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     Kurds & Away 
  To be an enemy of America can be 

dangerous, but to be a friend is fatal.
Henry Kissinger

A S THE WHITE HOUSE ABRUPTLY
withdrew American troops from northern 
Syria in late 2019, giving Turkey a green 
light to attack Kurdish militias in the region, 
some observers questioned how the U.S. 
could abandon the Kurds, especially after 
the crucial role they had played in helping 
the U.S. to defeat the Islamic State.
   They needed only look to history to find 
the answer.
   Kurdish-American cooperation has always 
been based on a complicated mix of tactical 
advantage and political expediency, rather 
than any well-established, long term 
strategic alliances, but this was hardly the 
first time the U.S. had betrayed the loyalty 
of their erstwhile Kurdish partners.
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   Indeed, the American government has 
consistently treated the Kurds as little more 
than dispensable pawns—what Lenin 
derisively referred to as “useful idiots”—
in pursuit of its often murky foreign policy 
objectives in the region.
   The Kurds, who number about 30 million, 
are the largest ethnic group in the world 
without their own country, having the 
misfortune to be centered at the intersection 
of not one, but four volatile nation-states: 
Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria.
   With strong historical and cultural ties and 
a long history of facing repression from all 
sides, it’s not surprising that the Kurds have 
long sought to establish their own state.
   In fact, they accomplished this unlikely 
task briefly in the early 1920s, when the 
Treaty of Sèvres dismembered the once 
great Ottoman Empire, which had fought on 
the losing side in the First World War. 



   The British and French treaty set aside a 
portion of present-day Turkey for a Kurdish 
homeland, sparking the hopes of Kurdist 
nationalists who had been clamoring for an 
independent Kurdistan since the late 1800s. 
   But the Turks opposed the treaty, and it 
was replaced by the Treaty of Lausanne in 
1923. The new treaty—which had U.S. 
support—handed present-day Iraq to the 
British and present-day Syria to the French, 
but made no provision for the Kurds. 
   The British subsequently crushed the short- 
lived Kingdom of Kurdistan, while later 
allowing for a much smaller Republic of 
Ararat within Turkish territory. But even 
this glimmer of Kurdish hope was soon 
extinguished by the Turks, with the British 
conveniently looking the other way.
   More directly-American betrayals would 
commence when the U.S. gradually 
replaced Britain as the main colonial power 
in the region following World War II. 
   Kurds in northern Iran set up the small, 
short-lived Mahabad Republic, but its 
reliance on Soviet support caused it to 
remain unrecognized in the West, and 
Tehran soon crushed it with the backing of 
both the U.S. and Britain.
   In the late 1950s, the U.S. supplied Iraqi 
Kurds with arms against recalcitrant puppet 
Abdel Karim Kassem, then supported the 
1963 military coup in which Kassem was 
overthrown by the Kurds, with a supporting 
role played by a young Saddam Hussein. 
Following the coup, the U.S. not only cut 
off aid to the Kurds but provided the new 
government with napalm to use against them.
   In what many consider the most shameless 
betrayal of all, in the 1970s the Nixon 
administration encouraged Iraqi Kurds to 
rise up against the government, supplying 
them with arms with the assistance of Iran.

   The goal of the operation, directed by 
Henry Kissinger, wasn’t a Kurdish victory 
but weakening Iraq and staving off growing 
Soviet influence in the region. When the 
U.S. signed off on an agreement between 
the Shah and Saddam, the U.S. cut off aid to 
the Kurds, leaving them to be slaughtered 
by the thousands by Iraqi troops.
   In the1980s, the Reagan administration 
ignored reports of Saddam’s use of chemical 
weapons against the Kurds during the Iran-
Iraq war, and in what became known as the 
Anfal campaign, more than 100, 000 Kurdish 
civilians were killed and two million exiled. 
   During the 1991 Gulf War, George Bush 
Sr. called upon the Iraqi people to take up 
arms against Saddam, promising the 
backing of the U.S., and Kurds in northern 
Iraq foolishly took him at his word. As the 
U.S. stood aside, Kurdish rebels were once 
again massacred by Saddam’s military.   
   In 2007, the Clinton administration looked 
the other way as Turkey carried out a heavy 
bombing campaign against Kurds over the 
border in Iraq, fearing that a successful 
Kurdish insurgency in Iraq might spread to 
neighboring Turkey, a NATO ally.
   President Trump promised to “obliterate 
the economy of Turkey” if it attacked the 
Kurds, but a single phone call from Ankara 
was all that was required for him to ignore a 
well-telegraphed Turkish invasion. As late 
as 2022, Kurds were again being targeted by 
offensives from both Turkey and Iran.
    Why the Kurds continue to trust the U.S. 
is a mystery. Perhaps, like many Americans, 
they ignore their history. Perhaps they are 
stymied by power struggles among their 
divided leadership. Or perhaps they simply 
have no choice, surrounded on all sides by 
powerful actors who would just as soon see 
them disappear into the sands of time. ◾


