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Since the publication of this book�s third edition in 2015, there have 
been important changes both in the military and the political situation 
in Syria. When the first edition of this book came out in autumn 2014, 
the rapid expansion of the so-called �Islamic State� (IS) and the attack 
on KobanŒ going on at the time were the most urgent focus of media 
coverage. Since then, the Kurdish self-administration in Rojava has 
become politically much more established. With the support of the 
USA, it has also been successful in the struggle against IS, primarily 
in the military realm. While I am updating this book, Iraqi units are 
attacking the Western part of the IS stronghold Mosul, and units of the 
Kurdish YPG and their allies are advancing in the direction of the IS 
capital ar-Raqqa.

For this reason, the fourth edition of this book had to be revised 
more thoroughly in order to remain up to date. More than in previous 
editions, I go into the establishment of the Kurdish autonomous regions 
and their political structures, and daily life under the structures of 
the self-administration. I will, however, also continue to describe the 
internal conflicts of the Kurds.

Since the publication of the third German edition, there has also been 
a second, updated Turkish edition. My Turkish publisher enabled me 
to present this new edition at the Istanbul Book Fair in November 2016. 
While the political situation in Turkey gets darker by the week, especially 
with regard to academic freedom, there continue to be courageous 
intellectuals and publishers in Turkey who still dare to publicly address 
the Kurdish question. Some of the Turkish colleagues with whom I am 
working in scientific cooperations have by now been dismissed from 
their universities, lost all pension and social security claims, and even 
been stripped of their passports. While I was able to present the first 
Turkish edition of this book in February 2016 during a guest lectureship 
at the renowned Mülkiye, the old civil service school of the Ottoman 
Empire that is now integrated into Ankara University as the faculty of 
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political science, today, just one year later, many of the professors and 
lecturers who had listened to me in February 2016 are not even allowed 
to enter the premises of the university anymore. Given these frightening 
developments in Turkey, it is an open question whether another Turkish 
edition will be allowed to appear.

Much more gratifying is the fact that this fourth edition has now also 
become the basis for the first English edition, which will be published 
by the well-known leftist publisher Pluto Press. Moreover, a Spanish 
translation is also already in the works. Only the planned Kurdish 
edition has, unfortunately, still come to naught so far.

Even so, the book will now have a much bigger readership than ever 
before.
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Preface to the Third Edition

When my book first appeared in autumn 2014, it immediately gained an 
unexpected and unwanted topicality thanks to the attack of IS jihadis 
on the town and canton of KobanŒ that was underway at the same time. 
Much faster than we thought, the publisher and I had to arrange for a 
reprint. Reviews in various leftist magazines, as well as in big German-
language papers such as FAZ, Zeit, or Presse, made the book widely 
known and also led to discussions in Kurdish circles about its core 
contents.

In spring 2015, the Marxist publisher Yordam Kitab published a 
slightly updated Turkish translation of the book. I could thus for the first 
time present the book at the Book Fair of Amed/Diyarbak�r, and later in 
Istanbul. Now, not even a year later, it has already become necessary 
to print a third edition. How quickly the situation in Syria is changing 
is shown by the fact that the book had to be revised and updated only 
nine months after its previous printing. The book is currently also being 
translated into Kurdish (Soranî) and, apparently, there will soon also be 
an English translation.

Of course, as the book�s author, I was very gratified by the many very 
positive reviews. But nothing has delighted me more than the award 
of a Kurdish journalistic prize in Rojava itself. On 22 April 2015, I was 
invited to Qami�lo to be awarded the Mazlum Bagok Prize for this 
book, together with the Kurdish journalist Kheyri Kizler from Sinjar 
and the team of Rohani TV from KobanŒ, who were honoured for their 
journalistic reporting of the IS attacks on the ̊ zîdî of Singal and KobanŒ. 
In my acceptance speech, I mentioned quite explicitly that this was also a 
sign for the political opening of the Kurdish parties themselves, because 
my book is not a propaganda tract, but a differentiated approach to the 
topic from a variety of perspectives. In my speech, I evaluated the fact 
that I was awarded this prize as �a hopeful sign for the determination to 
build a pluralistic society�.
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The prize is named after Mazlum Bagok, a Kurdish journalist who 
was murdered in the course of his work in Rabia in the Iraqi province 
of Mosul on 22 September 2014 by IS jihadis. For me, this award also 
represents a charge to continue to write for human rights and democracy 
in a way that is both scientific and partisan.
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The Long Struggle for Autonomy

The border guards do not yet dare to put their stamp right in my 
passport. �Komara Sßri Kantona CizîrŒ,� it reads in Kurdish above the 
Arab variant of �Republic of Syria, Canton CizîrŒ,� which for now is 
still stamped on a separate piece of paper here at the border checkpoint 
of Semalka. Very close to the border triangle between Iraq, Syria, and 
Turkey, Kurdish fighters have taken a border station under their control. 
Obviously, anyone entering this part of Syrian territory from Iraq is no 
longer coming to the �Arab Republic of Syria,� as the country had called 
itself after its withdrawal from the �United Arab Republic� of 1961, but 
to a �Republic of Syria,� which for now is still imaginary, but whose 
Kurdish cantons are already in existence.

The above snapshot given in the first German edition of the current 
book had already changed in 2016, when, after a few sojourns in parts of 
Syrian Kurdistan located further to the West, I passed the same border 
for a second time. Since March 2016, the traveller at this point enters the 
Democratic Federation of Northern Syria � Rojava (Federasyona BakurŒ 
SßriyŒ � Rojava). 

Considering the war going on in large parts of Syria and the shutdown 
of the border by Turkey, the border with Iraq offers the only more-or-
less legal way to travel to Rojava. Since January 2014, Rojava, as most 
of the Kurds call Syrian Kurdistan, has consisted of three cantons that 
in theory are directly adjacent to each other, but were in fact separated 
for quite some time by territories largely under the military control 
of the so-called �Islamic State in Iraq and Greater Syria.� Only in 
June 2015 did the military units of the Kurds, the People�s Protection 
Units (YekîneyŒn Parastina Gel, YPG), the Women�s Protection Units 
(YekîneyŒn Parastina Jin, YPJ), and their allies succeed in unifying two 
of the three cantons with each other.
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Finally, on 17 March 2016, the Democratic Federation of Northern 
Syria � Rojava was proclaimed as the joint autonomous administrative 
structure of the Kurdish regions and the adjoining predominantly Arab 
regions, which were by now also under the control of said forces.

In December 2016, the name Rojava was finally dropped. This move 
was strongly opposed and criticized by the Kurdish opposition parties, 
particularly by those close to the Kurdistan Regional Government in 
Iraq. They considered the dropping of �Rojava� a betrayal of the Kurdish 
character of the region.

The meaning of roj � the �j� is pronounced the same as the �s� in 
delusion � is both �sun� and �day.� The sun has long played a central 
role in Kurdish national mythology. It is right in the midst of the 
Kurdish flag, and until its prohibition, the best-known TV station of the 
Kurdistan Workers� Party (PKK) also carried the name Roj TV. Literally, 
Rojava could be translated as the �land of the sunset.� Nationalist Kurds, 
who often reject any terminology that reflects the division of Kurdistan 
among different nation states, generally translate Rojava as �West 
Kurdistan.� Geographically, however, this concept makes little sense, as 
there are many Kurdish settlement zones in Turkey that are considerably 
to the west of Rojava. In geographic terms, Rojava is situated not in the 
west, but at most in the southwest of the Kurdish areas of settlement.

Even though unloved by both Arab and Kurdish nationalists, the 
term Syrian Kurdistan would probably be much more precise, all the 
more so since such terminology does not really pass judgement on 
whether one supports or criticizes the idea that these territories belong 
to Syria. Rather, the term refers to the fact that after the reordering of the 
Middle East after World War I, these territories were considered under 
international law as parts of Syria. This may be unjust and controversial, 
but it is no less true than the fact that Iraqi Kurdistan is a part of Iraq, 
that Iranian Kurdistan is a part of Iran, or that Turkish Kurdistan is a 
part of Turkey. For that reason, I will use the terms �Rojava� and �Syrian 
Kurdistan� as synonyms in this book.

The stamp that the Kurdish border guards place on a separate sheet 
of paper already says a lot: The �authorities� of the new Kurdish para-
state in Syria, which is dominated by a sister party of the PKK, subscribe 
to a �Republic of Syria� and regard their canton as an autonomous 
region � a region that is, however, by no means an autonomous region 
of the Kurds only. Since the proclamation of the canton of CizîrŒ 
(Jezira) in January 2014, people travelling there are no longer entering 
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Rojava but this canton. The stamp itself makes no mention of either 
Kurdistan or Rojava. This entry stamp thus reflects the self-conception 
of the cantonal authorities as a supra-national, autonomous area in a 
supra-ethnic Syria. The designation Rojava was added as a byname only 
in 2016 after the declaration of the Federation of Northern Syria. Even 
here, however, we still find a reference to Syria, whereas Kurdistan is not 
directly mentioned at all. The supra-national claim of the autonomous 
areas thus remained unchanged.

This change in the self-conception of the Kurdish actors in Rojava 
also mirrors developments in Syria, namely, from a revolution to a 
civil war. Over the course of 2012, hopes for a non-violent revolution 
on the model of Tunisia increasingly had to make room for an armed 
revolution, which within a year evolved into a civil war of a more and 
more sectarianized and ethnicized character. As the regime released 
high-level jihadist cadres, the character of the opposition also changed. 
New military actors such as Jabhat al-Nusra or the �Islamic State in Iraq 
and Greater Syria�1 gained in military and political influence, thereby 
discrediting the Syrian opposition in the eyes of international opinion.

Syria became the destination of jihadist adventurers, among whom 
were an increasing number of female jihadists, and fell more and more 
into the hands of multifarious warlords and criminal gangs. Even 
among veteran oppositionists, many over time lost their belief in the 
possibility of success. In the depth of their hearts, more than a few now 
even regretted having stood up to the regime, concluding that this had 
thrown them from the frying pan into the fire. Since May 2014, with 
the re-conquest of cities in central Syria and particularly with the fall 
of the rebel stronghold Homs, the government�s army has succeeded in 
retaking the offensive.

While the outcome of the Syrian civil war was still undecided when 
the first German editions of the present book went to print, since then 
the balance of forces has shifted considerably in favour of the regime 
thanks to its Russian and Iranian support. Many observers regard 
the reconquest of the rebel-held eastern part of the town of Aleppo 
in December 2016 as a particularly important, maybe even decisive 
battle. Since then, it has not only been the various rebel militias who 
were clearly in retreat; the same was also true for the jihadist project 
of �Islamic State.� The reconquest of Mosul by the Iraqi Army and 
the liberation of the �capital� of IS, Raqqa, by the troops of the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (in Kurdish: HŒzŒn Sßriya Demokratîk; in Arabic: 
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Q�w�t S�riy� ad-d�muqr�t.ya), among which the Kurdish YPG and 
YPJ played a decisive role, did not yet destroy the terrorist organization 
called �Islamic State,� but it did destroy the existence in the region of 
a para-state called by that name. Although jihadism did not disappear 
from Iraq and Syria, Kurdish fighters, both in Iraq and Syria, played an 
important role in fighting the self-proclaimed Caliphate and liberating 
a territory much larger than the Kurdish-inhabited territories of Syria 
and Iraq.

The attack of Turkey against Efrîn and the conquest of East Ghouta 
by the regime indicate a second � more internationalised � stage of 
Syria�s civil war. What seems to have been clear since early 2018 is the 
fact that the Syrian regime led by Bashar al-Assad will stay in power, at 
least in the most important parts of Syria. Whether we like it or not, 
the Syrian Kurds will have to negotiate and deal with the government 
in power in Damascus if they want to secure their autonomy within the 
future Syrian state. 

The goal of this book is not a prognosis on the future of Syria, but 
rather an up-to-date portrayal of the evolution of the second Kurdish 
para-state. The first one developed in the Kurdish areas of Iraq after 
the Second Gulf War of 1991. Following the fall of Saddam Hussein 
and the development of sectarianized conflicts in Iraq, the �Kurdistan� 
region of Iraq was regarded as a haven of relative stability and economic 
development in an otherwise crisis-ridden country. Its economic 
development, however, was based on the development model of the 
Arab Gulf states that is rooted in the appropriation of oil rent and has 
little to do with a modern tax-collecting state. Furthermore, the attacks 
of �Islamic State� on important Kurdish strongholds since August 2014 
served to show how fragile this stability continues to be. On the other 
hand, one effect of the successful defence of KobanŒ, at the price of 
the complete destruction of the town, has been that it has garnered the 
Kurds mounting recognition at the international level.

Despite all dreams of a great Kurdish nation state, the two Kurdish 
para-states have so far not accommodated each other politically. On the 
contrary: It is exactly the existence of two Kurdish para-states that has 
brought intra-Kurdish rivalries and conflicts into a sharper relief than 
ever before. Since the takeover of Rojava by the Kurds, for the very first 
time there was a border within Kurdistan under the control of Kurds. All 
nationalist announcements notwithstanding, this intra-Kurdish border 
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continued to exist until Iraqi forces took over the Iraqi side of the border 
once more in October 2017. But just like other border crossings, the 
one across the Tigris had repeatedly been closed for political reasons. 
While east of the Tigris, in Iraqi Kurdistan, an autonomous government 
led by Masud Barzani�s Kurdistan Democratic Party (PDK) directs an 
economic boom based on a neoliberal oil rent economy, in the west 
a party is in charge that is still prone to revolutionary slogans. It has 
its roots in Abdullah Öcalan�s formerly Marxist-Leninist Kurdistan 
Workers� Party (Partiya KarkerŒn Kurdistan, PKK) and, despite some 
ideological transformations, still regards itself as a leftist national 
liberation movement.

In both parts of Kurdistan, the rule of these competing power blocs 
is controversial and is challenged by Kurdish opposition groups. This 
book does not therefore present �the Kurds� as one singular actor and 
does not want to blind itself to intra-Kurdish political and economic 
conflicts. Because of this, the following narration is basically a social and 
political history and not a national history.

In fact, throughout their history the Kurds have never acted as a 
unified political subject. Yet what nationalist intellectuals and political 
parties often � and even, in a manner that amounts to self-orientalization, 
exclusively � regard as a flaw is by no means necessarily a sign of any 
inferiority or even subjectlessness of Kurdish society. Actually, the Kurds 
did not enter history as subjects of political action any later than the 
actors whose national states today rule over their territory or at least lay 
claim to such a rule. But while Turkey, Syria, and, to a certain extent, Iran 
constituted themselves as national states in the course of the twentieth 
century, the Kurds have so far been prevented from making this step. 
As a fragmented and strongly tribal society, to this day the Kurds have 
never formed a unified national movement, but have rather developed a 
diversity of different actors with differing loyalties and scopes of action. 
But this must be in no way understood as a deficiency or the lack of 
the capacity to build a state � it should rather be regarded as a political 
decision against the state. If there is anything detectable as a kind of a 
red thread in Kurdish history, it is the permanent rejection of and even 
rebellion against centralist state projects and the insistence on the largest 
possible amount of autonomy with regard to family, tribe, and region.

Attentive readers will have noticed that this last sentence didn�t even 
mention individual autonomy. The modern concept of individual 
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autonomy represents a novelty for all parts of Kurdistan, a concept that 
has gained ground only in recent years among certain urban elites and 
that often clashes with traditional family- and tribe-based collectivities, 
in particular when such demands for individual autonomy are raised by 
women.

This phenomenon is based on the fact that survival as a marginalized, 
politically and economically disadvantaged minority was often made 
possible only by very closely knit family networks. That meant that any 
latitude for individuals was frequently quite limited.

In all parts of Kurdistan, movements for political autonomy and inde-
pendence have repeatedly looked to progressive, Marxist, and socialist 
ideologies that also champion freedom and equality. In some Kurd-
ish guerilla organizations, women have actively participated in armed 
struggle. Others have at least regarded some amount of lip service to the 
equality of the sexes as a necessary element of their modernist develop-
ment discourse. In the PKK and its sister parties, gender discourse has 
played the role of a central constant of its political ideology and prac-
tice right to this day. Yet even here, and contrary to the example of the 
liberal middle classes of Europe and North America who regard it as a 
central goal in life, individual freedom is much less of a concern than 
the collective emancipation of �the women� with regard to patriarchy. 
In the PKK and its sister parties, women have formed their own female 
collectives, a special women�s party, and finally even a women�s army, 
all of which are fighting collectively and separately from the men and 
in which the women are expected to refrain from sexual relationships. 
A situation where young women fight in the mountains together with 
their husbands and in part even with their children, as was the case in 
the Iraqi Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) in the 1980s, would be 
unthinkable in the case of the women of the PKK. Here, one collective 
was simply replaced by another.

Critics of the PKK/PYD draw a connection between this kind of 
collectivism and the authoritarianism of the PKK, which often shows 
itself both in the behaviour of the PYD towards other Kurdish opposition 
parties and its behaviour towards grassroots initiatives in Rojava. This 
book will also address such intra-Kurdish conflicts and authoritarian 
tendencies, which are of course only fostered by the war situation.

Kurdish society finds itself in the midst of a process of change in all 
parts of Kurdistan, a change that remains contradictory and whose final 
destination is by no means fixed. On the one hand, there is throughout 
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a certain amount of urbanization, which creates, particularly for the 
younger generation of self-confident women, new spaces, but on the 
other hand, there are also patriarchal counterforces, especially within 
the younger generation. They manifest themselves in various currents of 
political Islam, some of which feature extremist young people who, for 
example, travel from the Iraqi part of Kurdistan to Syria in order to join 
the ranks of �Islamic State� in its fight against the PYD-dominated YPG.

But even among the modernist and secularly oriented parties of 
the Kurdish national movements in the different parts of Kurdistan, 
there is no unity with regard to the road to �modernity� they want to 
take. Most of these parties agree with an analysis according to which 
Kurdistan is �backward� and has to be �developed.� But the goal of 
this developmental discourse is controversial. Whereas for the PDK 
ruling the Iraqi part of Kurdistan, �development� means the triggering 
of an economic boom conceived in accord with the ideas of neoliberal 
economists, the formerly Marxist-Leninist PKK has been promoting a 
libertarian socialism that is sometimes diffuse, but on the whole aims at 
collectivist forms of economy. How this socialism is supposed to look 
in practice, the PKK�s sister party PYD will still have to prove, should it 
succeed in retaining the areas currently under its control.

Quite apart from these ideological differences, however, both roads 
to modernity will not work independently of their economic base. The 
model of the Iraqi-Kurdish economic miracle is for the most part based 
on an oil rent economy, and for that reason it is not all that unrealistic 
when Iraqi Kurds praise the model of Dubai as their own development 
model when talking to their visitors.

On which economic basis could Rojava work, and what consequences 
would this have for politics and society? A large part of Syria�s sparse oil 
reserves is located in a Kurdish area, namely, in the canton of CizîrŒ. But 
the region is also relatively rich in water and is therefore quite suitable 
for agriculture. The canton Efrîn in the west of Rojava has been known 
since ancient times for its excellent olive harvests. Vegetables are grown 
in the cantons of KobanŒ and CizîrŒ. This region used to supply half of 
Syria with vegetables and wheat, and even during the civil war in Syria 
there have been repeated attempts to export onions or tomatoes to Iraq. 
In the meantime, encircled by fighters of the so-called �Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria� on the one side, and by an equally hostile Turkey on the 
other, the economy in the canton of KobanŒ at one point almost came to 
a standstill, and in the larger cantons of Efrîn and CizîrŒ the population 
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also suffers from the consequences of the war and the economic blockade 
by Turkey. Under such circumstances, survival is possible only through 
a shadow economy and through smuggling. Although valid data for this 
are of course very hard to come by, the economic problems and their 
effects will also be topics of the present book as far as the possibilities for 
research allow.

After an introductory overview of the region, its religiously, 
ethnically, and linguistically diverse populations, and the history of 
Kurdistan, I will also give an overview of the Kurdish political actors 
in Syria, particularly their parties and political movements. In the 
process, Rojava is not considered in isolation, but is embedded in the 
histories of the Ottoman Empire, Kurdistan, and the state of Syria. 
In particular, it must not be forgotten that in addition to the parts of 
Rojava currently administered by the Kurds themselves, there are also 
old Kurdish districts in Damascus and Aleppo which are all the more 
relevant as they are the original home of several culturally and politically 
important Kurdish actors in Syria. The Kurdish quarter in Damascus 
reaches back to a colony of soldiers who went with the famous Salah 
ad-Din al-Ayyubi (Saladin) in the twelfth century when he promoted 
the liberation of the Levant from the crusaders. Salah ad-Din, himself of 
Kurdish origin, was accompanied by Kurdish fighters who first settled 
in the Suq al-Saruja in Damascus before the Kurdish quarter moved in 
the direction of Jebel Q�siy�n, that is, to the foot of a mountain of a 
height of 1,150 metres right before the gates of Damascus. Today, the two 
Kurdish quarters Hayy al-Akrad (district of the Kurds) and al-Salhiyya 
are still located on the slopes of that mountain on which, according to 
the legend, Cain is supposed to have slain his brother Abel.

While these settlements in Damascus today are still under the control 
of the regime, the inhabitants of the two Kurdish quarters in Aleppo, 
Sheikh Maqsood and Ashrafieh, were able to liberate themselves in 
2012 by effectively declaring their quarters a neutral zone between the 
Free Syrian Army (FSA) and the army of the government. Since that 
time, they existed as a kind of buffer zone between the frontlines and 
were protected by Kurdish militia. Yet even here, since autumn 2012, 
there have been repeated battles both with the FSA and the army of 
the government. Even though Ashrafieh was lost again, Kurdish units 
have retained control over Sheikh Maqsood since 2012. Given that 
background, the Kurdish districts of Aleppo cannot be entirely excluded 
from an analysis of Syrian Kurdistan.
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Nevertheless, the real focus of the book is on the core area of Rojava 
and its inhabitants. They, or at least some of their representatives, will 
be able to speak for themselves in the second half of the book. This will 
make the various perspectives of political and social actors in Rojava 
visible � a necessary addition, as the ultimate goal of this book is not to 
offer a closed narrative or analysis of the situation in Rojava, but rather, 
an attempt at a multi-perspectival approach to a current conflict.
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Background and Methods of 
Social Science Research in War

This book is based not just on an extensive literary study, but also on 
interviews and my own field research in Rojava. Under the existing 
conditions of war, such field research is no simple matter. Moreover, 
the security conditions do not allow for a longer sojourn in the region: 
The risks of western observers attracting attacks against themselves � 
and therefore also against their escorts � or becoming kidnapped are 
just too great. Therefore, at present field research is possible only for 
brief periods and when accompanied by local people. Of course, in a 
highly politicized society this also means being in constant danger 
of adopting the particular views and perspectives of some concrete 
actor, for example the respective escort, and therefore to end up 
pursuing, in analogy to embedded journalism, �embedded research.� 
I was particularly conscious of this danger during my five research 
trips between January 2013 and September 2016. I cannot exclude the 
possibility that I have occasionally fallen into that trap because, just like 
other researchers, I, too, could travel only in the company of Kurdish 
activists. However, I have tried to minimize that danger to the best of 
my abilities.

For one thing, in 2013 and 2014 I travelled with different political 
actors. In 2013, I had the opportunity to travel to Rojava via Turkey, 
together with my Syrian-Kurdish friend Jamal Omari, who has lived in 
Austria since 2001 and whom I met in 2004 when he was looking for 
support for protests against the Syrian regime. At the time of our trip, 
Omari, whose brother took us secretly across the border and to his 
home town AmßdŒ under the cloud of night, belonged to Mustafa Oso�s 
Partiya Azadî ya Kurdi li SßriyŒ, one of the four parties that would go on 
to found a unified sister party of the Iraqi-Kurdish governing party PDK 
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in 2014. Already in 2013, his party strictly opposed the Partiya Yekîtîya 
DŒmokrat (PYD) that had assumed control over most Kurdish areas in 
2012 and that at present rules these areas as the sister party of the PKK. 
Thus in 2013 I was able to talk mostly to opponents of the PYD who 
belonged to various parties and initiatives, and to interview them. In 
February 2014, however, I travelled to Rojava on the invitation of Salih 
Muslim, the party leader of the PYD, which put me in a position to 
mostly interview politicians, fighters, and functionaries of the PYD and 
organizations close to it. For security reasons, I was accompanied by an 
old cadre of the party, who not only served as a driver, but also always 
carried his Kalashnikov with him and who told us very much about a 
region that he knew like the back of his hand. In 2014, I succeeded only 
once, for a couple of hours, to escape the watch of the PYD and to meet 
oppositionists from other Kurdish groups, among them a couple of men 
who had been arrested and tortured by PYD fighters in 2013. Yet even 
our escorts from the PYD were quite prepared to bring us in contact 
with persons who were not exactly representatives of the party line, 
such as the members of the Naqshibandi order of the Khaznawi, whose 
representatives, as far as they have remained in Syria at all, are often 
regarded as friends of Turkey.

Since the publication of the first German edition of this book, I have 
undertaken additional trips under the protection of the YPG/PYD to 
Efrîn and KobanŒ, as well as one journey organized individually without 
any help from any party to CizîrŒ, KobanŒ, and the town of Tal Abyad � 
which is located between the two cantons � in September 2016, where I met 
people from different political currents. This should serve to further round 
out the picture and bring up to date the information garnered previously.

The information gathered directly from the scene was time and again 
supplemented by telephone conversations and Facebook chats with 
different politically active persons both in Rojava and in exile. Quite 
independently of the various political perspectives of my escorts, all this 
yielded a multi-perspectival picture of the situation in Rojava that I try 
to reflect in this book. In order to make the original voices of some of 
my interview partners immediately accessible to the reader, interviews 
with different Kurdish activists constitute a substantial part of this book. 
These interviews provide a direct introduction into the various views of 
the interviewees of the conflict and their own commitment.

