
 

Washington

T 

urkey, angered by a fresh 
commitment by the United 
States to arm and support 
a Kurdish militia in Syria, 
attacked Kurdish positions 

across the border with artillery amid 
expectations of a ground incursion 
that is not without risks.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan declared that “the Afrin op-
eration has de facto been started on 
the ground.” “This will be followed 
by Manbij,” he added, referring to 
another Kurdish-controlled Syrian 
town to the east.

Turkish artillery fired on positions 
held by the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) near Afrin in north-western 
Syria on January 19. Turkish media 
reported that tanks, troops and hun-
dreds of pro-Turkish Syrian militia-
men had been moved to the border.

US State Department spokes-
woman Heather Nauert called on 
Ankara not to attack Afrin but the 
government in Ankara appeared de-
termined to stick to its plan. A sen-
ior US official warned the military 
build-up was “destabilising.”

The bombardment came days af-
ter the United States unveiled plans 
for a permanent military presence in 

Syria that would heavily rely on help 
by the YPG, which is considered a 
terrorist group and national security 
threat by Turkey. Ankara is wary of 
the emergence of a Kurdish autono-
mous entity as part of a future feder-
alised Syria.

The US commitment to a contin-
ued deployment in Syria marks a 
dramatic shift in a policy that had 
been limited to destroying the Is-
lamic State (ISIS). About 2,000 US 
soldiers and tens of thousands of US-
backed Kurdish fighters in northern 
Syria form the military backbone of 
an approach that is partly motivated 
by a determination to block Iran’s 
widening influence in the Middle 
East.

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son, in a speech January 17, said 
the United States would “maintain 
a military presence in Syria focused 
on ensuring ISIS cannot re-emerge.” 
One of the reasons for the new ap-
proach was that a US withdrawal 
from Syria “would provide Iran the 
opportunity to further strengthen 
its position in Syria,” he said.

Washington’s new strategy im-
mediately ran into problems with 
NATO partner Turkey, which sees 
the YPG as linked to the outlawed 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). 
Tillerson stressed that the United 
States was willing to “address Tur-
key’s concern with PKK terrorists 
elsewhere” and said the United 
States “must have Turkey’s close 
cooperation” in Syria.

He did not say how he proposes to 
deal with the fact that the very ex-
istence of US-trained and -equipped 
Kurdish forces in northern Syria 
is considered a national security 
threat by Ankara.

Burak Kadercan, a Turkey expert 
and associate professor at the US Na-
val War College, said Ankara’s move 
against Afrin is “a very risky game of 
brinkmanship.”

Writing on Twitter, Kadercan 
pointed out that Ankara was trying 
to tell the United States to distance 
itself from the YPG. If Washington 
failed to do so, Turkey “is willing 
to take matters to its own hands in 
Syria.”

It is uncertain to what extent Mos-
cow would be willing to get dragged 
into Ankara’s game plan. “Russia is 
not in Syria to solve the Kurdish is-
sue,” Kerim Has, a Moscow Universi-
ty lecturer told the New York Times.

By targeting the Kurds in Afrin, 
Erdogan hopes to consolidate his 
nationalist constituency at home 

a year before elections. However, 
he risks fuelling a showdown with 
Kurds in Turkey and making the dire 
humanitarian situation in the Afrin 
area even worse.

The expected Turkish operation 
in Afrin would complicate Washing-
ton’s overall strategy in Syria. Josh-
ua Landis, director of the Centre for 
Middle East Studies at the Univer-
sity of Oklahoma, said the United 
States wants to elbow into a situa-
tion that has long been dominated 
by Russia and Iran.

Landis said Washington sees the 
northern part of Syria under the 

control of its own soldiers and its 
Kurdish allies as a region that can 
be used to exert pressure on other 
players. The area contains much of 
Syria’s oil and gas resources, an im-
portant hydroelectric dam on the 
Euphrates and fertile agricultural 
land, Landis said: “The US believes 
it will deprive Russia and Iran of the 
fruits of victory.”

