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Introduction

Mehmet Gurses, David Romano,
and Michael Gunter

Metin Serbest—a Kurdish American lawyer who had earned his Master of
Law Degree (LLM) from Northwestern University—sponsored his second
international conference on the Kurds in June 2018. The conference was held
under the auspices of the Buffett Institute of Northwestern University. An
impressive variety of scholars participated in the two-day gathering. In his
introductory remarks, Metin Serbest explained how he was very pleased to
“give back” by hosting an international, interdisciplinary conference on sev-
eral aspects of the Kurdish issue. Sponsoring this major event, said Serbest,
“brought back boyhood memories in Turkey when I attended school where
Turkish only was used. Speaking only Kurdish, I could not understand the
teacher.” However, when he used certain words common to both languages,
commented Serbest, “I gleefully responded in Kurdish only to be repri-
manded and threatened that if I spoke that language again I would be beaten.”

While we may have moved past those days of “being reprimanded” for
speaking Kurdish, much remains to be done to address the multifaceted and
transborder Kurdish question in the Middle East. The prominent Kurdish
human rights activist Musa Anter, Apé Musa (Uncle Musa) to many Kurds,
tells of how the Turkish government changed the name of his village in the
late 1970s—early 1980s. “Our village Zivinge,” which means Winter Depot
in Kurdish, “was Turkified overnight to become Eski Magara (Old Cave).”
Our old Zivinge, he continues, “which goes as far back as to the Neolithic
age” was assigned a new Turkish name by the government “the same way
someone would name their dog.”! Today, events such as the Kurdish studies
conferences sponsored by Mr. Serbest serve as part of the modern response
to the attempted erasure of all things Kurdish.

In this up-to-date and wide-ranging collection of chapters, we aim to bring
together a variety of fresh, new scholars to consider and relate change and
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continuity in the Kurdish experience. Many of these scholars originally pre-
sented earlier versions of their chapters at the Serbest conference, while the
three editors also solicited several others. The result is a unique collection of
penetrating analyses of change and continuity in the Kurdish issue that will
reward the scholar, government practitioner, and interested lay public with
rich insights.

We start with Kurdish—-Turkey relations for a number of reasons. Turkey is
not only a powerful state but also home to the largest Kurdish population in
the world. In addition, it has engaged in a long and still unresolved conflict
with arguably the most powerful Kurdish insurgent group, the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkeren Kurdistan, PKK). While the Turkish
state has yet to recognize the Kurds in Turkey as distinct people, much has
changed in the past several decades.

No doubt, the key change in Turkey has to do with the rise and evolution of
the PKK in the past four decades. What began as a feeble revolt in the early
1980s had become “the Achilles heel of the Turkish state” by the 1990s. The
past decade has seen the PKK acquiring a truly transborder reality as the war
in Syria inadvertently turned the Kurdish-led forces in Syria, who share a
common history and culture with the Kurds of Turkey and an ideology with
the PKK, into an indispensable ally of the United States. The Kurdish-led
Peoples’ Democratic Party (Halklarin Demokratik Partisi, HDP), an inven-
tion of the imprisoned PKK leader Ocalan as a new platform, aimed at bring-
ing together pro-democracy forces in Turkey to promote his new paradigm of
“democratic unity,” likewise quickly became a key political player in Turkey.

The ongoing Syrian civil war of 2011 created circumstances for the emer-
gence of a Kurdish-led political entity in northern and eastern parts of the
country. The Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), the armed wing
of the nascent de facto autonomous administration in North-East Syria, has
increasingly become part of the United States’ overall strategy to counter
Islamist groups and the Iranian influence in the region.

Reflecting this interconnectedness, sections I and II respectively include
chapters on varying aspects of the Kurdish question in Turkey and Syria. Sec-
tion I begins with a chapter on the complex and important question of Kurdish
political representation in Turkey. Who really represents the large Kurdish
minority in Turkey? The PKK and its affiliates or such traditional forces
as religious and tribal leaders? In chapter 1, Cengiz Gunes draws attention
to the changing context and new trends. Ekrem Karakoc and H. Ege Ozen,
building on two national samples from 2011 to 2015, tackle a similar ques-
tion in chapter 2. They analyze Kurdish public opinion on the PKK, cultural
rights, autonomy, secession, and more to discover what the Kurds in Turkey
want. Section I concludes with a chapter in which Veli Yadirgi offers a rich
account of “de-development” of Kurdish regions as a way of controlling and
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preventing Kurdish society in Turkey from developing an indigenous eco-
nomic base independent of the Turkish state.

Section II consists of four chapters that shed considerable light on the
complex and shifting political terrain of Syria. Sean Lee (chapter 4) offers
a theoretically grounded discussion of the monumental changes that the
Kurds in Syria are undergoing. While the Kurds of Syria emphatically
argue for a “stateless” bottom-up democratic confederation of peoples,
they nonetheless seem to have engaged in what amounts to state building
in parts of Syria under their control. Lee attempts to reconcile this seem-
ingly contradictory theory and practice. In chapter 5, Massoud Dryaz Sharifi
points out the de facto state-like structure in north and east Syria, with an
eye on the ideology and the Democratic Union Party’s (PYD) relationship
with the PKK. In chapter 6, Ozum Yesiltas, building on in-depth interviews
with leading members of the Syrian Democratic Council, the political arm
of the SDF, outlines opportunities as well as risks involved in the Kurdish
attempts to concoct a “third way.” Section II concludes with an up-to-date
summary of the rise and evolution of the Kurdish-led administration in
North-East Syria. Building on his own personal observations, Wladimir van
Wilgenburg examines the prospects of the nascent Democratic Federation
of Northern Syria (DFNS) (chapter 7).

The twenty-first century also ushered in a new era for the Kurds in Iraq as
they solidified their gains of the 1990s and won official recognition in Iraq’s
2005 constitution. While this is a key achievement for the Kurds in general
and Kurds in Iraq in particular, serious domestic, regional, and interna-
tional obstacles remain. Section III thus includes two chapters. In chapter 8,
Peshawa Muhammed provides an overview of the historical challenges and
development of Kurdish autonomy in Iraq. Alan Mumtaz Noory in chapter
9 provides an in-depth examination of intra-Kurdish conflict within Iraqi or
South Kurdistan. Focusing on the lesser-known issue of disputes over land
tenure in Iraqi Kurdistan, Noory demonstrates how this problem plays a
prominent role in explaining divisions, rivalries, and conflicts between the
major Kurdish parties there.

As Kurds in Iraq seem to have consolidated their autonomy despite ongo-
ing internal conflicts, the Kurds in Iran, who constitute the second largest
Kurdish group in the world, have yet to overcome their internal divisions
and form even the semblance of a unified opposition to the Iranian regime.
Section IV addresses Iranian Kurdish developments, which appear to be char-
acterized by continuity rather than change. In chapter 10, Ahmet Y. Hamza
surveys the political history of the Kurds in Iran, bringing a much-needed
understanding about the background and present situation of these often-
ignored people. In chapter 11, Carol Prunhuber narrows her focus to Abdul
Rahman Ghassemlou, a famous, charismatic Iranian Kurdish leader whom
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the Iranian regime treacherously assassinated in Vienna on July 13, 1989
under false pretensions of negotiation.

In addition to examining the changing nature of the Kurdish Question
in these “four Kurdistans,” we also include a separate section that tackles
the increasingly relevant Kurdish diaspora in the West. This section, enti-
tled “Imagining Kurdistan from Abroad,” begins with chapter 12 by Vera
Eccarius-Kelly on how Kurdish diasporas are not mere extensions of their
homeland communities, but rather should be recognized as increasingly inde-
pendent sociopolitical and cultural entities involved in imagining and shaping
the future of Kurdish regions. In chapter 13, Barzoo Eliassi examines the
Kurdish diaspora in the United Kingdom and Sweden from both theoretical
and interviewee perspectives. He draws interesting conclusions concerning
the Kurdish struggle to maintain their threatened ethnic identity from assimi-
lationist powers. In our last chapter, Janroj Keles studies the return of highly
skilled young British Kurdish people to Iraqi Kurdistan. He finds that this
transnational mobility is less driven by economic considerations than by the
collective trauma of displacement and the political aspirations and attachment
of the displaced to their imagined homeland.

Taken together, all the chapters in this volume offer readers a snapshot of
the most interesting and relevant issues faced by today’s Kurds and the states
whose borders encompass the different Kurdistans. In some cases, such as
Syria and Iraq, the changes over the past several years have been nothing
short of breathtaking. Particularly in Syria but also in Iraq, many of the recent
positive changes (from various Kurdish perspectives) remain fragile. In Tur-
key, just as it started to look like change was coming—in the form of ground-
breaking peace talks between the Turkish state and the PKK in 2013—the old
conflict dynamic suddenly returned to confound optimists. In Iran, continuity
continues to bedevil a largely unhappy but fractured and mostly quiescent
Kurdish population. Meanwhile, the Kurdish diaspora keenly watches all
these changes (or lack thereof) in their native homelands, hoping to positively
affect the political dynamics there when possible.

Roughly one hundred years have passed since the Treaty of Sévres held
out the possibility of establishing a Kurdish state in the Middle East. Some
Kurdish parties, particularly in Iraqi Kurdistan but also elsewhere, still hope
to resurrect this promise and turn it into a reality. Others, particularly in the
PKK-aligned Kurdish parties, seem to feel that 100 years is enough time to
relinquish the Kurdish dream of statehood. Eschewing the language and ide-
ology of nation-statehood, these groups turn to concepts such as “democratic
autonomy”’ even as they build a de facto state in northern Syria. Still other
Kurdish parties focus more on issues other than statehood or anarcho-socialist
autonomy, attempting to make the most of the states and political circum-
stances within which they presently find themselves.
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It should in fact not surprise anyone to see a wide variety of political
perspectives, circumstances, and visions for the future among Kurds. If
most Kurds see a kind of grim continuity in Kurdistan’s geography, its
historical difficulties, and an often unsatisfactory or fragile status quo, they
likewise harbor a myriad of different hopes for change. The contributions
in this volume together aim to provide readers a good appreciation for such
complexities.

NOTES

1. Anter, Musa. 2016. Hatiralarim [My Memoirs]. Diyarbakir: Aram Yayinlari,
p- 23.

2. Olson, Robert. 1996. The Kurdish Nationalist Movement in the 1990s: Its
Impacts on Turkey and the Middle East (ed.). Lexington, Kentucky: The University
Press of Kentucky, p. 1.

3. Authors of the chapters that include interviews received oral permission from
the interviewees to use their words. With the exception of elite interviews, all other
identifying factors are removed to guarantee the safety of interviewees. For elite
interviews, while such permission is already taken to exist in general according to
common practice in the field, authors of these chapters that include elite interviews
confirmed that interviewees knew they were being interviewed and that their words
would be used for the purposes of this book.
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Chapter 1

Kurdish Political
Representation in Turkey

The Changing Context and New Trends

Cengiz Gunes

Turkey’s transition to democracy took place in the period 1945-1950 and the
general election on May 14, 1950 is considered the country’s first competi-
tive election. Since then, Turkey has been holding regular elections but the
extent to which these elections have been “free and fair” is debatable and the
country is yet to consolidate a pluralist functional liberal democracy capable
of representing its diverse population. Nevertheless, the transformation to
democracy created opportunities for the Kurdish religious and tribal elite to
participate in politics and the institutions of the state. These Kurdish political
representatives acted as intermediaries between the government, the state, and
the Kurdish population and dispensed patronage in exchange of votes and
were co-opted into center-right Turkish political circles.

From the 1970s onward and as a result of the spread of education and increase
of urbanization in Turkey and the Kurdish majority regions, the strong connection
between the traditional elite and political representation started to weaken. The
rise of Turkey’s left-wing movement and the Kurdish national movement from
the early 1970s onward further weakened the influence of the Kurdish elite, with
a broader section of the Kurdish society beginning to take part in political activ-
ism and a wider set of Kurdish political demands beginning to be voiced. Since
1990, Kurdish political representation in Turkey took a new dimension with the
establishment of the pro-Kurdish democratic movement, but the repression that
they have been experiencing, particularly during the mid-1990s and since 2015
onward, bears testimony to the difficulties Kurds face as they try to represent
themselves via legal political channels and in the institutions of the state.

Suzanna Dovi defines political representation as “the activity of making
citizens’ voices, opinions, and perspectives ‘present’ in public policy-making

3
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processes. Political representation occurs when political actors speak, advocate,
symbolize, and act on the behalf of others in the political arena.”" Political
actors here refer to persons holding elected position, such as members of parlia-
ment and district and provincial mayors and those who are formally involved
in the representation of their constituency. This definition is based on Hanna
Pitkin’s seminal study The Concept of Representation and draws attention to
two different conceptions of political representation: “descriptive” and “‘sub-
stantive” representation. Descriptive representation refers to a situation where
representatives “stand for” the represented “by virtue of a correspondence and
connection between them, a resemblance or reflection.” Representatives share a
descriptive likeness with the represented and in the debate on the representation
of minorities, this often refers to similarities in terms of ethnic, religious, or cul-
tural background. In contrast, substantive representation is based on the notion
of representation as ‘““substantive acting for” others and here the importance of
representatives advocating the “best interest” of the represented is emphasized.”
These two views of representation are distinct, they are not mutually exclusive
and in many ways are connected and impact on each other. For example, an
increase in descriptive representation can and often leads to an increase in sub-
stantive representation. This argument has been advanced by Jane Manbridge
who argues that descriptive representation enhances the substantive representa-
tion of a group’s interests “‘by improving the quality of deliberation.”

If we derive a conception of representation based on descriptive represen-
tation, then we can identify a long list of Kurdish representatives in Turkey
who have taken part in Turkey’s national politics. However, having Kurdish
descriptive representation did not lead to the development of Kurdish sub-
stantive representation as most of these political actors remained loyal to their
political parties and on the main refrained from articulating overtly Kurdish
political demands. The strong influence of Turkish state nationalism on the
country’s political institutions and culture placed significant barriers on the
accommodation of the demands the Kurdish political parties and movements
have been raising and on the representation of the Kurdish group rights.* This
chapter will first provide an account of the Kurdish political representation
via Turkey’s center-right political parties before moving on to discussing
the rise of the pro-Kurdish democratic movement since 1990 and how it has
transformed the debate on Kurdish political representation in Turkey.

KURDISH DESCRIPTIVE REPRESENTATION
THROUGH THE CENTER-RIGHT
TURKISH POLITICAL PARTIES

Since 1950, party competition created suitable conditions for Kurds to engage
in politics, leading to an increase in Kurdish descriptive representation. This
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process was initiated by Adnan Menderes and his Democrat Party (Demokrat
Parti, DP), which ruled Turkey during the 1950s and chose the locally influ-
ential Kurdish tribal and religious leaders as their parliamentary candidates to
strengthen its base in the Kurdish-populated provinces in the east and south-
east of Turkey. Kurdish tribal chiefs and religious leaders who were exiled
by Kemalists to western Turkey during the 1930s were allowed to return and
the DP utilized the Kurdish tribal and religious elite in its attempt to mobilize
the Kurdish electorate during the 1950s.

An attempt by the Kurdish traditional elite to pursue a more independent
line was made when the New Turkey Party (Yeni Tiirkiye Partisi, YTP) was
established in 1961. The YTP’s establishment was an important development
for Kurdish political representation in Turkey because the party included sev-
eral high-profile Kurds among its founders, such as Yusuf Azizoglu, who was
a medical doctor from a landholding family in Silvan, Diyarbakir, and was
active in DP prior to his involvement in the YTP. The YTP managed to gain
significant support from the Kurds in the 1961 general election and served as
a junior coalition partner in the government between 1962 and 1965. In addi-
tion, its leading figures campaigned to address the disproportionate inequality
the Kurds were experiencing in Turkey.’

Almost all Kurdish political representatives during the 1950s and 1960s
were drawn from the tribal and religious elite and several leading tribal and
religious families have been active in Turkey’s center-right politics. These
include the Kartal family in the province of Van, who are a leading fam-
ily in the Bruki tribe. Kinyas Kartal (1900-1991) was a member of parlia-
ment (MP) from the Justice Party (Adalet Partisi, AP) for the Van province
between 1965 and 1980. His son, Nadir Kartal, was an MP for the Van prov-
ince from the center-right True Path Party (Dogru Yol Partisi, DYP) between
1991 and 1995. His nephew, Remzi Kartal, was also elected an MP in 1991
for the Van province as part of the People’s Labour Party (Halkin Emek Par-
tisi, HEP) listed under the Social Democratic Populist Party (Sosyaldemokrat
Halkci Parti, SHP).

Similarly, the Zeydan family in Hakkari, who are a leading family of the
Pinyanisi tribe, have played an important role in the politics of the Hakkari
province in the past fifty years. Ahmet Zeydan was an MP for the Republican
People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP) during the 1960s and 1970s;
Mustafa Zeydan was the mayor of Yiiksekova district from 1969 to 1989 and
an MP for the DYP during the 1990s and for the Justice and Development
Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi, AKP) between 2002 and 2007; Riistem
Zeydan was an MP for the AKP between 2007 and 2011.°

The Cevheri family of the Seyhanl tribe is another example of tribal elite
dominating politics in the Kurdish majority regions. Omer Cevheri was
elected as a DP MP for the Sanliurfa province in 1950. In the subsequent
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years, other members of the Cevheri family have also been influential in the
politics of Sanlhurfa province and served as MPs. These include Necmettin
Cevheri who served as an MP for the AP from 1963 to 1980 and subsequently
for the DYP from 1991 to 2002; and Sabahattin Cevheri who was an inde-
pendent MP for the Sanlurfa province between 2002 and 2007 and an MP
for the AKP between 2007 and 2011. Another leading figure in the Seyhanl
tribe, Seyit Eyyiipoglu, was active in the Motherland Party (Anavatan Partisi,
ANAP) and served as an MP for the Sanlhurfa province from 1991 to 1999.
In 2007, he was elected as an independent MP but later joined the AKP and
in 2011 was reelected from the AKP.

Similarly, a leading figure in the Kirvar tribe, Abdulrahman Odabas,
served as an MP for the DP in the Sanliurfa Province between 1957 and 1960.
Another leading figure of the tribe, Ahmet Karavar, was elected an MP from
the Islamist Welfare Party (Refah Partisi, RP) in 1995 and again from the FP
in 1999. The chief of izol tribe, which is another influential tribe in the Urfa
province, was an MP from Islamist political parties between 1995 and 2011.
Mehmet Celal Bucak and Sedat Edip Bucak, who are leading figures in the
Bucak tribe in the Siverek district of Sanlurfa province, were active in the
national politics: the former was an MP for the AP during the 1970s and the
latter was an MP during the 1990s for the DYP.

Abdulkadir Timuragaoglu, a leading figure in the Kikan tribe in Mardin,
was elected as an MP at the 1977 general election from the National Salvation
Party (Milli Selamet Partisi, MSP). Members of the other leading families
of the tribe have been elected as MPs in other mainstream political parties,
including Mahmut Duyan from the DYP and Omer Ertas from the ANAP at
the general elections held on December 24, 1995. Omer Ertas was re-elected
as an MP from Turgut Ozal’s ANAP at the general elections held on April
18, 1999. Mahmut Duyan was elected as an MP from the CHP at the general
elections held on November 3, 2002.7 The leader of the Delmamikan tribe,
Stileyman Celebi, was an MP for the AKP from the Mardin Province between
2007 and 2011.% The Ensarioglu family in Diyarbakir have been active in the
center-right parties during the past two decades. Salim Ensarioglu was an MP
for the DYP and served as a state minister in the mid-1990s.

While Kurds supporting center-right political parties has been the domi-
nant trend until the 2015 election, it is worth highlighting that many Kurdish
political actors have also taken part in the left-wing political parties. The
rise of Turkey’s left-wing movement during the 1960s and later the Kurdish
movement in Turkey from the 1970s onward further weakened the power of
the Kurdish elite and reduced their influence over Kurdish society. A Kurd
active in left-wing political parties is Ahmet Tiirk, who is a tribal leader in
the Mardin area and has been active within the CHP between 1974 and 1980,
the SHP between 1987 and 1991, and within the HEP and other pro-Kurdish
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political parties since then serving as an MP between 1991 and 1994 and
again between 2007 and 2014.

The state-tribe relations took a new dimension with the establishment of
the village guard system in 1985 as a paramilitary group to fight against the
guerrillas of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané,
PKK).” The state began to work with the leading tribal families and offered
them concessions and money to persuade them and the members of their tribe
to join the village guard system. Initially, tribal leaders signed to become vil-
lage guards and through the tribal leader people from lower levels of tribal
hierarchy were recruited into the scheme. Some of the well-known tribes
that were recruited as village guards include the Bucak, izol, and Karakegili
tribes in Urfa, the Ertusi tribe in Van and Hakkari, and Pinyanisi and Jirki
tribes in Hakkari. The concessions included forgiving the crimes committed
by the tribal leaders; a good example would be that of the leader of the Jirki
tribe in Hakkari, Tahir Adiyaman, being pardoned for several crimes he was
charged with or investigated for in exchange of accepting and persuading the
members of his tribe to join the village guards.'®

It was not only the tribal leaders who become political actors, but sheikhs
and other religious figures also established themselves from 1950 onward
as important political actors and integrated into the center-right political
networks. The promise of support and distribution of funds have played a
key role in enhancing the religious orders’ ability to fulfill its patronage role.
Many sheikhs or junior members of sheikh families were active in politics
from 1950 onward. For example, Kasim Kiifrevi, who was a member of the
family that manages the Kiifrevi Sufi lodge, was an MP for the DP from the
Agr1 province between 1950 and 1960. He was reelected in the 1965 election
from the YTP list and again in the 1969 election from the Republican Reli-
ance Party (Cumhuriyet¢i Giiven Partisi, CGP). Another dominant figure in
Kurdish politics was Abdulmelik Firat, who was the grandson of Sheikh Said
and served as an MP for the DP between 1957 and 1960, and for the DYP
between 1991 and 1995. Muhyettin Mutlu was an MP for the Bitlis province
from the ANAP between 1987 and 1991, and Abdulhaluk Mutlu served as
an MP for Bitlis between 1995 and 1999, both of whom are members of the
Tagiler family who have a strong connection to the Nagshibandiyya order
in the town of Norsin, Bitlis province. Another member of a sheikh fam-
ily, Abdulkerim Zilan, served as an MP for the Siirt province from the CHP
between 1973 and 1980 and subsequently as an MP for Batman province
from the SHP between 1991 and 1995.

The Gaydali (also known as Inan or Inan Gaydali) family has been quite
dominant in the politics of Bitlis province and a number of its members
served as MPs. The family’s origins are traced to a well-known Nagshibandi-
yya sheikh Sibgatullah Arvasi who played an important role in the religious
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life of the region in the nineteenth century. The family’s involvement in
politics began when Selahattin Inan Gaydali was elected as an MP for Bitlis
in 1950 from the DP list. He was reelected on two occasions and remained
as an MP until 1960. From the 1970s onward, his sons began to involve in
politics. His older son, Abidin Inan Gaydali, was elected an MP for the Bitlis
province in the 1969 general election from the AP. He was re-elected in the
1973 general election after the return of civilian rule following the military
coup of 1971 and once more in the 1977 general election. Selahattin Inan
Gaydalr’s younger son, Kamran Inan, was elected as an MP from the ANAP
list for Bitlis province at the 1983 election and served until 1999. Between
1999 and 2002, he was elected to parliament from the Van province. Other
members of the family who played an active role in the politics of the prov-
ince include Edip Safter Gaydali who was an MP between 1991 and 2007.
He was first elected in 1991 from the ANAP list and in 2002 he was elected
as an independent candidate.

Religious orders continue to play an important role in the politics of the
region. Like the center-right political parties in the second half of the twenti-
eth century, using the existing tribal and religious networks to win the support
of the electorate in the Kurdish majority regions has been utilized effectively
by the AKP throughout the past fifteen years. This has strengthened the power
and influence of religious orders in Kurdish society, but the AKP’s approach
to providing greater recognition of Kurdish identity seems to have also had an
impact on winning the support of the religious orders. The AKP incorporated
Kurdish conservative elements and it successfully used Kurdish religious
and tribal networks to mobilize voters. Social welfare and other forms of
assistance programs (jobs, promise for jobs), and AKP’s more tolerant policy
compared to other Turkish political parties is also factor in its ability to mobi-
lize Kurdish voters, especially until 2013.!

The AKP has been drawing strong support from the Kurds since its estab-
lishment and it can be argued that no mainstream Turkish political party has
been as successful as the AKP in mobilizing the Kurdish voters. Its Islamist
discourse and democratization reforms received strong support from the
Kurdish voters throughout the 2000s. The Islamist parties that preceded the
AKP also had a strong presence in the region and many religious Kurds
shifted their support to the AKP when the party was established in 2001. The
Kurds’ association with the AKP has been strengthened through the inclusion
of several prominent Kurds in its ranks and it managed to utilize the existing
religious networks to increase its support base. Similar to the center-right
political parties before it, the AKP too used the existing tribal networks and
recruited members from the tribal hierarchy in order to strengthen its social
base among the Kurds. This system of representation by the tribal and reli-
gious elite is well entrenched and has been utilized effectively by the AKP
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Figure 1.1  AKP’s Performance in Kurdish-Majority Provinces in General Elections since
2011. Source: The author created this figure using election data from Secim.Haberler.
com (2019) “Secim Sonuclan” (https://secim.haberler.com/) (last accessed June 5, 2019).

throughout the 2000s and 2010s. In the Kurdish-majority provinces where
tribal relations and religion remain strong, such as Sajority provinces , and
Bingol, the AKP has been performing very strongly (figure 1.1).

There were many Kurdish figures active within the AKP and some
have risen to become ministers, such as Hiiseyin Celik, who served as the
minister for National Education between 2003 and 2009; Mehmet Mehdi
Eker, who served as the minister for Agriculture in successive AKP govern-
ments between 2003 and 2015; and Mehmet Simsek, who was the minister
of Finance between 2009 and 2015. Other Kurds active within the AKP
included Abdulrahman Kurt, who served as a MP for the Diyarbakir prov-
ince between 2007 and 2011; Mehmet Metiner, who served as an MP for
the Adiyaman and Istanbul provinces between 2011 and 2018; and Orhan
Miroglu, who served as an MP for the Mardin province between 2015 and
2018. Galip Ensarioglu, who is a tribal leader from Diyarbakir, was elected
an AKP MP for the Diyarbakir province between June 2011 and June 2015
and again between November 2015 and June 2018.

THE RISE OF THE PRO-KURDISH
DEMOCRATIC MOVEMENT

At the 1977 local elections, the pro-Kurdish candidates, Edip Solmaz and
Mehdi Zana, won the provincial mayoralty of Batman and Diyarbakir prov-
inces, respectively. Edip Solmaz was killed in 1979 and Mehdi Zana was
arrested in 1980 and imprisoned until 1991 at the Diyarbakir prison.'> Since
June 1990 and with the establishment of the HEP—the first representative of
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the pro-Kurdish political movement—the pro-Kurdish political representa-
tion in Turkey took a more organized form. Then on, despite the repression
they had been facing, the pro-Kurdish political parties provided the Kurds
with a channel to represent themselves. The HEP managed to get twenty-two
MPs elected into the parliament in 1991 through the SHP’s list and became
the focal point of the advocacy of Kurdish rights in Turkey until the Kurdish
parliamentary opposition was eliminated in 1994."* The pro-Kurdish move-
ment’s articulation of Kurdish rights has made it the target of state repression
and one of the key barriers the pro-Kurdish parties experienced during the
1990s and 2000s was that they were perceived by the mainstream Turkish
political parties and society as a threat to Turkey’s territorial integrity.'*

The decade following the elimination of the pro-Kurdish movement was
spent in rebuilding the movement and expanding its organizational network.
Although the People’s Democracy Party (Halkin Demokrasi Partisi, HADEP)
and Democratic People’s Party (Demokratik Halk Partisi, DEHAP) enjoyed
a degree of success at the local level, their efforts to secure parliamentary
representation were not successful due to the 10 percent electoral threshold.
In the municipal elections held on April 18, 1999, the HADEP obtained 1.95
million votes and managed to win the control of thirty-seven towns and cit-
ies across the majority Kurdish regions, including the municipal councils of
Agr1, Batman, Diyarbakir, Hakkari, Mardin, and Van." In the 2004 municipal
elections, the DEHAP took part in the election in an electoral alliance with
the SHP and increased the number of the councils it held to fifty-four, win-
ning the municipal councils of Batman, Diyarbakir, Hakkari, Mardin, and
Sirnak. The pro-Kurdish political parties HADEP and DEHAP took part
in the general elections held in 1999 and 2002 and obtained 4.75 and 6.14
percent of the national vote, respectively.'® Since the late 1990s, the pro-
Kurdish parties have been the main political parties with a mass membership
and following in the Kurdish-majority regions.

Despite the repression and the electoral threshold preventing the pro-Kurdish
parties from winning parliamentary representation, the pro-Kurdish democratic
movement managed to build its support base at the local and regional level and
at the general election held on July 22, 2007, the then pro-Kurdish party the
Democratic Society Party (Demokratik Toplum Partisi, DTP) managed to get
twenty-two of its independent candidates elected and form a political bloc in
the Turkish parliament. In western Turkey, the DTP supported Turkish pro-
democratic socialist candidates mainly from the Labour Party (Emek Partisi,
EMEP) and the Freedom and Solidarity Party (Ozgiirliik ve Dayanisma Partisi,
ODP). One DTP MP, Sebahat Tuncel, was elected in the city of Istanbul with
another of its Istanbul candidate and its candidate in the province of Mersin
losing narrowly. The election of the DTP into the parliament—after thirteen
years of absence—restored the pro-Kurdish parliamentary opposition in
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Turkey and brought new momentum to Kurdish political activism in Turkey.
It has also placed the DTP in the center stage of Kurdish politics in Turkey.
In the municipal elections held on March 29, 2009, the DTP consolidated its
position as the leading party of the Kurdish regions by winning more than
50 percent of the votes in many towns and cities and a respectable 2,339,729
votes nationally. In total it won ninety-nine councils including the municipali-
ties of Diyarbakir, Van, Batman, Tunceli, Igdir, Sirnak, Siirt, and Hakkari.!”

Having parliamentary representation provided the DTP with a legal
democratic platform where Kurdish rights and demands can be raised. Being
represented in the national assembly and having the experience of running
many of the local authorities in the Kurdish regions has enabled the DTP
to establish a strong regional and national presence. This allowed for the
establishment and sustenance of links and associations with various other
social and political groups in Turkey, which fostered the exchange of views
and better understanding. Having an institutional base also enabled the DTP
to intensify its efforts to campaign for a democratic and peaceful solution to
the Kurdish question in Turkey. The DTP remained active until it was closed
down by the Constitutional Court on December 12, 2009. From then onward,
the Peace and Democracy Party (Baris ve Demokrasi Partisi, BDP), which
was established on May 3, 2008, took the task of Kurdish representation in
Turkey. In April 2011, the BDP in alliance with seventeen other political
parties and nongovernmental organizations formed the pro-democracy “the
Labour, Peace and Democracy Bloc” and supported independent candidates
in the general elections scheduled for June 12, 2011. It campaigned on
a platform advocating broad democratic demands, such as gender equal-
ity, better working conditions, comprehensive constitutional reform, and a
peaceful end to the Kurdish conflict. In total, thirty-five pro-Kurdish MPs
were elected as independent candidates. The BDP took part in the local
elections held in 2014 and it consolidated its position by winning a total of
ninety-seven councils.'®

The pro-Kurdish movement is currently represented by the Peoples’
Democratic Party (Halkin Demokratik Partisi, HDP), which was officially
founded on October 15, 2012. As a precursor to the HDP’s establishment, the
Peoples’ Democratic Congress (Halklarin Demokratik Kongresi, HDK) was
established on October 15, 2011, to bring together various political move-
ments, parties, and civil society organizations that represent different social
and minority ethnic and religious groups in Turkey. The initial idea for the
establishment of the HDK came from the PKK’s jailed leader Abdullah Oca-
lan and was suggested for overcoming the impasse and repetition experienced
within the left in Turkey. Ocalan’s endorsement was significant because it
meant that the PKK and its followers supported the HDP’s establishment and
the political project it set out to build in Turkey.
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In the general election held on June 7, 2015, the HDP managed to win
13.1 percent of the popular vote and secure eighty seats in the parliament in
Ankara. By choosing parliamentary candidates from a wider network and
representatives of diverse political, social, and cultural groups, the HDP
managed to connect with a much larger portion of the electorate, win their
support, and establish itself as the voice of the left in Turkey. Given the June
2015 election was the first parliamentary election that the HDP contested, it
is difficult to make a direct comparison with any previous election results.
Also, in the previous election independent candidates were fielded in only
certain provinces. In contrast, participating in the elections as a party meant
that the HDP fielded candidates in all the provinces and therefore was able to
gain votes across Turkey. Overall, the HDP’s support increased significantly
in the traditional heartlands of the pro-Kurdish movement in the Southeast
of the country, and it was the number one party in the following provinces:
Agr1, Batman, Bitlis, Diyarbakir, Hakkari, Kars, Mardin, Mus, Siirt, Sirnak,
Tunceli, and Van."