This publication is a snapshot of a development happening in real 
time. Such a snapshot can, however, never be up-to-the-minute. Writing 
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the history of the political development of Rojava must thus remain a 
project of the future. The aim of this publication is to enable readers to 
understand current developments. Therefore, the book is consciously 
not conceived as a detailed scientific study, but was written with the 
goal of being as intelligible and accessible as possible. Nevertheless, it 
also claims to satisfy scientific criteria. I have tried to the best of my 
abilities to include only verifiable facts in the book, to analyse them 
from the perspective of social and political science, and to refrain from 
writing a piece of propaganda. Therefore, the various Kurdish readers 
will probably find only a small part of their own respective perspectives 
reflected one-to-one in the book. The reason is again that my goal was 
not to write a propaganda tract in any form for any party or group, but 
to retain a critical gaze from the outside, one that is not only politically 
committed and interested, but also aloof enough to avoid being co-opted 
by any particular political party.
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Kurds, Arabs, Armenians, 
and Assyrians

Rojava as Part of the 
Ethnic Diversity of Syria

Contrary to the Arab-nationalist ideology of the Ba�ath party, Syria 
was a country that was both religiously and ethnically diverse. Syria is 
inhabited not just by Arabs of different religious-confessional origin, 
but, apart from the Kurds, also by Armenian, West- and East-Aramaic, 
Turkmen, Circassian, and Chechen minorities. Even the Kurds in Syria 
are not as linguistically united as it might seem at first glance.

Different from other parts of Kurdistan, in Rojava there is a clear 
dominance of the main variety of Kurdish, namely, Kurmancî. It is also 
the most important variety in Turkish-Kurdistan and is spoken in the 
north of both Iranian and Iraqi Kurdistan. Among the Syrian Kurds, 
there are also � smaller � minority variations that were brought to Syria 
by migration from other parts of Kurdistan. In SerŒ KaniyŒ (Arabic: 
Ra�s al-�Ain), there are several hundred families who speak Zazakî 
(Kirmanckî/Dimilî), which is otherwise spoken in Turkey, and in Hesîçe 
(Arabic: al-Hasaka), there is a similarly-sized group of Kurds whose 
mother tongue is Soranî and who once immigrated from Iraqi Kurdistan.

Whereas Syria�s Turkmen, Chechen, and Circassian minorities are 
the descendants of immigrants during the Ottoman Empire, most 
Armenians descend from the survivors of the genocide of 1915, whose 
deportation trails led into the steppes and semi-deserts near Deir az-Zor 
in today�s Syria. The Armenian enclave of Kesab at the Mediterranean, 
bordering on Turkey, and the close-by village of Yakubiyah are 
exceptions; the Armenians living in the small town of Kesab and the 
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surrounding villages are descendants of a Cilician-Armenian enclave 
around the Musa Dagh that has existed for about 1,000 years. Their 
struggle for survival against the genocide of 1915 was documented by the 
Austrian Jewish writer Franz Werfel in his world-renowned novel The 
Forty Days of Musa Dagh. After World War I, the Armenians who had 
offered resistance at the so-called �Moses mountain,� until the French 
marines came to their rescue, returned to their home. When France, 
after the interlude of a short-lived formal independence, once again 
ceded the province of Antakya/Hatay to Turkey, the Armenians of Kesab 
resisted the plan ned annexation to the state of the descendants of their 
former tormentors. While the northern Armenian villages of the Musa 
Dagh indeed fell to Turkey and most Armenians again left their villages, 
the inhabitants of the southern villages succeeded in being allowed to 
remain under the French protectorate. Today, north of the border there 
is only a single Armenian village (Vak�fl�). On the other hand, until 
its capture in 2014 by jihadi militias (with Turkish help), Kesab was 
considered the last safe remainder of Cilician Armenia, characterized 
by a special variety of Armenian that is very different from the other 
Armenian dialects in Syria. In the meantime, the Syrian army has been 
able to reconquer Kesab, and many of the inhabitants who had fled have 
returned. Yet the future of the enclave remains uncertain.

The Aramaic-speaking minorities of Syria consist of the descendants 
of those Christians who represented the majority population of the 
whole region when Syria was conquered by the Muslim Arabs. Even 
before the Roman conquest, Aramaic dominated the Middle East right 
into Iran as the language of trade and commerce. In the course of the last 
two and a half thousand millennia, it has split into different varieties that 
are mutually unintelligible and are regarded as different languages today. 
Up to the conquest of Syria by the Muslim Arabs, Jews, Mandaeans,1 
and many Christians in Greater Syria and Mesopotamia spoke different 
varieties of Aramaic as their mother tongue, which were then only 
slowly replaced by Arabic. Three of these varieties are still in daily use 
and spoken as a mother tongue in today�s Syria: Western Neo-Aramaic, 
spoken in the Christian town of Ma�alula and in two adjacent Muslim 
villages (Bach�a and �ubb�ad�n) in Anti-Lebanon to the north-west of 
Damascus, and two Eastern Neo-Aramaic varieties whose speakers today 
lead a life as minorities, particularly in the canton of CizîrŒ in Rojava.

The Eastern Neo-Aramaic variant of Turoyo (ISO 639-3: aii), which is 
also spoken in the adjacent Tur Abdin in Turkey, is the mother tongue of 
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most Syriac Orthodox Christians in Rojava, who represent a substantial 
part of the population of Qami�lo and DŒrik as well as of some villages 
close to the Turkish border.

In the south of the canton of CizîrŒ, around the provincial capital 
al-Hasaka (Kurdish: Hesîçe) � which was itself at the beginning only 
partially taken over by the Kurds � and in the wake of the massacres 
of 1915, thousands of Assyrian Christians settled in the 1920s under 
the rule of the French protectorate. In the 1930s, these refugees were 
joined by survivors of the massacre of Semile in 1933 during which 60 
out of 64 Assyrian villages in Northern Iraq were destroyed and almost 
10,000 Assyrians were murdered. After the massacre of 1933, parts of this 
Assyrian-Nestorian population that had primarily lived in the Turkish 
province Hakkâri (Kurdish: ColemŒrg) until 1915 and whose survivors 
had been resettled north of Mosul by the British after World War I fled 
further to the west, where they enjoyed the protection of the French. 
There, they built new villages on the river Khabur or joined the Assyrian 
community already living in al-Hasaka. Alongside Turoyo, the variety 
spoken today by these Assyrian and Chaldean Christians (ISO 639-3: aii) 
is the most important minority language in the canton of CizîrŒ.

Under the Arab-nationalist Ba�ath regime, there was never any serious 
survey of the number of speakers of these minority languages. But a raw 
estimate suggests that more than half of the 80,000 native speakers of 
Turoyo and some further 40,000 to 50,000 speakers of Assyrian-Aramaic 
live in the canton of CizîrŒ and the areas around al-Hasaka.

While the Christians speaking the two Eastern Neo-Aramaic varieties 
represent the largest non-Kurdish minorities in the canton of CizîrŒ, 
they are almost totally absent in the other two Kurdish cantons. Yet 
in all three cantons, there are Arabic-speaking minorities who in part 
belong to tribes that have lived in the region for a long time, but who 
are partly also the descendants of ideologically motivated resettlement 
projects of the Ba�ath regime, a fact that turns them into the subjects of 
political controversy. The more than 20,000 members of the relatively 
large Arabic tribe of the Tai who dominate the Arabic district of Qami�lo 
belong to the historically oldest inhabitants of the region. Other Arab 
villages were brought to the region by the regime only in the 1960s.

In the canton of CizîrŒ, there are also a few Armenian communities 
operating their own church communities and schools in the towns of 
Qami�lo, DŒrik, SerŒ KaniyŒ, al-Hasaka. Both in the elementary schools 
in Qami�lo, DŒrik, SerŒ KaniyŒ, and al-Hasaka, and in the secondary 
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school in Qami�lo, classes are taught in both Arabic and Armenian. 
This, however, does not extend to Kurdish.

Turkmens, Chechens, and Circassians represent three additional small 
minorities in the canton of CizîrŒ. The Circassians are the descendants 
of those Caucasian Muslims who fled to the Ottoman Empire following 
the advance of Russia and the brutal colonization of the Caucasus, and 
who have left their traces from Israel to Kosovo to this day.

Another ethnic minority present both in the Arab and the Kurdish 
areas of Syria are the Nawar who, as a sub-group of the Dom, or D�m�, 
live in Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and Jordan. Their language, Nawari, is 
a dialect of Domari and undoubtedly belongs to the Indo-European 
languages. However, most of them are at least bi- or tri-lingual and 
today also speak Kurdish and Arabic. Partly on account of cultural and 
social similarities, the D�m� are often regarded as a sub-group or a 
�branch� of the Roma. There are, however, some linguists who advocate 
the hypothesis of an earlier autonomous migration of the D�m� from 
India to the Middle East and who trace the relationship between the 
languages back to earlier commonalities in India (see Matras 2012: 
20 ff.). Even though all Nawar in Syria are bi- or tri-lingual, are mostly 
members of the Sunni majority religion, and are by no means the only 
nomads in Syria, they have remained isolated from both Arabic and 
Kurdish societies. To this day, the more than 30,000 Nawar, or D�m�, 
remain a highly marginalized group whose members mostly live an 
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isolated life in miserable settlements of huts and tents on the outskirts of 
towns and villages, held in contempt by the majority population. There 
is one such Nawar settlement on the periphery of Qami�lo, consisting 
of shacks made from garbage and plastic sheets, whose dwellers are at 
the lowest end of the social ladder. The residents living there are not 
integrated into any regular employment relationships. Unlike the Kurds 
and Arabs, they also do not own any land. Similar to some Roma groups 
in Europe, most of them have been able to keep their heads above the 
water as musicians. In recent decades, the Nawar have been particularly 
popular as musicians at weddings, and they have certainly also 
contributed to the preservation of Kurdish music. Certain instruments 
such as the Ottoman Zurna, a double-barrel reed instrument with a 
cone-shaped bell, are played almost exclusively by Nawar musicians. 
But in economically and politically difficult times in which the weddings 
tend to be less opulent than before, the musicians of the Nawar, whose 
misery is anyway glaringly obvious, also suffer.
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Muslims, Christians, Jews, Alevi, 
and ˚zîdî

Religious Pluralism in Rojava

But Syria is not just ethnically and linguistically diverse; the same is also 
true of its religions. The Sunni majority population is supplemented by 
a number of minorities who largely originate in Shiite Islam. Among 
the largest heterodoxies are the Alawis (Nusayris) � not to be confused 
with the Anatolian Alevi � and the Druze. The minority of the Alawis 
who had been discriminated against for centuries and were able to 
survive only in their retreat areas in the western coastal regions and in 
the Turkish province Hatay/Antakya, but from whose midst the family 
of President Assad originates, currently finds itself in a dilemma. If 
it sides with the regime, it will turn itself even more into an object of 
the hate of extremist jihadis. During the Ba�ath regime, many Alawis 
gained important positions in the military and the intelligence services. 
If they drop President Assad, they have to fear the revenge of the Sunni 
majority population. Apart from them, there are also the members of the 
�Twelver Shia� (Imamites) and Ismaelites who, in the current conflict, 
are also subjected to attacks by the Sunni-jihadist groups, as well as a 
small group of Alevi.

The exact number of the Alevi among the almost 8,000 inhabitants of 
the small town Mabet in the canton of Efrîn is not known. Yet even so, 
the Kurdish Alevi there, although one of the smallest religious minorities 
in Syria, play a quite important social and political role in the canton. 
The fear of jihadist violence against religious minorities has driven many 
Alevi into the arms of the secular and well-armed PKK sister party PYD 
� and HŒvî Ibrahim Mustafa, an Alevi from Mabet, has even become 
the first administrative head of the canton of Efrîn. In Efrîn, which is 



rojava

20

anyway regarded as relatively secular and detribalized, the Alevi are seen 
as an integral part of the Kurdish population and are not subjected to 
any hostility, except that coming from jihadist groups.

Apart from the Alevi, the ˚zîdî (Yazidi) are the second religious 
minority within the Kurdish population. After being denounced � 
and often persecuted � by both Christians and Muslims as �devil 
worshippers,� today they are again regarded as a group that is particularly 
endangered, this time by jihadist violence. The numbers given for the 
˚zîdî still living in Syria today vary from 3,000 to 50,000 persons. In 
the current situation, their real number is impossible to determine, 
but given emigration and flight, it should be at the lower end of the 
estimates. The Turkish historian Birgül Ac�k�y�ld�z, who is a specialist on 
the ˚zîdî and the Ottoman Empire, thinks that the presence of the ˚zîdî 
in Rojava goes back to the twelfth century ad (Ac�k�y�ld�z 2010: 65). On 
the other hand, in his investigation of the ˚zîdî in Syria and Iraq carried 
out in the 1930s, the famous French orientalist and Kurdologist Roger 
Lescot (who secured for himself a lasting name in Kurdology both with 
the foundation of the professorship for Kurdish at the École Nationale 
des Langues Orientales Vivantes and his grammar of Kurmancî jointly 
developed with Celadet Alî Bedirxan) came to the conclusion that the 
first ˚zîdî did not come to the region and settle around Efrîn before the 
thirteenth century (Lescot 1938: 205).

There is no doubt that the ̊ zîdî community in Efrîn is several hundred 
years older than the one in CizîrŒ. Lescot dates the arrival of the first 
group of Kurdish ˚zîdî in CizîrŒ only to the eighteenth century, when 
the first ˚zîdî settled close to the then still mostly Aramaic town AmßdŒ 
(Lescot 1938: 199). But many ˚zîdî only came to Syria, together with 
Muslim Kurds, after the collapse of the Sheikh Said uprising in Turkey, 
that is, after 1925 (Lescot 1938: 200), and then again around 1930 from 
the Iraqi region Jebel Sinjar (Kurdish: �ingal) (Ac�k�y�ld�z 2010: 65).

Since 2013, fighters of the �Islamic State in Iraq and Greater Syria� 
have repeatedly attacked villages of the ˚zîdî and committed massacres 
among ˚zîdî civilians. In Rojava, the ˚zîdî for the most part live in the 
cantons of Efrîn and CizîrŒ. But particularly in recent years, because of 
the specific threat posed by IS, but also because of the danger emanating 
from other jihadist groups, many ˚zîdî have chosen the difficult path 
into exile.

The situation of the ˚zîdî becomes even more difficult because of the 
fact that many of their villages are located at the fringe of the Kurdish 
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settlement area and are therefore particularly prone to attacks from not 
only ISIS, but also Jabhat al-Nusra. In the canton of Efrîn, most of the 
˚zîdî villages are located between the towns of Efrîn and A�zaz � the 
latter of which was conquered by ISIS, Jabhat al-Nusra, and other more 
or less Islamist opposition groups on 18 September 2013 � and, turning 
to the south, the mountain range of the Jebel Siman (Mount Simon) 
west of the actual Kurd Dagh. This mountain range, named after Simon 
Stylites the Elder, with its villages of BeradŒ, BircŒ HŒdrŒ, BasßfanŒ and 
KîmarŒ, and which is called ˙iyayŒ LŒlßn in Kurdish and is separated 
from the actual Kurd Dagh (mountain of the Kurds) by the Efrîn valley, 
is the core area of the ˚zîdî in the canton of Efrîn. The 26 ˚zîdî villages 
in total in the region are often located directly on the frontline between 
competing Arab and jihadist opposition groups. In 2017 Turkish forces 
and their allies finally encircled most of Efrîn including the ˚zîdî villages 
of Jebel Siman. The ˚zîdî in the canton of CizîrŒ have experienced a 
similar frontline situation. Many of the ˚zîdî villages (such as al-Asadia, 
Tileliya, al-Qonjaq, or Cefa) lie south of the town SerŒ KaniyŒ (Arabic: 
Ra�s al-�Ain), in a region that was repeatedly contested between Kurds, 
FSA, Jabhat al-Nusra, and the �Islamic State in Iraq and Sham� from 
2013 to 2015. In the process, some of the ˚zîdî villages fell victim to 
targeted jihadist attacks and massacres.

In fact, the persecution of the ˚zîdî is based on a misunderstanding 
handed down over the centuries. This religion, which emerged from 
various pre-Islamic roots and in its present form goes back to the Sufi-
Sheikh Ad� ibn Mus�fir (Kurdish: �Œx Adî) who lived in the twelfth 
century and was born in Lebanon, worships, apart from God, the angel 
Tausî Melek (Angel Peacock) who is regarded as God�s first and most 
faithful angel. Since Tausî Melek venerated God particularly faithfully, 
he also remained true to God�s first commandment to worship no 
one but God. Therefore, he refused to follow God�s order to prostrate 
himself before man after the creation of Adam. In this episode, Tausî 
Melek was tested by God, and he passed the test. This view is contrary 
to the Christian and Islamic conception of hell according to which this 
angel was punished and turned into the devil. Unlike these two religions, 
the ˚zîdî have no conception of hell as a place of eternal condemnation. 
For the ˚zîdî, God is so omnipotent that there cannot be any second 
force representing personified evil. But the similarity of the story of 
Angel Peacock to that of the Christian and Islamic devil, who refused to 
prostrate himself before man out of arrogance, was used for centuries to 



rojava

22

accuse the ˚zîdî of being �devil worshippers.� This is all the more absurd 
once one considers the fact that this kind of personified evil doesn�t even 
exist in the ˚zîdî worldview.

The problems of this minority are enhanced by a political-religious 
conflict with a current close to the PKK/PYD that is trying to reconfigure 
the religion of the ˚zîdî as a variety of Zoroastrism and, at the same 
time, to reform it, something many traditional ˚zîdî regard as an attack 
on their religion. Additional conflicts within the ˚zîdî communities are 
rooted in its extremely strict marriage rules and rigid caste system, both 
of which are no longer accepted by many younger ˚zîdî.

The religious identity crisis of many ˚zîdî also has to do with the 
fact that many of them, particularly in the Kurd-Dagh region, have had 
hardly any access to the religious centres of the ˚zîdî in today�s Iraq, 
have produced few religious scholars, and, unlike the ˚zîdî in Jebel 
Sinjar (Kurdish: �ingal) or in the Sexan region around their religious 
holy place in Lalish (Lali�), have been much more integrated into the 
Sunni population. Even in the 1930s, Lescot already described the ˚zîdî 
in the Kurd-Dagh region as a group that was difficult to distinguish 
from its compatriots (Lescot 1938: 202). The orientation of these ˚zîdî 
towards a form of Yazdânism (which the PKK has declared to be a variety 
of Zoroastrism) is also rooted in this far-reaching oblivion of the old 
religion. In a way, it is the remaking or reinvention of a religion whose 
adherents in the Kurd-Dagh region may still have constituted a separate 
group, but who had already largely forgotten their religious traditions.

Unlike many other religious minorities in Syria, the ˚zîdî were never a 
recognized religious community. The secular-authoritarian Ba�ath regime 
may have occasionally held a protecting hand over the Christians, Druze, 
or Alawis, but this was never true for the ˚zîdî or Alevi. Both religious 
communities used to lead a shadowy existence in private refuges. Only 
after the retreat of the Syrian regime from the Kurdish areas have these 
two religious minorities also become able to organize. Since that time, 
new umbrella associations of the ˚zîdî have vigorously raised their voice 
and have been actively participating in shaping Rojava�s future.

On 15 February 2013 and supported by the new Kurdish self-
administration, the first ˚zîdî organized themselves in local councils in 
the region of al-Hasaka, soon to be followed by further villages in different 
parts of CizîrŒ (see Maisel 2017: 147). These associations then merged 
into an umbrella organization close to the PKK, the Union of the ˚zîdî 
of West Kurdistan and Syria (Komela ˚zdiyŒn RojavayŒ KurdistanŒ ß 
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Sßriye, K˚RKS). Competing with it are two additional newly established 
organizations, the Union of the ˚zîdî of Syria (Hevbendiya ˚zîdiyŒn 
SuriyŒ, H˚S) and the Council of the ˚zîdî of Syria (Encßmena ˚zdiyŒn 
SßriyŒ, E˚S), both of which are, respectively, close to different currents 
of the Kurdish opposition.

Just as in most parts of Kurdistan, the majority religion of the Kurds 
in Rojava, Sunni Islam, is strongly influenced by Sufism. Among the 
Kurds themselves, the orders of the Qadiriya and the Naqshibandiya 
are dominant, particularly the latter�s Khalidi branch, which reaches 
back to Diya al-Din Khalid, who was born in 1779 ad in the Qaradagh 
mountains in today�s Iraqi Kurdistan (see Weismann 2007a: 88). After 
its founding it competed with the Qadiriya order, which until then 
had dominated in Kurdistan. The centres of these Sufi orders did not 
just represent religious focal points, but also cultural, and occasionally 
political ones, a fact which turned the Naqshibandi order in particular 
into an important backbone of the Kurdish national movement. But 
the regional centres of these orders often acted very autonomously 
and did not always pursue the same line. As a consequence, the well-
known Kurdologist Martin van Bruinessen in his important standard 
work Agha, Shaikh and State confessed that �[m]y expectations were 
rather disappointed during my research in that the orders seemed to 
play no appreciable role in nationalism now, and that in the cases where 
the orders took a position in class antagonisms they chose against the 
interests of the underprivileged, instead of serving as a medium for their 
protest� (Bruinessen 1992: 212).

Yet Bruinessen, who carried out most of his field research in Iran and 
in Turkey and who, because of the collapse of the Kurdish uprising in 
Iraq, could stay for no more than six weeks, himself concedes that the 
Kurdish Sheiks might have behaved very differently from one region 
to the next. The fact that only a few Sheiks took a social-revolution ary 
stance is easily explained by the observation that most of them functioned 
themselves as feudal lords and often ruled over several villages inhabited 
by landless peasants who worked for them. Nevertheless, some of them 
in Iraq (e.g. the Sheiks of Barzan) played an extremely important role in 
the Kurdish national movement there � even though they represented 
the conservative-feudalist wing of that movement. In the Iraqi Kurdistan 
of the 1930s, the heterodox Sheik Ebdulkerîm Shadala and his Haqqa 
movement also played an important role as an anticolonial and social-
re volutionary movement (see Schmidinger 2014).
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In Syrian Kurdistan, most of the Sheiks tended to refrain from 
political activity. One important exception, however, is the Naqshibandi 
Sheikh Murshid Ma�shouq al-Khaznawi, who made an attempt to unify 
the Kurdish party landscape in the early 2000s.

The Sheiks and the Ulam� (the Islamic religious scholars) were just 
as unable to be politically active in Syria as other social forces. Even so, 
through their connections with the new economic actors, Sunni Sheiks 
and Ulam� played an important role in the economic liberalization of 
the Syrian economy in the 1990s. Private businessmen who had gained 
wealth during the previous 20 years or so funded charity organizations 
run by the Sheiks and the Ulam�. They, in turn, conferred a certain 
moral-religious legitimacy on the nouveau rich operators (see Pierret 
2013: 144 ff.).

Yet Syria is also home to the other two monotheist world religions. 
As a core region of the Bible, Syria is inhabited by Christians of the 
most diverse variety, and by no means only by the Western and Eastern 
Aramaic- or Armenian-speaking minorities already mentioned above. Of 
the course of the centuries, very many Syrian Christians were Arabized 
and now generally use Arabic in their daily life, a use that often even also 
extends to religious service. Another reason for the great complexity of 
the many finely grained confessions of the Syrian Christians is that Syria 
harbours both a whole series of diverse ancient Near-Eastern Christian 
confessions that fell out with each other in the fourth and fifth centuries 
over the question of the nature of Christ, and break-aways from these 
factions that go back to Catholic and Protestant attempts at proselytizing 
among the Christian churches in the Middle East. The oldest example 
for such a Uniate church is the Maronites, who emerged in the seventh 
century and, apart from their centre in Lebanon, are also represented 
in Syria. In addition, apart from the Armenian-Apostolic church, there 
also is an Armenian-Catholic church united with the Catholic church, 
and apart from the Syrian-Orthodox church there is a Syrian-Catholic 
one. The Holy Apostolic Catholic Assyrian Church of the East � which 
is falsely designated as �Nestorian� in the West � also has a break-away, 
the Chaldean Catholic Church, which is united with Rome. In Syria, 
the latter two are actually only represented in Rojava, particularly in 
al-Hasaka and in the Assyrian villages built in the 1930s on the shores 
of the river Khabur. Even the Greek Orthodox Church, which is also 
relatively well represented in Syria, has a counterpart united with the 
Roman Catholic Church in the form of the �Melikite� Greek Catholic, 
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or Byzantine-Catholic Church. In addition to the Catholics, Protestant 
missionaries also proselytized among the ancient Near-Eastern churches 
of Syria, and thus, by analogy to their Catholic counterparts, today we 
also have an Armenian-Protestant Church and an Assyrian-Protestant 
Church. The whole picture is completed by several Evangelical Free 
Churches that have emerged only in recent years and which, with their 
strongly missionary line of work, also contribute to conflicts with the 
Muslim population.

All traditional members of the Christian churches in Rojava happen 
to belong also to ethnic minorities. Within their families, they speak 
a variety of either Eastern Neo-Aramaic or of Armenian. Kurdish 
Christians are only rarely found in the new Evangelical Free Churches. 
It is worth mentioning that the latter have translated the Bible into the 
various varieties of Kurdish to promote their missionary work among 
the Muslim Kurds.