Thomas Seibert is a 
Washington correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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Cairo
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he appointment of Ines 
Abdel-Dayem as Egypt’s 
minister of culture in a 
cabinet reshuffle was 
warmly welcomed by 

many Egyptians but the appoint-
ment of the first female to the 
post was criticised by the coun-
try’s ultra-orthodox Salafists, who 
questioned her ability to safeguard 
Egypt’s culture.

Abdel-Dayem, 58, a professional 
flute player, was appointed culture 
minister on January 14 in a minor 
cabinet reshuffle that included the 
tourism, local administration and 
public enterprise sector portfolios. 
In 2012 she became the second 
woman to head the Egyptian Op-
era House.

Abdel-Dayem received a doctor-
ate from the Ecole Normale de Mu-
sique de Paris and has been the re-
cipient of numerous international 
awards. She has toured Europe and 
the Middle East as a professional 
musician.

“Apart from being a woman, 

Abdel-Dayem is far from qualified 
to lead an important ministry like 
this,” said Sameh Abdel Hamid, 
a Salafist preacher who is lead-
ing the opposition to her appoint-
ment. “How can a professional 
flute player lead this country’s as-

pired march towards cultural en-
lightenment?”

Salafists are generally opposed 
to the presence of women in lead-
ership positions.

Abdel-Dayem said she would not 
be intimidated by the Salafists and 

would go ahead with her plan to 
reform Egypt’s cultural scene.

“I was confident that they would 
oppose my appointment as culture 
minister,” Abdel-Dayem said, “but 
I will never ever allow these people 
to spoil my joy and the progress my 
country makes in the empower-
ment of its women.”

Abdel-Dayem was nominated for 
the culture portfolio in 2013 but a 
few hours before the swearing-in 
ceremony was to take place, the 
prime minister called her and told 
her that she would not be appoint-
ed due to opposition from al-Nour 
Party, the largest Salafist political 
party in Egypt.

“I was deeply disappointed,” 
Abdel-Dayem said, “but I will not 
allow them to do the same this 
time and will formulate a compre-
hensive strategy for Egypt’s cul-
tural reawakening, one that eradi-
cates extremism and this outdated 
thinking.”

There are four other female min-
isters in Egypt’s cabinet and 15% 
of the members of parliament are 
women.

Egypt’s Salafist movements have 
millions of followers. In addition to 
opposing women taking positions 

of leadership, Salafists are opposed 
to the presence of non-Muslims in 
leadership posts. In 2012, Salafists 
staged mass protests against the 
appointment of a Christian as gov-
ernor of the southern province of 
Luxor.

The National Council for Wom-
en, a women’s rights organisation, 
said it would stand up for Abdel-
Dayem and other women facing 
opposition from Salafists.

“Our country is moving forward 
and nobody can hold it back,” said 
council President Maya Morsi. 
“These people [the Salafists] can-
not impose their outdated think-
ing on us.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

‘De facto’ start of Turkish intervention in 
Syria as US announces permanent presence

Egypt’s first woman culture minister unbowed by Salafists’ hostility
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Challenges ahead. Egypt’s Minister of Culture Ines Abdel-Dayem 
(C-L) pays tribute to her predecessor Hilmy al-Namnam (C-R) during 
a ceremony at the Ministry of Culture in Cairo, on January 18.
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Abdel-Dayem said she 
would not be 
intimidated by the 
Salafists and would go 
ahead with her plan to 
reform Egypt’s cultural 
scene.
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Risky move. Turkey-backed Free Syrian Army fighters tour in the Syrian town of Azez, on January 19.       (AP)

Ankara’s move against 
Afrin is “a very  
risky game of 
brinkmanship,” said
Burak Kadercan, a 
Turkey expert and 
associate professor 
at the US Naval 
War College.
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