Soon after the election, however, the HDP has come under increasing
pressure and state repression. The intensification of violence in the conflict
between the PKK and the state security forces in Turkey’s majority Kurd-
ish regions from summer 2015 onward has led to an increase in instances
of violent attacks by Turkish nationalists against the HDP. The anti-HDP
fervor reached its height on September 8, 2015, when large-scale mob attacks
targeted and vandalized the HDP’s offices in many cities in western Turkey,
including its headquarters in Ankara and many of the district offices in Istan-
bul. In addition, Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) terror attacks targeting
Turkey’s pro-Kurdish peace network in Suru¢ and Ankara, on July 20, 2015
and October 10, 2015 respectively, made running a campaign for the Novem-
ber election very difficult for the HDP.? As a result, there was a reduction
in the HDP’s vote in the repeated election on November 1, 2015; in spite of
that, it still managed to obtain 10.75 percent of the popular vote and fifty-nine
seats in the parliament.

Despite the ongoing repression and imprisonment of many of the leaders
of the HDP, the party performed strongly in the Kurdish-majority regions at
the 2018 general election. Although its vote decreased slightly in the Kurdish-
majority provinces, the results confirm that it is maintaining its support base. In
total, the HDP obtained 11.7 percent of the national vote and won sixty-seven
seats in the parliament. Almost all of the elected mayors have been replaced
by trustees appointed by the government, but as expected, the pro-Kurdish
representation at the local level returned in the March 2019 local elections.
Despite the decline in its overall share of the HDP’s vote, it managed to win
the municipal councils of Batman, Diyarbakir, Hakkari, 1gdir, Kars, Mardin,
Siirt, and Van provinces.?! In addition, it won fifty district councils (figure 1.2).
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Figure 1.2 Performance in Kurdish-Majority Provinces of Pro-Kurdish Independent
Candidates and Political Parties in General Elections since 2011. Source: The author cre-
ated this figure using election data from Secim.Haberler.com (2019) “Secim Sonuclar”
(https://secim.haberler.com/) (last accessed June 5, 2019).

There was a surge in support for the HDP in Istanbul, where it gained
1,030,761 votes to become the third party in the province and win eleven
seats in the parliament. It performed well in Turkey’s other provinces in the
South and West of the country too. It gained 273,089 votes in Izmir, 183,934
votes in Mersin, 177,359 votes in Adana, 167,634 votes in Ankara, 138,678
votes in Gaziantep, 90,644 votes in Antalya, and 96,513 votes in Bursa®?. In
the previous election, the pro-Kurdish independent candidates were fielded
in only provinces where they had a realistic chance of winning. In contrast,
participating in the elections as a party meant that the HDP fielded candi-
dates in all of the provinces and gave its supporters across Turkey a chance
to vote for its candidates. Also, the HDP ran a successful campaign abroad,
especially in European countries that have a significant Kurdish and Turkish
population and obtained 211,299 votes that were distributed among all the
provinces (figure 1.3).

The level of success the HDP experienced in several elections since 2015
is unprecedented in the history of the pro-Kurdish democratic movement in
Turkey.? The legal reforms the government carried out to meet the European
Union (EU) accession conditions have increased the democratic space for
the pro-Kurdish political movement that it used to broaden its activities and
become a more effective political actor. Reforms carried out in the subse-
quent years, such as in the area of Kurdish language broadcasting and tuition
enhanced the legitimacy of Kurdish demands in Turkey. The transformation
of the conflict between the PKK and the state security forces in Turkey since
the early late 1990s is also a significant factor in the rise of the HDP. Although
violence in the conflict returned after 2004, its intensity was far less than the
violence of the 1990s. This transformation in the conflict created space for
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Figure 1.3 Percentage of Votes the Pro-Kurdish Candidates and Political Parties
Obtained since 2011 in the Western and Southern Provinces of Turkey. Source: The
author created this figure using election data from Secim.Haberler.com (2019) “Secim
Sonuclan” (https://secim.haberler.com/) (last accessed June 5, 2019).

the pro-Kurdish political parties to promote reconciliation and a democratic
solution to the Kurdish question. Being represented in the national assembly
and having the experience of running many of the local authorities in the
majority Kurdish regions enabled the pro-Kurdish movement to establish a
strong regional and national presence.

The HDP also played a key role in facilitating the communication between
the state representatives and the PKK during the dialogue process that lasted
from January 2013 to April 2015. The dialogue process involved regular
meetings between government representatives, the HDP delegation, the
jailed PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan, and the PKK representatives. It pro-
duced some milestones such as the ceasefire from March 2013 to July 2015
and a ten-point route map for the future negotiations that was made public
on February 28, 2015 jointly by an HDP delegation and government repre-
sentatives in Istanbul’s Dolmabahg¢e Palace. The HDP MPs involved in the
dialogue process and its leaders addressed the mainstream media throughout
the dialogue process, which gave more visibility to the HDP and provided it
with an important opportunity to disseminate its political discourse to a much
larger audience. The performance of the HDP’s coleader Selahattin Demirtas
is another factor that needs to be highlighted. Demirtas was a candidate in
the presidential elections in August 2014 and subsequently became the pub-
lic face of the HDP. Demirtas proved to be a very strong media performer
and his confident and calm approach has won much appraise. The election
strategy that the HDP followed also significantly contributed to its success.
In western Turkey, the party selected candidates that represent and appeal to
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different sections of society and political movements. For example, a lead-
ing figure in the Pinyanisi tribal hierarchy, Abdullah Zeydan, was elected as
the MP for the Hakkari province from the HDP. Similarly, Mahmut Celadet
Gaydal1, whose family has been dominating the politics of Bitlis Province,
was elected from the HDP list in the 2015 general election.

A number of other Kurdish political parties are active in the Kurdish-
majority regions and some take part in the elections. These include the
Rights and Freedoms Party (Hak ve Ozgiirliikler Partisi, HAK-PAR, 2002),
the Islamist Free Cause Party (Hiir Dava Partisi, Hiida-Par, 2012), the Par-
ticipatory Democracy Party (Katilimct Demokrasi Partisi, KADEP, 2006),
Kurdistan Freedom Party (Partiya Azadiya Kurdistan, PAK, 2014), and the
Kurdistan Democratic Party-Turkey (Tiirkiye Kiirdistan Demokrat Partisi,
TKDP, 2014). None of these parties has managed to win sufficient votes
in either the parliamentary or the local elections. The HAK-PAR obtained
58,645 votes in the June 2015 general election and increased its votes to
109,722 in the November 2015 general election.?* In the June 2015 general
election, the Hiida-Par fielded independent candidates in nine provinces.
Its leader, Zekeriya Yapicioglu, stood as an independent candidate for the
Diyarbakir province and received 22,923 votes.”

CONCLUSION

Turkey’s transformation to multiparty electoral democracy in 1950, created
opportunities for Kurdish political representation. Historically, the center-
right parties have been more open to engagement with the Kurdish tribal
and religious elite. This began with the DP in 1950 and led to a significant
increase in the descriptive representation of the Kurds, with many Kurds
being elected to a public office as MPs and district or provincial mayors.
The dominant position of the traditional elite in Kurdish society has been
challenged by the rise of the Kurdish national movement in Turkey since
the 1970s. The establishment of the pro-Kurdish democratic movement in
Turkey in 1990 has enabled the Kurds to challenge the existing political
order in Turkey with more force. Consequently, the past two decades have
witnessed an improvement in the substantive representation of the Kurds,
leading to Kurdish political actors openly calling for widespread political
reforms to broaden the political space available to the Kurds and the state to
recognize Kurdish identity and collective national rights, including Kurdish
self-government and language rights in Turkey.

Currently, there are several Kurdish political actors that are involved in
the representation of the Kurds in Turkey, but the main contest in the past
decade has been between the political parties belonging to the pro-Kurdish
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democratic movement and the AKP. The balance of power has been shifting
in favor of the pro-Kurdish movement since 2011, and at the general elections
held in June 2015 the current representative of the pro-Kurdish movement, the
HDP, managed to establish itself as the undisputed representative of the Kurds
in Turkey. The level of support the HDP obtained in June 2015 is unprec-
edented in Turkey’s history and set the ideal context for political reforms
to accommodate the Kurdish rights in Turkey. However, rather than taking
measures to move Turkey toward peace and recognition of national diversity
and political pluralism, the governing AKP’s response has been to intensify
its repression and elimination of Kurdish representation, which has reversed
the gains the pro-Kurdish movement has made in the past decade. Many
Kurdish elected representatives have been removed from their positions and
are currently imprisoned while the courts hear their cases. While repression
of Kurdish political representatives in Turkey was always present to a certain
degree, since the summer of 2015 we have witnessed an unprecedented level
of repression of Kurdish political activities in Turkey. Also, as part of its rede-
sign of Turkish politics and as a counterweight against the pro-Kurdish rep-
resentatives, the AKP has been empowering Islamist and traditional Kurdish
actors, such as the Hiida-Par and tribal and religious elite. However, despite
the severe repression, so far, the HDP has been maintaining its electoral base
and status as the undisputed representative of the Kurds in Turkey.
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Chapter 2

Kurdish Public Opinion in Turkey

Cultural and Political Demands
of the “Kurdish Street”

Ekrem Karakog and H. Ege Ozen

What do Kurds want? As the conflict has continued to persist for more than
three decades, both the Turkish state and Kurdish political movements claim
to represent the interests of Kurds, particularly cultural and political demands
of Kurds in Turkey. Despite the long life of this conflict, and the claims
of political actors from both sides, we still do not know how the interests
and demands of ordinary Kurds align with specific political actors or, more
importantly, with the Turkish government. The competing claims to represent
ordinary Kurds cause the major actors in the conflict, whether prostate or
pro-Kurdish, to reinforce their positions and intensify the conflict, resulting
in greater suffering for the very people they claim to speak.

However, these claims of representation are not empirically verified, and
the risk of self-serving bias and distortion is obviously great. The major politi-
cal parties, including the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkinma
Partisi, AKP), People’s Democratic Party (Halkin Demokratik Partisi, HDP),
or Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané, PKK), all claim
to understand Kurds’ needs and be most responsive to and representative of
their cultural and political preferences. Unfortunately, neither scholarship nor
the media provide much empirical evidence for Kurds’ demands. Does the
AKP government’s offer of optional Kurdish language courses in schools—
the most they have managed to secure yet—satisfy Kurds? Or do Kurds have
further demands, both political and cultural? What about their views toward
the PKK or legal Kurdish parties? Do all Kurds agree with the government’s
description of the PKK as a “terrorist” organization, and how many see it as
a resistance organization fighting for independence?

This chapter investigates these questions by analyzing nationally repre-
sentative public opinion survey in Turkey. This survey captures cultural and

21
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political demands of Kurds in 2011 and in 2015, respectively, before and
after peace negotiations begun between the AKP government and the Kurdish
political movement. First, we trace the trajectory of the state policies toward
the Kurdish conflict, followed by an examination of proposals, by both the
state and Kurdish movements, to “solve” the problem. Then we use an origi-
nal public opinion data to test the extent to which ordinary Kurds share the
views of the main political actors. These surveys conducted before and after
the peace talks will help us to capture the change in attitudes between these
two different political contexts regarding the Kurdish conflict. While present-
ing what the Kurdish street wants, we will limit the number of issues to the
perception of interethnic equality in the cultural and political sphere as well
as attitudes toward Kurdish parties such as the HDP and the PKK.

Our analysis suggests that while Turkish governments have relatively
recently implemented reforms to expand Kurdish rights, these have remained
limited, and still does not recognize Kurdish identity as a collective cul-
tural and political identity. However, the Kurdish ethnic identity has grown
increasingly important to many Kurds as a result of the politicization of their
identity during the three-decades-long civil war.! Our findings confirm this
assessment: The majority of Kurds want education in their mother tongue,
to listen to sermons in Kurdish, to restore villages and town to their Kurdish
names, and want to be served in Kurdish in hospitals, courts, and other public
institutions. As to their political demands, half of the Kurds polled demanded
a regional parliament and flag, the establishment of Kurdish as an official
language, and political autonomy. Political developments between 2011 and
2015, including the peace talks, the Roboski Massacre on December 28,
2011, the siege of Kobani in October 2014, and the AKP’s indifferent reac-
tions to these events have further complicated an already fraught situation.
They have served both to increase support for cultural and political autonomy
and secession, and to empower Kurdish parties that have gained the reputa-
tion as the true representatives of the Kurdish street a few months before the
peace process officially ended in the aftermath of the June 7, 2015 elections.

FRAMING KURDS AND KURDISH CONFLICT

To understand and analyze public opinion on salient social, economic, and
political issues, we need to investigate how elites across the political spec-
trum construct a political discourse and function as society’s gatekeepers,
using media and educational institutions as intermediary agents. Political
behavior literature suggests that ordinary people turn to the elites for their
cues in forming their opinions on political issues, whether these elites are
party leaders, labor unions, the Church, or others.? In other words, one’s

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Kurdish Public Opinion in Turkey 23

ideological stance, as well as ethnic and religious identity, affects which elites
they will turn to and process information or cues while the elites compete
to shape public opinion to their own purposes. In this regard, the Kurdish
conflict in Turkey is typical rather than exceptional and illustrates how social
and political elites shape public opinion on the Kurdish conflict, and to what
extent the Kurdish street is receptive or resistant to the competing discourses
and policies of elites, particularly Kemalist elites.

The next section discusses how the state and mainstream political parties
approach and frame the Kurdish problem, with a particular focus on the post-
1984 era. It investigates their discourses and policies the Turkish mainstream
media dutifully propagated. Then, it turns to the Kurdish political movement
that offers an alternative discourse, pointing to political and economic dis-
crimination of Kurds, and demanding political and economic equality.

FROM BROKEN PROMISES TO DENIAL

Even though there are different phases of the Kurdish conflict, the state’s
responses to the Kurdish problem between 1923 and the early 1990s can be
identified as the denial of the Kurds and Kurdish “problem.” It is true that
the Kurdish problem did not start with the formation of the nation-state, but
goes back to the centralization policies under the Ottoman Empire; however,
for the sake of space, this article will focus on the post-1923 era.* The denial
policies in this era have dominated the political discourses of both Turkish
actors and institutions. The causes of this denial lie, to a certain extent, in
the (inherent) colonial/hierarchical mindset of Turkish elites, derived from
the institutionalized belief that to catch up to the civilized world, a modern
nation-state must be created around a secular Sunni Turkish identity. The
ruling elites of the new republic, mostly former generals or bureaucrats
originally from the Western provinces of the Ottoman Empire, had shared
the belief that adopting political reforms for (religious) minorities or giving
political autonomy to them in the nineteenth century had not stopped the
disintegration of the empire. Disturbed by this experience, despite the found-
ing elites of the republic promised and even played with the idea of local
autonomy for Kurds during the independence war, the Turkish political elites
discounted any political reform that would have granted cultural or political
autonomy to Kurds. Rather, they formulated policies that viewed Kurdish
ethnicity as an existential threat to be either assimilated or repressed.*

To assimilate a Kurdish population largely residing in the southern part
of the country into the new Turkish national identity in the early 1920s, the
state banned the Kurdish language in public spaces and replaced street, vil-
lage, and town names with Turkish ones.’ Parents could not give Kurdish
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names to their newborn children, and in the eastern and southeastern region
of Anatolia, Kurdish schools (mostly religious schools called medrese) were
closed.® Turks received preferential treatment in hiring at public institutions
in Kurdish-dominated cities, and many Kurdish-speaking officials critical of
the state’s repressive policies were either fired or sent to the western part of
Turkey.” Starting with the Sheikh Said rebellion in 1925, and especially after
the 1934 Settlement Act, Law Number 2510, Kurdish elites and tens of thou-
sands of ordinary Kurds were forcibly displaced and resettled in the West-
ern cities of Turkey, while migrants from the Caucasus and other regions
replaced them in selected provinces.® This resettlement policy was phased
out after 1950, but its backbone, the rejection of Kurds and their language,
remained in effect until the 1990s.

The official discourse and popularized public perception in Turkey were
that Kurds are not a distinct ethnic group; these Easterners (Dogulular) are
“mountain Turks,” who had lost the linguistic and cultural similarity with the
rest of the population, and they needed the modernizing hand of the state. The
state’s modernization polices aimed to re-acculturate this population so that
it could catch up with the western cities of the country, and the country as a
whole could in turn catch up with the civilized western world.® The inferiority
complex toward the West is matched by a superiority complex toward Kurds,
along with the right to control and assimilate this less-developed people
into Turkish society and culture. In this framework, the conflict becomes a
struggle between a modernized state and the culturally backward periphery.
Intellectuals, academics, and political elites can thus easily justify downplay-
ing Kurds and assimilationist policies, preferring to focus on the political
cleavage, the split between secularism and religion, and the debate between
socialism and capitalism/imperialism. With the exception of some socialist
movements that incorporated the Kurds into their discourse of class struggle
and anti-imperialism, most parties, movements, and major political figures
were silent about the Turkish state’s denial of an ethnic group’s existence and
the ban on Kurdish language, music, and culture.

In an attempt to refute the accusation that the state’s policies were assimila-
tionist, Heper (2007) claimed that the Turkish state neither denied nor assimi-
lated Kurds, only mistreating them in times of exceptional “trouble.”!® Under
normal circumstances, according to the official line as defended by Heper,
state policies were geared toward re-acculturating Kurds into Turkish society.
In that way, both Kurds and Kurdified Turks could be reconciled to the rest
of Turkish society, thereby preserving the integrity and unitary nature of the
state. Heper conveniently overlooks practices like “skull measuring anthro-
pological attempts to identity ‘real Turks’” and the creation of a new Turkish
history and theory of language centered around ethnic Turks."" Nor does he
discuss the thousands of people who died in the name of re-acculturation or
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the inequality and discrimination in public employment and the social sphere.
He asserted that such policies were products of times of particular “trouble,”
and assumed that the state was otherwise impartial. To the contrary to Heper
(2007)’s claim, as Tezciir and Giirses (2017) empirically show, these dis-
criminatory policies have not gone away in recent decades, but rather have
continued to imprint interethnic inequality in the country’s political system.!?

The denial of Kurds persisted long after the suppression of the last major
rebellions against the state in the late 1930s. As Turkey developed a multi-
party political system, Kurdish elites found themselves forced to navigate
conventional party politics, running as candidates for mayors or parliaments
in the Democrat Party (Demokrat Parti, DP), Justice Party (Adalet Partisi,
AP), New Turkey Party (Yeni Tiirkiye Partisi, YTP), center-left Republican
People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP), socialist Workers’ Party
of Turkey (TIP), and Giiven Party, as well as independent candidates in
the 1950s and 1960s. The relatively free atmosphere of the 1960s provided
opportunities for Kurdish nationalists to form their own left-leaning organiza-
tions and demand solutions to the socioeconomic problems of the East and
the discriminatory policies of the state. Disinterested Turkish leftist groups
and organizations viewed the Kurdish problem as a by-product of class con-
flict and imperialism, gradually alienating Kurdish activists and leading them
to form their own Kurdish organizations (e.g., Eastern Meetings) starting
with the late 1960s."

The repressive political atmosphere of the 1970s led some socialist move-
ments that included Kurdish youth and students to believe that taking arms
against this authoritarian state was the only option, while others remained
committed to working inside the system to transform it. Beginning in 1978,
martial law was declared in several Kurdish provinces, and in that same year,
Turkey’s rejectionist and assimilationist policies sparked the formal estab-
lishment of the PKK, a Marxist/Leninist group of Kurdish students active in
the leftist and Kurdish student movements, headed by Abdullah Ocalan.'* As
most of the Kurdish political movements came to existence throughout the
1960s and 1970s, the PKK built its resistance on anti-colonialism, and the
ultimate objective of the movement was to form a single (united) independent
state called “Kurdistan.”'> A secondary objective was a “reunification” or
“reestablishment” of the left.!® Although the PKK engaged in armed struggles
against Turkish security forces and prostate Kurdish landlords, its future was
not certain as it initially had little popular support among Kurds in the region.
As Bozarslan (2001) argued, however, the military coup of 1980 facilitated
the popular acceptance of the PKK’s political discourse after the new gov-
ernment banned Kurdish language and music in public spaces, changed the
Kurdish names of villages and towns, and implemented other repressive
policies, especially against Kurdish political elites.!” The PKK’s first major
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deadly attack came only months after the military transferred power to civil-
ians on August 15, 1984, and Kurds, especially those in southeastern Turkey,
saw the strikes against the security forces as a legitimate response to the
state’s repressive and assimilationist attitudes toward them.'

RECOGNITION WITH A STICK

The denial policy finally ended in 1991 when the government sent the bill
to remove the ban speaking “languages other than Turkish.” The change in
the denial policy was the result of the intense fight between the PKK and the
security apparatus and the then-president Turgut Ozal’s realization that this
problem could not be solved only through the military means. The PKK had
posed itself as a formidable actor against exploitative landlords and the mili-
tary over time, proving itself as an effective movement from the relatively
easily crushed Kurdish rebellion in the 1920s and 1930s. Ozal and some civil-
ian elites were aware of a growing threat to the integrity and economic devel-
opment of the state. For example, a former state minister, Adnan Kahveci had
presented a secret report to Ozal that it was the Kurdish issue, rather than any
economic or other political issue, that posed the greatest problem for the state.
Suleyman Demirel, the then prime minister, spelled the possibility of a con-
stitutional citizenship in 1992, and Tansu Ciller, replacing Demirel as prime
minister in 1993, briefly suggested the Basque model as a possible solution."
Ozal contemplated different ideas to end the conflict, including an amnesty
to the PKK. However, these ideas were rebuffed by the Kemalist military and
bureaucracy, the guardians of the traditional Kemalist regime. Rejecting any
sort of accommodation or compromise paved the way for the return of the
securitization policies that emphasized a military means to ending the PKK
and the Kurdish problem as a whole. The hope of finding a peaceful solution
finally ended with the death of Ozal in 1993. While recognizing “the Kurd-
ish reality” and Kurdish identity in 1991, the Turkish state had moved from
the denial to recognition with a stick, and Kurdish problem is now defined as
“separatism/terrorism.”

The political discourse of social, political, and economic elites as well as
the Turkish public followed the footsteps of the Turkish military and state
institutions over time. In this telling, the Kurdish conflict does not emanate
from the denial policies that condoned and even justified repression and
human rights violation, but rather from violence/terrorism, supported by
foreign powers that have sought Turkey’s division since the Sevres Treaty
of 1920. Stated simply for the public’s benefit, the state is again under siege
by imperialist powers, and the PKK is a terrorist organization used by those
powers to recruit and brainwash the poor and ignorant or to kidnap children
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from their families. As a transitional public discourse from the denial to the
unwilling recognition is the claim that the PKK has nothing to do with the
Kurds; that in reality, its leader Abdullah Ocalan is of Armenian (read: evils)
origins, as are most of his militants.?

This narrative regarding the PKK was gradually replaced by various
combinations of discourses of terror, foreign powers, and underdevelop-
ment in subsequent years: Kurds or Easterners are poor and ignorant, easily
deceivable by the “terrorist” organizations and foreign powers.?! Mainstream
Turkish media, pro-government or not, have popularized the state narrative
and worked to discredit the Kurdish political movement. Prior to the 1990s,
newspapers rarely used phrases like “Kurds” or “Kurdish” in news reports
or columns. In the 1990s, newspapers began using those terms, implicitly
acknowledging the reality of the Kurdish situation and a Kurdish ethnicity
while still aligning with the state discourse. For example, although the media
began discussing the Kurdish language, they did so in a pejorative sense that
portrayed it as a primitive language cobbled together from Arabic, Persian,
and Turkish. The papers in question even cited public opinion surveys as evi-
dence that Kurds were primarily concerned about employment opportunities
and were relatively unconcerned about learning or speaking Kurdish.>> The
condescending attitude toward Kurdish becomes evident when the newspa-
pers used terms like “so-called Kurds™ or claimed that Kurdish language was
too primitive to permit sophisticated forms of literature, culture, or politics.

As the government, military, and media promoted the official position,
neither the left-wing nor right-wing parties provided a substantive challenge
to the accepted narrative, with some limited exceptions. The Kemalist left
and its parties, Democratic Populist Party (Sosyaldemokrat Halkci Parti,
SHP/CHP, did not offer policies or solutions to the Kurdish conflict that
differed from the state’s. For them, the problem was socioeconomic; there-
fore, the solutions remained limited to the eradication of poverty, ignorance,
underdevelopment, feudalism and so on.?* Neither the center-right AP, nor its
successor parties went beyond these explanations. When the SHP formed a
coalition with the Kurdish party, the Democratic Society Party (Demokratik
Toplum Partisi, DTP), Ciller’s the Basque model proposal for the Kurdish
problem, or Mesut Yilmaz, former leader of Motherland party after Ozal,
suggested recognizing Kurdish as an official language and offering optional
language courses and private Kurdish channels, but they were all quickly
rebuked by the military.?* Nevertheless, these attempts signaled changes in
the state’s policies in the post-1999 era, when the capture of Ocalan and the
European Union (EU) negotiations paved the way for new policies amidst the
economic crisis.?

As for the socialist movements, their relationship with the Kurdish move-
ment was more constructive, but their popular base was small and they sought
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solutions under the socialist system that they would eventually establish. Like
proponents of the idea that “Islam is the solution,” the socialist groups kept the
pillar of their faith and asserted that “socialism is the solution” and that social
class as an identity supersedes all others, including ethnicity, in the struggle
against the bourgeoisie/imperialism. Dissatisfied with the socialist movements,
Kurdish elites gradually divorced from them beginning in the late 1960s.

The Turkish left’s position on the Kurdish conflict should be explored both
in international and domestic contexts. The left in Turkey has always been
deeply fragmented, not unlike leftist movements elsewhere, such as France.
Global contexts (e.g., student movements in the West, the growth of U.S.
power) as well as local (the 1960 coup and the relatively liberal 1961 Con-
stitution) paved the way for various leftist movements to appear in Turkey.
Almost all of these movements began with a critique of U.S. imperialism. The
decade under the governance of the DP was seen as a rupture from the Kemal-
ist revolutionary resistance against the Western imperialism, and therefore one
of the most common slogans of the 1970s was “Fully Independent Turkey!”
However, as Jongerden and Akkaya (2012) claim, the Turkish left was mostly
silent regarding Turkey’s status as a colonizing country in the Southeast.?®

The military coups of both 1971 and 1980 were highly influential in shap-
ing the relationship between Kurds and the mainstream left or social democrat
parties. After 1971, the CHP had a great opportunity to convert the high dyna-
mism among far-left groups into a large voter base for itself because there
was a high degree of repression on the leftist revolutionary organizations. To
use this opportunity, the CHP took some effective steps in 1973 and 1974
regarding political pluralism, and this gained them many supporters especially
among Kurds and Alevi citizens. In addition, starting in the mid-1970s, the
volume of political violence reached such a height that the people on both
sides, Turks and Kurds, began to fear a possible civil war. Therefore, the CHP
was seen as the only option to stop the political violence. And as a matter of
fact, the 1970s were significant because of the electoral success of the CHP
in Kurdistan, thanks to its advocacy of democracy in Turkey. According to
Bozarslan (2012), the breaking point was the late 1970s when Mehdi Zana
and several Kurdish figures were elected mayors in Kurdish majority cities.”’

After the military intervention of 1980, all of the preexisting political
parties were eliminated, and therefore the relationship between the Kurdish
movement and the mainstream left ended. However, a new social democrat
party was established in 1985. The SHP can be considered a continuation
of the Kemalist CHP and yet managed to become the second largest party
in the Turkish Parliament after the 1987 elections. The electoral success
included several Kurdish representatives, and it was taken as a sign of greater
openness to recognizing the claims of Kurdistan. However, this symbiotic
relationship came to a halt after some of the Kurdish deputies participated
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in the international Kurdish conference in Paris in 1989, which led to their
expulsion from the party. Nineteen more deputies resigned from the party in
protest, and laid the groundwork for the establishment of the People’s Labor
Party (Halkin Emek Partisi, HEP) in 1990, the first of eight such Kurdish
parties that have since been banned by the state. The alliance between the
representative actor of the Kurdish movement (HEP) and the mainstream
Turkish left (SHP) was given one last shot in the 1991 elections, after which
twenty-two deputies from HEP were returned to parliament. However, the
controversy regarding the swearing-in ceremony of Hatip Dicle and Leyla
Zana ended with the revocation of their parliamentary immunity and jail sen-
tences in 1994 for their alleged membership in the PKK.?®

Even though the SHP agreed to make room for Kurdish representation,
there was no further advocacy of pro-Kurdish ideas within the party accord-
ing to Bozarslan (2012).* Also, there was no explicit mention of Kurds or
Kurdistan. The party platform’s reference to “Turkey-wide democratization”
was carefully formulated; in addition, the removal of Kurdish deputies from
SHP following the Kurdish conference in Paris was critical because it meant
that Kurds could not integrate into the Turkish political elite class, leaving
them only the option of becoming autonomous of Turkish political class.*

Yegen (2007) divides the relationship between the Turkish left and Kurd-
ish movement into four periods between the early republican era and the
1990s.*! While he describes the 1970s as the period of “decay,” the 1990s are
the years of “rupture” between the Kurdish movement and the Turkish left.
For instance, one of the most prominent leftist parties of the 1990s, the Party
of Freedom and Solidarity (Ozgiirliik ve Dayanisma Partisi, ODP), spoke
about the need to solve the Kurdish problem but refrained from making it an
important element of the party’s platform.* Leaving the task to Kurdish par-
ties would eventually distance the party from Kurds and Kurds from leftist
Turks. Two other important parties representing the Turkish left in the 1990s,
the Communist Party of Turkey (TKP) and the Labor Party (IP), failed even
more thoroughly to recognize the autonomous position of the Kurdish move-
ment. For instance, for the TKP the Kurdish issue is simply an example of a
labor issue. This position is what Yegen (2007) describes as dating “back to
the beginning of the socialist movements in modern Turkey’s history,” which
means that the party would support the Kurdish movement not in their efforts
of national and cultural rights and demands, but rather in their class struggle
against imperialism.** The IP, under the leadership of Dogu Peringek, com-
pletely changed its position toward the Kurdish movement, and in 2005, the
party declared that the Kurdish issue had been solved regarding democratic
rights that Kurds had been demanding.** In the following years, the party
leadership went even further and adopted a racist and hostile discourse
toward Kurds and the Kurdish movement.

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

30 Ekrem Karako¢ and H. Ege Ozen

On the other hand, the (Turkish) Islamist movements, including the Wel-
fare Party (WP) and their successors have long been attributing the Kurdish
problem to secularism and the Kemalist ideology, believing that the secular-
ist policies of “the past” had weakened the religious ties between Turks and
Kurds. They courted Kurds with a less nationalistic discourse electoral pro-
gram. One the one hand, they recognized Kurds as a distinct group with its
language and culture in their programs and discourses, but at the same time
wanted to subordinate them to a supranational Islamic identity.*® By capturing
the state they tried to Islamize the society but failed to offer any substantive
changes to existing political institutions, which were the products of hard-
core nation-state ideology. As a result, they neither wanted nor needed to
craft a meaningful proposal or policy to deal with the Kurdish question.

Umit Cizre’s work on the Islamist actors in the Kurdish conflict shows how
the Islamists portrayed the conflict to their bases in the 1990s. The Turkish-
Islamists emphasized the distinctiveness of Kurds. They often highlighted
human rights violations in the region, but were careful not to offend the
sensibilities of the Kemalist state, emphasizing the integrity of the Turkish
state under one flag and motherland.*® The Kurdish Islamists have sought a
solution to the problem from claims of Islamic brotherhood and the formula
of “Ummah,” but noticed that Turkish Islamists do not share the practical
implications of being part of it, noting such glaring absences as constitutional
recognition of Kurds or the provision of Kurdish education. The first shock
to Kurdish Islamists came with the 1991 electoral coalition of the Welfare
Party (WP) with the ultra-nationalist Nationalist Action Party (MHP), which
wields significant power and influence among the state’s security apparatus.
This coalition showed the “nationalist reflex” of the Islamist WP, thereby
increasing skepticism toward Turkish Islamist parties among Kurds. The
party’s nationalistic discourse and practices belied their (disingenuous) usage
of Islamic brotherhood, resonated less among Kurds, and reduced the total
votes for the WP and its successor parties in the region in the subsequent
elections even though its national vote increased. However, the post Febru-
ary 28 developments in which the WP-led government was overthrown; the
Constitution Court banned the WP, and successor Virtue Party helped Kurds
to maintain the benefit of the doubt toward the (Turkish) Islamic movement
and its parties.

AKP ERA: HOPE AND HOPELESSNESS
The AKP era initially seemed to deserve the benefit of the doubt from

Kurds. The AKP leadership’s statements did not differ significantly from its
predecessor, the WP: They blamed the Kurdish problem on the repression
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and mistakes of the past secularist regime. The capture of Ocalan, the EU
Accession process, along with the abolishment of the death penalty and other
changes paved the way for the AKP to launch some reforms. This era has
also been an opportunity, especially for religious Kurds, to test the AKP’s
discourse of “Islamic brotherhood” between Turks and Kurds. Erdogan’s
message gave hope to Kurds, as he stated the Kurdish conflict was not the
cause but the consequences of the repressive policies of single-party era. To
the chagrin of the Kemalist establishment in the state apparatus, the AKP
governments have passed several reform bills in the parliament, but the
implementation of many programs was purposefully delayed or stagnated by
an unwilling security and bureaucratic state apparatus. Nevertheless, assisted
also by the bill passed several months before it came to power in 2002, the
AKP governments restored Kurdish names to Kurdish villages, private bodies
were allowed to teach Kurdish, broadcasting Kurdish in public and private
channels was permitted, as was the repatriation of some “internally displaced
Kurds to their original homes.”’