Like Christianity, Judaism has also been an integral component of 
Syria�s religious diversity for centuries. In fact, the Jewish communities 
in Damascus and Aleppo have been important sites of Jewish scholarship 
for more than two millennia. In addition, there has been a smaller 
community in Tadif, the location of a shrine of the prophet Ezra. 
Qami�lo is yet another place where, after the founding of the town in 
1926, a lively Jewish community emerged, which was partly composed of 
emigrants from Turkish Kurdistan. In his travel notes, Carsten Niebuhr, 
who travelled from Mosul to Nusaybin through the destroyed town of 
al-Hasaka in 1764, described a Jewish pilgrimage site �a quarter of an 
hour to the west of the present Nissabin� (Niebuhr 1778: 381), that is, 
today�s Nusaybin, near Qami�lo and immediately north of the national 
border, whose Christian and Jewish population founded Qami�lo in 
1926.

Even though, like everywhere in Kurdistan, there existed a great 
cultural closeness and adaptation of the Jewish population to the Kurds 
in general, the Muslim and Jewish Kurds mostly lived endogamously 
(Ammann 1991: 12). Mixed marriages occurred � if at all � between a 
Jewish woman and a Muslim man, but were frowned upon within the 
Jewish communities (Ammann 1991: 12).

In the 1930s the Jewish community in Qami�lo already comprised 
approximately 3,000 persons. Jews were active primarily as goldsmiths 
and traders as well as civil servants, and operated a synagogue in the 
city centre that still exists today. But the pogrom in Aleppo in 1947 and 
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the mass dismissal of Jewish civil servants in the same year did not only 
lead to the emigration of a part of the Jewish population in Aleppo and 
Damascus; the same was also true in Qami�lo. All the same, the Syrian 
Jewish communities held out for longer than those in many other Arab 
states because Syria refused to cooperate in the emigration of Jewish 
citizens and, under the Ba�ath regime, did not even hand out passports 
to Jews anymore. Before the Six Day War of 1967, around 800 Jews still 
lived in the town and were still a functioning community. However, the 
increasing anti-Semitism under the Ba�ath regime and the fury of Arab 
nationalists sparked by the defeat in the Six Day War led to a renewed 
wave of emigration. After 1967, only about 150 Jews continued to live in 
the town.

After the Six Day War, the authorities tried to stop the Jewish 
emigration in all of Syria for fear of strengthening the �Zionist enemy.� 
Journeys abroad were now only possible on condition of depositing high 
�guarantee sums� in the country. Between 1967 and 1977, Jews were even 
singled out as the only religious community whose religion was highly 
visibly stamped into their passports (see Bunzl 1989: 78).

Religions of the respective majority populations in Syria

Islam:

Sunni

Twelver Shia

Ismailis

Alawis

Druze

Christians

˚zîdî
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The remaining Syrian Jews were allowed to emigrate only in 1992. 
The whole community still present in Aleppo, about 4,000 community 
members in Damascus, and a large part of the remaining Jews in Qami�lo 
emigrated at that time. In 1994, the chief rabbi left the country together 
with the last group. Only 300 older community members continued to 
stay in Damascus. In Qami�lo, only one family and a few individuals 
remained in the town. The Jewish community in Qami�lo came to 
an end as a functioning community in 1992. Only in Damascus has a 
synagogue continued to be in operation; it remained open even during 
the civil war. The year 2011 even saw the restoration of the synagogue 
al-Raqi in the town�s old Jewish quarter. But the elderly Jews still in 
Damascus now represent a disappearing minority of hardly more than 
a dozen persons.

Yet the disappearance of Syria�s historical Jewish communities doesn�t 
mean that their synagogues have also disappeared. Until the beginning of 
the civil war, the large al-Bandara synagogue in Aleppo � which reaches 
back to a predecessor building from the fifth century ad � still stood, 
unmolested, in the old town, and it has even survived the war in Aleppo. 
A Muslim historian who showed me the synagogue in 1999 told me 
that when the historical Jewish quarter was torn down, the synagogue 
was saved not least by the intervention of Muslim intellectuals. At 
times, Jewish travellers even held religious services in the synagogue, 
provided they were able to assemble a �minyan,� that is, the prescribed 
minimum of ten religiously mature men. However because of the battles 
in the old town of Aleppo, the synagogue is by now probably severely 
damaged. The Jobar synagogue in Damascus, which in the end was the 
only synagogue still operating, was also heavily damaged by the fighting 
during the course of the civil war and was plundered in the process. 
According to the Syrian authority for antiquities, the synagogue � which 
was built in 720 ad, is located in a district captured by the rebels and has 
been an important pilgrimage site to the prophet Elijah � was already 
plundered in 2013 and then destroyed in May 2013. Rebels and the 
government mutually blamed each other for what happened.

The pressure of the Arab-nationalist Ba�ath regime on (Muslim) 
Kurds and Jews and the Kurdish-Jewish origin of the community in 
Qami�lo, which also expressed itself in the community�s mastery of 
the Kurdish language, together served to bring the two groups closer 
to each other. Thus the remaining Jews sometimes cooperated with 
Kurdish smugglers in order to escape across the border into Turkey and 
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to go on from there to Europe, America, or Israel. In the 1970s and the 
1980s the community in Qami�lo also became an intermediate station 
for many Jews from Damascus and Aleppo who were brought across 
the border from here by experienced Kurdish smugglers. In this, they 
were in part aided by Muslim clerics such as the Naqshibandi Sheikh 
Murshid Ma�shouq al-Khaznawi. In 2013, a close collaborator of the 
Sheikh (who was critical of the regime and was murdered in 2007 under 
circumstances that haven�t been entirely clarified to this day) told me 
that he had personally smuggled a number of Syrian Jews across the 
border and into Turkey. The Jews smuggled by him and his colleagues 
were brought across the border into Turkey near Qami�lo under the 
protection of the night and then travelled on from there to Europe, to 
the USA, or to Israel.

After 1992, basically just one family and a couple of individuals had 
remained in Qami�lo. Yet in 2006, the Jerusalem Post was still able to 
run an extensive article in which it reported on the last three Jews in 
Qami�lo, who stressed that they did not intend to leave the town. The 
last of them, a well-known personage in the town, lived through the 
beginning of the uprising against the regime before dying in his home 
town Qami�lo in autumn 2013. The now empty synagogue in the inner 
city testifies to the once numerous Jewish community just as much as 
some businesses in the inner city that are still named after their former 
Jewish owners, but have long since been managed by Muslims and 
Christians. Above the entrance to the synagogue itself a picture of the 
late President Hafiz al-Assad is still on display. A bit further away, there 
are still stores in the bazaar on whose top one can read signs with Jewish 
names such as �Ezra.� Some of them are said to still be in the possession 
of Jews once living in Qami�lo who supposedly continue to receive rent 
from their current operators.

But Syria was not just home to a diaspora of the main current 
of Judaism. Up until the seventeenth century, Samaritan1 diaspora 
communities existed in Damascus and Aleppo whose survivors returned 
to the only remaining community in Nablus after the conquest of Syria 
by the Ottomans (Schur 2008: 3). Unlike the Jews, in the conflict between 
the Mamelukes and the Ottomans they had sided with the defeated 
Mamelukes, which meant the end of their Syrian diaspora communities. 
Up until then, Damascus had been one of the centres of Samaritan 
intellectual activity, where important scholars such as Abu al-Faradj 
Munadjdja b. Sadaka and his son were active (Gaster 1925: 160).
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Moreover, in Damascus there existed a community of Karaites, 
a Jewish sect that emerged, at the latest, in the eighth century ad in 
today�s Iraq and that only recognizes the Thora and not the other books 
of the Bible, such as the Holy Scripture. In the seventeenth century, a 
traveller from Geneva wrote about a Karaite community of 200 persons 
in Damascus (Henderson 1826: 319). According to reports, apart 
from Damascus there had also been a Karaite community in Aleppo 
(Olszowy-Schlager 1997: 46), whose members had probably dissolved 
into the respective Jewish communities or had emigrated to the Karaite 
communities in Cairo and Jerusalem.
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Kurdistan
Country without a State or Country 

against the State

The term �Kurdistan� is considerably older than the national states that 
divided up the territory of the Kurds after World War I and has been 
documented at least since the Middle Ages � and it may actually even be 
much older. The conjunction of �Kurdi-� with the Persian suffix �-stan� 
for �location of� or �home of� really boils down to no more than �the 
country of the Kurds.� Today, we find a similar combination both with 
respect to national states under the influence of the Persian language 
(Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, etc.) and with respect to 
other regions basically named after ethnic groups (Lasistan, Lorestan, 
Nuristan, Dagestan, Baluchistan, etc.).

Exactly which region was considered as Kurdistan has, however, 
historically been variable. Until 1915, the historic, closed settlement 
area of the Kurds had been both smaller and more intermingled with 
other � mostly Christian � groups than it is today. Since it is impossible 
to convey here a detailed history of Kurdistan, as my goal is simply to 
give an introductory overview as a background for the description of 
the current situation and the more recent history of Syrian Kurdistan, 
the reader should not expect an overall presentation of Kurdish history. 
All the same, some historical developments are still important for the 
present, and these will be sketched at least in broad outlines.

After the Islamicization of the Kurds and the disintegration of the 
Islamic empire into various smaller domains only nominally belonging 
to an Islamic Caliphate, Kurdistan experienced the emergence of 
semi-autonomous principalities and tribal dominions on a regional 
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level. All these regional power centres were, of course, not modern 
states, but pre-modern systems of rule that, on the one hand, enjoyed 
a substantial internal autonomy, but, on the other, were dependent on 
bigger centres of government in various ways. At that time, individuals 
were always incorporated into an extended family and a tribe (Kurdish: 
E�iret) that offered them and their core families protection. At the fringes 
of these dominions, there emerged retreat areas for heterodox religious 
communities such as the ˚zîdî, the Alevi, the Ahl-e Haqq (Yaresan, 
Kakai), and the Shabak. The few urban centres, however, became in 
most cases sites of Sunni orthodoxy. In many parts of Kurdistan, there 
emerged a symbiosis between an ethnically pluralist urban population 
and a nomadic or semi-nomadic Kurdish population. Many of the 
towns that are now overwhelmingly Kurdish had a completely different 
ethnic composition until the beginning of the twentieth century. Thus, 
Van and Kars were overwhelmingly Armenian towns. In Diayarbak�r 
(Kurdish: Amed), Armenians, Aramaic-speaking Christians, Jews, 
Kurds, Arabs, and Turkish-speaking Ottomans lived together. Even 
today, the old town is characterized by a great number of Armenian, 
Syrian-Orthodox, and Chaldean churches, even though by now only 
few of them still fulfil their original functions. At the southern edge of 
today�s Kurdish settlement area, it was often Arabs who dominated the 
towns, while the Kurds dominated the countryside. To this day, Mardin, 
Urfa, or Mosul are good examples for towns with an Arab majority in a 
partially Kurdish-speaking environment.

At times, Kurdish political and military leaders played a political 
role far beyond Kurdistan, in which cases they didn�t act as Kurds, but 
as Islamic rulers. Probably the best-known example of this is Salah 
ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub ad-Daw�n�, the famous Saladin, who, in 1187, 
reconquered Jerusalem for Islam from the Christian crusaders and who 
founded the dynasty of the Ayyubids. Even though he was thus one of 
the most famous and successful Islamic rulers of Kurdish origin of all 
times, Salah ad-Din did not act with a Kurdish political entity in mind. 
Centuries before the emergence of nationalisms and national states, 
Islam represented the central unifying element of his empire.

For the Ayyubids, the Kurdish settlement areas also remained a 
peripheral issue. For centuries, these areas were never centres of political 
power, but rather represented the periphery of the big political systems 
of government. This peripheral status of Kurdish history continued 
for centuries, a status that was politically characterized by the partial 
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absence of a centralized power and a division of political power between 
different regional and tribal structures. The political power of the 
centres of the empires did play a role, but the Kurdish Aghas and Sheiks 
simultaneously used it for their own purposes and tried to keep it at a 
safe distance.

The various local rulers were repeatedly opposed to each other in 
bitter rivalry and also used the political centres of the empires to get 
resources from them for their fight against their competitors. At the 
same time, however, they opposed all attempts to curtail their interior 
autonomy and refused any stronger integration into the various empires. 
This was also true for those times when Kurdish areas became part of 
the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth century, or when, with the treaty 
of Qasr-e Shirin, the border between the Safavid Iran and the Ottoman 
Empire was drawn in 1639 and the spheres of influence in Kurdistan 
were thereby fixed (see Barfield 2002: 74).

However, Kurdistan remained a de facto peripheral border area of 
two great empires, neither of which controlled their border regions in 
a spatially inclusive manner like modern territorial states do, but rather 
limited themselves to a symbolic presence in the towns. The Kurdish 
feudal lords, in turn, limited themselves to the occasional payment of 
taxes and, if required, the delivery of troops. Their � often varying � 
loyalty to the centres of the respective empires was also quite limited. 
In reality, the E�iret continued to be the backbone of the Kurdish social 
order and its political and economic power, both of which have to be 
regarded as one.

Yet in some parts of Kurdistan, non-Kurds were also integrated into 
the Kurdish tribal system. Thus, there were Christian-Assyrian tribes in 
today�s Turkish province Hakkari whose way of life was, apart from their 
Christian religion and their Eastern Neo-Aramaic language, no different 
from that of the semi-nomadic Kurdish tribes of the region, with whom 
they frequently formed alliances and tribal federations but with whom 
they were at loggerheads just as often. In the sixteenth century, the emirs 
of Hakkari, who traced their origins back to the Abbasid caliphs, ruled 
over a complex power structure of Assyrian and Kurdish tribes (see 
Brentjes and Günther 2001: 10).

The period of the rule of the Safavids is also the time of the adoption 
of the Shia in Iran, the turn of many Southern Kurds to the Twelver Shia 
as the new religion of the empire, and the settlement of mostly Shiite 
Kurds in Khorasan at the border with Central Asia under Shah Abbas I 
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(Rezvani 2013: 157). To this day, the descendants of Kurds who had once 
settled there form an enclave of more than 500,000 mostly Kurmancî-
speaking citizens of Iran and today�s Turkmenistan.

In the heartland of Kurdistan, different varieties of Iranian emerged 
that are described as Kurdish today, but which are actually so different 
from each other that many linguists regard them as different languages. 
In both Kurdistan and among intellectuals of the diaspora it is one of the 
most controversial questions whether, for example, the variety Zazakî 
belongs to Kurdish or whether it is a language of its own. Yet this is 
a question that only really began to pose itself with the development 
of the nationalist movements of the twentieth century. Because there 
still is no Kurdish national state that could enforce a particular variety 
as the national language, and because it is well known that a language 
� according to Max Weinreich�s bon mot � is no more than a �dialect 
with an army and a navy,� the passionate debates about the question of 
whether there is a Kurdish language, which Zazakî, Gßranî (Hawrami), 
the South Kurdish varieties (Feyli, Kermanshahi, Kelhuri), or � for 
many Kurdish nationalists � even Lor�, despite its closer relationship 
with Persian (Farsi), are a part of, are anyway based more on political 
than linguistic points of view.

Be that as it may, in the midst of a mostly nomadic environment 
the semi-independent principalities of Kurdistan developed regional 
urban centres that also became places of education and the nursery of 
Kurdish culture and language(s). Some of these principalities lasted for 
several centuries, enjoying changing spheres of influence in the process. 
Thus, from around 1200 to 1832 the princes of Bahdinan ruled over 
the larger part of the province Dohuk of today�s Iran from their base 
in the town of Amediye before they were overrun by the principality of 
Soran. From the fourteenth century to 1867, the princes of Ardalan ruled 
over a large part of the Kurdish areas of Iran and extended their rule to 
the South Kurdish areas of Iraq. The court of Ardalan experienced the 
development of a high culture and literature, the latter of which was 
written down in the dialect of Gßranî. Poems and songs were certainly 
the most important literary form. Historical works were in part also 
written in rhymed form and always functioned simultaneously as songs 
of praise for the regional rulers of the day. Interestingly, the history 
of the dynasty of the princes of Ardalan was written by a female poet 
and historian by the name of Mast�ray Ardal�n (1805�1848), a fact that 
points to the important position of women in the region. While Gßranî 



country without a state

35

was dislodged by Soranî from its former core area around the capital 
of Ardalan, Sanandaj, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 
poems by Parishan Dinawarî (fourteenth century), Mustafa Beseranî 
(1641�1702), Xana Qubadî (1700�1759), and particularly Mewlewî (1806�
1882) are still read in the mountain region of Hewraman to this day.

Yet it was not only the development of Gßranî into the oldest Kurdish 
literary language that was closely connected to a princely court; the same 
was also true of the establishment of Kurmancî. In the fifteenth century, 
the princely court of Cizîra-Botan (Cizre) evolved into the cultural 
centre of the Kurmancî-speaking Kurds, yet it was also the home of 
Jewish and Christian communities in a remarkably multicultural 
town. It was a place for doctors, scientists, religious scholars, and, not 
least, poets, whose works are still considered the classics of Kurmancî 
literature. At this court, MelayŒ Cezîrî (1570�1640) created a substantial 
Diwan. EhmedŒ Xanî (1651�1707), who was born in today�s Hakkari 
and wrote the most famous Kurdish love poem Mem û Zîn, was also 
active here at the court of the princes of Cizîra-Botan. In Cizre, one 
can still visit the graves of several major classical poets of Kurmancî. 
Even today, the building of the Medreseya Sor (Red School) where the 
classical Kurdish poets and intellectuals taught their students still gives 
impressive testimony to the intellectual life at the centre of Cizre in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The Kurmancî spoken in the region is still regarded as the �most 
beautiful� variety of this sub-group of Kurdish. Even after decades of 
Turkish assimilation policies and even during the high phase of the war 
between the Turkish army and the guerrillas of the PKK, Kurmancî 
continued to be almost the only language spoken in the town of Cizre in 
today�s tri-border region Turkey/Syria/Iraq. There is no better place than 
here to learn Kurmancî in an everyday context. Since the larger part of 
today�s canton of CizîrŒ in Rojava once also belonged to the principality 
of Cizîra-Botan, the historical, linguistic, and cultural connections 
between the northern � now Turkish � and southern � now Syrian � 
part of the old principality are especially close. Just like the citizens of 
Cizre, the inhabitants of the canton of CizîrŒ owe their reputation of 
speaking a particularly beautiful form of Kurmancî to this heritage.

After the last ruler of the princedom Bedirxan Be	 put the Ottoman 
Empire in diplomatic distress following massacres of Assyrian Christians 
and ˚zîdî Kurds, the government of the Empire, which was already 
aiming to centralize its rule, crushed a rebellion in the region and in 
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1847 sent the last prince of Cizîra-Botan into exile. The town and its 
surroundings became a part of the Vilâyet Diyarbak�r.

Yet in contrast to the urban centre of the princedom Botan, Cizre, 
which today is located in Turkey directly at the Syrian border, the part 
of CizîrŒ that today belongs to Syria was overwhelmingly characterized 
by nomads, not urban settlements. Today�s largest towns in the region, 
al-Hasaka and Qami�lo, were only (re)founded under the French 
protectorate following World War I. In the nineteenth century, only 
today�s much smaller town AmßdŒ, which is inhabited mostly by Syro-
Aramaic Christians, and a few villages were inhabited on a permanent 
basis. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, the population of 
the region, particularly the Kurds, overwhelmingly led a nomadic life. 
This nomadic population was dominated by the powerful Kurdish tribal 
confederation of the Mîllî. Apart from the Mîllî, there were also smaller 
tribes such as the Dakkuri, the Heverkan, or the Hasenan present in the 
region. It was only the partition of the country by a new state border 
that cut through families and pastures, and the settlement policies of the 
administration of the French protectorate after World War I, that forced 
many Kurds to settle permanently in villages.

Until the twentieth century, the other two cantons of Rojava that are 
Kurdish today also functioned merely as the rural hinterland of urban 
centres that are today located in Turkey and Syria. As towns, both Efrîn 
and KobanŒ (Arabic: Ain al-Arab) have their origins in the beginning 
of the French protectorate. The region around Efrîn, the so-called 
Kurd Dagh (Arabic: Jabal al-�kr�d, Kurdish: ˙iyayŒ Kur mŒnc) was a 
mountain region in the Vilâyet Aleppo, or to be more precise, in the 
Sandjak Aleppo within the Vilâyet; that is, the region was administered 
from the predominantly Arab town of Aleppo. This was, however, also 
one of the core reasons why Aleppo emerged as the urban and cultural 
centre of the Kurds of the Kurd Dagh, a centre where Kurds formed 
their own districts outside of the old city. The town Kilis served as the 
regional administrative centre, but since 1921 has lain on the Turkish 
side of the border.

The Kurd Dagh�s character was shaped by five different Kurdish tribes 
(Kurdish: E�iret): the Amikan, Biyan, Sheikan, Shikakan, and Jums. 
Inferior to these in terms of influence were the smaller tribes of the 
Robariya, Kharzan, Kastiyan, and others. The twenty-six ˚zîdî villages 
with their total 1,140 inhabitants (in the 1930s) were subordinate to the 
Muslim Robariya (Tejel 2009: 9).
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Yet the importance of the tribes had already begun to dwindle by 
the turn of the century. Compared to the other Kurdish regions of 
Syria, in today�s canton Efrîn at least parts of the population settled 
down pretty early, since this low mountain range was excellently suited 
for the cultivation of olives. Thus, a sedentary peasant population 
emerged for whom the production of olives and olive oil became the 
central source of income. Today, the region is host to more than 13 
million olive trees (Allsopp 2014: 19). In this rural society of the Kurd 
Dagh, affiliation to the Kurdish tribes played much less of a role than 
it did for the nomadic and semi-nomadic Kurds. In a society in which 
the land was cultivated continuously and in which, therefore, the 
possession of land became an important resource, territorial affiliation 
represented a function that was increasingly more important than 
the affiliation to a tribe. Already at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the village (Kurdish: gund) played a role for the population 
of the Kurd Dagh that was at least as central as the tribal affiliation. To 
this day, the canton Efrîn, which is still characterized by smallholder 
olive cultivation, is the part of Rojava in which the affiliation to a tribe 
plays the slightest role and which is inhabited by a largely detribalized 
peasant society.

KobanŒ, the smallest of the three Kurdish cantons, is certainly also 
the poorest and most isolated part of Rojava. Not until after World War 
I were there any permanent settlements here. The region represented 
no more than the southern offshoot of a settlement to which Kurdish 
nomads used to descend from the higher regions of Kurdistan during the 
winter and which became more intensely settled only in the seventeenth 
century. The region was dominated by the tribal confederation of the 
Barazi, which included both Kurdish and Arab tribes. Administratively, 
the sparsely settled region belonged to the Sandjak Urfa within the 
Vilâyet Aleppo. The closest small-town settlement was Suruç (Serugh) 
in today�s Turkey, a once predominantly Christian-Aramaic town in 
which, during the turn from the fifth to the sixth century, the Syrian-
Orthodox Saint Jacob of Serugh (Mor Yakub) was active. However 
the hinterland, which by now belongs to Syria, was almost entirely 
nomadic. The only town to this very day got its Kurdish name because 
it accommodated a �company� under German command for the 
construction of the Baghdad Railway, the railroad line along which the 
border between Turkey and the French protectorate Syria was drawn in 
the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne.
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Joined by Arab rebels, allied troops occupied Damascus on 1 October 
1918. After Feisal I from the dynasty of the Hashemites was proclaimed 
king on 7 March 1920, it took the European victorious powers of World 
War I only until April 1920 to agree, in San Remo, on a French League 
of Nations mandate for Syria based on the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 
1916. Yet in the Treaty of SŁvres, concluded in August 1920, and which 
from the Turkish-Ottoman perspective was no more than a dictated 
peace enforced by the victors of World War I, the borderline between 
the Ottoman Empire and the new protectorate was not yet fixed along 
the Baghdad Railway, but was located further to the north. According 
to the decisions of SŁvres, not only were the northeastern provinces of 
Turkey, with Kars, Trabzon, Erzerum, and Van, to become part of the 
new state of Armenia, but there was also to be an autonomous Kurdistan 
that was to include Diyarbak�r, Dersim, and a strip of land south of Van 
up to the Iranian border. The border between the French mandated 
territory in Syria and the Ottoman Empire had been drawn considerably 
further to the north than was to be the case later on. Cizre, Nusaybin, 
Mardin, Urfa, Kilis, and Antep � which was renamed Gaziantep after its 
reconquest by the Turks in 1921 � were at first occupied by the British 
and then, together with today�s Syria, handed over to the French. It was 
only with the agreement of Ankara of 20 October 1921, later confirmed 
by the Treaty of Lausanne on 24 July 1923, that the border of the French 
protectorate was relocated further to the south along the current 
national border between Syria and Turkey.

The fact that there is any Syrian Kurdistan at all today thus goes back 
to this delineation of the border following a railroad line, and not to 
any ethnic or linguistic criteria. Both France and Turkey wanted access 
to this rail line, which at the beginning of the twentieth century was 
regarded as the main supply line to the region. Thus, the rail line itself 
was turned into the new boundary, and trains could roll both into the 
east of Syria and the east of Turkey. Yet this left behind Arab-speaking 
settlement areas on the Turkish side and Kurdish settlement areas on 
the Syrian side. Syrian Kurdistan was thus actually born as a �waste 
product� of the colonial division of the Middle East.

