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Syrian Kurds’ calculations, between Turkey and US
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

I

n December 1945, a small area
of Iranian Kurdistan, centred
on the city of Mahabad, declared itself an autonomous
republic and the Iranian government could do nothing about
it as the area was within the Soviet
zone of occupation during second
wold war and its aftermath. The
Soviets provided some assistance
to the fledgling Kurdish republic
but it operated mostly on its own.
US intelligence officials who
visited Mahabad in 1946 were impressed with the new republic’s
leader, Qazi Muhammad, a softspoken Kurdish intellectual. Although he was only in charge of a
small piece of territory, Qazi Muhammad had a large map on his
office wall depicting the boundaries of a larger Kurdistan, one encompassing territories in Iran, Iraq,
Turkey and Syria. It was a map of
the nationalists’ dream.
Despite the sympathies of US officials towards the Kurds, strategic
issues soon trumped their personal
feelings. When Soviet troops left
north-western Iran in May 1946,
the Iranian Kurds and Azeris, who
also had established an autonomous republic, were vulnerable. In
December 1946, Shah Mohammed
Reza Pahlavi, with US encouragement, sent in Iranian troops to reclaim the territory. Qazi Muhammad was arrested and hanged for
treason in 1947.

The Syrian Kurds are
in a stronger position
today than were their
brethren in 1946.
US support for Iran’s territorial
integrity and the shah, a pro-Western ally in the burgeoning Cold
War, was far more important than
supporting Kurdish nationalism.
This history has relevance to the
present era. In the fight against the
Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria, US military officials (and US Special Forces

on the ground) have been impressed with the fighting ability of
the Syrian Kurds, most of whom are
affiliated with the People’s Protection Units (YPG), the armed wing of
the Democratic Union Party (PYD).
They have been the most effective
fighters in Syria against ISIS.
Politically, the Syrian Kurds have
created an autonomous proto-state
called Rojava in eastern and northern Syria that flies its own flag and
has its own administration. Rojava
means “west” in the Kurdish language, signifying the western portions of Kurdistan.

PYD officials would be
wise to declare loudly
their support for a
federated and united
Syrian state.
But US support for the Syrian
Kurds has run up against Turkey’s
deep antipathy towards the PYD
because of its reported links with
the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK)
in Turkey, which has fought an
armed separatist campaign against
Turkey since 1984. Both Ankara
and Washington consider the PKK
a terrorist organisation.
Turkish troops, backed by air
strikes, have moved into parts of
northern Syria ostensibly to clear
ISIS fighters from the town of Jarabulus with the support of the
Free Syrian Army. However, a large
part of the mission was to strike
YPG fighters and, in the words of
the Turkish Defence Minister Fikri
Isik, prevent the Kurds “from joining their east and west cantons in
Syria”.
The PYD not only controls northeastern Syria but also an enclave
north of Aleppo.
More ominously, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said:
“We will continue until we uproot
this terror [PYD] organisation.”
Syrian Kurds captured the ISIScontrolled city of Manbij just west
of the Euphrates River and south
of Jarabulus this summer and were
supposed to relinquish it to the
Free Syrian Army because it is an
ethnic Arab town. There are con-

Turkish tanks head to the Syrian border, in Karkamis, Turkey, in early September.
flicting reports on whether all of
the Kurdish fighters have left.
During his late August visit to
Ankara, US Vice-President Joe
Biden, who went to Turkey to assure Erdogan of US support in light
of conspiracy theories about the US
role in the failed Turkish military
coup — felt compelled to address
the Syrian Kurdish issue. Biden
said there would be no Kurdish
corridor in Syria or separate Kurdish entity on the border and underscored that Washington supported
a “united Syria”. Biden also threatened to end US support for the Syrian Kurds if they do not exit Manbij.
These statements caused anxiety
among Syrian Kurdish groups that
the United States has been training

and fighting with for two years. It
sounded like the United States was
planning to sell them out for the
goal of supporting the more powerful Turkish state. The Kurds have
seen this movie before.
Biden, who was often a critic of
Turkey when he was a US senator,
may have hyped up the rhetoric to
assuage his Turkish hosts. The Syrian Kurds are in a stronger position
today than were their brethren in
1946 in large part because they are
helping the United States pursue a
strategic goal (destroying ISIS) but
the Kurds are still vulnerable to
the much larger Turkish military
forces.
US President Barack Obama, at
the Group of 20 summit in China,

reportedly advised Erdogan to concentrate on ISIS targets, not the
Syrian Kurds, It is unclear whether
the Turks would desist from their
campaign against the Kurds.
PYD officials would be wise to
declare loudly their support for a
federated and united Syrian state
with autonomous regions. This is
a reasonable position to take given the nature of the conflict and
would receive considerable attention and support in Washington despite Turkish opposition.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
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Middle East analyst.