The AKP leader, Erdogan, saw secularism as a cause of division between
Turks and Kurds and “highlighted the value of unification and brotherhood
on the basis of ‘common citizenship’ in the Republic of Turkey.”*® Erdogan
played with the idea of Tiirkiyelilik, that is to say, belonging to the citizenship
of Turkey in the early years of the AKP rule, but his references have become
sporadic over time. Given the fact that neither CHP nor any other major
political actor offered anything beyond the AKP’s policy initiatives, there
was cautious optimism among supporters of the Kurdish political movement
that the AKP as an antiestablishment party was the one that could solve the
Kurdish problem despite its leaders’ contradictory or ambivalent statements.
The military suzerainty over the political sphere, the party closures, the Inter-
net memorandum (e-muhtira) of April 27, 2007 by the military—despite the
changing rhetoric of Erdogan regarding the Kurdish conflict—appealed to
Kurds. This helped the AKP win the majority of Kurdish votes in Kurdish-
majority cities, even increasing its share of the vote in Diyarbakir from 16
percent in 2002 elections to 41 percent in 2007.

For the Kurdish political movement, despite some “positive” steps and dis-
course from the AKP, as a result of the Kurdish Communities Union (KCK)
operations that started in April 2009, more than 8,000 people were impris-
oned, signaling the return to securitization policies of the Kurdish conflict.*
For the Kurdish movement, and later for Kurds outside of the movement, the
distinction between the Kemalist state and the AKP government has become
hazy, even for secular pro-Kurdish movements which had previously sym-
pathized with the AKP. Furthermore, the AKP’s cyclic arrogance toward
the Kurdistan Regional Government in Iraq, its harsh response to Kurdish
demands for democratic autonomy in Turkey, and its aggressiveness toward
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the creation of a de facto Kurdish autonomy in Syria have revealed to tradi-
tionally religious Kurds just how limited its discourse on Islamic brotherhood
really is.

When it comes to the recognition of collective rights, such as having Kurd-
ish education in public and private schools or the acceptance of Kurds in
the Constitution as a separate ethnic group, Erdogan was discreet or quietly
unwilling while the Kemalist vanguard organization, the military, was not.
As a reaction to the EU Commission president who urged Turkey to reform
cultural and political rights for Kurds, in 2008, the then chief of staff, Ilker
Basbug, said the following: “Nobody can demand or expect Turkey to make
collective arrangements for a certain ethnic group in the political arena, out-
side of the cultural arena, that would endanger the nation-state structure as
well as the unitary state structure.”*

While this skepticism was increasing within the Kurdish political move-
ment, there were still secret negotiations between the AKP governments and
the Kurdish movement. News of the Oslo Process, which consisted of secret
talks between the PKK and state officials, was leaked by the security appara-
tus associated with the Giilenist movement that wanted to resolve the Kurdish
problem through their own form of Islamic brotherhood. For this purpose, the
Giilenist movement actively engaged in opening schools, university preps
institutions, and houses for young Kurds.*' As they competed for Kurdish
membership, they not only received support from their members, but also
from nonmembers who saw them as a lesser evil than the PKK. The state has
also collaborated with major business organizations such as Turkish Industry
and Business Association (TUSIAD) and the Union of Chambers and Com-
modity Exchanges of Turkey (TOBB), as well as local and national NGOs, to
assert its assimilationist policies toward Kurds. These organizations actively
drafted programs or participated in “no child behind” policies, “required pre-
school initiatives” in order to “enable children in whose houses the spoken
language is Kurdish to speak Turkish well.”*?

What about the Kurdish movement and the trajectory of their policies
toward the conflict? According to Giines (2013), the PKK began its attempts
to adopt a political solution to the conflict in the 1990s, especially follow-
ing Ocalan’s trial when the organization began to frame the solution to the
Kurdish question “on the basis of development and deepening of democracy
and the creation of decentralized and democratized political entities.”** The
significant shift regarding the demands and goals of the PKK, from regional
autonomy or federalism toward democratic autonomy, was justified by the
fact that the Kurdish population in Turkey was geographically dispersed. In
2005, the PKK announced that the original objective of forming a Kurdish
nation-state had become an impediment on the route to freedom and the new
strategic goal was the establishment of “an interlinked network of councils
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as the basis of self-determination and a means of living together.”** This
change in discourse does not mean that the PKK gave up on its claims to
self-determination; rather, it had developed a new understanding of a radical
democracy that will become possible only through the active involvement
of citizens.

The Kurdish movement also used religious discourse both to attract reli-
gious Kurds and to serve as a counter-move to the religious rhetoric of the
AKP. To counter both the government and Islamic movements, the predomi-
nantly secular elites of the Kurdish political movement continually softened
its secularist stance. This strategic change can also be found in its leaders’
writings. While Ocalan considered Islam reactionary and backward in the
1980s, his later writings assigned it a positive role to Islam, in particular, the
revolutionary character of Prophet against established order. Sarigil (2018)
describes how in March of 2011 pro-PKK clerics refused to participate in Fri-
day prayers in Turkish, and instead began offering public prayers in Kurdish
as a counterweight to the state-controlled mosques.* The Democratic Islam
Congress and other affiliated religious bodies have also pursued policies to
appeal to religious Kurds. Several prominent political Islamists were also
nominated as members of Parliament (MPs), such as Serafettin El¢i and Altan
Tan, and others were chosen as electoral candidates to become either mayor
or MPs of pro-Kurdish Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) in the elections
of 2011 and on.

Through negotiating with the Kurdish movement both openly and secretly,
the AKP resorted to the policies aimed to increase religiosity in the region.
Religious schools (Imam Hatips) and mosques have disproportionately
mushroomed in the region under the AKP when compared to the rest of the
country.*® The directorate of Religious Affairs (Diyanet) and their salaried
imams and the employment of “meles,” who are the graduates of informal
religious schools (madrasas) in the region, have been mobilized with the goal
of reducing the influence of the Kurdish movement. Also, the AKP govern-
ments have pursued the policies to strengthen rival Kurdish movements in
the region. These religious movements ranged from the Giilenist movement
to the various factions of Nur and Nakshibendi movements to the Islamist
Huda-Par and its predecessors. At the same time, these movements, through
normative and resource ties to the governments, expanded their sphere of
influences, increasing their activities and associations as well as through
media and radio. They have been a major rival to the Kurdish movement in its
efforts to increase its sphere of influence to the rest of Kurds in the region.*’

After continuous disappointments with the government reform promises,
the Islamic movements’ approach and solutions have started to converge
with the Kurdish movement. While still seeing the Kurdish movement a
rival anti-religious movement, religious Kurdish movements have had to

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

34 Ekrem Karako¢ and H. Ege Ozen

adapt their discourse in order to compete effectively in Kurdish cities.*
Over time, these movements have also increased their demand for the right
to have education in mother tongue, Friday sermons (hutbe) in Kurdish,
and Kurdish names for villages and towns. Besides, observing the growing
nationalist discourse of Turkish Islamists and their disinterest in the Kurd-
ish problem has further reduced the credibility of the solutions based on
“Islamic brotherhood.” In contrast, as the findings below suggest, secular
and non-secular Kurds have started to converge regarding their linguistic
and cultural demands.

In sum, as the AKP was associated with the state, not a party that chal-
lenges the Kemalist state, its solutions became very similar to those of the
Kemalists, with some minor improvements. The AKP has viewed “the PKK
and underdevelopment as the diagnostic,” to solve the conflict it relies on
the socioeconomic development policies as well as bestowing some cultural
rights as individual rights. It offered to teach Kurdish as an optional course,
but not as a collective right that guaranteed an education in the Kurdish lan-
guage, or that established Kurdish schools.*

THE KURDISH STREET AND CULTURAL
AND POLITICAL RIGHTS

During the peace talks, the AKP governments reached the limit of its will-
ingness to compromise by offering to recognize the “folkloric identity”
of Kurds, that is to say, permitting optional Kurdish language, allowing
defendants speaking Kurdish to use translators (but paid by themselves)
in courts, opening Kurdish language departments in selected universities,
Kurdish TV channels, and so on.* Erdogan was using ambiguous language,
regarding education in Kurdish, to court Kurds and not to increase resent-
ment among Kurds until around the peace process was failing in 2015.5!
Erdogan’s press talk, soon after he repudiated the Dolmabahge talks is
revealing. Erdogan disclosed his opinions on “solving the Kurdish prob-
lem” when asked about education in Kurdish: “Did we put optional courses
in mother language within our education system? Done. What else do you
want? Do you suggest that it be required? How come something like this
happens? This country has one official language. (If you give this up), you
cannot stop other demands.”>?

In contrast, the Kurdish movement has demanded the recognition of Kurds
in the Constitution, education in the Kurdish language, Kurdish names for
places, religious sermons in Kurdish, recognition of Kurdish as an official
language, a Kurdish parliament, and so on. Islamist Kurdish movements also
share similar positions on linguistic and cultural demands but differ in their
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political ones such as regional parliament, flag, and autonomy and secession.
While Turkish governments keep defining the PKK as a terrorist organization
even while negotiating in secrecy and the HDP as an organic extension of
PKK, the Kurdish public views them differently, as the election results and
public opinion surveys show.

Is there a convergence between Kurdish public opinion and political actors
concerning the issues discussed above? To determine this, we utilized two
nation-wide representative surveys conducted in 2011 and 2015.% The survey
was conducted in Turkish and Kurdish (the latter in the Kurdish-populated
residential areas). Using a multistage, stratified, clustered random sampling,
these surveys reached approximately 6,900 and 7,100 adult participants
across Turkey in 2011 and 2015, respectively. Fourteen percent of the respon-
dents in 2011 (901 persons) and 17 percent in 2015 (1,340 persons) identi-
fied themselves as Kurdish. The responses display the preference of only the
Kurdish respondents in this study.

To capture public opinion among Kurds, we first turn to table 2.1 to pres-
ent the results of the public opinion survey about the extent to which Kurds
feel that they are equal citizens of the Turkish state. Table 2.1 suggests that
47 percent of Kurds in 2011 believe that the state discriminates against
Kurds. This rate rose to 57 percent in 2015. When the respondents were
asked whether civil rights and liberties in Turkey reflect equality between
Turks and Kurds, 65 percent of Kurds said no. The same percentage of Kurds
perceived interethnic socioeconomic inequality. When we imperfectly com-
pare these results with Ergil’s findings, which are based on a public opinion
survey conducted in August 2008 in cities where Kurds make up a significant
percentage of the population, we see that the perception of discriminatory
behavior was also high.** When people were asked in his survey whether they
agreed or disagreed with the statement that Kurds experience discrimination
in western cities, this perception of discrimination reached 51.2 percent in the
then DTP-dominated cities and 29 percent in the regional cities where DTP is
not dominant. Imperfect comparison of Ergil’s findings with this study, as the
sampling methodology and differences in the wordings of the survey ques-
tions, suggests that the perception of discrimination and interethnic inequality
has remained high among Kurds.

When the second survey was conducted in April 2015, the future of the
peace talks looked bleak, yet it was before the urban warfare started in
Diyarbakir’s historic Sur region and other Kurdish cities, and the Kurdish
opening officially ended in August 2015. Between 2013, when the peace was
officially celebrated and 2015, when the second survey was conducted, the
PKK and the HDP had both increased their popular support among Kurds. The
Roboski massacre and the Kobani siege had resulted in great disappointment
in the AKP, which was perceived as condoning of the killings of Kurds by the
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Table 2.1 Perception of Interethnic Political and Economic Inequality

2011 (%) 2015 (%)
State discrimination against Kurds 47 57
Inequality in civil rights and liberties - 65
Inter-ethnic socioeconomic inequality - 65
N 901 1340

Note: The translations of the questions are as follows: Do you think that Kurds face discrimination from
the state? Do you think that Turks and Kurds have the same civil rights and liberties?; Do you think that
there is socioeconomic equality between Turks and Kurds? The answers were either yes or no; and some
answers were recoded while making this table.

Source: The authors created this table using statistics from two original public opinion surveys conducted
in 2011 and 2015.

Turkish military and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) respectively.
The AKP’s policies and the political mobilization of the Kurdish movement
for the defense of Kobani siege also created sympathy toward the Kurdish
movement among the Kurds who had distanced themselves from the PKK. In
addition to the Roboski massacre and Kobani, one can argue that peace talks
legitimized the PKK in the eyes of skeptical and pragmatic Kurds that do not
want to be alienated from the Kurdish political movement for potential politi-
cal and economic benefits in the aftermath of possible peace process and new
political configurations. If the state recognized the PKK, then people hailed
the PKK and the Kurdish movement as a powerful political organization of
the future. The increasing legitimation of the PKK has become obvious in
respondents’ answers to three questions. Table 2.2 shows that 30 percent in
2011, and 55 percent in 2015 stated that the PKK represents Kurds. Those
who did not recognize the PKK as a terrorist organization increased from 48
percent to 55 percent in 2015. Given the possibility that some Kurds may
view the PKK not a terrorist organization, but do not see it as an organization
representing Kurds, we operationalize another variable: popular support for

Table 2.2 Kurdish Street and PKK

2011 (%) 2015 (%)
PKK represents Kurds 30 55
PKK'is not a terror organization 48 55
PKK as a legal political party 63" 85/57"
N 901 1340

‘Note: The translations of the questions are as follows: Do you think that the PKK represent Kurds; is the PKK
a terrorist organization? The question for the PKK as a legal party was asked differently in these surveys.
The 2011 survey asks “PKK should disarm itself and participate in politics” while the 2015 survey divides
the question of the earlier survey and asks as two separate questions: (1) Should PKK disarm itself and end
the armed struggle? (2) Should PKK form a political party and participate in politics?

Source: The authors created this table using statistics from two original public opinion surveys conducted
in 2011 and 2015.
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the PKK. The popular support, that is to say, those who do not view the PKK
as a terrorist organization and at the same time view it as an organization
that represents Kurds, has increased from 27 percent in 2011 to 45 percent in
2015. Ergil (2010) had found that the percentage of those who do not view the
PKK as a terrorist organization was 29 percent in DTP dominant cities and 16
percent in other cities in the region.”> However, the high percentage of “I do
not know,” 24 percent in the first group of cities and 16 percent in the second
group suggest that the actual support may be higher.

Figure 2.1 displays the results of the BDP in 2011 and HDP in 2015. The
percentage of people who believed that Kurdish parties represent Kurds
increased from 55 to 64. Those who answered negatively to this question
declined from 22 to 15 percent in 2015. Taking into account those who view
the PKK only partially favorably, the results suggest that both before but
more significantly after the peace talks, the Kurdish political movement had
reached a high degree of support, more than 64 percent.

Figure 2.2 suggests that the linguistic and cultural demands of Kurds
from the state is at a level higher than the Turkish state imagines or is will-
ing to grant. Even before the peace talks, Kurds wanted Friday sermons in
Kurdish (70%), education in in their mother tongue (65%), optional Kurdish
courses (80%), Kurdish names for villages (80%), towns, and other localities
(74%), as well as wanting to be served in Kurdish in state institutions such as
municipalities, courts, and hospitals (82%). The support for these linguistic

= 2011 #2015
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Figure 2.1 Do Kurdish Parties Represent Kurds? (%) Note: The translations of the ques-
tions are as follows: Do you think that the successor party of HADEP and DEHAP, the
BDP is a party that represents Kurds? (2011); and do you think that the successor party of
HADEP, DEHAP and BDP, the HDP, having seats in Parliament, is a party that represent
Kurds? (2015). Source: The authors created this figure using statistics from two original
public opinion surveys conducted in 2011 and 2015.
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Figure 2.2 Support for Linguistic/Cultural Rights (%) Note: The translations of the
questions are as follows: Do you think that municipalities, hospitals, and courts provide
services in Kurdish? Kurdish names for locations such as villages, towns, and cities would
be allowed; education in mother tongue in primary/secondary and high schools should
be allowed if there is a demand? Do you think that optional courses in Kurdish should
be offered like English and German? Friday sermon in Kurdish should be provided in the
Kurdish-dominant places? Source: The authors created this figure using statistics from two
original public opinion surveys conducted in 2011 and 2015.

rights has reached 87 percent and more, except for education in their mother
language (83%). Ergil (2010) asks a similar question, whether one supports
education in Kurdish.” Fifty-nine percent of Kurds in DTP-dominant cities
and towns said yes, but this percentage went down to 16 percent in regional
cities where DTP was not the dominant party. However, the high percentage
of “I do not knows” in the first (14%) and especially in the second category
(38%) does not allow us to make a meaningful comparison, but due to the
reasons discussed in footnote 6, the results suggest that support for cultural
rights have been high among Kurds.

Do these results translate into supporting political autonomy or even seces-
sion? Figure 2.3 suggests that more than half of Kurds would like to entertain
their linguistic and cultural rights with political autonomy as citizens of the
Turkish state. The peace talks increased their demand for regional parlia-
ments (49-64%), a regional flag (40-58%), and Kurdish as an official lan-
guage (56-74%) as the survey year moves from 2011 to 2015. Having said
that, the support for an independent Kurdish state increased significantly,
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Figure 2.3 Support for Political Rights: Autonomy, Independence and others (%) Note:
The translations of the questions are as follows: Do you think that Kurds should secede
from Turkey and form an independent state? Do you think the Kurdish language, in addi-
tion to Turkish, should be recognized as an official language? Do you think that there
should be a regional flag in the Kurdish-dominant places? Should there be a regional
parliament in the Kurdish-dominant places? Do you think that Kurds should have auton-
omy in Turkey? The respondents answered this question, Yes or No. Source: The authors
created this figure using statistics from two original public opinion surveys conducted in
2011 and 2015.

but remained at less than half of the population, rising from 24 percent in
2011 to 38 percent in 2015.

CONCLUSION

We discussed the changing policies and positions of political parties and
Kurdish political actors over time and claimed that the lengthy civil war has
created a convergence of demands between secular and religious Kurds, in
particular linguistic and cultural rights. The findings on the public opinion
survey conducted in 2015 suggest that more than 80 percent of the Kurdish
public has demanded the right to study their language, receive an education
in their mother language, get served in public institutions in Kurdish, and
want to listen to Friday sermons in Kurdish. These figures imply, without the
fulfillment of them that neither the Kurdish conflict nor the political instabil-
ity fed by it will end.?®

Furthermore, the Kurdish public opinion wants ‘“an official recogni-
tion” without a stick. Despite some reforms, the Turkish state under the
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conservative AKP governments still refuses official recognition of Kurds
and the Kurdish language. The “too little too late” policy of the Turkish state
toward the Kurdish conflict created not only distrust between Kurds and
the Turkish state, but also fostered cultural nationalism, a prerequisite for
political demands.” Now, Kurds want their language to be an official state
language and they aspire to have their regional government, parliament, and
flag within the existing borders. While the majority agrees upon autonomy
of these regional institutions, only a little more than one-third of the Kurds
seek secession. However, the maltreatment of the Kurds and the continuation
of the rejection of linguistic and cultural rights may help the upward trend in
demanding an independent state, fostering inter-ethnic communal violence
and social unrest.®® In this sense, the findings confirm that the securitization
of the Kurdish conflict has transformed Kurds with a private ethnic identity
or non-politicized disposition into politicized ones; this is especially true of
Kurdish youths who associate the Turkish state with the military and police,
and their hostile attitudes and behaviors toward them.®'

Turning to Kurdish actors, the higher support for legal politics through the
Democratic Regions Party (DBP) and HDP, rather than support for the PKK,
suggests that the Kurdish public opinion lends its support for these parties.
Kurds have already endured decades of “Emergency Rule” (OHAL), curfew,
extrajudicial killings, and human rights abuses amidst economic and social
difficulties. High support for legal Kurdish parties suggests that seeking an
“ordinary life” and “ordinary politics” is among their primary preferences.
The urban warfare in the post-2015 era and the displacement of hundreds
of thousands of people as a result may exert an effect on attitudes toward
Kurdish parties and the PKK that should be examined in future studies. One
can assume that while the PKK lost some support among Kurds, this does
not mean that it was replaced by support for the AKP or the state actors,
especially as long as Kurds do not see any improvement in their political
rights and economic situation. Now, the AKP has been transformed from
anti-establishment party to the statist party in the eyes of the Kurdish public
as a result of increasing terror discourse toward the Kurdish conflict by the
AKP government in alliance with the ultranationalist MHP. This percep-
tion has been consolidated by the replacement of elected mayors by the
state-appointed ones (kayyum/kayyim) between 2016 and the 2019 March
local elections and the ongoing imprisonment of Kurdish MPs, including
the party cochairs, Selahattin Demirtas and Figen Yiiksekdag. There is
increasing evidence that there is high support for the securitization of Kurd-
ish rights among the Turkish state apparatus and the Turkish public. This
trend, merged with the state’s concerns due to the Kurdish enclave in Syria
and unforeseen events in the region, is likely to prolong the political status
quo and civil war at the cost of significant loss of life, as well as civil and
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political liberties.®> Nevertheless, it remains to be seen how long this unof-
ficial recognition with a stick policy toward Kurds will continue without
a reformed political system that is responsive to the cultural and political
demands of Kurds.
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Chapter 3

The Political Economy of
Turkey’s Kurdish Question

Veli Yadirgi

The question of development' in Eastern South-eastern Anatolia (ESA)
and the Kurdish question of Turkey are inseparable and can be aptly
comprehended only in relation to the political, social, and economic his-
tory of the polities of which it has formed, namely, the Ottoman Empire
and the Turkish Republic. Hence, this study will examine the economic,
political, and social features of these regions within the context of the
larger geographical area and political entity it has comprised. In doing
so, this chapter has relied heavily on a historical, structural, and political-
economic approach.

As universally agreed in the development literature’> on ESA, there has
been relatively late and little contact with capitalist development in these
predominantly Kurdish regions compared to other regions of Turkey. This
section will argue that this is on account of the de-development process initi-
ated by the dominant forces in these regions in order to prevent the formation
of an economic base for the autonomous existence of the non-Turkish autoch-
thonic societies in ESA that could jeopardize the political-national imperative
of maintaining Turkey’s national unity and territorial integrity.

De-development, as Sara Roy outlined in The Gaza Strip: The Political
Economy of De-development, is an economic process generated and designed
by a hegemonic power “to ensure that there will be no economic base, even
one that is malformed, to support an independent indigenous existence.”
This process consists of policies that not only hinder but also “deliberately
block internal economic development and the structural reform upon which it
is based.” It is qualitatively different from underdevelopment, which allows
for some, albeit distorted, indigenous development, and thereby does not
rescind the prospect of autonomous indigenous existence.

49
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Contrary to the scholarly wisdom apparent in the development literature
reviewed previously, this research hypothesizes that continuous inadequate
development has not been a characteristic feature of ESA’s economy. Since
the early sixteenth century, these regions have witnessed economic prosper-
ity, followed by underdevelopment and de-development. De-development
in ESA commenced as a product of the state policies implemented in these
regions after the Unionist seizure of power in the 1913 coup d’état that dif-
fered greatly from those of the previous regimes. The Committee of Union
and Progress (CUP) rulers and their political and ideological heirs, the
Kemalists, pursued ideological, political and economic programs—that is,
the construction and preservation of a Turkish national economy and state as
well as the pursuit of population homogeneity based on Turkish ideals—that
were qualitatively different from those of their predecessors. These objectives
spurred policies of mass murder, deportations, expropriation, and disposses-
sion of economic resources, and the suppression of all forms of non-Turkish
identities and cultures in the ethnically heterogeneous provinces in ESA. In
addition to laying the foundations for the Kurdish question of Turkey, these
unusual features of state policy have engendered de-development in these
lands by not only distorting but also forestalling economic development,
which deprived the ESA economy of its capacity and potential for structural
transformation.

Underlying ESA’s de-development as well as the Kurdish question of
Turkey is the incessant political-national objective of constructing a strong
Turkish nation-state and maintaining Turkey’s national unity and territo-
rial integrity. Turkish governments throughout the history of the Turkish
Republic have incessantly adopted these objectives. As a result, the iden-
tity and the collective rights of the Kurds have been negated. In order to
foil the capacity of autonomous existence of the Kurds, de-development
policies—albeit with varying methods—have been pursued by successive
Turkish administrations in the years following the transition to multiparty
politics in Turkey.

THE DEFORMATION OF OTTOMAN
KURDISTAN AND BORDERING REGIONS:
DE-DEVELOPMENT IN ESA FROM THE FIRST
WORLD WAR UNTIL THE 1980 COUP (1914-1980)

The ideological shifts among the late Ottoman political elite to pan-
Turkism or Turkish nationalism at around the same time as the outbreak
of the First World War had entailed a dialectical process, involving not
only destructive social engineering and economic policies targeting the
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non-Turkish citizens of the Empire, but the nationalist reorganization of
the Ottoman lands.’ In other words, during and immediately after the war,
the CUP’s nationalist demographic policies aimed at homogenizing the
multiethnic landscape of the Empire, which mainly targeted the Armenians
and the Kurds in the ethnically heterogeneous eastern provinces, concurred
with the radical reforms that laid the groundwork for Turkish capitalism
and the unitary Turkish nation-state that ascended from the ashes of the
Ottoman Empire.

After 1913, more importantly, the CUP abandoned the English liberal
model of economic development modeled on laissez-faire liberalism and
began to embrace the economic model of “national economy” centered on
the ideas of the German economist Friedrich List. This shift in policy enabled
the Unionists to combine the principle of state control over the economy with
preferential treatment toward the Turkish/Muslim bourgeoisie.

List, in brief, contended that the liberal theories of the British economists
Adam Smith and David Ricardo suited the national interest of England
because of its industrialized economy and imperialist policies, but the model
of development these economists advocated could not be universalized.
According to List, if laissez-faire liberal ideas are adopted by countries that
do not have the large-scale industries akin to those of England, they would
end up reliant on England.®

One of the prominent theoreticians of the CUP, Ziya Gokalp, paraphrased
these concerns in the early 1920s. Gokalp maintained that the “Manchester
economics is not at all a cosmopolitan doctrine, it is nothing but the national
economics of England which stands for big industry and, thus, derives only
benefit from the freedom of exchange abroad and suffers no loss from it.”’
Deriving from this premise, Gokalp argued that if countries that do not have
the industrial base and scale of England implement the ideas of the Manches-
ter school, they would inevitably become “economic slaves to industrialized
nations like England.”®

Relatedly, the CUP undertook fundamental economic measures with the
purpose of nurturing the indigenous industry.” One of the core aims of these
policies was the creation of the Turkish/Muslim bourgeoisie to supplant the
existing non-Muslim/Turkish commercial class, which was content to play
the role of commercial intermediary in an empire that served as a market for
Europe’s industry.

However, the repercussions of the First World War and the project of
building a “national economy,” which concealed a Turkish agenda that was
entirely a novel feature in Ottoman history, were double-edged. Ethnocide,
forced migration, and the demolition of movable and immovable property
had become the destructive components of the policies implemented in the
Ottoman Empire during the War.
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THE ARMENIAN GENOCIDE OF 1915 AND THE
FORCED DEPORTATION OF OTTOMAN KURDS
IN 1916: AN ECONOMIC CATASTROPHE

Based on an archival study of the deportation orders issued by the CUP
government, Fuat Diindar discerns that the deportation of the Ottoman Arme-
nians had commenced in February 1915. The “fifth and final stage of the
deportations” is said to have begun on June 21, 1915, after the leader of the
CUP, Talat Pasha, ordered the deportation of “all Armenians without excep-
tion” who lived in ten provinces of the eastern and south-eastern regions of
the Empire, including Diyarbakir, Sivas, and Mamuretiilaziz.'” Within a year
or so after the initiation of forced deportation of the Armenians from their
ancestral homelands, according to a report of a UN human rights subcommis-
sion, “at least one million” Armenians perished.!

The removal and the subsequent destruction of the Ottoman Armenians
had severe social and economic consequences.'? Prior to 1916, The CUP’s
“national economy” targeted mainly the Armenian and the Greek communi-
ties in the Empire, and after 1916, it targeted the Kurds. The Ottoman Interior
Ministry, on November 2, 1915, confessed to the occurrence of “an economic
vacuum arising from the transportation of Armenian craftsmen.”"

After the forced expulsion and massacre of the Armenians, the CUP
designed and implemented a range of forced deportation policies targeting the
Kurds. The settlement policies of the CUP entailed, on one hand, the deporta-
tion of Kurds from their homelands for resettlement in central and western
Anatolia in accordance with the “5 percent rule”: ensuring that the Kurds
constituted no more than 5 percent of the total population in their new places
of settlement. On the other hand, Muslim immigrants, or muhacir, from
lost territories, such as Albanian Muslims, Bosnian Muslims and Bulgarian
Turks, settled in eastern Anatolia, where they were not allowed to constitute
more than 10 percent of the local population.'*

The statistical data prepared by the Ministry of the Economy indicates
that there were “well over a million” Kurdish refugees and deportees during
this period.'’ Figures pertaining to the actual number of Kurdish deportations
are nonexistent, however. The common consensus in the scholarly studies
on this issue is that approximately 700,000 Kurds were forced to flee their
homelands, around half of whom are reported to have perished before reach-
ing their various destinations.'

Overall, by the end of the war, the Ottoman economy shrank by around
50 percent and its gross domestic product (GDP) fell by 40 percent. The
destruction the war caused in the different sectors of the Ottoman economy
are succinctly summarized by the following figures pertaining to the declines
experienced during the war. Mineral production fell by 80 percent, coal
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production by 75 percent, cotton textiles by 50 percent, wheat production by
40 percent, and sheep- and goat-raising by 40 percent.'” For the population
in Ottoman Kurdistan who had survived the war, life had been reduced to
abject misery and destitution as famine and bacterial diseases like typhus and
typhoid took their toll. Due to the destruction of the eastern economy during
the course of World War I, the famine that began at the end of 1917 struck
the eastern and south-eastern provinces more acutely than elsewhere in the
Empire.'®

SOCIETY, ECONOMICS AND POLITICS IN THE
REPUBLICAN PEOPLE’S PARTY ERA (1923-1950):
CONSOLIDATION OF THE “NATIONAL ECONOMY”
AND THE “REFORM” OF THE EAST (1923-1929)

With the proclamation of the Turkish Republic (October 29, 1923), the short-
lived Kemalist-Kurdish alliance collapsed. After the armistice in October
1923, Turkish nationalism had become Turkey’s official and hegemonic ide-
ology. The predominantly Kurdish ESA comprised the only domains in Tur-
key not to be Turkified at the inception of the Turkish Republic; therefore, in
the eyes of the Kemalist rulers, these territories were areas wherein potential
secessionist threats could originate. The perceived risk of Kurdish self-rule
by the Republican rulers informed the discriminatory Kurdish policies dur-
ing the single-party period, which led to neglect and further peripheralization
of these primarily Kurdish regions in the new Turkish nation-state, a theme
explored later. This perhaps explains why the alteration in the Kemalist atti-
tude toward the Kurds had overlapped with the Lausanne Conference, which
was held in two sessions, from November 20, 1922 to February 4, 1923 and
then from April 23, until July 24, 1923.

The major change of policy vis-a-vis the Kurds took place at the Izmir
Economic Congress (February 17-March 4, 1923). This Congress convened
during the interval in the deliberations of the Lausanne Conference, with the
attendance of 1,135 delegates!” mostly from the dominant classes, that is,
big landowners and the merchant bourgeoisie, as well as from the laboring
classes.” When Mustafa Kemal’s speech?! to this Congress was published, all
references to the Kurds had been excised,?” which implied a fundamental shift
in the policies of Ankara toward the Kurds in Turkey.

Such an alteration was not adversative to the purpose and principles of the
1923 Congress of Economics, as this Congress espoused to consolidate
the foundations of the Turkish “national economy” envisioned and set out by
the CUP during World War I as the basic strategy of the new Turkish nation-
state. The principles adopted in the Izmir Economic Congress pertained to
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the preparation of a property regime, an institutional structure required for the
operation of a modern market economy, and special incentives designed for
the enrichment and development of the indigenous bourgeoisie.?

After this Congress, and throughout the Republican era, one of the central
objectives of the Kemalists was, in the words of an official report of the ruling
Republican People’s Party’s General Secretariat in 1939-1940, to “dismantle
the territorial unity of Kurds” and to “Turkify the Eastern population.”?* The
Kemalists sought to procure the densification and power of the dominant
ethnic group, the Turks, at the expense of the Kurds in ESA with the antici-
pation that the latter would gradually be extinguished or become a powerless
ethnic entity. The cornerstones of this strategy were threefold: (a) the forced
deportation of the Kurds from their native lands; (b) the assimilation of the
Kurds into the Turkish identity; and (c) the underdevelopment of the areas
predominantly inhabited by the Kurds.

The Republican rulers’ aim of “turkifying” the heterogeneous eastern
provinces and, in turn, extinguishing the Kurdish identity or rendering the
Kurds a feeble entity had played a determinate role in the creation of a chaotic
atmosphere in the predominantly Kurdish southeast of Turkey in the early
years of the Turkish Republic. During the first two decades of the Republic,
there were twenty-seven Kurdish revolts, and only one out of the eighteen
Turkish military expeditions during the years 1924—-1938 transpired outside
of Kurdistan. Three of these revolts, namely the Seyh Said Revolt (1925), the
Ararat Revolt (1930), and the Dersim Revolt (1936-1938), had a distinctive
influence on the evolution of the Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet
Halk Partisi, CHP) regime and its Kurdish policy.