For the overwhelming majority of Kurdish intellectuals, the failure 
after World War I to create a Kurdish state still represents the core 
problem of the Kurdish question. In this connection, they accuse the 
West of having prevented the formation of a Kurdish state. On the other 
hand, they also reproach their own population for having been too 
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�backward� or tribally divided, or, at any rate, having suffered from the 
lack of an organized national movement able to enforce the creation of a 
Kurdish state. Indeed, at the beginning of the twentieth century the idea 
of an autonomous Kurdish national state was no more than an extremely 
marginal concept entertained by just a few urban intellectuals, many of 
whom did not even live in Kurdistan themselves. The first Kurdish-
language magazine (Kurdistan) was published by intellectuals in Cairo. 
In nationalist discourses of all stripes, the Kurdish society of the time 
is conceived of as deficient and backward. In the tradition of Edward 
Said�s critique of Orientalism (see Said 1978), Wendelmoet Hamelink 
and Hanifi Bar�� describe this stance, which actually denies the Kurdish 
actors any agency, as �self-orientalising,� a description that certainly has 
some justification. Against this position, they counterpose the idea that 
Kurdish actors consciously refrained from developing any nationalism, 
but rather tried to keep the state at bay as far as possible instead. On the 
basis of a highly interesting study of traditional Deng bŒjs, that is, very 
extensive narrations from Kurdish history that were also often sung, 
they conclude that these traditional texts revolve around local spaces 
and alliances and not around a national Kurdish project. According to 
them, in these texts borders are described as disturbing factors imposed 
from the outside. In the specialist journal Kurdish Studies, which was 
founded only in 2013, the two authors come to the conclusion that the 
Kurdish society of the time did not simply lack the wish or will to have 
a national state, but that it actively fought against the very conception 
(Hamelink and Bar�� 2014). There is indeed a lot of evidence in Kurdish 
history indicating that the Kurds actually did participate in the making 
of history, but that the idea of the national state was more than  simply 
alien to them. They argue that well into the twentieth century, the 
overwhelming majority of the Kurdish actors did not regard the concept 
of the �state� as such as an adequate form for the organization of political 
rule. This does not mean that Kurdistan consisted of spaces free of 
domination or represented a utopia of �noble savages,� as is suggested 
by some romanticizing descriptions of the Kurds as a �freedom-loving� 
people. Kurdish society was permeated by a myriad of structures of 
dominance. A	as, Sheikhs, and regional princes formed the backbone 
of authority. They remained, both locally and in many other respects, 
opposed to a centralization of power in the form of a state.

Many of the actors that Kurdish nationalists today regard as 
predecessors of the Kurdish national movement, such as Bedirxan Be	 
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(1802�1868), the last prince of the principality of Cizîra-Botan, or the 
Iranian-Kurdish tribal leader Simko A	a (1887�1930), did not regard 
themselves as Kurdish nationalists, but stood in the tradition of self-
defence against the state. From the middle of the nineteenth century, 
they were confronted with an increasingly statist Ottoman Empire that 
provided less and less space for vassal rulers and tribal territories.

For this reason, it is not particularly surprising that, since the 
beginning of the rise of the Ottoman and Iranian states and the 
successive transformation of both the Ottoman and the Persian Empires 
into modern territorial states, not only were these defensive battles lost, 
but also in the end, the national state descended on the Kurds in the 
form of �alien� territorial powers. In the case of the Syrian Kurds, this 
took the form of the French protectorate.
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Syrian Kurdistan under the French 
Protectorate

With the takeover by France and the displacement to Iraq of King 
Faisal I, who had been defrauded of his Great Arabic Empire, France 
proceeded to establish different states on the territory of its mandate. 
They were meant to enable not only a regional federalization, but also a 
certain amount of self-rule for the religious minorities. The protectorate 
as a whole was divided into the states of État de Grand Liban, État des 
Alaouites, État de la Montagne Druze, État d�Alep, and État de Damas. 
In addition, the Sandjak d�Alexand rette enjoyed autonomy within the 
State of Aleppo. Thus, the Alawis with their État des Alaouites � and in a 
way, also with the Sandjak d�Alexandrette � the Druze with their État de 
la Montagne Druze, and the Christians with the État de Grand Liban all 
possessed their �own state.� The last of these later indeed became a state 
in the form of Lebanon.

But the Kurds and the Aramaic-speak ing Christians of CizîrŒ gained 
no autonomy at all. All Kurdish areas became part of the State of Aleppo 
(État d�Alep), which was created on the territory of the old Vilâyet 
Aleppo in September 1920. (Takla 2004: 80). Within the State of Aleppo, 
the Sandjak of Alexandrette was granted administrative autonomy and 
a �rØgime special� (Takla 2004: 81), but the same was not true of the 
Kurdish or Christian-Aramaic regions.

Actually, the State of Aleppo was a �state� dominated by Sunni Arabs, 
even though the Sunni-Arab majority in it was less pronounced than in 
the State of Damascus (and even though it was actually anyway under 
French control). Apart from the Kurds, the State of Damascus was 
inhabited by large Christian, Shia, and Alawite minorities. But since the 
time of the Ottomans, various Muslim minorities from the Caucasus 
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(Chechens, Circassians) as well as Turks also settled in the region. The 
State of Aleppo was thus surely the ethnically and religiously most 
heterogeneous of all Syrian partial states under the administration of the 
French protectorate.

Different from the Sandjak of Alexandrette, the Kurds were not 
granted any rights of self-rule within the State of Aleppo, a fact that led 
to the first demands for autonomy. Interestingly, the first such demands 
were not raised in the later centre of Kurdish political activities in 
CizîrŒ, but emanated from the Kurd Dagh. From May 1924, the Kurdish 
representative Nuri Kandy promoted the idea of an administrative 
autonomy for all regions with a Kurdish majority population, by which 
he meant an autonomous region along the whole border with Turkey. He 
also held the view that the Kurds could help fight back Arab nationalism 
and could thus also be of use to the French administrative authorities. 
A second early demand for autonomy is known to have come from the 
tribes of the Barazi, who demanded an autonomy exclusively for their 
own region around today�s KobanŒ (Tejel 2009: 27).

Generally, the Kurdish actors cooperated with the French colonial 
administration because to them, the Arab-nationalist ambitions in 
Damascus seemed a greater danger than the French administrators. 
The latter were thus at least partially regarded as allies. And among the 
French officers and administrators, there developed a certain interest in 
Kurdish questions, which in the case of Pierre Rondot and Roger Lescot 
also led to an academic occupation with the Kurds. Lescot�s cooperation 
with Kurdish intellectuals later resulted in a grammar of Kurmancî 
jointly written with Celadet Alî Bedirxan, which is still of enormous 
importance for the standardization of Kurmancî as a literary language.

However, a large part of early Kurdish nationalism played itself 
out primarily outside of Rojava, namely, among Kurdish intellectuals 
and exiles in Damascus and Beirut. The wave of refugees after the 
suppression of the Sheik Said rebellion in Turkey in 1925 in which 
Sunni Kurds under the leadership of a conservative Sunni Sheik 
fought for a degree of autonomy in Turkey supplied the already exiled 
intellectuals in Damascus and Beirut with new activists from Turkish 
Kurdistan.

In October 1927, Kurdish intellectuals, supported by the left-nationalist 
Armenian Revolutionary Federation also known as Daschnaktsutiun 
(Tachjian 2003), met in the Lebanese mountain town Bhamdoun, where 
they founded the political movement Khoybun (�Independence�). As 
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their first president, they elected Celadet Alî Bedirxan, one of the leading 
intellectuals of the time who, moreover, came from the dynasty of Botan 
and thus also had traditional influence among Sunni Kurds in Turkey 
and in Syria. In addition, earlier Kurdish political movements such 
as the Kürdistan Teali Cemiyeti founded in 1918 in Istanbul, the Kürt 
Te�kilat-� 
çtimaiye Cemiyeti founded in 1920 by Ekrem Cemil Pa�a, the 
Kürt Millet F�rkas�, and the ComitØ de l�Independence Kurde united 
with previously independent intellectuals and tribal leaders. Apart from 
Celadet Alî Bedirxan, Mehmet �ükrü Sekban, Memduh Selim, Haco 
Agha, Ramanl� Emin, Ali R�za, Bozan bey Shahin, Mustafa bey �ahin, 
and Süleymniyeli Kerim Rüstem Bey were members of the first central 
committee of the new organization.

Khoybun saw itself as an all-Kurdish National Liberation Movement, 
which, however, intended to learn from previous military defeats and 
rejected any premature spontaneous uprisings. Khoybun decided 
to establish a permanent headquarters in Aleppo (McDowall 2004: 
203). Together with Damascus, the town became a centre for Kurdish 
nationalist activities which, however, were primarily directed at Turkey 
and Syria. Thus, Khoybun actively supported the second and the third 
Ararat uprisings of 1927 and 1930 by sending the former Ottoman 
officer Ihsan Nuri Pasha to function as military leader of the �Republic 
Ararat� led by Ibrahim Heski. In Syria, however, the Khoybun activists 
focused on cultural work and cooperated with the French authorities 
on a continual basis. The fruitful scientific cooperation of Celadet Alî 
Bedirxan and Roger Lescot also goes back to this phase of intense contact 
between the French authorities and the Kurdish national movement.

Politically, Khoybun saw itself as a progressive movement that 
countered the Kemalist disparagement of the Kurds as �backward� and 
�barbaric� with a description of the Turks as �barbaric.� But unlike the 
Sheik Said uprising a couple of years earlier, a cooperation with the 
anti-Kemalists who strived for a reestablishment of the Caliphate was 
rejected. Instead, Khoybun sought friendly relations with the Soviet 
Union, Iran, and Iraq in order to at least obtain their neutrality (Tejel 
2009: 19).

Even though the Treaty of Lausanne of 24 July 1923 had fixed the new 
border line between the area of the French protectorate � and therefore, 
also the State of Aleppo � with Turkey, in the following years both 
sides tried to instrumentalize the tribal leaders of the respective other 
side of the border for themselves and to manipulate the controversial 
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boundary line. The exact final border line was only fixed in 1929 in a new 
international agreement (Dillemann 1979: 33 ff.).

Already since 1920, Kurdish refugees from Turkey had come into 
the Kurdish regions of Syria, where they preferentially settled in CizîrŒ, 
encountering a mixed Christian-Kurdish population there. After the 
suppression of the Sheikh Said uprising in Turkey in 1925, thousands 
of followers of the Sheikh fled across the border to Syria. In CizîrŒ, this 
also changed the majority situation in favour of the Kurds. At any rate, 
in the late 1920s the Aramaic-speaking Christians, many of whom had 
themselves fled into the region only ten years before, were already in the 
minority.

Since the previous trading centres of the region were all located north 
of the new state border and, in addition, thousands of new Kurdish 
and Christian refugees had to be settled, the French administration 
had to plan for additional new towns that were to serve as regional 
administrative and trading centres of the region.

In 1922, the French built a military camp on the site of what would 
become the city of al-Hasaka, and where under the Ottomans there had 
been no more than an insignificant and largely deserted settlement. 
In 1764, Carsten Niebuhr still saw only the ruins of an earlier town. 
�Haskne�, he writes, �also seems to have been a town.� He suspected 
that there had been a fortress on a hill where, as he reported, there were 
still some remnants of buildings. �Half a mile to the south,� he believed 
to have noticed the remnants of a small church. �The whole building 
is just 13 double-steps long and 9 double-steps wide, all built from big 
hewn stones� (Niebuhr 1779: 378). Between the eighteenth century and 
the time of the French protectorate, al-Hasaka had never been rebuilt. 
It was only with the construction of the French military outpost that 
development into a town began again. Members of the Syrian Legion 
were promised land so as to make settling in the garrison towns attractive 
for them.

In 1926, Assyrian and Aramaic-speaking Christians created the town 
of Qamishli, which was directly at the border and adjacent to Nusaybin. 
In the following years, about two thirds of the population of Nusaybin 
went across the border to resettle in Qamishli, which soon became more 
populous than the old Nusaybin. The whole Christian population as well 
as many of the Kurds moved into the town, whose Kurdish name was 
Qami�lo. To them, we need to add the Jewish community of Nusaybin 
and the Arab tribe of the Tai. The new town within just a few years 
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grew into a multi-ethnic and multi-religious commercial town in which 
people spoke Arabic, Kurdish, Aramaic, and Armenian, and in which 
Christians, Muslims, and Jews cooperated under French suzerainty.

Finally, the ComitØ Central des RØfugiØs, which aided Armenian 
refugees in the 1920s, resettled Armenian, Syro-Aramaic, and Kurdish 
refugees in the garrison towns such as al-Hasaka, Qamishli, DŒrik, or 
Ra�s al-�Ain (SerŒ KaniyŒ) (Velud 2000: 77 f.).

But it was not only Armenian, Syro-Aramaic, and Kurdish refugees 
who came into CizîrŒ in the 1920s. Probably the most incisive change 
in the region was the settlement of the region�s hitherto nomadic and 
semi-nomadic Kurdish population. The French administration wanted 
the fertile agricultural land to be cultivated more intensely and so the 
former nomads were turned into sedentary peasants who lived in rural 
settlements.

Thus, in CizîrŒ, there emerged a rural and small-town population 
of various ethnic origins that, however, had little in common with 
the population of Western Syria. The regions that � unlike the rest of 
the State of Aleppo � had never been part of the Vilâyet Aleppo, but 
belonged to the Vilâyet Diyarbak�r, barely had any connection with the 
Syrian heartland. The �Upper Jezira,� as today�s CizîrŒ was called at 
the time, formed a region of its own that also increasingly strived for 
political autonomy.

These aspirations for autonomy in the 1930 were supported not only 
by the Kurds living in CizîrŒ, but also by a Christian-Kurdish coalition 
whose goal was a regional, not an ethnic autonomy.

Apart from a large part of the Kurdish elite, the movement for 
autonomy was primarily supported by Christians from the churches 
united with the Catholic Church. Among the most important 
protagonists of the autonomy movement were the Syrian-Catholic 
Archbishop of Aleppo and Patriarch of Antioch, Ignatius Gabriel I. 
Tappouni, and his vicar general for the Jezira, Msgr. Hanna HebbØ, 
as well as Michel Dôme, the Armenian-Catholic mayor of Qamishli. 
The autonomy movement was furthermore supported by the French 
Dominicans who were active in the region from 1936 and served as an 
important link to the French authorities.

However, as well as the Christian and Kurdish inhabitants of the 
region, some Arabs also took part in the efforts to achieve autonomy. 
Thus, the Shammar, who were relatively strongly represented in the 
region, were divided with regard to the question of autonomy. While one 
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part of the tribe cooperated with the protagonists of Arab nationalism, 
another part supported the movement for autonomy (Tejel 2009: 31).

Such splits were by no means only to be found in the Arab population 
of CizîrŒ. And the Kurds also did not all support the demands for 
autonomy. While a part of the Kurdish tribes hoped to use the French 
to escape their marginalization within an Arab national state, others 
strived for cooperation with the Arabs in order to mobilize against 
the French �Christian occupiers� in the name of a common Muslim 
identity. Even though the adherents of the �Bloc national,� which was 
founded in 1928 and rose to become the most important anticolonialist 
political force in the 1930s, were to be found primarily amongst the Arab 
population, among the Kurds there were also allies for this collective 
movement of Arab nationalists and conservative Sunnis who primarily 
came from the most influential and wealthy families of the country. 
According to Nelida Fuccaro�s estimate, in 1936 about one third of the 
Kurdish population supported the Arab coalition in Damascus (Fuccaro 
1997: 320).

In the Jezira, however, the allies of the National Bloc did not only 
display an anti-French direction, but also an anti-Christian one. A 
Pan-Islamic orientation was supposed to secure a Kurdish-Arabic 
unity under a Sunni flag. Since the French were not easily available as 
targets for these anti-Christian activities, some of the local Christian 
communities became the victims of this political current. The sad 
climax of the anti-Christian alliance of pro-Arab Kurds and some Sunni 
Arab-nationalist groups in CizîrŒ was the so-called AmßdŒ affair, which 
also dealt a heavy blow to the Christian-Kurdish cooperation, and thus, 
to the autonomy movement.

In 1937, conflicts in all of Syria between champions of a centralization 
of power in Damascus and of Syrian independence on the one hand, 
and adherents of a strengthened autonomy for the ethnic and religious 
minorities on the other were coming to a head (Yildiz 2005: 26). In the 
summer of 1937 there was an open uprising in CizîrŒ, when the Kurds in 
al-Hasaka began violently resisting the appointment of Arab senior civil 
servants. But with the aid of French troops, the uprising was suppressed 
just as violently as had been the protests of Christians in Qamishli and 
other towns of the region (Jweideh 2006: 146).

Against the background of these violent protests, in August 1937 
members of the Arab Shammar and pro-Arab Kurds jointly attacked the 
predominantly Assyrian small town of AmßdŒ and organized a pogrom 
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of local Christians, who were forced to seek refuge in Qamishli and 
al-Hasaka (Joseph 1983: 107). The fact that even though AmßdŒ today 
still has two Christian churches in its old town, but unlike other towns 
in the region is no longer host to any Christian community goes back to 
this pogrom of 1937, which �Kurdicized� the town. For many Christians 
in CizîrŒ, this pogrom lastingly shattered the hope of a joint struggle 
with the Kurds for autonomy. Afterwards, many of them turned towards 
Damascus and away from joint efforts aimed at autonomy. The defeat 
of the autonomy movement in 1937 also marked the slow end of the 
Christian-Kurdish coalition in CizîrŒ � even though the actors of the 
autonomy movement tried to jointly commemorate the pogrom and to 
continue the Christian-Kurdish cooperation. However, the Christians 
began to gravitate more and more towards the central government and 
the option of a joint Syrian state, and thus to defect from the previous 
alliance with the Kurds.

With the beginning of World War II, like other countries Syria found 
itself between the frontlines of the warring parties. At the time, German 
agents tried to forge contacts with the Kurdish nationalists in Syria (Tejel 
2009: 20). In the context of the present book, it would lead us too far 
afield to give a precise picture of the various coalitions and � frequently 
short-lived � alliances engaged in by the Kurdish actors in the region. 
With the defeat of France in 1940, Syria came under the administration 
of the Vichy regime, but was already reconquered in summer 1941 by 
British troops and troops of Free France during their Syrian-Lebanese 
campaign. The independence of Syria, which was proclaimed in 1941, 
was not recognized, but the promise of Syrian independence after the 
war was an essential part of the strategy of the new administration to 
keep the country quiet. At the same time, even though Kurdish efforts 
to achieve autonomy continued, they no longer resembled the strong 
movement of the 1930s.
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Kurds in Independent Syria

With the withdrawal of the last French troops in April 1946, Syria was 
finally released into independence as an integral state, without, however, 
Lebanon (and the Sandjak of Alexandrette, which had been handed 
over to Turkey in 1938 and 1939). The new entity formed a central state 
in which Pan-Arab and Syrian-patriotic political groups competed 
with one another, but in which there was no room for the autonomy 
demands of ethnic or religious minorities anymore. On the contrary, the 
detachment of Lebanon and the transfer of the Sandjak of Alexandrette 
(which was never recognized by Syria), made it easy from then on to 
taint all demands for autonomy with the suspicion of separatism. After 
the disastrous military defeat of Syria and the other Arab states in the 
Israeli War of Independence from 1948 to 1949, this domestic state of 
siege only intensified. In such a political climate, demands for territorial 
autonomy would have been interpreted as high treason.

All the same, the Kurds represented an integral part of the new 
Republic of Syria as long as they eschewed any specifically Kurdish 
demands. Kurds had already made up a relatively large share of the 
French colonial army, and thus the increasing importance of the military 
after independence was quite advantageous for the Kurds, or at least 
for those who relinquished their demands for autonomy and actively 
participated in the Syrian state. Finally, on 11 April 1949 the Kurdish 
officer and participant in the war with Israel, Husni az-Za�im, took 
power in a coup and thus triggered a long series of subsequent military 
coups in the country. Even though az-Za�im publicly de-emphasized his 
Kurdish identity and did not put any Kurdish demands into practice, 
he still surrounded himself with relatively many Kurdish advisors 
and ministers. Thus, under his government yet another Kurd, Muhsen 
al-Barazi, became prime minister. Accordingly, Arab nationalists 
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and followers of the Muslim Brotherhood accused him of creating a 
�Kurdish Republic� and of favouring the Kurds and Circassians (Tejel 
2009: 45). The Kurdish activist and poet Cigerxwîn recounts that after 
the overthrow and execution of az-Za�im by Sami al-Hinnawi of the 
Syrian Social Nationalist Party, the Syrian media cheered the event as 
the downfall of a �Kurdish government� (Cigerxwîn 1995: 280).

However, the Arab Sunni al-Hinnawi also did not remain in power 
for long and was soon replaced in a third military coup in December 
1949 by yet another Kurdish officer. Yet unlike az-Za�im, no one 
expected Adib ash-Shishakli to bring about any improvement of the 
situation of the Kurds in Syria. Adib ash-Shishakli not only did not 
pursue any policy friendly to the Kurds, but also explicitly allied himself 
with the Arab nationalists, presumably trying to �offset� his Kurdish 
origin. Moreover, Adib ash-Shishakli and his Pan-Arabist propaganda 
and defamation campaign against the Druze (Tejel 2009: 41) created a 
political climate characterized by hatred of minorities and paranoia that 
was also directed at the Syrian Kurds. It was thus a Kurd who prepared 
the way for a spiritual climate that was to create massive problems 
for the Kurds under the various Arab-nationalist regimes in the decades 
to come.

During this phase, Kurds could essentially choose between three 
different political camps: They could join the Arab nationalists, 
follow the Pan-Syrian forces, or support the Communist Party. Social 
upheavals brought about by the mechanization of agriculture, which 
drove thousands of Kurdish agricultural workers to the cities where 
they formed a new Kurdish proletariat (Zaza 1982: 137 f.), led to deep 
social and political changes. For many of these new proletarian Kurds, 
the Communist Party in particular became a political home. Founded in 
1924 as the Syrian-Lebanese Communist Party, the organization was led 
by Khalid Bakdash following his return from Moscow in 1937 (Ismael 
and Ismael 1998: 25). He was a Kurd from the Hayy al-Akrad district of 
Damascus and managed, despite all sorts of different splits and factional 
struggles within the Communist Party, to remain the autocratic ruler of 
his party until his death in 1995.

Bakhdash�s Kurdish origins may have contributed to his popularity 
among the Kurds, but primarily, communism offered a modern 
ideology by which one could separate oneself from Arab nationalism 
without courting the old conservative tribal chieftains, posing instead 
the social question that was so important for the new urban proletariat. 
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Even the persecution of political parties or the policy of ash-Shishakli 
could not subtract from the political appeal of the Communist Party. To 
this day, one can meet old men in Syrian Kurdistan who still have the 
pictures of Khalid Bakdash hanging on the walls of their houses. Because 
Khalid Bakdash�s Communist Party cooperated with the Ba�ath Party 
during the whole existence of the latter�s regime, this type of confession 
remained � different from the membership in one of the oppositional 
Communist Parties � without punitive consequences even in Ba�athist 
Syria. Between 1946 and 1957, autonomous Kurdish parties beyond the 
regional level simply didn�t exist in Syria. Yet in the second half of the 
1950s, the younger Kurdish activists around and within the Communist 
Party increasingly realized that they could expect no support whatsoever 
in the struggle for the rights of the Kurds from Khalid Bakdash�s strictly 
Stalinist Communist Party. Inspired by the younger generation of the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party (PDK) in Iraq, from the mid-1950s on 
thoughts were aired about the founding of a separate Kurdish party 
in Syria. An important impulse for this had been the sojourn in Syria 
of Jalal Talabani, the later founder of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK), who in the 1950s was still active in the PDK in Iraq. The initiative 
for founding the party came, for the most part, from the circles of 
Kurdish intellectuals of Hayy al-Akrad in Damascus. Among the first 
activists to deliberate about the founding of the party in 1956 were the 
Damascus-based Kurds Osman (Arabic: �Uthman) Sabri, who had 
already been active in Khoybun, Abduhamid Hadji Darwish, and finally 
Hamza Niweran, whose origins were in CizîrŒ.

Even though in the beginning the Kurds from Hayy al-Akrad 
dominated the effort, there was a conscious attempt from the start 
to integrate the Kurds from Aleppo and the three Kurdish enclaves. 
The group from Damascus was supplemented by a group around 
Muhammed Ali Khodsha, Khalil Muhammad, and Shawkat Hanan 
Na�san, as well as Rashid Hamo who came from Afrîn (Kurdwatch 
2011a: 5).

In CizîrŒ, the establishment of the party successfully integrated two 
Kurdish organizations, the Jam�iya wahidat ash-Shabab al-dimoqratiyin 
al-akrad (Organization of the United Democratic Kurdish Youth) and 
the Azadî group around the Kurdish poet Cigerxwîn and Muhammad 
Fakhri, which had its origins in the Communist Party (Allsopp 2014: 75). 
The exact circumstances that surrounded the founding of the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party of Syria (PDKS) have not been clarified to this day. 
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While some of the founding members claim that the party was founded 
already in 1956, others give 1957 as the founding date, a date that coincides 
with the one given in the official party history. It is not in doubt that the 
party held its first congress on 14 June 1957 and elected Osman Sabri 
as its first secretary general. In 1958, Nur ad-Din Zaza became the first 
president of the party.

