
Deeper US involvement in Syria, 
closer alliance with Kurds
Washington

E 

nding years of a hands-
off approach, the United 
States is stepping up its 
involvement in the deadly 
conflict in Syria by supply-

ing heavy weapons to Syrian Kurds 
for an offensive against the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The move is provoking a crisis 
in relations with NATO ally Turkey 
just days before its president, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, is to meet with US 
President Donald Trump in Wash-
ington.

US military support, which in-
cludes heavy machine guns, mor-
tars, anti-tank weapons and ar-
moured vehicles, is designed to 
boost the firepower of the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), a Kurdish 
militia in Syria seen by Washington 
as a close ally in the fight against 
ISIS.

Trump has authorised the Depart-
ment of Defence “to equip Kurdish 
elements of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces as necessary to ensure a clear 
victory over ISIS” in Raqqa, seat of 
the jihadists’ self-styled caliphate, 
the Pentagon said. The US-backed 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) is a 
Kurdish-Arab fighting force that in-
cludes the YPG.

Since taking office nearly four 
months ago, Trump has demon-
strated a willingness to use military 
power in the Middle East, ordering 
a missile attack on a Syrian airbase 
last month.

Arming the Kurds signals a 
deeper US involvement in the con-
flict. Erdogan, who is to meet with 
Trump on May 16, was incensed by 
the move, which Ankara says would 
strengthen a dangerous enemy. It 
views the YPG as the Syrian arm of 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
considered a terrorist organisation 
by Turkey and the United States.

“It is unthinkable to have a deci-
sion in the Middle East taken with-

out Turkey,” Erdogan said the day 
after Trump’s order to the Penta-
gon. “If somebody makes a decision 
without asking Turkey’s opinion, 
they will pay a heavy price,” Turk-
ish media quoted Erdogan as say-
ing. On May 10, Erdogan said at a 
news conference in Ankara that “we 
want to believe that our allies will 
side with us, not with a terrorist or-
ganisation.”

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim called Trump’s move “un-
acceptable” and Defence Minister 
Fikri Isik spoke of a “crisis” between 

his country and the United States. 
Ozturk Yilmaz, a leading member 
of Turkey’s opposition, called on 
Erdogan to cancel his trip to Wash-
ington. He said Ankara should not 
expect the YPG to return the US 
weapons once ISIS was defeated.

Washington tried to calm the 
situation while making it clear the 
Trump administration had no in-
tention of backing down. “We want 
to reassure the people and the gov-
ernment of Turkey that the United 
States is committed to preventing 
additional security risks and pro-

tecting our NATO ally,” Trump’s 
spokesman Sean Spicer said. He 
added that the SDF was “the only 
force on the ground that can suc-
cessfully seize Raqqa in the near 
future.”

US Defence Secretary James Mat-
tis also offered reassurances to Tur-
key. The United States agreed “100% 
with Turkey’s concerns about PKK,” 
Mattis said after meeting with 
Yildirim in London. Reports said 
Washington offered increased intel-
ligence sharing to boost Turkey’s 
fight against the PKK.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Dismay in Egypt as al-Azhar reform fails to materialise

Cairo

E 

fforts to reform al-Azhar, 
Egypt’s highest seat of 
Islamic learning, fail be-
cause those who control 
the Sunni Islamic institu-

tion do not believe in reform, work 
hard to hamper it and are unquali-
fied to be part of it, critics said.

“Al-Azhar scholars are only good 
at reviling those with different 
views and calling them infidels,” 
said Gaber Asfour, a former culture 
minister who is a staunch critic of 
al-Azhar. “They think reform will 
be bad for their institution.”

Reforming al-Azhar, Egypt’s old-
est and highest-ranking religious 
body, has turned into a major is-
sue in Egypt with the Arab country 
waging its own fierce war against 
Islamic extremism.

Debates on reforming the insti-
tution morphed into a draft bill in 
parliament that would trim the au-
thority of al-Azhar’s grand imam, 

limiting his time in office and pro-
viding a mechanism to remove him 
if he failed to lead the required re-
forms.

Nevertheless, any such reform ef-

fort is expected to be nipped in the 
bud because of the lack of enthusi-
asm inside al-Azhar itself, experts 
said.

The need to reform al-Azhar re-

verberates loudly in Egypt with 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi call-
ing for a “religious revolution” and 
demanding al-Azhar undergo mod-
ernisation and reform.

Sisi has said he wants to turn the 
religious establishment into a pow-
erful tool in the fight against ter-
rorism as Egypt battles the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Sinai. Sisi seems, 
however, to be failing to convince 
al-Azhar scholars to make changes, 
analysts said.

Islamic researcher Youssef 
Ziedan said reforming al-Azhar 

cannot happen by presidential de-
cree. “Reform will only come from 
within,” Ziedan said. “It must hap-
pen as part of a religious and in-
tellectual uprising inside al-Azhar 
itself.”

Nevertheless, reforming al-Azhar 
is imperative for the fight against 
extremism, experts said, and this 
institution cannot play an effective 
role while it nourishes extremism, 
they pointed out.

An al-Azhar scholar who hosts a 
religious programme on local Me-
hwar TV has called on Christians to 
convert to Islam and said their faith 
is “incorrect.”

“Leaving al-Azhar as is can be 
catastrophic,” said Khaled Mon-
tasser, a TV commentator. “The 
conduct of such an important insti-
tution is enough to give terrorists 
carte blanche to kill.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Cosying up. A US officer speaking with a fighter from the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
near the north-eastern Syrian Kurdish town of Derik.                                                                                       (AFP)

Looking backward? Muslim scholars wait for the meeting between 
Pope Francis and Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, al-Azhar’s grand imam, 
in Cairo, last April.                                                                                       (AP)
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