Subsequent to the Seyh Said Revolt, Atatiirk, on September 8, 1925, autho-
rized the creation of the Reform Council for the East (Sark Islahat Enciimant)
in order to devise concrete policy prescriptions to deal once and for all with
any potential separatist threat from Kurdish society. Pursuant to this, on
September 24, 1925, a special report titled the Report for Reform in the East
(Sark Islahat Raporu) was prepared and presented to the Turkish Assembly.
This secret report, which saw daylight as a result of a series of official reports
published by Mehmet Bayrak (1993, 1994) in the 1990s, made the following
critical recommendations:

i. Preventing the Kurdish political and social elite from reviving as a ruling
class.
ii. Clearing persons, families, and their relatives whose residence “in the
east the government deems inappropriate.”
iii. Reuniting and governing all of the provinces located on the east bank of
the Euphrates River via the military administrative unit of “Inspectorates-
General” by martial law for an unspecified period of time.
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iv. Emphatically prohibiting the use of “all non-Turkish languages” and the
“employment of the Kurds in even secondary offices.”

v. Allocation of seven million Turkish Lira (TL) in order to finance the
settlement and the livelihoods of the Turkish refugees and transportation
of the Kurds.”

Consequently, a series of deportation laws was implemented between 1925
and 1927 actuating the recommendations in this report. These laws were akin
to the expulsion orders of 1915-1916. In the words of British Ambassador Sir
George Clerk, it empowered the government to “transport from the Eastern
Vilayets an indefinite number of Kurds or other elements . . . the Government
has already begun to apply to the Kurdish elements . . . the policy which
so successfully disposed of the Armenian Minority in 1915.”* Despite the
lack of factual data, according to the figures cited by contemporary Kurdish
authors, from 1925 to 1928 more than 500,000 people were deported, some
200,000 of whom were estimated to have perished.”

The 1925 revolt was a catalyst for more than the suppression of the Kurd-
ish national movement, as it led to the implementation on March 4, 1925 of
an extraordinary law titled “The Law on the Maintenance of Order” (Takrir-i
Stikiin Kanunu), which remained in force until March 1929. The Law on the
Maintenance of Order marked the end of political pluralism and free press
in Turkey.

The Law on the Maintenance of Order empowered the government to enact
a wide range of legislations in order to attain a top-down transformation of
society according to the Western model, which the Kemalist perceived as
the universal model of civilization and progress as well as a precondition for
economic progress. The direct and indirect effects of these new acts are com-
monly posited in the literature on the initial years of the Turkish Republic to
have stimulated modernization and capitalist development in Turkey.?

Between 1923 and 1929, the Turkish economy recovered, and by 1929 it
appeared to have regained its pre-war level. For instance, per capita GDP in
1923 was 40 percent below its 1914 level, but by the end of the 1920s, it had
attained the levels prevailing prior to World War 1.* When compared to the
prewar Ottoman levels, considerable developments had taken place in the
sphere of education and in transport.

However, the predominantly Kurdish provinces® in ESA (i.e., Beyazit,
Bitlis, Diyarbekir, Elaziz [Elazig], Erzincan, Hakkari, Kars, Malatya, Mardin,
Siirt, Urfa, and Van), which in 1927 were home to around a quarter (14.6%)
of the general population of Turkey (13,660,275°"), did not develop in parallel
with the rest of the country. These regions had been the least affected by the
post-war recovery witnessed in the Turkish Republic between the years of
1923 and 1929. Despite the aforementioned transport infrastructure projects,
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by 1930 no railroads were constructed in these provinces.* In 1927, only 900
of the 14,000 schools in Turkey were located in these domains~* Furthermore,
by 1930 there was only one bank, the Elaziz Iktisat Bankasi, established in
1929, which had a nominal capital of 50,000 TL in the whole of ESA.** Thus,
obtaining loans was virtually impossible.

According to the official data from 1927, when compared with the nine
designated agricultural districts in Turkey, each of which was composed of
five to nine provinces, the districts comprising the predominantly Kurdish
provinces in ESA, that is, districts five and six, contained the least amount
of agricultural tools and machinery. Only 119,665 out of 1,413,509 of the
necessary agricultural tools and machinery were to be found in the provinces
located in these regions.®

Although there are no official regional trade statistics to cite, the following
report from the British consul in Trabzon in June 1926 indicates that the trade
in the mid-1920s in the Kurdish provinces was a shadow of what it had been
during World War I: “Travellers report having seen great numbers of Kurds
with their families and cattle being driven along [the] Erzurum-Erzinjan
[Erzincan] road presumably bound for Angora [Ankara] and Western Anato-
lia. Whole villages are deserted, and trade is at a standstill over a large area.”

The policy of deporting the Kurdish political and economic elites, more-
over, adversely affected trade and wealth creation in this region of Turkey,
as revealed by the following observation of a British traveler in the summer
of 1929: “One of the main weapons employed was the deportation of the
rich and powerful Kurdish families . . . in the process they have lost all their
belongings, and there is not, so I was told, a single wealthy or powerful Kurd
in Turkish Kurdistan to-day.”?’

THE GREAT DEPRESSION, THE SECOND
WORLD WAR, AND THE END OF THE
REPUBLICAN ERA (1929-1950)

Despite the two world wars and the Great Depression (1929), per capita levels
of production and income in Turkey were 30—40 percent higher at the end
of the Republican era in 1950 than on the eve of World War 1.*® Per capita
income in Turkey in 1950 was at US$ 1,620 constant or inflation adjusted,
which was equal to 24 percent of the per capita income of the high-income
countries and 188 percent of developing countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin
America.*” In addition, Turkey’s GDP growth rate between 1929 and 1950
was 83 percent—high when compared, for example, with other developing
countries such as India, Egypt, Yugoslavia, and Greece for the same period:
21, 59, 30, and 12 percent, respectively.*
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However, when the focus of development economics is shifted from GDP
per capita to a more comprehensive measure in the form of Human Develop-
ment Index (HDI),*! a less remarkable picture emerges. That is to say, when
the HDI of Turkey in 1913 and 1950 is compared with those of other develop-
ing countries with similar levels of GDP in Eastern Europe, Latin America,
and East Asia, it becomes apparent that Turkey’s human development
measures had been lagging behind developing countries with similar levels
of income. Turkey had a lower HDI score than such countries as Bulgaria,
Mexico, Thailand, and Greece.**

The feeble performance of Turkey in the HDI is considered a by-product of
two central issues that have haunted its development since 1923. The first is
the large regional disparities between the predominantly Kurdish ESA and the
rest of the country. The second is the gender inequalities, that is, Turkey falling
behind developing countries with analogous levels of income in indices aiming
to measure gender equality and the socioeconomic development of women.*

The available data* on living standards demonstrate that from the promul-
gation of the Republic up to the end of CHP rule, the improvements in living
conditions in the ESA provinces had been considerably inferior to that of the
other parts of Turkey, as exhibited by the figures tabulated in table 3.1.

The policies implemented during these twenty-seven years did not nar-
row but instead deepened the gulf between ESA and the rest of Turkey. In
concrete terms, the difference in the literacy rates between the western prov-
inces (excluding Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, Bursa, and Adana) and the eastern
provinces (to the east of Hatay, Zonguldak, Bolu, Eskisehir, and Konya) went
up from 4 percent in 1927 to 15 percent in by 1950.% Similarly, regional
disparities in industrial development had further widened in the Republican
period. It is worth remembering here that changes in the regional distribu-
tion of industry reflect both the character and the results of the development
programs conducted under the Republicans. Industrialization, throughout the
Republican era, was not only considered the dominant economic force with
the potential of reshaping the socioeconomic and political structures in the
country, but also was conceived as the precondition for regional and national
development.

In 1927, 17.8 percent of the industrial enterprises in Turkey were located in
ESA. In 1939, this figure dropped sharply to 8 percent. By 1955, only 7.7 per-
cent of the industrial enterprises in the country were based in these regions.
In contrast, the percentage of the industrial enterprises situated in the western
Aegean region augmented from 17.9 percent in 1939 to 19.8 percent in 1995.
Likewise, the proportion of industrial firms sited in the north-western Mar-
mara region increased from 29.6 percent in 1939 to 47.8 percent in 1955.4
The low level of industrialization witnessed in ESA provinces made agricul-
ture virtually the sole source of income.
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The findings of a study in 1949 by the director general of the Central Sta-
tistical Office, Sefik Bilkur, indicate that disparities between the ESA regions
and the rest of Turkey also widened in the agricultural sector. Irrespective of
the estimated 30 percent increase in national per capita agricultural income
between 1935 and 1943, the agricultural income of the rural populace in ESA
was found to be less than half of the national average agricultural income in
1943. More specifically, 34 TL per hectare was verified by the aforemen-
tioned research as Turkey’s average agricultural income per capita in 1943,
the agricultural income per head was at its lowest level in ESA where the
income per hectare was 16 TL and reached its highest point in the western
Aegean region where it rose to 51 TL.¥

TRANSITION TO A TURBULENT DEMOCRACY
AND “INCORPORATION"” OF ESA (1950-1980)

On May 14, 1950, the first democratic elections in the history of the Turkish
Republic took place. The electorate inflicted a humiliating defeat to the CHP,
giving it only 39.5 percent of the overall votes while its rival, the Democrat
Party (Demokrat Parti, DP)—which was officially established on January 7,
1946—received 52.7 percent of the votes. In the new Assembly, the DP had 408
seats against the CHP’s 69. The 1950 elections had taken place five years after
“National Chief” President Ismet Inonii’s famous speech of May 19, 1945 in
which he indicated that the time was ripe to move in the direction of democracy.
The transition to multiparty rule, however, did not lead to a qualitative shift
in the Kurdish policies of the Turkish state, principally because the DP gov-
ernment (1950-1960) did not sufficiently detach itself from the hegemonic
Kemalist ideology and failed to deal with the legacy of CHP rule in the ESA
provinces. During the decade in which the DP was in power, not a single imple-
mentation or crime from the Republican era was debated, let alone punished.
This is unsurprising considering that the four defecting CHP deputies who
launched the DP when the government pushed for the Land Distribution Law
in 1945, in spite of their steadfast opposition, were long-standing Kemalists.*
Their loyalty to Kemalism was reaffirmed when establishing the DP with the
adoption of the “six arrows” of Kemalism, albeit declaring that they would not
intransigently practise them but would interpret them according to the needs of
the Republic. Indeed, they did not dogmatically pursue the “six arrows.” In har-
mony with the advice of Economic Recovery Plan (ERP), from its inception, the
DP government, headed by Menderes, replaced étatism with liberal free-market
economics and substituted the industry-oriented model of development for the
agriculture-led model at a time when agriculture continued to be the dominant
sector. In 1950, agriculture accounted for 54 percent of the GDP, and its share
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of total employment was 80 percent.* The DP also brought an end to the dichot-
omy of state versus the traditional institutions, which had been a major source of
the frustration among those who opposed the top-down Western-centric modern-
ization policies implemented during the Republican era. In other words, the DP
pragmatically accommodated traditional institutions, structures, and ways of life.

INCORPORATION OF THE KURDISH ELITE

The DP government allowed the bulk of the Kurdish deportees, including
the tribal chieftains and religious figures, to return, and, in turn, akin to the
policies of Sultan Abdiilhamid II, it incorporated the traditional Kurdish elite
into the Turkish political system. Despite the suppressive measures during the
single-party period, the old landowning elite (be it agas, large landed families
or sheiks) still held title to the lands in their ancestral provinces, as the new
civil code in 1926 confirmed private land from the Ottoman period. The most
notable example of the DP co-opting the traditional elite was the promotion of
Abdiilmelik Firat (1934-2009), the grandson of Seyh Said, to the prestigious
position of deputy of the National Assembly. Thus, the agriculture-led devel-
opment strategy during the Democrat decade marked the beginning of two
interrelated processes: the economic incorporation of the Kurdish region into
the Turkish economy, and the co-opting of the old Kurdish elite into Turkish
political life. As an offshoot of these changes, a new breed of Kurdish prop-
ertied elites developed. Unlike their predecessors, the new elites repudiated
their Kurdish origin and exploited their relationship with the peasants not as
a means to semi-independence from the center as in Ottoman times, but in
order to become more closely integrated members of the Turkish ruling class.

AGRICULTURE-LED GROWTH

The strong emphasis placed on agriculture enabled the agricultural output
to more than double from the time when pre-war levels of production were
already attained in 1947 through 1953.%° This increase was largely due to
the drastic enlargement of the acreage under cultivation—from 14.5 mil-
lion hectares in 1948 to 22.5 million in 1956, far exceeding the population
growth’'—and the rapid commercialization of agriculture.’ These develop-
ments in agriculture were engendered by three complementary government
policies: (a) the provision of cheap credit to large landowners; (b) distribution
of state-owned lands and open communal pastures to peasants with scarce
or no land; and (c) the maintenance of high prices for agricultural products
through TMO, the government buying agency.
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The distribution of land and the extensive use of agricultural machinery,
however, did not lead to improvements in the living condition of the peas-
ants; as the Kurdish novelist Yagar Kemal recounted, “the peasant was again
share-cropping on the lands distributed by the government; he provided the
land, the aga provided the tractor.”® A significant number of peasants who
acquired land were forced to sell off their lands to the tractor-owning agas
or large landowners due to not being able to fund the hiring costs. This
process increased the number of landless peasants and triggered migration
to local towns and/or large metropolises in western Turkey. The proportion
of landless peasant families in Turkey increased from 5.9 to 30.7 percent
between 1950 and 1960, and the annual rate of urban population growth
during 1950-1955 stood at 55.6 percent in Turkey.’* As a result, the gradual
mechanization of agriculture that commenced in the 1950s further intensified
social differentiation in the countryside and accelerated rural migration into
towns.>

The rise in the number of landless peasant families between 1950 and 1960
in the predominantly Kurdish provinces far exceeded the national average
(see table 3.2). This was largely predicated on the more extensive use of agri-
cultural machinery in ESA, to the extent that small and tenant farmers with
plots that could not afford tractors would hire them from the large landowners
in return for a proportion of their crop.

The increase in seizures and purchases of land by the landowning class
concurred with the raising of the upper limit of landownership from 500
doniims, as specified by the 1945 Land Distribution Act, to 5,000 doniims
by the National Assembly in 1950. These developments resulted in the

Table 3.2 Landless Peasant Families in ESA, 1950-1968

1950 (%) 1962-1968 (%)
Turkey 5.9 30.7
Urfa 36.7 55.0
Diyarbakir 37.1 47.0
Bingd| 20.0 40.0
Mardin 11.8 40.9
Siirt 12.0 42.0
Van 20.0 37.5
Tunceli 22.7 37.0
Elaz1g 12.0 32.0
Agn 10.7 36.1
Erzincan 10.7 38.0
Erzurum 6.0 32.0
Kars 8.0 23.0
Adiyaman o 34.0

Source: The table was created by the author using data from Stnmez, [1990] 1992: 144.
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Kurdish agas, accumulating more land as well as reducing the lands avail-
able for distribution. Consequently, the overwhelmingly Kurdish provinces
in ESA constituted one of the important exclusions to the owner-cultivated
smallholdings, which had been the predominant unit of agrarian production
in Turkey during the Democrat period. As Hershlag observed in the 1960s:

The present land tenure system can be roughly classified into four major
categories: (1) old feudal land ownership devoid of modernisation—in the
south-east; (2) the modern management type of large absentee ownership,
under wage-relations—in the west and north-east; (3) small and medium
ownership, with a growing tendency towards large ownership—in central
Anatolia and in the Adana region; and, (4) small, fractioned and poor villages,
the chief reservoir of rural wage-earners.”’

These predominantly Kurdish villages in the ESA provinces operated as
political fiefdoms of one of the rival mainstream parties, depending on the
partisan affiliations of the landowning class. The incorporation and aggran-
disement of the landed elite during the 1950s fostered an axis of mutual
reliance between the political parties in Ankara and the Kurdish landed elites
that yielded a bloc of votes. The much-sought-after communal votes were
exchanged for top positions in the regional parties. When the DP came to
power in 1950, a significant share of its votes in the ESA provinces were
from the wealthy landowning families or large tribes, as a result of which
the following leading members of these tribes and families attained seats in
the National Assembly: Edip Altinakar (Siirgiiclizade tribe—Diyarbakir),
Mustafa Ekinci (Seydan tribe—Lice), and Mehmet Tevfik Bucak (Bucak
tribe—Siverek).

CRISIS OF AGRICULTURE-LED GROWTH

With the end of the Korean War, international demand decreased and prices
of export commodities began to decline. Economic growth fell from the
average rate of 13 percent per annum in the “golden years” (1950-1953) of
the Democrat decade to 9.5 percent in 1954, and as a result the trade deficit
in 1955 was eight times that of 1950.® These years were followed by years
of spiraling inflation (1956-1959). During these years, prices rose around 18
percent a year>® because, regardless of slackening international demand and
decline in prices of export commodities, the DP government continued with
investment programs and initiated a large price support program for wheat,
financed by increases in the money supply.®

The deteriorating economic situation compounded with Menderes’ increas-
ingly authoritarian style of government, to the extent that in his September
21, 1958 Izmir speech, he openly threatened “an end to democracy” and
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brought the country to the brink of chaos. The trend toward totalitarianism by
the government representatives was based on the fear of being toppled, which
was instilled by the January 1958 rumors of a military conspiracy and aggra-
vated because of the July 1958 revolution in neighboring Iraq, as well as the
rising popular unrest at home. The robust anti-government demonstrations
toward the end of the 1950s—some of which the CHP encouraged—severely
undermined government authority. The most resilient popular movements
were the student rallies and large street demonstrations on April 28, 1960—
first in Istanbul and then in Ankara—which continued virtually uninterrupted
until the military takeover by the thirty-eight officers of the self-proclaimed
National Unity Committee (Milli Birlik Komitesi, MBK), on May 27, 1960.5'

Long Period of Import Substituted
Industrialization (1963-1979)

The economic policies of the military rule and the civilian rule that followed
in the 1960s and 1970s were primarily aimed at the protection of the domes-
tic market and industrialization through import substitution (ISI). In order to
achieve the ISI objectives, governments made abundant use of a restrictive
trade regime, investments by state economic enterprises (SEEs), and subsi-
dized credit.

In order to safeguard the enlargement of the domestic market for the sus-
tainability of the ISI, large segments of the society were incorporated into
the internal market by means of the fundamental rights and freedoms granted
under the 1961 constitution. The new liberal constitution vowed freedoms
of thought, expression, association and publication, and promised social and
economic rights and the freedom to work.

SYSTEMATIC DENIAL OF THE KURDS

The interim government led by the MBK, in juxtaposition to the liberal
dispensations granted by the 1961 constitution, gave an end to the political
overtures of the 1950s and adopted the suppressive Kurdish policies reminis-
cent of the Republican era. Turkey’s Kurdish policy of the 1960 coup was
philistinely expressed in the words of the new national chief, General Giirsel,
which he uttered standing on an American tank in the overwhelmingly Kurd-
ish city of Diyarbakir: “There are no Kurds in this country. Whoever says he
is a Kurd, I will spit in his face.”®?

On the other hand, the Forced Settlement Law No. 105 appended to the
Settlement Law No. 2510 on October 19, 1960% by the interim government
in order to deport 55 of the 485 most prominent Kurds detained immediately
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after the coup was annulled on October 18, 1962% by the second coalition
government which comprised the CHP, New Turkey Party (Yeni Tiirkiye
Partisi, YTP), and Republican Peasants’ Nation Party (Cumhuriyetgi Koylii
Millet Partisi, CKMP). With the implementation of the First Five-Year Plan
in 1963, the Turkish state prioritized the policy of “absorbing” the region over
that of “dismembering” it, espoused by the former Republican rulers.

RESTORATION OF THE STATUS QUO ANTE AND
THE FAILED PROMISE OF LAND REFORM

The annulment of the Forced Settlement Law of No. 105, moreover, permitted
the deported agas to return to their old places of residence and reinstated all their
land and property.® Accordingly, the state restored the order existing before the
coup in the eastern and south-eastern provinces. Despite the recurrent theme in
the official rhetoric of the successive governments in the 1960s and 1970s of the
need to “break up the backward structure” in ESA,* the “feudal land ownership
devoid of modernization in the south-east”—alluded to by Hershlag—existent
at the beginning of the 1960s remained intact in the ensuing two decades. The
failure to implement the much-needed root-and-branch land reform implicated
the endurance of the traditional land tenure patterns and agrarian relations.

The junta’s promise of land reform in 1960, like the promises of the vari-
ous elected governments of 1961-1969 succeeding it, failed to materialize.*’
It was not until June 1973, during the period of semi-military rule that a
new land reform was passed, which in May 1977 the Constitutional Court
nullified. In the lifetime of this law, as little as 23,000 hectares of land were
distributed to 1,200 peasant families.*®® Thus, the landed property of the large
landowning families remained virtually untouched. In 1980, 8 percent of the
families in ESA owned more than 50 percent of the cultivable land, while 80
percent of the families were evenly matched between those holding up to five
hectares and those who were landless.®

The continuity in the concentration of land in the hands of wealthy land-
lords during the 1960s and 1970s was, furthermore, an indication of the
preservation of the alliance built in the 1950s between the co-opted traditional
(tribal/religious) landed Kurdish elites and the Turkish state. The collabora-
tion between these two parties had openly manifested itself with the harsh
measures the state authorized to suppress the occasional peasant revolts that
took place in the 1970s. When the peasants occupied the land belonging to
the aga and demanded that it be redistributed, they were on each occasion
confronted by the military who would not shy away from using heavy-handed
tactics to remove them and give the land back to the owners.”” Consequently,
from the 1960s on, the conservation of the state-landed Kurdish elite’s
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alliance was grounded on the shared objective of maintaining the prevailing
economic and political order increasingly opposed by large segments of the
Kurdish society in Turkey.

INTENSIFICATION OF REGIONAL INEQUALITIES
AND MASSIVE UNDERDEVELOPMENT
OF THE KURDISH REGION

One of the factors fuelling the disillusionment and dissent of the Kurds in
this period was the immense underdevelopment of the largely Kurdish ESA.
Relatedly, the programs of the 1965, the 1969 and the 1970 administrations
contained pledges to undertake “special measures” in an attempt to overcome
the socioeconomic disparities between regions and encourage the develop-
ment of the “Eastern regions.””! Yet, as outlined in the program of the 1969
administration, the aim of the “special measures” was not to “initiate the
formation of privileged regions, but to forge integration.”’ Put differently,
the overarching aim of the “special measures” was to incorporate the ESA
provinces in accord with the requirements and necessities of the domestic
market, and not to privilege or prioritize the exigent needs of these lagging
and long-neglected provinces. Hence, in the 1960s and the 1970s, despite the
main economic development strategy centered on ISI successfully bringing
about significant economic growth, the underdevelopment of the predomi-
nantly Kurdish eastern and south-eastern provinces deepened.

When the period of planned import substitution of 1961-1963 to
1977-1979 is compared to that of the Democrat decade of 1951-1953 to
1961-1963, the GDP growth rate increased from 4.9 to 6.4 percent, with an
equally robust increase in the gross national income (GNI) growth rate from
4.4 to 6.3 percent. In addition, GDP growth per capita increased from 2.1 to
3.9 percent, with GNI growth per capita income increasing from 1.6 to 3.8
percent. Thus, the growth of per capita income more than doubled, which
compared well with that of the industrialized and developing countries. The
average growth of GNP per capita for the period 1960-1977, as set by the
World Bank, for middle-income countries was 3.6 percent, for industrialized
countries 3.4 percent, and for low-income countries 1.4 percent.”

Even with this impressive economic performance, the socioeconomic dispari-
ties between different geographic zones inherited from previous decades intensi-
fied during 1960-1980, to the detriment of ESA, as the SPO conceded in 1979:

Ever since the 1st Plan [First Five-Year Plan] the issue of regional imbalances
has been addressed and within all three of the [Five-Year] Plans a range of
policies have been designated to overcome this issue. Despite all efforts and
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policies, regional imbalances have exacerbated. . . . With the exclusion of the
Eastern and Southeastern Anatolia regions in all of the other regions the share
of national income has been similar to the share of total population.”™

Throughout the long period of planned import substitution, the national
income share of the seventeen eastern and south-eastern provinces continually
decreased: in 1965, it was 10.39 percent; in 1975, it reduced to 9.56 percent;
and by 1979, it further dropped to 8.17 percent.” This persistent decline in the
national income share of these provinces was in spite of the constant increase
in their proportion of the total population during the 1960s and 1970s.7

Thus, income disparities between the ESA provinces and the rest of the
country did not reduce in the heyday of the period of planned import substitu-
tion, that is, the years before the first oil shock of 1973-1974,7" and persisted
until the end of this period because of the incessant decrease in the national
income share of the former provinces.

DERISORY PUBLIC AND PRIVATE INVESTMENT

A significant causal factor for the perseverance of the regional income dis-
parities between the ESA and the rest of the country was the low and inad-
equate level of public and private investment in the latter domains during the
long period of planned import substitution, which was nowhere near enough
to counterbalance the past years of neglect and massive underdevelopment.
It is worth noting that state investment during 1960—1980 is estimated to
have constituted more than 50 percent of the overall investment in Turkey.”
Despite the SPO designating the whole ESA as “Priority Development
Regions (PDRs)” as of 1968, between the First Five-Year Plan and the Fourth
Five-Year Plan, public investment in the provinces situated in this part of
country decreased by 40 percent. In total, forty provinces were classified
as PDRs, that is, provinces in need of extra investment and incentives: all
eighteen of the provinces in ESA, plus twenty-two other provinces located
in the Black Sea littoral and central Anatolia. The share of public investment
for ESA provinces in the four consecutive Five-Year Plans was respectively
as follows: 11.85, 11.90, 7.11, and 7.20 percent.” The share of public invest-
ment in the western Marmara region, on the other hand, increased from 11.70
percent in the First Five-Year Plan to 15.70 percent in the Fourth Five-Year
Plan.®

From 1962-1963 to 1974-1978, private investment in Turkey increased
from 8.8 to 11.2 percent,® but private sector investment in ESA provinces
remained nominal, owed in part to the little effort the state put in to encour-
age private investment in this area. From 1968 onward, in order to encourage
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private investment in the PDRs, the SPO introduced state-sanctioned incen-
tive schemes, which involved exemption from financial tax and stamp duties.
Albeit the provinces in ESA accounted for almost half of all the PDRs in
Turkey, only 5.8 percent of the total 5,918 incentives the state approved dur-
ing 1968-1980 were for these provinces.®

UNBALANCED SECTORAL DISTRIBUTION
OF PUBLIC INVESTMENT

The other factors fueling the disparities between ESA and the rest of Turkey
during the long period of planned import substitution emanated from the
following two perennial features of public investment in these regions: (a)
unbalanced sectoral distribution and (b) prioritization of the needs of the
industrialized western economic centers over that of the primary and imme-
diate requirements of ESA. The heavy investments in the energy and mining
sectors, which with the exclusion of the Third Five-Year Plan constituted the
main part of the public investment in the four quinquennial plans in east and
south-east Turkey, exemplify both of these aspects (see table 3.3).

The petroleum sector had been the other main beneficiary of public invest-
ment during the period of planned import substitution.®* Petroleum in Turkey
was discovered in 1950 in ESA, and all successive discoveries have been in
these domains.? Thus, provinces located in ESA were the sole producers of
petroleum during the 1960s and the 1970s. From the mid-1950s to the early
1970s, owing in part to state investment, there was a noticeable increase in
petroleum production: from 178,000 tons in 1955 to 3,500,000 tons in 1973.%
Between 1955 and 1972, production of petroleum is estimated to be worth
$27 million.* Up until 1980, it maintained the same level of production as
1973.%7 The great majority of the petroleum production was exported, since

Table 3.3 Sectoral Distribution of the Public Investment in ESA, 1963-1983

Sectors LEY P (%) I.FY P (%) IllLFY. P (%) IV.F.Y P (%)
Energy 241 40.0 16.0 19.8
Mining 6 6.0 4.0 11.8
Agriculture 13.2 14.6 9.4 8.4
Manufacturing 8.0 11.0 27.4 232
Industry
Transport 11.2 7.3 13.6 8.0
Education 17.0 11.8 15.0 11.3
Health 5.0 3.0 2.9 2.5
Other 11.9 6.3 11.7 15.0

Five-Year Plan (F.Y.P.).
Source: The table was created by the author using data from S6nmez, [1990] 1992: 158.
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only 6 percent of the total petrol refining capacity was located in ESA in the
1970s, and the proceeds attained from the petroleum exports were “seldom
re-cycled into the Region’s [ESA] economy.”®

In juxtaposition to the sizable state investment in the energy and mining
sectors in ESA, there was insufficient investment in the manufacturing indus-
try, especially in the first two Five-Year Plans, considering the exceptionally
low level of industrial development witnessed in this area during the Repub-
lican and the Democrat era. As a result, the stunted industrialization of ESA
deepened in the Planned Period.

STUNTED INDUSTRIAL AND
AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT

Even in the face of the value added by the manufacturing industry precipi-
tously increasing from 6,636 million TL in 1963 to 148,014 million TL in
1977,% eastern and south-eastern provinces’ share of the value added in
manufacturing decreased from 7.8 percent in 1968 to 4.0 percent in 1974.%
It is worth noting that the SPO’s calculations of the share of value added in
manufacturing for these provinces take into account the crude oil output in
the Batman Refinery.”! In 1968, 34.3 percent and in 1974, 42.3 percent of
the total share of valued added in manufacturing in ESA was generated by
the Batman Refinery.”> The Batman Refinery accounting for the bulk of the
valued added in manufacturing generated by these provinces is indicative of
the dismal state of the manufacturing industry in ESA.

According to the 1978 data, the share of the manufacturing industry in the
GDP of ESA regions was 10.5 percent, while agriculture accounted for nearly
half of the regions” GDP.** In the western Marmara region, the manufacturing
industry accounted for 33.7 percent of this region’s GDP, and agriculture’s
contribution to the region’s GDP was a mere 7.9 percent.” Therefore, ESA
continued to be a predominantly agrarian region in the 1960s and 1970s.

During the period of planned import substitution, agricultural productivity
rates in ESA witnessed a downward slide. In 1960-1962, the ESA provinces
accounted for 17.01 percent of the total cultivated area and 17.10 percent of
the total crops produced in Turkey. In 1978-1980, despite the share of these
provinces in the total cultivated land rising to 19.89 percent, the share of
these provinces in the total crops produced decreased to 14.61 percent.” The
decrease in output is believed to be inextricably linked to two region-wide
issues: (i) the inefficient irrigation system deprived of modernization; and (ii)
the limited availability and use of chemical fertilizers.*

During 1965-1979, because of the stunted growth of agriculture and
industry, with the exception of Diyarbakir and Bingdl, the GDP share of all
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the ESA provinces descended. Out of the overall sixty-seven provinces, the
seventeen eastern and south-eastern provinces, with a few exemptions, were
the lowest-ranked provinces in the national GDP rankings.

In summary, the preconditions for socioeconomic development in ESA—
such as adequate public investment oriented toward the exigent needs of these
long-neglected regions, land reform, and the resultant removal of the aga
class—could not be implemented because all of these measures were anti-
thetical to the Turkish state’s policy of controlling the overwhelmingly Kurd-
ish regions. Thus, the transition from a one-party autocracy to a multiparty
political system, which was temporarily suspended by military intervention
in 1960-1961 and 1971-1973, did not lead to a qualitative alteration in the
Turkish state’s perception of and preoccupation with the Kurdish question,
largely because none of the regimes post-1950 sufficiently de-Kemalised or
dealt with the legacy of the Young Turk rule. As a result, by the end of the
1970s, Turkey remained locked in contradictions created by the Kemalist
shibboleths on the Kurdish issue and the predominantly Kurdish provinces in
de-development born of state negligence and paranoia.

CONCLUSION

De-development in ESA commenced as a product of the state policies imple-
mented in these regions after the Unionist seizure of power in the 1913 coup
d’état that differed greatly from those of the previous regimes. The CUP
rulers and their political and ideological heirs, the Kemalists, pursued ideo-
logical, political, and economic programs—the construction and preservation
of a Turkish national economy and state as well as the pursuit of population
homogeneity based on Turkish ideals—that were qualitatively different from
those of their predecessors. These objectives spurred policies of mass murder,
deportations, expropriation, and dispossession of economic resources, and the
suppression of all forms of non-Turkish identities and cultures in the ethni-
cally heterogeneous provinces in ESA. In addition to laying the foundations
for the Kurdish question of Turkey, these unusual features of state policy
have engendered de-development in these lands by not only distorting, but
also forestalling economic development, which deprived the ESA economy
of its capacity and potential for structural transformation.
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Chapter 4

The Evolution of Rojava

Tensions between Democratic Confederalism
and State-Building in Northern Syria

Sean Lee

In the midst of the complicated, brutal conflicts ravaging Syria since 2011,
there has been a flourishing of mediatized interest in the three predominantly
Kurdish regions of the country’s north, where the Democratic Union Party
(PYD) declared autonomy in 2012 after the Syrian military mostly with-
drew. Together, these three cantons, and increasingly the areas separating
and surrounding them, make up the geographic unit that to many has come
to be called Rojava.! It is the evolution and change in what is meant by this
term within the framework of a state building project that I address in this
chapter. I am interested in showing that the Rojava project is, in fact, a state-
building project; I do so by tracing the evolution of this project through the
changing meanings of the term “Rojava” and the PYD’s use of classic tools
of state building.