The PDKS was not active under its later name from the beginning, 
but constituted itself at first as the Democratic Party of the Kurds in 
Syria (Partiya DŒmokrat a Kurd li SßriyŒ). When and under which 
circumstances it changed its name to the later one, Partiya Demokrat 
a KurdistanŒ li SßriyŒ, is controversial, not just among the actors of the 
time, but also within the small circle of scholars who occupy themselves 
with this topic today. Jordi Terel writes that the renaming only occurred 
in 1960 (Tejel 2009: 49). Harriet Alsopp leaves the question open and 
gives both 1958 and 1960 as possible dates for the renaming (Allsopp 
2014: 76). Be that as it may, the use of term �Kurdistan� represented 
one of the early conflictual issues within the party, since it implied that 
the territories of the Kurds in Syria were part of a greater Kurdistan. 
The question of whether the party should strive for a Kurdish national 
state that integrated the Kurdish regions of Syria or whether it should 
fight for the rights of the Kurds as a minority within Syria was part of 
the debates within the party right from the start. It seems only logical 
that different political and social interests with regard to this question 
were also reflected in the party base. The Kurds from the Hayy al-Akrad 
district of Damascus or from Aleppo had a big stake in strengthening 
their position as Kurds in Syria, and not in a secession of CizîrŒ, the 
Kurd Dagh, or KobanŒ. A large number of these Kurds have to this 
day remained focused on Syria as the frame of reference, but in CizîrŒ 
in particular, things have been different. For the Kurdish population 
living there, the proximity to Turkey, the distance from Damascus, 
and most of all the proximity to Iraqi Kurdistan and the autonomy 
movements of the Kurds in that country, which are in part even 
militarily active, opened totally different perspectives.

Another conflict that followed the party right from the start was 
the one between left and right. Many of the party founders came from 
the Communist Party or its environment and were either progressive 
intellectuals or belonged to the increasingly self-confident Kurdish 
working class that had developed since the late 1940s. Some of them had 
their origins in the progressive peasant movement in CizîrŒ that had 



rojava

52

defended itself against the old tribal notables and their feudal system 
of large estates since 1952 with the support of the Communist Party. At 
the same time, however, the party also tried to tie these very same old 
elites to the party and to form an alliance with them based on Kurdish 
nationalism. Yet in the long run, nationalism was unable to overcome 
the real conflicts of interest between the old Aghas and Sheiks and their 
(former) landless peasants, who flocked in increasing numbers to the 
cities to become workers. With the various land reforms of the 1950s 
and 1960s, the conflicts of interest between the large landowners and the 
peasants also evolved and became an important aspect of the relations 
within the Kurdish community itself.

From the mid-1960s onwards, the original PDK Syria split, at first, 
into a �Left� (˙ep) and a �Right� (Rast) party. Interestingly, the PDKS 
˙ep remained connected with the tribal and conservative PDK Iraq, 
whereas the PDKS Rast entertained connections with the more leftist 
split from the PDK Iraq under Jalal Talabani and Ibrahim Ahmed, the 
later Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). In the following decades, 
both ideology and personal relations and loyalties as well as intrigues 
by the Syrian secret service, and beyond that, the influence of Iraqi-
Kurdish and Turkish-Kurdish parties, led to an increasingly splintered 
landscape of Kurdish parties in Syria that was extremely difficult to 
understand even in comparison with the political landscape in other 
parts of Kurdistan. Additionally, many parties carried identical names 
for many years and could be distinguished only by the names of their 
respective chairpersons. Most of the parties still in existence today � with 
the important exception of the sister party of the PKK, the PYD � have 
emanated from one or the other of the splits from the historical PDKS 
founded in 1956/57. A simplified graphic representation of the splits 
and fusions of the Kurdish parties can be found in the front matter of 
this book. I devote a later chapter to the landscape of the political parties 
of the Syrian Kurds.

Be that as it may, the historical PDKS � just as all its successor parties 
� was never legalized and was never able to participate in a Syrian 
parliamentary election. All of its activities took place illegally, that is, 
more or less underground. Nevertheless, the holders of power in Syria 
regarded the party as a threat.
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In the Crosshairs of Pan-Arabism
From the United Arab Republic 

to Ba‘athism

After Syria � under its president Shukri al-Quwatli who had been 
democratically elected in 1954 � entered a union with Egypt in 1958, the 
long-running conflict between Pan-Arabists and leftists was, for the time 
being, decided in favour of the Pan-Arabism of the Nasserist variety. 
The former Egyptian military ruler, Gamal Abdel Nasser, became 
president of the new republic, with al-Quwatli as his vice president. 
Even though the United Arab Republic was de jure conceived of as a 
union of both states, de facto it was tantamount to an accession of Syria 
to Egypt. As early as 1959, al-Quwatli fell out with Nasser and had to 
flee into exile. Both the Kurds and the non-Nasserist Arabs began to 
distance themselves from the new regime. The government was almost 
completely composed of Egyptians. Cairo was chosen as the capital. The 
nationalization of Syrian firms also often worked to the benefit of Egypt. 
Though the land reform carried out under Nasser was popular among 
the poorer small farmers, the middle class and the old elites soon felt 
colonized by Egypt.

Yet under Egyptian rule there was also one of the most intense waves 
of repression of Kurdish political activists. On 20 September 1960, 
Nasser appointed the Pan-Arabist officer Abd al-Hamid as-Sarraj, 
born in 1925 in the Syrian town of Hama, as chairman of the Executive 
Council of the Northern Region of the United Arab Republic, which 
made him the de facto prime minister of Syria. Yet even before this, 
he had been, as minister of the interior, Nasser�s man in Syria and had 
been responsible for the repression of political opponents. From 1958 
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to 1960, he reconstructed Syria into a police state, which contributed 
to the lasting destruction of Nasser�s positive image in Syria. During 
his time as minister of the interior, the repression was at first primarily 
directed against the Communist Party and the Syrian Social Nationalist 
Party, which favoured a greater Syrian state over a Pan-Arabic state 
(Moubayed 2006: 325).

On 12 August 1960, as-Sarraj finally began his �Big Campaign� against 
the Kurds, during which more than 5,000 members and sympathizers of 
the Kurdistan Democratic Party � Syria were arrested in just a few days, 
including the majority of the party leadership. With the arrest of Osman 
Sabri Nur ad-Din Zaza and Rashid Hamo, the central committee of the 
party was hit heavily. In captivity, the tensions between Nur ad-Din 
Zaza and Osman Sabri came to a head. While Nur ad-Din Zaza urged 
not even mentioning the liberation of Kurdistan as a goal, but to regard 
the Kurds as a minority within Syria, Osman Sabri rejected this stance 
and demanded the admission that the Kurds were a separate nation 
(Allsopp 2014: 78).

In the midst of this wave of persecution, on 13 November there was 
an event in the small town of AmßdŒ that many Kurds still observe as a 
day of remembrance. During the screening of an Egyptian film that the 
mayor of the sub-borough had ordered all primary schoolers to attend, 
the movie theatre burnt to the ground. At that moment the cinema�s 250 
seats were packed with about 500 children. The overheated film projector 
had begun to burn. Because of the poor escape routes and the mass panic 
sparked by the fire, at least 152 children died.1 The fact that the town had 
only 14,000 inhabitants meant that almost every extended family had to 
mourn at least one dead child. Among the Kurdish population, there 
were very soon widespread rumours that the fire had been consciously 
started by the regime or other anti-Kurdish forces. There is no evidence 
whatsoever for this. The fact that a town of this size didn�t even have a 
fire brigade and that therefore the fire service had to be ordered from 
Qami�lo, and the fact that the movie theatre was hopelessly overcrowded 
both surely contributed significantly to the high number of victims. We 
can thus certainly diagnose a neglect of Kurdish infrastructure in the 
Kurdish regions. That this tragedy happened during a time of extreme 
repression against the Kurds also contributed to the view among many 
Syrian Kurds of the movie fire as a national tragedy and a crime by Arab 
nationalists. To this day, a much honoured memorial site in AmßdŒ 
recalls the memory of the children and of Mohamed Said Daqori, a well-
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known personality of the town who saved children from the fire by his 
own hand and who himself perished in it. There are annual celebrations 
there commemorating the fire.

Even though it was very likely no more than an accident, the fire in 
the movie theatre still plays a significant role in the cultural memory of 
Syrian Kurds. Thus, in 2013 a Kurdish website in Germany described 
the first commemoration in AmßdŒ after the withdrawal of the Syrian 
security forces in the following way:

According to the official version, the overheated film projector caught fire, 
which quickly spread because the movie theatre was built of wood, clay, 
and straw. There was never any investigation on the part of the state. The 
fire brigade and the security forces arrived only hours later. Many Kurds 
still believe that the regime or other dark powers within the state started the 
fire. They therefore call the movie theatre fire the �Massacre in the Cinema 
of AmßdŒ.� AmßdŒ can now for the first time recollect the memory of its 
children in freedom and without repression on the part of the regime.2

The intense wave of persecution directed against the PDKS ended only 
with Syria�s withdrawal from the United Arab Republic in 1961, when 
a broad popular movement in alliance with the military brought the 
rule of Egypt to an end. Abd al-Hamid as-Sarraj had already resigned 
on 26 September. On the following day, the military overthrew the 
government, and on 28 September it declared Syria�s departure from the 
United Arab Republic.

But the contrast between political parties that had a Syrian agenda, 
such as the Communist Party and the Syrian Social Nationalist Party, 
and the parties with a Pan-Arabist orientation remained. Even though 
the old conservative elites were now once more in power, that did not 
mean that Arab nationalism was now dead. Its traces were even left 
in the new name of the state. The newly reconstructed state no longer 
called itself �the Republic of Syria,� but rather �the Arab Republic of 
Syria,� which meant that it had pushed ethnic minorities, most of all the 
Kurds, out of the nation on even a nominal level. Moreover, the various 
currents of Arab nationalism also reorganized themselves in terms of 
party politics. Apart from the now discredited Nasserists, the Ba�athists 
were the most important force.

Ba�athism emerged in the 1940s around a group of Syrian students, the 
Christian Michel Aflaq, the Sunni Salah ad-Din al-Bitar, and the Alawi 
Zak� al-Ars�z�. But the official founding year of the �Socialist Party of the 
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Arab Reawakening� (Hizb al-ba�th al-�arab� al-i�tir�k�) is considered to be 
1947, when the former Ba�athist clubs officially merged into a single party 
at a party congress. During their studies in France, the three founders 
had been inspired by both Marxist and Fascist European models, and 
they pursued an Arab nationalism infused with state socialism that was 
supposed to overcome confessionalism and to bring about a strong 
and unified Arab national state. But the party�s nationalism remained 
diffuse and contained both ethnic and cultural elements. On the one 
hand, the Ba�athists defined the Arab nation entirely as a völkische nation 
determined by ethnic descent and thus advocated, as far as citizenship 
was concerned, a legal conception strictly based on the jus sanguinis. On 
the other hand, even Aflaq, al-Ars�z�, and al-Bitar knew quite well that 
the Arab nation could not have historically developed as a community of 
common descent, but was the result of the assimilation of extremely varied 
population groups under the dominance of the Arabic language, which 
was in turn closely connected to Islam. Therefore, the relation to Islam 
also remained ambivalent. On the one hand, the party advocated a strict 
secularism that was quite attractive for religious minorities; on the other, 
it understood Islam as a culturally important element of the Arab nation. 
There are even reports that Aflaq converted to Islam towards the end of 
his life, but these should be regarded as rumours rather than facts and they 
have always been denied by his family. It is, however, a fact that Aflaq and 
al-Bitar conceded Islam a central role in the formation of the Arab nation. 
Under the roof of this Arab nation, the existence of minorities could 
indeed be acknowledged, provided that they committed themselves to the 
Arab nation. In the Ba�athist ideology, Syrian Kurds, Turks, Circassians, 
or Aramaic-speaking Christians could therefore be regarded as �potential 
Arabs� if they saw themselves as part of the Arab nation, assimilated 
themselves culturally and linguistically, and transformed themselves into 
Arab nationalists.

But the three founders of Ba�athism were repeatedly in conflict with 
each other right from the beginning. Apparently, Zak� al-Ars�z� fell out 
with the two other founders early on. He became the co-founder of the 
Arab National Party (Hizb al-qawm� al-�arab�) and started, after the 
latter�s failure, yet another Ba�athist group that remerged with the group 
around al-Bitar and Aflaq only in 1947 (Mahr 1971: 26 f.).3

From the outset, members of religious minorities were represented, 
and not just among the founders. By stressing the importance of the Arab 
nation, they hoped to become a part of the ruling national collective.
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The only religious minority that was largely absent were the Jews, 
who were deterred by the anti-Semitic orientation of the party that 
was present from the start, and who were seen as something like the 
�enemy within� of the Arab nation. Although the anti-Semitic elements 
within the nationalism of the Ba�ath Party were also an expression of 
the Arab-Israeli conflict, which came to a head in the party�s founding 
year with the UN partition plan in November 1947, they were not 
simply an exaggeration of the anti-Zionism that was also widespread 
among other Arab parties. Rather, this was another aspect where the 
party had taken its cue from Fascist models in Europe and in particular 
from German National Socialism. After all, the Ba�athists entertained 
friendly contacts to German National Socialists even long after the end 
of the �German Reich.� The best known example for this is certainly 
SS-Hauptsturmführer Alois Brunner, who, as the right hand of Adolf 
Eichmann, was one of the top persons responsible for the deportation 
of the Jews from Austria, Germany, France, Greece, and Slovakia to 
the concentration and annihilation camps, who probably came to 
Syria already in the 1950s and who is reported to have been active as a 
consultant of the Syrian secret service (in, among other things, �Jewish 
questions�) after the Ba�ath Party came to power. The Syrian regime 
for a long time denied that he was in the country, but Brunner himself 
felt carefree enough to give an interview datelined from Damascus to a 
German magazine. It is certain that he was still in Damascus in the 1980s 
(Schröm and Röpke 2002: 52 ff.), which is also where he probably died 
sometime in the course of the last ten years.

A detailed investigation of the anti-Semitism and ethnic nationalism 
of Ba�athism would lead us too far afield. Of primary relevance for the 
present book is the fact that Ba�athism actually defended a religious 
pluralism within the Arab nation and was thus quite attractive for religious 
minorities (with the exception of the Arab Jews), but that it positioned 
itself simultaneously against all non-Arab minorities, particularly those 
who were suspected of harbouring territorial demands and claiming areas 
the Ba�athists saw as �Arab land.� In the view of the Ba�athists, �Arab 
land� was not just land where the Arabs formed a majority population, 
but the territory of all Arab states. Ba�athist ideology was thus directed 
not only against the Jews, but also against the ethnic minorities of Syria, 
particularly against the Kurds, who, apart from Israel, were seen as the 
greatest danger to Syria�s territorial integrity. Of course, under Ba�athist 
rule, other minorities, especially the Syro-Aramaic minorities, were also 
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persecuted, if these minorities insisted on an autonomous ethnic and 
cultural identity and refused to simply be turned into �Arab Christians.� 
However, these kinds of persecution should be seen in the context of the 
repression of all opposition movements under an extremely authoritarian 
regime. For the Ba�ath Party, the most important danger to the territorial 
integrity of the country probably emanated from the Kurds, who 
had indeed managed to create a relatively strong, competing national 
movement.

In the 1960s, Ba�athism was not the only Arab-nationalist current 
in Syria. There also continued to exist Nasserist currents even though 
they had lost support after the experiment of the fusion with Egypt, and 
the Arab Liberation Movement (Harakat al-tahrir al-�arab�) founded 
by Adib ash-Shishakli. But the influence of this latter group could not 
compete with that of the Ba�ath Party after its leader was driven into 
exile. In the first free election after the recovery of independence from 
Egypt held in December 1961, the Ba�ath Party gained 20 seats, while the 
Arab Liberation Movement won only four.

Overall, however, these elections constituted a defeat of the Arab 
nationalists. The victors were the two old big parties, the ideologically 
varied, more or less liberal People�s Party (Hizb ash-sha�b) with 33 
seats, and the conservative Syrian-national National Party with 21. 
The Muslim Brotherhood achieved an unexpected success, winning 
ten seats, a success that was also due to the anti-Nasserist mood in the 
country. Because no Kurdish parties had run in the elections, all seats in 
the province of al-Hasaka � and therefore, also the canton of CizîrŒ � fell 
to independent candidates of various ethnic origins. The two seats in the 
district of �Ayn al-�Arab (Kurdish: KobanŒ) also went to independent 
candidates, whereas the three seats in the district of Afr�n (Kurdish: 
Efrîn) were won by three Kurdish candidates of the People�s Party. 
Another independent candidate won in Jar�bulus, a mixed district with 
an Arab, Kurdish, and Turkish population (Oron 1961: 503 ff.).

Ma�r�f ad-Daw�l�b� became prime minister and Nazim al-Qudsi 
the new president. Al-Qudsi remained in office until the coup of 
the Ba�athists and their allies on 7 March 1963 and was thus the 
last democratically elected president of Syria. But the governments 
appointed by him turned out to be more short-lived. In March 1962, 
Bashir al-�Azma became the successor of Ma�r�f ad-Daw�l�b�. Already in 
September 1962, he was in turn succeeded by Khalid al-�Azm. The new 
system remained unstable and soon made itself unpopular through its 
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restorative economic policy. The government tried its best to restore the 
status quo before the unification with Egypt, and in the course of doing 
so also reversed the redistributive measures that had actually been very 
popular among the lower strata of society. The nationalization of banks 
and various industries was reversed, and there was an attempt to rescind 
as many as possible of the Nasserist land reforms (Hinnebusch 2001: 43).

Even though the new government was by and large dominated by 
pro-Western liberal politicians, which pushed the Arab nationalist into 
the opposition, this democratically elected government undertook one 
of the most fatal measures against the Syrian Kurds, which has had 
severe repercussions to this very day. On 23 August President al-Qudsi, 
influenced by the military, issued decree No. 93, which ordered the 
execution of a special census in the Jezira.
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Special Census and Statelessness

Although this special census was ordered by the al-Qudsi government, 
Sa�id as-Saiyid is generally regarded as its driving force. Unlike the 
president, the governor of the province of al-Hasaka was regarded as an 
ardent Arab nationalist who continued to have free reign in the border 
province even after the preliminary political end of Nasserism. During 
the special census in the Jezira of November 1962, which had the explicit 
aim of finding out how many presumably illegal migrants from Turkey 
lived in the region, 120,000 Kurds were stripped of their citizenship. 
Apparently, the government in Damascus, which was subject to 
the strong influence of the military, was too weak or disinterested to 
intervene against this policy. According to observers, 

[Sa�id as-Saiyid�s] justification for the denaturalisations that followed 
the census was that the �illegal invasion of the Kurds into Syria� was a 
�conspiracy with the goal of establishing non-Arab ethnic groups within 
the Syrian crude-oil triangle.� 

(Kurdwatch 2010a: 6)

The census must be seen in both an intra-Syrian and a regional context. 
On the one hand, the Syrian authorities tried to use this limitation 
of Syrian citizenship to as few Kurds as possible to manage the land 
reforms executed during the United Arab Republic in a way that made 
it possible to strip as many Kurdish small farmers as possible of the land 
that the reforms had just given to them. On the other hand, the year 1962 
was also a critical one in a regional context. In September 1961, armed 
insurrections led by Mulla Mustafa Barzani had begun in Iraq. At first, 
Barzani retreated into the mountain regions of his tribal home in the 
Barzan valley, but in spring 1962, he went on the offensive and together 
with 5,000 Peshmerga conquered1 large parts of today�s Kurdish 
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province of Dohuk in Northern Iraq. The government in Damascus was 
afraid that this region with its close linguistic and historical ties to CizîrŒ 
would be seen as an example by the Syrian Kurds. This is probably one 
of the reasons why it gave Arab nationalists such as Sa�id as-Saiyid so 
much leeway in the region.

But the exclusion of the Kurds was not limited to distant CizîrŒ. 
The government of Khalid al-�Azms itself also described the Kurds as a 
security risk and disqualified them as �infiltrators.� The public agitation 
against the Kurds and for the struggle for the �Arab character� of the 
Jezira also led to consequences in Damascus itself, where some of the 
houses in the Hayy al-Akrad were defaced with anti-Kurdish graffiti 
(Vanly 1992: 151).

Yet the Berlin-based human rights organization Kurdwatch, which is 
active on behalf of the rights of Syrian Kurds, points out that Sa�id as-Saiyid 
could also count on local allies, namely, the big landowners, for whom 
the expatriation of Kurdish small farmers �provided the opportunity 
to avoid or reverse the confiscation of their estates as envisaged by the 
land reform. If Kurdish small farmers were to be discredited as �invaders� 
and hence lose their claim to a share of the estates, this could work in 
favour of large landowners� (Kurdwatch 2010a: 6).

However, at first probably both Arab and Kurdish big landowners 
benefitted from the expatriation of Kurdish small peasants. After all, 
during the land reforms stateless Kurds not only were not assigned any 
land, but they could also neither buy nor inherit any land and were thus 
altogether excluded from landownership.

It was the declared goal of the census to find out which Kurds were 
Syrian citizens and which ones could be categorized as refugees and 
could thus be deprived of their political and civil rights. In the event, all 
Kurds in the Jezira had to prove that they or their ancestors had already 
lived in Syria before 1945, a task that was often impossible to fulfil in a 
region in which a large number of people still didn�t hold certificates 
of birth. Moreover, the authorities often acted arbitrarily and in some 
cases conceded Syrian citizenship to certain siblings while rescinding 
that of their brothers. It is difficult to give an exact number of Kurds 
who actually lost their citizenship in the process. One number that is 
generally quoted is 120,000 (Yildiz 2005: 33 f.).

Kurds who were stripped of their citizenship received no more than a 
white slip of paper that noted that the owner was not on the registration 
list of Syrian Arabs of the province of al-Hasaka (HRW 1996: 15).
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In addition to this group of �foreigners� (ajnabi, plural: aj�nib), there 
was the group of the �non-registered� (maktum, plural: makt�m�n), 
whose status was even lower than that of the aj�nib.

The status of the aj�nib and makt�m�n was transmitted over decades, 
which is why statelessness proliferated in Syria. Normally, the status a 
person had was transmitted via the family�s father. Yet in addition, a 
whole number of marital combinations were not recognized, with the 
resulting consequences for the status of the children. The only way 
to pass one�s citizenship on was essentially for �a male with Syrian 
citizenship to marry a stateless female Kurd or a female Kurd with 
Syrian citizenship� (Wierzbicka 2011: 214).

The children of male makt�m�n always also became makt�m�n. If 
the fathers were aj�nib, their children would also be. But if an ajnabi 
married a maktuma, the marriage was not recognized and the status 
of the mother was transmitted, meaning that the children also became 
makt�m�n. This explains the rise in the number of persons with that 
status, which was the worst of all.

The current number of aj�nib and makt�m�n is controversial, but it 
is certainly far larger than the number of persons who were stripped 
of their citizenship in 1962. Serious estimates for the year 2011 arrive at 
a number of, altogether, about 300,000 persons categorized as either 
aj�nib or makt�m�n, which amounts to more than 10 per cent of the 
whole Kurdish population of Syria. It was only in the context of the 
protests of 2011 that decree No. 49 of 7 April offered the aj�nib � but 
not the makt�m�n � the resumption of their citizenship. This measure 
was probably designed to keep the Kurds away from the opposition�s 
uprisings. With it, the aj�nib could indeed regain their citizenship, but 
now they were also, right in the midst of an impending civil war, subject 
to the draft. The makt�m�n are prevented from getting the Syrian 
citizenship to this very day.
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The Kurds under Ba�athist Rule

As described above, the relatively liberal period of a multiparty system in 
Syria did not bring about an inclusive policy vis-à-vis the Kurds. Rather, 
it excluded them and was, despite formal democracy, characterized by 
the strong influence of the army. Moreover, on 8 March 1963 it came 
to an abrupt end. The old Pan-Arabist nationalists who had been 
overthrown by a regime that was later described as �secessionist� 
or �separatist� regained power through a coup staged by the army. 
However, this time, the alliance of the Arab nationalists was not led by 
the Nasserists, who had been discredited by the period of the United Arab 
Republic, but rather by young Ba�athist officers, with the later president, 
Hafiz al-Assad, among them. The Ba�ath Party itself remained in the 
background at the outset, but was later on able, as the best-organized 
Arab-nationalist force, to emerge as the strongest faction within the 
coup coalition. Yet that didn�t mean at all that the resulting regime was 
stable. From July 1963, the Ba�ath Party was the sole power centre in 
Syria, and, after the destruction of the Nasserists and their influence on 
the army, did not have to fear any serious competition. However, now 
there was a period of internal power struggles within the Ba�ath Party, 
which led to a succession of different regimes. From an ideological point 
of view, these regimes were all Ba�athist, but they belonged to different 
factions of the party with different economic and social programmes; 
moreover, they differed with regards to the strength of their roots within 
the army (Rabinovich 1972: 75 ff.). What did not change, however, in the 
course of these power struggles was the basic anti-Kurdish and Arab-
nationalist orientation of these regimes.

One of the first important anti-Kurdish measures of the new regime 
was executed in 1965 on the initiative of the director of the security 
apparatus of the province of al-Hasaka, Muhammed Talab Hilal, 
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namely, the construction of an �Arab Belt� (al-hiz�m al-�arabi) in the 
Jezira. Already in 1963, Hilal had suggested a deportation of Kurds from 
the border region. In a study that was characterized by anti-Kurdish 
and anti-Semitic resentment, Hilal had argued that the Kurds were 
to be regarded as a group that would do everything to create its own 
homeland, which was why they had to be regarded as enemies despite 
religious commonalities. There was, supposedly, no difference between 
Israel and the Kurds, since �Jewishstan� and �Kurdistan� were entities 
of the same sort (Vanly 1968: 22).

At first, Hilal�s suggestion remained secret, but in 1965 it became official 
policy. It included the creation of a border strip that was 350 kilometres 
long and 10 to 15 kilometres wide and within which Kurdish villages 
were to be dismantled and replaced by loyal Arab settlers. According 
to the original plans, altogether 140,000 Kurds from 332 villages were 
to be deported to desert regions further in the south (McDowall 2004: 
475), a plan that bore an uncanny resemblance to the deportation of the 
Armenians and the Assyrians in 1915 by the Young Turks, which had a 
deadly ending for most of them in the deserts around Deir az-Zor.