Jabhat Fateh al-Sham dominates Aleppo rebels
despite losing senior commander
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top figure of al-Qaeda’s rebranded
branch in Syria was
killed in an aerial
assault that targeted
a secret meeting of
the rebel coalition’s leaders in
Aleppo.
The militant commander, known
by the nom de guerre Abu Omar
Saraqib, was killed during an air
strike at Kafr Naha, a village 15km
west of Aleppo city. Abu Omar was
a founding leader of Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham (JFS), formerly known as
al-Qaeda franchise Jabhat al-Nusra,
and the general commander of the
JFS-led coalition of Jaysh al-Fateh.
Abu Omar’s deputy, Abu Muslim
al-Shami, was reportedly killed in
the same air raid.
JFS released a statement confirming Abu Omar’s death, stating that a
jet belonging to the US-led coalition
carried out the attack. A spokesman
for the US Department of Defense
said the American military played
no role in the death of Abu Omar.
An al-Qaeda ideologue in Syria,
Abu Abdullah al-Muhaysini, sug-

All will lead to an
international consensus
that allows regime forces
to advance in Aleppo.

gested in an audio recording that
the Assad regime was responsible
for the killing of Abu Omar.
Limited details have emerged
about the death of Abu Omar and it
remains unclear who is responsible
for the raid that killed him. It was
unknown whether JFS leader Abu
Muhammad al-Jolani was present at
the targeted meeting.
Abu Omar, whose real name was
Ossama Nammourah, was a veteran
figure of al-Qaeda and fought within Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s group
in Iraq against the United States
in 2004. He played a major role in
al-Nusra Front’s capture of Idlib
governorate in 2015 and the group’s
expansion into Aleppo. Rebel forces
credited Abu Omar with commanding the prominent operation that
broke the regime’s siege on East
Aleppo.
Analysts suggested that Abu
Omar’s death signifies a major blow
to Jaysh al-Fateh and the rebels’
performance in Aleppo. The rebels
lost the strategic Ramousa district
to the regime and Abu Omar is the
highest ranking person in Jaysh
al-Fateh killed to date. The rebels’
holding of Ramousa, however, was
not likely to continue due to the
increasing regime deployment of
forces and Damascus’s air power
advantage.
Jaysh al-Fateh, a coalition of
Islamist rebel factions, led by
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, is considered
the most powerful rebel force in

Aleppo. In addition to the loss of
the Ramousa district, the rebels in
Aleppo, particularly JFS, are likely
concerned with the security breach
that allowed the location of the
leaders’ meeting to be known to the
attackers.
This breach has probably been
cause for mistrust and suspicion
among the groups in Jaysh al-Fateh,
ultimately serving the regime’s interests in diverting rebels resistance
in contested Aleppo. Further, it is
expected the event will delay the
rebel’s efforts to establish military
unity among the groups.
JFS maintains that the United
States was behind the attack, adding to the group’s narrative that the
Americans wish to attack all rebel
forces to provide the regime with
means to recapture Aleppo.
The recent US-Russia ceasefire
further feeds into JFS’s narrative.
The agreement framework will
focus on distinguishing nationalist rebels from al-Qaeda forces in
Aleppo — something Russia has
long demanded — so the US-led
coalition can target JFS along with
the Islamic State (ISIS).
However, with JFS, unlike ISIS,
being embedded in local communities and among rebels, it would
be very hard to target JFS without
attacking rebel positions, unless
nationalist rebels are empowered
enough to become able to reject
JFS themselves, which seems quite
unlikely.

The death
of Abu
Omar came
two days
before the
US-Russia
agreement
and may
have
influenced
the rebels’
stance on
the pact.

The death of Abu Omar came two
days before the US-Russia agreement and may have influenced
the rebels’ stance on the pact. JFS,
along with most rebel factions with
Islamist-leanings such as Ahrar
al-Sham, opposes the cessation of
hostilities. JFS has played a role in
disengaging rebel groups in northern Syria from the international
community, especially when it
comes to ceasefires.
Regardless of who carried out
the attack that killed Abu Omar,
the strategy of air strikes in Aleppo
will push rebels towards adopting
an al-Qaeda-like ideology, placing
JFS in a dominant position over opposition factions. All will lead to an
international consensus that allows
regime forces to advance in Aleppo
against what would likely be called
whole-terrorist rebels.
To maintain the existence of nationalist and non-terrorist rebels in
Aleppo, a different approach must
be adopted by the international
community, namely by the United
States, to empower nationalist rebels to counter JFS expansion. It is
clear that JFS, despite losing senior
figures, is effectively manipulating
rebels’ decisions and gaining local
support.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
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