Since the expulsion of Abdullah Ocalan from Syria and his consequent
capture and imprisonment by the Turkish state, there has been a marked
change in the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané,
PKK’s) attitude toward the idea of a Kurdish state in particular and the con-
cept of the nation-state more generally. As Ocalan (2011) puts it, originally,
and in the context of decolonization movements in the 1970s, “the creation
of a nation-state, which was the paradigm of the capitalist modernity at
that time,” seemed like the only way to realize the “legitimate rights of the
Kurdish people.” Proposing in place of the nation-state model one based
on Murray Bookchin’s (2015) “commune of communes,” the PKK and its
affiliate parties and organizations have at least rhetorically eschewed the
model of the nation-state in very strong terms.’ In his pamphlet entitled
Democratic Confederalism, Ocalan is suspicious that the state can ever
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shed what he sees as its religious and nationalist essence. Writing of state
bureaucracy, he says:

During the European modernity the state had all means at its disposal to expand
its bureaucracy into all strata of the society. There it grew like cancer infecting
all lifelines of the society. Bureaucracy and nation-state cannot exist without
each other. If the nation-state is the backbone of the capitalist modernity it cer-
tainly is the cage of the natural society.*

As Michiel Leezenberg (2016) has pointed out, in both the Turkish and
Syrian contexts there is a certain tension between the bottom-up theory of
democratic confederalism on the one hand and the praxis of a top-down
revolutionary vanguard party on the other.’ I would argue that a parallel ver-
sion of this tension is that between confederalism and (nation) state-building.
In some ways this can be seen in the evolution of the term “Rojava” from a
generic marker that distinguished predominantly Kurdish areas of Syria from
those in Turkey, Iraq, and Iran to the definition of a political and territorial
project and a nationalist reference similar to those like Kawa,® Mahabad, the
September Revolution, Halabja, and Anfal.’

VARIATIONS OF ROJAVA

The terms bakur, basur, rojhelat, and rojava—north, south, east, and west,
respectively—have been in use for a long time as cardinal geographical
markers of Kurdistan. We see the term used in nationalist poetry, such as
that of Cigerxwin, where the trope of Ji rojava hetani rojhelaté (from the
west to the east) shows up, illustrating a spanning of the length of Kurdistan.?
Other examples of similar usage show up in the 1930s in Syria’s first Kurd-
ish language journal Hawar (1932-1943),° published by Celadet Bedirkhan.
The usage of these terms, then, poses the larger question of the genealogy of
“Greater Kurdistan” as a term and a concept, the use of which as Ofra Bengio
(2017) has remarked, has increased online as well as in literary and scholarly
writing.!® From being a generic marker of cardinal direction, there seems to
have been a shift in using these terms to speak of Kurdish areas delineated by
the state borders of Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria.

In my interviews with Syrian Kurds residing in Lebanon, Turkey, and
Europe,!! there was little consensus on where exactly Rojava ends except
when it came to state borders. For instance, all of my interviewees agree that
Qamishli is part of Rojava, but Nusaybin, on the Turkish side of the bor-
der with Syria, is definitely not. So, while some interviewees disagreed on
whether or not Raqqa, Tal Abyad,'? or Nubl'® were part of Rojava, and where
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its borders with the rest of Syria fell, there is no disagreement when it comes
to Rojava’s emerging borders with Turkey and Iraq. One female interviewee
told me, “any place where Kurds live is Rojava, not just the north.” When
pressed about places outside of Syria’s borders, she walked the affirmation
back to specify that Rojava stopped where Syria’s borders ended. On several
occasions, interviewees used the Kurdistan Region of Iraq’s relationship to
the Iraqi state to describe the relationship between Rojava and Syria.

This insistence on the salience of Syria’s national borders is interesting if
we recall the story Benjamin White recounts of the visit by the French High
Commissioner to Jazira in 1939. Nationalists in Qamishli wanted to “show
their sound nationalist feeling” by waving Syrian flags during the visit. How-
ever, anti-nationalists wanted to intercept the flags sent from Damascus, so
there was a showdown at the local railway station where the stationmaster
only wanted to release the flags to their intended recipient. Finally, when
the local French officer dispatched a detachment of Circassian troops, the
stationmaster relinquished the nationalist flags, which were promptly burned
and urinated upon. As White (2011) tells it:

There are many interesting things about this incident, but one thing is interest-
ing by its absence: the Syrian—Turkish border. Qamishli was a border town, and
the recently drawn border ran just south of the railway line. So the local station
was in Nusaybin, less than a mile away on the Turkish side, and the reluctant
stationmaster was a Turkish state employee. But the documents relating these
events nowhere mention the border, even though they describe two mutually
antagonistic groups of Syrians, at least some of them armed, strolling onto
Turkish territory for a stand-off that involved one of them—backed by French
military force—pressurising a Turkish official. If any of those involved faced
any hindrance at the border, or indeed surveillance, it is not mentioned. The
border might as well not have existed.'

At the time of this incident, which occurred sixteen years after the declaration
of the Republic of Turkey and the beginning of the French Mandate in Syria,
the Turkish and Syrian states were still being formed, and their borders were
still in flux. After all, the Sanjak of Alexandretta had only the year before
become Hatay State and was about to turn into the Turkish province of Hatay.

Once in place, though, most of these borders became more or less
cemented.”® For instance, and likely as a condition for basing his party in
Syria during the 1980s and 1990s, Ocalan, whose PKK is in many ways as
much a Syrian party as it is a Turkish one,'¢ publicly questioned the indigene-
ity of Kurds in Syria, suggesting that they really belonged on the other side of
the border. While there has been much work—and rightfully so—illustrating
how Kurdish politics are transnational, and how Kurdish political movements
have traditionally and continuously been cross-border in nature,'” the regional
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environment within which Kurdish politics operates is very much one where
borders are important. The national regimes of the states in question have
taken advantage of this fact to “play the Kurdish card” against each other.!
We can see the effects of this cementing even in transnational movements like
the PKK organizational constellation. For example, while an earlier version
of the Social Contract for Rojava rejects “the understanding of national, reli-
gious or militarist statehood,”! later versions explicitly state in the preamble,
“the Charter recognizes Syria’s territorial integrity.” And according to article
3, “Syria is a free, sovereign and democratic state.”? In part, this tension
between a philosophical rejection of the state in theory and the pressure to
accept the state system in practice has resulted in pragmatic but thorny efforts
by the Democratic Union Party (Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat, PYD) to separate
itself from the PKK,?' leading Aldar Khalil (2017) of the PYD?* The Move-
ment for a Democratic Society (Tevgera Civaka Demokratik, TEV-DEM) to
write in a piece entitled “Syria’s Kurds are not the PKK”:

We don’t deny our relationships with all Kurdish parties in the four parts of
Kurdistan (spread across present-day Syria, Turkey, Iran, and Iraq), as we don’t
deny our connection to Ocalan. In fact, as I write this, I am proud to say I have
a photo of Ocalan on my desk next to me.”

Aldar’s remarks illustrate, on the one hand, a straightforward reaction to the
fact that the PKK is listed as a “Foreign Terrorist Organization” by the United
States government as well as the European Union. As such, it would be dif-
ficult** for the U.S. government to openly support the PKK without falling
afoul of its own laws on material support for such organizations. Leaving
aside such pragmatic concerns, however, the official distinction between the
PYD and PKK predates the current conflict in Syria.”> As such, the organiza-
tional structure of the PKK’s sister organizations mirrors the state borders of
Turkey, Syria, Iran, and Iraq and can be seen as an example of organizational
isomorphism in the international system. Taking up Weber’s metaphor of the
iron cage, Dimaggio and Powell (1983) have illustrated several processes that
push organizations (including states) to homogenize.*

The case of PKK-linked organizations is probably best described by what
Dimaggio and Powell (1983) call “coercive isomorphism,” which “results
from both formal and informal pressures exerted on organizations by other
organizations upon which they are dependent.”?” Or as Bozarslan (2017) puts
it, “The division of the Kurds between the states produced distinct political
cultures and patterns, specific histories which have been determined by distinct
‘national powers,” and in some cases also antagonistic strategies.””® The need
for a rear base and relations with regional states are only some of the structural
reasons behind the PKK’s need to resemble the state system organizationally
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even though its stated goal has been anti-state for over a decade. For instance,
in the peace talks with the PKK that began in 2013, the Turkish state’s top-
down negotiation approach that favored talks with an imprisoned Ocalan to
discussions with elected Kurdish leaders also “acknowledged, reproduced and
possibly reinforced the movement’s hierarchical structure.”” Likewise, the
arrangement between Hafiz al-Asad and Abdullah Ocalan during the 1980s
and most of the 1990s allowed the latter to mobilize and train Syrian Kurds
in Syria and Syria-occupied Lebanon, but on the condition that these forces
be mobilized against Ankara and not against Damascus. Likewise, Marcus
(2007) describes the PKK’s conscription law, passed during its third Congress
as “an attempt to mimic the power of the Turkish state, which had its own
compulsory conscription.”®® As William Reno (2011) points out in the Afri-
can context, rebel groups and their leaders are in many ways “products of the
systems of political authority that they fought.”*!

TOOLS OF STATE-BUILDING:
WAR, EDUCATION, AND MAPS

Charles Tilly (1975) famously noted, “war made the state, and the state made
war.”*? In the case of Rojava, this is at least partially true. In Tilly’s bellicist
account of European state formation, war and the preparation for war had as
unintentional consequences the trappings of proto-state institutions, in par-
ticular, taxes conscription and requisitions. In Rojava, however, most of the
institutions of statehood were imported from a preexisting Apoist®® system
developed elsewhere. That being said, it is impossible to imagine Rojava
coming into existence without the Syrian civil war. Whether or not there was
a formal agreement between the PYD and the Ba’ath regime, the withdrawal
of the Ba’athist state in its majority along with its coercive apparatuses and
the uncontested return of PYD cadres from Iraq made the “Rojava revolution”
possible. There was also the existential conflict with Islamic State of Iraq and
Syria (ISIS), which led to the party’s policy of mandatory conscription.

This military conflict has led to two aspects of state building in Rojava:
first, the implantation of military conscription, and second, the canoniza-
tion of Kobane as a nationalist symbol. There is a well-developed literature
on military conscription and nation/state-building, dating at as far back as
Aristotle (Book VI, chapter 7), who saw a connection between geography,
types of military power, social stratification, and type of rule.** Picking up
this line of thinking, Samuel Finer (1975) shows how different patterns of
military recruitment can lead to different patterns of state formation.* Like-
wise, Eugen Weber (1976) has noted that military conscription is an agent
of acculturation that helped turn, in his words “peasants into Frenchmen.”3¢
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Military conscription includes ideological training in what we can assume is
an attempt to collapse the difference between what James Scott has called
“peasants and commissars,”’ in hopes of activating what Finer (1975) calls
a “beliefs cycle”: “Beliefs could inspire populations to sacrifices hitherto
undreamt of. Hence, it could, and indeed it did become, an object of policy
on the part of rulers to substitute beliefs for coercion, and benefits in return
for sacrifices, in order to extract the vast resources needed.”*® The PYD has
incorporated this strategy into its military conscription, with all recruits
(including foreign volunteers® and non-Kurdish conscripts) attending ideo-
logical sessions as part of their military training.

This policy of conscription is taken extremely seriously, even if it is applied
unevenly, especially in areas like Tabga and Manbij where the population is
predominantly Arab and where tribal sheikhs still hold considerable influence.
In the Jazira Commune, the Legislative Council passed Decree number 11,
which not only sets out mandatory conscription for all men aged 18—40 years
(women’s service is voluntary), but also sets up a permission system needed
for leaving the commune, which is clearly geared toward combating those
fleeing conscription.***! In addition to mandatory conscription, the People’s
Defense Forces (Yekineyén Parastina Gel, YPG) and Women’s Defense Forces
(Yekineyén Parastina Jin, YPJ) have also been accused by the United Nations
of recruiting child soldiers, including girls and non-Kurdish children.*#3

Such conscription policies are a classic example of state-building. So too
are the new education policies, which have focused on Kurdish language
instruction as a bedrock for education. While the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) stresses its multilingual nature, with Kurmanci, Arabic, and Assyr-
ian** being prominently displayed in maps and logos, state power has been
focused on Kurmanci-language education in an attempt to counteract the
Ba’ath regime’s decades of Arabizing education policies, during which
Kurdish-language education was banned. Partisans of the new self-governing
organization see new Kurdish-language curricula as the result of the Kurdish
language being “liberated from the prison of Arabic once and for all.” But
as early as 2015, there was pushback against school curricula along both
political and ethnic fault lines, with non-PYD aligned parties protesting the
emphasis in the curricula of PKK ideology and non-Kurdish groups (Assyr-
ian, Arab, and to a lesser extent Armenian) worrying about the emphasis of
Kurdish language instruction at the expense of other languages.** According
to Hediya Yusif, the PYD curriculum has been translated into “Kurdish,
Arabic, and Syro-Aramaic,” but “we also have too few qualified academics
for instruction in the various local languages.”*® The regime in Damascus
also reacted negatively, closing down several schools in the al-Hasaka
province and forcing local teachers to either leave the school for others not
under PYD-control or lose their salaries. According to one source quoted by

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

The Evolution of Rojava 87

a local news outlet, Damascus objected to both the change from Arabic- to
Kurdish-language instruction as well as to the inclusion of ideological mate-
rial supporting the doctrines of Ocalan.*’ In the summer of 2018, the debate
of educational policies came to a head with the Ba’ath regime closing down
more schools in areas of Qamishli that it controlled, while the PYD retaliated
by closing down Arabic- and Assyrian-language private schools teaching the
capital’s curriculum.*® This was followed by the PYD’s security forces taking
over the remaining government run health clinics in Hasakah city.*

This clash over school curricula underlines the political and ethnic fault
lines in areas under the PYD’s control while highlighting the struggle
between two competing governance projects: Rojava and the Syrian Arab
Republic. In many ways, the latter has the upper hand in that, with the excep-
tion of the newly formed University of Rojava, it controls all of Syria’s
institutions of higher education, which all require the officially recognized
diplomas, recognition withheld from institutions teaching the PYD curricu-
lum. In any case, the way that conscription and education policies deal with
non-Kurdish populations, including Arab settlers and those who fled during
battles between ISIS and the SDF, will serve as a bellwether for the nature
of the state in formation, and whether this process is an example of a trans-
formation of the Syrian Arab Republic into a federal, civic polity or rather an
example of nation-building with the Kurdish ethnos at its center.

Benedict Anderson (2006) lays out three “institutions of power” with
which the colonial state—which he sees as the precursor to nationalism in the
postcolonial world—*"“imagined its dominion”: census, map, and museum.>
I will focus on the map here, but the other two institutions and especially
the census, remain helpful for understanding the history and trajectory of
Rojava.’! As the geographer Mark Monmonier (1996) has put it, and I think
Anderson would agree, “the haste of new nations to assert their independence
cartographically reflects the colonial powers’ use of the map as an intellectual
tool for legitimizing territorial conquest.”?

For this reason, the flag of the SDF is very interesting. In addition to
including a trilingual (Arabic, Kurmanci, and Assyrian) labeling of the orga-
nization’s name in the yellow, green, and red associated with Kurdish poli-
tics, a map of Syria figures prominently. The most obvious feature of this map
is the Euphrates, which serves as a sort of natural border for the self-declared
autonomous region of Rojava, otherwise known as the Democratic Federa-
tion of Northern Syria.®* On the one hand, perhaps in an attempt to stave off
attempts to paint the PYD’s project in Syria as a secessionist one, the entire
map of Syria is displayed. In fact, it also includes Alexandretta/Hatay.>* That
said, it includes decidedly non-Kurdish areas of Syria, including Raqqa and
the outskirts of Deir ez-Zor, but does not include Kurdish areas west of the
Euphrates, such as Afrin, which has traditionally been considered to be part
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of Rojava and was recently taken over by Turkish and allied Syrian opposi-
tion forces. In some ways though, the flag seems to mirror the stated policy of
the organization’s American patrons, who expected the organization to wrest
control of territory from the so-called Islamic state but also to stay east of
the Euphrates in order to appease Ankara, whose operation to take Jarablus,
which is on the west bank of the river, was called Euphrates Shield.

While official maps in use in Rojava by the PYD are difficult to come by,
we can see an interesting trend in the expansion of territory through Wikipe-
dia. Since the site logs all changes, we are able to see territorial changes over
time. Looking over the Kurdish language entry for Rojavaya Kurdistané,>
one sees a dramatic change from three cantons, to a connection of those can-
tons, to, finally, a much larger polity based on military territorial control.%
One striking thing about these maps, besides the rapid territorial expansion,
is the respect for national boundaries. So despite the rhetorical rejection of
the state system set out under Sykes-Picot by Kurdish political movements of
both the Apoist®” and Barzani persuasion,®® and contrary to the border demol-
ishing state-building project of ISIS, Kurdish state projects have in many
ways stopped themselves at the border.

CONCLUSION

The nature of Rojava has changed over time and especially during wartime,
and these wartime dynamics illustrate classic strategies of state-building.> This
brings us to the thorny question of the future of Rojava, which is uncertain in
more ways than one. Most obviously, this political experiment is uncertain
in the same way that experiments in rebel governance in places like East
Ghouta or East Aleppo were: for if the Asad regime is able to force a return
to something resembling the pre-war political situation, in which Damascus
enforces centralized control over the periphery, then Rojava will cease to exist
altogether. As of this writing, Damascus has called for the return of its sover-
eignty over every inch of Syria after retaking the suburbs of Damascus as well
as the remaining rebel strongholds in the south. Idlib, where armed opposition
factions and civilians fearing a return to regime-controlled territory have been
relocated, is currently in the crosshairs of the Ba’ath regime and its backers
in Moscow. While there have seen some recent moves toward negotiations
between Damascus and the PYD, it is far from certain that Damascus could
ever accept the PYD’s core demands of federalism and limited autonomy,
not least because it fears other regions, such as Suwayda, might make similar
demands. The unilateral announcement by Donald Trump in December 2018
that the United States would withdraw all American forces from Syria has
led to a Turkish announcement that it will invade areas under PYD control,
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which has in turn led to a further weakening of the party’s negotiating position
vis-a-vis Damascus.®’ The question of military service is also a thorny one, as
it is hard to imagine the PYD accepting to disband its military forces.®' Until
recently, the PYD has been in a stronger negotiating position since Rojava is
host to American military forces, but given the unpredictability of the Trump
administration’s foreign policy in general and in Syria, in particular, that advan-
tage cannot be counted on indefinitely. In fact, Donald Trump announced on
December 19, 2018, that the so-called Islamic State had been defeated in Syria
and that consequently, the United States would bring its troops home “now.”6263

Finally, even if Damascus does not take advantage of the announced
American withdrawal and threatened Turkish incursion to reassert its control
over Rojava, the rapid expansion of SDF-controlled territory and the demo-
graphics of the areas under its control mean that the tension between territo-
rial and ethnic-based understandings of Rojava will become more important
over time, especially if Arab tribal forces defect to the regime.* Disputes
over school curricula and conscription could signal larger political and eth-
nic divisions in the future. Such questions over the borders and nature of the
state-building project in Rojava bring to light the issue of indigenous second-
order minorities, such as Assyrians, Turkman, etc., but also Arab communi-
ties that settled the border regions as part of Ba’athist Arabization policies in
the 1960s and 1970s. So even in the context of a federal pseudo-state such as
exists in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq, the rulers of Rojava will need to decide
not only on its borders but also what kind of polity is enclosed within them.

NOTES

1. Officially, the term for the territory under the control of the PYD and its
umbrella militia group, the Syrian Democratic forces (SDF) is the Democratic Fed-
eration of Northern Syria (Federaliya Demokratik a Bakiré Siriyé). According to
Hediya Yisif, a PYD cadre who was the co-chair of the Jazira Canton and of the
entire Democratic Federation of North Syria, the name Rojava was dropped from the
official territory’s name because it “encompassed more than Rojava and that many
cultures lived there. Kurds not being the majority” (Ayboga 2017). That said, Rojava
remains the term used in common parlance, and for this reason, I use it in this chapter.

2. Abdullah Ocalan, Democratic Confederalism (Cologne: International Initia-
tive Edition, 2011): 7-8.

3. Murray Bookchin, The Next Revolution: Popular Assemblies and the Promise
of Direct Democracy (London: Verso, 2015).

4. Ocalan, Democratic Confederalism.

5. Michiel Leezenberg, “The Ambiguities of Democratic Autonomy: The Kurd-
ish Movement in Turkey and Rojava,” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies,
Vol. 16: No. 4 (2016).
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6. It should be noted that upon capturing Afrin in March, 2018, Turkish and allied
forces proceeded to pull down the statue of Kawa the Blacksmith.

7. Thanks to Hamit Bozarslan for stressing this point.

8. From his poem “Sehnama Sehidan” in his first collection, Prisk it Péti, pub-
lished in 1945. T would like to thank Peri Othman for her generous help with Kur-
manci language translation.

9. For more on Hawar and other Kurdish-language journals in Mandate Syria, see
Tejel (2007).

10. Ofra Bengio, “Separated But Connected: The Synergic Effects in the Kurdish
Sub-System,” in Gareth Stanfield and Mohammed Shareef, eds. The Kurdish Ques-
tion Revisited (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017): 78-80.

11. These were conducted individually and in focus group settings throughout 2016
and 2017. All in all, I interviewed around fifty people from northern Syria from vari-
ous walks of life and regions. Around two-thirds were male, and one-third female. The
majority of the interviews were conducted in Lebanon, and most interviewees identified
as partisans of the PKK or PYD, although some were politically unaffiliated, and others
identified with the Future Movement, founded by Mashal Temmo or pro-Barzani parties.

12. Tal Abyad is a predominantly Arab town on the border with Turkey to the east
of Kobane.

13. Nubl is a predominantly Shi’a village about halfway between Afrin and
Aleppo. It was under siege, along with another neighboring Shi’a village al-Zahraa,
by Arab opposition forces until 2016. At one point, the PYD was serving as a media-
tor between local committees allied with Damascus and Hezbollah and the opposition
forces surrounding the villages.

14. Benjamin White, The Emergence of Minorities in the Middle East: The Politics
of Community in French Mandate Syria (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2011): 101-102.

15. The exceptions, of course, being the status of Alexandretta and the occupied
Golan. See Jorum 2017 for a discussion of the politics of borders in Syria.

16. In addition to the fact that the party spent nearly two decades based in Syria
(and Syria-controlled Lebanon) under Hafiz al-Asad’s patronage, Syrian citizens are
said to be overrepresented in the party’s membership. One Syrian commander inter-
viewed by Imset (1993: 179, fn 179) estimated that there were between 8,000 and
10,000 armed supporters inside Syria in the early 1990s.

17. This can be seen in cross-border relations and migrations, as well as trans-
boundary party influence. In this vein, there is Khoybun, which was founded in
Lebanon by Kurdish exiles from Turkey living in French mandate Syria. There is also
the example of Radio Yerevan’s Kurdish language programs broadcast into Turkey
from Armenia. See also work on Kurdayeti, or “Kurdishness,” which is transnational
(e.g., Gourlay 2017). Finally, the lives of many Kurdish Syrians have been extremely
transnational in practice, including those of Salim Barakat (1980), who describes
crossing back and forth between Turkey and Syria as a child, and of Noureddine
Zaza (1993), whose memoirs begin in Turkey but take him to Syria, Lebanon, Iraq,
and Switzerland through the course of his life. Finally, there is the question of the
important Kurdish diaspora which is by definition transnational.
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18. Jordi Tejel, La Question Kurde: Passé et Présent (Paris: Editions L’ Harmattan,
2014).

19. Michael Knapp and Joost Jongerden, “Communal Democracy: The Social
Contract and Confederalism in Rojava.” Comparative Islamic Studies, Vol. 1, No. 1
(2014): 96.

20. It is worth noting that Article 54 stipulates that only Syrian citizens are eligible
to be a Canton Governor, which raises the question of the many stateless Syrian
Kurds whose citizenship was stripped from them by the Syrian State. For more on the
issue of the stateless, see Allsopp (2014).

21. This, of course, also has a lot to do with the United States and Europe listing
the PKK as a terrorist organization. For more on the ambiguity of the PKK-PYD
relationship, see Kaya and Lowe (2017).

22. Officially, Khalil’s position is in TEV-DEM, the umbrella coalition created by
the PYD that is ostensibly above the PYD in the organizational hierarchy. Its relation-
ship to the PYD is much like that of the KCK to the PKK.

23. Aldar Khalil, “Syria’s Kurds are not the PKK,” Foreign Policy (2017) May 15.
http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/05/15/syrias-kurds-are-not-the-pkk-erdogan-pyd-ypg/.

24. It should be noted, however, that such a designation is not always an impedi-
ment. See, for instance, the case of the Iranian Mujahedin-e Khalg (People’s Muja-
hedin, MEK) which was able to openly hire high-profile American politicians, such
as John McCain and Rudolph Giuliani to lobby on their behalf, eventually leading
to the delisting of the MEK as a “Foreign Terrorist Organization” in 2012 (US State
Department 2012).

25. The formation of satellite organizations of the PKK dates at least as far back
as 2002 (Unlu 2002).

26. The pressure of the international system’s recognition of de jure state sover-
eignty is also extremely powerful as Herbst (2000) and Motyl (2001) have pointed out
in the cases of states in sub-Saharan Africa and the former Soviet Union, respectively.
For critiques of the trope of the artificial nature of Middle Eastern borders, see Pursley
(2015) and Neep (2015).

27. Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell, “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional
Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields,” American Socio-
logical Review, Vol 48, No. 2 (1983): 150.

28. Hamit Bozarslan, “‘Being in Time’: The Kurdish Movement and Universal
Quests,” in Gareth Stanfield and Mohammed Shareef, eds. The Kurdish Question
Revisited (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017): 61-62.

29. Michiel Leezenberg, “The Ambiguities of Democratic Autonomy: The Kurd-
ish Movement in Turkey and Rojava,” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies,
Vol. 16: No. 4 (2016): 680.

30. Aliza Marcus, Blood and Belief: The PKK and the Kurdish Fight for Indepen-
dence (New York: New York University Press, 2007): 117.

31. William Reno, Warfare in Independent Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2011): 164.

32. Charles Tilly, The Formation of National States in Western Europe (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1975): 42.
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33. This term refers to the system based on the writings of Abdullah Ocalan, who
is also known as Apo, which means “uncle” in Kurdish.

34. Aristotle, Politics, Translated by Ernest Barker (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1995).

35. Samuel Finer, “State- and Nation-Building in Europe: The Role of the
Military,” in Charles Tilly, ed. The Formation of National States in Western Europe
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975).

36. Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France
(1870-1914) (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1976).

37. James Scott, “The Revolution in the Revolution: Peasants and Commissars,”
Theory and Society, Vol. 7 (1979).

38. Finer, “State- and Nation-Building in Europe,” 96-97.

39. Some foreign fighters from Europe and North America have been drawn to
the ideology of the PKK and PYD, while others left the YPG for Assyrian Christian
militias in Iraq, such as Dwekh Nawsha, citing ideology as a main reason for leaving
(Krohn 2015).

40. Enclimena Zagonsazi, “Marsum raqm 11 li ‘aam 2017: qanun waajib al-dafa’a
al-dhati al-mu’adal” [Edict number 11, year 2017: Revised law on the obligation of
self-defense]. https://bit.ly/2miQgWy.

41. Estimates vary, but there have been a significant number of Syrian Kurds who
have left Rojava for the neighboring Kurdistan Region of Iraq.

42. UN, “Children and armed conflict—Report of the Secretary-General.”
(A/72/865-S/2018/465), 2018. https://undocs.org/s/2018/465.

43. According to this United Nations (UN) (2018: 26) report, out of the 961 veri-
fied cases of child recruitment investigators were able to find, 284 were recruited by
the so-called Islamic State, 244 by groups affiliated with the Free Syria Army (FSA),
and 224 by the YPG and YPJ. Out of the eighty-nine girls verified by UN inves-
tigators, seventy-two were recruited by the YPG and YPJ, and out of the children
recruited by these organizations, 16 percent were Arab. In July 2019, Mazloum Abdi,
Force Commander of the Syrian Democratic Forces, signed a Plan of Action with the
UN’s Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Children and Armed Con-
flict pledging to end and prevent the recruitment and use of child soldiers (UN 2019).

44. The term “Assyrian” is somewhat controversial and perhaps ahistorical, but it
is the term most commonly used today in northern Syria and Iraq. For mode on the
“name debate” concerning the Syriac faith, ancient Assyrians and the neo-Aramaic
language, see Butts (2017) and Hanoosh (2016).

45. Yaman Yosif, Mateo Nelson and Moutasem Jamal, “New PYD curricula in
northern Syria reveal ideological, linguistic fault lines,” Syria Direct, 2015 October
21. https://syriadirect.org/news/new-pyd-curriculum-in-northern-syria-reveals-ideolo
gical-linguistic-fault-lines/.

46. Thomas Schmidinger, Rojava: Revolution, War and the Future of Syria’s
Kurds (London: Pluto Press, 2018).

47. Jan Nasro, “Al-nizam al-suri yuqarar iyqaf al-ta’alim fi b’ad mudaras
Qamishlo al-Ibtidayi, [The Syrian Regime decides to stop primary education in some
cities of Qamishli],” Ajansa Rojnamevaniya Azad, 2015, September 23.
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48. al-Akhbar, “Azmat ‘al-minahij al-ta’alimiya’ fi al-Hasakah [The ‘Education
Curricula’ Crisis in al-Hasakah],” Al-Akhbar, 2018, August 29.

49. al-Watan, “Istowlat ‘ala al-marakiz al-sahiya fi al-Hasakah wa ishtarat mahasil
al-qutn bi al-as’aar zahida” [“Health centers seized in al-Hasakah and cotton crops
sold at low prices”], al-Watan, 2018, October 25. http://alwatan.sy/archives/171504.

50. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006 [1983]): 163-164.

51. The census of 1962 in al-Hasakah province was especially important. The gov-
ernment that seceded from the union with Abdel Nasser’s Egypt in 1961 and preceded
the Ba’athist coup of 1963 carried out this census, which effectively stripped many
Syrian Kurds of citizenship, resulting in the crisis of statelessness that still exists to
today. Although carried out by different governments, this census is often seen by
Syrian Kurds as part of a long policy of Arabization carried out by Nasserites and
Ba’athists alike and of which the 1963 report by the intelligence officer Muhammad
Talab Hilal (1963) on the Jazira region was but the most virulently anti-Kurdish.

52. Mark Monmonier, How to Lie with Maps (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1996): 90.

53. Tronically, this official name does not include the word Rojava, since the name
is centered on the Syrian polity rather than on Greater Kurdistan. So in Kurmanci, it
is Federaliya Demokratik a Bakiré Siriyé.

54. This territory is always included in official Syrian government maps, but
many logos produced by Arab and Turkmen opposition militias with patronage ties
to Ankara do not include it as part of Syria.

55. This is the Kurmanci language page for the Democratic Federation of Northern
Syria.

56. While not shown in these maps, before the loss of Afrin, senior officials report-
edly planned on asking the United States to support a trade corridor all the way from
Kurdish controlled territory to the Mediterranean Sea (Townsend 2017).

57. Salih Muslim, former head of the PYD said at the Flemish Parliament in
Brussels in 2014, “Drawing and dying for borders is a European illness from the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries” (Jongerden 2017: 246).

58. Ocalan, Democratic Confederalism; Ghassan Charbel, “Barzani li ‘al-Hayat’:
Kharaa’t Sykes-Picot mustana’a wa al-hudud al-jadida tursam bi’l-dam” [Barzani to
al-Hayat: Sykes-Picot borders are artificial, and the new borders are being drawn in
blood,” 2015, February, 6. http://www.alhayat.com/article/635223/.

59. In November 2018, the official news agency of Damascus announced that the
Syrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates had opened what it called a “con-
sular office” in Hasakah to serve the people of Hasakah, Raqqa, and Deir ez-Zor prov-
inces (SANA 2018). It is notable that this office operates under the auspices of the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates rather than the Ministry of the Interior.

60. In December 2018, the YPG General Command announced a withdrawal from
Manbij while inviting Syrian government forces to “assert control over” the areas
their forces had withdrawn from (YPG 2018).

61. According to Marcus (2007), however, there is some precedent in the 1990s
for Damascus allowing Syrian Kurds to be excused from mandatory military service
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in order to join the PKK’s guerilla forces in Qandil, Iraq. But the relationship between
Hafiz al-Asad and Ocalan was very different than that between Bashar al-Asad and
the PYD.

62. Donald Trump, “We Have Defeated ISIS in Syria, My Only Reason for Being
There During the Trump Presidency,” Twitter, 2018a, December 18, https://twitter
.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1075397797929775105; Donald Trump, “After His-
toric Victories Against ISIS, It’s Time to Bring Our Great Young People Home!”
Twitter, 2018b, December 18. https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/1075528
854402256896.

63. After receiving negative reactions to the apparently spontaneous decision
to withdraw American forces from Syria, especially given subsequent remarks by
Ankara concerning Turkey’s plans to “bury” Kurdish forces and take over the fight
against ISIS (Cunningham 2018), the Trump administration may be attempting to
walk back the decision (Talley 2018), or at least slow it down (Oprysko 2018).