Even though the original plans were never fully carried out and did not 
end in genocide, the construction in 1973 of the Taqba river dam across 
the Euphrates in the ar-Raqqa Governorate did offer the opportunity to 
transfer the Arab population there to the Jezira.

All this meant that the �Arab Belt� was realized only under President 
Hafiz al-Assad, who finally turned out to be the winner of the party-
internal power struggles in the Ba�ath Party in 1970 and formalized his 
position by having himself elected as president in 1971. With him in 
power, both the �leftists� and the pro-Iraqi forces had lost the power 
struggles within the Ba�ath Party, which, on the Pan-Arab level, had 
split into an Iraqi and a Syrian wing in 1966. Whereas Aflaq and Saddam 
Hussein in Iraq represented the Ba�athist �orthodoxy,� Assad was more or 
less regarded as a pragmatist who reconstructed the Ba�ath government in 
Syria into a regime that was primarily based on the religious minorities, in 
particular the Alawis. Under Assad, the key positions in the secret service 
and the military especially were filled with loyal Alawis � mostly those with 
kin relations to his own family � while in the government itself as well as 
in the administration and the economy, the Sunni, Christians, Shiites, and 
Druze quite often also got a fair shot.

Despite � or perhaps precisely because of � the favoured treatment of 
the religious minorities, Syria under Assad was an extremely repressive 
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regime that tolerated no opposition whatsoever and reacted with 
extreme brutality to all its opponents. Former Nazi war criminals such as 
SS-Hauptsturmführer Alois Brunner reportedly passed their knowledge 
on to the Syrian secret service, and the same was apparently true of the 
secret services of the GDR and the Soviet Union, countries that Syria 
under the Ba�athist rule had turned to during the Cold War.

The plan for an �Arab Belt� that went back to the very beginning of 
Ba�athist rule was resurrected with the completion of the Taqba river 
dam under the Assad regime. This led to the construction of a total of 41 
Arab model villages on Kurdish territory (HRW 2009: 11). Between 1973 
and 1976, about 25,000 Arab families were resettled in the province of 
al-Hasaka (Kurdwatch 2009a: 13).

Even though the Kurdish landowners were expropriated, most 
Kurdish peasants refused to leave the area. The new Arab villages thus 
existed in parallel with the Kurdish villages of the region, but they were 
equipped with far better infrastructure than their neighbouring Kurdish 
villages and had the reputation of being extremely loyal to the regime. 
Even today, many inhabitants of the then newly created Arab villages 
still side with either the regime or the jihadist opposition. At any rate, 
since 2012 many Kurds have regarded these villages as a security risk 
within Rojava. The Kurdish parties cannot agree on whether these 
villages should remain within Rojava or whether the status before 
the resettlements should be re-established, meaning that the Arab 
population that immigrated in the 1970s would have to leave. While 
the PYD is in favour of integrating the Arab settlers into the political 
system of Rojava, the parties connected to the Iraqi PDK agitate for their 
resettlement.

Like all oppositional activities, Kurdish political activity was greatly 
suppressed by the regime. The state of emergency in existence since the 
coup of 1962 (Galehr 2011: 203) allowed for Syria�s reconstruction into 
a state largely ruled by the secret services, which were in turn directly 
subservient to the president. But even Assad could not govern by means 
of repression alone. The regime actually succeeded in economically 
and politically integrating large parts of the population into a system of 
patronage and clientelism that was beneficial for many Syrians.

Parts of the Kurdish population were also included in this system 
of patronage and clientelism. After the Ba�ath Party opened itself to 
non-Arabs after the so-called �correction movement� of 1970, both 
individual Armenians and individual Kurds were given important 



rojava

66

positions. The price for this was strict abstention from any mention of 
Kurdish identity and particularly from any commitment to each and any 
kind of �Kurdish cause.� Using this strategy, certain Kurds succeeded in 
attaining high public offices. Thus, from 1972 to 1976 a Kurdish member 
of the Ba�ath Party, Mahmud al-Ayyubi, even held the office of prime 
minister.

In the religious realm im particular, the Kurds were able to get 
important posts. Thus, Ahmad Kuftaru (1921�2004), the Syrian head of 
the Khalidi branch of the Naqshibandiya, which is widespread in all of 
Kurdistan, first became the Grand Mufti of Syria and was then, under 
Assad, totally coopted into the political system. A Kurd was thus able to 
dominate official Sunni Islam in Syria for 40 years. Ahmed Kuftarus�s 
influence was based not only on his support by the regime, but also 
on a family tradition that goes back � via his father � to �Isa al-Kurdi 
(1831�1912), who played an important role in the reanimation of the 
Khalidi-Naqshibandiya in Damascus and whose order � which in Syria 
is also called Kuftariyya after the Kuftari family � formed the religious 
centrepiece of the Hayy al-Akrad district in Damascus. Quite apart 
from these factors, however, Ahmad Kuftaru�s cooptation by the regime 
meant that he had a function that went far beyond his tasks as a Mufti. 
After Assad�s ascension to power, Kuftaru was appointed as a member 
of parliament. His mosque became the centre of the religious charities 
of the government, and he himself became the mouthpiece of a secular 
Islam (Weismann 2007b: 118). For the regime, this arrangement was 
doubly useful: On the one hand, it could thus use a respected proponent 
of a moderate form of Islam as a mouthpiece against its most dangerous 
political adversary, the Muslim Brotherhood. On the other hand, it 
tried to use Sunni Islam as a unifying tie between Kurds and Arabs and 
thereby to Arabize the Kurds. To a certain extent, what was just said 
about Ahmad Kuftaru is also true of another Kurd, Shaykh Muhammad 
Sa�id Ramadan al-B�t�, a theologian of the Ash�aritic school who was 
born in Turkey and had relations to the Nurculuk movement of the 
Turkish-Kurdish religious scholar Sa�id Nursi. Shaykh Muhammad 
Sa�id Ramadan al-B�t� was appointed as the Imam of the Ummayad 
mosque in Damascus in 2008 and from then on played a role quite 
similar to that of Ahmad Kuftaru before him. In 2011, Al-B�t� remained 
loyal to the regime and publicly turned against the protests. In 2013 he 
was killed in a mosque under circumstances that remain unclear.1

Yet all these cooptations of individual Kurds into the power system 
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of the regime were tied to the condition that they didn�t insist on their 
Kurdish identity and didn�t pursue any Kurdish interests. In 1973, Assad 
had Arab nationalism enshrined in the constitution as a basic principle. 
Under the Ba�athists, Arabic, which was already Syria�s only official 
language, was also to become Syria�s only educational language. In 1970, 
even the Armenian and Assyrian private schools that had up to then 
been tolerated were either closed or, like all other schools, nationalized. 
In 1971, however, some of them were allowed to reopen as bilingual 
schools (Armenian/Arabic) (interview with Thomas Thomasian, 20 
February 2014).

Even before the Ba�athists, there had been no Kurdish schools in 
Syria, and unlike the Armenian and Assyrian schools, now they were 
not even allowed in a bilingual form. The public schools were designed 
to be the central location of the Arabization of the Kurdish population 
(Tejel 2009: 63). Kurdish lessons were organized only privately by the 
Kurdish parties or by private persons and remained illegal. Moreover, 
a whole series of decrees were used to suppress the mere use of the 
Kurdish language. Publications in Kurdish were criminalized, and 
Kurdish place names were Arabized. The singing of Kurdish songs at 
weddings, Kurdish concerts, and any other public presentations in the 
Kurdish language were all banned, and businesses with Kurdish names 
were forced to Arabize them (McDowall 1998: 47 ff.).

How the regime dealt with rebellions was clearly shown by the armed 
uprising of the Muslim Brotherhood in Hama, when President Assad 
simply ordered a bombardment of the city that razed the historical inner 
city to the ground. According to different estimates, up to 20,000 people 
were killed in this operation.

On the one hand, the regime counted on the integration of the 
population into Ba�athist mass organizations, particularly the party 
itself, but on the other, it also counted on the massive expansion of a 
security apparatus based on the secret services. Political prisoners were 
tortured on a regular basis. At least eight different forms of torture were 
in regular use, among them the tearing out of fingernails, electric shocks 
on the genitalia or other sensitive areas of the body, or the method of the 
�black slave� (al-‘abd al-aswad), in which the victims are stripped naked 
and placed on a machine, which then rams a heated metal lance into the 
anus (George 2003: 13).

With its powerful security apparatus and the ruthlessness with which 
it persecuted any organized opposition, the Syrian regime undoubtedly 
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belonged to the most repressive regimes of the region. At the same 
time, however, the expansion of the educational system and of a 
relatively well-functioning welfare state with a high public spending 
ratio actually garnered it a certain amount of sympathy among the 
population. Authoritarian regimes can never remain in power by pure 
repression, but also need some support on the part of the population. 
What is often described in political science as the authoritarian bargain 
de facto represents the exchange of political rights for greater economic 
security and the promise of enhanced prosperity (Desai, Olofsgård, 
and Yousef 2009). In Syria under the Assad regime, this authoritarian 
bargain worked: For a long period the regime was able to undergird 
the economic rise of a broad middle class. The political and world-
economic leeway that the regime needed for �catch-up� development 
was provided not least by the Cold War. In this, Syria sided with the 
Soviet Union, securing for itself the military and economic support of 
Moscow.

Even though, compared to the first phase of the Ba�ath regime, a 
certain ideological pragmatism found its way into policy under Assad, 
Arab nationalism still remained its ideological backbone. Kurdish 
parties and organizations rooted in civil society did not have any place 
in such a system. Yet unlike the first phase of the radical persecution 
of Kurdish activities after 1963, under Assad there was a certain 
normalization of the situation. Kurdish parties were still not legalized 
and were not allowed any official activities. However, a well-informed 
secret service that was well aware who held the leading positions in 
which party refrained from destroying them. Rather, the illegal Kurdish 
parties were conceded a certain low level of activity, accompanied by 
informal contacts between the regime and the leaders of the parties. The 
latter were thereby legitimized to a certain degree as �go-to persons� for 
the Kurdish population. To what extent the various parties cooperated 
with the regime remains unclear to this day. But these informal contacts, 
which some parties entertained more intensely than others, also led to 
a certain amount of suspicion on the part of the population. The secret 
service itself also had its own informants within the parties, who were 
partly known as such and who sometimes held differing loyalties vis-à-
vis the secret service and their parties. With regards to the parties, the 
basic concern of the state was that they would not cross certain �red 
lines,� that none of them would grow too strong, that none of them 
would demand the independence of Syrian Kurdistan, and that none 
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would dare to sympathize with an open or even armed rebellion. If 
the parties kept to these red lines, they would remain supervised, but 
tolerated. If they crossed them, their leading cadres would be arrested, 
tortured, and brought into line.

At the end of the 1970s, a Kurdish party in the neighbouring state of 
Turkey brought a series of changes for the Syrian Kurds: In June 1979, 
that is, even before the military coup in Turkey, the chairman of the 
Workers� Party of Kurdistan (PKK), which had been founded in Turkey 
in November 1978, Abdullah Öcalan, fled to Syria, where he found the 
support of the regime for his struggle against Turkey. After the military 
coup on 12 September 1980, additional cadres of the party followed him 
into exile in Damascus, from where Öcalan led his party.

In 1980, the PKK was far from the only leftist group to find a safe 
haven in Syria. However, it was the one that had been present in the 
form of its chairman Öcalan since before the coup and thus had 
better contacts than the groups that arrived only later. Because of the 
historical quarrel over Hatay, Syria had been in conflict with Turkey 
since its independence. Yet at this moment the main reasons for 
supporting armed opposition groups were different. For one thing, 
Syria and Turkey stood on different sides in the Cold War. Even more 
importantly, however, Turkey was threatening to increasingly deprive 
Syria of its scarce water resources with its so-called Southeast Anatolia 
Project (Güneydo	u Anadolu Projesi, GAP). This development project 
in the Kurdish regions of Southeast Anatolia, which had been in the 
making since the end of the 1970s and was begun at the start of the 1980s, 
accounted for a total of 22 river dams and 19 hydroelectric plants along 
the Euphrates and the Tigris, both rivers that flow into Syria and Iraq. 
Turkey thus secured for itself control over Syria and Iraq�s two most 
important sources of water. Even apart from the ecological problems 
connected with the project, from the outset Syria regarded it as a 
strategical threat that it then countered with, among other measures, the 
support of leftist opposition groups in Turkey.

At the end of 1979 or the beginning of 1980, Öcalan arranged for a 
meeting with Nayef Hawatmeh�s Democratic Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine (DFLP), which, just like the PKK itself, at the time subscribed 
to a Marxist-Leninist ideology and had been supported by the Syrian 
regime for a number of years. After a further meeting, the two sides 
agreed that the DFLP would train some PKK militants in guerrilla 
warfare in its camps, a form of training that had already been given 
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to Sandinistas from Nicaragua and to Iranian and Greek communists. 
Even before the military coup in Turkey, the first militants arrived at the 
Helwe camp in the Lebanese Bekaa valley to receive military training by 
the DFLP (Marcus 2007: 56).

In Lebanon, the PKK was also able to gain its first battle experience 
alongside Palestinian armed groups in the course of the latter�s 
resistance to the June 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon. From August 
1984, this newly acquired military experience was finally brought back 
into Turkey with attacks on police posts and military installations in the 
provinces Siirt and Hakkâri. The guerrilla war against the Turkish state 
had begun. Even though the Syrian regime demanded a certain amount 
of discretion from the PKK leadership, it supported the latter�s armed 
struggle in Turkey. In 1986, it placed the Helwe camp in the then Syrian-
controlled Lebanese Bekaa valley at the disposal of the PKK as its central 
educational and training facility (Gunes 2012: 99).

A full description of the checkered history of the PKK would go far 
beyond the scope of this book. Decisive for the Syrian Kurds is the fact 
that the regime supported the PKK and also tolerated its activities in 
Syria, because they were directed against Turkey and not against the 
regime in Damascus. In return for its support by Damascus, the PKK 
steered clear of any meddling in intra-Syrian affairs. Other Kurdish 
parties in Syria also accepted the regime�s red lines and, in the 1980s, 
adopted the position that even though there were Kurds in Syria, there 
was no Kurdistan there. But the PKK went much further than this 
and adopted the Syrian position �that actually, there were no Syrian 
Kurds, but only Kurdish refugees from Turkey� (Yalç�n-Heckmann and 
Strohmeier 2000: 166).

All the same, the party managed to attract many younger Syrian 
Kurds. On the one hand, in the 1980s a certain dissatisfaction developed 
among younger Kurds with regards to the role of the traditional parties, 
which many of them now thought were incapable of achieving anything. 
On the other hand, in the same decade the Marxist-Leninist orientation 
of the PKK offered an attractive ideological reorientation for leftist 
Kurdish students and young people in Damascus.

Thus the Kurdish poet Taha Xelîl (Khalil) joined the PKK during 
his days of study in Damascus together with his boyhood friend 
Lukman Shekhe. Before, the two had sympathized with Fateh Jamus�s 
Communist Workers� Party, an oppositionist break-away from the 
Syrian Communist Party that, unlike the latter, was committed to the 



the kurds under ba‘athist rule

71

struggle against the Ba�ath regime and tended towards less dogmatic 
forms of Marxism.2 For Xelîl, the combination of the Kurdish question 
and a clearly Marxist orientation made the PKK an attractive alternative 
to the existing Kurdish parties. Yet the party leadership of the time 
found the young intellectuals more difficult to deal with than its 
supporters from the rural areas. At the beginning of the 1980s, the party 
chairman Abdullah Öcalan�s brother, Osman Öcalan, and some other 
high-ranking functionaries carried out an anti-intellectual campaign 
within the party to which Taha Xelîl almost fell victim. Even today, Taha 
Xelîl still vividly remembers how he was accused of Trotskyism during 
his training sojourn in Lebanon, and feared for his life. In the camp, 
he was stripped of his weapons. He and Lukman Sheke were placed 
under de facto arrest. Yet party proceedings against the two friends 
were not carried through to the end. The anti-intellectual campaign 
was stopped at the third party congress in October 1985, and with it the 
proceedings against Xelîl and Sheke. Both were now given the choice 
to be rehabilitated and to remain within the party or to depart without 
further molestation. While Taha Xelîl, after his experience with the 
proceedings, took the opportunity to leave the party and drew nearer 
to it again only after years in exile and on his return to Syria, Lukman 
Sheke remained in the party and was killed in 2002 during the party�s 
armed struggle in Turkey (interview with Taha Xelîl, 20 February 2014).

The biographies of Xelîl and Sheke are but one example for many 
young people who found their way into the PKK in the 1980s. Many 
others also ended up fighting with the guerrillas in Turkey and were 
killed while in the ranks of the PKK. The Syrian regime actually seemed 
to support this because it served to divert attention from the Kurdish 
question in Syria itself. The political potential of young, more radical 
Kurds was thus redirected to Turkey, a country with which the Syrian 
Ba�ath regime was anyway in conflict.

Even though the regime�s primary plan was to use the PKK against 
the neighbouring country Turkey, it could not thereby prevent the 
emergence of a new Kurdish self-confidence in Syria itself, with which 
the regime now had to cope as a �side effect� of the presence of the 
PKK. Thus, the Kurdish New Year�s festival Newroz that up to then had 
had significance only for a few intellectuals now became an important 
event for the Kurdish population. In 1986, the regime finally banned the 
Newroz celebrations, a step that only led to an enhanced participation in 
them and to an even stronger political character for the spring festival. 
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On 21 March, thousands of young Kurds wearing Kurdish costumes 
came together in the Hayy al-Akrad district of Damascus. When the 
police moved in and proclaimed that the Kurdish festive clothing was 
forbidden, fighting broke out. The security forces fired into the crowd, 
leaving one young Kurd dead. His body was later brought back to his 
family in Qami�lo where 40,000 people participated in his funeral, 
which thus turned into a political demonstration against the regime. In 
Efrîn, three Kurds lost their lives and 80 were arrested (Vanly 1992: 128).

On the political level, the regime�s close cooperation with the 
PKK presented it with the danger of partially losing control over 
some Kurdish areas. In the Kurd Dagh in particular, the PKK in part 
functioned as a parallel state. In some offices, pictures of Assad were 
replaced by portraits of Öcalan, and at times, the PKK acted as a kind of 
para-state. In the early 1990s, the regime felt strong enough to submit a 
few Kurdish candidates to the parliamentary elections. In the elections 
of May 1990, the number of independent deputies rose from 35 to 84. 
In the Jezira, three leading members of Kurdish opposition parties 
managed to be elected as independent candidates. Kemal Ahmad of the 
Partiya Demokrat a Kurdî li SßriyŒ, Fuad Aliko, who today is active in 
the Partiya Yekitî ya Kurdî li SßriyŒ founded in 1999, and Abdulhamid 
Hadji Darwish of the Partiya Demokrat a PŒ�verß a Kurdî li SßriyŒ were 
elected there. At that time, the Jezira was still dominated by parties that 
had emerged from the old PDKS, but the Kurd Dagh had long since 
been controlled by the PKK. In that area, as many as six deputies from 
the PKK were elected to parliament as independents (Tejel 2009: 67).

The good relationship between the PKK and the Syrian regime only 
began to change in 1998, when Syria, pressured by Turkey, ordered the 
expulsion of Abdullah Öcalan. While the Syrian regime still wanted to 
use the PKK, not least because of the conflict around the water from 
the Euphrates that was endangered by the Turkish GAP project, Turkey 
now threatened with a military attack on Syria. This apparently led to 
a quick decision to sacrifice the PKK. On 21 October 1998, two days of 
secret negotiation between the two governments began in the Turkish 
town of Ceyhan. At them, Syria committed itself to cracking down on 
the PKK and to ending all support of the guerrillas (Hochmüller 2011: 
223). But Öcalan had already left Syria on 9 September 1998, and with 
that, his odyssey through Rome, Athens, Moscow, and Nairobi began, 
finally ending with his abduction by Turkish agents and his conviction 
in Turkey. After this the PKK was occupied with internal factional 
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struggles and with processing the loss of its leader. It was thus only 
in 2003 that the PKK cadres in Syria founded an autonomous Syrian-
Kurdish sister party of the PKK, the Partiya Yekitîya Demokrat (PYD). 
The latter, however, no longer had the support of the regime, and was 
at times subjected to even more vicious repression than the old Kurdish 
parties.
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Between Two Brief Springs
Rojava under Bashar al-Assad

The death of Hafiz al-Assad and the ascent to power of his young, 
European-educated son Bashar al-Assad in June 2000 at first inspired 
hope for a liberalization of the political system. And indeed, there was 
a new activism in civil society, and some long-term political prisoners 
were released. But the brief �Damascene Spring� ended just one year 
later with a new wave of arrests of oppositionists, and, particularly 
from 2003 on, with an even more repressive course of action against 
the Kurds. As early as 1991, the Syrian regime had been afraid that the 
autonomy won by the Kurds in Iraq might offer a model for the Kurds 
in Syria, even though it was simultaneously pleased by the weakening 
of its intra-Ba�athist rival in Baghdad. With the overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein, the citation of Syria in George W. Bush�s speech on the �Axis of 
Evil� and the safeguarding of the autonomy of Kurdistan in Iraq in 2003, 
however, fear of a similar development in Syria turned into one of the 
central motives for the actions of the regime with regards to the Kurds. 
With the securing of an autonomous Kurdish entity in Iraq, Syria also 
seemed to confront the �danger� that in the future, Kurdish demands 
would carry a greater weight and would aim for a territorial autonomy 
similar to the Iraqi model.

This background explains the overreaction of the regime that led to 
the hitherto largest Kurdish rebellion against Ba�ath rule in 2004. The 
trigger for the unrest was a football game in the 10,000-person capacity 
stadium �April 7� in Qami�lo, between the teams of al-Futuwa from Deir 
az-Zor and al-Jihad from Qami�lo on 12 March 2004. The successful club 
al-Futuwa (�Youth�), which had won the national professional league 
and the Syrian Championship several times, was known for its Arab-
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nationalist fans, who included not only followers of the ruling Syrian 
branch of the Ba�ath Party, but also � probably in part because of the 
proximity of Deir az-Zor to Iraq � fans of Saddam Hussein. In contrast, 
the fan base of the club al-Jihad from Qami�lo, which was founded only 
in 1962, was primarily Kurdish.

The fans of al-Futuwa were allowed to enter the stadium without 
security checks, even though they were known to be prone to violence. 
Even before the start of the game, they attacked the fans of al-Jihad with 
stones and bottles. The false rumour that three children had been killed 
in the melee triggered a free-for-all both inside and outside the stadium, 
during which the fans of al-Futuwa shouted anti-Kurdish slogans, hurled 
insults against the Iraqi-Kurdish leaders Barzani and Talabani and gave 
cheers to Saddam Hussein. On the other side, the Kurdish fans shouted 
Kurdish slogans, and both sides attacked each other with stones. In this 
situation, the Syrian security forces began to shoot with live ammunition, 
killing nine people. Afterwards, all the Kurdish opposition parties agreed 
to conduct a joint funeral as a political cortŁge the next day. The leaders 
of the parties were assured that the funeral procession would be allowed 
to take place, provided that it was peaceful. At first this was indeed the 
case. However, after a few demonstrators began to shout pro-American 
slogans and started to throw stones at an Assad statue, the security 
forces started to shoot into the air. Then, at the end of the procession, 
men in plainclothes fired targeted shots at the demonstrators. Now the 
situation escalated. There were demonstrations and riots not just in 
Qami�lo, but also in AmßdŒ, DŒrik, SerŒ KaniyŒ, and KobanŒ, during 
which offices of the Ba�ath Party were attacked and statues and pictures 
of Hafez al-Assad were destroyed. On the following day, the riots 
continued and increasingly also included the Kurdish neighbourhoods 
of Damascus and Aleppo. The PKK-affiliated TV station Roj TV openly 
called for rebellion and thus made sure that the protests would continue 
to spread. The Syrian security forces used live ammunition and fired 
deadly shots at the demonstrators, which escalated the situation even 
further. After talks between Kurdish, Christian-Aramaic, and Arab 
groups on 15 March, during which the Kurdish representatives vowed 
that the course of action was to be exclusively directed at the regime 
and not against the other ethnic groups, on 16 March Kurdish parties 
and Arab human rights organizations jointly called for an end to the 
violence. Altogether, 33 people were killed by the security forces, and 
many more were wounded (Commins and Lesch 2014: 275).



rojava

76

In the course of the following days and weeks, between 1,000 and 2,000 
people were arrested and tortured. Additional military were stationed in 
the Kurdish regions. Most parties cancelled their Newroz celebrations 
and instead summoned their followers to express their mourning for the 
martyrs with black flags and lapel pins. Only the PKK�s sister party the 
PYD insisted on carrying out its Newroz celebrations.

The repression against this Kurdish uprising led to criticism of the 
parties by younger Kurdish activists and to a radicalization of young 
people who were no longer satisfied with the occasional protests of the 
parties. With the founding of the Partiya Yekîtî ya DŒmokrat a Kurd li 
Sßriye in 1993, which took a far more aggressive stance than the older 
parties, and with the end of the cooperation of the PKK with the regime 
and then the founding of its sister party in 2003, two parties had already 
gone on the offensive. But it was only the protests of 2004 that sparked 
hope in a new generation of Kurdish adolescents for a revolutionary 
solution to their problems. Youth groups independent of the parties 
emerged in the underground. For the first time, some of these young 
people even thought about starting an armed struggle against the regime 
on the model of the Kurds in Iraq, Iran, and Turkey.

In the weeks after the uprising, adolescents in Qami�lo and other 
Kurdish cities assembled and, on 12 March 2005, clandestinely founded 
the Kurdish Youth Movement in Syria (Tevgera CiwanŒn Kurd, TCK). 
The new group consciously dissociated itself from the parties and 
discussed a strategy that included acts of sabotage and an armed struggle 
against the regime. The founders of the TCK were between 13 and 16 
years old and thus represented the youngest generation of activists at the 
time. Unlike most other parties apart from the PKK and the PYD, the 
TCK�s activists included not just boys, but also girls.

