend his rule and reclaim inter-
national legitimacy.

Otherwise the Syrian opposition 

finds itself facing the other option, 
namely the continuation of the 
fighting at a time when its backing 
is faltering and Russia and Iran are 
increasing their support of Assad’s 
forces. At the same time, Syria’s 
armed opposition is being squeezed 
by attempts to classify them as 
terrorists, with Russia refusing to 
integrate them into the transitional 
process.

Militarily, Russia’s targeting of 
the Syrian opposition is based on a 
scorched earth policy, with Moscow 
seeking not just to target the op-
position but destroy anything that 
it could use, while Assad forces and 
Iranian militias sweep the ground.

The United States appears undis-
turbed by the Russian approach, 
continuing to prevent Arab states 
from providing the Syrian opposi-
tion with sophisticated weapons 
that would allow it to topple Assad, 
while failing to lift a finger follow-
ing Russia’s direct military inter-
vention in the country.

So it seems the moderate Syrian 
opposition is between surrender 
and exile. As for the Islamists, they 
may seek to join the Islamic State 
(ISIS) — the one force on the ground 
that Russia’s air strikes are not 
targeting. So will the Syrian opposi-
tion acquiesce to Russia’s demands 
at Geneva or come up with an-
other option, upsetting Assad’s and 
Moscow’s plans? Ultimately, that 
depends on the actions of those 
who claim to support the Syrian 
opposition.

Ghassan Ibrahim is a Syrian 
analyst. His commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was initially published 
by the London-based Al-Arab 
newspaper.
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So it seems the moderate 
Syrian opposition is 
between surrender and 
exile. Salim al-Muslat (C), spokesman for the High Negotiations 

Committee (HNC) and Riad Naasam Agha, member of HNC deliver 
a statement during the Geneva Peace talks outside the UN offices 
in Geneva, on February 2nd.