64. Daniel Wilkofski and Khalid Fatah, “Northern Syria’s Anti-Islamic State
Coalition has an Arab Problem,” War on the Rocks, 2017, September 18. https://
warontherocks.com/2017/09/northern-syrias-anti-islamic-state-coalition-has-an-arab
-problem/.
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Chapter 5

Non-State Actors and Governance

Kurdish Autonomy in Syria
Massoud Sharifi Dryaz

One year after the beginning and the spread of anti-government protests in
Syria, about a thousand fighters with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (Partiya
Karkerén Kurdistané, PKK)-affiliated Democratic Union Party (PYD) left
their shelters in the Qandil Mountains to settle in the northeastern part of the
country. This group soon became the dominant force in the Kurdish areas
of Syria. Following the PKK’s new ideological and political orientation, the
ambition of these fighters, more than a mere military presence, centered on
creating a near utopian society in the middle of a region strongly shaken by
crises and conflicts. Seven years later, the party’s numbers have grown to
some 50,000 armed men and women. Since its victory against the Islamic
State (IS) in Kobane, it has continued to expand its territory in areas mainly
populated by Kurds and in some mixed territories as well, largely to the detri-
ment of Jihadist-Salafist groups.

The case of Syrian Kurdistan provides an interesting example of how a
guerrilla organization engages in a variety of governance activities includ-
ing security, education, health, justice, public service, and para-diplomacy in
areas in which state presence and authority have been undermined. Several
studies have shown that when states no longer exercise a monopoly on the
use of force or become themselves a source for threats and violence, citizens,
communities, and non-state actors attempt to ensure the maintenance of basic
security and public order. Sometimes, non-state actors have effective control
over a territory, engage in the state-building process, and establish a gover-
nance structure.! Currently, Kurdish organizations in Syria, with the PYD at
the forefront, are some of the most organized non-state actors on the Syrian
political scene. In the context of the territorial breakup of the central state, the
PYD managed to establish its own institutions, military, and security forces
in areas abandoned by the Syrian government. Since late 2013, the PYD has
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run an interim government in the territories under its control by dividing
them into three noncontiguous autonomous regions, with each having public
administration services, a police force, and a judicial system.

This chapter aims to explain the nature and evolution of the Kurdish ques-
tion in Syria and explores the development of Kurdish guerrilla organizations
governing a de facto state-like entity known as the “Rojava” (West Kurd-
istan), as the Syrian Kurds call their territories. The chapter is divided into
four parts. The first part gives a brief historical overview of the evolution of
the Kurdish issue in Syria, from the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire up
to the country’s civil war. The second part deals with the transformation of
the PYD, the most powerful Kurdish party in Syria, from a rebel group to a
central actor for the Kurdish movement in Syria. The theme of ideology and
the PYD’s relationship with the PKK is addressed in this part. The third part
of the chapter focuses on Rojava’s domestic structure and the security and
political measures developed and implemented by the PYD to ensure political
and military support for the various groups living in Rojava. The final part
addresses the formal policies, alliances, and diplomatic and military relations
of the Rojava administration at the international, regional, and national levels.

SYRIAN STATE AND THE KURDS: INVISIBLE PEOPLE

After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, part of the Kurdish popula-
tion found itself in Syria, a new country controlled by the French military
administration. However, even after the delineation of the border between
Turkey and Syria in 1921, the Kurdish question remained far from limited to
the newly drawn boundary. Kurdish political life in Syria remained closely
connected to the overall position of Kurdistan in other areas, especially
Turkey. Indeed, under the French Mandate, the new Kurdish enclaves that
were spread across several provinces constituted a geographical, social, and
political extension of Iraqi and Turkish Kurdistan. Van Bruinessen notes
that “the borders delineating Turkey, Syria and Iraq cut through tribal ter-
ritories. Many nomadic tribes had summer and winter pastures on opposite
sides of these borders.” However, “several Kurdish tribes continued to cross
and recross the border with Turkey,”” and Syrian Kurds remained in contact
with their relatives on the other side of the border, and they used their trans-
border networks for commercial trade and smuggling, an important source of
income in underdeveloped regions like Syrian Kurdistan.®* Moreover, many
Kurds had been forced to leave their native lands and come to Syria due to
Turkish persecution in the 1920s.* The efforts of those Kurds who had fled
Turkish Kurdistan and specially the Khoybun League were crucial for the
development of cross-border activities in Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, Iraq, Iran,
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and Europe.’ Borders remained a place of refuge for Kurds until the 1960s
when the frontier policies of the Ba’ath Party included the relocation of Kurd-
ish groups by creating an Arab cordon sanitaire along the border with Turkey
and Iraq.

Apart from some protests in 1937, Syrian Kurdistan remained relatively
calm during the mandatory period.® Most Syrian Kurds’ efforts were directed
toward Kurdish nationalist mobilization in Turkey. Syria became a land of
refuge for Kurdish opponents of the Kemalist regime.” Among these were
some dignitaries like Hadjo Agha, chief of the Heverkan and an active
participant of the Kurdish network against Mustafa Kamal,® and members
of Kurdish intelligentsia such as the founders of Khoybun organization, a
transnational Kurdish party founded in 1927 in Lebanon’® which was behind
a major uprising named the Ararat rebellion.

From the early beginnings of the Syrian state, its French patrons accepted
the fragmented nature of the country and created separate political units for
political and practical reasons. Consequently, the Kurds living in the multieth-
nic and multi-confessional structure of the newly formed Syrian state, under
the tolerance of the French mandate authorities (1920-1946), were able to
create associations and carry out numerous cultural activities.!® Of the vari-
ous organizations created to promote Kurdish culture, the most important was
Khoybun, which expanded its role and began to engage in an extensive range
of cultural activities and exercise decisive influence on Kurdish identity. It was
during this period that the bilingual (Kurdish-French) magazines like Hawar
(The Calling) and Roja Nii (The New Day) were published in Syria. Khoybun
was dissolved in 1946, the year Syria became politically independent.

At the early stages of independence there were clear tendencies toward
centralized military dictatorship rule. From 1948 until 1954, the country
witnessed multiple military coups. The second half of the twentieth century
was characterized by the consolidation of a nation-state system in Syria, like
other countries formerly a part of the Ottoman Empire. Not surprisingly,
the history of the state’s formation in this country resembles the story of a
traditional model of nation-building based on centralization and assimilation
policies. In Syria’s new national identity, especially after the proclamation
of the United Arab Republic between Egypt and Syria, the Kurds, the largest
ethnic minority, and a non-Arab one, were perceived as a major threat to the
state and the manifestation of their identity was interpreted as a serious attack
which would undermine the national unity, territorial integrity, and security
of “the Syrian Arab Republic.”

In the 1950s, Pan-Arab nationalism inspired by the Egyptian revolution of
1952 seemed to be increasingly attractive to Arab states. The call for national
rebirth and Arab unity culminated with the proclamation of the United Arab
Republic (UAR) in early 1958."" Ethnic and religious minorities in Syria
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began to face systematic persecution, stigmatization, and marginalization in
the economic, social, and political spheres. An outbreak of hostilities between
the Iraqi government and the Kurds in September 1960 revitalized suspicions
against Kurds and anti-Kurdish propaganda. Nasser’s UAR launched a cam-
paign of repression targeting leaders, members, and supporters of the Kurdis-
tan Democratic Party of Syria (KDP-S), founded in 1957. The party then split
into several rival groups.'” In 1962, after an exceptional census conducted
in al-Hassake province, 120,000 Kurds were stripped of Syrian citizenship
and left stateless.!* Once the Ba’ath Party gained control of Syria in 1963,
it continued to use Pan-Arab rhetoric and followed the policy of denial and
repression of its Kurdish people. The same year, Syria sent troops to Iraqi
Kurdistan to join Iraqi troops in suppressing a Kurdish uprising.

Once Hafiz al-Assad took control in November 1970, he continued to
implement the Syrian Arab Ba’ath Party policies of forced assimilation and
engineered demographic change. Coercive measures, beyond restrictions on
the use of the Kurdish language and cultural displays, were deployed by his
regime to remove the demographic dominance of the Kurdish population on
the northern and northeastern borders. To this end, the Arab Belt policy was
implemented in 1973 and a military cordon (fifteen kilometers wide and 375
kilometers long) was created along the Syrian borders with Turkey and Iraq
and Syrian Arabs were settled in new villages."* However, throughout the
late 1970s, al-Assad began to show signs of tolerance toward Kurds when
the government felt threatened by the intensification of the Muslim Brother-
hood’s anti-regime activities. '’

In the 1980s, splinter groups from the KDP-S began to organize a range
of cultural activities—folk dancing, concerts, poetic evenings, literary gath-
erings—and promoted cultural festivals and commemorative ceremonies
such as Newroz. In addition, Kurdish materials were developed, published
in neighboring countries such as Lebanon and distributed to the popula-
tion.'® Nevertheless, the government placed limits on pro-Kurdish activities
and the Kurds continued to face oppression and discrimination. The state of
emergency imposed in 1963 was still in effect; the number of Kurds stripped
of their citizenship increased and the prohibition on the use of the Kurdish
language, Kurdish names, and Kurdish cultural centers was maintained.'” On
several occasions, Syrian police severely repressed political and cultural pro-
tests. At least twenty Kurds were shot and killed during mass demonstrations
in March 1986.'8 Four years later, on March 28, 1990, a rally attended by 300
demonstrators who had been stripped of their citizenship rapidly degenerated
and dozens of protesters were detained.!’

One important point to highlight is the Syrian attitude toward the Kurd-
ish movement in other countries. Syrian aspirations of regional hegemony
led Damascus to harbor and support various organizations that targeted
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neighboring states. Apart from Palestinian and Iraqi organizations which
already had their offices in Damascus, some Kurdish parties such as the Patri-
otic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) officially came to light in Damascus in June
1975.%° Since the 1960s, Iraqi Kurds saw Syrian Kurdistan as a rear base and
a corridor ensuring access to the outside world. By supporting and encourag-
ing Kurdish and communist organizations, al-Assad sought to undermine the
Iraqi Ba’athist party which had become a potent rival since it took power in
July 1968. Furthermore, Turkish-Syrian relations had been marked by sev-
eral moments of tension for quite some time. Syria had still not accepted the
Turkish annexation of Alexandretta in 1939. This dispute, which frequently
resurfaced between the two countries,?' was accentuated by disagreements
over Syria’s rights concerning the distribution of water from the Euphrates
River.?? Taking advantage of this tension between the two countries, leftist
and Kurdish groups opposing Turkish authorities found precarious shelter in
Syria following the Turkish military coup of September 1980. The Syrian
regime, for its part, used the presence of these organizations in its tetritory as
an instrument of political pressure to acquire regional influence.

Beyond the limitations imposed by the government, the mostly flat region
occupied by Syrian Kurdish enclaves precluded the formation of a resistance
movement. In addition, territorial and political fragmentation always caused
difficulties to the Kurdish movement in Syria. Syrian Kurds were often
involved in supplying their compatriots in Iraq and Turkey, though in practice
the various and often fragmented Kurdish political parties in Syria have never
managed to establish and build a generalized movement capable of express-
ing political demands by the people of Syrian Kurdistan. The political parties
were generally involved in cultural and folk activities. When the situation
was more amenable, they sometimes took on the role of informal media-
tors between the state and Kurdish society. However, the situation began to
change at the start of this century.

Several factors combined to give a rebirth to the Kurdish question in Syria.
The cross-border involvement of Syrian Kurds through their engagement in
other Kurdish organizations, the end of the strategic alliance between the
PKK and the Syrian regime in 1998, a new atmosphere emerging after the
death of Hafiz al-Assad in 2000, the formation of state-controlled political
opposition, and the experience of the Kurdish autonomous zone in Iraq stimu-
lated the emergence of new conflict dynamics between the Kurdish commu-
nity and Damascus. The great impact of these transformations on the Kurdish
question in Syria became even clearer in the following years. Starting in
2001, Kurdish activists, most of them connected to the Yekiti Party, began to
organize various peaceful activities and demonstrations to celebrate Interna-
tional Human Rights Day (December 2002), to commemorate the census of
1962 (June 2003), and so on. The culminating point of these activities was the
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Kurdish uprising after a football match in March 2004 which led to violent
clashes between Kurds and police forces.”® According to Kurdish leaders, 40
people were killed and 2,000 were arrested.” The protest was also inspired
by the recognition of Kurdish autonomy in Iraq and resulted in an outpouring
of sympathy and solidarity from other Kurdish regions.”

FROM REBELLION TO THE
REAPPROPRIATION OF STATE POWER

Since the 2004 unrest in Kurdistan, political repression in the name of
national security intensified and scores of Kurdish activists and members
of political parties were harassed and given heavy prison sentences. Before
the onset of the 2011 Syrian uprising, about fifteen Kurdish parties were try-
ing—with varying success—to mobilize the Kurdish people. In general, these
parties often became problematic groups that divided rather than united Syr-
ian Kurds. There were disagreements between the most influential political
parties about their aims, ideology, and political agenda. As a result of these
divergent views, the Kurds had not formulated a coherent and common strat-
egy. Furthermore, the Syrian constitution did not provide a legal framework
for political participation capable of channeling Kurdish demands into legal
organizations. Consequently, all these organizations were technically con-
sidered to be illegal. Apart from certain periods when limited and controlled
political activities were permitted, state policy continued to center on coer-
cion, repression, and manipulation. Members of political organizations such
as the Yekiti, the Kurdish Future Movement, the Azadi, the KDP-S, and the
PYD were subject to systematic repression, including harassment, imprison-
ment, and heavy sentences on charges of “rioting,” “membership in an unli-
censed organization,” “weakening national sentiment,” or “inciting sectarian
conflict.”?® The government often arrested, referred to military courts, and
imprisoned activists identified with the PYD organization in particular, likely
due to its power to mobilize.

The PYD, which has arguably become the most influential organization in
Syrian Kurdish areas—especially after the uprising of 2011—was founded
when the PKK was in the process of organizational and ideological restruc-
turing. It is important to point out that the PYD’s ideology, structure, and
political agenda remained closely related to the PKK’s. Thus, its dynam-
ics and its overall strategy may be best understood through considering the
efforts of the Kurdish movement in Turkey, and particularly the PKK, for
over four decades.

Following a military coup d’état on September 12, 1980, the Turkish
Armed Forces, for the third time, took control of the country under the
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excuse of restoring law and order.?” Facing the militarization of Turkey, and
to escape arrest and the liquidation of their organization, PKK militants, like
many Kurdish and leftist organizations, escaped to Syria and then to Leba-
non, where they started to reorganize their activities to continue on the path
of armed struggle against the Turkish state.”® Damascus did not prevent these
newcomers from settling in the Helwe camp in the Bekaa Valley, a Lebanese
territory that was under Syrian military control at the time. The new situation
that PKK militants faced played a decisive role in the organization’s survival.
Four years later, benefiting from military training by Palestinian organiza-
tions and logistical and financial aid from the Syrian government,” PKK
militants entered a stage of sustained armed struggle that lasted for more than
three decades. Over the 1980s, the PKK began to widen its field of action,
created a new army, and expanded its area of influence. It was deployed con-
tinuously on the border region between Turkey, Syria, and Iraq, and even in
areas close to Iran. During the two decades following the PKK’s arrival in
Syria and Lebanon, authorities in Damascus tolerated the PKK’s training and
political activity on one hand, and “restricted the group’s freedom of move-
ment”* and operations on the other hand.

For more than a decade, the PKK sought the decolonization of Kurdistan
and the foundation of an independent country which would comprise Kurd-
ish territories colonized by four states. Since the 1990s, PKK leaders repeat-
edly reformulated the Kurdish question and their ideology has considerably
changed. In the context of negotiations with the Turkish government in the
early 1990s, there was a radical shift from the idea of independence to the idea
of autonomy. If a strong Kurdish state had been indispensable for building a
socialist society beforehand, it was now the contention that the creation of a
humanist society could be compromised by promoting the idea of the nation-
state. In the Fifth Congress, the communist hammer and sickle were removed
from the Party’s flag.?! While Soviet ideology was strongly criticized, the
reference to socialism remained the essential point.*? They claimed to put it
in a more humanized, more scientific, and always universal framework.

Alerted by the development of a recognized Kurdish authority in northern
Iraq in the 1990s, the Syrian and Turkish states began a process of rapproche-
ment with the intent of signing agreements on security issues, including
countering Kurdish measures. Following pressure by Turkey and its ulti-
matum in late 1998, Syria banned PKK political activity and threatened to
extradite Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of PKK, to Turkey.® A significant shift
in the organization’s discourse, structure, and even its name took place in the
aftermath of Ocalan’s arrest. The word imperialism completely disappeared
from group’s discourse. Cease-fire took the place of armed struggle; defense
replaced offense. The organization adopted a new political framework of
“Democratic Confederalism” in which the emphasis was placed on reducing
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the state’s power instead of overthrowing the state.** Instead of trying to cre-
ate a Kurdish state, the proposal consists of a new form of self-governance
that is organized and controlled by the people. Under the proposal, asso-
ciations, municipalities, and parallel institutional structures distinct from the
State’s should facilitate the work of running the alternative society. The end
goal of the project is to overcome the disadvantages that are inherent in the
nation-state and provide opportunities for various social, religious, and eth-
nic communities to participate in social life in the form of direct democracy.
Ocalan’s writings, explanations given by military chiefs, and proposals from
political leaders serve as guidelines to lead militants and sympathizers to
understanding that it is possible to transform power relations without neces-
sarily reversing the State or redrawing existing borders.

The salient characteristics of the alternative system proposed by Ocalan
are “self-organization,” “self-governance,” and “direct democracy,”* which
appear to be inspired by the contributions of Murray Bookchin, for whom
anarchism is the alternative to state and social hierarchy.*® However, the PKK
archetype of political power distinguishes itself from anarchism on a vital
front. In practice, the PKK does not call for the dissolution of the state or the
decline of state sovereignty. Instead, its efforts are directed toward establish-
ing a form of self-governance within the existing state apparatus. Thus, in this
formula, the state is simply reduced to its bureaucratic function by setting up
a revolutionary project under which the anti-system forces mobilize to reor-
ganize power at different levels—global, regional, national, and local—with
the ultimate goal of establishing a new system that Ocalan calls “democratic
modernity.”’

While this alternative has been interpreted by some as a sign of a PKK
renunciation of its separatist demands, for others it has become the manifesto
of a new political and social project. Faced with this new PKK strategy, the
Turkish State, which felt threatened by the creation of parallel structures,
resorted to judicial and police repression.

The PYD was founded on September 20, 2003, with the purpose of coor-
dinating a movement for the Kurds in Syria. Although it was just one orga-
nization among others in Syrian Kurdistan at first, it had access to significant
material and symbolic resources due to its links to the PKK. Other political
parties were suspicious of this group due to the PKK’s close relationship
with Syrian authorities in the past. They were skeptical about its radical ideas
and feared it would redirect Syrian Kurdish mobilization capabilities to other
parts of Kurdistan. In the past, Iraqi and Turkish Kurdish parties had con-
sidered Syrian Kurdistan as a recruitment and supply reserve and a strategic
rear base. In the absence of a strong Kurdish organization in Syria, the Syrian
Kurds traditionally had shown sympathy for Barzani’s Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP). With just a few hundred activists in the 1980s, the PKK was
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initially seen simply as a small group that evoked only curiosity, empathy, or
some limited assistance from Syrian Kurds. However, in the years following
the PKK’s entry into the region, the Syrian Kurds became one of the group’s
main sources for recruitment. There are no exact figures for the number of
Syrian PKK members, but there are estimates of between 5,000 and 10,000
Syrian Kurds® who joined the war against the Turkish army.

Shortly after its founding, the PYD opened its first head office in Qamishli.
At the same time, it broadened its activities beyond the Middle East and
opened offices in Austria, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden.*® In Syrian
Kurdistan, where more than fourteen Kurdish organizations were active, the
PYD progressively increased its activities. Its propaganda activities appeared
to upset Syrian authorities, who started to arrest, detain, torture, kidnap, and
kill pro-PYD activists beginning in 2004. Systematic persecution of Kurds,
killings, and harassment of civilians and PYD sympathizers by the govern-
ment increased popular support for the organization. As stated above, ani-
mosity between local inhabitants and the Syrian government was at its peak
in 2004. In an atmosphere of grassroots uprisings, the organization had the
opportunity to strengthen its networks among more politicized and radical
Kurds. The new recruits who joined the PKK after these events were clearly
more anti-Syrian than older members of the guerilla movement.

Some estimates suggest that in 2007, 20 percent of the PKK’s troops had
Syrian origins.*® The same year, Fehman Huseyn (Doctor Bahoz), a Syrian
Kurd, was appointed leader of the People’s Defense Forces (HPG, the PKK’s
military wing). Starting in 2007, the PYD began to gain more prominence
after organizing an increased number of demonstrations and public protests.
For example, they organized street protests in November and December 2007
against Turkish attacks on northern Iraq and in February 2008 to mark the
anniversary of the PKK leader’s capture. Dozens of leaders and members
of the group were incarcerated at each gathering. Over the course of 2009,
hundreds of its members were detained and some were sentenced to prison.
In 2011, 640 PYD members were held in Syrian jails.* According some
sources, they were “usually punished more severely than members of the
other parties.”*?

Like its sister organization, the PYD is characterized by a sophisticated and
multilevel structure, ideological motivation, and heterogeneous membership.
The party’s leaders claim that the PYD is an independent organization which
promotes, advocates, and defends Kurdish rights in Syria rather than seces-
sion and separatism. Of course, the nature of its connection with the PKK
has been a multifaceted, complex, and evolving one, especially after the PYD
established a political structure in 2012.** However, the PYD openly declares
that it adopts the ideological framework and symbolic leadership of Ocalan,
who is the honorable president of the Kurdistan Communities Union (Koma
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Civakén Kurdistan, KCK), an umbrella organization for the pro-PKK Kurd-
ish movement including parties (PYD, PCDK,* PJAK,* and PKK) and civil
society organizations in different countries.*

CONSTRUCTING NON-STATE GOVERNANCE

Three weeks after the beginning of unrest in Dara’a, antigovernment pro-
tests in Syria spread to the Kurdish cities of the northeast. On April 1, 2011,
nearly 2,000 demonstrators, coming from the main Kurdish cities of Amoude,
Hassake, and Qamishli, took part in a demonstration supporting their Arab
compatriots’ revolt to reform the Syrian regime. The event, well-attended
primarily by young people, was organized by a group of young Kurds who
denied involvement by Kurdish political parties.*’ During the following days
there were other protests and hundreds of Kurds demonstrated in Kurdish
towns chanting “Not Kurds, not Arabs, the Syrian people are one.”® A few
days after these events, to placate the Kurds and to prevent them from adding
fuel to the uprising, Bashar Al-Assad met with Kurdish tribes and local lead-
ers, released forty-eight Kurdish political prisoners,* and promised to give
citizenship to stateless Kurds.*® Two weeks later, as a new gesture of goodwill
and to create a fresh atmosphere of trust, the Damascus authorities turned a
blind eye to the return to Syria of Saleh Muslim, the PYD leader who had
fled to the Qandil Mountains after being detained on several occasions. Half
of detained PYD were released and the government began to show tolerance
toward the opening of a handful of cultural centers and Kurdish schools by
the PYD.3!

Kurdish protests reached a peak in October when one of the few Kurd-
ish politicians who supported the Syrian National Council (SNC), Mechaal
Tamo, was assassinated.” The Kurdish political parties were unsure and
divided over their relationship with the Syrian opposition and a future com-
mon strategy for Kurdistan. Due to their tendency to compete with each other
and with non-Kurdish opposition groups, Kurdish organizations were unable
or unwilling to transform this new wave of politics on Kurdish streets into
a united movement. By contrast, two of the main rival political groups were
actively involved in open internal conflict and competition, emphasizing their
ideological and strategic differences.

On one hand there was the Kurdistan National Council (KNC) formed by a
dozen parties under the patronage of Massoud Barzani, the aim of which was
to unite a common Syrian Kurdish opposition as well as to enhance his influ-
ence over Syrian Kurds. The various factions of this group differed in mobili-
zation capacity, repertoires, and ideology. Its paramilitary forces were trained
by the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) and they benefited from KDP
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political and financial support. The KNC developed close relationships with
Ankara and in its early stages achieved wider international legitimacy than
PYD. However, the KNC remained a fragmented coalition, restricted in geo-
graphic and social scale, and failed to establish a solid grassroots base. On the
other hand the PYD boasted stronger popular support, domestic legitimacy,
and presence in Kurdish-inhabited areas but lacked comparable levels of
international legitimacy and recognition.

Under Barzani’s supervision, the two main blocks of Kurdish opponents
finally announced an agreement and decided to form a common front called
the Supreme Kurdish Committee (SKC) in July 2012. The rapid rise of the IS
and its invasion of Kurdish areas in Iraq and Syria enabled a rapprochement
between Democratic Society Movement in Western Kurdistan (TEV-DEM)
and Kurdish National Council of Syria (KNCS) and mutual understanding
by both sides in October 2014.%* The subsequent course of events nonethe-
less showed that this modus vivendi agreement could not be carried out in a
context in which the two organizations were competing for the same base of
support and local resources. The political domination and military supremacy
of the PYD played a crucial role in this context, as it proved reluctant to share
power with its rivals.

After the withdrawal of the Syrian regime’s security forces in July 2012,
the PYD stepped in to replace them. The PYD worked to build a viable Kurd-
ish territory and set the political, financial, and administrative basis necessary
for it to survive, protect Kurdish-majority areas, provide essential services,
and ensure a new status for the Kurds in a post-war Syria. Syrian flags on
public buildings were replaced by those of the PYD. The authority of the
PYD replaced that of the regime. In the initial stages, patrol groups, border
checkpoints, and committees responsible for managing basic products, fuel,
and food supplies were introduced to manage these territories alongside an
army of volunteers—men and women alike—trained by the PYD.

It is important to highlight that the PYD’s political and military supremacy
did not develop naturally, but was created. Its political capacities for mass
mobilization and exerting territorial control are influenced by its preexist-
ing coercive, political, and administrative resources. In order to explain the
outcomes of PYD governance, it is essential to conceive of this party as an
administrative and coercive organization which seeks the legitimization of
its rule. In this sense, despite the PYD’s rejection of nation-state ideolo-
gies, the party seems to aspire to the same kind of power that states enjoy.
Currently, the PYD possesses distinctive capacities and is involved in three
major functions: administration, security, and legitimization. The first ensures
the efficient performance of its project by establishing a set of institutions
and agencies, new rules, civil service bureaucracy, elected representatives,
and even the founding a new social order. The second is concerned with
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maintaining territorial control using coercive institutions such as the police
and armed forces. The third involves the legitimization of its political and
military domination based on legal, rational, and charismatic authority.>*

ADMINISTRATION

With the decline of state apparatus, the PYD’s militias established themselves
as the new administrators. As a part of the idea of democratic autonomy
developed by the PKK’s leader, the political model of the PYD in Syrian
Kurdistan is formed around the idea of establishing a sort of self-adminis-
tration. The purpose of this project is to transform society. Consequently,
it requires a concrete action plan, coordination, and cooperation at different
levels as well as a strong mobilization of actors on the ground.

Administrating a vast Kurdish area through a guerilla organization would
have been much more difficult without community participation. Therefore,
the PYD aimed to use the potential of community-based solidarity associa-
tions to organize a bottom-up movement within Kurdish society and to con-
tribute to the processes of building autonomy in various areas. Traditional
relationships and structures like family, neighborhood, tribe, clan, and village
continue to occupy an important and established place in the reorganization
of collective life. As such, community is the key element of sociopolitical
reorganization initiated by the PYD. It is within communities where the sup-
ply of food and energy is managed. In theory, the commissions in each com-
munity supervise the administration of justice, the provision of public health,
security services, economic activities, production workshops, and agricultural
projects. The communities elect their delegates to form the district council.
Then, each town council is made up of representatives from the districts,
political parties, women, and youth groups.

Currently, PYD administration is governing areas controlled by Kurd-
ish forces In practice, the self-administered territories of Rojava (Afrin,
Kobane, and Ciziré€), represent a political entity that acts as a substitute for
the central government and is engaged in a variety of governance activities
including revenue collection, overall organization and management of educa-
tion systems, economic activities, security control, and restoring public ser-
vices. In November 2013, the creation of three autonomous cantons in Rojava
was officially declared. Since then, each canton has had its own adminis-
trative structure and assembly, various committees for social, economic,
cultural, and security affairs, and representatives with the regional executive
body. The governance structure in the Autonomous Regions, according to
Article 4 of the social contract adopted in January 2014, is composed of a
Legislative Assembly, Executive Councils, High Electoral Commission,
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Supreme Constitutional Court, and Municipal/Provincial Councils. Article
12 of the contract stipulates that “Autonomous Regions are an integral part
of Syria. It is a model for a future decentralized system of federal gover-
nance in Syria.”* By announcing “federalism is going to save the unity of a
whole Syria”¥ in March 2016, Kurdish officials declared a federal system,*
called “the Democratic Federation of Northern Syria” (DFNS)* in the three
Kurdish-controlled autonomous areas. This declaration faced fierce opposi-
tion from the Syrian government, Arab-led opposition, Turkey, and the Arab
league, which considered the new federal system illegal and saw it as a step
toward dismantling Syria.

While the PYD attempts to portray the feasibility of stateless democracy in
Rojava, it is often accused of monopolizing power. It is clear that most civil
and administrative entities are part of the PYD’s ideological apparatus, which
exercises a significant influence—directly or indirectly—on the actions and
decisions of civil and public organizations by providing regulations and
economic resources. Such involvement will surely play an important role in
developing the party’s domination and legitimacy.

SECURITY: JUSTICE, MILITARY, AND POLICE

After exercising control over Kurdish territory in Syria, the PYD has devel-
oped effective governance and established its own rules, laws, policies, and
institutions. The central tasks of these institutions are to manage the life of
the civilian population and to maintain security and protect people. Generally,
in the view of PYD activists and leadership, security symbolizes protection
from Islamic radicalism, ethnic conflict, state forces, crime, and male vio-
lence against women.

Security problems remain primary challenges for the PYD within the areas
they control. By seeking to become the region’s core defensive force charged
with protecting all constituent communities in northern Syria, the party
needs to show that it can guarantee basic security to residents in areas under
its control. There are a range of state-like institutions that provide security
and justice. First, there are judicial councils that function at various levels
(village, town, district, cantonal, and regional levels) which have general
responsibility for constructing a new justice system and ensuring that the
social contract in Rojava is applied. At the lowest level of this judicial system
are people’s courts that provide informal and traditional justice mechanisms
such as mediation and reconciliation for resolving civil and minor disputes.
People’s courts are made up of professionals as well as individuals without
professional legal training.®® In addition, women’s commissions are respon-
sible for cases involving violence against women. This judicial system suffers
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from several recurrent problems, in particular the lack of independence and
effectiveness, and the lack of institutional structures, qualified judicial actors
(judges, prosecutors, and lawyers) and resources, which have a serious
impact on its impartiality, transparency, and effectiveness.®!

The People’s Protection Units (YPG) are the second key institution estab-
lished by the PYD to provide security in Rojava. According to Article 15
in the Rojava social contract Charter, “the People’s Protection Units (YPG)
are the sole military force of the three cantons, with the mandate to protect
and defend the security of the Autonomous Regions and its peoples, against
both internal and external threats. The YPG act in accordance with the recog-
nized inherent right to self-defense.” With a troop strength estimated at sixty
thousand, the YPG is arguably one of the most organized non-state military
forces in Syria. Women comprise forty percent of military members, forming
the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ).®> There is also another armed group,
the International Freedom Battalion, estimated at 800 individuals, made up
mostly of leftist foreign fighters who fought with or are fighting alongside
Kurdish forces. The YPG has also used its resources to establish a network
of local militias, enabling civilians to flee to safety and preparing local people
to organize counterattacks. It encouraged the development of a self-defense
force and established military training camps and centers.

Another important institution for “maintaining law and order” in the civil
space is the Kurdish police, Assayisha Rojava® (security of Rojava), which is
the official security organization of the autonomous administration in Syrian
Kurdistan, formed in December 2012 within the context of the Syrian civil
war. As mentioned in Article 15 of the social contract, “the Assayish forces
are charged with civil policing functions in the Autonomous Regions.”** This
security and police force, affiliated with the PYD, has established a special
branch dedicated to women called “The Women’s Security Forces Center.”
The purpose of this force is to act on women’s issues including gender-based
violence, domestic violence, and women’s rights in society. The Assayish act
in coordination with military forces (YGP and YPJ), but their core activity
is ensuring security at checkpoints, preventing and detecting crime, regulat-
ing traffic, examining and trying to resolve cases, or sending offenders to
people’s courts or judicial councils.

Though the PYD claims to be committed to a bottom-up form of social
organization, the army and police have maintained a high degree of power
in controlled areas. In the context of political instability and violence, the
Kurdish military forces occupy a strategic role in the regulation of political,
social, and economic life. The militarization of society, coercing civilian
involvement, forced taxation and contributions from civilians, the intimida-
tion of political opponents, and an overlap between police and armed forces
are inevitable consequences of the PYD’s security discourse.®

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Non-State Actors and Governance 113

LEGITIMIZATION

From the beginning, in addition to the fact that it uses military force to under-
pin its system of domination, the PYD has made further attempts to legitimize
and legalize the authority of its administration. In other words, it explicitly
combines coercion and legitimacy. It should be recalled that, long before
the establishment of its military units, the PYD held elections for the future
“Council of Western Kurdistan” in October 2011. Composed of 300 repre-
sentatives, this new institution’s mandate was to politically and economically
manage the areas controlled by Kurds. At the same time, it started to organize
local elections to set up “citizens committees” in municipalities with a large
Kurdish population.®® Rojava has since held several local and federal elec-
tions. The PYD claims that its political power is recognized by the people and
that, as a neutral representative of divergent societal interests, it has the legal
right to define the new order and legitimately use force. The PYD alleges that
it rules on behalf of “people” who are contributing to the realization of a new
revolutionary transformation. However, they continue to face the dilemma of
how to reconcile the idea of direct democracy with revolutionary leadership.