Yet some of the activists of the TCK also became active in a group 
that, for the first time in the history of the Syrian Kurds, was preparing 
for a military struggle against the regime, the Liberation Movement 
of Kurdistan (Kurdish: Tevgera Azadiya Kurdistan; Arabic: Haraka 
Hurriya Kurdistan). However, these militants were either infiltrated by 
the Syrian secret service or their existence was uncovered by the PKK 
� or this is at least the claim of the group�s most important founding 
personality, Hisen Ibrahim Salih, a former PDK Peshmerga who had 
already been active in Iraq and in Turkey. The mere name of the group, 
which was founded on 23 March 2005 demonstrated a clean break from 
the existing parties. As a territorial point of reference, Syria didn�t play 
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any role anymore. But most importantly, the group broke with the 
tradition of partial cooperation with the regime and non-violent forms 
of political action. The new movement was the first Kurdish grouping in 
the history of Syria that did not only explicitly call for an armed struggle 
on Syrian territory, but that also actually executed it. On 10 March 2008, 
the group began with its armed actions. Hisen Ibrahim Salih, who acted 
under the nom de guerre Tirej Kurd1, claims that his group murdered a 
total of 120 members of the Syrian secret service of the police (interview 
with Hisen Ibrahim Salih, 25 August 2014).

However, quite soon after the beginning of the military operations 
in 2008, 42 fighters of the organization were arrested in a single 
blow. Unlike many younger members, however, the much older and 
experienced Hisen Ibrahim Salih managed to flee. At the time, 16-year-
old Munzur Eskan, one of the adolescent founders of the group, was 
arrested and tortured. Even today, he only reluctantly talks about the 
details of his torture. When I got to know him in 2013, the torture had 
left both psychological and visible physical traces. Since his release in 
2012, he has had to wear glasses. After his arrest, his family were not 
informed about his whereabouts for 15 months. In 2013, he told me the 
following about his experiences in jail:

All in all, more than 40 of our members were arrested. Even though we 
were all still teenagers, we were all tortured. Torture is actually par for 
the course in Syrian prisons. We were tortured by means of electricity, 
beatings, and waterboarding. But the psychological forms of torture were 
just as terrible as the physical ones. 

(Interview with Munzur Eskan, 11 January 2013)

In 2010, the regime struck a further blow against the remaining members 
of the organization, as part which Haymat, Munzur Eskan�s brother, 
was also arrested. But Munzur Eskan refused to be broken by arrest and 
torture. Almost immediately after his release, he started once more to 
congregate with his friends and participate in the activities of the TCK in 
protests against the regime.

Even though the TCK was the largest of the political youth groups 
that began organizing underground after 2004 as a consequence of the 
regime�s repression, it was far from the only one. However, until the 
beginning of the mass protests of 2011, it was by far the biggest and best-
organized youth group, and in 2011, it became one of the most important 
protagonists of the protests in Rojava.
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Quite apart from the founding of various organizations, we can say 
of the years after 2004 that the repression of young people, particularly 
in the Jezira, led to the radicalization of a new generation of young 
Kurds and a crisis in the old Kurdish parties. While the PKK and the 
PYD remained the dominant forces in the Kurd Dagh and in KobanŒ, 
new political groups emerged both in the Jezira and in Aleppo and 
Damascus, and increasingly competed with the old party that originated 
in the PDSK. Moreover, some forces particularly in the Jezira again 
started to refer favourably to the experiment with autonomy in Iraqi 
Kurdistan.

After the popular Naqshibandi Sheikh, Muhammad Ma�shouq 
al-Khaznawi, was abducted on 10 May 2005 and found dead three weeks 
later, a further wave of protests by Kurdish activists in Syria followed. 
In the months before his abduction, this progressive cleric, who had 
been active in the inter-religious dialogue between Jews, Christians, 
and ˚zîdî for years, had also gained increasing prominence as a political 
mediator between the Syrian Kurdish parties and had clearly gained in 
political standing. As a respected religious personality, Al-Khaznawi 
had successfully interlinked Kurdish intellectuals, parties, and religious 
movements, and was probably regarded as a danger for the regime after 
2004. In any case, both his son Mufid al-Khaznawi and most Syrian 
Kurds attribute his still largely unsolved murder to the regime, and the 
murder triggered new protests against the regime both in Syria itself and 
in the Syrian-Kurdish diaspora.

Yet even these protests demonstrated the divisions within the political 
landscape of Syrian Kurdistan. While the Kurdish Freedom (Azadî) 
Party, Ismail Ammo�s Kurdish Democratic Unity Party in Syria, and 
Ismail Hami and Hassan Salih�s Kurdish Unity Party in Syria organized 
protests within Syria despite warnings from the regime, most other 
Syrian Kurdish parties turned against the protests. Particularly active in 
this was Abdulhamid Hadji Darwish, the party leader of the PUK�s sister 
party, the Kurdish Democratic Progressive Party in Syria, who publicly 
condemned the demonstrations of the three other parties and tried to 
organize the other Kurdish parties against Azadî and particularly against 
the two unity (Yekîtî) parties.
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The Kurdish Party Landscape

No other part of Kurdistan is home to such a confusing diversity of 
Kurdish parties and groups � who are often difficult to tell apart from 
each other � as Syrian Kurdistan. Nevertheless, in order to understand 
the topical developments since 2011 and 2012, I must at least try to give 
an overview of this landscape of parties from a present as well as a 
historical perspective. In the front matter of this book, there is a simplified 
presentation of the development of the Kurdish parties in Syria.

A large number of the Kurdish parties active in Syria today have 
developed out of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Syria (Partiya 
Demokrat a KurdistanŒ li SßriyŒ, PDKS) already described. Beginning in 
the mid-1960s, the party first split into �Left� (˙ep) and �Right� (Rast) 
wings, with the interesting twist that the PDKS ˙ep remained allied with 
the tribal and conservative PDK Iraq, while the PDKS Rast entertained 
connections with the more or less leftist secession of the PDK Iraq 
under Jalal Talabani and Ibrahim Ahmed, which later called itself the 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). One reason for this connection 
was certainly the personal friendship of Abdulhamid Hadji Darwish 
with his schoolfriend Jalal Talabani.

On the initiative of Mulla Mustafa Barzani in Iraq, in 1970 the two 
currents decided to reunite, but this attempt at reunification could 
not be realized and in fact ended with the founding of a third political 
force that, like the other two parties, called itself the PDKS, but used 
the addition el-Partî, that is, the definite article el- (al-) in front of the 
Kurdish term Partî (�party�), trying to make the claim to be �the� party 
itself. This new party, which was sort of centrist, now became the official 
sister party to the Iraqi PDK, that is, Barzani�s party, a role that it would 
continue to play, despite various splits, until its unification with the two 
Azadî parties and the Unity Party of Kurdistan in Syria (Partiya Yekîtîya 
Kurdistani li SßriyŒ) in the spring of 2014.
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From the start, the Syrian Kurdish parties� proximity to and even 
dependence on various Kurdish parties in Iraq and in Turkey has been 
a feature of the history of the parties of Syrian Kurdistan and has had 
various consequences for the processes of party development. On the 
one hand, the Syrian Kurdish parties could thus build on the prestige 
and probably also the resources of the larger parties in the neighbouring 
states. On the other hand, they became dependent on them and political 
decisions and developments in the neighbour states, and were forced to 
pursue a policy that was not exclusively oriented on Syria (or Rojava). 
For parties that cooperated closely with the Iraqi PUK and PDK or the 
Turkish PKK, the latter of which could count on the support of the 
Syrian regime, this translated into the need to set aside certain goals 
within Syria itself. Moreover, party splits within the �mother parties� 
had large consequences for the Syrian Kurdish parties, which more or 
less emulated these splits. This is one reason for the complex landscape of 
the political parties in Syrian Kurdistan, which is extremely fragmented 
even in comparison to other Kurdish contexts.

The remarkable fragmentation of the Syrian Kurdish party landscape 
is, however, also based on other factors. Unlike the Iraqi, Turkish, 
and Iranian parts of Kurdistan, in Syria there had never been, with 
the exception of the brief, failed attempt of the Freedom Movement 
of Kurdistan (Tevgera Azadiya Kurdistan), any armed struggle by 
the Kurdish parties. The geographical conditions in Syrian Kurdistan 
alone1 would have made an armed guerrilla struggle impossible from 
the outset. While centralist party structures around charismatic leader 
personalities were able to develop in Turkey, in Iraq, and in Iran in the 
context of such military struggles, the Syrian Kurdish parties had to 
stick to a symbolic policy that put it in a difficult position of mediator 
between the Kurdish population and the regime.

However, even though this mediating role between the regime and 
the Kurdish population softened the repression and brought certain 
advantages for both the regime and the Kurds, it always remained 
precarious. Since all parties remained illegal and the Syrian secret 
service always knew about the leadership of the various parties, the 
parties constantly lived under the Damoclean sword of repression. The 
existence of the parties was thus predicated on their agreement not to 
cross the regime�s unspoken �red lines� of the regime. Certain activities 
of the parties were accepted, provided they were not too aggressive 
and did not demand the overthrow of the regime or the independence 
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of Kurdistan. As long as the parties disseminated their underground 
literature or provided Kurdish lessons discreetly, such activities were 
tolerated by the regime. Yet as soon as a party became too aggressive, 
the regime responded with harsh measures of repression, arresting and 
torturing party leaders and, if thought necessary, not even refraining 
from murder. This precarious mediating position was made even more 
difficult by the fact that these red lines were also subject to change � 
that is, what was tolerated at one point in time would not necessarily be 
tolerated one year later. The parties thus had to continually sound out 
the limits of what was possible. The leftist parties in particular, which 
pursued a more aggressive policy vis-à-vis the regime, had a harder 
time with the repression of the secret service than those parties that 
entertained a closer cooperation with the regime. According to reports, 
the Kurdish Democratic Progressive Party in Syria was particularly 
willing to cooperate. It was led by Abdulhamid Hadji Darwish, who 
was known for his close connections to the boss of the secret service of 
Qami�lo, General Muhammad Mansourah (Allsopp 2014: 115). On the 
one hand, he was thus for a long time able to hold the role of an informal 
speaker for Kurdish parties vis-à-vis the regime, but on the other hand, 
he was repeatedly accused of being a collaborator.

Criticism on the part of party members of the cooperation of party 
leaders with the authorities � a cooperation that was by no means only 
practised by the sister party of the Iraqi PUK, the Kurdish Democratic 
Progressive Party in Syria � was repeatedly the reason for party splits. 
Again and again, splinter groups would explain their dissent with their 
party leaderships with the latter�s �collaboration� with the regime.

Another factor in the fragmentation of the Syrian Kurdish party 
landscape was the direct intervention of the secret service. Even though 
interventions by the secret service are by their very nature hard to 
prove and can for the most part be thoroughly evaluated only by future 
historians, it is quite obvious that the Syrian regime had an interest in 
the splintering of the Syrian Kurdish party landscape, and that the Syrian 
Kurdish parties were thus again and again infiltrated by members of the 
secret service. In many parties, it is even an open secret who is working 
for the Syrian secret service. Sometimes, such people also take on a 
function in which they work more or less openly as �double agents,� 
mediating between the secret service and the parties themselves.

It is reasonable to assume, but so far impossible to prove, that the 
Syrian secret service saw to it that no single party grew too strong but 



rojava

82

would rather occupy itself with party-internal fights and splits. Foolproof 
evidence for this will probably be found only after the overthrow of 
the regime. But Syria�s Kurdish population generally assumes that at 
least some of the parties are infiltrated by the Syrian secret service, an 
assumption that led to an increasing scepticism vis-à-vis the parties in 
the years before the uprising of 2011. Many intellectuals and artists who 
had earlier been active in parties have distanced themselves from them 
in recent years. The fact that more and more independent youth groups 
and initiatives have emerged since 2011 can also be seen as a consequence 
of this increasing trend within the population to turn away from the 
parties.

Yet another factor in the strong diversification of the party landscape 
that needs to be mentioned is the structure of the parties themselves. 
Due to their illegality, all Syrian Kurdish parties are characterized by 
an extremely weak party structure. Almost all parties are organized 
in a clandestine system of party cells in which only the members of 
small groups even know each other. No larger meetings are held, and 
it is impossible to create permanent structures that are transparent to 
members. The parties therefore very strongly depend on individual 
people who are located at certain junctions and who maintain contacts 
with other party cells. Such a structure leads to a lack of opportunities 
for discussing the political orientation and strategy of a party and 
creates many predetermined breaking points that become particularly 
pertinent when, for example, a long-term party leader dies. In Syrian 
parties, successor questions are almost always �solved� by party splits. 
In addition, such a structure hardly enables any change in leading 
positions. The party bosses of the Syrian Kurdish parties often hold their 
positions for many decades. Thus, the Kurdish Democratic Progressive 
Party in Syria and its predecessor party, the PDKS (Rast) have been led 
from 1965 until today by Abdulhamid Hadji Darwish. Salih Gado first 
led the Kurdish Socialist Party in Syria from 1977 to 2002 and has then 
been the leader of the Kurdish Leftist Democratic Party in Syria since 
2012. The PDKS chaired by Abdurrahman Aluji had been led by him 
until his death in 2012 and then split. Only a few parties can boast of any 
real rotation in their leadership.

Be that as it may, the confusing diversity of the Kurdish parties in 
Syria cannot really be explained by political and ideological differences. 
Actually, it is striking how similar the political demands of the various 
parties have been over time. Even though there were different emphases 
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in their programmes, before 2011 hardly any party demanded autonomy 
for Syrian Kurdistan. Even today, no single party is demanding the 
independence of Kurdistan and its secession from Syria. The differences 
between �rightist� and �leftist� parties are often of more of a stylistic 
than a substantive nature. Right into the 1990s, a precarious coexistence 
with the regime had developed among most of the Syrian Kurdish parties 
that became more and more unattractive for the younger generation 
of activists. This drove many Kurds either into the arms of the PKK, 
whose activities were directed towards Turkish Kurdistan (a trend that 
was approved by the regime), or towards new forms of political practice. 
Already in 1993, with Ismail Ammo�s Kurdish Democratic Unity (Yekîtî) 
Party in Syria, a party had emerged that was politically much more 
aggressive and that, together with its break-away parties, brought a 
new style to Kurdish politics in Syria. The demonstrations organized by 
these parties and their far more aggressive behaviour also increasingly 
changed the performance of some other parties.

Even though all traditional parties are actually products of the historical 
PDKS, since 2003 several significant exceptions have emerged that can 
be regarded as an expression of a crisis of this traditional party system. 
In 2003, Syrian members of the PKK who had remained in the country 
after the break of the regime with the PKK and the expulsion of Abdullah 
Öcalan founded their own Syrian sister party. With the founding of the 
Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekîtiya Demokrat, PYD), the old 
PKK members for the first time truly entered the framework of Syrian 
politics. In the following years, the regime�s repression was particularly 
strongly directed against these erstwhile allies. On the model of the 
party it came from, the PKK, the PYD adopted a relatively strong party 
structure, but even this could not prevent it from being affected by the 
propensity to split so common to almost all Syrian Kurdish parties. 
Even in the very year of its founding, a group seceded from the PYD 
and founded the Syrian Kurdish Democratic Reconciliation (RŒkeftina 
Demokrat a Kurdî ya Sßri).

Yet another new creation outside of the tradition of the parties coming 
out of the PDKS was represented by the Kurdish Future Movement 
(�epŒla PŒ�erojŒ ya Kurdî li SßriyŒ) started by Mishal at-Tammu 
(Kurdish: Mi�el Temo) in 2005. This movement sought increased 
cooperation with Arab oppositionists and was already focused on the 
overthrow of the regime at the start of the �Arab Spring� in 2011. But 
the fact that this movement, which was particularly strong in Qami�lo, 
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strongly depended on its charismatic leader showed itself after the 
latter�s murder in 2011, which dealt a heavy blow to the group and led to 
its split into two factions.

The various parties sharply differ with regard to their presence in 
the three Kurdish enclaves. The historical PDKS had its base primarily 
in the CizîrŒ, in the Kurd Dagh, and in the Kurdish neighbourhoods 
of Damascus and Aleppo, but was barely represented in KobanŒ. The 
successor parties of the PDKS were mainly concentrated in CizîrŒ. The 
political vacuum in KobanŒ was then filled in the 1980s by the PKK, 
whose sister party, the PYD, to this day has its stronghold in this city, 
which is also the hometown of the party�s chairman, Salih Muslim.

In the Kurd Dagh region in today�s canton of Efrîn, the PKK 
superseded el-Partî, the Kurdish Left Party in Syria, and the Kurdish 
Popular Union Party in Syria as well as the other PDKS successor parties 
in the 1980s. But the latter organizations never completely disappeared 
from the region. Both the two Yekîtî parties and the new PDKS, which 
was reunited in 2014, are still represented in the canton of Efrîn, even 
though they are weaker there than in CizîrŒ. After the PKK had already 
temporarily carried out government functions in the region in the 1980s, 
the area is now dominated by its successor organization, the PYD.

Without democratic elections, it is of course impossible to give any 
serious estimates on the majority relations among the Syrian Kurds. It 
is, however, remarkable that the parties coming out of the PDKS and 
the Kurdish Future Movement are much stronger in CizîrŒ than in the 
two other cantons, and that in KobanŒ hardly any other party is present 
than the PYD.

The excessive party splits in the Syrian Kurdish party landscape have 
been regarded as problematic not just by the Kurdish population, but 
also by the parties themselves. This led to the founding of the first party 
alliances in the form of umbrella organizations already in the 1990s. In 
1992, Abdulhamid Hadji Darwish�s Kurdish Democratic Progressive 
Party, Ismail Ammo�s Democratic Unity Party, Muhammad Musa�s 
Leftist Party, and Nusruddin Ibrahim�s PDKS founded the Hevbendi ya 
DŒmokrat a Kurdî li SßriyŒ (Hevbendi) with Abdulhamid Hadji Darwish 
as its speaker. This was followed in 1996 by the Eniya Demokrat a Kurdî li 
SuriyŒ (Eniya). In these two alliances, the influence of the neighbouring 
states on Kurdish parties was once again visible. While Hevbendi acted 
under the leadership of Abdulhamid Hadji Darwish�s sister party of the 
PUK, the Eniya parties came together under Abdulhakim Bashar�s sister 
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party of Barzani�s PDK Iraq. The relaxation of the conflict between the 
PUK and the PDK in Iraq after the overthrow of Saddam Hussein eased 
the way for an accommodation between the two alliances. This enabled 
the joint signing of the Declaration of Damascus by the parties of the 
Hevbdendi and the Eniya in 2005.

Following these developments, in 2006 the parties that belonged 
neither to Hevendi nor to Eniya, namely, the Kurdish Freedom Party 
(Azadî), Ismail Hami and Hassan Salih�s Kurdish Unity Party (Yekîtî), 
and the as Kurdish Future Movement formed the Komîta TensîqŒ ya 
Kurdî (Komîta TensîqŒ).

The PYD and its break-away RŒkeftina remained outside of these 
party alliances, which themselves remained relatively stable until the 
beginning of the protests in Syria.
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From Revolution to Civil War

As is well known, the protests that spread to Syria following the 
revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt in the spring of 2011 at first had their 
origin in Dar�� in the south of Syria and then fanned out primarily to 
the Arab parts of Syria. Even so, the impression � also spread by many 
Arab oppositionists � that the Kurds at first abstained from the protests 
is deceptive. In fact, Kurdish political actors reacted in very different 
ways to the protests in the Arab parts of Syria. In AmßdŒ and SerŒ 
KaniyŒ, protests that explicitly echoed protests in other parts of Syria 
were already taking place in the spring of 2011. In AmßdŒ, spontaneous 
protests happened as early as 27 March, meaning that the city began 
to rise up against the regime almost simultaneously with the protests 
in Dar�� in Southern Syria that today are regarded as the beginning of 
the protests in Syria. After prayers on the following Friday, 1 April 2011, 
AmßdŒ saw the first organized demonstration against the regime (group 
interview with Tansiqiya AmßdŒ, 12 January 2013). SerŒ KaniyŒ and 
other cities in CizîrŒ followed suit.

In the meantime, the regime tried to appease the situation, at least 
in Kurdistan. At the beginning of April, President Assad proclaimed 
that the stateless Kurds would get their Syrian citizenship back. 
Decree No. 49 of 7 April 2011 gave all aj�nib, that is, all those who were 
regarded as foreigners, but not the non-registered makt�m�n, the right 
to citizenship.1 This measure may have weakened the protests in the 
Kurdish areas at first and may have been seen by many Kurds as a sign 
that change within the regime might be imminent. It was, however, 
insufficient to prevent the protests more permanently.

The organization of the first demonstration in Syrian Kurdistan 
did not originate in a Syrian Kurdish party, but from young men who 
organized in small groups and soon began to call themselves Tansiqiya 
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(Arabic for coordinating committee), like their counterparts in other 
Syrian cities. While participation in the protests was relatively strong 
from the outset in AmßdŒ, and the parties of the Komîta TensîqŒ 
(Future Movement, Azadî and Yekîtî) supported the protests from the 
start, participation in other cities at first remained fairly weak. The other 
Kurdish parties likewise seemed to be in a mode of wait and see and 
did not yet participate in the spring protests of 2011. When the Syrian 
National Council (SNC) constituted itself as the umbrella organization 
of the Syrian opposition at a national salvation conference in Istanbul in 
July 2011, the only Kurdish party to participate was the Kurdish Future 
Movement. Its leader Mishal at-Tammu was elected as a member of the 
executive council of the SNC and thus took over a central mediating 
position between the Arab and the Kurdish opposition.

This key position was probably also the undoing of this party leader, 
who was very popular among the younger Kurds in Qami�lo. Mishal 
at-Tammu had already been convicted to three years in prison in May 
2009 on account of paragraphs 285 and 286 of the Syrian penal code 
(�undermining of the reputation of the state� as well as �weakening 
of the national sentiment� and the �morals of the nation�), but this 
repressive measure only enhanced his credibility in the eyes of young 
Kurds. On 8 September 2011, he became the target of a first assassination 
attempt, and on 7 October he was finally shot and killed in his hometown 
Qami�lo by four unknown assailants. The crime has never really been 
solved. Some functionaries of the Future Movement accused the PYD 
of having been responsible for the murder (interview with Siamend 
Hajo, 10 August 2014), an accusation the PYD vehemently denies. For its 
own part, the PYD accused either Turkey or the regime in Damascus of 
having been behind the murder. In fact, the regime had a lively interest 
in the elimination of an important mediator between the Arab and 
the Kurdish opposition, but of course it could also have used Kurdish 
perpetrators for the deed.

During his lifetime, Mishal at-Tammu had not succeeded in 
convincing other Kurdish parties to join the SNC. Instead, intense 
activities developed among the other parties to found their own 
comprehensive umbrella associations of the Kurdish opposition. After 
the murder of Mishal at-Tammu, the protests in Syrian Kurdistan 
turned into a mass movement. His funeral became the biggest anti-
regime demonstration ever in Qami�lo, a development that put the 
other Kurdish parties increasingly under pressure to finally act if they 
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didn�t want to lose their connection to the quickly developing protest 
movement.

On 26 October 2011, after long negotiations and under the mediation 
of Masud Barzani, the parties that came out of the historical PDKS 
agreed on the founding of a Kurdish National Council (Encßmena 
Ni timanî ya Kurdî, KNC) in Erbil. The KNC was certainly the hitherto 
most extensive alliance of Syrian Kurdish parties. After the accession of 
three member parties of the Union of the Kurdish Democratic Forces in 
Syria founded by the Future Movement � namely, the Yekîtî Kurdistani, 
the RŒkeftin, and one of the PDKSs � at the beginning of 2012 the KNC 
consisted of 16 different parties in total.

There were, however, two significant exceptions: the Future 
Movement, weakened by the death of its leader, remained a member 
of the SNC and stayed away from the KNC; the PYD also refused to 
participate. In fact, the important mediating role that Masud Barzani 
had played in the establishment of the KNC only served to increase 
the distance between the PYD, which was anyway in rivalry with the 
Kurdistan Regional Government, and the parties in the KNC. Indeed, 
the reconfiguration of the Kurdish party landscape occurred at the time 
of an intensified intra-Kurdish power struggle between the PDK party 
bloc led by Masud Barzani and the PKK party bloc, both of which laid 
claim to the leading role in all of Kurdistan.

The PYD increased its activities to create its own administrative 
structures and competing oppositionist alliances. At an all-Syrian level, 
the PYD had already founded a National Coordination Committee for 
the Forces for Democratic Change (NCC) in September 2011, which 
comprised 12 smaller leftist Arab and Syro-Aramaic opposition parties2 
and took a relatively pragmatic stance towards the regime right from the 
beginning. Led by Hassan Abdel Azim of the Democratic-Arab Socialist 
Union and the human rights activist Haytham Manna, the NCC 
negotiated with the regime of Bashar al-Assad and tried to bring about 
change by means of non-violent protests. Unlike most other opposition 
groups, the NCC rejected both a violent rebellion and an international 
military intervention. For this stance, the NCC was harshly criticized by 
the other opposition groups and was repeatedly accused of being a kind 
of front organization for the regime. The NCC in turn accused the other 
opposition alliances of plunging the country into a civil war and being 
dependent on Turkey or other foreign suppliers of funds. Because of the 
militarization of the conflict that had indeed taken place since 2012, the 
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NCC lost its importance outside of Rojava, but even so, with hindsight, 
its criticism of the militarization of the revolution seems to have been 
vindicated.

Be that as it may, at least since the founding of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces (HŒzŒn Sßriya Demokratîk, SDF) in October 2015, the NCC 
seems to have lost its significance for good. Though the alliance was 
never formally dissolved, it was de facto replaced by the military alliance 
of the YPG with its Arab, Turkmen, and Christian allies, that is, by the 
SDF.

Even though the negotiations of the NCC with the regime did not 
lead to any systemic change, they brought about at least some smaller 
reforms. Thus, in the course of the year the regime released a whole 
number of political prisoners of different orientations. Apart from 
jihadist prisoners who belonged to the core of the armed jihadist groups 
Ahrar ash-Sham, Jabhat al-Nusra, and �Islamic State,�3 a number of 
political prisoners of the parties belonging to the NCC were also released. 
Among these were also hundreds of political prisoners of the PYD.

On 16 December 2011, the PYD announced the founding of a People�s 
Council of West Kurdistan (Meclisa Gel a RojavayŒ KurdistanŒ), 
which was supposed to be an alliance, but, apart from the PYD itself, 
de facto only comprised PYD front organizations, such as its women�s 
organization Yekîtiya Star, or its civil society umbrella association 
Tevgera Civaka Demokratîk (TEV-DEM). In actual fact, the People�s 
Council of West Kurdistan thus became an umbrella organization of the 
PYD and its own mass and front organizations.

While the Kurdish parties conducted their respective alliance policies, 
many younger Kurds remained active on a local level and organized 
protests against the regime. These were supported by some of the parties 
of the KNC, but as in other parts of Syria they were spearheaded by 
young people not bound by any party politics, who began to organize 
themselves in local committees and youth associations. In Rojava, one 
needs to mention in this respect the Movement of the Kurdish Youth 
TCK that had already emerged in the course of the protests of 2004, 
and the new Coordinating Committees of the Kurdish Youth (Yekîtiya 
HevrŒzŒn CiwanŒn Kurd, YHCK). The demonstrations by these youth 
groups were directed, in an all-Syrian context, against the regime and 
additionally raised specifically Kurdish demands. Thus, on 30 December 
2011, there were demonstrations in almost all important Kurdish towns 
of CizîrŒ (Qami�lo, AmßdŒ, DirbŒsiyŒ, Tirbesipî DŒrik, SerŒ KaniyŒ) as 
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well as in KobanŒ; they were part of a Syria-wide day of protest under 
the slogan �March to the squares of freedom.�

The old parties were not the driving forces of these dynamic 
developments, but rather jumped on the bandwagon. Generally, all 
these demonstrations took place after the Friday prayer. But this does 
not mean that the demonstrations had any religious character or were 
attended only by Muslims. On the contrary, particularly in mixed towns 
such as Qami�lo and DŒrik, one could see symbols of Aramaic-Assyrian 
groups at the demonstrations right from the start. However, as in all 
of Syria, the Friday prayer made it possible for a large crowd that had 
already assembled to jointly begin their march. For the Syrian security 
forces it was harder to prevent such demonstrations than ones in which 
the participants first had to find an independent mechanism by which 
to assemble.

In the course of the autumn of 2011, the town of AmßdŒ, which, 
unlike Qami�lo, is inhabited almost exclusively by Kurds, turned into 
a stronghold of the protests. At the same time, it served as an early 
example of the political differentiation of the Kurdish opposition. After 
November 2011, three separate and competing regular demonstrations 
took place in the town that were all directed against the regime, but at the 
same time also served as a testing ground for the intra-Kurdish majority 
relations. During the autumn of 2011, the following three demonstration 
alliances formed in AmßdŒ and were then able to sustain themselves in a 
similar arrangement until 2013:

1. A demonstration organized by the Tansiqiya AmßdŒ. Since the 
election of the AmßdŒ resident Abdulbaset Sieda as the successor of 
Burhan Ghalioun to the office of the President of the Syrian National 
Council (SNC) on 10 June, this demonstration increasingly included 
the Kurds who supported the SNC and the Free Syrian Army.4

2. A demonstration supported by the parties of the Kurdish National 
Council (KNC), particularly by the Yekîtî and Azadî parties that were 
very strong in AmßdŒ, but also joined by the adherents of the other 
member parties of the KNC.

3. A demonstration of the PYD and its front organizations represented 
in the People�s Council of West Kurdistan.

When I joined the demonstrations in AmßdŒ on a Friday in January 2013, 
this picture, which had been well-practised since the autumn of 2011, 
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was still present. The demonstrations of the KNC parties and the PYD 
were attended by 2,000 demonstrators each, while that of the Tansiqiya 
AmßdŒ and the SNC supporters was attended by approximately half 
that number.

In the first half of 2012, the protests continued in some parts of Rojava. 
Unlike other parts of Syria, in the Kurdish regions there was no armed 
fighting, just individual deaths due to the actions of the military and the 
Syrian security forces against demonstrators.

On a diplomatic level, the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq 
tried to mediate between the various Kurdish factions in Syria. After 
protracted negotiations, a six-point agreement between the PYD and the 
KNC was signed in Erbil on 11 June 2012. On 1 July, the parties agreed on 
a seventh point, namely, the founding of a Supreme Kurdish Committee 
that was to function as an umbrella organization and, in case of the 
liberation of Rojava, as a transitional administration of West Kurdistan 
jointly supported by the KNC and the People�s Council.

In the course of the first half of 2012, the regime�s war with the Free 
Syrian Army in Homs, Aleppo, and the south of Syria increasingly 
escalated, and it thus needed military resources to fight the oppositionists 
in the Syrian heartlands. Apparently, in this situation there was a point 
when there were secret talks between the PYD and the Syrian regime 
about a withdrawal of the latter from Rojava.

The backgrounds of this withdrawal have remained unknown to his 
day. While PYD functionaries claim to have issued an ultimatum to the 
government to withdraw and to have threatened to open a new front 
against the regime in the north should it reject this, functionaries of 
the parties organized in the Kurdish National Council accuse the PYD 
of having collaborated with the regime and having entered into secret 
agreements with it. The accusation against the PYD is that the latter 
allegedly agreed to a division of labour with the regime in exchange for 
the latter�s withdrawal and that it obliged itself to ensure calm in Rojava 
and guarantee the security of important military installations.

Which of the two versions is closer to the truth will hopefully one 
day be realistically assessed by historians. At the moment, there is no 
accessible evidence for either one version or the other. As a matter of 
fact, between 19 and 25 July the regime left most parts of Rojava � that 
is, CizîrŒ, Efrîn, and KobanŒ � to the PYD-founded People�s Protection 
Units (YekîneyŒn Parastina Gel, YPG) with barely a fight and with the 
Syrian army withdrawing from the region while leaving large parts of its 
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equipment and ammunition behind. Even so, it still controls strategically 
important points in the town of Qami�lo, such as the airport, the train 
station, and some official buildings, a military camp south of the town, 
and the Arab district. The regime and the Syrian military also retained 
their presence in the ethnically mixed provincial capital of al-Hasaka.

Since that time, the YPG and the Women�s Protection Units 
(YekîneyŒn Parastina Jin, YPJ), which are conceived of as an 
autonomous women�s army, jointly control the areas of Syria with a 
Kurdish majority population. Until the introduction of the draft for 
men in the cantons of CizîrŒ and KobanŒ, both the YPG and the YPJ 
were voluntary armies among whose soldiers the YPJ, according to the 
PYD, represented approximately one third of the fighters, making it also 
of military relevance. Since the introduction of the draft for the YPG, 
which took longer in Efrîn than in the other cantons (interview with 
Hevi Ibrahim Mustefa, 2 February 2015; interview with Ebdo Ibrahim, 
3 February 2015), this relation has of course changed in favour of the 
men, because the YPJ, as opposed to the YPG, still remains an army of 
volunteers.

It is difficult to imagine that such a largely peaceful handover and 
the continued presence of the Syrian military at strategically important 
points were possible without any previous accords. At the very least, 
there had to have been agreements between the PYD and the regime on 
the details of the handover. For the time being, however, whether the 
PYD promised the regime any rewards and if so, which ones, or whether 
it was simply in the interest of the regime to free military capacities for 
the politically and militarily more important regions in central Syria 
must remain in the realm of speculation.

Whatever talks and agreements may have occurred in the background, 
the result was that since the end of July, the largest part of CizîrŒ, Efrîn 
and KobanŒ, as well as the Kurdish districts of Ashrafiyah and Sheikh 
Maqsoud (Kurdish: �Œxmeqsßd) in Aleppo were no longer controlled by 
the regime, but were in the hands of Kurdish forces.

In Aleppo, this situation had developed because of the military 
escalation between the regime�s Syrian Arab Army and the FSA, which 
led to the establishment of a front line right through the centre of the 
city. In order to prevent fighting within the Kurdish neighbourhoods, 
the Kurds declared themselves to be neutral and saw to it that neither 
government soldiers nor FSA fighters were able to intrude into the two 
directly adjacent districts. In the course of 2014, the Kurdish fighters 
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step by step retreated from Ashrafiyah, de facto stealthily handing 
the neighbourhood over to the Syrian government army. Yet in the 
neighbourhood of Sheikh Maqsoud, the YPG was able to hold its ground 
even after the end of the battle of Aleppo in December 2016. Even though 
Sheikh Maqsoud has since been surrounded by government troops, 
until 22 February 2018 it was able to hold its ground as an autonomous 
quarter (interview with RŒdßr Xelîl, 14 February 2017).

Apart from the Syrian areas controlled by either the regime or the 
opposition, there was now a third entity, which, however, was split into 
three regions and one city district in Aleppo and which, furthermore, 
had to struggle with massive intra-Kurdish conflicts.
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1 Qamishli under Hafez al-Assad: Under the strict control of the regime 
Assyrian and Armenian Christians, Arab and Kurdish Muslims and Jews offered 
their products in the Bazar of the largest town of Rojava. (1999)

2 After the death of the last Jew of Qamishli in 2013 the Synagogue is the only 
relic of the once vibrant Jewish community. (2014)
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3 From 2011 to 2013 in every town different Kurdish political movements 
protested against the regime: Demonstration of the Kurdish National Council 
(E.N.K.S.) in AmßdŒ in January 2013.

4 Demonstration of the PYD in AmßdŒ in January 2013.
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5 With the unilateral establishment of autonomous cantons by the PYD the 
Kurdish National Council lost much of its influence: Demonstration of the 
E.N.K.S. in Qamishli in February 2014

6 Women·s gathering of the ruling PYD in Qamishli in February 2014.
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7 The CizîrŒ canton has a very mixed population and a lot of old Christian 
villages. One of the oldest churches in the region is Bara Baita church in the 
village of Khan Yunis/BirabŒ near DŒrik. (2014)

8 Mart Shmone Syriac Orthodox church in DŒrik with a poster for the Syrian 
Orthodox Archbishop of Aleppo Gregorios Johanna Ibrahim and the Greek 
Orthodox Archbishop of Aleppo Boulos Yazigi who were abducted by militants 
in April 2013. (2014)
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9 From 2012 until 2013 the frontline between Arab rebels, jihadist militias and 
the YPG/YPJ went through Ra�s al-�Ain/SerŒ KaniyŒ. Since then the town has 
been in the hands of the YPG/YPJ. (2016)

10 The towns of Rojava are full of small shops and workshops: Car mechanic in 
DirbŒsiyŒ. (2016).
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11 Since August 2014 ˚zîdî refugees from Sinjar/�ingal live in Newroz-Camp 
near DŒrik. (2016).

12 Internally displaced persons from Aleppo wait to get a job as day labourers in 
downtown Efrîn. (2015)
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13 Hevi Ibrahim Mustefa, prime minister of Efrîn in her office. (2015)

14 Funeral of a YPJ-fighter in Efrîn. (2015)
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Military Developments since 2012

Compared to Syria�s other theatres of war, the areas under Kurdish 
control didn�t change much after the summer of 2012, at least at first. 
What did change, however, were the neighbours of the three enclaves. 
While in the summer of 2012, for the most part they bordered areas that 
were either held by the regime or by units of the Free Syrian Army, in 2013 
this situation changed. The military gains of jihadist parties in the civil 
war, particularly of the Jabhat al-Nusra and the so-called �Islamic State� 
(IS), which had referred to itself as �Islamic State in Iraq and Greater 
Syria� until the conquest of Mosul and the declaration of a Caliphate 
on 29 June 2014, led to a situation where, in the course 2013, the two 
eastern regions of CizîrŒ and KobanŒ were increasingly encircled by 
jihadists and, within Syria, were completely locked in by IS. Responsible 
for the security of the Kurdish areas were the People�s Protection Units 
(YPG), which were mostly founded by the PYD and were massively 
influenced by it. Outside the core zone of Rojava, the PYD-associated 
fighters did not operate as YPG, however, but as the �Kurdish Brigade� 
(Arabic: Jabhat al-Akrad, Kurdish: Enîya Kurdan), which had originally 
acted as part of the FSA, but had been expelled in August 2013 because 
of conflicts between the PYD on the one and the FSA and the SNC on 
the other hand. This militia, which consists of several thousand fighters, 
still operates today in the Kurdish quarters of Aleppo and in the regions 
outside the core zone of Rojava. In addition, since January 2013 Syro-
Aramaic Christians, who had united in the Syriac Military Council and 
had joined the YPG one year later, also fought alongside the YPG and 
the Jabhat al-Akrad. The same was true for militia of the Arab tribe of 
the Shammar and the Sharabiyya.

The YPG had their first harsh military clashes as early as 19 November 
2012, when fighting between the FSA and the YPG erupted in SerŒ 
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KaniyŒ, a town that had been partitioned between the opposing parties 
since the beginning of that month. In these battles, the jihadist groups 
Jabhat al-Nusra and Ghuraba ash-Sham fought on the side of the FSA. 
After a few days, a fragile ceasefire was brokered, followed by renewed 
fighting in January, which the YPG finally won after suffering heavy 
losses. In July 2013, the YPG succeeded in driving the jihadist fighters 
out of SerŒ KaniyŒ for good and in pushing the border of the territory 
under Kurdish control further to the west and beyond the city limits. In 
the process, the Kurdish fighters of the Jabhat al-Akrad advanced to Tal 
Abyad (Kurdish: GirŒ Sipî), a town inhabited by Arabs, Armenians, and 
Kurds. On 20 July the Kurds even succeeded in capturing the regional 
commander of ISIS.

In the other parts of the canton of CizîrŒ, the YPG was also able 
to register military successes against the jihadist groups and to 
moderately expand the territory under Kurdish control. At the end of 
October 2013, the YPG was able to capture the strategically important 
border checkpoint of Tal Koçer (Yarubiyah). On 25 October the YPG 
spokesperson RŒdßr Xelîl tweeted:

The Border gate of Tal -koçer City (AL-Yarobyah) Now liberated and 
under our units control, ongoing battles in the city centre.1

In the following days, the YPG succeeded in completely driving the 
ISIS fighters out of the city. Thus Rojava now had a direct connection 
to the areas in Iraq controlled by the government in Baghdad. For the 
PYD, this conquest also represented an important trump card in the 
intra-Kurdish conflict because the latter regularly led to closures of the 
�intra-Kurdish� border further north near Semalka between the regions 
of Kurdistan in Iraq and Rojava. The new development introduced 
a potential alternative to the Kurdistan Regional Government in 
Iraq. On 28 October, the YPG succeeded in capturing the important 
oil-producing region of ˙il Axa with its villages of Girhok, YusufiyŒ, 
Sefa, CinŒdiyŒ, GirŒ FatŒ, Ebß Hecer, and Mezraa Kelem. The fighters 
of ISIS then retreated into the mostly Arab region around Tal Brak and 
Tal Hamis, which now remained the last jihadist stronghold in CizîrŒ. In 
November 2013, the YPG succeeded in pushing ISIS further back from 
the surroundings of SerŒ KaniyŒ and in capturing a series of Kurdish and 
particularly Aramaic-Assyrian villages and small towns in the vicinity of 
al-Hasaka.
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In 2014, there was also heavy fighting for control of Tal Brak and Tal 
Hamis. However, announcements by the YPG that Tal Hamis had been 
captured on 1 January turned out to be premature. In fact, the Kurdish 
fighters had to retreat after a few days and suffered heavy losses. In 
February, the YPG started a new offensive jointly with the fighters of 
the Arab Shammar tribe allied to them. However, the Sharabia tribe 
dominating in Tal Hamis belongs to the old rivals of the Shammar in 
CizîrŒ and was therefore probably loyal to ISIS. While the local Arabs 
� mostly Shammar � had supported the expulsion of ISIS during the 
conquest of Tal Koçer (Yarubiyah), in Tal Hamis most members of 
the Sharabia took a hostile stance towards the Kurdish attackers. Unlike 
the Shammar, the Sharabia have arrived in CizîrŒ only relatively recently. 
Whereas the Shammar have been living together with the Kurds and 
Assyrians of the region for centuries, the Sharabia were settled there 
only in the 1970s by the Ba�ath regime. These Arabs, who were resettled 
in the regions only as a result of the Ba�athist Arabization policy, are 
regarded as overwhelmingly anti-Kurdish and are either still Ba�athists, 
or jihadists. This is probably an important reason for the losses of the 
YPG and the Shammar during these battles for Tal Brak and Tal Hamir. 
On 23 February, Tal Brak was at least taken by the YPG, but it proved 
impossible to expel IS from Tal Hamis.

In March, fighting erupted around Tal Abyad, a town between the 
two Kurdish cantons of CizîrŒ and KobanŒ that at the time was held 
by IS, but in whose surroundings some Kurdish villages were under the 
control of the YPG. In KobanŒ itself, however, the military situation 
turned out to be considerably more difficult. The region is much smaller 
and had been, with the exception of the sealed border with Turkey, 
totally encircled by ISIS since the beginning of 2014. In the nearby city of 
Jar�bulus, which had been inhabited by Kurds, Arabs, and Turks as early 
as Ottoman times, oppositionists of the Free Syrian Army had taken 
power on 20 July 2012. In the summer of 2013, ISIS conquered the town 
for the first time, only to be replaced later on by Jabhat al-Nusra. On 18 
January 2014, ISIS again captured power in the city and thereby secured 
for itself the strategically important border crossing to Turkey. Two 
days later, the new rulers shut off the water and power supply for the 
approximately 300,000 inhabitants of the Kurdish canton of KobanŒ. 
Both the town and the region have been living under a de facto state 
of siege since January 2014. On 30 May 2014, 186 students who were 
travelling from KobanŒ to Aleppo for their examinations were abducted 
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by ISIS.2 On 2 July 2014, the group, which by then had taken to calling 
itself �Islamic State,� started a major offensive against KobanŒ, during 
which it captured several villages and murdered many civilians who 
didn�t manage to flee in time. In the process, the jihadists came to within 
15 kilometres of the city. By mid-July, the situation for the Kurds looked 
so threatening that a military draft for all men between 18 and 30 years 
of age was introduced, a step that was later also taken by the other two 
cantons. With the help of volunteers from Turkey and with the support 
of the FSA, it proved possible to push back the attacks and to save the 
canton at least for the time being. Even so, the situation in the besieged 
canton remains precarious. There is hardly any clean drinking water, 
there is no power, and the health care system has partially collapsed. 

To describe all the battles in detail would lead us too far afield. Yet 
even this rough overview of the military situation shows that in CizîrŒ, 
the Kurds, with the support of Arab and Christian-Assyrian allies, have 
proved themselves able to hold their ground very successfully. Though 
they could not prevent various military pinpricks and terrorist assaults 
by IS reaching even right into Qami�lo, killing both civilians and fighters 
of the YPG or the Asayî� (the Kurdish police forces), the YPG and their 
allies largely succeeded in defending their area militarily. In August 2014, 
the YPG even had military capabilities left that enabled it to come to the 
help of the ˚zîdî at the Jebel Sinjar (Kurdish: ˙iyayŒ �ingal)3 who were 
under attack from �Islamic State� and had largely been abandoned by 
the Iraqi Peshmerga, and to establish corridors for them through which 
they could flee from Iraq to Syria.

Yet the protection that the Syrian-Kurdish YPG gave to the endangered 
˚zîdî at the Jebel Sinjar in August 2014 led to a situation where the PKK 
party bloc, in its rivalry with the Kurdistan Regional Government in 
Iraq, could also, for the first time, gain sympathies among the Iraqi 
Kurds. The PUK had already been slowly moving closer to the PKK/PYD 
in the preceding months. By then, the common enemy even seemed to 
pave the way to some sort of dialogue between the respective party blocs 
of Barzani and the PKK. But whether this dialogue will endure is quite 
doubtful. Even now, in the Iraqi Sinjar there are clear lines of conflict 
both between the Peshmerga and the YPG and between the two ˚zîdî 
units, the Resistance Units of Singal (YekîneyŒn Berxwedana �ingal, 
YB�) which are close to the PKK, and the Defence Force of Singal (HŒza 
Parastina �ingal, HP�) under its commander Haydar �e�o, which, since 
2015, has called itself the Defence Force of ˚zîdxan (HŒza Parastina 
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˚zîdxan, HP˚) (Schmidinger 2016b: 42). In March 2017, attempts by 
Barzani�s PDK to oust the allies of the PKK from the region finally led 
to armed battles between the Rojava Peshmerga of the Kurdish National 
Council in Syria deployed in the region by Barzani and the YB�, which in 
turn led to retaliatory actions in Rojava against members of the Kurdish 
National Council in Syria.

At exactly the time when the YPG made an important contribution 
to the salvation of the ˚zîdî of �ingal, there were already signs of an 
increasing threat from IS further in the west of Syria. The situation in 
KobanŒ already looked very dangerous in the summer of 2014. Although 
a first offensive in summer could be beaten back, this was only the 
beginning of a humanitarian catastrophe.

On 16 September 2014, IS started a further major offensive against 
KobanŒ during which it succeeded in capturing all villages of the 
canton and a large part of the city of KobanŒ itself. In full view of 
the international public that had mounted its cameras on a hill on the 
Turkish side of the border, the town was destroyed, while the desperate 
fighters of the YPG and the YPJ tried to defend themselves against the 
jihadists. In the town itself, there was bitter fighting over each row of 
houses. It was only massive international pressure that forced Turkey 
on 20 October 2014 to allow Kurdish Peshmerga from Iraq and secular 
units of the FSA to come to the aid of the completely encircled Kurdish 
fighters. On 29 October these forces reached the trapped fighters of the 
YPG and the YPJ after having crossed Turkish national territory. Apart 
from 160 fighters of the Iraqi-Kurdish Peshmerga, more than 300 fighters 
from brigades of the Free Syrian Army also fought alongside the Kurds of 
the town. Members of the Raqqa Revolutionaries� Brigades, the al-Qassas 
Army hailing from Deir az-Zor, and the Jar�bulus Brigade, all three of 
which belong to the spectrum of the FSA in Northern Syria, struggled 
jointly with the Peshmerga, the YPG, and the YPJ against the onslaught 
of IS on KobanŒ. Among the jihadist attackers, there were also a number 
of international jihadists, among them a certain Firas Houdi from 
Austria, who had already gained a certain amount of fame among Austro-
jihadists and who died in January 2015 during the battle of KobanŒ. But 
international fighters did not fight exclusively on the side of the jihadists. 
Provoked by international attention on the fighting, a number of 
European and American volunteers also joined the defenders of KobanŒ.

Yet militarily, probably neither the Peshmerga, the FSA, nor the 
international volunteers played a decisive role. Most likely, that was 
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a prerogative of the airstrikes by the United States, which, at the last 
moment, prevented an IS victory. After initial coordination problems, 
after November 2014, the US Airforce and the YPG managed to arrange for 
very well targeted airstrikes against IS positions and to maintain very good 
cooperation between the YPG forces on the ground and the US forces in 
the air. The Kurdish fighters were able to relate the precise coordinates 
of IS positions, the latter of which were then attacked by planes of the 
US Airforce. Additionally, supplies dropped from the air were able to 
reduce the impact of the scarcity in ammunition and arms suffered by 
the defenders. In January and February 2015, the fighters of the YPG and 
the YPJ were thus able to bring about a reconquest of the whole canton. 
However, the price for this was terribly high: The town was destroyed, 
and since Turkey continues to keep the border to KobanŒ closed, its 
reconstruction proceeds only very slowly. Thus one of the most important 
demands of the canton administration continues to be that Turkey opens 
its border to KobanŒ. Even after the reconquest of the town, the president 
of the parliament of KobanŒ, Aisha Afandi,4 accused Turkey of still using 
the sealing of the border to pursue the goal of isolating the canton and 
obstructing both humanitarian supplies and visits by journalists or 
commercial contacts (interview with Aisha Afandi, 4 February 2015).

While the Kurdish YPG and YPJ desperately tried to defend the 
city, most civilians fled into Turkey. According to Kurdish sources, in 
February 2015 about 180,000 people from KobanŒ lived as refugees in 
Turkey. At the beginning of 2015, more than 67,000 refugees lived in 
Suruç alone, which is a small town of less than 55,000 inhabitants. At 
the time, the centre of the town was full of men from KobanŒ who were 
trying to get information about their villages or were looking for jobs as 
day labourers.

Most of the refugees in Turkey were accommodated in camps set 
up by organizations of the Kurdish movement. A big camp organized 
by the Turkish government was from the start virtually empty. Those 
who lived there had in part simply been forced to go there. The 
government camp was surrounded by a double row of concertina wire 
and was located far away from any other settlements. The camps run 
by the Kurdish movement were located in the city or at least close by. 
Those who were hosted in these camps were not isolated but part of the 
Kurdish population of the region.

Kurdish NGOs and some municipalities governed by the pro-Kurdish 
HDP in the border region played an important role in coordinating aid 
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