The PYD also draws its legitimacy from being an actor that protects the
population from internal and external enemies. The core elements of this
legitimization process are simple: considering that Syrian Kurds are threat-
ened by the state, Syrian opposition, Turkey, and Jihadists; the PYD recalls
it has proved its effectiveness in combating a multitude of enemies. Since it
serves its people effectively and is recognized by them; therefore, the only
legitimate force that can protect Kurds is the PYD. During a war on various
fronts, the party reaffirmed its determination to extend its control beyond
Kurdish areas and to legitimize its use of violence. It was not a coincidence
that, shortly after the arrival of the PYD, its military and paramilitary forces
were suddenly strengthened by the entry of thousands of new recruits who
received not only military but also political and ideological training. It is,
of course, true that civilian participation was not always voluntary. By
implementing compulsory military service, the YPG has resorted to coercive
means, and occasionally violence, to recruit soldiers, maintain civilian sup-
port, and build its army.” Nonetheless, a sizable part of the Kurdish popula-
tion still believes in the legitimacy of YPG forces.

Involvement in the processes of symbolic production and identity construc-
tion is an essential component of the legitimization strategy used extensively
by the PYD. This creative manipulation of symbols and meaning clearly
shows the influence of the PKK.%® A simple glance at the images and words
produced by this organization in media and the public sphere provides
examples of the use of various historical, cultural, and political elements
such as Newroz, Kawe, Ocalan, martyrs, flags, images of Kurdish repression,
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slogans, and the like aimed at raising pro-PYD sympathy and identification.
Considerable resources and much work have been invested in developing
new codes. Given the ease with which symbols are shared and reproduced, a
close relationship has developed between Kurdish culture and this universe
of new references over time. Symbols, events, and heroes are introduced and
preserved in daily life. News about successful YPG/YPJ operations is circu-
lated on the streets, television, the internet, social media, and so on. In the
private and public sphere, Rojava fighters and martyrs are honored and com-
memorated, becoming the bearers of the nation’s truth and seeming to repre-
sent a powerful unifying force for many Kurds. Those who speak on behalf
of these emblems gain the credibility and legitimacy to shape, preserve, and
dominate the movement. Bourdieu has noted that the “symbolic systems”
are “tools for imposing or legitimizing domination.”® In the case of Syrian
Kurdistan, one might hypothesize that it is largely through symbolic develop-
ment that the PYD has succeeded in being recognized as the main actor for
the Kurdish cause in Syria, thus building the legitimacy of its domination.

Experience shows that the democratic claims of armed organizations very
often and very easily fail. Legitimized authority strengthens the PYD’s domi-
nation, which is accompanied by the realization of its particularistic interests.
Once established, the new rulers tend to accumulate power and use available
material and nonmartial resources to pursue their own interests. Therefore,
this monopolistic tendency increasingly displaces the pluralistic tendency
of the initial project. Consequently, the established notion of radical democ-
racy is challenged by increasing pressure from the people excluded from the
system and a deep rift has grown between pro-PYD and other forces which
increasingly creates a legitimization deficit for parts of the population. There
have been numerous episodes in which tensions have escalated into violence
against rival parties.”” Among the most severe were the mass protests in
Amoude in June 2013 which questioned the legitimacy of the PYD’s author-
ity and resulted in one dead and four injured.”" Similar events also occurred
in March 2017 when tensions increased between KNC and PYD supporters
in Qamishli and Amoude.

DIPLOMACY AND WAR IN ROJAVA

The Kurdish question definitely has a robust regional and, more recently,
transnational dimension. Pro-Kurdish activities that transcend national bor-
ders question the legitimacy of political borders and are considered a threat
to the territorial integrity and sovereignty of states in the region; conse-
quently, they are regarded as illegitimate by the current international system.
This does not, however, prevent Kurdish organizations from adding a new
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dimension to regional politics by being involved in interstate conflicts and
acquiring crucial resources and opportunities to ensure their development
and survival. This situation becomes more complicated when both “state and
non-state actors are fragmented.””” With the involvement of several states
and Kurdish organizations with opposing or diverging interests, the Kurdish
question has become an increasingly important instrument of foreign policy
through which different actors seek to pressure their rivals. As explained ear-
lier, Syria, for a long time, attempted to construct a non-official alliance with
the PKK in an attempt to contain Turkey’s ambitions. The alliance offered the
PKK a useful opportunity to ensure its continuity and become a key player
in the Middle East.

The Syrian crisis has triggered a new alliance system in the region. The
alliance of Syria, Russia, Iraq, Hezbollah, and Iran was pitted against the anti-
Assad forces—Syrian opposition groups, Turkey, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and
Western countries. The strengthening of anti-Western jihadi groups in Iraq
and Syria has added another major element to the mix. In the initial stages,
Kurdish groups remained divided on what action to take. The PYD favored
a policy of neutrality, or a “third way,” and continued to be suspicious of the
SNC, a coalition of predominantly Arab opposition groups, founded in Istan-
bul, which remained unresponsive to Kurdish demands. Other Kurdish parties
rallied under the KNC which, in contrast, wished to use the Syrian crisis as an
opportunity to negotiate the future Kurdish status in post-conflict Syria and
chose to associate themselves with the Syrian opposition bloc. In September
2011, during a conference at the Swedish parliament building, about 50 Kurd-
ish activists declared that “the removal of Assad and his ruling Ba’ath Party
could allow for a new political system that devolves power to the provinces,
free of racist and extremist ideology.””® Some delegates speaking for Syria’s
Kurds attended the “National Salvation Congress,” a Syrian opposition meet-
ing held in July 2016 in Istanbul. Due to a lack of a common ground with the
fragmented Syrian opposition about the Kurdish place in a post-Assad order,
the Kurdish factions withdrew from the meeting.

The PYD’s territorial control of Rojava added a significant new dimension
to Kurdish strategies and alliances. It should be noted that in the absence of
a well-defined territory in Syrian Kurdistan, the strategy of Kurdish forces
“was not the simple fall of the Ba’athist regime but the implementation of
its political project that goes through the territorial control of Kurdistan.””*
Most criticize the PYD by accusing it of collaborating with the government
of Bashar al-Assad. However, it is important to avoid the idea of a PYD-
Syrian relationship as either entirely conflictful or entirely cooperative.
Rather, it is an arena of both conflict and cooperation in a context marked by
constant tensions, conflict, and war. The PYD sought to consolidate its gains
by adopting a policy of moderate opposition to the Damascus authorities,
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which sometimes translated to compromise and concessions. Some examples
include the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Kurdish areas in mid-2012,
the YPG decision to let the Syrian regime take over towns south of al-Bab
in March 2017, and the participation of Syrian forces loyal to Bashar al-
Assad in resisting Turkey’s invasion of Afrin canton in February 2018.7
At the same time, there is obviously a certain amount of tension which can
quickly lead to violence and open warfare. According to pro-PYD sources,
“376 Syrian regime forces soldiers . . . were killed in clashes with YPG” in
2013.7" In the following years, several violent clashes were reported between
the Syrian regime’s army and PYD forces in April 2016,”® August 2016,” and
September 2018.%°

As soon as PYD governance began, the new leadership relied substantially
on traditional actors such as tribes, clergy, and religious and ethnic minori-
ties to govern civilian populations. Many traditional leaders and actors, out
of fear or opportunism, had joined local Kurdish party organizations because
they realized that the only way to protect themselves in their areas of influ-
ence against the violence perpetrated by opposition groups in Iraq and Syria
was to form a strategic alliance with the PYD. Three years later, to build a
Kurdish-Arab alliance capable of reversing the advances made by IS, the cre-
ation of the “Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)” was announced by the YPG
in October 2015. This new military organization comprises several Syrian
rebel groups including the Syrian Military Council, tribal-based Arab groups,
and Kurds. In its early stages, the YPG largely dominated the coalition by
constituting more than 90 percent of the approximately 25,000 SDF fighters.
Two years later, in March 2017, General Stephen J. Townsend, the coalition’s
military leader, asserted that the YPG represented 40 percent of SDF troops,
compared to 60 percent for Arab groups.®! This coalition has quickly become
a first line, indispensable force in the fight against the IS, with Washington’s
assistance.

The PYD has proven itself an indispensable ally for Western countries
since 2014. Two significant events have had an impact on a closer Kurdish
relationship with the West. The first was the crucial role played by the YPG
and YPJ in rescuing tens of thousands of Yazidis trapped on Mount Sinjar
as they tried to escape from the IS onslaught. The second key event was the
defense of Kobane which helped give Kurds legitimacy as a reliable partner
in the ongoing battle against religious extremism. Kobane, which had become
the main point of confrontation between the IS and the international coalition,
was liberated after more than four months of fierce fighting at the end of Janu-
ary 2015 by Kurdish forces. During the siege of Kobane, the YPG was aided
by 150 Iraqi Kurdish Peshmergas and hundreds of airstrikes by the interna-
tional coalition. This represented a severe defeat®? for the IS and an important
symbolic victory for the PYD. Kurdish readiness to deploy their armed forces
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in pursuit of Salafist groups led to the formation of military partnerships with
the United States and its allies in Syria. To some, the values held by Kobane
fighters—such as “secularism,” “democracy,” and “equality between men
and women”—embody Western ideals and values,® while others simply
consider the YPG and YPJ as efficient and professional ground forces in the
military campaign against the IS.

Subsequently, American ties with the PYD have strengthened—to Tur-
key’s displeasure. At the same time, Kurdish forces were collaborating with
Russians on the ground. PYD delegations have begun meeting with Western
officials in Washington and European capitals as well. The copresident of
the party, Asya Abdellah, and the commander of the YPJ, Nassrin Abdalla,
were received in February 2015 at the Elysée Palace by the French President.
U.S. State Department spokesman John Kirby publicly declared in February
2016 that the United States did not “recognize the PYD as a terrorist organi-
zation.”® The U.S.-led coalition against the IS already counts two thousand
soldiers in Syria,% where they are the principal suppliers of training, weap-
ons, and ammunition for the SDF.* This American—Kurdish alignment of
interests has not, however, prevented Kurds from seeking support from the
Kremlin, who saw a low point in their relationship with Ankara after a Turk-
ish fighter jet downed a Russian bomber in November 2015. A few months
later, Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov insisted on the important role
of the PYD in a political settlement in Syria and called for the inclusion of
Kurdish representatives in Syrian Talks.’” All these political and military
achievements did not appear sufficient to allow Syrian Kurds to be deemed
a legitimate partner in peace talks, however. In the end, following pressure
by Turkey and similar to previous instances, the PYD has been left out of
Geneva III and ensuing negotiations.

In fact, Turkey remains the greatest obstacle to PYD gains and acceptance
in the international community. Continued Kurdish dominance in northern
Syria and their ongoing influence in the region were a source of concern to the
Turkish state, which tried to counter the PYD through political, diplomatic,
and military means. Contrary to Turkish expectations, Assad’s regime has
remained determined to ensure its survival and Turkey-backed Syrian rebels
are becoming increasingly fragmented. In turn, the PYD’s status, due to its
military achievements, rose dramatically during these years both internation-
ally and in Kurdistan. The first attempt by Ankara to undermine the PYD’s
authority by supporting pro-Barzani parties was unsuccessful. For their part,
Syrian Kurds have been aware of the importance of Turkey for their survival
and the difficulties it could cause them. In the process of reassuring the
Turkish government, following the so-called Turkish-Kurdish peace process,
the PYD began to negotiate with Turkey. Salih Muslim met with Turkish
officials®® and assisted Turkish troops in Syria to relocate the remains of
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Suleyman Shah, the grandfather of the Ottoman Empire’s founder, Osman 1.%
But these measures were not enough to reassure Ankara, which was alarmed
by the Kurdish advance in Syria, the new self-declared autonomous Rojava,
and their positive international image.

In the face of these developments, Turkey’s first response was to destabi-
lize Rojava by aiding Jihadist groups® like Jabhat al-Nusra and the IS,’! and
denouncing the legitimacy of the PYD by portraying it as a terrorist organi-
zation and equating it with the IS.%> Rather than turning against the Rojava
authority, Washington continued its partnership with the Kurds, enabling
them to regroup for a counteroffensive against the IS. Soon after the YPG
and their allies retook Manbij, Turkey initiated the Euphrates Shield Opera-
tion®® in August 2016, fearing the Kurds would consolidate their control over
the area west of the Euphrates River. Nearly two years later, in March 2018,
Turkish armed forces supported by Arab and Turkman militias entered the
city of Afrin and have occupied it since.

CONCLUSION: FEASIBILITY AND CHALLENGES

Today, Rojava is a political entity whose leadership has established public
institutions and sees its social and political project as an alternative to the
current conflict in Syria. As the dominant party, the PYD has managed to
maintain effective military capability, provide a certain level of security
and basic services to the population living in the territories under its rule,
attract the loyalty and participation of the Kurdish population, and construct
its domestic legitimacy. Rojava authorities are trying to build their new in
a region rocked by a series of internal crises and external intervention. The
political situation remains dynamic and unstable; alliances and agreements
between various players are made and broken regularly. During this period
of extreme political instability, and following their military victories, Kurd-
ish forces are trying to consolidate their conquests. In this process, their
anti-system project has guided political and social organization in con-
quered territories. Attacks by the IS were a shock to the newly established
Kurdish administration, and they certainly damaged it, but they failed to
destroy it.

Apart from this climate of widespread violence, Syrian Kurds currently
face two daunting challenges which must be overcome to achieve their
anti-system project. The first comes from their own ruling party. Obviously,
though not the only group, the party with the greatest popular support in
Rojava is the PYD. Although other Kurdish organizations have never seri-
ously threatened PYD political dominance, they often criticize its authoritar-
ian tendencies and oppressive policies. By taking advantage of the PKK’s
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symbolic and ideological capability the PYD is staking its claim to be the
true standard bearer of Rojava’s sociopolitical project. This quasi-utopian
intention to radically transform the current order risks being confined to the
PYD’s desire to preserve its authority and dominance—to the detriment of
political pluralism.

The second challenge is the lack of legal recognition and international
legitimacy. In most cases, Kurdish national liberation movements have relied
on moral claims of legitimacy, based on their right to self-determination or
state violence. However, Rojava has moved to using the discourse of practi-
cal legitimacy,’ which is based on its ability to survive as well as its success
in carrying out combat against jihadist groups. Despite its efforts to prove
its readiness to fully cooperate with the international community to restore
stability, security, and a democratic system, the PYD has been unable to fully
establish Rojava’s political legitimacy in the international arena. In fact, as
non-state actors, Syrian Kurds continue to be considered a threat to state ter-
ritorial integrity and a source of regional instability. It would be difficult to
imagine Rojava’s continuity in the long term without real political pluralism
and international legal recognition and acceptance.
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Chapter 6

Continuity and Change
in Syrian Kurdistan

The Rojava Revolution and Beyond

Ozum Yesiltas

Until the Qamishli revolt of 2004, the Kurdish question in Syria was over-
looked both by the academic and policy communities while attention has
been lavished mainly on the Kurds of Turkey and Iraq, and more modestly on
the Kurds of Iran. This is often explained by the fact that the Kurds of Syria
are less in number than those of Turkey, Iran, and Iraq, and more geographi-
cally dispersed, which accounts for their weaker mobilization in challenging
the government in demand of their rights.! While the Kurdish cause gained
greater visibility in Syria following the events of Qamishli, the Kurds saw
their first real opportunity for change when Syria joined the wave of uprisings
sweeping across the Middle East and North Africa in 2011. For the first time,
the Kurdish parties took up arms, albeit not exclusively against the regime,
to achieve their political aims. More importantly, in November 2013, the
Kurdish parties proclaimed the Transitional Administration of Rojava which
created a de facto autonomous region composed of three self-governing can-
tons in northern Syria.? The Rojava revolution represents a new chapter in the
Kurdish struggle for self-determination in that it is built upon institutions of
self-government established within a territorially demarcated area protected
by organized military forces and foreign alliances.

From the horrors of the Syrian civil war, Rojava and the Islamic State of Iraq
and Syria (ISIS) Caliphate emerged as two visions of state-building that are
antagonistic to each other. While ISIS is patriarchal, Rojava is feminist; ISIS is
based on a fundamentalist interpretation of Islamic law, Rojava is secular; ISIS
is sectarian, Rojava aspires to embrace and promote diversity. Although the
expansionist aims of ISIS posed a direct challenge to Syrian Kurds’ political
aspirations, over the course of the war against ISIS, the previously forgotten
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Kurds of Syria emerged as attractive local allies for global powers including
the United States and partially Russia. These new proxy relationships played a
significant role in providing Syrian Kurds with necessary military and financial
resources to advance their domestic political agendas.

Geographically, Rojava exists in a hostile neighborhood. In Syria, in stark
contrast to Iraq, the U.S. coordination with the Kurds in the fight against ISIS
has been greatly complicated by Turkish objections.’ The relations between
Ankara and the Democratic Union Party (PYD), which is the dominant Kurd-
ish actor in Syria, has been fraught with tensions since the early days of the
uprising. Animosity between the two is rooted in the PYD’s ties with the
Turkey-based Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a Kurdish militant group
that has fought Turkey since the early 1980s and is designated as a terrorist
organization by both Turkey and the United States. Tensions between Ankara
and the PYD escalated to a military confrontation in the Kurdish enclave of
Afrin in January 2018. Proving the fragility of Kurdish gains in Syria, and to
the detriment of the Rojava project, the Turkish incursion into Afrin did not
meet any tangible resistance from either the United States or Russia, the two
super powers that control Syria’s airspace.

On the domestic front, mutual distrust between the Kurds and the Arab
opposition proved an enduring phenomenon. Although the aftermath of the
Qamishli revolt led to a limited Kurd-Arab rapprochement, the fragile détente
soon fell victim to mutual suspicions due to striking differences between the
opinions of Kurds and Arabs regarding issues of political transformation in
Syria and the solution to the Kurdish problem. In the wake of the Syrian
uprising, despite the common discontent with the regime, Kurds and Arabs
remained wary about joining forces as the secular democratic vision of the
Kurdish movement continued to clash with the opposition’s predominantly
Arab nationalist and Islamist ideology.

The purpose of this chapter is to shed light on the dynamics of continuity
and change in Syrian Kurdistan in the context of the still-unfolding Syrian
crisis. The chapter first provides a brief historical overview of the trajec-
tory of Kurdish nationalism in Syria, then focuses on a number of themes to
address continuity and change in Syrian Kurdistan: the social and political
transformation transpiring in Rojava, the foreign relations of Syrian Kurdish
parties, and the complex trilateral relationship between the Kurds, the Assad
regime, and the Arab opposition.

BACKGROUND

The Kurds constitute the largest ethnic minority in Syria, making up almost
10 percent of the population.* Syrian-Arab official discrimination against
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the Kurds, which became prominent after Syria gained independence from
France in 1946, was the major impetus behind the rise of Kurdish nationalist
activity in Syria. The struggle for Syrian independence was primarily fought
not in terms of a Syrian nationalist discourse, but as one of Arab nationalism,
which established pan-Arabism as the official ideology of the new state.’
Anti-Kurdish sentiment increased after the union between Syria and Egypt
in 1958. The newly created United Arab Republic (UAR) adopted a fiercely
Arab nationalist rhetoric, which intensified anti-Kurdish propaganda and a
campaign of arrest and detention against Kurdish political activists. In the
provisional constitution drafted after the collapse of the UAR in 1961, Syria
was formally described as the “Syrian Arab Republic.” This was followed
by an extraordinary census in 1962 in al-Hasaka province, which arbitrarily
stripped 120,000-150,000 Kurds of Syrian citizenship, leaving them without
basic civil rights.® The census allowed Syrian Kurds to pitch deeply into the
discourse of victimhood, which continued to define Kurdish nationalism in
Syria over the subsequent decades under the Ba’ath rule.

The Syrian Ba’athists, which came to power in 1963, started a relentless
Arabization campaign in Kurdish-inhabited areas of Syria and increased coer-
cion on the cultural, economic, and political life of the Kurds. After Hafiz Al-
Assad came to power in 1970, the regime adopted a more pragmatic approach
by pursuing a policy of cooptation toward Kurdish groups both within and
outside of Syria. In Syria, Kurds were encouraged to participate in the Ba’ath
system and offered positions in the military and the parliament on the condi-
tion they would not embrace any consciousness regarding Kurdish identity.
Outside the borders of Syria, the regime provided Kurdish groups, fighting
against the Turkish and Iraqi governments, with relative freedom of action in
Syria from the 1970s to the late 1990s, as part of its strategy to displace its
Kurdish problem to neighboring countries.

Two conflicting consequences came out of the regime’s cooptation policy.
On the one hand, Damascus’ support for the Kurds of Turkey and Iraq was
available only on the condition that they would avoid any attempt to mobilize
Syrian Kurds against Hafiz Al-Assad’s regime. Thus, the freedom of action
that the Turkish and Iraqi Kurds enjoyed in Syria came at the expense of
the development of a coherent Syrian Kurdish movement, a position that fit
nicely with Assad’s desire to channel Syrian Kurdish nationalist discontent
toward Turkey and Iraq. On the other hand, Assad’s policy led to the unin-
tended consequence of strengthened Kurdish identity in Syria. Syrian Kurds
pragmatically kept quiet and avoided challenging the regime during the 1980s
and the 1990s. Yet, they served heavily in the armed struggles of Turkish
and Iraqi Kurds, mainly in Mulla Mustafa Barzani’s insurgency in Iraq in
1961-1975 and in the PKK’s struggle in Turkey from the early 1980s to the
present. Joining the better-organized and stronger Kurdish groups of Iraq
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and Turkey helped Syrian Kurds remain politically mobilized and maintain
a certain level of organizational capacity. This situation laid the foundations
for the Kurdish movement in Syria to eventually break away from the game
of conformity in the early 2000s and challenge the Arabist ideology of the
regime through greater visibility.

Following Hafiz Al-Assad’s death and Bashar Al-Assad’s takeover in
2000, a period of intense political and intellectual debate, known as “Damas-
cus Spring,” started to take place in Syria and raised hopes for a democratic
change. This brief political opening contributed to the consolidation of the
status of the Kurdish element in the opposition movement as Kurdish parties
and activists actively participated in the Damascus Spring and made contacts
with the Syrian opposition. Although the democratization drive came to a
rapid halt in February 2001, Kurdish political action in Syria in the form of
demonstrations and protests increased dramatically in both frequency and
scale between 2002 and 2004. The fact that the return of suppression after
the Damascus Spring was followed by a constant cycle of Kurdish protests
clearly indicated greater visibility and a new level of confidence among the
Kurds in Syria.

If the period between 2002 and 2004 demonstrated the Kurdish move-
ment’s potential to become a crucial part of Syrian opposition, the Qamishli
revolt represented the transformation of this potential into a substantial politi-
cal force. On March 12, 2004, the protest movement of the previous two years
took a different turn after unrest at a soccer match in al-Qamishli resulted in
six dead, all Kurds.” The outrage over the death of six Kurds quickly cul-
minated in a series of Kurdish nationalist rallies and demonstrations which
represented a genuinely popular expression of discontent and increased con-
fidence in the public expression of Kurdish identity.

On the international front, the Qamishli revolt gave rise to a previously
unknown degree of solidarity not only among the Kurds of Syria, but also
with the Kurds of Iraq and Turkey. Traditionally, it had been Syrian Kurds
who were engaged in the national movements of Kurds in neighboring coun-
tries. During March 2004, countless Iraqi and Turkish Kurds in the European
diaspora, including Diyarbakir (Turkey), Erbil, Dohuk, and Sulaymaniyah
(Iraq), demonstrated to show solidarity with Syrian Kurds.® The events of
Qamishli not only reaffirmed Kurdish identity as a transnational phenome-
non, but also legitimized the autonomous character of the Kurdish movement
in Syria and reinforced the sense of “Syrian Kurdishness.”

On the domestic front, the size of the Qamishli revolt forced Arab activ-
ists to recognize that the Kurds constitute a political force in Syria that could
no longer be ignored. Opposition groups issued a statement of unity and
democratic change known as the Damascus Declaration in October 2005,
which marked the first official recognition of Kurdish grievances in Syria.
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Ironically, however, the growing Arab-Kurdish cooperation crystallized the
striking differences between Kurdish and Arab opposition groups’ vision of
a democratic Syria. Having identified themselves as secularist parties charac-
terized mainly by a tendency toward Marxist and socialist discourse, Kurdish
parties in Syria never embraced the Islamic doctrine, which always put them
at odds with the Arabist-Islamist movement. Despite their strong distrust
of the Ba’ath regime, for the majority of Syrian Kurds, Bashar Al-Assad’s
secular dictatorship was a more preferable enemy than a regime dominated by
the Muslim Brotherhood, the most powerful Sunni-based Islamic opposition
group in Syria.

After the events of Qamishli, as Kurdish nationalism proved a potent force
in the Syrian political scene; managing the Kurdish question became largely
contingent on the capacity of both the regime and the opposition to meet
the economic, political, and cultural demands of the Kurds. The complex
relationships among the Kurds, the Assad regime, and the Syrian opposition
transitioned into a new chapter following the spread of the Arab uprisings
to Syria in 2011. The Kurdish movement, once again, emerged as a crucial
player whose political leverage became critically important in tipping the
scales of the emerging political instability.

THE REVOLUTION IN ROJAVA

As the Syrian civil war entered its ninth year in March 2019, Syrian Kurds
have made advances toward achieving their political goals in a manner
unimaginable before the uprising: this includes control over large swathes of
land in northern and eastern Syria, called Rojava by most of the Kurds; an
ongoing military partnership with the United States in the fight against ISIS;
and a de facto autonomous status that is subscribed not only by the Kurds, but
also by other ethnic and religious minorities in the country.

What is revolutionary about Rojava is that it gave rise to significant
changes in the traditional social, political, and institutional order in Syrian
Kurdistan with important implications for the entirety of Syria. Politically,
since 2012, Kurdish parties have not only controlled parts of northern Syria,
but also gradually established a functioning self-governing structure in a ter-
ritorially demarcated area, which is unprecedented in the history of Syrian
Kurdish political organizations. For Syria, the emergence of Rojava as an
autonomous entity points to a shift in the location of sovereignty which is
no longer concentrated exclusively in Damascus. Institutionally, Rojava is
composed of three self-governing cantons: Afrin in the west,” and Jazirah
and Kobane in the east. The governance of the cantons is based on a sys-
tem of direct democracy in which the decision-making is vested in a series
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communes, councils, and commissions. The institutional structure in Rojava
not only represents a major change in Kurdish political organization beyond
conventional parties, but also constitutes an alternative to both the regime’s
secular authoritarianism and the opposition’s sectarian Islamism. Socially,
Rojava’s aim is a fundamental transformation of social relations and democ-
ratization of society, with equality for women and minorities, and a separa-
tion of religion and state. The broader implication of this goal is a demand
for a reconfiguration of state and state-society relations in Syria, based on a
pluralist democracy and recognition of the rights of all ethnic and religious
minorities.

Until the 1990s, there was no specific articulation of Kurdish political
demands in Syria around the discourse of political decentralization. In the
1950s, the Kurdish Democratic Party of Syria (KDPS), the first popular Syr-
ian Kurdish national party, asked for democracy in Syria and for the Kurds
to be recognized as a distinct ethnic group.'® During the 1970s and the 1980s,
Syrian Kurdish ethnic consciousness and militancy was expressed mostly
through membership in the Iraqi Kurdish parties and the PKK which dimin-
ished the space available for the expression of Kurdish grievances in the Syr-
ian context. Only in the 1990s did Kurdish activism and outspokenness begin
to increase and generate a more diverse party landscape that prioritized attain-
ing certain goals within Syria. The Yekiti Party, which was established in
1992, incorporated territorial demands, referencing a “Syrian Kurdistan,” into
its party program in 1999." Likewise, the PYD, which was founded by the
sympathizers of the PKK in Syria in 2003, emphasized in its party program
the importance of decentralization of power as the guarantee of democracy
and peaceful coexistence in Syria. Other influential parties, such as the Azadi
and the Future Movement also mentioned “self-administration” in the Kurd-
ish majority areas of Syria as a goal that would allow the Kurds to manage
their own legislative, administrative, and judicial matters.'?

The demise of state authority in Syria in 2011 created an unprecedented
opportunity for Syrian Kurds to advance their aspirations for self-rule.'* Out
of the power vacuum, the PYD, and its military wing, People’s Protection
Units (YPG), emerged as the most influential Kurdish force in Syrian Kurd-
istan. In July 2012, following Bashar Al-Assad’s decision to loosen his grip
on the Kurdish regions to tighten it on Sunni Arab rebels, the PYD effec-
tively took control of several Kurdish cities in northern Syria. This process
culminated in the proclamation of the Transitional Administration of Rojava
as a self-governing entity in January 2014. The three cantons, Afrin, Jazirah,
and Kobane, declared their autonomy and the Charter of the Social Contract
was approved as the Constitution of the Rojava. This formalized the relations
between the cantons and the people of the autonomous regions based on prin-
ciples of decentralization and pluralism.'

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Continuity and Change in Syrian Kurdistan 135

In 2015, the YPG victory against the Islamic State in the Kurdish city of
Kobane not only consolidated the autonomous status of Rojava, but also
marked the beginning of United States-Kurdish military alliance. Driven
by the expansion of territories captured from the Islamic State, the Kurds
embarked on building a wider and more comprehensive system of gover-
nance. On March 17, 2016, the Democratic Federation of Northern Syria-
Rojava was declared at a conference in the Syrian city of Rmelan. According
to the revised Social Contract of the Federation of Northern Syria, the Federa-
tion’s system of governance was structured around the doctrine of democratic
confederalism. The conceptual framework for democratic confederalism was
originally developed by Abdullah Ocalan, the jailed leader of the PKK, in
the early 2000s. When ISIS was flushed out of Rojava, concurrent with the
collapse of central state authority, relative peace emerged in the area for the
first time and provided the Kurds with the opportunity to put Ocalan’s ideas
into practice.

Democratic confederalism is a system of bottom-up government which
seeks to achieve a society that administers itself through small, self-govern-
ing, decentralized units."® Operating at a municipal level, people manage their
own affairs by actively participating in local councils and propose and act
upon legislation themselves rather than delegating power to political repre-
sentatives.!® Aimed primarily at the empowerment of local communities, this
model of direct democracy reorganizes the political and institutional land-
scape in Syrian Kurdistan based upon a confederation of people’s assemblies.

Socially, ethnic and religious plurality and gender equality constitute the
two major pillars of the Rojava model. The self-management of society ren-
ders the centralized regime and the nation-state superfluous in Rojava, where
care is taken to ensure equal representation of all ethnic and religious com-
munities—Christians, Yezidis, Arabs, Turkmens, Chechens, Armenians—in
local councils and assemblies. According to the Social Contract, all councils
have a 40 percent quota for women, and separate women-only committees
deal with matters of particular concern to women such as forced marriages,
honor killings, domestic violence, and discrimination.!” Besides their pres-
ence in all parts of decision-making, women also assume a key role in
security and military matters. An estimated 35 percent of YPG’s forces are
women who have been playing an active role in the fight against jihadist
groups in Syria including the Islamic State and Jabhat al-Nusra, the Syrian
branch of Al-Qaeda.'® In addition, in 2012, women from the YPG established
an all-female brigade, the Women’s Protection Units (YPJ), which conducts
independent operations.

The Social Contract assigns no leadership role to the Kurds in the admin-
istration of Rojava, but instead emphasizes the ethnically and religiously
diverse character of society. Kurdish, Arabic, and Syriac are designated as
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the three official languages of the cantons. In December 2016, in accordance
with the supranational claim of the autonomous areas, the name “Rojava”
was dropped from the name of the administration. Despite the political and
military dominance of the PYD/YPG, the updated December 2016 Constitu-
tion designated the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) as its official defense
force. The SDF, which was founded in October 2015, is an alliance of pre-
dominantly Kurdish, but also Arab, Turkmen, and Assyrian/Syriac militias
that allows different ethnic and religious groups living under the Federation’s
jurisdiction to form their own defense units. As Kurdish forces expand into
Arab provinces, the SDF not only seeks to fulfill Rojava’s promise of diver-
sity, but also reflects pragmatic considerations such as ensuring support from
non-Kurdish groups. The SDF is also vital to securing continued military
assistance from the United States who needs to ease Turkish objections to
direct U.S. military support to the YPG.

Sinam Mohamad who is the representative of the Syrian Democratic Coun-
cil, the political wing of the SDF, in Washington, DC, explains the evolution
of the political and military structure of Rojava as follows:

Northern Syria is diverse, Kurds, Arabs, Muslims, Christians, Sunni, Yezidi.
In the beginning, we built Rojava as a Kurdish administration. It was in 2011.
We started to organize the youth, women, the protection units. After that, we
contacted other groups such as Syriacs, Arabs, and others who were living with
us. They realized that we did not want what was happening in other parts of
Syria happening in our region. We shared our vision with them and they agreed
to that. We established the self-democratic administration in the three cantons,
Afrin, Jazirah and Kobane, and then it became a joint administration of the
Kurds, Arabs, Syriacs and so on."

Bassam Ishak, the president of the Syriac
National Council, seconds this vision:

We felt that we needed a different model than what the opposition and the
regime presented. I am one of the founders of Syrian National Council and I was
living in Istanbul. The problem was with time we discovered that the opposi-
tion’s vision of democracy is different than ours. They say democracy but what
they mean is closer to a religious state. When we say democracy, we mean a plu-
ralistic, citizenship-based country where Syrians are equal regardless of gender,
ethnic, religious, or sectarian background. It is hard to work and cooperate with
people who hold different visions. This is where we parted ways. We needed to
have a voice for our future.?

Rojava aspires to create an administrative structure that gives women and
diverse ethnic and religious elements a participatory role unprecedented in
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the Middle East—a role as equals in the management of the society. This
does not mean that Rojava has been without criticism. A report released by
Amnesty International accused the YPG of using child soldiers and forcibly
removing Arab families from towns liberated from ISIS.?! However, given
the long-standing cultural norms in the region and the fact that it is a conflict
zone, it is fair to claim that the Kurds managed to establish a system of gov-
ernance that is democratic, gender balanced, and ethnically and religiously
representative; hence, a strong alternative to the centralized, authoritarian,
nation-state model that has long prevailed in Damascus.

FOREIGN RELATIONS OF ROJAVA:
CURSE OR OPPORTUNITY?

The Kurds of Syria, as a non-state local force, were not visible to the interna-
tional community until the Syrian uprising of 2011. The eruption of the civil
war provided Syrian Kurds with an opportunity to establish an unprecedented
network of novel relations with outside actors. The PYD, as the dominant
political organization in Syrian Kurdistan, has enjoyed cross-border ties at the
regional level, particularly with the Kurds in Turkey, since its establishment
in 2003. Yet foreign ties reaching up to a global level, in which the United
States, Russia, and the European Union are involved, are a novelty.?? The
PYD’s ever evolving foreign relations created an exceptional experience for
the Kurds of Syria who, for the first time, managed to secure external sup-
port to advance their domestic interests. A combination of several factors,
including the PYD’s military prowess and organizational capacity as well as
the structural changes in Syria’s political landscape, account for the Kurds’
success in securing assistance from global actors.

State weakness can create political vacuums that attract outsiders.” In the
case of Syria, the emergent multilateral conflict environment since 2011 grad-
ually eroded the legitimacy of the state and generated structural conditions
conducive to the involvement of external actors with conflicting agendas. The
war pitted supporters of anti-regime forces—Turkey, the United States, and
the Gulf—against pro-Assad forces, Russia and Iran, while non-state actors
such as ISIS, Hezbollah, and Jahab Al-Nusra sought to take advantage of
the power vacuum to expand their own ideological and sectarian agendas.
Although the PYD had had the same military and organizational capacity to
project influence in Syrian politics before the civil war, it was only after the
rise of ISIS that the international community’s view of the PYD changed.
Contrary to Russia and Iran, which directly intervened in the conflict on
Assad’s behalf, the United States opted for getting involved only after the
emergence of ISIS threat and only through military partnerships with local
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proxies. The U.S. strategy to employ surrogate warfare against ISIS as well
as Russia’s determination to protect the Assad regime from Sunni Islamist
challengers enabled the PYD to position itself as an attractive local proxy ally
to these global powers.

Although the changing political circumstances in Syria were in PYD’s
favor, its ability to establish foreign ties ranging to the global level cannot
be explained with structural factors alone. What made the PYD an attractive
local force in the eyes of outside players is undeniably linked to the PYD’s
military and organizational capacity. The PYD had been present and recog-
nized in the region since its establishment in 2003, but the victory against
ISIS during the battle over Kobane made the PYD the main focus of global
actors in their Syria policy.* From the perspective of the United States, the
YPG’s military effectiveness on the ground, coupled with the PYD’s secular
ideology as a political party, quickly consolidated the Kurds’ image as the
“secular enemies of the jihadists” in the Middle East. From the Russian point
of view, although Russia and the PYD do not share similar political agendas,
the PYD effectively fights ISIS as well as other regional Islamist groups such
as Ahrar al-Sham and al-Nusra who challenge the regime.

The protracted conflict environment in Syria provided Syrian Kurds with
an unexpected appearance on the international scene. However, in the con-
text of the Kurds’ long-term political objectives, the new proxy relationships
established with the United States and Russia appear both an opportunity and
a curse. Syrian Kurds do not have the political or military power to determine
the outcome of the conflict or their own future trajectory alone.” As the PYD
avoided any direct confrontation with the regime, the PYD-Russia relation-
ship proved a lucrative cooperation since the beginning of uprising. Moscow’s
collaboration with the Kurds, however, is driven more by short-term interests
such as gaining leverage over Turkey, driving a wedge between North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) allies, Turkey and the United States, and keep-
ing Bashar al-Assad in power than supporting the Kurdish cause in Syria.?
Likewise, the U.S. support for the Kurds in the fight against ISIS increased the
international legitimacy of the PYD and empowered the self-governing struc-
tures in Kurdish-controlled areas in northern Syria. Nonetheless, the United
States—Kurdish partnership remained largely limited to a narrowly defined
goal of counter-terrorism that was divorced from any political commitment
regarding the status of Rojava as a self-administration project.

As the dust is settling regarding the ISIS threat, it appears that the Ameri-
can and Kurdish visions of a Syria and a Middle East increasingly diverge.
Sinam Mohammad summarizes these differences in the following way:

We told our American allies many times that behind each fighter, there is a
political demand to change Syria into a pluralistic, gender-equal, democratic
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system. One should ask what’s the reason for these fighters to make all these
sacrifices to defeat terrorism. This is not only about getting money and guns
from the U.S. We have a vision for Syria. A democratic Syria with a new con-
stitution to guarantee the rights of all Syrians. Our organized forces are fighting
for this vision. This is what the U.S. must recognize.”’

Geographically, Rojava is surrounded by hostile states—a regional dynamic
that remained unchanged throughout the Syrian civil war. The threat that the
regional status quo poses for the survival of Rojava project became evident
in January 2018, when the Turkish military launched a ground incursion into
the Afrin canton. Given the affiliation between the PKK and the PYD, Ankara
justified its cross-border incursion as combat against “Kurdish terror.”?
Since the beginning of the Syrian uprising, Turkey’s biggest concern was
the expansion of Kurdish forces in northern Syria under the leadership of the
PYD. The YPG’s military alliance with the United States further exacerbated
these concerns.

To the disappointment of the Kurds, the Afrin operation did not create
much opposition from the international community, especially from big
powers; this is an alarming indicator of the fragility of Kurdish territorial
gains in Syria. Tensions between Ankara and the PYD and their potential to
derail efforts to combat ISIS have been the concern for Washington. Yet, the
United States practiced caution and confined itself to urge Turkey to “limit
its military action” in Afrin, while Moscow turned a blind eye to the military
offensive and Turkish jets were allowed to use the Afrin airspace controlled
jointly by the Assad government and Russia.?? Given the risk of a military
standoff with Turkish forces, Washington opted not to alienate its NATO ally
over “Afrin,” which was neither in the American-controlled zone nor a U.S.
strategic priority in Syria. Russia, on the other hand, has been working closely
with the YPG in Afrin to prevent conflicts between different armed groups.
However, Moscow was not happy about the United States—YPG alliance and
was already accusing the PYD for contributing to growing U.S. presence in
Syria. Furthermore, the Turkish operation came at a time when Turkey and
Russia, together with Iran, were collaborating closely as the guarantors of
Syria peace talks in Astana, Kazakhstan, where Russia was seeking conces-
sions from Turkey on Assad’s behalf.

SYRIAN OPPOSITION, THE KURDS,

AND THE ASSAD REGIME

The status quo between the Kurds, the regime, and the opposition was first
transformed by the events of Qamishli in 2014. The Asad regime recognized

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

140 Ozum Yesiltas

that the Kurdish question in Syria could no longer be managed through the
traditional cooptation policy. The Arab opposition, on the other hand, pub-
licly acknowledged the legitimacy of Kurdish grievances, yet continued to
maintain its strong opposition to certain “identity” demands of the Kurds.
Thus, witnessing many in the opposition reacted to Kurdish demands much
like the Assad government, the Kurdish parties opted for establishing them-
selves as a “third force” which was based on challenging both the regime
and the Arab opposition on their exclusionary policies and insistence upon a
particularist identity in Syria.

Distrust for both the regime and the opposition continued to define the
position of the Kurdish movement throughout the Syrian uprising. The efforts
to incorporate the Kurds into a unified opposition quickly failed as the Kurd-
ish parties and Arab opposition groups once again remained at odds over
Kurdish demands for recognition as a distinct nation under some form of
power-sharing system in post-conflict Syria.*® As Syria’s conflict expanded,
skepticism grew among Kurdish parties that the predominantly Arab nation-
alist and Islamist opposition lacked the inclusive vision necessary to satisfy
the various minority groups in Syria. Hence, rather than voicing open sup-
port for the opposition’s “anti-regime” rhetoric, the Kurdish response to the
uprising was marked more by a determination to spare Kurdish areas violent
confrontation by minimizing the risk of clashes with the government forces.
This situation was interpreted by the radically anti-regime Sunni Arab oppo-
sition as Kurdish reluctance to confront the regime and prompted increasing
charges of collusion.

The fact that the party-based Kurdish opposition maintained a low profile
throughout the uprising did not derive from a reluctance to support regime
change. Rather, it needs to be viewed as a continuation of the Kurdish posi-
tion to act as a “third force” in the Syrian political scene. Anti-regime senti-
ment is deeply rooted among Syrian Kurds given the discriminatory policies
of Syrian Arab Ba’athism throughout the twentieth century. For the Kurds,
however, being at the forefront of the protest movement not only carried the
risk of harsh regime repression, but also might have allowed the regime to
play up the ethnic divide and rally Arab support against “Kurdish secession-
ism” just as it had in 2004.

Much like the cooptation strategy of the 1980s and the 1990s, the regime’s
response to the Kurds” “third way” policy was pragmatic. When the upris-
ing broke out in March 2011 the regime, fearful of the Kurds’ ability to gear
up the unrest, promptly made political overtures to the Kurds. After half a
century of regime indifference, the citizenship issue was suddenly resolved
by a presidential decree in April 2011.3' Concerned primarily with diverting
precious resources to the anti-regime demonstrations taking place in major-
ity-Arab cities, the regime pursued the strategy of maintaining the loyalty
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of minority groups and depicting the uprising as an essentially Sunni Arab
sectarian revolt.*> Although the growing influence of the PYD weakened
the regime’s hold in the Kurdish regions of Syria, enhanced PYD control in
the north served the regime’s purpose of preventing Arab opposition from
taking control of border areas and allowed Assad to wage important battles
elsewhere in the country. As for the PYD, tacitly agreeing to an entente with
Assad allowed the group to focus on ISIS and spared Kurdish areas from
direct regime assault as they have built autonomous political and military
institutions.

The Assad-PYD arrangement to avoid direct clashes allowed both actors to
fight groups that threatened their existence. However, as the war against ISIS
has slowed down and the threat from anti-government Arab forces is gradu-
ally receding, the Baath-Kurd strife will likely resurface. The SDF wants to
preserve its hard-fought autonomy in northeastern Syria, while the regime
seeks to reassert centralized control over the entire country.*®* Given the pre-
carious circumstances still dominating Syria, for the time being, neither party
is interested in escalating tensions. In July 2018, representatives of the Syrian
Democratic Council met with regime officials in Damascus to start negotia-
tions over the status of Rojava. While it is unlikely that Assad will readily
agree to a decentralized political system, direct negotiations between Damas-
cus and representatives of Rojava points to Assad’s de facto recognition of the
Kurds’ authority over the autonomous region in the north and the SDF’s abil-
ity to impose high costs on regimes forces in case of a military confrontation.

CONCLUSION: PROSPECTS FOR ROJAVA

Syria has become an arena where a global power game of chess takes place
between the NATO states and their Sunni allies on the one hand, and Rus-
sia, Iran and their Shia allies on the other. Since the Qamishli uprising, and
specifically throughout the civil war, Syrian Kurds skillfully navigated these
sectarian blocs without allowing themselves to be co-opted by any of the war-
ring internal or external actors. Kurdish parties steered clear of aligning them-
selves either with Arab opposition groups or the regime and focused instead
on bolstering the position of the Kurds within the uprising and protecting
Kurdish areas from possible Arab—Ba’ath or Kurd—-Ba’ath clashes. The U.S.-
led coalition’s support for the YPG, which began during the siege of Kobane,
was a positive development for Rojava—yet once Russia got involved in the
Syrian war in late 2015, Kurds, again, followed their third path instead of
choosing between the United States or Russia.

While the nonaligned status of Rojava enhanced the Kurdish cause in
Syria, the Kurds’ “third way” has the potential to complicate the situation in
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the autonomous cantons in the near future. Both the United States and Russia
worked with the SDF against ISIS, yet they remained silent on the Turkish
military incursion into Afrin and did not voice open support to Rojava as a
political project. So far, neither the regime nor the opposition has recognized
the autonomy of Rojava and the Syrian Democratic Council was not allowed
to participate in the peace negotiations either Geneva or Astana because of
Turkish opposition. In addition, the political split between the PYD and the
less Turkey-hostile, Erbil-based Kurdish National Council (KNC), a coalition
of Syrian Kurdish parties founded under the sponsorship of Iraq’s Kurdistan
Regional Government, has proven difficult to overcome. The proclamation
of the three cantons was the work of the PYD alone and was not coordinated
with the KNC, and none of the parties in the coalition has so far participated
in the Rojava administration.** The lack of unity among Kurdish parties not
only played into the hands of the regime and the Arab opposition, which seek
to benefit from Kurdish infighting, but also crippled the political legitimacy
of Rojava in the eyes of international actors.

Following the near territorial defeat of ISIS, the SDF must now consider a
number of challenges including how to prepare for the eventual withdrawal of
U.S. forces, the likely victory of Bashar al-Assad in Syria’s civil war and con-
tinuing tensions with Turkey.* As a non-state actor that relies on continuing
U.S. security guarantees, and in the face of ISIS’ ongoing rural insurgency
in northeastern Syria, the SDF is not likely to risk a direct military confron-
tation with the regime or its allies, Russia and Iran. Likewise, the regime is
still busy with recapturing the remaining strongholds of the opposition, and
currently cannot risk a direct clash with the SDF due to the continuing U.S.
presence in Kurdish-controlled areas. Therefore, at present, both parties have
strong incentives to reach a negotiated settlement over the future of Syria.
There is also room for the two big powers, the United States and Russia, to
play a productive mediating role. Despite their divergent interests in Syria,
both Moscow and Washington are invested in preventing the return of ISIS
and bringing stability back to Syria. An Assad—Kurd settlement is vital to the
achievement of both goals.

Although Assad and Syrian Kurds hold radically different ideas about how
post-war Syria should be structured, neither the President Bashar al-Assad
nor the regional and international powers can expect to relegate the Kurds to
their prewar status. Following seven years of de facto self-rule, Rojava has
established itself in ways that are difficult to undo and given the fact that SDF
is a competent militia, the regime is aware of the potential costs of coercing
the Kurds into accepting the return of centralized rule from Damascus. In
addition, the Rojava administration receives support not only from the Kurds,
but also from local Arab populations and minorities, which would certainly
factor into Assad’s decision making throughout negotiations. As Assad

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Continuity and Change in Syrian Kurdistan 143

will likely continue his struggle to contain the largely Islamist-led political
opposition in post-war Syria, it is possible that the regime could make some
concessions in return for gaining support from the Kurds and other minority
groups. Kurds are likely to make compromises as well to salvage what they
have achieved over the past seven years. Although risks to Kurdish gains
remain, a return to the deeply discriminatory regime of the past in unlikely.*
If the regime sees the value of accommodating the democratic demands of
the Kurds, including some form of decentralized government, Syria will have
a higher chance of progressing towards reestablishing stability and achieving
democratization.
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Chapter 7

Evolution of Kurdish-Led
Administrations in Northern Syria

Wladimir van Wilgenburg

The Syrian Kurds for the first time in history managed to gain widespread
autonomy amidst chaos and the civil war in Syria. They did so following a
“third way” policy independent from the Syrian opposition and Damascus.
The autonomous administrations were led and formed by the Democratic
Union Party (PYD) following the withdrawal of the Syrian army in July 2012.
Moreover, the territory that the Kurdish-led forces controlled significantly
expanded after they became the main ally for the United States-led anti-
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) coalition during the battle for Kobani in
2014-2015 under the Obama administration. The discipline and effectiveness
of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) made it a major partner for
the U.S. military, despite Turkish allegations that the group was linked to the
Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK). Unlike many Syrian Arab and Turkmen
rebel groups, the YPG did not cooperate with ISIS or Al Qaida in Syria.

As a result, Syrian Kurds that were marginalized and ignored for years
became one of the major players in the Syrian civil war and now control more
than a quarter of Syria’s territory.' This includes the majority of Syria’s oil,
water, and gas resources. But it should be noted that the system and institu-
tions formed by the PYD evolved gradually due to political developments and
territorial expansion. In 2012, the YPG controlled mostly Kurdish-majority
areas. However, by 2019, the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF)
also controlled Arab-majority areas such as the Raqqa Governorate and large
parts of Deir Ezzor. Furthermore, the YPG lost the Afrin region in March
2018 to Turkey after a battle that lasted over two months.? The first draft of
this chapter was written before Trump announced on December 19, 2018,
his intention to pull U.S. troops out of Syria.> This decision brings a lot of
uncertainty, and it remains to be seen if the withdrawal will really occur or
if this autonomous area will survive the Syrian civil war. Notwithstanding

149

printed on 2/12/2023 7:52 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

150 Wiadimir van Wilgenburg

the fluidity of the situation, this chapter aims at explaining and analyzing the
steady evolution of the administrations and institutions in northeastern Syria.

An understanding of the evolution of the administrations and institutions
of northeastern Syria may help us dispel certain myths about the area. Such
myths include the idea that the administration is just a Kurdish administra-
tion, similar to the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) in Iraq. In addi-
tion, the cantons of northern Syria may also offer a model for Syria’s future,
should the Assad regime come under sufficient pressure to accept something
short of total victory. The concluding section of this chapter goes over this
possibility in more detail.

THE ROJAVA REVOLUTION AND WEST KURDISTAN

Following the outbreak of the Syrian civil war in 2011, the Syrian army was
forced out of most of the Kurdish-majority towns in the north and northeast
of Syria. The government’s abandonment of majority Kurdish areas occurred
around July 2012, which is often called the “Rojava revolution.” In the face
of limited clashes, the YPG took over 5 cities, 5 towns, and 100 villages
within a year.’

The PYD was part of a new umbrella organization, TEV-DEM (“the move-
ment for a democratic society”), formed in 2011. To manage these areas,
TEV-DEM reached an agreement with the Kurdish National Council (KNC)
in Erbil on June 11, 2012, which was backed and formed with support of the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) leader, Masoud Barzani. According to
this Erbil agreement, the KNC- and TEV-DEM-linked People’s Council of
West Kurdistan (PCWK) would rule over the Kurdish-held territories through
the Kurdish Supreme Committee (DKB) and would form an interim admin-
istration within four to six months.78

However, rivalry between the KNC, backed by Barzani, and the PYD,
backed by the PKK, continued due to differences over ideology, government
models, and power. Since the PYD and YPG dominated the territories on the
ground through its security police, the KNC was not able to challenge this
without a military force or militia of its own on the ground. There was an
attempt to renew this agreement, leading to a new Erbil agreement on Decem-
ber 24, 2013, but this agreement was never implemented.’

The tensions were also part of the larger intra-Kurdish rivalry between the
PKK and the KDP over leadership of the Kurdish cause. Moreover, the deci-
sion of the KNC to join the Turkish-backed Syrian National Council (SNC)
in September 2013 increased tension between the PYD and the KNC.!°

In November 2013, the PYD and its allies announced the creation of an
interim administration.'" The plan was to divide the Kurdish-held areas into
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three cantons (Al Jazeera, Efrin, and Kobani).'? This led to the end of the joint
administration plan between the KNC and the PYD. Moreover, the YPG in
2013 publicly stated that their goal was to take over large parts of northern
Syria along the border with Turkey, with an intent to create a contiguous ter-
ritory and unite all the administrations from Derik to Afrin.!

On January 21, 2014, the “Democratic Autonomous Administration” (al-
Idarat al-Dhatiya al-Dimugratiya) was formally declared with three autono-
mous cantons in Afrin, Kobani, and Jazeera.'* However, after ISIS attacked
both the Kurds in Syria and Iraq, there was a new Duhok agreement between
the KCN and PYD on October 22, 2014. According to this agreement, a new
thirty-member, power-sharing council was to be formed by the KNC and
PYD.'5 As with previous two Erbil agreements, it did not materialize due to
political and ideological disagreements between the two blocks.!

While the KNC favored the creation of a Kurdistan region of Syria, similar
to the Kurdistan region of Iraq headed by the Kurdistan Region’s president
Masoud Barzani, the PYD favored a non-ethnic federal or autonomous entity
based on PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan’s ideas of democratic autonomy,
anti-capitalism, and commune systems.!” In addition, with the territory of the
YPG slowly expanding, it was becoming more unrealistic to create a strictly
Kurdish entity.

FROM THE ROJAVA SYSTEM TO FEDERALISM

A new dynamic was introduced when the United States started to support the
YPG after ISIS assaulted the Kurdish canton of Kobani in September 2014,
which enabled the YPG to significantly expand areas under PYD and YPG
control.'® Before the Kobani battle, the United States was more supportive
of the Arab-led Syrian opposition, which included the KNC. “We have not
engaged directly with the PYD for reasons that are well known,” a U.S. State
Department official insisted even in October 2014."

As aresult, the Kobani and Jazeera cantons were linked after the YPG cap-
tured Tal Abyad in June 2015.% In October 2015, the multiethnic SDF force
was established with U.S. support and advice as a broader framework to bring
together the YPG and allied forces in order to fight ISIS.?! This U.S. support
helped the SDF to liberate many Arab-majority territories, which led to the
need to transform the main fighting force, the Kurdish YPG, into a multi-
ethnic force. A few days before this, a U.S. general told the YPG to change
its brand.” “They got to work on their own branding. If they continue to keep
linkage to their past product—the PKK linkage, specifically—the relationship
is fraught with challenges,” U.S. Army General Raymond Thomas, the head
of Special Operations Command, said in July 2017.%2 Moreover, the role of
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Kurdish structures, TEV-DEM and PCWK, also diminished with the creation
of the multi-ethnic Syrian Democratic Council (SDC) in December 2015
that replaced these structures.?* Although TEV-DEM is still active (unlike
the PCWK), the priority now is for the SDC, as shown by the SDC office
in Washington. The SDC later played a central role in creating councils for
newly liberated areas such as in Manbij, Raqqa, and parts of Deir Ezzor. As
a result of this alliance, the SDF and YPG managed to control 30 percent of
Syrian territory, making them a very important player in the Syrian political
landscape.

In March 2016, the three Kurdish-controlled regions agreed at a con-
ference in Rmeilan in northeast Syria to establish the self-administered
“federal democratic system of Rojava—Northern Syria.”* The plan was
to elect a joint leadership and a thirty-one-member organizing committee,
which would prepare a “legal and political vision” for the system within
six months.?® They appointed Mansour Saloum, an Arab from Tal Abyad,
and Hediya Yousef, a Kurd, as co-leaders for this new federal region for
northern Syria.”” Moreover, a council was created for the Shahba region in
northern Aleppo. In December 2016, they agreed on a new draft constitution
and dropped the word “Rojava” from the newly proposed system of federal
government, since the plan was to potentially include Raqqa and Deir Ezzor
also into the Democratic Federation of Northern Syria (DENS).? This new
administration was not just planned as a Kurdish entity only but as a multi-
ethnic region.

Before the creation of this new administration, the SDF liberated the town
of Manbij on August 13, 2016.* However, this led to a response from Tur-
key: the Euphrates Shield operation on August 24, with the goal to prevent
the Kurds from creating a corridor to the west and east of the Euphrates.*
This was a big setback for the YPG and the SDF since they wanted to create
a Shahba administration in northern Aleppo to link the cantons and create a
contiguous territory along Turkey’s border.

Despite Turkish objections, the United States continued to cooperate with
the SDF. Raqqa was liberated from ISIS with continued U.S. support under
the new Trump administration in October 2017 after a battle which lasted
several months.*! Even before its liberation, the SDC created the Raqqa Civil
Council that still runs Raqqa today.*

In July 2017, the decision was made for elections to take place to determine
the leadership of the new system of government in SDF-controlled areas.
Accordingly, commune elections were supposed to be held on September
22,2017, and municipal and Northern Syria Democratic Federation Cantons
elections on November 3, 2017. On the other hand, regional and Northern
Syria Democratic People’s Congress (i.e., parliament) elections were held on
January 19, 2018.%
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Moreover, the administration system was changed. The system was
divided into three regions with six cantons*: Afrin in the west, Euphrates
in the center, and Jazira in the east. The Afrin region included Afrin canton
and Shahba canton (northern Aleppo). The Euphrates region consisted of the
Kobane canton, Ain al Issa, and Tal Abyad. The last region, Jazira, included
Qamishli and Hasakah. Manbij and Raqqa, although SDF-held areas in Deir
Ezzor, were not included in the system. These areas were given the option to
join later via popular vote or a decision by their councils (that were created
before the SDF liberated these regions from ISIS).%

NEW NORTH AND EAST SYRIA ADMINISTRATION

However, in January 2018, the DENS decided to indefinitely postpone the
third round of elections for technical and administrative reasons.*® This
coincided with the launch of a Turkish invasion of Afrin in January 2018.
With a green light from Russia, Turkey took over Afrin on March 17 after
a battle that lasted more than two months and led to the displacement of
over 137,000 civilians to mostly northern Aleppo.”” After numerous Turkish
threats to expand the Afrin operation to Manbij, Turkey and the United States
reached a deal over Manbij which would include a YPG withdrawal from
the city. In a statement by the U.S. president, Donald Trump, in April 2018,
he suggested that U.S. forces should pull out of Syria as soon as possible.*
These developments and a threat by Syrian president Bashar al-Assad in June
2018, in which he said Damascus was “opening doors for negotiations” with
the SDF but if talks were to fail, he would resort to force to recapture areas
where some 2,000 U.S. forces are stationed, pushed the SDC to have talks
with Damascus.*® Assad’s threats came after he recaptured most opposition-
held areas apart from Idlib.** As a result, there were two attempts at talks in
Damascus by the SDC and the Syrian Future Party, a newly created party
on March 27.*" However, talks did not progress much due to the fact that
Damascus did not accept any form of autonomy and demanded that the SDF
simply surrender to its authority. The SDC expressed a strong willingness to
reach a solution within Syria, provided that Damascus recognizes the local
autonomous administration in the northeast of Syria.

However, with a new anti-Iran policy, it became clearer that the Trump
administration was walking back the notion of an imminent pullout of U.S.
forces from Syria, promising to remain until there is an “enduring defeat” of
ISIS.** James Jeffrey, a former U.S. ambassador to Turkey, said the United
States was “shifting its position” to remain active in the country and push
for a complete withdrawal of all Iranian forces from Syrian territory.* The
U.S. Defense Secretary, James Mattis, said they will continue to support
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local forces and councils in northern Syria to prevent the return of ISIS.*
Moreover, the United States imposed sanctions on Assad’s oil traders who
have allegedly acted as middlemen between Damascus and the Kurds for oil
sales.” Mattis earlier played down odds of a Syria pull out before a peace
agreement is reached through United Nations (UN) peace talks in Geneva.*®
A clash between the regime and Kurdish security forces in Qamishli on Sep-
tember 8, that killed several fighters on both sides, led to further tensions and
an eventual halt to the talks.*

Furthermore, on September 6, the creation of a new administration system
was announced, to be led by Siham Qeyro, a Syrian politician, and Farid Ati,
a lawyer from Kobani, based on a decision of the SDC on July 16, 2018.4
This administration will replace the federal system and will unite all the
administration in the north and east of Syria.* Officials of the administration
say the decision was made during a conference of the SDC on June 17. “The
SDF created this self-administration because there was the need to unify the
several local administrations under one umbrella,” said Berivan Khalid, the
Kurdish cohead of the new administration.>

This new administration will unite all the local councils and the adminis-
trations of the Afrin, Jazeera, and Euphrates region including Deir Ezzor and
Raqqga.’! A newly formed, seventy-member General Council for Autonomous
Administration of North and East Syria will consist of forty-nine members
of the legislative councils in the areas of Autonomous Administration and
civil councils, and twenty-one technocrats. “The Autonomous Administra-
tion in North and East Syria is a memorandum of understanding between the
autonomous and local administrations to develop the service reality and unify
all their decisions through a unified council,” officials from Manbij said.?
Furthermore, the Afrin administration that is displaced to northern Aleppo
has been reformed in light of the latest developments.>

The new administration includes the Interior Body, Education Body, Local
Administration Body, Economy and Agriculture Body, Finance Body, the
Culture and Art Body, Health and Environment Body, Social Affairs and
Labor Body, and the Women’s Body.** However, on the October 3, there
was an announcement that ten commissions and seven offices were being
created, which include Foreign Relations, Defense, Advisory Office, Oil and
Natural Resources, Media Offices, Religion and Faith Office, and Planning
and Development Office.>® According to one official, the decision to call them
offices was to show that the Kurds are not separatists, but are rather working
for the unity of Syria.’ He also denied rumors that the administration was
formed due to the fact that U.S. officials were unhappy with the earlier fed-
eral system. “The idea to forming this hasn’t come from another country, but
from us. The idea was formed, when tensions and differences started to exist
between the different regions. The laws should be unified,” he added.’” Also,
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Abd Hamid al Mabas, the cohead of the administration said the idea came
from the SDC and not the United States.>®

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The future of the autonomous self-administrations in northeastern Syria is
still unclear due to the fact the administration there remains unrecognized.
Damascus and Turkey still reject the administration and oppose its status.
Initially, it seemed there would be a long-term U.S. presence even after
ISIS. But this became more uncertain after U.S. president Donald Trump
announced a complete troop withdrawal in December 2018, declaring a vic-
tory against ISIS. Although under pressure from the U.S. Congress and the
Pentagon, president Trump agreed to leave a residual peace force of 200
troops,” the situation remains uncertain.

As of the timing of this writing in September 2019, there are still around
1,000 troops in Syria months after yet another withdrawal announcement (in
October of 2019) and it seems U.S. troops will stay.®® Moreover, in August,
Turkey and the United States reached a deal to establish a joint operations
center in Turkey to create a safe zone or security mechanism, after weeks of
Turkish threats to invade.®! The United States and Turkey engaged in joint
patrols, air patrols, and the SDF removed fortifications in an area between
Tal Abyad and Ras al-Ayn.®* Nevertheless, Turkey appeared unwilling to
accept this security mechanism. Turkey’s president Recep Tayyip Erdogan
continued to threaten to invade the northeast of Syria in order to create a
Turkish-controlled safe zone and to place between two to three million Syr-
ian refugees in the northeast Syria, changing the ethnic demography.®® This
happened earlier when Turkey invaded Afrin and settled thousands of non-
Kurds in Afrin from other areas in Syria. Erdogan made good on his threats
in early October, forcibly taking control of a stretch of territory between Tal
Abyad and Ras al-Ain.

The transformation of the Kurdish ‘“Rojava” administration focused on
Kurdish areas to establish a multiethnic self-administration for the north and
east of Syria. This reflected local demographic and political realities and
could be a model for the future of Syria. Compared to areas under regime,
Jihadist, or Turkish control, the SDF-held areas are slowly improving ser-
vices, governance, and democracy. The Syrian Kurds, who were a repressed
minority before 2011, have emerged as a major player in Syrian politics.
They control nearly 30 percent of Syrian territories and constitute a key role
in the anti-ISIS operations in Syria. Even after the latest Turkish incursion
of October 2019, the SDF still holds thousands of foreign ISIS fighters and
families, and controls most of Syria’s oil, gas, water resources, and dams.
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Furthermore, their areas border Iranian-backed militias that the United States
and other Western states want out of Syria. As a result, the SDF and its
administration have major political cards to play to preserve their future.

Nevertheless, serious risks and uncertainties remain. The SDF-controlled
areas lack any official recognition. The United States seems to be primar-
ily focused on a counter-ISIS mission. The SDC has been excluded from
peace talks in Geneva and Astana due to Turkish pressure. Despite these
uncertainties, the United States is unlikely to leave Syria since they do not
want the Syrian regime and Iranian-backed militias to gain more territory. If
the United States leaves Syria the West will lose all its cards to pressure the
Syrian regime in Damascus into concessions.* In this case, it seems the self-
administration project can muddle along for the next several years, similar
to what Iraqi Kurdistan did between 1991 and 2003 when the Ba’ath regime
withdrew. All in all, the future of the administration remains unclear in the
long run with serious challenges ahead.
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Chapter 8

The Kurdish Question

An Overview
Peshawa A. Muhammed

The Kurdish struggle for autonomy and independence constitutes the Kurdish
question.! Despite having a strong sense of “Kurdishness,” the Kurds have
not been able to develop a unified nationalist movement or pursue full sover-
eignty. The 